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  Prologue

 

When Serpent gnaws the bones of the earth

and Buzzard pierces the sky,

when all the green ribbons have dwindled to dust,

the rainbow knife will fly.

—prophecy of the people of two rivers

 

 

Waterstrider fought off panic as everything around him darkened.

He lay on the ground, breath knocked out by a fall from the red rocks on which he and his friends were playing take-the-hill. Laughter and shouts above him broke a strange hush. Birds had gone quiet, their songs and calls and whistles stilled. The dogs too seemed to know something was amiss, for they had run off and no longer barked and snapped at the boys’ bare feet scuffling on the rocks.

The air pressed in on him. No clouds hung in the sky, and Brother Sun was too bright to gaze at directly, yet daylight faded. When Waterstrider blinked he saw red and black spots. He closed his eyelids and rubbed the heels of his hands into them. One heartbeat. Two. Three . . . If I can count, does that mean I’m not going crazy? After ten heartbeats, he took his hands away and found that the world had descended into twilight. His stomach clenched.

Tagalong leaped off the rocks and knelt by his side. “You see it too?” Tag asked, his normally deep-copper cheeks pale.

“Yes.” Blood pounded through Waterstrider’s head. He searched the sky for smoke, dust, anything that would explain why Brother Sun still shone but gave off hardly any light. As the air cooled and a breeze puffed past, gooseflesh lifted on his arms.

“What’s happening?” Tag asked.

One by one the others came to surround Waterstrider. Their wide eyes begged for an answer to Tag’s question. Rivulets of sweat ran down dust-coated bare chests onto cotton loincloths. Tangles of black hair torn loose from braids stuck on damp, red-brown skin nearly the same color as the rock outcrops.

Only Cloudface stood apart, arms crossed and a sneer on his thin lips.

Waterstrider climbed to his feet. He told himself it was the dusty odor of bursage that made his nose itch, his eyes water. He pinched his nostrils between thumb and forefinger, then swiped the back of his hand across his sweaty upper lip. Westward, past his friends’ worried faces, a dark wall of wind-borne sand mounted into the sky from the desert flats. Though nearly as tall as the Greasy Mountains toward which the southerly wind swept, the top edge of the sandstorm hung several hands below Brother Sun, so it was not blocking the sunlight.

Waterstrider’s belly twisted with a growing sense of wrongness. He turned his gaze northward, toward the rounded ridge known as Mother Sleeping. At the front of the broad, arched cavern in the middle of the ridge, several Skywatchers pointed upward, their pale blue robes distinct against the shadows of the Belly of the Mother behind them.

Waterstrider frowned. At this moment, the Skywatchers, celebrants of the upcoming ceremony to mark the turning of the sun, should be cloistered in the Belly of the Mother, hidden behind the tall stacks of wood that Waterstrider and his friends had delivered for the midwinter sun-festival. The Skywatchers should be singing to Brother Sun and smoking tobacco in reed pipes, letting the smoke waft upward through the sun-hole at the top of the cavern as they prepared for the New Fire ceremony. They should be getting ready to light the fires that would be seen all over the valley, a sign that days would soon grow longer again. Instead the Skywatchers stood outside, watching.

Do something! Waterstrider cried out silently to them. Their stillness made him wonder whether they felt as helpless as he did. He chanced another look at the sky, where Brother Sun was disappearing into the maw of a black monster.

Waterstrider swallowed hard. Whipping up his courage, he gestured toward the Skywatchers and said to his friends, in a strained voice he hardly recognized as his own, “If there was anything to fear, they wouldn’t be so calm.”

“They’re fools.” Cloudface, who had seen only one winter more than Waterstrider’s thirteen but always claimed to know everything, crossed his arms and puffed out his meager chest. His beaky nose lifted. His yellowish eyes, flat and expressionless, fixed on Waterstrider. “Silly old men.”

Tagalong shifted a worried gaze between Cloudface and Waterstrider. “The ceremony . . .” His voice choked to a halt. He stared at Waterstrider beseechingly as the younger boys started to cry.

Waterstrider could barely see the Belly of the Mother now, so quickly had the light fled. Though he had no more idea than his friends what was happening, he cleared his throat and told them, “The sun is waning like the moon does, nothing more. Like the moon, it will return.” If not, his reassurance wouldn’t matter, for none of them would survive to accuse him of a lie. That realization made his heart pound, shaking his whole body.

Cloudface unfolded his arms and stabbed a finger toward the darkening sky. “You’ve never seen anything like that—admit it. You’re scared.”

“What if I am?” Waterstrider retorted. “Anyone would be.”

“I’m not,” Cloudface declared.

“Liar.”

“I’m not.” The other boy’s strangely light-colored eyes narrowed into slits. “Only babies admit to being scared. Are you a baby? Do you want to run home to your mother? Oh, I forgot—you don’t have a mother.” He laughed, though it sounded forced.

Some of the others smiled uncomfortably. A few laughed along. Waterstrider stared them into silence.

“Anyway,” Cloudface went on, “I’m not afraid. My life-path leads to greatness.”

Waterstrider might have pointed out that Cloudface had no way of knowing what was to come. But the other boys, distracted from their earlier fear, were now paying attention to the squabble, not the growing darkness. Waterstrider forced his hands to stay open, though he wanted to knock that sneer off his tormentor’s mouth. “Bickering like this is stupid. Those of you with little brothers or sisters, they’ll be needing some comfort. Let’s go back. See if there’s anything we can do to help.”

He turned and headed down the slope, first at a light jog, then with increasing speed in a vain attempt to outrun the dread that weighed down his heart. A glance over his shoulder once he reached level ground showed that only Tag followed him. The others remained behind with Cloudface. What they do doesn’t matter, he told himself. But why had they looked to him first for reassurance if they were going to be guided by Cloudface in the end?

A twisting breeze kicked up dust around him to sting his eyes, pelt his skin, clog his nose and throat. He took the most direct route from Mother Sleeping, a plunging, steep and dangerous trail in the dark rather than the longer one they’d come up bearing wood. Spiky greenthorn trees grabbed at his arms, slicing his skin. He wished he’d thought to pick up his shirt before leaving the rocks. Distracted, he nearly ran into a saguaro cactus that loomed at a crook in the trail. After that, he forced himself to slow down. Tag didn’t catch up with him; Waterstrider hoped that meant his friend was being careful.

By the time he reached the village of Serpentgate, the darkness had begun to lift. Still, the sprawling village was stirred up like an anthill. Parents called for children, who ran heedlessly. Cursing and wailing and shrieking filled the air. Someone cried that she had looked overlong at the rim of brilliance around the darkened sun and now couldn’t see.

Waterstrider did what he could to soothe terrified children and get injured people seated out of the way until healers could tend them. Later that day, after spotting Tag and other friends, Waterstrider tried to convince himself nothing truly bad had happened: Brother Sun came back, everyone he cared about was safe, and life returned to normal. Yet shivers ran through him each time he noticed the sun’s warmth on his face and remembered how quickly and inexplicably Brother Sun had changed.

Later still, the sun dropped into a notch in the distant western mountain range. It cast flames of orange and pink across the sky as it slipped below the horizon. It would set in the same position over the next days, its dying gleams sending up a thin wedge of light framed by dark mountains. Maybe that night, maybe the next—Waterstrider didn’t know how the exact day was determined—the Skywatchers would light the fires in the Belly of the Mother to mark the midwinter sun-festival. Waterstrider wondered whether Brother Sun’s dimming would prove a dire sign, maybe that the Skywatchers’ prayers for longer days and stronger sunshine were going to fail.

As true twilight fell, Waterstrider was summoned to Cloud Mountain, the great mound at the south edge of the village, by his father, Longflute. Waterstrider waved at the man stationed at the gap in the adobe wall surrounding Cloud Mountain and was passed through without comment. Did you see it? he wanted to ask the watchman, as he’d wanted to ask everyone he’d encountered since the swallowing of the sun. Instead he held his tongue. He knew where to find his father, for Longflute was the assigned watcher tonight, keeping an eye on the Belly of the Mother for the lighting of the New Fire.

Waterstrider climbed the steps to the top of the mound, then wound his way through the maze of roomblocks, plazas, and towers. The darkness made him shiver, and he sped up. He hoped Sister Moon would soon rise to end this day with something normal.

Didn’t anyone foresee the darkening of the sun? he had wondered many times as the day wore on. There were plenty of priests and priestesses and others, like the Skywatchers, who claimed to speak with the goddess and other divine beings. And most of the People of Two Rivers went questing when young to find their own spirit-guides, who would show them their new adult names and speak to them in dreams for the rest of their lives. None of the spirit-guides had warned that the sun might go dark? Mother Ge had never suggested to her priestesses that her son, Brother Sun, would become diminished and then creep back to life? The Ta’atchul, the Beloved Spirits, had never told their priests that Brother Sun might be dying?

Through the day Waterstrider had kept his thoughts to himself. Enough people were already spreading rumors when they had no more answers than he did, and the speculation seemed to make everybody more upset. Upon hearing that Longflute had sent for him, a spark of hope had flared—maybe his father had heard something. Maybe his father would tell him everything was working out according to the will of the mother-goddess.

Longflute looked up from his work, hands stilling over braided yucca cord and a plumb-bob. “I expected you back right away, after delivering the wood.”

Even though Waterstrider chose his words carefully, mere mention of the disappearance of the sun prompted Longflute to arch a brow and tell him that the goddess’s mysteries were none of his concern. “We’re heronfolk,” he reminded Waterstrider. “Practical-minded. We don’t claim to understand the doings of Mother Ge.” Waterstrider had heard that his whole life. He knew exactly what his father meant: the heronfolk were Watermasters, and that meant getting water into the canals and moving it to the fields where it was needed. “Leave knowledge of things unseen to the priests and priestesses,” Longflute said.

Waterstrider came to believe, as the days slowly grew longer, that the Watermasters should have dealt head-on with the inexplicable rather than ignoring it. Long after the sun’s return, life remained unsettled. Disturbingly, people began to blame the Watermasters—rather than, say, the Skywatchers or the rain priests or even Mother Ge’s priestesses—for the sun’s disappearance. The accusations became more unreasonable as time wore on. Anything bad was the fault of the heronfolk: accidents, illnesses, stored food getting moldy, failed hunts, even women dying in childbirth. Waterstrider wondered how much longer despair, anger, and suspicion could smolder before flaring up into a destructive blaze.

Nobody but him seemed interested in dousing the flames of rumor. And he had no notion of where to start.

~*~*~*~

A few moons later, Waterstrider sat on an outcrop below Mother Sleeping, near where he and his friends had been playing before the sun went dark. He looked southward over the familiar clanlands, the canals that drew from the broad river glinting in the sunlight, and in the distance, beyond the river, the Greasy Mountains. He sighed. Will I ever see them again? The rains had come, late but strong. The air smelled of resinous shegoi, brittlebush, and rocky soil. Green shoots had emerged, pretty layers of yellow and orange and pink and blue flowers covered the foothills, and the sky glowed with an intense clarity that hurt his heart.

The scrape of a sandal on the rock behind him warned of someone’s approach. Waterstrider scrubbed a hand over his cheeks to wipe away any telltale moisture lingering there. He looked up and saw Tag, whose round face was creased in worry.

“I looked for you by the river,” Tag said.

Waterstrider didn’t trust his voice, so he shrugged in reply.

“There are Watermasters from downcanal passing through the village.” Tag started to lift a hand as though to touch Waterstrider’s shoulder, then dropped it back to his side. “Is it true—the heronfolk are leaving the valley? Ditchrunners, ditch bosses, women and children, everyone?”

“Not leaving. Just getting everybody in one place to keep them safe. Find out what’s going on down at Earth River, that’s all.” Waterstrider hoped the words, forced through a dry throat, sounded sincere. He couldn’t bear Tag’s sympathy. “Give the farmers a chance to calm down. The River Council will think of a way to make the priests back off and stop causing trouble.”

Tag nodded, but his frown deepened. “I heard some of the heronfolk of Earth River got hurt. I heard they killed the Rainsinger of the Temple of Mist.”

That was what Waterstrider had heard too. But Longflute claimed it was a priest of the Rainsinger’s own temple who had killed him. Whatever the truth, women and children in a Watermaster settlement had been attacked.

Waterstrider said, “It may seem a big problem now, but I guess that’ll pass when the rains stop and the farmers need help getting the canals running.”

“If there isn’t any danger, why do you have to go somewhere safe?”

Waterstrider eyed Tag. “Better to be careful, don’t you think?”

“Cloudface isn’t going. He told me so.”

“He doesn’t have a choice. He’ll do as the rest of the heronfolk do.”

“He says he’ll stay here, with his mother’s clan. You could do that too.”

Waterstrider snorted. He didn’t even know which clan his mother belonged to, for her people had wanted nothing to do with him. Not that he could blame them. His father had never stopped running around with other women, and his mother had drowned herself soon after Waterstrider was born. Waterstrider’s friends knew his story as well as he did: He’d been put to the breast of a woman whose newborn had died. After being weaned, he’d been fostered in a Watermaster family that shared no blood with him. Only when he became useful had his father taken him back. Waterstrider had a low opinion of the ties of kinship others took for granted.

Tag smiled nervously. “You could stay with us, me and my family—” His gaze darted to Waterstrider and away.

For a moment Waterstrider was tempted. As he wavered, he thought about how closely Tag had been following him lately, how difficult it had been to peel himself away and be alone. He guessed, too, that Tag hadn’t asked his mother and father how they felt about bringing a Watermaster into their home. “Turn my back on the heronfolk?” He shook his head. “No. I won’t do that.”

“You aren’t your father. You don’t need to follow the heronfolk.”

“I want to.”

“I don’t want you to go!” Tag rubbed his sandal against the closely packed gravel.

“You talk as if the Watermasters are going away, never to return. That won’t happen. Everyone says so.” Waterstrider hoped everyone was right. “The farmers can’t keep the canals and ditches in repair by themselves. Even if they did, they don’t know how to coax the water where it needs to go. And the clans can’t agree on which fields need the irrigation most. The farmfolk would starve to death without the Watermasters.”

“I’m not sure they agree. My gran says too many are listening to the priests and believing their promises.”

“It’s not goodbye, not really. I’ll be back. I promise.”

Tag nodded, but Waterstrider could tell he didn’t believe it.

~*~*~*~

Too soon, the time came to leave Serpentgate, cross the river, and head south to the place where the Watermasters were assembling. Waterstrider stepped out of the cool shadow of the adobe room on Cloud Mountain where the boys who were ditchrunners kept their belongings and slept all together. The thought that he might never return to it made him shiver despite the sun’s warmth on his skin and the cotton tunic and leggings he wore.

Cloudface stood in a dark alcove between buildings. He caught Waterstrider’s eye and raised the back of his hand to his mouth, signaling silence. Waterstrider took a quick look over his shoulder and saw the other ditchrunners clustered together, debating how many of their belongings to bring on the journey. He walked toward Cloudface, who hissed, “Go away.”

“You can’t stay here by yourself,” Waterstrider said.

“Why do you say that? You’d as soon be rid of me.”

“That might be so. But staying behind isn’t right.”

Cloudface sneered. “I’ll decide what’s right in this.”

Waterstrider shrugged. He was about to turn away when Cloudface said, “Don’t tell anyone.”

“Who would I tell? No one cares whether you go or stay.”

“Promise.” Cloudface caught at Waterstrider’s wrist, gripping it painfully.

Waterstrider tore himself free. “Fine, I’ll promise not to tell. You do as you please.”

He turned away and fell into step behind the other boys of the heronfolk, following them through plazas and passages, down the uneven steps, out the gate in the outer wall, and away from Cloud Mountain. They walked in silence along the wide path that led toward the river crossing. Others of the heronfolk caught up and merged in, separating Waterstrider from the rest of the boys.

In the group, large and loose as it was, no one would notice Cloudface’s absence. “You’d as soon be rid of me.” That was true enough. Waterstrider put Cloudface out of his mind.

As the house compounds dwindled at the edge of the village, he wondered how long it would take the farmfolk to figure out how badly they needed the Watermasters. The path crested a hill, and he craned his neck to take one last look at the village of Serpentgate. Not a last look, he told himself, for he would surely come back, as he’d assured Tag.

The brush of a hand against his arm startled Waterstrider out of his reflections. He found himself in a knot of giggling girls. The contact of skin on skin as he passed through their midst made peculiar sensations run through him. He smiled at an especially pretty girl. Her face softened in a way that made him think of his mother and the other unhappy women left behind by his father. Waterstrider looked away.

He spotted a younger girl who watched him intently from a small group of children playing a stick game in the dust. She seemed all arms and legs. Below a mat of black hair was an impossibly wide mouth showing a gap-toothed smile. Between hair and mouth, a pair of eyes peered out of the dirt-streaked face, piercing him and laying him bare.

Waterstrider flushed. Then Longflute caught up with him, clapped a hand on his shoulder, and pressed him onward with the other heronfolk.


  Skyblade

 

Brother Sun hears our song from the notch in the mountains;

tomorrow he comes wrapped in fire.

A new turning dawns, our hearts soon to gladden

as Brother Sun leaps ever higher.

—from the song of new fire

 

 

1

 

Cobble fixed his gaze on the heat-cracked stones of the fire ring, within which flames flickered pleasantly as the autumn day faded. He took a steadying breath as he considered the Namer’s question: Was Cobble ready to give up the name he had borne throughout his boyhood? Was he ready to become a man?

He ached to answer no. His heart quailed at what the Namer, the elderly man seated on the other side of the fire, would learn from his tale. Yet the hope that the Namer might be able to tease out what was real in the naming-quest from which Cobble had just returned drew forth a whispered “Yes, uncle.”

Raising his head, Cobble looked at Dustwind, who served as the Namer for the tiny village of Lastwater. The old man’s face was broken and seamed, as dark as the rocks in the mountains on which long-ago people had pecked away the age-darkened varnish to leave behind images of Mother Ge’s children. Travelers said the shapes of animals, humans, sacred beings, and strange spirals and lines could be found all over, wherever outcrops rose above the valley floor. Cobble supposed he might have made some of his own rock pictures during these past few days. He couldn’t remember.

Dustwind said, “Cobble was a name well suited to a boy of your bloodline. But as you step forth on your life-path, you need a new name.”

Cobble nodded, though he wished things didn’t need to change. He folded his quivering lips together to keep from begging for everything to stay as it had been before his vigil in the mountains.

“Then start your tale in the traditional way, as these stories are supposed to be told. Tell me, what did the boy named Cobble see during his naming-quest?”

Obediently Cobble began, telling his story as though he’d observed it from outside himself. “After five days of having no visions, the boy named Cobble, hungry and thirsty, headed toward home.” That left a lot unsaid: Shame over the failure of his quest. Fear that he would never have his own family, for what girl would trust him to keep her and their children safe, if no spirit-guide walked through life by his side? Worry over what he was lacking. He wasn’t ready. Hadn’t fasted enough. Hadn’t prepared himself. Hadn’t opened his mind to the visions Mother Ge must have sent him.

At the memory of what had happened, Cobble’s stomach twisted, making him wonder if he would throw up the bit of food his mother had given him before sending him to Dustwind’s compound. He clutched his belly with a hand that felt weak and unsteady. Sweat broke out on his palms and forehead. What if the Namer thought he was making it up?

Cobble ducked his head and continued the story: “The boy rounded a bend and saw”—in the shadows of the rocks, malevolent yellow eyes stare out of a black beast’s face, above a mouth filled with jagged white teeth—“a jaguar.” The simple words didn’t half capture the dread he’d felt, but he kept talking. Crouching in darkness, it waits still and quiet, all except its tail. Draped across the path, the snaky tail twitches. I flinch as I try to stop. My foot lands badly, half off the path. My ankle turns and my knee collapses, dragging me sideways and down.

I wobble on the loose scree and then, losing my balance, topple over. My hands are caught in the folds of my cloak, so I can’t catch myself. I sprawl on my side, half blinded by tangles of hair. Dust makes me cough. I start rolling downward. I struggle to free my arms, but I’m going too fast to stop. All I can do is shield my head.

Down and down I slide and tumble over and over. I cry out once but force myself to be silent: a man wouldn’t yelp and whimper, and I must now find a man’s courage within me. The jolting fall seems to last forever. I don’t stop until I roll halfway across the dry wash at the base of the ridge and fetch up against a boulder.

Cobble realized he had stopped talking at some point. He shot a look at Dustwind, whose wrinkled chin rested on his leather-clad chest.

“Go on.” The Namer’s voice offered no clue about what he thought of the story. “Cobble saw a jaguar and fell. What then?”

“In the fall, Cobble”—it felt strange to refer to himself that way, but he supposed that was the point, to separate himself from the name—“must have hit his nose, for when he wiped it, his finger came away bloody.” He remembered wrapping a trembling hand around the finger to hide the scent of blood. He’d felt exposed in the open wash, with nowhere to hide, no way to defend against tearing fangs and raking claws. Dizzy with fear, he’d scanned the slope for any sign of the jaguar but saw nothing.

Cobble wondered whether Dustwind believed his story. Most people knew of jaguars only from tales told by Far-Traders and other travelers from the southlands, for the powerful hunters seldom came this far north. Cobble didn’t dare mention that the one that he’d seen wore a black coat, even more rare than the spotted kind. What could it mean that such a fearsome beast had appeared to him?

No spirit-guide had revealed itself in the four days Cobble spent fasting on the highest peak—consuming nothing but herbal infusions by mouth, burning tobacco and breathing the smoke, rubbing pungent medicine-bundles over his naked, chilled flesh—all to bare himself to Mother Ge and her sacred children. During those seemingly endless days of doing exactly what he was supposed to, all that happened was that he went from hungry and miserable to famished and desperate and ashamed.

Only after he’d exhausted the waterskins and started home had Cobble experienced anything that could be considered a vision. But how could the jaguar, fierce hunter and unafraid, be a spirit-guide for Cobble, who was nothing like that? Cobble remembered being in the wash and wishing he knew what lay in wait for him on the narrow mountain path above: was the jaguar really there hunting prey, or was it a manifestation from Mother Ge . . . or nothing at all, made up out of his own fear?

I rest against the big rock, taking shallow breaths through my mouth. There’s a sharp pain in my chest with every heartbeat. I worry it might be a broken rib, or worse, but as my pulse slows, the twinges subside. I push away from the rock and lie on my back. I test hands and arms, knees and ankles, neck and shoulders. Though I hurt all over, everything moves when told to.

“What was around Cobble after he fell?” Dustwind asked, drawing Cobble out of the painful memory.

Patches of stiff arrowweed and brittlebush grew along the banks of the wash. The crisp odor of plants he’d crushed on the way down mixed with the scents of blood and dust on his skin. Sunlight pierced the slit of sky that showed overhead. A bird let out a harsh one-note call somewhere up the slope.

“There was a noise,” Cobble said. The buzz had jolted his nerves. “Cobble turned his head to find a sidewinder close. Too close.”

It holds its head up and flicks its tongue in and out. I’m unable to breathe or swallow. A man would smash the lurking snake. I fumble for a rock to toss at it. Before my hands find anything, it twists away, up the bank and into the arrowweed.

Relief leaves me lightheaded. I gasp for breath and try to blink away the returning dizziness. All over, I feel bruises, cuts, scrapes, cactus thorns stuck in tender places. And cold, though the fill of the wash feels warm under me. My cloak is gone.

Cobble’s fingers traced the welt that extended from one shoulder to his breastbone. His pronghorn-hide shirt had ripped during the fall, and the leather ties of his woven rabbit-fur cloak had sliced his upper chest. A man would have gone back for it.

Dustwind’s eyes followed Cobble’s movement. The old man frowned. “You tell me nothing of what filled your heart during this journey home.”

“Is that important?” Cobble asked.

Tilting his head, Dustwind eyed Cobble. “You saw a jaguar, you fell into a wash, you scared away a snake.”

“That is what happened.” To Cobble’s ears, the plain facts were enough. What would Dustwind think if he exposed his childish worries?

“Hmmph.” With a wave of his hand, the Namer urged Cobble to continue.

“Cobble became hungry again.” Though embarrassed to admit to his boyish weaknesses, Cobble said, “He awoke that morning with an aching head, cracked lips, and cramping muscles from lack of water. And so he started for home, but he got scared by the jaguar and . . .” Cobble cleared his throat. He reminded himself that he’d returned safely from his quest. So why should telling familiar old Dustwind what had happened seem as dangerous as the naming-quest itself?

Cobble said, “He remembered thinking his stomach was grumbling. As the rumbling grew louder, he realized it came from overhead, not his stomach. Gray clouds were building in the bit of sky he could see.” Over and over, as far back as Cobble could remember, his father had drummed into him the danger of getting caught in a deep wash in the mountains. You couldn’t see whether rain was falling in higher country, droplets becoming little rivulets joining into streams and then, with incredible speed, filling every channel carved out between rocky walls. Flash floods were strong enough to sweep away everything in their path, including fools who didn’t pay attention to the subtler signs of rain. Even massive rocks sometimes got uprooted and pushed downstream when that wall of water and mud and debris hit them.

I gaze at the slope I rolled down. I see no path, not even a game trail. If anything larger than a rabbit or skunk goes down to drink from a spring or a seep in the wash bottom, no sign of its passage is visible. A glance toward the other side of the wash shows a nearly sheer rock face rising out of a tangle of arrowweed. The lower part leans inward, over the wash.

Thunder rolls again. “All right!” I shout at the heavy sky. Lightning flashes in the cloud bank. The tang of damp stone and the nose-itching smell of rain-swelled clay come to me on a breeze.

I wonder whether my bruised hands will be strong enough to grab onto twisted bushes to steady me as I climb. Not that I have a choice. I must get higher; only then can I rest. I step toward the knee-high bank. A buzzard sails above the cliffs, wingtips buffeted by wind currents I can’t feel. I stop, stuck in place by fear, face and hands twitching. If carelessness or weakness kills me, scavengers like the buzzard will peck the flesh from my bones.

The hot sizzle of lightning makes my skin crawl. The ground trembles beneath my feet. I run to the bank and climb up it on all fours, using my hands to steady myself as the edge crumbles under my knees. I grab for the largest bush I can reach.

“Tell me about the storm.”

Caught up in reliving the experience, Cobble had forgotten what he’d last said. He blinked, unsettled by Dustwind’s glittering eyes. What was there about a rainstorm in the mountains to interest the old man, who had to have witnessed thousands of storms?

Cobble began the last part of the story. “Cobble fell again, startled by a flash of lightning.” He had jerked, and the rock under his moccasin had broken away. His forehead hit the slope as he started to slide down again, his shirt riding up painfully so his belly grated over the dusty scree. Then he’d felt nothing but cool air until he landed in the bed of the wash and had the breath knocked out of him. Again he had lain flat on his back, staring upward.

“There was a darkness as of night, broken by flaring stars. Then the blackness lifted to reveal”—Cobble doubted he could describe it well enough—“a band of sky covered by clouds, inside of them giant faces like masks, with sharp-fanged mouths and round unblinking eyes. They whispered to Cobble in voices that echoed and overlapped. He couldn’t tell what they were saying, but he found himself on his feet and walking down the wash and around a bend, then another.”

Away from the jaguar, Cobble had hoped. “Farther along, there was a huge stone. When he ran his fingers along its curve, he found a lip that broadened as it went up.”

The sensation of coolness on his feet had caused him to look down. Water, rising as he watched, trickled into the indentions left by his moccasins. He’d looked up at the stone again. All you have to do is get up there, he’d told himself. “Cobble jumped up again and pulled himself onto that little ledge. From there,” where he’d rested, leaning against the warm rock face, “Cobble could see a little trail winding back and forth across the mountainside.”

The whispering masks, faces in the oncoming storm, had led him to safety. He’d thought at the time that his adventures were fortunate, for they gave him a story to tell the Namer. But after he’d returned home, while eating the rabbit stew his mother had set aside for him, when he’d looked back on the jaguar and sidewinder and the masks in the clouds, his heart had turned over with a great thump. None of those things seemed like any spirit-guide he’d ever heard of.

“And now Cobble’s story is done.” His father had told him to finish with those words. Cobble’s lips felt so dry, they stuck to his teeth. He reached for the waterskin his mother had given him for this meeting. As he swigged the water, it cooled the back of his mouth and cleared some of the cottony sensation from his throat.

Cobble waited what seemed like a long time. Every now and then he cast a sidelong glance at Dustwind, whose eyes were closed in thought. The old man’s wrinkled, bony hands rested on his thighs. The only indication that he was still alive was his thin chest rising and falling with the occasional breath. Cobble wished the Namer would say something, even if it was to chide him for making up such a story.

Dustwind stirred and briefly opened his eyes. Nodding, he said, “Yours will be the last name I ever give.”

 Cobble’s mouth dropped open. He shut it with a snap. He hadn’t thought about that, but it made sense. There were no boys younger than him in the village.

After the departure of the Watermasters, places like Lastwater slowly died. Farmers had been the first to leave, as one by one the canals failed. Then makers of baskets and pottery had left; no one in the village had extra food to trade for new things. Only people who relied on the western mountains had stayed—for the game animals, special herbs, and stone quarries found there and nowhere else. Ten winters or so after the departure of the Watermasters, Cobble had been born, one of the few children at Lastwater. The others, those who’d survived, had already left.

Why tell me I’m the last? Cobble wanted to ask, but his father had cautioned him against speaking too much. “Wait until the Namer asks a question,” his father had said. “Interrupt his thoughts, and the name could come out badly.”

Not wanting a weird or embarrassing man’s-name like Spots or Snakehead or Clumsy, Cobble bit back what he wished to say: Must I too leave this place? It’s where I belong. He waited. He wiped beads of sweat from his forehead. He licked his lips, then pulled his lower lip between his teeth and scraped at the dry patches. He twisted his hands together and noticed several of his knuckles were swollen. His skin pulled against the dried blood of cuts and scrapes. He ran a finger along the welt on his upper chest and wished he’d been brave enough to go looking for his cloak.

Cobble wanted to cross over to Dustwind, whose eyes were half closed under spiky white eyebrows, and press on one shoulder to see if the old man was still awake. Instead the boy sat by the fire and fidgeted.

At last Dustwind brought his head up with a jerk. “Can that be it?” Eyes widening, he gazed at Cobble for several heartbeats. The elderly man turned his craggy face to the sky. “Mother-of-All-Creation, I hear you. May you give this young man the courage, discipline, and strong mind he will need if he is to safely walk the life-path you have laid out at his feet.”

Cobble lost his breath as the Namer’s prayer to Mother Ge rang in his ears: he didn’t want a name that required courage. His heart beat as it had when he’d seen the sidewinder. Unable to remain silent, he blurted, “What is my name?”

“Skyblade.”

Cobble stared at the Namer. “Skyblade?” He shuddered at the sound of it.

The old man’s deep-set eyes held Cobble’s. “Skyblade is a powerful name. It will serve you well.”

Skyblade. Uncomfortable under that penetrating stare, Cobble looked away. He couldn’t escape the name, echoing over and over in his head. Skyblade. Skyblade. “Uncle, how did you choose that as my man’s-name?”

“It’s not I that chose it,” said Dustwind in a kindly voice. “Your spirit-guides did.”

“My spirit-guide?” Cobble had been certain that no one walked by his side to help him through the quest. Day after day, hungry and confused, he’d been all alone in the mountains. Hadn’t he?

“Mother Ge sent you not one spirit-guide but many. Jaguar, its spotted coat a sign of rain, gleaming fangs and claws that mean lightning. Sidewinder, horned serpent with raindrop scales, lightning fast in strikes and movement. Faces in the clouds, whispering to you of rain and flood, wind and storm, promise and danger wrapped up together.”

Cobble pressed trembling fingers to his head. Such frightening beings were his spirit-guides? He shrank from the prospect of such a life-path unwinding before him. Through lips stiff with fear, he mumbled, “Skyblade doesn’t sound like a name for Lastwater.” His village was a place for quiet names, calm and ordinary.

“I have seen much in my many days. Born the same winter the rain priests came to the valley, I became a man in time to help build their temple and enjoy the peace and plenty that followed.”

Cobble’s gaze flickered toward Dustwind. He’d never heard that before, about the old man’s time in Serpentgate, where the priests’ temple stood.

“These old eyes tell me you grow impatient, as any young man would: ‘What do they matter, these things long buried in the past?’ you ask. It is because the past is not dead. The sky warns of changes to come: in the darkness of a clear day, in the streak of starfire brightening the night, such things as marked the rain priests’ coming and the Watermasters’ leaving. It’s the sky that needs young men to understand it, not the bones of the earth.”

Cobble clamped his mouth shut to keep from interrupting. The bit about impatience was the only part of Dustwind’s rambling words he understood. He was afraid to find out what the old man meant by darkness in day and brightness at night and understanding the sky.

“You’re not meant to stay here in Lastwater,” said Dustwind, “waiting until all others have died or fled. Mother Ge has laid out a different life-path for you.”

“What do you—” Embarrassed by the mouse-squeak of his voice, Cobble didn’t finish the question. He forced out a single word: “Where?” Where was he supposed to go?

“From the story a youth tells of his quest, a Namer discovers only his true name, not where it will take him. Go now, Skyblade. Speak with your father. He sees what lies within rocks, where they will break, how to sharpen an edge. Trust him to see what is within you, too.” Dustwind tapped his own chest, thin and shrunken with age. “In here, where your soul-spirit lives.”

Cobble scrambled to his feet, frightened of what his father might tell him. This wasn’t how he had expected his naming to turn out. He bowed his head in respect to Dustwind and took his leave with the sensation that a trap had closed on him, though he supposed he should be reveling in his freedom, his release from the dying village in which he’d grown up, a place from which his few childhood friends had already departed.

As Cobble walked through the village, he tried to look at it as if this was the last time he would see it. The oldest houses, rounded like brush-walled field huts and originally plastered with thick layers of adobe built up over generations to be deep as a man’s arm, had collapsed into untidy lumps. With every rain, mud from the curved walls had been deposited on the ground in uneven mounds. Mesquite support posts stuck up like bare arms from a headless torso. Branches that had been woven together to make up the roof now surrounded the posts like disheveled skirts. Even the newer rectangular house compounds, separated from their neighbors by adobe walls taller than Cobble’s head, bore signs of neglect. Patches of plaster still clung to the eroding walls, but large chunks had fallen away. Rooflines sagged. Walls had begun to lean.

As Cobble drifted through the village, he thought about what it would mean to stay in Lastwater. Almost everyone else was between Cobble’s parents and Dustwind in age. People had their aged parents to support, not children. As a boy, Cobble had been able to help only in little ways, but as a man, he had expected to do more. He would grow stronger as his parents became weaker. He would carry heavy core stones from the quarry for his father, make long journeys gathering herbs and food for his mother. He would hunt deer in the distant mountains and haul the whole load of meat home.

Cobble shook his head at the thought of leaving his parents alone. Who would take care of them if not him? There was no one. If he had to leave Lastwater, would his parents agree to go too? Surely so.

Sunset hung over Cobble’s head with brilliant hues of coral, shell, sulfur, and cinnabar painted on the blue of skystone. He told himself the sky would surely look as beautiful elsewhere, for it arched over the entire Valley of Two Rivers and would make everywhere seem familiar. He would have his parents there to ease his way into a new life. All would be well.

Yet as he trod the desert pavement, packed tight by generations of forebears who had passed down something of themselves to him, he didn’t think he could call somewhere else home. He didn’t want to leave.

And why should he go? The name Skyblade might be an awkward fit for Lastwater, but surely it would feel right after a while.

At last Cobble—Skyblade, he reminded himself—came to the gap in the high wall that enclosed his family’s house compound. His tentative confidence began to evaporate as he wondered how to tell his parents the name they would have to call him. He peered into the work-yard that lay between the main building and the storage room.

His father, Flintspark, sat under the vatto. Its roof of branches filtered the fading sunlight into blurry shadows that reminded Skyblade of the jaguar’s spotted coat. A large stone core rested on the work mat in front of Flintspark, but he had hammered only a few thick pieces off it in the time his son had been with the Namer. His big hands were still, his head bowed.

Waiting for me. Waiting to hear my new name. “Father,” Skyblade said in greeting.

Flintspark looked up with a smile. His eyes widened as he saw his son’s face. He set down his tools beside his right leg, in a small pile of stone detritus that would be swept up later. The way he placed his stone chisel, two flakes stuck up around it like the horns above a sidewinder’s eyes.

Skyblade glanced away.

“Is he back?” his mother called from inside the sleeping-quarters. She hurried out, wiping her hands on her dress. “I’ll get him more stew . . .” Bluesage’s voice trailed off as she, too, caught sight of her son. She took a few steps forward, then stopped and stared at him.

Both of his parents had seen him earlier, when he came stumbling out of the mountains. He’d braced for questions then, even a bit of a scold. A toolmaker was supposed to draw strength from the mountains, not get himself torn up. That was for farmers, flatlanders, who spent their naming-quests in the little hills and ridges that broke the sameness of the valley floor. His parents had said nothing then. What showed on his face now, he wondered, that would turn them speechless again?

Skyblade’s mouth and chin quivered as he gazed at his parents. He clenched his back teeth and fought to control his expression. The Namer didn’t say I have to leave, he reminded himself.

His father rose and walked up to him. Flintspark swallowed up Skyblade’s cold hand in one of his massive paws and wrapped the other around Skyblade’s elbow. “Do you have a name?”

Before answering, Skyblade had to clear his throat and blink quickly against moisture that prickled behind his eyes. “The Namer says I’m to be known as Skyblade.”

His mother’s face paled. Her deep-brown eyes went round with shock. She rushed forward and grabbed his shoulder with one hand, his father’s with the other. “Not that name!”

Skyblade and Flintspark stared at her.

“Why not?” Flintspark asked his mate in a carefully neutral voice.

“It means priest-killer,” she said.

Skyblade’s blood chilled. He knew the story, though he’d never heard the name. Many turnings ago, when the rain priests first came to the Valley of Two Rivers, his mother’s great-great-grandfather had been blamed for the death of one of the priests and was sent into exile. The rest of the family had moved westward, all the way to Lastwater, as far from the priests as they could get. No one outside the family was supposed to know the secret of their past.

Yet the Namer, the one tasked with looking into a boy’s soul to discover who he truly was, had bestowed that infamous name on him. Dustwind might have known the story of the priest-killer, for he’d lived in Serpentgate and helped build the temple. Was that why old Dustwind had given Skyblade this man’s-name? Or was the name given because of what had happened on his naming-quest? He couldn’t describe the events of the past few days for his parents—the experiences could be shared with no one but the Namer. Nor could he think of any words of reassurance or comfort for his mother. However painful it might be, she had no choice but to call him Skyblade. No one refused a man’s-name once it was bestowed.

“Surely you misheard,” Bluesage said.

A muscle jumped beside Flintspark’s mouth. He released his son and turned to his mate, taking both her hands in his. “Lay your worries aside for now,” he told her gently. “We’ll think about this over food. Your son is hungry. He hasn’t eaten for days, remember, other than the little bit you gave him before he went to Dustwind.”

She didn’t respond immediately. Then she took a breath and asked, “What did the Namer say about your life-path?”

“He said to talk to Father about it.”

Bluesage turned her face away and dropped her chin. Without looking at either of her men, she freed her hands, cleared her throat, gave a little sniff, and said, “We’ll sit you down with stew first. Then I’ll tend to your injuries. There wasn’t time before you went to the Namer . . .” She continued to chatter as she bustled around.

Skyblade might have helped with the chores, but he wasn’t sure a newly fledged man should do a boy’s tasks. Bluesage motioned for Flintspark to add water to the special pot she used for simmering herbal infusions. Flintspark caught his son’s gaze, held up a finger, and shook his head in warning. Did that mean Say nothing or Sit still? Skyblade wondered. And what was his mother thinking in this moment?

She knew how to fix broken bones and ease the pain of gashes and bruises and torn muscles. Before the farmers left, they’d called on her often. She’d explained that they got careless as they tried to grow more and more food in fields that wanted to yield less and less. Once the farmfolk were gone, she still had hunters and others who relied on her gifts. More recently, though, there were so few people living in Lastwater, hardly anyone needed her care.

We could leave, he wanted to tell her. Go somewhere you could be more useful.

Then what would his father do? These days, fields were unreliable except near the river, in the bottomland. Going where there were enough farmers to make his mother feel useful would take his father away from the quarries in the western mountains that had sustained generations of stoneworkers in his family. Skyblade sighed. If his mother was willing to leave Lastwater, would his father choose to stay here?

Skyblade thrust that idea away from him. His mother and father were lifemates, bound to each other by blood and vows, a bond marked for all to see by matching tattoos encircling their wrists. If he had to go, they would both go with him or both stay, of that he felt certain. But if they stayed, who would take care of them as they got older? Skyblade sucked in his lower lip and gnawed on it.

As his parents prepared dinner, they spoke in low voices and cast occasional glances his way. Skyblade wanted to believe they could figure out a life-path for him that would keep them all together. Is it up to them to find a way forward? a hesitant voice inside him asked. Or do you need to do that yourself?

Twilight gradually shrank his world to a small corner of the house compound—two walls and the darkness that lay outside the glow of the small cook-fire. Skyblade sat on a reed mat beside the fire ring and watched his parents come and go, passing each other in a dance they had perfected over time. For this name-day they had prepared a feast. Stew simmered in a corrugated cook-pot, creating a tantalizing song of scents. Waiting in almost unbearable hunger for his parents to join him, Skyblade gnawed on jerky his father had placed in a basket near his right hand. Mesquite-flour journeycakes and thin slices of baked agave heart appeared in another basket. His mother settled near him and began to drizzle corn paste onto a comal to make the piki bread he liked.

As tears threatened, he squeezed his eyes shut. Leave this place? Leave them? It seemed impossible.

“Have some stew,” his father said.

Skyblade opened his eyes and looked at the heavy-walled bowl held out to him. After blinking a few times to keep telltale moisture from spilling down his cheeks, he took the warm bowl. His hands trembled, and he caught sight of his reflection, distorted by ripples across the surface of the broth. Who was he, now that he was no longer Cobble? What was he meant to do? He remembered the buzzard soaring over the wash, slicing the wind with its wings. Buzzards were solitary birds, not part of a flock. They came together only over a carcass, and then they fought and squabbled.

At the thought of a buzzard’s solitude, his stomach lurched. His appetite faded. The scab on his forehead pulled against the skin around it, reminding him of the dangers on his homeward path: jaguar, sidewinder, steep walls that trapped him in the wash. Skyblade held the bowl awkwardly. The last part of the Namer’s insight gnawed at him. He blurted, “Dustwind said I ought to leave Lastwater.”

Silence fell. As Skyblade waited to hear his parents’ response, his pulse beating in his ears was the only sound he heard: it drowned out the nightbirds’ call, the shush of the wind, the crackle of the cook-fire.

Flintspark nodded. “We expected no less. After all, what is there to keep you here?”

“There’s you! Both of you!”

In a resigned voice, Bluesage said, “You need to go where you’re meant to be.”

“I’m meant to be here,” he told them. “You shouldn’t be all alone as you get old.” He had no brothers and sisters; none had survived infancy. A few had come out early, no bigger than a baby rabbit. Others had died of milk fever. He had vague memories of his mother cutting her black hair short in grief a few times after her big belly suddenly became small again. The three of them—he and Bluesage and Flintspark—were all that each other had in the whole world.

“It might be . . . there surely would be a better life for you somewhere else,” his mother said sadly. “You’re growing fast, with a big appetite.”

Skyblade looked at the feast laid out in his honor. No longer hungry, he reached forward and set the bowl of stew on one of the flat warming-rocks inside the fire ring. “I can help you gather my share of food. And cook it, too. I may be little, but I’m strong.” As Cobble, he had mostly followed his father around, asking questions and learning the stoneworker’s craft. As Skyblade, he could make himself more useful to them both, especially his hardworking mother.

“It’s not that you’re a burden to us.” Bluesage bit her lip and sighed.

Skyblade could see that he was a burden. For one thing, he ate more than his parents did. His mother picked at her food, birdlike. His father didn’t eat much either, often working with one hand while grabbing jerky or journeycakes with the other. Skyblade studied them, for the first time aware of crow’s-feet at the corners of their eyes and gray in their hair. Their faces seemed thin.

Skyblade knew that life had gotten harder in Lastwater after the Watermasters left. Irrigation water had once flowed all the way to the village, but as time passed, the main canal could no longer feed the ditches that took water to the fields, and they went dry, one after another. In dusty fields, the crops failed. The deer that had formerly come to steal corn retreated to the desert, making venison a rare treat. Even rabbits and plump-breasted quail became hard to find. Greens were picked early; if any survived to set seed, those seeds were eaten instead of being left to ripen and fall and grow new plants again. A few people started agave patches and planted nopal cactus, but those dryland crops had been eaten up faster than they could regrow. Everybody in the village had to walk farther and farther for wolfberries, cactus fruit, even mesquite beans, because the mesquites nearest the village had been cut for wood. Skyblade knew all that.

What he hadn’t considered until this moment was what the daily struggle to feed him meant for his parents. Leaving Lastwater might be the best way to help them. But how could he bear it? Skyblade had sometimes yearned to have friends and adventures, neither of which could be found in the village. Now that he was being urged to leave his parents behind, he regretted ever letting such a yearning lodge in his mind. He pressed a palm against his rib cage and laid his other hand over it, as though the pressure would keep his heart from shattering like a dropped cook-pot.

His mother reached out and patted his uppermost hand. “We’ve talked about it, your father and I. Perhaps you could go somewhere for a time and then come back.”

Leaving for just a little while sounded less scary. Skyblade felt a stirring of hope. “Where am I supposed to go?”

His parents didn’t answer right away. Bluesage looked down at her lap, while Flintspark gazed at the fire ring. At last he directed a sidelong look at his son. “The name Skyblade would suggest that your life-path leads to the rain priests.”

Fine hairs lifted on Skyblade’s nape. The priests prayed to the Ta’atchul, mysterious spirits of the sky. Skyblade remembered the muttering voices, the sharp-toothed faces in the roiling clouds of his naming-quest, and shivered. If those were the Ta’atchul, he wanted nothing to do with them.

“Perhaps Mother Ge has given us a chance to set things right,” his mother murmured, her face turned away so he couldn’t see her expression. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “To repay a debt of blood.”

Skyblade folded his arms as the ache in his chest deepened. Though he knew he was being unfair, he asked, “Am I to be sacrificed to the sky-spirits for something done long before I was born?”

His mother lifted her head. She gazed at him with tear-filled eyes. “Don’t look at this as a punishment. The priests have a good life.”

Skyblade pushed to his feet. He opened his mouth to protest, then shut it as his father said:

“They have young men join them as Seekers, stay for a turning, and then return home. Or remain nearby and become craftsmen or even farmers, mated to girls of some clan. Not all who go to the temple take the vows.”

Skyblade lifted his chin toward the blanket of stars overhead, only half seeing them. He considered the possibility of returning home after an adventure he would remember forever, as Dustwind had done. Or finding a lifemate of his own and producing a new family in a place where living was easier. Or taking vows that would bind him forever to the sky-spirits.

Flintspark said, “There’s a trade day soon, at Rabbitbrush. Come with me. We’ll talk to the village priest and see what he has to say.”

“In the end, it’s my choice, isn’t it?” Skyblade said. “Let me think on it a while.” He sat again and reached for the bowl of stew.
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The trade day arrived quickly. While stars faded in the false light that preceded dawn, Skyblade walked along the canal path. His mother’s burden basket, its yucca-fiber net straining against the weight of the stone tools in it, dug into his back. He reached behind and wrapped his hands around the saguaro-rib stanchions. A slight upward lift eased the pressure on his head where the tumpline rested, a wide strap that went from one saguaro rib to another and helped steady the load.

The previous evening, he and his father had sorted through the baskets and hides that held finished tools and preforms, which would receive their final shape and edge later. Under Flintspark’s watchful eye, Skyblade had carefully folded the more delicate examples in rags, checking them for flaws, before placing them in pouches. Skyblade had been impressed by the treasures his father brought out of the storeroom. There were chert belt knives he remembered having admired when he was no taller than his father’s waist, a graceful greenstone ax head he’d been allowed to peck away at during one long winter, even a set of flensing and butchering knives of different sizes to strip flesh from carcasses.

He now bore those beauties upcanal as gifts for the rain priests to convince them to let him serve in the temple. He wasn’t sure whether to hope the tools would be tempting enough—or wouldn’t. His father was a canny trader, used to getting enough food for the next winter by making tools the previous one. For the upcoming winter Skyblade was allowing himself to be traded away, and his parents would not even gain food from it.

That first night after receiving his man’s-name, Skyblade had reconciled himself to the idea that he had to leave. His parents were right: there was no life for him in Lastwater. Whether that meant his life-path lay with the priests was another question. In the confusion that had clouded his mind immediately after becoming Skyblade, he’d been sure it didn’t.

Now, as he walked beside the empty canal under a slowly brightening autumn sky, he wondered whether the fact that his name had belonged to an ancestor who wronged the rain priests meant something. If the tools he carried made the priests accept him, he could restore his family’s honor by giving his hands and his service to the temple for a time.

He’d been afraid, in those first moments of being Skyblade, of leaving his parents and everything familiar. Yet that was part of becoming a man, and so he had given in to his father’s suggestion of going to Rabbitbrush to speak with the village priest.

His fears had subsided with each step out of Lastwater, as he remembered the vision Mother Ge had sent him of the rain-spotted jaguar, the lightning-strike sidewinder, and the great black bird borne on thunder and wind. She had shown him terrifying faces in the clouds—and protected him from his fears both on the earth and in the sky.

But during the last part of the journey upcanal, after crossing Snakewallow Wash and entering lands where clan flags marked the extent of fields, Skyblade had begun to doubt again. Wouldn’t the priest at Rabbitbrush take one look at him—an outsider, clanless and unknown—and turn him away? Or even recognize his tainted blood, descended from a priest-killer?

Flintspark was confident that the finely crafted tools would win Skyblade a place in the Temple of Lightning. It might not happen, Skyblade told himself. Then what? Then you go home and make yourself so useful to your parents, they can’t imagine life without you.

Distracted, he caught his moccasin on a protruding root. Skyblade jolted forward. He kept himself upright by shifting his balance lower and quickly placing his hands on his knees. The tumpline slid partway off his forehead on one side. The sudden uneven pressure wrenched his neck. “Aiii! By the goddess!”

His father, leading the way, turned and asked, “Are you all right?”

“Fine.” With his thigh muscles and back protesting the awkward position, Skyblade fumbled with the strap and managed to right it.

“We can rest if you want.”

Skyblade straightened slowly. He looked ahead. Smoke from the cook-fires of Rabbitbrush drifted in the breeze, though the gentle curve of the canal and the low willows and reeds that lined its course hid the village walls from view. “It’s not far. I’ll be fine.”

The sun rose behind a blanket of clouds as Skyblade followed his father into Rabbitbrush. The village was the same as he remembered, contrasting painfully with Lastwater. Here, walls of houses stood straight and proud, supporting sharp rooflines, the plaster coating mostly fresh. And Rabbitbrush, at least twice the size of Lastwater, held a lot of people. Hundreds. They all seemed to shout or whistle or sing or laugh. The noise made Skyblade’s head ache.

He pulled the tumpline away from his forehead to ease the strain on his neck. With his head free, Skyblade could see more of the village.

Once every moon, Flintspark would set off before dawn on a trade day, laden with tools to exchange for food. As Skyblade had grown, he’d carried a waterskin and a belt pack with journeycakes for his father, then added quartz crystals, skystone beads, nodules of obsidian, arrowheads, knife blades, and spearpoints, all lighter items that could be rolled up and placed in a carry-sack. This was the first time he had borne a loaded burden basket—granted, it was his mother’s smaller one and weighed a lot less than the one on his father’s back. Carefully he settled the tumpline onto his forehead again, relieved that he would soon be free of the load.

Flintspark strode onto the trade ground, a large open space at the foot of the plastered wall surrounding the big platform mound, the tallest structure built by men that Skyblade had ever seen. Other traders laid out their wares on blankets and furs while sharing stories and jokes. One came and took the burden basket off of Flintspark. After a word of thanks, Flintspark did the same for Skyblade.

“I can—” Skyblade bent toward the basket, which balanced upright on the four saguaro-rib stanchions. As he did so, he saw a thin piece of chert poking through a hole in the netting. Skyblade bit his lip, afraid the knife tip had sliced through the twisted-yucca cord. If so, it would be his fault; he was the one who had wrapped the blades before putting them in his mother’s basket. A second glance showed him that the netting was still knotted properly. Still, his carelessness could have required a repair. Not a good start to his new life as a man. “I can take care of my basket,” he finished.

“Leave it.” Flintspark waved him away. “The trading will wait.”

The same trader who had freed Flintspark of the larger basket overheard. “You have somewhere else to be?”

“My son has been called to serve the rain priests. We’re going to hunt up old Hawkleg.”

If the pride in his father’s voice hadn’t prodded at his own heart, Skyblade might have contradicted him. Called to serve? Hardly. He realized that he hadn’t considered what this life-path might mean to Flintspark. Did his father think My son is special?

The trader looked askance at Skyblade but said nothing. Skyblade turned away and lifted the waterskin to his mouth, drinking deep to soothe his dry throat and help ward off the headache that wanted to sneak back.

As Skyblade lowered the waterskin, Flintspark clapped his hand on his son’s shoulder. “Let’s go.”

They walked to the end of the mound, where a set of crude stairs led up to the flat top. The mound top consisted of a maze of walls, many crumbling like the ones in Lastwater but still tall enough to keep Skyblade from seeing what lay behind them. He imagined dark rooms filled with clouds of smoke from tobacco and whispered songs that would draw down the clouds and call the rains. He shivered as his eyes darted from side to side. Through narrow passages Flintspark made one turn after another, following walls that allowed only one route.

The walls opened onto a plaza, in the center of which burned a good-sized fire. The scent of mesquite carried sharply to Skyblade’s nose. Beside the fire on a bench made of gnarled wood sat an old man. Basking lizardlike in Brother Sun’s warmth, the elderly priest didn’t look up to see who had invaded this place in which he rested alone.

On the priest’s cheek, Skyblade saw a zigzag tattoo of lightning, its heavy line swallowed by deep wrinkles. Skyblade pressed his lips together as he wondered whether he would someday have the same mark pricked into his skin with cactus thorns and colored with mesquite charcoal. Have the sides of his head shaved close, his remaining hair pulled to the back of his head and wrapped around with ribbons into a club, like this priest, whose fallen-in face seemed as ancient as the mound around him.

Skyblade’s parents believed that their son was capable of pursuing a life of magic and prayer, learning rituals that would bind the Ta’atchul to his will. Skyblade hadn’t been able to envision that future for himself. Whenever he thought of the Ta’atchul, he could see only the glaring eyes and tooth-filled mouths that lurked in the clouds during his naming-quest. Becoming a priest had seemed out of reach, pulling down the rain from the sky too big a role for one such as him. As he studied this wrinkly, broken-down old man napping by the fire, Skyblade for the first time considered the possibility that the priests were men like any others.

“Greetings, O Hawkleg, honorable uncle,” Flintspark said.

The ancient priest by the fire looked up with rheumy eyes. He shifted on his bench as though to see them better. “Who comes?”

Skyblade kept his eyes averted from the rain priest’s left leg. Below the knee, the leg was withered and twisted, the reminder of a rattlesnake bite from many turnings ago. In his youth, Flintspark had explained earlier that morning, the gray-haired priest had been a shadowdancer, one of the ritual performers who danced with live snakes during the spring sun-festival. He apparently disliked having his deformation noticed and could become bad-tempered if someone commented on it. Skyblade pitied the crippled priest but understood the pride that might make him sensitive.

“Honorable uncle, I am Flintspark of Lastwater, maker of stone tools. This is my son, Skyblade.”

With a single glance up and down, Hawkleg took Skyblade’s measure. His gaze returned to Flintspark. “A large name for such a small boy.” His voice plainly said, Why are you bothering me?

“Skyblade is his man’s-name, newly bestowed. It’s a name worthy of a Seeker.”

Hawkleg’s bushy eyebrows drew together. “Many boys believe they’ve been chosen.”

I don’t believe I was chosen, Skyblade thought. That’s not why I’m here. But as he remembered the jaguar, the sidewinder, wings on the wind, and faces in the clouds, his pride stirred. The name Skyblade had come from that vision, after all.

Hawkleg waved a gnarled hand. “The priesthood doesn’t need any more Seekers. Go away.” He couldn’t be persuaded, even with Flintspark’s promise of tools with which to keep the mound and the buildings on it in good repair. The old priest snorted. “Tools? Useless to me.”

Flintspark hesitated but at an unrelenting glare from the priest nodded and made a respectful farewell. Hawkleg bent his head toward the fire and closed his eyes.

Skyblade followed his father back through the maze to the steps. Wordlessly they descended, Skyblade trying to figure out whether he was disappointed or pleased by the priest’s rejection. They were crossing a small plaza when a challenge came from behind: “Boy! What brings you here?”

Skyblade spun around.

A large man approached, tall and broad, wearing a wide-sleeved cotton shirt belted in place over
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