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  Two women sat on the sun-bronzed hill amid plains gone blond with summer. One was bipedal, arm resting on her raised knee, with a taupe pelt and the pointed ears that marked her as one of the foxine Tam-illee. The other was taller, even seated, one of the furred centauroid Ciracaana, white with black stripes. There was in their posture the suggestion of long friendship, despite their very different species.


  The ngavili herd moving is, the biped, Carevei, observed, in the pidgin that was slowly becoming the Ciracaana language.


  So do I see, Ylriasna replied, nonplussed.


  Carevei eyed her. The Ciracaana kept her green eyes trained on the distant, slow-moving stream of herdbeasts. Even her expression remained bland, muzzle relaxed and ears swept forward. The blue paint swiped on the white fur of her friends cheekbones seemed to burn like the sky above them, and the sun glinted in Ylriasnas jewelry. Which also didnt move, because her friend was pretending to ignore her pique.


  Arii, Carevei saidfriendwith emphasis, flattening her own sooty ears.


  Ylriasna laughed. What? To you, you wish me to admit what?


  Right I was! Carevei exclaimed.


  Yes? Ylriasna held up her arms to protect herself from Careveis mimed swat. Ow, ow, what to deserve this have I done? I am from hubris only keeping you! A good friend I am being, thus!


  Uhn! Carevei threw up her arms and flopped onto her back on the grass. Impossible. You are.


  Ylriasna turned from the view to lie alongside, or tried. She stretched out her forelegs and rested her torso as far over them as possible, propping her face up on her palms. Flicking her white and black tail, Ylriasna said, Struggle too much, you do, Carevei. Why does it matter? The herd moves. So?


  The herd is moving into the territory of Clan Longreed, Carevei said. Not a good relationship with them, we have, remember?


  I do, yes. But our concern it is not. The Sun Mothers, it is. Yes? You above yourself are reaching. If hurting are your arms, whose fault, then?


  Carevei scowled at her. Reaching, I am not. Only thinking forward. Good of the clan, I am concerned with.


  Ylriasna shook her head. For you to do it is not.


  If not me


  The Sun Mother, her friend said firmly. Her role. Not yours. She sighed. Will you now to me speak of what is in your small busy head troubling you so? Leaning over to tap Careveis brow, she said, Slowly, your discontent has grown. But grown it has. Is it that to the stars from which you came you must go now to find a mate?


  A what? Carevei said, startled, staring up at Ylriasna.


  A mate, the Ciracaana repeated, as if Carevei had gone deaf. With whom one makes kits. Like my Garanseigla. You aware of the process are, yes? We should a discussion have otherwise?


  I biting your nose should be!


  Not how kits are made, Car-eh-vey.


  Argh! Carevei said, torn between embarrassment and laughter. Ylriasna! I know how children are born! I am not agitating for a tod!


  Mmm. The other woman stretched. For something, then. What?


  Im fine, Carevei insisted. Remembering her grammars, she said, Out of sorts, I am, a little. To watch this herd move out of our territory, it irritates. Rude the Longreeds are. I do not like them.


  Ylriasna eyed her for several long minutes, during which Carevei did her best to mimic the Ciracaanas earlier nonchalance. Not, she thought ruefully, very successfully.


  Fine. If well you say you are, not I it will be who says you are lying. Mmm? But I to the others am going now. Coming?


  In a few.


  All right. The Ciracaana heaved herself to her feet with a sigh. These moments of quiet had grown fewer for them both several years ago when Ylriasna had chosen her mate and gotten herself with her two daughters. Ciracaana children were even more rambunctious and accident-prone than the Tam-illee versions...and unlike Tam-illee parents, the Ciracaana seemed minded to let learn everything the hard way. Broken bones fastest teaching, went the proverb.


  Knowing how tiring parenting could be, Carevei said apologetically, Soon, down I will be. Promise.


  Her friend smiled. Take a walk, Carevei. Long one, if needed. See you I will, later. And then she jogged down the hill, leaving Carevei to her solitude and the knowledge that Ylriasna was right. Not about the particularsCarevei was no longer so young as to think that marrying some boy would solve her problemsbut that she was restless? Carevei drew her knees up and set her chin on them, looking out over the sun-ruffled plains. It had been nearly a decade since shed abandoned her former life as a seismologist to follow the Ciracaana tribe shed been sent to relocate...and shed never regretted it. But now and then, she tugged against the harness of this life, and didnt know what she was tugging toward.


  She even used their metaphors now. Didnt that mean something? She looked up, trying to see past the blue into space. So there were stars there so what? This sky was what she had, and what shed chosen. This sky had presided over her rebirth. This sky had meaning.


  Standing, Carevei dusted off her knees and the seat of her short leggings. Then she trotted down after Ylriasna. The herd was moving; that meant the tribe would be, too. There was work to be done.


  ***


  Patrick! Where is Goldie?


  Here, Dami!


  Rayne looked over her shoulder and sighed, trying to be less frazzled and mostly failing. At least Patrick had his brothers hand firmly in his, as shed requested, and unlike the twins, Jomo never lost focus. If anything, Jomo was too focused; he was a somber teen, and she rarely knew what was going on in his head. That worried her a little werent teenagers supposed to be rebellious? Should she be worried about his silences, or were they normal?


  The marshound was, as usual, the model of obedience enough to be woeful about having been leashed to a child with less discipline than it. Between Goldie and Jomos rein on Patrick, Rayne tried to believe she could concentrate on navigating out of the port and into the area used for transient housing.


  Dami, look, its an Akubi! Ria squealed, tugging on her hand. Harried, Rayne looked over and stared, too. Shed only ever seen Akubi in 3deos, and they were nothing to the real thing. The real thing was almost large enough to ride on, and prehistoric-looking bird reptile thing, which is how shed described the aliens to the twins when they were two, didnt begin to evoke the musty scent of the individual as it walked past, dark feathers rustling.


  And look, look, a window into space! Patrick exclaimed.


  Thats the sixth window into space weve seen in the past two days, Rayne said with as much patience as she could muster.


  But this one is looking down on the planet! Please, Dami, can we go see?


  Fine, she said, because she was too tired to say no.


  They all trooped to the window. And there they stopped. Because the world beneath them wasbeautiful. Tam-ley had been beautiful too, when theyd left it for the trip here, but Ciracaa was beautiful in some new way Rayne was too exhausted to describe.


  Its like brass, Jomo said finally. The sun makes it look like it, I mean.


  Or like candy! Ria said, before Rayne could process that her quiet eldest had spoken. The candy we eat at the farmers market? The golden sugar kind.


  Rayne surprised herself by saying, It is. Like brass and candy. Recovering a little of her sense of humor, she said, Like brass candy.


  Eww, Dami! Ria said. Who would eat candy made of brass?


  Maybe dragons with teeth made of steel? She smiled at the thought, then reached down and pulled Ria up into her arms. Maybe they fly around on enormous wings in space


  Maybe the wings are like solar sails, Jomo murmured.


  Patrick was petting the marshound, which had sat beside them and was staring out the window with every evidence of curiosity. Rayne wondered what was going through that sleek doggy head. A dragon that could eat a planet like candy would be huge! Patrick said, enthused. It would be the size of the size of a solar system!


  Maybe bigger, Rayne said, solemnly. Ria was resting against her now, little head a warm weight on Raynes shoulder. The boys were staring out the window even the dog seemed posed. For a moment, everything was perfect. And as always, that moment felt like it reached backwards into forever, and forwards too; when Patrick leaped up, ready to pelt toward the next distraction, and Ria started whining about being hungry, and Jomo lapsed back into his usual inscrutable silence, it no longer mattered that her stress level exploded. She loved them, they were hers, and they were a family. She remembered why she was here and found another of those unexpected reservoirs of strength that motherhood seemed to inspire.


  Lets go find our room, Rayne said firmly. Then we can order something to eat.


  And then what? Patrick wanted to know.


  And then what was an excellent question that Rayne didnt know the answer to yet. Only that it involved finding someone on the surface of that brass candy planet, someone Rayne hadnt seen since they were in college together. Carevei, she thought, probably wouldnt recognize her bosom buddy in the frazzled Tam-illee mother who was about to appear on her doorstep. Providing she had a doorstep. And Rayne could find it. And that shed be welcome.


  Well, shed done crazier things in her life. In fact, the only good things in her life had come to her through craziness. Who was she to argue with success?


  And then, Rayne finished, well figure it out from there. But it will probably be an adventure.


  The twins cheered, and even Jomo smiled. Rayne shared a look with the marshound and chuckled. You and I, she thought at it,are the only adults here. And youre a dog. Iley help us.


  ***


  The planet was inhabited by giants. The Ciracaana were another race Rayne had never seen in person and they were more unlikely in the flesh than they were in pictures. Centaurs Rayne could encompass, particularly short ones like the Glaseah. But the Ciracaana looked like very normal Pelted folk that someone had stretched until they were almost nine feet tall. And they were riotously colored, with patterns that ranged from sensible felid rosettes or vulpine masks to coats that looked like someone had splashed buckets of paint on them. They were an arresting people, but shed only been on-planet an hour and already her neck hurt.


  They seemed to find their own unlikeliness a joke, too. One and all, theyd looked at her with a merriment, as if inviting her to find it funny. Ordinarily she would have been glad to be included, but not now.


  So if I understand right, she said again to the affable male on the other side of the too-tall desk, Ten years ago, Carevei EarthHunger walked onto the plains to warn one of the aboriginal tribes about a seismic fault and never came back? And you just left it like that? No investigation? No records? Not even a change of address?


  The Ciracaana wrinkled his nose at hera grin, by his races standards. We have her change of address. Shes on the plains. The tribes are nomadic. They could be anywhere.


  So you know shes out there, Rayne said, seizing on the only useful thing.


  Of course. Shes with the Lifehawk tribe. He canted his head, sobriety darkening his yellow eyes. We keep watch on the natives, alet, but we dont tell them what to do, and we dont conduct censuses on them. They go their own way. The seismologist sent word that she was staying. Thats more than she owed us.


  But nowhere near what she owed everyone else. Rayne didnt say that, though. Is there any way we could get a message to her?


  We can run messages to where we believe theyll be, the male said, obliging. We keep outposts for that sort of thing. We can send one for you?


  Or I can just go, Rayne muttered.


  Or you can just go, he agreed. When she glanced at him, surprised, he said, Im guessing youre family? You must be worried about her.


  It was close enough to the truth that Rayne said, We haven't heard from her in a long time.


  The trips about ten hours by hawk, the male said. And the outposts arent very large, but theyre built to allow teams of scientists to work on projects for months at a time. If youd like to see if you can find the Lifehawk, youre welcome to go.


  And if we decide not to come back? Rayne asked, wry.


  Then you dont come back. He grinned. But if youre not planning on that, wed prefer you wear a telegem so we can track you. Wed hate to lose any tourists.


  Right, Rayne said. Book me on the next flight out. Four tickets, please. Five, if you count pets.


  Pets, the male repeated, mystified.


  Its either that or we kennel Goldie, and that seems like a shame. Hed love to run in the grass. She thought of the dogs delight at the small park near their apartment on Tam-ley. He might explode with happiness.


  So five tickets there and four back


  She looked up and found the Ciracaana nose-wrinkling a grin. She grinned back, and on her humanoid face it was curved lips, exposed teeth, cheeks plumped. Five back. Im a mother, were good at patching together exploded things.


  Very good, alet. Five tickets, and Ill get you a suggested supply list for a weeks trip.


  A week, Rayne thought as she exited the visitors center. Surely that would be long enough to find Carevei. And if it wasnt she inhaled the burning brightness of Ciracaas air, of a brass candy planet. Well, theyd been due for a vacation anyway.


  ***


  The herd was gone.


  Carevei sat at the threshold of her tent, squinting. The shade cast by the flap shed propped up was only a little darker than the golden earth; if she looked up, the thin tan fabric tinted the sky as green as the sea at the shore. When was the last time shed seen the sea? The Lifehawk didnt go anywhere near Ciracaas oceans. The horizon was always the same bronzed line, felted with grass. When shed first joined the tribe, it had reminded her of velvet.


  Ylriasna had a separate tent now, a multi-chambered one suitable for her family and her work as the tribes ritual painter. It had been Ylriasna whod painted Careveis tent when Carevei had decided to move out during her friends courtship with the male whod become her mate, streaking it with abstract swirls and the hawk that had seen Carevei inducted into the tribe. Normally, Carevei was glad of her own space. Today it seemed too small for her. Everything seemed too small, even her skin.


  This was just the time, she thought, that the Sun Mother should appear and divulge some words of cryptic wisdom. You are straining at your cocoon, she would say. Break free so you can fly.


  And Carevei would say, Thats what I did to stay with the tribe. And it would be absolutely truth, because it was visiting the Lifehawk and attempting to convince them to move their migration path out of the way of the fault shed discovered that had revealed the biggest mystery of her own life and freed her to move on from her pathological fascination with earthquakes. Shed loved following the tribe. Shed learned so much.


  Ah, the Sun Mother would say. But you are saying learned and loved, in the past tense. And you are not even hearing my words in the right order.


  Carevei pressed her palm to her brow and slowly rocked it against her aching brow. And smiled a little. No, she would not have her storybook interlude, with the wise elder to send her on a quest. She would have to figure it out for herself. And deciding it, she rolled to her feet and rummaged in her tent. A few minutes work saw her with a pack that would last her for a weeks journey.


  Ducking into Ylriasnas tent, she found one of the kits but no sign of anyone else.


  Your mother, where is?


  Pigment, seeking, the girl said. She was playing one of the yarn games all the tribes children seemed to love, her fingers tangled in bright purple and blue. Back, not knowing. Maybe dinner.


  Tell her Carevei hunting has gone, and not to worry, Carevei said. Within a twice-handsful of days, I will return.


  All right!


  That would do. The girl might not tell Ylriasna immediately, but something would trigger a memory and bring the explanation spilling out. It had taken some time for Carevei to get used to how children thoughtand even longer to figure out that there was no children, only specific individualsbut now that she understood she found them refreshing. They werent predictable. Her world, she decided, had gotten a little too predictable, with the set migration paths and the Way Things Were Done.


  Somewhere near here there was an outpost. If she was close enough, shed find it. If she wasnt, at least shed be out on her own for a while. With enough time to herself she might be able to pinpoint the source of her discontent and not by having a hawk rip open her arm this time, she thought ruefully. She told the scout on duty she was leaving and headed onto the plains, whistling.


  ***


  The outpost was larger than their apartment on Tam-ley. Rayne had expected that: she couldnt imagine scientists working elbow to elbow on important experiments. What she hadnt expected was the outpost being empty.


  Where are all the people? shed asked the driver of the hawk while the children chased Goldie in circles through the grass.


  The people, alet?


  Rayne waved. Arent there any people using this?


  Oh! The other woman smiled, a crinkle of her muzzle that lit her eyes. No, no. Theyre not continuously occupied. But just walk in and tell the building to wake up, itll start the amenities going. All the comforts of modern civilization in the middle of nowhere.


  Rayne glanced at it, ears dipping. All the comforts of modern civilization probably couldnt handle a major medical emergency. She would have to hope that Patrick wasnt planning to break another leg. All right. We can call?


  Comm works fine, alet. When youre ready to come back, just use the panel. Or Ill be back in a few days, whichever comes first.


  That had been that. The outpost had woken up when shed touched the door, and the cool air that had brushed the backs of her ears as she walked inside had given her shivers. There were rooms to sleep insix of themand a kitchen, a bathroom. There was a room dubbed by the twins immediately as the science room for its panels and consoles and storage spaces, and no amount of telling them it was called a laboratory convinced them to change their minds, or the nomenclature. One more room looked like a den: lots of pillows and large bolsters, but no chairs, probably unsurprisingly. The centauroid Ciracaana would find them uncomfortable.


  It was a beautiful place, Rayne thought over a cup of chilled cocoa. Every room had enormous window walls; that she hadnt noticed them outside meant they were probably privacy-screened. She could stand here in air-conditioned bliss, staring out at the sun-roasted plains, and


  ...listen to Ria howling that Patrick had switched their dolls again. Rayne shook her head and turned to the fight. Whod like some chilled cocoa with Dami?


  Me! Me!


  And the dollies too, yes? Rayne took the one in Patricks hand first and wiggled its shoulders so that the head nodded. See, Meymey agrees! So lets put Meymey in Rias arms so that she can get chocolate Making the transfer quickly, Rayne added in a squeaky voice, And here comes Zumzum, who wants chocolate now, now Dami, why cant I have it now! She shook the doll in a frenzied tantrum until both twins were lost to peals of laughter. So wed better go now!


  Can I make the cocoa? Jomo asked, soft.


  That would be wonderful, thank you, Rayne said to him with a smile. And while Jomo does that, she added to the twins, why dont the two of you find a treat to give Goldie so he doesnt feel left out. Dogs cant each chocolate.


  Awww, Ria said. Even marshounds?


  Even marshounds.


  After chocolate they wanted to go back outside. Rayne judged the afternoon sun was low enough not to bake their vulnerable skins and ambled after them as they threw a stick for Goldie and stopped to examine strange bugs or plants, or dig in the dirt because there might be Ciracaana fossils. She didnt have the heart to tell them no Ciracaana ancestor had died ten thousand years past on this world or any world, and in the end it didnt matter; they enjoyed the hunt more than the quest, and it wasnt long before they were seeking buried treasure instead, and then beetles. By evening they were ready for dinner and a 3deo. Rayne left them cuddled in the den, watching the adventures of Mina Birina, Habitat Rescuer, and went outside to see if Ciracaa had a moon.


  What Ciracaa did have was clouds. Did that mean there would be rain? She looked up, smiling at the straggled gray folds over the darker blue. Somewhere under there were foreign stars.


  Turning to go in, Rayne caught a hint of movement and stopped, heart racing. She had nothing to defend her children with except the door so she jumped inside. Door lock now!


  As it slammed shut, she heard a muffled, Wait!


  ***


  Carevei stopped, hand lifted. Her heart was pounding so hard her ears were throbbing. Slowly, as if stalking one of the ngavili, she approached the door, rested the flat of her palm on its sensor. Memory was a spear, spilling the Alliance, vital as blood, back into her head. Comm request, she whispered, waited for the chime. Its Carevei She paused. The name shed taken, or the one shed been known by? Truth won. HawkFreed.


  Silence. Carevei bit her lower lip and waited.


  A chime. The door slid back, just enough for the stranger, the ghost from Careveis past, to peek through. I dont know a Carevei HawkFreed.


  If shed doubted the sight, it was impossible to doubt the gentle contralto, the accent: not just Tam-leyan, but home. Carevei EarthHunger you knew. Changed She ground her teeth, forced herself to think in the right word order. I. I have changed. Softer. Ive changed a lot. Rayne. Rayne, its you, isnt it?


  The other woman opened the door completely.


  Iley, it is you, Carevei said, stunned. Rayne?


  Carevei. A hesitation. Youre thinner.


  That comment finally made the encounter real. Carevei started laughing. Yes. Id guess I am. And you


  What could she say? Youre more beautiful. And youre just like I remembered you. And youre softer, and it looks good on you.


  So instead, she said, ears dipped, Could I... could I come in?


  Another of those hesitations. Its almost the twins bedtime. Ill have to step away for a while.


  You have children? Carevei blurted.


  Rayne studied her. Carevei remembered that poise from college, but it had changed somehow. Come in.


  ***


  After a decade of living among the tribes, what struck Carevei as surreal was how easily she reacclimated to modern conveniences, assumptions, dwellings. She wanted to find it more alien. She wanted to have changed more fundamentally.


  Rayne, though.


  Beautiful Rayne. The loveliest girl on campus, people had said. Brown pelted, but with a mask and gloves and socks of silver fur, silver that became tipping over her spine and a dab of color over the end of her tail. Dark-eyed Rayne with the silver eyelids that became silver lashes. Sweet Rayne, smart Rayne, capable, beautiful Rayne. She didnt look old enough to be a mother. Of twins! Two little foxkit children to call her Daminot possible. They were the same age!


  Would you like something to drink?


  Water. Thanks.


  Rayne laughed. Nervously, Carevei thought. That doesnt give me enough to fuss with. At least let me heat something?


  Carevei smiled. All right. Tea. If youll drink it with me.


  That relaxed the other woman, and suddenly it was just like it had been, decades ago. It was still easy to be easy with Rayne. Watching her put out the cups, Carevei said, So youre married.


  Divorced, actually. Rayne sighed, smiled. Do you remember Jack?


  Careveis ears dropped in shock. You divorced Jack? When Rayne hid a laugh against her fist, Carevei said, You divorced Jack?


  The other woman sighed, smiled. Regretfully this time. She set out spoons and a small dish of honey. I know. The smartest, most handsome, most athletic tod in school. No one was surprised when we married.


  But you divorced him, Carevei reminded her. With children!


  I divorced him because of the children, Rayne said. Theyre not his. This time, Carevei waited, was rewarded when Rayne burst into laughter. All right, I should have known you wouldnt fall for that one.


  Rayne giggling was charming. Rayne had giggled in collegeagainst Careveis shoulder more than once. The memory made her aware of her too-small skin. Youre right. So whats the story?


  As abruptly as that, Rayne was sober, meeting her gaze. Ill tell you only if you tell me what youve been doing here for ten years.


  Carevei inhaled. Deal.


  Rayne nodded and took the kettle off the range. Pouring for them both, she said, I didnt know when I married that people want different things out of marriage. Or I guess I should say, marriage fills different needs for different people. You can marry for companionship, or for safety, because you dont want to be alone. Or because you want sex. Or because you want a family or because you want babies.


  Babies arent family? Carevei asked, accepting her cup.


  Rayne sat on the stool across from her. I mean the feeling that youre continuing yourself. That youre watching a piece of yourself mix with a piece of someone you love, and that youre growing something new out of that fusion.


  Right, Carevei murmured.


  I thought I understood everything I wanted, but I didnt. Who does, when youre young? Rayne continued, reflective, Jack, though. Jack needed babies. She sighed, disturbing the steam over her cup. So you know where this is going.


  Youre not fertile.


  Rayne nodded. I suggested alternatives. Surrogacy, or lab-term pregnancy, or even adoption. But he wanted to see a piece of himself and a piece of me grow in me and I couldnt give him that.


  And he divorced you for that? Carevei asked, aghast.


  Would you stay in a marriage where your partner didnt enjoy sex with you? Rayne asked.


  Startled, Carevei said, I I dont know.


  How about a marriage where your partner didnt want to help you take care of your parents and grandparents? Who didnt want to go to reunions with you? Who didnt want you to be involved with his family?


  Careveis ears fell.


  Everyone needs something, Rayne said. And everyone thinks marriage is there to give it to them. The trick is figuring out if you both need the same thing before you say your vows. Jack needed babies. And I She nodded, exhaled. I needed a family. I divorced Jack so he could get what he needed, and I went and got what I needed.


  You adopted, Carevei said.


  The twins, Patrick and Ria, who are seven, Rayne said. And Jomo, whos fifteen. She smiled. Plus a dog.


  Carevei stared at her. Three children. And a pet! Like humans keep pets?


  They asked for one, Rayne said. And added, Theyre human, so I wasnt surprised.


  You adopted three... humans, Carevei said.


  There are a lot more humans available for adoption than Pelted. Rayne spooned some of the honey into her tea, stirred. Neither of them had drunk yet. It was my rebellion, I guess. WeI mean we Tam-illeewe have this this need. Its almost a neuroticism. About babies. We have all the technology to have them without relying on our bodies, which are almost always broken. But we keep insisting on trying to do it naturally, and I think it has to do with with reclaiming ourselves from humanity. From how badly humans butchered our genetics when they made us. Rayne shrugged. I adopted humans. It was my way of saying I wasnt going to let that pathology determine my choices, or my destiny.


  Iley, Rayne, Carevei whispered.


  Rayne grinned, half-hearted. I know. I had big ideas. When youre stuck crying your eyes out into a pillow, sometimes thats all youve got left to pull you on.


  And now? Carevei asked.


  And now I have children, Rayne said. And I need to put the twins to bed. Are you staying? Or going back where you came from?


  Good question. She wanted to stay, badly, but she needed time to think just as much, and experience with Ylriasnas children suggested Rayne might be done in half an hour, or not at all. Carevei rose. Ill come back in the morning. I can show you where Ive been staying all this time. Your children can come too, theyd probably like to meet some of the Ciracaana kits.


  And Ill hear the story? Rayne asked.


  And youll hear the story.


  Rayne nodded. All right. Another hesitation. Tomorrow, then.


  Carevei ducked her head to hide the burning in her ears. She followed Rayne out of the kitchen and padded on toward the door, pausing there to strain the quiet: sleepy murmurs, protests, the shifting of bodies, very like the ones Ylriasnas children made. But that was Rayne in there, Rayne, her best friend from college. A mother now, three times over, by her own choice, and and alone.


  Confused and breathless, Carevei let herself out.


  ***


  Rayne slept well. Thats how it always was when she stopped worrying. Seeing Carevei last night she didnt know how things would go. Ciracaa was serving up another scorching day, the twins were already complaining about having to be smeared with sun cream, Jomo was still quiet, and Rayne didnt know what the future held. But she trusted it now. So she wasnt surprised when Carevei turned up shortly after breakfast, announcing herself by catching the stick the children had thrown for the marshound. She held it out of reach of the yelping dog as the twins converged on her, and she was laughing, her tawny fur bright in the sun, and all the grasses around her in bronzed ripples. She was everything Rayne remembered, but more: more vibrant, more alive, more present. Living on Ciracaa had stripped the excess flesh from an already tall, leggy frame and left behind muscle, but it was the way Carevei moved that Rayne loved: that animation, as if her personality was too big for her body. Even when Carevei had brooded, shed brooded enormously, dense clouds of it.


  Here she was just alive. A brass candy girl for a brass candy planet.


  Patrick, Ria, she called. Dont mob Carevei-alet, please.


  No, no, its fine, Carevei said, laughing. Its for a change nice not to have them at this age taller and heavier than me.


  Throw the stick! Patrick demanded.


  Patrick! Be polite!


  Throw-the-stick-please-alet, the boy amended in a breathless spill of words.


  Carevei grinned and tossed it, and the twins and the dog bounded after it. Folding her arms, she said, Do they always chase it too?


  Thats the game, Rayne said, coming to stand alongside her. The bruised grasses smelled like toasted oats. They see who can reach it first.


  Carevei shook her head, grinning. Then added, Theyre handsome children, the three of them. They even look a little like you.


  Rayne supposed it was true, superficially. Jomo more than the twins, with his dark brown skin; the only way the two little ones could resemble her was in their mannerisms, which they had from living with her for six of their seven years. Family, she said only, and Carevei nodded.


  Its a half a day to the tribe, maybe a little less. If you want to go.


  Ill pack, Rayne said. If you watch them.


  All right.


  It was strange to leave the children with Carevei, not because she was nervous, but because she wasnt. That was a good feeling. Shed been alone so long that she was only just getting used to having Jomo take responsibility for things, now and then.


  Once outside, she called the children back. The twins came first, Goldie prancing alongside. Jomo followed them, quiet.


  This is Carevei, a friend of mine from when I was in school, Rayne said once shed collected her audience. Shes been staying with some of the Ciracaana out on the plains, and shes offered to take us to see how they live.


  Another city? Ria asked, curious.


  No, Carevei said. They live in tents, and when theyre tired of living where they are, they move!


  I want to see a Ciracaana tent!


  Can we sleep in a tent, Dami?


  Rayne laughed, lifting her hands. Were going to see the tents. Yes, we can sleep in one. And were leaving now! Carevei?


  Carevei reached over, snagged one of the packs Rayne had on her shoulder. Shrugging it onto her back, she said, This way!


  The journey felt natural. The two women fell into step together as the twins darted to and fro, ranging before them, then dropping behind only to be chivvied back by Goldie, or Jomo, or a word from Rayne. Memories joined the orbit: she remembered striding alongside Carevei on campus, stretching her legs to keep up with her taller friend. The sun on her shoulders felt good; the sun on Careveis was beautiful. The world stretched out around them like an endless promise.


  Do you know I wonder now whats over the horizon? she asked, suddenly.


  Carevei looked toward her.


  When we were in school together, Rayne continued, hands curled around the straps of her backpack. You used to ask me all the time. But dont you want to know? and I would say


  That you were happy where you were, Carevei said, smiling. Glancing down at her, she added, Dont tell me youre discontent, though.


  Oh no, Rayne said. Not at all. Im more content, actually. But children they remind you to go out into the world. To really pay attention to it.


  I felt that way about Ciracaa. The words were slow: uncharacteristically, for the Carevei Rayne recalled. Things here theyre crazy, Rayne. The people She laughed. Well, theyre not aborigines, and they know it. They know the customs theyve enshrined as the wisdom of ages are only a few centuries old and that theyve made them all up. They have a sense of humor about it while being completely serious about them being important.


  That must be strange, Rayne murmured, feeling the idea out in her head. Like theyve just decided to craft a past for themselves.


  Not a past. A future. The future they want for themselves. And it doesnt matter anymore what it started out as, Carevei said. Theyre making it real by living it. The language people make fun of the speech patterns, but theyre starting to insert words into it, words theyve created. It was nouns first. Now, verbs here and there. Theyre backfilling their own language. Just like they did their own beliefs and customs. She shook her head. I love watching it. I love the way they live in spite of how they were made. I love that they make it seem natural.


  Rayne glanced up at Carevei, and her stomach twisted uncomfortably at the passion she saw in her friends eyes. You really like living here.


  Yes. Carevei blew out a breath, smiled whimsically. I have moments where I wonder what Im doing here, but yes. She turned that brilliant grin on Rayne, but something in her face must have given her away because Carevei faltered. You dont think its stupid, do you?


  What? Startled, Rayne said, Why would I think that?


  Because I dont know. I havent had formal training as an anthropologist, or a linguist. Because Im not doing anything with my observations. Because Ive given up everything I studied to be here, doing nothing She stopped abruptly, pressing her lips together. Then: It was my mother.


  Arii?


  My mother, Carevei continued, accepting the word for friend as if they were back in school again. Looking over, she met Raynes eyes. She died in an earthquake. I was four.


  So many times shed held one of the twins after theyd scraped a knee, or some friend had decided not to play with them anymore, feeling helpless, feeling like words werent enough. Shed had to reclaim an older language to comfort them. She used it now, slipping her hand into Careveis and squeezing. When the other woman glanced at her, startled, Rayne said, Im so sorry.


  Carevei looked away. She said, after a while, I guess, after I figured that out, I didnt feel there was anything holding me to my old life. I built a lot of it on avoiding that memory. She sighed. So thats why Im here. Im doing something new with my life. She glanced at Rayne, grinned. What are you doing here?


  Rayne said, I came for you.


  Said in the open, it didnt sound like much. Rayne knew better. She lifted her face to the sun, feeling Careveis fingers stiff in hers, listened to Goldie yipping and Rias giggles. The words alone were nothing. The words with all that together


  Opening her eyes, she said again, I came for you.


  ***


  I I dont understand, Carevei said.


  Rayne was gazing at the horizon with that serenity that had attracted Carevei to her years ago, in their Alliance history class. Jomo doesnt talk much. He lived most of his life in foster care, and he had a hard time. He needs something. I dont know what it is yet. And the twins theyre happy, but theyre not around people like them. Homeits all Tam-illee. I like that, and I dont think theres anything wrong with that. But I want them to see the Alliance. I want all of them to see it. I want it to be real for them, because when they see new things, they just bloom. Like flowers. She drew in a long breath. And so do I. Id just forgotten that until I had them. So were all going to go somewhere. And I dont know where that somewhere else is, except that it needs to be somewhere new. And Im all right with that, except that I want something thats not new, too. I want something I know I can depend on.


  Rayne, Carevei said, hoarse.


  I love you, Rayne said. You know that, right?


  A decade ago, the lightning-spiked shatter of her revelation with the Lifehawks totem had come from above, breaking her open. This this was an earthquake. Everywhere she stood she was falling.


  I thought Id find you and ask you if you wanted to come with us, Rayne continued, voice calm.


  Maybe maybe you should be looking for another husband, Carevei managed.


  Maybe Ill find one, Rayne said. But I dont want you for a lover or a father, Carevei. I want you because youre my best friend and the thought of you in my life makes me happy. Because when I imagine you throwing the stick for Goldie and the twins in some park I havent seen yet, that picture makes me happy.


  Carevei said, Rayne I live here now.


  Rayne nodded. I know.


  That was it. She didnt push, didnt ask for an answer. She didnt take her hand away either, and Carevei found she couldnt let it go. When Ria bounded back to ask if she could have her rooderberry punch, and did they want to play shapes-in-the-clouds, Carevei was glad Rayne said yes. They pretended nothing had happened, but the declaration hung between them, and the fact that Carevei hadnt replied.


  


  ***


  


  The childrens response to the Lifehawk camp was everything Carevei could have wished, not just for the way it made Rayne smile, but for the sight of the scouts bemusement at their arrival.


  Many Starfallen you have brought! he observed as the twins clustered around him and the dog barked and Jomo leaned close to look at the fitted harness with its colorful pouches. Invasion this is, Carevei?


  She laughed. It feels it, Im sure. Where Ylriasna is today?


  Working, think I, as close to supper it is.


  Thanks. This way, everyone. Carevei led them amid the tents, seeing the camp fresh through their eyes. She didnt have to ask if they were delighted by the jewel-like colors and the way the wind rippled their fabric sides and rattled the beaded ornaments draped from their flaps, or what they thought of the enormous Ciracaana in their bright paint and braids. Someone was playing a drumprobably Teriinishna, who was a favorite at evening entertainmentsand from the scent on the air they were having ngavisa for dinner, probably the last of the fresh beasts theyd see now that the herd had moved into Longreeds territory.


  Ria came running from one of her investigations, leaping into Raynes open arms. Carevei heard her friends huff of effort and then the girl was perched on her mothers hip, hugging her neck and squealing. This is the best adventure weve had yet!


  Are you sure? Rayne asked, amused. She brushed the tip of her nose against the girls sun-pinked one. What about the time with the ice rink?


  This is definitely better than that. My backside doesnt hurt so much from falling.


  Wait until you meet my sisters kits, Carevei said. I bet youll have even more fun than this.


  Human ears couldnt perk but something about the way the girl straightened with shining eyes made Carevei see them anyway, tiny phantom ears. Theyd be brown, like Raynes. I met some Ciracaana girls at the playground in Nguva, she confided to Carevei. They let me play with their ball.


  Ball is very popular here too, Carevei said. Im sure youll be able to find a game here. Ylriasnas flap was open, so she rung the bell and ducked in. Ylriasna? Guests you have!


  Guests welcome always are, Ylriasna looked up briefly from her mortar and pestle. You have brought whom?


  This Rayne Starfallen is, Carevei said. From my days in college a friend. With her, her children: Ria and She paused as the second of the twins darted in, followed by his older brother, Patrick and Jomo. The dog trotted through the opening. And Goldie.


  So many Starfallen! And what that is? Ylriasna asked, eyes wide. A pet?


  Our pet! Patrick said. Wow, are you making paint? Can we help?


  No, dear, Rayne said. Im sure she has to make it a special way. But


  Ylriasnas kits sprinted in, laughing, almost knocking their mother over. Ylriasna waved an arm. Rar, your energy take outside, you will my work spill!


  We could throw the stick! Ria offered.


  Stick throwing? one of the Ciracaana kits said, distracted by the sight of the new arrivals. And then chasing we are?


  Chasing I like! the other agreed. Mother, can we the stick chase with the what are they? Like you, Starfallen, Car-eh-vey?


  Whats a Starfallen? Patrick wanted to know.


  You are! the other kit said.


  Chasing stick! the first added. Mother, please?


  I see where this is going, Rayne said with a chuckle. I can watch them for a while, if youre busy, alet?


  Bemused, Ylriasna said, Old enough they are that not much watching they need, except because they are having guests. And...the pet dangerous isnt?


  No, Rayne promised. Ill keep my own out of trouble, then. She ducked out of the tent, letting the flap fall. A dim bronze shade settled in the tent, and when Ylriasna didnt tell her to put the flap back up, Carevei sat with a sigh and waited, ears flagging.


  Ylriasna returned to mixing and snorted. From your heaving shoulders, a lecture you are expecting? Know me better, you should. But not much of a message you left, Carevei, before off you wandered. Was it this Starfallen you left to seek?


  No. Carevei started combing the tassel of one of the rugs with her fingers. For a walk I was going, truthfully.


  But toward the outpost. Carevei grimaced and the other woman chuckled. Not stupid I am, ah? With this life you were discontent. Evidence of your last life, you were seeking. Was it what you needed?


  I like it here, Carevei said, aware that when shed been talking with Rayne shed loved it.


  But?


  But I dont know! Carevei threw up her hands, exasperated.


  Not enough, is it? Ylriasna nodded, working the pestle. So this vixen why did she come? And is she having a better idea of why she does things than you?


  Just a little. Carevei scrubbed her face with her hands, let them drop, let her shoulders drop slumped. She came here to ask me to live with her somewhere else.


  Interested, Ylriasna said, And you said?


  Carevei stared at her. Thats it? All you have to say that is? And you said? If I left, you would be sad, yes? Ive been here a decade, Ylriasna!


  The Ciracaana snorted. Ridiculous, you are being. Of course you I will miss. But if this lover has for you asked


  Shes not my lover! Shes


  I love you. You know that, right?


  Yes? Ylriasna said, brows arching.


  She was my best friend in all the worlds before I came here. Carevei glanced toward the tent flap. And now shes raising three kits alone. And she came here for me. Because she loves me.


  Good idea, it sounds like to me. At Careveis look, Ylriasna sighed and set the mortar aside. Since my mating, you have at a loss been, Carevei. This life I have now includes you, but for you it is not enough inclusion. Do you understand me?


  Everyone needs something. The trick is figuring out if you both need the same thing before you say your vows.


  Carevei looked away, ears pinned back. To agree felt like a betrayal of her friend. But she was restless. And part of that restlessness, she was surprised to learn, was that she wasnt outside, watching Raynes children discover the novelties of the Ciracaana camp. That she wasnt with Rayne, whod crossed the Alliance to find her.


  Ylriasna tapped her on the knee, bringing her attention back. Not upset am I, she said. Happy, I want you to be. Carevei Hawkfreed you named yourself, yes? Hawkfreed, not Hawk-chained-to-new-circumstance.


  Carevei laughed despite herself. But to go I dont want I dont want to go.


  So go and come back. Ylriasna grinned. For a decade you have been here, you just reminded me. Have learned nothing from us, then? We are nomads, yes? Careveis herd moving is, and following it you want to go. So go. Make a new migration path.


  Leave and come back? Carevei murmured, feeling as if she could breathe again.


  Always welcome you will be. That you know. I hope?


  She leaned over and hugged the other woman hard. This smell, of sweat and crushed pigment and sunlight, this scent had become hometoo.


  ***


  Outside she found Rayne standing near the center of the camp, watching the children run in crazed circles in the reddening light of the low sun. As she stepped up beside the other woman, Rayne whispered, Look at that!


  Carevei followed her gaze, found Jomo sitting next to one of the adolescent Ciracaana, examining his spear.


  Hes actually talking. Asking questions. I saw him laugh!


  Maybe we should come back here every year for summer, Carevei tried, hesitant. When Rayne looked up at her, she finished, If we can afford a vacation. Can we? What do you do?


  I do accounting for a Pad company, Rayne said. Its how I got the chance to come here in the first place...they give free Pad transits as a benefit. Ive accrued a lot more of them than Ive used.


  And I can find something to do with myself


  Maybe you could find something at the university? Rayne offered. Between classes.


  Carevei found her mouth turning up. Youre enrolling me in school, is that it?


  For anthropology? Or linguistics?


  If she studied the latter, she could probably help create the aboriginal Ciracaana language. Maybe she could find the individual who was responsible for the singular of ngavili being ngavisa. Carevei laughed, trying not to tremble. I could probably handle that.


  Handle it? Rayne asked, one ear swinging sideways and her mouth twitching.


  Carevei looked down, grinned. All right. Id love it. And added, quiet, Rayne


  Carevei.


  That was it. That was all she needed to say. So she said it with her silence, and with the arm she slipped around Raynes waist, and with the exaltation when Rayne rested her dark head on Careveis shoulder.


  Dami, Dami! The twins rushed up to them both, smacking into their legs. Were having too much fun to go to dinner but they say its dinner time and do we have to stop playing


  And do I have to take a bath, Patrick added, disgusted.


  There will be plenty of time to play tomorrow, Rayne said. And the day after. I think we might come to the brass candy planet every summer so Aunt Carevei can visit her friends and family. What do you think?


  Aunt Carevei! She had never been aunt to anyone. Her ears flushed. As the children cheered, Carevei added in a whisper, Brass candy planet?


  Rayne grinned. Ill tell you later. For now, dinner?


  This way, Carevei said, and pulled her after by the hand. Above them the first foreign stars began to glow against the sunset.
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