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In time the Earth shifted to reveal a new land, populated by ones with talents beyond the norm and a history all their own. Those gifted with these talents became known as Adepts, and people spoke of them in awed tones born from admiration or fear.

 
Excerpt from The Journal of the Founders



 
Chapter 1 

 
 It was the sudden stillness in the trees that made Tate pause in her digging. She looked up with a puzzled frown, and then cocked her head to hear beyond the silence. She recognised what the birds had registered: There was an intruder on her land. Tate squinted across the garden, her frown deepening as a tall woman walked around the side of her cabin, and then along the small pathway leading directly toward her. Tate didn’t move or speak; she just stared at this unwelcome visitor. It was with a brief touch of satisfaction that she saw the woman hesitate, her steps faltering under Tate’s cool glare. The satisfaction was short lived as the woman continued forward, obviously uncertain, yet equally undeterred.
“Tatum Belan?” she asked.

Tate raised an eyebrow. “Who wants to know?”

The woman stepped forward, extending her hand in a friendly gesture. Tate looked at her blankly then sighed and reluctantly stretched out her own hand. Their touch was electric. The woman looked at Tate in surprise, and Tate herself hastily pulled back her hand and snuck a peek at her palm. The woman smiled and said, “I’m Doctor Lorrah Gilden from Estros. I’ve come to enlist your help.”

Tate stiffened and picked up her garden fork. “I’m sorry, but I can’t help you. You’ve made a wasted journey. Good day to you.” Tate pushed past Lorrah and stalked off down the pathway towards her house.

“Now wait just a minute!” Anger coloured Lorrah’s voice. “Your brother said—”

Tate stopped in her tracks. She turned slowly to face Lorrah. “You know my brother?”

“Yes, I know your brother. He sent me here to find you. He said that you’d help me find something I need.”

Tate squinted at Lorrah. “What kind of something?”

“A plant that grows somewhere on that mountain.” Lorrah pointed to the solitary mountain that towered above the treetops some distance away.

Tate’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re here for a plant? I don’t believe this!” She started off again in disgust.

Lorrah rushed to catch up with her. “Will you help me or not? Your brother said—”

Tate whirled round on her. “My brother says too much,” she growled. She leaned her garden fork up against the wall of her cabin. Opening the front door, she sat down on the step and yanked her boots off roughly. Lorrah stood before her pushing an impatient hand through her hair.

“Somewhere up on that mountain, there’s a plant that may hold the answer to many medical questions,” Lorrah spoke softly. “I’m out of my element here. I need your help.”

“You got that right,” Tate muttered under her breath.

“Ms. Belan—”

“Tate.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I answer to Tate.” She lined her boots up by the step and massaged her tired feet. She looked up at Lorrah. “I wish you hadn’t come here.” The words escaped unbidden, and Tate saw Lorrah blink in surprise at the obvious pain in her voice. Tate rose and stepped into her home, looking over her shoulder with a sigh. “But I suppose you might as well come in, so we can straighten out this little misunderstanding.” Lorrah hastened inside as if she were afraid that her hostess might have second thoughts.

The heat in the cabin eased the autumn chill, and Tate watched as Lorrah closed her eyes in appreciation of the warmth. Tate sized up the woman her brother had sent to invade her privacy. Lorrah was about five-foot-six, making her a couple inches taller than herself. She wasn’t slim, and Tate found herself smiling as she considered the curves that were visible even under the heavy grey jacket Lorrah wore. Tate’s eyes were drawn back to Lorrah’s face. It was a gentle face, full of humour, with soft cheeks reddened by the chill. Her lips were a natural pink, and they were curved in pleasure at the warmth. Blonde hair fell heavily over her forehead; the rest was woven into an elaborate braid that hung just below Lorrah’s shoulders. Tate had noticed that Lorrah’s eyes were lilac, a shade like no other Tate had ever seen. They were almost translucent in their hue.

Lorrah opened her eyes to find Tate staring at her. When Lorrah smiled slightly, Tate blushed and busied herself with removing her worn brown jacket and a heavy jerkin. She could feel Lorrah’s eyes on her, even with her back turned. Tate was short and stocky, compact and muscular. As Tate rolled up her shirtsleeves, she was sure Lorrah noticed the compact muscles born of outdoor work.

Tate’s hair was a dark brown, cut short for convenience, brushed back severely off her forehead and at the sides. Usually it was slicked back, but its present tousled state softened her features. Frowning, Tate quickly ran her fingers through it to put it back into place. She knew she looked too serious and sullen. Her mouth drew a thin line of discontent that her dark eyebrows, hanging over cloudy blue eyes, accentuated. Tate ran a hand round her cheek, trying to brush away the lingering coolness and self-consciously straightened her shoulders.

“So, my brother told you I’d help you?” Tate asked.

“Yes, something along the lines of, ‘Of course she will!’” she said dryly.

“That sounds like him. His idea of a joke would be to stick me out in the mountain with some crazy—”

Lorrah grinned at her. “Plant freak?”

“Something like that.” As Tate realised how childish she sounded, she sighed ruefully. “How much choice was I actually given in all this?” Tate moved off into the kitchen. Since the main living quarters of her cabin consisted of one large room with the kitchen just off to the side, she could still see Lorrah as she filled a pan with water and turned the burner on high.

“You have all the choice in the world.” Lorrah spread her arms out nonchalantly, but her voice betrayed her growing desperation.

“What’s in it for me?” Tate asked.

“Besides my scintillating company?” Lorrah smiled and batted her eyelashes.

“Besides that,” Tate growled softly.

“Funny, you don’t strike me as the mercenary type.” Lorrah narrowed her eyes at her host. “I guess looks can be deceiving.”

Tate shifted uncomfortably under those lilac eyes. Lorrah relented.

“You can help me find this plant I’m searching for.”

“Does it at least have a name?”

“It’s botanical name sounds very stiff and proper and is quite a mouthful. Its common name is Missourose.”

Tate frowned at this. “Miss you, Rose?”

“No, all one word: Miz u rose.”

Tate shrugged. “Means nothing to me.”

Lorrah’s impatience threatened to break through her composure. “It was discovered many, many years ago when an old Founder of our country was here in Turrenoc. He recognised its strong healing properties.”

“Then why didn’t he do something about it?”

“He died before he could return to this area. Besides, the storing methods for plants back then weren’t as advanced as they are now. The plant wouldn’t have survived the trip. Since his journals have been locked away for decades, all he knew about this Missourose was lost to the world until recently.”

“So, who’s the bright spark who reopened the mystery of the Missourose?” Tate asked, pouring the hot water she’d boiled into two large mugs and stirring in some chocolate powder.

“That’s ‘Doctor Bright Spark,’ if you don’t mind!” Lorrah replied, removing her jacket with a flourish. “This founder was one of my ancestors. There’s long been a story in my family that he found a plant with remarkable healing properties.”

Tate interrupted, “Surely you don’t believe in fables, Doctor? You do surprise me.”

Lorrah ignored her. “I’ve grown up hearing stories of my ancestor’s journey to a mountain where a healing plant grew. I decided to see if there was any truth to it all, so I searched until I found his old journals. Journals that not only mention the plant, but also chronicle the history of Calluna itself.”

Tate remained unimpressed.

“Many of his words were copied into far fancier tomes for posterity,” Lorrah continued, “but these are the originals, with all his commentaries written by hand, spelling mistakes and all.”

“Well, no one ever said the Founders were perfect,” Tate said dryly.

“What the copiers never realised was that the real treasure lay in his journey here. He saw something that could be a marvellous find.”

Lorrah gratefully accepted the steaming mug Tate offered and followed her into the living room, where she sat down on the padded couch. Tate sat opposite her in a large stuffed chair. She considered Lorrah over the rim of her mug, watching her through the steam.

“I want this plant. I need to see if half of what he believed about its potential was correct.”

“That’s very philanthropic of you,” Tate remarked.

Lorrah glared at the woman across from her. “I’m glad you see that I’m not doing this for personal glory. There are still many diseases on Calluna, and if this plant could help eradicate just one…That’s more than I could wish.”

Tate considered this, reluctantly impressed by Lorrah’s dedication. “Come back in the summer and maybe I’ll help,” she finally conceded.

“No, that’s no good.” Lorrah shook her head.

Tate’s face burned. “Hey! I don’t—”

Lorrah held up a hand to stop Tate’s tirade. “As far as we have ascertained, the Missourose comes into bloom in the dying week of autumn and the first week of winter. We’re already into autumn now.”

Tate cupped her hands around her mug and blew into it. She felt the steam touch her face possessively. “Well, I guess fortune’s not smiling on you today. I’m not going anywhere in winter. It’s going to snow.”

“Not until much later in the winter months, surely. We’ll be there and back before a snowflake even touches the ground.”

Tate scowled. “I can’t help you. I’m sorry.”

Lorrah put down her mug and leaned her chin on her hands, elbows resting on her knees. She stared at Tate. “No, you’re not. You’re not sorry in the least. You’re determined not to help me. Well, fine. I had a few words with the villagers at the edge of this wilderness before I came up here, and they said that for anything to do with Turrenoc I should contact the ‘Keeper of the Peace.’ I’m sure he’ll help me and be a lot less sullen about it.”

When a slight smile broke out on Tate’s face, Lorrah looked flustered.

“The ‘Keeper of the Piece?’ I don’t think the Keeper will help you at all.”

“What do you know?” Lorrah argued, wavering between annoyance and amazement at the slow smile that continued to creep across Tate’s face.

“I know the Keeper isn’t a ‘he’ for a start.”

“Oh. All right then, ‘she’ will help me.”

“No, I don’t think so.” Tate rested her mug on her knee. “You might as well go home.”

“Why won’t she help me?”

“Because she’s not crazy enough to go out on a fool’s errand in winter when she can stay warm and dry in her cabin.”

Lorrah leaned back against the couch. “You’re the ‘Keeper of the Peace,’ aren’t you?” Her voice sounded defeated.

Tate grinned slightly, teeth flashing. “Correct.”

“Keeper of what peace? Peace as in tranquillity or piece as in part?”

“Piece, as in part. I’m Keeper of this piece of the world, this piece of mountain, this piece of land,” she waved her hand to denote et cetera.

“Who elected you?”

Tate shrugged. “I just became it.”

Lorrah chuckled at a thought. “Your neighbours in the village probably heard of your reputation for welcoming visitors and figured you’d be best kept in peace in your piece of the world!”

Tate laughed and Lorrah looked spellbound by the transformation on Tate’s face.

“You have dimples!” Lorrah exclaimed. Tate blushed crimson. “Sorry, I just noticed that when you finally smile you get dimples in your cheeks.” Lorrah seemed to contemplate the now discomforted Tate opposite her and added tartly, “Of course, it’s a wonder they still exist with all the frowning you do!”

Tate shot her an angry glare and took a sip from her drink, the blush lingering on her cheeks.

“I really need your help, Tate. This is important.” Lorrah’s tone was serious again.

“I realise that, but going up the mountain after a plant that may just be a figment of some old man’s imagination, and at this time of year, isn’t something I’d recommend or consider. It would be foolhardy.”

“I understand that,” Lorrah sighed.

“I don’t think you do,” Tate said sharply.

“Look, I’ve travelled a long way to get here. I’ve flown for hours and then traversed your treacherous dirt trails to find Turrenoc and to find you. I’m tired and I’m wearied by your attitude. I’m not asking for the moon, Tate, I just need your help to find this plant. Your brother said you’d be happy to help.” Lorrah closed her eyes and gently shook her head. “How wrong can a person be?”

Tate put aside her mug and stood up. “Let’s settle this once and for all. What my brother says holds no sway here in Turrenoc.” She moved toward a small communication screen on her writing table and sharply punched in a code. Within seconds the screen lit up, and Tate was faced with her brother.

“Tatum! What a pleasant surprise. What can I do for you?” he asked warmly.

“I’d say you’ve already done plenty, brother mine,” Tate growled.

Cirric Belan had the good grace to redden, his blush spread to the roots of his hair, hair as dark as Tate’s but cut brutally short. He smiled winningly.

“I guess you’ve met Dr. Gilden then. I told her—”

“I’m fully aware what you told her. She hasn’t stopped telling me since she got here.” Tate leaned closer to the screen, and even over the distance, Cirric leaned back at the implied threat. “I’m not some tour guide for your minions. I do not appreciate you sending people my way with tasks for me to perform.”

Lorrah moved to stand by Tate. Cirric smiled at her in relief.

“Dr. Gilden, glad to see you’re still in one piece!”

Lorrah smiled. “Your sister may live in the backwoods, Cirric, but I don’t think she’s that much of an animal.”

Tate favoured Lorrah with such a hateful look that Lorrah stepped back in fear. Cirric hastily intervened, “Okay, okay. Look, Tate, I apologise. I should have asked you first if you’d consider this expedition. I shouldn’t have just sprung it on you.”

“So this was all your idea?” Tate asked.

“Lorrah came to me with her proposal, and I agreed that finding the Missourose was important. The company believes it will be a brilliant discovery.”

“Ah yes, Estros, the epicentre of all research. If this plant has the capabilities the Doc here believes it has, then Estros stands to enhance its greatness. That’s a chance the company’s not going to want to miss out on, is it?” Tate said sarcastically.

“Tate,” Cirric reprimanded her with his tone.

Tate took a deep breath to try and calm down.

“This plant is special. Lorrah believes it could even cure illnesses we’re still trying to fathom. Think of its potential! Think of the aid it will give.” Cirric seemed to consider his next words. “Think of Bevann.”

Tate rocked back on her heels as if she’d been struck. Her face paled, and Lorrah reached out to steady her, but pulled back at the last minute.

“Cirric, you couldn’t get much lower if you crawled on your belly in the dirt.” Tate spat. She raised a shaking hand to her face to rub at her cheek.

“Tatum, we need your help. You’re the only one who can show Lorrah where to go on that mountain.”

Tate looked at Lorrah. “Would you mind leaving us a moment to talk alone?” She gestured down the hallway. “There’s a bathroom if you’d care to freshen up, count the bricks, whatever.”

Lorrah nodded a farewell to Cirric then followed Tate’s directional wave.

Tate turned back to the screen. “If you ever use our sister in order to bargain for something from me again, I will personally make the trip back to Dalor on foot to rip out what’s left of your hair!”

Cirric raised appeasing hands. “I’m sorry, it just came out. This plant may have helped her though; think about that.”

“And maybe it wouldn’t have. I won’t be blackmailed by you.”

“I’m sorry,” he capitulated quietly.

“I can’t believe you thought I’d go along with this,” Tate said, shaking her head in disbelief.

“I thought you’d be keen to help.”

“You knew I wouldn’t be,” she growled back.

“Okay, I admit it. But for once I thought you’d at least try to be human and help someone.”

Tate drew an unsteady hand through her hair and glared at the image of her brother on the small communication screen. “Cirric, you know I like to be left alone.”

“Just a few weeks, and then you’ll be left in peace again,” he bargained.

Tate heaved a sigh. “Cirric, it’s late autumn. You know I’m starting to get easily fatigued.”

Cirric nodded and gave her a compassionate look. “I know. But this is important. Otherwise I wouldn’t have sent her.”

“You really think this woman knows what she’s looking for?”

“She’s the best in her field. I put my trust in her completely.”

Tate pursed her lips in quiet consideration. “You rarely place your trust in anyone, brother mine.”

“I know, sister sweet,” he teased softly then asked, “What do you think of our Dr. Gilden?”

Tate hesitated and knew her reddening cheeks were being broadcast into Cirric’s office for him to smirk at. “She seems okay, I guess,” she mumbled.

“Have you been your usual pleasant self?” he asked.

“Kind of,” Tate mumbled again, hating that he could still make her feel like the younger sibling she was, his extra seven years making her feel like a child who was being scolded by her big brother for not eating all her greens.

“Tate,” he admonished, “you’ll never be Miss Popularity!”

Tate smiled. “I tried that once, remember? Popularity isn’t all it’s written up to be.”

“Tatum,” Cirric began, but she waved a dismissive hand.

“Look, I’ll consider it. All right? But with winter so near…”

“I know. Just do what you can, please? For me? You know I’ve never asked much from you for myself.” His tone was so piteous that Tate had to refrain from rolling her eyes skyward. “And do it for Lorrah. She’s a good woman.”

Tate raised a sly eyebrow. “Oh yes?”

“No! She’s not my type. Actually,” he smirked right into the screen, “word is she’s more your type.”

Tate digested this silently. “Is that why you sent her?”

Cirric shook his head. “No, I’d never do that to you again, believe me.” Tate accepted his assurance with a slight nod. “Just see if you can help her, all right?”

“I’ll consider it.”

“And be careful. No over-tiring yourself.”

“Yes, brother, I’ll remember that when I’m marching up the mountain, leading your doctor on her fool’s errand.”

“Ah, but remember, Tatum, in a crazy world the biggest fool is bound to be king!” Tate narrowed her eyes at him.

“Cirric, it was only fate that made you the elder child. If it had been kinder, I might have been first born then I could have tormented you.”

Cirric chuckled and signed off. Tate turned off her own communicator and stared at its blank screen. She was distracted by the sound of someone coughing politely.

“I said count the bricks, not chew on them!” Tate called.

Lorrah laughed as she reappeared in the hallway. “Finished bawling out your brother?”

Tate ignored her, slumping back down into her chair again. “Before I decide anything, I want to see this journal of yours. I want to see with my own eyes that Turrenoc is where this plant supposedly exists. Who knows? I might be fortunate.”

Lorrah looked at her expectantly. “And know where it is?”

“No, and find out it’s nowhere near Turrenoc, but is in fact on some mountain a few hundred miles in that direction.” Tate gestured away from her home pointedly.

Lorrah gave her a sour look, and then began to pull on her jacket. “Don’t get your hopes up. I’m not leaving. I’m just going to get the journal.”

“Oh.” Tate shrugged, her eyes not meeting Lorrah’s.

“I’m going to prove you wrong. That plant is up there on your mountain, and we’re going to find it.” Lorrah swept out of the cabin.

Tate watched her go, unnerved by the strange sensation that had washed over her when she thought Lorrah was leaving.



 
Chapter 2 

 
 The Founder’s Journal was bound in a hard cover, mottled with age but still bearing, in places, the original gold patterns that decorated the edges. There was something about the journal that made Tate uneasy. She was hesitant to touch it. She sat with Lorrah at the kitchen table with the journal between them.
“It won’t bite,” Lorrah drawled, obviously enjoying Tate’s discomfort.

Tate wiped her hands on her trousers and reached for the journal. She opened it to where a piece of ribbon marked the page describing the Missourose. She began to read silently, conscious of Lorrah reading over her shoulder.

“So he found it on a mountain, what does that prove?” Tate asked belligerently. “This isn’t the only region with mountains.”

Lorrah barely spared her a glance. “Is your mind so closed, Tate Belan, that you can’t see the forest for the trees?” She pointed to a paragraph and read it aloud. “‘The mountain, a singular, solitary beast, stood guardian over forests and endless fields. The surrounding land had embraced the mountain, and trees wound their way up onto its height. Curling pathways of vegetation round its girth. Trees are also clustered at its base, making it barely accessible to a traveller such as myself. A seemingly endless wilderness lay further on, a wild array of grasses and bushes in such disarray that there could only be some strange order in their disorder. I had never seen so many trees in their autumn colours. They dazzled my senses. Burnished reds and oranges dappled the dying greenery, decay left decorous trails amid the foliage.’”

Tate raised an eyebrow. “I’m also to believe that no where else on this planet autumn takes place?”

Lorrah expelled an impatient sigh. “‘From the base of the mountain I travelled for days before reaching civilisation. A small village lay within sight of the mountain, the only real sign of life save for the wild animals and birds that lived in the mountain’s protective care.’” Lorrah looked up at Tate. “The village is still there. I drove my vehicle from it. With our advanced machinery we’ve cut down on time, what took me hours to traverse would have taken him days.”

“And if I had wings I’d be an eagle,” Tate muttered. “This is all guess work, if you look long enough at any puzzle any shape will start to fit.”

“You are so closed-minded!” Lorrah smiled as if amused. She pointed to another paragraph. “Read that one,” she demanded softly.

Tate puffed out her cheeks noisily and read in a bored tone. “‘The villagers were astonished to hear I’d climbed the mountain. They had never heard of anyone doing so before. The region I’d found myself in was so remote I’d been the first to tread upon the mountain’s rock. For the length of my stay I was heralded as a brave soul. On inquiring the name of the mountain, I was informed it had none. They had considered it too far away to lay claim to it and mapmakers had yet to set foot there. The elder of the village suggested that the mountain should bear my name seeing as I had been the first acknowledged conqueror of its height. It became so.’” Tate looked up at Lorrah with a deepening frown. “They named the mountain after this old man?”

“He wasn’t that old then.” Lorrah had a smug smile bursting to break free.

Tate looked back at the page. “This Founder was one of your ancestors?”

Lorrah nodded.

Tate took a deep breath, steeling herself for her next question.

“What was his name?” she asked.

 “Turrenoc.”

 
Tate had stomped from the kitchen and now sat simmering with humiliation in her easy chair. “You could have just told me,” she growled. “You didn’t have to make me feel like such a—” She clenched her jaw.

“Such a what? A fool? No, I didn’t do it for that reason, tempting as it might have been.” Lorrah moved to stand in front of the small heater, swaying in its warmth. “You seem to be the kind of woman who has to see in order to believe. I wanted you to read some of the journal. If I’d just given you the cold hard facts, you wouldn’t know anything of Turrenoc’s journey. That’s basically why I’m here: To climb the mountain and find what he found. I wanted you to believe in him and, in turn, believe in me.”

“If he was so accurate in his description of this place, what do you need my help for? Surely he wrote detailed notes about where the plant you’re after would be located?”

Lorrah shuffled her feet sheepishly. She mumbled something Tate didn’t quite catch.

“Pardon me? There’s what?” Tate pressed.

Lorrah kept her eyes trained on the floor. “There are a few pages missing,” she admitted.

Tate’s eyes widened, she began shaking her head in disbelief. “Please tell me you’re not seriously expecting me to lead you up the mountain after a plant based solely on the fact your great great whatever lent his name to this place. The same man who supposedly discovered a healing plant that, for all you know, could be entirely somewhere else due to the fact the journal just happens to be missing a few pages!” Tate threw her hands up in the air. “This just gets better!”

“I can show you in the journal where Turrenoc says that he found the plant on this mountain. I just can’t tell you the exact spot. The pages withered away before there was a chance to preserve them. What was left of the damaged pages was indecipherable. The precise location of the Missourose was lost. The beginnings of Estros were lost as well, and shall remain shrouded in mystery. But the rest of the pages fortunately survived intact and were preserved. Turrenoc mentions the plant by both its botanical name ‘Pie ces blanca cascadianum’ or by Missourose, but never again writes of its location.”

“Is its botanical name translatable? Maybe that holds clues.”

“I’m still working on that. It’s something about a `downpour.’ Not all the botanical names of his time are easily translatable,” she explained.

“A downpour,” Tate mused. “Great. Weeks up the mountain waiting for rain.” She stared off out of a window. Evening was drawing in fast. She yawned suddenly.

Lorrah looked at her. “Had a long day?”

Tate rubbed at her eyes. “It got longer,” she drawled.

Outside there was the sound of sudden rain hitting the windows, and Tate got up quickly to rescue her boots. She stared out at the rain in dawning horror.

“It’s really coming down hard, isn’t it?” Lorrah said conversationally.

“It’s not too bad. The roads won’t be flooded or anything for ages,” she said.

Lorrah’s eyes widened. “You mean to say a really good rain floods the roads in and out of here?”

Tate nodded. “Sometimes,” she mumbled.

“I guess I could always sleep in my vehicle,” Lorrah said, watching the indecision on Tate’s face. “I’m sure it won’t leak too much.”

Tate shut the door with forced restraint. “I suppose you’re going to have to stay here tonight.”

“Really? How kind of you to offer such hospitality to a weary traveller.” Lorrah ignored Tate’s dark face. “Actually, I’m really rather grateful. I’ve been travelling all day to get here and my insides are still rolling. I don’t think I’m a very good traveller.” She rubbed at her stomach ruefully.

“Then why did you make the journey?”

“Because there are people who need the cures this Missourose may hold. I’m a doctor. It’s my duty to provide as much help as I possibly can.”

“A dedicated doctor and a plant freak,” Tate said.

“I’m Plant Adept. I can see the properties inside each plant. I know their capabilities, and I can then put them to good use.”

Tate’s features closed up like an impenetrable wall. Abruptly she pointed out a room where Lorrah could sleep and then pointed to the kitchen where food was available. Tate’s own appetite had long since disappeared, and Lorrah herself declined food, patting her stomach again gently. She followed Tate’s lead to the bedroom she was to use.

“I wouldn’t have thought you’d have a spare room for visitor’s, Tate,” Lorrah said.

Tate’s eyes darkened. “This cabin was built for a family.” She bid Lorrah a terse goodnight. As she reached her bedroom door, Lorrah called out to her. Tate looked back over her shoulder.

“Can I ask a question?” Lorrah said. Tate nodded warily. “Who is Bevann?”

“My sister.”

“I didn’t realise Cirric had two sisters. Where does Bevann live?”

Tate’s eyes flashed. “Nowhere. She’s dead.”

Lorrah blinked. “Oh Tate, I’m sorry.”

“It was a long time ago.” A tense silence followed.

Finally, Tate turned away. She closed her bedroom door and leaned her head against the wood. I live out in the furthest reaches of Calluna, she thought, and still it isn’t far away enough for me to be left in peace. 

 
Tate was making breakfast when Lorrah walked into the kitchen the next morning. Tate looked at her briefly then turned back to stir the pot she was tending. “Good morning,” she said and saw Lorrah’s eyes widen at the politeness of the greeting.

“Good morning,” Lorrah replied carefully.

Tate sent her a small smile. “It’s okay, you’re safe. I haven’t poisoned the porridge!”

Lorrah chuckled and sat at the table while Tate set a bowl before her and ladled in steaming white porridge. She pushed a small bowl of fruit preserves in Lorrah’s direction. Lorrah took a mouthful of the porridge and closed her eyes in delight. “This is wonderful.”

Tate grinned shyly. “Mush is mush,” she said sitting at the table.

“Well, this is the best mush I’ve tasted.” Lorrah tucked in. “I usually just eat toast or grab a meat pie at work for breakfast.”

Tate kept her head down over her bowl. “There’ll be no eating of meat on this quest of yours. I’m a vegetarian, and I won’t allow anything to be killed while you’re with me.”

Lorrah looked up, her spoon arrested in its journey to her mouth. “You’re going to help me?” she whispered.

Tate nodded. “Reluctantly. Let’s say I’ve been ‘persuaded’ that this search might just be worth the effort.”

“I can’t thank you enough.” Lorrah’s eyes were bright with gratitude. Tate waved it away.

“If we don’t find the thing within the next four weeks, then the search is off. Winter will be here with a vengeance by then and I want to be back home by the end of that fourth week, no later.”

“What is it with you and winter?” Lorrah asked.

“No one with any sense wants to be up that mountain when winter hits. It’s suicide.”

Lorrah nodded. “All right. Four weeks, no meat; anything else?”

Tate fixed her with a look. “One more thing. If we don’t find the Missourose then that’s it. No reappearing the same time next year to bother me again. This is a once-in-a-lifetime deal. I take you this time, but after that, if you want to traipse round Turrenoc, then you go it alone.”

Lorrah stared at her. “What made you so loath for company, Tate?”

Blatantly ignoring Lorrah, Tate picked up her bowl. “We leave in one hour. Have everything you need for this trek ready. The sooner we go, the sooner this will be finished.” She washed up her bowl with quiet efficiency, her back to Lorrah, then walked out of the room leaving Lorrah to finish her porridge alone.

 
After Tate had made her own preparations for the trip, she went outside to see what needed to be done out there before she left. Tate was thankful she’d gotten around to completing her autumn planting early because she certainly wouldn’t have time to finish it now. She stood outside her cabin this new morning, checking over her garden, making sure everything was how she wanted to leave it. From her garden she could see for miles. To her left rolled massive hills set out in various colours that resembled a patchwork quilt. The hills lay beneath Tate’s elevated range, green bushes and oak trees grew round her garden, secluding her, enclosing her safely in the shadow of the mountain. Turrenoc towered majestically to her right, groves of pine and oak trees littered pathways leading around the rock in a spiral pattern. A forest, then dense wilderness, hid its base from view. Tate recalled the words in the journal. She knew this mountain. It was her mountain, her responsibility as Keeper of the Piece. Yet the journal had made Tate see it in a new light. She gazed up at the mountain, still rampant with greenery, and wondered if it did indeed hold the treasure Lorrah seemed so determined to find.

A chill autumnal breeze rippled through the air, causing Tate to shiver. She hastily pulled up the collar of her thick jacket and tried to cover her exposed ears. She turned back toward her cabin, absently patting a hand on its stout walls. The cabin was large, built with stones and timbers native to the area. It looked like it belonged, that it had been the will of the fallen timber and scattered stones to erect themselves in such a manner that they blended into the landscape in this form. Tate trickled her fingers over the rough texture. She knew every shape of every stone. She’d built the cabin herself; it was her home.

Tate snuck a peek around the corner of the cabin and spotted Lorrah’s vehicle. She approached it nonchalantly, hands stuffed deeply into the pockets of her jacket. She peered in through the window of the rough all-terrain vehicle. Its wheels were coarse and heavy; the body scratched and muddy. Tate grinned. It seemed the villagers had lent Lorrah their worst vehicle for her trip, no doubt to put her off and leave the Keeper in peace. Tate nudged a tire with the tip of her boot; it obviously hadn’t worked.

“Tate?” came a soft voice. Tate jerked in surprise.

Lorrah stood watching her with a look in her eyes that made Tate feel like she’d been caught in some indiscretion that Lorrah found amusing. Tate felt her cheeks redden and knew it wasn’t the cold air.

“I’m all packed and ready.”

Tate nodded and moved away from the vehicle quickly. “I’ll just close everything up then.” She disappeared inside the cabin and re emerged not long after, hauling on her backpack. She shifted the pack on her back to make it more comfortable, stomped her feet in her heavy boots, thankful for her thick trousers and warm jacket. She was already feeling the cold. She pulled on a peaked cap that had earflaps. When Lorrah saw it, she had to stifle a grin.

“It keeps my ears warm.”

“Well, it’s certainly no fashion statement!” Lorrah bit her lip. “Are you sure you’re going to be warm enough? You have more layers on than there are layers to the centre of the Earth.”

“I like to be prepared,” muttered Tate.

“Prepared for what? A sweater thief?”

“Doesn’t your mouth ever get tired of making smart remarks?” Tate asked bluntly.

Lorrah flushed. “I’m sorry. It’s just the way I am. I open my mouth and thoughts just rush out. I’ll try to curb my tongue.”

Tate gave her a look that said she’d believe it when she saw it. Lorrah grinned. Tate let out a small sigh of resignation and picked up the other backpack.

“Here, for your insolence, you can carry the one with the tent,” she said.

“You’re not so tough,” Lorrah mumbled, hauling the pack up onto her back. She shuffled then smoothed down her trousers into her calf length boots.

Tate closed up her home. She laid her open palm on the front door as if bidding the cabin goodbye. With one last hitch of the pack, Tate led the way up the pathway of her garden, then out from her home’s boundary toward the wilderness that had to be traversed in order to reach the foot of the mountain.

Lorrah followed behind her, gazing in amazement at the height of the trees and their brilliantly coloured leaves that grew in abundance around Tate’s garden and beyond. “This is wonderful!” she said, looking all around.

Tate groaned inwardly, fervently hoping she wasn’t going to have to put up with Little Miss Enthusiastic the whole journey. She caught herself. There had been a time she’d done exactly the same thing and enjoyed sharing the splendour with someone who appreciated it. Tate hunched her shoulders inside her jacket. She was cold, and not just physically, she realised. She felt frozen inside. Too many barriers had been erected to let heat through. After all, here she was, Tatum Belan, a woman who loved women, out in the wilderness with the incredibly attractive Lorrah Gilden, who, according to Estros gossip, was also a lesbian. It was the kind of situation that should be full of intent and promise. Tate stumbled over her own feet and blinked at her thoughts. So much for cold-as-stone Tatum, she chastised herself. Remember to keep your heart as cold as stone. That way it can never be hurt. But even Tate knew that the hardest stone could be worn away with time.

“I can’t get over this!” Lorrah said joyously. “I work in my laboratory all day surrounded by plants and flowers and trees, but it’s nothing like this.” She lifted up her head to stare into the branches of the oak trees that seemed to stretch up into the clouds and beyond. “There’s so much air! So many leaves!” She tripped over Tate who had slowed in front of her. “Sorry!”

“Maybe you should keep your eyes on the ground, Doc, and not up in the sky.” Tate steadied Lorrah then moved away.

“I’m just overwhelmed by it all. You get to see this every day, all these glorious reds and yellows of autumn. It’s like walking through trees set ablaze, each leaf a little piece of fire.”

Tate smiled. “Very poetic for a plant doctor. But then I guess you can see beyond the mere leaf.” Tate cautiously referred to Lorrah’s talent, unsure whether she should mention it.

“Being an Adept, yes, I do see so much more.”

Tate reached out to finger a small fuzzy bush, ruffling its golden leaves in a gentle tickle.

“Tate, are you Plant Adept?”

Tate shook her head. “No, I just have a healthy respect for nature. I feel I belong here among it.” She disentangled her finger from the fuzzy leaves that clung to her. The look on her face made Lorrah pause.

“You obviously love it out here. No wonder you’re the Keeper of the Piece.” Tate’s expression questioned Lorrah’s comment. Lorrah smiled. “You fit in here somehow. You’re a part of ‘the Piece.’”

“Well, we all have our place in the world. Maybe my place is here.” Tate eyed her companion. “Do you have a place yet?”

As the blonde woman considered the question, her face lost a little of its animation. “No, I don’t think I have yet. I guess I’m still searching.”

“Well then,” Tate said. “Let’s find the Missourose first, then you can go find your own place in this world.”

Tate ambled off, her attitude toward Lorrah subtly changed somehow, as if, perhaps, the wilderness brought out a less defensive side to her nature. For all she didn’t want to be out here at this time of the year, this was Tate’s element, and she always relaxed in it.

Lorrah reached out a finger to the golden leaves Tate had just touched.

“I think I like this ‘Keeper of the Piece,’” she announced airily, loud enough for Tate to overhear.

Tate felt the heat rise up her neck. “Come on, Doc, this is no time to be conversing with the foliage!”

Lorrah tickled the leaves in delight and hurried after Tate to join her by her side. Tate tried to ignore the smile on her companion’s lips.

 
Several hours later, Tate motioned for a halt. While Tate built a fire and prepared their lunch, Lorrah rested on a soft piece of moss. She wiped her hands on her knees, drying off the moisture from her exertion. Then she picked up a small silver leaf and perused it, tracing its veins tenderly. Lorrah placed the leaf between her palms and squeezed gently. She pouted in concentration, then opened her palms and twisted the leaf by its stem. Tate watched in silent fascination.

“There’s nothing of value in this leaf that can be used for medicinal purposes,” Lorrah shrugged. “It’s not much use to me.”

Tate reached for it, studied it, sniffed at it, and then stuffed it into her mouth. “Yummy!” she teased, surprising Lorrah. Tate smacked her lips after she’d finished chewing and had swallowed the leaf. “Plants are such a marvellous source of nutrition,” she intoned.

Lorrah laughed at her. “You won’t eat the Missourose when we find it, will you?”

Tate made a show of considering this. “Depends how hungry I am by then.” She picked up her backpack. “Shake a leg, Doc, there’s a lot more walking to do before sundown.”

Lorrah got up shakily. She stretched her legs, and Tate caught her wincing.

“Don’t get much exercise in your line of work, eh?” Tate commiserated falsely.

“Not like this. I think I’m still a bit queasy after all yesterday’s travelling.” She smacked her tongue as if tasting something unpleasant.

Tate looked around and gave a grunt of satisfaction when she spotted what she was after. She gave Lorrah a handful of deep green moss. Lorrah was a little loath to take it, as dirt and goodness knows what else dangled from it. Tate tutted and brushed it off roughly. “Picky eater,” she muttered. She held out the cleaner stump. “Here, boil this and drink the juice. It should ease your stomach.”

Lorrah took the moss and dumped out her mug, which rested by the small fire Tate had built. Lorrah poured hot water over the moss and watched it bubble. She looked up at Tate who was shaking with silent laughter.

“You thought I expected you to eat the moss whole, didn’t you? Dirt and all?” Her eyes shone. Lorrah nodded, embarrassed. Tate laughed out loud. “Oh, your face!” she chuckled. “It was a cross between disgust and horror!” She was enjoying Lorrah’s abashment. “Good thing for you I’m vegetarian because the thought of watching you eating boiled bugs is tempting to say the least!”

Lorrah shuddered. Tate grinned and sat down feigning disinterest, but watching Lorrah slyly.

“I don’t know which is worse, your sullen silences or your sense of humour!” Lorrah grumbled. She stared at the moss, picked out the clump and poured the juice into her empty mug. With a grimace even before she tasted it, she drank it down quickly then wiped her mouth on her jacket sleeve. “Yuk!” Tate snickered. Lorrah shot her a sharp glance and quietly began to dismantle the fire, covering over the embers, and making sure it was completely out.

Tate helped her kick over the traces of the fire. “You’re keen to get moving again,” she commented on Lorrah’s sudden burst of activity.

“Anything to take my mind off what I just drank!” Lorrah’s mouth pulled down at the edges. She shouldered her pack again.

“By the way, did I tell you that you have to drink that boiled moss juice three times a day?” Tate asked conversationally. Lorrah groaned. “I’d wager your stomach’s going to get much better now,” Tate added dryly and sauntered off into the trees.

 
By late afternoon, Tate was puffing, her breath coming out in harsh pants. When Lorrah had dared to comment about it, Tate waved her concerns aside so brusquely that Lorrah quit talking altogether.

Tate found a clearing amid the bushes and wild grasses of the wilderness and shrugged off her pack decisively. “We’ll camp here for tonight. I’ll go find some wood for a fire.” Tate ambled off. She could feel Lorrah’s eyes following after her, had seen the frown on Lorrah’s face at her obvious physical strain. Tate foraged among the bushes for anything of interest, gathering up whatever she could find that would burn. She found a smallish, pale-barked stick, which she tucked away safely in her jacket pocket. Then she carried an armful of twigs and barks back to the campsite.

She found Lorrah checking over the food packs, in obvious fascination. Tate wandered closer, amused to see Lorrah sniffing one particular pack.

“What’s in these patties?”

Tate put down her bundle and started to build the fire. “Potatoes, vegetables, a few herbs.”

“There’s something else,” Lorrah sniffed again. “What is it?”

“Don’t you know your herbs, Madam plant doctor?” Tate asked innocently.

“I use plants for medicines, not for food.”

“Don’t you cook?” Tate asked, surprised.

Lorrah shrugged. “I eat out a lot,” she muttered.

Tate shook her head. “Convenience eater.” She made it sound such a derogatory remark that Lorrah blushed further. “The magic ingredient is Gien. If you mix it with ginger root, then steam the pulp, you get a marvellous paste that binds your vegetables together.”

Impressed, Lorrah quickly removed two patties from the pack and a small pan from her backpack. “How many of these each will be enough?” she asked.

“One. Believe me, they’re very filling. And I’ve got something to add greenery.” She removed from her pocket small green leaves. Lorrah looked dubious. “Trust me, they’re edible once they’ve been steamed. You should revise your work, Doc. Maybe by the end of this wild goose chase you’ll be able to open up your very own vegetarian restaurant!”

“You really don’t think we’ll find this plant, do you?” Lorrah asked.

Tate shrugged. “Doesn’t really matter what I think. I’m just along for the ride because my brother knows which buttons to press in order to get me to do what he wants.”

“I’m sorry you were put in that position,” Lorrah said.

“Think nothing of it.” Tate fanned the fire until it flamed. She placed the patties on the pan and dug in her pack’s side pocket. When she pulled out some finely ground herbs, Lorrah’s smile grew.

“You certainly know the way to spice up a meal.”

“I live alone. If I didn’t do it, then who would?”

Lorrah watched Tate’s efficient movements. “Do you like living alone?”

Tate hesitated for a moment then continued sprinkling the herbs. “That’s a rather personal question, don’t you think?” she answered gruffly, keeping her head down over the pan.

“I was just making conversation. After all, we’re going to be together for quite a while.”

“I spend my life alone, Dr. Gilden, by choice. Conversation isn’t something I usually engage in,” she replied softly, revealing more about herself than she’d intended to. Tate hastened to dish out the meal.

Lorrah blinked at her, but said nothing. She accepted the full plate Tate handed her. They ate in silence huddled round the fire.

“This is delicious,” Lorrah said after a time. She held up a steamed leaf on the tip of her fork. “Even these! Quite amazing!”

Tate nodded in agreement, her mouth full, her own enjoyment of the simple meal evident by the speed with which she ate.

Lorrah had finished eating and was warming her hands before the fire when she suddenly went very still. Cautiously, she looked over her shoulder.

“What’s wrong?” Tate asked, sensing her companion’s agitation without even lifting her head.

“I feel like we’re being watched,” Lorrah whispered.

“We’re out in the wilderness, Doc. Animals live out here, too.”

“How big are these animals?” Lorrah’s voice faltered.

Tate’s eyes shone mischievously and she bit back her grin. She looked at Lorrah from under her eyebrows. “Big,” she said darkly.

Lorrah swallowed hard and looked over her shoulder again.

Tate relented. “But not that big. You’re safe. We’re not about to be savaged by wild beasties.”

“Are you sure?” Lorrah didn’t sound convinced.

“If I wasn’t, would you call off this search?”

“I can’t. I have to put my own mind at rest that this plant is all it’s imagined to be.”

Tate nodded in understanding, recognising Lorrah’s dedication and conviction and reluctantly admiring it. “Okay. Then sleep easy tonight. We’re just being watched by birds, squirrels and the occasional chipmunk.”

“Squirrels?”

“Truthfully.” Tate raised her hand in solemn oath. Lorrah’s shoulders relaxed but her eyes scanned their surroundings periodically. Tate tried not to let her amusement at Lorrah’s uneasiness show.

Together they set up the tent, a marvellous dome-like structure. It had a hatch in the roof, to release smoke from an indoor fire, which could be closed against foul weather. It was lightweight, made of a curious material that allowed the occupants to see out but no one to see in. Their sleeping bags were designed more for easy carrying than for comfort and Lorrah began laying them out while Tate disappeared into the trees. When she returned, Lorrah was leafing through the journal in the bright light from the lantern. She looked up at Tate’s scuffling entry.

“I’ve figured out another word in the botanical name of the Missourose,” she said.

Tate yawned. “Great, we need all the help we can get.”

“‘Blanca.’ I think it means white,” Lorrah proudly announced. “How about that?”

Tate yawned so widely her jaw cracked, and she rubbed at it gingerly. “Wonderful, now we have a ‘white downpour!’ Knowing my fortune, it probably means an avalanche.”

Lorrah put the journal down carefully. “You are such a grumpy old bear!” Her eyes danced at Tate’s affronted expression. “Yes, you are! This is a once-in-a-lifetime find, and all you can do is grumble. I’m the one who should be complaining. I’m far away from my home and my friends, and roughing it isn’t exactly something I’m used to.”

“In that case, stay away from the left-hand side of the bushes.” Tate nodded in the direction she meant. “They’re stinging vines. They’re something you will never get used to either.”

Lorrah rolled her eyes in exasperation. “You know, part of me is absolutely terrified of what I’m doing out here. This isn’t my area of expertise. I work in a laboratory surrounded by vegetation, but everything is neat and sanitised and in its place. Out here it’s wild, untamed, disorganised.”

“Wilderness often is disorganised, must be something in the roots!” Tate sat down on her sleeping bag with a grateful sigh and began, with some effort, to remove her boots.

“I’m not familiar with any of the night sounds out here. The sky seems so much darker. I’m used to Dalor with its bustling city life and constant noise. Last night it was as if your cabin was shrouded in cotton wool.” Lorrah pushed the hair off her forehead and looked sharply at Tate with her lilac eyes. Tate fumbled over her laces at the jolt that shot through her chest.

“But there’s something that drew me here, more than the plant. This is the opportunity I’ve been waiting for, the chance not to be just someone who sits in her lab, squinting into a microscope. I’ve wanted to get out and explore. Even I can feel stifled in my work place for all I love it. There’s got to be more to plants than the fragments I get to handle and analyse.” She stared at Tate who was shrugging off her jacket. Tate stared back, her cloudy blue eyes tired but intrigued. She raised a questioning eyebrow, wondering where Lorrah was going with her words.

“You’re surrounded by life, and you seem such a part of it. I want that. I want to understand this place. And I want to find the Missourose to prove to myself that I’m more than just a researcher who labels and files.” She paused for just a moment. “And I’m sorry that’s meant that you’ve had to be coerced to be my guide, coerced into taking a journey you obviously don’t want to take. But I’m not sorry you’re here, because I think I can learn a lot from you.”

Tate felt her ears grow red under Lorrah’s intense scrutiny. She was arrested by Lorrah’s earnestness.

Lorrah wasn’t finished. “But something’s not right. You’re obviously unwell, and it’s bothering me that you won’t tell me what’s wrong. Don’t give me that look, Tate!” she remarked as Tate’s eyes immediately narrowed. “You were breathless this afternoon. I watched you push yourself all day and saw your exhaustion. It worries me.”

Tate waved a dismissive hand. “It’s nothing for you to be worried about,” Tate said quietly, hoping Lorrah would stop asking questions. She was too exhausted to explain, even if she wanted to. She knuckled her eyes sleepily. She usually limited her physical exertion at this time of year, but this trip was going to take its toll because of its urgency. She rummaged in the pocket of her jacket and removed the stick. Then reaching into her backpack, she drew out a small knife.

“This has only been your first day, Doc, it’ll get easier. The night won’t seem quite as dark when the stars light it up.” Tate was sincere, wondering to herself as to why she felt she had to reassure Lorrah that everything would be fine. Tate berated herself. If she had any sense, she’d be telling scary bear stories instead!

“What are you doing?” Lorrah crouched down beside Tate to watch her.

“It’s easy to lose touch with time here in the mountain and I don’t intend for us to do that.” She carefully nicked out a notch in the stick with the sharp blade. It showed up a bright yellow against the bark. “This will be our calendar. Every night I’ll mark off the day. We have roughly twelve days until winter officially arrives, and I don’t want to be up the mountain still searching much after its arrival. Ideally, I want to be on my way home.”

“Are you sure you’re well enough?” Lorrah rested a gentle hand on Tate’s knee and examined her closely. Tate jumped at her touch. “You have grey smudges under your eyes tonight. You don’t look at all well.”

Tate could feel the warmth from Lorrah’s hand seeping through her thick trousers. She looked down at the hand, fine-boned but strong, and then cleared her throat gruffly.

“I’m sure they’re just shadows cast by the lantern’s light. Stop worrying, Doc, I’m not one of your patients.” She was conscious of the heat that remained on her knee as Lorrah removed her hand and got up. Tate felt bereft. “I recommend you go ‘look at the stars’ and then get some sleep.” Tate removed a few of her layers and spread them over her sleeping bag, then laid her jacket over the top to act as blankets. “And I promise I won’t even think of turning out the lantern the minute you step outside!” An evil chuckle escaped her.

Lorrah laughed. “I’ll try not to be long. I’d hate for you to worry something had happened to me out in the wilderness.”

“What could possibly happen?” Tate asked. “It’s just bushes and grasses here.”

“Oh, I don’t know. I could get eaten up by savage squirrels perhaps,” Lorrah replied with a grin.

Tate laughed out loud. “Tell me, Doc, what other stories did you grow up with? You have quite an imagination for one who chose so staid a career.” She burrowed down inside her sleeping bag and curled up tight. “Magic plants and savage squirrels, good grief! I’d wager bedtime story nights in your home were a riot!”

Lorrah laughed at Tate’s comment. She opened the flap of the tent and stepped outside. “I’ll be back in a short while,” she called and shut the flap.

Tate snuggled down further in her sleeping bag until her head was barely visible. “That’s all right,” she muttered. “I’m not going anywhere.”

She was asleep within seconds and never heard Lorrah’s return or her preparation for sleep. Nor did she see Lorrah turn down the lantern so the tent fell into darkness. A darkness broken only by the stars alight in the sky.



 
Chapter 3 

 
 The next morning found Tate still fast asleep with her position unchanged. In gradual stages she reluctantly left her slumber, slipping from a dream she couldn’t quite remember, and lay savouring the warmth around her. Tate’s face wrinkled a little; someone was breathing very lightly on her skin. She could feel her nearness. Then she felt soft fingers touching the pulse in her neck. Tate stirred and looked at Lorrah with bleary eyes.
“Am I alive, Doc?” She asked gruffly, blinking to clear her sight.

“Yes, but your pulse is very sluggish.”

“Must be your imagination.”

Lorrah shook her head. “No, it’s not.” She gently brushed Tate’s hair off of her neck, taking the liberty while Tate was still sleepy. “You’re so pale, your skin is almost whiter than snow. Are you all right?”

“Don’t worry. It’s nothing to be disturbed about. I just take a long time to wake up, you’ll get used to it, I promise.”

Lorrah rested back on her heels beside Tate’s sleeping bag. “I can’t say I’m not worried…I…”

“Don’t be. Just get dressed, go set up the fire again, and find the porridge in my pack. I’ll get up now.”

“Tate.”

“Please, Lorrah.” Tate saw Lorrah blink in surprise at her. She had not used Lorrah’s given name before and her tone was gentle.

Lorrah nodded reluctantly and did as she’d been asked. Once dressed, she turned from the opening of the tent.

“Just one question, Tate.”

Tate ruffled her dark hair, scratching at her scalp with a slight yawn. “What?”

“Are you dying?”

Tate answered her with a choke of soft laughter. “No, I’m not dying, just sleepy. Now go light the fire.” Lorrah, seeming slightly appeased, left. Tate rubbed at her face, still smiling.

“Dying,” she muttered with a chuckle. “What an imagination for so early in the morning!”

 
Lorrah was studying the landscape, looking over at the hills that were covered in the multicolour of autumn yellows and greens, rolling away into the distance.

“Watch the edge of that slope, Doc. I’ve just gotten us up here. I don’t want to have to retrieve you from down at the bottom, only to have to traipse up again. I’m getting too old for all this climbing, so be careful.” Tate watched her own footing, trampling through the tall brown grasses, her boots sinking slightly in the soft dirt.

“How old are you?” Lorrah asked.

“Twenty-nine,” Tate answered.

Lorrah made an amused sound. “You’re younger than I am! I’m thirty-four, and I’m not too old for all this climbing. I’m just unaccustomed to it. But,” she puffed, “I’m learning to like it.”

Tate glared at her. “How many happy plants do you eat a day?” she asked darkly.

“Is my good nature annoying you?”

“It’s bugging me to pieces,” grumbled Tate.

“That’s because you’re a brat.”

“I know.” Tate flushed and turned from Lorrah’s penetrating gaze.

“Is it just me in particular you don’t like or everyone in general?”

“Pretty much anyone, I guess,” Tate said.

“So it’s not specifically me you hate then?” Lorrah pressed.

Tate stopped walking and turned to her in surprise. “I don’t hate you,” she answered quietly.

“Well, you sure haven’t gone out of your way to show me you like me.” Lorrah pushed past her.

“I’m taking you to try and find your elusive plant. That’s all I need to do. I don’t remember being told I’d got to walk hand in hand with you to show you how much I like you!” she answered sarcastically.

Lorrah halted and turned around. “Why are you doing this? It’s obvious you don’t want to be here with me. Couldn’t you have foisted me off on someone else who has a rudimentary idea of the mountain? Someone who wouldn’t have minded so much?”

“No one else uses the mountain.”

Lorrah’s mouth dropped a little. “Still? As it was in Turrenoc’s day?”

“It’s the Keeper’s job to watch over the mountain,” Tate said, as if that explained everything. “Besides, it’s not exactly a tourist attraction. The countryside of Turrenoc is secluded. We rarely see outsiders or get ones wishing to climb the mountain. I’m afraid, Dr. Gilden, when you came to Turrenoc you drew the short straw. You got stuck with me as much as I got stuck with you.”

“What made you say yes?”

Tate stared past Lorrah’s shoulder. She rubbed a hand over her face, suddenly weary. “My brother is a great one for finding the best solutions to problems he creates. Emotional blackmail is a tool well wielded by Cirric where I’m concerned. He reminded me that if this plant does all you think it is capable of, then maybe it would prevent children from dying. A rare strain of Trionem disease took my sister when she was barely six. The disease was as unknown then as your plant is now.” Tate’s thoughts were somewhere else for a long moment, remembering her sister, trying to bring to mind the small face that had been so bright yet lost so young.

“I hope this plant helps others who suffer from that. No one else should have to grieve such a loss.” Lorrah spoke in a hushed tone, her lilac eyes sad.

Tate shook her head to clear away the sorrow. “So you see, Doc, that’s why I’m here. Some of your philanthropic verve must have rubbed off onto me.” She considered something else. “Or maybe I could be here because if I hadn’t done so I’d have had to put up with my big brother whining for the rest of autumn and all through winter. Traipsing up the mountain holds more appeal!” Tate’s eyes sparkled, she joked away the last of her sadness.

“I’m sorry it came to this,” Lorrah said honestly.

Tate shrugged. “You’ll just have to forgive me if at times my enjoyment of the scenery wanes.” She started to march off again but then looked back at Lorrah. “But it’s not you I’m angry with.”

“Truthfully?” asked Lorrah, hope colouring her voice and her eyes with something more.

Tate felt a piece of stone chip away from her heart with that look. “Truthfully. If I kick at any stones, it’s because I’m thinking of my brother! He never knows when to leave me alone…for his own good.”

“And for yours?”

“Definitely for mine!” Tate agreed. After a long pause, Tate trotted over to a small spiny bush. It was one of the few she’d previously pointed out to Lorrah to tread warily around. Gingerly, with practised fingers, she removed a leaf from among its black thorns and held it out for Lorrah. “Here, use your Adeptness on this,” she said.

Lorrah took it and pressed it between her palms. “It has healing properties!” she gasped. “What is it? I’ve never seen this leaf before.”

Tate grinned shyly. “I suspect there’s a lot in this place you’ve never seen before.” She directed Lorrah to study the small bush. “It’s a Lintara bush. Out here, termites feed off it and use it for their homes.”

Lorrah inched closer. “It has a vague trace of an analgesic. It would be good for headaches.”

“That might explain why I’ve never met a termite with a migraine!” Tate quipped. Lorrah’s smile warmed her heart and Tate was glad she’d made a peace offering. Was a thaw beginning inside of her, or was she merely too tired to keep arguing? Whatever it was, the sight of Lorrah’s excitement over a new find was making heat trickle through Tate’s body. She shifted uncomfortably inside her many layers and groaned inwardly. As if she hadn’t enough to contend with. Now she had to deal with reawakening feelings. Lorrah turned to grin at her and Tate grinned back without thinking, and then was sorely tempted to bang her head against the nearest tree to knock some sense back into herself.

Lorrah collected a specimen and put it into a special container that would preserve the leaf for further and more detailed testing later. She thanked Tate who dismissed the gratitude with a shrug.

Lorrah stopped and looked directly at her travelling companion. “No, Tate, I really mean that. Thank you. You’ve trusted me with a part of your ‘Piece,’ and you’ve shown me there’s more in this wilderness than I would have thought. You didn’t have to do that. After all, we’re just after one plant.” She held up her sealed container. “This leaf’s compounds may prove to be of great use. I wasn’t expecting to find anything else of value on this foray.”

“I use it for my own headaches,” Tate admitted. “I found it when I was searching for edible leaves and something suitable for tea. That makes a very restful brew.”

“You’re more Plant Adept than you realise,” Lorrah praised.

Tate just smiled and led the way toward the band of trees that grew at the foot of the mountain. Once through them, their climb would really begin.

 
“Is this mountain as high as it looks?” Lorrah looked up at the mountain, daunted.

Tate, just ahead of her, nodded as if it were of no importance.

Lorrah balked and stopped in her tracks. “I don’t think I can do this.”

Tate halted and turned to favour her companion with a steely glare.

“Are you serious?” Tate’s face was incredulous. “Now you get cold feet? Not halfway through the wilderness when it’s easier for us to go back home?” Tate removed her backpack, rested it on the ground, and flexed her aching shoulders. “You certainly pick your moments to spring surprises.”

Lorrah shuffled her feet, embarrassed. “I’m a city girl, Tate. I think reality has just hit me. I mean, look at that thing!” She pointed a finger up at the large grey mountain. “It’s enormous!”

Tate chuckled. “That’s just a baby. Now its mother in the north is really something to gape at!”

Lorrah’s eyes didn’t move from off the mountain. Tate squinted at her. Maybe, Tate thought, if she pressed it she could be back home in just a few days, with her feet up before the fire and a quilt wrapped round her tired body. The temptation was so great it was nearly her undoing, but Tate curbed it, with a sigh that was mostly disgust at herself.

“Lorrah, somewhere up there is your magical plant; the plant that will cure all ills.” Her tone was a touch sardonic but Tate was serious. “You’ve got me out of my home to take you to search for it, don’t mess me about now by getting an attack of the frights.”

Lorrah lowered her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“Hey, no problem. I’d freak out if I were dropped into your part of the world. I know Dalor. There aren’t enough trees there for me.” She looked up at the mountain. “Just think of it as an extension of the wilderness, only it goes up.” Lorrah cocked an eyebrow at her. “Okay. Up and up and up!” Tate grinned and Lorrah laughed. Tate re shouldered her backpack and tentatively held out a hand. “We’re at the base of the mountain. Care to take that first step?”

Lorrah looked at Tate’s small but strong hand that was stretched out before her. Tate expelled a soft breath when Lorrah placed her own slimmer, softer hand into Tate’s grasp. They both trembled at the touch, and Tate hastily turned her face away. She inadvertently tightened her hold and pulled Lorrah after her.

They began to climb.

“It’s just a mountain,” Tate said. “And a mountain only has two faults.”

“Which are?” Lorrah asked in concern.

“You have to climb up it, and you can fall down it!”

Lorrah grunted. “Thank you very much for those words of wisdom and great comfort, Tate!”

Tate sniggered and reluctantly loosened Lorrah’s hand to pull herself up a small bank. They emerged on a little path of pebbles. She trailed her fingers through the fuzzy bushes that squatted beside the path. The bushes were in the last stages of losing their red veined leaves, causing little naked branches to tickle over Tate’s fingertips. She watched Lorrah carefully picking her way across the pebbles, her boots slipping a little.

Lorrah stopped and looked behind her. “I feel like we’re being followed.”

Tate rolled her eyes. “I have never known a woman with such flair for flights of fancy. You’re in the wrong business, Doc. Ever thought of a career in writing?”

Lorrah put her hands on her hips and pouted slightly. “I’m not making it up. I feel like for every step I take, something else is stepping in my tracks.”

Tate ambled to her side and gestured toward where they’d been. “Well, I can’t see anything or anyone. So if I were you, I’d put your energies into keeping up with me, instead of looking for things that aren’t there. Anyway, it’s probably just birds. The trees are full of them, can’t you hear?” She looked up at the treetops to make her point. The sound of twittering filled the air as if on cue.

“It wasn’t a bird,” Lorrah argued.

Tate shrugged and reached into one of the many pockets on her jacket and withdrew a handful of acorns. She threw them onto the path where they clattered noisily.

“There, whatever it was has probably been frightened off. Come on, I want to get to a clearing higher up for our midday meal. There’s a place that’s sheltered from this cold air.” She trudged forward over the pebbled path, never slipping once, but deliberately making noise. Lorrah was still looking down the path with a puzzled frown. Tate coughed noisily to attract her attention.

“Come on, Doc, shake a leg! I’m hungry!”

Lorrah jogged to catch up with her.

Down the path, a large grey squirrel cautiously peeked out from behind a piece of fallen bark. He hurried to gather up the acorns, his small paws picking up each one and checking it before stuffing it in his mouth. With a flick of his bushy tail, he was off up into the trees to hide some of the cache away.

Tate thought she caught a flash of grey from the corner of her eye as she looked back, but she said nothing.

 
Tate stretched her hands over the meagre fire to try and get some warmth into her aching fingers. She grimaced. A cut on her hand stung as her hands began to thaw.

“What have you done?” Lorrah asked from beside her.

“I cut myself on a thorn while I was collecting the wood.” Tate took a closer look. She jerked in surprise when Lorrah took her injured hand in her grasp. Tate became very still, cursing the fact her hand had instantly warmed in Lorrah’s hold.

Lorrah carefully inspected the cut, and then rummaged with one hand in her pack. “This salve will stop any infection,” Lorrah said, her tone business-like.

Tate watched as Lorrah smoothed the salve over the cut. She trembled at the touch, passing it off as a shudder of pain when her blue eyes met Lorrah’s lilac gaze.

“Everything all right?” Lorrah asked softly. Tate nodded dumbly and tried to pull her hand back without making a fuss about it. Lorrah let go and Tate stared into her palm as if reading her feelings there. She pulled down the earflaps on her hat to hide her ears, which were burning in embarrassment.

When Lorrah turned back from putting away the salve, she noticed the flaps. “Do you have ear ache? I have something for that too.” She reached to lift a flap but Tate jerked away quickly.

“No! I’m okay! I just felt…a little cold, that’s all.”

Lorrah looked at Tate from the corner of her eye. “It is rather cool,” she agreed.

“The smell of winter is in the air,” Tate remarked, trying for a conversational tone.

“And you and winter are such enemies,” Lorrah teased.

Tate’s teeth shone white as she grinned. “I have a healthy respect for the season. I just prefer to experience it from the comfort of my home rather than up a mountain.”

“I don’t blame you.” Lorrah ran a hand over her braid making sure it was still secure. “I can’t think of anywhere I’d rather not be than up here when it starts snowing.”

“We should be back before then,” Tate observed.

Lorrah shot her a sharp look. “When I asked you about this trip you said it was due to snow sooner rather than later.”

“Never can tell with the weather; it’s unpredictable,” she said innocently.

“As unpredictable and changeable as the Keeper of Turrenoc.”

Tate stretched out her arms with a yawn. “We’d better get going. Otherwise, I’m liable to fall asleep here.”

Lorrah flexed her legs and let out a gasp. “Oh, I have aching muscles!” she groaned.

“You’ll be all right. Our stopover for tonight has a warm spring running through it. You can bathe and relax your muscles in that.”

“A warm spring?”

“Warmish!” Tate amended. “It’s something of an oddity. I have no idea where it gets its heat but it’s going to be warmer than the cold water wash you had yesterday.”

“Thank you! Turrenoc may be beautiful but its sanitation leaves a lot to be desired. The thought of bathing in ice cold streams for the next few weeks is losing its appeal rapidly!”

“City girl!” Tate snorted. “You have no stamina.”

“I have plenty for things I deem necessary,” Lorrah retorted saucily.

“Really? I’ll remember that.” She felt Lorrah’s surprised gaze follow her as she took the lead to continue their journey. Tate wondered at her own comment. Surely it must be the mountain air making her so bold. She turned just in time to catch Lorrah’s eyes running over her body appreciatively. Tate’s face flamed. But when Lorrah realised she’d been caught, her own face reddened too. There was definitely something in the air, Tate thought, with more of a spring in her step and less of a slouch.



 
Chapter 4 

 
 Tate had enjoyed a leisurely bath in the warm spring the previous night. She had luxuriated in the privacy and wallowed in the warmth after Lorrah had taken her own bath. For all the relaxation, the third day of their journey didn’t dawn well for Tate. She woke up, her eyes reluctant to open. For a while she lay motionless, trying to muster up the strength to face another day of traipsing up the mountain. The tent was awash with pale morning light, but Tate’s eyes burned from even this soft glow. She was bone tired. Her muscles felt like lead weights in her body. There was a dull pounding behind her temples, which was growing in intensity with every breath she took. She could hear the familiar sounds of Lorrah moving about outside. Up with the sun as usual. Tate groaned and hauled herself from her sleeping bag. She dragged on her clothes with fumbling fingers, trying her already limited patience. By the time she faced Lorrah, Tate was in an irritable mood. It got worse when she saw the sky.
“I think it’s going to rain,” Lorrah said, following Tate’s gaze.

Looking up at the gathering clouds, Tate rocked unsteadily on her feet. “A perfect start to the day,” she muttered and gritted her teeth against the pain in her head.

“You look terrible,” Lorrah told her.

Tate squinted. “I have a headache.”

“I can fix that.” Lorrah pushed Tate gently back inside the tent and made her sit down on her sleeping bag. Lorrah pulled a bottle of pills from her pack then knelt before Tate, she gently touched Tate’s temples.

Tate tried to pull back. “What? Now you’re a Healer too?” she quipped.

Lorrah softly massaged Tate’s forehead. “I’m gauging the extent of your tension. I don’t have to be a Healer to feel how tense you are.” She patted Tate’s cheek. “Stop clenching your jaw. You’ll make your teeth ache.”

Tate growled from deep in her throat. Lorrah merely handed her the medication.

“These will ease your headache. Swallow them down now.” She waited for Tate to comply. Tate just looked at the pills in her hand.

“I can’t swallow pills unless I eat something with them. To hide them.”

“These are only small pills. You won’t even know they’re in your mouth.”

Tate was unconvinced. She stared at the pills in her hand.

Lorrah shook her head. She rustled in their food supplies then handed Tate a cookie. Tate took a big bite and looked up to find Lorrah watching her.

“I can’t take these if you’re going to watch me!” she complained, her mouth full. Lorrah made a point of looking away with a falsely patient sigh. Tate quickly took her pills then finished off the cookie hungrily, crunching loudly.

“It’s like sharing the tent with a chipmunk!” Lorrah remarked at Tate’s noisy eating.

“Chipmunks have no table manners.” Tate chobbled on, scattering crumbs on her jacket.

“Quite,” Lorrah drawled. “Are you going to be okay today?”

“It’s just a headache.”

“It doesn’t look like ‘just’ anything to me”

Tate ignored her and brushed the crumbs off her jacket. “I’m sure your pills will help. Now, we need to get going. The rain won’t hold off for much longer, and we have a long way to go.”

“Tate, you look greyer than the sky. I don’t think….”

Tate stood up abruptly. “Collapse the tent, Doc. Time’s a wasting.”

Tate left Lorrah muttering darkly to herself while she carried the sleeping bags out of the tent to roll them back up. Having done that, she repacked them on their backpacks and raised a sensitive eye to the landscape. Her attention became lost in the stillness at the base of the mountain. She tried to let the silence seep in and smother her headache. With her eyes half closed, Tate sniffed at the air. She moved her head slowly to take in each direction; her nose twitching as she sniffed in short bursts. Her eyes flew open as another scent, sweet yet subtle, teased her nostrils. Lorrah stood beside her, watching curiously. Tate sniffed loudly, rubbed vigorously at her nose then inelegantly sniffed again.

“Autumn allergy,” she said. “And I don’t want any more pills. Thanks all the same!”

Lorrah giggled and handed Tate another cookie. “Here, sweeten your disposition. If we’ve no time for breakfast this morning because we’re trying to outrun the clouds, then you’ll need something for energy.”

 
For Tate the journey proved difficult. Her feet dragged, and she resorted to watching the yellow brightness of Lorrah’s braid bouncing on her jacket as Lorrah hiked ahead of her through a dense layer of pine trees. Tate’s headache had begun to ease, clearing her vision, but she still was unable to enjoy fully the delights of the scenery. The rain swept over them making the terrain underfoot treacherous. When Tate stumbled for the hundredth time, she decided enough was enough. “Lorrah, once we’re out of these trees, I want to pitch the tent. I’ve had enough of this. We’re not going to get anywhere in this downpour.”

Lorrah nodded and forged ahead. Tate pulled herself along through the trees.

“Now I know why I never come out this far in autumn,” she mumbled.

They spent the rest of the day huddled in the tent, listening to the steady drum of rain. Lorrah put the time to good use trying to decipher more of the journal’s secrets.

Tate, who was dozing periodically, looked over at Lorrah’s studious head buried in the journal. “How did you manage to acquire this journal of yours?” she asked. “I seem to remember your mentioning its rarity and value.”

“You know Estros can move mountains, so to speak.” Lorrah grinned at her dryly. “They got me the right to see my ancestor’s work.”

“I doubt they figured you’d be carrying it around in your back pack.”

“I promise to try and not drop it in any puddles!” Lorrah bent her head back in the journal. “Besides, what they don’t know won’t worry them.”

Tate narrowed her eyes at Lorrah’s cryptic words. “Does Estros know you have the journal with you?”

Lorrah’s eyes peeped over the journal’s top. “Not exactly,” she edged.

Tate laughed in amusement. “Well, aren’t you just one surprise after another?”

Her tiredness soon pulled Tate back into slumber, but in between naps Lorrah read to her from the journal. Tate learned how the Founders got together to create Estros, but their names were lost in time and withered pages. She listened when Lorrah read of the Plant Adepts banding together with the Healer Adepts to work against ridding Calluna of illness with plant extracts and healing powers. Tate felt sleepy under Lorrah’s soft voice, learning of the different Adeptudes. The widely known and revered Plant Adepts, the Healers and the Empaths. Then finally the lesser known Animal Adepts, who were known of only in myths and written of sparingly. She missed various pieces of the past that were read to her. There was so much Tate wanted to hear and she struggled to stay awake but Lorrah’s soothing voice lulled her into a peaceful slumber. Tate finally relaxed and slept soundly, her dreams full of ancient stories told in Lorrah’s soft tones.

 
The rain ceased over night and the next day, Tate and Lorrah tried to make up for lost time. The ground was soft beneath their boots and the trees occasionally showered the two women with errant raindrops.

“Oh!” Lorrah shuddered as water trickled down the back of her neck from an offending limb.

Tate just laughed. “I told you to keep your hood up,” she admonished.

“I can’t see with my hood up,” Lorrah complained.

“What’s to see? Oak trees, pine trees, bushes, leaves and mud…then more oak trees, pine trees…!”

Lorrah stopped to take a breather. “Tate, is it just my imagination or are we touring this mountain by going round it in circles?”

“Sort of. We’re going round its girth, but we’re steadily moving upward. The mountain is very deceiving that way.”

“Isn’t there a more direct route?” Lorrah looked upward at the mountain’s highest point, which was lost in clouds.

“No. There are too many trees to climb straight up it. Besides, I thought you preferred the more scenic route?”

Lorrah nodded. “It is lovely up here.” She paused. “Tate?”

“What now?” Tate was amused by Lorrah’s constant questions.

“How tall is the mountain?”

Tate shrugged. “I’d wager it’s six to seven thousand feet high, give or take a foot.”

Lorrah eyed her. “Is there no accurate record?”

“Well, I’ve yet to find a tape measure long enough to check it out.” Tate smiled as Lorrah grimaced at Tate’s attempted humour. “I’m just the ‘Keeper,’ not its mother!”

“I wonder if Turrenoc recorded a height,” Lorrah mused, looking up toward the peak.

Tate snorted. “Surely, and it probably went the same way as the location of the Missourose!”

“Very funny.” Lorrah muttered drolly, and carried on.

Tate sniggered to herself and followed.

Their midday meal was a hurried affair. Tate ate hungrily. Lorrah even passed her the remainder of her own sandwich, and Tate polished that off too. She yawned sleepily while rummaging for a few cookies that were loose in her backpack and began nibbling on them quietly.

“Tate,” Lorrah started carefully. “I’m going to bring up this thing about your health again.”

“Lorrah, I’m going to tell you to drop it again.” Tate smiled wanly. She didn’t miss the meaning in her companion’s look. It was clear Lorrah was trying to work out just what Tate was hiding. She wasn’t prepared to divulge the things she chose to keep private. She hadn’t accompanied Lorrah on the trek to let Lorrah delve into her personal life and root out all her secrets. Tate valued her privacy, had worked hard to get it. In a scant few weeks Lorrah would be gone, and Tate would have her solitude back in abundance.

Tate wondered at the sudden emptiness that thought gave her, and began to feel an aching in her chest. She looked up to find Lorrah’s lilac eyes watching her intently. When lilac met cloudy blue, Tate felt as if Lorrah could see right into her soul. Tate broke the contact nervously and gathered up her backpack. With her face averted, she didn’t see Lorrah reach out to touch her arm, only to pull back before contact was made. When Tate did turn around, Lorrah was shouldering her own pack.

“Night will fall early tonight. Our next stopover isn’t too far, but it’s steep and requires quite a bit of rock climbing. Do you think you’re up for a bit of exercise, Doc?”

“Of course. And should you fall, I’ll catch you.”

Tate’s smile reached her eyes. “Thank you. I’ll try not to hold you to that.”



 
Chapter 5 

 
 The next morning dawned cool. The pale yellow sun seemed wrapped in an icy haze. Frost lay on the ground like a light sprinkling of sugar. Inside the tent, Tate had burrowed deep inside her sleeping bag, her tousled hair spiking out across the small pillow under her head. Her nose twitched slightly as she inhaled, and then her nostrils flared as she drew in a deeper breath and fidgeted as she awoke. She struggled against the confines of the sleeping bag, grunting when she finally wrestled herself free and released her arms. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and gazed up at the roof of the tent and the icy patterns decorating its material. She heard a noise and looked dazedly over at Lorrah.
“You up already?” she asked gruffly, wondering if Lorrah ever slept. Lorrah was already dressed.

“I have some herb tea waiting for you, if you’d care for some,” Lorrah offered.

Tate nodded. “Great. Just let me fight my way out of this thing.” She searched for the fastener on the bag.

“No, stay there. I’ll bring it to you.” Lorrah disappeared out of the tent.

Tate struggled to sit up and was busy stretching when Lorrah returned. She failed to see Lorrah’s face flush appreciatively at the sight of Tate’s clothing clinging to her body. Tate shook herself to get her blood flowing and held out a hand for her mug. She rubbed at her face with her free hand and yawned loudly.

“Sorry,” she said, wiping away the escaping sleepy tears from her eyes.

“You’re still tired.” Lorrah sat beside Tate’s sleeping bag.

“A little,” Tate admitted. “But this will help enormously.”

“It’s frosty outside,” Lorrah informed her.

Tate’s lower lip jutted out in thought. “Then we’d better watch our step today until it thaws.” She drank, cupping her hands around the mug, holding in the warmth. “Maybe you can find some new specimens today. This part of the mountain has some beautiful flowers. I’d like for you to see them.” She looked at Lorrah shyly over the rim of her mug. Lorrah’s eyes seemed to be fixed somewhere around the neckline of Tate’s undershirt and Tate glanced down to see if she’d spilled something there.

Lorrah looked up hastily and seemed to gather her thoughts with some effort. “Thank you, I’d like to see what else is up here. I’m pleased with the specimens I’ve gathered so far. I’ll have plenty to work on back at Estros.”

Tate’s slight smile faded. She was disturbed by the hollow feeling which had settled again in her chest at the thought of Lorrah leaving. She was startled by its intensity and annoyed because it was a distraction from the purpose of this trip. She didn’t want to be feeling this, least of all now when everything could get so complicated. She reminded herself again why they were there, as a way to keep her emotions in check.

“Will you do me a favour, Doc?” She tried not to feel flushed at the light that sparkled in Lorrah’s eyes at her choice of words. She almost hated to squash it. “Read me that piece about the Missourose again.” She finished off her drink while Lorrah got out the journal and found the appropriate page. While Lorrah read, Tate slowly began to dress.

“‘The Missourose was like nothing I’d ever come across before. It was larger than any usual flower, overflowing the palm of my hand yet weighing very little. Its many petals were white.’”

“Ah ha, the ‘blanca’ piece as referred to, I seem to recall, by our resident translator,” Tate said from inside her sweater as she tugged it on. “But if he could tell us its colour outside of its botanical name, why not explain the rest of it?” Her head emerged through the neck opening, her hair in disarray.

Lorrah smiled at the sight, her eyes crinkling at the edges, and Tate found herself smiling back.

“I’m sure he did, Tate, but no doubt the explanations were recorded on the pages that are missing now.”

Tate looked skyward. “How could I forget?” she grumbled and gestured for Lorrah to continue.

“‘Its many petals were white, as white as pure snow, with a heart of gold. The centre of the flower was the colour of rich cream. The Missourose gave out a gentle fragrance, but its true wealth lay not in its beauty, but in what was beneath its petals and leaves. Layer upon layer of fine white petals are cradled by dark green leaves. The healing qualities, which I felt from holding just one petal between my palms, were astonishing. I have never felt such vibrancy. The Missourose was undoubtedly a healing plant. I looked upon many of…’” Lorrah trailed off. “That’s all there is.”

Tate let out a loud growl of frustration. “That is so annoying!” she grumbled, yanking up her jacket and dragging it on. “He should have taken one back with him when he found it.”

“He had no way of preserving it. Later, he writes about how the weather forced him down from the mountain and into the village. He obviously couldn’t have stayed long enough to investigate it as much as he’d liked.”

“Why didn’t he return?” Tate combed her hair back into some semblance of order. Lorrah watched her, lost in thought— though not about Tate’s question. “Lorrah? Why didn’t he return?” Tate repeated.

“Oh, well, once he got back to Dalor he met up with Aria. Together they founded the health foundation, which in turn grew into Estros. That took up his time until he died, sadly, way too soon for such an illustrious Founder.”

“Estros, the centre of all research, technological, medical, ecological. He started all that, and yet left out the Missourose. It could have been the jewel in Estros’s crown. “I guess we all make mistakes that could so easily be rectified with the luxury of hindsight,” Tate observed. She unfastened the tent opening. “On that profound note, let’s see what the day holds in store for us.” She stepped outside and shivered at the chill that touched her face. She rubbed her hands together and blew into them briskly. Poking her head back into the tent, she said, “It’s going to be a cool day, Doc. You might want to bundle up.”

Lorrah pulled on another sweater, then her jacket. “I’ll bundle up, Tate, but I’m not as susceptible to the cold as you are.”

Tate shrugged and left Lorrah to clear out the inside of the tent. She glanced up at the sun and saw the haze in the early morning sky. Winter was coming and, with it, Tate was getting slower— something no amount of rest could remedy. She needed a long sleep. Though winter was still a few weeks away, Tate was already sleeping straight after the evening meal. She felt more anti social than usual in the evenings. But more than that, it made Tate unhappy that Lorrah had to rely on her own company. Lorrah hadn’t complained though. She’d set up her vials and small propagation boxes and had been working on the new plants and bark samples she’d collected. Tate didn’t know which bothered her more, leaving Lorrah alone or worrying about it.

Tate withdrew the stick from her pocket and counted the marks. This was the start of their fifth day on this journey, and they weren’t as far up the mountain as Tate had hoped. Their travelling had been hindered by the weather and by Tate’s own pace as fatigue slowed her down. Lorrah had made the most of their careful picking through the mountain’s trails, gathering samples and educating Tate as to their names and properties. Tate hadn’t the heart to tell her she knew most of them already. Besides, it helped keep her mind focused on something other than the fact her feet were dragging. Tate was content in Lorrah’s company, but she balked at admitting it. There was just something about this tall, blonde woman that made Tate hesitate before she started to bristle. She was tired of being on the defensive when there was no attack in progress.

“Hey, you forgot this.” Lorrah appeared suddenly, coming up behind Tate and startling her. Lorrah held out Tate’s hat. Before Tate could take it from her, Lorrah pulled it on over Tate’s hair and flipped down the ear flaps. “There. Can’t have your ears getting frost bite,” she said cheerfully, and then disappeared back into the tent.

Tate’s gaze followed her. She felt something inside her melt. “Oh, Tate!” she derided herself aloud. “Not when winter’s coming! This is the worst timing!”

Something moved at the edge of their campsite, and she tossed a peanut at the grey squirrel that stood watching her. He chirruped noisily.

“And I don’t need your opinions either!” Tate grumbled and threw him another nut.

* * *

The trail up the mountain widened slightly, allowing Tate and Lorrah to walk side by side through a bower of branches that intertwined to form an archway. Tate ran her hand over the tree nearest her.

“I always think of this as the gateway to the next stage of my journey up the mountain.” She tugged at one of the small broken branches, stripped its bark and absently chewed on it. Lorrah eyed her. Tate grinned sheepishly. “Forgive my manners. Do you want a chew?” She held out the nibbled stick to Lorrah.

Lorrah shook her head warily. “Not particularly, but thanks for the offer.” She blinked at Tate, then blurted: “Do you just take a bite out of everything as you go along?”

Tate chuckled and clanked her teeth together menacingly, making Lorrah laugh. “No, Doc, I don’t. Don’t forget, I spend a great deal of time on this mountain. I’ve learned what’s edible and what’s not.” She continued gnawing on the stick.

Lorrah studied her. “It’s not all trial and error, though, is it? You know what you’re looking for. I’ve seen you find leaves to cook as simply as if they call out to you.” Her eyes narrowed. “Are you sure you’re not Plant Adept?”

Tate shook her head. “No, truthfully, I’m not.” She removed the stick and tossed it aside. “Bevann was.” Lorrah’s eyes glowed with understanding. “Well, she would have been,” Tate continued. “She was only just starting to reveal her Adeptude and learn about it when she died.”

“Who helped her?”

“Our mother. She’d take us all out into the countryside to find new plants for Bevann to ‘discover.’ Cirric and I learned alongside her. My mother always made sure we were never left out.” Tate’s eyes sparkled with memories of those happy times. “So, I have a more than rudimentary knowledge of what is edible and what will make me sick. And, being Keeper, I’ve taught myself a lot about what lies in the mountain. I also read a lot.”

Lorrah nodded. “I noticed. The room I slept in was full of books.”

Tate gave a shrug. “We get long winters here. There are only so many snow creatures you can build at a time.” Her eyes glinted at Lorrah who just shook her head at her with a soft smile.

“You’re nothing like I thought you’d be, Tatum Belan,” Lorrah confessed.

Tate’s eyebrows rose. “Really? Good, I’d hate to be predictable.” She trotted through the bower leaving Lorrah watching after her.

“Predictable certainly isn’t a word I’d use,” Lorrah called. She ran her hand over the knobbly bark of the bower. “Nothing up here is predictable.” She followed Tate’s lead. A small, odd-shaped bush caught Lorrah’s attention next, and she asked Tate about it.

“It’s an Ashaya. It’s in that bedraggled state because the resident rodents chew at it to hone their teeth and birds use it to make their nests sturdy.”

Lorrah gave Tate a sideways look. “Rodents sharpen their teeth on it?”

“Sure. They’ve got to have healthy teeth to kill their prey.”

Lorrah reached out and plucked off a small muddy brown leaf. She pressed it between her palms and instantly stiffened. “It’s poisonous!” she exclaimed.

Tate knocked the leaf from Lorrah’s hand. “Are you okay?”

“Of course I am.”

“But you said it was poisonous. Shouldn’t you be doing something?” Tate asked, confused.

“I haven’t been physically touched by the poison, Tate. Plant Adepts don’t have to allow the plant’s properties to actually enter their bodies in order to sense them. I’d have to actually ingest the poison, or extract it from the plant in my laboratory back at Estros.”

Tate mouthed a soft “Oh.”

“I still have to be careful. I am susceptible to your basic poisonous plants such as the stinging vine. I can sense the medicinal qualities, but I can’t ‘feel’ them so that they affect me.” She brushed at her hands nonchalantly. “Didn’t you learn this with Bevann?”

Tate shook her head. “We were young.” She broke into a rueful smile. “Mother wouldn’t let us near anything bad because Bevann was so small and I…” Tate hesitated, but Lorrah nudged her to continue. “I had a habit of eating the leaves, okay?!”

Lorrah burst out laughing. “Some things you just never grow out of!” she teased.

Tate felt her shoulders rise up to her ears.

“Well, as you can see, I’m quite safe,” Lorrah said. “But thank you for rushing to my rescue so gallantly.”

Tate shrugged a shoulder uncomfortably and buried her face in her heavy jacket. “I had visions of carrying your comatose body all the way back, that’s all,” she replied. Lorrah shot her a look of disgust.

In the silence that shrouded them, Tate wondered if Lorrah were searching for something small enough to pick up, yet big enough to throw at the back of her head. Tate knew she deserved it— she’d seen the disappointment flicker in Lorrah’s eyes at her flippant remark. Fortunately, Lorrah got side-tracked by a white fern that promised a greater distraction.

Tate sat down on a moss-covered log and tried not to let her exhaustion show. She watched Lorrah carefully remove a sample from the fern, examine and then transfer it into her propagation box. Tate didn’t complain about Lorrah’s habit of checking out the foliage as they made their way up the mountain; it gave Tate an opportunity to rest a little and see Dr. Lorrah Gilden at work. She watched the concentration in Lorrah’s face and reluctantly admitted in her heart that Lorrah was pretty. It had been a long time since Tate had seen someone so beautiful, someone who stirred something inside her. Tate gazed at her through nearly closed eyes, admiring Lorrah’s professionalism, watching her hands, the same soft hands that had touched and melted Tate’s own flesh. She closed her eyes and drifted, listening to the sounds among the trees, hearing the birds’ songs as they competed with each other amid the autumn leaves.

Tate’s head nodded once, then again as she slipped into slumber, her chin coming to rest on her chest with a soft bump. Tate was oblivious to everything until something invaded her consciousness, and her face screwed up in reaction to air tickling her face in a warm rush. Her eyes slowly opened to find Lorrah playfully blowing on her face. Tate could see the lilac eyes wide in amusement, and she felt as if she was being pulled into their softness. It was like drowning in the clearest pool. She jerked back self-consciously.

“I’m done,” Lorrah announced quietly. “Are you ready to move on?”

Tate nodded. “I was just resting my eyes,” she said, rubbing at them. Lorrah just gazed at her, and Tate shifted uncomfortably. “Are you finding plants that are useful?” she asked. Lorrah nodded. Tate’s smile was sleepy. “Good, I’m glad.”

Lorrah grinned at her. “I like you when you’re drowsy. You’re less argumentative!”

Tate laughed softly. “Make the most of it, Doc— I’m waking up real fast!”

“Well, it was nice while it lasted.” Lorrah held up the small container that housed the little bit of fern she’d been working on. It looked like a miniature tree encased in its nutrient gel. “This is a real find.”

“Do you know its name?” Tate asked. When Lorrah shook her head, Tate continued. “It’s called an Icicle Fern because of its physical appearance.” Tate pointed to the little branches that were clear as ice.

“This Icicle Fern is going to be valuable in my research. The properties in this alone will keep me busy for months. It has such unusual qualities, such as easing abdominal cramps when boiled down to its purest form.”

Impressed, Tate raised an eyebrow and tapped a finger on the container. “This little fern?”

“Sometimes great things come from small beginnings.”

Tate’s lips twitched into a smile, and she nodded admiringly. “Neat! Now, let’s get going so we can get some distance behind us before we stop for a meal.”

Lorrah cast an admiring eye over Tate’s bundled up body. “You’re hungry again? Where do you put it all?”

Tate shifted under her thorough gaze. “I just have a healthy appetite,” Tate muttered. Lorrah’s answering grin caused Tate to flush a violent shade of red. “I, er…I mean…” she stammered, and then fell silent for her own protection.

Lorrah chuckled, lilac eyes alight. Tate cringed, embarrassed, and fumbled clumsily for her backpack. Lorrah’s grin didn’t diminish. Tate hastily set off through the trees, and didn’t dare look at Lorrah for some time.

* * *

Lorrah carefully laid out her propagation case with its many boxes, while Tate was busy stirring up their evening meal in a pan. They were sitting inside the tent, letting the steam escape out of the roof hatch. The fine rain that had started to fall was audible only on the outside of the tent.

“Looks like our good weather charm has worn off,” Lorrah said.

“We were fortunate it lasted this long. The clouds this afternoon were threatening rain.” Tate began to dole out their meal of fried rice and chunky vegetables in a rich vegetable stock.

Lorrah sniffed at the air appreciatively. “You’re spoiling me,” she enthused after the first mouthful. “This, as always, is delicious.”

Tate took the praise with a pleased smile. She ate hungrily. She needed the sustenance, as the day had been tiring. But she was more alert this evening; the small nap she’d taken earlier had helped.

After their meal, Tate doused the fire. The tent was plenty warm with the roof flap sealed. Sitting back down on her sleeping bag, Tate was arrested by the sight of Lorrah unbraiding her hair. Lorrah usually went through this ritual while Tate was asleep, but tonight Tate watched in silence as Lorrah curled her fingers through her thick hair and shook it out. Then Lorrah picked up her brush and smoothed out her hair. Tate was captivated. As Lorrah’s hair fell round her face in soft swaths, it subtly changed her features, making her look softer, more beautiful, more desirable.

At that moment, Lorrah glanced over, noticed Tate’s stare, and paused in mid stroke. She raised a pale eyebrow at Tate.

“Your hair,” Tate said, barely coherent, her tongue feeling thick and clumsy.

“What about it?”

“It’s just…I…I’ve never seen it loose before.”

“And?” Lorrah prompted, continuing to brush, only slower this time.

Tate’s shoulders hunched sheepishly. She knew she’d been caught gaping. She swallowed hard at the light shining from Lorrah’s bright eyes.

“It’s pretty,” Tate admitted softly. Then she leapt to her feet. “I’ll go get some more wood for the fire,” she said, feigning rapt attention in the doing up of her jacket.

“Tate, the fire’s already out,” Lorrah remarked dryly.

“For in the morning,” Tate amended quickly, all but tripping over her own feet in her haste to get out of the tent. She fumbled for what seemed like ages with the tent’s fastener and hastily scrambled out.

Outside, Tate closed her eyes, feeling the cold night air chase away the heat on her cheeks. She stomped around in the darkness for a while but it was too chilly to remain outside for long, embarrassed or not. Tate hesitantly stuck her head back into the tent. Lorrah was sitting on her sleeping bag reading the journal. She looked over the edge of the book pointedly at Tate’s empty arms.

“No wood?” she asked innocently.

“Too dark to see,” Tate muttered. She quickly divested herself of her boots and jacket, bundled herself into her sleeping bag, and purposely turned her back to Lorrah.

“Goodnight Tate,” Lorrah said. Tate could hear a smile in her voice.

“‘Night,” Tate mumbled from deep inside her pillow.

“Pleasant dreams!” Lorrah bade her.

Tate grunted and burrowed deeper into her bag. She buried her face in her pillow, but when she closed her eyes all she could see was the golden highlights of Lorrah’s hair shining in the glow cast by the lantern. Tate had a feeling that pleasant dreams weren’t going to be a problem.



 
Chapter 6 

 
 It was a cold morning that greeted the two travellers. Tate’s warnings about the weather getting even colder were visible in her breath clouding before her. Tate puffed out a big cloud and watched it disperse slowly. She wrapped her arms tighter round herself as she marched through knee-high shrubs that tugged at her trousers with sharp little barbs.
“Whoa, it’s cold this morning!” she complained, flapping her arms round her body to try and generate some heat inside her thick jacket.

Lorrah nodded her head vigorously. “We’d do well to keep moving until it warms up. If we’re inactive for too long, I’m afraid hypothermia will set in.” She shoved her hands firmly into her pockets and hunched her shoulders. “Seems to me that autumn keeps its coldest weather in the early hours for the early worm,” she commented, tossing her head in the direction of a few tiny sparrows pecking at the ground.

“Maybe we should sleep in longer,” remarked Tate.

“To be honest, Tate, I’m always surprised that you manage to wake up in the morning at all. It’s obviously a struggle.”

Tate ignored Lorrah’s probing. “No more a struggle than it must be for those birds there. We all have our tasks to perform, whether it be pecking for seeds or climbing a mountain. I’ll admit though, I’d swap my backpack for a pair of wings— it would save us a lot of leg work!” She flung her arms round her body again. “Although, if I keep flapping like this sooner or later I’m bound to take off!”

Lorrah chuckled and they both stopped to watch the sparrows digging away in a small dirt patch. Tate reached into a pocket, drew out a handful of seed, and scattered it on the ground. The sparrows rushed over toward it.

“The ground’s too hard for them this morning,” Tate observed. She led Lorrah past the birds that gathered round the seed and were pecking it up greedily.

“They didn’t fly away,” Lorrah said, surprised.

Tate glanced at her. “Huh?”

“The birds. They never flew away from us; they just went for the seed. How amazing. Back home in Dalor, the birds won’t come near humans unless they’re tame.”

“The humans or the birds?” Tate quipped.

“I guess the birds are used to you,” Lorrah decided. “You being the Keeper and all that.”

Tate nodded slowly. “I guess so,” she murmured.

“Do you always carry bird seed in your pockets?” Lorrah asked sweetly.

Tate pulled at the numerous pockets that decorated her jacket. “I’ve got plenty of pockets, might as well fill them with something useful.”

“So you feed the animals?”

Tate smiled, reached into one pocket and withdrew a few sunflower seeds. She popped them into her mouth.

“I should have known!” Lorrah sighed with a smile. “Saves you gathering them as you go if you can just store them away in your pockets! You’re worse than a squirrel!”

Tate grinned, taking the comment as a compliment. “Why, thank you!”

They walked for hours through dense shrubs, and then were once again met by trees. The towering branches blocked out the grey sky, shrouding them in a cool tranquillity that seemed ethereal. Lorrah stayed close to Tate, unconsciously mimicking Tate’s habit of running her hands over each tree’s bark as she passed it. Tate noticed this but kept silent.

The path narrowed and steepened, taking them upwards in a seemingly never-ending spiral around the mountain. Tate, leading the way, paused and held out her hand to help Lorrah, and was warmed by the speed at which Lorrah took her hand as well as the strange kind of comfort in Lorrah’s firm grip.

Once past the slope, she was disinclined to let go of Lorrah’s hand. She held onto it a little longer, even though the ground was more stable underfoot, and she no longer had an excuse for holding onto the warm hand in her grasp. Reluctantly, though, she let her grip loosen, and her hand grew cold at the loss of contact. Her palm still tingled, and she curled it into a fist to keep the feeling close. In contrast to the encroaching winter, there was a spring-like thaw occurring inside Tate. She was frightened by it, yet strangely resigned.

The coolness of the day turned into icy coldness, and the sky grew dark quickly. Tate called a halt: Both women were stiff from the cold winds cutting through their clothing and it was no longer safe to continue in the fading light. They erected the tent, started a fire, and set to eating a thick broth and drinking mugs of scalding hot herb tea. Although the fire was bright, Tate could still feel the chill burrowing persuasively into her bones. One look at Lorrah’s blue-tinged face showed she felt it, too.

“Is autumn always this cold?” Lorrah asked, bathing her face in the steam from her mug.

“Sometimes,” Tate answered. “I fear winter will be harsh this year. The berries are more abundant on the bushes, which usually means it will snow heavily.”

“What will you do?”

“Stay indoors a lot,” she replied dryly. “Only a fool ventures out far in snow.”

“How long have you lived on Turrenoc?” asked Lorrah.

Tate pondered, trying to recall. “About eight years.”

“That’s a long time to be alone,” Lorrah remarked, surprised.

“I’ve managed.” Tate began to remove her boots. “We’d better put this fire out.” She watched Lorrah douse the fire and stir the embers. “Tomorrow will be a better day. It should be a bit warmer.”

“How do you know?” asked Lorrah, intrigued.

“A little bird told me!” Tate teased with a sparkle in her eye. She huddled herself into her sleeping bag fully dressed and fidgeted to get more comfortable. She heard Lorrah doing the same. Tate listened to the sounds inside and outside the tent, trying to let them lull her into sleep.

“What was that?” Lorrah whispered suddenly.

“Nothing,” Tate grumbled.

“There it is again, I can still hear it.” Lorrah paused, obviously listening for something. “Are your teeth chattering?” she asked, amused.

Tate tried to stifle the noise. “I can’t help it!” she muttered. “I’ll warm up in a minute.” She fidgeted as if there were ants in her sleeping bag, then calmed again.

“Are you warmer now?” Lorrah asked.

The sound of unrepentant chattering answered her question.

“Kind of.” The chattering got louder.

“Good grief, Tate!” Lorrah laughed. “Bring your sleeping bag over here, and we’ll join them together to share body heat. Otherwise you’re going to shake your teeth out!”

Tate bluntly refused. “No!”

“Quit fussing and get over here,” ordered Lorrah.

“I’ll keep you awake.”

“You’ll keep me awake with your teeth rattling all night,” Lorrah countered. She paused, and then asked slyly, “You’re not afraid of me, are you?”

“Of course I’m not!”

“Well, then…”

Tate got up, muttering. “It’s freezing!” She put her bag down beside Lorrah’s and joined them together. Tate hesitated before getting in. There was enough room, but she was nervous. She wasn’t sure if her shaking now was from the cold or from nerves. In the dim light of the lantern she could see the challenging look in Lorrah’s eyes. Tate took her jacket off, laying it over them both, and got inside the sleeping bags. She tried not to touch Lorrah at all but Lorrah reached out and pulled Tate to her, holding her close to warm her up. Tate ended up with her head on Lorrah’s shoulder, her arms pinned to her sides by Lorrah’s embrace. She felt a shudder rack her body.

“You are cold!” Lorrah whispered and hugged Tate tighter.

Tate nodded carefully, too terrified to speak. She could feel her body absorbing Lorrah’s own body heat. She drew in a shaky breath and smelled the scent of Lorrah’s skin. Then she began to shake for other reasons.

“Goodness, you are chilly.” Lorrah began to rub her hands over Tate’s back, causing a warmth that made Tate whimper. Lorrah’s hands set off more than heat with her friction. “Warmer?” she asked.

“Uh um.” Tate’s voice was strained.

“Tate?”

Tate had her eyes squeezed tightly shut. She hadn’t been held closely by someone for so long. Feelings and emotions that threw Tate into turmoil bombarded her body and mind. She buried her face deeper into Lorrah’s shoulder.

“Just go to sleep,” Tate said barely above a whisper.

Lorrah pulled Tate closer, running her hands over Tate’s back more slowly. “Better now?” she whispered.

“Much.”

“Then why are you so tense?”

“I’m not.”

“Yes, you are. You’re certainly not relaxed,” Lorrah argued softly with her.

“Yes, I am!”

Lorrah grunted and purposely moved her hands under Tate’s sweaters, tickling Tate in the sensitive spots down her sides. Tate stiffened and tried to escape, but the sleeping bags prevented it, and she collapsed in Lorrah’s arms. Air whooshed out of Tate’s lungs as she gasped for breath. She was helpless under Lorrah’s fingers, and Lorrah easily rolled Tate over onto her back and continued unmercifully. Laughing, Tate pleaded for Lorrah to stop in between gasps. Lorrah stopped suddenly and looked down into Tate’s flushed face; the laughing stopped. They both stared deeply into each other’s eyes, wariness melting in the shared warmth. Lorrah leaned down and softly kissed Tate’s lips, just resting her lips on top of Tate’s as if waiting for a rejection. After a slight hesitation Tate kissed her back, and they were quickly transported from tentative forays into tempestuous kisses. Their arms wrapped firmly round each other, they strained to be close, their mouths devouring.

Tate pulled away with a gasp. She struggled for breath and for an ounce of composure. Lorrah opened dazed eyes to stare down at her. Both were silent. Tate lifted up her head to kiss Lorrah’s smiling lips, inviting them to again explore her own, to share in the warmth and the wetness of her mouth. Lorrah shifted slightly, her body fitting over Tate’s completely, pushing between her legs. Tate tore her lips away, her eyes shining with panic. Lorrah soothed her.

“It’s okay, Tate. It’s just a kiss, nothing more— at least not tonight.” She leaned back down and whispered, “Just a kiss.”

Tate melted under those lips, her trepidation easing. She moved her hands to frame Lorrah’s face and marvelled at the heat of her mouth. Lorrah smiled at her, shifted to lie on her side, and pulled Tate into her arms.

“I’ve been dreaming about that since I met you,” Lorrah admitted, running a finger over Tate’s soft mouth.

“I’m a little out of practice,” Tate stammered, feeling herself flush at the look on Lorrah’s face.

“I have no complaints, none at all. You kiss wonderfully.”

Tate’s blue eyes lowered in shyness, and she yawned suddenly. “I’m sorry!” she said, embarrassed.

Lorrah pulled her nearer to lie as close as they could and still be comfortable. “Go to sleep,” she said quietly, brushing a kiss over Tate’s forehead. “I’ll keep you warm. At least we’ve stopped your teeth from chattering!”

Tate chuckled and thought True, but you’ve set everything else a jingling inside of me. She had the unbridled pleasure of falling asleep in Lorrah’s arms, Lorrah holding her close. Tate’s last thought was to bless the chill.



 
Chapter 7 

 
 Tate slept peacefully through daybreak, cocooned in the warmth of Lorrah’s arms. She didn’t even budge when Lorrah eased out of her light grasp and wriggled out of their joined sleeping bags. A while later, Tate’s nostril’s were assailed with the glorious smell of sweet porridge and she woke slowly. Her mouth started to water as her taste buds were tantalised.
“It’s true then,” Lorrah said, stirring the pot over the small fire she’d built up in the tent. “The way to a woman’s heart is through her stomach.”

Tate grinned sleepily. She sat up and rubbed at her eyes.

“How do you feel this morning?” Lorrah asked as though uncertain as to how Tate would react.

Tate raised drowsy eyes to her. “I don’t know,” she said honestly.

Lorrah handed her a bowl and a spoon so Tate busied herself eating. Her head jerked up in surprise after her first mouthful of breakfast.

“What have you put in this?”

“I sprinkled some of your chocolate powder in it.” Lorrah gave her an inquiring look. Tate smiled broadly.

“We’ll make a chef of you yet! It’s delicious. I love chocolate.” She ate hungrily.

“I’d noticed.” Lorrah began her own breakfast.

Neither of them was very surprised when Tate had seconds. Lorrah put her bowl aside and sat beside Tate on the sleeping bags. Tate kept her head down, not meeting Lorrah’s eyes.

“Tate, please don’t dismiss last night.” Lorrah pleaded with her softly.

Tate’s head snapped up. “I’m not. I couldn’t. I’m just surprised it happened.”

“Really? Why?”

“I don’t usually…attract people.”

Lorrah smiled at her. “Because you’re a grumpy, antisocial lesbian?”

Tate nodded.

“You haven’t always been alone, have you, Tate?”

“No,” Tate finished her porridge and pushed the spoon round the bowl, tracing nervous patterns. “Not always.”

“What happened? Can you tell me?”

Tate wouldn’t look up. Instead she stared intently at the spoon as she continued to stir it around in her mostly empty bowl. “She decided she didn’t love me anymore. I wasn’t what she wanted. She didn’t like it out here, and in the end she didn’t like me.”

“You weren’t always so antisocial, were you? She made you change.”

“Lorrah, I really don’t want to talk about it. It’s over and done with now, but yes, it changed me. Any relationship does. Especially one that ends unhappily.”

“So you hid yourself away here in Turrenoc.”

“I love it here. It’s the place where my heart soars.”

Lorrah’s lips curved. “That’s very poetic for a grumpy, antisocial lesbian!”

Tate shrugged; she wasn’t really comfortable talking about herself.

“You should try being a lesbian who’s an Adept,” Lorrah continued. “Now there’s something to make you feel out of step with everyone else!”

“Are you with someone?” Tate asked hesitantly.

Lorrah looked affronted. “If I were, I certainly wouldn’t be kissing you out here in the wilderness! I’m a firm believer in fidelity.”

Tate nodded in agreement. “Me, too.”

Lorrah reached out to touch Tate’s hand. “Why didn’t she like you anymore?”

Tate looked at Lorrah’s hand squeezing her own and felt safe under the touch.

“Sometimes people think they know you and can cope with anything that comes with you. But then they realise they can’t cope after all and, in fact, they don’t want to. She didn’t want me any more, Lorrah, because I was…not like her. At least, not as much as she’d hoped or made herself believe. I obviously wasn’t worth the effort.”

Tate watched as Lorrah’s lilac eyes rested thoughtfully on her face. She could see the questions lining up behind those gentle eyes and was grateful that Lorrah kept silent, if only for now. Lorrah picked up Tate’s hand and pressed her lips into the palm.

“You’re not so bad, Tatum Belan. Believe me. And I happen to think you’re worth a great deal.”

Tate blinked in surprise and smiled.

 
The pale heat from the sun broke through the scattered clouds and Tate was happy to feel its warm touch on her cool cheeks. She lifted her face up to squint at the sky in thanks. She could hear Lorrah humming softly as they tramped up the mountain track. Tate, in her best scenic guide mode, had pointed out all the various foliage, and this had escalated into a competition of who could name which plant fastest. Tate had won when she began telling Lorrah which bird was calling. Lorrah had conceded gracefully.

By the afternoon Tate was less buoyant; fatigue began etching itself across her face. They were heading toward what Tate in understatement had labelled ‘an awkward section’ where the tree-lined pathways and spacious foliaged walkways suddenly narrowed and the path hugged a stone wall on one side. The other was a sheer drop down the side of the mountain.

Lorrah’s face whitened at the sight. “It’s like someone just cut a chunk out of the mountain,” she marvelled, seeing the anomaly from as safe a distance as possible. “Maybe a giant came along and bit off a mouthful. Look, it just continues on as if nothing’s happened on the other side.” Lorrah pointed beyond the chasm where the mountain continued with vegetation. “Can we cross it safely?”

Tate nodded. “I’ve done it plenty of times. You just need to be careful and take the path slowly. We’ll be okay. We’ll be on the other side amid leafy things before you even have time to worry.”

“Do I look worried?”

“Yes, you do.” Tate bit her lip then leaned forward and planted a swift kiss on Lorrah’s mouth. “For good fortune,” she explained.

“Are we going to need it?” Lorrah smiled more easily.

“No, but I needed an excuse to kiss you.” Tate’s smile was roguish.

“You don’t need excuses, Tate.” Lorrah’s eyes flashed. Tate chuckled at her and then led them closer to the edge.

The ledge was solid, but Tate and Lorrah still had to walk sideways and in a single file. Tate had vetoed their walking properly across it because of a crust of frost that clung to its rim. She didn’t want them taking any chances. She edged forward slowly but purposefully. She’d traversed the ledge many times in her meanderings round Turrenoc’s majestic mountain. Never, she admitted silently to herself, in the late autumn months though. Tate was amazed and amused when she looked down to where her feet trod and saw that the edges of the ledge did indeed resemble the indentations left by large teeth. She’d never noticed that before. She liked Lorrah’s sense of whimsy.

From the corner of her eye Tate could see Lorrah watching her own feet. She was shuffling along nervously, her backpack screeching against the rock face as she pressed hard into the mountain’s cold stone wall. Lorrah’s breathing was more pronounced.

“Don’t hyperventilate, Doc. Take it easy,” Tate soothed. Lorrah’s breathing eased. The ledge isn’t that long in length! Tate thought with an amused shake of her head. She barely watched her own footing, so sure of the path. Instead, Tate watched Lorrah to make sure she was all right. She didn’t pay too much attention when Lorrah suddenly halted in her tracks to adjust her backpack. A moment later, Tate realised Lorrah’s pack had become snagged on a piece of rock. Before Tate could say anything, Lorrah jerked her pack free and overbalanced as the pack’s weight shifted. To compensate, Lorrah stepped back and over the edge. Lorrah screamed. The sound bounced off the mountain’s face and echoed out into the wilderness below.

Tate reacted with lightning reflexes that belied her fatigue, grabbing for Lorrah’s flailing arm and clutching it as Lorrah went over the edge. Lorrah’s weight pulled Tate onto the ground and she fell with a bone-jarring smack, her shoulders hanging over the edge, her hand clenched tight round Lorrah’s arm. Lorrah hung against the mountain’s side, her face pressed against the cold stone, her whimpers muffled against the rock.

“Tate!”

“I’ve got you— hang on.” Tate tried to get both hands on Lorrah’s arm but it was no good. Her backpack hindered her and she couldn’t take it off without first letting go of Lorrah. She looked down into Lorrah’s frightened eyes and despaired. Fatigue was weakening her grip. Her body trembled as she tried desperately to hold on. She knew her strength wouldn’t hold out for much longer. Tate looked again into Lorrah’s terrified face.

“Hang on, Lorrah,” she whispered, and looked away.

A terrible piercing cry rent the air, startling Lorrah. “Tate?” she whispered. “Tate?”

Another sound, loud against the wind roaring around the mountain’s exposed rock, beat the air with great force. Gusts of air hit Tate’s face and she kept her eyes screwed up tightly against the onslaught. Lorrah cried out in fear.

“It’s all right, Lorrah, trust me please.” Tate opened her eyes and watched as large claws dug into Lorrah’s backpack. An eagle, magnificent in its brown and cream plumage, hovered above the ledge. Tate loosened her grasp on Lorrah’s arm when she was sure Lorrah was safe, dangling beneath the bird’s chest. The bird lifted Lorrah to the safety of solid ground on the other side of the ledge.

Tate lay sprawled on the ledge for a moment listening to the beating of the eagle’s wings, and its screeching calls. Then, she shuffled away from the edge and eased herself up onto her side. She’d pulled muscles in her shoulder and the joint had stiffened with the strain. She carefully got to her feet and tried to ease off her backpack, but the pain made colours swim before her eyes. Her head tilted at the sound of the eagle’s wings returning to her spot on the ledge. The bird hovered before her, its piercing eyes staring at her unblinkingly. It squawked and Tate smiled. Reaching out with her left hand, she carefully ran a finger over the eagle’s proud head. The bird screeched again then spread out its wings to their widest stretch. Tate nodded and watched as it flew away, the sound of its wings proving its power against the sky.

Favouring her right arm, Tate edged her way along the remainder of the ledge. She was reluctant to meet Lorrah who was waiting on the edge of the grass that bordered the ledge and carpeted the mountain with vegetation. Tate raised her eyes tentatively to Lorrah’s face and was surprised when Lorrah threw her arms around her and hugged her fiercely. Tate groaned and Lorrah released her. “What’s wrong?” Lorrah asked.

“My shoulder,” Tate replied. “I wrenched it.”

Lorrah led Tate further along into the grassy area and helped ease off the backpack. Tate sat down. Lorrah squatted before her.

“You’re Animal Adept,” Lorrah said simply. Tate’s head hung and Lorrah put a gentle finger under her chin and raised her face up. “Animal Adept. That’s very rare, isn’t it?”

Tate nodded slowly, not daring to meet Lorrah’s eyes in case she saw that familiar look of disgust reflected in them. Lorrah began to laugh quietly. Tate’s head jerked up.

“All that sleeping, the tiredness. You’re not dying; you’re hibernating!”

Tate nodded.

“Hibernating,” Lorrah sighed. “No wonder you were so against us taking on this venture so close to winter. You’re slowing down in preparation for it.”

“I’m sorry, Lorrah,” mumbled Tate.

“What for? For using your amazing Adeptude in saving my life?” Lorrah shook her head. “Never be sorry. You have such a marvellous gift.”

Tate’s eyes widened in disbelief at her, she’d never heard anyone, outside of her family, refer to her gift as anything less than unsettling.

“Your Adeptness is amazing. You should be proud.”

“You don’t mind it?” Tate asked, her words tentative, almost childlike.

“I think it’s wonderful.” Lorrah smiled. “Truly wonderful.”

Tate felt the pressing weight of fear lift a little off her chest.

“This is why your girlfriend left, isn’t it? She couldn’t take the fact you are Animal Adept.”

Tate stiffened, then relaxed. Now was not the time to hold back secrets. “She didn’t like the animals, said the whole thing gave her the creeps.”

“She left you over that?”

“I’m not normal, Lorrah,” Tate sighed.

“No, you’re not,” Lorrah agreed but before the hurt Tate felt reached her eyes Lorrah added, “None of the Adepts are ‘normal,’ but you have a marvellous talent. I knew you were special. I just never realised how much.”

Tate’s shoulders rose in a slight laugh of disbelief, but she groaned as the movement caused her shoulder to throb. Lorrah ran her hand over Tate’s shoulder and Tate flinched under her touch.

“Take your jacket off. Here, let me help you. We’d better get the rest of your clothing off too.”

“Pardon?!” Tate stuttered, making Lorrah smile.

“I want to examine your shoulder. I think you’ve done something to it.”

“No fooling,” muttered Tate. “It’s okay, really.”

Lorrah reached for Tate’s arm and lifted it gently. Tate yelled out in agony. Lorrah gave her a hard stare that had “See?” written all over it.

“Now, before I delve into all your layers of sweaters, I’ll get the tent set up and light a fire. It’s too cool for you to undress outside.”

Tate watched Lorrah hurry to gather wood and then erect the tent. She lifted her head at the sound of a chirp from the bushes. Tate chirped back and the grey squirrel emerged, scampering out from the shadows. Tate smiled at him warmly.

“Hey there, Teeko. Look’s like I’ve done some damage this time.”

The squirrel stood up on his hind legs and rested his front paws on Tate’s knees, scanning her with huge black eyes. His fast chirrup was definitely chiding and Tate nodded.

“I know, but it’s too late now. I’ve done it. She knows about me and guess what?” The squirrel cocked his head in query. “It doesn’t seem to matter to her.”

Teeko chattered on. Tate listened intently, her eyes affectionate, as she looked him over; they’d been apart too long. Teeko, a rather chubby grey squirrel, had a reddish brown streak that ran from his forehead, down his back, and up into his tail. His belly was white, and he had unusual white markings on all four paws; Tate called them his squirrel socks. His whiskers twitched as he chipped at Tate.

Lorrah had finished putting up the tent and was standing beside it, obviously unsure as to whether she should disturb Tate and the squirrel.

“It’s okay, Doc. Teeko won’t bite.”

Lorrah walked over to them. Teeko sat up and eyed her curiously.

Tate introduced them.

“Is he your pet?” asked Lorrah. The squirrel instantly burst into a furious chattering. Tate laughed even though it hurt her.

“No, he’s not, and he’s very displeased with that assumption!”

“Sorry, Teeko,” Lorrah apologised quickly.

Teeko calmed down, but still managed to look disgruntled. He folded his paws together as if waiting for an explanation. Tate gave it before he burst his fur.

“Teeko is my familiar,” she explained. “He’s my closest friend in the animal world, and we have the strongest link. I can communicate with any animal, but with Teeko it’s more than that. We’re like family.” Tate added a cheeky aside, “Only I got all the brains and he got all the fur!” She gently poked the squirrel in his generous belly. Teeko made a rude noise back at her and Lorrah laughed.

“Well, Teeko, I’m pleased to meet you, but I really need to tend Tate’s shoulder.” Lorrah helped Tate up and walked her to the tent. Teeko disappeared into the trees. “Isn’t he coming too?” Lorrah asked.

Tate shook her head. “The fire is in here and he’s a little wary of tents. He’ll soon get over it. Besides, he was hungry.”

“Preparing for winter, no doubt,” Lorrah said knowingly.

Tate nodded. “We both are.”

She let Lorrah guide her to the sleeping bags and sit her down. Carefully Lorrah helped Tate out of her sweaters. “Will you sleep all winter?” Lorrah asked, easing the layers off one by one.

“No, but I slow down considerably and sleep more frequently.” She grunted with every movement that jarred her painful shoulder.

Lorrah stripped Tate down to her undershirt, a grey vest that revealed Tate’s muscles more blatantly. Lorrah gently touched Tate’s shoulder through the soft material; Tate winced and flinched, biting her lip to hold in the cry.

“You’ve really wrenched your shoulder.” Lorrah rummaged in her backpack to pull out her medicine kit. She found the desired mixture and tugged at Tate’s undershirt. “This needs to come off.”

Tate’s neck reddened as the undershirt was carefully removed. She quickly covered her breasts with it modestly as Lorrah smoothed a brown poultice across the muscles in Tate’s shoulder. Tate made little noises as the heat burned into her pores.

“Maybe I should have just been smeared with this gunk last night to stop my teeth from chattering,” she grumbled.

“Wouldn’t have been half as much fun, though.” Lorrah grinned over Tate’s shoulder.

“You’re right,” she agreed. Her head fell forward as her muscles relaxed under Lorrah’s agile fingers.

“You’re going to have one tremendous bruise here,” noted Lorrah. She stopped her massage. “You saved my life, you know.”

“I couldn’t let you fall.”

“You called up an eagle to rescue me. I can’t take it all in.”

“He was the only one big enough to help. Fortunately, he’s no ordinary eagle. Turrenoc is home to many a strange breed of bird!”

“Is he a friend, too?”

“Yes, one of my larger acquaintances!” teased Tate.

“You have amazing friends,” Lorrah said.

Tate turned around gingerly and smiled at her. “Yes, I do.”

“Does your shoulder feel any better?”

“Hm,” Tate murmured. “The heat feels good.”

Lorrah moved round to face her. “Thank you for saving me,” she said softly and leaned forward to kiss Tate.

Tate felt her whole body ignite from the contact. Lorrah carefully put her arms round Tate’s waist and nudged in between her knees. They shared a gentle kiss, thankful that they were both safe and reasonably unharmed. Lorrah gently ran her fingertips along Tate’s strong arms. Their kiss deepened, and Tate absorbed Lorrah’s shiver against her own flesh. Lorrah’s hands began to move round to Tate’s chest. Tate pulled away, breaking their closeness.

“What?” asked Lorrah, clearly disappointed.

“We’re being watched,” Tate whispered and nodded her head toward the tent flap. There stood Teeko, paws full of a cookie he’d taken from Tate’s backpack. He stared into the tent, taking frequent bites without ever taking his eyes off them.

Lorrah giggled. “What are we? Some kind of squirrel enigma?”

“He’s been in my backpack. You might want to go rescue it before we lose all our provisions. Why do you think he’s so tubby? It’s not all fur you know!”

Teeko twitched his whiskers at Tate in disgust and ran off with the cookie wedged firmly in his mouth.

“He’s a card,” Lorrah said.

Tate nodded and said wryly, “He’s that all right. The jester of the pack.”

 
Tate lay in her sleeping bag, resting. Teeko snuck in bravely while Lorrah was out of the tent and waved his bushy tail in Tate’s face as he’d scrambled over her. He sat on her chest, chewing away at a nut. Tate growled at him.

“Teeko, don’t get crumbs in the bag! You are such a messy eater!”

The squirrel held out the nut to her.

“No, thank you. You’re very welcome to it.”

Teeko chittered and shifted on Tate’s chest. “I know you’re storing up for winter but the idea is to store for one winter at a time!”

 Lorrah came into the tent and Teeko twisted round to look at her, startled.

“It’s okay. She’s a friend, remember?”

Lorrah hesitated as if worried she might frighten the squirrel if she moved too quickly. Teeko relaxed, chirped at her, and held out a white furry paw to offer her the nut. Tate’s laughing made the squirrel jiggle up and down.

“Is he offering me a share in his nut?” Lorrah seemed touched by this.

Tate nodded. “You’re highly honoured. As you can no doubt tell by his rotund shape, he very rarely shares!”

Teeko turned round to brush his tail in Tate’s face, making her splutter on his fur. Then he darted toward the tent’s opening to deposit a piece of his nut at Lorrah’s feet before disappearing.

Tate laughed aloud. “Oh! You’ve made quite a conquest! He’s given you a present. That means he likes you.”

Lorrah picked up the piece of nut. “It’s the smaller bit.”

“He’s not stupid!”

Lorrah laughed and set the nut on her backpack. She eased down beside Tate and ran a hand through Tate’s dark hair, brushing it back off her forehead. “You’ve got nut shell all over you!” She grinned and wiped the pieces off Tate’s shoulders. “How do you feel, is the pain in your shoulder any easier?”

“Whatever you’ve put on it feels great. Nice and warm. My shoulder is tingling in a good way. It still feels tender, though.”

“The poultice is drawing the ache out, pulling the bruise to the surface.”

“How long have I got to stay like this?”

Lorrah leaned over and kissed Tate sweetly. “I like you like this!” Tate chuckled and Lorrah traced the smile on her face with a soft finger. “I like you like this too, smiling. You seem so much more relaxed.”

“I’m flat on my back with a shoulder sprain. Relaxed I am not!”

“What I mean is, you’re less defensive out here. You’re not so grumpy or angry. I can see it in your eyes. Now that your Adeptude is known, it’s like a weight has been taken from your shoulders.”

“That’s rather an unfortunate choice of phrase!” Tate shifted uncomfortably. “I’m no different, Lorrah.”

Lorrah’s fingers drifted to Tate’s shoulder. “You called that eagle, didn’t you?”

Tate nodded. “I had to. I couldn’t hold onto you for much longer. Although,” her lips twitched with humour, “it was rather a dramatic way for you to find out I’m Animal Adept.”

“Why didn’t you want me to know?”

Tate winced at the hurt in Lorrah’s voice. “I talk to animals, Lorrah. It’s not something people find acceptable.”

“The people in the village speak in admiration of their Keeper of the Piece. They obviously think you’re acceptable.”

“But I don’t live among them. I live in my cabin and work on the mountain. I’m an infrequent visitor in their part of the world, just as no one intrudes in mine.” She twitched her nose teasingly at Lorrah. “Present company excepted.”

“You said your girlfriend didn’t like it here. Was that a part of why she left you? Because you’re so much a part of this land?” Lorrah paused then began speaking again before Tate could answer. “Wait. Did she even know you were Animal Adept? I recall you mentioning you weren’t what she thought you were.”

Tate sighed deeply, both marvelling at and regretting Lorrah’s talent for remembering. She felt a lingering ache at memories of a relationship turned sour.

“I never told her I was Animal Adept. When we first met, we were too busy going through the awkward motions of dating. The more time we spent together, the less inclined I was to bring the matter up and spoil things.” Tate gave her characteristic shrug.

“She was the first person who’d ever been interested in me. I didn’t want to jeopardise that. She wasn’t too keen on being up here as it was. But this is where I live, so she tried to adapt. We weren’t exactly a perfect couple, but I guess it’s easier to make the best of a poor thing when being alone is the only other option. We were together for a few months. She’d moved in, but autumn was coming, and I knew I was going to start reacting to it and had no idea how I was going to explain it.”

“Why not just tell her the truth about yourself?”

“Oh, like it’s that easy! It’s not as if I share your Adeptude. You’re a Plant Adept. You’re accepted. What do the hallowed words of The Journal of the Founders tell of your class? Weren’t we all taught it by rote as children?” She began to recite. “‘The power of the knowing palms, in their grasp the mysteries of plants unfold for Calluna’s greater good.’”

Lorrah flushed. “They were just writings of the past. You know how grandiose the writers were. Even Turrenoc’s own journal was wordy. They liked to make history seem better than it was. The Adepts were elevated in status because we had so little else of value to contribute to the world at that time.”

“But the Adepts are magical people; you and I are living proof to that. History tells us the first Plant Adepts used their powers to provide medicines from the simple foliage and ensured that there were healthy food sources for Calluna’s people to eat. The Healer Adepts got songs written about them, which are still sung to our day. Songs of honour about the people they healed. How did that old song go? Something like ‘They removed the thorn from Calluna’s side then healed the gash so no trace remained to blight our beautiful country,’” Tate sang bitterly.

“Tate.”

“As for the Empathy Adepts, they eased the troubled minds and souls of our people. They helped us in the early wars, assisting Calluna to peace with our enemies, using their knowledge of the mind. They were renowned strategists. There are many weighty volumes written of their greatness. Why, even the leader of your own Dalor is an Empath.”

Lorrah nodded slowly.

“And then there are the Animal Adepts. So my history is,” Tate smiled without humour, “spoken of in a little less awe and wonder. A different set of stories was told for us. Myths and legends grew out of ours, the rarest of talents. We weren’t known as humans with a magical gift, an Adeptude that lets us converse with nature in its most basic form.” Tate stared into Lorrah’s eyes. “Plants speak to you, Lorrah. You feel the sap running through their veins touch your own. I talk to living creatures and hear their stories told to me in their own language. I know all Adepts are surrounded by a mystical aura that sets us apart as different and unique but the other Adepts were at least allowed to become productive citizens. They became valued members of Calluna’s society, but the Animal Adepts are still spoken of in fear.”

“People will always be afraid of what they don’t understand. Animal Adepts are the rarest of the Adeptudes.”

“It’s something I should be resigned to, I guess. But even the esteemed Journals of the Founders’ opening words brand the Animal Adepts as something not accepted with the others, but rather something to be frightened of,” Tate huffed softly. “Condemned by our own hallowed words.”

Lorrah quietly repeated the well-known verse. “‘Those gifted with these talents became known as Adepts, and people spoke of them in awed tones born from admiration or fear.’”

“Anyway,” Tate continued, “I didn’t want my girlfriend to know about me. So when it got nearer to my time to hibernate, I sent her home. I fabricated the excuse that heavy snow was forecast and we’d be housebound for months. She didn’t need much more pushing. Supposedly, she would return in the spring. By then I would be back to ‘normal’ and she’d be none the wiser. But she listened to the weather reports. The snow wasn’t as horrendous as I’d painted so she came home early to surprise me.” Lorrah made a sympathetic face at Tate’s wry look. “Only she got the bigger surprise. My cabin becomes my nest in winter and I sleep. She walked in, found me looking like death, and then caught sight of Teeko, plus a menagerie of other animals. They happened to be using my cabin as a lair at that time because the snowfall we’d had that year had been enough to ruin their homes.

“Realisation sunk in and she freaked out. She called me every derogatory animal name under the sun. Screamed she felt unclean because she’d been with an Animal Adept of all things, the lowest of the low in Calluna’s rich tapestry according to her. Then she gathered up her belongings and left before, and I paraphrase here, I changed into some terrible monster and ate her alive!”

“Oh Tate! How awful! Surely she didn’t mean that.”

“Lorrah, don’t you know rumours carry more weight than facts ever will? It’s easier to believe that I’m some sort of sub human monster than accept the fact that I merely have the talent to relate with animals.”

“How terrible for you. I didn’t think people could still be blinded by nonsense fairy tales and horror stories that have absolutely no basis in truth.”

“Don’t dismiss the power of fairy tales. After all, you’re up here in this mountain following a story told to you.”

Lorrah conceded the point with a tilt of her head.

Tate was silent for a while, and then reminisced aloud. “I used to call down the birds from the trees for Bevann and Cirric, and they would feed from our hands. Bevann loved it. She used to tell me I was so clever because I could hear the words behind the birds’ songs and not just the melody like everyone else. There aren’t many people as accepting as my family.”

“So you’ve hidden yourself away up here because some stupid woman thought—what? That you were going to sprout fur and claws?”

Tate flexed her fingers in imitation of a paw unsheathing its claws. “Sorry, Doc, for some reason my claws just don’t exist. Guess the stories failed to mention that.”

“Wasn’t she prepared to listen to reason?”

“She wasn’t prepared to listen to anything, and I was too weak to argue my case with any conviction. I wasn’t what she thought I was, I wasn’t worth staying with, so I let her go.”

“So she left, leaving you thinking you’ve got to bite and snarl at any woman who comes within a mile radius. Just in case she sees you for what you really are?”

“Maybe I’m just better sticking with animals. They’re easier to deal with than people.”

“Could some person change your mind, perhaps?” Lorrah shifted positions to lie beside Tate. She leaned upon her elbow. “Someone who likes you for exactly who you are? Dark moods and animal calls?”

“Why would you want to?” Tate asked, wishing her thudding heart would quiet so she could hear Lorrah’s words clearly. They were almost too much to hope for.

Lorrah leaned closer. “Because I see beneath all the barriers you throw up and see the woman inside. And I think,” she ran her fingers over Tate’s eyebrows, “I’d like to get to know you more. The real Tatum Belan, Animal Adept.”

“And what if I’m not worth the trouble?” Tate asked quietly, frightened at what was being offered.

“You will be worth it. Any person is worth getting to know, but especially one as wonderful as you.” Lorrah’s eyes wandered over Tate’s face. “You’re handsome. Strong. Heroic.”

Tate’s face fell. “You’re doing this because I helped save you.”

Lorrah shook her head vehemently. “Tate, I’ll always be grateful to you for that, but what I feel here,” she touched her chest, “has nothing to do with that.” She put her face mere inches from Tate’s. “I want you.”

Tate’s eyes grew dark. Lorrah’s sincerity hit her like a blow. She was dumbstruck.

“What? No comment, esteemed Keeper of the Piece?” Lorrah asked, her eyes ablaze.

“Wow,” Tate breathed.

Lorrah chuckled at her. “Is that all you’re going to say? You’re usually not so reticent.”

Tate swallowed hard at the nervous lump in her throat. “My Adeptude really doesn’t bother you, does it?”

“I’m an Adept too. You don’t kick up a fuss when I check out the plants, so why should I be stressed that you can talk to animals like Teeko? Tate, it’s as genetic as your gorgeous blue eyes or your dark brown hair.” Lorrah pushed a hand through Tate’s hair and Tate moved with it, enjoying being petted. “Oh! You have lots of silver hairs! I’ve not had much chance to see them before. How wonderful. You have streaks of grey in your hair the same colour as Teeko’s fur.”

Tate bit her lip in reaction to the surge of emotion that rushed through her. No one had ever complimented her so kindly in reference to her beloved familiar. She realised that this Lorrah Gilden was more special than she’d thought.

“Lorrah, how soon will my shoulder stop aching?”

“Why? Whatever do you have in mind?” Lorrah’s sultry tone made Tate grin.

“I’d like to be able to hold you close without restraint,” she admitted finally.

“I’ll put a new poultice on it now. Tomorrow, you’re mine!” Lorrah announced.

They kissed to seal the promise.

 
That evening Tate rested and told Lorrah of the next stage in their journey, to reach her ‘Hut in the Hills,’ as she had nicknamed it. Lorrah gave her a penetrating stare.

“You have a hut up here? A place we can sleep in other than this tent?”

Tate nodded. “Didn’t I mention it?”

Lorrah’s face darkened. “No, Tate, no you didn’t! I’ve had visions of tent life stretching on to forever and you casually mention a hut!”

Tate apologised. “I guess I just assumed that since I knew about it, you did too.”

“You’re not alone on this trek, Tatum Belan. Tell me these things next time! You can be so secretive!” Lorrah poked her in her good arm playfully.

“Comes with the territory,” Tate mumbled.

“Well, things are different with me!” Lorrah’s eyes narrowed at Tate’s solemn nod. “Brat!”

Tate grinned.

“So, tell me more about this hut of yours.”

“Didn’t my brother mention it?”

“Tate, your brother probably never expected me to get as far as your front door step! He definitely didn’t tell me about a hut.”

“Oh,” Tate continued, “I sometimes stay on the mountain for a while so I built a little place with some comforts.

“What kind of comforts?”

Lorrah ate an apple as she sat beside Tate’s prone body. Teeko leaned against Lorrah’s legs waiting for a dropped morsel. He had gotten over his fear of the tent once the fire had been put out, and then he’d sauntered in like he owned the place. Tate was amused to watch him attentively waiting at Lorrah’s knee for a piece of apple. Lorrah shared it with him as if it was something she did all the time. Tate loved the fact Lorrah was so natural with Teeko, and she could tell the squirrel had already decided Lorrah was worthy of his company.

“Are we talking comforts like four walls and a door comforts?” Lorrah asked, swallowing a bite from her fruit.

“We’re talking better than that. For starters, there’s a real bed.”

“Excellent!” Lorrah ran a finger over Tate’s smile. “This gets better!”

“Then how does heating and a shower sound?” Tate laughed as Lorrah’s mouth dropped.

“A shower? You’re kidding?”

“It’s primitive, but I promise you proper sanitation, too.”

“All this in a hut in the hills?”

“One of the advantages of having a pushy brother who works in the middle of a technology development centre is that sometimes I get access to certain developments.” She growled when her shifting position caused her muscles to strain. “When I decided I wanted to have a base in the mountain, Cirric decided it wasn’t going to be rustic. He got me a small heating device similar to the one that heats most of my cabin; only this one is much smaller. Fortunately, it was easy to carry it up the mountain.”

“You carried a heating device up this mountain?” Lorrah’s eyes widened.

Tate grunted softly. “When not hampered by hibernation fatigue I have a more concentrated strength.” Tate wouldn’t meet Lorrah’s eyes.

“Another gift of the Adeptude?”

Tate nodded, raising her gaze to her companion’s. “One of the few. Anyhow, Cirric got me the heater and a bio sanitation machine. He left me to fit them with the comment, ‘You may live in the woods but you needn’t smell like a bear!’ I hadn’t the heart to refuse him. Besides, after a week walking through the mountain’s paths, there’s nothing like bathing somewhere other than in a cold stream. I’m glad I let him interfere. In some ways it’s like being back home and being pampered.”

“I can’t wait!” Lorrah sighed. “To wash the tangles out of my hair will be a luxury.” She reached out and handed Teeko the apple core. He took it like it was the greatest treasure ever bestowed to a squirrel. He chirruped loudly.

“You’re welcome,” Lorrah told him. Tate looked at her oddly.

“How did you know he was thanking you?” she asked intrigued.

Lorrah’s expression was wry. “I guessed. It must be rubbing off of you.”

Tate let her eyes wander over Lorrah’s face. “It really doesn’t bother you, does it?”

“No, not one bit. And the sooner you realise that, the better.”

Tate admitted, “It’s hard to believe. I’ve never known anyone as accepting as you.”

“I’m exceptional!” Lorrah preened playfully.

“That you are.”

Reluctant to break the quiet magic weaving between them, Tate finally said, “Once we’re at the hut, we can pack up the tent and use the hut as our base camp. From there, we can start searching higher up the mountain for your Missourose.”

Lorrah chewed at her bottom lip. “I can’t help wondering if we haven’t already left it behind us on our way up here. There’s so much ground to cover and only the two of us.”

“Not exactly,” Tate hedged, “I have friends, remember.”

Lorrah’s face glowed with excitement. “You asked the animals?”

Teeko chipped affirmatively and Tate nodded. “Most of the animals are starting to hibernate, but there are a few that we’ve asked for help.”

“You and Teeko?” Lorrah grinned.

“Yes, the animals are keeping an eye out for the plant but so far none of them have recognised it.”

“Thank you, Tate.”

“For what?”

“For asking the animals for help.”

“You want to find this plant; they’re the best ones to look for it. Besides, when it comes to guides of Turrenoc, they’re the ones you really should be following.”

Lorrah ran a tender hand through Tate’s hair, stroking her forehead. “I’ll stick with the guide I already have.”

Teeko scrambled up over the sleeping bag to sit on Tate’s chest. She grunted at his movement. The squirrel showed her the apple core, and Tate chirped in admiration. She then yawned tiredly. Teeko put his apple core down carefully and pulled his tail around to stroke at Tate’s face.

Tate smiled. “He does this when we’re together in winter, strokes my face as I fall asleep.” Her eyes drooped. “Go now, Teeko. Go find your nest to snuggle in.”

He chipped at her gently then looked up at Lorrah.

“I’ll look after her,” Lorrah promised. He waved his tail. “Yes, I’ll even stroke her face too!”

Teeko picked up his apple core and scooted out the tent, carrying what would be his midnight feast.

Tate yawned again and rubbed her eyes. “Get the stick from my jacket pocket. We need to mark off the day.”

“I hope your fall didn’t break it.” Lorrah began rummaging in Tate’s pockets.

“What’s a damaged shoulder, as long as the twig didn’t snap?” Tate grumbled sourly.

Lorrah triumphantly held up the stick, still in one piece, and found a knife. “Poor little bear,” Lorrah crooned at her.

Tate’s eyebrows rose. “What? No grumpy old bear now?”

“No, I’ve seen past your facade. You’re just a grumpy little bear who needs lots of petting.”

Tate blushed, suddenly flustered by Lorrah’s words and the attention she was being given. “Not with this shoulder!” she grumbled.

Lorrah laughed, counted down the marks on the stick and then added another. “Seven days up the mountain; our first week completed.”

“And it finished in fine style!” Tate muttered and closed her tired eyes. She saw the darkness ease in behind her eyelids as Lorrah turned out the lantern. She listened as Lorrah crawled into her sleeping bag. The two sleeping bags were not joined together for fear of Tate’s shoulder being jostled, but Lorrah was close enough to reach over. Tate felt the soft pads of Lorrah’s fingers brush over her face in soothing, repetitive strokes. She smiled and her head turned lazily to follow the fingers.

“I can’t believe I’m taking lessons from a squirrel in how to get you to sleep!” Lorrah murmured.

Tate gave a small laugh and then fell asleep, stroked into slumber.

She wasn’t asleep long however, when she was awakened by muffled crying. “Lorrah?”

“I’m sorry if I woke you,” Lorrah sniffed.

“What is it?” Tate tried to undo her sleeping bag.

Lorrah looked at her with tears in her eyes. “Tate, your shoulder,” argued Lorrah still sniffing back her tears.

“Just help me fix the bags together.”

Lorrah did so quickly. Tate drew Lorrah to her with her left arm. “Now rest your head on my good shoulder and don’t cry any more. You’re safe.”

“I was remembering what happened today and what could have happened. I could have died and taken you with me.” Lorrah began to tremble against Tate’s body.

“Well, that didn’t happen so there’s no point thinking about it.” Tate took a deep breath. “Lorrah, I’m sorry; I’m falling asleep.” Her voice faded as exhaustion began to drag her away again.

“It’s all right. Sleep now. I’ll just cuddle into you.”

“I have you,” Tate muttered. “I’ll keep you safe.” Her breathing began to deepen into slumber.

Lorrah answered softly, “I know you will.”



 
Chapter 8 

 
 The journey to the hut was still quite a distance and Tate awoke with a sore back and shoulders. She was sluggish. Everything hurt and she was in a terrible mood. She refused Lorrah’s offer to carry her backpack, which was slung over her uninjured shoulder. The terrain jarred Tate’s every step, the sun was too bright, and the birds were too loud. It seemed that nature was against her. I am the leader of this expedition, she thought angrily, the so called strength of the team. But instead of providing leadership, I am dragging my pack along, tripping over it and losing what little patience I have left.
Lorrah seemed to be taking a special delight in being even more cheery than usual. She hummed softly to herself as she traipsed behind. Tate grew increasingly exasperated. She flung the backpack down with a muffled curse and sat on top of it with a thump. Lorrah just stopped and looked at her, not saying a word. Tate looked up and felt her temper dissolve under Lorrah’s steady gaze.

“Now are you going to admit you can’t carry the weight of your backpack?” Lorrah asked her softly.

Tate rubbed at her face wearily. “I can do it, I just need a rest.”

Lorrah made a disgusted noise. “I know you can do it when your shoulder is healed, but not now,” Lorrah took a deep breath. “It won’t heal if you keep applying pressure to it.”

“I’ve got the pack on my left side,” Tate argued.

“But you’re compensating for the backpack by still using your right side. Tate, give me your pack.”

“No, I can do it.”

“When will you stop being so stubborn and see that I only want to help you. For goodness sake, Tate, surely you haven’t been alone for so long you’ve forgotten about teamwork?”

Tate’s ears burned hot. “I’m not used to someone else doing my work.”

“I’m helping, that’s all.” Lorrah moved behind Tate and touched her right shoulder making Tate moan aloud in pain. “See? You’re all knotted up.”

Tate’s bottom lip jutted out.

“Grief, woman! You could pout up a storm!”

Tate looked at her sheepishly and sucked her lip back.

“Are you rested?” Lorrah asked. Tate nodded. “Then give me your pack without an argument.”

Tate got up, gingerly picked up her backpack, and held it out for Lorrah. The blonde woman took it in her arms.

“Now, lead on and let’s find your hut so we can both rest!”

Tate started to speak.

“No apologies, please,” Lorrah interrupted. “It’s so unlike you!”

Tate’s mouth closed obediently.

“You are still a brat,” Lorrah added with a smile.

Tate agreed. “Must be the animal in me!” she replied. She was delighted when Lorrah laughed. Tate tugged at the pack in Lorrah’s arms. “Come on, Doc, not far now. We can make it.” She led the way once more.

 
Tate let out a great sigh of relief when her hut finally came into view. It was only just visible amongst the trees, built with the same timber that grew abundantly around it. The hut’s exterior was covered with dark green moss and a trail of clinging ivy, sheltering it from prying eyes.

Tate pointed toward the hut. “There it is at last. Can you see it?” Tate hurried her step, eager to get to shelter. Upon reaching the hut, she knelt on the ground and began running her palms over a cluster of heather that grew near the door. She gently trailed her fingers through the orange and red plants as if greeting old friends.

“Lorrah, come see this. You’ve got to see this!”

Lorrah put down her backpack and hastened to Tate’s side. “Oh, Tate! Calluna heather! It’s beautiful.” She knelt beside her and they both ran their hands through the vibrant mass.

“It’s a different colour!” Tate stared at it in amazement. “Usually when I’m up here it’s lilac and pink, but look at it now! Winter really does turn it orange!”

“I guess our trip up here hasn’t been a total waste then, you’ve discovered something new too!” Lorrah nudged Tate with her elbow. Tate smiled.

“I’d read it changed colour but I’ve never been around to see it.”

“Do you miss a lot when you’re hibernating?”

Tate shrugged. “I don’t know; I’m mostly asleep! I’ve just never known it any other way.” Her eyes lowered. “It’s a part of me, I can’t change it.”

“I wouldn’t want you to change.” Lorrah brushed back the piece of hair that had fallen forward over Tate’s forehead. “You’re like the heather, Tate, you have different colours for different seasons.”

Tate blinked at her in surprise. “I’ve never heard it put quite like that before.”

Lorrah nudged her again. “Come on, let’s go inside.”

Tate dug out a small box from her pack and showed Lorrah a keypad. “This opens the door. That way nothing can get in when I’m not here. It’s one of Cirric’s hi tech computer things to keep out the critters!” She rolled her eyes skyward. Placing the pad by a notch in the wall she keyed in a number, the door clicked and Tate pushed it open.

The hut’s interior was larger than its small frame suggested. A bathroom was sectioned off to a corner of the main living area. There was a small kitchen that boasted a stove and a tiny sink unit, and in the centre of the room was a bed big enough for two to share.

Tate eased her jacket off her tender shoulder, and then fetched the broom that was leaning against the wall. She began to brush at the floor awkwardly. Lorrah put Tate’s backpack on the bed, removed her own, and then impatiently took the broom from out of Tate’s hands. Tate began to complain.

“Hey! This place needs a quick clean out…”

“Maybe, but not by you. Your shoulder won’t take much more stress and neither will I!”

“Lorrah, I feel redundant,” grumbled Tate. “You won’t let me do anything.”

“Find some clean linen for this bed,” Lorrah ordered.

“That’s easy enough, it’s kept in storage in the bathroom cupboard.” Tate ambled off to get it while Lorrah brushed at the floor, sweeping the dust outside with a flourish. Tate returned and laid the linen out. She moved the packs and tried unsuccessfully to shake out the sheets using only her uninjured arm. Lorrah stopped her with an exasperated sigh.

“Lorrah!” Tate began, but Lorrah put her backpack into her hands.

“Go soak your shoulder under a hot shower jet,” she instructed her.

“But I need to…” Tate started, but Lorrah merely spun her around toward the bathroom and gently pushed her forward.

Tate relented, removing some clothing from her backpack. “You’re very bossy,” she announced.

“You’d better believe it. How do you think I earned the Chief Bio Technician position at Estros? Not by being quiet, that’s for certain!” Lorrah flicked the broom one last time and rested her hands on its top. “You look tired,” she said suddenly changing the subject.

Tate nodded. “An injury will slow me down. Besides, winter is only a few days away.”

“Go have your shower, see if that helps you.”

Tate carried her clean clothes into the bathroom, leaving Lorrah to make up the bed. Tate let the hot water flow over her, its warmth seeping into her shoulder. She could hear Lorrah moving around the hut, preparing what would be their bed. Tate lifted her head up sharply, gasping at the thought of such intimacy with a mild panic. She coughed noisily as she swallowed a mouthful of water. She was nervous. She knew they would make love, and she felt at once excited and scared. Her attraction to Lorrah overwhelmed Tate. It pounded through her veins like the water drumming on her skull. Tate smoothed back her wet hair, cradling her hands at the back of her neck. It had been so long since she’d been with a woman. What if her lovemaking was as rusty as her social skills? Tate groaned, rested her head against the shower wall and closed her eyes. She was too tired to worry about it now.

Lorrah had put together a light meal by the time Tate emerged from the bathroom. Tate felt well scrubbed, her hair soft and shiny. Lorrah couldn’t resist running her fingers through Tate’s brown hair freeing it from its slicked back style to frame Tate’s face, giving her a younger appearance.

Tate smiled at her and nudged Lorrah’s hand with her head. “I’ve left you plenty of hot water,” she said.

Lorrah’s eyes moved slowly down Tate’s body, taking in her loose-fitting trousers and snug shirt. Lorrah reached out to touch Tate’s silky pale blue shirt and Tate felt herself tremble.

“And I’ve left you some broth,” Lorrah whispered, her attention firmly fixed on the laces lightly tied on Tate’s shirt. Lorrah slid the bow undone. “I won’t be long,” she promised.

Tate’s voice cracked. “Take your time— the water’s divine.”

“And no fish to watch from the depths, what a treat!” joked Lorrah. With one last lingering trail of her fingers through Tate’s hair, Lorrah disappeared into the bathroom.

Tate reached up to brush her hair back but decided not to bother; she liked the feeling left by Lorrah’s warm touch. She put her dirty clothing by the sink to wash out later and took a few spoonfuls of broth while she carried her bowl to the bed. It had been made with greater care than she usually managed herself, and Tate sat propped up against a pillow, grinning. Comfort at last, after nights of sleeping bags and tents. She finished her broth off quickly and realised her eyelids were drooping.

Tate put the bowl beside the bed and inched down to ease her shoulder on the pillow, just to rest her head back for a moment. She needed to talk with Lorrah again about the location of this mysterious Missourose. She also wanted to see Lorrah emerge from the shower. She hadn’t touched a woman in years; she was nervous, but she wanted Lorrah. To touch, taste, and take. Tate smiled and thought of all the ways to love a woman as beautiful as Lorrah. Her head nodded and she dozed off, a smile lingering on her face.

Tate was certain she was sleeping because soft clouds seemed to have filled the hut; she felt she could almost feel their persuasive warmth touching her face. A decidedly feminine body emerged from the dissolving mist, golden hair fanning her face. She was clothed in a flowing white gown that seemed to drift around her. Tate could see the creamy skin of the woman’s exposed throat shining richly against the white shift. As the woman drew nearer, Tate thought she could detect a sweet-smelling fragrance in the air. It was Lorrah.

She came to stand by the bed, looking down at Tate, who raised barely opened eyes to her. Tate didn’t speak in case she scared the dream Lorrah away. She shifted on the bed a little, uncomfortable with her shoulder even in the dream. Lorrah reached over and carefully eased Tate down the pillow and onto her back.

Tate watched dazedly as the sheets were drawn back on the bed. She could feel nimble fingers undoing her shirt, hands lifting her up slightly to remove it over her head to reveal a singlet that hugged Tate’s firm flesh. Her trousers were slipped off and a gentle finger ran teasingly under the edge of her undershorts making her squirm. Tate sighed and rubbed her face into her pillow, relishing her dream and the feelings it conjured up inside her.

Lorrah climbed into bed beside her and drew up the sheets, tucking them around Tate’s lethargic form. Tate watched with drowsy eyes as Lorrah removed her nightgown and then felt Lorrah’s nakedness press against her side. Lorrah felt so real against her that for a moment Tate wasn’t entirely sure if this experience was a dream or not! Tate snuggled closer to Lorrah and felt the woman shake with soft laughter against her.

“Tatum, your sense of timing is lousy!”

Tate awoke just enough to realise her dream had some basis in reality. Lorrah really had just put her to bed! “Lorrah?”

“Go to sleep, Tate. Just go to sleep!”

Tate gave one last grunt as if satisfied, and then quieted down in sleep.

 
Tate couldn’t believe her eyes when she awoke, pale gold lay before her in a mass of soft blonde hair. Lorrah’s unbound hair was spread across her pillow, framing Lorrah’s sleeping face. Tate had never seen her sleeping; Lorrah was always last to bed and first to arise. Tate carefully lifted her head to look at Lorrah’s soft vulnerable face. Such dark lashes on one so fair, she thought, such full pink lips. She eased herself up further, slipping a hand out to catch at a long curl of hair that wrapped around her finger like it was a living thing. Tate felt bound to this woman as she played with the curl, its silkiness soft against her fingers. She edged in closer to Lorrah’s body but suddenly stilled realising that this time there weren’t layers of clothing between them. Lorrah’s heat came solely from her own flesh. Tate dared not move any nearer.

A soft hand reached up to touch the lines that etched themselves onto Tate’s forehead. “Second thoughts, sweet Tate?” Lorrah asked quietly.

Tate lifted shy eyes to Lorrah’s own. “I haven’t done this in such a long time,” she admitted.

“Then we’ll take it real slow.”

“Are you making fun of me?”

“Of course not. I’m going to make love with you, gently and tenderly, because I don’t think you’ve had any tenderness in your life for some time.” Lorrah reached up and ran a finger around the outline of Tate’s lips. Tate kissed the finger as it rested on her mouth. She leaned down and kissed Lorrah’s waiting lips. It was a slow kiss, a tender meeting of mouths. Lorrah pulled Tate close, and Tate shivered at the sensation of Lorrah’s body beneath her. Their kisses grew stronger. Tate lingered, and then drew back, making Lorrah stretch up to reclaim Tate’s mouth. Tate pulled away and twisted to push back the sheets to allow more freedom of movement and to expose Lorrah’s body to her hungry eyes.

“Lorrah,” Tate said as her eyes roamed over the curves of Lorrah’s soft pale flesh. She dipped down to worship at Lorrah’s breasts and Lorrah’s back bowed at the gentle teasing Tate bestowed upon her. Tate’s reserve melted and, like a starving creature, she feasted on Lorrah. Lorrah clutched Tate to her, as if drowning in passion. Tate knew this wasn’t going to be a slow lovemaking. Instead it was to be a fevered, ravishing act that Tate was powerless to control. She fought herself to give, not to take. The body beneath her own was urging her to explore and Tate was an infinitely inquisitive creature.

She looked into Lorrah’s bright eyes and saw the woman’s own passion reflected in those unusually coloured orbs. Tate suddenly grinned wolfishly and ducked her head to trail her tongue along Lorrah’s slender neck. She smiled against Lorrah’s skin as she felt a groan vibrate under her tongue, felt as Lorrah’s body rose to press more into Tate’s solid frame.

She licked and gently bit at flesh, working her way down to Lorrah’s breast. Without pause, Tate took one erect nipple straight into her mouth and ran her tongue roughly over the straining tip. Lorrah’s uneven breathing took on a ragged rhythm and long fingers worked their way into Tate’s short hair to keep her head exactly where it was. Tate laved at the bright pink nub, working it around her rough tongue and then gently capturing it between her teeth.

Lorrah let out a keening cry that ended with a whispered mention of Tate’s name in a tone of such wonder Tate felt her heart swell in reaction. Tate made sure that Lorrah’s other breast was not left out of her worship, then slowly she worked her way down Lorrah’s supine body. She checked out every freckle, laying a reverent kiss on Lorrah’s naval, and then finally resting her chin an Lorrah’s blonde mound.

With cloudy blue eyes darkened by desire, Tate looked up at the panting woman beneath her. “May I?” she asked softly, not wanting to take anything for granted. Lorrah’s answer was to push Tate’s head firmly lower. “I’ll take that as a yes!” Tate chuckled and positioned herself to reach Lorrah’s hidden treasures. With gentle fingers she traced the heavy nether lips that framed Lorrah’s sex. She leaned forward and lapped at the generous wetness that already flowed from Lorrah in her desire. Lorrah groaned and thrust her body toward Tate’s questing mouth. Tate did not resist the temptation any longer. She buried her face into the softness and let her tongue seek out Lorrah’s sweetness. Her tongue, rough in texture, yet gentle in exploration, sought out all the places that made Lorrah undulate beneath her ministrations. For a long while Tate reviled in the sheer pleasure of drinking from this blonde woman who had trusted her by revealing her desire. Tate let her tongue roll around Lorrah’s erect clit, making Lorrah’s hips buck and roll with each flick of the tip of her tongue.

Lorrah called out Tate’s name huskily, urging her on, and crying out in joy as Tate’s searching fingers found the place pulsing for her touch. With a single stroke, Lorrah cried out, “Tatum!” With another, Tate heard Lorrah’s breath become laboured. It took only a few more well placed touches to send Lorrah into ecstasy. Tate’s lips captured Lorrah’s moan and gasps. With a soft brush against the nub of her passion, Lorrah cried out in release, crumpling beneath Tate. Tate swiftly took Lorrah into her arms to rock the trembling woman to her.

“For someone out of practice,” Lorrah panted, “You didn’t need much coaching!”

Tate laughed. She nuzzled Lorrah’s ear and laid a hand on Lorrah’s chest. Feeling the frantic beating of Lorrah’s heart made Tate’s own pulse begin to race. But as she felt Lorrah’s hands eagerly pulling off her singlet and then tugging at her shorts, Tate’s shyness returned with a vengeance.

“I put weight on for winter,” Tate self consciously whispered but Lorrah placed a fingertip over Tate’s lips.

“Your body is beautiful. See how well it fits with mine?” Lorrah moved on top of Tate and pushed between her legs, settling her body over Tate’s. “So many muscles,” Lorrah marvelled, stroking Tate’s arms. “Oh, how’s your shoulder?” she asked in mock solicitude.

“What shoulder?” Tate replied, her eyes aglow with a blue fire, set aflame by Lorrah’s touch. Lorrah grinned at her and began to trail kisses along Tate’s collarbone. Lorrah’s hands, gentle and long fingered, cupped Tate’s breasts and held their weight. She tenderly massaged the roundness, smiling as they over-spilled her palms. The blonde’s head dipped and Lorrah ran her tongue around Tate’s already highly sensitised nipple, the red point painfully erect. At the first touch of another breath on her aroused flesh, Tate let out a long breathy growl.

Lorrah looked up at her, at once startled and curiously aroused by the noise. Tate shuddered beneath her as Lorrah sucked her nipple into her warm mouth. Strong hands grabbed for Lorrah’s hair. Tate ran her fingers through the marvellous length, unconsciously petting her, keeping her head where the lips were working their magic over her body. Lorrah ran her lips across Tate’s body to engulf the other nipple into her mouth and Tate let out a throaty purr that rumbled through her chest.

“That’s a very arousing sound,” Lorrah told her softly, leaning up to kiss Tate’s lips.

“I can’t help it,” Tate admitted, embarrassed by her vocalisations.

“Good, let’s see what else you can’t help when I make love to you.”

Tate gasped as Lorrah found the sensitive places around her breasts and down her sides. Then, without any more preliminaries, Lorrah touched Tate’s aching and wet place.

“Is this all for me, or would any woman do?” Lorrah asked.

Tate tried to open her eyes, her voice escaping gruffly. “It’s all for you.”

Lorrah breathed out a gasp of pleasure at Tate’s reply. Tate’s heart soared as Lorrah explored her body with all the dedication and attentiveness she gave any new flower under her tender care. Leaves and petals were softly stroked to find their secrets, and then the centre of the flower, the source of nectar, was touched with gentle fingers until it yielded its sweetness. Tate writhed beneath Lorrah, her body flushed with desire, her only reality the touch of Lorrah’s fingers. Finally, Tate cried out in joy at the brush of Lorrah’s lips searching for treasure amid a sea of moisture. With her lips alone, Lorrah explored Tate’s fleshy folds until she latched onto Tate’s protruding clit. She rolled her tongue around its hood then took it into her mouth. With an almost painful dedication, Lorrah set to driving Tate to distraction, wrenching a powerful orgasm from the woman held beneath her. With a loud shout, Tate came in Lorrah’s mouth.

Tate thought she’d melted. She was left a quivering mass, held tightly in Lorrah’s loving arms. Tate snuggled into Lorrah’s neck, her face resting in its nape, while she struggled to regain her breath.

“That kind of exertion may have me sleeping for a week!” she whispered.

Lorrah giggled. “Would it be worth it?” She smoothed a hand over Tate’s arm.

“Every second’s worth.” Tate planted a kiss on Lorrah’s neck. “You have such a beautiful scent.”

“It must come from working with so many flowers,” Lorrah teased.

Tate shook her head. “No, it’s like no flower I’ve ever known. Fragrance of Lorrah.” Tate’s eyes began to close. “If you were a flower, you’d be inundated with bees all desperate for your pollen.”

“Would you wing your way to me if you were a bee?”

“I surely would. I’d bury myself in your centre and pull your petals around me to sleep in your care.” Tate’s voice became very drowsy as she struggled to stay awake.

“Sleep in my care now.”

Tate was pulled closer into Lorrah’s warm arms, which wrapped tighter around her. Tate hooked a leg over Lorrah’s and wrapped an arm over her chest. She rubbed her face in Lorrah’s neck like a small animal burrowing into its nest.

“Sweet dreams, my grumpy little grizzly bear.”

Tate growled in a perfect bear imitation. Then her breathing deepened as sleep began to call.

“My little bear,” Lorrah whispered. Tate nuzzled closer, her head almost nodding in agreement to Lorrah’s statement of ownership.



 
Chapter 9 

 
 Tate wasn’t used to waking up in someone’s arms. She was disorientated until she realised whose body she was lying upon. She snuggled back down with a sigh, enjoying the secure feeling she experienced at the hand laid over her heart. Her slow rhythm beat against Lorrah’s palm; she knew Lorrah had been registering its abnormal pulse. Tate basked in the pleasure the tender pressure from Lorrah’s hand gave her.
“Good morning, Tatum,” Lorrah greeted, her voice an early morning whisper. Tate grunted and lifted her head from the warm nook of Lorrah’s shoulder. She blinked sleepy eyes at her.

“Morning.” Tate’s smile grew as she looked down into Lorrah’s lilac eyes. Hesitantly she leaned down and kissed Lorrah, who responded eagerly. All hesitation vanished.

“How sleepy will you be if we progress past a kiss?” Lorrah asked with a seductive smile. Tate pretended to give the question some thought.

“Not too bad. I’m at my best in the morning!” Tate’s eyes began to lose their drowsy look rapidly. Lorrah’s husky laugh made Tate’s heart beat faster.

“Now there’s a remark that won’t go unchallenged!” Lorrah pulled Tate down to her and they greeted the morning in shared passion.

 
Lorrah decided that they should spend the day close to the hut. There would be no long treks after the Missourose until Tate’s shoulder had had more poultices applied and she’d rested a little more. Tate didn’t argue. She admitted only to herself that she wanted to stay near the hut because it seemed to radiate the love they’d shared. Tate knew that neither of them had spoken of love, but she’d felt something new stirring deep inside, chipping away at her old barriers. The feeling left Tate strangely silent. She fastened up her heavy jerkin and tucked it into her trousers. Lorrah was getting dressed too, and they traded shy looks whenever their eyes met across the small room. Tate tugged on her boots, wincing as her shoulder twinged, and then she opened the front door. She looked out at the grey morning sky and frowned up at the clouds. She sniffed at the cool morning air without thinking.

“Autumn allergies, my ass!” Lorrah remarked with a dry snort of humour from behind her in the hut.

Tate cringed slightly at Lorrah’s tone and tossed her a sheepish grin. Lorrah just rolled her eyes. Tate sniffed again; rain would come soon, she could smell it in the air.

Her attention was diverted away from the weather. “Good morning, Teeko.”

The grey squirrel chipped his greeting.

“It’s not that late!” Tate felt a blush rise up her neck and heard Lorrah’s muffled giggle behind her. “What have you got?” She watched the squirrel bound toward her. When he reached her, Teeko shifted his treasures from his mouth and held them up in his paws.

“Wow, berries! Big ones too. Wait a minute, let me find a container and we’ll go pick some.” She delved through her backpack while Teeko scrambled into the hut and bustled over to Lorrah.

“Hello. What’s this about berries?” she asked. Teeko held up the berries that he had to show her. “Goodness, those are impressive.”

Teeko stuffed one whole into his mouth, his cheeks puffed out dramatically and his jaw moved up and down like a piston.

“He put all of that in his mouth in one go!” Lorrah exclaimed.

Tate chuckled. “He does with berries. He likes how they squish!”

Lorrah burst out laughing at the red berry juice dribbling down his white belly. He quickly did the same with the other berry.

“Oh, Teeko!” Lorrah chided.

Tate found a container. “Grab your coat, Lorrah, we’re going berry picking before greedy guts here eats them all!”

Teeko rushed to Tate’s side. As soon as she pulled on her jacket, he scrambled up her clothing to sit on her shoulder. Tate flinched.

“Other side, Teeko. I’m trying to get my shoulder to heal and your weight won’t help.” The squirrel moved across her back and sat on her other shoulder, paws resting lightly on her head as he looked over to chip at Lorrah.

“Come on, Doc, time’s a wasting. Teeko’s stomach is growling!”

“How can he tell?” Lorrah joked. The squirrel made a rude noise at her. Lorrah put on her jacket and moved over to Tate to tickle the squirrel in apology. He wagged his tail at her forgivingly.

The morning was reasonably warm and the path overgrown. Tate grunted. “No wonder you wanted me to carry you, the path’s too crowded for your bulk to squeeze through.” She yelped as a paw pulled at her hair. “Sorry!” she said hastily and rubbed at her scalp.

Lorrah sniggered. Tate’s mouth twisted wryly. “He doesn’t let me get away with anything; he’s the perfect familiar!”

The bush Teeko directed them to was laden with deep red berries.

“Oh, Tate,” Lorrah said, amazed, “so many berries in one place.”

Tate set the squirrel down on top of the bush and removed the container from her deep pocket. “Start collecting, Doc, I can make an excellent Chearit pie.”

“Of course,” Lorrah nodded, “Chearit berries. Usually the bushes aren’t so squat. I’ve come across bushes chest high.”

“It’s just the way they grow up here. I guess short is sweet!” Tate popped a berry into her mouth. She held out a plump berry to Lorrah who leaned down to kiss Tate’s lips instead, tasting the sweet juice that lingered there.

“Um, you’re right. Short is very, very sweet!” She licked her lips.

Tate turned a shade of red to rival the berries. Teeko stood up on his hind legs, chirruping loudly as he looked from Tate to Lorrah with interest. Tate made a chirping noise back in answer to his question. Teeko eyed Lorrah long and hard, and she shifted slightly under his black-eyed stare. Then he held out the biggest berry he’d found so far for her to have. Lorrah took it from his little white paw and looked at Tate inquiringly. Tate nodded and Lorrah popped the berry into her mouth and squashed it between the roof of her mouth and her tongue. Teeko let out a happy chip and began stuffing his face again.

“Have I just been accepted as your lover?” Lorrah asked in an awed whisper. Tate nodded. “He really does know everything, doesn’t he?” Lorrah said, astounded.

“He may be short and furry, but he’s incredibly sharp. Besides, the kiss kind of gave us away!” Her smile lingered as she looked at Lorrah.

Tate filled the container with Lorrah’s help then got out a small pouch from a pocket and began to fill that too. She held the pouch out to Teeko who took it with a chip. Lorrah looked at Tate for an explanation. “It’s going to rain this evening. He’ll need to stay warm in his nest so he also needs provisions. Think of it as a squirrel goodie bag!”

“Why doesn’t he stay in the hut with you?”

“He snores,” Tate answered.

“Seriously!”

“I am serious!” Tate ran a finger over Teeko’s sleek fur. “Besides, he steals all the bed sheets!”

“Tate!” Lorrah was laughing.

Tate gave in. “He stays sometimes when he’s in the mood, but he’s an independent creature. He likes his own place to stretch out in and shed his acorn shells.”

“Will he hibernate soon?”

“Kind of,” Tate muttered. “He ‘semi hibernates’ because he’s attuned to me and my rhythms. He becomes more inactive as I do, basically.”

“Do you see him?”

“Most definitely, I have a hibernation nest that is located in my back room where my tools are kept. He picked the place himself. Besides, I have a larger cache of food come winter, so he doesn’t have to worry.” She looked lovingly over at the squirrel that was still testing berries, tossing aside the ones not juicy enough. She stroked his bushy tail, and the squirrel looked up at her. “He’s my best friend, and in winter we look after one another. When I get cold and shaky, he wraps himself around my neck like a muffler. When he’s sleepy and hungry, I feed him and lay him in my warmest sweater and we sleep in front of my heater. Winter companions.”

“And after?”

“Once spring arrives we’re out of the cabin running round the trees like crazy creatures!”

“Now that’s something I’d love to see,” smiled Lorrah.

Tate’s eyes narrowed. “But once you’ve found the Missourose you’ll be out of here, mission accomplished and research to begin.”

“Tate,” Lorrah began, but Tate was packing up her full container.

“Let’s go make this pie,” she said dismissively. Teeko jumped onto her back and rubbed his face in her hair. “You’re not dying my hair red are you, squirrel?” Tate tried to look at him but Teeko ducked out of her sight. “I’m sure I’ve still got little blueberry streaks left over from this summer, thanks to you.” She caught Lorrah raising a humorous eyebrow. “When Teeko eats, he’s not particular where he puts his paws after! Are you, big man?”

Teeko sat up on her shoulder and swayed, obviously enjoying himself immensely. His chirps filled the air. Tate groaned.

“What?” Lorrah asked, frowning slightly at Tate’s pained look. “Is it your shoulder?”

“No. It’s the ‘We’ve been collecting berries’ song,” she winced. “You are so fortunate you don’t understand ‘squirrel’!”

“It’s that bad?”

“After eight repetitive choruses? Yes!”

 
An empty pie plate lay beside them as Lorrah leaned back in Tate’s arms while they lounged on the bed. Both were full of Chearit pie and relaxing in a satiated state, listening to the sound of rain on the hut’s roof.

“I can’t believe I ate so much!” Lorrah rubbed her stomach.

Tate stroked the hair away from Lorrah’s forehead tenderly. “I make a great Chearit pie, even if I do say so myself,” she boasted gently, her voice soft and husky.

“You’re not falling asleep on me, are you?” Lorrah inquired with a knowing tone.

“Technically, I’m falling asleep behind you!”

“Does berry collecting and pie making always have this effect on you?”

“No, but don’t forget what we did after the berry collecting, while the pie was baking. That’s why I’m sleepy!”

“You’re so easy to tire!” Lorrah complained good-naturedly.

“You wear me out with your antics,” Tate complained.

“You love my antics!”

“Yes, I do.” Tate wrapped her arms around Lorrah and hugged her close. “Your antics and Chearit pie. Life is sweet!”

Lorrah chuckled. “Are you sure you’re awake enough for us to go over this piece in the journal again?”

Tate nodded. “Of course. Go back to where Turrenoc writes about finding that outcrop of rocks, maybe I’ll recognise it now that I’m up here.” She shifted in annoyance. “I just wish he’d found this plant in the summer. I know the mountain like the back of my hand then.”

“But it doesn’t flower in the summer, Tate,” Lorrah reminded her.

Tate grunted and grumbled. “I forgot!”

Lorrah leaned her head back to look at Tate’s face. “You’re tired, aren’t you?”

Tate knew she was having trouble keeping her eyes open but she was trying to fight it.

“This is getting to be a bit of a habit, Tatum Belan.”

“Sorry,” Tate mumbled. “Read the journal while I just…” She fell asleep in mid sentence, her cheek leaning on Lorrah’s golden hair.

In her dreams Tate traversed the mountain but the bright sun that lit up her pathway was soon chased away by angry snowflakes. Tate was left hopelessly lost; the mountain wasn’t such a familiar place in winter. Her dream was a little too close to reality for Tate to relax into a peaceful slumber. She slipped in and out of a restless sleep, her only comfort being Lorrah’s arms.



 
Chapter 10 

 
 Tate spread out a hand-drawn cloth map on the bed and knelt beside Lorrah to study it. “I made this years ago when there were just animal trails and pathways.” Tate pointed to a spot. “We’re here.” Her finger traced over different lines as she explained their position. “Now, if your plant is up here, then you can forget it. There was a rockslide a few years ago that totally blocked any way up that particular route. Not even the animals bother going near it in case of further rock falls.”
“Let’s hope it wasn’t there then,” Lorrah agreed.

“That would be rather a dampener after all your efforts,” Tate said. She trailed her finger along another line. “This could be promising, We’ll take a walk up there and check it out.” Tate looked up from the map with a familiar look on her face. Lorrah raised her eyebrows in query. “We have a few problems, though.”

“Surprise me,” Lorrah said sweetly.

“This ancestor of yours discovered this plant years ago, but mountains can change and shift in their foundations. Rock falls can block pathways, which years ago anyone could have walked upon, or even open up new trails that lead beyond the original paths. Dense foliage can hide openings.” Tate puffed out an ironic breath. “Or, who knows, the mountain may have bred a little critter whose staple diet just happens to be the Missourose and all you’ll be left with is breakfast scraps!”

“And the good news?”

“The plant may be outside my hut just waiting for a few more days and then—” she made a popping noise with her lips “— up it blooms and there you are, one Missourose right under our noses.”

“Do you think that’s at all possible?” Lorrah asked hopefully. Her face fell when Tate shook her head. “I thought not.”

“I’m not an expert, Doc. I’m not usually up here this close to winter, so I don’t know what blooms or buds at this time of year. All I know is that I’ve never seen anything like what Turrenoc describes. A pure white flower with a cream centre.” Tate’s lips twisted. “I don’t like white flowers,” she revealed quietly. She wrapped her fingers around the hand Lorrah had slipped into hers. “They were Bevann’s favourites. I always thought of them as cold, colourless, pale imitations of more brightly painted flowers. Bevann thought they were carved from snow, and she loved the snow. This quest would have been ideal for Bevann. She seemed to be able to find something flowering in the most unlikely of places. I’d wager she could have found a seedling hiding in the desert. She was so bright.” Tate tightened her hold on Lorrah’s hand. “She adored winter. We could have kept this mountain between us all year round.” Tate’s jaw started trembling. She bit her bottom lip to stop tears from falling. “You’d have done better with her up here. She’d have known what to look for, what to recognise. She had the potential to be a truly remarkable Plant Adept, and yet that illness took her instead of me. Why? What’s one less Animal Adept?” Tate’s voice broke and Lorrah gathered her up, clutching Tate to her chest and rocking her. Tate’s sorrow wrapped itself around them both, and she felt Lorrah tremble with her. Tate sniffed back her tears and felt Lorrah stroking her hair in comfort.

“Personally, I’d be lost without one particular Animal Adept, and not just up this mountain either. You’re special in your own right, with talents and abilities that are beyond mere mortal understandings. Don’t you realise, Tate, how special you are? Other Adepts can only feel plants’ energies, or empathetically touch another human’s mind, or heal injuries. You, on the other hand, get to converse with totally different species. You can hold conversations with them, take them into your life and love them. None of the other Adepts get to form relationships with familiars like you have. We can’t bond with a creature as wonderful as Teeko is.” Lorrah lifted Tate’s head up in her hands and kissed her cheeks. “I wish your sister hadn’t died, but I’m eternally grateful you weren’t lost to me.”

Tate could feel her eyes welling up at Lorrah’s sincerity and the look in her lovely eyes. Tate’s lips trembled as she looked at the golden-haired woman.

There was a scratching noise at the door. Tate quickly pulled away from Lorrah’s grasp, glad for the interruption. She rubbed at her face, embarrassed by her vulnerability and crippled with unexpected shyness at Lorrah’s blatant admiration. She wanted to be special for Lorrah so much it unnerved her. Lorrah halted Tate’s movement with a hand on her arm. She took Tate’s hand and pressed a kiss into the palm. Tate lifted her palm to touch her chest, pressing Lorrah’s kiss into her heart as if for safekeeping. Lorrah smiled at her gesture.

The scratching got louder and Tate hurried to open the door to let in Teeko.

“Have you come to help us find this plant, furry face?” Tate asked, crouching down to face her familiar. He gave Tate the empty berry pouch back with a chitter of complaint. “Well, if you will eat them all at once, they’re not going to last long, are they?” Tate answered in exasperation. She tickled his furry chest. “You’re wearing most of them by the look of your fur! And so much for white mittens!” Teeko’s paws curled over Tate’s fingers as she held them up to examine their red juice stains. She tutted, picked him up, and turned to Lorrah. “Your entourage awaits, Doctor Gilden. We’re ready to go search for your mysterious plant.”

“Teeko, too?”

“Sure, he’s willing to help in any way he can. Of course, should the Missourose prove to be edible, you can kiss it goodbye!” Tate jested. She turned her head to look into the beady eyes of the squirrel. He looked back at her innocently and chirped. “Oh, really? Like you wouldn’t eat it no matter how rare it was!” Teeko turned his back on her, affronted.

Lorrah laughed at them both and began to lace up her boots. “Are you sure your shoulder is up to this?”

Tate raised her arm high, causing Teeko to squeak in alarm and rush round to her other shoulder. “Your treatment healed it. There’s a dull ache still, but at least I can move it again.”

“I don’t want you doing too much,” ordered Lorrah in her best doctor’s tone.

“I won’t. Besides, I don’t have to carry my pack now, so the only thing resting on my shoulder is our look out.” She gestured to Teeko. “And I think it will hold up under his weight. So stop fussing.”

“I like fussing over you.” Lorrah’s blazing eyes made Tate flush.

“I’d noticed.” She flushed deeper at Lorrah’s sensual chuckle. As she picked up her jacket, Teeko jumped down from her shoulder. He skittered across the floor, scrambled onto the bed, and sniffed at the journal lying there. He carefully grasped the hardbound book cover between his front paws and nibbled gently. He quickly dropped it with a look of pure distaste on his face.

Lorrah watched him in good humour. “Is everything a source of food with you, Teeko?” she asked as he tiptoed across the bed to jump up onto the kitchen counter. Once there, he stood on his hind legs, nose twitching, as he searched.

“I’ve never known a squirrel to eat so much,” Lorrah said.

Tate shrugged in resignation, fastening up her jacket and reaching for her hat.

“Teeko, come on, time to go,” she called. The squirrel did as he was bid, but not before he’d found a small piece of pie crust that he stuffed inside his cheek for later. Tate tutted at him. “Squirrel trash can!” She held out an arm and Teeko darted up it. He began to chitter loudly.

Lorrah’s eyes widened. “Is he laughing?” She moved closer to see.

Tate gave him a disgusted look. “He’s making comments about my hat. It amuses him!”

Teeko lifted up an earflap and twitched his nose in Tate’s ear.

“Oh, you’re easily entertained this morning!” Tate growled at him.

Teeko bounded up to sit on top of Tate’s head. He stretched out so his front paws rested atop the peak of her hat. He leaned over to look at Tate from upside down. He chirruped.

“Peek a boo to you too!” Tate said in exasperated humour. She flapped a hand at him. “Get off of there! Cheeky animal!” She smiled at his bright little face peering upside down at her. “I could have a fish for a familiar, no problem with them! Stuff them in a bowl and that’s that! No, I had to have a squirrel.” She poked at Teeko, who had moved and was making another play for her earflap. “You’re feisty this morning. You’ve been eating too many rangi nuts. They always make you hyperactive.”

Lorrah giggled at the pair. Tate narrowed her eyes at her, but Lorrah was unrepentant. “You’d miss him if you didn’t have him.”

Tate pretended to consider this. “I suppose,” she admitted, falsely reluctant, “but don’t let him know it.” Teeko put his head under the hat’s flap and snuggled into Tate’s hair. Tate rolled her eyes skyward.

“I think he knows,” Lorrah assured Tate.

Tate reached up and tickled the squirrel. She untangled him from her hat and reached for a small pouch. Lorrah gathered up her propagation boxes and implements.

“Okay, let’s see if we can hunt out the Missourose. And let’s hope if it hasn’t bloomed yet, that it sticks out like a squirrel in a nut patch!” Tate opened the hut’s door. “The mountain awaits, Doc. The search really begins now.”

 
There was abundant vegetation on the mountain of Turrenoc. In the space of five hours Tate and Lorrah found many plants, but none of them were even remotely similar to the Missourose. Tate was disappointed; she’d wanted to lift up a trailing vine and discover the Missourose in all its glory and then present it to Lorrah as a token. Tate wanted to give Lorrah everything— flowers, time, her heart. She was frightened by her feelings. She’d spent so much time alone that she was scared to trust again. Lorrah had come to find a plant. Once she found it, she’d be obligated to leave. It made Tate heartsick.

Tate stood alone outside the hut watching Teeko run back to his nest for the night. She watched her breath condense in the darkness, and looking up saw the stars bright against the black sky. Tate was unusually awake this evening; she was enjoying the moment of solitude and listening to the birds twittering their last song for the night. Tate sent out a small call, and a tiny bird fluttered from one of the trees to alight on Tate’s outstretched arm. She spoke to it softly, and it answered her in rapid cheeps. She watched it fly back to its tree, before ambling back to the hut. She jumped in fright when she saw Lorrah watching her from the open door.

Lorrah smiled at her. “I don’t think I’ll ever tire of seeing you so at ease with nature.”

Tate followed her into the hut. She shrugged off her jacket and removed a few layers of sweaters. She was grateful that Lorrah had turned the heater up.

“It will rain tomorrow,” Tate announced, rolling up her shirtsleeves to expose her arms to the warmth.

Lorrah grinned. “Don’t tell me; a little bird told you!”

Tate nodded and wrapped her arms around Lorrah’s waist, cuddling her from behind and nuzzling her lips into Lorrah’s sweet-smelling neck.

“Next week sees the start of winter. The animals think it’s going to snow sooner rather than later. We’re going to have to be quick, otherwise we might get snowed in.” She squeezed Lorrah tighter. “Not that the thought isn’t tempting!” She felt Lorrah hug her arms, her nails lightly scratched through Tate’s soft arm hairs. “But,” Tate sighed, “there’s no way we’d last up here in a heavy snow fall, and my food cache is back at my cabin, not up here.” She turned Lorrah round to face her. “So tomorrow we’ll head up the mountain as far as we can before the rain comes and washes us back down again.”

“Does it snow a lot up here?” Lorrah’s eyes were darting over Tate’s face, as if memorising the lines and dimples. Lorrah reached up to run a fingertip over the creases in Tate’s forehead as she frowned in answer to Lorrah’s question.

“It can snow really hard. I’m told that snow drifts the height of the hut with snow so deep you can step in it and feel as if you’re sinking to the centre of the Earth. But then, my sources are animals!” Tate shivered as Lorrah’s finger drifted to stroke down her nose. She wrinkled it in reaction. “Are you listening to me?” Tate’s voice had a husky timbre.

“Uh um.” Lorrah nodded, her finger moving to the dip in Tate’s cheek. “Don’t stop talking, your voice has gone very gruff.”

Tate tried to clear her throat, but suddenly her tongue felt thick as she went speechless. It might have been due to the fact that Lorrah’s fingers had drifted to Tate’s lips and were rubbing them softly. Tate felt altogether tongue-tied.

“You stopped talking,” Lorrah said with a pout. Her lilac eyes took flame as Tate’s blue gaze darkened in reaction. “Guess we’ll just have to use your lips for something else!” She kissed Tate with hunger.

Tate melted in her arms, quicker than snow under the direct rays of summer’s sun.

“Still nothing to say?” Lorrah breathed in her ear.

Tate remained silent and in a swift movement scooped Lorrah up into her arms and carried her to the bed. Tate grinned at Lorrah’s look of awe. “Animal Adept, strength of a bear!” Tate said smugly.

“And how you do growl when your fur is ruffled!” Lorrah laughed. “Growl for me,” Lorrah commanded with a swift kiss.

A rumble grew in Tate’s throat, a deep vibrating growl that mimicked the bear that Lorrah had seen fitting to nickname her after. Tate growled softly in Lorrah’s ear, delighting in the shiver that shot through Lorrah’s body. Lorrah growled back, a distinctly human sound of passion.

“I recognise that growl. Isn’t it the mating call of the golden haired beauty?” Tate nibbled at Lorrah’s collarbone. “It’s believed to be very precious and rare. It’s my favourite of all calls.”

Lorrah hushed Tate’s mouth with a kiss that seared Tate to her bones. Her own calls escaped from her throat, only to be swallowed up by Lorrah’s hungry mouth.



 
Chapter 11 

 
 From any of the higher points on Turrenoc Mountain, it was possible to witness the dying stages of autumn. The red and burnt umber leaves lay crumpled beneath their bare trees. The bright green summer grasses had turned yellow, and moss had begun to invade wherever dampness had taken a hold. The patchwork-quilted fields in the valley below looked ragged and unpicked. Only the pine trees flourished; rows upon rows of evergreen branches spiralled down the mountain’s girth, running rings round Turrenoc. As autumn foliage was dying, winter blossoms began to emerge. Berries littered Turrenoc with their deep red globes, white fruits glistened, blackberries shone. Dew that hadn’t been chased away in the morning’s pale sunlight covered the berries with nature’s frosting.
Tate stood on a rock ledge, which protruded from the mountain like a giant finger pointing the way. Lorrah had refused to join her, electing to stay on safer ground to check out the small plants that grew there. However, she watched Tate from beneath the ledge. Tate was motionless, as if she’d been carved from the very rock she stood upon. Her eyes surveyed the scenery before her, Turrenoc’s countryside stretching for miles and miles below. Tate felt attuned to the mountain, at peace in her place, the Keeper guarding her piece of the world.

Perched on her shoulder, Teeko sat as still as Tate, with only his nose twitching and his tail occasionally flicking. The sun’s pale glow highlighted the grey streaks in Tate’s hair, making them shine the same colour as Teeko’s sleek fur. A breeze rustled over them. Tate brushed her hair back from her forehead where it had been blown untidily, and Teeko’s tail tickled her neck. She chuckled and tickled the squirrel’s furry white chest in retaliation.

She looked down at Lorrah. “Sure you don’t want to see the world from this angle, Doc?”

Lorrah shook her head vehemently. “With my history of ledges so far, one stiff gust of wind and I’d take flight, only this time without the aid of an eagle.”

Tate climbed down carefully, Teeko remaining on her shoulder. They stopped to watch Lorrah place a plant leaf between her palms. Lorrah grinned in recognition and brushed the leaf under her nose, eyes closed to the scent. Tate and Teeko’s eyes met Lorrah’s when she reopened them. The squirrel leaned forward inquisitively. Lorrah held the leaf up to Tate and Tate sniffed at it. Then she frowned and took a deeper smell.

“Peppermint!” she realised. “Faint, but it’s there.” She waved the leaf under Teeko’s small twitching nose. He batted his paws at it, grabbed it, and took a bite. He spat it out in disgust. Tate clicked her tongue at him. “It only smells of peppermint. It’s not peppermint candy like you usually eat.”

“Teeko eats candy?”

“I’d have thought by now you’d have realised that Teeko eats anything and everything! He found a bag of peppermint creams I had traded some vegetables for in the village. I found him afterwards, sticky paws and all, his jaws nearly glued together! What a mess! Now I try to limit his candy intake.”

“He has an amazing constitution for a squirrel that eats a lot of unhealthy foods,” Lorrah remarked.

“He’s just amazing, period,” Tate said proudly. She nodded to Lorrah’s plant boxes. “What else have you found?”

Lorrah pointed out each specimen. “Properties for healing burns, indigestion—”

“You should eat that one, Teeko!” Tate interrupted. “Especially after stuffing yourself!”

Teeko ignored her; he was too interested in what Lorrah had in her boxes. He jumped down off Tate’s shoulder to investigate.

“—blurred vision, stomach disorders, blood cleansing,” Lorrah continued. “And, finally, motion sickness, which I should find of great help!”

“Wow.” Tate was impressed. “All that from a bunch of leaves. Did you get plenty of roots?”

Lorrah nodded. She stroked Teeko as he clambered over her propagation boxes, sniffing and examining. Tate shook her head as he tried to scratch open a lid with little success. Defeated, he moved on to stick his nose in Lorrah’s jacket pocket. Lorrah pulled him out gently.

“I have nothing for you in there.” She received a disappointed stare that was pitiful. He looked up at Tate with a fuzzy eyebrow raised in hope. Tate rustled in her pocket and pulled out an acorn to give to him. He sat on the propagation boxes nibbling the nut delicately, as if it wasn’t his usual practice to just stuff it in his mouth whole.

Tate looked back at the ledge. “I thought this might be the place for the Missourose to grow.” She pointed toward the ledge. “I was pinning my hopes on it.”

Lorrah shrugged, a habit she’d picked up from Tate. “There must be another rock sticking out somewhere. This is a big mountain.”

“Thank you for reminding me!” Tate huffed. “I thought it was here.” She was terribly disappointed. This outcrop of rock she knew. If there was another one somewhere, then it had escaped her knowledge, or was very well hidden.

It began to rain softly, an invasive rain that soon began to form puddles. Tate squinted up at the sky. “We’d better start making our way back before it really starts teeming down.”

Lorrah gathered up her boxes, and Teeko clambered up Tate’s clothing to perch on her shoulder. Tate felt him shudder against her and shake the clinging rain from off his fur. He batted at the drops of rain, as they trickled down his snout. When the rain began to fall harder, fine yet persistent, Tate pulled out her hat and stuck it on her head. Teeko stuffed his acorn into his cheek for safekeeping and snuggled closer to Tate’s head, burrowing under the earflap of Tate’s hat.

Lorrah’s laughter was uncontrollable at the squirrel’s manoeuvre, and even more so at Tate’s shocked face.

“Ugh! You’re all wet, Teeko! I am not a squirrel umbrella!” Teeko chittered in her ear and Tate sighed, capitulating. Teeko settled in, his head barely visible underneath the flap.

Lorrah chuckled every time she looked over at them. She raised the hood on her jacket with a smile. Tate whispered to her.

“He could fit completely in your hood,” she warned menacingly.

Lorrah shook her head. “He’s your familiar, not mine!”

“He likes you.”

“I like him, too, but I’m not having a soggy squirrel draped around my neck!”

“There’s no sensation quite like it!”

“I suspect that I can live a fulfilling life without ever experiencing that, thank you!”

Tate let out a grunt and began to trudge down the rain-drenched path. She turned slightly and held out her hand for Lorrah. The path wasn’t steep, and there were no obstructions to clamber over; Tate simply needed to hold Lorrah’s hand in the rain. Lorrah gave hers without hesitation, and Tate smiled to herself. Obviously, Lorrah needed to feel her near, too. They walked hand in hand through the rain, Teeko making little noises under Tate’s earflap, Tate grinning at the pleasure of companionship.

“Teeko! I do not want acorn crumbs in my ear!” she complained, but wasn’t surprised when Teeko ignored her and continued eating in the relative dryness of his hidey-hole.

 
The day’s search had proved unfruitful once again. Tate knew Lorrah was trying not to show how very disheartened she was. Tate herself was disappointed every time they arrived back at the hut with plenty of new plant specimens, yet no Missourose. Tate recognised her own frustration wasn’t because it meant they couldn’t return back to her cabin sooner but that she was genuinely disappointed because she wanted to find this elusive plant as well.

Tate turned over in bed and watched through half closed eyes as Lorrah labelled and recorded her latest finds. She was gathering quite a collection of flowers, roots, bark and leaves, but was missing that one vital plant. Tate felt her eyes droop a little. It was only early evening, but she was already tired. After marking the stick to denote their eleventh day, she crawled into bed and dozed fitfully, unable to fall asleep completely. Tate realised she was becoming accustomed to having Lorrah near her and missed her closeness when she slept alone. She sighed softly and Lorrah looked over at her.

“You awake again?”

Tate sent her a sleepy smile. “I can’t seem to stay asleep, but I can’t seem to stay awake either,” she muttered.

“Maybe I should have bored you to sleep like last night.”

“You didn’t bore me at all.” Tate thought back to their previous evening. After some sweet and tender lovemaking, Lorrah had lain in Tate’s arms and told her about her work at Estros. Lorrah had explained all the procedures she performed to extract medicinal properties from plants, then how some properties could be taken from merely the leaf, and yet others could only be removed from the root system. Tate had absolutely no idea what it all entailed or how the magic took place that finally made the plant extract into a visible medicine. She’d listened, though, with genuine interest and asked plenty of questions, eager to learn more about Lorrah’s Adeptude and the skills her work involved. It was becoming apparent that being a Plant Adept meant more than just sensing plant properties. She was infinitely curious by nature, but her yawning became too obvious to ignore. She’d hastily assured Lorrah that the yawns were brought on by exhaustion, not boredom.

Lorrah moved to where Tate lay and turned down the lantern’s glow. Tate’s eyes relaxed in the dimmer light. She shivered a little from the chill the day’s rain had given her. They’d been forced to hide out in a small cave for a while as the rain turned torrential. There were no hidden treasures inside; the cave yielded nothing except for a drowsy family of spiny creatures that had eagerly gone back to their hibernation once Tate had spoken softly to them in their own sweet chatter.

Tate watched Lorrah get into their bed and shuffled over to be near her. Lorrah turned out the lantern and pulled Tate to her side. Tate let out a contented sigh. Her heart was pulled in Lorrah’s direction, and she was grateful the attraction was mutual, that both of them needed to hold the other close. Tate had felt herself opening up to share with Lorrah her insular world of an Animal Adept. It was a place few had seen or been invited to see, especially in Tate’s case. Tate snuggled into Lorrah’s warmth and felt herself relax in the soft perfume of her lover’s skin. Tate’s breathing deepened considerably.

“Ah, now you’re going to sleep, I can tell by your breathing. Only in my arms, eh, little bear?” Lorrah kissed Tate’s forehead. “Were you waiting for me?”

“For what seems like a long time,” Tate murmured sleepily and felt Lorrah’s arms tighten in response.

“Sleep tight, Tate.”

Tate was already asleep.



 
Chapter 12 

 
 The days moved by swiftly as if blown by winter’s breezes. Tate tried valiantly to battle her fatigue, but knew it was in vain. Winter was gathering speed, and she was losing hers. She stood taking a breather while Lorrah collected a small root sample from a vibrant yellow flower. Tate ate hungrily on a sandwich that should have been for her midday meal. It was only mid-morning, but she needed the energy now. Once she had finished it, she rummaged in her holdall for something else; she couldn’t seem to fill herself up.
Lorrah caught sight of her as she chewed on a fruit bar. “You’re as bad as Teeko today!” she joked.

“I’m so hungry, my stomach’s in permanent rumble mode,” mumbled Tate between mouthfuls of fruit bar. Teeko sat on a grassy ledge, chipping for tidbits. He’d helped Tate demolish her sandwich, now he was after dessert. Tate broke a bit off the bar and gave it to him. He chewed the piece vigorously, watching Tate carefully just in case she dropped some tiny morsel. Tate came across a large slice of nut in the remaining piece, carefully dug it out, and gave it to the grateful squirrel. She shrugged at the indulgent look Lorrah gave her.

“He likes these bits best of all,” she explained.

“Sucker!” Lorrah teased her.

Tate nodded at her and stroked Teeko’s grey fur. “Yes I am, for a furry face!”

Reasonably sated after her impromptu picnic, Tate helped Lorrah pack up her boxes, and they moved on to search elsewhere. There were countless bushes to look under, grasses to push back, and flowers and plants to test.

Teeko ran ahead of them, bounding along like he knew exactly where he was going. Then he’d turn and rush back to curl round Tate’s ankles as if he’d gone too far ahead and was scared he’d nearly lost her. Tate chipped at him each time he returned.

It was on one such foray that Teeko ran on ahead a little too far, out of Tate and Lorrah’s sight. There was a high-pitched squeak that startled both women. Tate immediately began to run in the direction of the sound. Teeko came rushing from around a bend in the path that was otherwise hidden by overgrown bushes. He shot toward Tate as if his tail was on fire. Tate knelt down to gather him up when he leapt into her arms. Lorrah shifted from foot to foot in nervous agitation, but remained silent while Tate and Teeko communicated. Tate got up, still cradling the obviously unhappy animal.

“He’s stumbled upon the nest of Turrenoc’s resident Garafinn,” Tate explained.

Lorrah’s eyes widened in horror. “You’re kidding? There are Garafinns up here?”

“Just the one. But even from behind and at a distance, he was kind of big and scary for this little chap. I think we’d be wise to retrace our steps and take the left turn instead. I’ll get a friend to check out further up this way; one of the birds can scout around and not disturb the Garafinn.”

“Garafinns— who’d have believed it? I thought winged hogs were extinct.”

“No, although they are a rarity up here. Their fine fur made them a rich reward for certain unscrupulous people, so they fled their usual habitats for safer roosts. Looks like one made its home here.” Tate looked behind her. “And, as they rarely stray far from their nests, I’m not too bothered.”

“Teeko is, though,” Lorrah crooned softly at the trembling squirrel.

“Teeko doesn’t usually come this far up the mountain. I don’t think I’ve ever been this high up this particular path, except once when I first arrived at Turrenoc. Teeko’s a friendly little guy, but he doesn’t understand furry, winged, savage Garafinns or their appetite for squirrel meat.” Tate stroked a soothing hand over Teeko’s fur. “It’s okay now; you’re safe. I’ve got you.”

Lorrah cuddled into Tate’s back and made gentle clucking noises to accompany Tate’s soft murmuring.

“You were a brave squirrel, you saved us from meeting the Garafinn,” Tate praised the shivering animal. He looked at her with wide, unblinking eyes. “Just think of the story you can tell your friends: You faced a Garafinn and lived to tell the tale.” The squirrel chipped in reply. “Okay, so you caught a slight glimpse of his rump as he waddled into the trees! That’s more than I’d want to see today. You were very brave. I’m so proud of you.”

Teeko obviously liked this immensely. He clung to Tate’s jacket with his claws and basked in her praise. He chipped at her and made Tate laugh.

“Yes, brave squirrels do deserve treats for their courage!” She rolled her eyes at Lorrah and got a few peanuts from her pocket to give to him. He held them up to Lorrah as if to say, ‘Look what I got for being good!’ Lorrah was suitably impressed.

“Clever boy,” she praised.

Tate led the way down to the alternative path. “That’s my Teeko, never misses an opportunity to have a treat!”

“Are you still hungry?” Lorrah asked.

“I’m so hungry I could eat…a squirrel!” Tate said wickedly and Teeko squeaked at her. “Just kidding!” She grinned over at Lorrah who shook her head at her disapprovingly and chided her with a wagging finger.

“No extra treats for you!” she scolded.

Teeko chipped in agreement and stuffed his cheeks with the peanuts.

 
The journey soon led to an unyielding part of the mountain. There was a cave full of stalactites and stalagmites, which were almost impossible to manoeuvre around. Teeko crept carefully ahead to check for anything growing that was remotely plant-like. He returned empty pawed.

“Not a thing, Doc,” Tate sighed. “Teeko says the only thing growing in there are pointy rocks. And he doesn’t want to go in there again because it reminds him of a giant mouth with lots of teeth. Coming so soon after his experience with the Garafinn, he’s a touch wary!”

Lorrah thanked Teeko and then smacked her lips together pensively. “So, it’s not right up the mountain, it’s not over there.” She pointed to one previously explored part they’d been. “It’s not here.” She shrugged. “Where is it?”

“Beats me,” Tate grunted. “Your journal doesn’t exactly give away its secrets lightly, does it? Wherever it is, though, there’s got to be room for it. It’s a big plant and Turrenoc wrote that he ‘looked upon many of them.’ We know from our own search where it isn’t likely to be, and the animals that are awake are keeping an eye out. I just wish he’d written more than just ‘up the mountain’!”

“The journal’s a bit more detailed than that, Tate!” Lorrah laughed at her. “Although I will admit it is a little cryptic.”

“Yes, ‘white downpour’ cryptic. It doesn’t help that Turrenoc was travelling in the snow when he ventured up this mountain either. Snow has a habit of distorting the landmarks. And what was that piece I read?” Tate struggled with her memory. “Oh yes, something about a ‘sheltered place’.” She flung her arms round her. “This is a mountain! It’s big, exposed to the elements! What kind of shelter? A cave? A tree? An umbrella?” She made a face. “I should think all the best bits of his journal got lost! Time couldn’t eat away the fears concerning Animal Adepts. No, it had to erase the whereabouts of a precious plant.”

“We still have a few areas to search, don’t we?”

“There’s plenty, but….” Tate eyed her regretfully, knowing she was going to have to be totally truthful. “Winter will arrive very soon now and we need time to get down off this mountain. I’m going to be less co-ordinated and even more sleepy. Time is running out and I’m afraid we’re going to end up having to go back without finding your Missourose.” She tugged off her hat and ran her fingers through her short dark hair in distraction. “I don’t want your time wasted here.”

Lorrah reached out and touched Tate’s cheek. “I don’t consider any time here with you as a waste.” Tate favoured her with a smile, which Lorrah returned warmly. “We’ll just keep looking until it’s time to go back down the mountain.”

“I hope we find it,” Tate said sincerely.

“I know you do. I think you’ll be more disappointed than I would if we return to the hut empty-handed.”

“This is my mountain. I should be able to find what you want.”

“It flowers when you’re not up here. It could be anywhere, Tate, somewhere you wouldn’t recognise in winter. After all, even the heather round your hut change their colour.”

Tate gave a slight nod, and changed the subject before she began dwelling on her winter handicaps. “How about we stop for something to eat?” She raised her eyebrows hopefully. Lorrah chuckled.

“You’re still hungry?”

“I’m storing!” Tate said innocently. Her eyes glittered teasingly at Lorrah. “Besides, I’m getting more exercise than I’m used to.” She waggled her eyebrows suggestively at her lover.

Lorrah cupped Tate’s face in her hands. “Any complaints?”

Tate paused to consider this. “The mountain trek I could do without, but the ‘other’ exercise I’m starting to find absolutely necessary.” She kissed Lorrah passionately then drew back and berated herself. “This is not the place to start this!” She looked up to where Teeko was running up and down a tree. “Teeko! Lunch!” The squirrel raced toward her at full speed. “I can charm the squirrels from the trees at the mere thought of my sandwiches!”

“Can you charm the birds too?”

Tate hesitated, and then asked, “Would you like me to?”

Lorrah smiled. “Can you really?”

“I’ve done it before, remember? I’m Animal Adept.”

Lorrah’s face burst into a sunny smile. “Then do it for me, please.”

Tate motioned for Lorrah to sit down on the small rug she’d placed on the ground for their picnic. She shooed Teeko away from her holdall and removed ample birdseed from a pocket. She poured some into Lorrah’s hand.

“Are you ready?” she asked, giving Lorrah one last chance to back out. Lorrah nodded excitedly.

Tate sent out a trill of bird song, and slowly from the trees came the sound of flapping wings. Birds of all variations and sizes fluttered down to land on the rug and surrounding grass to see Tate and Lorrah. Tate continued to talk to them, welcoming each in its own language to the rug, and introduced them to Lorrah. One curious bird, all green wings and yellow beak, hopped up on Lorrah’s knee to look at her intently. Lorrah very slowly held out her seed-laden hand, and the bird took the invitation and began to peck at it. Tate looked at Lorrah, overwhelmed by the joy she saw shining from Lorrah’s eyes. Tate spread out seed for the other birds and spoke to the ones who were part of her sky-bound search party. Not one of her feathered friends had found anything that looked remotely like the Missourose. Tate decided not to tell Lorrah just then; she was enjoying Lorrah’s delight too much to spoil it. A few of the sparrows edged closer to Lorrah to investigate, recognising her as a friend through Tate’s soft chirping and tweets. A blue-feathered songster perched on Lorrah’s shoulder and sang into her ear as Lorrah’s eyes filled with happy tears.

The birds remained awhile, eating their fill and greeting Tate and Lorrah. Then they flew back to their trees.

Lorrah was silent once they were alone again. Tate cocked her head to look at her inquisitively. She touched Lorrah’s face and turned it to her. Lorrah smiled, and Tate relaxed.

“You are an extraordinary woman, Tate Belan. Thank you for sharing your talent with me.”

Tate shrugged shyly. “You have an appreciation of it. I love sharing my abilities and myself with you. No one has ever been as accepting of either my talent or me.”

“Their loss, Tate,” Lorrah stated honestly. She reached into the holdall for their lunch. Teeko clambered into the opening the minute it was wide enough for him to squeeze through. Tate reached over and pulled him out, his paws full of a sandwich that spilled its contents all over the grass. She scolded him, but he just settled himself on her boot and ate.

“I didn’t think squirrels could eat half the quantity Teeko gets through,” Lorrah remarked, biting into her own sandwich.

“Most squirrels don’t, but he’s not like other squirrels,” Tate answered.

Lorrah nodded in agreement. “You can say that again.”

Tate ate while Teeko decided to see what else was in the holdall, his tail twitching from inside the bag as he foraged. Tate growled at him.

“Where does he put it all?” Lorrah asked, amazed.

“I have no idea.” Tate stuffed the remaining piece of her sandwich into her mouth. Her cheeks puffed out just like Teeko’s, who was leaning out of the holdall, his mouth full of one of Tate’s favourite nut bars.

“Teeko! That’s mine!” Tate complained.

Teeko continued chewing, his paws wrapped tightly round the bar, unwilling to let go of it any time soon. But he got it stuck on his chest fur, and he chipped at Tate loudly. Tate tutted and freed him. The squirrel offered the bar up to her.

“I don’t want it now!” Tate huffed. “It’s got squirrel fuzz all over it!”

Lorrah was giggling. “You can’t say he hasn’t offered to share!”

“So much for a romantic picnic,” Tate grumbled. “Mobbed by birds and raided by a squirrel!”

“We’ll have a romantic picnic of our own tonight, back in the hut,” Lorrah promised.

Tate beamed, and then narrowed her eyes as the chomping squirrel chipped a query.

“No, you can’t sleep inside tonight!”

 
Tate’s body was taut and straining beneath Lorrah’s, her hands clutching at the bed sheets, her back arching, her muscles quivering at Lorrah’s firm touch. Tate’s breathing emerged in harsh gasps, then caught deep in her throat as she climaxed. She could faintly hear Lorrah’s voice encouraging her as she shuddered and cried out in ecstasy.

Lorrah’s smile grew in pleasure at watching Tate shiver and tremble from her ministrations. Tate’s husky growl left her throat and vibrated under Lorrah’s lips as she kissed Tate’s neck.

“Little bear,” Lorrah crooned. “My little bear.” She brushed damp tendrils of hair off Tate’s forehead. Tate’s eyes drifted shut as she revelled in Lorrah’s soft stroking. She opened them again and beheld the naked beauty of Lorrah, whose own passions intensified at Tate’s adoration. Tate quickly shut her eyes as she read Lorrah’s unabashed expression. She hugged Lorrah to her, frightened at what she felt, and what it meant.

Lorrah burrowed into Tate’s warmth, snuggling in on top of her. “Are you sure we should be doing this?” she asked in a hushed whisper. Tate looked up into her questioning face. Lorrah explained. “Making love. You’re becoming more exhausted every day, and here we are partaking in strenuous activities.”

“Don’t even think about stopping,” Tate grumbled, and then added hesitantly, “Are you getting tired of me?”

“Of course not! I’ve just shown you that! I’m just frightened of making you ill.”

“You won’t do that,” Tate smiled, once again reassured. She hated her insecurities, but they surfaced every so often to plague her. “You may take my breath away, but I’ll keep coming back for more.”

She stroked a hand over Lorrah’s naked back, and then lifted her lips to touch Lorrah’s curved mouth. She loved kissing this woman. Though they’d only known each other for so short a time, they kissed like old lovers. They were slowly getting to know all about each other, all their secrets, one by one, were being laid bare.

She trembled as Lorrah soothed her hand through Tate’s dark hair, running a finger over the silver streaks.

“You have silver in your hair, a fine cache of wealth gliding through my fingers.”

Tate reached up and ran her own hand through the unbound fineness of Lorrah’s hair. “You have gold in your hair. It was the first thing I noticed about you. It shines amid the blonde like sunlight through corn. Silver and gold, two precious metals.”

“You’re very precious,” Lorrah whispered, her tongue flicking at the intricate curls of Tate’s ear.

Tate squirmed and tried to escape, wrestling Lorrah away and capturing her body beneath her own solid form.

Catching Lorrah’s hand in a tender grasp, she kissed the palm then buried her face in it, breathing in the scent of Lorrah’s skin. She rested Lorrah’s hand on her chest.

“Feel my heart— it’s not sluggish in its beat now. It pounds out twice as fast in your presence. It beats for you.” Tate confided. She looked deep into Lorrah’s lilac eyes.

Lorrah cupped her hand, as if holding Tate’s heart in it. She pulled Tate’s free hand to her own chest and they both felt the beating of each other’s heart.

Tate leaned down and began a gentle kissing along Lorrah’s body. “Let’s see if I can make your heart beat a little faster,” she whispered seductively, thrilled at the way Lorrah gave herself over to her tender care.



 
Chapter 13 

 
 Tate didn’t need to consult a calendar, or count the notches on the stick, or even witness the pattern of the leaves— she knew with all certainty the moment she woke up: Winter had officially arrived on their thirteenth day. The seasons had shifted in the night and autumn had moved over to herald winter. Tate reluctantly pushed aside the blanket from over her head and tried to open her eyes, but they rebelled wearily. She mumbled something incoherent and drew the sheet back over her head again.
Lorrah’s voice drifted under the bed sheets. “You’ve got to face the day some time. I made breakfast.”

Not even the smell of food was enough to wake Tate out of her drowsiness this morning. She burrowed further under the sheets, but was disturbed as Lorrah fought her way under the linen to join her. Tate curled up in a ball defensively.

“Hey, little bear, wake up. Breakfast’s ready.”

Tate mumbled and curled into an even tighter ball. The sheets covered them like a tent. A draught breezed in and Tate shivered. She cracked open her eyes to be greeted by the sight of Lorrah eating porridge and looking down at her.

“Go ‘way,” Tate grumbled.

“You need to eat your breakfast,” replied Lorrah, eating her own.

“Not hungry.”

“You will be once you’re awake properly.” Lorrah put down her spoon and stroked Tate’s face. “Come on.”

Tate sighed; it came up deep from her chest and rumbled in her throat like thunder. “Lorrah?”

“What?”

“Go ’way!”

Lorrah chuckled. “No, I’m not going to go away. Now I know you’re sleepy, and I know we’ve been busy the last couple of days,”

“Waste of time,” Tate grumbled.

Lorrah contradicted her. “No, it was not. Maybe we didn’t find the Missourose, but the journeys weren’t a waste.”

Tate uncurled slowly, one limb at a time. “Lorrah, please.” She sounded defeated and felt it. She just wanted to sleep now.

“We’ve still got a little time left before we head back down the mountain. There are still a few places left to check. Between you, the birds, and me we’ve scoured most of the mountain now. There’s only a bit remaining.”

“I’m tired,” Tate said. Lorrah just nodded, and Tate let out a breathy laugh. “Give me the porridge before you end up spoon feeding me!” She struggled to sit up, and they both sat under the sheets.

Lorrah finished her own breakfast, but Tate laboured over hers, each mouthful measured and slow.

“I could spoon-feed you, you know,” Lorrah said, her eyes smouldering with something beyond her innocent remark.

Tate’s eyebrows raised and her spoon was left suspended in mid flight to her mouth. “I’m tired, I’m grumpy, I’m paler than snow, I’m not in the least bit steady and you still….” She broke off, unsure she’d read the message in Lorrah’s eyes correctly.

“Desire you?” Lorrah left her in no doubt. Tate nodded. “I want you, Tatum Belan, any way I can have you. If that means working ’round your moods, then so be it. Or cuddling you close so you can sleep in my arms— I’m all for that, too. I just want to be near you.”

Tate smiled, and her face lost some of its whiteness. “You really are amazing, or some sort of masochist!”

“Why? Because I take you for who you are? That’s the only way I want you.” Her candid stare made Tate blush.

Tate finished her breakfast with renewed vigour and handed her bowl to Lorrah.

“I know there’s still a few places we have left to check out this morning, but this afternoon I want to show you something.” She shook her head at Lorrah’s bright grin. “No! I mean something outside of this bed, outside of the hut.” She surfaced from beneath the sheets, Lorrah following her. “This mountain yields many treasures. I want to share my favourite place with you.”

“What is it?”

“I’m not telling you. I want you to see it first hand, not through the eyes of someone else.” She eased herself off the bed and stretched, then caught Lorrah’s eyes appreciating her unconscious show. Tate’s cheeks reddened, and she cursed the fact she was so susceptible to blushing even at this stage in their relationship. She smiled bashfully at Lorrah’s soft laughter, still not quite used to having someone look at her with such appreciation and longing. She stumbled over her words. “It’s… it’s a special place. We’ve had so little fortune on this trip in finding your plant, I think we deserve a treat.”

Lorrah moved to cuddle Tate from behind. “Speaking personally, I’ve had great fortune on this trip, Tate. And even if we never find the Missourose then at least I can be content with knowing I found something else of great value.” Tate cocked her head back to look at her. “I found you,” Lorrah said simply.

Tate felt her heartbeat accelerate and she couldn’t seem to tear her eyes away from the gaze of this beautiful blonde woman. Tate opened her mouth without thinking. “Lorrah, I….” she faltered. Lorrah looked at her expectantly. Tate’s smile was weak, shocked that she’d nearly revealed how much she had come to feel for Lorrah and just how much Lorrah meant to her.

“I, er, I’d better get dressed,” she finished lamely and pulled herself out of Lorrah’s hold to disappear into the bathroom. The warmth of Lorrah’s arms, burned into her skin, wrapped around her even though Lorrah wasn’t physically there. She looked into the small mirror on the wall.

“I’d better get dressed,” she mimicked herself savagely and hung her head so she couldn’t see what her eyes revealed. “That wasn’t what your heart was saying, Tate.”

 
There was a heavy frost blanketing the ground when they left the hut. Winter had arrived with majestic fervour, and all the trees and plants had awoken that morning bedecked in their finest jewels. Shimmering droplets hung from the delicate webs of spiders, and the flowers daring to bloom were sparkled with extra silver laced onto their leaves. Winter had made its presence known.

Tate tugged at her hat and pulled a scarf up to cover her chin. Lorrah tried to hide a smile. “Stop smirking,” Tate’s muffled voice grumbled. Lorrah presented her with a bland face; Tate wasn’t fooled for one minute. “I’ve never known anyone get such amusement at my expense.”

A skittering through the undergrowth heralded the arrival of Teeko. Tate watched him skipping sprite-like over the frost. “Except for Master Squirrel here,” Tate amended.

Teeko skidded to a halt at Tate’s feet then bounded up her jacket. He sat on her shoulder and looked deeply into her eyes. His chip of greeting was tentative.

“I’m okay, Teeko. There’s still a bit of life left in me yet.” She listened to him attentively. “Yes, I know winter’s here. I’ll be extra careful, I promise.”

Lorrah touched Teeko softly with a finger. “Good morning, Teeko. You have frost all on your fur.”

Teeko chittered at her and ran his paws through his tail to shake off the clinging ice. His grooming grew frantic as the frost refused to budge. Tate lent him a hand brushing it off.

“He hates getting his fur wet. He’s such a fussy creature,” she chided. The squirrel stopped and reached out to tug at her scarf. “I’m not fussy, I’m cold!” Tate retorted. Teeko twitched his brush at her. “Well, I’m not fortunate enough to have your fur, am I?” They started bickering in friendly chips at each other.

“Are you two going to join me today or just keep arguing in squirrel talk?” Lorrah chimed in loud enough to be overheard and shut them up.

Tate and Teeko had the grace to look abashed. “Sorry,” Tate muttered, and poked Teeko’s chest. He chipped loudly. “Teeko is too.”

Lorrah shook her head at them. “Children!”

Tate quietly laughed at Lorrah’s chastising tone, grateful her grin was hidden by the scarf once more. The squirrel jumped down from Tate’s shoulder and paused, three paws on the ground, one paw tucked into his chest. He chipped at Tate, and her face fell while she listened.

“Teeko says that the animals have reported that they can’t find the Missourose anywhere. I’m sorry, Lorrah.” Tate’s heart ached at the disappointment that clouded Lorrah’s face. “We still have a few days; maybe it will bloom and be visible at last.” She bit her lip, hesitant to say what was on her mind. “Lorrah, there’s something else I’ve been thinking. There’s one thing we haven’t even considered. The Missourose was originally found such a very long time ago, there is every chance that it doesn’t even exist anymore. Plants die out like any species— extinction doesn’t affect only animals.”

Lorrah’s face paled. “Oh, Tate. I dare not think that.”

Tate nodded and gripped Lorrah’s hand tightly. “I understand, I’m just making sure you realise that we may end up empty-handed. The animals and birds have searched the mountain for us, and it’s very unlikely that they could have missed it if it was in bloom. They’ll keep on looking until I call the search off. Turrenoc wrote of it being highly visible, with its loads of large white flowers. But, unless it’s waiting until the last minute to bloom, we’ve got to face the facts that we may find nothing.”

Lorrah nodded slowly. “I know. Can we still look, though?”

Tate held Lorrah’s hand up to her lips and kissed her knuckles. “Of course. Teeko, lead the way.”

 
The frost made the ground crunch beneath their feet; everything sounded brittle and cold. While Lorrah stopped to collect a specimen of a pale green winter fern, Tate and Teeko dug in the soil for an edible tuber.

“Teeko, I really don’t need any more help!” The squirrel continued to paw at the ground. “Teeko, take my word for it! There are no peanuts buried here! Get your paws out of my way!” She dug a little further. “Aha! Success! See, I told you it was here.” She held up a medium-sized tuber that was a soft red colour once she’d rubbed off the dirt. “It’s similar to a potato, but sweeter, moister. A Canta tuber.”

“How did you know it was there? Does your Adeptude enable you to sniff out edibles?”

Tate laughed. “No, I use other powers. See this pale blue flower?” She held up the delicate bloom. “It’s an Ameekus, and the marker of the treasure buried beneath it.”

“Very clever.” Lorrah stowed her newest acquisition. “I take it we’re having that for our evening meal tonight, or will Teeko be eating it now?”

Tate looked down. The squirrel sat hugging the tuber between his knees, front paws clutching the vegetable as he gnawed at the hard outer layer, and then gobbled away at the softer insides with obvious delight. Tate let out a howl. “Teeko! I’d just dug that up for us, not you! You could at least have asked.” Teeko chipped. “It’s a bit late now, it’s already got your teeth marks all over it!” Tate replied. She shrugged at Lorrah. “Sorry, Doc. Obviously winter makes me so slow I can’t even wrestle a Canta tuber away from a squirrel!”

“I don’t think a herd of Garafinns could wrestle that tuber from him!”

Teeko watched them with bright black eyes. Suddenly his body spasmed. Tate sighed.

“Now, see? You ate too quickly, and now you’ve gotten the hiccups! Serves you right.” She pretended to ignore him as Teeko scampered closer. Tate shook her head, then gathered the squirrel up onto her lap and rubbed a hand on his back. He twitched beneath her touch. She gave Lorrah a look of resignation. “Ever tried teaching a squirrel to hold his breath?”

 
Brushing aside a large-fronded bush, Tate knelt and peered under it.

“This is pointless, this ‘seek and go find’ we’re playing. Turrenoc’s directions are patchy, there are journal pages missing, we’ve looked everywhere, the creatures have flown over and crawled round and burrowed into this mountain.” Tate speared an impatient hand through her hair roughly. “Lorrah, I don’t think—

Lorrah put a silencing finger to Tate’s lips. “I know,” she said gently. “I don’t think, either.”

Tate pressed her lips against Lorrah’s finger. “I do think we deserve a break. Let me take you someplace magical.”

“Sounds divine,” Lorrah agreed.

Tate looked down at Teeko, who was unusually quiet at her feet. “Teeko, we’re going to the Falls.” The squirrel became agitated, his tail fluttered. “No, it’s okay, you don’t have to come with us. I’ve left you some rangi nuts back at the hut. You can go back there and we’ll see you later.” She knelt down beside him, and he raised sorrowful eyes to her. “That tuber wasn’t completely ripe, was it? It’s sitting in your gut like a stone at the bottom of a pond.” She looked up at Lorrah. “Any cures for a squirrel with indigestion, Doc?”

Lorrah looked around, selected a few leaves, pressed them between her palms and held them out to Teeko. “These will help humans. Squirrels I can only guess about, I’m afraid.”

Teeko chirruped; Tate translated. “He says he’ll try anything. There’s nothing more miserable than a squirrel with a sore gut. Go back to the hut and rest, little man; we’ll manage on our own from here.”

Teeko carefully balanced the leaves between his teeth and bounded off.

“Something tells me an aching belly isn’t the whole reason he’s not joining us,” Lorrah remarked, sidling up to Tate.

“He doesn’t like where we’re going,” Tate admitted.

“You said falls?”

“The Falls. You’ll see,” Tate said, non-committally. “It’s a surprise, remember?”

“I like surprises.”

“You’ve seen a great deal of the mountain; now it’s time for you to see its heart. I’ve only found one entrance, barely large enough for me to squeeze through, so it’s a very special place. We’re going to go deep into the mountain through a series of winding tunnels. Is that all right with you? No latent claustrophobia?” Lorrah shook her head and Tate relaxed. “Good, because it’s worth the trek to get to it.”

“How far of a trek?”

“Far enough. I go to the Falls a lot when I’m up here in the warmer seasons. It’s a marvellous place to just sit and think about things.”

“What kind of things?”

Tate hesitated. “Just…thing things!” Her cheeks began to heat again.

Lorrah smiled with her eyes. “Life, love, those kinds of things?”

Tate nodded diffidently and admitted, “I’ve never shown anyone this place before.”

“No one at all?” Surprise coloured Lorrah’s voice.

“Not even my last girlfriend. She wouldn’t have respected it. The mountain holds such beauty— if all you see are the trees and leaves, then your eyes aren’t open enough.” She picked up an orange leaf from a nearby plant and held it out to Lorrah. Lorrah removed her gloves and placed it between her palms.

“This has a blood-clotting agent,” she informed Tate. Tate merely nodded and then reached out to pick something else up. In her palm she held a small cocoon. Putting it between her palms, she waited a moment, and then removed a hand. A bedraggled moth burst out of the cocoon. It clung to Tate’s finger, its wings drying rapidly in the cold air. Then it spread them out, revealing paisley markings on a rich brown wing. Tate held it up and with a soft sound cast it into the air to fly away. She saw the awe and wonder in Lorrah’s face.

“Some see just a cocoon, but I see the Laithian moth, the only moth to be born here in winter. It transforms itself in mere seconds from a wet scrap into that marvellous creature you’ve just seen take flight.”

Lorrah watched the moth flutter around them. Tate reached out and the moth alighted on her finger again. “He’ll last but a few days then die, but in that time he’ll traverse the mountain on brightly glittered wings.” The moth flew off again and Tate reached for Lorrah’s hand.

“You’re amazing.” Lorrah bent slightly to kiss Tate. “How did you know he was ready to emerge?”

Tate bit her lip, still reluctant to test Lorrah’s acceptance of her Adeptude. “I heard him.”

Lorrah’s face brightened further. “What a gift,” she marvelled. Then her smile faded and concern creased her brow as she recognised the uncertainty in Tate’s face. “Don’t hide your Adeptude from me, Tate. It’s a major part of who you are, and I want to know every aspect of you. Don’t ever think there’s a part I’ll shy away from.”

Tate sighed, and with it more bricks from the barricade around her heart fell and crumbled to dust. “You’ll love the Falls,” she declared simply.



 
Chapter 14 

 
 Tate brought Lorrah to a halt at a mass of branches where two small trees seemed to meld into one another. Tate carefully touched a branch and the tree recoiled, pulling away from her contact like a curtain being drawn aside on a stage.
“Oh my goodness!” Lorrah exclaimed. “A Notuch tree! I’ve read accounts of them in my data banks.” She reached out an inquiring hand and touched for herself; the branch moved away with a crackle of bark.

“You could play for hours with it, couldn’t you?” Tate teased, enjoying Lorrah’s childlike excitement of the trees. “But what it conceals is what I want to show you. You can take samples from this when we return.” She touched aside another branch. “This is one of the reasons Teeko wouldn’t come this far with us: He’s very suspicious of a tree that moves beneath his paws.” Tate held out her hand to take Lorrah’s. “You are in for many surprises in this part of the mountain, Dr. Lorrah Gilden. These trees that guard the mouth of the cave are only the beginning.”

“Shouldn’t we have brought the lantern?” Lorrah asked as they entered the darkness.

Mysteriously, Tate said, “Watch.”

The trees outside returned to cover over the entrance, throwing them into complete blackness. Tate felt Lorrah’s hold tighten on her hand. Tate gently tugged Lorrah after her, and gradually the darkness began to lighten as the cave lit up with an eerie green colour.

“The walls are beginning to glow!” exclaimed Lorrah.

“What you’re seeing are millions upon millions of tiny little insects known as glow mites, a distant relative of the glow worm. They’re reacting to our proximity. If you look behind us, you’ll see the glow has diminished. When I first found this place I came armed with my lantern, and the light from it caused the mites to experience intense pain. I’d inadvertently blinded them. The mental screams I heard were terrible; I had nightmares for a week hearing their terror. So now, I respect their need for darkness and they light up my way of passage.” Tate shuddered briefly, remembering the pain she’d unwittingly caused the mites. “I don’t ever want to hear them scream again. It was all the anguish of the world rolled into a single sound.” She felt Lorrah stroke her arm comfortingly, and she was grateful for the reassuring touch.

Tate and Lorrah moved carefully along the cave’s first tunnel, the green light throwing the two women’s shadows into crazy shifting shapes on the ground before them. Tate sent out tiny sounds of greetings to the mites, thanking them for their light.

“You can talk to these insects too?” Lorrah asked, close enough behind Tate to hear the soft noises.

“All creatures, Lorrah. From bears to badgers to bugs.”

The green lights paled a little as they rounded a corner in the tunnel. It soon started up again as the tunnel straightened back out.

“You’ll have to keep your head down just up here. There’s a rock sticking out just ahead.” Tate slowed her pace and rested her hand on the protruding stone. “Here it is, we’re going to have to duck under it.” She dipped down to crawl under the outcrop. Lorrah followed her lead and did the same tentatively. Tate waited for her, making sure she didn’t bring her head up too soon and strike the rock. “It’s a stupid place to stick a rock! It just blends in with the shadows unless you know it’s there. I have less than fond memories of it, I walked right into it my first time in here. Serves me right for not paying attention. The resulting bruise was all the colours of the rainbow!”

“Where was the bruise?” asked Lorrah, finally standing upright beside Tate and brushing at her trousers.

“Well, think about it. The rock is chest height.” Tate’s tone was dry.

“Oh, ouch!” Lorrah winced in sympathy. “I wish I’d have been there to kiss it better!”

“You’re not the only one!”

Lorrah followed Tate’s lead and her instructions as she directed the way through the strangely glowing tunnels, endless passageways that led into the heart of Turrenoc.

“I can see a brighter light, or is that just a trick being played on my eyes?” Lorrah squinted down the tunnel.

“There’s a trickle of white light coming through. When we get closer to it, you’ll need to cover your eyes. The light will burn them raw after all this semi darkness.” Tate pondered for a moment. “Unless, of course, winter makes a difference here and we’ve come all this way for nothing. I’ve only ever seen this place in spring and summer.”

There was suddenly a low rumbling noise that seemed to echo round the tunnel. Tate halted and Lorrah walked into her with a thump. Tate hushed her. “Listen.”

Lorrah lifted up her head, searching for the sound. “What is it?”

“A sight hidden from Turrenoc’s exterior.” She urged Lorrah onward, her own excitement making her eager to show Lorrah her favourite place. “I’ve heard tales of travellers who’ve tried to find the treasure of the mountain only to be lost on their journey. Word is, they enter the mountain and never find their way back out again.” Tate uttered a ghoulish cackle of laughter.

“That’s very comforting! Is it now you let go of my hand and make me find my own way out?” Lorrah asked, with a hint of sarcasm.

“Would I do that to you, Doc?” Tate asked sweetly.

“Only a week ago, yes, you would have!” replied Lorrah smartly. “I’m surprised you didn’t just lead me here into this series of tunnels and be done with me! You were bad-tempered enough!”

“I’d never have done that!” Tate defended herself. “Besides, I wouldn’t have trusted you with this then.”

Lorrah’s smile beamed in the pale light. “I’m honoured you feel you can trust me now.” Lorrah traced Tate’s dimples as she smiled back.

They continued on a little farther, and the rumbling abruptly stopped.

“Tate? Where’s the noise gone?”

“Acoustics, dear Dr. Gilden! This tunnel can hide the sound of its most beautiful feature.” She guided Lorrah further still, until the green glow faded altogether as the white light brightened. Tate stopped in her tracks. “This is what others failed to find.” She turned to Lorrah and very gently took her face in her hands. She felt Lorrah’s breathing grow still. “Lorrah, I’m trusting you with this.” Tate’s voice was sombre.

“You don’t misplace your trust. On my honour, Tatum,” Lorrah replied solemnly.

Tate nodded just once, satisfied, and then, unable to resist, sealed Lorrah’s lips with her own. Lorrah clung to her, her arms tight bands around Tate’s shoulders. With reluctance, Tate finally pulled away and again took Lorrah’s hands in her own but this time to place them on the stone. Tate pulled herself up onto steps that had been brutally cut out of the rock, scrambled up onto a rough ledge. Lorrah followed. Immediately the roaring returned, louder, constant, thunderous. Tate’s ears pounded.

“This is the other reason Teeko won’t come here: The animals are afraid it’s the lair of a giant beast. Just listen to its roar!” Tate’s eyes were luminous with her joy, her fatigue chased away by the intensity of the noise and the excitement of what she was about to reveal to Lorrah.

“Tate?” Lorrah called, seeming suddenly lost and afraid. Tate just grinned and helped Lorrah down from the ledge with reassuring hands round her waist and a quick hug for courage. She led the way down more steps hewn from the stone. The noise pushed out all other sounds, and Tate gestured for Lorrah that now was the time to shield her eyes. She pulled Lorrah around a bend into white light, blinding in all its brilliance. Lorrah had her eyes slammed tightly shut, yet could still see the whiteness, while Tate fractionally opened hers to try and see beyond the light to what she knew lay before them.

The waterfall seemed to spill from nowhere, a gigantic swathe of water that fell straight down into the ground and was swallowed up abruptly. Lorrah slowly peeked out from behind her hand, and her mouth dropped open in astonishment.

Tate spread out her arms, as if trying to capture it all in her embrace. “Isn’t it beautiful?” she shouted above the din.

Lorrah nodded fervently, her eyes glued to the spectacle. “Where does it go?”

“Straight through the rock into a lower chamber.”

“Can we see it?” Lorrah’s voice rose excitedly. Tate laughed at her exuberance and nodded.

“The chamber is where I go to think. It’s nothing but grass and small pebbles, strange little things. The waterfall just appears from this chamber above and cascades down to flow into many little rivers that disappear off into the mountain. I still haven’t found where all of them lead to, or if some manifest themselves lower in the mountain as further waterfalls, but we’ve bathed in a few of the streams birthed from this water source in the heart of the mountain.”

Tate directed the way down another small tunnel that spiralled downwards into the lower chamber. Tate would never get over her fascination at the constant crash of water falling down the inside of the mountain’s chamber, and the bright white furore splashing in all directions. Tate could feel the spray on her upturned face, taste its pureness on her lips. Tate was like an eager child, pulling on Lorrah’s hand to guide her down to the cavern’s floor.

“Tate! This place is beautiful!” Lorrah gasped, her head swivelling in all directions, unable to take it in all at once.

Tate loosened her hand to let her look around. They were walking along the bank of one of the streams, treading upon small pebbles of greyish green. Tate watched as Lorrah looked down at the pebbles distractedly then looked across the streams to where another watery branch ran from the waterfall. The waterfall ended here in a huge display of foaming water, but then continued on in another form, to spread its watery fingertips all through the cavern.

“TATE!” Lorrah screamed.

Tate jumped and spun round ready to defend Lorrah against any evil foe. Instead, she found Lorrah pointing at something excitedly. Tate looked across the water, and her eyes grew large.

“The Missourose,” she breathed.

The plants were blossoming in all their white glory, an abundant display of stark white petals, contrasting with their rich cream centre. It gave off an air of fragility, as if it were sculptured from the finest snow.

“It was here all this time,” Tate marvelled, too astounded to move. “No wonder the animals and birds couldn’t find it— it’s in the one place they never enter.” She glanced over at Lorrah. “Every time I’ve come here I’ve sat on your rare and precious Missourose! I don’t believe it!”

Lorrah was laughing with giddy delight. Tate hurried to pick up a plank of wood that leaned against the cavern wall, and laid it over the nearest stream.

“I brought this wood plank in here a few years ago when I realised the streams were too wide to leap without getting my boots soaked.” She walked nimbly across the plank and beckoned for Lorrah to join her. They crossed another stream, then knelt, side by side, beside the mass of blooms.

Lorrah tentatively stretched out a hand to touch a petal. “I’m frightened this is all a mirage brought on by walking in the dark!”

Tate chuckled and reached out a hand of her own. The petal beneath her fingers felt delicate, like the softest fabric. A gentle, sweet perfume drifted up from her tentative rubbing. She watched as Lorrah plucked off a petal and held it nervously between her palms. She didn’t close her hands together for a long second. Tate saw her face clear of all expression. Tate stared at Lorrah’s palms as if expecting to see light glowing from between her fingers. Tate knew it was fanciful, but she wasn’t entirely sure what to expect from this magical plant. Lorrah’s eyes opened and she smiled beautifully. Tate’s heart soared.

But a sudden thought dowsed her joy. Their quest was over. The Missourose was the reason Lorrah came to Turrenoc, and now Lorrah would leave. Tate felt her chest constrict and involuntarily laid a hand to her heart. Her world seemed to be collapsing.

“Oh, Tate, this is marvellous!” Lorrah beamed. “The properties this plant holds in just its petals…! And I haven’t even looked at these fine leaves.” Lorrah shook her head. “The medicinal power just flows from it like a life force.” She raised moist eyes to Tate. “Do you realise what this means?”

It means I’ve lost you just when I realised I’d found you, Tate thought. She dumbly shook her head and tried not to let her agony show.

“There’s so much I can do with this plant. Turrenoc was right; he was so right. This is a healing plant of great magnitude.”

Tate pulled out a propagation box she had stuffed in one of her many pockets. She handed it to Lorrah, who began to scuff around in the dirt to remove the excess soil from around a plant. Lorrah got her small trowel from her own pocket and began to carefully dig.

“I can’t believe we found it, here, in your special place.” She carefully placed the plant in suspension gel so that it would remain in stasis until she began her experiments. She looked over at Tate’s quiet form. Tate was running her hands over the soft flowers, ruffling their leaves. “What are you thinking?” Lorrah asked, directly into Tate’s ear to be heard over the waterfall.

“I’m thinking that all this time it’s been here in the one place in the mountain that I know so well.” Tate couldn’t quite believe it. “White, like snow,” she whispered.

“Pie ces blanca cascadianum, ‘blanca’ meaning white,” Lorrah waved a hand over the flowers, “and ‘cascadianum’ meaning,” she pointed to the waterfall, “downpour!” She laughed out loud. “That’s the ‘downpour,’ Tate— the waterfall. White flowers by a waterfall. On paper it doesn’t make much sense, but looking at its location it’s very fitting.”

“What about the ‘pie ces’?” Tate asked, not quite pronouncing it the same way Lorrah did.

“Pie cees,” Lorrah corrected. Her eyes lit up as if something had finally dawned on her. “Some may say ‘pie cees’ but I wonder if over the years the pronunciation has been altered as our language patterns have changed.”

Tate shrugged at her, not understanding where Lorrah was taking her line of thought.

“Not ‘pie cees,’ but instead ‘pee cees’— pieces.”

“Pieces?” Tate still couldn’t see what Lorrah was getting at.

Lorrah giggled. “Pieces,” she gestured at the flowers. “Here in the mountain, the place that the villagers let you look after. This is your ‘Piece,’ Tate, Keeper of the Piece.” She pointed to the flowers again. “The Piece, the plant that heals.”

Tate suddenly felt an incredible weight of responsibility as she recognised the truth in what Lorrah said. She fingered a flower, its scent filling her nostrils with a persuasive fragrance.

“This is why you’re here, Tate, to keep this plant safe.” Lorrah stared into Tate’s pale face. “You look a little daunted, my dear!”

Tate blew out her cheeks noisily. “I can’t believe that this big flower comes from this little pebble pod! I’ve seen these pods, trampled all over them and yet here it is: The Missourose. The plant we’ve searched for all over this mountain.” She pulled her hat off and ran a hand through her hair. “I’m astounded, I can’t believe it! I had no idea it would have something to do with me, or why I’m here. It’s a lot to take in!”

Lorrah packed away her specimen and stood to regard the waterfall. Tate remained on the ground, her hair sprinkled with water droplets, her eyes reflecting the colour of the waterfall. She was far away in her thoughts, her mind racing over rapids.

“How can you stand this noise for long?” Lorrah shouted, her hands over her ears to protect them.

“It numbs my brain,” Tate replied. “Then I don’t have to think any more.”

Lorrah’s eyes scanned the rows upon rows of flowers and finally the one in her box. Lorrah held it up for Tate to see. It caught the light, reflecting rainbows through the clear box and scattering them across the petals. Tate was captivated by the sight.

“All that way for this, the end of our search contained in this see through container,” declared Lorrah, twisting the box round in the light.

Tate shook herself out of her mental wanderings and held up a hand for Lorrah to help her onto her feet. “Come see what other surprises lie here.” She walked along a narrow rivulet and directed Lorrah to jump across it with her. Then she knelt down to dip her hand in the next stream, gesturing for Lorrah to do the same.

“It’s freezing!” Lorrah squealed, pulling her hand out quickly and shaking off the icy water. Tate said nothing and instead just tugged Lorrah in the direction of another waterway. Lorrah hesitantly put her hand into it. “This one’s warm!” she exclaimed, keeping her hand immersed. “Is this the source of the spring we bathed in at the beginning of our journey?” Tate nodded. Lorrah then looked up at the waterfall. “Why is one stone cold and yet the other heated when they both come from the same source?”

“That’s one of life’s wonderful mysteries. Turrenoc specialises in them!” Tate gave a slight shrug.

They sat down on some of the few remaining unopened Missourose pods. Lorrah leaned back into Tate’s arms and they savoured the sight of the waterfall and the Missourose masses in blossom. The ferocity of the water churned up the flowers’ fragrance to permeate the cavern. Tate closed her eyes to the spectacle and concentrated on the woman in her arms, her lover. She cuddled Lorrah closer, breathing in the scent of Lorrah’s wet hair, covered with spray from the waterfall.

After a long while, Tate opened her eyes, and they came to rest on the Missourose encased in its propagation box. This was the end of their journey, the purpose for their meeting, a white flower entrapped in a box. She roused Lorrah from her grasp.

“Ready to go?” she asked. Lorrah nodded and picked up her find. Tate led them back up the spiral walkway, realising as she travelled back up how the bends in the spirals had hid the Missourose masses from their view. Even in all their glory they were still hidden by the mountain.

Tate’s ears rang with the residual clamour of the falls; she shook her head to shake off the clinging water droplets and put her hat back on. She grasped Lorrah’s free hand, and silently they walked back through the green-lit tunnels.

Finally Lorrah spoke, “No wonder you guard this mountain, Tate. Its beauty could be exploited by the unscrupulous.”

“That why I need to ask, Lorrah, that you never divulge exactly where you found the Missourose. I’ll deal only with you where it is concerned.”

“I only needed the one. What I intend to do with this will mean most of its properties can be synthesised to a greater degree once they’re analysed by replication methods. But, if I ever felt the need to use another, then I’d seek your permission. I recognise your place here, Tate, and I wouldn’t ever want to jeopardise this mountain’s safety.”

Tate was grateful Lorrah understood how she felt. She wanted the Missourose to be found, but she certainly didn’t want others coming to search for it.

“I’ll deal only with the ancestors of Turrenoc himself,” Tate stated. “They are the only ones who have shown respect for the mountain and its treasures.”

In the green glow shed by the tiny mites Lorrah suddenly hugged Tate to her and held her in a strong embrace. “Thank you,” she said in Tate’s ear. “Thank you for leading me to the Missourose. You don’t know what it means to me. My gratitude is yours.”

Tate didn’t want it; she wanted Lorrah. But in her role as guide she’d led Lorrah to her bounty, and now knew she had to lead her all the way back so that Lorrah could leave. Tate clenched her jaw trying desperately not to let her feelings out. The desolation that was ripping through her was surely leaving scars on her heart, she thought. She hid her face in Lorrah’s shoulder as suddenly the mountain seemed too big, and Tate felt very small and tired.

“Tate?”

Tate realised Lorrah was looking at her. She smiled weakly at the questioning gaze. “Bit of an anti climax, I think,” she excused. “The first day of winter and there’s your plant in bloom. There’s nothing left to keep us here now. You climbed the mountain and found your prize. Congratulations, Lorrah.”

“You look so sad,” Lorrah said softly. Tate looked away as Lorrah continued. “I thought you’d be pleased our search was over. Now you can go home.”

Tate stuffed her fists into her pockets. “Yes,” she said after first swallowing hard. “The sooner I’m home the better. But first, let’s get back to the hut. Teeko will be waiting.”

She walked off briskly, yet her feet seemed to be dragging. Tate, blinded by the pain of her broken heart, led them back through the cave’s tunnels only by instinct.

As they reached the outcrop of rock and ducked under it, the final puzzle piece fell into place. “I wonder if this is what Turrenoc meant by the outcrop he wrote of?” Lorrah asked, running a hand over the protruding stone. “It would make sense, all this tunnel is rock and this one stands out.”

“Why didn’t he just say it was in a tunnel?” Tate demanded testily. “No, don’t tell me, missing pages and all that!”

“And he never said it wasn’t in a tunnel, either,” Lorrah excused weakly.

“Artistic license!” Tate grumbled shortly. She’d had enough of puzzles and searching and even of the mountain. Tate wanted the Notuch trees to block the entrance to this cave until she could enter it without being overwhelmed with the loss she felt now. She didn’t expect to see the cavern again for quite some time.

 
In the stillness of the evening, Tate stood outside her hut watching as the stars made their nightly appearance. Her eyes sought out the familiar patterns that the stars trailed amid the darkening sky. With knowledge long since ingrained in her, Tate was able to recall many of the stars by their names. She silently bid each one a good evening as they joined the others to light up the nightfall. Tate felt a warm presence behind her. She smiled as Lorrah’s soft arms wrapped themselves around her waist and snuggled in to hold her.

“The stars are brighter out here,” Lorrah remarked softly, careful not to intrude too much on Tate’s concentration.

Tate folded her own arms about Lorrah’s to hold her close. She enjoyed the comfort the slender arms of her lover afforded. “Do you know that there are stories written about the stars? That there are said to be secrets hidden among them?”

Lorrah shook her head. “I have only ever heard the tales about what Calluna held, not what its skies above had to share.”

Tate raised a hand to point out a row of stars that formed a particular pattern. “That’s my favourite. Look at the way each star makes its pattern across the sky. It’s called the Constellation of the Heart.”

Lorrah chuckled. “You’re a closet romantic at heart! That’s a very sweet name for heavenly lights.”

“It’s said that each of us has a star to guide us when we are born. Some of us have one light to guide our pathway; others have a constellation to live under.”

Lorrah squeezed Tate close. “Isn’t that what the Celestial Warriors live by?” She felt Tate stiffen in her arms. “What?” she queried, sensitive to Tate’s mood.

“You know of them?” Tate asked quietly.

“Of course. I may spend most of my time sequestered in my laboratory but I am aware of life around me! Who doesn’t know of the age old tradition of Calluna’s Warriors? Admittedly, they’re not the grand old order they used to be in years gone by. Calluna doesn’t really need peacekeepers on horseback when we have technological advancements to keep us from any uprising, should one occur.”

Tate let out a dry laugh. “For all its archaic glory, it was still something to be proud of when asked to be joined.”

Lorrah shifted her hold so she could see Tate’s face better in the failing light. “You were a Celestial Warrior?” she asked in awe.

Tate nodded, her eyes never leaving the stars she was following. “I was, for a brief shining moment. Wore my uniform with pride too until….” She hesitated and then made a conscious decision. She pulled Lorrah down with her to sit on the ground. “What I tell you now, only my brother knows. I’ve let you into my world, Lorrah, you need to hear this last piece before you return to your own. You need to know the reason why I am here in Turrenoc, far away from the rest of Calluna.”

Lorrah nodded, reaching for Tate’s hand to hold it securely between her own. “Tell me.”

“When I left my schooling I was enrolled into the Celestial Warriors with honours. Do you know how rare it is to be an Animal Adept in the Warrior order? They usually want Empaths. It was a huge honour to be accepted. I was only there for a short time though, never even got my tattoo.”

Lorrah’s mouth dropped open. “It’s true then, Warrior’s are inscribed with a marking that relates to their future? I thought that was all some mystical mumbo jumbo!”

Tate nodded. “It’s all shrouded in mystery and legend, but I think it’s really just a drunken night out with the Warriors juiced up on ale and getting marked!” Tate shrugged. “I wasn’t there long enough to go through that particular ritual.” She looked at Lorrah’s hands cradling her own. “I was told they had better things lined up for my future and so I was sent to Estros. I was never to reveal to anyone my destination, I was just to go there and meet up with an officer who would show me what my duties would be.”

“Estros? That’s some posting for a new officer; it’s the heart of Calluna, the seat of all power almost.”

“Yes, but their power isn’t all for the good of Calluna,” Tate said baldly. She watched as Lorrah’s eyes widened. “I’m living proof of that,” she revealed. “In Estros’ vast laboratories there is a section sealed off from the others, where no one knows what is done there.”

Lorrah nodded. “I’ve heard rumours, but that’s all they were.”

Tate shook her head. “I know what they do there. I was taken to them.”

“Whatever for?”

“To be tested on, like some animal brought in to see how it reacts when faced with something.” Tate looked back out at the sky as she remembered what had transpired.

“What did they do to you?” Lorrah asked in a voice barely above a whisper, the horror evident in her tone.

“Oh, they didn’t wire me up to anything or dose me with chemicals or drugs. Instead, they gave me a rose, a perfectly formed, tight budded rose. Black in colour, with a powerful scent.” Tate searched Lorrah’s face for any recognition of the flower she had just described. She saw none whatsoever. “Have you ever heard tell of it?”

“A black rose?” Lorrah shook her head. “In all my dealings, never.”

“Then your ancestor must only have ever come across the white rose because it’s opposite would have left a lasting impression.”

“What does it do?” Lorrah asked fearfully.

“It affects Adepts like no other plant. Even those of us not born to the Plant Adept line. I’d been marched into this large room, and there I stood, all bright and shiny in my uniform, the new Warrior serving her country. And then the officer who had escorted me in handed me a rose. I thought it was a welcoming gesture so I thanked him.” Tate shook her head at her own naivety. “I thanked him for what they were about to do to me. From the moment I touched it I felt like I tipped over into insanity. It was like the greatest rush of the worst feelings all crammed themselves inside my brain and I exploded. I know my strength must have been affected because I have vague memories of punching holes in the walls and being able to see the brickwork fall. Every fear and loathing thought just packed themselves inside my mind and I needed to get away. I think I smashed into a few of their observation windows, but they were obviously reinforced, they didn’t break but I created some nice patterns in them with my fists. I only remember banging my head against the wall just the once in my need to escape the room before the madness overtook me. I don’t remember anything after that, except for the smell of that damned rose.”

“Oh Tate!” Lorrah said mournfully, tightening her hold on Tate’s hand.

“I was a laboratory rat for Estros, a Warrior whose use was to test the powers of the black rose. An expendable Adept. I was left to die in the room, but fortunately someone alerted my brother who found me, whisked me out of there and got me so far away from Estros and its evil there.”

Lorrah sat stunned. “That’s why you live out here so far away from civilisation.”

Tate nodded then got to her reason for bringing this all up. “If Estros still has the power of that black rose, what will the white rose give them the strength to do?”

Lorrah took a deep breath and revealed, “Only your brother knows why I am truly here.”

Tate looked at her with a raised eyebrow.

“I took the journal to him and him alone. Everyone thinks I am on a long deserved holiday. Only Cirric knows the truth behind my trip.”

“So Estros doesn’t have a hold on you?” Tate shuddered out a breath of relief.

Lorrah shook her head. “I am of the belief that I need to do my own personal research on the white rose before I let Estros in on my find. But to be truthful, I sense only good in this plant, I believe it is a healing source, even in the wrong hands it could only do good.” Lorrah tugged Tate to her and hugged her close. “No wonder you’ve been so wary of people for so long. We haven’t given you any reason to trust us.”

Tate ran her hand over Lorrah’s braiding, playing with the fine hair in its plaited state. “You’ve gone a long way to restore what little faith I have left.”

“The moment I mentioned Estros I’m surprised you didn’t throw me off your land!” Lorrah realised.

Tate smiled in Lorrah’s grip. “My brother had his trust in you, and I trust him. For his sake I resisted the urge to bodily pick you up and toss you back in your vehicle!”

“I’ll do everything in my power never to let your trust in me be misguided,” Lorrah vowed and tightened her hold once more.

Tate let her eyes return to the sky as she let them drift over the stars meant to guide her way. The constellation she’d had placed as her own guide sparkled in the now black sky, lighting it’s pathway through the night.

 
Tate’s lovemaking that night was desperate and frenzied. She swept over Lorrah like a tide crashing against the shore, carrying Lorrah away under her hands. Lorrah was left powerless to resist. Her body fully exposed to Tate’s onslaught, Lorrah surrendered to her lover’s passion, and was washed away by the torrents of Tate’s desire. She clutched Tate’s shoulders, clinging to her as if Tate was the only stability in her universe, and Tate, unrelenting, took her beyond the edges of consciousness. Tate watched and listened as Lorrah’s breath dragged in her throat, as trembling assailed her lover’s limbs. Lorrah shivered in the tight clamp of Tate’s enfolding hug. Tate overwhelmed Lorrah with a loving that dazzled them both. None of their previous lovemaking had been quite like this; Tate had taken them both further than they’d ever gone.

Tate’s cloudy blue eyes stared down at Lorrah’s closed eyelids, waiting for her lover to open them and look at her. Tate could feel her own hair sticking to her forehead raggedly. She leaned into Lorrah’s shaking hand that had reached up to stroke the dark hair from her face. Tate followed her hand like a creature receiving comfort.

“You look so untamed,” Lorrah whispered. “Is this animal magnetism at work?”

Tate smiled at her choice of words. “Something’s at work between us.”

Lorrah pulled Tate down to her, rekindling their passion. Their sharing was unrestrained, wild and free from inhibitions. When exhaustion finally took them both, Lorrah refused to relinquish her hold on Tate’s flesh. She crowded close to Tate’s body.

In the stillness that blanketed them, Lorrah drifted to sleep, not hearing the soft words Tate spoke against her breast. “Don’t leave me, please.”

Tate twitched in Lorrah’s hold then fell asleep cuddled close, her flesh pressing into Lorrah’s as though they were joined.



 
Chapter 15 

 
 Exhaustion, both physical and mental, kept Tate fast asleep the following morning, well beyond her usual waking time. On the edges of awareness, she thought she felt something shake her, heard a soft voice calling her name, but Tate slid back into sleep. Awhile later, she was disturbed again and Tate woke groggily, disorientated and heartsick. Her narrowed eyes met large dark pupils. Tate closed her eyes again at what she thought was a hallucination. Squirrels on the brain, she marvelled. A little warm nose pressed into her face and Tate’s eyes popped open. Teeko crawled in closer and rested his paws on her face, nuzzling at her cheek. Tate spoke to him in chips.
“I don’t remember going to sleep with you!” she remarked. Teeko chipped at her. “I’m too tired, let me sleep.” He chipped again and rubbed his face on her cheek, Tate felt tears spring into her eyes. “We found the plant, Lorrah can go home now.” Teeko eyed her then asked her something. “No, I don’t want her to go.” She bit her lip to stop it from quivering. The squirrel pushed his face close to Tate’s in a comforting gesture. She listened to his chittering. Teeko the squirrel sage, she thought wryly through her tears. She kept silent as he told her not to be sad, but to remember the happy times instead, and let them carry her through the hurt. Tate started to say something, but Teeko tickled her mouth with his tail. She listened as he told her she’d made Lorrah happy too, that he’d seen it when Lorrah looked at her. The squirrel’s tone turned to chiding that made Tate curl into herself more. She was told not to waste her and Lorrah’s last moments together by being morose, instead to make happy memories for both of them to store. Tate nodded bleakly. Teeko rested a paw on her heart.

“Still beating,” Tate whispered and understood. She brushed her cheek against Teeko’s furry face. The squirrel scrambled out from under the covers to perch upon her pillow. Tate slowly surfaced after him and was met by Lorrah’s distressed face.

“I couldn’t get you to wake up,” Lorrah said anxiously, wringing her hands in worry.

“I’m sorry if I scared you, Lorrah.” Tate rubbed her eyes and pulled on the undershirt that was half hidden under her pillow. She dislodged Teeko and he bounded off.

Lorrah sat down beside her. “Are you all right?”

“Winter hits hard.” Tate didn’t think it was fair to burden Lorrah with her forlorn feelings. Not now when they could leave the hut and go back down the mountain.

Lorrah smiled tentatively at her. “I thought, maybe, last night…” she trailed off in embarrassment.

Tate shook her head. “Last night was wonderful. You were wonderful.”

Lorrah’s face brightened. “And you were inspired.”

Tate flushed in return, a touch bashful at the memory of how inspired she was.

Teeko jumped back up on the bed after fetching something he’d obviously brought into the hut with him. He landed with a bump beside Tate and held out a pine cone to her. She took it reverently and caressed its roughness.

“Teeko, this one’s a beauty,” she praised. She held it up for Lorrah to admire. “We collect pine cones and display them on the window ledges in the cabin.” Her voice trailed away, wondering if it sounded childish what she and her squirrel companion did each year. Lorrah didn’t seem to think so.

“How wonderful, a piece of winter in your home while you wait it out.”

Teeko chipped at Tate and she nodded back. Yes, Lorrah understands all too well, she thought. Tate pulled herself out of bed, wrapping the sheet around her waist in modesty before both Lorrah and Teeko.

She left them alone to get dressed. When she returned, she found Teeko sitting beside Lorrah, delighting in her attention while she stroked his fur. Tate smothered a grin as the squirrel nuzzled at Lorrah’s hand, hinting that being stroked was nice but a little edible treat wouldn’t go amiss if she was offering that too. Lorrah obediently went into the kitchen to find him something.

“He’s got you well trained,” Tate commented dryly. “I see you’re joining us for breakfast, Teeko.” She leaned against a kitchen counter to tickle his fur as he now sat merrily chewing on a paw full of nuts. Tate moved to gather Lorrah up in a sweet embrace. She kissed her tenderly. “Good morning.”

Lilac eyes smiled. “Do you feel more awake now?”

Tate nodded and foraged for something to eat. “I’ll prepare our last breakfast in the hut, and then we’ll pack up and begin our trek back down the mountain.”

“I’m sorry to go,” Lorrah said.

Tate looked at her sharply, and then sighed under her breath. “Me too.”

A chip made it unanimous.

 
Tate watched as Lorrah laid her hand on the hut’s door, bidding it farewell by laying her open palm on the front door, as Tate had done on the departure from her cabin. For Tate the hut now held sweet memories. She’d made love to Lorrah within its walls; lived with her; and shared days and nights. It pained her to leave its security.

“Did I turn off the heater?” she asked distractedly, slipping on her backpack and grimacing under its weight. She’d forgotten how heavy it was.

“You checked it three times and I did twice; yes, it’s off.”

Tate grunted and shifted her pack again. “Have you got everything? All your specimens?”

Lorrah nodded and patted her backpack. “I have half of the plant population that grows on this mountain in here.”

“Maybe one day you can collect the other half,” said Tate, shyly.

“Would you be my guide again?”

“Anywhere you wanted to go.”

Lorrah grinned at Tate’s sombre sincerity. “You’ve changed your tune!” she teased.

“You made me appreciate a different melody,” Tate replied. She took Lorrah’s hand, peeled back the glove and planted a kiss in Lorrah’s palm.

“You charmer!” Lorrah curled up her hand as if to hold in the kiss.

Tate lifted up her head and made a sharp chipping noise. A loud rustling came from the bushes and Teeko suddenly burst through the undergrowth. He bounded along with a twitch in his tail, and then skidded to a halt before them.

“Time to head home, Teeko Squirrel,” Tate informed him. The grey squirrel scrambled up her trousers and jacket and made a spot for himself on top of her backpack. Perched up on the rolled up sleeping bag he began squeaking and chipping.

“What’s he saying?”

“He’s giving me directions, like I don’t know the way.” Tate flicked a hand at him, but Teeko stayed put and chattered on. “All set, Doc?” Tate asked with a sigh. Lorrah nodded, her face mirroring Tate’s own downcast and disheartened look. Tate felt Lorrah’s hand slip into her own. They both gave the hut one final fond look of farewell and set off. Teeko swayed on top of Tate’s pack like the figurehead on a sailing ship. Tate growled at him.

“Teeko, you’ll be finding your own way back, if you don’t shut up!”

 
The embers of the fire flew skyward, glittering against the blackness of the night, caught up in the smoke of the small blaze. Lorrah sat cross legged gazing up at the sky through the tent’s open roof flap. Tate sat down behind her and pulled her back into a warm hug, watching the sparks from the fire soar to mingle with the stars.

“You’re not sleepy?” Lorrah asked.

“Kind of, but I’m okay.” She buried her face into Lorrah’s neck. “I could fall asleep right here though.”

“You’d get a terrible crick in your neck,” warned Lorrah.

“Realist!” Tate chuckled.

Lorrah leaned back further. “I haven’t felt this free for so long.”

“Climbing a mountain is quite a liberating experience.”

“I don’t mean the mountain.”

Tate’s breath stilled against Lorrah’s neck.

“I meant being with you.”

“Lorrah?” Tate couldn’t believe how quiet her own voice was.

“I love being with you. And Teeko.” Lorrah hugged Tate’s arms around herself. “I’ve never been as happy as I’ve been up here, seeing all this beauty, far away from my laboratory. And I love Teeko, such a wise soul in a small creature. He’s so childlike, always scavenging for treats. He was with us all along, wasn’t he? When we started out and I felt we were being followed, it was Teeko, wasn’t it?” Tate nodded against her cheek. “I thought so, even then he was your companion, never too far away.” Lorrah turned in Tate’s arms so that Tate cradled her to her chest. Lorrah raised a warm hand to stroke at Tate’s cheek. “You’ve felt far away since yesterday.” Tate lowered her eyes but Lorrah nudged her chin up. “Tatum, please.”

“You’re the only one who calls me ‘Tatum’. You make it sound so…sensual.” She smiled softly. “And that nickname, don’t think I haven’t heard you when you think I’ve fallen asleep.”

“My little bear,” Lorrah crooned. “So grizzly and gruff when we first met.”

Tate spoke hesitantly, “You’re not the first woman my brother has sent up here. Although, you were the only one with a legitimate cause.”

“What happened to the other woman?”

“She was bowled over by my warmth and charm,” Tate said wryly. “Within five minutes I’d scared her back into her vehicle and back toward the village. I didn’t want her in my space.”

“You let me in.”

“I let you into more than just my cabin, Lorrah,” Tate enigmatically replied.

“Did you mean to?”

“I couldn’t seem to stop myself. You’ve put up with my attitudes and mood swings. Nobody’s ever been that brave. Even when I revealed my Adeptude, you didn’t pull away, instead you drew me closer. I’ve never been accepted so unconditionally. You wanted me for all I am. No one’s ever done that before.”

“Why so cool, Tate? You’ve been quieter than usual since yesterday when we left the hut.”

Tate sucked at her bottom lip, caught by Lorrah’s eyes. “I … I don’t want you to go,” she admitted finally. Lorrah shifted quickly and hugged Tate to her. “I don’t want you to go,” Tate whispered over and over into soft blonde hair, her voice breaking.

“Oh, Tatum, I don’t want to go either. I don’t want to leave you.” She rocked Tate to her.

Tate fretted, pulling back from Lorrah’s hold. “We haven’t know each other long, maybe with more time…”

“We didn’t need time, we only needed the realisation.”

“But,”

“No buts. I’ve waited what seems a very long time to have you say something.”

“I’m not very good with words, Lorrah,” Tate mumbled.

Lorrah shook her head in disagreement. “You’re at your most eloquent when your heart is in it. I need to know how you feel, Tate. I need to know that we feel the same way. I’m scared too.”

Tate raised her eyebrows in surprise. “You’re scared? Of me?”

Lorrah cupped Tate’s face in her hands. “No, never of you. I’m scared of what I feel for you. You’re scared too, aren’t you? I can see it in your eyes.”

Tate quickly closed them. “I’m not what you need, Lorrah. I’m the crazy woman who lives in the mountain with her squirrel. What can I possibly give you?”

“Your love, perhaps?” Lorrah laid her heart before Tate. Tate froze in their embrace. “I need to be told how you feel, I’m not gifted with empathy.”

Tate began to fret. She’d lived alone for so long, the fear of letting go of her solitude stifled her. She’d been hurt before, she didn’t think she could bear to give her heart only to have it trampled on again.

“I love you, Tatum Belan,” Lorrah said simply.

Tate trembled and opened her mouth to answer, but no sound came. She hesitated and in that second saw Lorrah’s smile dim. Tate couldn’t stand to watch Lorrah’s smile fade. It was like a blade being forced into her chest. She never wanted to be the one to cause Lorrah pain.

Tate gathered her strength and kicked aside the last of the remaining barriers around her heart. “I love you too,” she blurted out roughly, “very much.”

They embraced fiercely, both shaking in their relief. Lorrah ran her fingers through Tate’s dark hair, rubbing her scalp, and Tate clung to her, revelling in the sensation. She brushed her own fingers over Lorrah’s pale braid.

“I love you,” Lorrah whispered softly in her ear. Tate took her lips in a tender kiss.

They were interrupted by a scrabbling noise at the tent’s opening. A disgruntled squirrel was demanding entrance. Tate leaned over to let him in and Teeko stood up on his hind legs chittering up a storm.

“What’s wrong with him?” Lorrah seemed amused by Teeko’s obvious ire. Tate smothered a grin.

“There’s an owl in his tree who keeps giving him the beady eye! Teeko doesn’t intend on becoming bird food!” She watched as the squirrel bounced over to nudge Lorrah hello, then he began searching for somewhere to settle down. Tate tossed Lorrah an apologetic look. “Looks like we have a guest, Doc.”

Teeko squeaked in joy at finding a place and curled up in a tight little ball inside Tate’s hat! Tate was not in the least bit impressed by this, but her exasperated “Teeko!” fell on deaf squirrel ears as he rearranged his tail around himself and snuggled in. He fidgeted to get in just the right position and then fell asleep.

Tate and Lorrah traded amused grins. Tate reached out for Lorrah’s hand in regret. “I’m sorry, Lorrah, I guess we’re not going to be alone tonight.”

“That’s okay, let’s just go to sleep together. You can even stay fully clothed. That way you won’t shake the tent to pieces with all your shivering once the fire is out!” Lorrah teased.

Teeko let out a squeak in his sleep, and the two women looked down at him fondly.

“Love me, love my squirrel,” Tate remarked.

Lorrah kissed her and laughed. “I do; it’s no hardship at all.”

Tate’s heart expanded with the love she felt for Lorrah. She was such a special woman. “Thank you.”

They cuddled in the dying warmth of the fire. Tate felt oddly secure in their newly declared love and safe in her lover’s embrace. She didn’t know what their declaration meant for the future but, for now, Tate was only interested in that night. Tomorrow would come soon enough.



 
Chapter 16 

 
 Tate fingered the marks made on the stick, fifteen notches stood out against the bark. This was the sixteenth day of their journey on the mountain. Tate was glad they’d decided to face the ledge on a morning when it was lighter. She’d seen Lorrah’s trepidation all too plainly on her face the afternoon before, and so had decided to call a halt to their trek and face the ledge fresh the next day. She knew Lorrah was daunted by the thought of having to go back across the ledge. Tate put the stick away safely and turned to Lorrah who was still trembling at the mere sight of the path they had to tread. Tate made soothing, shushing noises, the same she used to calm down frightened animals. Then she stepped out onto the ledge, holding out a supporting hand to Lorrah who hesitated.
“Lorrah, trust me, nothing’s going to happen this time.” Tate’s smile was reassuring. “I love you, I’m not going to let anything happen to you now.”

Lorrah smiled and bravely took a step forward. She clung onto Tate’s hand firmly. Tate, murmuring reassurances to her the whole way, walked Lorrah across the ledge without incident. She faced Lorrah smugly when they reached safe ground.

“See? No problem for the intrepid Dr. Gilden!” She continued on as if nothing had happened and frowned when she heard laughter from behind her. She gave Lorrah a puzzled look.

Lorrah tried to explain through fits of giggles. “Maybe I should have crossed the ledge like Teeko did.”

Peeping out of the opening of Tate’s backpack the little mouth and nose of the squirrel were just barely visible. He chittered at Lorrah then disappeared as quickly as he’d appeared.

“He’s been asleep in your backpack.”

Tate tutted. “I thought he was quiet.”

Lorrah fell into step beside Tate with a renewed vigour. Tate wished she felt as buoyant.

“He’s sleepy today,” Lorrah remarked.

“Winter’s appeared, so you’re going to be stuck with two easily exhaustible companions.”

“I’m not sure there’s room in my backpack for both of you, but I’m willing to give it a try if need be!”

Tate grinned. “I’ll hold you to that. Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Doc.”

“I never do, ‘Keeper of the Piece,’” Lorrah retorted. She stopped Tate in her tracks and kissed her swiftly. “And don’t you forget it.”

Tate’s dark eyebrows rose at the strength in Lorrah’s tone. “I should have had a horse for a familiar. We’d have no trouble traversing all this way then. But sadly, for all his bulk, Teeko’s not big enough.”

There was a loud squeak from her backpack, making Tate cringe expressively. “Except for his ears!”

A small furry head peeped out of the side of her backpack and Lorrah grinned at him. Tate twisted round to see him. He raised drowsy eyes at her and yawned widely, flashing his teeth.

“Oh Teeko, you do look rough! You look just like Tate does first thing in the morning!” Lorrah brushed his ears softly as he leaned into her hand.

“Do you mind?” Tate grumbled good-naturedly.

Lorrah rejoined her after tickling under Teeko’s chin lovingly. “Maybe not quite as sexy, I’ll admit!” Lorrah conceded.

“And fewer whiskers!” Tate added, twitching her nose.

The scenery before them was altered. Ferns and heather, so healthy on the journey up, were now withering away. Greens had become ochre; trees were in various stages of nakedness, their leaves dying at their roots. The season was changing before their eyes.

“This is quite an impressive sight, witnessing the change to winter almost over night,” Lorrah said.

“Glad someone’s enjoying it,” Tate muttered. She yawned loudly then stumbled over her feet. Lorrah grabbed at her quickly. Teeko let out a startled squeak at the jolt. “Sorry,” Tate said shakily.

“Maybe we should rest.” Lorrah solicitously kept her hand on Tate’s arm.

“I’d just sleep, and I can do that tonight. We’d best keep going while I’m reasonably mobile.” She didn’t move from under Lorrah’s hand, still unsteady.

Lorrah cursed herself and Tate gave her a look of complete surprise, never having heard Lorrah speak in such a fashion before. Tate was quietly impressed!

“I’m disgusted with myself,” Lorrah explained. “I have in my possession a plant that just might be able to ease your fatigue, but it’s stuck in its gel waiting until I go back to my laboratory.”

Tate felt a coldness shiver through her, a chill not associated with the climate. Lorrah had mentioned her imminent departure, and Tate wasn’t prepared to cope with that, not yet. She was too tired to muster up defences against the pain of Lorrah’s leaving. She leaned further into Lorrah’s hold, deliberately seeking her warmth and Lorrah held her tighter. They were going home, and Tate realised both their steps were dragging.

 
There were strange forces at work, the kind that made the return trip down the mountain a whole lot quicker in passing than the journey going up it had been. Tate railed against it. When she hadn’t wanted it, the travelling had been too slow and infuriating. Now, when she wanted to squeeze out every second spent with Lorrah, the mountain seemed to shift and change and all too soon they were only a few days away from Tate’s cabin.

Tate sat bundled up inside the tent, her layers still not keeping her from shivering. The fire wasn’t giving her enough warmth, and she was morose. Not even Teeko’s antics could cheer her and soon the squirrel gave into his own tiredness and curled up in Tate’s lap to fall asleep. His tail wrapped itself around her wrist as if she were his security bough.

Lorrah brought Tate her meal and they both sat quietly for a while just eating. Lorrah smiled as a sleepy Teeko sneaked bits of Tate’s meal off her plate while he still lay in her lap.

“Will you please mind your table manners, furry face?” Tate grumbled, but in the next instant held out a piece of her pie crust for him to eat. He chirped at her in thanks, ate it, and then woke up a fraction more to begin to wash his face with his paws.

“Hey! Don’t get your hairs in my food!”

Teeko just looked at her and fluffed out his cheeks’ fur in answer. Tate leaned down and wrinkled her nose at him. The squirrel stretched up and touched her nose with his. It was a tender moment between the two companions. Tate looked up to find Lorrah teary-eyed.

“I’m going to miss this,” Lorrah said quietly. Tate couldn’t help herself, her anguish showed in her face. “Oh Tate, don’t look at me like that, it breaks my heart,” Lorrah pleaded. Edging over to sit closer, Lorrah laid her head on Tate’s shoulder.

Tate sighed heavily. “I’m going to miss this too,” she admitted. Teeko sat up and watched them. Lorrah reached over to stroke him. He quickly stretched up to have Lorrah tickle him more easily. The squirrel obviously loved her attention. Tate knew how he felt. She loved Lorrah’s attention, too, and the brush of Lorrah’s hands through her hair.

“We’ve got a few more days up here, and then we’ll be back at the base of the mountain. The last leg of our journey back home, for me at least,” Tate added weakly.

Lorrah began to brush Tate’s cheek with her own. She seemed to hesitate then spoke, “I’ve been praying for snow, can you believe that?”

Tate faced her with a gleam in her eye. “I can believe it. I’ve been doing it too!”

Lorrah laughed. “Even with you in this state?”

“I’d struggle through a blizzard, if it meant more time with you.” Tate couldn’t keep the yearning from out of her voice. She was too tired to be cautious or circumspect.

“Oh, my Tate.” Lorrah pulled her closer, still stroking Teeko with her other hand.

Tate snuggled into Lorrah’s side, resting her head on Lorrah’s shoulder, closing her eyes as fatigue swept over her in a tidal wave. She could feel the small heat of Teeko’s body lying in the crook of her elbow, could feel his head bobbing in rhythm to Lorrah’s stroking fingers.

“There’ll be no snow yet though,” Tate mumbled. “It’s not in the air yet.”

“Have you been sniffing again?” Lorrah gently teased her.

Tate nodded against her. “No snow. I tried so hard to find it among the clouds.” Her head fell heavier onto Lorrah’s shoulder. Through barely opened eyes, she saw Teeko had fallen asleep under Lorrah’s touch. He was curled up against Tate’s arm, his tail wrapped around his body. Tate closed her eyes and felt Lorrah’s arm tighten around her back, slowly easing her down to lie back on the sleeping bags. Teeko eased out across Tate’s chest like a squirrel puddle. Lorrah slipped a pillow beneath Tate’s head and lay beside her.

“Thank you for looking after me,” Tate whispered and received a kiss on her brow.

“Thank you for letting me.”

“No snow, Lorrah. I’m sorry,” she mumbled, her mind drifting off as sleep beckoned.

“It’s not your fault, Tatum, you can’t keep everything under your control.”

I can’t even keep you, Tate thought. Winter will take you away from here like it takes everything from me. 



 
Chapter 17 

 
 The notches on Tate’s stick bore witness to the passing days. Tate believed they would reach her cabin in five days, and could then call the trek officially over. Tate didn’t know which was making her wearier: Her reluctance for their journey to conclude, or the fact she was suffering greatly from their constant exertion. The tops of the evergreens loomed above her oppressively, letting only meagre daylight through their branches, just enough to light their way. The pines scattered their cones carelessly over the mountain’s frost-covered floor and littered the trail Tate and Lorrah walked along. Tate stumbled over each one drunkenly, her fatigue making her unsteady in the extreme. Her breath wheezed harshly in her chest; she felt nauseous, and light-headed. The trees began to blur into a great green mass before her eyes.
“Can we stop soon?” she asked weakly, her voice a thread of sound.

“We can stop any time you want,” Lorrah told her.

Tate came to a sudden halt and sat down on the ground abruptly with a thump. “Now seems good,” she rasped. She sat like a crumpled rag toy, hunched over, her head hung low.

Lorrah wrestled to undo Tate’s backpack and slid it off her back. “Tate, why didn’t you call a halt sooner? Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Move the mountain!” Tate asked, half-serious.

Lorrah squatted before her, resting her hands on Tate’s knees. She looked into Tate’s ashen face, and then drew out a bottle from her jacket.

Tate started to shake her head before she even saw it. “No, no more of the pink stuff, Doc! I don’t like it!” she whined like a child, grimacing at the medicine Lorrah had made her take daily since leaving the hut. “It makes my tongue feel fuzzy!”

Lorrah would brook no argument; she found a spoon, poured out the liquid and held it up to Tate’s lips. Tate pouted, debated, and then swallowed the medicine down in a loud gulp. Then she sat with her tongue hanging out of her mouth as she made gagging noises.

“You are such a baby!” Lorrah giggled. “Of course, if you don’t want Estros’s cure for nausea, I’m sure we could always boil some moss!”

Tate squinted at her. “I was hoping you might have forgotten about that.”

“I’m reminded of it every time I see you make a face about this remedy!”

“The moss did the trick though, didn’t it?” Tate said grumpily.

Lorrah nodded. “Fortunately for you!” she said darkly. She lifted up the peak of Tate’s hat and brushed at the soft strands of hair escaping its confines. “Do you want me to set up the tent?”

Tate rubbed her face tiredly. “No, we don’t have time.”

Lorrah frowned. “What do you mean?”

Tate shivered at the chill pervading her bones. “Can’t you feel it? Winter’s closing in all around us, breathing down our necks. We have to get down the mountain before it starts to enclose us in its cruellest season.”

Lorrah smiled. “For someone who’s half dazed by fatigue, you still manage to talk fancifully! I thought I was the one prone to flights of fancy. At least my stories don’t have me waiting to be swept away by the clutches of winter!” Lorrah made a show of looking around her and whispered, “Can you hear anything? Does winter breathe hard and loud, or will it just pounce without warning?” She flashed a look at Tate then stood up shaking her head.

Lorrah then let out a squeal that made Tate’s head snap up. Tate snickered into her chest, shaking with barely restrained laughter at the sight of Teeko clinging to Lorrah’s leg like a limpet. Lorrah looked like she’d just come face to face with a pack of Garafinns instead of merely being jumped on by a grey squirrel.

“Teeko! You frightened the living daylights out of me!” Lorrah gasped, a hand clutching at her heart.

“Why, Doc? Teeko’s hardly the personification of winter! I’d say he was more of a spring squirrel!” Tate enjoyed her chance to tease, she was still chortling over Teeko’s unexpected but timely appearance.

The squirrel detached himself from Lorrah with dignity and a merry chip, obviously pleased with his little prank. He moved to clamber upon Tate’s knee and peered into her eyes. His chip was soft.

“Yes, I am aware that the ground is damp. I’ll get up in a minute when I can feel my legs again.”

Lorrah rubbed at Tate’s back gently. Tate’s eyes drifted shut in pleasure, growing distracted under her lover’s touch.

“You really do feel winter creeping closer, don’t you? I see you flinch before a stiff breeze hits us.”

Tate’s nod was slight. “I feel the season coursing through every fibre of my body. That’s the nature of my Adeptude and my hibernation pattern.”

“How would those fibres take to being cuddled tonight?”

Tate smiled. “They’d love it and so would I.”

“Then I’ll try and keep winter at bay,” Lorrah promised in Tate’s ear.

“If anyone can, it’s you. But once winter settles in, it is immovable— not even love could shift it.”

“Then we’ll work around it. Everything’s surmountable.”

Tate turned to look over her shoulder. “You’re wonderful, do you know that?”

Lorrah planted her warm lips on the soft skin of Tate’s neck. “Just remember how wonderful I am when I have to give you another dose of Saican for your nausea!”

 
The early morning found Tate checking the formation of the clouds.

“What do you see?” Lorrah asked her, looking up at the sky.

Tate directed Lorrah’s gaze with a finger. “That cloud looks like a duck,” she said with a straight face.

Lorrah laughed. “And here was I thinking you were gauging the weather for today’s journey. Instead you’re finding cloud animals.” She looked further down their path. “Wasn’t it somewhere around here that we had to rock climb?”

Tate nodded grimly. “Only this time we have to climb down.” She yawned and her eyes teared. “That should prove to be entertaining where I’m concerned.”

Lorrah gave her a worried look. “Will you be able to manage?”

“I have no idea,” Tate answered honestly, not knowing if she was even able to make the walk to the mountain wall. She hadn’t dared think ahead to actually climbing down. Tate knew she was long overdue for resting; her need to hibernate weighed heavily upon her. She was tired of the trekking. She needed the sanctuary of her cabin; she needed to be home. Yet, for all her desire to get back so she could sleep unhindered, Tate didn’t want to lose Lorrah. She didn’t want to be deprived of the intimacy and love that had grown between them. It was stronger than anything Tate had ever experienced before and was becoming as vital to her as her Adeptude.

“Tate?”

Lorrah’s soft voice broke into her thoughts and she looked up. “Hm?”

“You were miles away.”

“I’m just making sure I don’t fall over.” She ambled on.

A short while later, Tate leaned over the edge of the vertical drop of the climb and felt a rush of vertigo rock her back on her heels. Lorrah hastily grabbed a handful of her sleeve.

“Maybe we should rest before the climb down,” she advised.

“The sooner I’m down the better; so let’s just tackle it.”

“Tate, you’re barely able to stand upright.”

“We can rest after the climb down. You go first, and guide me down.” Lorrah didn’t look entirely convinced, but Tate nudged her gently. “Come on, after we’ve done this it’s an easy downhill stroll. You could just lay me on my side and roll me the rest of the way!”

“Let’s get you down this wall first.” Lorrah positioned herself tentatively over the edge of the wall, her boot searching for a foothold. She eased herself down slowly, inch-by-inch, telling Tate where to put her own feet.

Tate felt like she was the inexperienced one up here on the mountain, as she was unable to remember where every familiar little ledge was. Lorrah climbed below her more surely, tugging gently on Tate’s trouser cuff to guide her steps.

“You’re doing fine— just a little more and we’re through climbing,” Lorrah called.

Tate sighed loudly. “This mountain keeps moving the grip holds!” She fumbled for the next toehold, slipped, scrabbled for it again and missed. She let out a harsh cry as she totally lost her grip. Her exhaustion made her hands’ grasp on the wall falter and fade until she just couldn’t hold on any longer.

“Tate!” Lorrah yelled and tried to catch hold of her.

 Tate felt Lorrah’s hand grab at her jacket. She bumped her face on the gritty mountain wall and felt herself fall backwards, taking Lorrah with her. They landed on the unyielding dirt with a bone-jarring thump, Lorrah trapped underneath Tate’s weight. The air whooshed out of Lorrah’s lungs. Tate groaned and forced herself to roll off Lorrah and lie on the ground. Lorrah instantly turned to her.

“Are you all right?” She touched Tate’s face. “You’re bleeding!” She brushed at the graze on Tate’s cheek causing Tate to flinch.

“I’m sorry, I just couldn’t hold on any longer. My foot slipped,” Tate whispered. “I’m useless in winter, it drains my strength.”

“It’s okay, no serious damage done. Except to your cheek, which is likely to bruise.” Lorrah suddenly grinned. “I remember before our climb up this mountain wall, I said I’d catch you if you fell, and you said you wouldn’t hold me to it. I always keep my word, Tate!”

Tate smiled. “I’ll remember that.”

Lorrah got to her knees slowly. “Let me deal with your face and then we’ll continue.”

“It won’t sting or anything, will it?” Tate asked.

“Very likely. Let’s hope it will discourage you from free-falling off mountain walls!”

“I won’t do it again this trip,” Tate promised, her hand raised in solemn oath.

“Tomorrow we can both bathe our aches away in the warm spring,” Lorrah reminded her. “And this time we won’t fuss about taking turns in the water like shy little babes. You can wash my back!”

“Seeing as I’ve just knocked you flat on it, it seems the least I can do!”

 
Tate luxuriated in the warm spring. Gentle heat met the cold air and vaporised it into tiny wisps, like steam streamers tossed up into the night air and disappearing into the dark. Tate leaned back in Lorrah’s arms as they sat in the spring, Lorrah’s back against the soft moss on the spring’s bank. Tate’s head lay cradled on Lorrah’s shoulder as Lorrah dribbled water over Tate’s arms. She dripped the warm water across Tate’s chest, over her breasts, letting it trickle down her cleavage to spread across her ribs. Tate growled softly.

“You like being stroked, don’t you?” Lorrah touched her lips to Tate’s ear. “You seek any touch like a cat would, or just like Teeko did when I stroked him. My little bear likes to be petted!”

“You no longer rub me the wrong way!” Tate replied smartly, rubbing her head in Lorrah’s neck. “I love your touch, Lorrah.”

“I didn’t know Animal Adepts were so tactile a people.”

“Not all of us are. I just seem to love being near you. I can’t get close enough at times. I want to burrow up inside you where I know you’ll keep me safe.” Tate leaned forward reluctantly, her damp skin separating from Lorrah’s. “But I know I can’t because you’re going away soon, and I’ll still be here on the mountain.”

Lorrah pulled Tate back. “I’ve got to take the Missourose back to study it where the technology is, to my laboratory at Estros. But I’ll come back, Tate.” Lorrah hesitated slightly. “If that’s what you want?”

Tate twisted round, barely believing her ears. “You’d come back to Turrenoc?”

“I’d come back to you.” Lorrah didn’t flinch under Tate’s stare.

Tate felt her heart accelerate to a frantic pace. She stared at her lover so hard she forgot to blink. She wants to come back, Tate thought, astounded, and she wants to come back for me. 

“Tate, you look like a startled rabbit caught in the headlights of a vehicle! Speak to me, darling!” Lorrah playfully nudged her.

“You’d want to be with me?” Tate stammered.

“Yes, I want to be with you. How could you doubt it?” Lorrah looked amused. “I love you, Tatum, and how much I love you means I want to be with you, not just for now but for a very long time. How will we know what we have together unless we are together?”

“It’s not just a mountain fling then?” Tate had to ask. She felt raw and exposed.

Lorrah cupped her face. “No, it was never that. There’s something about you, Tate, that draws me to you. Once we’re off this mountain, I want us to explore that feeling more.”

“But first you’ve got to leave,” Tate said.

Lorrah assured her. “I’ll come back.”

“You’ll like Turrenoc in the spring. It’s pretty when it’s all blooming.”

Lorrah shook her head. “No, Tate, I’m not waiting that long to be with you. Once my work is finished, I’m coming back.”

“In winter?” Tate was suddenly nervous.

“Yes.” Lorrah’s voice was firm.

“The weather will be terrible! Winter’s going to be harsh this year,” Tate warned.

“Did a little bird tell you?”

“Many little birds. Come back to me in spring.”

“Tate, this love between us isn’t going to be some ‘fair weather’ relationship. I want to be with you in all the seasons, not just the ones you consider safe. Your hibernation doesn’t frighten me, it’s just another facet of the woman you are.”

“Lorrah, you don’t understand,” Tate began, but Lorrah pressed her fingers over Tate’s mouth.

“Then I’ll learn, but with you, not away from you.”

Tate’s grin broke out behind Lorrah’s hand. “You’re very brave to take me on,” she mumbled.

Lorrah removed her hand. “I don’t consider it brave, I deem it a necessity.” She kissed Tate with light, persuasive lips. Tate followed her when she pulled away and gave her a kiss of her own.

“Don’t worry, Tate, we won’t be rushing into anything. Like with your mountain, we’ll take it one step at a time.”

Tate nodded. “Okay, one step at a time. That’s about all I can cope with in my state!”



 
Chapter 18 

 
 At the base of the mountain, Tate rested her palms on its cool rock surface to say thank you and farewell until a more clement season. Lorrah was leaning back a little, trying to peer up at the mountain’s peak.
“Tate, the mountain doesn’t look half as formidable now.”

“Nothing does once you’ve faced its challenge,” Tate replied.

Lorrah grinned and fixed her with a pointed stare. “Yes, I know!”

Tate laughed; she knew what Lorrah’s look insinuated. Lorrah had faced Tate’s challenge too and had won her heart.

Now, traipsing through the wilderness, the sound of dead twigs and leaves crunching beneath their feet echoed eerily. Lorrah cringed visibly at each snap.

“I feel like we’re walking over the dead,” she remarked, all but looking over her shoulder.

Tate cast an eye around. “Winter certainly takes away a place’s energy, but the rotting and decaying has a purpose. It feeds the land and revitalises it so that spring will arrive in all its splendoured colour.” She waved a hand over the stark landscape. “This bareness makes you appreciate spring even more.”

It was late evening when Tate finally recognised the familiar lay of the land. Her cabin was just beyond the trees. Tate had pushed herself hard all day, eager and determined to reach her cabin. She didn’t want to spend another night under the tent’s shelter. Lorrah had assisted her, almost carrying her at times.

The edge of the wilderness gave way to the mighty oaks, still clinging to their leaves with a tenacious grip. The trees edged the garden like sentries guarding Tate’s home. Walking through them in the fading light, Tate suddenly drew to a halt; she could see her home. She pulled Lorrah to her under a tree and kissed her with a fierce tenderness. Suddenly, they were showered with falling leaves drifting upon them like confetti. Tate and Lorrah looked up to see Teeko standing on a branch, bouncing up and down to shake the leaves off. He seemed to think it was a marvellous game and chittered merrily, covering them with brown leaves. Tate and Lorrah laughed at him. Encouraged, he bounced again. The old tree groaned under the weight of the rather rotund squirrel and, without warning, the branch Teeko had been abusing snapped with a thunderous crack. Tate managed to push Lorrah out of the way quickly as the limb broke off to lie limply at the trunk of the tree. Teeko fell, squeaking in alarm, until safe arms caught him and held him close.

“Vandal!” Tate admonished fondly, and held the squirrel to her. “Trees with branches covered in night frost aren’t going to hold you up. Especially when you’re bouncing like a toad on them!” She tickled his ears and Teeko flashed his bright eyes at her.

Lorrah was dusting off the leaf remnants from her shoulders and out of her hair. “I’ve never had a tree shower me before,” she said as she removed an offending leaf from the neck of her jacket. “Especially not with the help of a squirrel!”

“Well, ‘Teeko’ does mean ‘of the trees’,” explained Tate. She put the squirrel down so he could bound off across the ground to check out old food stores hidden away in the garden. “We’re nearly home,” she said, eyes fixed on her cabin. She was relieved to see it, her hibernation pangs were nearly impossible to resist.

“That’s a welcoming sight,” Lorrah remarked quietly.

“You don’t have to leave tonight, do you? It’s late, you need to rest.” Tate tugged lightly on Lorrah’s sleeve. “I’d wager my bed’s softer than your sleeping bag. Share it with me. Please?”

Lorrah clutched at Tate’s hand. “It would be my pleasure to be in your cabin, in your bed, and in your arms. I’ve dreamt about it while we’ve been huddling together in our sleeping bags.”

Tate looked yearningly toward her cabin. “Take me home, Lorrah. Help me inside.” Tate felt her lover’s arm wrap tightly round her waist and pull her into Lorrah’s side. Tate leaned into her gratefully. I’m already home, Tate thought. Here in Lorrah’s arms.

 
The cabin was soon warm and comfortable. Tate had set her small heater to work, while Teeko raced from room to room like a mad thing, re familiarising himself with his second nest. Lorrah laid their backpacks to rest beside the front door then followed Tate’s lead in removing the extra layers of clothing, now unnecessary inside the cabin’s warmth. Tate began foraging through her kitchen cupboards, taking small bites out of biscuits and shaking containers to gauge their contents. She and Lorrah put together a makeshift supper that was a curious mixture of the remainder of their backpack supplies and bits from Tate’s stores. It was edible, if not delicious. After eating, the lure of the propagation cases became too much for Lorrah, and the blonde-haired woman began to unpack her backpack. She began to carry her specimens into the main living area and set them out into rows.

Teeko sauntered over to investigate, sitting up on his hind legs beside Lorrah, evidently fascinated by the endless stream of boxes.

“You’ve got quite a collection,” Tate remarked, pushing a hand through her hair and ruffling it in an unconscious imitation of Teeko who was ruffling his tail in exactly the same way. Lorrah smiled as she caught their innocent similarity. When Tate realised what she and her familiar were doing, she grinned.

“There’s plenty here to keep me and my staff busy,” agreed Lorrah. She picked out her prized possession, the Missourose. Carefully, she lifted the lid off its container releasing its delicate fragrance into the room. The plant’s roots were suspended in gel, but its abundant petals were free to amaze Lorrah once more. Tate saw the wonderment alight in her face. “Isn’t it beautiful?” Lorrah asked.

Tate shrugged. “It’s big, white and leafy. What’s to be impressed with?”

Lorrah narrowed her eyes at her playfully. “You’re impressed; admit it!”

Tate conceded she was. “If it does only half of what you believe it to be capable of, then I’ll be more than impressed.” She kept an eye on Teeko as the squirrel feigned great interest in what they were saying, when all the time he was sidling closer to the open container. When he mistakenly thought no one was looking, he reached out to take a petal in his small white paws and nibbled at the Missourose’s leaf delicately.

“Teeko!” Tate complained loudly, making the squirrel jump guiltily. “You’re incorrigible!” Teeko chipped at her. “I don’t care if you were ‘just testing’! Put it down!”

Lorrah grinned as the grey squirrel made it quite clear by his facial expressions that the plant wasn’t the culinary delight he’d hoped for.

“I told you he’d have to try to eat it,” Tate said, looking accusingly at her familiar. “Everything he sees he has to check in case it’s edible.”

“He’s inquisitive,” Lorrah defended.

“He’s a greedy guts!” Tate shouted after the squirrel who had skittered off into the kitchen to raid the cupboards for something tastier to eat.

“Don’t worry. When I write up my report, I’ll be sure to mention that squirrel teeth marks are not a natural occurrence where the plant is concerned!”

Tate just shook her head at Teeko, who was now sitting on the kitchen counter, juggling peanuts in his paws. He took a bite from each one separately as if he couldn’t make up his mind which one to eat first.

“It’s good fortune Turrenoc hides the Missourose so deep within itself, away from the nibblers,” Tate said as she shot a look at Teeko. “It needs to be left unscathed for its chance to provide the healing properties it holds in its leaves. Growing tucked away deep inside the mountain’s secret place is the safest place to be. A smart plant as well as a precious one,” she mused.

“Truly amazing,” agreed Lorrah. She put the lid back over the plant and held it up. “All that way for this.”

“Remove all its secrets, Lorrah. Make it worth the journey you took to find it.”

“Even if we hadn’t found this, the journey was worth it.” Lorrah pushed all her containers aside and moved to kneel between Tate’s knees, as Tate lounged back in her comfortable chair. Tate lowered her head closer for Lorrah to reach with caressing fingers. “You’re getting a bit of colour back in your cheeks. Being home helps you, doesn’t it?”

Tate nodded and was about to draw Lorrah up toward her when the sound of her communications screen made her jump.

“Looks like someone’s trying to contact you,” Lorrah said with a sigh of disappointment.

Tate got up unwillingly, frowning at the intrusion from the ‘message pending’ on her screen. “I know who that is,” she muttered and pressed the receive button. Cirric Belan’s face appeared on the screen. “I knew it,” Tate groaned softly. Her first night back in the cabin with Lorrah and already the outside world was intruding. Tate’s lips curled wryly. No one intruded like her dear brother. She looked over her shoulder at Lorrah.

“Do you want to take this call?” she asked, hoping Lorrah would perhaps say no.

Lorrah’s mouth twisted as she considered. “I suppose we should. It might be important.”

Tate let out a gruff laugh. “Lorrah, my dear, Cirric considers everything of monumental importance, especially himself.”

“Tate,” Lorrah admonished, “be nice about your brother!” She laughed at the face Tate made.

“Last chance for an evening of peace?” Tate’s finger hovered over the button that would connect the screens accepting Cirric’s call. Tate grimaced as Lorrah nodded for her to receive the call. Tate connected the screens and Cirric came to life before her.

“Tatum! I was just checking to see if you were home yet. I thought you’d have been back before now.” His tone was mildly accusing, and Tate instantly bristled.

“It’s a big mountain, Cirric, and unlike Estros’s hallowed halls, Turrenoc has no elevators!” She felt Lorrah’s soothing hands on her shoulders and looked up at her. Cirric saw her too.

“Dr. Gilden, I’m glad to see you’re still sound of body after your little hike!”

Tate growled at his choice of words, and he grinned at her. His eyebrows rose expectantly as he turned his attention to Lorrah again.

“Well? Was your journey a success? Did you find what you were searching for? Does the Missourose exist in Turrenoc?”

Lorrah nodded. “Yes to all the above, and we have a specimen.”

Cirric’s face was full of excitement. “Excellent. Can you leave tonight?”

Tate let out a growl of impatience. “Cirric, for goodness sake, we’ve been travelling all day, and you want Lorrah to pack up and leave at this late hour?”

Cirric’s shoulders shrugged. “The search is complete. I’d like to see this infamous plant.”

“Then we’ll hold it up in front of the screen!” Tate growled. “Lorrah is not leaving tonight. We’re both tired from all the walking.”

Cirric conceded. “Tomorrow then. I’d like you back here tomorrow, Dr. Gilden.”

Tate’s face burned as she fumed at her brother’s imperial tone. Lorrah just nodded at him in resignation.

“Cirric, you can’t expect your wishes to be law. Up here the seasons take priority. Winter has begun, and the patterns are changing. Travelling may prove impossible.”

“All the more reason then for Lorrah to return now before she gets stranded up there. We need to start researching the plant immediately.”

“Brother, your precious Estros has been without the Missourose for many years. Now all of a sudden it’s to take precedence over everything else, some kind of ‘plant emergency’?”

“Tate, the faster we can start to study this plant the better. Does it indeed have the properties you believed it to hold, Doctor?”

“All and more besides.”

Cirric nodded sharply, satisfied. “Congratulations, Dr. Gilden. You’ve brought your ancestor’s find to fruition. I can’t wait to see what secrets this plant holds.”

“You and Estros,” Tate mumbled.

Cirric looked at her directly. “You look terrible, Tatum, but I’m sure you’ll agree the trip was worth it.”

Tate surreptitiously laid her hand on Lorrah’s leg and just nodded at her brother.

“Well then, now you can rest and Lorrah’s work can start in earnest. I’ll look forward to reading your report. I’ll also have a vehicle waiting at your landing point, Doctor.” His orders issued, Cirric turned to Tate again. “Thanks Tatum, I guess I owe you one.”

Tate felt a smile finally ease onto her face. “I’ll call it in soon. Farewell, Cirric.”

“Farewell, Tate. Rest now,” he said in a brotherly tone.

Tate watched her communication screen turn black as Cirric disconnected his call.

“Are you tired?” Lorrah asked her softly, rubbing at Tate’s temples to ease the strain on her face. Tate shook her head. “Then take me to your bed, Tatum Belan. Make love to me somewhere softer than our sleeping bags. In the one place that holds your heart stronger than the mountain does.”

Tate’s bedroom was uniquely hers. Carvings of squirrels in various stages of play adorned shelves on one wall. Books lined another wall, but a large bed dominated the room, covered by a pale blue quilt. Tate and Lorrah reached for each other and fell onto the bed wrapped in an embrace. There were no words uttered. The only true heat in the room was that which they generated themselves. Time ceased to have meaning for them—lovers who didn’t have much time left before they had to part. Every touch from Lorrah’s hands was committed to Tate’s memory; every gasp of pleasure from Lorrah was treasured in her heart; every kiss they shared was tattooed onto Tate’s flesh. There was no desperation in their lovemaking. This time it was sheer desire that swept them along. Satiation was elusive, and one last kiss was never enough.

Finally, after hours of passion, Lorrah lay in Tate’s arms. She began to sob inconsolably. Tate shushed her, trying to calm her tears. But each sob echoed in her soul. She could do nothing but hold Lorrah tighter and rock her gently.

“Hush, shush my darling,” Tate whispered. Lorrah buried her hot face in Tate’s neck; her hands clutched at her. “It’ll be okay, you’ll see. Hush now, you’ll make yourself ill.” She continued to rock Lorrah until the tears turned to quiet sniffles. Tate felt Lorrah fall asleep in her grasp. Tate lay stroking the golden hair that fanned out across her lover’s back. Her eyes felt as raw as her heart. Tate looked up at the ceiling and whispered wryly, “Now I get insomnia!” She didn’t fight it; she savoured holding Lorrah while she slept.

Tate greeted the pale light of dawn with a reluctant heart.



 
Chapter 19 

 
 Lorrah bundled her backpack into her vehicle, brushing against the side of the filthy truck as she did so. She looked at the dirt on her clothes and hands in disgust.
“Leave anything exposed out here for too long, and the land starts to encroach on it,” Tate commented, not really joking.

Lorrah laughed and wiped her hands on her jacket. Tate stood to one side with Teeko beside her. His tail lay on the ground, and his bounce was missing. Tate knew the squirrel hated this goodbye almost as much as she did.

Lorrah knelt on the ground before him, and Teeko crawled into her lap to receive one last tickle.

“I’ll be back soon, Teeko, I promise. Will you look after Tate until then for me?”

The squirrel batted bright eyes at Lorrah before looking over a furry shoulder at Tate who handed something down to him. Teeko held out his prized pine cone for Lorrah to take.

Tate explained gruffly, “He wanted you to have his best pine cone, the one he found when we were up the mountain. Now you’ll have a piece of our winter wherever you are.”

Lorrah thanked Teeko and put the cone into the breast pocket of her jacket and patted it to show him it was safe. Satisfied, he scrambled down off Lorrah’s lap to sit by Tate’s feet.

Lorrah took Tate’s face in her hands. The gentle touch made Tate’s heart stand still. She closed her eyes while Lorrah made a tactile inventory of her face, running her fingertips over Tate’s features until finally rubbing her thumb over Tate’s full bottom lip. “Tatum Belan, I promise you I’ll come back to be with you as soon as I possibly can.”

“Lorrah, there’s really no….”

“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Lorrah said firmly. “I want to wait out winter with you.”

“Lorrah,” Tate tried again to explain what was worrying her, but Lorrah just shook her head.

“At the beginning of our journey, you asked if I knew where my place was, if I’d found where I belonged.” She kissed Tate sweetly. “I’ve found it now; my place is with you. This mountain calls to me too.”

Tate hugged her tightly. “Then come home to me. You’ve seen me at my worst, things can only improve between us,” she joked weakly.

Lorrah smiled in their embrace. “You’re not the easiest of women to get close to, but when you let someone near, it’s worth all the hassle.” She grinned broadly as Tate raised an indignant eyebrow. “And you’re so easy to love.” Lorrah’s grin turned tender.

Tate felt her face flush in delight at the look in those lilac eyes. “I wish you good fortune in researching the plants you’ve collected, especially the Missourose. I hope it’s all you’ve dreamed of.” Tate spoke sincerely. She heard the catch in her voice and coughed at it.

Lorrah hugged her lover again, her arms tight bands, as if she couldn’t bring herself to let Tate go. Tate felt her pull back reluctantly and let her own arms fall, letting go, though not wanting to. “Time for me to go.”

They kissed one last time, long and lingering. Lorrah rested her cheek against Tate’s.

“Stay wrapped up until I get back to keep you warm.” Lorrah pressed her lips to Tate’s cheek and pulled away quickly. She moved toward her vehicle and just stood there, obviously torn between going and staying.

“Hurry home,” Tate said with a weak smile.

Lorrah nodded and quickly wiped at an escaping tear. She hastened into the vehicle and waved at Tate and Teeko.

The squirrel clambered to perch himself on Tate’s shoulder, clasping his paws before him. Tate lifted a hand in farewell and Teeko copied the gesture with a loud chip. Lorrah waved again and drove away.

Tate stood watching the vehicle depart, and clutched her arms around herself in a solitary hug. She was surprised at the sound of a sob escaping from her own throat. A tear began to trickle down her cheek, and Teeko spotted it. He brushed it away with his furry tail and nuzzled his head into her hair.

In all the time she’d been alone, Tate had never felt lonelier than she did at that moment.

 
Later that evening Tate was looking out of her window watching the sky begin to change colour to herald the night. As darkness fell, Tate saw little white flakes drifting in the air. The first snow fell haphazardly, highlighted against the black of the sky. Tate watched it stick to the window then slowly melt away, only to be replaced by another flake then another in rapid succession.

Tate couldn’t bear to watch it any longer and shuttered up her windows, shutting out the snow that had come too late.

 
Through the thick pervading fog that smothered Tate’s sleep filled brain, a high-pitched, unceasing, extremely annoying noise suddenly penetrated. Tate groggily lifted her head until she finally recognised the intrusion.

“Teeko, put a nut in it!” she growled menacingly. The squirrel tugged at the blanket covering her head and chattered in her ear. Tate groaned and began to slide from her makeshift bed on the settee where she’d been sleeping all day. On wobbly legs she padded over to the communications screen.

“Teeko, get off there,” she warned as the grey squirrel clambered up onto the screen to dangle down over the viewer. “It’s not designed to hold squirrel observers.” She batted a hand at him but Teeko wasn’t budging from his vantage point. His nails scratched on the shiny surface while he tried to cling to it precariously. Tate decided to ignore him and dragged a chair closer to the screen to accept the transmission. Her heart swelled with joy; it was Lorrah. She watched as Lorrah’s face lit up as the connection was made, and they could see each other.

“Tate, I’m so…” Lorrah let out a gasp as the sight of a grey mass descending to smother the screen abruptly obscured her view. Tate tutted and plucked the sliding squirrel off of the screen. She held him away from the viewer, still upside down, so Lorrah could see who had interrupted them.

“Teeko!” Lorrah scolded.

“He’s eager to say hello.” Tate turned the squirrel right side up, and he sniffed inquisitively at Lorrah on the screen in excitement.

“And how about you, sweetheart? Are you eager too?”

“Of course, but I only just this minute woke up, so I’m a little slow catching up mentally, but emotionally,” Tate put a hand on her chest, “my heart is beating out a rhythm for you alone.” She felt herself warm at the smile Lorrah bestowed on her. She rubbed at her eyes sleepily. “So, how’s everything progressing?”

“Since I spoke with you yesterday things have been hectic. The Missourose is yielding its secrets with amazing readiness. Medicines are already being formulated from just our early tests.”

“So soon?”

“There’s no reason for delay. We’re synthesising the properties, breaking them down for use and running experiments, one after another. It’s all looking very promising.” Lorrah leaned closer to the screen and rested her cheek on a hand. “You don’t look well, little bear. You have deep dark smudges under your eyes.”

Tate smiled. “I’m okay, all the better for seeing you, I promise.”

“Is it still snowing?”

“It hasn’t stopped for a minute. I had to rescue Teeko out of a drift early this morning.”

The squirrel, nibbling at a pencil, shivered at the memory. His brush fanned out and quivered.

“Poor little man,” Lorrah crooned, and Teeko immediately cuddled up to the screen and chipped gently, almost purring, under her solicitude.

“He was cursing up a squirrel blue streak when I fished him out! He looked like a drowned rat!” She laughed as Teeko shot her a sharp look. She reached over to tickle him. “But he soon fluffed out nicely once he got back inside by the heater.”

Teeko flicked at Tate’s hand with his tail and scampered off the table.

“How bad is the weather, Tate?” Lorrah asked seriously.

“Bad enough.”

“You knew this was coming, didn’t you? That’s why you rushed us down the mountain and through the wilderness at a breakneck speed. You could feel the storm approaching.”

Tate recalled how she’d smelled the snow in the air, heavy and cloying, and how she’d had to push aside her fatigue to get them home before it fell. “We needed to get down before the storm hit. And it’s hitting hard. We did the right thing in hurrying.”

Lorrah was quiet and Tate wondered at her silence.

“I want to come back, Tate. To Turrenoc and to you.”

Tate shook her head harshly. “Not while it’s like this, Lorrah, it’s not safe. If you even got as far as the village, there’s no guarantee you’d reach the cabin. I’m cut off from everything. Once snow descends, Turrenoc becomes remote and unreachable.”

“I need to come back to you.”

“And you will. Once spring is here, you’ll have no problem reaching me and I’ll be waiting for you.”

“I don’t want to wait until spring,” Lorrah argued testily.

“It might be the only way. Anyway,” Tate cajoled her, “we can still see each other through the winter, unless the communications beacon goes down.” She reached out to press her fingertips to the screen, wishing she were really feeling Lorrah’s cheek beneath her touch and not the cold hard screen. Lorrah returned the gesture.

“This isn’t enough, Tate,” grumbled Lorrah. “I need to be back with you.”

“I’m asleep more often than not now; I’m hibernating with a vengeance. Teeko had to wake me up to receive your call. I wouldn’t be much company. Maybe this is for the best.”

“I don’t want to be entertained; I want to be with you.” Lorrah pursed her lips. “Still so reticent for me to be with you in this state, Tatum?”

Tate swallowed hard and smiled diffidently. “Hard habit to break I guess,” she excused. “What can I possibly suggest? I’m snowed in here, and I’m sleeping all the time.” She shrugged awkwardly. “Keep watching the weather reports.” Then she added, “And keep in touch.”

“Every day, Tate,” promised Lorrah.

“I don’t expect that; you’re busy.”

Lorrah brushed that aside. “Never too busy for you.” Her eyes made Tate warm inside, and this time it spilled out onto her skin in a flush. “You’ve finally got some colour!” Lorrah grinned and Tate felt her shoulders begin their rise toward her ears.

“If you get me any warmer I’ll melt the snow!” she joked. A mischievous glow brightened Lorrah’s eyes.

“Don’t even think it!” Tate warned, recognising the gleam. “Communication screens aren’t private enough for what you’re considering!” She smiled ruefully at Lorrah’s look of disappointment.

“You know me too well, Tatum Belan,” Lorrah grumbled good-naturedly.

“Sometimes I don’t think I’ll ever know you enough.” Tate rubbed a hand through her hair. “But maybe when spring comes I can remedy that.” She saw Lorrah pout. “It’s still snowing, Doc, it’s not safe.” Tate hardened her tone. “Do you hear me?”

Lorrah nodded reluctantly, and then looked away to answer someone unseen.

“Looks like you’re busy,” Tate remarked with a small sigh.

“That was Cirric, he’s come to see where we are so far. I’d better go give him my report. Do you want to speak to him?”

Tate shook her head. “No. This is twice he’s taken you away from me. I wouldn’t be civil!”

Lorrah shook her head gently. “I’ll speak to you soon.”

“I’m not going any where,” Tate replied, and they said their reluctant good-byes.

Tate turned off the screen and wandered over to open up a shutter on her window to peer outside into the grey light. Snow covered everything; the landscape she recognised so well was hidden under a mass of white.

“No,” Tate thought, “I’m not going anywhere at all.”



 
Chapter 20 

 
 The snow had ceased its seemingly endless tumbling. Tate’s cabin was bathed in a pale grey light that fell, muted and soft, across Tate’s slumbering face and, like a caress, pulled her up into a state of drowsiness. Slowly, she became aware of her surroundings. She was cocooned to the point of immobility, snuggled in a nest of blankets. Her body was curled up in a tight ball, as she spent another long day in her hibernation. Her mind drifted, trying to catch the things important to her consciousness.
She remembered shared conversations with Lorrah via the communications screen, both of them so painfully aware of how frustrating it was seeing the other and not being able to touch. Two weeks of talking over screens wasn’t satisfying Tate’s desperate need for Lorrah. Tate feared, though, that what Lorrah hadn’t yet witnessed in Tate’s hibernative condition would be the thing to drive her away. Indecision warred within Tate’s brain.

I want her here, she thought, but then I don’t; I don’t want to lose her. Tate burrowed further inside her coverings, hoping the deeper she hid herself, the further she could distance herself from her anxieties.

The previous night Tate had sent out a communication for Lorrah that hadn’t been accepted. Tate’s alarm intensified when an anxious call to Cirric failed to lay her fears to rest. “What am I, my sister’s lover’s keeper?” he’d asked slyly. He told her airily not to worry, but work called him away before he could say anything else. Tate was left crippled with uncertainty.

Tate tried to focus on happier times. Once again she walked the mountain trails with Lorrah by her side and recalled falling in love with the blonde-haired doctor. She replayed their lovemaking endlessly. Tate felt her heart beat slowly again as sleep pulled her down into oblivion. She went gratefully.

She couldn’t have been asleep for very long, when something disturbed her, dragging her back to a weakened lucidity. Her memory was playing tricks on her, Tate thought. For a moment she thought she caught Lorrah’s sweet scent hanging in the air. That will teach me to fall asleep thinking of her, Tate chided herself, but widened her nostrils to take in the almost tangible memory of Lorrah’s fragrance. It had gotten stronger! Tate struggled to awaken, her exhaustion hindered her, and she felt powerless to resist. “No,” she whispered, trying desperately to wake up. She could hear faint sounds now. Was that Teeko? What was he chipping about and to whom? Then she heard a soft voice. Could that be Lorrah’s voice? Tate didn’t dare believe it. She’d hoped so much for Lorrah to come but knew it was impossible. The weather had conspired to keep them cruelly apart.

Something carefully eased a quilt away from Tate’s face, and she wrinkled her nose at the cool brush of air across her cheek. I’m dreaming, she thought. It’s wishful thinking. I’m conjuring Lorrah up from my dreams! 

A soft hand touched Tate’s cheek and stroked.

“Tate?”

Tate’s heart raced at the sound of Lorrah’s voice. It sounded so real! She turned her face to the touch, savouring the warmth of soft skin.

“Tate, can you wake up a minute?”

Tate shook her head. “If I wake up you’ll disappear,” she whispered to the dream Lorrah.

“Tate, I’ve just skied across several miles of snow. I’m not going anywhere!”

“Then you’ll disappear for another reason,” Tate argued, her voice a touch stronger.

“Look at me,” commanded Lorrah’s voice, her hand was firm on Tate’s cheek.

Tate gave a slight start at the pressure. “You’re really here?” she marvelled.

“Yes, I’m really here. Look at me and see.”

Tate screwed her eyes up tight.

“Why are you so afraid? I love you, Tate. Look at me.”

Tate opened her eyes slowly and looked up into Lorrah’s beautiful face. She watched in agonised silence as Lorrah’s lilac eyes widened a fraction, but then relaxed as a smile eased onto her lips. Lorrah cupped Tate’s face in her hands.

“Is this what I’m supposed to be afraid of?” she asked. Tate tried to pull away but Lorrah wouldn’t let her go. “This is why you feared me coming before spring, I’d see the last piece of the whole. I’d see that sometimes, when I look into your eyes, I’d see your bond with Teeko.”

Tate looked up at her with eyes black in colour, the cloudy blue lost for a moment while Tate’s nature shone through. As Lorrah looked at her, Tate knew the black was subtly altering back to her usual, more human shade.

“That will never frighten me away, Tate,” Lorrah assured, leaning down to kiss Tate’s closed eyelids. “Go back to sleep now. I’ll be here when you awaken.”

Tate finally let a smile slip onto her lips. “Promise?” she asked like a sleepy child seeking reassurance.

“With all my heart. Sleep now, little bear. Close those beautiful eyes and rest easy, my love. I’m here now, all through the rest of winter with you.”

 
Spring arrived without fanfare. Flowers just began to tentatively poke their heads through the lingering layer of snow, the remaining whiteness crackly and fragile in its iciness. A pale sun shone wanly through a misty morning sky. The air was cool and crisp. Tate shivered as she stood on her cabin’s doorstep. She sniffed appreciatively at the new season’s air. She watched Teeko darting around the garden, bouncing and jumping high in the air. He was shaking the winter cramps from his limbs. A squirrel renewed, Tate thought with a smile. She felt arms encircle her from behind, and Tate leaned back into Lorrah.

“Spring’s here at last?” Lorrah asked.

Tate nodded and felt Lorrah sigh against her neck. She turned to see what had made her lover’s mood so melancholy.

“After the intimacy of the last few months of winter, spring is going to seem very intrusive!” Lorrah explained.

Tate led her outside to greet the new season. They watched as Teeko scrabbled in the dirt, digging to find some particular buried prize. His face was covered in wet soil.

“Teeko! You’re filthy! Get your face out of the dirt. Those nuts are probably no good now!”

Teeko chirped at her, sat up, and began to wash his face in his paws. Tate grinned and spoke in an aside to Lorrah.

“I don’t know how he gets clean doing that when he still has dirty paws!” She tossed him a few peanuts from the ever-present bunch in her pocket. Teeko gathered them up quickly, ate one, and then began to bury the rest.

“Teeko! I don’t know why you’re burying those nuts. You’ll never eat them even if you’re fortunate enough to find one again.”

Teeko chipped and continued neatly patting at the dirt round his cache. Lorrah nudged Tate.

“What did he say?”

“He says ‘It’s a squirrel thing’!” Tate rolled her eyes, then turned her smile on Lorrah and found her lover’s eyes glistening with tears. “Lorrah? What’s wrong?”

“I’ll never understand Teeko the way you do.”

Tate was taken aback. “You’d want to?” she asked tentatively, then blinked in amazement as Lorrah nodded vehemently. “Lorrah, you’re the only person I know who actually envies my Adeptude,” she said with genuine surprise.

Lorrah’s eyes were fixed on the grey squirrel. “He has so much to say. I’d love to be a part of both your worlds. He’s such a part of you, Tate.”

Tate nodded with understanding. “Teeko, come here please.”

The squirrel trotted over to her. He rested his paws on her boots and looked up at her inquiringly.

“Say my name nice and loud,” Tate instructed, and the squirrel chipped distinctly. “Now say Lorrah’s name.” The squirrel chipped again. Tate saw the recognition in Lorrah’s face at the different sounds. “Now, say ‘nut’!” Teeko chirruped loudly with a flourish.

“That’s distinct enough!” Lorrah laughed.

“Those are the three most important words in Teeko’s vocabulary. Think you can recognise them?”

The squirrel repeated his chips again and Lorrah nodded in understanding.

“You’ll learn more as time goes by, but for now those are the basics in understanding squirrel, Teeko style.”

The squirrel bounded off to check out another patch of ground, his task completed.

“I want so much for us to be a family, you and me and Teeko.”

Tate’s eyes lit up at the yearning in Lorrah’s voice and nodded. “I want that too. I’m so glad you came back to me,” she murmured, burying her face in Lorrah’s hair.

“I had to, Tate. Haven’t you realised that yet?” Lorrah made a sweeping gesture with an arm. “You’re the Keeper of all this; it’s your responsibility. But you also hold in your possession a piece of me. You’re my Keeper too, Tatum Belan.” She took Tate’s hand and held it against her chest. “The Keeper of my heart.”

Tate’s own heart beat faster. No longer did it pump the sluggish pulse of winter to chase her blood round her veins. Spring brought renewed vigour and a steady beat. She took Lorrah’s hand and placed it where her own heart beat furiously in her chest.

“Then be my Keeper in return, Lorrah Gilden, but not just the Keeper of a piece of me. Instead, be the Keeper of the whole person, in love.”

Lorrah nodded and they enfolded each other in a breathtaking hug.

“Do you have to start keeping Turrenoc just yet?” Lorrah asked, lilac eyes full of mischief.

Tate pretended to consider this while her own eyes roamed over Lorrah’s face, loving the features of this woman so dear to her. “I can put it off until tomorrow. Spring will still be here, after all. Why, though? What do you have in mind?”

“I remember I once said that when spring came I’d like to see you and Teeko racing around the trees with the energy this season gives you. I think, though, I’d rather expend your re found energies in another way.” Lorrah pulled on Tate’s jerkin collar, a pale eyebrow curved in query. “Interested?”

“You could persuade me!” Tate gently pushed Lorrah back toward the cabin. She turned to call to the grey squirrel.

“Teeko! Don’t think that I can’t see you! Get your paws from out of the seed tray!”

There was a disgruntled chip from inside the tray. Teeko peeped over the edge with a mouthful of sesame seeds. Tate wagged a finger at him, but her anxious lover quickly distracted her. Teeko took advantage of her preoccupation and dove back into the tray, chipping away happily.

Tate dimly heard him chattering at the birds that had flown down to join him in eating her new seeds. She considered chasing them all away. But she was too caught up in the soft lips that were passionately exploring her own that all thought dissolved from her mind. The birds, the seed, the squirrel could keep. The Keeper of the Piece had other matters to tend.
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