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 March 15, 1993 






THE BACK STREETS of Cicero were eerily quiet. The bright lights of the city washed away any sign of stars in the evening sky. March rains fell hard on the grungy sidewalk, their cool waters surged along the cracks, a network of tiny rivers on a cold, gray land. Beth’s feet splashed through puddles as she struggled to keep up with Dusty’s long strides, her fear and the relentless pace making logical thought difficult. She was working on instinct now and that instinct said run. 

“In here,” Dusty hissed and gripped Beth’s hand tighter. Beth barely had time to look behind them to see if their pursuers were still there before she was jerked down a side street, past several heavily grated store windows. 

Far from athletic, the forced run sucked the life out of her. Beth gasped for breath, her lungs burned in painful protest. Rain-soaked clothing clung to Beth’s skin, weighing her down as she ran. How had a late night at the movies turned into their own private horror scene? Here she was with the person who meant everything to her, and they were both running for their lives. Beth abhorred violence. Had the world gone mad? 

A heated argument in Spanish from a window above drowned out the sound of their footsteps and labored breathing as they raced among the walkways like gazelles evading a hungry pack of hyenas. Fear clawed at Beth’s mind and only Dusty’s strong grip forced her on. 

“Dusty, who are they?” Beth wheezed out the question she’d asked many times since Dusty saw the men outside the movie house. Still she got no answer. They ran past a trio of poorly maintained apartment buildings. At the back of a large red brick structure, covered in graffiti, the street abruptly ended. 

“You’re tired.” Dusty pulled Beth closer with an arm around her shoulders and slowed to a fast walk. “You can’t keep this up, babe. We have to find someplace so you can rest.” 

“Where? If we stay in here, they’ll catch us for sure.” 

“I’ll find someplace. C’mon.” They turned down a narrow walkway and came across a set of steps that led to the basement of a gray and beige stone building. Dusty stopped and glanced the way they had come. Beth took the respite to catch her breath and study her companion’s bedraggled appearance. Dusty’s straight, shoulder length hair clung to her ruddy brown face in pitch-black clusters. Her once tan Statesman hat was now soggy, dark brown, and rainwater fell from the wide brim in a steady flow of droplets. 

Dusty turned back and guided Beth down the stairs, into a doorway. Water-soaked trash littered the stairwell, the musty smell that accompanied the detritus only added to Beth’s despair. Dusty’s hands moved from Beth’s shoulders and slipped the cell phone from her jacket pocket into Beth’s shaking hand. “Stay down here. Call the cops again. Tell them where you are now and what’s happening.” 

“What’s happening? I don’t even understand it.” 

“I know, babe,” Dusty said in a strained, but gentle tone. “I promise, when we get outta this I’ll explain everything. Stay here and make the call.” 

Beth’s eyes widened as the realization hit her and her throat tightened with fear. “You’re going out there, aren’t you? Are you mad? We have to get out of this together,” Beth pleaded. “Promise me. Together.” 

Dusty kissed her lips and placed her palm on Beth’s abdomen, gently touching the barely noticeable swelling of Beth’s pregnancy through her silk blouse. “I’m going to have to deal with this alone. I can’t let them touch you or our baby. No matter what, you have to be okay.” 

There was something about the feel of Dusty’s rough hands that always brought Beth comfort, no matter how upset she might be. The hand caressed her stomach and Beth closed her eyes. Through the precious breaths of peace, it took a moment for Dusty’s words to reach Beth’s consciousness enough to sink in completely. 

“No.” Beth shook her head and her thick, drenched curls lashed her face. “Together. Please, Dusty.” 

Dusty gripped Beth in a tight embrace, her voice deep and gruff. “Not this time, babe. It’s not you they want. These assholes are after me. Make the call. I’ll lure them away and then double back to get you as soon as I can.” 

“Who are they? What do they want?” The desperation in Beth’s voice magnified as her fear and confusion grew to a fever pitch. Dusty was an architect, for Christ’s sake. Why would anyone be hunting her? “Dusty—” 

“Shhhh...” Dusty kissed her once more. Beth’s lips quivered, but she returned the kiss, fearful Dusty was saying goodbye. “No time to explain now. Later. I promise.” Dusty backed away and headed up the steps. Beth followed. 

“No.” Dusty’s callused hand barred Beth’s way. “You have to stay here. No matter what, you think of our baby. Got that?” Tears welled in Dusty’s eyes, but her voice never wavered. The expression on her face told Beth all she needed to know. “We have to think of our baby. Promise you’ll stay here. Promise you’ll not follow. Stay hidden and stay safe. Not a sound. It’ll give you away. Promise me.” 

Beth flinched at the words “promise me.” She’d never been a good liar and keeping her word was something her father had instilled in her from an early age. The women locked eyes, and after a pause that seemed to Beth like eternity, she found herself nodding, her voice barely audible. “I promise.” 

“I love you.” Dusty touched her cheek, her eyes soft and sad. Then Dusty broke away and sprinted up the steps. 

Beth hugged herself and shivered. She listened to the familiar sound of Dusty’s work boots growing distant. After a deep breath, in a vain attempt to calm herself enough to speak, Beth pulled out the cell phone and dialed 911. 

“911. This line’s recorded. What's your emergency?” 

Before Beth could respond to the voice on the other end, the phone went silent and the call was lost. Dammit. She pressed the buttons in hopes of getting a signal, but to no avail. Panic filled her and she struggled to push it back. Dusty was out there trying to lure those men away. The cell phone was dead. This was a survival situation and Beth felt useless. 

She heard a shout from the street followed by the sound of Dusty’s loud swear. Startled, Beth covered her mouth to stifle a gasp. Before she could move, the swearing became louder. Her sense of panic grew and Beth paused, unsure whether she dared to crawl out from her hiding place. She felt like such a coward, but the promise held her in place. 

There was a loud crash. Fear churned in her stomach and for a moment she thought she might retch. Beth crept up several steps and strained to catch sight of Dusty through the space between two of the apartment buildings, the dead cell phone gripped tightly in her hand. 

Under the light of a flickering street lamp Beth saw one man on the ground, amidst a pile of garbage cans, who was holding his arm and yelling. Four men moved toward Dusty to block her path out of the dead-end street. Each of them wore the same dark suits and ankle-length tweed coats. Dusty turned from the fallen man to face a larger man with red hair. After a moment’s hesitation he rushed at her, his fist raised. 

Eyes blazing with anger, Dusty smiled as the man charged her. She ducked her head and the punch sailed high above her, missing its mark. Springing up from her crouched position, Dusty drove a knee hard into his stomach. The man’s off-balance punch and momentum flipped him through the air. He landed flat on his back and grunted as the wind was knocked out of him. 

One of the men struck Dusty between her shoulders with some sort of club and knocked her to the ground. Beth bit her lower lip and closed her eyes. She wasn’t a religious woman, but she didn’t know what else to do, so she prayed. Glass shattered and there was a howl of pain. Beth’s eyes shot open to see the man stumble backwards as blood poured from his nose. She knew Dusty had a temper, but nothing could have prepared Beth for the sheer brutality of what she saw. Dusty thrust a broken bottle into the dark-haired man’s neck and he fell to his knees. 

The man held his throat with both hands as blood gushed through his fingers. Beth felt faint at the sight of so much blood. 

The first man struggled to free himself from the pile of crushed garbage cans, while the two that still stood ran at Dusty. Dusty raked the shattered remains of the bottle across the eyes of one man, which sent him reeling. He screamed and clawed at his face in agony. Beth watched as Dusty grabbed the other man by the tie and crammed her knee into his groin. He doubled over, and then Dusty’s forearm landed across his temple. The blow slammed him backwards into a parked car whose alarm screeched out in protest to the disturbance. 

Through her tears, Beth watched Dusty turn back to face her first assailant. She charged and leapt. Dusty’s boot crashed into the man’s face and bounced his head off the brick wall behind him. Then, without warning, Dusty screamed and fell to the ground. Deep lines of pain rippled across her face and she thrashed about wildly. Neither woman had seen the sixth man. No matter how good a fighter Dusty was, fifty thousand volts from a Taser proved to be more than a match for her. 

As the one man lay on the street and choked on his own blood, his companions moved in toward Dusty. They said things, but Beth was too far away to hear the words. Dusty struggled to stand, but a second shot from the Taser sent her back to the ground hard. The men closed in and soon Beth lost sight of Dusty beneath the circle of stomping feet. 

Beth held her nose and mouth in her cupped hands to suppress the scream of horror and rage that bubbled inside her. She had to get help. Beth hadn’t forgotten the promise, but no one was going to be able to come back for her. She couldn’t use the phone to call for the police. The rules had all changed and she had to adjust. Dusty was hurt or worse... 

She scanned the group of men, gauging their condition and her chances. Most of them were bloody and bruised. One man lay motionless in the rain-swept gutter. There was a path to the road past a large dumpster behind them. If she could get to a payphone to call the police, Dusty might still stand a chance. Maybe they would chase her instead, leaving Dusty the opportunity to get away. Dusty told her to stay hidden and safe, but she certainly wouldn’t want Beth to remain here if there was no help coming at all. 

Beth started to move the rest of the way up the stairs, but one man glanced her way. She froze in place and held her breath as he moved a step closer. Sirens sounded from far off and rapidly drew nearer. The man halted and turned back to his companions. They grabbed the dead man’s body and scattered down the street. Beth paused for barely a second before she sprinted from her hiding place. 

The clatter of her shoes on the wet pavement echoed in the empty street as she ran. Her heart hammered like thunder in her chest, tears burned hot on her cheeks. Beth cried out as she caught her first sight of the Statesman. The hat lay in a puddle of water and crimson clouds spread out over the surface. 

Then, Beth saw Dusty and froze. 

Dusty lay prone in a muddy patch of grass near some fallen trashcans. Her hemp shirt was torn in several places, large patches of the pale blue fabric taking on a deep purple from the blood that covered it. There were several black burns from the Taser on the back of the shirt, and the air smelled of charred fabric and flesh. 

Beth fell to her knees. As careful as she could manage she turned Dusty over and gasped at the heavy swelling and bruises on her face. She cradled Dusty’s head in her lap and wiped a mass of blood-soaked hair from her sharp features. “Dusty? Can you hear me?” 

“Yeah, babe.” Dusty opened her dark eyes, and a weak smile crossed her face. Her voice was barely audible and her words were muffled by the gurgling sound in her throat. 

“Help will be here soon. Can you hear the sirens?” Beth’s hands shook, but she forced her voice to remain calm. 

“It’s bad.” Dusty closed her eyes. “Go to my family’s place.” 

“But, Dusty.” Beth could barely see through her tears. “You’ll be with me. We can go there together.” 

Dusty coughed hard followed by an ominous whistling exhale. “Promise me. Call Orion. They’ll...look after...you and our baby.” 

“Okay,” Beth said, her voice a whisper as she listened to Dusty struggle to speak. The despair spread in her chest like ice across a window. “I promise.” 

“I love you.” Dusty smiled. The firm grip of Dusty’s hand at the nape of Beth’s neck relaxed and Beth’s choked sob was muffled in their passionate kiss. Dusty’s hand slid down Beth’s neck and her arm fell limp to the pavement. Beth gazed into Dusty’s eyes, and felt the truth grip her heart so hard she feared it would shatter. 

Dusty was gone. 


 
 




 Chapter Two 



 


 

 

BETH WOKE WITH a stifled scream. It took a moment for her to realize where she was, not back on the streets of Cicero, but the padded chair in the hall of her home. Pale, tan cardboard boxes lined the path of lush, forest green carpet. Cranberry-covered walls scattered with nails showed evidence of where pictures had once hung. It had been a home. Dusty and Beth had worked hard to make it so. Now, it was simply immense and desolate. 

Nearly a month had passed since Dusty’s death, and day by day the house seemed to echo more with emptiness. She shifted in the chair and her hand brushed the battered hat resting in her lap. Even after Dusty’s brother Orion gave it a good cleaning, pale brown bloodstains remained on the brim and sides. In her mind she saw the brown stain turn a deep red and she clutched the hat to her chest. She closed her eyes tight and fought away tears. 

She wished Orion would get back soon. Even though his grief at the loss of his eldest sister was powerful, his calm and gentle nature brought Beth comfort, especially when the emotions she stuffed deep inside all came bursting to the surface like water through a shattered dam. Beth would always be grateful to him for being her rock through all of this. If it hadn’t been for Orion, who came to stay with her to deal with all the paperwork and arrangements, Beth wasn’t sure how she would have coped at all. 

Beth opened her eyes and looked around at the stacks of boxes. Packing Dusty’s things had been the worst. Each statue Dusty had crafted by hand was wrapped, one by one, to live in darkness. Every article of clothing carried some scent of memory that reminded Beth of the woman who wore it. In every box Beth felt a piece of herself get locked away inside until she felt sometimes there wasn’t anything left. 

Beth knew she should at least be thankful that someone in the apartments had heard the ruckus and called the police that night. The officers arrived to the scene quickly, but even so, it was too late to save Dusty or to catch her killers. Of course, there had been an investigation into Dusty’s death, but a dead lesbian didn’t seem to be on the police’s top crimes to waste limited manpower on list. After a couple of weeks, it was deemed a random killing and placed in some officer’s to-do pile for them to get around to. The entire situation raised a few eyebrows and hackles among the local gay rights groups in the Chicago area, but Beth had done her best to stay clear of all the press coverage and rallies. Everyone wanted to hear what happened so they could rage and shout. She wanted to block it from her mind. Maybe then the nightmares that plagued her would quiet and she could have some peace. 

Beth stood and carried the hat to the trunk sitting next her bedroom door. She’d been surprised when the police returned the hat and some of Dusty’s other things to her brother several days ago. Surprised, but relieved. Of all of her belongings the battered Statesman was Dusty’s most prized possession. Some of their friends thought it was a sign the police were not planning to investigate the murder at all, or were not taking the investigation seriously. They said it should have stayed in evidence. Beth was glad something so special to Dusty was no longer in the hands of strangers. 

It wasn’t like she didn’t care who killed Dusty. The faces of those men, of Dusty’s blood-soaked Statesman, had so completely embedded themselves in Beth’s mind she sometimes saw little else. It had been worse right after it happened. She’d been able to manage a few sketches for the police, and for a friend in Lambda Legal, before completely breaking down into the deep depression that was her life now. Those sketches were the last things Beth had drawn. 

Slowly she unlatched the trunk and opened it. Beth moved a few things around, and created a nest for the hat with a quilt given to her by her father. This trunk held her most precious things, and even though it held memories from that horrible night, the hat had become one of them. Beth laid the Statesman in the nest of fabric and closed the lid of the trunk. She ran her fingers through her thick, curly hair and stopped to massage the hard, stiff muscles at the back of her neck. Years of work as a librarian lugging around books had done a great deal to build up Beth’s upper body strength, but it also put a lot of strain on a body that was far from athletic. With all the packing and moving things around, her muscles ached. 

A key jangled in the front door and Beth expected to see Orion returned from the store. She heard the door open and close, followed by a familiar woman’s voice. 

“Bethy? Are you home?” 

Beth groaned. Just what she didn’t need, a visit from her mother. She’d always hated that nickname. Her mother had called her Bethy since she and Miles adopted Beth as a little girl. The trouble was her mother was one of those women who only heard what she wanted to hear. After a while, Beth learned to put up with the childish pet name. Beth sighed in exasperation and stood, her back and shoulders groaned with the effort. “Yes, Mother. I’m here in the hall.” 

Mireille Crew was a woman of means and had been all her life. Her clothing was designer label only, and her looks were perfection, from her salon-bleached blonde hair down to her expertly concealed age lines, compliments of the best plastic surgeons money could buy. She spoke “proper” English and demanded the same from Beth. Mireille believed that her social standing entitled her to the best of everything and accepted no less. 

Beth had to give her mother credit for one thing. Her parents had never treated her differently because she was African American and they were white, or because as a young girl she’d been more interested in books than fashion. Mireille was unable to have children, so when her husband’s business partner and his wife died unexpectedly, Mireille had considered their little girl to be a gift from God. Beth’s birth parents were good Christians, and in Mireille’s eyes, nothing else mattered. It was everything and everyone else that the critical blue eyes of Mireille Crew found fault with. 

Mireille moved down the hall, each step taken with a well-defined purpose. She stopped at the mirror to check her pristinely styled hair. Beth watched as she ran a manicured nail over a patch of curls by her right ear and forced them back in place. Mireille pursed her lips as she turned to Beth, while her gaze scanned the pile of boxes. “I see you’ve been busy.” 

“Yes, Mother. Very busy.” Beth paused and took a deep breath. “Dusty and I were together for a long time. I had a lot of boxes to pack for the trip and to go to storage. It takes time, but I had my friends to help me.” 

“Your friends.” Mireille sniffed, her nose upturned in a disdainful manner. “Bethy—” 

“Yes, I know how you feel about my choice in friends,” Beth snapped. She did her best to hold back the anger that bubbled to the surface. She knew what Mireille thought of the gay lifestyle, unwilling to even now see Beth’s relationship with Dusty as anything more than a phase her daughter would grow out of. “Mother, I love you, but honestly, it’s none of your business who I choose to associate with.” 

“Whom. With whom you choose to associate,” Mireille cooed as she placed a hand on Beth’s arm. Beth grimaced. Her mother often used that tone to dismiss anything she said that Mireille thought silly or inconsequential. “Come home with me to Westport. I’ll look after you...and the baby.” 

“No.” Beth pulled away from the touch and walked into the bedroom. Mireille followed, but stopped at the doorway, seemingly unwilling to enter the bedroom Beth had once shared with another woman. Beth moved a stack of neatly folded clothes from the dark oak dresser into the large suitcase on the bed. “I’m going to live on Dusty’s family ranch in Wisconsin. I never found the time to visit it before, but she told me about it and it sounds nice.” 

“But a farm? Really, Bethy.” Mireille clicked her tongue and Beth cringed at the sound. “You’ve lived in civilization all your life. What do you know about farm life?” 

“Mother, I’m not going out there to become a farmer.” Beth blew her breath hard through her lips in exasperation. She wasn’t being entirely honest with her mother. She’d never wanted to go to the farm at all. The whole idea of being miles away from a mall and surrounded by dirt and livestock was as far from a perfect vacation spot as Beth could imagine. Trouble was, she’d little choice now. It was Dusty’s last wish. “I was able to get a job at the library in town. I think it’s a good thing for me to get away. A nice small town will be a great place to raise the baby.” 

“Alone?” Mireille shook her head. “Be reasonable. A baby needs a father.” 

“What for?” She dropped another stack of clothing next to the first and then pushed them aside to make room. “If I find the baby does have a need for male companionship, Orion and his father will be around.” 

“I will never understand why you let that man impregnate you. In the name of all that’s holy, he’s married!” Mireille’s tone dripped of icy disapproval and she crossed her arms over the chest of her well-tailored blue suit. 

Beth took several deep breaths to calm the harsh words that begged for release. This wasn’t the first time they had this conversation. Mireille made it clear that she would accept the baby as Beth’s child, but not as Beth and Dusty’s. Dusty said she was happy Mireille was at least willing to acknowledge her grandchild. For Beth, however, it wasn’t enough. “Dusty and I asked him to donate his sperm so she and I could have a baby together. Since Orion is Dusty’s brother, she would have a biological connection to our baby.” 

Mireille responded with a huffing sound and Beth silently prayed for patience. “I appreciate that you came all the way from Westport to look in on me, Mother, but Orion will be here soon to pick me up. I’d hoped we could have a few moments of pleasant conversation before he arrives.” 

“I’m only thinking of what’s best for you.” 

“I know. You do that whether I want you to or not.” There was little Beth could do to hide the bitterness in her tone. She knew her mother loved her and wanted what she thought was best for her, but her dismissive attitude about Dusty since her death was hard for Beth to swallow without choking on anger. Beth loaded the last of the clothing in the big suitcase and closed it with a loud slap. She leaned on the top and struggled to zip the bulging canvas bag. 

“Let me get that, Beth.” 

Mireille jumped at the sound of the soft, masculine voice that came from the hallway behind her. Beth smiled at her mother’s reaction and stepped back from the bag. “Thanks, Orion.” 

Orion Archiquette was tall and quiet, his piercing dark eyes very much like Dusty’s. With a friendly smile, he walked into the room past Mireille, his steady gait much like his nature. He held the top of the overstuffed suitcase down with a large, well-muscled hand, and zipped it closed. Mireille held her chest and took deep, dramatic breaths. Beth watched and found it hard to hide her amusement. Her smile faded as Mireille turned to glare at Orion, her lips pursed disapprovingly. 

“Sorry, Mrs. Crew. Didn’t mean to scare you.” Orion grabbed the bag and gave Beth one of his sympathetic smiles. She returned the smile, grateful for his calming presence. 

“Well, you did,” Mireille said with a harsh tone that made Beth scowl. “Do you people ever knock?” 

Beth opened her mouth to make an angry retort, but Orion put out a hand to silence her. His smile never wavered. His expression remained calm and gentle. “I guess we don’t if we’re expected, ma’am.” Orion turned back to Beth. “What all do you need me to load up? Kevin and a bunch of the guys are coming tomorrow for the rest of it.” 

“That.” Beth nodded at the suitcase in his hand, thankful for a reason to turn her attention from her mother. “Also the trunk in the hall and the case by the door. The rest is either marked for storage, or I can wait for it.” 

“You’ll at least see a doctor in town while you’re there? Not one of those backwoods witch doctors, Bethy, but a real physician, with a degree.” Mireille walked further into the room past Orion and grabbed Beth’s hand. “Promise me.” 

Beth sighed in frustration. “Yes, Mother. I promise I’ll see a doctor in town once I’m settled. It’s not like I’m going to some hick town in the middle of nowhere. It’s right outside of Green Bay.” 

Mireille’s eyes narrowed at Orion and then returned to Beth. “What’s the name of this town again?” 

“Ashwaubenon. Mother, I told you on the phone yesterday.” Beth pulled her hand from her grasp and grabbed her shoulder bag from the doorknob on her closet. “It’s in northern Wisconsin. I think the Archiquettes live outside of the town itself, but I’ll be working at the public library, as you already know.” 

“What sort of name is that for a town?” Mireille turned up her nose as if she smelled something foul. 

“The name is from when the Menomonee people lived on the land that surrounds the Neenah River, what the white people now call Fox,” Orion said as he waited for Beth. “The town of Ashwaubenon and the creek Ashwabena were named for chief Ashwaubemie. As the story goes, Ashwaubenon was where the great chief brought his wife Waubenuquq after she left her people.” Orion moved past Mireille, the suitcase in one hand, and lifted the trunk with the other. 

Beth followed him past her mother and down the hall. The whole time she bit her tongue to keep from laughing at the stunned expression on her mother’s face. They reached the front door and he bent down to grab the last suitcase in his outstretched fingers. Beth shook her head. “You’re going to hurt yourself trying to lug all of that around.” 

“Well, I’m not letting you carry them all. It’s not much heavier than lugging bales of hay.” He chuckled and Beth opened the door for him. “Besides,” Orion whispered. “It sounded like you needed to be rescued from your mother.” 

Beth laughed. “Yeah, thanks.” Beth glanced back down the hall. 

Her mother stood in the bedroom door, blue eyes boring into the large Oneida man. “Mother, would you lock up please? I’ll call you when I can. Leave the key under the red ceramic pot on the back porch.” Before Mireille could argue, Beth closed the door. 

Beth let out a sigh of relief as she heard the front door click shut. Half the time she was barely holding things together. Her mother first called her a few days ago, and each time they talked Beth got off the phone an absolute wreck. It was one thing that Mireille never understood Beth’s relationship with Dusty. It was quite another to hear her say the whole thing was “perhaps for the best” and that now that all this foolishness was over Beth could find herself a man to look after her and the baby. 

“You okay?” Orion halted at the top step. 

She forced a smile. “Oh, I’m fine. It’s been a long day.” 

“Aren’t you going to give your mom a hug goodbye?” 

Beth covered her mouth to suppress a laugh. “My mother? Oh, geez, no. I mean my father and I hugged sometimes, but my mother? Physical touch isn’t really her thing.” 

“That’s a shame.” Orion shook his head and walked down the steps. 

She didn’t know how to respond to this statement, so Beth held her tongue and followed Orion down the walkway to his olive green pickup. While he loaded her things into the back of the truck and covered them with the heavy waterproof canvas, Beth stopped at the end of the walk to have a last look around. 

There was more to this house than the deep red brick and forest green shutters that had first drawn Dusty and her to it. In love with the place, and each other, they worked hard to make a home of which they were both proud. It’d taken weeks to pick out the right color combinations of paint and fabric for the rooms, but in the end, together, they had turned the once empty house into a home. It meant a great deal to them. This was where Dusty made silly puns just to see Beth smile after a hard day. It was where they fought, and then later soothed hurt feelings with kisses and moans that cradled them into the night. This is where they had planned to raise their child, swaddled in love and safety. The walls were etched with the memories of their five years together, years that if not perfectly happy, had been the happiest in Beth’s life. 

Now, the once well-kept garden and lawn were overgrown. Dusty had always done the lion’s share of the yard maintenance. She’d a passion for working with the earth and a special touch with greenery. Since Dusty’s death, Beth hadn’t had the time, or the heart, to care for it alone. She reached down and ran her hands through a cluster of mint that had taken hold in the grass. The scent of it was stimulating. The smell of mint always reminded her of this place, reminded her of Dusty. Perhaps it always would. 

Or perhaps now, away from the house they had made a home together, she would stop waking up expecting to see Dusty there beside her. The empty place in their bed was one more painful reminder Dusty was never coming back. “I wonder if I shouldn’t trim the grass before I go. It’s gotten so out of hand.” 

“I’m sure Mandy and Sage can handle that when they move in next week. It was generous of you to let them stay here after they lost their place.” Orion strapped down the canvas with heavy rope and tugged at the corners to make certain everything was snugly in place. “Well, that does it then. We’re all set.” 

Beth gathered up some of the mint and wrapped it in her scarf. She placed the bundle in the cloth messenger bag she carried over one shoulder. Orion helped her into the truck’s cab and she buckled in. He tilted his head at her, his eyes darting for a moment back to the house. “So, how is the Empress of Grammar these days?” 

“Yeah, I know,” she said, her eyes following his to where Mireille stood behind the curtains at the living room window, staring at them through the opening. “It’s weird. Dusty used to call it speaking high society. No slang, no short cuts, no life to it if you ask me. It’s formal, I know, but I slip into it when I’m around my mother. Habit from years of training.” 

“My mother always said it was good to speak other languages if you could manage.” They both chuckled. Orion closed the passenger door and walked around to get in the driver’s side. 

He started the truck, and they drove away from the curb. Beth felt a pull on her heart as she watched the house fade away from sight. Her hand gripped the hard plastic armrest on the door as she pushed back the avalanche of grief that threatened to bury her if she didn’t keep it at bay every moment. With Dusty gone, she was forced to cast aside what had once been her life. The uncertainty of the future left a bitter taste in her mouth and a heavy weight in her heart. They drove in silence. Beth stared out the window as they passed the old shops and people going about their day. Cicero was an old neighborhood with a lot of history. There was a lot of history here between Beth and Dusty, too. 

Beth hugged her cloth bag to her chest. Tears welled up and stung her tired eyes. It all seemed a lifetime ago. Orion sighed and reached a hand over to touch her arm. Eyes so much like Dusty’s stared back at her with deep compassion and Beth’s heart ached as she stared into them. 

“You hangin’ in there?” he asked in a quiet tone. 

“Yeah. Saying goodbye to my life.” 

“It’s not over, Beth. Just changing.” 

She knew he was right, but said nothing, only continued to stare out the window as they headed onto the freeway. If it hadn’t been for the baby, Beth was sure she would have lain down and died with Dusty that night. She’d wanted to. Beth forced herself to eat and drink simply for their baby, with no real will or pleasure in anything she did. In her heart she knew this baby inside her had very likely saved her life, but Beth wondered if she would ever feel any joy or pleasure in anything again. 

 

 

THE FARMERS’ FIELDS were aflame with crimson and gold fire as the sun began to set. The air was crisp and clean, like a fresh canvas for the painted sunset displayed in the early evening sky. Beth watched the farmhouses and the livestock graze in the fields they passed, at times closing her eyes as the cool air stung her face through the open window. The short nap helped, but now the churning in her stomach made sleep difficult. A wall of cold air was preferable to the waves of nausea that seemed to worsen in the enclosed vehicle. Dusty had tried to get her to drink special teas for her morning sickness, but there was a part of Beth that never trusted alternative remedies. It was one of several things she and Dusty had butted heads about early in their relationship, before they decided to agree to disagree. As the next gut-turning wave hit, she grimaced, wishing she hadn’t eaten all her saltines that morning. 

“I picked you up some ginger ale in town today.” Orion jerked a thumb toward the space behind the seat. “It’s back there if you want it. The soda’s warm, but Dad used to make it for Mitexi when she was pregnant and it always made her feel better.” 

Beth looked over at him, surprised. “How did you know I was having morning sickness?” 

“I pay attention, something my father taught me long ago.” Orion flashed her a boyish grin. “Told me the girls like it when you pay attention.” 

Beth laughed and reached behind the seat. She found a flat box that held several glass bottles, and retrieved one. She read the label critically and raised an eyebrow. “All natural organic ginger ale. Sounds tasty.” 

Orion chuckled at the sarcasm in her voice. “You’ll get used to it. I’m sure Dusty told you my family runs an organic farm. Free range chickens, wild game, organically grown fruits and veggies, hormone-free milk. We rarely eat anything we don’t make ourselves.” 

Beth examined the bottle. The glow from the sunset shimmered inside the amber liquid. She moved the soda around and the bubbles fizzled and popped excitedly. It seemed normal enough. “Dusty used to drag this sort of food into the house all the time. I never touched the stuff.” 

“Think of it as an adventure.” At the raised eyebrow he received in response, Orion smiled. “I promise. It’ll make you feel better.” 

Without her typical fallbacks like saltines and toast, the ride was going to be a miserable one. As sick as she was, Beth was ready to try anything to make the nausea go away. Besides, Orion had taken very good care of her these last few weeks. Beth had learned to trust that even if his ideas often sounded strange there was wisdom behind the words that came from his young lips. Besides, it’s not like she had any better ideas to try at the moment. With one more uncertain glance at the bottle, she unscrewed the cap and raised the glass in toast to him. “Bottoms up.” 

She took a long drink. It wasn’t as sweet as what she was used to, but had a bite to it that was interesting. As they drove, Beth saw houses and barns that were adorned with intricate symbols. Each was unique, but they were all circular in shape. Some were brightly colored, while others were simply black and white. Common symbols caught her eye, but the details were more difficult to make out from a distance. She remembered reading about the use of similar symbols amongst the Pennsylvania Dutch. They were hexes used to ward off evil magic they believed could affect the health of their family and livestock or cause crops to fail. It was a fascinating superstition, but not a practice she was familiar with this far west. 

By the time Beth saw the sign for the Fox River, she’d finished what remained in the bottle and the nausea was fading. She wasn’t willing to give up on modern medicine yet, but this time, at least, there seemed to be some credence to “traditional” remedies. Beth got the feeling that whether or not she was ready for the full organic experience, the next few months were going to be very different. 

They drove over the Fox River Bridge and sped past the cables that hung down from the steel arch. It reminded her of the bars on a birdcage. She turned away and her gaze fell to the river below. “Dusty said you all live close to the river. Must be nice.” 

“Sometimes.” Orion opened a small rectangular tin with one hand and threw a white mint into his mouth. “But you have to be careful where you fish or swim. There are people trying to clean up the river, but some of the local factories spent several decades screwing it up. Gonna take a lot of work to heal the damage they did to the water.” 

He offered her a mint and she shook her head. Beth remembered Dusty liked those things but they had always been too strong for her. “Heal? Now you sound like Dusty. You talk about the river as if it had been burned or cut, as if it was a real person or something.” 

“The river is a living thing.” Orion’s eyes remained on the road, but a deep sadness crept into them. He spoke with great reverence and love. “She’s timeless in her beauty and strength. Without her, none of us can survive. She is sacred to my people, Beth, sacred to anyone who hasn’t forgotten how to listen to the land.” 

Beth was uncertain how to respond to this, so she turned back to the open window and watched as the truck turned up a long, dirt road. In many ways Orion was like Dusty. They both took their beliefs to heart, and it permeated every part of them. Beth envied that conviction. What did she really believe in? 

They neared a wood-framed wire gate and Orion picked up what appeared to be a remote from the dashboard. He pushed several buttons, the gate opened, and they drove through. She turned around and watched as the gate closed behind him, wondering why a family farm would have such a sophisticated electric fence and gate. 

“Got many cattle rustlers in these parts?” 

Orion laughed and set the remote on the dash again. “Let’s say my father and mother have had their share of trouble in the past and want to protect their home and family as best they can.” 

“Fair enough.” Beth simply shrugged, wondering what sort of trouble the family could have way out here. She sat up in interest and looked out as far as she could see. Electric lanterns hung from iron shepherd’s crooks, lighting the path down the drive to the main house. Several roads branched off from the main drive. Beth assumed they led to the other areas of the farm. Something white moved beyond where the light touched and Beth stiffened, not knowing what it was. There was a sharp sound, like a series of three high pitched barks, and then a blur of white dove into the light and raced along Orion’s side of the truck. 

Orion laughed and rolled down the window as he slowed the vehicle to a stop. There was a thud as something hit the side of his door and a furry white face appeared in the open window. “Did you miss me, Atyanlúhsla?” He reached out and rubbed his fingers over the head of the white Siberian Husky that was even now licking his face in a happy hello. 

“Anyan...what?” Beth made a face, knowing she’d no hope of even trying to repeat the word she heard Orion use. 

Orion laughed. “Means Ghost in Onieda. It’s okay. Most the rest of the family, except my father and I, call him Ghost anyway. He’ll answer to either.” 

Beth leaned over a little to get a closer look, but not too close. She hadn’t been around big dogs much, so wasn’t entirely comfortable around them. The white dog was pretty, especially those ice blue eyes it had, but it was the mouthful of sharp teeth that made her continue to keep her distance. 

Orion seemed to notice her discomfort because he urged the dog down from the window with a firm tone and more words she didn’t understand, and then began to roll up the window. “Not much experience with dogs I take it?” 

She shook her head, and as the truck moved again Beth turned to look back out the front windshield. “Some of my friends had little dogs growing up, but my mother didn’t have much use for animals. They made too big of a mess she said. I guess he seems like a nice enough dog, as far as dogs go.” 

“We’ll let the two of you get to know each other slowly. Once he recognizes you as family, you shouldn’t have any trouble. He’s very protective, but extremely loving.” 

Beth nodded rather noncommittally and watched as the dirt road curved then branched out into a dusty circular clearing, bringing several buildings into view. In the center of the clearing stood a huge barn. A large covered rectangular light hung over its double doors, highlighting a symbol similar to the “hex signs” Beth had seen on the ride to the ranch. It looked like three oak leaves connected in the center like a propeller. Between and at the tip of each leaf was a small symbol. From this distance she couldn’t make out what the symbols were. There were six symbols total. Surrounding all of this was a band of silver, gold, and black interwoven triangles. 

Beyond the large barn she saw a white farmhouse with blue shutters and trim, as well as what looked from here to be a stable and several smaller buildings standing in back. As it was nighttime, Beth assumed the animals were already inside. To the left of the barn there were three greenhouses and what looked to be a large metal shed. Before they reached the main house she noticed a smaller house set back behind the stables, barely visible in the low light. 

By the time the truck came to a stop on the road out front of the large farmhouse, it had grown too dark to see much beyond the main house itself. Orion came around to help Beth down from the seat. “Whose house was that back there?” 

Orion smiled as he reached down to halt a closer investigation of her by Ghost. He whimpered indignantly but didn’t try to get closer. “By the horse barn? That’s Vesta’s and mine. C’mon, Mom’s inside the big house with the rest of the family waiting for us. I’ll bet they’re right happy to see you made it okay.” 

As Beth had come to expect, Orion was correct. As soon as they moved from the truck toward the house, a light came on inside and the screen door opened. 

“It was gettin’ late, lass. We were gettin’ a wee bit worried ‘bout you.” The familiar Irish brogue and smiling round face left no doubt in Beth’s mind to the woman’s identity as she rushed past Orion to greet her. Dusty’s mother wrapped Beth in a warm embrace. “Are you hungry? Bardo’ll whip up somethin’ in a jiff if you need.” 

Beth shook her head, but returned the hug. There was something about Greer that made you feel safe and at home no matter what. A first-generation Irish woman, Dusty once told Beth that her mother was like a force of nature, one moment calm and gentle, the next a raging storm of fury and fire. She was the kind of mother who would face hell itself to defend her family. Greer had always been warm and open in all of Beth’s encounters with her. It was very different from the way Beth had grown up. The first time Dusty’s mother and father came to Cicero for a visit, it had taken Beth a while to get used to the fiery-haired woman. Once she did, Greer became like a mother to her, too. They might be very different in many ways, but the Archiquettes had always treated Beth like family. 

Beth studied Greer’s hair in the light of a lantern. Once such a vibrant red that it blazed when the sun touched it, her hair was now streaked with gray. Beth took a strand in her fingers and Greer simply smiled at the gesture. Over Greer’s shoulder Beth saw the tall Oneida man there a few steps behind his wife. The familiar smile that Dusty’s father offered on his open, welcoming face made Beth feel safer and more at home then she believed possible. Like Greer, his hair showed the passage of time. Streaks of white shone in the black strands like moonlight. Bardo’s high cheekbones, prominent features, and those compassionate dark eyes with a hint of a downturned crescent shape, left no doubt where Dusty and Orion got their striking good looks. 

“I’m mostly tired,” Beth said. “The ride wasn’t too long, but I’ve been getting ready for the move.” 

Bardo turned to Orion. “Take her things in, Orion.” The younger man nodded at his father’s request and walked to the back of the truck, the dog following behind him with an excited wag of his tail. Bardo turned his attention back to Beth. “A warm bath and a long rest will do you some good. Plenty of time to catch up later. If you want, one of us can give you the tour of the place in the morning.” 

As if on cue, Beth yawned wide. “Sounds like the best plan I’ve heard all day.” 

The couple moved to either side of her. Bardo placed a hand on her back and Greer wrapped her arm around Beth’s shoulder, giving it a single squeeze. “Well, lass. Welcome home.” 


 
 




 Chapter Three 



 


 

 

SOFT, HIGH-PITCHED children’s voices sounded outside her bedroom stirring Beth from sleep. A shaft of light shone from between the bay window curtains, and she squeezed her eyes shut against the invading sunlight. Beth rolled over and lay on her side to squint up at the two children who stood in her open doorway. The boy was taller than his companion, with pale, caramel-colored skin and long blond hair that trailed to the middle of his back. If Beth had to guess his age, she’d peg him at eight or nine. He had the long-legged, lanky build of a natural runner. The girl had darker skin than the boy, more of a burnt sienna. Her plump body and round face reminded Beth of a cherub. The girl’s brown eyes sparkled with curiosity and intelligence, and Beth wondered if the child was far less angelic than she appeared. Beth, still as if asleep, watched the children through slitted eyes, and listened. 

“Who’s she, Caradoc?” The brown haired girl leaned her head past the doorway into the bedroom. 

“No idea,” the older boy replied. When the girl darted into the room, he made a grab for her but missed. “Come on outta there, Nura. You’ll wake her up and we’ll get into trouble.” 

“I’m just looking,” the girl said. The older boy caught up with her and grabbed the girl by the shoulders. “No pushin’. Momma said no more pushin’.” 

The shushing sound the boy made was loud enough to wake the dead and Beth suppressed a laugh. Beth yawned dramatically. She blinked several times and rubbed her eyes hard with her fists. “What? Is it morning already?” She sat up and turned her face toward the children. The boy’s hands were on the shoulders of the girl Beth assumed was his sister, and she scowled at his attempts to pull her away from the side of the bed. 

Beth smiled at them. “It’s all right. Your name is...Caradoc?” The boy nodded. “I probably should have woken up sooner anyway.” 

Caradoc cried out as the little girl bit one of his hands. He pulled his hands from her shoulder and sucked on the injured spot. Now freed of his grip, the girl crawled up on the bed, kneeling to face Beth. 

“I’m Sanura. Mommy says it means kitten. I’m this many,” she announced, a big smile on her dirty face as she held up four fingers. 

“Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Sanura. I’m Elizabeth, but all my friends call me Beth.” The smell of warm cinnamon wafted up through the open door to her bedroom, and Beth’s stomach grumbled. Sanura giggled at the sound, which prompted Beth to ruffle the child’s short, pixy-cut hair. “Mmm, something smells good.” 

“Grampa’s making fry bread and eggs.” Caradoc glanced around, as if making certain the coast was clear, before he crawled up on the bed with Sanura. He studied Beth with pale blue eyes, a mix of curiosity and suspicion in his expression. “You’re my Auntie Dusty’s friend from the city, aren’t you?” 

She nodded. 

Caradoc watched her for a few minutes more. “I went to a city once. Auntie Dusty took me to Green Bay last time she came to visit.” 

“Did you like it there?” Beth asked. 

Caradoc nodded. “It was neat, just the two of us since Sanura was too little to go. The city was so big and we drove through a place at night when all these lights were strung on the houses. It was too cold to get out of the car, but the lights were so pretty, like stars that came to stay on the roofs and trees.” 

Beth smiled. “Sounds beautiful. Must have been one of those Christmas light displays. We had them where I grew up, too.” The children stared at her blankly, before Beth realized the problem. “Your auntie told me your family calls it Winter Solstice. It falls a few days earlier than Christmas.” 

“Oh yeah, I think I saw commercials for that on television or something,” Caradoc said with a shrug. “My mom doesn’t let us watch television much. She says ya can’t learn nothin’ there you can’t find in a book or ‘ploring outside. Gramma lets us watch cartoons and animal shows sometimes if we’re good, and Grampa even got me a videogame player for my birthday.” 

Caradoc’s eyes traveled about the room before resting on the two large suitcases at the foot of the bed. “This used to be Auntie Dusty’s room. Before she went away.” 

Beth took several deep breaths to release the pressure that hit her chest like a hammer at those words. She did her best to keep her tone calm and friendly. “Oh, really? I didn’t know that.” 

“Where’s Dusty? I want her to come see me.” Sanura said and picked at the thick green and gold comforter. 

“Hush, Nura,” Caradoc said impatiently. “You remember what Momma said. Dusty can’t come to visit anymore. She went far away to stay with the ancestors.” 

“But I want Dusty to come back and see—” 

“That’s enough you two,” a woman’s voice said from the doorway. “Breakfast is ready.” The woman Beth recognized as Dusty’s sister, Mitexi, stepped past the doorway. Both children slid off the bed, ran by their mother and down the stairs, their feet clattering all the way. “And wash your hands and faces!” She called after them. 

Beth smoothed her already straight comforter and avoided Mitexi’s gaze. They were only children after all. There was no way they could know how those words tore at her heart. “I can’t believe they’re so big. Caradoc couldn’t have been much older than Sanura the last time you came up to our place in Cicero. I didn’t even recognize him.” 

Mitexi pulled her fiery red hair back with one hand and tied it in a ponytail with a black scrunchie. In many ways Dusty’s sister was like their mother, outspoken and strong-willed. Though, to Mitexi’s credit, her temper was much more like her father, Bardo, very slow to flare up. Her skin was pale sangria brown, like Bardo’s, but her face was heart shaped, the cheekbones less defined. “You know you were always welcome here when she came to visit.” 

Beth grabbed the dark blue robe from the black wingback chair next to her bed and threw it on over her silk pajamas. She slipped from under the covers and dangled her feet over the edge of the bed to pull on the matching slippers. “She needed her time with her family and I needed my space. We were always better for the break, I think.” 

“I can understand that. Normally it’s the sweet little monsters I need a break from more than anything else.” Mitexi sighed and glanced down the stairs before speaking again in a quieter tone. “Sorry if the kids reopened fresh wounds. They don’t get it.” 

“I’m not sure I do either.” Beth chewed on her lip as she paused to choose her words carefully. “Didn’t you tell the kids she died? Caradoc said something about Dusty going to live with someone. I mean, I know Sanura is too little to understand, but surely your son is mature enough to be told the truth.” 

“They both know Dusty can’t come back to us. Sanura really doesn’t understand the concept of death, but Caradoc knows what it means. It’s our belief that when we die our bodies become one with the earth and our spirits leave to join the ancestors who have gone before us.” 

Beth nodded and finally understood what the boy had meant. “So when he said she went to live with the ancestors, he didn’t mean someone living.” 

“Exactly. He’s is very smart about facts and logic, but sometimes base consideration is beyond him.” Mitexi patted Beth’s hand in a comforting way. “So neither of them really meant to hurt you with what they said.” 

“No, it’s fine. The wound is still fresh and hurts. Doesn’t take much...” Beth held her right wrist and rubbed her arm absently with her thumb. She meant what she said. It wasn’t their fault, but that didn’t stop the grief that pulsed through her chest. “Besides, I know they miss her, too.” 

“We all do.” Mitexi walked to Beth and clasped the fidgeting hands in her own. “I know what it’s like to be missing someone you love. It’s been nearly three years since John was killed. I still wake up expecting to see him lying next to me. The hardest thing it that Sanura will never know him, and that Caradoc’s memories of his father fade more every year. I show them pictures and tell them stories, but sometimes I wonder if it’s enough.” 

“I know what you mean.” Beth sighed. “Dusty and I were supposed to raise this baby together. She’s gone, and I still don’t understand why. I don’t know how I’m ever going to be able to explain everything to our child.” 

Mitexi wiped a tear from Beth’s cheek with her thumb. She opened her mouth to speak, but Greer’s voice called up from downstairs. “We’ll talk later. Dad’s got breakfast ready and the kids get crazy when they get hungry. A good meal and some raspberry tea will help keep the morning sickness at bay. You get washed and dressed. Don’t worry about rushing. He’ll keep it warm for you. Kitchen is down the stairs and to the left. Can’t miss it.” Mitexi kissed Beth on the cheek and then turned to go downstairs. 

Beth studied the room, and her eyes took in everything in a new way now that she knew it had been Dusty’s room. The furniture was all the same reddish brown oak. The curtains on the large bay window and the bedspread were green with gold animal shapes. The sun shone brightly through the window, giving life to the large plant resting on one side of the window seat. Pillows that matched the rest of the fabric in the room lined the floor under the window. Beth assumed they were meant to set on the window seat but had been disturbed. She neatly lined up all six in place before heading into the bathroom for a hot shower. 

After the shower Beth dried off, relieved that the stress from her grief had eased a bit. Sometimes it felt like dealing with people as a whole was like dancing through a minefield, never knowing what would set off an eruption of emotion. She grabbed a pair of jeans and a gold and black rayon blouse from the suitcase. As she dressed she gazed into the mirror to appraise herself. Her eyes were still pink from crying, but besides that her wall looked to be back in place. 

She took several deep breaths and began to slowly braid her still damp hair as she walked down the staircase to face the people below. As much as she liked them, it was still difficult to be around people when she was feeling as vulnerable as she was this morning. As she crested the bottom of the stairs the warmth and smells from below reached deep within her. Beth smiled despite herself as she relaxed. No wonder Dusty had insisted she come here. She heard low voices from the kitchen and Beth peeked her head in. 

Bardo and Greer stood in front of the sink. He handed Greer a wet plate and turned toward Beth. “Morning. Hungry?” 

Beth nodded. “Yes. Very.” 

They both smiled warmly at her and Greer nodded to a chair at the kitchen table. “There’s fry bread in the basket there. I put a cloth over it to keep them warm,” Greer said as she dried the dish with a towel. “I made you some raspberry tea. It should be cooled off enough to drink by now. There’s some fresh honey butter left, too, I think.” 

Beth sat on the stool and took the towel off the basket. She breathed in the warm honey and cinnamon smell. 

Bardo handed the last glass to Greer and dried his hands on the cloth towel that hung from a hook on the wall. “I can make you some eggs if you want, Beth. I haven’t even washed the pan yet, so it’s no bother.” 

“That would be wonderful.” Beth took a bite of the bread. The outside was a wonderfully browned and sweet crust, but the inside was warm and airy. She picked up a black ceramic teapot trimmed with painted gold knotwork and poured the tea in a large mug on the table. She tentatively took a taste. The raspberry made the tea sweet enough so that she didn’t need to add much honey. “Where is everyone?” 

Greer pulled a stool up next to Beth and snitched a bit of fry bread from the basket with a playful grin, popping the chunk into her mouth. “Mitexi and the kids decided to take a basket and Ghost for a mornin’ picnic with some friends. Figured it’d be gentler to let you ease into the whole busy family mornin’ antics. Orion ate earlier, and is out tendin’ the critters. So how’d you sleep, lass?” 

Beth swallowed a mouthful of tea, grateful to get a more peaceful morning than she’d been expecting. “It normally takes me a few days to get used to a new place, but I didn’t sleep too badly.” Beth thought of the children and smiled. “You have the most unusual alarm clocks here.” 

Greer and Bardo laughed aloud at this. “Mitexi told me ‘bout your visitors. We’re pretty free-form here. I reminded the kids that it’s your room as long as you wish to stay with us, and they have to respect that.” 

“They told me it used to be Dusty’s room.” The smile on Beth’s lips faded and she took another sip of tea. 

Greer nodded, not meeting her eyes. “Yes. Mitexi’s room is next door. The girls shared the bathroom while growin’ up. When we built this place we made sure all the kids had their own space. Mitexi’s kids stay next to Bardo and me in Orion’s old room.” 

Beth’s eyes widened. “You built this place yourselves?” 

“Most of the farm was built by us, ‘cept for a couple buildin’s, some of the metal sheds that are pre-mades, and the meetin’ barn. All of the wood and stone buildin’s Bardo and I built with the help of family and friends after we got married. Most of the buildin’s that were on the place when we got it were in pretty bad shape. The land itself was a weddin’ present from my family to the two of us. This was Oneida land once. My mother and father wanted to see as much of it to go back to Bardo and his new family as they could manage. We love having a place where we can grow our own food and raise livestock. It's allowed us to be completely self-sufficient.” 

Bardo set the plate of eggs in front of Beth and rested his hand on Greer’s shoulders. “We grow, gather, and hunt all we need. We rotate our crops and set up our own irrigation. Sometimes, when there is the need, we can even go to the weekend summer markets to sell any excess we are lucky enough to have. Canning, freezing, and a well-stocked root cellar keeps us through the winter.” 

“You run the whole place yourselves? But it’s so big,” Beth said. 

Greer shook her head. “We’ve got friends who help out durin’ harvests in exchange for trade goods and such, and there’s few folks we know who needed the extra cash that we hired on to help around the farm.” 

Beth took a bite of the eggs and an unexpected moan of pleasure escaped her lips, distracting her from her questions. “These are amazing.” 

Bardo laughed. “I make my own salsa in the fall and can it. Mix that, some milk, and some homemade cheese into eggs freshly gathered this morning, you really can’t go wrong.” 

“So you really make it all yourself?” The whole concept seemed incredible to Beth, who had grown up barely even knowing where her food came from outside of the grocery store. “I’d guess you don’t get into town much then.” 

Bardo shook his head. “There are still some things we have to buy. Clothing is a big one. Farming is hard, even on the sturdiest pair of jeans.” 

Greer nodded in agreement. “Been talkin’ to a friend from Indiana who breeds sheep for wool and meat. We’d need to look into some good herdin’ dogs, but a small flock would be a blessin’. We could even spin our own yarn for knittin’.” 

Beth raised an eyebrow. “Is money that tight? Sounds like a lot of work when you could go to the store.” 

“Oh no, lass.” Greer patted Beth’s arm. “It’s not ‘bout money. It’s ‘bout standin' on your own two feet. Keep in mind it’s not us. There are other farms in the area we trade with, too. We help each other plant and harvest. It allows for a large diversity of foods and goods bein’ available. You’ll see when you taste more of the absolutely orgasmic meals Bardo makes.” 

Beth nearly choked on some of her eggs at the bluntness of the words, and Greer patted her back in a motherly manner. “Geez, Greer.” 

“Listen here, lass.” She shook her finger at Beth, playfully reproachful. “My husband and I have a very healthy sex life even at our age, whether you or our wee ones want to admit it.” 

Bardo laughed and kissed Greer on the cheek. “Okay, well, on that note, I’m back to work. Still need to finish seeding the soybeans in the east field now that the corn is starting to sprout there. Got turnips coming in that way, too. Should be ready to plant the pumpkin seedlings in a few weeks out past the south pastures.” 

“The turnips will be a good treat for the ladies.” At the bafflement in Beth’s face, Greer explained. “Our Jerseys: Karma, Aditi, and Ganesa. Getting’ out to pasture is fine and all, but my girls like a bit of something special now and again.” 

Bardo nodded and grabbed a denim jacket from a hook by the door to the back porch. “If you get the time, can you grab me some things for dinner tonight? Janice brought by some asparagus and a few broiler hens early this morning, but I’d like to make a salad to go with it. Later Orion’s going out back to get me some gooseberries.” 

“I think the spinach was lookin’ good today. Some of that with a bit of spring greens, few cucumbers, some early tomato, and a good size broccoli tree, we’ll have a meal fit for a queen and her family.” Greer took Beth’s empty plate and fork and set them in the sink. “Bring the bread with, lass. We can snack on the way.” 

“Sounds fine. I’ll want some young dandelion leaves and some violets for such a queenly salad.” Bardo opened the back door and paused. “Oh, the children were asking for some sweet peas to snack on.” 

“We’ve got it.” Greer waved him out the door and then turned to Beth, who still appeared bewildered by the exchange. “Not a mornin’ conversation you’d hear livin’ in the city, aye?” 

“Not really.” Beth stood and wrapped the fry bread in the towel, grimacing for a moment at the thought of the things you’d find growing out of your lawn in the city being used for salad stuffs. “When I was growing up, there wasn’t much talk at the breakfast table. I guess the way my parents were after a while, there wasn’t much talk at all.” 

“That’s too bad. Must have been hard on you.” Greer’s expression was that of one weighing her words carefully. The two had spoken of little in the past outside of cursory small talk. “They adopted you. That right?” 

“Yes.” Beth poured herself another mug of tea, the first had disappeared before she realized it. “When I was about Sanura’s age, my mother and father died in an airplane crash. Mireille and Miles took me in. I had everything I wanted there. Well, everything money could buy anyway,” Beth corrected herself, doing her best to hide the bitterness in her tone. 

Greer opened the back door for Beth, and the two women walked through the small sun porch and into the yard. A sizable herb garden surrounded the walk on both sides. Since it was early in the season, the greenery was low and it was easy to see the stone walkways that ran through it. 

“Dusty once told me you took on two jobs to work your way through college. Didn’t your parents help with that?” 

Beth shook her head. “Miles died two weeks before I graduated high school. Things became very bad between Mireille and me for a long time after that. My father had been fine with me going to Columbia to get my degree in art. After he died, my mother wanted me to go to a local college and take something useful that would put me in a career where I’d find a good husband. I mean really, how fifties can you get?” 

Greer laughed. “Did you not know you had a taste for the lasses then?” 

“You didn’t talk about those things where I grew up. No one did. I didn’t even know that was an option until I went to college. It was quite the eye opener.” Beth laughed, but there was a hollow sound to it. That’d been a hard time after her father died. Even now she missed him terribly. She often wondered if he would have understood about Dusty and her, and about the baby, where her mother could not. 

Accepting that she was a lesbian hadn’t been an easy thing to come to terms with, and was still a subject that caused battles between Beth and her mother that, by all rights, should have caused major property damage. “I gave in later on anyway. I took my credits and put them toward a master’s in library sciences. There wasn’t an accredited program in Chicago, and I didn’t want to go back to Westport. I ended up being able to work with Southern Connecticut State to get my degree through video courses and mail-in assignments. It took longer, but it allowed me to stay in Chicago where I was teaching art classes at the community center and finish my degree at Columbia in art education.” 

“As long as you do what you love.” Greer smiled. “You met Dusty while you were at college, didn’t you?” 

“My first few weeks there.” Beth smiled with the memory of that meeting. Dusty was an architect who specialized in restoring historic buildings. She moved to Cicero after college because of the city’s beautification project. 

For Beth, the suburb was a good place to find cheap housing with an easy commute to the city. “Chicago wasn’t like anything I’d even experienced before then, and honestly so was Dusty.” 

“Would you mind telling me about it, lass? Dusty spoke often about that meeting from her point of view, but I’ve ne’er heard you speak of it.” 

Beth nodded. She didn’t know why it was important to Greer, but it seemed to be. “Back where I grew up, things went on about the same every day. People liked things a certain way and most folks were happy not “rocking the boat” as they put it.” She took a long drink of tea, considering how best to explain what it was like for her. “I was completely out of my element in Chicago that first week. Things in the city seemed so unpredictable, like anything could happen at any moment. At first it was scary, but at the same time the sense of freedom was thrilling. The campus was in walking distance from the train station and the Loop could take me anywhere I wanted to go. The college itself was at the center of heavy artistic and musical activity in the city. All I had to do was pick a direction and in no time I would run into something new and amazing.” Beth smiled. She’d taken so many journeys with no destination back then, excited to soak up whatever the city offered. 

Greer paused in her walk to retrieve a basket from a flat rock that rested in the midst of the plants and grinned at Beth. “Sounds like quite an adventure for a small town lass.” 

Beth chuckled. “It was. Even though we both lived in Cicero, I meet Dusty in Chicago on one of my adventures there. She was sitting on the steps of the art museum sketching. I’d never seen anyone like her back in Connecticut. Even then, Dusty wore that old Statesman hat, except back then the hat was new, the kangaroo leather damn near pristine.” 

“I remember. She’d only gotten it the year before on that trip she took to see a friend in Australia. I’m sure she’s mentioned it. The trip was a graduation present from her father and me.” 

Beth nodded. “She used to say the hat was filled with happy memories from that trip and everything in her life from then on.” 

“You said she wasn’t like anyone you’d ever seen before. I take it you didn’t have many Indian folk where you grew up?” Greer bent over a group of leafy plants. With the edge of her thumbnail she sheared several off at the base and added them to her basket. 

“In Westport?” Beth laughed. “Besides me it was mostly whites there. I’d only ever seen a Native American in a book or in some movie.” 

No, she thought, she’d never seen anyone like Dusty. Beth closed her eyes for a moment, calling for the memory of that first moment. As she sat drawing on the steps of the museum, Dusty’s skin glowed a warm bronze under the midday sun, her sharp Oneida features gave her round face a feral quality that seemed to Beth both intimidating and attractive. Her eyes full of deep concentration shone as ebony as her shoulder-length hair, with a downward curved crescent shape that added to their exotic quality. The first sight of Dusty took Beth’s breath away, and ever since, she felt as if she was still trying to catch it. 

Beth blinked back tears, the memories brought with them a mix of pleasure and melancholy. After a few moments she felt a gentle hand rest on her shoulder and heard Greer’s voice from beside her. “I believe someone promised you a tour of the place. I guess it's me who’ll get the pleasure today.” 

Beth smiled with gratitude at the change of subject and wiped away tears with her fingertips as they started to walk again down the stone walkway. This was the first time she’d seen the farm in the light of day and it was huge. The house was beautiful in the sunlight, the white wood panels with its turquoise blue roof, shingles and trim seemed to fit against the various shades of green in the landscape. They drew close to a building painted to match the house, what Beth had thought was an attached garage. Greer explained this had been Dusty’s pottery studio. 

Beth peered into the cloudy glass. It was dimly lit inside from the sunlight through the dusty windows. The light revealed the shapes of shelves stacked with boxes and jars. From the layers of dust on everything, she guessed no one had used the studio for quite awhile, perhaps since Dusty had been to the farm last summer. The image of Dusty’s rough hands encrusted with dried clay came so easily to Beth’s mind. Dusty would never again sit at her wheel, nor work the wet earth with her adept fingers, bringing life to what had once been nothing more than a simple lump of clay. Beth closed her eyes, doing her best to focus on Greer’s soothing voice rather than the crushing pressure on her chest. 

“There’s a separate garage on the other side, next to the house where we keep our cars. You can fit as many as four vehicles in there at a time, but right now there’s three.” Greer took Beth’s arm and led her from the studio down the dirt path. “Both Bardo’s Jeep and Mitexi’s SUV are biodiesels, then there’s my hybrid sedan.” 

Beth remembered Dusty’s excitement when she talked about the Ram hybrid truck she’d seen at the auto show that January. It was the first hybrid diesel electric, and Dusty said the expanded cargo capacity was what she needed. She swore as soon as they came out she was going to find a way to save up the cash to get one. 

“So what’s biodiesel?” Beth asked, doing her best to keep her voice calm as she did her best to release the pressure of emotion that had started to make her head ache. 

Greer squeezed Beth’s arm in a motherly fashion, but didn’t make a fuss otherwise. “Biodiesel is a nontoxic biodegradable alternative to petroleum fuels. It’s made from vegetable oils mainly. We process most of the vegetable oil waste from all of the cookin’ we do into fuel.” 

Greer and Beth walked back to the path and passed a large wired-off area where a crowd of chickens scratched and pecked at the low grass. “Oh, I nearly forgot. I asked my friend Mary to fix you up somethin’ for the trips to town and back. A seven-mile walk to and fro every day could get hard on you later in your term. I promised her a few of my laying hens if she could have it ready by Monday.” 

After a few deep breaths, Beth got a hold of herself again, her walls firmly back in place. “It’s been a while since I’ve had my own car. That’ll make things easier. I’ll pay you back soon as I can. I should start getting my paychecks in a couple weeks.” 

“Who said anythin’ about payin’ us back? We’re family. Family looks after each other.” 

Beth was tempted to argue the point, but something in Greer’s firm but loving tone told her this wasn’t up for debate. “Thanks, Greer.” 

Greer smiled and then continued to walk, her hand rested in the small of Beth’s back. Beth wasn’t sure how she felt about other people paying for the things she needed, but there was something endearing about how joyful the family was about being able to do these things for her. There didn’t seem to be any expectations attached to a gift from them. It was simply a gift. Beth couldn’t remember her own mother ever being like that. Her gifts always carried strings of some kind if you looked close enough. 

They came across a series of huge metal buildings shaped like old military bunkers. Beth wondered what something like that was doing here. “What are those buildings for?” 

“Those metal ones? Mostly storage. Orion and his friends cleared half of the one to the left there for your stuff when it arrives. We can clear out more room if you end up needing it.” As Beth opened her mouth to argue, Greer waved her hand dismissively. “I’ll not hear any lip ‘bout it. No sense in you payin’ for storage in the city when we got plenty of room here. Plus, if you need anythin’ it’ll be easier to get to.” 

Out toward the smaller house that belonged to Orion and Vesta was the large stables and paddock she’d seen the night before. A feeling of longing gripped Beth as she saw the pair of mares that leaned their heads over the edge of the fence. One a was a dappled gray with a lovely mane and tail of white, the other was champagne except for her mane and tail of deep brown. Beautiful, she thought. Beth had wanted a horse since she was a girl, but the long trips to the stable, and the time wasted on such an impractical hobby, according to her mother, made such a dream impossible. “Must be a heck of a job cleaning up after and feeding all these animals.” 

Greer shrugged. “The chickens are free range, so we have to worry about feed, water, and to move their coop every so often. Does my garden a world of good, too. The biggest trouble we have is gettin’ the eggs out after layin’, before the silly birds break them. The horses and the cows go to pasture, and we rotate the pastures we use to avoid overgrazin’. It’s still work, but sometimes the natural way is the easiest way.” 

The pair turned north toward the horse barn then took a path to the east. Beth again caught sight of the barn she’d seen last night. It was a large building, built with wood planks stained a vibrant chestnut color with forest green roof tiles and high peeks. She admired the workmanship of the structure. As they drew near, Beth remembered what she’d seen the night before. “I saw symbols on your barn like the ones on the barns I saw on the way here. What are they?” 

“It’s part of our...faith. We have a tradition of paintin’ the symbol on several spots on our territory so that others know it’s a safe haven for our...families.” Beth could tell Greer was trying to hold some bit of information back, but it didn’t seem the time to ask about it. “It’s often hard in this world of patriarchal control for people like us to feel safe when we travel. By placin’ the circles, our people know where it's safe to stop and stay when they need sanctuary. I’m honestly impressed you even saw them. Most times people drive by and ne’er notice them.” 

“Your faith?” Beth had been so disenchanted with some of the elements of her mother’s religious beliefs that when she and Dusty got together, she pointedly avoided any subject of religion completely. Now, with Dusty gone, Beth regretted not sharing more of something that had been so important to her. She’d always thought they had all the time in the world. 

“We don’t follow the Christian beliefs as is the norm in this area.” Greer stopped walking and frowned. “Did Dusty ne’er explain our faith to you?” 

“She tried to talk to me about her spirituality, but I normally avoid any talk of religion. Far too much hypocrisy and abuse of power from what I’ve seen of it.” Beth turned away from Greer’s gaze, for fear the she would see past her barriers to the sorrow that churned like a lava pit beneath them. Lately Beth found herself wondering why Dusty had put up with her. 

“Oh, lass, there’s quite the difference between those who take off their shoes and fully walk their path, and those who say they do.” Greer’s tone was soft, and sympathetic. “I don’t care what faith a person chooses, but unless it's part of their everyday lives, they’re simply goin’ through the motions. You have to be feelin’ it in your whole bein’.” 

“I remember Dusty spoke of goddesses. She sculpted many of them while we were together.” Tears welled in Beth’s eyes and she turned away from Greer to gaze past the fields toward the woods. “Maybe I should’ve listened more. Her faith was so important to her and I should’ve—” 

Beth felt strong arms wrap around her shoulders from behind, and Greer’s low voice came in her ears. “We do what we can, luv. She knew you loved her, but you couldn’t share that part of her. Maybe, if you had both been given more time...” Greer sighed. “But we get the time we get, no more. Now, you must think of your child. Have you thought about whether you were to raise him or her in the way of your parents or in Dusty’s faith?” 

“I hadn’t thought...” Beth felt a hand touch her own and Greer squeezed her fingers comfortingly. “It’s not about faith with my parents. They went to church every Saturday night, but besides art on the walls and books on the shelf, I always thought it was a very...cosmetic thing. My mother seems to talk more about God and things like that lately, but I think she mostly uses it when she wants to tell me what I’m doing wrong with my life.” 

“Don’t be too hard on God and his followers, lass. Those that truly follow the heart of their own faith can be very good friends to have. We aren’t so different, them and us, in that way. I think some get caught up in the power of being so many when people like us are so few. Keep in mind in all religions there are those who walk the path with eyes open, and others who walk blindly. One who is blind and follows a corrupt guide unquestioningly can run into a shite-load of trouble if they aren’t careful.” 

Beth didn’t know what to say to that so she turned away and for a while the two of them walked in silence together. She peered out at the line of thick trees at the back of the property, and thought about how quiet is was here. Beth had never been on a farm, but the ones she passed while traveling smelled horrible. The amount of heavy machinery reminded her of the noisy construction sites in the city. It wasn’t like that here. This place wasn’t anything like she’d expected at all. 

As they passed through the soy field Bardo was seeding, Beth watched as a raccoon crept out of the tree line and sauntered fearlessly across the dirt road. Her eyes widened when the creature drew near and then stopped to look at her. Its small dark paws resting against its chest as it sat up and casually sniffed at the air. Beth froze, not wanting to move quickly lest she scare it away. 

“Why is that raccoon staring at me?” Beth whispered. 

“My guess is she’s studyin’ you, lass.” For her part, Greer made no move to tread any more softly around the observant creature. “You’re new to this place and an oddity to her.” 

“The raccoon is studying me?” The absurdity of the thoughts of what the creature might be thinking about her made Beth chuckle. 

As if the raccoon had made up its mind about her, it moved on, slipping behind the long hill of compost. Beth looked past her furry watcher and spotted a trailer with blades at the end on the row. “What’s that contraption for?” 

“It turns the compost,” Greer said with a shrug. “C’mon, lass. There’s a lot more to see, but there’s plenty of time to show it to you another day. We still need to stop in my garden. You can help me gather everythin’ for dinner.” 

As Greer and Beth walked away, the raccoon slipped out from behind the compost pile. Her gaze followed the women as they made their way past the weathered shed and back toward the family gardens. Tiny paws spread to be replaced by sneakers bound with heart-covered laces as Sanura stretched upward into her human shape. With her curiosity sated for the moment, she skipped back to the house humming a light tune. 

 

 

DINNER WAS A busy time. The women were shooed out of the kitchen while Bardo and Orion prepared the meal. Beth sat in the family room breathing deep the smells coming down the hall. “I don’t think my father ever set foot in our kitchen except to scrounge up a late night snack.” 

“Your mother did all the cooking, then?” Mitexi glanced up from her crossword book in interest. 

“My mother?” Beth laughed aloud. “I don’t think she ever made herself more than a cup of tea. Most she ever did in the kitchen was supervise some party preparations, though all she was really doing was getting in the cook’s way.” 

“I used to do a lot more cookin’ when the kids were wee ones.” Greer scowled at the smirk on Mitexi’s face. “What?” Greer said in mock indignation. “I did.” 

“Dad has always done the cooking, ever since I can remember.” Mitexi set aside her book, the grin still firmly planted on her face. “Mom...well, let’s say she’s a much better carpenter than a cook. Stuff is supposed to smell and taste like sawdust in the workshop.” 

Greer rolled her eyes, but didn’t respond to Mitexi’s teasing. “Bardo has always had a flair for food. Orion inherited that gift as well. Over the years most the women in this house learned to stay out of the way in the kitchen and let the menfolk work.” 

“As I remember it, Dusty was a pretty good cook.” Beth fidgeted with her shirt, and didn’t meet Greer’s eyes as she spoke. It wasn’t easy to talk about Dusty without losing the control to which she so desperately clung, though around them it seemed easier. “I think her southwestern scrambled eggs were better than anything any of the cooks my mother hired ever made.” 

Greer simply nodded, but Mitexi leaned in to whisper conspiratorially. “You know, she used to mix tofu in those. She told me that once. That and that chili you liked so much. Dusty said she couldn’t get you to eat healthy willingly, so if she’d to be a little deceitful to take care of you, then she would.” 

Beth eyed Mitexi with suspicion, but something in her eyes told Beth she wasn’t teasing. “She must have taken after her father then, because I never noticed. I don’t think I would’ve eaten it if I had.” 

“She said as much.” Sadness flashed in Mitexi’s eyes. “You know everything Dusty did was because she loved you, right?” 

“I know. Dusty died because she loved me, too, because she needed to protect me.” Beth heard the anger and bitterness rising in her voice. She turned away from Mitexi and Greer to watch the children, anything to get her mind away from the images of that night that threatened to surface once again. 

Caradoc played a video game, and Sanura helped him, much to the boy’s frustration. Beth thought it highly unlikely that her baby would ever have a brother or sister. This made her sad. Even when fighting, she thought the two children were sweet together. Beth was an only child, and it was times like this she wished growing up she’d had a brother or sister. 

“That room Beth’s in is going to be mighty small, Mom, once the baby comes.” Mitexi’s voice startled Beth out of her thoughts. 

“If we build you an apartment on top of the studio next to the house, we’ll use the room Beth’s usin’ now as the nursery and she can have your old room.” Greer’s voice rang out from behind her, drawing Beth’s attention. “That way the baby and her will be right next to each other.” 

“I like the feel and the view in Dusty’s room fine.” Beth turned back to Greer and Mitexi. She hadn’t considered the idea of actually staying at the farm for too long. She knew Dusty wanted her to come and be with her family for a while, but she didn’t think a farm was really the place for a city girl like her. “Besides, once I can get some money saved up, I’m going to try to find a nice place in town.” 

Greer and Mitexi shared a look of concern before Greer spoke. 

“We’d been hopin’ you’d stay here even after the baby is born.” 

“I’m grateful for the offer. I really am, but this is Dusty’s home, not mine.” Beth smiled in hopes of alleviating the worry she saw on their faces. Her home had been far away, with Dusty, now she had to build a new one for her and her baby. “We’ll be close, and I promise we’ll visit.” 

Mitexi opened her mouth, but a sharp look from Greer silenced her. 

“Whatever you wish, luv,” Greer said. “We can talk about it later...plenty of time.” 

Mitexi nodded and glanced up at the clock. “Vesta’s late, don’t you think?” 

“She called ‘bout an hour ago. Said there’d been trouble at the Nellem’s farm.” Greer shook her head. “Didn’t say what.” 

Orion stood in the doorway to the kitchen. “You can ask her in about twenty minutes. She called from her cell and is on the way now. And dinner is ready.” 

Beth helped Mitexi set the dining room table, and soon they were all gathered around it together, the adults in chairs, the kids on a long bench that took up one side of the table. The salad, drizzled with a flavorful raspberry vinaigrette, proved to be unique and tasty. The young dandelions and violets added something special to the mix of greens and other vegetables. The four-layer chicken, cheese, and asparagus strata made for a filling main course. Beth ate heartily, surprised at how hungry she was. The fresh ingredients really did make a difference. It was obvious good food wasn’t going to be in short supply in this house. Late though it was, dinner was well worth the wait. 

Orion’s wife, Vesta, joined them shortly after the meal began. She ruffled Caradoc’s hair as she sat beside him. A no-nonsense woman, Vesta had short-cropped, dusky blond hair and confidence in her step. Beth met her a year ago, at Vesta and Orion’s wedding. Beth’s work schedule hadn’t allowed her to attend the ceremony itself, but the wedding party at Vesta’s parents’ place in Illinois was a lot of fun. 

Today she wore a pair of departmental-issue tan khakis and a dark brown shirt with a patch for the Brown County Sheriff’s department on the sleeve. The circles under her almond-shaped eyes plainly said it had been a very long day. Orion fixed her a plate, and she dug in, ravenous. 

The whole time Vesta ate, Greer tapped her fingers with an air of impatience. When Orion took Vesta’s plate to fill again, Greer spoke up. “Well, you goin’ to tell us what happened at the Nellem’s today, or do we have to start guessin’?” 

Vesta rolled her eyes and took a long drink of her tea. “There was a big fire this afternoon at the schoolhouse. No one was hurt, but it’s going to need to be rebuilt.” 

“Does anyone know what caused it?” Bardo set down his fork and poured Greer some more of the strong tea. 

“Not yet.” As Orion set her refilled plate in front of her, Vesta grabbed a piece of tomato and popped it into her mouth. “Leo and Tyler are looking into it. Lynn checked the electrical in the place last February, so it can’t be that. I’m thanking the Goddess that the kids only have a half day on Saturdays and the family was in the field planting sunflowers when it started.” 

“This was in town? You said the schoolhouse, right?” Beth pushed away her plate and drank deeply from her peppermint tea. She’d gone most of the day without morning sickness for the first time in a while and was starting to think the herbal tea thing wasn’t so bad after all. 

Vesta shook her head. “Homeschooling. By doing it cooperatively we deal with some of the poor socialization that sometimes happens when families homeschool by themselves.” 

“The state’s educational funding is so inadequate that a lot of folks around here homeschool now,” Mitexi said. “It’s closer to the single-room schoolhouses they had in the country a hundred or so years ago.” 

Beth turned to Mitexi. “Do Caradoc or Sanura go there?” 

“No. Sanura stays home with me, but a couple of days a week we get together with other kids her age at Lynn’s. Her partner and a friend work with the young ones, and give us moms a break for a few hours.” Mitexi poured Sanura some tea. “Caradoc goes to the Turtle School. He’ll go back the day after tomorrow. Some people, like at the Nellems, run school six days a week. I don’t agree that’s wise. The kids and the teachers need more than a one-day-a-week break from each other, in my opinion.” 

“The Turtle School?” Beth raised an eyebrow. “Why do you call it that?” 

Mitexi laughed. “It’s the Oneida tribal elementary school. We call it the Turtle School because they shaped the building like a turtle, which is our people’s symbol of Mother Earth.” 

For a long while Beth ate in silence. The rest of the dinner had been full of lively conversation, but nothing to which she thought she could add much. Deciding her time was better spent preparing for Monday, Beth gathered her dishes. “Well, there's a lot of unpacking to do. Plus, I have an early morning of it.” 

Vesta nodded and leaned back in her chair. “First day of work coming up? Always exciting.” 

Beth chuckled. “Yes. I want to make sure that everything I need is unpacked and ready. It’s likely going to be a long day. Well, good night everyone.” 

Beth made her way toward the stairs, thankful to be moving away from the renewed hum of voices. It was overwhelming to be in such a large family, all eating and talking together. Mealtime was, for the most part, a silent affair when she was growing up. That was when they had eaten together at all. The majority of what was said were variations of please, thank you, and pass the filet mignon. Being here was akin to culture shock in comparison—a real family talking about real problems. 

She and Dusty were rarely able to have meal times as a couple with their schedules as unpredictable as they were. When they did manage, it generally involved going out of their way to plan a date. Those meals were never any quick-box variety like Beth would have made for herself after a day at work. Dusty put a lot of effort and love into each meal she made for them. Though after what Mitexi told her, Beth was starting to wonder what other surprises had been hidden in those meals. 

Beth remembered one of the last times Dusty had made dinner for her. It had been for her birthday. After Beth went to bed, Dusty stayed up most of the night prepping the dinner so it could chill properly. It was a chicken and broccoli strata, similar to the one Bardo and Orion had prepared tonight, piled high with cheese and milk-moistened corn bread crumbs. That evening there were candles on the table, along with a well-aged bottle of wine from a friend’s family vineyard. Everything was perfect. They ate and drank, talking about nothing that Beth could remember specifically. They danced to jazz music, and made love all night. Thinking about it brought tears to her eyes, but a warm feeling to her heart. 

 

Late that evening, Dusty held Beth in her arms as both women snuggled under the thick comforter. The wind howled like an angry beast outside their bedroom window, but inside the feeling was calm and peaceful. Soft music played on the stereo, and Beth laughed as Dusty playfully nuzzled her neck. “It was a wonderful dinner.” 

“I hope you liked your presents.” Dusty nibbled at Beth’s ear and grinned at the accompanying gasp. “‘Cause I sure liked mine.” 

“Yours? I’m the one who was testing the thick walls with my vocalizations.” 

“Yeah, I heard. I don’t know what’s sexier.” Dusty chuckled, and Beth sighed softly as lips trailed down her throat. “The sounds you make or how embarrassed you get while making them.” 

“Sometimes I think the more I squirm, the more noise you try to get me to make.” Beth gasped as the lips that had been exploring the skin of her upper chest pressed tightly around her nipple. 

“Hmm.” Dusty laughed as Beth jumped at the vibrating sensation. “Yes, you’re probably right. Besides, I’m not done giving you your present yet.” 

 

As her thoughts returned to the present, Beth took her hair out of the neat braid and slowly dragged a brush through the thick curls in a self-comforting manner. Moments like those were precious to her, like treasures she could keep locked away inside herself. When she was hurting too bad, or afraid she was going to forget their time together, Beth would peek at these jewels to get her through her day. Her greatest fear was that as time went past those memories would get harder to call upon. 

Moonlight filtered through her window, drawing Beth's attention away from her thoughts. The light reflected off the well-polished wood of the window seat and gave the whole room a soft glow. Still not tired enough for sleep, Beth decided to unpack the rest of her things. With both suitcases unloaded into the armoire and dresser, she turned her attention to the trunk on the floor below the window. Too heavy for her to lift, she pulled the trunk up close to the window seat and sat to open it. 

Inside were some of her most precious things. The quilt her father told her once belonged to his mother still cradled the battered Statesman gently. Beth lifted both out of the trunk and placed them on the window seat next to her. Beneath the quilt was a small lockbox of papers from her birth parents’ house before it was sold, which included Beth’s birth certificate, both of their death certificates, and a copy of their marriage license. Mireille had been edgy when Beth found the box and took it with her, but even so, Beth had still not been able to bring herself to open it. Next to the box was an embroidered baby blanket with the name Elizabeth Harmony Janson. Under the blanket, she found a large wooden box that she didn’t recognize. She opened the box and inside was several egged-shaped packages wrapped in colorful scarves. 

Beth frowned and lifted one of the packages out of the box. She didn’t remember packing this. After a moment’s contemplation, she figured one of her friends who helped her pack must have put these in her trunk by mistake. Carefully taking off the scarf, she gasped at what lay underneath. Beth knew this statue. The hair of the woman made of clay was carved to resemble thick braids that traveled down her bare back. She wore a long skirt that was split up both sides along the legs and etched with tiny animals of many kinds. In her arms, she held a baby that suckled at one of her exposed breasts. Dusty had made it for her when they discovered the insemination was a success, and Beth was pregnant. She could remember vividly the night that Dusty gave it to her. 

 

“Her name is Ani. She’s an African Goddess, patron of childbirth, death, love, and happiness.” Dusty grinned excitedly as Beth ran her fingers over the clay figure. 

“Her face.” Beth scowled. “Why does she have my face, Dusty?” 

“You’re my Nubian Goddess, so why not?” Dusty kissed Beth and rubbed her stomach. “Anyway, she’ll look after you and our baby.” 

Beth laughed, holding the statue in her hand. “It’s very pretty, but I don’t need some idol to watch over me. I have you.” 

 

Beth had believed that. She’d believed Dusty would always be there to look after her and their baby, that they would raise their child together. She held the clay goddess in a gentle embrace and curled up in the corner of the window. She’d been wrong, and now everything had changed. Beth pulled the quilt, the Statesman, and Ani into her lap, hugging them to her tight. She rocked slowly and sobbed, lamenting the lost dreams and the lover with whom she was supposed to have shared them. 


 
 




 Chapter Four 



 


GREER SHUT THE bedroom door behind her, walked over to the black cherry dresser, and leaned on the edge for support. Her hands shook as she gripped the hard wood, and it took several minutes to steady her breath enough to speak. “I don’t know how to help her, luv. She’s hurtin’ somethin’ fierce in there. I gave Beth chamomile tea with some squawvine tincture to help her sleep, but I don’t know what else to do.” Bardo was in their bed reading, and even though he didn’t glance up, she was certain he was listening all the same. 

“It’s to be expected.” Bardo placed the book open on the blanket over his legs and looked up at her, compassion in his dark brown eyes.

 “Dusty’s been gone now for only 'bout a month. I know our family is no stranger to death, but we’re all feeling her absence.” He patted a spot on the bed next to him. 

Greer sighed and walked over to sit on the edge of the king-sized bed. Her vision blurred as the tears she struggled to hold back stung her eyes. “Yes, but we know why it happened. We know who’s responsible.” 

She felt Bardo watching her with his gentle gaze. No one but he, who looked at her with eyes of limitless love, saw the fullness of the pain and fear Greer hid behind her armor of strength. “Damn them to hell for takin’ Dusty away from us, from her mate, from her baby!” 

“Love,” he said, shaking his head. “Anger will not bring Dusty back to us, or help Beth.” 

“Maybe not,” she snarled. “But wrappin’ my mitts ‘round the necks of a few of those charlatans would feel real satisfyin’ just the same.” 

Bardo nodded, placed his weaved cloth bookmark on the page before closing it, and set the book aside on the nightstand. “I get the feeling, from the omens the Great Mother has shown us the past few months, you may get your chance before the time of the Crone comes again.” 

“I wish we could tell her everythin’, ‘bout that night and ‘bout our family.” 

“I know, but...” Bardo reached over and pulled Greer into his arms, kissing her forehead. “Last thing we want to do is scare her away. We have to protect her and the baby. In this case, for the time being, the best thing we can do is protect her from the truth, until she’s ready to handle it.” 

Greer relaxed in his arms and leaned her head on Bardo’s chest. She could hear his heartbeat, and the sound of it calmed her as it always did. “She says she’s plannin’ on movin’ into the village proper once she’s settled and saves up the money.” 

“That’s unfortunate.” There was a strained quality to his voice that betrayed some of the fear that, for her sake, he did his best to hide. “She’d be much safer here with us.” 

“But...” she looked up at him. Sometimes his unending patience made her insane, but right now, it was what she needed. “How do we explain that without tellin’ the lass why?” 

Bardo rested his head on hers and sighed. “I don’t know, my love. I don’t know.” 

 

 

SUNDAY MORNING HAD a chill to the air, so Beth bundled up in her favorite, deep purple down coat and matching mittens. According to the note Greer left on her door, Orion’s friend Kevin and some friends arrived during the night with her things and placed them in the storage shed. She figured she might as well start going through things today while she had the time. The house was quiet this morning. Beth guessed they were likely out doing whatever farmers did at six in the morning on a Sunday. It was better this way she thought. After last night she didn’t have it in her to smile bravely and have cheery conversation with the family, nor did she want to burden them with the weight of grief she felt in her chest right now. She noticed on the counter in the kitchen a travel mug and a plastic container with a green Post-it with her name on it. She examined the two and found the mug contained raspberry tea, and in the container what appeared to be small pastries of some sort. Beth smiled softly. Even when she was trying not to be a bother, someone in the family was looking after her. 

Beth pulled a colorful cotton bag from a group of them from the back of the door and slung it over a shoulder. She took out one of the pastries and closed the container, before placing it in the bag. She took a bite, expecting a sweet taste, and was surprised to find a mixture of shredded meat and mushrooms, flavored with a pleasant garlic sauce. Carrying the mug in her right hand, the remainder of the meat pie in the other, Beth headed out the back door. 

She crossed the enclosed porch and looked out across the herb garden, trying to remember which way it was to the cluster of metal sheds she’d seen yesterday. She took a sip of the tea and felt the warmth of it chase away a bit of the chill. Movement to her right made her turn and she froze as Ghost came into view. The dog didn’t bark or growl at her, but he wasn’t wagging his tail either. He stood there, looking up at her with his pale blue eyes. They stood watching each other for several minutes, her too afraid to move, and Ghost showing no sign of friendliness or hostility. Beth was cold and wanted to do something to end the impasse between them. She knelt down, her movement slow and purposeful. She placed the remainder of the meat pastry on an upturned bucket that sat between her and the husky and then stepped back, waiting to see what he’d do. 

For a long time Ghost didn’t move. Beth wondered if she should go back inside and have someone get the dog. He didn’t seem to be threatening in any way, but then she didn’t have much experience with dogs. Finally he moved closer and sniffed the peace offering. At first it didn’t look like he was going to accept it, but then Ghost grabbed it in his teeth and chewed, his eyes never leaving hers. Not sure what else to do, and getting colder by the minute, Beth slowly made her way toward the open garden gate, never taking her eyes off the dog. 

For several moments Ghost stood there, watching as she walked down the path and through the gate. Then he moved to follow her at a distance. He still didn’t wag his tail, but then he wasn’t growling either. He trusted her enough to take the food and she hoped that was a good sign. As she reached the road she moved across to one side of the dirt path, and Ghost seemed content to remain on the other side. They walked parallel to each other and after several minutes Beth relaxed some. There didn’t seem to be anything threatening in what the dog was doing. She hoped she was right. 

Luckily she found the right way on the road and spotted the group of six sheds past the wood building. Not remembering which had her things in it, she followed the path up to the first shed and tested the key Greer had left with the note for her. At the fourth shed the lock opened with a click. She opened the door and hung the lock back through the eye of the hasp. 

It amazed her to see the life she had with Dusty reduced to a pile of boxes, bags, and neatly stacked furniture at one end of the shed. Where to begin? She hadn’t bothered to go through everything before the movers packed it all up for the trip. Beth had tried to sort their possessions at first, but everything, in some way, reminded her of Dusty. Each box that was filled and set aside seemed to chip away at the wall she worked hard to keep up around her. Inevitably the walls would come crashing down, leaving her grief open and bleeding to the world. Luckily Orion was always there to give her comfort until she could pull herself back together. 

She moved toward the pile and glanced back to see Ghost lie down in the doorway, watching her. Beth turned back to the task of sorting through things. She would have to decide what could stay in the small room at the main house, what could sit in storage until she’d a new place, and what could be given away. She reached a hand toward the first box, and paused. Her hand shook and she pulled it back, jamming her hand roughly into a pocket. 

What was wrong with her? Even as she thought it she knew the answer. Last night had proved to her, if nothing else, how powerful objects could be, how much they could affect her. She stared at the boxes and felt as if they were a pile of rocks that might have a hidden snake within them. The work had to be done, but she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t look at those things. Exasperated with herself, Beth pulled one of the chairs away from the pile and set the mug on an upturned table nearby. She sat down and closed her eyes. She had to get past this. Even now she felt the cracks forming and this time Orion wasn’t here to put her back together if she crumbled. 

Beth startled as she felt something cold and wet touch her hand. She opened her eyes to see Ghost standing next to her knee, looking up at her. She stayed completely still, not knowing what she should do. She was surprised when the dog pushed his head under her hand and whimpered. With a trembling hand she rubbed her fingers over the soft fur at the top of his head and Ghost leaned his head on her leg. Gradually the act of petting the dog brought her comfort. 

She glanced at the pile and slowly stood, determined. She looked back at Ghost who met her gaze and Beth noticed his tail wagged, seeming to encourage her. With a sigh she took a long drink of her tea and then set the mug back on the table. She gathered a few empty boxes stacked to the side and pulled the clear tape and a sharpie from her pocket, using the tape to seal the bottom of the boxes as she assembled them. She wrote words on the boxes. Goodwill. Storage. Apartment. The last box she left unlabeled since it contained the things she wanted to have in her room now. It was a start. 

She spent over three hours sorting through their things until finally she could not face the task anymore. Ghost was with her the whole time, watching as she worked and offering a comforting nudge when the emotions began to overwhelm her. In the end she managed to complete six boxes to be given away, five for her new apartment, whenever she got one, and even a few things she’s put in the bag to take back to her room. She took two of the meat pies from her breakfast out its container, and offered one to Ghost who took it from her with surprising gentleness. She placed the closed container back in her bag and nibbled on the other pie absently. 

Maybe she would take a walk. She wasn’t quite ready to face anyone, but she needed a break. Greer had said yesterday most of the trees in the cherry orchard were just beginning to blossom. Beth knew it was an escape, but the alternative was far worse. 

She walked out of the metal shed and headed back down to the dirt road. Ghost followed close behind, but this time his presence while they walked brought her comfort instead of concern. If she remembered correctly, Greer had said this road led past the cow pastures, through the south fields to the cherry orchards. If not, she thought with a soft chuckle, she’d see something new at least. She sipped the tea as she walked. From here Beth could see the cow shed. As she drew near she looked past the back of the woodshed and saw three cows that grazed lazily, the pasture close by. 

Beth could picture a teenage Dusty sitting on a sturdy stool beneath one, her firm and callused hands gently milking it. She could even hear the song Dusty would hum aloud, as she often did while she worked. 

She wondered what it would have been like if she’d come here with Dusty. What sort of things would she have shown Beth? What childhood memories might she have shared? It was peaceful here, a feeling not often afforded to them in the city. It made Beth wonder, had Dusty stayed on the farm instead of coming to Chicago, if things would have been better. They never would have met, but Dusty might at least be alive. She felt the all too familiar despair creeping into the corners of her mind. 

A nudge on the leg from Ghost brought Beth out of the thoughts that threatened to take her down a sadder path than she wanted to go right now. Beth pushed away her musings and turned her attention back to the serenity around her. 

She glanced up at the northern end of the cow barn. There ten spacious hutches lined the inside wall, the sturdy wood and wire enclosures up on stilts. Beth leaned on the fence and peeked curiously inside the closest hutch. A brown and black mottled rabbit looked up at her, its eyes wide and fearful. She glanced down at Ghost, wondering which one of the two of them was making the poor creature more nervous. The area smelled clean, the water and food in their dishes fresh. She marveled at how well organized these farmers were, and how effortless they made it all seem. Between the fields, the livestock, and the running of the house, there had to be a mountain of work. And yet, from what she’d seen the past two days, the whole thing ran like a well-oiled machine. She knew they had some help, though as of yet she hadn’t seen anyone but the family around the place. 

A gust of wind blew across her face, and Beth warmed her cheeks by rubbing them rapidly with her fingers. Deciding it would be warmer to keep moving, she continued toward the orchard. She passed the horse barn where a beautiful, cream-colored palomino stood against the fence. It leaned its muzzle over the wooden slats. She watched in fascination as its large, flat teeth tore at the blades of grass around the fence line. The horse seemed unconcerned as she and Ghost walked toward it. Beth took off one of her gloves and her hand trembled as she reached out to touch the coarse hair of the horse’s mane. Her fingers nervously traveled down the horse’s neck to the soft hair underneath. She could easily imagine Dusty astride such a majestic beast, her strong thighs gripping the horse’s muscular back as it galloped across the fields of winter wheat. It was like a vision from an old western, the fiery Indian warrior maiden racing across the prairie, Dusty and her powerful mount one with the land around them. 

“Beautiful,” Beth whispered in a voice full of reverence. 

“Yes, he is.” Mitexi walked out of the horse barn, closing the door behind her. 

“Is he yours?” Beth asked. 

“If he could be anyone’s, I guess you could say he was mine. We‘re friends. I take care of him, and in his way, he takes care of me.” She looked down at Ghost with a raised brow. “I see you made a new friend this morning.” 

Beth smiled down at Ghost and nodded. “I guess so. I think we had to get a feel for each other.” 

Mitexi nodded. “It’s like that with most folks. Ghost’s a good friend to have. Once he decides he likes you, you’re family to him.” 

The horse sniffed Beth’s fingers, which she found both frightening and exhilarating at the same time. “What’s his name?” 

Mitexi walked over to the fence. “His name is Cayden. It means ‘Spirit of Battle’. And I just fed him. Most likely he’s thinking you brought him a treat.” She placed a handful of green beans in Beth’s hand and then leaned on the fence. “You’re one of those city girls who grew up wanting a pony and never got one, huh?” 

“Something like that.” Beth held out her hand, and the horse gently nibbled at the offered beans. 

“But you never rode a horse?” Mitexi smiled. 

As she spoke, Beth’s attention never left the horse. She could only guess how much of the adoration she felt was revealed on her face. “No, never.” 

Mitexi laughed. “We’ll have to fix that sometime, after the baby is born of course. Cay here can be a bit naughty. I’d bet his mate, Shima, would be a good one for a first timer. She’s gentle and slow to startle. I’ll talk to my father and ask him about it.” 

“I’d love that,” Beth said wistfully. 

Mitexi ran a hand over the horse’s back. “If you stayed on here we could look into finding you a special friend of your own. Aqena is pregnant. Might even see if you could try bonding with the foal when the time comes.” 

“I can’t,” Beth said, though there was a definite temptation in the idea. “That’s very kind of you, but—” 

“But you promised Dusty you’d stay.” 

“What?” Beth’s eyes widened in panic, her skin suddenly felt cold. “How did you...” 

“I know her, that’s all,” Mitexi said in an evasive tone, her eyes remaining on the horse. “She’s my sister, Beth. She’d want you and the baby to be safe, and this is the safest place. I know it’s not what you’re used to, and you don’t have to decide now. Give yourself time to get used to the place before you decide one way or the other. I know you like being independent, but despite what you think, this is your family, too—yours and your baby’s. Dusty’s baby.” 

Beth took several shaky breaths and turned her attention back to the stallion. She felt torn. On the one hand she felt she needed a place of her own to raise their child, but on the other she felt more at home here then about any place she’d even been. Ghost leaned heavily against her leg and Beth reached a hand to rest on his head. Mitexi was right. She didn’t have to decide now. There was still time to figure out what she wanted, where she belonged.

 

 

 MONDAY MORNING CAME to life with the chirp of her alarm clock and the warm morning sun on her face. Beth grabbed the clothing she’d set aside the night before and ducked into the bathroom for a quick shower. Moments later, she appraised her appearance in the large mirror as she brushed her hair. Clothes, especially those that were not only pretty, but unique, were one of Beth’s passions. The soft black cotton skirt that she wore now had been hand-batiked with blue and green spiral patterns, and it ebbed and flowed with her every movement. 

Her eyes were drawn to the small silver cross that rested on her blue camisole, and she took the cross in her palm. Dusty had often asked her why she wore a symbol of a faith she never practiced. Beth had to admit she was never able to come up with an answer that had been more than, it’s pretty, or I promised my mother I would. Though logical to her then, in this place where people took faith to heart, those words now seemed weak and superficial. 

She found herself lately thinking more about faith and what symbols meant to the people who believed in them. The necklace was a gift from Mireille when Beth was very small. Beth’s mother had made her swear to never take it off, proving that with the gift came its own binding chain in the promise. Beth hadn’t questioned her mother’s request, and after a while, wearing it had become habit. 

Beth placed the silver pendant back in place, grabbed the deep green blouse from the hook on the door, and quickly finished dressing. She didn’t have time this morning for deep reflections on religion or anything else. She retrieved her cloth messenger bag from the top of the dresser and headed down the stairs. 

Bardo was mixing something in a bowl with a wire whisk when she entered the kitchen. “You’re up early,” he said. “Sleep well?” 

“Obviously not as early as you.” Beth hung her bag over the back of a chair. “I slept well enough.” 

Bardo laughed and poured several circles of batter onto the heated griddle. “Well Orion and I are on an entirely different schedule than the rest of the family. Except for Vesta, who sometimes works morning shifts for the county, the rest of the women are mostly nocturnal.” 

Nocturnal? That’s weird. “Oh, is that so?” she replied instead. 

Bardo nodded toward an open door at the other end of the kitchen. “If you want some tea there’s water on the stove, and we keep the cheese cloth and strainers in the pantry. You’ll find the raspberry leaves in a labeled jar on the herb shelf.” 

Beth poured hot water from a pot on the stove into a mug from the dish drainer and then made her way through the pantry door. The pantry was much larger then any she’d seen in houses in the city or in Westport. The shelves were filled with an assortment of colorful jars and bags, but after some searching Beth found the tea and strainers. 

“My shift at the library starts at eight, and Ms. McPhee wants me to fill out some paperwork and get a feel for the place,” she called out to him in response to his earlier question.”Plus, I wanted to give myself extra time in case I got lost getting there.” 

By the time she returned with the woven bamboo tea strainer with raspberry leaves Bardo was flipping the fluffy brown pancakes. The smell was amazing. “I think the map Vesta drew for you last night should get you there okay.” He loaded several pancakes onto a plate. 

Beth took the strainer from the finished tea and looked around for the trashcan. 

“Under the sink.” Bardo pointed in that general direction. 

Beth opened the door under the sink and found a bucket like Dusty insisted they use at their place. With a chuckle, she dumped the wet leaves into the food scrap bucket and closed the lid. “I should’ve guessed your family composts all their food scraps, too.” 

Bardo nodded and set the plate of pancakes on the counter next to her. “Been doing it for years. Though our friend’s daughter, Becka, has been doing some interesting research at her work on using red worms for composting food scraps I’m curious about trying.” 

Beth made a face at the thought of doing anything with worms, which prompted a hearty chuckle from Bardo. She took her mug and plate and carried them to the table. Beth breathed in the scent of maple and cinnamon and it made her stomach grumble. The first bite of the rice pancakes confirmed her suspicions. Rather than being added to the top of the pancakes, the maple and cinnamon were mixed directly into the batter. “Did you make the maple syrup yourself, too?” 

“Of course. We have a large supply of maple trees in the forested area out past the east field. We start tapping the trees as early as February and go to sometime in early spring. This season looks to be gearing down soon if yesterday’s haul was any indication, but I think we managed to get enough to keep us until next season. Plus, there’s a bit extra to sell at the market this summer if we want.” 

“It’s amazing.” 

The back door opened and Orion walked in. He smiled at them and stopped to refill a portable water bottle from the jug in the refrigerator. “Mary dropped off the car. It’s an older Ford Tempo. It’s not pretty, but it runs clean and should be dependable.” 

“Tell her we really appreciate it.” Bardo motioned a hand out the back door. “Make sure you take over a couple of baskets from the garden. I know Mary and Zhen didn’t have much time to get a garden of their own going this year, so it’ll be a nice thank you.” 

“Okay, Dad. I’ll do that this afternoon on the way back from the Nellems’ place. Mom wanted me to take them that care package.” Orion took a long drink of his water. 

Bardo nodded. “I’ll do some baking after lunch. Your mom says once Tyler and Leo have finished their investigation, they’ll need someone to help clear the area so the school can be rebuilt.” 

“Maybe, if we’re lucky, we can do it this weekend.” Orion tossed a set of keys underhand to Beth. She caught them and slipped the set into the bag hanging on the back of her chair. Orion went to the back door and waved as he slipped back outside. “Have a good first day, Beth.” 

“Thanks. Tell your friends thanks for me, too, when you see them,” Beth called out. She got up and placed her empty mug and plate in the sink. “Well, I should get going. Thanks for breakfast, Bardo. Five star, as usual.” 

Bardo dried off his hands on the towel by the sink, keeping his back to Beth. “I made you a lunch. It’s on the porch.” 

“You think of everything, don’t you?” Beth grabbed her bag and hung it from her shoulder. “I’m going to be spoiled rotten by all this pampering.” 

Bardo touched her arm, and held out something dangling from his other hand. “I want you to take this. It will help protect you.” 

She took the object hanging from the leather thong and looked at it closely. It was a small turtle shell, the size of a silver dollar, with soft tan leather laced with sinew through holes in the shell to create a bag. “Protect me?” 

“Don’t open it. Place it around your neck and wear it anytime you leave the family territory. We ward the land itself, but...” The urgency in his eyes took Beth by surprise. “Please do as I ask. Turtle is a teacher of many things, but she also protects us as her shell protects her. I know it makes little sense to you, but it’s very important to me.” 

“All right.” She placed the turtle fetish around her neck and hid it under the blue shirt where it hung below the silver cross. “If it’s that important to you, I’ll wear it. Okay?” 

Bardo hugged her tightly and smiled. “You’re family, Beth. Never forget that.” 

 

 

THE DRIVE INTO Ashwaubenon was short, mostly freeway until she hit the village itself. It wasn’t what she expected in a small town whose welcome sign listed the population at less than eighteen thousand people. It had its own airport and major tourist activity from the huge stadium that connected to the village on three sides. As she drove along Oneida Street, Beth saw hotels, fast food restaurants, and banks. She made a mental note to look into opening an account at the local branch of her own bank, if there was one here. In the distance was the Village at Bay Park, a plaza of stores, which included a few major franchises she recognized. She even spotted a billboard advertising someplace called Bay Park Square mall, an unexpected bonus in Beth’s mind. She knew she would need to buy maternity clothes eventually, and a place like that was sure to have a good selection. 

She glanced up at the map she’d attached to the visor with a clothespin and took the turn on Cormier as directed. By the time she reached 1060 Orlando Drive, it was after seven, too early to go in yet. She parked the car in the lot and rummaged in her messenger bag for the handheld CD player. With the Indigo Girls to serenade her, Beth leaned back and waited. Her hand rested on the crevice of her neck, and she felt the turtle through her shirt. Somehow, knowing it was there gave her a sense that she wasn’t so alone. She looked up at the large building. Who knew how long she would be working here? For now it was a good job, something she enjoyed doing, though not really what she wanted to do forever. It was decent enough money and the benefits were good, which, with the baby on the way, was the most important thing. It was a new life, a new start. In her heart, she knew that’s what Dusty would have wanted for them. 

It wouldn’t be too bad, she supposed. She’d loved going to the library as a girl and had spent many summers out of school curled up in a comfy chair at the Westport Public Library, devouring books like many of her friends did candy and soda. It was always a good distraction, and nowadays that was exactly what she needed. Beth looked over at the clock as the last song on the CD player ended. Twenty minutes after seven, time to go in. She slung her bag over her shoulder, grabbed the plastic lunchbox Bardo had packed for her, and exited the car, locking it behind her. 

The deep red brick building with its triangle-shaped sections of stone and huge glass windows looked more like a church to Beth than a public library. A single triangle-shape overhang loomed over the large porch that led to the front double doors. One half of the triangle was the same red brick, the other a gray blue slate. Standing sentry on one side of the porch was a large, bushy pine, and the front of the building was framed in low, well-kept hedges. She knocked on the door and was met by a stern woman who eyed her suspiciously though the window. 

“I’m here to see the administrator. I’m Elizabeth Crew.” 

The woman nodded, unlocked the door, and held it open for Beth to enter. “Ms. McPhee’s in her office in back.” The woman seemed much older than Beth and her severely pulled-back brown hair was reminiscent of a stern governess from a gothic novel come to life. “She’s expecting you.” 

“Thank you,” Beth murmured at the woman’s back as she walked away. And now we see where they get the stereotypes for librarians in those old movies. 

She saw no one else until she reached the office. The door stood open and a well-groomed blonde with short, tapered hair and wire-rimmed glasses sat at the desk inside. Ms. McPhee looked to be in her mid-forties, though as athletic as she appeared, she could’ve been much older. At Beth’s quiet knock, the woman looked up and a sincerely warm smile crossed her face. 

“Miss Crew. How good to see you.” She pointed to a chair in front of her desk. “Have a seat and I’ll be with you directly.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” Beth said, sitting, her hands going instinctively to her lap. She straightened her skirt nervously. As Ms. McPhee went over the papers on her desk, Beth’s gaze traveled around the office. Behind the desk several documents hung in frames: degrees in Business, Library Sciences, and Journalism. Among the certificates and watercolor paintings, there were several plaques, as well as a cluster of awards that sat on the bookshelf by the window. 

Ms. McPhee set down the stack of papers, then picked up a file and opened it. “So, Ms. Crew, you’re feeling well today?” 

“Yes, ma’am.” Beth was uncertain where that particular line of questioning was headed. 

“Good, good.” Ms. McPhee flipped though the file, and spoke without looking up. “I’ve been made aware of your condition and all accommodations will be made to make things easier on you.” 

Taken aback at the suggestion that somehow being pregnant made her less capable, Beth took a deep breath, struggling to keep her tone even and polite. “With all due respect, Ms. McPhee, I don’t have a condition. I’m pregnant, but that doesn’t mean I’m not perfectly capable of doing my job as well as anyone, in fact, better than most.” 

Ms. McPhee lowered the file slowly and looked up, a wide grin on her face. “That’s what I was hopping to hear. I have four children myself and it has never stopped me from doing what I love to do. Though, at times, it has forced me to slow down.” A motherly look flashed Ms. McPhee’s eyes. “Don’t forget, there isn’t any need to push yourself to prove anything to anyone. We are a team, here to help each other as well as do our own jobs. If you need time off for doctors’ appointments or family reasons, you let me know. We’re not terribly formal around these parts.” 

Beth smiled and relaxed some, finding she liked her new boss very much. “Yes, ma’am.” 

“And cut the ma’am. To the people working here I’m Melanie.” She pushed a glass dish of colorfully wrapped chocolates toward Beth with a grin. “Guilty pleasure of mine. It's more fun to share your bad habits with friends anyway. So, do you prefer to be called Elizabeth or Beth?” 

“Beth is fine.” She pointed to the plaques on the wall before reaching to take a couple chocolates. “So, you write and do photography?” 

“Sure do,” Ms. McPhee said, a twinkle of pride in her eyes. “I’ve mostly written articles for the local paper lately, but sometimes I freelance out-of-state to magazines and academic papers. The photography started out as a hobby when I was young, but it turned out that I have a bit of a knack for it.” 

Beth glanced out the door and saw the stern woman at the front desk sorting through some of the books from the return bin. She was sure the woman was too far away to be eavesdropping, but something about her gave Beth chills. “How many people work here on a regular basis?” 

“We have six librarians on staff including you and me.” Ms. McPhee’s eyes followed Beth’s gaze and frowned. “I see you met Anna Clough. She’s a hard worker, but very low on the fun meter. She talks about her faith and the church, but I don’t know anyone who has ever seen her at one of the local parishes in the village. She’s an odd duck, harmless really. She’s our cataloger here.” 

“Yeah. Odd.” Beth shuddered and caught the amusement in Ms. McPhee’s eyes. “Got that feeling myself.” 

Ms. McPhee stood. “Come on, then. I’ll introduce you.” 

The rest of the staff was far more personable than Anna. The children’s librarian was a man named Steve Ackerman. He was far from what Beth expected. At nearly six feet tall, with the girth to match, he wasn’t your typical librarian. Steve had sandy brown hair that came to the top of his shoulders and blue eyes. His patience with the children and enthusiasm made it obvious to Beth why he had been chosen for that job. 

In the media room she met Carol Hurst, whose high-speed mode of communicating rivaled that of an old, seventy-eight rpm record album. Her light auburn hair was braided in a soft French twist, and she’d placed a decorative butterfly comb to one side of the folds. Carol seemed very nice and had even gone to the trouble of gathering up maps and pictures of Ashwaubenon in a large scrapbook as a “welcome to the library” gift. Beth found the gesture very touching. 

Terra Auger and Beth hit it off immediately, jabbering away throughout the day like old friends recently reunited. Terra was the head of acquisitions and had many fascinating stories about the things that she’d seen and the conferences she’d attended. She was part Oneida and it showed in her dark features and high cheekbones. It seemed Terra’s passions were shopping and books, in that order. When she heard Beth hadn’t yet been to Bay Park Square Mall, she insisted she would be only too happy to take her some weekend soon. 

Beth decided Anna was going to take some getting used to. She tried to be especially friendly to her, but Anna didn’t crack a smile the whole day. Finally taking Terra and Carol’s advice, she stayed clear of her. By lunchtime Beth was so involved in sorting through some of the older microfilm files, Terra had to come remind her to take her lunch break. 

Pleased that they got their chance to take their lunch together, both women sat at the break room table across from each other, laughing and chatting. When Beth opened up her lunch box, the smell of the food inside made Terra’s eyes widen. “Mmmm you got yourself an Indian man to cook you up them fish cakes. Lucky girl.” 

“No,” Beth said hastily. “It’s not like that. He’s married.” 

“Married or not, from the smell of that food I’d say he was a great catch.” Terra laughed and leaned back in her chair. “Hey, do what you want. I won’t judge.” 

Beth chuckled. “Like I said, not like that. Bardo is...” She hesitated, unsure if she was ready to test Terra’s assurances that she would not be passing judgment. “He’s the father of a friend. When she died they offered me a place to stay.” 

“Bardo?” Terra’s smile faded. She sat up, her blue eyes darkening with sadness. “I remember hearing about Dusty’s death. She, my sisters, and I are cousins, and good friends.” Terra leaned in closer, her voice a low whisper. “So was she your friend or your...well, your partner?” 

Beth gritted her teeth but decided at this point the truth was best. “She was my lover and my friend.” 

Terra nodded, keeping her voice a whisper. “I’d keep that quiet around that wacko Anna, and Carol can be a bit of a prude. Me, Steve, and Melanie live in the real world, though. We’ll handle it fine.” Terra reached out and patted Beth on the hand. 

Beth smiled. “Thanks, I hate having to hide who I am from the people around me. It puts me in a very uncomfortable position. But, I also would like to keep my time at work as stress-free as I can. It’s nice to know there’re people I can be completely open and honest with.” 

“So...” Terra filched a piece of maple candy from Beth’s lunch box, sucking on it thoughtfully. “Is the baby from an old relationship gone sour, or...” 

“Donor,” Beth said matter-of-factly. She didn’t think anyone but family needed to know any more details than that. “Dusty and I planned to raise the baby together.” 

Terra fidgeted with her napkin. “About Dusty...there are a lot of rumors about how she died.” 

“Rumors?” Beth set down her apple and lowered her voice. “What rumors?” 

“Nothing against her,” Terra said in haste, her palms shot up defensively. “The facts...well they were unclear.” 

“Dusty was murdered in Cicero. We don’t know who it was or why they did it. She died trying to protect me, and that’s all anyone needs to know.” 

“Fair ‘nough.” Terra scooted her chair over until she was right next to Beth and reached over to squeeze her upper arm in a gesture of comfort. “I remember when my mom lost my dad. She was pregnant with my little sister then. She said she’d not have made it through that time without her family and friends around. If I learned anything from her, it’s that it’s okay to stand on your own two feet, but it’s as okay to ask for help.” 

Beth smiled. “Thanks, Terra. I’m glad to be able to count you as a friend.” 

The rest of the day went rather slowly until the school let out. After that a few students from the local high school trickled in, as well as some parents brining their elementary aged kids in for some books or videos. As four o’clock rolled around Beth packed her things and was heading out the door when Carol ran to catch up with her. “Terra was saying you were looking for a doctor in the area, for the baby?” 

“For me too, actually.” Beth laughed. “We’re kind of a package deal nowadays.” 

Carol blinked at her uncomprehendingly for a moment and then continued, handing Beth a piece of paper with a name, address, and phone number on it. “This is Dr. Robert Hagee. He was my doctor for both my children’s births and is very professional. He’s in a lot of the medical journals, very well known, but his main offices are right here in Ashwaubenon, in the Bellin Health Family Medical Center on Commanche Street. I drew a map on the back for you, too.” 

She turned the paper over and looked at the map. Beth decided the office was close enough to simply stop by on the way home to make an appointment. For a moment, she found herself wishing she hadn’t trashed that accursed cell phone. There was something about making personal calls from work that made Beth uncomfortable. As it was, she was certain it would take weeks to get in to see such a well-known and respected doctor. “Thanks, Carol. I’ll stop by and see when he can squeeze me in.” 

Beth waved goodbye, headed out to her car and tossed her bag and lunchbox in back. She sat in the driver’s seat, enjoying the sensation of being off her feet for the first time in hours. It had been a long day, but she’d gotten some good work done and made a new friend. She glanced at the clock on the car radio and chewed her lip thoughtfully. She’d gotten out of work much earlier than she thought she would, and it wouldn’t take all that long to run by the clinic. It was such a nice day, seemed a shame to waste it heading home. She glanced over at the scrapbook hanging out of the top of her bag and grinned. It looked like the day wasn’t over yet after all. 


 
 




 Chapter Five 



 


 

 

BETH LEFT THE clinic, disappointed but not surprised that they’d not be able to schedule her for a new patient appointment until later next month. The early evening sun was warm on her face, and she was thankful the days were growing longer so after work she’d still have something left of them. The warmth of the late afternoon begged for her to go for a walk, so she decided to visit one of the parks Carol had made note of in the scrapbook. It wasn’t a long drive, and the directions noted neatly between the pictures were easy enough to follow 

Unlike in the city, parking here wasn’t hard to come by, so she found a spot and left her things locked in the car. She would not stay long, she told herself. Beth walked through the stand of trees that lined the sidewalk of Klipstine Park, taking in the sights around her. The evening air was cool, and the grass was a little damp from a midday rain. Beth took off her shoes and held them in her hand. She strolled and hummed softly as she enjoyed the sensation of the soft blades of grass between her toes. Children played on the swing set, laughing as they challenged each other to see who could swing higher. She envisioned bringing her own child here to slide or swing. They’d sit under the trees and eat ice cream. She would read stories. They’d paint and draw together. There was so much she could teach, so much they would share. 

She remembered watching Dusty play in softball games in the spring at the park near their house. Beth never cared much for the game itself, but something about Dusty running around in those tan shorts, sweaty and calling out taunts to the batters had always given Beth a charge. With a shuddering breath, she smiled and wiped away the tears from her cheeks with both hands. 

She looked up to see a boy about twelve run past her. He turned around, waving a hand enveloped in a heavily padded baseball glove in the air. “I’m ready, Mom. Throw it!” He called out. 

The ball whizzed by and there was a thwack as it hit the leather glove. The boy dropped the leather and twine stitched bullet and shook his hand, making a hissing sound. 

“That’s it, shake it off, Marc,” called an amused voice. “Maybe next time you won’t tell your mother she throws like a girl.” 

The boy laughed and tossed the ball with the other hand. Beth wondered wistfully if that’s what it would have been like with Dusty and their child. A run in the park, a toss of the ball, the kinds of things Dusty would have shared with their child if given that chance. And what was Beth to do now when their child wanted to shoot some hoops or throw a ball? She wasn’t good at sports. They were loud, noisy, and far too sweaty, all qualifications that fit very few things Beth enjoyed doing. 

“Heads up!” a woman’s voice yelled, and Beth turned to see a ball whiz by her face, missing her by inches. Caught off balance, she stumbled and landed on her backside in the wet grass. 

The boy ran to her, his eyes wide. “You okay? Wow, that almost cracked you a good one.” 

“I’m fine. No harm done.” Beth looked up as the boy’s mother drew closer. 

The woman who knelt down beside her had creamy golden skin and reddish brown hair, reminiscent of warm cappuccino sprinkled with cinnamon. She wore a pair of low-waisted blue jeans, a hooded sweat jacket that was unzipped, and a burgundy tank shirt, the latter riding low and framing her bosom. Beth was amazed at the unexplainable flutter she felt in her chest. Her breath caught in her throat and her cheeks grew hot as she found herself face to face with the woman. This woman’s black eyes were piercing, and Beth felt like a field mouse facing down a snake. Right now those intense eyes held compassion in them, but there was no doubt in Beth’s mind that could change in an instant to something far more dangerous. The woman said nothing, took Beth by the arm and gently helped her to her feet. 

“Gee, Miss. We’re real sorry.” The apologetic tone in the boy’s voice distracted Beth enough to turn her attention back to him. 

“I’m tougher than I look.” She brushed herself off, and picked up her fallen shoes, careful not to look directly at the woman’s face. Instead she stared at the circle-shaped pendant that dangled from the zipper of the woman’s sweat jacket. “It’s time for me to head home anyway. You two have fun tossing the ball, and look out for low flying pedestrians.” 

The boy laughed and waved, his mother still stood silent and watchful as Beth walked away. Beth wondered what had spooked her so badly. It wasn’t a feeling of danger, but something about the woman’s eyes seemed unnatural somehow. She brushed aside the thudding feeling in her chest as simply being startled, and walked back toward her car. It was getting late and she didn’t want to worry the family after everything they had done for her. For now, she told herself, there wasn’t anything to be bothered about. Ashwaubenon wasn’t that small of a place. It was most likely that the two were simply visiting the Packers Hall of Fame or something. She’d probably never see them again. 

 
 

“WHAT DO YOU want for dinner?” Isha called back to her son through the open apartment door. “I think there’s some rajma left from last night.” 

“Mom, you’re not answering my question.” Marc followed her through the door and closed it behind him. “Mom...” 

Isha shook her head and hung the keys on a hook by the entry to the kitchen. Once Marc got his teeth into some cause, there was little she could do to distract him. “Dinner shouldn’t take long,” she said evasively, moving into the small kitchen that was attached to the even smaller dining area. It wasn’t a big apartment by local standards, but it was the right size for them. Nearby was a living room that was clean, but cluttered enough to look lived-in. They shared the bathroom at the end of a narrow hall, but they each had their own bedroom. The walls were all sterile white, but Isha was glad that at least the landlord hadn’t let his guys paint over the pine trim and window frames. The natural wood was lightly stained and varnished, and that, along with her many plants that hung from the ceilings and rested on the bookshelves and tables, definitely improved the feel of the place. 

Marc dropped on the couch in the living room, tucked his feet under him and scowled. “You’re being childish about this,” he said. 

“I am, am I? And why is that?” 

Marc’s hands flopped in his lap and his tone was matter-of-fact. “I asked a simple question and you’re avoiding answering it. Did you think she was pretty?” 

She opened the refrigerator and took out a large Tupperware container. Isha dumped the contents into a pot on the stove and turned the burner up. “Why does it matter?” 

“It matters,” he said, throwing his hands up. “Because you barely said anything to her. Didn’t you tell me if you like someone you should say so? Not play games?” 

“That’s different.” Isha put the empty bowl in the sink and washed it. She knew it was hard for him to understand the way some people thought. No matter how often she tried to explain, his wonderfully open mind and idealistic fervor for fairness didn’t allow him to see the dark truth of how the world was. Sometimes she envied being able to see things through those innocent eyes. “You’re young. You can tell a girl you like her, and it’s no big deal. Either she likes you back or not. It’s not the same for me, Marc. If people outside of those close to us knew...” 

“Yeah, yeah,” Marc muttered. He picked up a magazine from the table and paged through it, but Isha could tell that his copy of Electronics Gaming Monthly wasn’t holding his attention today. “I know. Loss of job, landlord kicks us out, trouble at school. It’s not fair. Why does it matter whether you like boys or girls? It’s so stupid.” 

“You’re right, Marc. It is stupid.” Isha set the clean dish in the drainer and turned off the faucet, turning to smile at him. “Honestly, sweetie, it could be worse. There are places in the world where I would be killed, depending upon who I was romantically involved with. A bit of trouble in comparison is minor, but even so, still worth being careful.” 

“I guess,” Marc said sulkily. He set the magazine down and reached for the game controller. He didn’t bother to turn the system on, but held the plastic device, absently running his fingers over the buttons. “She seemed nice.” 

Isha laughed loudly, and reached for a wooden spoon from the drawer. “You are quite the little matchmaker.” 

“Am not,” he said defensively. “I thought you might be lonely.” 

She stirred the bean soup slowly, taking in the well-meaning words. Isha hadn’t been with anyone since Becka, three years earlier. It was a messy break up, in more ways then one. The experience had soured her. Since then, she’d focused even more on her writing and spending time with Marc. Her relationship with him had grown into something Isha cherished more then she could express. The two novels hadn’t done as well. After the first few rejection letters it had gotten easier to take, but Isha still found the failure of either one of them to land a contract disheartening. 

After a long silence, Isha glanced at Marc, who was watching her stir the soup, his eyes narrowed. “I can’t possibly be lonely, Marc. I have you.” 

Marc snorted and stood. His lanky legs took him across the slightly uneven linoleum in the kitchen with surprising ease. He opened the freezer and stuck his head in. “I did take health class, Mom. Spending time with me is not the same as having a lover.” 

“Marc!” Isha’s eyes widened and her face grew warm. 

He chuckled, drew a Popsicle from the freezer, and closed the door. “C’mon, Mom. I’m not a kid anymore.” 

“You’re twelve. And only one,” she nodded to the Popsicle, “or you’ll spoil your appetite.” 

“Almost thirteen.” 

Isha sighed and turned her attention back to stirring the soup. “I’m perfectly happy with our arrangement exactly the way it is, thank you very much.” 

He tore off the top piece of plastic from the Popsicle and spit it into the trash. “So, you think she was pretty?” 

She turned off the flames and moved the pot to a cooler burner. “Get some bowls and spoons. Dinner is ready.” Seeing the indignant look on his face, Isha smirked. “Yes, Marc. I thought she was pretty.” 

With a satisfied smile, Marc went to the counter and reached up to take two bowls from the cabinet above. “She had a nice voice. Don’t you think she had a nice voice?” 

“Yes, she had a nice voice.” Isha found her mind wandering. Yes, it had been a nice voice. Milky smooth, like rich caramel stirred slowly on a low flame. It reached you, making you want to listen, to beg her to talk. The words didn’t matter. It was a sound that could drown you, pulling you, with no desire to struggle, down into the depths of her. 

Marc’s voice went on, and Isha pulled her attention back to him. He took two spoons out of the drawer. On his way past the recycling bin he tossed the now-empty Popsicle tube inside. “And her skin. You don’t see many people around here like that.” 

No, there was no one like her in this place, no one with such skin. It was a velvety brown, the color of warm molasses. Her eyes were a deep green, but deep set and sad-looking. So very sad... 

Isha spooned the tomato and bean soup into Marc’s bowl and set it at the small table. As the warm, spicy smell of the food reached her, she chuckled, finding herself wondering if the woman tasted as good as she looked. “Ashwaubenon is not known for its racial diversity.” She filled her bowl and nodded toward the refrigerator. “Grab some of the berry pudding I baked last night. There should still be a pitcher of kajar gheer in there, too.” 

He grabbed a large glass pan and pitcher and closed the door with his foot. She pulled two glasses and small plates from the dish drainer as well as a serving spatula from a drawer before she joined Marc at the table. 

“The teacher asked today if I was gonna go on the trip to New York with the rest of my class.” He picked at his food, waiting for her answer. 

Isha cut the pudding into squares and sat a large chunk onto each of the small plates. She knew this trip meant a lot to him, classes at the Brooklyn Academy of Music, a concert at the Lincoln Center, a trip to the Bronx Museum of Art, Ellis Island. These were the things he’d been talking about excitedly since the teacher sent home the information about the class trip. These were wonderful opportunities for the children, but expensive. He’d been talking about the trip since before Imbolc. 

Saving what she could, and squeezing the budget strings tighter, Isha had managed to gather a good stash of money toward the trip, although not nearly as much as was needed. Some of her friends had offered to help out, but Isha’s pride wouldn’t allow it. If they needed something, she would be the one to provide it. 

“I dunno, Marc. I really tried, but we’re still short about three hundred or so. Even if we manage to raise that, it won’t leave you with any emergency money.” At the crestfallen look she received, a heavy weight hit the pit of Isha’s stomach. “I’m not saying no. We’ll see if I can get some overtime the next few weeks. Maybe I’ll paint some sarongs and ruana to sell at the market next month.” 

“So, what do I tell Miss Bahlow?” 

Isha heard the despondent tone in his voice. She touched Marc’s chin with her fingertips and raised his head so he looked at her. “Tell her you’re going. I’ll give her what I have already as a deposit and the rest in July before the trip.” 

Marc smiled. “Thanks, Mom. You rock.” 

“I do, do I?” She sat back in her seat and lifted the pitcher of kajar gheer. Isha poured both of them some of the sweetened carrot and milk drink. “You keep thinking that when I put you to work steaming the silk after it’s painted.” 

Marc grimaced. He hated that job, and Isha knew it. “Can’t I man the booth? You said I’m better at doing math in my head than you are. I can handle the money like last year.” 

“Oh, you’ll be doing that, too. If I can get some hours third shift at the main office, I’ll be able to paint while I watch the monitors between patrols.” 

“Slave driver,” Marc shot back, though the playfulness showed through in his smile. 

Isha watched him as they ate. There wasn’t anything that meant more to her than her son. It haunted her how, not so long ago, they’d come close to not making it. How close death had come, almost touching them both that night. Now that they were here, she would never let anyone try to hurt him again, even if that meant she had to hide who and what she was. It matter. They were safe and he was happy. She ruffled his hair, laughing at the scowl she received as a response. 

Yes, no matter what it cost, he would stay that way. Safe and happy. 

 

 

WHEN BETH DROVE up to the main house, Vesta was leaning against her car talking on a cell phone, and Greer stood beside her. As Beth got out of the Tempo, Greer sprinted to Beth and hugged her tightly. 

Vesta closed the cell phone. “Kind of late aren’t you? Ms. McPhee said you left at four. It’s after six.” 

“I went for a walk after work and ran a few errands. I didn’t think I’d been gone that long.” Beth grinned sheepishly. She was touched that they had been this worried. She wasn’t used to checking in when she felt like going somewhere. The only person she’d ever done that with was Dusty, and it had taken her almost three years to train Beth to call when she was going to be late. 

“Next time call us on this.” Vesta held out the cell phone and Beth took it as Greer finally released the crushing hug. “Greer has been driving us all bonkers since four forty-five. Bardo’ll warm you up something, and you can eat with us in the living room. We were about to play a few board games, and I’d like someone besides Greer on my team. She gets too competitive.” 

Greer rolled her eyes. “Look who’s talkin’. That cabinet in your den isn’t full of Fabergé eggs.” 

Beth looked at her questioningly and Vesta flushed. “I was in track and soccer in high school and college. I did okay, even won a few trophies. Doesn’t mean much now, they’re hunks of metal.” 

“Sure they are, dear.” Greer snorted, wrapped an arm around Beth’s shoulder, and led her into the house. Vesta followed, and Beth glanced back, amused to see a peevish scowl on her face. 

Beth came downstairs after she’d washed up and changed into a set of blue sweats. There was a plate of food and a mug of tea sitting on a table. She curled up in a comfy corner of the couch, her feet tucked under her, and set the plate on her lap. “Fish? I don’t know, Bardo. I was reading in a DNR report at work today that the fish in this area have high PCBs. With those fishcakes I had for lunch, I should be careful how much more fish I eat. Bad for the baby.” 

“The fishcakes were made of salmon given to us by a friend in Montana who lives in an area where no industrialization has access to the water source. That there,” he said, nodding at her plate, “is perch from a man-made lake on our property and should be perfectly safe to eat.” Bardo smiled in a way that told her he’d taken no offense, but that he was looking after her completely. 

Beth laughed and took a forkful of the fish. “I should have known it would be something like that. You all are more health conscious than the U.S. Health Inspector himself. They should put you in charge of things.” 

Bardo laughed and took a chair from the corner. He pulled it over to the coffee table where the board game was being set up. “That’s what my wife is always saying.” 

From her spot next to Beth, Greer looked over at Vesta who sat in the other corner of the couch. “Well, if she’s goin’ to be your partner, we should switch places, lass.” 

“You might have said that before I got comfortable,” Vesta grumbled, but both women traded places. “Okay, this game is called Scruples. You ever played?” 

Beth shook her head. Dusty was the first person she played board games with, and those tended more toward trivia and word based games. “How’s it work?” 

Vesta smiled. “It’s easy. Once everyone’s set, I’ll explain.” 

The teams were finalized as Orion finished setting up the board. Mitexi with Bardo, Greer with Orion, and Vesta with Beth. Mitexi’s two children sat on beanbags in a corner, Caradoc reading to his sister. Sanura squirmed in a way that reminded Beth of the tickling sensation she felt in the air sometimes right before a big storm. 

Once the board was set, one person from each team rolled the dice to decide who went first. As Beth rolled for her team, Vesta leaned close to explain the rules. “Okay, the first team looks at the question on the card and then chooses an answer. Then one person from that team reads the card to the other teams and picks the team they think will choose the same answer. The answer has to be yes, no, or depends. If the answers match, the reader’s team gets a point. The team that responds to the question can chose to tell the truth or not, but they have to agree on the answer. Keep in mind, a person from another team can challenge their answer and then the respondent team has twenty seconds to convince the rest of us that they’re telling the truth. Otherwise we call their bluff, and the reader’s team gets the point.” 

Vesta pointed at the cards in turn as she explained their purpose. “The red cards there are the questions. These here are the yes, no, and depends cards that each team uses. These two are the voting cards. Keep in mind if you’ve ever played this game, our house rules are a bit different. Playing on teams allows larger groups to play, and we use the point system. We’ve even added a few of our own questions to spice things up a bit.” 

“A few?” Mitexi laughed, and Vesta stuck her tongue out at her. “One night you were up until four in the morning making up questions.” 

Seeing the confused look on Beth’s face, Vesta raised an eyebrow. “You need me to go over something again?” 

“It’s not that,” Beth said, pursing her lips. “I’m surprised a family that prides itself in honesty would have fun playing a game that seems to require you to lie when you think you can get away with it.” 

“It’s all for fun.” Bardo leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees before he drew the first red card. “It’s part of the game. No one means anything by it.” Bardo handed the card to Mitexi who held it up to the light and squinted. 

Vesta frowned and crossed her arms. “Mitzi, put your glasses on.” 

“I don’t need those ugly things,” Mitexi said. “The light here’s bad to read by.” 

Vesta shook her head and leaned to Beth. “Mitexi needs glasses to read, but she never wants to wears them around anyone. She only uses them when she thinks no one can see.” 

Mitexi cleared her throat and ignored Vesta. She nodded at Greer and Bardo grinned, placing their yellow answer card face down on the table. “Okay, the question is, ‘You e-mail your picture to a gorgeous person you met on the Internet. Do you mention that you gained thirty pounds since the picture was taken?’” 

“That’s assumin’ I didn’t send them an old picture of Brigitte Nelson and say it was me,” Greer answered. The group laughed and Orion leaned over and whispered in her ear. “Okay, me and my partner say of course we tell them.” 

Bardo laughed out loud. “I think I’ll challenge that, my beautiful, but vain wife. Just last week, to go out to lunch with an old friend, you squeezed yourself into a pair of pants that you haven’t fit into since before Mitexi was born.” 

Greer placed a hand to her heart in mock outrage. “I like those pants. I’m a bit nostalgic. No harm in that.” 

As the votes went out, Mitexi laughed in triumph and marked a point for their team on the notebook in her lap. 

“Our turn.” Greer then chose a card and grinned as she and Orion read it quietly. Laughing, she turned to Mitexi, and leaned in, like a cat readying for the pounce. “‘You have a friend at work and you realize you’ve developed feelin’s for him that go way beyond friendship. Do you think it would be appropriate to tell the object of your affection ‘bout your feelin’s, if the object is involved in a long-term relationship or marriage?’” 

“I...” Mitexi looked around at the family gathered and licked her lips nervously. “Can we do a dare instead?” 

“Answer the question, lass,” Greer replied, a mischievous gleam in her eyes. “Answer the question.” 

Mitexi sighed. “Depends on whether he was happily married, I guess. If he was, I’d keep my mouth shut. If not, I guess I’d go for it.” 

“Thank you, me girl, for bein’ so delightfully predictable.” Greer said as she flipped over their card that read depends. At her words, Bardo gave his wife a mildly stern look, but she simply responded with a chuckle. “That’s a point for us then.” 

Vesta nodded to Beth to take the next card, and Beth looked around nervously. “You all are getting predatory on me. I don’t know if it’s safe to go next.” 

“It’s your first time, lass. We’ll be gentle on you.” 

Beth took a red question card and Vesta leaned in to read over her shoulder. Both women smiled wide and turned to look at Orion. Vesta set down their yellow card while Beth read the question card out loud. “‘A friend’s spouse is coming on to you. Do you tell the friend?’” 

Orion eyed Vesta cautiously before turning his eyes to Beth. “No.” 

Vesta, who had been taking a drink of juice, sputtered and coughed. As she blotted her shirt with a napkin, her eyes narrowed at Orion. “And why not?” 

“It’s not my place to. It would be the responsibility of his wife to do that. It was her transgression.” Orion seemed nonplussed at the scowl on Vesta’s face and handed her another napkin. “I would do my best to advise her to tell him, but in the end it would be her choice to make.” 

“That's two for us, then,” Greer said cheerfully, motioning for Mitexi to mark another point for her and Orion’s team on the sheet. 

Bardo was the next to choose a card, expressionless as he read it. Smiling he turned to Beth. “‘When a young waitress leans forward to wipe tables, you have a magnificent view not meant for you. Do you keep looking?’” 

Beth’s face grew warm, and she turned her attention to the plate of food she’d been nibbling on throughout the game. “Wow, these green beans are crisp. Do you steam them?” 

“‘When a young waitress leans forward to wipe tables, you have a magnificent view not meant for you. Do you keep looking?’” Bardo’s tone was soft and patient. She looked up to see amusement dancing in his dark eyes. 

Beth squeezed her lips together and gazed at the grinning faces around her. “I like a nice set of breasts as well as the next gal. Sure, I would.” 

Bardo laughed and noted a point for their team. 

Beth found her mind wandering back to the park, to the golden skin and full breasts nestled in the soft, burgundy cotton. She’d turned away that time, partly due to the surprise at her own reaction, but mostly because of guilt she felt for looking at another woman so soon after Dusty’s death. The response had been completely physical and entirely unexpected. And those eyes. They had terrified her, but as she thought back, Beth had to admit now, she felt excitement, too. She felt a flutter in her stomach, followed by a smothering blanket of self-disgust. 

Beth’s attention was jarred to the present by a bump of Vesta’s knee against the side of her own. “You with us, Beth?” 

“Yes.” Beth took a sip of her tea. She carefully avoided the gaze of the people around her, relying on the steadfast habit of burying what she was really feeling beneath a social smile. “Sorry, mind wandering. Maybe I’m tired. What was the question?” Vesta eyed Beth with concern, but to her credit said nothing more about it. 

“‘The environmentally friendly laundry detergent costs two dollars more than the regular brand.’” Orion said. “‘Do you buy it?’ What do you say?” 

“In this group?” Beth laughed. “I’d pay the extra two dollars.” 

They all snickered in response, and as a point was added to the tally, the game moved on to the next reader. Some of the questions were funny and at times a bit embarrassing. Others were thought provoking and invoked lively debates around the table. Beth showed the next question to Vesta, who glanced around at the group and shrugged. “Well, since my partner has no preference, I’ll field this to you, Bardo. ‘A twelve year-old girl has cancer. Her father refuses to allow the doctors to treat her with chemotherapy. Instead, he believes in relying on alternative medicine. Should the child be removed from his custody?’” 

“Certainly not,” Bardo replied, Greer and the others nodding in agreement. “Chemotherapy isn’t always the answer, Beth. Often times it causes more damage than it does good. There are many other ways to treat cancer.” 

“But if the doctor says chemo is the best way...” Beth began. 

Bardo shook his head. “Doctors are people and therefore as capable of being closed-minded or incorrect as anyone else. Some are so assured of their superiority that they will not even look into learning new ways of treating an illness. They go through the same old tired treatments that they learned in medical school, whether they went there five or fifty years ago.” 

Beth had always been taught to have complete confidence in modern medical science as opposed to new age sort of treatments. She had a hard time seeing how four very intelligent people could dismiss something as common practice in the medical profession as chemotherapy for backwoods remedies and superstition. Not wishing to argue about the matter, Beth put the question in the discard pile. 

“That’s your answer then?” Beth asked and Bardo nodded. “Then the point goes to Bardo’s team.” 

“Here, let me take those, Beth,” Vesta said, her tone gentle. She picked up the plate and mug, and took them into the kitchen. 

The game went on for almost two hours more before Orion and Greer’s team were dubbed the winners at fifty points. After the dishes were all put away, Mitexi took the kids off to bed, Caradoc and Sanura protesting the whole way up the stairs. The adults gathered in front of the fireplace for spiced tea and dessert. Bardo had made a delicious peach cobbler from the harvest canned last summer, and he served it up with some hand-cranked vanilla ice cream. The ice cream melted over the cobbler, making each bite creamy and rich. 

Beth set aside her plate. The pale blue ceramic was now devoid of all but a thin layer of melted ice cream and a few crumbs. She sipped her tea and rested her head on the couch cushion. Greer sat next to her and let loose a satisfied sigh. “Mmm, ne’er got a chance to ask you how your day went, lass.” 

“It was fine. My boss, Ms. McPhee, is a nice lady, an intelligent, no-nonsense sort of gal. I met some of my coworkers, too. Most of them seem okay. Terra says she and her sisters are cousins?” 

Greer nodded and smiled. “Oh, yes, we know Terra, Marrita’s sister. I heard Terra’s become a little hellion. She should be fun for you to hang out with. Get you into some good healthy trouble.” 

Beth laughed and felt some of the tension from before lift. “One of the women there, Carol, gave me the name of a good doctor in town. I went to the office and they were able to fit me in next month.” 

“A doctor?” Greer rubbed a hand through her hair and scratched the back of her neck. “You know, lass, Mitexi is a midwife. You don’t really need a doctor ‘less you have problems, do you?” 

“Don’t get me wrong, Greer. I trust Mitexi and all, but I’m more comfortable with a doctor.” Beth sighed as she saw a flash in Greer’s eyes, the sure sign she was planning to try to convince her otherwise. “I promised my mother I’d make an appointment as soon as I arrived in town, and that’s what I did.” Beth did her best to keep her tone even, without any of the irritation she was beginning to feel at the discussion. “I’m sorry, Greer. I know you all mean well, but my decision has been made, and it’s really not up for debate.” 

“As you wish, lass. We’re here if you need us.” Greer took a long breath. Beth smiled in response and rolled her neck to loosen it. “You look tired. I’ll help clean up in here. Go up to bed and get some decent sleep.” 

Muttering something about that being a good idea, Beth got up and headed toward the hall. 

Greer stood in the doorway and watched Beth wearily climb the stairs. Bardo placed his hand on her shoulder, obviously sensing her tension and worry. “Has something happened? She’s not upset about our disagreement during the game is she?” 

“No, I don’t think so,” Greer said, hesitance in her tone. 

“Then, what is it?” 

Greer turned to face him, doing her best to hide the wave of panic creeping in. “She’s to see a doctor in town. Beth won’t let Mitexi handle it.” 

“That could be a complication.” 

“Aye.” Greer walked around the room, gathering up the dessert dishes. “If the doctor doesn’t do very detailed tests, sticks to the standards...we should be safe ‘nough.” 

“If not?” Bardo took the dishes from her, set them on the mantle, drawing her into his arms. 

“If not? Then we take action.” Greer’s jaw set determinedly. “Whatever it takes to keep Beth and the baby safe, whatever it takes to protect our family.” 


 
 




 Chapter Six 



 


 

 

THE FLUORESCENT LIGHTS burned dim, and one of the bulbs flashed erratically. Beth squinted and made a mental note to call maintenance. She set the last of the heavy atlases back on the high shelf and climbed down slowly from the ladder, wheeling it to the end of the row. It had taken her a few weeks to get used to where everything went in the library, but now it was becoming almost second nature. Most days she enjoyed the work, but some days, like today, things got a little crazy. 

She dodged a group of tittering middle-school girls who came out of the bathroom and her hands went instinctively to her abdomen. They muttered their apology and barely glanced at her as they huddled together over a teen magazine, pointing and gushing over the boy inside. 

“Shameless.” Anna crept out from behind a nearby shelf. Her eyes narrowed as she watched the girls continue down the hall. “Sinful.” 

“They’re just kids.” Beth pursed her lips. This woman normally made her uneasy, but something about the way Anna looked at the kids now was downright alarming. 

“Those rags are the mind’s playground for sin and perversion.” The scowl that crossed Anna’s face reminded Beth of one of the snarling stone gargoyles she’d seen on old, European churches. 

Beth suppressed a laugh. If Anna got her panties in a bunch about some girls swooning over a teen idol, she’d have an aneurysm if she ever met Beth’s friends back home. “It’s a magazine, Anna. Really. It’s not pornography.” 

“The subject of sexual purity is extremely important.” Anna’s cold blue eyes turned on her, causing Beth to involuntarily back up a step. “It’s not a matter of mere curiosity, Miss Crew. It’s of eternal importance, because ‘the sexually immoral do not inherit the kingdom of God’.” 

“Yes, I know.” Beth did her best to refrain from rolling her eyes. “I’ve read the Bible. I know the passage, but sexual immorality is hardly the issue here.” 

Anna paced in one tight spot. The movement gave a manic quality to her demeanor. “‘For this ye know, that no whoremonger, nor unclean person, nor covetous man, who is an idolater, hath any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God’.” 

Beth put her palms out, and lowered her voice in an attempt to pacify Anna. “Yes, dear. I see that. You’re only thinking of their wellbeing.” 

Anna’s hands lashed out without warning and gripped Beth’s forearms. Beth tried to pull away, but the slender woman was surprisingly strong. “Yes, you see. You understand. ‘And the Lord God said: I will destroy your high places, cut down your incense altars and pile your dead bodies on the lifeless forms of your idols, and I will abhor you’.” 

Her heart thumped madly in her chest, and Beth struggled to keep her voice calm. “It’s been a long day. You’re tired. Why don’t you ask Melanie to let you go home? I’m sure she’d understand.” 

Anna’s eyes bore into Beth’s abdomen. “‘But the angel said to him: Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name John. He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth’.” 

“Anna, please.” Beth looked around, but the hallways were empty. The other staff members obviously dealing with the middle school class in another part of the library. “Let me go.” 

“‘On the day you were born your cord wasn’t cut, nor were you washed with water to make you clean, nor were you rubbed with salt or wrapped in cloths. No one looked on you with pity or had compassion enough to do any of these things for you. Rather, you were thrown out into the open field, for on the day you were born you were despised.’” Anna’s grip grew tighter, and Beth winced. “‘Then I passed by and saw you kicking about in your blood, and as you lay there in your blood I said to you, ‘Live!’” 

“I’ll not report you, I promise,” Beth said though clenched teeth, praying someone would come into the hall. If she wasn’t afraid of terrifying the children and making a scene, Beth thought she might scream. If she stayed calm, she told herself, they’d get through this. “But you have to settle down and let me loose.” 

“‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts. Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up’.” Anna let go of Beth’s right arm, and reached up to grab the cross that hung around her neck. The closeness of her hand, the feel of Anna’s breath on her face, made the pounding in Beth’s chest transform into a gallop. 

Anna held Beth’s cross between her fingers, and when she spoke, her tone sounded softer and more peaceful. “‘Blessed is she who has believed that what the Lord has said to her will be accomplished’.” Anna suddenly released her. Then she smiled the first smile Beth had ever seen on her face and disappeared again behind the row of books. 

Beth leaned against the wall, hugged her arms to her chest, and desperately tried to slow down her breathing. Anna was unhinged, she was certain of it now. 

“Beth...honey...” 

Beth gasped, and her gaze darted in the direction of the voice. Terra stood there, her face set with worry. “Beth, what happened?” 

“Anna,” Beth managed to choke out. “She...I don’t know. She scared me. She was upset about something and started quoting scriptures. She’s fine now, I think. Left me a little jumpy.” 

“Fuckin’ fruit loop,” Terra said angrily. “We should tell Melanie. Get that whack job out of here.” 

“I told her I wouldn’t report it.” 

Terra rested her arm on Beth’s shoulder. “So, then we tell Melanie that Anna did something that spooked you, but you don’t want to talk about it. Fair enough?” 

Beth nodded and forced a smile. “You think she’d mind if I left a bit early today after the kids head out?” 

“Nope. In fact I’m feeling a bit under the weather myself.” Terra put her hand to her forehead in a feigned swoon. Beth shook her head and Terra laughed. “I think a dose of mall-itude and chocolate is definitely in order.” 

Melanie took one look at Beth’s pallor when she entered the office, and before Beth could even explain what had happened, she insisted that Beth take the rest of the day off. Their boss was less sympathetic when Terra said she wished to accompany her, but when Beth insisted on needing the help Melanie relented. Within twenty minutes the two women were out the door and packed away in Terra’s Yellow VW. Beth’s spirits lifted at the anticipation of a shopping trip with her friend, but a part of her felt a bit guilty playing hooky from work. 

They entered the mall though the Kohl’s and Terra stopped to examine a few of the perfumes at the cosmetics counter. The smell of them made Beth nauseous. She fumbled with an old mint tin and took out a piece of ginger candy Bardo had made for her earlier that week, grateful beyond words. She popped it in her mouth, and after a few minutes, the hard candy settled her stomach. 

“We could go get our hair done at the salon. The whole works if we want,” Terra said. 

Beth grimaced. A day at the salon was something Mireille would do. “I wouldn’t mind a stop at the bookstore.” 

“The bookstore?” Terra snorted, and set down the ornate bottle of women’s perfume. “You work at a library and on a relaxing trip to the mall the first place you want to check out is someplace that sells books?” 

“I like books.” 

Terra laughed and took Beth by the hand. “C’mon, girl. Don’t think there’s a decent bookstore in the mall itself, but there’s a Barnes down the way. Let’s hit the bookstore after. In the meantime we can stop at a few places along the way to get something to eat.” 

A few places were an understatement. There were lots of interesting stores, and if Beth lingered at a display for more than a few moments, Terra grabbed her hand and pulled her inside. The first place Terra dragged her was Victoria’s Secret. The racks of sheer baby doll gowns and merrywidows were far from what Beth had in mind as pregnancy wear, and she felt her face grow warm when she scanned the selection. She was glad she’d been able to transfer her savings and checking account from her bank in Cicero to Ashwaubenon. She found some nice tankini and halter swimming tops with matching hipsters in black and various shades of gold and red, which would accent her skin tone. 

She’d been sure the lingerie place was the most flustering, but after a stop at the homemade cookie shop, Terra took her to a strange store with bright flashing lights and a chaotic mix of loud noises that made Beth cringe. 

“You’ve got to see the stuff in the back. This is the coolest place.” Terra snickered, reminding Beth of the middle-school girls they had dealt with at the library that day. When she reached the low shelves in the back of the store, she felt her face glow from the warmth of slight shock to hot embarrassment. There was a row of board games, most in boxes of reds and whites on a black background. Names like “Oral Sex” and “Dirty Minds” made it obvious these were not the type of games she could bring back to the ranch for family nights. 

“This looks useful.” Terra picked up a small package and Beth leaned over her shoulder to look at it. “‘The perfect tool for the on-thego woman’.” 

Beth’s eyes widened as she saw the lipstick-sized tube hanging from the end of the keychain. “Is that...” 

Terra nodded, and tossed it into the basket dangling from her arm. “Portable vibrator. A little small, but hey, I can be creative. Never know when the urge will hit me.” 

For a moment Beth wondered when Terra had grabbed the basket, but her attention was drawn back to the plastic packet that rested inside of it. “You really do that?” 

“Sure,” Terra said matter-of-factly, her own eyes suddenly widening. “Don’t you?” 

“No.” The incredulous look on Terra’s face aggravated her. Beth looked around the crowded store and lowered her voice. “I never saw the need. Dusty and I had a very satisfying sex life.” 

“And now? Don’t you feel...well, urges sometimes?” 

Beth rubbed the back of her neck in discomfort. She didn’t like the direction this conversation was heading. “I have other things on my mind, my job, the new place, and the baby.” 

Terra grabbed a second keychain and threw it into the basket. “Pregnant women masturbate. They even have sex, too. Nothing to be embarrassed about.” 

“I’m not buying that.” Beth averted her eyes away from the shelves of heated massage oils and edible body-paints, scanning the wall of velvet pictures in an attempt at self-distraction. 

Terra smirked. Beth heard the rustle as she picked a few more of the packages off the shelf and added them to her basket. “I never asked you to.” 

Beth’s hands flew to her hips. “And I’m not using it.” 

“Suit yourself. Throw it in your panty drawer. Use it to massage your tired feet. Doesn’t matter.” Terra’s grin went well into her eyes. “Or take it into your shower, turn some music on, and fantasize about whoever you have to in order to get off. It’s good for you. Loosen you up after a long day.” 

“I don’t need loosening up, and certainly not in that manner,” Beth said, hoping her dignified tone hid her girlish awkwardness. 

“You don’t think so?” Terra laughed, throwing some flavored warming gel and body paints in the basket as well. “Suit yourself.” 

The rest of the store was far less shocking. The bright neon Corona signs, novelty t-shirts, and black light accessories held little interest for her, but the section of fairy figurines caught Beth’s attention. One in particular, a colorfully winged woman who lounged on a mushroom and reached down to pet the tiny dragon at her feet made her smile. It wasn’t what she considered art, but the fiber optic wings changed color in a very pleasing way. A few figures over was a pink fairy who sat in a huge bed of roses. The fairy’s hand outstretched like a princess waiting for her knuckles to be kissed. The last was a wild-eyed, orange-toned fairy, lying back on a set of high, flat rocks. Beth had always liked fairies, especially as a little girl. Her father used to tell her stories about how when she was little, she’d come home with wild tales about dancing with the fairies and even told him one time how the queen kissed her on the head, telling her how special she was. Her mother disliked him telling Beth these tales, saying they would put unhealthy ideas in her head. 

She placed the three boxes of figurines into Terra’s basket and followed her as they made their way to the front of the store. Beth missed her dad. He not only listened to her, no matter how wild her ideas seemed, but he really tried to understand what was important to her. She knew Mireille had made life hard on him, her constant demands and extravagant tastes leaving him with little time of his own. Beth had often wondered why he stayed. Was it his duty to the marriage, to his daughter, or had he simply grown comfortable and didn’t want to bother making a change? She’d never asked him. There were many times after his death that she regretted not talking to him about a great many things. 

“Huh, well I’ll be.” 

Beth was jarred back to the present, her eyes following where Terra’s rested. “Is that a fog machine? Wonder what somebody would need that for. Not exactly a home décor item, is it?” Beth asked. 

Terra smirked. “I could think of some fun uses for it in my house.” 

The mischief in her tone cued Beth to what Terra was thinking. “Do you ever think of anything besides sex?” 

“Not if I can help it,” Terra replied with a grin. 

About an hour later they set their bags aside at the table outside the food court’s pizza place. Beth’s feet were tired, and her shoulders sore, but her spirits had lifted quite a bit. She’d found some beautiful sundresses in the maternity store, and several sets of maternity jeans and shirts with no belly panels. When she first got pregnant Beth worried she’s be stuck with sweat suits or the ugly maternity clothing she’d seen in her mother’s old magazines, but most of the stuff she found in the store was perfectly stylish. 

Terra opened the Hot Topic bag and laid a few things on the table. “I got this shirt for the baby.” 

“Ah, so this is why you snuck off.” Beth chuckled and picked up the bright red jumper with the Wonder Woman’s symbolic yellow WW on the chest. “So, what if I have a boy?” 

“A budding feminist-in-training? He’ll love it, too.” They laughed and Terra handed Beth a makeup pencil and a bottle of nail polish. “They are the most wonderful plum color. I know you don’t wear a lot of make-up, but it would be scrumptious against your dark skin.” 

“Thank you, Terra.” Beth took the makeup and the baby clothing and placed them in her bags. “That was very thoughtful of you.” 

Terra shrugged and picked at a package with two bottles in it. “I was thinking. You have such pretty hair, all dark chocolate like, but a little color would really jazz up your look.” 

“A little color?” Beth pulled the black blanket from one of her bags and laid it in her lap. The fabric was so soft it tickled her hand as she ran her palm over the image of the pink fairy lying seductively in the bed of roses. She’d found it in the same store where Terra found the makeup and could not pass it up. It matched the figurine so well. Her eyes scanned the box Terra sat on the table. “Is that a bleaching kit? 

“Just a few strands,” Terra said, leaning in. “C’mon. It’ll be fun. I have a chunking cap at home. I picked up a nice red and a plum. I wasn’t sure which you’d prefer.” 

“I don’t know...” 

Terra leaned back, and grinned. “We could use both.” 

“No,” Beth said quickly. “The red might be okay, as long as you don’t go overboard. I’ll check with my doctor first to make sure bleaching my hair is safe while I’m pregnant.” 

“No problem.” Terra looked over Beth’s shoulder, eyes narrowed. Then, a wide smile crested her face. “Not that you need the extra primping. You seem to have a few admirers already.” 

Beth turned around to see a group of kids at the pizza counter. They were all talking and laughing, except one boy with dark eyes who watched her intently. For a moment her eyes narrowed as she tried to figure out why he seemed familiar. Then the trip to the park came back to her, and she realized it was the boy she’d met. 

“Hey, Marc,” Terra said as the boy got up and strolled toward their table. 

“You know him?” Beth asked in surprise, raising an eyebrow at Terra. 

“Yes,” Terra said and blinked as Marc’s eyes flashed at her, almost as if in warning. He turned to Beth smiling and Terra coughed. “I mean, sort of. We’ve seen each other around.” 

“Yeah, around,” he said, unconvincingly, holding a hand out to Beth. “We met a few weeks ago. I’m Marc. And your name?” 

Okay, she didn’t know what was up with those two, but she’d play along for now. Beth smiled and shook his hand. “Have a seat, Marc.” 

Marc sat in a chair next to her and motioned to his friends he’d be back. Beth studied him closely as she spoke, certain there was a hidden intent behind his interest. Not malicious, he seemed too sweet for that, but clandestine just the same. “My name’s Elizabeth. Elizabeth Crew. And yes, I remember meeting you and your mother. I’m still trying to get the grass stains out of that skirt.” 

Marc grinned sheepishly. “I’ve seen your friend there at the library a lot. You work there, too?” 

Beth nodded. “Yes. I’m the reference librarian.” 

“Kinda figured you for an artist like my mom.” The boy’s eyes scanned over her and then the bags on the table. “You don’t seem like the librarian type.” 

Terra scowled. “What do you mean by the librarian type, boy?” 

Marc seemed nonplussed by the outburst. In fact he ignored Terra completely. His sharp eyes studied Beth’s reaction. She knew that tactic. In fact, she did it herself when she wanted to know more about a person...to read them. “So...” His gaze moved to her ring-less fingers. “You got a boyfriend then?” 

Beth chortled. “You’re a tad young for my tastes.” 

She was pleased to see the boy’s face blanch, caught off guard by her reply. “Uh, nah. Not me. I know someone. Well, they might have been looking your way at the park, and I wanted to get the sitch on you and all.” 

“The ‘sitch’ is, I’m very flattered, but not interested. I recently lost someone very dear to me, and I’ve no interest in being involved at this time. I’m perfectly happy with my life staying the way it is now.” Beth ignored the snort from Terra. 

“Thanks for taking the time talk with me, Ms. Crew.” Marc stood and smiled politely, though Beth could have sworn she caught a glimpse of disappointment in his eyes. 

“Call me Beth, Marc, and thanks for stopping for a chat. I don’t mind at all.” As he turned around, she saw a pamphlet for New York in his back pocket. It looked as well worn as the boy’s jeans. “Going on a trip?” 

“Oh, yeah.” Marc turned around, a light sparked in his eyes. “It’s so cool. Three weeks in New York going to all kinds of places. I’ve never been anywhere ‘cept Wisconsin and Illinois. Mom and I have been saving up all year.” His face fell subtly, but Beth caught it. “We’re a little short, but we’ll get it.” 

“How short are you?” Beth inquired, leaning forward. 

The boy bit his lip nervously, before apparently deciding to reveal more. “Mom says about three hundred or so. Won’t give me any spending money, but should cover food, lodging, and the rest. Some of our friends had offered to pitch in, but Mom doesn’t want charity. She says if we really need something, we can make the cash ourselves.” 

Beth wasn’t sure why she was so interested, but the excitement in the boy’s voice and manner made her want to see him go almost as badly as he did. Maybe it was because she knew what it was like to have a dream that remained out of reach. “What have you two come up with so far?” 

“Mom’s doing extra shifts at work.” He paused thoughtfully, and then the excitement in his eyes flashed with an edge of mischievousness that made Beth mildly curious. “She’s a security guard for Ashwaubenon Boardwalk Office Complexes. She also hand paints and batiks clothing. Mom said we’ll be at the farmer’s market in Green Bay the third Saturday in May. I wish we could go sooner, but she says the best days for craft vendors are nearer end of the month or during special events.” 

“I’m sure you’ll manage to get the rest together.” Beth saw one of the teens she assumed was Marc’s friend wave a key in the air and then motion for him to rejoin them. “Well, maybe I’ll see you around town and you can tell me more about the trip.” 

Terra remained silent until Marc was out of earshot. “Why do I get the feeling we’re going to the market then? Third Saturday in May?” Terra whispered, her trademark smirk firmly planted on her face. 

Beth chuckled, but didn’t reply. She simply watched the boy and his friends as they headed down the hall toward the mall exit. She wanted to help him. She could only imagine what it was like to have your child want something so badly and not to be able to afford to give it to him. She’d lived a very privileged childhood, rarely wanting for anything money could provide. When her father died, her mother had gained complete control over the trust fund Miles left to his daughter. After one particularly nasty fight, Beth made the choice to find a way to pay for college and her expenses on her own and not to touch the trust fund money. 

She learned to work hard and to do with less. Most of the time, between herself and Dusty, they had made a fairly good living. There were times when things were tight, but it never lasted for very long. Never, during all that time, had she considered for a moment touching the money that lay in trust for her. Now, Dusty was gone. Beth had a nice amount saved up, but if she was going to move into her own place she would have to limit her expenditures. Today was fun, but she would need to make these frivolous comfort-shopping trips far rarer than they used to be. Things were different now. Her life was different now. She would have to change with it. But even so, that didn’t mean she couldn’t help someone else all the same. 

 

 

MOUNDS OF WHITE silk lay in the bottom of the tub, its fibers engorged with the alum-infused water. One by one, Isha took each piece from the tub and twisted it gently to release the water before placing it carefully in the storage bin next to her knees. The sections of cloth varied in size, making it easier to tell which garment was which. The sarongs were a yard wide and two-and-a-half yards in length. For the ruana, the fabric was two yards square. 

Once everything was well wrung out, she drained and cleaned the tub. She lugged the heavy bin of damp cloth down the duplex stairs and out the back door, where she set it in front of a clothesline pole. The hot wind touched her face and she reflexively licked her dry lips. Normally, a day like this would make her glad she worked in an air-conditioned office building, but today it would dry the fabric quickly, allowing her to set up a few pieces on frames to paint that night during her shift. 

She wrung out each piece once more and then hung it on the clothesline. One more batch this size, this time with a solution of water and tin, and there would be enough to make a decent showing at the market. Isha was glad they were able to find a duplex with a good-sized back yard and a clothesline. The last place they lived, she’d had to do all her work in the tiny bathroom. 

She heard footsteps and glanced over her shoulder to see Marc coming up the walk. “Thought you were coming home at four. What happened?” 

“Kyle misplaced his key again. The dork. We had to stop by his sister’s work to get her copy so he could get in his house.” Marc reached for a white sarong from the bin. 

“Wash your hands before you touch those.” 

Marc rolled his eyes and carefully navigated between several of the large ceramic pots that were part of his mother’s rather impressive container garden. He knelt down by the faucet at the base of the building and took the end of the wound hose to spray off his hands. “I’m glad though. I saw that woman in the food court today.” 

“What woman?” 

Marc shook the water from his hands and once again went to pick up a white sarong from the bin. He wrung it out, a wide grin on his face. “The pretty one we met at the park.” 

The white tank shirt and the blue jeans that Isha wore were already blotted with wet marks when she reached down to dry her hands off on her knees. “You did?” 

“Yep.” Marc reached up to hang the cloth on the line. “Hand me a couple pins. Will ya?” 

Isha handed him three clothespins, doing her best to feign disinterest. “Well?” 

Marc laughed. “Her name is Elizabeth Crew. She’s the reference librarian at the Ashwaubenon Library. Works with Terra, and I hear from people around town she’s staying with Bardo and Greer. She’s not with anyone right now, but lost someone very close to her recently, and seems to be mourning still. And she likes to be called Beth.” 

“Is that all, Inspector?” Her eyebrow raised in wonder at his persistence. 

Marc reached for another cloth and paused. “Oh yeah, almost forgot. She’s pregnant.” 

“Pregnant?” Isha coughed in surprise. “She didn’t look pregnant. What makes you think she was?” 

“She had two bags from one of those maternity-type stores in the mall. If she was buying a gift, I doubt she’d need two bags worth of stuff.” Marc shrugged. “Plus, the way she sat, she was very protective of her stomach. I mean no squishing it between her chair and the table like most people do.” 

“You sure you don’t want to be a private eye?” Isha wasn’t certain if she was more impressed or annoyed at his skills of observation in this case. “You’re nosy enough.” 

“Nope. I’m gonna be a musician.” He dried his hands on the back of his pants, his tone unconcerned. “I was curious. It’s not like I went looking for her, but I thought long as she was there I’d find out a few things.” 

She pinned up the last square of silk and her eyes studied Marc’s face closely. “You seem disappointed.” 

“Guess I am,” Marc said. “You and her, you’d have been really good together.” 

“What a thing to say. You don’t even know her.” She dumped the excess water from the now empty bin, and smiled. “Besides, like I said, I’m not lonely. I have you.” 

“You should have someone to love, someone who loves you back. It’d have been nice if that someone could’ve been her.” He grabbed his backpack from the walkway and threw it over his shoulder. “And besides, I haven’t given up yet. I told her about the market. I think she’s going to come, too.” 

He left her with her mouth hung open and strolled into the house. When Isha finally regained her composure, she lifted the bin and walked in through the back door. The boy wasn’t only too smart for his own good, but stubborn to boot. Something told her this was only the beginning of a whole lot of trouble that she wasn’t ready to deal with. 


 
 




 Chapter Seven 



 


 

 

Greer ran the piece of wood slowly through the lathe. The heavy-duty safety goggles protected her eyes from the flying sawdust as she ran the chisel along the wood, the machine turning it slowly while she worked. Beth watched in interest from a distance, while Ghost lay at her feet on the hard packed dirt floor of the workshop shed, half-napping. Beth had never seen anyone build a piece of furniture before. To witness her baby’s grandmother build the baby’s crib was enthralling. 

“You thought ‘bout what color you want it?” Greer asked and loaded another wood bar into the lathe. 

Beth grimaced. “I hate to see such beautiful grain covered up by heavy paints. Can we do a nice green stain? Dusty always liked greens.” 

Greer laughed. “I remember. I think I have nettle in the back growin’ someplace I didn’t want it to. I can use that with some milk paint to make a nice green shade if you want it. It’ll not be heavy at all. I’ll do a few coats of that, let it set and dry ‘bout a week, and seal it with a bit of beeswax. It’ll be beautiful.” 

The sensation of gratitude Beth felt at that moment was like nothing she could remember feeling, even for her own mother. “Thanks, Greer. I know it’s a lot of work.” 

Greer blew air rapidly through her lips. “This is for my grandchild. No trouble. I want to do it.” 

Beth picked up one of the finished crib rungs and ran her hand over the sanded surface. She wasn’t sure why she was so nervous. She’d thought all night and most of the morning about what she was about to ask. And beyond all the logical pros and cons of the matter, Beth was certain it’s what Dusty had wanted from the start. “I’ve been thinking. Did you mean what you said about us staying for a while? I mean, that it’s okay?” 

“Okay?” Greer turned off the machine and crossed the sawdust-covered floor. She took Beth’s hands in her own. “Oh, lass. That’d make us all very happy. Not that I mind it, but what made you change your mind?” 

“There’s a boy I met in the park a few weeks ago. I saw him again in the mall yesterday. He’s trying to raise money for a school trip to New York. Seems real excited about it.” 

Greer nodded. “Isha’s son? Marc? I remember seein’ him at the hardware store a month or so ago. That New York trip was all he talked ‘bout.” 

Beth felt the world close in, growing a little smaller. “You know them? Terra seemed to as well. This town isn’t that small.” 

“We know Isha and Marc because she was once part of the temple. She left a while ago, after Mitexi’s husband John died. Said her son needed to be her first priority.” Greer squeezed Beth’s hands affectionately, then let go and crossed the workshop to return to the lathe. “Terra knows them from around town I guess. She never hung out much here after the kids got older.” Greer flipped the switch on the machine and tilted her head as she looked at her. “So, what’s this ‘bout Marc?” 

“Well,” Beth said, her tone hesitant. “He was saying that they’re a few hundred short for his trip. That doesn’t even include spending money. Marc seems like such a good kid. I thought if I could hold off on moving to town, I could go to where they’ll be at the market and buy some of whatever they’re selling. I know Marc said his mother wouldn’t want charity, but she certainly wouldn’t turn down a paying customer.” 

“Isha creates some of the most beautiful textile art.” Greer took a square of sandpaper and sanded one of the now finished crib pieces. “Didn’t Dusty leave a good bit in savin’s to you, too?” 

Beth fidgeted with the bottom button of her lightweight sweater. “I’m going to use that money only for things the baby needs. I think Dusty would like that.” 

“Aye, lass, that she would.” Greer counted the rungs in the basket. “Three more I think. You’ll like this. This is a round crib. I’m goin’ to find some nice cloth to make a canopy for it. Less cage-like than the rectangular cribs, more womb-shaped.” 

Beth nodded. “Sounds pretty.” 

“You know, Bardo sometimes has a table at the market,” Greer said as she placed the next rung on the spindle. “If you’re willin’ to pitch in, I’m sure he’d love to have you. Will be plenty of time for shoppin’.” 

“I’d like that, Greer. I really would.” Beth smiled. At that moment she understood how lucky Dusty had been to grow up in this family...how lucky her baby would be, too. 

 

 

VESTA ROLLED OVER in the bed with a huff and looked at the clock hanging over the oak frame door. Three in the morning. Three in the morning, and she was still alone in bed. She hated sleeping without Orion. Deciding that getting up was far more acceptable than tossing and turning all night, she slipped on a pair of dark blue and gold silk slippers and made her way down the stairs to the kitchen. 

Orion was hunched over his laptop. He typed on the keyboard with one hand, and followed numbers on a ledger next to it with the other. Ghost lay under the table near his bare feet, and glanced up at her as she drew near. Vesta came up behind Orion and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Sweetie, come to bed. It’s late and tomorrow is Sunday. We have to go out to the Nellems’ to help with the clean up.” 

“I know we do. That’s why I’m doing this month’s accounting tonight. Dad wants to see what we can spare to pitch in for supplies.” Orion leaned back against her, took his hands from their working station and laid them on hers. “Are they sure it was arson?” 

“Yes, that’s what the report came back as. There were signs that an accelerant was used, and the Nellems noticed several gallons of biodiesel missing from their storage shed.” 

Vesta watched as Orion’s gentle face tensed with anger. “I’d ask who’d do such a thing, but we all know who it was.” 

“Knowing and proving it are two totally different things, baby. We have to prove it was them if we want to prosecute. Trouble is they’re too good at covering up their tracks.” Vesta squeezed his hands. “We’ll get those bastards, baby. We’ll nail them for what they did to John and Dusty, and what they’ve been doing to our kind for centuries.” She watched a moment of pain and grief wash over his face and felt the rage grow inside her. 

Orion’s tone was soft as he spoke. “Pastor Davis and some of his group are coming tomorrow, after their services, to lend a hand. He said they even have a member of their church with a dump truck. That’ll make hauling the debris much easier.” 

Vesta nodded and swallowed her anger, struggling to breathe slowly and calmly. Pastor Davis ran a local Unitarian church outside of Ashwaubenon town boundaries. Since the fire, he and his parish had done all they could to help. They had even made the church areas, normally reserved for Sunday school, available for the teachers and students to use for classes during the week and on Saturdays. “Bardo will likely have us pack some jars of peach salsa and a few of his venison pies for Pastor Davis and his family since they’re he and his wife’s favorites.” 

Orion smiled and leaned back to kiss her. “We’ll fix things. Not a worry about that.” He sighed, his cheek resting against hers. “But how do we keep something like the attack on the school from happening again?” 

That was a hard question to answer, and one she’d asked herself for weeks now. Every time there was an attack on their kind, they tried to find ways to add additional security or plug up holes in what they had already. The trouble was, sometimes it simply wasn’t enough. “Mr. Nellem’s father wants to get them a pair of watch dogs for the farm and school,” Vesta said. “I was thinking Officer Hutchen’s Akita had those pups last fall. Last time he and I spoke, he was putting them through their K-9 classes. They’re used to kids. Might be a good match.” 

“Kiala’s puppies? Oh, they’re so adorable. I’m sure the Nellems would take good care of them, give them a loving home. You think Lewis would be willing to part with a couple if we helped the family come up with the money for them?” 

Vesta laughed. She looked at Lewis’s dog and saw a well-trained police dog. Orion saw the beauty of the animal. “He was saying those beasts were eating him out of house and home. He’d need to work with the Nellems to get them used to the training cues and get the dogs used to them. I think electric fences and more technical security wouldn’t be safe around all the younger children.” 

“You’re probably right.” His eyes hovered on the computer screen. “Well, I’d better finish this. I’ll only be another hour or so then I’ll be to bed.” 

Vesta picked up the ledger and the pen. “I want you in my bed sooner than that. If we both work on it, it’ll be quicker.” 

Orion smiled and kissed her before pointing at the line where he left off. It would take time, but Vesta always said together was a much better way to tackle any big problem. This time was no different. Whether they were talking numbers or taking on those who threatened their family, they would do it like everything else. Together. 

 

 

WHEN BETH WALKED into the doctor’s office to make her appointment, she noticed it wasn’t as laid back and cheery looking as the one she was used to back in Cicero. Nothing had changed since then. The walls, ceiling and wood trim were painted an antiseptic white that were kept in as pristine a condition as the rest of the waiting room. Dr. Martin’s clinic had live plants in the waiting area, but she saw nothing but well dusted silk replicas of large leafed houseplants here. The only color in the waiting room was the sitting area. The deep burgundy leather chairs were padded in a hand-stitched quilted pattern and lined the wall on two sides, leaving space between them and the outer door of the office for a few dark cherry wood tables. 

She checked in with the rather gruff middle-aged white woman at the front desk, and then made her way to one of the leather chairs and sat. Beth glanced at the large stack of Today’s Christian Woman on the end table next to her and picked up a copy to have something to read. She flipped through the magazine but decided the daily devotionals and advice on how a proper Christian woman can live her life for God wasn’t her thing. After about a twenty minute wait a young woman in a short-sleeve blue uniform top with a tight blonde ponytail stepped through the door and called out. “Miss Crew? Dr. Hagee is ready to see you now.” 

The nurse had a bright smile, but something about it wasn’t completely echoed in her eyes. Beth wasn’t sure if it was false sincerity or her imagination, so she smiled back and followed the nurse down the hall. They entered an exam room labeled 14B, and the nurse motioned for her to take a seat on the paper-covered table. “Is this your first well mommy visit, Miss Crew?” 

“My first one at this clinic,” Beth replied. “I had a doctor in Cicero. Dr. William Martin. He’s the one who handled my...special circumstances.” 

The nurse made a noncommittal “hmm” sound, then took the file from under her arm, flipped it open, and placed it on the table. “Okie-dokie, Miss Crew. I’m going to take some of your vitals now.” 

The nurse’s condescending tone grated on Beth’s nerves, but she smiled politely. The nurse pressed the stethoscope to Beth’s inner elbow, wrapped a blood pressure cuff around her upper arm, and stuck a thermometer in her mouth, all it seemed at the same time. Damn, how many arms does she have? 

“So, it says here your last known menstrual period was February second. Is that correct?” 

Beth grimaced as the blood pressure band got tighter on her arm. She tried to answer the question, but the thermometer in her mouth made speaking difficult. “Mmmmph.” 

The nurse took out the thermometer and unwrapped the blood pressure unit, letting the stethoscope dangle around her own neck. She recorded some notes in the file, before she turned her attention back to Beth. “I see. And you’re certain about February fourteenth being the date of conception? Normally we would gauge it at the sixteenth by standard charts.” 

“That was the date of the insemination. I’m certain that conception was near that day.” Beth shrugged. “It’s all about estimation either way isn’t it? I mean, the baby will come when the baby comes.” 

“Yes, Miss Crew,” the nurse replied, in an all too patient tone that suggested she felt she was dealing with an ignorant child. “But an estimated due date gives us an idea of how fast the weight gain of the mother and the baby should be, and to know what signs to look for if there are any problems.” 

“Oh.” Beth felt as if she’d been scolded. “Did you get all the records from Dr. Martin?” 

“We’re still waiting for some, mostly tests that were done in the labs in Illinois. We’re not overly concerned. Dr. Hagee will likely want to have our labs do their own tests.” The nurse tucked the file under her arm and held her hand out. “We’ll need to get a current weight on you now, Miss Crew.” 

Beth stepped down from the exam table. She scowled as the nurse took hold of her arm and led her to the scale, using a strong grip to support Beth as she got onto the metal pad. Do I look like I need help? Geez, it’s a few inches off the floor. What? Am I going to fall and sue you or something? 

Beth’s eyes followed the nurse’s thin fingers as she moved the balance across the bar. She normally didn’t worry about her weight. She wasn’t skinny, but she felt healthy, and that’s what Dusty always said really mattered. Mireille used to make a big deal about the fact that after Beth hit puberty she became a little “chunky”. She’d even asked the family doctor about Beth’s weight. He explained to Mireille that at five and a half feet, Beth was well within the acceptable range. It was certainly nothing to be concerned about. For a long time, she’d dieted and gone to her mother’s gym, but as Beth got older she started to care less about what her mother thought about her and her appearance and focused more on what she wanted out of her own life. Now, except for the occasional torture of the doctor’s scale, Beth didn’t think about her weight much at all. 

The nurse made more notes in her files, her eyes scanning the paper critically. “According to your file your pre-pregnancy weight was one forty-three. Is that correct, Miss Crew?” 

“Yes, that’s correct.” 

“And as of this date you weigh one fifty-two?” 

Beth pursed her lips. “I guess so. You have the file.” 

“Hmm.” The nurse made a few more notes. She reached into the pocket of her jacket and handed Beth a sealed plastic cup with what looked like a handi-wipe package on top. “We’ll need you to fill this. The bathroom is across the hall. There’s a gown in the cabinet, and you can place your things in the set of lockers next door. Dr. Hagee should be in soon.” 

By the time Beth returned from the bathroom, a tall, thin man stood at the desk in the exam room. He typed away at the computer keyboard, but turned around as she entered. “Miss Crew.” He reached out a hand to her. When she accepted it, instead of shaking her hand as she expected, he led her to the exam table, and helped her climb up to sit. 

“Dr. Hagee, I’m guessing?” 

“Yes.” Dr. Hagee replied in a formally polite tone. Beth tucked the gown under her as she sat down. The draft and the vulnerability of being dressed like this around a stranger made her feel ill at ease. “By the file it looks as though you are fifteen weeks along. Is that right?” 

Why do these people keep asking me questions they already know the answers to? She nodded. “Yes, that’s right.” 

“Hmm,” Dr. Hagee said and made a note in the chart. 

What...are these two related or something? What’s with all the hmming? 

“Well, we haven’t gotten your test results yet from your former physician, so I’m going to send you to the lab for a few tests today, then a couple more next week. Let the receptionist know when is good for you.” 

Beth watched Dr. Hagee as he pulled what looked to be a seamstress’s measuring tape made of paper from a drawer. “What sort of tests?” 

“Oh, standard tests. Nothing to concern yourself with.” Dr. Hagee pulled the bottom of the gown up to rest under her breasts and pushed her back to lie down on the exam table. He measured from her belly button to her pelvis. He moved aside the waistband of the purple lace bikini with his pinky. She tensed as her feeling of vulnerability grew. Beth hadn’t been to a doctor since Dusty died, and it felt wrong being here without her now. 

“Hmm.” His words were followed again by the scratching sound of his pen on the paper. “Stay like that.” 

He left the room. Fear ran through her, a mother’s panic at her doctor’s unexplained and sudden departure. Was there something wrong? Had she done something to endanger the baby? Her lower lip trembled at the chaotic thoughts that tumbled through her mind while she waited. Dusty was gone. Their baby was all she had left now. Was Beth going to lose her, too? 

After what felt like an eternity, Dr. Hagee came back in, whispering with the nurse. The sound made Beth even more certain something was really wrong now. “Well, Miss Crew. We’re going to take a listen to the baby’s heartbeat. Now don’t be worried if you don’t hear anything. It’s not uncommon for pregnancies as early as yours to have trouble with the mother’s body fat muffling the sound.” 

“Is everything okay with my baby, Dr. Hagee?” She heard the tremble in her own voice. She gripped the edge of the exam table. 

Calm down, Beth. It won’t help the baby if you freak out. Stay calm, girl. 

“Yes, yes,” he said in a manner that reminded her of someone trying to calm a hysterical patient. “Your uterus seems a little large for fifteen weeks, but nothing to worry about.” 

“Oh,” Beth said, at a loss for words. 

She squeaked in surprise as the cold gel touched her abdomen, and then felt something hard push across her stomach. She stiffened and held her breath, until a soft, fast sound reached her ears. A single tear of joy fell down her cheek. All fear completely melted away, as for the first time Beth heard her and Dusty’s baby’s heartbeat. 

 

 

BARDO AND GREER sat at the kitchen table and chopped rhubarb. She looked at the clock on the wall again, as she’d done often since late this afternoon. She didn’t like the idea of Beth seeing some doctor they didn’t know. Greer knew she was likely worrying for nothing, but she’d learned long ago that vigilance was her family’s best means of protection. 

Finally there was sound from the back porch and Beth entered, closing the door behind her. Greer and Bardo looked up, both wearing wide smiles, but Greer was hard-pressed to completely hide her worry. “So,” Greer asked, hesitantly. “How was the doctor’s appointment, lass?” 

Beth plopped in the chair across from them. “Okay, I guess. He said my uterus was a little big, but there wasn’t anything to worry about. They sent me to the lab for a bunch of tests. I have to go back again next Wednesday for more.” 

Greer took a deep breath and met Bardo’s gaze before turning her attention back to Beth. She’d no doubt that he was worried, too. He hid it better than she did. “Tests? What sort of tests?” 

“He said it was all standard. They took a urine sample and several vials of blood.” She ran her finger down the smooth wood of the table. “I got the feeling he thought I might have gained too much weight, but he didn’t say anything, just ‘hmmed’ all the time.” 

Greer set the knife on the cutting board and went to sit next to Beth. “I’m sure everythin’ is fine. You look perfectly beautiful and healthy to me. You hungry?” 

Beth shook her head. “I got something to eat on the way home. I was at the clinic longer than I expected to be.” 

“Understandable.” Bardo walked over to the table and touched Greer’s shoulder, squeezing it gently. Then he moved away to take the kettle off the stove and set it on the ceramic hot pad. “There’s hot water left if you want some tea, Beth.” Beth shook her head, and he retrieved his and Greer’s mugs from the table. 

“Refill for you, love?” he asked. Greer nodded, and he went to the pantry. 

“You know the most wonderful thing?” Beth leaned forward and her green eyes twinkled. “I heard the baby’s heartbeat. I cried it was so beautiful.” 

Greer smiled and took Beth’s hand in hers. She did her best to focus on the positive and not to worry about the unknown tests and what might come from them. “I’d love to hear that. I know you don’t want Mitexi as your midwife, but she has a Doppler machine. Would you mind?” 

“I don’t mind.” Beth returned the smile. “Not tonight, if that’s all right. I’m too tired. But yes, I’d like for you all to hear it, too.” 

Greer did her best to sound nonchalant. She didn’t want to make Beth feel she was prying too much. “What did he say ‘bout the tests he wants you to come in for?” 

Beth shrugged. “Just that he had some concerns when a woman over thirty becomes pregnant. He wants to test for sickle-cell anemia, and depending on the results of the AFP, he might do something called a Triple Screen.” 

Greer raised an eyebrow. Standard my ass. I wonder what other tests he’s doing she doesn’t know about? Greer rubbed her hands together nervously and cleared her throat. “Do sickle-cell or other birth defects run in your family?” 

“I don’t know that much about my birth parents.” Beth’s voice became very soft, and Greer reached out to pat her hand. “Dr. Hagee says with my African American background, it’s best to be safe rather than not know.” 

Bardo came back into the kitchen, the handles of tea strainers stuck out of each mug. As he spoke, he poured the water through the dried leaves and berries, filling the air with the scent of blackberries and licorice. “Has Dr. Hagee mentioned an ultrasound yet?” 

“Yeah. He said at my next checkup he might do one.” Beth closed her eyes, and her smile developed a dreamy quality. “I’d like to know if the baby is a boy or a girl. I’ve been having these dreams. I know it’s silly. They’re only dreams, I know, but she seemed so real in them.” 

“She?” Greer nearly dropped the mug Bardo had just handed her. She was dreaming of a daughter? It could mean nothing, only dreams, or it could be a sign. Greer tightened her grip on her mug. “You mean you dreamed the baby was a girl?” 

Beth leaned back in the chair and nodded. “Yes. I started to see her after Dusty died, maybe a couple times a week. Since I came here, I see her more often.” 

Greer’s hands shook, and the hot mug burned her palms as she gripped it tighter. A girl. If the dreams were true, things were even more serious than she’d thought. Greer set aside her mug and took a few deep breaths to calm her voice. No need to worry Beth needlessly. “That’s nice, lass. Well it’s been a lon’ day for you. Why don’t you go get some rest? Maybe you’ll dream ‘gain of your little girl.” 

“That’s a good idea. It’ll give me time to get some reading in before bed.” Beth hugged Greer and Bardo. She got up and grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge, calling out a weary good night before she left the room. 

When Greer spoke again, her voice shook more than her red-palmed hands. “She’s been dreamin’ of a daughter. You know what that could mean...” 

Bardo took a deep breath. “I’ll hold down the fort. You make the calls. Isha was one of our best Guardians. Maybe you can contact her. From what you said the other day, they’ve at least met.” 

Greer shook her head. “Isha wants nothin’ to do with it anymore. She’s made that quite clear.” 

“Does Isha know? About the baby?” Bardo gripped the back of one of the chairs, his voice steady and his gaze intense. “About what this particular baby means to our clan?” 

“I haven’t talked to her in months.” Greer heard the defeated tone in her own voice and knew Bardo could, too. 

Bardo pulled Greer from her chair and drew her to him. One arm wrapped around her waist to hold her tight, while the other gently stroked her hair. Greer felt her trembling quiet and buried her face in his chest. He spoke softly, and his feet moved enough so his body rocked. “You and I will see Isha at the market on Saturday. We can speak to her then. If she still refuses, then we’ll find another Guardian.” 

“We knew this was a possibility, I never thought...” Greer breathed deeply while she tried to rein in her fears. “I knew it could happen when she told us she was seein’ a doctor rather than goin’ to Mitexi.” 

Bardo made shushing sounds. “We may be worrying for nothing. Yes, it’s uncommon for a mother-to-be’s recurring dreams of her child to be inaccurate, but your kind has kept their secrets for so long, the chances that this doctor even knows what to look for are very minute.” 

“We know they’re out there, luv. They have their hands into everything.” Greer’s body tensed and her voice grew in pitch. Bardo moved to hold her with both arms. She sniffled, but her body relaxed again. “I get jumpy when anyone asks too many questions ‘bout our family.” 

“C’mon. We’ll grab the tea and cuddle in our bed while you make those phone calls. The new moon is in the evening the same day as the market. With or without Isha’s help, either way, we’ll call your sisters together. The Council will know what to do.” 

Greer leaned against him for support and allowed him to guide her upstairs to the master bedroom. A hot bath and a comfy bed would ease her nerves, but it would take much more than that to ease her heart. Something told her a fight was coming, and they’d better damn well be ready to face it, or they’d lose another of their children. 


 
 




 Chapter Eight 



 


 

 

THE FAMILY STARTED to pack up Orion’s truck before five in the morning on Saturday, and in the thirty minutes it took Beth to finish the breakfast Bardo left for her, the sun was up and the cargo tarped and strapped down securely. Belly full of warm tea and cranberry oatmeal, Beth bundled up and allowed herself to be sleepily led to Greer’s burgundy sedan. 

“I’d have helped pack up the truck,” Beth said with a yawn as Greer helped her into the back seat.” 

Greer chuckled. “No need for you to get up any earlier than you already had to, luv. We loaded up Mitexi’s SUV last night and needed to get the rest loaded this mornin’. They’ll be plenty for you to do once we get to the site.” 

As Greer made her way around the car to the driver seat, Bardo handed Beth a colorful red, white, yellow, and black woven blanket along with a travel mug of the morning’s tea. He closed her door and got into the front seat next to Greer, while Beth got into her seat belt and snuggled under the warm blanket. There was the sound of several more closing vehicle doors and the caravan was off and down the long drive to the highway. 

By the time they reached downtown Green Bay, Beth’s sleepiness had finally let loose its hold on her and she was alert enough to take in their surroundings. They turned down Quincy Street and parked alongside a huge parking lot. She saw the tents of several other venders already being set up in the lot, as well as people bustling around busily. 

Orion and Bardo unpacked the family’s tent from the SUV and began setting up their stall, while Mitexi and Vesta pulled out the tables and other displays. Greer opened the car door for Beth and they both took on the task of corralling the children to help with unloading Orion’s truck. The family worked with surprising efficiency, and most times Beth felt like she was minimal help. No one seemed to mind that, though. Soon the jars of salsa, maple syrup, honey, jam and various other preserves were lined up neatly on tables, and Beth was tasked to stay with the kids at the booth while the rest of the family went to get the loads of produce. Beth watched as they stacked up boxes of asparagus, potatoes, cucumbers, radishes, and tomatoes, placing a few rows of each in plastic containers on the table. Bags of green onions, spinach, beets, and parsnips joined the others in their own neat rows alongside bags of sugar snap peas that Greer insisted she sample. They were super sweet, and Beth gladly claimed a small bag to snack on, along with a small container of early season raspberries. 

Beth spent a good part of the rest of the morning until the market opened sitting in a foldout mesh chair curled up with Sanura on her lap, under the heavy woven blanket. The little girl nibbled on some of the crackers and the strawberry rhubarb jam that was among the samples on the table, chattering happily to Beth about all the good foods there would be at the market and some of her favorite places to visit. Beth listened patiently and watched as Orion and Mitexi arraigned bunches of flowers in various sized bouquets and placed them on a circular display of vases at the corner of where the tables almost met. 

By noon the farmer’s market was crowded with people. Beth had already been helping tend the family booth for several hours when Bardo insisted she take the rest of the day off to enjoy the market. The day had warmed up and the closeness of the people moving like a herd of cattle through a paddock gate made the air seem warmer still. She’d long since abandoned the heavy cotton shirt and sweater she dressed in that morning, now wearing jeans over one of the swimsuits she’d bought a couple of weeks before. Orion mentioned the night before that there was a nice pond for swimming not too far from their place and that they might stop there for a dip on the way back home. 

Home. 

She smiled as the thought crossed her mind. Yes, that place had become a home for her. She found that she looked forward to seeing them all after a long day at work. Even the weekends, when she did whatever she could to lend a hand around the farm, were some of the happiest days she could remember. Despite all the stories Dusty had told her about her home, Beth had never imagined it could have all been true. Now, she knew it was. 

A wide-mouthed reed basket swung from her arm. The sweet peas she still had left from earlier and the hot roasted peanuts she bought at another booth rustled from deep inside. She grabbed a handful of peas, munched them happily and scanned the rows of vendors through the crowd. There was everything anyone could imagine. Fresh produce, homemade sweets and pies, organic honey from local beehives, bouquets of spring flowers, a family making fry bread and roasted corn...and the clothes. Racks and racks of hand-sewn garments and dyed cloth were gathered together in the southern area of the market. Beth could not sew, nor did she have any skill with textiles, which made those gifted in that particular style of art even more fascinating to her. 

She turned the corner and gasped as Greer caught up to her. “What is it, lass?” 

Beth pointed to a beautiful silk tapestry with one hand, the other rested on the dip in her throat. It was several yards long, with white water lilies and green leaves on a background of azure blue. 

Greer nodded, but before she could explain, a boy’s voice rang out over the crowd. “You came!” 

Beth felt someone grab her hand and pull her through the hand-painted silks on display and into the area behind racks of clothing with the same art show quality painting on them. On the other side of the cloth stood Marc, beaming back at her. 

“These are your mother’s work?” Beth asked, and he nodded. “Oh, Marc, I’ve never seen anything so beautiful.” 

Marc grinned with pride. “Mom!” 

 

 

ISHA STEPPED OUT from behind the dressing curtains. “What is it?” Her question was answered instantly when she saw him holding the arm of the woman from the park. The thick braid of dark hair traveled down Beth’s bare neck over one shoulder, and Isha’s eyes were drawn to it. Wisps of curls escaped from the braid, teasingly light against the even darker skin. Isha drew closer and took a deep, steadying breath. Goddess. She was beautiful. 

“Morning,” Isha said, once she’d gained enough composure to breathe normally again. 

“Morning.” Beth smiled and held a sarong out from its hanger as she admired the red mottled background dotted with golden spirals. “These are amazing. Some are so complex you’d think they should be on a gallery wall, while others are so simplistic, they are simply elegant. How are they done?” 

Isha felt a burst of pleasure and pride. “Mostly painting with resists and batik. I use handmade dyes from plants I grow in my small garden or get from friends. The red there is madder. I added salt to the paint as it dried for the texture. The gold is red clover.” 

Beth glanced at Isha’s dye-stained hands and smiled. “Well, the tag says it’s a sarong. I’ve seen them before, but I’m not sure how to wear one.” 

“It’s easier to show than tell you.” Isha nodded toward the dressing curtains and held her hand out. “Here, I’ll help you with that one if you want. It’d go nice with your top.” 

Isha did her best not to stare at the spandex tank shirt as she mentioned it, though it was hard not to notice how smooth it looked against her skin. Down girl. She’s a customer, not a buffet. 

Beth accepted Isha’s outstretched hand and she led her past the thick black cloth barriers hanging from rings of metal that made up the dressing area. The only sunlight came from the open space above, but it was enough to keep the area lit without giving up any privacy. Beth took off her sandals and jeans, so she wore only the swimsuit. Isha felt her face grow warm. Goddess, woman, she’s wearing a swimsuit. It’s not like she’s standing there naked. 

Isha’s gaze traveled lazily down the warm brown skin form and she felt a smile creep over her. Beth blinked and her eyes lowered, a shy expression on her face as she stared down at the faded child’s chalk drawing on the sidewalk. Beth brushed a curl out of her eyes. 

“So,” Isha said, in what she hoped was a soothing tone. “Do you want to do a simple waist wrap or a full traditional wrap?” 

“The full wrap sounds pretty, but I like skirts,” Beth said, without looking up. “Would it be a bother to try both and see which I like best?” 

“No bother at all.” Isha moved in behind her and laid the soft, cool cloth against Beth’s back. “You have a name?” she asked, even though she already knew it. 

Beth shuddered as Isha’s hot breath caressed her bare neck and shoulder. “Beth.” Her voice never rose above a whisper, but her eyes lifted to follow Isha’s hand as it drew one end of the silk across her chest.

 “Ah, nice name,” Isha said as she rested the red fabric above Beth’s breasts. Isha’s palms lightly brushed against Beth’s skin as they put the piece in place. The sun made her skin as warm as the color made it appear to be. Goddess, she was so unlike anyone else. “I’m Isha.” 

“Nice to meet you,” Beth said in the same soft tone. She tensed as Isha moved in closer, and the hand that held the other side of the sarong drew it toward Beth. 

Isha noticed the trembling of Beth’s shoulder as she drew near, the soft hairs standing at instant attention, a sea of goose bumps covering the area. Interesting. Being a good six inches taller then Beth, Isha was easily able to wrap her long arm around her and look down from above. Isha hesitated for a moment, the soft curves of the flesh that escaped from the tight tank top, warm and inviting, caught her eyes. Isha felt a heat grow in her chest and slowly travel down her body. 

She pushed aside the small medicine pouch and the silver cross that dangled from Beth’s neck. Isha laid the cloth against the tankini top, and there was regret as she hid those lovely breasts beneath the silk. Isha’s hand brushed across the soft hills of dark flesh and the urge to slip it down to explore them more fully was palpable. Beth trembled at the touch, and Isha licked her lips, her mouth upturned in a playful grin. Isha brought the other end of the cloth toward Beth slowly and watched as the smaller woman shook with what Isha could only assume was either fear or anticipation. Momentary concern crossed her mind, afraid the woman was scared rather then aroused. 

“You doing all right,” Isha whispered in Beth’s ear. Her hand steadily rose and fell as it rested on Beth’s chest. There was an increase in the speed of Beth’s heartbeat, but it didn’t race. 

Beth nodded. “Oh, fine. Fine,” she said in a voice that still carried a slight tremble to it. 

With those words Isha’s mischievousness returned and she moved even closer, her left hand held the cloth in place while the other moved in to cover it. She slipped her fingers under both pieces to complete the wrap. Beth jumped, a quiet gasp escaping her full lips. “I can tie it now, or simply tuck it in. Whatever your preference.” Isha said. 

Beth’s back rested against her chest and Isha closed her eyes. She took a breath to try to calm her own sprinting heartbeat. The caramel voice she’d dreamed about since their meeting in the park now whispered a breathy response that made Isha’s body hum. “Whatever will stay put best.” 

As Isha’s hand dipped beneath the spandex top, she felt the pressure of Beth’s body against her own increase. Isha wanted to touch the warm skin there, to tease and caress the dark nipples she knew lay underneath. Beth’s breasts were full with the beginnings of the life she nurtured in her womb, and the thought of it made Isha want her even more. The sacredness of life had always been something close to Isha, but it was her own secret pleasure at how the full, rounded body of a woman ripe with life sparked her passion. She wanted to touch that ripening body. The drive to do so sent her blood pumping hard and fast. Her cheek brushed Beth’s and Beth’s whole body vibrated in response. 

Instead she nodded toward a full-length mirror in the dressing room. “What do you think?” 

Beth opened her eyes almost dreamily and looked at her refection. Isha could see her face in the mirror as well over Beth’s shoulder and was relieved to see she didn’t look as flushed as she felt. 

“It’s lovely,” Beth responded, staring into the mirror, her expression hard to read. 

“Didn’t you say you wanted to try the sarong as a skirt? There’s a wonderful fishtail style I think would be very flattering on you.” Isha said, hoping to have a bit more time to be close to her. Beth let out a shuddering breath and nodded. 

Isha smiled and slowly pulled the tucked in cloth from within its warm nest as her other hand rested around Beth’s waist. Beth didn’t pull away. In fact, her back simply pressed harder into Isha’s body. Isha stifled a moan of pleasure. She pulled the cloth away. For an instant she wondered how far she dared let this continue, hidden there behind the curtain in the crowded market. With her young son outside, she would have to be modest to a degree. On the other hand, there was no harm in starting a fire that she might be able to cook with later by blowing on the embers. 

Beth let out a long breath as Isha backed away, the red and gold cloth in hand. Beth jumped as the soft cloth touched her back. She turned to look at Isha who smiled back at her in encouragement. 

“Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you,” Isha whispered in her ear. “The waist wrap is very simple. Here, I’ll show you.” 

She wrapped her arm around Beth’s waist, making sure her grip was firm, but gentle. It felt good to feel her so close, to feel the warmth of her skin. Isha moved her other arm to join the first, wrists crossed, and she pulled Beth tightly against her to tie the ends of the silk. Beth’s head fell back against Isha’s upper chest, which caused Isha a moment of pause. She gazed down at Beth, marveling at the beauty of her rounded shape. This wasn’t one of those skinny model types the media wanted to convince the public was the standard of beauty. This was a real woman. 

“Such a beautiful Goddess,” Isha whispered close to the angular ear, blowing playfully at the skin around the three small silver studs resting there. Without thinking, not even knowing why she did it, Isha tilted Beth’s head back and pressed her lips against Beth’s, the kiss as strong and gentle as her embrace. The kiss made her whole body feel warm, and she found herself praying it wouldn’t end. 

After several moments Beth broke the kiss and pulled out of Isha’s grasp. “I...I can’t. I’m sorry.”

 “It’s all right.” Isha fought the hunger that had come upon her unexpectedly and struggled to keep her tone soft and patient. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. I think that went a bit further than we both meant it to.” 

“Yes,” Beth said, her voice shaky. “Yes, I think it did.” 

Beth moved out from behind the curtain, Isha following behind her. A huge smile lit up Marc’s face, and he pointed to a full-length mirror near one of the display tables. “It looks great, Beth.” 

Beth gifted Marc with a polite smile and crossed to the mirror. Her smile widened as she gazed at herself in the mirror. 

Isha was careful to keep her distance. She shouldn’t have let things go as far as they did, but something about this woman defied all reason in her mind. It was as if the animal part of Isha’s being responded to Beth in a deep, primal way. Isha wasn’t sure how she felt about it. 

Isha had to admit one thing. Marc was right. The sarong as a waist wrap with the gold top against Beth’s dark skin was lovely. 

Greer seemed to agree as well and nodded appreciatively at Beth’s appearance. When she turned to smile at Isha, she didn’t return the smile. Instead, Isha turned her back on Greer and began to straighten the signs over a rack that was not crooked in the first place. Far as she was concerned there wasn’t anything left for them to say. 

 

 

GREER OBSERVED BETH as she went through the racks of silks, every so often choosing another to go on the growing pile that now hung from her arm: a pure white silk with huge sunflowers that reached toward you like they reached for the sun, a beautiful field of green and blue with stylized white batiked turtles, and a rainbow of color swirled in several spirals over the cloth. Each piece she chose was completely unique. Beth’s eyes danced with excitement as she turned to look back at Marc, who watched her his mouth agape. “I almost forgot to ask. You do take credit cards, right?” 

Marc nodded and pointed to the table in back. “Yeah. I told my mom with some of the high-ticket items, she’d have to. No one carries that kind of cash to the market, and checks are too big a risk.” 

Obviously satisfied with the answer, Beth went back to looking through the rack, humming softly. Greer chuckled as she watched the amazed look on the boy’s face. Dusty used to tell her about the scary levels of shopping prowess Beth had and how in awe she was of it. Now, at that moment, Greer understood completely. 

Isha was still busily “straightening” the racks, and Greer sighed. They needed to talk, and Greer knew it wouldn’t be easy for either of them. She steeled herself and walked over to Isha, lowering her voice. “We need to talk, lass.” 

“I’m busy,” Isha said, but never turned around. “My son can help you if you have questions about our merchandise.” 

“Isha, please. Can we go somewhere to talk? It’s Clan business. I’d rather discuss it in private.” Greer hated the tension between them. Isha had been a sister of the Clan once, and in Greer’s heart that hadn’t changed. 

Isha took a deep breath, her hand gripping the bar of the rack. “Then there’s nothing to talk about. It’s no longer my clan.” 

Greer sighed. “Isha, luv, we will always be your family. I know you want to protect your son, but runnin’ away won’t protect him, or you.” 

“It’s worked so far,” Isha said. “Kept him from ending up like John and Dusty.” 

Greer flinched as if Isha had slapped her. “And what about Dusty’s baby?” 

“Safe in Illinois or wherever they were living at the time, I guess.” 

“No, much closer than that and in very real danger.” Greer’s gaze fell on Beth, and Isha’s eyes followed. 

“Beth?” Isha paled and the angry grip on the bar became one for support. “Beth is Dusty’s woman? The baby she carries is of the Clan?” 

“Aye. And she has had the dreams. The baby will be a girl child.” 

Greer watched Isha study Beth for a long time. She said nothing, but it was obvious her thoughts were chaotic and she was struggling to work it all out. Finally, Isha turned back to Greer. There was fear in her eyes, but also determination. “Where can we speak more freely and when?” 

“The New Moon is tonight. Many of our sisters will gather on the Sacred Lands to talk ‘bout the problem.” Greer hesitated a moment, and watched Isha’s reaction carefully. “Will you come as well?” 

Isha nodded as her shoulders hung in a defeated way. “I’ll come.” 

Greer touched her shoulder, gratefulness bursting in her chest. “Thank you, Isha. The Clan—” 

Isha pulled away from Greer’s touch, her dark eyes blazing. “I don’t do this for the Clan. I come for Beth’s sake. She didn’t ask to be part of all of this, and I doubt a damn one of you told her any of it. Did you?” 

“No. We haven’t told her.” Greer held up her hands, and then lowered them, signaling Isha to keep her voice down. “And no one is to. Our world is not her world. She would be terrified by it.” 

“It’s my world,” Isha said bitterly. “And it terrifies me, too.” 

 

 

BETH HUNG THE painted silks in the oak wardrobe. She gently ran her fingers over one garment. It was entirely done in greens, golds, and blues that made it look as if it was covered in tiny reptilian scales. Marc was speechless when she purchased a dozen. The shopping trip had taken quite a bite out of her savings, but that didn’t bother her at all. Between knowing he could now go to New York with his class and also that he’d have money to spend while there, made it worth every penny. Besides, considering she walked away with some of the most beautiful outfits she’d ever seen, Beth felt she got the better end of the deal. The rest of the day’s excitement, well, it was best forgotten. 

“Where you want this thing?” Orion said. He and Bardo backed through the open door carrying a huge black suede-covered chair with intricately carved oak feet. 

Beth found the chair at an antique shop they passed on the way home after the market and had fallen in love with it. A few more personal touches and the room would finally feel like hers. “On the other side of the bed there. Thanks.” 

As the two men put the heavy piece of furniture in place, Beth caught movement outside the bay window, down below. 

“I thought I saw someone out there,” she said nervously. 

Bardo chuckled and placed his hand on the small of his back, arching backwards. “It’s the New Moon, Beth. That’s when Greer and the ladies sometimes gather the Council together to discuss whatever concerns there might be in our community. Best to keep out of the way and give the ladies their space.” 

“Aren’t you both on the Council?” Beth asked in surprise. 

“No,” Orion responded. “Someone has to look after the house and the animals. Four-legged and two.” 

Another figure passed, and Beth moved toward the window curiously. “Will there be a lot of people here tonight?” 

“Not really,” Bardo said as his back cracked loudly. “There are eleven from the Council and one guest tonight. The kids will be sleeping at Orion’s place. With the added children there’s more room there for all of them there than here.” 

“How many?” 

Orion leaned on the back of the chair. “Well, Mirabella and Tala have their three, and Janisa brought the baby, so with Mitexi’s brood that’s six. Not the most we’ve ever had to bunk up.” 

She raised her brow, part of her not certain she wanted the answer to her next question. “What’s the most?” 

Bardo laughed and turned to his son. Orion grimaced and rubbed the back of his head. “I think at one Hallows gathering, we had fifteen kids in my house, five babies in the main house, and over a hundred people on the land itself.” 

“Wow,” she muttered, her eyes fixed on the now well-lit barn. A group of five women stood talking in the light of the open double doors, one Beth recognized as Greer. 

“They’ll not get rowdy tonight.” Orion nudged Bardo, and they both shared a laugh to an obviously private joke. 

“What?” 

Bardo smirked and picked up the tea mug sitting on her bedside table. “You should have heard them last Beltaine. Neighbors would have called a sheriff to check out the disturbance if one hadn’t been there herself.” 

Beth chuckled and closed the door as the men left, still able to hear them snickering and whispering down the hall. She took the black throw embroidered with the rose fairy from the dresser top, and curled in the corner of the window seat, laying it over her legs. She retrieved the book she was reading from next to her and settled in. After the long day sleep came quickly, bringing with it peace and gentler dreams. 


 
 




 Chapter Nine 



 


 

 

THE MONGOOSE SLIPPED in and out of dark places, her long body easily squeezing between barriers other creatures would not dare to pass. She climbed the tilted trunk of a Scots pine, leaping from branch to branch as she made her way to the ledge above. Light spilled from the room of the house to the soft grass below, and she carefully kept to the shadows as she drew close enough to see through the glass. Beth slept inside the bay window, head resting back against the frame, book open on her bent knees. Her face held a peaceful expression. 

Time passed and, satisfied the woman was safe and undisturbed, the mongoose moved on, traveling back down the tree and landing in the soft grass without a sound. She scurried across the yard, and over the gravel paths, determined in her destination. Finally the lights of the meeting barn came into view and a figure stepped out from the open double doors toward her. 

“Good to see you again, sister. The others are waiting for you inside.” Tala’s voice was deep, her words well articulated through a thick African accent. 

The mongoose looked back at the tall, muscular black woman, who said nothing more but simply stood there and eyed the Head Clan guardian expectantly. She followed Tala toward the barn, passing through the double doors, which were shut tightly behind them. Tala went to sit in an open seat at the large round table and the other ten women sat and turned their eyes upon the visitor. 

Greer smiled in welcome. “It’s time to take your place in the circle, lass.” 

The air shimmered and a silvery wave of heat passed over the spot in front of the door. The mongoose’s body began to waver like a mirage, her shoulders arched, arms and legs stretched outwards. Brown fur faded, replaced by golden skin hung with blue and purple silks. In what was to those present an instant in time, the animal was now a woman. 

Greer motioned to the empty seat next to her. “Isha, if you will please join us?” 

It took Isha a moment before she could speak. It had been a long time since she’d shifted form, and sometimes she found it hard to shake free of the instinctual mindset that often came over her when she shifted, especially when she was this long out of practice. “I have not chosen to once again be part of this circle,” Isha said, pulling her silk shawl tightly around her body. “So, I’ll stand.” 

Greer nodded and turned to face the rest of the women. Sadness settled in the Clan Mother’s eyes, but Isha refused to let herself feel shame at being the cause of it. She’d good reason to feel the way she did, even though sometimes Isha missed her sisters and the way things use to be. 

“We are here to talk ‘bout my daughter, Beth,” Greer said. “As the mate of Dusty, I have chosen her as my kin and ask that she be recognized as such by this council. I also ask she be granted the protection of the Clan for her and the child she carries.” 

Tala leaned back in her chair and rubbed her hands through her short-cropped curly red hair. “Is she willing to be named by the Clan?” 

“She’s not of our faith.” Greer looked around at the women. “I don’t think she will be comfortable with bein’ part of one of our rituals. She doesn’t even know what we are.” 

The plump blonde woman who sat next to Greer clapped her hands together, her bright blue eyes full of compassion. “We understand the loss you feel, sister. And it’s sweet you are looking after someone Dusty loved so much,” Alexia said. “But honestly, Greer, we have never given sanctuary to one who wasn’t even aware of our people and who we are.” 

“Alexia, can’t this council make an exception?” Greer turned her eyes imploringly to the woman next to her. “She’s a good lass, and I worry for her safety. I know I should tell Beth, but the world she grew up in is very different from our own. I don’t think she’ll understand.” 

Isha studied Alexia’s expression. She was an extremely kind-souled person. If Greer could convince her, she’d be a good advocate to convince the rest of their council. 

Ruth leaned forward, brushing a clump of black, purple, and blue streaked hair out of her eyes. “Have you tried? I know coming out to outsiders is a tricky thing, but if she’s family, doesn’t she deserve the truth?” 

“It’s not so simple,” Mitexi said. “She comes from the city. The world we live in here is as foreign to her as if she woke up in Oz. After losing Dusty the way she did, we’re afraid this would be too much of a shock.” 

Vesta nodded. “The last thing we need her to do is bolt. She’d be vulnerable to our enemies with no way for us to protect her or the baby.” 

“We understand your family’s situation, but the law, I don’t know that it allows for such an exception, even if it’s a well meant reason. 

Isha found her attention drawn to Mirabella, whose green eyes seemed thoughtful as she sat quietly listening. As the lawyer of the Council, her voice would carry a great deal of weight on the subject of Clan law. She wasn’t the only one in the room whose gaze turned to Tala’s mate. The smaller woman finally spoke, her Spanish accent slipped through her carefully chosen words. “The Clan rules are clear. We can’t protect her in the way you ask unless she’s been named. This is our law.”

 Janisa leaned in from her seat next to Mitexi, elbows on the table, her finger absently tracing the sandalwood colored skin on the back of her hand. Her ginger eyes watched Greer, Alexia, and Tala closely, taking in every word. That was Janisa’s way. Quiet and shy, the young woman rarely spoke in these council meetings, but when she did, it was because something touched her and she felt she must. As Mirabella spoke on their laws, her eyes turned sad. “But, Bella,” Janisa’s smooth southern drawl purred, her eyes filled with compassion, “certainly there is some level of protection we can offer her as the mate to one of our Clan sisters.” 

Several of the women around the table nodded at this suggestion. Bella shook her head. “I appreciate their situation, Janisa, but Clan law is clear on this. We can’t risk exposure to someone who is ignorant of our kind and likely to react negatively if they found us out.” Bella’s gaze moved from Janisa, back to Greer. “I don’t doubt she is a good person, but unless you can find someone willing to be called as her Guardian, there’s nothing we can do.” 

Greer looked at Isha, who stood silent. Please, sister, her expression seemed to say to her. Help us. 

Part of Isha wanted to say yes, to step forward, but there was too much at stake. Someone else will offer to be Beth’s Guardian, she thought. Even as the words came to her mind, doubt followed. Was it not the strict adherence to Clan law that led to Isha herself leaving their Council. Would this time be any different? 

Ruth closed her hands and tapped the end of her fist to her lips. “I don’t know. Who would take such a risk? No one even knows the girl, but her family here.” 

A woman Isha had never seen on the Council, but that she thought she recognized as one of Tala’s nurses, Jin, shook her head at Ruth’s statement. “Mitexi has little ones to look after. Greer is an elder in the Council. Vesta works full time at the sheriff’s office, plus she is on call anytime they need her. Surely there is someone else?” 

Greer shook her head and lowered her gaze. Her face held a defeated expression, an expression echoed in her two daughters who sat in their places at the large, oak meeting table. 

“Unless there is anyone who chooses to disagree and speak, I think the Council is clear on this matter.” Tala looked to each woman in turn, and then back to Greer, her gaze firm. “Unless the woman is told the truth and is willing to accept the naming, there is little else we can do.” 

Anger stirred inside Isha as she studied the faces of Beth’s family, the fear in their eyes and the looks of helplessness. No. She could not let Clan law put an innocent woman at risk, no matter the cost. She had to do something. Isha could only think of one thing that might shock them into action. Her jaw set in determination she stepped forward. “She is having the Dreaming.” 

Tala turned, and her eyes followed Isha as she walked around the table to sit in the chair next to Greer. “What is this, Isha? Explain.” 

“The Dreaming, yes.” Greer’s eyes lit up at this, and she shot Isha a grateful look. “Beth says she has been dreamin’ ‘bout a little girl for a couple months now. Since Dusty’s death.” 

Tala turned to Bella, who nodded. Bella leaned forward to speak. “Have you asked Beth about these dreams? Details?” 

“No,” Greer said, biting her lip. “I didn’t want to pry.” 

The tall blonde next to Alexia tilted her head and a wild grin crossed her face. Isha had known Alexia’s mother for a long time and had learned long ago that particular grin often meant trouble. In this case Isha got the feeling Wanda’s brand of trouble could be a boon for them. 

“For a woman born outside of the clans to dream of a child they carry isn’t unheard of.” Wanda’s tone was smooth, full of guile. “To be truly the Dreaming, we must be sure of what exactly the Goddess is showing her. This will take time. We must explore this further.” 

Alexia nodded. “My mother is right. One of us must speak to Beth before the Harvest Moon. Until then, we must find a Guardian willing to watch after her secretly.” 

Ruth and Uma Davis met eyes and nodded in agreement. Ruth turned to face Greer. “I say that if by the Harvest Moon she hasn’t been named by the Clan, we will no longer be able to offer her our protection.” 

A sound of assent echoed around the room and the women began to talk amongst themselves. Isha took a deep breath. They still weren’t out of the fire yet. If someone didn’t step up as Guardian for her, this would all be for nothing. Suddenly the idea of someone else being Beth’s protector came to Isha, and as she considered the Guardians among the local Clan women, she found she wasn’t satisfied with the idea of any of them watching over Beth. That left her with only one choice. 

“I ask to be allowed to take on the right to be Beth’s Guardian,” Isha said in a clear tone over the buzz of chatter at the table. “If Greer will let my son stay here to be protected by their family.” 

“Aye, lass,” Greer responded, a long relieved sigh following her words. “We would be honored to look after Marcandeya. The two of you can stay at Orion and Vesta’s place. They’ve got plenty of room, and I’m sure they won’t mind.” Vesta nodded in agreement. 

Pinching her lower lip between her fingers, Isha considered Greer’s words. “I’ll have to take leave of absence from my job and tell my landlord something.” 

Bella smiled and waved her hand dismissively. “Tala can write a doctor’s excuse to your work saying you have some family emergency that will force you to take a few months off. Bardo will hardly let you or your boy starve, so money will stretch further.” 

“And Bella can put together some legal document citing the poor conditions of the apartment building and the lack of regular maintenance being against city ordinance and a breach of your lease,” Tala’s sarcastic tone teased. 

Bella laughed at her lover’s words. “Tala, dear, it doesn’t quite work like that, but your point is understood. I’ll come up with something to get Isha out of the lease at her place if she wishes.” 

Bella turned to Alexia. “Could you ask Tom if he could have his moving company pack up Isha and her son’s things?” 

Isha sighed. This was going to be a big change for them. Marc would be thrilled. He missed coming out to the farm like they used to, for Isha however, she still held her doubts to the wisdom of what she was doing. Still, there was little choice. 

Greer patted Isha’s hand. “I know it’s hard. Our family owes ye much for this.” 

“As I said before,” Isha whispered, without the bitterness in her tone that had been there earlier that day. “I do this for Beth. If you are right and she is in danger, the outdated Clan laws won’t protect her.” 

“The secret will be the thing.” Wanda rocked slowly in her chair as she thought. “You will have to find something to tell Beth to explain why these two have come to live here at the sacred place.” 

“Marc is out of school in a week, isn’t he?” Jin interjected, her upturned crescent eyes focusing on each woman around the table in turn. “And Isha will need time to move.” 

Wanda nodded at Jin. “Plus, the town is a big place. It will be hard to hide one woman following Beth everywhere she goes.” 

“What do you suggest, Mother?” Alexia said, a soft smile cresting her face. 

Wanda rubbed her palms together in a circular motion. “We have said until the Harvest Moon we will give Beth our protection, yes?” 

Isha smirked, glancing back at Tala and her mate. The coyote woman was clever, and everyone knew it made her wolfen sister very nervous when her plotting looked to involve others as well. 

Tala’s eyes narrowed before she spoke. “What are you getting at, trickster?” 

“We have many women of our kind among us that walk the path of the Guardian. Certainly these strong priestesses would find time in their busy days to look after the mate of our fallen sister.” Wanda and Alexia’s gaze met, a glimmer of silent communication dancing in their blue eyes. “Besides, the words whispered from beyond the veil of sleep during the dark season must be considered.” 

Tala’s eyes locked with Wanda and a snarl rose in her voice. “We do not know she is the woman our Goddess spoke of at Hallows. We do not know if she has touched the Dreaming and is called to it.” Tala’s sharp gaze turned to Greer and Isha was surprised to see Greer jump at Tala’s intensity. “What do we know of this woman’s kinfolk?” 

“Not a thin’, sister.” Greer flashed a smile to Wanda before turning her firm gaze to face their Head Guardian. “She was adopted when she was youn’.” 

Tala’s intense gaze shifted to Vesta. “Vesta, can you look into it?” Tala’s dark eyes narrowed, deep in thought. “Maybe there is something there that can tell us if she is the one prophesized at Hallows, the ‘stolen child of the Goddess raised in the world of men’.” 

“Sure. I imagine most of it is public record.” Vesta stood, bowing subtly as a sign of respect to the rest of the Council. “If I need anything from Beth, I’ll say I’m doing a genealogy chart for the baby. I was thinking about having Orion do one for her anyway, so I can take out two perps with one zipstrip.” 

“Fine then.” Tala stood, her gaze still boring into Greer. “I’ll talk to some of the Guardians. I’ll not be able to assist, considering how far away Bella and I live now. Between Alexia, Vesta, Isha, Mitexi, and a few others, we should be able to cover what is needed.” 

“If we enlist the help of so many of our sisters and Isha stays here at the ranch,” Ruth said thoughtfully, “then perhaps Isha can still work in the village. It would be far less suspicious for Beth to see the people around her simply going on with their normal day to day tasks.” 

Greer turned to meet Isha’s gaze. “Aye, if the ladies are careful not to be seen.” 

Isha nodded agreement to their plan. It was more than she’d expected, and in truth it was the best plan they had. “Beth seems like a very smart woman.” Isha tapped the table with the tip of her fingers thoughtfully. “Might be best if they stick to their primal animal forms when watching her in the town. That would draw less attention.” 

“We might want to have Mitexi stick to home duty then.” Vesta chuckled. “It might be hard for me to explain an adult black bear hanging around the Ashwaubenon Library to the other officers.” 

The women laughed, and Tala nodded in agreement. “Fair point, sister. Also, some of the Clan children are still young enough to have their primal forms. We can enlist their aid as well. To be truthful I doubt anyone would be foolish enough to make trouble in town during the middle of the day, but it’s never a bad idea to be watchful. ” 

“As long as the children don’t take any unnecessary risks,” Jin said. 

“Agreed,” Uma added, smiling. “It would be far less obvious for a group of kids to spend a lot of time at the town library with them out of school for the summer. Our brood love to help out with Clan business when the opportunity presents itself.” 

“Does your Beth go out a lot, Greer?” Alexia tilted her head, cupping her hands together. “Or is it mostly work and home?” 

Greer grew quiet for a few moments, seeming to think about the question. “Beth is a very private person, so I can’t say for certain I know her every habit, but I think I know her as well as anyone. I do know she often goes out for walks during lunchtime and sometimes hangs out with her friends, Terra and Steve, after work. Other than that, she’s here at the ranch or with us when we go places on the weekends.”

 “They work at the library together?” Uma asked, and Greer nodded. “That will make it easier. Since Steve is Clan kin, and Terra’s family allies to our people, we can ask them to look after Beth there and call us if there’s any trouble. They’re good people. Won’t ask questions.” 

“Tell them to call me or Vesta. We’ll need to know when Beth takes her lunch and when she leaves work for the day.” As Tala spoke Isha smiled, knowing the fact she now used Beth’s name rather than “the woman” said a great deal. “I know Terra and Steve, but little else about the others who work at the library. Make sure Beth has a cell phone in case she gets in trouble.” 

“Already done.” Vesta nodded toward Greer. “Bardo checks the phone each night to make certain that it’s recharged for her.” 

Isha leaned back against the barn wall. “I’ll still follow her into the city during the weekdays and stay with Beth here and on any family trips. Under no circumstance should she be left unattended when off the Sacred Lands.” 

“Agreed.” Tala stood, and Bella followed suit. “There’s a lot to do. Unless there is something that needs to be attended to before then, we will meet again next New Moon at the Solstice Festival.” 

Wanda snickered and nudged her daughter with an elbow to the arm. “If I can still walk. I plan to find myself some fine young bucks to ride at the festival.” 

Isha leaned in to whisper to Alexia. “Your mother mean men or horses?” 

“Men.” Alexia flushed. “Since she dumped my stepfather’s things out the bedroom window last September, she’s been a bit preoccupied with sex.” 

 

 

GREER LEANED BACK in her chair and released the breath she felt like she held for most of the conversation. She knew there would be some resistance to her family’s request, but for a while she’d feared the cause was hopeless. If Isha hadn’t stepped forward...

 As the rest of the women moved out through the double doors, Greer stood and joined Isha and Alexia near the rear of the group. “Well at least your mother is stayin’ out of trouble, lass.” 

Alexia shook her head. “Not as much as you would think.” 

Greer and Isha laughed and followed the rest toward the house. When the two reached the back door, Greer noticed Isha wasn’t with them. Greer turned to look for her and saw Isha staring up at the bay window where she knew Beth’s room to be. Not that Greer wasn’t grateful for Isha stepping forward, but there was something about the way the Guardian looked up at the window that made Greer wonder what was behind Isha’s sudden return to the Clan and the post of Guardian. 

Motioning for Alexia to go on without her, Greer moved to join Isha by the willow sapling the children had planted that March. “You feel like talkin’, lass?” 

“Not particularly,” Isha muttered, not bothering to turn away from the window. 

Greer placed a hand on Isha’s arm and was pleased when she didn’t pull away. “This is a big change for you and your boy. You sure ‘bout this, lass?” 

“He likes it here. Marc won’t mind at all as long as he can get Bardo and Orion to take him fishing.” 

“And you?” Greer moved closer, lowering her voice. “Why are you doin’ this? Really.” 

Isha’s eyes met her own. The twinge of fear in them caught Greer completely off-guard. “I don’t know, Greer, because I have to. I can’t explain why, but as soon as I felt tonight how really afraid you were for her, I finally understood how real the danger was. At that moment I knew I couldn’t let anyone hurt Beth or her baby.” 

Greer glanced up at the window. “My Beth’s heart is hurtin’ badly. I hear her tears at night when she thinks we’re asleep. I’m not sure pursuin’ this is a good idea. You’ll both end up gettin’ hurt in the end and that’s bad all ’round.” 

“I never said—” 

“You didn’t have to say it. I watched the way you look up at her room. It’s clear on your face that you feel somethin’ for her. I think that’s why you became Beth’s protector. I’m not complainin’ ‘bout the assistance, but I think that’s why you were willin’ to uproot yourself and your son to come here. To be with her.” Isha’s jaw set firmly, and Greer patted her arm. “Stay here long as you need. Vesta will make certain you have a place to sleep tonight. In the mornin’ we can set up things a bit more proper like.” 

Without waiting for a response, Greer let go of her arm and walked back to the house. Things were changing for their family, and she wasn’t entirely sure how she felt about it. No matter Isha’s feelings or urges regarding Beth, Greer vowed she would do everything she could to make certain her new daughter wasn’t hurt or pushed into anything she wasn’t ready for, whether Isha liked it or not. 


 
 




 Chapter Ten 



 


 

 

THE FEEL OF the cool glass against her cheek was the first thing Beth noticed as she stirred awake. She was still lain out on the window seat, the warm throw blanket pulled beneath her chin. The clouds above the treetops blazed with the pink and oranges of the dawn, the corona of gold light in its center spreading through the sky like an explosion. She stretched her arms in the air and breathed in deeply. The strong smell of coffee from downstairs was a sure sign that someone was up and about. Beth lounged there for a while and debated whether going downstairs for food was worth getting up. Soon, the first telltale signs of her morning nausea reminded her that the answer to that question was a resounding yes. 

She threw on her robe and stepped into a pair of slippers before treading softly down the stairs so as not to wake anyone having a bit of a lie-in. Voices from the kitchen caught her attention as she reached the bottom step. One voice sounded like Orion, his soft gentle tone hard to mistake. The woman’s voice was familiar, but Beth couldn’t place it. 

“Heya, Beth,” Orion called out to her. “You have a good sleep?” 

Beth laughed. It was like that while he was staying with her in Illinois. Even when Orion couldn’t see her, he knew she was there by hearing her footsteps. 

“Well enough,” Beth replied as she reached the doorway. 

Orion grabbed a cup from the cabinet above him and took it to the fridge. “From the look on your face I’d say it’s a ginger ale morning?” 

Beth opened her mouth to respond and her eyes fell on the two other occupants in the room. Her mouth hung open as she saw Isha and Marc at the table, and it took a moment to compose herself before she could speak again. “Um, yeah. That’d be, um, great.” 

“Morning, Beth,” Marc said in what Beth would normally consider a far too cheery tone for early morning. “Orion was saying he was gonna take Caradoc, Sanura, and me fishing. You want to come, too?” 

Beth sat down at the table, still stunned. The day before, Isha and Marc were people she barely knew. Now, here they were sitting at the breakfast table. Hours after promising herself to avoid the woman completely, here she was being invited to go fishing by Isha’s son. 

“Thanks, Marc, but I really don’t know anything about fishing,” Beth said with a gentle smile. 

“What’s to know?” Orion said, pouring the pale yellow liquid from the glass gallon jug into her mug. “You catch a fish, you clean it, you cook it, and you eat it. It’s as simple as sucking nectar from a honeysuckle blossom.” 

“Thanks.” Beth took the ginger ale from Orion and held the mug cupped in her hand. The fired clay was cool on her palms and helped pull her focus away from the jumbled thoughts in her head. Among them all, one question remained sharpest in her mind. Why were Isha and Marc here now? Normally she would stay silent and accept the fact that it wasn’t her house, so none of her business, but the Archiquettes made it a point to remind her often it was her home, too, so... 

“Happened to be in the neighborhood?” Beth asked, in what she hoped was a pleasantly conversational manner. 

Isha opened her mouth to reply, but Marc’s overflowing fountain of excitement drowned out her soft voice. “Aunt Greer and Uncle Bardo asked my mom to give them a hand around the place. Since I’m out of school soon, we’ll be spending our whole summer here.” 

“Well, until mid-August.” Isha kissed Marc’s cheek, the affection for him shown like a warm light in her eyes. “Then off to take a bite out of the Big Apple, right, Marc?” 

“So, you have enough to go now?” Beth smiled. There was something very satisfying about knowing that at least this boy’s dreams would become a reality. 

“Oh, yeah.” Marc beamed at her. “My teacher came by the booth late yesterday and Mom was able to pay her the rest of the balance. We’re going to change some into one of those prepay credit cards, so I have some spending and emergency money, too.” 

“That’s great.” She sincerely meant it, but something about the closeness of Isha made Beth uneasy. The sensation of the woman’s touch from the day before was still fresh in her mind. The kiss...she licked her lips and swore she could still taste it there. This was about to get very complicated. 

“C’mon, Beth.” A grin lit Orion’s face, making him seem boyish. “You don’t need anything but your fingers and quick reflexes. My father and I normally spear fish when it’s the two of us, but when we take the little ones, we do what’s called ‘tickling’.” 

“Tickling?” The image of grabbing a fish by the belly and tickling it was enough to make Beth giggle. 

“Yes, tickling.” Orion made a mockingly perturbed face at her amusement. “It’s done in pairs. One person wiggles their fingers in the water, while their partner waits, ready to catch. When the fish comes to check out the movement, the partner grabs the fish and tosses it in a bucket of water. Some people use a stick or some other object to do the tickling, but we like to use our fingers. More control over the movement.” 

“Why not do it with a pole and hook?” Beth sipped her soda, shuddering at the mental sensation of using her fingers as bait. “Sounds like it’d be a lot safer.” 

Orion mussed Marc’s hair, and he looked up at Orion as if he was a celebrity. “This way causes less trauma to the fish. We can get a good look at them and make sure it’s not a gravid female or too small. If we need to throw them back, we can, and they’re not injured from a hook tearing into their mouth.” 

Marc nodded and directed his attention to Beth. “So, you’ll come?” 

“Nah,” Isha said with a smirk. “Beth’s a city girl. She’s afraid to get all icky and wet in the mud.” 

“I most certainly am not afraid.” Beth knew she was being teased, but still wasn’t going to stand for being seen as soft. What made this woman think she knew anything about her? Beth looked into Marc’s eyes that glowed with pure excitement. There was something in that face she couldn’t stand to disappoint. “Yeah, Marc. I’ll come fishing.” 

The boy cheered and jumped up, rushing to set his plate and cup in the sink. “I’m gonna go get my stuff. I’ll meet you all out back, ‘kay?” As he slipped out the back door, he gave his mother a wink. 

His wink hadn’t gone unnoticed, but for the life of her, Beth couldn’t think of what he was winking for. “What was that all about?” She looked at the other two people left in the room, skeptically gauging their reaction. 

Isha looked away, and Orion simply shrugged. 

“You know how weird kids can be. I’d not read too much into it.” Something about Orion’s tone made her wonder if he knew more then he was saying, but she let it go anyway. “Bardo made some blackberry tamales and chestnut bread last night for the fishing trip. They’re wrapped in green corn husks so we can throw them on the fire for lunch along with the fish.” 

Isha laughed. “Assuming we catch any.” 

Indignation spread across Orion’s face. “We’ll see about that, won’t we?” 

“Well, if I’m going to go fishing I should get changed.” Beth stood, draining the last of the ginger ale from her cup. She might as well get this over with. “Jeans and a tank okay?” 

Orion nodded. “Fine. Don’t wear anything you don’t want muddy. It rained last night, and I’d guess the grounds are a little soft near the lake.” 

Beth stood and pushed her chair in. She’d use this outing as a chance to prove yesterday was a fluke, simply a case of overactive hormones and the excitement of the day. Here at the farm, out fishing with the kids and Orion, it would be a totally different matter. “Is this the man-made lake Bardo was telling me about?” 

“One and the same. Took us three years, and we had lots of help, but it’s the safest place in the area to fish outside of the Rez.” Orion grabbed a cloth-covered basket from the counter. “I’ll pack you up some more soda and some tea if you’d like. There’s some sweet corn cake and gooseberry jam in the basket. It’s not good for you to go out without something you can munch on when you need to.” 

“I know, I know. Lots of small meals through the day instead of a couple big ones.” Beth snickered as she made her way to the stairs. “Thanks, Mom.” 

 

 

ISHA WALKED NEXT to Beth at the rear of the group as it traveled down the gravel path that led toward the back of the ranch. She held the breakfast basket and a large thermos of raspberry leaf tea in one arm while Beth pulled her sweater tighter to hold off the mild chill of early morning. Orion carried a bucket in each hand and the boys followed him, lugging the boxes with all the lunches inside. Sanura skipped around and through the group. She laughed and chattered about all the fish that she was going to be able to take home to her mommy and how good they would taste. Ghost seemed to be enjoying the walk as well. Though not as noisy as Sanura, he too weaved through the group, sometimes walking beside Orion, sometimes drawing close enough to one of the children for petting, but more often Isha saw the dog move to Beth’s side, his stance protective. 

Isha glanced over at Beth. The faded jeans she wore accented her curved waist and sensually rounded hips in a very pleasing manner. Not so tight it looked uncomfortable, the denim gripped her healthily proportioned back end in a way that made Isha feel much warmer then the day should allow. She’d never liked skinny women. They always looked as though you’d break them in the heat of passion if you weren’t careful. A woman with a natural body, a body that looked like she took care of herself, but didn’t work at it too hard, was much more to Isha’s taste. 

They turned down the path, and she slowed enough so that Beth now walked a little way in front of her. A well-formed rear like that, begged to be touched. Images swam in Isha’s imagination. Visions of her hands on that delicious bottom, using it to pull Beth to her so she could taste her lips, endless kisses while she held them hard together, grinding, gently nibbling down that soft neck, the gasps of pleasure from her lover egging on her own passion. 

“Mom.” 

The sharp sound of Marc’s voice jarred Isha from her daydreams, and she felt her face flush. “You coming or what?” 

Isha snickered in response. 

“What?” Marc gave her a very confused look. “Mom, you’re weird sometimes. 

Still laughing, Isha followed him down the side trail that led to the Archiquettes’ fishing lake. She pushed away the nagging guilt at her fantasies about another clanswoman’s mate. It was all harmless really. She knew her place and why she was here. As long as she remembered that, everything would be fine. 

The trek to the lake was a bit of a haul, but once she saw the place Isha understood why it was worth the long walk. The calm water glistened in the morning sun like a dark-colored mirror, reflecting the surrounding sandy banks and patches of cattail that bordered its edges. Large stones rose up in the center and through several spots in the water. A mound of flat rocks was stacked high with the pump-fed water flowing over it to create a small waterfall. The air was fresh and crisp, and the sounds of chirping crickets and frogs gave a very secluded feel to the place. Judging by the size of the large, sandbar willows, red dogwood, and birch trees in the wetlands and at the waters edge, Isha assumed the lake had been built around the existing trees so as not to disturb them. 

“This is amazing, Orion,” Isha said, in awe of the place. “I know you all were working on the lake a few years ago, but I had no idea how beautiful it would be.” 

Orion grinned with pride. “It’s easier than the treks down to Oneida proper when we want to take the kids fishing, and more satisfying knowing we as a community created something teaming with such an abundance of life now.” Orion set the buckets on a patch of grass and rolled up the bottoms of his khakis. The boys set the large plastic boxes in the grass as well, and mimicked Orion, while Sanura headed toward the water. 

“Not yet.” Isha snatched the girl up by a handle in her denim overalls. “Stay with your brother.” 

“Do I have to watch her?” The sullen tone in the boy’s voice was surpassed only by the look of dismay on his face. Orion laughed and began to fill the buckets with lake water. 

Marc walked over to his mother and she set the girl back on the ground. “I’ll watch Sanura, Mom. I don’t mind.” 

Isha smiled as she saw the little girl take Marc’s hand and stick her tongue out at her brother as the two passed him. Marc crouched down and Sanura stood quietly as he rolled up the bottoms of her overalls. 

“You can be my fishing partner today,” Isha heard Marc whisper to Sanura. “I bet between the two of us we’ll catch a ton more fish than Orion and your bro.” 

Sanura giggled. Ghost watched the two children closely, and then seemed to decide the boy could be trusted with his pup and wandered off to explore the area around the lake on his own. 

“He’s good with her.” Beth pulled the white cardigan tightly around her and turned to Isha. “It’s sweet to see them together.” 

“He’s always been good with the little ones.” Isha smiled, and her eyes followed Marc as he and Sanura walked hand in hand into the shallow end of the water. “Sometimes I regret he’s an only child.” 

“His father’s no longer in the picture, I take it?” Beth took off her sandals and sat them on a flat rock. 

A shock of rage welled up in Isha unexpectedly at the mention of Marc’s father, and a growl escaped her lips before she could calm herself. “He was never in the picture. He died when I was still carrying Marc, and I’m glad that he’s dead.” 

“I’m sorry,” Beth muttered. “I didn’t mean to upset you.” 

Isha sighed, and when she spoke the anger in her voice was tempered. “It’s not you. I don’t really talk about it. It’s a long, very painful story.” She moved closer to Beth, and their eyes met. “I promise 

I’ll tell you someday, but not today.” 

“Fair enough,” Beth said in a gentle voice. 

Isha found herself looking into Beth’s sad, green eyes, like a deer caught in the headlights of a speeding semi. She knew it was dangerous to stay, but she was unable to move to save herself. Isha moved closer, she felt Beth’s hot breath warm on her face. 

I’ll not lie. Isha thought. I want to know you, Beth. I know your heart still hurts for Dusty. I’ve never mourned, so I don’t know what you need. More time? Patience? Space? Long walks and hot kisses to send you off to sleep?” 

“I...” Beth stammered, blinking several times as if surprised. “Did you say something?” “No.” Isha studied the startled expression on Beth’s face, concerned. “You okay?” “Yeah.” Beth roughly brushed a clump of curls out of her eyes. “Iâ€¦I thought I heard something. I guess I was imagining things.” 

Isha reached up and gently rubbed Beth’s cheek. Beth didn’t pull away. Isha thought it would be so easy to let herself fall into these feelings, to let them wash over her and cleanse away the sadness she saw in those beautiful eyes. Easy, but impossible. “I’m here if you need anything.” 

“I...” One of Beth’s tears fell on the top of Isha’s hand. “I’ll be fine.” 

Sighing sadly, Isha drew her hand away. “C’mon. I’ll help you get ready.” She crouched and began to slowly roll up Beth’s pants. Beth shivered slightly but offered her a smile when Isha glanced up to make sure she was all right. Stopping at below her knee, Isha stood to face her. “The water will be warm once you get used to it. You might want to leave your sweater here. In case you get wet you’ll want something dry to cover yourself with.” 

With a nod Beth hung the sweater on a low branch as Isha watched, her own heart beating hard in her chest. Her eyes followed the line of the suede top Beth had hidden under the sweater. The golden brown v-shaped back of the top was dripping with thin fringe, and the neck strap appeared as if it barely held the thing on. Isha suppressed a gasp as Beth turned to face her. The fringed dip in the front of the shirt cupped Beth’s breasts in a way that made Isha wish her own hands were there instead. The silver cross she’d seen the day before glittered enticingly at her throat and the turtle shell pouch dangled gently as Beth moved. The front of the jeans bulged slightly, giving a tantalizing sign of the life growing inside her. What was she thinking? She was Beth’s Guardian. So then why couldn’t she purge these wild thoughts from her mind? Concentrate, woman. You’ve got a job to do. 

Isha licked her dry lips. “Ready?” 

“I think so,” Beth said in a nervous tone when Isha took her arm and they walked barefoot over the moist sand. “Orion, don’t I need a license to fish or something?” 

“Not here.” Orion and Caradoc were out a bit further than Marc and Sanura. The boy’s eyes darted excitedly, ready to catch the fish as Orion’s fingers gently danced across the top of the water. “The lake is registered as a private fishing preserve.” 

Beth took each step along the bank carefully, testing each spot with a toe before she put weight on it. “A fishing preserve?” 

Onion nodded. “In Wisconsin, the DNR mostly only allows fishing with a pole and hook. They don’t permit any hand fishing. By having the lake registered as a preserve, it allows us to fish in a much more humane way and keep close track of the fish numbers so it’s never over farmed.” 

As she entered the water, Beth’s eyes scanned it closely. “What sort of creatures are in the lake?” 

“Besides the leeches and man-eating piranha?” Orion’s boyish grin lit his face and Isha laughed at the stern look Beth gave him. “Things like trout, catfish, perch, herring, bass, and whitefish. We hope by next year to have a stock of our own salmon as well.” 

“Really?” Marc looked up from where he and Sanura bent over the water. “Will that work in a man made lake?” 

“A friend in Oneida Proper has his own fish hatchery, and is working on a stock of pink and silver salmon.” Orion said. “If we can transplant the eggs here they may or may not continue to use it as a breeding area. It’s a gamble, but Bardo is excited about trying.” 

“Uncle and me catch turtles and frogs here, too.” Caradoc’s eyes never left the water, even though Orion had pulled his fingers out as he spoke. 

Orion laughed, and pointed to the south end of the lake. “There’s where we farm our cranberries. It’s not a large crop, but normally enough for our family, to give away to friends, and if we’re lucky a bit left for the summer festival.” 

“Festival?” Beth asked, as Isha led her further into the water. 

“In mid-June we have the Summer Solstice gathering here at the Sacred—” Isha quickly caught herself before she called the farm the Sacred Lands. Secrets still needed to be kept, and it was her duty to do so until the family decided to reveal them. “At the ranch. It’s one of our larger events, averages about two hundred and fifty or so people.” 

“Two hundred and fifty?” Beth’s eyes grew wide. 

Isha nodded. “Sometimes more. Bardo is in heaven cooking for all those people. It means lots of preparation beforehand. The festival itself lasts nine days in all.” 

“There are still chores to do in the field, and the livestock still need caring for during that time,” Orion explained. “There are plenty of folks to help during the festival, so it’s quick work in the mornings and some mid-afternoons. The locals normally arrive a day or two before, with extra food and supplies, and on the afternoon of the sixteenth, people begin trickling in for the Welcoming Bonfire.” 

At a yell from Sanura, Orion looked up to see the girl running toward them, a struggling fish held tightly in her hands. “Quick, in the bucket,” Orion shouted, a wide grin on his face. 

Sanura ran, Marc close behind her, and there was a splash as Isha turned to Beth. “What do you want to bet Marc caught it and lets her take the credit?” 

Beth laughed, knowing that Isha was likely quite right about that. She looked down at the water as a fish swam past her legs. She made a face, and lowered her hands hesitantly toward the water. “I’ll try to stay out of the way while you all have your gathering. Maybe I can help Bardo with the cooking or something.” 

“Not a chance,” Isha said, her arm wrapped around Beth’s waist from behind to steady her. “You’ve had a hard time of it. You deserve a break as much, if not more, than most of the people there. It’s not a religious thing. There’ll be a ritual the evening of the twenty-first, but the dance after and the rest of the week is really a big party.” 

“Sounds interesting,” 

Isha smiled and whispered, “I’m sure everyone there will love you and you’ll have a great time.” 

Isha’s strong hands cupped Beth’s belly as Beth ran her fingers over the water. Isha’s thumb absently caressed the bulge that lay beneath her fingers, the sun grew warm on their faces. She saw Beth close her eyes, but her body seemed relaxed so Isha stayed quiet, letting the minutes tick by unmolested. After a long time Beth cried out and Isha thought maybe one of the fish had startled her. “What is it?” Isha said, worried.

 “The baby,” Beth replied, a laugh in her voice. “I think I felt her move.” 

 

 

THE NEWS OF the baby’s first movements went through the group swiftly. As soon as Beth mentioned she felt the baby, all three children rushed up to the houses to inform the sleeping inhabitants of the amazing news. Brunch by the lake ended up being more crowded than had been initially planned. Within no time at all, Bardo and all three women followed the excited children down the hill laughing and chattering all the way. Vesta got a fire going in a small pit away from the water’s edge, while Orion gathered dead wood to keep it going. 

Greer waded into the water, not bothering to stop long enough to even roll up her pants. “Lass, you felt the wee one? This is a grand moment worth celebratin’.” Greer moved toward the two women and Beth felt Isha let go of her waist like she’d been burned. 

Beth looked back to see a guilty look on Isha’s face, which she guessed was likely mirrored by the one on her own. “It was like nothing I’ve ever felt before.” She turned back to Greer, her own contrition dampened by the thrill of feeling her baby’s first movements. “One minute nothing, the next a tickling inside.” 

Greer wrapped her arms around Beth’s shoulder and walked her out of the water onto the soft sand. Isha stood in the water, seemingly glued to the spot by the stern look Beth saw Greer give her. “Have you eaten breakfast, lass?” 

“No, I completely blanked on it.” She’d been so caught up in everything breakfast had been forgotten. Beth pointed to the basket and thermos. “We brought some with us, though.” 

Vesta set a blanket by the fire, a pillow under one end of it, and motioned for Beth to sit. “Don’t hover, Greer. If you need to mother the woman, go get her a few of those corn cakes and a cup of tea.” 

Mitexi joined Isha in the water. Beth sat down and watched as Isha’s long fingers moved swiftly over the surface. In moments, there was a splash as the smaller woman’s hands shot into the water, and returned to the surface victorious. “I hate seeing Greer and Isha at odds. Is there anything we can do?” 

“Not really.” Vesta sighed. “I’m sure you’ve noticed that Isha has an eye for you.” 

Beth felt her face and neck grow warm at the thought. “Yes, I noticed, but we didn’t do anything...I mean...we’re only friends.” 

“No, of course you didn’t, honey.” Vesta sat next to Beth, and took off her moccasins. “It’s nothing you’ve done. Greer knows you’re in mourning. She doesn’t want to see you be taken advantage of or pushed into anything you’re not ready for because you’re vulnerable.” 

Beth felt a twinge of irritation at the thought of them discussing her private business behind her back. She stared into the fire and took a deep breath. “I see you’ve both been talking about this.” 

“Yes, we three did. Greer, Mitexi, and I.” 

Greer came close and froze as she caught the end of Vesta’s words. Beth took the napkin of cakes and the mug of tea from her. Her face looked sad, but her eyes met Beth’s as she spoke. “Don’t be angry with my girls. They both told me in no uncertain terms to mind my own damn business.” 

“Good.” Beth grinned and sipped the tea. 

Greer sat on the opposite side of her from Vesta and placed a hand on Beth’s stomach. “I worry ‘bout you. You’re my family as much as Dusty. As much as that baby.” 

Beth placed her hand over Greer’s as she rubbed her swollen belly. “And that means a lot to me. It really does. I’m not forgetting Dusty. I swear I’m not.” 

“No, lass.” Greer gripped Beth’s hand tight. “I ne’er thought that for a second.” 

Beth stared into her tea. No matter what Greer said, there was still a part of her that felt guilty. She kept trying to push away the impulses and thoughts, but the attraction that she felt was hard to deny. “I don’t know how I feel, Greer. Maybe I’m lonely.” 

“You do what you need to do, lass.” Greer laughed, bringing a piece of corn cake to Beth’s lips. “And right now you need to eat.” 

 

 

“YOU WITH ME on this?” Mitexi said in irritation, her tone brought Isha’s attention away from the laughing women. 

“Sorry.” Isha ran her fingers across the surface of the water again, her heart not really on the task anymore. What was Greer telling her? Isha knew Greer didn’t approve of Isha’s interest in Beth. Isha couldn’t blame her. Dusty was her daughter, and last night Greer had taken her deceased daughter’s mate on as a child of her hearth as well. It was her right to approve or disapprove of even a potential suitor. 

Isha cried out as the catfish latched onto her fingers. She swore under her breath as Mitexi pulled it off and walked it over to the bucket. Beth looked up in concern at the sound, but Isha smiled, hoping to assure her everything was fine. Near Beth, the fire was going strong, and Orion was placing the tamales on to cook. By the looks of it, they would be gathering for lunch in about an hour. The prospect of a meal with the whole brood of Archiquettes, Greer especially, was sapping away any appetite Isha might have had. 

“Good thing the festival is coming,” Mitexi said as she walked back from the buckets. “You two need to get off the dime before you both burst or you lose a finger.” 

“You need to stop reading those old detective novels,” Isha said sourly while she sucked on her throbbing fingers. “No one really talks like that.” 

“Fine.” Mitexi’s smirk never faded as her gaze drifted to Beth, who ate and talked with Greer. “But I remember how horny I got when I was pregnant with both of mine. My husband was lucky I didn’t break him. I can only imagine what it’s like for her. I bet in that white-bread town she grew up in the mothers don’t talk to their daughters about ‘self loving’ like my mother did us.” 

Isha opened her mouth to respond to the statement, but the amusement on Mitexi’s face told her not to bother arguing. It would give the woman more ammo to use against her. Isha sighed. The more she tried to fight her feelings, the more fate seemed to be working against her. “Why does it feel like you’re pushing Beth and me together? Dusty was your sister and my friend. Maybe we should respect her memory and let it be?” 

“Let what be? Your feelings for Beth?” Mitexi’s voice became very quiet, but Isha still felt herself flinch at the words. “I promised my sister when she came to me that night I would look after Beth. That we all would.” 

The words rolled around in Isha’s mind until the meaning of them finally jarred her own voice free and she gasped. “She came to you? When? How?” 

“Shhh,” Mitexi said, glancing back toward where Greer sat with Beth, before turning back to Isha. “Keep your voice down. Yes, Dusty came to me the night she was killed. I haven’t told Beth yet, and the last thing I want is her overhearing us before I do. This has all been really hard on her.” 

“I’d forgotten you used to do that, talk to our dead. What did she say? Dusty, I mean.” Isha remembered when John was still alive. People came to Mitexi often seeking messages from beyond the veil. Isha hadn’t thought about Mitexi’s gift in years. 

“I‘ve heard the voices of the dead since I was little. I stopped being able to hear them after John died,” Mitexi said quietly. Tears glistened in her eyes, but she pressed on. “Dusty told me she was going away and that we were to look after Beth and their baby. I told Mom, and she sent Orion to Cicero right away to take care of Beth. I didn’t tell them everything Dusty said to me that night though.” 

“But you’re telling me now?” Isha held her breath, hopeful and afraid all at once. 

“Dusty explained that she feared Beth would close her heart to love and be unable to let anyone in, maybe not even their baby. She made me swear I wouldn’t let Beth close herself away like that. She made me promise that if Beth could find love again, I’d help her forgive herself enough to let love in.” 

Isha turned to look over her shoulder. Beth met her gaze and smiled. “What does she need to forgive herself for?” Isha whispered. 

“Guilt is a funny thing. It can bury you, if you let it.” 

Isha knew all about the power guilt could have over a person. She’d felt it long ago when she and Marc fled to America, and again the day they left the Clan. Every day that she spent away from her people after John’s death, guilt was her constant companion. And now, as she looked into Beth’s eyes, the talons of guilt gripped her heart, reminding Isha of the folly of her selfish desires. “I don’t want to push my luck with Beth or your mother,” she muttered. 

“I wouldn’t worry about my mom. If Beth’s happy, she’ll get over it.” Mitexi moved close, her voice lowered to a whisper. “But if you break my sister’s heart I will kick your ass from here to Green Bay. Guaranteed.” 

Isha chuckled, but she’d little doubt as good-natured as Mitexi sounded she would follow through on that threat all the same. “I think I’m better off being done with the fishing today. Let’s head back and get something to eat.” The two made their way out of the water and Isha could hear the voices of the others as she and Mitexi climbed onto the bank. Ghost had rejoined the fun as well and now lay, muzzle on his paws, looking up at Beth and the kids. 

“Between the fresh fish, the blueberry wraps, and the bread, I’m stuffed.” Beth rested back on the blanket while the children touched her belly. The boys were rather shy about it, but not Sanura. 

“There, Mommy. I felt her.” The little girl leaned further down to put her ear to Beth’s tummy. 

“Sanura,” Mitexi said as she drew near to the group. “It’s too soon. It will be another month or more before any of us besides Beth will feel the baby.” 

“Nuh uh, I can too feel her,” Sanura insisted. “I can hear her, too. She says she wants ice cream.” The laugh from the group was so loud it scared a pair of yellow warblers out of the tree behind them. 

Beth ruffled Sanura’s hair affectionately and smiled. “Hmm, ice cream. What do you think, Grampa? Think we can manage that request?” 

Bardo rubbed his chin between his thumb and forefinger. “Well, if the baby wants some ice cream, then we’ll have to make some.” 

Sanura moved away from Beth and crawled into her grandfather’s lap. “Can I have some, too? The baby is too little to eat the whole thing all alone.” 

“I don’t know,” Bardo said, turning to Greer. “What do you think, Gramma?” 

Greer snorted and shook her head. “I think the last time you said no to that face they were runnin’ the ice follies in hell.” 

“I say no...” He looked around for support, and Isha chuckled at the looks of amused disbelief on his family’s faces. “I have sometimes.” 

“C’mon, you big softy.” Greer kissed his cheek and he stood, pulling her to her feet. “You help me dig out some of that chocolate syrup from the cellar that Giselle and Anne gave us last fall. I think there’s still ‘nough eggs and cream left to make a good-sized batch of frozen custard. If we’re quick ‘bout it, we’ll still be able to make the Nellems by this afternoon like we planned.” 

“Chocolate?” Beth turned to Vesta as Greer and Bardo walked back toward the house, hand in hand. “Isn’t it a bit cold in Wisconsin to grow cocoa trees?” 

“Yeah, a bit,” Vesta said with a chuckle. “There are some things we buy. Chocolate is one of them. Our friend runs a specialty bakery in New York and gets her chocolate from a group of organic farmers in the Dominican Republic.” 

Mitexi plopped down beside them. She twisted her hair tightly to wring out the dampness. “Yeah, can’t have Mom go without her chocolate fix for too long. It would get real ugly.” 

Isha leaned against the willow tree to which the warblers had recently returned. She felt as though she was intruding, like this was a family moment, but it was nice to see Beth smiling and laughing. 

Beth looked up at Isha. “So, you two have any luck out there?” 

“Yeah, some.” Isha stuck her hand in her back pocket. “At least enough to make lugging two buckets up here worth the bother.” 

Mitexi looked from Beth to Isha and a wide grin spread across her face. “You’d better have my mom look at that hand when you get to the house. You don’t want it to get infected.” 

“What?” Beth stood and pulled Isha’s hand from her pocket. Isha glared at Mitexi. “Why didn’t you tell anyone you’d been hurt?” 

“It’s nothing,” Isha said, as Beth’s eyes critically scanned the torn skin. “I wasn’t paying attention and one of the cats got me a little.” 

“Is there a first aid kit in the house?” Beth dragged Isha away from the trees to a spot near the fire. There the sunlight fell on the raw skin making it easier for Beth to see clearly. “Well, at least it stopped bleeding. It’ll need to be cleaned. That water is probably filthy.” 

“It’s not filthy,” Isha grumbled, though she didn’t pull away from Beth’s attention. “And it’s only a scrape.” 

Vesta handed Beth a small first aid kit from her jacket. Beth took Isha by the wrist, sat down, and pulled her down gently to join her. She set Isha’s hand, palm up, in her lap and opened up the small plastic box. “You should at least call a doctor tomorrow to schedule a tetanus shot.” 

Isha hissed as the alcohol-covered gauze hit her raw skin. She really had no intention of going to one of the town doctors for anything. Her shifter metabolism would take care of the superficial wound before the day was out. Though the gentle look on Beth’s face as she wrapped her palm with the bandage made Isha want to tell the woman whatever she wanted to hear. “Sure, Beth. I’ll look into it.” 

There was no telling when the others had left, but when Isha next looked away from those spellbinding eyes, the two of them were completely alone. They sat quietly for a long time, Beth still holding her hand. 

Isha studied Beth more closely than she’d dared to before. The hands that so gently held hers were virtually callous free, with French tipped fingernails. There were small marks on a few of her fingertips, the remainders of what Isha assumed were tiny paper cuts from her work at the library, but no other signs of any real injuries or heavy labor. Everything about Beth seemed like that, soft and full of curves. 

In a world where Isha was surrounded by warriors ready to fight for their clan, there was something so amazing about this woman who knew nothing of the war that went on beyond her own reality, untouched by the darkness that gripped Isha’s own people. Again, Isha found herself staring into Beth’s eyes, feeling the deepness of them pull her in. How easy it would be to let go and lose herself there, to feel their bodies merge, pulsing and throbbing together as one. 

“Isha,” Beth whispered. “Are you all right?” 

The sound of that velvety voice made her feel like she was floating. Isha’s gaze traveled along the smooth cheek and jawline, the beautiful flow of the skin reminiscent of chocolate melting in the warm sun. So easy. 

“Isha?” 

Blinking, Isha looked up. The innocence in those eyes caught her heart, but this time, it was sadness there. “Sorry, mind drifting a bit.” 

How long would it be, Isha wondered, before Beth was dragged into it? How long before the ugliness that waited outside their sanctuary moved into the light and they could no longer shield her from the truth? Beth would have to learn the truth eventually, but until then, it was Isha’s job to protect her from as much of it as she could. If they had been bold enough to come to the city to kill Dusty, then it was possible, no matter how unlikely, they might discover Beth and the baby. No matter how she felt about Beth, Isha had to force herself to never forget that the danger Greer feared might be, in fact, close and very real. 

“It’s time to go in, Beth,” Isha said quietly. 

Beth opened her mouth to protest, then sighed and allowed Isha to help her to her feet. The two walked toward the big house, Isha following wordlessly. Nothing would stop her from protecting her charges, including her own heart. 


 
 




 Chapter Eleven 



 


 

 

EARLY FRIDAY EVENING Greer wandered through her vegetable garden carrying a large woven basket and a pair of scissors. Beth followed behind her, a matching basket slung over one arm and Ghost close at her heel. It was the eve of the Strawberry Moon, and the two women had offered to gather the main ingredient for tonight’s festivities. The sounds of women’s booming laughter carried from the house and brought a smile to the Archiquette matriarch’s face. “Now, that is a beautiful sound.” 

Beth looked over at Greer, her expression quizzical. “You mean the laughing? I guess with things the way they’ve been, there hasn’t been much of that around here.” 

“Not as much as I’d like, lass.” From the time she was little, Greer’s own home had sounded like this. There was always love and laughter, even if sometimes they had little else. She was glad to hear the sound more often around the place that she now called home. “Growin’ up, no matter how bad things got, we always found a reason to laugh. Laughter is a great healer.” 

“I guess we didn’t do much of that in my family, but this family is so different from the way mine was back in Westport,” Beth said in a quiet voice. “You mentioned your family growing up here. Were you born in this country?” 

Greer nodded. “My parents left Ireland durin’ the Irish Civil War. That was around nineteen twenty-two I believe. I was born in Michigan many years after they came to America. Unlike the rest of my siblin’s, I ne’er experienced the war.” 

“Your parents didn’t support either side in the war?” 

“Don’t get me wrong, lass. We Connollys believed the Irish people should be governed by their own, not by the British. Even so, my parents couldn’t support what they believed to be overly violent tactics used by the anti-treaty fighters.” Greer turned toward the long patch of berries on the south end of the garden and bent to examine the harvest. “My family witnessed the atrocities performed ‘gainst the Republican prisoners by the Irish military first-hand. It was that I think, more than anythin’, that prompted my family’s move to America.” 

Beth squatted beside her. “What was it like back then?” 

“I was the youngest in a family of six, so life was a struggle. My parents ran a respectable clothin’ business on the south side of Detroit. They designed the clothin’ themselves, beautiful outfits that were also affordable.” Greer pulled one of the strawberries off the plant and took a small bite to test the ripeness. It was sweet but not overly ripe. “No matter what my parents had to sacrifice, my siblin’s and I ne’er went cold or hungry.” 

“You mentioned your parents bought all this land as a wedding present for you and Bardo. How did they ever manage?” 

Greer began to fill her basket. It all seemed like a lifetime ago. “By the time I was in my early teens, things changed for my family. One summer a group of movie starlets visitin’ the city came into my parents shop one afternoon. The women were so impressed with the handcrafted garments they bought from my parents that they went back to California and spread the word about the ‘quaint little shop in Michigan’ to all their Hollywood friends. After that, the small clothin’ line blossomed into a rather prosperous mail order company.” 

“Wow.” Beth snitched one of the ripe strawberries and hummed happily as she sucked the berry off its stem. “That had to be amazing after how hard things had been for your family, to suddenly have prosperity. I bet it made your lives easier.” 

Greer sighed. “You’d think so. Honestly, more money also meant less time together.” 

“How come?” Beth started to fill her basket as well from the other end of the plant, gazing over the foliage at Greer. 

“My parents were forced to work longer hours in the factory. My brothers and sisters helped, but my parents wanted their children to get a good education, so they insisted our schoolwork always came first.” Greer grew quiet. It was something she often thought about as she grew older. Sometimes she found herself missing the days before their sudden prosperity, when her family was poor but happy. She often wondered if her mother and father worked themselves into early graves trying to give their children the things they themselves never had. 

While they continued to fill their baskets, the rest of the conversation shifted from talk of the past to the present, and Greer asked about how things were at the library that week. Eventually, baskets as full as they could manage, the two women made their way back toward the house, Ghost close behind them. 

The scents wafting through the screen door as they made their way through the enclosed glass porch brought a contented smile to Greer’s face. She shooed Ghost back outside so he wouldn’t get underfoot, and then she and Beth went into the warm kitchen. On the wood stove was a glass pot filled with strawberry wine and sugar that simmered into thick syrup over the fire. Next to it was a double boiler with chocolate warming in the pot. 

Greer and Beth took the baskets to the sink and began to wash them gently. “Separate the smaller ones from the big ones. We can use the bigger strawberries for dippin’.” 

Beth retrieved two bowls from under the sink to separate the berries in and sat them on the counter. “Why all the strawberries anyway?” 

“The strawberry is sacred to Frigg, the Norse goddess of love.” Bardo wrapped an arm around Greer’s waist and playfully nuzzled her neck. “Think of it like our community’s version of Valentine’s Day.” 

Greer felt a familiar shiver run through her as Bardo’s long braid slid along the tender flesh of her lower neck. “That’s enough, you. There’s work to be done.” 

A wicked grin crossed Bardo’s face and he winked, his hand slipped down her back to squeeze her bottom gently. “I’m sure there will be time for both, my love.” 

Beth giggled as Greer gave him a stern glare, even as she felt herself grow warm where he’d touched. Sometime that man of hers was impossible. Bardo simply filled a measuring cup with some of the smaller berries and made his way to the cutting board with a whistle and a smile. 

With a sigh of mock exasperation, Greer nodded toward the stove. “Grab the pot of chocolate. Careful not to burn yourself.” 

“How long have you and Bardo been together?” Beth asked as she retrieved one of the hot pads and brought the pot over to rest on a ceramic tile by the sink. 

Greer took several cookie pans from the cabinet underneath the counter and lined them with wax paper. She had to think about the answer to Beth’s question for a moment. Bardo was always much better with remembering dates than she was. “We were married...forty years as of last Summer Solstice.” 

“Forty three,” Bardo called out. 

Greer wrinkled her nose. “Fine, forty-three then. We dated for five years before that.” Greer took one of the larger strawberries and dipped it in the chocolate, placing it on the wax paper after. Then she motioned for Beth to do the same. 

“Five years?” Beth seemed surprised at the answer, but she followed Greer’s instruction and carefully dipped each strawberry before adding it to her pan. 

“It was more like three years,” Bardo said in a teasing tone. “Took me two years of that to convince you to go out with me.” 

She snitched one of the smaller strawberries she’d dipped and popped it into her mouth. “I had to make him work at it, didn’t I?” 

Beth laughed and Bardo shook his head at Greer. “Can’t you wait? Those still need to cool.” Bardo’s mildly exasperated tone still carried the warmth of his humor. 

“Nope,” Greer responded with a chuckle. She didn’t admit out loud why it took her so long to accept Bardo’s advances. Trust came hard for her in those days. Past heartaches and fears made her hesitant. It wasn’t something she liked to talk about, and she knew to Bardo’s credit he would never mention it. 

“I always assumed you two were love at first sight, the way you carry on.” Beth said. 

“No.” Greer smiled at her. “But that doesn’t make his love any less a miracle to me. It keeps me strong when I couldn’t go on without it. My heart might have been hard won, but the love I gained in exchange has enriched my life in more ways than I can count in a lifetime.” 

Beth helped Greer take the now filled metal trays to chill in the refrigerator. “Sometimes I wonder...” Beth grew quiet and watched as Greer placed the tray in the refrigerator and closed the doors. 

Bardo placed a pan of strawberry corn bread in the oven and shut the door, glancing over at the two of them. His gaze was sad as he met Greer’s. She nodded to him and he slipped from the kitchen without a word of excuse, leaving the women to talk a moment. 

Greer led Beth to sit at the kitchen table and poured them both glasses of sweet tea. “You wonder if you’ll have love like that?” 

Beth lowered her eyes, but took the glass and held it in her hands, not drinking. “I wonder if I deserve a love like that. The more I see the way you and Bardo are together, the way Orion is with Vesta, the more I wonder if Dusty put up with me more then she should’ve. We were so very different.” 

Greer sat in the chair next to her. “Did you love her?” 

“Yes, but—” 

“So what if you were different. So what if thin’s weren’t perfect between you.” Greer reached over and touched Beth’s hand with hers. “I know she loved you, and bein’ with you made her very happy. You were together for what, a few years? It takes a long time for most people to mesh as a couple like Bardo and I do. Even Orion and Vesta have their differences, but they’re very private about it.” 

Beth sat for a long while, sipping her tea, her brow furrowed in thought. Greer got up and returned to the food preparations, leaving Beth to her inner reflections. 

By the time Bardo returned Beth excused herself and went out through the dining room to the large sun porch where the other younger women were gathered. 

Greer opened up the oven and peeked inside. The strawberry corn bread was starting to turn a golden brown, and the strawberry wine and mustard marinade bubbled merrily over the baking chicken. “Looks like it’s gettin’ there.” 

“Careful. Don’t want to get too close and burn yourself.” 

Greer cried out in surprise as cold fingers slipped under her skirt. They trailed from the back of her knee, and up the backside of her thigh. His lips brushed her neck and under her chin as Bardo whispered. “Things get hot on the Strawberry Moon.” 

 

 

MITEXI ENTERED THE sun porch with an armload of sodas and a smirk on her face. She passed a bottle to each of the three women sitting on the dark brown and tan sofa and then flopped onto the recliner nearby. “Dinner might be a while.” 

“Why?” Beth turned toward the kitchen as a low moan echoed down the hall. After a few moments more, she heard the moan gain in pitch and intensity. “Oh,” she said, feeling her face grow warm. 

“It’s the call of the Strawberry Moon.” Vesta chuckled and took a long drink from her soda. “I’m glad Orion took the kids to the barn to help get everything ready. I know those two in there can get mighty loud when they want to.” 

“Get ready for what?” Beth asked, part in an interest to learn more about this custom and also to tear her attention away from the activity in the kitchen. 

“You’ll see.” Mitexi grinned, and Beth could have sworn she saw pride on her face. “It’s a surprise.” 

Beth leaned her elbows on her bent knees, touching her fingertips together. “I get that it’s connected to some Nordic goddess of love, but I’m still not sure I get what strawberries have to do with your parents having sex in the kitchen?” 

“Look at a strawberry, Beth. It’s shaped like a heart, and the ripest ones are a deep luscious red color. So it makes sense that it would symbolize love and passion, right?” Vesta’s eyes danced with mischief, but her face stayed deceptively serious. “I mean what’s sexier then feeding your lover strawberries oozing with melted chocolate or covered in whipped cream?” 

Mitexi linked her fingers behind her head. “Besides, they’re very high in folic acid. And you need to eat more of that while you’re pregnant.” Beth could have sworn she saw the same twinkle she’d seen in Vesta’s eye light Mitexi’s as well. “It’s good for the baby and you.” 

Beth watched the two women, suspiciously. “Okay, I get that it’s good for the baby. Folic acid helps protect against birth defects. But how is it good for me?” 

“If you can’t feed your pleasure one way...” Mitexi’s gaze lingered on Isha, who gave her a stern look. “Then a chocolate covered strawberry is the next best thing. Sacred pleasures.” 

“The Strawberry Moon is when the eligible members of the tribe go courting.” Vesta’s gaze zeroed on Isha. “Isn’t that right, Isha?” 

Before Isha had a chance to respond, footsteps thundered up the stairs to the bedrooms. Mitexi, Isha, and Vesta burst out laughing. Isha stood, motioning with a hand to the kitchen. “Sounds like the cooks have other things on the grill. Guess that means we’ll have to handle the kitchen until dinner’s ready.” 

At first Beth wasn’t sure what she meant, but then comprehension came over her, and she flushed again. “Guess those two take this day pretty seriously.” 

“Hah!” Mitexi snorted, standing. “Like they need an excuse.” The group laughed uproariously as they headed to the kitchen. 

 

 

BARDO STOOD IN front of the black dressing curtains that created a barrier near the back of the barn. The women gathered to sit on a thickly woven wool blanket covered in jagged patterns of green, red, and black. A feast of food lay on a long, narrow table against the west wall, the smell of baked chicken, strawberries, and corn bread making Beth’s stomach grumble loudly. Isha moved her arm behind Beth and braced her palm against the blanket that covered the dirt floor. The curiosity of an excited child danced in Beth’s eyes as she watched the curtain intently, and Isha smiled at her. 

Orion came out from behind the curtain and his moccasins moved soundlessly on the straw-covered ground. The honey-colored leather breechcloth and shoes bore heavy quillwork in intricate patterns that Isha knew denoted him as one of the Clan’s sacred drummers. His leather leggings matched the rest in color, but were plain save the two rows of fringe trailing down the back of them that dragged on the ground. The wampum belt at his waist showed people holding hands in various shades of the rainbow, across a white background. It symbolized peace and community, something the man himself took very seriously. The amber tradecloth shirt was laced loosely at the neck, revealing a leather pouch from which dangled a small hawk carved from bone and crane feathers, a symbol of his and Vesta’s union. 

The deep tones echoed like footsteps, filling the large, still barn as the leather mallet firmly struck the buffalo hide hoop drum again and again. Bardo’s clear voice filled the barn, low and soothing. “The time of the Strawberry Moon is about family and unity, about renewing relationships and mending old wounds. Most importantly, it is about forgiveness and creating lasting bonds.” 

A small hand passed Bardo a mustard colored deer-hide jacket from behind the curtains. He slipped his arms into the sleeves, and shrugged the jacket on. A single row of fringe lined the underarms from the body to the wrist, beads, shells, and feathers dangling in mismatched fashion from the strips of leather. A quillwork band trimmed the upper arms and chest, and carved beads of various animals ran down either side of the opened front. The jacket signified him as the Clan storyteller, and Bardo had never yet failed to prove why. “My grandmother told us a story of a girl and her brother. As the story goes, the girl and her brother were the best of friends and always played together.” The black curtain moved aside and Sanura emerged, Caradoc behind her. The two clasped hands and swung their arms as they slowly walked toward the women, laughing merrily. 

“One day, as they walked through the woods, they came upon two paths,” Bardo said. The children halted and both looked one way, then the other. Their mouths moved in a pantomime of angry words growing to shouts, arms flailing. Sanura slammed her hands on her hips and stomped past the blanket the women sat on. Bardo followed the girl as she walked, drawing the onlookers’ attention to her and away from the boy. “They argued about which path to travel, and the girl became angry, leaving her brother and walking her path alone. Soon, however, she grew lonely, and found she missed her brother’s company.” 

The little girl knelt in the straw, pretending to cry. A figure in black came out from behind the curtain. The figure was covered head to ankles in the same black fabric as the curtains, but the hightop sneakers allowed Isha to easily identify the mysterious performer as Marc. In his hand he carried a basket, and he moved quietly past the storyteller toward Sanura. 

“She wept, and her tears fell into some small bushels of straw.” As Bardo spoke these words Marc took strawberries from the basket and began to place them in the clean straw until the small reed basket was empty. “Each place a tear drop fell, a strawberry grew.” 

Marc set the basket down and backed away. Sanura gave a melodramatic gasp of surprise and picked up the basket, gathering the strawberries and gently placing them in it. After Sanura filled the basket she ran back to her brother. 

“She gathered up the fruit and went back to find her brother, sharing with him the sweet gift her sorrow had created.” Bardo’s voice continued to carry through the barn, but at this last his voice softened and grew quieter. Sanura and Caradoc laughed and ate strawberries, dancing hand in hand around the women. Aunts, uncle, mothers, and grandparents alike smiled with pride. Sanura even pulled Marc in to join the dance. Isha’s smile widened as she watched the three children together. 

Bardo moved back and stood in front of the curtain. “And this is why we now share strawberries with those we wish to mend disagreements with or to establish bonds.” He reached a hand behind the fabric and the sound of upbeat flute music filled the barn. 

The women clapped enthusiastically. Greer and Mitexi got up to dance with the children. Orion put aside the drum and pulled Vesta to her feet, spinning her around while they both giggled as wildly as the little ones. Isha watched Beth as her eyes followed the dancers. There was sadness there, a longing. She reached out impulsively to comfort Beth, but stopped midway, hand frozen in the air. No. This wasn’t the time. Isha pulled back and stood, stuffing her hand roughly into the front pocket of her jeans. “How about I get us some food?” 

Beth looked up and blinked as if surprised Isha was still there. “Oh, yes. I’d forgotten how hungry I was.” 

Without another glance Beth’s way, Isha walked to the long table. She balanced two plates on her arm, and placed a pair of chicken breasts, pink with strawberry juice, onto each one. 

“Here, lass,” Greer said, startling her. 

Greer cut several slices of the strawberry corn bread and lay them on each plate. Then she took the jar of honey, and using the small spoon inside, dribbled a generous amount over the bread. “Thank you for bein’ here with us tonight,” Greer said as she set down the honey. 

“I made a promise.” 

Isha watched, eyes wide as Greer took the clay bowl marked with the Clan symbol from its central spot and removed three strawberries from it. Greer set all three in a triangle pattern on Isha’s plate and her voice never rose above a choked whisper as she spoke. 

“You were Dusty’s friend and she’d want her love to be happy and cared for. My Beth, she needs time to heal and find her answers. You’ll need to be patient with her heart and her pain. Take it slow on her terms. With that in mind, if you make my Beth happy, and she wishes it, I’ll give you a mother’s blessin’ to court her.” 

Isha stood glued to the spot as Greer went to join Bardo at the far end of the table. She knew what that meant. What it really meant. With Greer no longer set against her attraction to Beth, this left Isha free to explore the possibility of getting closer to Beth and to face her own doubts. So why did that sudden freedom to act scare her so much? 

Isha heard Beth’s musical laughter and turned to see Mitexi and Vesta kneeling next to her. They held each end of a trio of red, white, and black ribbons, which they twisted together. Placing the center against Beth’s forehead, they braided the remainder into her thick, curly hair. 

Isha took a rose from the vase shaped like the image of Aphrodite floating atop her shell, and put it on Beth’s plate. She filled both plates and headed back to join the three women on the blanket. 

Vesta’s eyes moved over the strategically placed strawberries and nudged Mitexi hard in the arm with her elbow. Her companion’s look of irritation faded as she noticed them as well. The two women finished tying off the braid, and each kissed Beth’s cheek. With a nod to Isha, Vesta and Mitexi went to join the rest of the family at the feast table. 

Isha smiled her thanks to the women as they passed and set the plates down. She picked up the rose and handed it to Beth, who beamed at her and sniffed its sweet scent. The two women sat on the blanket eating quietly. Isha watched as Beth bit into a large strawberry. The red juice dripped from the corner of her mouth, down her chin and neck. Isha’s hand trembled as she reached up with her napkin to dab the soft skin dry. 

“Thanks,” Beth whispered, the breathy tone in her voice not unnoticed by Isha. 

“Yeah, no problem,” Isha responded, the words sounding stupid and out of place in the moment. Isha allowed the napkin to fall to the blanket, images flooded into her mind. How badly she wanted to kiss away the juice at the corner of Beth’s lips, to feel their soft warmth upon her own. Isha moaned soft and low, opening her eyes slowly to drink in the beauty of the woman before her. Goddess. 

Isha’s thoughts wandered back to the words Mitexi said back at the lake a little less than two weeks ago, and the blessing Greer gave tonight. Had Mitexi told her mother and sister-in-law what Dusty had said the night she died? Was that what sparked the sudden change in the family’s attitude? She turned her attention back toward Beth, who was laughing at something Caradoc or his sister had told her. It would be so easy to give into her feelings for Beth, to kiss those full lips and bask in her glorious smile. The real question was: did she dare? 

 

 

THE ROSE LAY on the flat, marble surface. The dark crimson edges of the white petals contrasted dramatically with the gray and green swirled countertop. Beth reached high into the open cabinet for the dainty glass vase that was out of reach. Isha ran her fingers along the table beside her, drawn into the movement of Beth’s body. She chewed her lip as Beth stretched toward the shelf. The loose fitting yellow and white skirt dipped low on her hips. Beth’s bare feet arched as she pushed up on her toes, and Isha’s eyes followed the attractive curve of Beth’s smooth legs. Nails raked the tabletop, and fingers itched to knead the soft flesh of those thighs. Isha had promised not to rush things, but she knew that during times like these that promise would be hardest to keep. 

Beth finally gripped the curve of the blown glass vase and pulled it down. She retrieved the rose from the counter, added water to the container, and glanced at Isha, lips pursed. “You could have helped me get it, since you’re taller.” 

“You could have asked me to.” Isha chuckled and leaned back against the tabletop. “Besides, back here I had a view I wouldn’t have traded for a sack of rubies.” 

The soft moonlight came in through the back porch and the beams cast themselves over Beth’s face. A shy smile appeared there for a brief moment and then faded. “Would you turn on the overhead light, please? I can barely see in here.” 

Isha marveled at how the pale light painted shadow and highlights, giving Beth’s dark skin an almost luminescent glow. “Do I have to? You’re beautiful like that, the moon kissing your face.” 

“Please.” 

With an overdramatic pout, Isha reached up and pulled the metal string for the overhead light. “Better?” 

“Much.” Beth turned, the amused smile lighting her face even more brilliantly than the moonbeams. “How do you do that?” 

“Do what?” Isha tilted her head. “Turn on a light?” 

“No. How do you know what to say to make me flustered? It’s not fair.” 

The sounds of Isha’s bare feet were smooth and firm upon the ceramic tile floor as she crossed the room. Beth backed up against the sink, the vase still clutched in her hand. Isha longed to take the trembling woman in her arms, but instead she smirked playfully, leaning her palms on the counter on either side of Beth. Slow, Isha reminded herself. We’re testing the waters. 

“It’s amazing what you can do with such a beautiful muse to draw inspiration from,” Isha said. 

“We’ll you shouldn’t...” Beth lowered her gaze. “It’ll complicate things.” 

Isha brushed away the loose strands of curly hair that hid one of Beth’s eyes. She longed to kiss the soft skin revealed at the hairline, but she held herself back. Her gaze trailed down Beth’s cheek to where an unusually sharply angled ear rested beneath a clump of thick curls. “You remind me of one of the wild fairies in the storybooks I used to read to Marc when he was little.” 

Beth laughed, an edge of nervousness to her mirth. “Some of my friends from Chicago used to tease me about being a fairy changeling in disguise. Because of the way my ears looked.” 

“Mmm.” Isha leaned forward and grinned at the tremor that coursed through Beth’s jaw. Excitement perhaps? “Ah, so that’s your secret? A Fae temptress, are you?” 

Beth’s eyes met Isha’s. There was irritation and fear in that fiery gaze, but a touch of passion blazed there as well. “Who’s trying to seduce who here?” 

Isha responded by gently touching Beth’s stomach through the white silk camisole. Beth’s breath escaped her in a sharp burst like gunfire. Goddess, how Isha loved that sound. It drew her in, melting away the rationales of why she shouldn’t be here with her like this. She’d take it slow, only as far as Beth let her. “Guilty as charged. I can’t deny it.” Isha licked her lips. “But how can I be expected to resist you? A goddess of earth and beauty, with life bursting within her?” 

“I can’t,” Beth whispered hoarsely. “We can’t.” 

Someone cleared her throat from the doorway. Isha whirled around to stand in front of Beth protectively. Greer held up a cell phone, suspicion flaring in her green eyes as she stared at Isha. The gaze brought a flush of guilt that ran like flames up the back of Isha’s neck. As Greer turned toward Beth, the expression softened. “Mitexi was passin’ your room, Beth, and heard your cell phone go off.” 

Beth crossed the room to take the phone. Greer smiled at Beth, and then turned to look at Isha. “It’s Dr. Hagee.” 

Isha moved to stand behind Beth, a hand on her shoulder. Greer stood in the doorway of the kitchen, and wrung her hands nervously as Beth held the phone to her ear and listened. Isha didn’t often see Greer like this, and it was starting to put her on edge. Was the priestess being paranoid or was there really something to be worried about over a simple phone call? 

“Yes, I believe scheduling the ultrasound on the ninth would be fine—” 

“I’m coming with,” Isha interjected, for a moment surprised as the words tumbled out of her mouth. She didn’t know how Beth would react to the demand, but if she was going to protect her, Isha had to 

respond to any threat, imagined or not. 

Beth covered the phone with her hand. “What?” 

“I want to come with you, Beth,” Isha whispered. “To be there the first time you see your daughter on that screen.” 

Beth’s eyes met Isha’s, their gaze warm and moist. Finally, Beth nodded and turned her attention back to the phone. “I’ll be bringing a friend.” 

Isha breathed deeply, relieved. A friend, yes, Isha supposed that was what she was. It was best that way, for now. 

“Yes, next Wednesday at five. See you there, Doctor.” Beth closed the cell phone and slipped it in the pocket of her skirt. “Isha, it’s a doctor’s appointment. They don’t even know if they’re going to be able to tell the gender of the baby. Dr. Hagee says sometimes they can and sometimes they can’t.” 

Greer pushed the chairs in as she walked around the table. “Then why is it necessary, lass?” 

“Well...” there was a hesitance in Beth’s voice. “The doctor said there were some abnormalities in my tests.” 

Isha’s whole body tensed at those simple words. “Abnormalities? Like what?” 

“Dr. Hagee didn’t say much about it. He only said that my uterus seemed larger than it should be, and when he checked my HCG levels at my last appointment they were very high. When I went in for those tests at the end of May, he redid the HCG tests, did an APF, and did a Triple Screen. He sent all my tests to a colleague at Cambridge University who is some sort of genetic specialist.” 

Isha and Greer locked eyes, and impulsively, Isha found herself reaching out to hold Beth protectively around the waist before she caught herself. Either Greer’s paranoia was catching, or there was something serious going on. “And?” 

“They came back today,” Beth said. “He was concerned at how high the HCG levels still seemed and mentioned there were abnormalities in the Triple Screen. From what I’ve read, it’s not unusual to do these tests if there’s a reason for concern.” 

“I’m sure it’s nothin’, lass. These doctors, they can get their britches in a bunch over the smallest thin’.” Greer wiped her fingers on a towel hanging from a cabinet handle in a way that told Isha she was simply keeping her hands occupied. “Just don’t let that doctor talk you into anythin’ unnecessary. Some of those tests can be dangerous to the baby.” 

“Dangerous?” Beth looked from Greer to Isha. “I’m sure Dr. Hagee wouldn’t recommend I do anything that would be dangerous to my baby.” 

“Probably not, but sometimes those doctors forget there’s a baby in there and not a medical statistic.” Isha chose her words carefully. Beth was being so calm about this, which in some ways worried Isha more than if Beth had broken down in tears. There was so much trust for this doctor in her words. Isha hoped for Beth’s sake that he was worthy of it. “Don’t you forget that’s your daughter. You do what you think is best for her, not what we, the doctors, or anyone else thinks. Trust yourself.” 

Greer walked into the hall and came back in with a leather bound book. “I almost forgot. I got this for you, lass. It’s a journal. I was thinkin’ you could keep track of the baby’s movement, even write down those dreams you’ve been havin’.” 

Beth took the book and ran her fingers over the gold embossed letters that spelled out her name on the brown leather cover. 

“Thank you, Greer.” Beth hugged her, covering her mouth quickly to stifle a yawn. “Oh, I think that’s my cue, another early morning tomorrow.” 

Isha stood back while the two women hugged, and then she moved forward to kiss Beth softly on cheek. “Good night, lovely changeling.” 

Both Isha and Greer smiled at Beth as she headed up the stairs. Soon as she was out of sight, Isha turned to Greer. “Is it me, or is something about the doc sounding awful funny?” 

“The fact that he’s doin’ so many bloody tests on a perfectly normal pregnant woman under the age of thirty-five? Or that he sent the tests to some genetic specialist he knows in England?” Greer scowled and leaned back against the frame of the doorway, looking up at the clock on the wall above the woodstove. “Or the fact he calls after ten on a Saturday night to talk to Beth about the tests rather than Monday mornin’?” 

“Abnormalities, my ass,” Isha said. “You done a background check on this yahoo?” 

Greer shook her head. “This is the first time we had a name to go off of. We didn’t want Beth to think we were pryin’.” 

“Screw that.” Isha jotted down the doctor’s name on a piece of scrap paper by the phone. “It’s time to do some heavy prying.” 

 

 

BY THE TIME Isha made it back to Orion and Vesta’s house, the air had turned cool and a light rain was falling. She opened the back door and closed it quietly, in case the family was already in bed. The kitchen was empty, so after pouring herself a glass of goat’s milk from the jug in the refrigerator, she made her way upstairs to the guestroom across from what had become Marc’s room. 

Marc’s gentle voice drifted through the door that led to Sanura’s room. “‘Rikki-tikki danced in a circle to get behind her, and Nagaina spun round to keep her head to his head, so that the rustle of her tail on the matting sounded like dry leaves blown along by the wind. He had forgotten the egg. It still lay on the veranda, and Nagaina came nearer and nearer to it, till at last, while Rikki-tikki was drawing breath, she caught it in her mouth, turned to the veranda steps, and flew like an arrow down the path, with Rikki-tikki behind her’.” 

“It’s sweet of him to read to her.” The sound of Vesta’s voice coming from the stairs behind Isha made her jump in surprise. 

“It’s one of his favorite stories. Has been since Marc was little. He used to ask me to read it to him all the time.” 

Vesta laughed and leaned against the railing. “Pretty funny since his mother shifts into a mongoose.” 

“To say the least,” Isha said. “So how come Sanura is sleeping over here tonight?” 

“She asked if she could have a sleep over. I think she wanted an excuse to get more attention from Marc.” Vesta chuckled. “I think she’s adopted your son.” 

“He adores her.” Isha took the leather bag she’d slung over one shoulder and removed a large manila envelope from it. “I need you to look into something for me.” 

Vesta nodded and took the folder. “Yeah, my mom called. Is this the stuff from Beth’s lockbox?” 

“Yes.” Isha started down the steps and motioned Vesta to follow. “Greer told her you wanted to do a genealogy chart for the baby. Beth was a bit hesitant to let the documents out of her sight, but Greer said she seemed pleased with the idea of having the chart.” 

“And the doctor?” Vesta walked a few steps behind Isha as they traveled from the stairs toward the living room, and she paged through the papers. “Ah, here’s the name. Dr. Hagee. Yeah, I’ll start a background check on him tonight. It’ll take awhile. When’s the appointment?” 

“Wednesday.” Isha sat down on the arm of the couch. This was important to her. More than she could express in words. If he was a good doctor, then the family could relax a little. If not... 

“Three days isn’t much time.” Vesta took the laptop bag from the hall closet and unzipped it, then set the computer on the coffee table. “You have a reason to suspect him of anything?” 

Isha shook her head. “Nope.” 

“And we’re snooping into his privacy why?” 

“Because he asks too many damn questions, and I want to get an idea of who I’m dealing with before I meet him.” Isha knew that wasn’t the only reason. Something about how Beth responded obediently to the man’s wishes rubbed her the wrong way. Isha learned long ago that because someone was a doctor, it didn’t mean he wasn’t a selfish bastard, too. 

“I’ll do what I can. No guarantees, though.” Vesta started up the laptop and placed the papers on the table next to her. “Go on up to bed. There’s not much we can do tonight, anyway.” 

“If you find out anything—” The look of irritation that crossed Vesta’s face was enough to halt Isha’s words. She decided sleep wasn’t such a bad idea and headed back up the stairs. The rooms of both children were dark and quiet now. 

Isha peeked into Marc’s room to check on him. Marc’s peaceful breathing brought a smile to her face. Things hadn’t always been easy for them. They moved around a lot when he was little, not daring to stay in one place for too long for fear they would be found. It wasn’t until he was seven that they had finally been able to settle down in some semblance of safety. 

When she left the temple, Marc didn’t understand. It was one of the few places they ever felt wanted and cared for. How do you explain to a nine-year-old that he had to leave behind the people he saw as his family because some grown-ups were angry with each other? It made so much sense to Isha then. Now she found herself wondering if it had been fear that caused her to turn her back on her clan or the anger of an insulted lover. 

She slipped into her room and closed the door. Her shirt was still damp with sweat from the heated moment in the kitchen earlier. She tossed it into the hamper by the door as she thought back to those difficult times. 

She and Becka were lovers then. Five years her senior, Isha had taken on a protective role with the younger woman. Becka had a hard time of it after her brother’s death. She’d wanted blood as repayment, even though the clan tried to explain that revenge wasn’t their way. On the day Becka faced the Council demanding their help hunting down her brother’s killer, Isha sided with the Council. Though Isha tried to explain their reasons, Becka was convinced the Council wouldn’t help because John was only a mate of one of the shifters, not kinfolk himself. Isha found herself resenting the clan after that day, for the danger they brought to the families, for the chaos their enemies seeded into her well-ordered life, and for their hardcore stance on rules that at times were decades out of date. 

She cleaned up in the small bathroom, changed into an oversized t-shirt, and crawled into bed. Maybe she’d been angry to see a good romance go sour because of a war no one could even remember which side had started. She’d stood with the Council then and had believed they were right. Did a lover’s break-up really change that fact, or had Isha been scared? Scared of what the war might do to her family, who else might be lost if she stood with her clan. 

She was scared now. Three years after John’s car was driven off an old wooden bridge into the Fox River, Dusty was beaten to death somewhere near Chicago. These were not the only strange deaths within their clan, just the most recent and brutal. Other clans in other parts of the U.S. and the world had been reporting these sorts of attacks happening more and more frequently in the past thirty years or so. Isha wondered how those statistics had changed in the three years she’d been away from the Clan. Perhaps that was something to look into as well. The Imperium wasn’t known for their foolish risks or tactical blunders. As the Christian Right grew in power, politics, and business, so did the Imperium. With the ability to slip under the radar of the more rational of God’s followers, the humanist group reaped the benefits of those achievements, using their power to work against the nonhuman races wherever they could. 

Why would the Imperium risk an attack on two women in a place where they could draw the attention of police not controlled by their organization? They had to know something that led them to believe the attack that night was worth the risk. It was true, Dusty was far more vulnerable than most of their other kin sisters. Unlike the other women of the blood, for some reason unknown to them, Dusty had never been able to change. Even as a child, when all the kinfolk children could take their base animal form, Dusty couldn’t. The Clan kept their nature and abilities very secret, and had for as long as anyone could remember. So, Isha wondered, how had Dusty’s killers known that night they would be facing a shifter unable to transform and her human lover? 

The lateness of the evening began to catch up with her, slowing the speed of her rambling thoughts. The answers were there somewhere. It was possible when they found those answers, they would also find the reason for some of the other strange things that were suspected to be the work of the Imperium. Tragedies like the fire at the school, the herd of cattle poisoned at the Keystone ranch last winter, and the hordes of rats appearing suspiciously in many of the grain bins in Clan homes northeast of De Pere where there had been none weeks before. Whatever they were up to, Isha hoped she could spare Beth and her baby from once again being victims of this centuries-old war. For now, they were safe here at the ranch. For over a decade, since the bloodbath of 1982, in which the Imperium had been bold enough to launch a full-scale attack on the Archiquette territory in the midst of the Lammas ritual, the cult hadn’t dared set foot on these sacred lands. Isha hoped as long as that one advantage remained, they would all have a safe haven to retreat to, no matter how bad things might get. 


 
 




 Chapter Twelve 



 


 

 

BETH WAS AWAKENED Wednesday morning by the low tone of male voices outside her window and a series of loud thuds. In the city, these sounds were normally not worth more then a grumble of annoyance and a blanket pulled over her head in a vain attempt to drown them out. Here at the ranch, on the other hand, early morning disturbances were far less common and certainly worth investigating. She threw on her robe and opened the bay window. Beth leaned out to take a look. On top of what used to be the roof of the studio, there was a pair of shirtless men, hefting large bundles of used shingles off the mostly stripped roof onto a plastic tarp in the grass. Mitexi sat in a lawn chair below, well out of the way of the falling asphalt strips, a wide smile on her face. 

“What’s with all the racket?” Beth yelled down and pulled the robe tighter as the younger looking of the two men looked up at her and waved. 

Mitexi’s gaze never left the blond-haired men. “Oberon and Boris came by this morning to get the studio prepared for the addition Mom wants to add for you. She said they could get the heavy clearing done while she and Kevin finished the designs in the house.” 

“For me? I thought the plan was to move you into it.” 

“Nah.” Mitexi bit her nail as the older of the two men tied his long white-blond hair up with a section of string he had taken from a pocket of his jeans. His muscles bulged, and her eyes followed the movement. “You’re the artist, Beth. Mom and I talked about it. The baby should have Dusty’s room, and if you stay above the studio you’ll have access to it whenever you want. Dusty would have liked that.” 

Beth smiled and blinked the tears from her eyes. Her daughter would grow up in the same room Dusty had. It felt right. “Yes, I think she would have.” 

The men’s well-muscled chests glistened with sweat in the sun, and Mitexi ran a finger along the inside of the neck of her shirt as she watched them work. Beth laughed as Mitexi placed her cup of ice tea to her forehead. 

“And what are you supposed to be? The foreman?” Beth teased. 

“Nope.” Mitexi smirked. “I’m watching the floor show.” 

 

 

VESTA AND ISHA walked together through the vegetable garden, toward the big house. “You sure that’s it?” 

“All I could dig up on the good doctor on such short notice,” Vesta said. “He’s quite the prolific writer, has published stuff in all the major medical journals. Dr. Hagee also seemed to be quite the celebrity in the 

CMDA.” 

“CMDA?” 

Vesta nodded. “Christian Medical and Dental Associations. I mean, don’t get me wrong. They have a lot of damn fine doctors who are part of the groups there. The CMDA has done some great work within the medical profession. Trouble is, hidden among the good docs are some real nut balls, too.” 

Isha ran her teeth across her bottom lip nervously. “Any sign which camp Doc Hagee hangs out in?” 

“I’d have to dig deeper to know for certain. He’s made some pretty well-known advances in neonatal care and surgery.” Vesta took a peapod from the tall, hand-built branch trellis and nibbled on it. “Most of the real whackos are part of the group that is totally anti-surgery anyway, even in emergency cases.” 

“You sure you’re not a rabbit?” Isha snickered, her eyes narrowed in on the tiny bites the woman was taking of the crisp pod. “Rather than a hawk?” 

“You watch it, woman,” Vesta replied with a faux sternness to her tone. “Long as I’m doing all these background checks, you could be next.” 

Both women were laughing as Beth stepped out the back door. Isha looked up and instantly her laughter died out, replaced by a feeling of guilt. She wished she could tell Beth everything they’d learned so far, but something told her that she’d better make sure she had all the facts before making a case to Beth against the doctor. 

“Greer said you were going to drive me to work, and then take me to my appointment after? How come? I have car,” Beth said. 

Isha nodded. “Yeah. It’s easier than both of us taking our cars, better for the environment, carpool and all.” It was a weak excuse, but at least the truth, in part. “I was asked to do the morning shift at the AB complex. One of the guards has a sick kid. He wants to be able to stay home with her. I’ll be able to pick you up on time, though, no worries.” 

“Fair enough.” Beth waved to Vesta and then followed Isha to the front of the house where her SUV was parked. She ran her hand over the side of the burgundy Mountaineer. “Nice. So is this some biofuel thing, or one of the hybrids?” 

“Neither.” Isha opened the passage door for her, and Beth stepped in. “It’s got a low emissions rating. I don’t do a whole lot of driving unless Marc is with me or I have cargo to haul. I was more likely to take my bike to work or a quick trip to the store when I lived in town.” 

The black interior was warm to the touch. As Isha started the car, Beth pushed the button to roll down the window. “That a neighbor’s dog or something?” Beth asked as they pulled down the drive. 

Isha looked up at the dog that sat the edge of the property next to the road, watching them as they passed. A grin crossed her face as she recognized what looked at first to be a dog was actually Wanda in her coyote form. 

“Just a family friend.” Isha reached over to turn on the radio. “So, you asked for time off for the festival yet?” 

Beth nodded. “I did that on Monday. Told Melanie I needed the whole nine days off if it was possible. I was worried she might be upset, with me being with the library for such a short time, but she wasn’t at all. She said she knew the festival was being hosted at the farm soon and had already figured on being a few staff down. It works out well. I figured I’ll be able to give Bardo a hand with the preparations without getting too worn out if I make my days short the beginning of that week.” 

“You been tired lately?” Isha did her best to hide her concern. She didn’t want Beth to feel like she was being mothered. She likely got enough of that from Greer. 

“I have before, but the past week or so, not so much. It’s like I’m all charged up or something.” Beth grinned and reached over to pat Isha’s arm. “I’m really okay.” 

“Yeah, I know.” Isha smiled and skimmed her thumb over the back of Beth’s hand. “Soon as they finish that room they’re building, between that and the nursery, I hope we’ll keep that nesting energy satisfied.” 

Beth leaned her head back against the seat. “How long do they think it’ll take? I didn’t see Greer this morning and I forgot to ask Bardo before I left.” 

“If I remember Greer’s happy rant about it last night after you went off to bed, normally the construction would take about two weeks. But, with the mob showing up for the festival I’d say that time will be at least cut in half.” 

“Why?” Beth stuck her arm out the window. “Wouldn’t things be too busy to work on it then?” 

“Knowing the people who’ll be coming next week, we’ll have no shortage of hands to help finish the job. Kevin and Greer will handle the design, and Boris knows how to keep a group of people in line to get a big job done quickly.” Isha chuckled, and put both hands on the wheel as she took the exit ramp into Ashwaubenon. “My guess is it’ll be done, including the decorations, before the festival is over.” 

Beth gazed out the window. “Everything’s so different now.” 

Isha glanced over at her as she drove. “Is that a bad thing?” 

“No, different. I’ve never felt as at home as I do here. Even with the ultra-healthy lifestyle, and how different the family dynamics are from what I’m used to, I can’t help but feel comfort in all of it. I barely know some of these people, but here they are building a special place for me and the baby.” A tear fell down her cheek, and a smile swept across her face. 

“Never thought you’d call a farm home, did you?” 

Beth shook her head. “I should’ve come here a long time ago. Dusty was always inviting me along, but I was too stubborn then. I thought of this place as a dirty, smelly farm. I never realized what a warm and loving place it would be.” 

“Maybe you came here exactly when you were meant to. When you needed this place the most.” Isha turned onto the highway, and Beth fell into a quiet thoughtfulness. The rest of the drive was in silence, with Isha wondering if her words had brought comfort or sadness. She guessed only time would answer that. 

 

 

THE LIGHTS WERE low in the exam room, and the monitor beeped in an irritatingly repetitive fashion. Isha remembered the last few months of her pregnancy, after she left India. The artwork on the walls here was more expensive, and the curtains around the exam bed less faded, but this room still had the same hauntingly sterile feel to it that the clinic had then. Beth sat up on the bed, and Isha rubbed her back as they waited for the doctor. They had been waiting for nearly fifteen minutes, and both women were getting antsy. Isha hadn’t liked the nurse at all, though had refrained from saying so in front of Beth. She found the blonde patronizing and full of self-importance, with the bedside manner of a spoiled beauty queen. 

As she was about to pop her head out in the hall and give someone a piece of her ire, Dr. Hagee walked in and closed the door quietly behind him. “So, Miss Crew. How are we doing today?” 

“Glad I don’t have to drink several gallons of water like the last time I had one of these done.” Beth laughed, but Isha noticed the doctor’s cool expression at her levity. 

Dr. Hagee rolled over the machine. It looked like a turntable from a record player with a computer monitor placed on top and several rectangular machines stored in the space underneath. He lifted up Beth’s loose top and squeezed the gel over her abdomen. Isha watched how Beth jumped at the cool liquid and tensed at the man’s touch. Isha reached for Beth’s hand, and she responded by squeezing Isha’s tightly, the action leaving no doubt that the obedience Beth had shown toward the doctor was from a trained response, not a trust in the man himself. This revelation put Isha even more on edge than before. “You okay?” Isha whispered. 

Beth nodded. Her eyes followed the transducer as it pushed on her stomach and moved across slick, dark skin. Isha looked up at the screen, unable to suppress the smile as they first laid eyes on the baby’s sweet face. Her tiny fingers were rested over her nose, and she contentedly sucked on the tip of her bent knuckle. “She’s beautiful, Beth.” 

“We don’t know if it’s a she yet.” There was a grumble to Dr. Hagee’s tone that ground on Isha’s nerves. 

They watched the pictures on the monitor silently. Isha glanced every so often at Beth, entranced at the look of absolute adoration on her face as she drank in every detail of her baby. No matter what an insensitive ass this doctor might be, Isha had no intention of allowing him to ruin this moment for Beth. 

Dr. Hagee took the transducer from her abdomen and reached over to make some notes. Isha decided to take this moment to study him in her own way. “I was reading the other day that with these new ultrasounds you can even take home a video from it. That true?” 

“If Miss Crew really feels it’s necessary, I could make a copy—” 

“A copy?” Beth cut Dr. Hagee off, which seemed to surprise him. “Why would you need to keep the master copy? Is there something wrong?” 

“It’s simply precautionary, Miss Crew.” He smiled and reached over to pat Beth’s arm, but Isha noticed the smile didn’t reach Dr. Hagee’s eyes. “The baby seems big for its age. We’ll send off the tape to be studied.” 

Isha didn’t have a medical degree, but it’d been obvious to her that the baby was a girl from the detailed photos on the monitor. So why did Dr. Hagee act as though he hadn’t discovered the baby’s gender yet? Why was he still calling her it? “The father is Oneida. Indian babies are big sometimes.” 

Ignoring Isha, Dr. Hagee pulled his hand away from Beth’s arm. He reached into a drawer behind him and pulled out a plastic packet. Isha looked closely at it and saw a large needled syringe inside. “We know so little of your family history, Miss Crew. I think an amniocentesis would be a crucial tool to make certain nothing is wrong with your baby.” 

“No.” The force at which the word came from Isha’s mouth surprised even her. She turned apologetically to Beth. “Sorry. I know it’s not my place to really say anything.” 

“It’s okay, Isha,” Beth replied softly. “From what I have read there are pros and cons with regard to the procedure. I’m interested in hearing yours and the doctor’s view on the matter. Like you said before, in the end I’m the only one who knows for certain what is right for my daughter.” 

Isha saw Dr. Hagee flinch at this, but he turned away and pretended to ignore the comment. “Really, Miss Crew. You don’t want to wait to find out if there is something wrong.” 

“What if there is?” Isha turned her attention to Beth. “If there was something wrong, a birth defect or anything? Would that change how you feel about your daughter? Really?” 

Beth looked up at Dr. Hagee. “I know there is some risk to the baby during this procedure. Can I think about it and get back to you later?” 

“You don’t want to wait.” Dr. Hagee scowled, and his eyes bored into Isha. The anger was wiped from his expression before he fully turned to face Beth. “Late term abortions are not legal in Wisconsin.” 

“Abortion!” The rage that erupted in Beth’s voice brought a smile to Isha’s face. “Who the hell said anything about an abortion?” 

“Miss Crew,” Dr. Hagee said in a patronizing manner. “You’re a single mother. You certainly wouldn’t want to be saddled with a child who needs special care and medical attention. It’s expensive and time consuming.” 

“You are the last person who should be telling me what I am or am not able or willing to handle.” Beth slid her feet over the edge of the exam table. “Isha? Would you please get my clothes?” 

“Sure.” Isha met Dr. Hagee’s eyes and a cheer rose up from inside her at the spiteful glimmer she saw there. You go get him, wildling. 

“Miss Crew.” Dr. Hagee’s gaze took on a softer tone as he looked back at Beth. “Please. We’re not finished here.” 

“That’s where you’re mistaken, Doctor. We’re very much finished here.” Beth took her clothes from Isha, and then held out her hand toward the doctor, her eyes blazing. “I would like the tape. Now.” 

“I’ll make you a copy, then.” 

“No.” Beth’s tone was firm. “You will give me the master copy. I’ll be sending for the rest of my records when I’ve chosen a new physician. I’ll no longer be in need of your services.” 

He opened his mouth to argue, but closed it as if something in her hard expression held his tongue. Dr. Hagee pushed a few buttons and removed the tape from the machine, holding it out to Beth. She snatched the tape from him and Isha took her free hand, as Beth stepped down from the exam table. 

“Miss Crew, be reasonable.” 

Beth held her head high. “I’ve been quite reasonable, Doctor. I’ve put up with numerous tests I didn’t understand. I’ve tolerated the patronizing attitude from you and your nurse far longer than I should have been forced to. I’ve spent my life having absolute trust in the medical profession and never questioning their methods. That is, until now. This...” Beth held up the tape, and her voice rose in righteous fury. “This is my baby and my most important job is to protect her. Everything I’ve done, I’ve done for the sake of my daughter. I don’t give a damn if she’s bright green with gold and silver tentacles sprouting from her head. I’ll love her and take care of her. I understand there are times that, for the safety of the mother, the baby’s life must be sacrificed, but you throw the word abortion around like it’s as easy as removing an unsightly blemish. Necessary or not, in any situation, it is still a human life and deserves a damn lot more respect than you seem able to supply.” 

Isha held open the door grinning ear to ear as she watched Beth storm through it. “And a good day to you too, Doctor.” 

 

 

“AND THEN SHE left?” Greer followed Bardo into the family room, carrying a bowl of popcorn drizzled with warm caramel. Isha stood by the TV, a glint in her eyes. Normally that look made Greer nervous, but after what she’d told them, it brought her relief. 

“You’d not have believed it even if you’d been there. She sure let him have it,” Isha said with a laugh. She took the cup of cocoa from Bardo and placed the videotape on the top of the TV. “I was so proud of our girl I had to take her out for a nice dinner to celebrate. No offense, Bardo.” 

“None taken.” Bardo sat on the couch next to Greer, and she took her mug from him before curling into his arms. “Isn’t Beth going to join us?” 

“She’s beat. I think the day took a lot out of her.” Isha blew over the top of her cup to cool the hot liquid. “She said for me to tell the both of you she wanted you to be the first to see your granddaughter. Well, the first besides Beth and me.” 

“So the lass is done with him then? For good?” Greer was hopeful. She knew it had been very important to Beth to go to a real doctor, and feared she might have second thoughts about walking away from one as well known as Vesta said Dr. Hagee was. 

“That’s what she said. She sounded pretty sure about it.” Isha stretched and yawned. “In the end, it came down to what was best for her daughter.” 

“You really saw her? Our granddaughter?” Greer sighed, a warm feeling growing in her stomach. She chased back some of the fear she’d lived with the past few weeks. “I bet she’s beautiful.” 

“A little Fae goddess like her mom.” Isha sipped her cocoa and closed her eyes. “But I’ll let you both judge for yourselves.” 

“Is this the only copy?” Bardo took a handful of popcorn and fed a piece to Greer. 

“She made him give it to her on the spot. It was inspiring. I remember all the crap she put up with from him, but this time, he went too far.” Isha walked over to the couch and took some popcorn for herself. “Too bad Tala’s office is in Madison. I think she and Beth would really click, and Tala’s Clan, so there’d be no need to hide anything.” 

Greer nodded. When Beth had first talked about preferring to have a doctor instead of a midwife, Tala was the one to come to mind. “Aye. She specializes in neonatal care and surgery, but she’s perfectly comfortable performin’ home births and using herbal treatments. If you ask me, Tala and Beth are a perfect match. Too bad. Two and a half hours is a hell of a trip to make to see a doctor much less to have a baby.” 

“You two enjoy the show. I’m going to head off to bed. It’s been a very satisfying day. I want to spend what’s left of it with my son.” Isha put in the tape and then left the room. 

Greer grabbed the remote and pressed the play button for the VCR. The actual reception on the TV was abysmal, but they mostly used it to watch movies and for the kids to play their video games. As they experienced their granddaughter’s features and movements for the first time, both silently wept. Isha was right. She was a little goddess. 

 

 

BETH CLOSED THE door to her bathroom and reached to open the cabinet. She heard the rhythmic thump of a sewing machine from the next room. Beth walked over to her partially open bathroom door and glanced through the crack. Across the bathroom from her room was Mixtexi’s bedroom. Inside Mitexi sat at an old Singer, her foot working the pedal. Mounds of brightly colored fabric lay next to her in a wide mouthed basket. 

“You know,” Beth said teasingly standing in the open door to Mitexi’s room, “those come in electric now.” 

Mitexi laughed and motioned her into the room. “Yes, but when you’re working with several thick layers of terry cloth or hemp, these older machines power through it like nothing else.” 

Beth placed her hands on the back of Mitexi’s chair. Cotton fabric collaged with bears, turtles, and wolves were being sewn to a piece of soft blue flannel. “What’re you making?” 

“Well...” Mitexi cleared her throat with a nervous grunt and took off her glasses. “I thought maybe I’d make you some cloth diapers for the baby. I didn’t think prefolds would be the best for you. It takes some practice to get it to fit the baby right in the cover.” 

“Cover?” Beth interjected, confused by the term. 

“Yes, a diaper cover, or wrap some folks call it. It’s meant to go over the diaper to keep the moisture inside from leaking onto the baby’s clothing. It’s normally wool, fleece, or a plastic-lined cotton.” Setting her glasses aside, Mitexi picked up what looked to Beth like a pair of fleece shorts. “I prefer wool or fleece personally.” 

She handed Beth the cover. The outer fleece was a pretty mass of red, blue, and purple swirls and very thick. When Beth touched the inside, it was a silky soft, dark blue material, much thinner than the outer had been. 

“Microfleece. It helps pull moisture away from the baby’s skin. I normally use that or flannel for the inside of the diapers.” Mitexi handed her another fabric package. “That’s called a fitted diaper. They wear like a disposable, except you can wash and reuse them.” 

“What are the fabric tabs for?” 

“The Velcro closures and little tabs you use in the wash to keep the Velcro from getting all gummed up with lint,” Mitexi said. “There are several inner layers in the hemp soaker that absorb moisture, and as you can see that diaper is also lined with microfleece.” 

Beth nodded. The microfleece was a pale green that matched the green in the water pattern in the cotton of the diaper itself. She tested the Velcro closures, opening and closing them easily. There was a dip in the front of the diaper, and Beth pointed it out to Mitexi. “What’s that?” 

“That’s to protect the umbilical cord as it’s healing. I made that one to see if I remembered how to do that trick. Sewing the newborn diapers can be complicated when you try to add the notch if you aren’t careful.” Mitexi’s voice was clear over the purr of the machine, but there was still an unfamiliar hesitancy in it. “I mean, you don’t have to use these if you don’t want. I thought I could make a few different styles and we could borrow Janise’s little one for you to test them out on if you want. No pressure.” 

“Actually, they’re nice. I always remembered seeing old disposable diapers left in the parking lots outside of the stores in the city.” Beth crinkled her nose in disgust. “They looked nasty, all full of oversoaked gel. I’d much rather have something like this touch my daughter’s bottom. Are they hard to get clean? I mean they’re so pretty it’s almost a shame to have them pooped and peed in.” 

Mitexi smiled. “I’ve never had trouble and I used them with both my kids. I normally did a load of diapers along with the baby clothes every few days. With Mom hovering, it’s unlikely you’ll even have to do them yourself for the first few months or more. When you do, a little vinegar in one of those plastic softener balls normally clears up smells, and you can sun bleach any stubborn stains on the clothes line.” 

“Sounds simple enough. So, why were you all nervous about it?” 

Mitexi laughed. “After how you reacted to the idea of a midwife, I wasn’t sure cloth diapers were going to sit too well either. I figured I’d make a few and you could look at them and see if you want to at least give it a try.” 

“I’m still not too comfortable with the idea of a midwife. I’m used to doctors I guess. I’ve always trusted doctors knew what was best.” Beth sighed and shook her head. She’d trusted doctors, never questioned that they knew what was best. Maybe this family was rubbing off on her after all. “Until today, at least.” 

“What do you mean?” Mitexi stopped sewing and turned in her chair to look at Beth. “Did something happen?” 

“I fired my doctor.” Beth shrugged in an attempt at nonchalance. “No point in going into it, but it means I’ll need to find a new one.” 

“We can ask around. Our friend Tala is a doctor in Madison. I’m sure she could give us a few names of good ones in the area.” 

“I was also wondering...” Beth smiled, her hands returned to the back of Mitexi’s chair. “I know I said I didn’t want a midwife, but I’d really like you, Vesta, and Greer to be in the hospital room with me when I deliver.” 

“We’d love that.” Mitexi chuckled and tilted her head, her eyes mischievous. “You know, until the baby comes, you get to listen to Greer and I tell you all about the advantages of a home birth, right?” 

“I figured it’d be something like that.” Beth laughed, but she was clear in her mind that her daughter would be born in a hospital. Home births sounded so primitive and unsafe to her. But then she’d thought that about midwives, too. The time she’d spent with Mitexi had demonstrated that she was far from uneducated or primitive. “We’ll talk about it, but I’m making no promises.” 

“Fair enough.” Mitexi turned back to the machine, and the soft purring again filled the room. “You got back a little late tonight. You get a chance to see what they got done on the apartment over the studio?” 

Beth shook her head. “I was so tired when I got back I came straight upstairs. Isha was nice enough to go find Greer and Bardo so they could see the ultrasound video.” 

“Oh, I’ll have to borrow that later, if it’s okay.” 

“We can watch it together, if you want.” The twinkle in Mitexi’s eyes made Beth laugh. “So, you were saying...” 

Mitexi turned the bundle of fabric over and cut a loose thread along the sharp edge of the machine. “Well, Kevin and Greer finished the designs. Boris shanghaied some of the folks that work for his construction company to come help clear the rest of the roof and start to build the secondary floors and the apartment-wall support frame. It’s covered with plastic now, but when it’s done the whole west wall will rest right against the house like the studio does. They can put a door right from the apartment to the nursery there. With the family staying in the longhouse in a couple weeks, it’ll be the best time for them to do the largest amount of work on the place.” 

“I can’t wait to see the designs. So, there are longhouses on the farm? I can’t say I’ve ever seen one in any place but a museum.” 

Mitexi nodded. “They’re past the orchard. My father and us kids built them.” 

“I always thought Greer was the carpenter in the family. How many are there?” The gifts of this family never ceased to amaze Beth. They built houses and farmed land, and even with everything they did, they still had time to be together. 

“This is not the same as what my mother designed for the loft. They’re like the traditional homes the Oneida have used for generations. My father learned the craft from his grandfather back when he still lived on the reservation.” As she spoke, Mitexi pushed down the fingers of one hand, counting each longhouse out. “First came the big longhouse we use to house our family and for the cooking during the festival. The next year three longhouses were built, only slightly smaller than the first and further down the path. Originally these lodges were communal, mostly meant for the festival workshops and special events. Then, year by year, our family added more for people to use during the festivals or other events at the farm instead of having all those tents. Right now we have seven all together, one large longhouse and six of the smaller ones. Dad’s talking about building a couple more this autumn or next spring.” 

Beth tried to envision the longhouses, but all she saw in her mind were the museum replicas with their artificial villages. Not an inviting picture. “Does everyone stay in the longhouses?” 

Mitexi shook her head. “Some people still bring their own tents that they set up on the harvested winter wheat fields, but most of us like to stay together in the longhouses. It lets us live for a few days more like the Oneida did long ago.” 

“I can’t say I’ve ever slept in a longhouse.” 

“Well, with the construction on the room and nursery, you might get more sleep if you moved out there with the family during the festival. Plus, I know Mom’d never want to leave you alone in the house anyway.” Mitexi’s eyes followed Beth’s hands as she sorted through the fabric in the basket. “If you find a fabric style you like and want more, we can take a trip into town. I know of a couple places that have some great stuff. Besides that, I’d bet some of the crafters coming to the midsummer fling will have some hand-dyed and woven fabrics that will do nicely. That’ll be where we’ll find our best quality wool.” 

“Shopping for fabric?” Beth laughed. “A woman after my own heart.” 

“Nah, the woman after your heart would be Isha,” Mitexi said with a grin. “I’m after the chance to spoil my new sister and niece.” 

Beth felt her face grow warm at the mention of Isha but skirted the subject. “You mentioned crafters. So there’ll be shopping available at this festival?” 

“Sure will. Wednesday night is the big bonfire and feast of welcome. The next day there are workshops that go all the way through each day until the next Wednesday afternoon. Monday night is the ritual.” Mitexi chewed on her lower lip and started to clean the area around the sewing table. “Unfortunately, that’s closed, but I’m sure Bardo and Orion will keep you from getting bored. After the ritual there’s a dance, women only, and the music is always hot. Starting Friday afternoon and through to Monday afternoon there’s a marketplace during the day.” 

Beth felt her own excitement welling up at the thought of seeing it all. “Are there lots of crafters there?” 

“Beth, honey, you’ve got to understand. Women and their families come from all over to the midsummer gathering. Not just from the U.S., but from all over the world. You’ll see things there you will never see anywhere else.” 

Beth nervously wrung the tips of her fingers. “Are all of them...well...of your faith?” 

“Not all. Many of the women are, but not all. The women also bring husbands, lovers, parents, friends, and children. People are expected to be open-minded and respectful.” Mitexi stood and hugged Beth. “Don’t you worry one bit. You’ll fit in just fine. I’d say they’ll all love you as much as your family does, but I don’t think that’s possible. We love you way too much for them to compete.” 

“Thanks, Mitexi. Thanks for everything.” Beth hugged her back hard, much of her nervousness melting away. Between the new apartment and nursery, along with the festival coming in a few days, there was much to be excited about. 


 
 




 Chapter Thirteen 



 


 

 

THE NEXT FEW days were a whirlwind of activity. Beth made it back from work both Monday and Tuesday as early as she was able to help with the preparations. There was food to inventory and menus for each day to record in the large notebook Beth used to scribe for Bardo. She followed him around the storage cellar and the cold-house, taking down his enthusiastic ramblings with the patience of a mother making her child’s Christmas list. 

With the amount they had in inventory, Beth was dumbfounded with what they still needed to gather to feed the attendants. Many of the locals showed up daily with donations toward the supplies, all of which needed to be carefully cataloged in the notebook. By Tuesday evening, Beth wasn’t sure what hurt more, her feet or her writing hand. 

On Wednesday morning they went to patch up the roof and walls of the longhouses. Beth was amazed at the sheer size and appearance of them, and Bardo was only too happy to give her a tour, explaining in detail how the longhouses were created. 

Bardo ran his hand over one of the tall, smooth support poles. “The frames are made of sturdy oak saplings lashed together with deer sinew. Traditionally we used tamarack, but oak is easier to get from the woods out back. These frames are connected to four large corner posts that we pound deep into the earth. Then we cover the walls and ceilings with elm bark, layers of mud, moss, and pine tar to insulate everything. My people also used animal hides to keep the cold at bay, but since we don’t use these during the winter we didn’t see a need.” 

Beth studied the inner area of the longhouse. Every twenty feet or so there was a hole in the roof, the bark around it colored solid black from smoke. There were platforms built in the sapling frames. Some were being used to store extra blankets, furs, and boxes, while others were set up in a way that reminded her of children’s bunk beds. Bunches of dried herbs and corn were lashed together and hung from the ceiling poles, giving the whole place a very homey and archaic feel. “This must be near as big as a football stadium.” 

Bardo nodded. “The family longhouses are close to a hundred feet in length and about twenty feet wide and high. This longhouse is closer to two hundred and fifty feet so not as long as Lambeau field, but close. We generally use it for cooking and special meetings, but it’s also where our family stays during the festival. Even the small longhouses can fit several families comfortably.” 

“Impressive.” As strange as it all was, she had to admit the temperature inside the longhouse was comfortable and everything looked clean and well tended. Not at all what she’d envisioned when Mitexi first told her there were longhouse on the farm. 

Bardo smiled. “As it is told through the stories handed down by my ancestors, there was the woman who fell from the sky onto the back of the Great Turtle. She walked across the turtle’s back and planted and prayed, creating the place we call Mother Earth. This woman, who fell from the sky, had a daughter who became heavy with child by the West Wind. While inside the womb the daughter’s unborn twins argued about what way they would be born. Their mother was killed as a result of the birth, and the twins buried her. She became the Corn Mother, starting place of corn, beans, and squash. From her heart grew sacred tobacco, which our people use to send messages and thanks to the Sky World. The twins continued to compete, even as they created the animals of the Earth. They were so competitive that one day one brother accidentally killed the other.” 

“That’s horrible.” Beth was taken aback at the serene look on Bardo’s face as he spoke of such brutality. 

“Beth, to my people, the brothers symbolize balance. One brother rules the day, the other the night. We do feasts and dances in honor of both brothers equally. We cannot judge the spirits based on our own rules of morality, but we can remember the lessons they teach us.” Bardo led her further into the longhouse and pointed at each of the doors. “All Oneida longhouses are built so that one door faces east and the other faces west. Two families share each hearth fire. Though many of the old stories are lost and the meaning diluted, to our family the longhouse is about bringing people together, even if we are not all the same.” 

Beth’s voice was a reverent whisper. “Are we really going to be staying in one of these for several days?” 

“If you want.” Bardo took a clump of sinew from his pocket and walked around. He tested each of the pole joints with a gentle shake. “You don’t have to stay if you’re not comfortable. No one will think less of you.” 

“No, I want to.” Beth smiled, surprised at the thrill she felt at the idea of sleeping in such a strange place. “Besides, my family will be here, right? Nothing to worry about.” 

Bardo put his arm around her shoulders and squeezed them tight. “Nothing at all.” 

By late afternoon Bardo and Beth, with help from Greer and Orion later on, patched up the weather-damaged sections of elm and tightened all the frames for all the longhouses. On the way back to the farm, both men discussed what still needed to be done before people arrived, while Greer fussed over how tired Beth looked. 

The group cleared the tree-line and passed the cow paddocks before Beth noticed the mass of cars, trucks and trailers that lined the grass past the gate. Family after family poured from their vehicles and moved like a herd toward them. Bardo, Greer, and Orion laughed and hugged the newcomers like old friends, and Beth stood there, her mouth hanging open. 

If all these people were the “early campers,” she could only guess what the full festival was going to look like. All she knew for certain was the next few days would be unlike anything she’d ever experienced before. 

 

 

A TEPID SUMMER wind blew across the row of longhouses, and the throng of people gathered to watch the three figures on the hill building the evening bonfire. Beth, Greer, and Isha sat near the top, close to the large circle of rocks that surrounded the narrow pit. A bundle of kindling and tinder sat in the center of the circle, propped up by several short hardwood logs. Vesta and two children slowly built a pyramid around the bundle as people moved up the hill to gather around the circle. 

“Who’s with Vesta?” Beth watched the children curiously. The boy had dark mocha skin and black hair done in several thick braids. The girl’s soft waves were a deep auburn, and her skin was the shade of cherry wood. Both children worked diligently at their task, though the dark eyes of the auburn-haired girl seemed, to Beth, to be too serious for one so young. 

“Those are Tala and Bella’s kids. This is Gazali’s first year as the assistant to our firekeeper.” Greer smiled with pride. “They’re my Goddess kids, them and their little brother Alejandro. Gazali turned nine last March. He says he wants to be a lawyer to help people that no one else will. His sister, Rune, will be fourteen this August. She has a gift with animals and wants to go to college to be a vet.” 

Beth looked back at the children and smiled. “Those are very noble ambitions.” 

Bardo crested the hilltop and nodded to Greer. She smiled and took Beth’s hands in her own. “Lass, it’s tradition for our family to light the Welcome Fire from the family hearth in the longhouse. This year, it’d mean a great deal to us if you’d join us in doing so.” 

“What would I have to do?” Beth’s eyes traveled from Greer to Bardo. She was touched by being included in their family tradition but was unsure what to expect. “Light the fire?” 

“First there’s the lightin’ of the torches. Today we remember our sisters who passed on this year.” She took Beth’s arm. 

Bardo’s face was solemn. His dark eyes glistened with restrained tears as he spoke. “And as Dusty’s mate, it’s up to you to tell her community of her death. Many here don’t even know what happened since they haven’t seen her since last Midsummer.” 

“I...I don’t know if I can.” Beth’s throat tightened. The images of that night still haunted her. How could she speak about them in front of all of those people? 

Greer smiled, obviously guessing some of Beth’s reservations. “You don’t have to tell them the whole story. They need to know it happened, that’s all. Say whatever your heart tells you to.” 

A tear tickled Beth’s cheek and she nodded. She didn’t know if she could do this, but if the family would stand with her while she spoke, maybe... “I’ll try. We’ll all be there together then, right? I won’t have to stand alone in front of those people? 

“We’ll be together, lass, as a family should be.” 

Bardo started down the center path toward the family lodge, Greer and Beth close behind him. As they entered the longhouse, Beth spotted Orion and Mitexi already by the central hearth. When they saw her, a wide grin split both their faces. Greer led Beth to join the others at the hearth, and Vesta arrived soon after. 

Bardo placed his hands on Beth’s shoulders. Greer went to a far corner of the longhouse and pulled six, three-inch diameter branches with reddish peeling bark from a steel barrel. She handed one to Beth. Notches had been etched along the top, from which whitish sap had drizzled down and dried. 

“These are candlewood torches. They were a gift from a woman named Rhea from the Virgin Islands. She has since left us to join her ancestors’ hearth, but her two daughters who remain behind ask that we remember her as we light the sacred flames tonight.” Bardo took his torch from Greer and lit it in the hearth fire, as she continued to walk around the circle. 

“Rhea was a mother who raised her two young women to listen to the lessons of the ancestors and the Goddess, but to above all trust their own hearts. Manman Amou, we remember you.” Mitexi accepted the torch from her mother and soon hers was a flame. 

“Terib siveye laverite. You who turned away from no challenge, who faced the truths others could not bear to see.” Vesta rolled the tip of her torch in the flames, but never opened her eyes. “Remesye ou Manman Amou. Thank you.” 

Orion followed suit with the others, his torch fire dancing across his dark features dramatically. “Mother Love, your community, your family, weeps for the Guardian lost to them years ago, but we feel your presence today and know you are here with us always. Welcome to our circle, Manman Amou. Bèlantre.” 

Greer came to stand beside Beth and set the last torch she carried into the fire. “Rhea, me zanmi. We have often walked our paths together. Many a battle we have waged as sisters, side-by-side. Our children followed our example as often as their own hearts, and we earned our many gray hairs to prove we faced those years and survived. Tonight, in the tenth year of your passin', we sing your songs. We dance your dances. We eat and drink in your honor. And most of all, we remember you.” 

Beth held the candlewood in her hand and listened to the others as they spoke words of remembrance for their friend. She didn’t understand much of it, but she bowed her head and stayed silent during it all simply out of respect for the family. When the time came for her to speak, the others looked at her expectantly. The thought of finding something useful to talk about in a moment like this for a woman she’d never known made her uneasy. 

“I never had the honor of meeting Rhea.” Beth’s head remained bowed, and she tentatively reached the grooved tip of the wood into the fire. The dried sap caught quickly, and soon the head of her torch blazed as brightly as the rest of theirs. “But I’m sure I’d have liked her very much and would have learned a great deal from her wisdom.” Beth looked up at the family, who all proudly beamed back at her. 

Greer was the first to head out the west door of the lodge, and Bardo motioned for Beth to follow the family matron. The procession silently climbed up the hill to the bonfire. There were about seventy-five people gathered around the pyramid of wood, all of whom stepped back in unison as the family reached the top. 

Greer led the family around the pit three times, and the crowd chanted these words. 

 

Sacred flames shall touch the sky. 

Fire. Fire. Burning bright. 

The seasons change and so shall I. 

Fire. Fire. Burning bright. 

Ancient truths in the firelight. 

Fire. Fire. Burning bright. 

Evoke the sisters and sons tonight. 

Fire. Fire. Burning bright. 

Name the need and call the names. 

Fire. Fire. Burning bright. 

Gather the wind to fuel our flames. 

Fire. Fire. Burning bright. 

Teach the children the dance of change. 

Fire. Fire. Burning bright. 

Heal our Mother ‘til she’s whole again. 

Fire. Fire. Burning bright. 

Fire. Fire. Burning bright. 

Fire! Fire! Burning bright! 

 

The last chorus ended, and Greer nodded toward the pyramid of wood in the center. The family spread out around the pit, and Beth kept watch on Greer, taking her cues from her family matriarch. As one, the six held their torches to the sky, and then slowly lowered them to a crevice within the log pile near each of them. The flames caught quickly, and the warm wind around them whipped the fire until it consumed the tinder bundle beneath. 

Greer took Beth’s hand and the family stepped back from the growing bonfire to inside the edge of the rock circle. “Tonight we give thanks to our sister Rhea, who has brought us this fire to warm our hearts and transform our spirits.” 

“No matter how far you travel from us, we shall always be with you.” Bardo’s soothing voice filled the still night air. 

Mitexi took a deep breath. The firelight made the tears that filled her eyes glisten. “I remember my husband, John Stewart, and always promise to do my best to keep his spirit strong in my heart and the hearts of our children.” 

Again Bardo’s voice seemed to vibrate through the wind. “No matter how far you travel from us, we shall always be with you.” 

Greer squeezed Beth’s hand and nodded. Mitexi took Beth’s other hand as well and squeezed it. 

“We are with you,” Mitexi whispered. “Trust your voice. We do.” 

Beth looked around at all the strange faces lit by the dancing flames. What would she say to all of them? Her eyes strained through the crowd for one friendly face in particular, but she didn’t seem to be there. Greer and Mitexi both squeezed Beth’s hands again, and she bit hard into her trembling lip. 

Finally, without thinking, Beth let the words come. “On March fifteenth of this year, Dusty was killed. Saying I will remember her doesn’t seem like it’s enough. I’ll see her every day in the eyes of the child I nurture inside me. Dusty died protecting us, our daughter and me, and that’s a debt I will never be able to repay.” 

There was a long silence, and then a murmur buzzed low in the crowd around them. Bardo left his place in the circle and wrapped his arms around Beth, pulling her into an embrace. His arms shook with soundless tears, and his voice cracked when he spoke. “No matter how far you travel from us, we shall always be with you.” 

 

 

AFTER THE FAMILY moved from the center circle, one by one people stepped forward to speak of the loved ones who had been lost to them over the years. After awhile, the names and faces started to jumble together in Isha’s mind and she turned to focus on Beth’s family as they held each other, each whispering their own words of comfort to the others. 

It wasn’t her place to be present with their grief. She stayed in the shadow of the crowd, but her heart ached for the woman who now rested in the arms of her family and sobbed for her lost love. 

They were not the only ones. The community itself was mourning. The news they had lost another sister of the Clan ripped fresh wounds in their spirits, and they too did their best to comfort one another. Some people embraced and cried, staying near the sacred fire. Others moved away from the crowd to find secluded places to mourn in peace or to scream in rage. In the safety of this haven, time was given to those who needed to seek solace, as well as those who needed to express their fury. And when they were ready, the community gathered once again in the circle. 

The rest of the night was full of celebration. There were fire jugglers and fire breathers dressed in dark clothing and wild makeup. Dancers moved to the beat of the djembe and doumbek, while storytellers told fanciful tales about love and battle, death and rebirth, oppression and freedom. The costumes of varied shades of reds, oranges, yellows, and blacks blended with the backdrop of the bonfire, at times giving the dance itself an almost hypnotic quality. 

Isha didn’t join in the celebration, nor did she follow after Beth and the Archiquettes as they headed down the hill toward the longhouses. Tonight, was the time for family. With that thought she pulled her son away from where he had been watching the dancers, and they both headed down the side path toward their lodge. If Isha knew the Davises, there would be a goblet of seishu waiting there for her and a mug of cocoa for Marc by the time they arrived. 

 

 

THE FAMILY DIDN’T mind when Beth mentioned heading to bed early. In fact, after so many days spent in preparation for the festival, they were only too happy to join her back down in the main lodge. 

“Where are Mitexi and the kids?” Beth set her bag on the platform above her sleeping space. 

“Sanura fell asleep, and Wanda took her and Caradoc to sleep with her, Alexia, Tom and their brood in the Turtle Lodge. That way, Mitexi could stay at the Welcome Fire.” Bardo took a handful of dried leaves from a cluster that hung above his head and threw them into the fire, filling the longhouse with the warm smell of sage. 

“All the longhouses have their own names so we know which is which,” Orion explained. “This one is the Eagle Lodge. The six other lodges are Turtle, Bear, Wolf, Deer, Beaver, and Hawk.” 

Greer placed the thick comforter on the sleeping platform and ran her hand over it to flatten out the wrinkles. “You sure you don’t want to use some of the leather and furs? They’re a lot more comfortable to lie on and don’t get as hot as the comforter might.” 

“I think I’m doing all the ‘stretching’ I can manage by sleeping someplace with walls and a ceiling made of tree bark.” Beth held the cup of catnip and chamomile tea and took a sip. 

The family chuckled as they moved about the longhouse preparing the rest of their sleeping areas for the night. Beth found her mind wandering to the bonfire and all the people who had stepped forth with loved ones they wanted to name and remember. No one spoke about how these people had died, but there was anger and bitterness in many of the voices tonight. It echoed the same feelings Beth felt in her own heart. 

Not this time, lover. It’s not you they want. These assholes are after me. 

The words came back to her like a hibernating creature awaking after a long sleep. Dusty knew who they were, those men. She knew the secrets of why they wanted her dead. Did her family perhaps know these secrets, too? 

No time to explain now. Later, she’d said. There hadn’t been a later, and now Beth needed to know the truth. There were so many times she’d wanted to ask the question that now burned into her brain but had never been able to let the words pass her lips. Even now, she fought the urge but to no avail. 

“What do you know about the people who murdered Dusty?” The words tumbled out of Beth’s mouth before she could stop them, and once they did, she found she didn’t want to take them back. 

Bardo and Greer met eyes, and then turned to Orion and Vesta, who lay on a pile of furs and leather across from Beth. “I’m not sure this is the time,” Vesta began, but Bardo held up a hand to stop her. 

“No.” He moved away from the fire and took Beth’s hand. He led her to sit with him on the comforter that had been put down for her bedding. “As Dusty’s mate you have the right to ask this question, and it’s our duty to answer you the best we’re able.” 

Greer sat on Beth’s other side and sighed softly. “’It’s a hard thing to talk ‘bout, but Bardo is right. It’s time for you to know. There’s much we still can’t speak of. Secrets that are not wholly ours to reveal.” 

Beth wasn’t certain she liked the sound of there being secrets she couldn’t know about, but nodded anyway. At this point, she’d take what she could get. “Tell me what you can then.” 

“They’re called ‘the Imperium’, lass.” Greer’s green eyes darkened in a way Beth could not recall ever seeing before. “A group of demented religious folks who think their way is the true way of God and everyone else is expendable.” 

Bardo reached a hand over to rest on Greer’s leg. “They’ve been very hard on Greer’s people and on our family. We believe they’re not only responsible for some of the attacks on the people within our community but some of the sabotages on livestock and property as well.” 

“Why are they still out there getting away with these crimes?” Beth’s voice raised in pitch. She felt as if the longhouse walls were closing in on her. This was insane. They had known all the time who was responsible for Dusty’s death, but no one had done anything about it? What the hell was going on? 

Vesta leaned forward, and Orion wrapped his arms around her waist. “It’s not that simple, Beth. Sometimes we can get enough evidence to prosecute, but often that’s the exception rather than the rule. These people are well-trained, and they seem to have some big boys funding them because when they do get busted, their high-priced lawyers can always get them off.” 

Beth gritted her teeth and blinked away hot angry tears. “So they get away with it all?” 

“Sometimes. That doesn’t mean they always will. The law doesn’t help us much in this war, but we do have small victories from time to time.” Vesta steepled her hands together. “Take Dusty for example. The Imperium screwed up, drew media attention and had a witness. Sloppy, and it’ll cost them if we’re lucky.” 

“Sloppy? Screwed up?” Beth spat out. 

Vesta glanced back at Orion who only shook his head sadly. She pursed her lips and looked back at Beth. “Listen, Beth. Dusty’s death ripped through this family like someone tossed us in a blender and hit puree. Thing is, it may be a chance to finally nail some of the Imperium. I’ve been hearing noise from a friend of mine in the Chicago PD that Cook County is getting some nasty calls from some higher-ups in the political food chain and a mighty haul of bad press over the way Dusty’s case is being handled. So far, the identity of the witness in this case has not been slipped to the press, and if we can keep it that way until these assholes are caught and go to trial—” 

“What makes you think my word against theirs will make any difference?” Unhappy as she was about where the conversation had ended up, Beth had to admit Vesta’s hard logic was starting to make sense to her. She needed something to make sense. “I’m the lesbian lover, remember?” 

“Yes, but with the media involvement and the gay rights groups pounding down the doors of the capitol in Springfield, they have to start treating the case much more seriously.” Orion rubbed Vesta’s shoulders, and Beth saw the hardened cop look in her eyes slowly soften. 

Greer knelt behind Beth. She took the rubber band out of the end of the braid in Beth’s hair and unwrapped the twists. “Sometimes, lass, the media will be a woman’s greatest enemy, or most powerful ally.” 

Vesta relaxed her hands and placed them in her lap. “Ever since that town assessor went to jail a few years ago for being suspected of mob involvement that place has been walking on pins and needles with the media. Last thing the new town president in Cicero wants is more scandal messing things up for her and all.” 

“You really think we have a chance this time?” Beth closed her eyes as the brush was pulled gently through her thick hair. 

“Yeah,” Vesta replied quietly. “I think if they can catch these guys, we’ll have the best chance our people have had for justice in a very long time.” 

Beth felt the mug taken from her hands, but she never opened her eyes. There was as much comfort in the simple action of her hair being brushed as the thought that there might be hope to find justice for Dusty. “How long do you think it’ll be before they catch those men?” 

“Hard to say. Could be weeks, months...” Vesta sighed. “Could be years. But no matter what, we can’t give up hope. This is not like it was with John. Then we couldn’t get enough evidence to prove it wasn’t an accident. This time the rules have changed, this time in our favor.” 

When Greer carefully pushed her to lie down, Beth didn’t fight it. “Lass, it’s been a long night. Rest, and in the day it’ll all seem better and more hopeful. It always does in the light.” 

“Sometimes things are uglier in the light,” Beth muttered. The summer night air had taken a slight chill, and Greer wrapped a thin blanket around Beth. “Vesta?” 

“Yeah, Beth?” 

“Did you know the family then? I mean, when Mitexi’s husband was killed?” Beth yawned before allowing her head to fall heavily to her arms. 

“No. I met them around that time. I was on the team that investigated the accident and the family.” Footsteps padded across the dirt floor of the longhouse, and someone sat beside Beth. By the nearness of Vesta’s voice, she guessed it was her, but she was too emotionally drained to even lift her head to look. “So, you see, sometimes the good guys lose the battle, but, my sister, we are nowhere near finished with this war.” 

Other words might have been said, but Beth was too tired to hear them. A firm hand rubbed her back rhythmically, and soon Beth drifted off to sleep to face the demons that crouched waiting for her in the corners of her mind. 


 
 




 Chapter Fourteen 



 


 

 

THE HUGE CAULDRON of chicken stock and sliced green onions simmered over the well-tended fire, suspended by a heavy iron tripod. Bardo took a bowl of hulled sunflowers seeds and slowly poured them into the hot liquid as he stirred the mixture. 

Of the ten hearth fires in the Eagle Lodge, six were currently full of food. Corn and bean succotash bubbled merrily in a thick cast iron pot. Batter bread glazed with honey and butter baked in the center of a pile of heated stones. Orion sat near a fire by the east door, wrapping small fruit pies in green corn husks and placing them, one by one, under the hot logs to cook. These were only a few of the smells that filled the warm lodge. 

Early morning was Bardo’s favorite time. With the livestock fed and watered and most of the family still sound asleep, it was quiet time for him to sit and reflect on what had happened and what was likely to come. 

He peered over at the figure resting by the only fire not filled with food for the gathering. It had been a rough night for Beth, who had tossed and turned for hours in fitful sleep. There was little they could do for her but look after her, make sure she ate right, and comfort her whenever she needed it. Beth was a strong woman like his wife, and Bardo had learned long ago women like that were not to be pushed. If they needed you, you’d know it. Until then, it was best to follow their lead and go about with things as normal. 

He tapped the wooden spoon on the edge of the pot and set the spoon aside on a flat rock beside the hearth. Even though he knew what needed to be done, it never stopped him from worrying about them. Both Greer and Beth put up a strong front, but anyone who loved them could simply look into their eyes and see the lost expression of anger and despair that lived there. In many ways, Greer and Beth were as alike as many had thought him and Dusty to be. 

“Can I help, Bardo?” 

He glanced back at the youngest member of the Council, Janisa, who stood across the hearth. She bounced her infant daughter on her hip playfully. “Looks like you’ve got your hands full already,” he said, chuckling. 

She laughed quietly and kissed her daughter’s forehead. “I brought the sling Mitexi made me, and once Brielle has a full tummy, the wiggle worm will likely go back to sleep anyway.” 

Bardo sat back on the folding chair by the fire and grabbed a parsnip from a bag next to his feet. As he talked, he sliced the root into thin pieces and tossed them into the broth. “Orion and I are getting a head start on lunch, so no rush here. We’ll need a hand, though, when we carry the breakfast supplies to the central lodge.” 

“Sure. I can help with that.” Janisa sat next to him, slipping the sling over her head. Safely tucked in her padded hammock, the sixmonth-old burrowed under her mother’s t-shirt and happily ate her breakfast. “Same as last year? Meals in the central lodge until Friday when they set up the market, then the meals move to the Eagle Lodge?” 

“It worked well enough last year, no point in changing it.” Bardo didn’t meet Janisa’s gaze, but he knew the pained look he would see there. 

Last year’s festival had been a hard time for her. Janisa hadn’t been part of their clan then, but she was of the race of shifters. Because of the war with the Imperium, many of the shifter clans had been scattered and some of the children were lost. Janisa was one of these lost children, forced to cope with her change with no clan mothers to guide her. 

As the story was told, Tala woke up one night in March from a dream in which she heard the Goddess sobbing for the life of her lost daughter. Without hesitation, Tala and her lover, Bella, immediately followed the clues the Goddess left them, and by dawn had rescued Janisa and brought her back to live with their family. 

The fact that Tala was a doctor was likely the only reason Janisa survived those first few weeks. Even so, when the young woman was brought to the Sacred Lands before the clan, she was three months pregnant and still walked with a limp. The rest of the Clan quickly embraced the wounded girl, making her one of their own. 

There had been a cry for revenge from many at the Welcome Fire, but Janisa wanted no more violence. The women of the Clan performed a ritual of cleansing in lieu of the normal Summer Solstice celebration, and the whole community of women, no matter their faith, had been in attendance in support of their sister. 

To look at Janisa, who sat contently nursing her daughter so close to Bardo, you’d never know this was the same fragile woman who had cowered from any male contact the year before. Bardo was a gentle man by nature, but even now it took great control for him to remember what had been done to her and for his blood not to boil with unchecked rage. 

Maybe that was true even more so now, for when Bardo thought back to that March a year ago, he realized it was the same month the Imperium took his Dusty away from him this year. It was hard not to hate them, even though in his heart Bardo knew hatred and revenge led to nothing but your own self-destruction. In his logical mind he knew the truth of letting the rage go, and he took deep breaths to do so. He also knew in his heart there would be no forgiveness. He would not allow the hate to poison himself or his family, but as long as the Imperium continued to wage war on their community and family, he would be ready to fight them, no matter the cost. 

He finished cutting the rest of the parsnips and then started on the carrots in the bag beneath them. “You got in very late last night. Is everything all right? 

“Oh, yes. We got a late start. Brielle and I were taking a nap earlier yesterday and we both slept longer than I’d expected us to.” Janisa glanced over to where Beth was sleeping. “It’ll be nice to have someone a little closer to Brielle’s age she can play with. The Davises live all the way up in Rhinelander, so we only get to see little Yasou a couple times a year. Cher’s daughter, Winda, is the next youngest in the Clan, but she’s almost two.” 

Orion walked over, joining the two by the fire. “I’m going to head out later and see if I can get some of the kids to come berry picking.” He gave the soup a stir, staring at the churning liquid. “Lily arrived very early this morning. She’s pretty far along now. Must have been a heck of a plane ride all the way from Australia. She said it took agreeing to take a portable monitor and to check in with her doctor every half-hour to relay the readings before he’d agree she could come.” 

Bardo dumped the last of the sliced carrots into the pot. “I saw Lily’s brother, Wayne, last night. He said Lily is hoping the baby will come at the festival this year. Said she felt she had to join us. That it had to be here.” 

Janisa caressed Brielle’s head while she nursed. “Did you tell her about Dusty? They were very close, as I remember.” 

Orion paused his stirring, and Bardo watched his gentle eyes mist with tears. It’d been hard on Orion. His big sister had meant the world to him, but as it had been Bardo’s job as a man of the family to be strong for his wife, so too had it been Orion’s place to be strong for Dusty’s mate. This had left Orion little time for his own mourning. 

“I told both of them this morning. Wayne took it well enough.” Orion sighed and began stirring the soup again. “I had to make Lily some tea to calm her, but that was understandable. Even living so far away, she and Dusty were like sisters.” 

Sadness weighed heavy on Bardo’s heart. “It’s been that way since Dusty took the graduation trip years ago to Australia. The women met on a bush tour Lily’s family ran at the time.” 

“Have they really known each other that long?” Janisa whistled low. “Wow.” 

“It was on that same trip where Dusty’s friend, Nancy, and Lily first hit it off. Been together ever since.” Orion glanced over at the squirming lump underneath the cloth sling and smiled sadly. Bardo knew Orion wanted children badly, but with Vesta’s highly demanding job, there was never a right time. “She and Nancy went through a few miscarriages, but this time she’s made it all the way to thirty-nine weeks. Maybe Lily will get her wish, and the baby will come soon.” 

“It’s been a rough year on the both of them. Nancy was almost killed this past December, and now for Lily to find out she lost her friend, too...Lily’s brother’s been looking after Lily, but he said she’s been taking Nancy’s accident hard.” 

“How...” The words seemed to stick in Janisa’s throat. “How did it happen?” 

“Official report was that it was a boat accident while she was on expedition in Tasmania.” Orion glanced over at his father who nodded. He sighed as he turned back to respond to her question and rubbed his forehead. “Nancy is a zoologist and an experienced boatman. There’s no proof, but we’re not convinced it was an accident.” 

“Trouble is, Nancy can’t remember what happened,” Bardo said. 

Janisa nodded sadly. “How bad is it?” 

“She’s got a pretty nasty concussion, and there was an injury to her lower spine, so she’s in a wheelchair.” 

“It’s good to be with family during such an important time.” The three at the fire jumped at the smooth voice that spoke unexpectedly from the pile of blankets nearby. Bardo looked over to see Beth resting on her side, propped on an elbow. 

He watched a darkness in Beth’s eyes fade and wondered how long she’d been listening. It wasn’t hard to see what she was doing, burying her pain and anger. If she wasn’t careful, he mused, it would one day surface to devour her spirit whole. He smiled at her, though inwardly he worried at the grayish cast to her face. All of this stress wasn’t good for her or the baby. “You should get some more rest, Beth. We can make you some tea, and I think the pemmican is ready to be cut up into bars.” 

“Pemmican?” Beth sat up with effort and ran her fingers through her hair. 

“Venison jerky, dried cherries, raisins, and currants ground up and made into squares. It’s good trail food. You can carry it with you as a great source of protein through the day.” Orion set a pot on the fire to boil and then grabbed a Ziploc bag from a box among the supplies. “I’ll set you up a bag of pemmican to snack on while you’re going to workshops today. We should have some sunflowers and pine nuts, too, if Dad didn’t use them all for the soup. You need to get your strength up.” 

“You should fill up a thermos of raspberry or ginger tea for Beth, and make sure she has plenty of water.” Janisa shifted the baby to a more comfortable position and smiled warmly at Beth. “It’s supposed to be hot today. Becoming dehydrated is easy to do at these events when you get caught up in everything going on, especially while you’re pregnant. Mitexi once told me that dehydration is one of the leading causes of premature labor in healthy pregnancies.” 

“Yes, please. A thermos would be great.” Beth’s eyes fell to the squirming movement within the black and red padded sling. “And you’re Janisa, right? Mitexi said you and your daughter would be staying with us here for the festival.” 

“This is Brielle. She’s six months now.” Janisa slipped the baby from the sling and then removed the sling from around her neck, holding it out to Beth. “You can try it if you want. They’re easy to use and very soothing for the baby. Plus, it keeps your hands free.” 

Beth hesitated for a moment and then nodded. Janisa talked her through how to put on the sling and how to adjust the connecting rings for the best fit. When she slid Brielle into it, Beth’s eyes widened. “I don’t know...” 

“You’ll be fine. Brielle is easy-going, and with a full tummy she’ll nod off quickly. Besides, it’ll be good practice. Get you used to the feel of baby-wearing early.” 

“Um...okay...” Beth’s whole body tensed as the baby settled herself into the sling. 

Bardo chuckled as Beth sat there, elbows bent, her hands held in the air, as if she was afraid to touch the baby. It was just like Janisa to find the perfect distraction. 

“She doesn’t bite.” Janisa grinned. “Well, except sometimes when nursing, but with no teeth yet I don’t worry too much about that.” 

“I don’t want to scare her.” Beth lowered her hands to her chest and peeked in at the baby. “I can’t believe it. She’s asleep.” 

“Like I said. Easy.” Janisa stood and stretched her arms. “If you don’t mind sitting with her a bit, Beth, I can help Bardo and Orion cart the breakfast stuff to the other lodge.” 

“Sure.” Beth gazed misty-eyed at the sleeping baby and settled into a more comfortable position. 

Bardo saw a look of longing in Beth’s eyes and smiled. “By this time next year you’ll be holding your baby in that spot like that.” 

Beth simply nodded and reached in a trembling hand to touch the baby’s soft, dark curls. Bardo put a lid on the soup and then poked a log from the fire with a toe to shift the pile and lower the flames. “Don’t worry about anything here. I’ll be back soon to tend to the food. You enjoy your baby fix.” He never received a response, and he warmed inwardly at the sight of Beth with baby in her lap. It was good to see her happy. 

 

 

BETH WALKED PAST the row of longhouses and looked out over the festival grounds. A rainbow of color caressed her eyes as swarms of people milled about what had once been a thriving field of winter wheat when she’d arrive at the Archiquette farm. Various temporary shelters had been erected for the workshops, including a series of pavilion-style tents that Mitexi told her would soon house the marketplace. 

“Starting at nine they have silk painting going on in the craft area, a trio of singers called the Wailing Banshees down in the Muse’s Arena, and Mom’s doing her Athame workshop again this year in the Wolf Lodge.” Mitexi ran a finger over the unfolded program, and her eyes narrowed. “This one might be a good one for you and me. It’s called Transitioning through Grief. It says here Helen and Sarah are running it. I went to a grief workshop they did two years ago down in Chicago. It was intense, but I felt better afterwards.” 

Beth shook her head. “They last thing I need is people I don’t even know telling me how I should be feeling. I’m not really a going-totherapy sort of person.” 

“You’d be surprised. I didn’t think I needed to talk about John’s death either, but when I finally did, I found out I had all kinds of crap bottled up inside. It’s not like talking to a therapist, Their workshop is more like a group discussion,” Mitexi said. “C’mon, Beth. I’ll be there with you, and no one’s judging anybody for what they feel and say. I promise.” 

Beth opened her mouth to protest, but the insistence in Mitexi’s eyes froze the word on her tongue. Dusty always told her she bottled up too much crap, even said it was why Beth got colds and the like so much more often than she did. “I don’t know if I can talk about what happened in front of strangers. It was hard enough last night.” 

“You don’t have to talk. No one will make you.” Mitexi gripped Beth’s hand and gave it an encouraging squeeze. “Listen, and if the urge to talk hits you, don’t hold it back. Let yourself feel and say whatever comes naturally.” 

After a reluctant nod, Beth found herself being pulled along the straw-packed path between a set of purple and gold tents. After a short walk Mitexi paused in front of a circular structure made from thick bunches of tall, dried grass bound together. She followed Mitexi inside and saw the grass was tied to a frame built with large saplings, much like the longhouses were. The whole building was about sixty feet in diameter, and in the center was a single small fire pit that danced with orange and gold flames. Around the pit, back about three feet, was a circle of about two dozen folding chairs, some already occupied with women chatting pleasantly together. 

Mitexi brought Beth over and introduced her first to the pair of women, whom she explained were the daughters of the woman they’d honored at the Welcoming Fire. Sarah looked to be the oldest of the two, with short black hair that curled in playful wisps about her face and neck. Helen’s hair was tied back in a single braid, the tip reaching the end of her shoulder blades. Both women had the same milk chocolate skin, and rich brown eyes filled with warmth and compassion. Beth found herself comfortable around the sisters, who chatted excitedly to Mitexi in mild Creole accents about their most recent boyfriends, Helen’s new house, and the other things that had happened in their lives since the friends were last together. Even though she'd little to add to the conversation, both Sarah and Helen made it a point to meet eyes with Beth as they talked, including her in their conversation. 

About ten minutes after nine, Sarah called out to the rest of the women gathered, asking them to please take their seats around the fire. Helen removed the chairs that went unused and leaned them against one wall. Besides Beth, Mitexi, and the two sisters, there were six other women in attendance. One by one, each woman introduced herself, and Beth made an effort to remember each name and face. 

Ruth Odent was an officer in training with the local Department of Natural Resources office. She had straight brown hair cut neatly above her ears and pale blue eyes filled with a soft sadness. Next to her sat a Korean woman named Bae Kim, with a friendly smile and expressive hands. She introduced herself as a college professor in engineering from Madison. Bae Kim’s wife was a gregarious, older black woman named Ruby Mae Ahmann. Like her spouse, Ruby Mae taught at UW Madison, but her specialty was biological sciences. To Ruby Mae’s right was their daughter, Grace, a shy woman with waist-length black hair, who told the group she’d started her second year of nursing school. Next to Grace sat Alexia Roberts, a plump, peach-complexioned woman with softly permed blonde hair and sapphire blue eyes. She explained she was a part-time writer and a full-time computer tech, with aspirations of making the writing full-time one day. Beth could tell the women all knew Mitexi, but even so, they nodded in interest as she talked about her work as a midwife and her two kids. When it was Beth’s turn, she introduced herself as a recent transfer from the Chicago area, and mentioned her work at the library in town. 

As Helen began to talk about the purpose of the workshop and why she and her sister had started doing them, Mitexi leaned in to whisper in Beth’s ear. “Why’d you say you were a librarian? Dusty used to tell me all the time what a great artist you were.” 

Beth made a shushing noise and motioned with her head toward Sarah, who was now speaking. In truth, Beth heard only about half of what was being said by the instructors. It bothered her that she’d lost her passion for the art she’d once loved with such fervor. She hadn’t even felt the urge to unpack her brushes and charcoals from the storage area since she got here. The desire wasn’t in her anymore. Maybe it never would be. Tears swelled in Beth’s eyes, and Mitexi reached over to pat her hand, unaware of what was causing her misery. 

With a nod from Sarah, Helen reached in a bag by her feet and passed out a stack of cardboard-bound notebooks in various colors. Each notebook had a pen hanging from the top of the spine and carried the image of an animal stenciled in gold ink on the cover. Beth took a green notebook from the stack and passed the rest to Alexia. Her animal was a bird of some kind, with wings spread in the beginnings of taking flight and long legs. A crane maybe, she thought. 

“I want you to think about loss,” Helen said. “Not the loss of another person as in death, but anything that could count as something missed, something mourned for. Then think about the losses you’ve experienced in your own life and write about those. You’ll have about ten minutes to make your notes, and then we’ll discuss.” 

Beth opened her notebook and stared down at the blank page, purple gel pen in hand. What other kind of loss was there? You could lose your keys, your toothbrush, your glasses, but none of these would bring about anything she’d count as mourning. Maybe she was being too literal about this, thinking about losing objects and possessions. Beth blew a hard breath and leaned back against the chair. 

She’d felt a sense of loss when the community center had to close down and she had to work at the library that was a forty minute bus ride from their house. She’d liked working with the kids there, and the fact the place was so close to home meant she had more time to do her own projects when she wasn’t teaching. She made a note of that, and then touched the base of the pen to her teeth as she considered what other losses she’d had in her life. 

Dusty’s death took up so much of her grief that it was hard to think about what other losses had really affected her. Her father’s death was her first real experience with losing someone she cared about, but after months in and out of the hospital, she’d at least been prepared for it. Dusty’s murder had shaken her to the core, making her doubt so much of what she’d once believed about the nature of people. 

She reminded herself of the task at hand and stared back down at the paper. She never had a pet she loved that ran away, or a favorite friend who moved when she was growing up. She did often regret the fact that she knew so little about her birth parents and where they’d come from, but then there wasn’t a thing she could do about it. Beth paused to consider this. She didn’t remember her birth parents, so she hadn’t really mourned them as much as mourned the idea of them, the idea of understanding who she was by knowing them. 

Beth knew there were things about her own culture she was vastly ignorant of growing up with the Crews in Westport. She read what she could after she moved to Chicago, went to the museums, but never really felt as if she belonged within the African American community there. She became politically involved when she was in college but never felt like being a black woman had any defined meaning to her. That was a loss in a way, a loss of her identity. 

Yes, Beth agreed. That was a loss she often mourned. 

“Okay, finished?” Sarah called out in a pleasant tone. 

Beth quickly wrote down what she’d been thinking and closed the notebook on her finger. She listened as the women talked around her, but told herself she wasn’t comfortable sharing what was in her notebook. 

“...I mean he wasn’t all that nice a guy, but he was cute and a decent kisser.” Alexia shook her head and sighed. “There’s nothing more humiliating than being thirteen and having some guy break up with you on Valentine’s Day to go out with a girl you detest. It made it hard to look in the mirror for a long time after that and not wonder what was wrong with me, why he chose her instead of me.” The women around the room nodded and spoke words of encouragement. 

“Growing up is hard enough without creeps like that making it worse,” Grace said. “For me it wasn’t a guy I missed, but my friend. I had the girl I’d hung out with since I was in second grade. I went to this really cool music school, but the problem was there really weren’t a lot of girls there who looked like me. Nia was black and Asian like me, except her father was Taiwanese. She understood what it was like, not really sure where we fit in, as Asian girls or as black. It was like the other kids expected you to pick sides, to cheer for the ‘right’ team. She really got it, you know? I was heartbroken when she moved away. Her mother got this great job teaching in New York, and one summer they were gone. I spent a long time feeling alone after that, mourning the sense of sisterhood I’d had with Nia.” 

Again the women voiced their sympathy, and Beth felt an urge to say something empathetic. She knew what that felt like, being the odd one, the person who stood out in a sea of faces that didn’t look like her own. None of the white kids had dared give her a hard time in Westport. Back then, she’d figured she was popular and didn’t think much of it. Later on, as she became familiar with the world outside of Westport and the prejudice that lived there, she understood it was more likely fear of her mother that kept racist mouths and attitudes in check. 

Mitexi nudged Beth’s knee with an elbow. “I can see you want to say something,” she whispered. “Go on. They don’t bite.” 

Beth cast Mitexi a scowl and licked her lips, breathing slowly and deeply as she dredged up the courage to say what was on her mind. “It doesn’t get any easier as you get older,” she said. “I was the only brown face in my town that wasn’t trimming someone’s hedges or mopping the school hall between classes. TV, books, magazines, nothing I saw or read growing up had women like me in them. The face of beauty was always someone else’s face, never the one I saw in the mirror. I spent a long time wondering who I was and where I fit in.” The eyes of the whole room were on her and Beth felt her courage swiftly melting away under their gaze. “Even after I went to school in the city, I was never really comfortable around people who looked more like me. There, they’d lived a whole other life than I had.” 

As they had with the other speakers, the women nodded encouragingly. Ruby Mae leaned forward past Alexia and took one of Beth’s hands in her own. “You’re not the only black woman who’s lost her way in this white world, Miss Beth. You look to your past, seek out your elders, your ancestors. That’s where you’ll find your heart. I guarantee it.” 

Sarah drew the attendees’ attention back to the front, and Ruby Mae returned to her place close to Bae. Beth listened as Sarah and Helen talked about the loss of their mother, three years after their father had passed away from cancer. More than the grief they felt, the girls shared their pride for all the good their mother had done for environmental causes and for their community. 

Taking their cue from the sisters, the other women told their stories. Ruby Mae had lost two brothers to some war she didn’t go into detail about and a son to a drunk driver. Alexia had been married once before and had two miscarriages before a speeder, who hadn’t wanted a ticket, had taken the life of her police officer husband six years ago. Two years after marrying her new husband, Tom, she still hadn’t been able to conceive another child. 

The women talked, they cried, they hugged, but no one pushed Beth to do more than sit and listen. After about an hour of watching silently, the words spilled from her lips in a torrent that matched her body-wracking sobs. Once again, she relived the nightmare of that night and finally admitted the nightmares that had been tormenting her for months now. The women listened, as she had done for them, some sobbing quietly, others’ faces etched with rage. When she finished speaking, Beth continued to cry, and the women gathered around her in an all-encompassing embrace. It was like nothing she’d ever felt before. It was an experience she would never forget. 

Helen and Sarah left the group to themselves and one by one the women moved away until eventually it was Beth, Mitexi, and Alexia. Beth wiped her face on the scarf Alexia had loaned her, and slowly peace replaced her overwhelming grief. 

“Thanks,” Beth said, knowing the word wasn’t anything close to the gratitude she wanted to express. 

Mitexi rubbed Beth’s upper back, and Alexia opened her program so Beth could see the page she was holding open. “I was thinking about what Ruby Mae said. About you seeking out your ancestors? Dr. Nqumayo and some other women are doing a women’s healing dance and class after this. I was thinking...well it might help with some of what you’re looking for.” 

Beth glanced down at the paper and shrugged. She’d come this far. What harm would it do? 


 
 




 Chapter Fifteen 



 


 

 

BETH FLOPPED BACK on the grass, her hands resting palms up above her head, happily exhausted from the morning’s events. Whereas the grief workshop had left her drained but at peace, the next class had left her feeling freer than she had in months, maybe years. 

Taught by four African women, three sisters from the Ashanti region of Ghana, and the local doctor from Madison, the workshop on African healing dance had been a chance to really experience something her ancestors might have done hundreds of years ago. She loved every moment of it. 

The class started out with Dr. Nqumayo walking the group of women through a self-massage to cleanse their bodies of impurities. She explained about the danger in the aluminum that was used in nearly all antiperspirants. It blocked the skin and sweat pores, in turn affecting a woman’s body drastically by locking in toxins that should have otherwise been flushed out through a woman’s sweat. Dr. Nqumayo showed them how to stimulate their own lymph nodes by using self-performed massage on the groin, legs, abdomen, chest, arms, neck, and face to begin to work those toxins from their bodies. 

Beth was uncomfortable at first as many of the women, who seemed more experienced with this type of massage, removed their shirts and bras to perform parts of it. But soon, the same feeling of comfort and trust the women in the room had for each other rubbed off on her, too. Beth relaxed, though not enough to wear any less than the red tankini top and the crimson, gold, and rust flame patterned sarong she’d wrapped around her waist. 

The dance portion of the class started out slow. They did some standard stretches, and the instructors went around the longhouse with water, insisting that everyone drink often. Dr. Nqumayo explained that after the cleansing it would be very important to drink a great deal of water to continue to help flush out the toxins the massage had loosened and that the healing dance would help sweat out. She also said that if they wished to continue the process, and Dr. Nqumayo suggested they did, they should eat the toxin-free food the Archiquettes would be providing them for the week and not travel into town for meals during their stay. 

It took the instructors about thirty minutes to teach them the steps to the dance itself, which they repeated over and over very patiently until they were certain all of the forty women present knew them all and could perform them with comfort. Once the group was ready, three other women were called into the longhouse, and with them came the most beautiful djembe drums Beth had ever seen. They looked like the ones she’d seen in museums, except these were well loved and cared for. 

Dr. Nqumayo had been quite right, sweat they did. The healing dance started slowly, the women performing the motions flawlessly. Little by little, the drumbeat picked up speed, the dancers smoothly moving to match the rhythm. By the time the dance had neared its crescendo, the learned moves had been forgotten and the women were dancing wildly to the frenzied beat of the drummers. It was exhilarating and exhausting, which was why Beth was now sprawled in the grass panting, a wide smile on her face. 

All the instructors were very strong, well- spoken black women, but Dr. Nqumayo had really impressed Beth. She had a no-nonsense attitude, and spoke of modern medical techniques and traditional remedies in the same breath, as if they could work together collaboratively rather than as combatants. After what Beth had learned living with the Archiquettes, she found this viewpoint refreshing. She wasn’t completely sold on the whole herbal remedies thing. She’d depended on modern medicine for far too long. Beth had to admit the idea of using the best of both types of medicine for a “richer bag of tools toward complete wholeness of body and spirit,” as Dr. Nqumayo put it, had merit. 

“There you are, Beth,” Tala’s rich African accent grumbled in her throat. She reached out a hand. 

“Dr. Nqumayo?” Beth sat up and took Tala’s hand. “You were looking for me? Why?” 

Tala helped Beth to her feet and a wide smile crossed her face. “Lily went into labor about thirty minutes ago. She asked if you’d be there as her doula for the birth. Are you willing?” 

“Doula?” Beth picked up her bag and slung it across her shoulder. “Why me? And what exactly does a doula do?” 

“A doula is normally a woman experienced in assisting a mother during childbirth. Her job is to do whatever the laboring mother needs done to assist her in the birthing process.” 

Beth rubbed her thumb into her palm nervously. She didn’t know anything about babies, much less how to assist a woman giving birth to one. “I’ve only ever seen a baby being born on videos. Is she sure she wants me there?” 

Tala’s hand fell heavily on Beth’s shoulder. “I know it’s difficult for you to talk about Dusty, but she and Lily were friends. Lily asked Dusty to be her labor support when Nancy was injured, and now that Dusty is gone, that duty falls to you as her mate.” 

“I don’t know...” It wasn’t that Beth didn’t want to assist in the birth. She did. If Dusty couldn’t be there for her friend, Beth was certain she would have wanted her to stand in her stead, but she could think of at least a dozen women here much more qualified to assist Lily than she was. “Maybe Greer...” 

Tala shook her head. “Lily said she wanted you, Beth. Mitexi will be there, too, as well as two of my nurses. If there are problems, I’ll be close by.” 

Tala’s gaze was firm, but she patted Beth’s shoulder gently. “All you have to do is mother her as she is laboring. Labor is a hard job. She’ll need words of encouragement and lots of nurturing support. Use your instincts, and I know you’ll do fine.” 

Use your instincts. Dusty used to say things like that all the time. Stop second-guessing yourself. Trust your instincts and intuition. 

Beth took a deep breath, full and calming, and then nodded. “I’ll get my car and meet you at the hospital. The one in town, right?” 

“Hospital? What for? Lily is having a baby. She’s not sick.” Tala’s booming laugh startled Beth, it was so sudden and unexpected. “C’mon, little sister. Orion and Kevin are setting up the birthing pool. It should give us plenty of time for a bit of lunch while we wait. If she’s anything like my Bella, it’ll be a while before the baby comes.” 

As they walked, Beth thought about what she’d been asked to do. In a lot of ways Lily was like her. Her lover wasn’t dead, but she’d still been taken from her, fate robbing Nancy of sharing in the birth of their baby. Beth wasn’t certain what comfort she could offer, but she was determined to try. She felt glad for the cleansing of the Healing Dance, and the emotional release she’d experienced with the women in the hut. After all of that, Beth felt much more prepared to stand in service to another. 

As she followed Tala toward the central longhouse, excitement and fear crackled through her like an electrical charge. A new experience, a new life. Today was about to get far more adventurous than she’d planned. 

 

 

ISHA LADLED THE hot soup into the ceramic bowl and listened to the whole lodge buzzing about the baby being on its way. Lily was calm, eating a piece of watermelon and chattering happily with Jin and Kathy, Tala’s nurses, on the large woven blanket. Tala led Beth to the hearth fire to join them. 

“It’ll be a while yet before the baby comes,” Mitexi said from beside Isha. 

Lily’s brother, Wayne, looked over to his sister, his heavily-lidded brown eyes filled with worry. “But she’s been having the pains since after breakfast.” 

“If Lily can still talk though her contractions, then we’ve got a good long wait ahead of us.” Mitexi patted him on the shoulder and nodded to Isha. “Could be hours before we see any real action happening.” 

Recognizing the nod as a signal for backup, Isha took the cue. “Oh, yeah. It’s a good sign everything is going well. She looks happy and has an appetite. Besides, with all these experienced baby catchers, Lily couldn’t be in better hands.” 

Wayne pursed his lips but seemed mollified enough to allow Bardo to lead him toward a group of the men near the east door. Once he was out of earshot, Mitexi rolled her eyes. “Sweet guy and all, but the next time that big lug asks me when the baby’s coming, I’m going to have someone bind and gag him to get him out of my hair.” 

Isha laughed. “So, everything’s okay so far?” 

“Looks fine.” Mitexi motioned toward the door. “Sit with me outside where it’s sunny and talk a while?” 

“Sure.” Isha forced herself to sound nonchalant, but something in Mitexi’s tone didn’t sound like they would be discussing the weather or anything else that simple. 

Once they had found a spot to sit in the grass outside the lodge, Mitexi set down her plate and mug. “You’ve been avoiding Beth since you two got back from the doctor last week. Why?” 

“I don’t know what you mean,” Isha started to say, but Mitexi’s scowl changed her mind. “She’s got enough on her mind without me complicating things.” 

“It’s one thing to give a girl space. It’s quite another to take her on some emotional roller-coaster ride ‘cause you can’t deal with your own guilt.” Mitexi’s words were not accusatory, but Isha felt her hackles rise. “She needs someone right now who is strong and stable when she can’t be.” 

“Beth seems fine to me.” Isha stared down into the grass and watched an ant carrying off a piece of cornbread almost as big as he was. “She’s handling that burden better than I think most people could.” 

“She isn’t handling it at all. That’s the problem. Beth stuffs everything until the pressure builds and she finally falls apart.” Mitexi sighed and picked at her salad with her fork. “I listen to her every night. I hear her tears and her restless sleep. I’ve been there in that place, facing the empty bed night after night. Difference is I had my family and my kids to give me the strength I needed to make it through the drowning pain. Beth tries to face it all alone. We’ve tried to be there for her, but having your family there is not the same as a lover.” 

“It’s not that I don’t want to be there for her, but...” Isha hesitated, searching for the right words. “It’s hard to be close to her and not want more. I know she’s hurting. I see it in her eyes. I want to hold her and love the pain away, but I’m afraid if I try I’ll scare her away.” 

“The thing is,” Mitexi’s tone was gentle, but her gaze held a sternness to it, “this is not really about you, not in the grand scheme of things. Anyone with eyes can see you care for her. This is about what Beth needs. I know I tease a lot, but this is not about you being her lover when she wants it to be. This is about you being her friend. You’re letting your guilt push you away from her, Isha.” 

“I shouldn’t feel the way I do. Not about Dusty’s mate. We were friends once, Dusty and I. What would she think of me moving in on her woman right after she’s gone?” Isha sighed and held up her hand as Mitexi opened her mouth to protest. “I know what you said about what Dusty told you the night she died. I heard you, I did. I also know I hurt her and a lot of people when I left the Clan. She may want someone to love Beth, but I doubt she’d want that someone to be me.” 

“We all knew you were scared. Your son was all you had, and you wanted to protect him. We understood.” Mitexi picked up her cup and took a deep breath. “Even when many of us lost hope that you would return, she had faith in you. Even Dusty said one day you would find your way back to us when we needed you most. And she was right. You did.” 

 

 

BETH SAT AND listened quietly through most of lunch. It wasn’t that she felt out of place or uncomfortable, but she liked the chance to study and get to know the women. She preferred getting a feel for people this way, avoiding opening her mouth and saying something that might unknowingly offend. 

Many women stopped by for a chat with the mother-to-be. Lily was an amazingly charismatic woman. Her gruff Australian accent had a sensual quality to it that was only heightened by her easy-going and well-educated manner. She had dark, wavy hair that fell soft to frame her very round, dusky-brown face. 

“...and there was the wallaby neck-deep in water. Nancy and I took a large hessian cloth sack and a heavy wool blanket and went down to the bank. Nancy tossed the blanket over the poor thing’s head and the little darling pulled her right into the irrigation ditch. I went in after them. Fortunately, we could both reach the bottom, but even so, it took us over thirty minutes to get her into the bag and into the truck.” Lily shook her head laughing and took a long drink of the ice water in her cup. “Come to find out, the poor dear had a joey on the way which she gave birth to later that summer. We sent both back out to the bush once mom’s leg was healed enough and both were tagged. Last I heard they were doing well.” 

Beth chuckled as she watched Jin and Kathy holding hands, listening wide-eyed like well-mannered children enraptured by a storyteller. She could tell Jin was the older of the two. Her shoulder-length hair was tied in a decorative mass of braids on top of her head, and hand-painted butterflies lay cradled within the soft folds. With her gentle smile and smooth skin, only the mild wrinkling around her sharply angled eyes betrayed the Korean woman’s true age being nearer forty. 

Kathy looked to be nearer Beth’s age. Her blonde hair was cut very short, with small wisps long enough to curl around her ears. Her blue eyes were sterner than Jin’s as the women talked during the meal, but even that edge had faded as she listened to Lily tell tales about her and Nancy’s work with the animals back home. 

There was no doubt in Beth’s mind that the women were much more than simply partners in Tala’s medical practice, but she was hesitant to pry too much to assuage her own curiosity. Once Lily’s story was over, however, Beth figured there was no harm in trying to get to know the two women better, if they’d all be working together. “So how long have you two been working with Dr. Nqumayo?” 

“Well, I’ve been assisting Tala with births since the fall of eighty-two,” Jin replied. “But Kathy came to work with us about five years ago, wasn’t it?” 

Kathy nodded and squeezed Jin’s hand. “Best career move I ever made.” 

Jin and Kathy kissed and laughed, but Beth caught the sad look in Lily’s eyes. Before she had a chance to say anything, Lily stood and grabbed the heavy, leather bag that hung from the platform behind them then held a hand out to Beth. “You willing to take a bit of a walk with me, Beth? I figure with this munchkin’s being lazy on me and all, maybe a brisk walk will wake ’em up a tad.” 

Sensing there was more to this request than a simple walk, Beth took her hand, and the two walked past the group of men and out the lodge door. 

Isha and Mitexi sat by a tree in the back, and the latter stood as Beth and Lily walked into the sunlight. 

“Is everything all right?” Mitexi’s tone held concern. 

“Just a walk.” Lily’s tone sounded stiff and strained, but no one questioned it. “Thought I’d like to visit the Grandmother Tree.” 

Beth watched Isha sit back down and look over at Mitexi. Mitexi nodded and stared down at her plate, giving Beth a glimpse of her eyes brimming with tears. She opened her mouth to ask what the Grandmother Tree was, but Lily grabbed her by the hand and they moved swiftly down the trail. 

Once they passed the rows of thinly planted trees and turned onto a path headed west, Lily slowed her pace, and her grip on Beth’s hand loosened. “Sorry for the rush. I want to reach the tree while I can still make it.” 

“What’s the Grandmother Tree, and why is it so important?” 

“It’s a little hard to explain.” Lily stopped to catch her breath, but was still able to speak though the contraction that seemed to follow. “It’s a tradition. The Grandmother Tree is a very old oak tree on these sacred lands. We go there to remember those who have passed from this earth before us.” Beth placed a hand on Lily’s back, and Lily motioned for them to start walking again. 

“So why are we going there today?” Beth’s tone was hesitant, and she wasn’t sure she was going to like the answer. 

“Two reasons.” Lily’s pace had slowed, but her gaze focused on the path ahead of her. “One, I have to say goodbye to my friend.” 

Beth took a deep breath. “And the other?” 

“It is the way within our...” Lily paused, as if trying to find the right words, “within our faith to pass on the knowledge of our dead to those children born each year. It is believed that those who have died can be beseeched to pass on a part of themselves to the children born the year of their death.” 

“And the tree?” 

The dense tree line opened, and at the end of the narrowing path sat a huge tree. From its branches hung necklaces and ribbons, feathers and bits of fabric, long braids of leather, and even a few small trinkets Beth could not identify. Some of these things looked faded and weathered with age, while others looked colorful, shiny, and new. 

“It’s...” Beth couldn’t say what it was. There were no words for its beauty, or the wave of awe she felt simply looking at it. 

She watched as Lily took a large feather from her leather satchel and hung it from a branch. Beth didn’t know the language spoken as Lily knelt at the foot of the tree, but the sound of it brought tears to her eyes. She turned her attention to the feather as it swung lightly in the soft wind. Lily’s sobs reminded Beth of the intimate sorrow of the moment, and her discomfort with being present in another’s grief. 

“Marsh harrier,” Lily explained, smoothing the feather with a gentle tug of her fingers. “The first time Dusty saw one of these raptors was her first trip to my home. She was taken with its grace and power, and in a lot of ways when I saw them after that, they made me think of her.” 

Lily walked away, and Beth found her attention drawn to the offering. The marsh harrier feather was large with grayish brown barbs and a shiny black tip. The calamus and the shaft beneath the vane of the feather were tightly wrapped in green hide with gold- and silver-colored beads sewn around it that sparkled in the sunlight as the feather slowly turned on its string. 

She didn’t know how long she stared at the spinning feather...minutes, hours, days. All Beth knew for certain was that suddenly the sky was dark and the wind picked up around them, whipping the feather about in a frenzied way. Lily cried out, and Beth rushed to where she knelt at the base of the old tree, only to have the edge of her foot sink into wet dirt. She gasped at the realization of what it meant. Lily’s water had broken. 

“It’s time,” Lily gasped out as Beth helped her to her feet. “She’s coming.” 

 

 

JIN AND KATHY lowered Lily into the warm water, and she gripped the pool’s hard edge. It had taken Beth a while to lead Lily back to the longhouses, and she’d been shocked to find Mitexi, and the two nurses waiting there for them as she exited the tree line. 

Beth slipped out of her skirt at Mitexi’s request and slid into the water behind Lily. Lily rocked back and forth. Beth gently rubbed her back. “You’re doing great,” she found herself saying. “Not much longer.” 

And she was right. Within and hour, Lily moved into a squat and leaned back against Beth, grunting and groaning as each urge to push came. Mitexi stood at the edge of the birthing tub, and Kathy was next to her, holding up a mirror. 

“A bit more,” Mitexi urged. “See, there’s the head.” 

Beth’s eyes widened as she saw the mass of dark hair appearing from between Lily’s legs. Lily reached down and touched the baby’s head and instantly broke into joyful sobs. Beth knew she was crying, too, but could not tear her eyes away from the mirror as Lily pushed again. 

The shoulders came, pale and covered in layers of white and red. It was repulsive and miraculous all at once, and Beth watched in wonder as Mitexi eased the baby into the world and carefully placed her on Lily’s chest. 

“It’s a girl,” Mitexi said from, it seemed, very far away. “A girl.” 

Lily looked down at her daughter, and then turned to Beth, her eyes wild and desperate. “I need you to give your blessing, Beth. Please, I need it now.” 

“My blessing?” Beth was completely confused, but the look in Lily’s eyes told her she had to find a way to understand. It was important. 

“Dusty?” Lily gasped, her eyes overflowing with tears. “Her name...please...it would mean so much.” 

Beth narrowed her eyes, trying to comprehend what Lily meant. Suddenly the meaning of her words hit Beth hard, for a moment taking her breath away. She gazed at the child who now nursed at her mother’s breast. Mitexi gently poured cupped handfuls of water over the baby’s head to cleanse the child. Her tiny closed eyes and contented grunts as she fed brought to Beth’s mind a vision of ultimate peace. It was an eternity, it seemed, before the jumble of thoughts formed a decision and longer still until she was about to form the words on her lips. 

“Yes, Lily,” Beth whispered, surprised by how easily the words came. “Her name is Dusty.” 

 

 

PEOPLE LAUGHED AND shouted their joy, long after the exhausted mother and child went to bed. The drummers played with wild abandon as the men and women danced on the hilltop. After all the death and pain the year had brought, the Clan had a reason to celebrate. New life. 

It didn’t take much for Isha to notice that not everyone was delirious with the happiness of the moment. Beth sat quietly outside the circle of dancers and leaned against a large boulder. She’d been there all night, watching the celebration go on. Everyone around her was so dizzy with their own joy, and with the fermented rice beer someone had brought to the gathering, Beth had easily been able to blend into the shadows outside the bonfire unnoticed. 

Isha walked over to face her and squatted down so she was close enough to whisper over the laughter behind her. “You must be tired. Want me to walk you back to your lodge?” 

“No, thanks.” Beth’s tone was calm, but there was a sad weariness in her eyes Isha hated to see. 

Isha was pretty sure she knew what had happened. It was all over the festival about the naming of the baby. Everyone was thrilled, especially Dusty’s family, but Isha could only imagine how it had been for Beth to truly let go of Dusty by giving her name to Lily’s child. Isha wondered if Beth really knew what an honor she’d bestowed on Lily’s baby. The giving of a mate’s name wasn’t only about the name. It was about a legacy passed from one Clan member to another. Part of Isha wanted to explain all of this to Beth, tell her what a truly amazing gift she’d given, but when she opened her mouth, all she could bring herself to say was, “want to dance?” 

Beth said nothing for a time, but then the music slowed its pace. The dancers mulled around the circle, couples pairing off. At the change, a sad smile crossed Beth’s face and she held out her hand. “I think I can manage something like this.” 

Isha took both of Beth’s hands, gently pulled her to her feet, and led her to the circle. Her fingers trailed along the shoulder left bare by the loosely wrapped sarong, and she smiled as goosebumps rose on the dark flesh. She took Beth into her arms from behind and swayed in a gentle rhythm, her hands slipping under the silk to rub the skin of Beth’s belly. 

“You did an amazing thing today,” Isha whispered in her ear, her warm breath raising the hairs on Beth’s skin, causing her to shudder. 

Beth leaned back against Isha’s chest and laughed. “Lily did all the work. I was there for support.” 

Isha kissed Beth’s neck behind her ear, and her lips continued to explore down the curve of her neck. “The gift of the name meant a lot to Lily, as did you being there with her while her daughter was born. It’s something a sister would do.” 

“I was pretty nervous when she asked me to come.” Beth moaned softly as the lips nibbled at the dip in her throat. “It was amazing—the water, seeing the baby’s head in the mirror, all of it.” 

Isha’s heart leapt as she felt Beth’s body melt into her as they danced, rather than pull away as she feared. With her stirring passion, Isha’s hope swelled. “You’re amazing,” she purred. 

Beth looked up at her. “We shouldn’t...” Beth’s voice wavered even as Isha’s hands moved upward from Beth’s stomach. 

Isha’s hand cupped Beth’s breast over the tankini top. Through the stretchy fabric, two fingers carefully rolled a taught nipple between them, and Beth’s breath quickened. 

“We can’t...” Beth said in a panicked whisper. 

“Shhhh,” Isha cooed, her lips once again returning to Beth’s throat. “No one is watching.” 

The thumping beat of the drums seemed to echo in the sound of Beth’s pounding heart, and she gasped as Isha’s fingers brushed against her, over the tip of her nipple. 

“Isha...” 

“I want to feel you, taste you,” Isha whispered. “Here or in my lodge. Your lodge. On the Mother herself. I don’t care. Please say yes.” 

“Isha, I...” Beth’s weak protests were cut short by a firm kiss and Isha felt Beth respond in kind. 

“Please,” Isha whispered softly, her cheek resting against Beth’s cheek. “Let me love you.” 

Beth’s didn’t resist as Isha guided her away from the dancers and toward the lodges. The cool night wind sent shivers across Beth’s body as they moved away from the fire, the air tearing at her silk garments like the fingers of an impatient lover. Isha held her close, as much out of need as warmth. 

The sounds of celebration grew farther away until the voices became part of the wind, part of the symphony that surrounded the two of them in the darkness. Isha didn’t speak, afraid to break the silence, awaken the dreamers, awaken from the dream. She didn’t want to think anymore, she wanted to love the woman in her arms, and to feel that love returned. 

Isha stopped once they we far away from the sounds of the crowd of people and could hear the whisper of the music in the distance. She drew Beth tightly against her. “Dance with me,” she whispered, her hands slipping underneath the loose sarong to grip the small of Beth’s back. “Here and now, before the eyes of no one. You and me.” 

Their bodies moved together, the rhythm of the dance melting away the desperate voices in Isha’s mind warning her to be careful, to not be foolish, and leaving nothing but the need to be close, to feel, to be loved. Their lips met again in a hungry kiss and Isha pushed her against a tree. With an effortless tug at the neck tie, the tankini slipped to her waist and Isha’s lips burned hot and hard against breasts that thrust forward to meet her. Everything felt ethereal. A moan drifted from Beth lips and the vibration from it made Isha’s body tremble in response. The rocking motion of their bodies flowed together in a way that made Isha’s thoughts swirl uncontrollably. Beth gasped as Isha’s nails teased up the back of her leg, causing her knees to buckle beneath her. Beth grabbed at the tree for support, her fingernails digging into the heavy bark, and she moaned. Moonlight burst through the leaves, and that’s when Isha saw the tears streaming down Beth’s cheeks. 

“Beth...” Isha wrapped the silk sarong around Beth, and reached for her. “Beth, baby...” 

“Don’t call, me that!” Beth shrieked. “You can’t call me that!” 

Isha pulled her hands from Beth’s shoulders, her eyes searching for some sign of injury. Had she hurt Beth in her passion? What had she done to upset her? Had she taken things too fast? “Beth, honey, I don’t understand.” 

“I can’t...” Beth choked up, the rage seeming to fade as quickly as it had surfaced. The fear and despair that filled her eyes now made Isha wish the rage had remained. “We can’t.” 

“But, Beth...” The words came out before Isha could stop them. “I love you.” 

Beth’s eyes filled with horror and Isha felt as if a dagger had been plunged into her chest. Isha watched as Beth ran into the night. Her heart ached and tears streamed down her cheeks. Isha knew at that moment what a fool she’d been, but it was too late. The damage had already been done. 


 
 




 Chapter Sixteen 



 


 

 

THE RED WOLF followed Beth as she ran past the corral of horses. She stumbled on a heavy hammer left forgotten in the tall grass as she headed toward the big house. She caught herself on a nearby building and sat on the ground, her elbows on her bent knees, her face buried in her hands. Bestial golden eyes watched her for a long time as she sobbed. 

The gold soon turned to brown, and the red fur of the African wolf became the short-cropped auburn hair of Tala, Head Guardian in the Clan. She knew that pain, when your heart ached like someone was slowly ripping it out over time. It had been that way since her mate, Niika, died thirteen years ago. The serene look on his face as he lowered her and their daughter from the blaze that was once their home, only moments later to be taken into the embrace of the fire himself, was engraved forever in Tala’s mind. 

She watched Beth roughly wipe tears from her face and decided this was the time to approach her. Tala didn’t bother hiding the sound of her bare feet in the grass as she moved from behind the large metal shed out into the moonlit path. The moment for secrets was over. Now was the time to cleanse the wound and heal the damage. 

“What have you done, sister, that you are punishing yourself on a night of celebration?” Tala smiled at the look of surprise on Beth’s face, but moved no closer toward her. “The whole Clan is sharing in the joy of the gift you have given today.” 

Beth bowed her head and slightly shook it. “Like I told Isha, Lily did all the work. I was there.” 

Tala took a step closer. She watched Beth bite into her lower lip to hold back her grief. It was sad, she thought, but it was the path one who was in mourning took toward her transformation. “You let go of some of your grief by giving that baby her name. You have the chance to release Dusty now. You should be very proud.” 

“Proud?” The force of Beth’s words tore through the quiet night. “I don’t want to release her, or let her go, or whatever. I don’t want to move on and love again. I want her back. If I can’t have that then I’m fine alone.” 

Love again? That explains a lot, Tala thought. 

She moved one more step closer and clasped her hands together. “Letting our mate go does not mean we forget them, sister. We free their spirit so they may travel the path they are called to, but we never truly shut them from our hearts. We see them in the eyes of our children, in the things their hands have touched and created.” 

The rigid shape of Beth’s shoulder relaxed slightly and she let her hands rest on her knees. “You talk like you’ve been there.” 

Another step, and again, until Tala stood no more than a foot away from where Beth sat. “I have. My daughter Rune was a baby when her father was killed. I didn’t think I could ever open my heart. Then, I met my Bella two summers after on a trip to Spain, and everything changed.” 

“So, it changed.” Beth looked up at her and scowled. Tala could tell she was struggling with understanding. “Like that?” 

Tala shook her head. “Oh, no. I fought it much like you are. I thought if I gave into my feelings, I was betraying Niika’s memory.” 

Beth gasped. “How did you know?” 

Tala took the last step toward Beth and sat in the grass beside her. “We torture ourselves so easily, don’t we? Not wanting to trust our hearts or what our soul tells us.” 

“I...” Beth bit her lip so hard blood glittered in the moonlight. “I can’t...” 

“What can’t you do?” Tala placed her hands palm down in the grass and leaned back. 

“I can’t let her love me. Dusty’s only been gone a few months...” A tear trickled from the corner of Beth’s eye, and she brushed it away in frustration. 

“You can’t control what someone else feels, sister, any more than you can control when that baby of yours decides to make her grand entrance.” Tala looked up at the moon and chuckled. “Sometimes the Goddess leads us where we need to be and patiently watches us waste the chances She gives us.” 

“What She gives us?” Beth’s face twisted in rage. “What about what She takes away?” 

Tala understood the rage. She understood the question. It was what she asked her priestess, Bella, when they first met that day in Madrid nearly eleven years ago. There was a huge outbreak of strange illnesses in the women and children of the area that was traced back to the ingestion of toxic cooking oil. As one man watched his wife slowly wasting away, Tala had struggled desperately to hold back the rage. 

Bella’s words were as clear in Tala’s mind now as they were then. “The Goddess doesn’t do these things. Man does. When he cuts down the trees so there is nothing to hold back the flood rains, he’s drowning Her children. When he dumps chemicals in the rivers and burns toxins into the air so that the fish and animals are no longer safe to eat, he’s poisoning Her children. When those who don’t understand or accept our people kill one of our sisters or brothers, he’s murdering Her children.” 

“And we are helpless to stop them.” Beth looked away. “But She won’t help us.” 

“The Goddess is love and transformation. She takes us to Her when we die, but it’s not to punish us, it’s how life must be.” Tala hesitated on how much to reveal of her own beliefs on why Dusty was killed that night. After a few moments she chose her words carefully. “Some die so that others may survive. My husband died so my daughter and I might live. The same with your mate. Dusty died so you and your daughter would be able to go on. It’s the gift of their love. We are not squandering it by opening our hearts and loving others in return. We are honoring that gift.” 

“But...” Beth’s lip trembled, and she took several deep breaths to regain control. “It’s too soon for me. Too soon.” 

“If you feel it’s too soon, you’re likely right. Only you know when you are ready to open up and feel that way again.” Tala reached over and ran a thumb along Beth’s cheek. She was too young for this pain, for the lost look in those eyes. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t let her love you. You give what you can. No more than that. But don’t punish yourself for taking what you need. You have a huge burden, my sister. Your body screams to be kissed and touched, whether or not you want it to. Giving in to that doesn’t mean you’re giving up on your love for Dusty.” 

Beth’s brow furrowed. “That sounds like I’m using her for sex.” 

“No.” Tala rested her hand in the small of Beth’s back. “Not if you tell her what you can and cannot give. Rushing this will only wound you both in ways it will be very hard to recover from.” 

“I can’t see her. Not yet.” Beth leaned back against Tala’s arm. “I have to think about this. Some place away from the noise and all those eyes.” 

Tala smiled and considered her request. She remembered what Boris said about what they had been able to get done that day. “I know the place. No one will bother you there except family.” Tala chuckled. “And not much can be done to ward them away.” 

 

 

BETH DIDN’T KNOW what to think as she and Tala approached the dark studio. The top half of the building was covered completely with thick plastic. In the dim light very little of what was underneath showed through the covering. “Why are we here?” 

“Kevin said Lynne was able to hook up the electricity before dinner,” Tala said, a wide grin across her face. “So, if we’re lucky you should be in for a treat.” 

Tala opened the heavy wooden door and reached in to flip the switch inside. Through the crack of the door Beth saw a soft white light. The grin never left Tala’s face as she took Beth by the hand and pulled her inside. 

The first change Beth saw was that the whole studio was reorganized. The many shelves and walls were cleaned and given a fresh coat of light blue paint. There was a set of sturdy wood stairs stained in a dark mahogany, the ends covered with a black skid-proof strip. 

“Come on, let’s see what the upstairs looks like.” Tala took a flashlight off a shelf and flipped it on before leading Beth up the set of “S” shaped stairs. Once at the top, she found the switch, and what Beth saw next made her jaw drop in amazement. 

The stairwell opened up into a circular area surrounded by solid white walls that resembled adobe. The back wall held a small fireplace, and there were doorways on both the east and west end of the room. Beth looked up to see the high circular ceiling covered in glass. “It’s magnificent.” 

“The kitchen is a decent size.” Tala let go of her hand and poked her head into the eastern doorway. “But with Bardo doing most of the cooking anyway, I don’t imagine you’ll spend too much time in here.” 

Beth followed Tala into the kitchen and gaped at the beautiful hearth along the south wall. The red and cream brick accented the heavy oak mantle, making the cream-colored wood-burning tile oven that resided within seem much more at home here than a modern range would have been. 

The entire east wall was paneled glass and a single step led down into the enclosed patio. The stack of pots and bags of soil told Beth there would be a kitchen garden. The old-fashioned larder that sat across from the stove was lined with marble and oak shelves. Beth chuckled to find a shiny steel refrigerator and freezer unit at the back that looked like a foreign entity in the very “country” surroundings. The centerpiece to the whole room was an egg-shaped marble island with a wrought iron pan rack hanging overhead. 

“This is amazing.” Beth’s grief faded to a low throb as she looked around the lovingly crafted room. “I can’t believe all these people did this for me and the baby.” 

“Your family did this for you, Beth. All of us.” Tala put her hands on Beth’s shoulders and spun her around. “Now come on. I want you to see your bathroom. Bella and Miguel designed it themselves. I don’t know how they do it, but those Spanish artists sure know how to create an amazing place to take a pee.” 

Beth laughed and let herself be led back through the entryway and down a narrow hall. They neared a dark blue cloth-covered door and Tala covered Beth’s eyes as she led her through it. When she took her hand away, Beth gasped. “It’s...it’s beautiful.” 

The floors, walls, and ceiling of the room were covered in azure blue tiles. Randomly scattered throughout the walls were more tiles decorated with orchids and lotus. A huge tub was built right into the center of the room. Near the tub was a dip in the floor that led to a drain. A showerhead was secured on one wall and beneath it was a lowered area of floor and a small oak stool. Shelves and a low platform surrounded the room, all covered with the same tiles. 

The ceiling opened to the sky, covered in the same glass as the picturesque entryway. There was a simple dark blue sink across from the shower, but Beth didn’t see a toilet. “Um...I think they forgot something.” 

Tala looked confused for a moment, and then her eyes opened wide and she laughed. She pointed to the two oak doors on one side of the room. “Right next to the linen closet. That way it’s more private. Bella said the boys walked in on her too many times when they were little and she wanted to save you from that.” 

Beth opened the door and poked into the small “water-closet” room. The dark blue walls were lined with very narrow shelves and small jar candles were scattered along them. There was a short pull string light in the room, but the idea of the candles seemed awfully appealing to Beth. The toilet itself was much boxier than she was used to, with a long pipe that fed from its base through the ceiling. 

“It’s a composting toilet. It’s waterless so it might take some getting used to.” Beth’s look of disgust brought a low chuckle from Tala. “The room’s well ventilated so it’s perfectly sanitary. The pipe keeps the airflow constant. Bella and I have several of those in our place and there’s no odor at all.” 

“I guess if a doctor says it’s not unsanitary, that’s something at least.” Beth had to admit the little water-closet was nice and had an air of comfort about it. “Composting, huh? That a new thing?” 

“This style is. In fact, Greer was saying this is the kind she’d been thinking about installing in the main house and in Vesta’s place.” Tala winked playfully. “Guess you get to be the guinea pig.” 

Beth chuckled, finding herself soothed by Tala’s jovial tone and her no-nonsense attitude. Maybe this was what she’d needed. She turned her attention back to the room and pointed to the stool at the foot of the toilet. “That for very short people?” 

Tala smirked. “I read in a medical journal it’s better for a woman’s system to use the toilet with her feet raised a few inches off the floor. Since then, I started putting stools in all the bathrooms in my office. We use them at home as well.” 

Beth closed the door, and Tala led her from the bathroom back through the blue curtain. They passed a closed door and Tala motioned to it with a jerk of her thumb. “From the looks of it they at least got the study door up. We can check that out later. You’ve got to see the bedroom first.” 

Down at the end of the hall they passed through a dark green curtain and into the bedroom. The walls of this room were a soft cream color, and one had a large hole in the center covered with plastic. “Greer said that hole’s where the window seat will go. Like the one in the room there.” 

Tala pointed to a door on the west wall and Beth opened it. Through it was Dusty’s room where Beth had been staying. The room was now stripped of all the old furniture and the walls were painted an ivory white. The doorway connected the apartment and the main house seamlessly. The wood floor was polished smooth and several boxes rested against one wall. 

Tala smiled. “The nursery. Greer didn’t know if you planned to cosleep or not, but either way, the baby can nap there and play. You’ll be right next door. Besides, Grandma and Grandpa are likely to be happy to give you plenty of breaks.” 

“I imagine they would.” Beth walked into the nursery and breathed deeply, reveling in the clean scent of the place. “I don’t know how I’m going to do a lot of things, Tala. I mean, reading books on being a mother is one thing. But doing it...” 

“There’s no manual on kids. Anyone who tells you they know all there is about raising them is either delusional or a damn liar. You’re lucky, though. You’ve got a great family to help you all the way. Lots of first-time moms don’t have that luxury.” 

Beth sighed. Tala was right. She had a more supportive family than most women could dream of. So why did she find it so hard to open up to them? “I guess I figured I’d ask my doctor questions as the time for the baby to come got closer.” 

“Yeah, I heard you fired Dr. Hagee. You found a new doctor yet?” 

“Not yet.” Beth sat on the edge of the window seat of the nursery. “I have to admit I wish you were closer. I’m really comfortable talking to you. More than I’ve been with any doctor I’ve ever known.” 

“Madison is quite a drive from here.” 

Beth looked out the window toward the barn. “Mitexi said you might know someone in the area.” 

“I know a very good pediatrician in town. Dr. Onibiyo. You met her sisters at the healing dance today. They told me she’s teaching a course this summer at UW-Madison but will be here tomorrow night for the ritual. You’ll get a chance to meet her then.” Tala’s eyes narrowed. “You could talk to Mitexi.” 

“Maybe I’m being stubborn or set in my ways. Even though Dr. Hagee wasn’t the right doctor for me, it doesn’t mean I’m ready to give up on a real doctor in a real clinic with sterile white walls and a safe, predictable hospital birth.” 

Tala stared at Beth for what seemed to her a very long time. “When I was young I did some duty in Togo. They’re very poor there. I often either had a central location the people came to see me at for medical care, or I went to their homes. I found I preferred treating people in a more personal setting, like their kitchen as apposed to a clinic. Their comfort in a more familiar environment made diagnosis and treatment much more effective. I think when doctors give up making house calls completely, they separate themselves from their patients by sterile barriers and often unnecessary interventions.” 

Tala sat next to Beth on the window seat. “When I came back to America, I worked in several clinics in Green Bay and eventually was able to have my own office. I’ve done a few trips out to patients in Sun Prairie and some other places over the years, especially for those planning homebirths. I found when there are fewer machines and more of a family setting, women labor more effectively.” 

Beth thought about what she’d seen that day. Part of her wanted that feeling for her own birth experience, too. She was too scared to risk that luxury. “But with all the abnormalities Dr. Hagee mentioned in my tests, and the fact that I’m over thirty...” She shook her head. “I want my baby and me to be okay.” 

“Abnormalities?” There was a growl in Tala’s voice, but when she put her arm around Beth’s shoulder and hugged her, there was gentle comfort there. “I’d not worry too much about that. I always found Robert Hagee to be far more concerned with numbers and statistics than with the patient herself. Beth, not all babies are the same.” 

“But...” Beth’s voice shook and panic hung like a weight in her chest. “What if something is wrong? Maybe I was too hasty walking out like that.” 

“You followed your instincts and there’s nothing wrong with that, sister. You’re the person this little girl depends on to protect her. And no one can do a better job at that than you.” She brushed a loose curl from in front of Beth’s eye. “Tell you what. I’ll fax a request to Hagee’s office to look at your medical records. If there’s a problem, I’ll let you know, and we’ll deal with it together. If not, I can’t think of anyone I’d trust more to oversee one of my patients than Mitexi.” 

“You really think I could? I mean, have a birth here like Lily did?” Beth sighed wistfully. “It was so sweet, everyone cheering her on and the mirror. And that tub felt really good.” 

“Unless there’s a serious problem, I think you could very well do a water birth if you wanted to. Hell, our ancestors did it, so can we.” Tala pulled Beth to her feet and her face lit in a wide grin. “Now let’s go see that big-ass closet Greer’s been bragging about. I think after hearing tales of your shopping prowess they wanted to make sure you had something big enough to hold it all.” 

“You’ll call the doctor? Promise?” 

Tala gave Beth’s shoulder a squeeze as they walked toward the open door. “First thing in the morning. I promise.”

 

 

 “I DON’T CARE if Dr. Hagee is unavailable. I’m faxing you the signed request for all of Ms. Crew’s files. I need those ready for pick up no later than three o’clock today.” Tala paced across the floor of the longhouse, cell phone gripped tight in one hand, the ultrasound videotape in the other. “Yes, by three. One of my assistants will be there to get it at that time. If there’s any delay, I’ll come by and have words with Dr. Hagee myself.” 

Bella touched Tala’s arm to stop her angry pacing. “Is there a problem?” 

Tala held her hand over the phone receiver. “There will be if this woman doesn’t stop giving me the run-around. I’ve never had this sort of trouble getting the records for a patient before. This woman has given me every excuse in the book as to why she can’t get them to me today, each one harder to swallow than the one before.” 

“Here, let me see if I can help.” Bella took the phone. “Yes, hello. This is Dr. Nqumayo’s lawyer. I hear there’s a problem with her receiving some files for a new patient? I would hate to think such a request couldn’t be handled in a prompt manner.” Bella paused and nodded, a smile crossing her face. “Oh, a terrible misunderstanding you say? By three? That sounds fine. Someone will be sent to retrieve them, and thank you for your cooperation.” 

“Just like that?” Tala took back her phone and slid it into the pocket of her shirt. “I’m glad you use your lawyer mojo for good and not evil.” 

Bella laughed and reached down to take a ceramic bowl from next to the fire. “You want some soup?” 

“That would be great, love.” Tala looked to where Mitexi, Greer, and Vesta were chatting over their lunch. They looked very intent on whatever they were talking about, but that would have to wait. What Tala needed to discuss with them was far more important. “Bring it over there by Greer and her girls.” 

Bella’s brow rose questioningly, but she did as she was asked. Once the spicy peanut soup had been dished out into both bowls, she followed Tala toward the Archiquette women. 

“So, we can go to that antique show in De Pere next week.” Greer looked up to see Tala and Bella walking toward them and waved them both over before turning back to Vesta. “I know the lass has a passion for that sort of thing. If we’re lucky we can find a king-size bed frame she likes there.” 

“Alexia mentioned something about sneaking off site to check out a couple of estate sales she saw on the way here. I can tag along with her and her mother, see what I can find there.” Vesta looked up at Tala and nodded in greeting. “Oh, Kathy said she called that doctor in Boston. Her father used to be the doctor for Beth’s biological parents. She said it might take a few days going though storage, but that her father never threw out any of his files. Good thing the man’s a packrat, huh?” 

“Thank you, Vesta.” There was no time for pleasantries in Tala’s mind. This had gone undealt with for far too long as it was. “Greer, we need to have a Clan meeting.” 

Greer looked up at their head Guardian and blinked in surprise. “But the new moon isn’t until Sunday. What’s wrong?” 

Tala looked over at Bella. “Let’s go to the barn. We can talk there.” Bella placed a hand on Tala’s arm to show her support as she spoke. “We need not gather the whole Council yet. The five of us can talk about this privately. Perhaps we should ask Isha to join us. She’s the woman’s Guardian after all.” 

Greer touched her collarbone, shuddering. “This is about Beth? Is something wrong?” 

“Beth‘s fine, and I intend to keep it that way.” Tala motioned them toward the east door of the lodge and followed them through it. 

 

 

WITHIN A HALF hour all six women were gathered around the council table and Bella was pouring chilled berry spritzers into glasses. Greer watched Tala nervously. Beth stayed in the studio all morning, but Greer hadn’t been able to get her to talk about what was wrong. Every time she asked, Beth insisted everything was fine and she only wanted to stay at the new place and read rather than deal with the crowd. 

Tala never called meetings without a reason. Even though she hadn’t said so directly, there was no doubt in Greer’s mind that not only did this have to do with Beth but that the matter was very serious. “Lass, are you goin’ to tell us what’s wrong with my daughter?” 

“What is wrong is not with Beth, Greer.” Tala took a glass and nodded to Bella in thanks. “I’ve agreed to be her doctor. I’ve thought about it since I made the decision last night, and if I’m going to look after Beth and her baby I need your complete support.” 

“Of course you have our support.” Greer reached up to take a glass from Bella, her eyes still locked on Tala. 

“Then you have to tell Beth the truth. About this family. About her baby.” Tala sat the glass down and leaned in toward Greer. Her eyes narrowed in anger. “I still have no idea what you all were thinking, keeping this a secret from her for so long. It’s an inexcusable betrayal of trust.” 

Greer rubbed the back of her neck. “We planned to tell her, but the time never seemed right.” 

“What bothers me most of all,” Tala said, “is why Dusty didn’t tell Beth before the insemination? Clan babies aren’t easy on mothers who are prepared for their unique challenges, much less a non-Clan woman who doesn’t know what to expect.” 

“You’re right.” Greer stared down at her hands resting in her lap. How many times had she and Dusty spoken about that subject? It was tough on Dusty. She’d never been gifted with the change, and no matter how hard they tried, Dusty never really felt a part of things. She kept her faith, but by the time she met Beth, she was hoping for a normal life far from the war. “I think Dusty was ne’er able to tell her ’cause she was ’friad the truth would scare Beth away. Bardo and I kept tellin’ Dusty she couldn’t keep puttin’ it off. Maybe she thought if she didn’t talk about being Clan, she could pretend everything was normal. Dusty could pretend she was normal.” 

“And since Dusty’s death you have still chosen not to tell Beth the truth?” Tala said. “Do you all trust Beth’s strength and love for you so little that you think she’d have turned away? What do you think she’ll feel like now, knowing you all kept this from her? Knowing that if she’d been warned, she and Dusty might have been more watchful?” 

Anger rose in Greer at these words and she scowled at Tala. “Knowin’ the truth didn’t save Dusty.” 

Tala sighed, the sound echoed with weary sadness. “Dusty was well-trained. I’ve never seen a better fighter, with or without the ability to shift. I doubt any of us would have fared better against trained Imperium when laden with a pregnant mate to defend. From what I saw of her body after the attack, it was the Taser that gave them the advantage to finally overcome her, Greer, not her skill or their numbers. Knowing the risk, she and Beth could have devised preplanned escapes in case of such attacks, as many of us do with our own families.” 

“Dusty didn’t want to be part of the war anymore. She thought if she got far enough away from all of this, they could be safe. That maybe, like her, the child wouldn’t be a shifter,” Mitexi said softly, her eyes glistening with tears. “How did they know she couldn’t change? That she would be vulnerable?” 

Isha had been sitting back in her chair, a dark scowl on her face. Now she sat forward to speak. “That’s a good question. How did they know about Beth and Dusty? Dusty never had any connection with the Clan in the Chicago area. I talked to Mia about it not long after the last new moon. Mia said Dusty avoided any contact with their pack the whole time she was with Beth in Cicero. So how did the Imperium know about her vulnerability?” 

“We can ask that same question a hundred times and still not have an answer, sister.” Bella rubbed Tala’s shoulders. “And that’s not why we’re here. The fact was with her brother siring the child, the chance the baby would be a shifter was still there. No amount of wishing would have made that not so.” 

“She’s right.” Tala leaned back in her chair. “So, bottom line is, either you tell her by the end of the festival, or I will.” 

“What?” Greer stood up suddenly, her hands clenched in fists. “You have no right!” 

Tala watched Greer, her expression impassive. “As of next Tuesday, Beth has been carrying that baby for five months. That’s five months too long to be protected from the truth. This is not a negotiation, Greer. You all will speak with Beth about this, or I’ll have no choice but to do it myself.” 

Even as angry as she was, Greer knew in her heart that Tala was right. Beth should have been told a long time ago about what they really were. She walked around the table and went to look out the open barn door. 

“You don’t need to tell her. I will. You’re right. Dusty should have told Beth the truth long ago, and now...” Greer clasped her hand and rubbed her thumb along the palm, “and now, it’s my job to do it.” 

Mitexi stood. “Mom? You want company?” 

“No, luv.” Greer watched as Boris and several others began setting up the scaffolding across the way. “I think I have to do this myself. If Beth’s to get mad at anyone, should be me.” 

Without another word, Greer walked straight toward the studio. Oberon was rolling over a large, flat cart on which rested several rectangles of glass. Boris stood above on the scaffolding securing some ropes that hung from a pulley system off the roof. Next to him was his toolbox and a stack of wood Greer assumed was the frame and casing for the window she designed. Two women stood inside Beth’s bedroom, looking out of a large hole in the wall. One of the women waved at Greer. 

“Hello, Ruby. Grace. Looks like you’re ’bout to build the bay window.” 

Grace leaned out the hole and a wide grin lit her face, excitement glittering in her almond-shaped eyes. “Sure are. It’s going to be beautiful.” 

Ruby chuckled. Her dark brown skin seemed to glow in the bright midday sun as she beamed down at Greer. “So, you come to lend a hand, Greer?” 

Greer shook her head. “Not yet, lass. You seen my Beth ’round here at all?” 

“Can’t say I have.” Ruby turned to her daughter. “Grace?” 

“Oh, yeah.” Grace nodded. “She went into town with Orion about five minutes ago. Beth said something about picking up some paperwork. I guess Kathy was going to go, but Beth volunteered. Orion needed to get some things at the hardware store for Boris anyway and Beth wanted to get out for awhile.” 

Greer swore under breath, but smiled at the two women. “Thanks, lass. I guess what I have to talk to her ’bout will have to wait a wee bit longer.” 

She shoved her hands in the pockets of her jeans and made her way toward the row of longhouses. Beth was safe enough with Orion, but her own resolve was weakening. How would Beth react when she told her the truth? Would she lose both Beth and her new granddaughter? Greer knew the time for answers was now, and Beth deserved them, but that knowledge didn’t make the task any easier. 


 
 




 Chapter Seventeen 



 


 

 

ORION HELD THE door for Beth as she walked out and down the steps of the office building, her files gripped tightly in her arms. Orion wrapped one of his arms around her back, his hand resting under her elbow to support her as she descended. 

“Well, that’s over at least.” There was a grumble to his voice that caught her off guard. 

“Sounds like you didn’t like the nurse that much.” 

“I didn’t.” They stepped onto the street and Orion released her arm and walked to the truck. 

Her eyes widened in surprise. “I didn’t think you disliked anyone.” 

Orion laughed and opened the passenger door. “Well, I’d hardly be human if I liked everyone.” 

“Sister Elizabeth. I’m so glad to see you.” 

The familiar voice made Beth’s heart jump in her chest. She threw the file onto the seat of the truck and turned to see Anna moving toward them at a hurried pace. “Hello, Anna. We were just leaving.” 

Instinctively Beth backed up, and in an instant Orion was by her side scowling at the newcomer. Anna didn’t even look at him. Her gaze never wavered from Beth. “My car is acting up again. I don’t suppose your friend there can help me get it started? God would bless you both for the kindness.” 

“I don’t know...” Beth looked up to Orion, who was watching Anna very suspiciously. “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to look at it.” 

“Oh, bless you, Elizabeth.” Anna clasped her hands together and smiled wide. For some reason the smile on the woman’s face made Beth want to crawl under something and hide. 

“So, where’s your car?” Orion hurried Beth into the truck, his gaze never leaving Anna. 

“Down the street a ways, behind Heaven’s Glory bookstore on Olive Street. I was picking up some books there and when I came out I couldn’t get it started.” 

Orion closed the truck door. “Let me get Beth buckled in and we’ll meet you there in five minutes.” Anna nodded, still smiling and headed off down the street. “She scares you, doesn’t she?” 

“Yes, I guess she does. She’s...intensely dedicated to what she believes in, and I don’t know how to react to that.” Beth buckled her seat belt. “But we can’t leave her stranded.” 

“We should head back soon.” Orion leaned forward, his elbow resting on the roof of the truck. “But if it’s important to you, I’ll try to help her.” 

“Thank you.” Beth watched him climb into the driver’s seat and shut the door. “We won’t stay long. If you can’t fix it right away, we’ll call for a tow.” 

Orion nodded and drove in silence, his brow furrowed, for a few blocks before glancing toward her with a sigh. “You’re a good person, Beth. I wouldn’t do anything to take that away from you but, when we get there I want you to stay in the car. Okay?” 

“Why?” Beth turned to face him. “I know she’s a bit batty, but dangerous?” 

Orion pulled into the back lot of the store and parked the car. “Humor me and stay in the truck. Lock the doors. I won’t be long and then we can head back. Dad and Wayne are doing a clam bake tonight. Should be something to see.” 

Beth reached over and locked her door. “You’re making me hungry now.” 

“Wait ’til you taste it.” He reached out and gently touched her arm. “Stay here, okay?” 

“Okay.” 

Orion got out of the car, pocketed his keys, and then locked the door. He stood in front of the car until Anna came into view and motioned him toward the dingy powder blue Nissan. 

After about fifteen minutes or so Orion came back to the truck and grabbed a gray tool box from the lockbox in the bed. Beth watched him return to the open hood and closed her eyes. The past few days had been exhausting and she allowed herself to relax enough to take a short nap. 

Beth had no idea how long she dozed, but a loud yell startled her awake. She cried out as she turned to see a man in a dark suit right next to the truck. 

“Where are the keys?” he shouted, turning to look behind him as he pulled at the handle of her door. 

“Half-breed tossed them down the gutter.” 

Beth scrambled away from her door, her heart thumping in her chest. She tried to shriek, but fear caught the sound in her throat, nearly choking her. She looked around in a panic, but Orion was nowhere to be seen. A loud thud echoed from behind her, and before Beth had time to react, she was showered with shattered glass. An aluminum baseball bat came through the window, narrowly missing her head. She scrabbled behind the seat desperately searching for her woven bag. If she could only find her phone. 

Two leather-gloved hands shot through the broken window and grabbed Beth by her arms, pulling her backward through the window. She found her voice and screamed as jagged pieces of glass tore into her arms and shoulders. 

“Shut her up, or someone will call the police,” she heard Anna hiss. 

Desperate to escape, Beth pushed off against the truck in a frantic attempt to break free. This threw her attacker off balance, and they both tumbled to the ground. The impact loosened his grip and the man swore loudly as she rabbited toward the street. “Get her!” 

Two men moved to bar the walkway between the two stores. Before Beth could stop her momentum, she barreled into them. One grabbed her hard around the waist and she flailed, scratching and kicking. The second man moved close and grabbed her, sandwiching her body between theirs. She looked up to the man who held her wrists in a vice like grip and gasped in shocked horror as she saw his face. 

“Nice to see you again, Miss Crew.” The man smiled as he slipped both her wrists into one of his large hands. Her eyes grew wide as his other hand reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out the familiar Taser pistol. 

 

 

“WHY DIDN’T HE tell me they were going? I’m her Guardian, damn it! I should have gone with them.” Isha paced the floor of the Archiquette kitchen, tossing her hands up in exasperation. If she hadn’t pushed things with Beth, she would be here with them now. She would be safe. 

Vesta leaned on the edge of the counter, watching Isha walk back and front in front of her. “They’re only an hour late, Isha. I can’t even call the station yet to file a report.” 

“Maybe they stopped off at a rummage or something on the way back. Terra told me there’s a ton of sales this weekend off one-seventytwo outside the Rez.” Mitexi stirred her coffee, absently staring into the cup. “I’m sure they lost track of time or something.” 

Isha halted suddenly, turning to Mitexi, eyes narrowed. “We called her cell and Orion’s. No answer. We even contacted the doctor’s office. The woman on the phone said Beth never showed to pick up the papers, but that she’d mail copies to us if I wished. If they were going to go gallivanting around, wouldn’t they have done that after so they didn’t risk to doc’s office closing before they got there?” 

Mitexi set down her cup and let out a long sigh. “I don’t know, Isha. I’m...” She buried her face in her hands and shook her head. 

“Lay off, Isha.” Vesta went to sit next to Mitexi and rubbed her back in gentle circular motions. “We’re all as worried as you are. Snapping at people doesn’t help us find them any quicker.” 

Isha opened her mouth to retort angrily then decided against it. Feeling the need for fresh air, she walked past the two women and out the back door into the herb garden. 

Greer knelt over a large mugwort plant, snipping off leaves and adding them to the bunch of sage in her hand. There was a determined look on her face as she worked and she didn’t even look up as Isha approached. “No word yet?” 

“Nothing.” Isha crouched down beside Greer. “Vesta says it’s too soon to call any police help in yet. She’s taking Ghost and going out looking in town herself. If anyone can find him, they can.” 

“No police.” Greer stood slowly, the herbs clenched tightly in her hand. “This is a Clan matter. We’ll handle it ourselves.” 

Isha snorted and stood also. “If they decide it’s worth the risk. Not too long ago they weren’t even sure they wanted to help her at all.” 

“And when a Guardian we appointed forgets her duty, there is little else we can do except clean up the mess.” The Head Guardian’s words stung like a slap to the face. 

Isha spun around to face Tala, who was followed closely by Bella and Wanda. Wanda’s signature coyote smile was absent from her face, and she held up a hand to stay Isha’s angry retort. “This is not the time for such things, sister. Alexia has read the cards and they say Greer’s lost daughter is in very great danger. The Mother of the Imperium is in Brown County and has taken an interest in the goings on here.” 

“She’s here?” Isha rubbed the goose bumps that suddenly spread over her arms. “I’ve heard tales of their leader, that she’s been around since the beginning of the feud, but I didn’t think she really existed. I mean, how could any human be alive that long?” 

“That’s what Wanda’s daughter saw, Isha. I was there.” Bella wrapped an arm around Greer’s shoulders. “How’re you holding up?” 

Tala scowled at Isha, but her tone was calm and without ire. “We don’t think it’s the same woman. That’s impossible outside of the deadwalkers or revenants. We’re certain she couldn’t be either of those and be able to lead a group like the Imperium. Likely it’s a hereditary title. We’re not even sure if she leads them openly or if she’s using a figurehead.” 

“What does she want with Beth and Orion?” Isha asked. 

“The cards weren’t very clear on that.” Bella pulled a length of embroidery floss from her fanny pack and handed it to Greer. “Here, use this. It’s been consecrated. I brought it for some spellwork this weekend, but I thought you could find some use for it right now.” 

Greer took the thread and began to wrap the bundle of leaves. “I don’t know, but we’ll find them. We haven’t yet told the Clan what happened. I think now it’s time to gather our brothers and sisters together.” 

Greer nodded to Wanda. “Go tell the others.” 

The coyote shifter headed down the walk as the others prepared to head for the longhouses. The back door swung open with a bang and Mitexi rushed out running right into her. Wanda grabbed her, eyes wide in surprise. “Hun, you look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 

“It’s...it’s...” Mitexi’s voice cracked as she tried to speak. “They found Orion’s truck...” 

 

 

THE MUSTY SMELL was the first thing to reach Beth’s consciousness as she struggled to open her eyes. Her whole body ached, though she wasn’t sure it was entirely from the Taser. The Taser shot had paralyzed her as she suddenly lost control of all her muscles. After that, there had been angry voices and a sharp pinch to her arm that sent her reeling into darkness. 

She touched her abdomen protectively, blinking her eyes hard to try to clear them. A flutter beneath her hand caused her to gasp in surprise and then sigh long and low in relief. She had no idea what a jolt like that might do to her baby. Her tiny movements were sluggish, but a sure sign she was still alive. 

Beth’s clouded mind tried to take in everything around her. There were no windows in the room and the only light was a fixtureless bulb hanging from the cement ceiling above. She was dressed in a long white dress, her feet bare. The bed she was on was an old style birthing bed, with shackles and stirrups hanging from the bottom and side railings. 

Upon seeing the bed, she jumped up from the scratchy white sheets. She grabbed the wall as an unexpected wave of dizziness nearly sent her sprawling to the floor. Beth breathed slowly until the wave passed and then leaned up against the cold cement wall. She took a long shuddering breath, desperately trying to hold back the wave of panic. 

She rubbed her scratchy and swollen throat, swallowing hard. She was horribly thirsty and her stomach ached, making her wonder how long she’d been there. These were the people who killed Dusty. She’d seen that man’s face, one that had haunted her for months now. 

As scared as she was, Beth wondered what she would do if the bastard walked through the steel door right then. Would she be afraid, or would her hatred override that fear enough that she could satisfy the urge to strangle him with her bare hands? 

There was a click of the lock and Beth grabbed the back of a nearby chair so she could stand up straight. She couldn’t let them break her. She had to be strong and at the first chance, get the hell out of here. 

The door opened and Dr. Hagee walked into the room followed closely by Anna and a man and a woman Beth didn’t know. Both of the strangers had yellowish blond hair and very pale blue eyes. The woman wore a long black dress and matching shoes that reminded Beth of a nun in its modest style. The man wore a sharply-lined black suit, giving him the look of someone of importance. From the similarity of their features, it wasn’t hard to tell they were related. 

Beth looked at Dr. Hagee and anger boiled inside her. “You’re one of them. One of the Imperium. You bastard.” 

“Now, now. None of that language. We’re here to help you, Elizabeth. You’re a good girl, and these beasts have corrupted you with their filth.” Dr. Hagee smiled, his eyes trailing over her in a way that made Beth’s skin crawl. “You look lovely in that dress. Such simplicity and purity suits you.” 

Beth saw a flash of jealousy in Anna’s eyes and made a mental note of a weapon she could use against the woman if she got the chance. 

“Corrupted me with their filth?” she said with a snarl. “Is that a medical term, Doctor?” 

“Thou shalt not lie with beastkind, as with humankind: it is abomination.” Anna stepped forward to stand beside Dr. Hagee. The look she now focused on Beth wasn’t madness, it was pure hatred. “Neither shalt thou lie with any beast to defile thyself therewith: neither shall any woman stand before a beast to lie down thereto: it is confusion.” 

“What the hell are you talking about, you whacko?” Beth found her fear fading into rage. “No one is going to let this go. They’ll send the police and they’ll find me.” 

“This place is far away from Brown County.” The man in the suit stepped farther into the room. His voice was soft and quiet, but the patronizing tone when he spoke set Beth’s nerves on edge. “It would take days of searching there before they even thought to move the search out farther. By then, you shall be cleansed of the evil and have someone to look after you during your training. You’ve been through a great ordeal and you should rest. We will begin when everything is ready.” 

“My...training.” As the fear crept back in, Beth did her best to hide it. 

“Yes, Elizabeth,” the man said with a nod. “Once you are purified you will be given to my sister for training into our way. Once you are properly trained, you will be a fine wife. Then your children will be born blessed by God.” 

Purified? Cleansed? What did they mean? And what was Sister Fruit Loop talking about beasts for? She wondered how many of them were suffering these paranoid delusions. Beth wracked her brain trying to think of how to talk her way out of this. It was only then the meaning of these words came to her. 

“My baby. No. You can’t hurt her. Please.” Beth shook, her tone desperate. “Please don’t hurt her.” 

“Elizabeth, I tried to do this the easy way. That day in my office. You could have been free, but the taint was too deep in your heart.” Dr. Hagee took several steps toward her. “Now we wait. My friends here do not believe in surgery so we must wait until the baby comes and then destroy it before it takes its first breath.” 

“Jesus, this is a baby you’re taking about, not a tumor. My baby.” Beth gripped the chair so tight her fingers began to grow numb. “If you think you’re going to be able to keep me here for the next four months without my family tracking you all down, you’re nuts. It’d be easier to let me go now than wait for what they’ll do to you when they find me.” 

“Let them come.” Anna held her head high. “And I will execute vengeance in anger and fury upon the heathen, such as they have not heard.” 

Dr. Hagee gave Anna a small smile. “There is no need for more violence. In a few days, the lack of food and water will induce early labor. By Tuesday morning, it will be all over, my dear.” 

Beth stood there stunned. They were really going to do this. They were going to kill her baby. And they acted as if they were doing her some kind of favor. “You come near me and I’ll kill you.” The words slipped from her lips unexpectedly, but she felt them deep in her heart. She would kill anyone who tried to hurt her baby. 

The man motioned them to leave, but Anna stayed for a moment while the others filed from the room. “The great whore that sitteth upon many waters: with whom the kings of the earth have committed fornication, and the inhabitants of the earth have been made drunk with the wine of her fornication.” 

There was a voice in the hall that caught both Anna’s and Beth’s attention. “I think your masters are calling you, Anna.” 

Anna stepped closer and a cruel smile crossed her face. “Let them come, plaything of the beasts. We shall kill the half-breeds and beastwomen. Shall cleanse the earth until it is left only to the human children of God for whom the earth was created.” 

Anna turned and walked from the room, shutting the door sharply. As the lock clicked, Beth slid down the wall to the floor. 

She had to keep it together, even though every part of her wanted to scream and break down. She had to find strength so she could get away from this madhouse. Her daughter’s life depended on her finding that strength and doing what needed to be done. Beth’s head fell against her knees and she sobbed softly. They took Dusty away from her and now they wanted to take her baby. What the hell was she going to do? 

 

 

VESTA HELD THE truck door open as she scanned the contents, her trained eye taking in the mess of broken glass and spots of blood on the vinyl seats. There was little doubt there had been a struggle, but who and why? In most cases she’d suspect the Imperium had a hand in an attack on a member of the Clan, or one of their allies, but in the middle of town in broad daylight? That seemed foolish, even for them. 

Her gaze fell on the floor of the cab and she noticed a manila folder in a pile of scattered papers. She gathered up the pile and began to page through them one by one. It didn’t take her long to recognize the papers as medical of some sort, but she’d have to show them to Tala to know for certain what they are about. According to the name on the file, they were Beth’s medical records, and by the letterhead there was no doubt at all where they had come from. 

“That lyin’ bitch!” Vesta clutched the files so hard her palm hurt as she struggled for control. She’d talked to the nurse and the woman insisted Orion and Beth had never arrived to pick up the records Tala had called about, but here they were. If the woman was lying about this, Vesta wondered what else she was hiding. 

She slipped the files in her leather satchel and turned to make her way back toward the medical center to demand some answers when Ghost’s frantic barking caught her attention. Vesta sprinted in the direction of the sound. She rounded the corner and made her way down another side street before Ghost’s white fur was in sight. When she caught up to the dog, what she saw made her whole body feel cold and numb. There was Orion, lying prone behind one of the closed shops. Large patches of blood colored Orion’s clothing and his face was swollen almost beyond recognition. She rushed to his side. His hands and arms were bloody and raw, as if he’d dragged himself over the concrete. To her relief she saw the steady rise and fall of his chest. Her hand shook as she made the call for EMS, but her rage helped to keep Vesta’s voice controlled. Someone was going to pay for this, she swore. She would make damn sure of it. 

 

 

THE FOUR WALKED toward the Rectory wordlessly. Pastor Johnson first, followed in order by his sister, Dr. Hagee, and then Anna. They walked up the stairs to the front door, and a woman in a tailored tan dress stood from the porch swing. 

“Mrs. Crew,” the pastor said with a nod and a smile. She’d come, as he’d hoped she would. He took her hand and held it between his. “Why don’t you come with us into the sunroom? The rescue was successful and your daughter is unharmed.” 

Mireille Crew let out a long sigh of relief. “I am so grateful to your church, Pastor Johnson. I’ve thanked God many times for bringing us together at that conference last January.” 

Pastor Johnson opened the front door and took Mireille’s arm, leading her down the rectory hall and into the sunroom in the rear of the building. The others walked behind them, Anna stopping to close the door. 

“It will be a rough few days for her, Mireille,” the pastor said softly as he sat her in a high-backed chair by the window. “But when it’s over, she will be your daughter again. We will help her by casting aside the taint. She will once again be the good girl you miss so badly.” 

“I want what is best for her,” Mireille said. “I don’t want her to be hurt.” 

“Mireille.” Pastor Johnson placed a chair across from her and sat down, taking her hand. “You must trust that we know what is best in this case. We have cleansed hundreds of young girls and young men drawn in by these beastwomen. It is never easy, but we will do everything to help you, if you only place her completely in our hands. Take a few days to see the sights.” 

“Yes, of course. You’re right. As always.” Mireille bowed her head and took a long breath, letting it out slowly. “I’m staying at a hotel in Sturgeon Bay. You have my cell number in case you need me.” 

Pastor Johnson stood as Mireille did and motioned toward Dr. Hagee and Anna, who hovered in the doorway. “Why don’t you both take Mrs. Crew to her car? I still have work to do here.” 

As the three walked down the hall and out the front door, his sister came to sit in the chair Mireille had vacated. “Do you think she and the doctor can be trusted? They are not one of us.” 

“The woman will do whatever I say to help her daughter.” He took a bottle of green gel from his pocket and poured some on his hands, rubbing his palms together to cleanse them. “The doctor and I have...an arrangement.” 

“What sort of arrangement?” 

The icy tone in his sister’s voice made him pull back nervously. “He has a passion for the girl. I’ve found passion can be used to easily control the weak-willed. Once she is trained in our ways, she will make him a fine wife.” 

“You promised her to him?” She stood suddenly, and he flinched. “I’ve told you this young woman has a gift hidden inside her, one passed on from birth. As a child, she slipped through our fingers. I will not lose the power again because of your stupidity and this doctor’s loins.” 

Pastor Johnson knelt and bowed his head before the enraged woman. “I beg forgiveness, Holy Mother of the Order. I knew we needed this doctor to get to her once she came to his office. After our men failed to capture her as was planned, I knew the time was short to force the awakening.” 

“And because of that blunder we had to pull back our operations in Chicago. Between all the media coverage that beastwoman’s death drummed up and the private investigators the interfering activist group hired to find her killers, your men nearly exposed us before I was ready.” 

He shivered before her rage. “But she’s here now. You have your prize.” 

“And I don’t intend to let anyone mess my plans up now. The birth is the spark, Kelon. We must be there. We must take action at that precise moment, or the power will be hers rather than mine as I wish.” She reached out and touched his face. “Dear brother. I’d better not be disappointed again, or there will be a great price to pay. It is God’s will I take this power and this woman as my own to command. It is she who is the key to our final defeat of our enemies.” 

“Yes, Holy Mother.” He bowed his head again. “Your will is done, as it should be.” 

The Holy Mother of the Imperium laughed darkly. “Yes, as it should be.” 


 
 




 Chapter Eighteen 



 


 

 

BARDO OPENED THE back door and flipped the switch inside. The dark kitchen woke with light as he led Greer into the room. He kept his arm tightly around her shoulder as he led her to sit at the table. “I’ll make you something light to settle your stomach. There should be some carrot and ginger soup in the freezer.” 

“I’m not hungry.” Greer stared at the vase of withering flowers that sat at the table’s center. 

“The doctor said to go home and take care of yourself. He’d call us if there was any change.” Bardo took a covered plastic bowl from the freezer and set it in the microwave on thaw. He knew the defeated tone in her voice and the rage that bubbled beneath it. “We’re lucky Tala’s friend was on call tonight. He’s always been sensitive to your people. He’ll take good care of Orion, Greer.” 

“And what ’bout our Beth? With Orion unable to tell us what happened, how will we find her?” Greer clasped her hands together in a tight ball. “I’m goin’ to kill them, Bardo. I swear it. I get my hands on them, I’m goin’ to send the whole bloody lot to their god. In pieces.” 

He pulled up a chair next to her and leaned his elbows on his knees. “Please, Greer. Don’t let hate consume you. We’ll find her. If it takes every ounce of magic this Clan has in it, we’ll find Beth.” 

Greer’s fists clenched tight. “They killed Dusty. They killed John. They almost killed our son today. Beth may already be dead, too. How the hell am I supposed to feel ’bout them, Bardo? They’re tearin’ apart my family, and I have to stop them.” 

“She’s not dead. If she were, the spirit in the charm would have come to us. The Turtle will watch over her unless the charm is destroyed. If the charm is broken, its spirit will lead us right to her.” He watched comprehension dawn in Greer’s eyes at what his words meant. 

“When did you do this?” 

Bardo smiled and drew her into his arms. “I gave the amulet to her the first morning she went to work at the library. I made her promise to always wear it. They know how to recognize the symbols of the Clan, but my people’s magics are unknown to them. It’s a chance.” 

Greer let out a long sigh. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“It was a gift from a father to his daughter. There was no need.” He held her close, gently rocking in the chair. “Have faith, my love. We will find her and woe to any fool who tries to keep her from us.” 

 

 

ISHA WATCHED AS the red tow truck drove up the drive, Orion’s truck winched to the back of it. In the grass were maps and papers scattered in a circle around her. She’d been trying to track the areas with the highest Imperium activity in hopes of pinpointing any strongholds the group might possess. 

“Any luck?” 

At the sound of the Tala’s voice, Isha took a deep breath. “A few possibilities.” 

“That’s good.” Tala sat in the grass in front of Isha and nodded. The long sigh that escaped her lips sounded weary and sad. “I want to apologize, sister, for what I said before. This is not your mess. It’s ours.” 

“You were right. If I had done my job and stayed detached, this never would have happened.” Isha gathered up several of the papers and stacked them together, avoiding Tala’s gaze. 

“I want you to answer me this one question honestly, and then listen closely.” Tala took the papers from Isha’s hands. “Do you love her?” 

Words of denial came to Isha’s tongue, but the truth proved stronger. “Yes. I shouldn’t, but I do.” 

“Shouldn’t love her? That’s a ridiculous request to ask of yourself.” Tala set the papers aside. “Should have gone to talk to her after she ran away? Yes, that was a mistake. You let your fears and her fears build a wall between you that seriously interfered with your ability to watch over her. That wall caused her to stay away from the Clan gathering and seclude herself from those who would protect her. Orion is a fine man, but he’s not a trained Guardian.” 

“Then it is my fault.” Isha closed her eyes, the shame stabbing her like a razor-sharp blade. 

“There are a great many people who could have made this a harder thing to have happened. Many of us who were not honest with Beth made her vulnerable to our enemy.” Tala reached out a hand to rest on Isha’s shoulder. “But at the end of it all, it’s the Imperium who did this, and we will take her back. The Clan has been brought together, and a Blood Hunt has been called.” 

Isha locked eyes with Tala and found the determined look she saw there reassuring. The Blood Hunt was called when one of the Clan was taken from them by force. It meant that anyone who stood in the way of recovering that lost brother or sister would find no mercy. It meant the claws were out and full force was allowed. It was a rarity, and she’d never heard of it used in the case of someone not named by the Clan. “But the law...” 

Tala smiled and stood. “I have looked into her eyes. Whether or not she carries the Clan blood, Beth is one of us. The Clan is ready to go to war to save our sister and her child.” Tala reached out and helped Isha to her feet. 

Isha smiled and brushed off her jeans. “How is Orion?” 

“They don’t know yet, but it looks hopeful. He is Clan and strong.” 

Tala reached down and gathered the papers and map. “But as much as 

we might want it, this is not the time for revenge.” 

“I know, but—” A shout from behind Tala made Isha look up. 

Vesta was walking toward them in a fast stride, a folder clasped tightly in her hand. “Lying bitch!” 

“What?” Isha shook her head, confused. 

“These.” Vesta shook the folder at them, her dark eyes blazing with righteous anger. “Found on the floor of the truck. Must have been missed when they grabbed her.” 

Isha took the envelope and opened it to find Beth’s medical files inside. “The nurse said she never showed up.” Isha felt her rage starting to rise. “Why would she lie?” 

“Lewis and Kyle got a warrant to search the doctor’s office after those files were found. These are only copies. We confiscated the lot along with a computer file on neonatal mutations.” 

Tala stepped forward. “What sort of mutations?” 

“All sorts. His notes talked about all sorts of crap I couldn’t make out, but Beth’s case was one of those listed. Seemed the next step was a postmortem exam of a fetus.” 

A deep growl came from Isha’s gut at Vesta’s words. “Beth’s baby? That asshole is planning to take her baby for research?” 

“Not only for research, sister.” Tala took the disk and looked at it as if it was diseased. “This particular asshole makes money publishing his research. If he can prove the nonhuman mutations are species-related and not genetic abnormalities...” 

“He’ll break our secrets wide open and expose not just us, but other nonhuman races to people like the Imperium for easy slaughter.” Isha thought about Marc and the other children who could be in danger if this got out. “What do we do?” 

Vesta took back the envelope. “Right now his files are being confiscated because of a suspicion of his involvement in the abduction of Beth. Any files that look to be flagged for research will be conveniently misplaced. His computer files at the office have also been wiped, and they’re searching his home now.” 

“Thank you, Vesta. I know how much you hate doing stuff like this.” Tala put the disk in her jacket pocket. “But it is necessary to protect the Clan.” 

“I know.” Vesta sighed. “I learned that the hard way when John was killed. I’ll do what I have to do to protect my family.” 

“The dawn is coming and the sisters gather to call the Goddess to aid us in finding our lost one.” Tala handed the stack of maps and papers to Isha. “Will you be joining us, sister? Your love will help lead us to her, as will the love of her family.” 

Isha nodded and followed Vesta and Tala up the hill toward the bonfire. The dawn of the Solstice would have a new purpose this year. Instead of celebrating the abundance of midsummer, they would use the power of the Clan as a whole to cast the magic and lead them to find Beth. 

 

 

“WE MUST TRAIN our soldiers well to recognize the enemy in whatever guise they hide under. Be it man or woman, beast or child. To advance and procure the survival of the human race we must eradicate the enemy in physical form as well as its effect on society wherever we can.” 

The words echoed in her mind as Beth slept. The woman’s voice was smooth and seductive, like nothing she’d heard before. She wanted to listen, to embrace it, but something inside her screamed to shut the voice out. 

“Your first loyalty belongs to God and the human race. The survival, expansion, and advancement of the human race are our sacred obligations. What is good for the human race is the highest virtue; what is bad for the human race is the ultimate sin.” 

She had to wake up. Had to get away. The voice caressed her mind, as if it were not from the outside at all, but deep within her. The woman’s voice touched her, feathery soft, pulling her deeper into slumber. 

“Remember that the inferior half-breed races are our deadly enemies, and that the most dangerous of all are the perverse beastwomen. It is our immediate objective to relentlessly expand the human race and to shrink the ranks of our enemies with whatever means necessary.” The voice pulled her into a gentle embrace. “Be fruitful and multiply. It is our sacred goal to populate the lands of this earth with full humans exclusively. You shall keep your race pure. Pollution of the human race is a heinous crime against God and against your own kind. This is a capital crime and will be punished harshly.” 

Beth wanted to be good. She wanted for the keeper of the voice to love her. To hold her and not let go. It felt safe here, like being held in a warm blanket on a windy December night. She wanted this feeling to last forever. 

“Throughout your life you shall faithfully uphold our pivotal creed of Blood, Purification, and Honor. Practice it diligently, for it is the heart and soul of our faith. We, the Defenders of the Human Race, are determined to regain complete and unconditional control of this world for all true humans.” 

Blood. Honor. Purification. The words touched her in a deep place. She wanted to hold on to them. Then another sound came to her ears. It was a quick noise, like the flutter of a butterfly’s wings. For a moment she couldn’t place it and then the memory came to her. My baby. 

The blanket wrapped around her like a vise. “Your first loyalty belongs to God and the Human Race.” 

“You will not have me.” 

“You shall keep your race pure. Pollution of the Human Race is a heinous crime against God and against your own kind. This is a capital crime and will be punished harshly.” The voice lost its gentle tone and began to turn angry. 

“You will not have my daughter.” 

“It is our immediate objective to relentlessly expand the Human Race and to shrink the ranks of our enemies with whatever means necessary.” The woman’s voice became a shrill sound, enraged. 

Talons gripped her mind and then were slapped away as hundreds of arms surrounded Beth protectively. “You will not have my family. They are coming to take me home.” 

Beth was shaken awake roughly as someone lifted her into the air. She blinked her eyes, finding herself once again in the windowless room after falling asleep on the floor. A small woman in a black dress was holding her up a few inches above the ground. It seemed impossible that such a petite woman could have such strength. 

“You belong to us. You were stolen from our grasp once before, but I will have you now. You will serve me and love me as they all do.” The woman tossed her to the ground where Beth landed with a grunt. “Or you will die as all have who dared to oppose me.” 

The woman walked to the door as Beth struggled to her feet. It was open. If she could run... 

“Raise the room temperature or whatever will speed this up,” the woman said. “This is growing tiresome, I’m losing my patience.” 

Anna walked into the room past the woman in the black dress and closed the door. She and Beth were alone, and a dark smile crossed her face. “You must have made her very angry. She might even let Dr. Hagee cut you open.” 

Beth got to her feet and scrutinized Anna. Yes, there was the weapon. If she played it right this might be her chance. If she still had the strength. “Oh, he wouldn’t want to do that. He wants me. Didn’t you know that? He has wanted me ever since he touched me that first day in his office.” 

“Liar.” Anna took an angry step forward. “Why would he want a whore like you—” 

“When he could have an unbalanced prude like you?” Beth shrugged dramatically, enjoying the wide-eyed effect her words had. She inched her way a few steps along the side of the bed toward the door, hoping Anna was too angry to notice. 

“He could never love someone dirty like you. Someone tainted by a beastwoman’s touch. It’s disgusting you let them fill your womb with a half-breed child.” Anna clenched her fist tightly. “Or didn’t they even tell you what they were? Maybe they used you to host their brood.” 

Beastwomen. Half-breed. Those words rang familiar notes from her dreams. Were all these people so crazy they were making her go nuts, too? 

“Did you think he loved you, Anna?” Beth tut-tutted in a sympathetic tone. “Poor, dear. That man thinks of you like he might an obedient dog. He pulls your leash and you respond, well-trained, but no less an expendable pet.” 

Anna lunged at her, fingers snatched for handfuls of Beth’s hair. Beth grabbed the sheet she’d loosened earlier and threw it over Anna’s head. She pushed Anna hard and the momentum carried the enraged woman over the bed where she landed with a thud on the other side. Beth rushed for the door and wrenched it open. She sprinted down the hallway with no idea where she was going. She saw a set of stairs and ran up them, the fresher air from above enticing her hope that she could get away. 

“She’s on the run!” Anna screamed from below. 

Beth didn’t slow her pace. Beth saw a set of double doors and burst through them. “Oh God...” 

Pastor Johnson smiled from his podium and the heads of about thirty men and woman in black and dark blue clothing turned from their seats on the church pews to face her. “Well hello, Miss Crew. Did you need something?” 

Strong arms grasped her from both sides and Pastor Johnson walked down the aisle to stand in front of her. Beth struggled, but even if she hadn’t been weak from hunger and thirst, she could never have broken free. “Let me go. Please. I won’t tell anyone what I’ve seen here.” 

“Oh, dear child. We’re not trying to hurt you. We’re going to save you.” He touched her face. “From yourself.” 

“You will learn to want to obey. To find pleasure in serving.” Anna walked up behind Pastor Johnson, wiping blood from her lip with the back of her hand. Her gaze fell upon the turtle that had shaken loose from Beth’s dress and fear grew in Anna’s eyes. “Father, I never saw this before. I swear. I only saw the cross.” 

Pastor Johnson reached to take the turtle into his hand and pulled hard on it. There was a pinch at the back of Beth’s neck and the cord snapped. “You were blinded to the beast’s magic. You are young and foolish, Anna. I cannot blame you for that.” 

“No,” Beth whispered, watching his grip on the amulet tighten. “I promised I would never take it off.” 

“Your first loyalty belongs to God and the Human Race.” Pastor Johnson threw the amulet against the wall where it shattered. “But you will learn that all in time.” 

 

 

BARDO SCATTERED THE feed over the yard in the dim light of the early morning, and the hens ran about eagerly pecking at the grains. Even with everything that had happened, he still went through the normal duties of taking care of the farm and cooking for the festival guests who had remained here to help with the search. It had to be done, though the past few days he felt like he was simply going through the motions. With the inability of the tracking crews to find a sign of Beth, morale was getting very low. 

It wasn’t all bad news. There was marked improvement in Orion’s condition, part of which, the doctor was certain, could be credited to the natural healing ability passed on by Greer. He wasn’t awake for very long stretches of time and was too heavily medicated to be able to answer questions about what had happened. 

Bardo hated feeling helpless. They had thrown the runes, read any signs and omens in the sky and on the ground, and nothing led them any closer to finding her. Bardo was drained from worry for Beth and was beginning to doubt whether his own magic was still strong enough to protect Beth and her child. How had he failed so badly to look after his family? 

“Keeper of the Sacred Stories. Hear my call and have faith.” 

Bardo raised his head and dropped the bag of feed as the voice floated through the wind to his ears. The air above the coop shimmered as if it was heated. “I hear you. What news do you carry, child of the wind?” 

“The charm has been shattered, and I am free to lead you to the lost child.” 

Relief hit him so hard Bardo thought he might faint. He hadn’t failed them after all. They could bring her home. “Come with me. The Council is resting in the long house. Do you have strength enough to lead them right away?” 

“I have strength enough to take the warriors to the place she is held, but not to go further. It is far from here.” 

Bardo rushed toward the path, his heart lighter than it had been in days. “You’re coming home, daughter. I swear it. You’re coming home.” 


 
 




 Chapter Nineteen 



 


 

 

BELLA’S SUV PULLED up the dirt road and stopped within sight of the large church. Wanda parked her truck next to Bella’s, and Greer pulled Orion’s truck next to the SUV so that the trucks flanked it protectively. 

Greer rested her elbow against the steering wheel and looked over to the two women who sat on the seat next to her. Sisters of the Clan had been lost on raids against the Imperium. She prayed that everyone would make it back safe and sound today. “Isha, I’ll need you to give us a scouting report. Mitexi, you’ll be with me until Tala gives the signal to go in.” 

Isha nodded and in an instant there was a brown-furred animal where she had been. The mongoose jumped down from the open window and moved fluidly across the church lawn. Greer leaned out of her window and signaled to the other vehicles that the scout was sent. 

Tala exited the SUV and motioned to Bella to stay inside. “While Jin and Kathy set up the back for emergency transport, I’ll need you to stay with them, love. Keep them safe.” 

Bella nodded and placed her hands on the wheel. “Signal us when you have Beth. We’ll bring the vehicles.” 

“Don’t come until you get the signal.” Tala waved Wanda and her daughter over. “Wanda, you and I will patrol the area around the church while Isha checks out closer to the building itself. The rest of you stay here. Greer, I’ll need you and Mitexi for the fight. The tough hide of your sacred forms will allow you to draw their fire so we can get to Beth. Alexia, you’ll be with me. Once we reach Beth, I’ll clear any complications out of our way. You keep her safe from stray gunfire.” 

“Do you think they’ll have guns?” Alexia glanced nervously at her mother. 

“I don’t think they thought we’d be able to find her, but I’d bet my best vibrator they’re prepared in case we did.” Wanda looked out toward the church. “Okay, maybe not my best one, but my second favorite at the very least.” 

Being used to the coyote woman’s unusual phrases for many years now, Tala and Greer simply shook their heads. “We’ll come back quickly.” Tala turned to look behind them. “Jin. Kathy.” 

At Tala’s call, Jin and Kathy exited the back of the SUV. “Make sure you’re ready back there.” Tala gritted her teeth but went on. “I don’t know what shape we’ll find her in. I can only hope the spirit led us here in time.” 

The two nurses nodded and returned to their task. The wolf and coyote, human moments before, loped across the grass toward the church. 

Greer turned to Bella, who still clutched the wheel with a vice grip. “No one kin look after themselves like those three. No worries, lass.” 

“I don’t worry about them. They’ve been on raids before. Besides you, none of the rest of us has.” Bella sighed, her hands trembling. “We’ve defended the Sacred Lands, but our combat experience is limited.” 

“You were with Tala when you both rescued Janisa.” 

Bella shrugged, her grip on the wheel loosening. “I protected Janisa while Tala fought the men. If someone gets past—” 

“Than we’ll have to make sure no one does.” Greer touched Bella’s shoulder and patted it. “Give yourself credit, lass. When the time comes, if you have to fight, you’ll do fine.” 

The wind rustled the leaves of the trees near the truck and Greer jumped at the movement. They were all on edge. It wasn’t Bella who worried about the coming fight. It was in their nature to protect their territory. The primal animal forms were crucial for good defense without drawing attention to themselves. 

Today was different. They were calling on their full sacred forms for the battle. They would truly become the beastwomen the Imperium dubbed them as they fought to reclaim their sister. This didn’t mean they were unstoppable. Even the largest of the sacred forms had a hard time against guns, especially when they were in the hands of trained soldiers. There were a few notable exceptions, Mitexi and herself for example, but for the most part, like humans, bullets could still hurt them badly. 

Greer walked back to the open SUV doors and looked inside. Jin and Kathy had prepared a stack of several blankets and were strapping down the metal pole that would hold the IV. “How’s it lookin’ back here?” 

“We had to unscrew the incubator from its base to get everything to fit, but with a few zip strips it looks to be locked down.” Kathy grunted as she pulled the knotted rope tight. 

Greer’s heart seemed to hit her stomach at these words. “You think there’s a risk of the babe comin’? It’s so early.” 

Kathy glanced at Jin and then sighed as she turned to Greer. “We hope not. A normal baby born this early wouldn’t have a chance. A Clan infant’s chances are only a bit better.” 

“But we’re going to do everything we can to keep that from happening. It might not be an issue at all. Stress doesn’t always induce labor. If for some reason labor has started, we have what we need on hand to try to stop it.” Jin placed a few pillows at the head of the blankets. 

“Trouble is, Beth’s been gone for days. There’s no way to know what shape she’s in,” Kathy said. Jin gave Kathy a sharp look, and Kathy added hastily. “But we’ll do everything we can.” 

“I saw Alexia talking to you two and Tala before you left.” Greer sat on the edge of the doorframe. “What did she say?” 

Both women looked at each other uncomfortably, but it was Kathy who finally turned back to Greer to answer. “Alexia cast the cards when we got the news the spirit had arrived. The cards said the baby was in danger of dying and Beth was in danger of losing herself. Alexia also said the Holy Mother of the Imperium wanted something and would sacrifice any of her followers to get it.” 

“She wants somethin’ from Beth, but not the baby?” Greer ran a hand over the blankets absently. “Beth’s not even Clan by blood. What could she have that—” The realization hit her so hard Greer gasped in surprise. “They weren’t after Dusty that night. It was Beth they wanted all along.” 

Jin and Kathy grew quiet as Greer sat there, her hands clenching and unclenching in seething rage. It hadn’t been a random attack of a child of the Clan and her mate. All this time they had been after Beth. Why then? What happened that they were sent to her that night rather than all the times before when Dusty was gone on a trip and Beth had been left alone? What about before Dusty and Beth were together? Why had the Imperium attacked that night in a public place? Did they simply make a huge mistake? 

Greer doubted it. Maybe they found out they could get whatever it was their leader wanted from Beth. Or maybe they’d known all along they needed Beth, but hadn’t been able to find her until then. But then, why didn’t they try again before Beth came to the farm? None of it made any sense. 

Trouble was, even once they rescued Beth, she would still be in danger. They had to figure out what it was the Imperium wanted from her, which meant one thing. They’d be taking prisoners this raid. She doubted Vesta would be too pleased with that. Too often she was asked to bend the law to protect the family. Greer was grateful she’d convinced her that they would be fine and that it was all right for her to stay with Orion at the hospital. Best that Vesta didn’t know what they had to do. Until it was done. 

“You’re doin’ great, lasses.” Greer stood and forced a smile. “I’ve got to talk to Mitexi before we head out. Let us know if you need anythin’.” 

Greer moved quickly to the truck where Mitexi was rummaging behind the seat. “Lass, I need your help with somethin’. Orion got some rope and any tarps back there?” 

Mitexi look up, surprised. “Yeah in the lockbox...” Her eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Why?” 

“Kathy said Alexia read the cards before we left. The Imperium was after Beth all along. I’m goin’ to need to question some folk to find out why.” 

“There’s no time to do that in the middle of a fight.” Mitexi dropped the bag she’d retrieved. “You want us to bring back prisoners? To the farm?” 

“Not to the farm. We’ll toss ’em in the back of the truck. Between Wanda and me, we should be able to convince them to talk.” 

“You can explain this to Isha. I’ll be hiding.” 

Neither of them had noticed the mongoose leap up on a rock nearby them. “Explain what to Isha?” The words would have seemed strange coming out of the rodent’s mouth to anyone outside the Clan. In a blur of brown and black, the mongoose became Isha again. 

Mitexi stepped back a few feet and Greer scowled at her. This would not be easy. Isha had a very strict code she always lived by. It was what made her one of their best Guardians. She was completely opposed to torture or imprisonment. When Greer turned back to face Isha, the piercing weasel-like eyes had yet to fade. Taking a deep breath, Greer explained what she’d been told and what she planned to do about it. 

“Greer.” Isha glanced at Orion’s truck, her eyes following the patches of dried blood that stained the door. “Do what you have to. I’ll drive the SUV or the other truck.” 

“I understand, lass.” Greer had trouble hiding the shock at Isha’s response. She’d expected a fight before they came to agree on the matter. “We can drop them off at the station later. Vesta’ll handle it.” 

“No.” Isha looked out over the grass. “We’ll ask Rhea’s daughters if their mother ever taught them that clouded mind charm she used. It’ll only wipe an hour or so of their memory, but it should erase anything they have told us and the fact they were captured. I don’t want to involve Vesta in this. She’s got enough to deal with” 

Mitexi pulled a cell phone from her back pocket. “On it.” 

“We’ll dump them outside the airport on the way back.” Isha watched Greer as she gathered a ball of twine from the lockbox. “They can find their own way back to that bitch they serve.” 

Greer looked up as Tala and Wanda come running toward them through the grass. “Okay, saddle up, ladies. I think it’s time.” 

 

 

BETH FELT THE straps close over her wrists and a soft grunt escaped her lips. She tried to lift her head but it felt like her skull was filled with sand. Her eyes stung when she opened them, and the bed jarred sharply. Beth felt the bed roll across the room and her heart jumped. Her knuckles scraped the frame of the door as the bed was pushed through. A contraction hit her abdomen, but she was too weak to cry out. The bright lights above moved past as the bed was pushed down the hall. Low muttering voices around her sounded like a dull rumbling of thunder. The bed jumped hard as it was dragged over another doorframe, and she grunted again in pain. 

“The altar has been moved.” Beth heard a familiar woman’s voice say. It was once again calm and soothing, with none of the rage that had been there the last time she heard it. “Place her there facing the northeast.” 

The bed was lifted. It rocked from side to side as it was carried up, up, up. As the wheels hit the floor the bed rocked once more and there were a series of clicks as the wheels were locked in place. The sheet was pulled from her and rough hands grabbed her ankles, locking them into the cold metal stirrups. 

“No,” Beth tried to say, but her voice was unintelligible, the vibration of attempted speech sending a burning over the raw, dry skin of her throat. 

The seductive voice spoke in a strange language, and agile female hands covered in oil slid over her feet, calves, and thighs. Beth flinched as the dress was pushed up and something sharp scratched her inner thigh as it cut her underwear in two with a snip. 

“Three centimeters.” Dr. Hagee called out. “We may need to use Pitocin to speed things up.” 

“No.” The woman’s hands rubbed her abdomen and stomach in a circular motion. “You will not poison her anymore with your drugs, Doctor. I need her to be untainted by anything inorganic until the baby is born. We will wait. It will not be long now. I can feel it.” 

Dr. Hagee’s hands were batted sharply away and the bottom of the dress was pulled down to cover her. “Take the doctor to the rectory,” the woman said. “He can come back in an hour to check on her progress.” 

“She’s my patient,” Dr. Hagee said in protest. 

“I will not have you leering at her. I don’t care what my brother promised you. The girl belongs to me,” the woman said in a voice that sent chills through Beth. “If you want to get the information you need for that paper and the support you need to not have it laughed out of every medical journal in the world, you will do what I say, when I say it.” 

Beth felt soft hands rubbing her arms, hands and shoulders with the warmed oil. “I will take care of you, little changeling,” the Holy Mother of the Imperium whispered in her ear. “Do not fear.” 

Don’t you call me that, Beth screamed, but her lips moved soundlessly. Only Isha can call me that. 

The next contraction hit and Beth’s dehydrated body shook in response. Her mind floated away from what was happening around her, and the image of Dusty appeared in her mind. 

Dusty walked in the rubble of an old building, a sad smile on her ruddy face. The smell of mint filled the air and it brought Beth a sense of peace. 

Dusty turned toward Beth. When she spoke her voice echoed with the voices of many, though her familiar deep tone still came through strong within the chorus. “Hold on, my Ani. My Mother Goddess. Your family is coming for you.” 

“Stay.” Beth’s words rang in the empty space beyond the ruins. 

“I can’t.” Dusty picked up something from a pile of rubble and held it gently in her hand. “But I brought you a gift. Your parents left it for you when they were killed. The Guardians of this place have kept it for you all this time.” 

“My parents?” 

Dusty nodded. “It was to be given to you on the day your child is born. I don’t know if I can stay until then. I worry about you. I’m keeping you from living, babe. I can’t have that burden on my soul, and you don’t deserve it on yours.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“You and I will speak more on that another day. I promise.” 

Another contraction shook Beth’s body, and she held onto a wrought iron fence before realizing she was fully in the landscape, fully within the dream. “Where are we? How did I get here?” 

“It doesn’t matter.” Dusty moved to her and reached out to grasp Beth’s hand. “There’s not much time, and I have something I should have told you long ago.” 

 

 

THE TWO MEN in suits sat talking quietly on the low stone wall. The tallest was smoking a cigarette and motioning animatedly with his hand while he spoke. Isha looked over at Greer who crouched with her and Mitexi behind the cluster of thorny bushes. Tala, Wanda, and Alexia were to the right behind a large dumpster. Greer held her palm angled and pointed her flat hand toward the two men as a signal to go. 

Tala’s dark skin took on a red sheen as fur sprouted across it. Her angular face elongated into a slender muzzle full of sharp wolven teeth. Already impressive at over six feet in height, the change added another foot to that as she stood on two legs over the low bushes. Tala tore through the bushes at a full charge toward the guards. There was a rustle behind Isha, and Wanda leapt above her head, a fully shifted werecoyote. The two men had no time to even cry out before the beastwomen were upon them. There was a sharp snapping noise as a strong jaw to the throat broke the men’s necks easily. Tala and Wanda stood to face Greer and the others, the bodies of their enemy left to lie in the well-manicured grass 

“We are ready to get into position. Mitexi, Isha, and I will take the south wall. We’ll go on Wanda’s signal.” Greer stood. “Tala, you and Wanda be ready to clear the way to the north for Alexia once we have their attention.” 

“We’re ready, sister,” Tala said in a low grumble, as she and Wanda returned to human form. “Alexia, are you?” 

The plump blonde nodded nervously. “I’ve never...” 

Wanda squeezed Alexia’s shoulder. “You’ll do fine. You’re stronger than you know, sweetie. They’ll be doing the hard part—getting the soldiers’ attention. They’ve got a full house in there, but I don’t get the feeling most are trained combatants.” 

“Now remember, there were four guards at the front. When you three bust in, it’ll not be long before they figure out we’ve crashed their party.” Tala gripped Alexia’s other shoulder. “Come on, Lexi. Our sister is waiting.” 

As the trio headed around to the north side of the building, Greer looked up to the second floor of the church. “Now we need to get up there. I might be a wee old for that climb.” 

Mitexi smiled. “Nah, you’re not old. I can get you up there, no problem.” 

Mitexi’s heart-shaped face became that of a black-furred bear, her short fingers grew thick claws and her muscle mass now matched that of a professional wrestler. On two legs, the once small Oneida woman had now nearly reached nine feet in height. 

“Sounds quicker.” Isha shrunk quickly as she released the control over her human form to once again assume her mongoose shape. 

Greer picked up the mongoose and waited as Mitexi climbed up the side of the church to the ledge of the second floor. Once she reached it, Mitexi reached down and lifted Greer, who was holding Isha, safely to the ledge. “At the signal, break the glass.” 

Mitexi nodded, standing to the side of a window with a mosaic of Jesus at the wedding in Cana. A woman poured water into a cup, and when it spilled out onto the ground, the water had become a deep red wine. 

At the sharp cry that marked Wanda’s signal, Mitexi slammed the flat of her massive fists against the glass window. The frame ripped from the bricks and crashed into the seats of the balcony below. 

AT THE FIRST sound of shattering glass the fingers that had been stroking Beth’s hair pulled away and the whispering in her ear silenced. There were shouts and the clumping of hard-soled shoes on the stone floor. 

Your family is coming for you. The words came back to Beth and her cracked and bleeding lips curled into a smile. 


 
 




 Chapter Twenty 



 


 

 

ISHA LEAPT FROM Greer’s arms and transformed in mid-air. As everything else became human, her dark eyes remained feral, allowing her to scan the area for movement. Jagged teeth still filled her mouth and her fingers were tipped with claws. 

“Only a partial change?” Greer stepped through the gaping hole where the window had been. 

“She’s going to be scared enough in this place, seeing all of you in your other forms. I don’t want to make it worse.” Isha could tell by the way Greer brought her brows together she wasn’t quite buying the excuse. Isha knew it was more than that. She couldn’t stand to see revulsion and fear in the eyes of someone she loved. “Besides, unlike you, I don’t have a tougher hide shifted, and I’m as fast like this anyway.” 

Greer took the rope from her pocket. “Since your hands will have more fine motor ability than ours, take this. I want a prisoner if we can get one.” 

“How about I leave the bondage to you, Greer?” 

Greer shoved the rope back in her pocket with a chuckle. “Fair ’nough, lass.” 

Isha heard panicked voices below and looked between the two sets of stairs that led from the balcony. “So, which way?” 

“There.” Greer pointed to the stairs to the right, and Isha’s ears pricked at the sound of footsteps. 

“No, can’t go that way, Mom. Company.” Mitexi was so large she barely fit through the hole she made as she stepped onto the balcony. She cleared a path, ripping the pews out of the floor and tossing them aside. 

White spread across Greer’s nose and eyes all the way back until it connected her white hair giving it the appearance of a mask and headdress. Her nose widened as brown, gray, and black fur covered her body. Her stout body widened more, the muscle mass expanding. Much as the gentle badger viciously protecting her sett and cubs, now Greer was prepared to fight for her family. “The hell I can’t.” 

As the first man crested the top of the stairs Greer grabbed one of the pews and charged forward, holding the heavy wood ram in front of her. She hit the three men in front and the badgerwoman’s weight carried them and the three behind them down the stairs in a mass of screaming and shattered bones. 

“Damn.” Isha whistled low as the group landed with a thud at the bottom, Greer on the top of the pile. “Just...damn.” 

“Well, we’re the distraction. Let’s see if I can get their attention, shall we?” Moving to the wall of the balcony, Mitexi crouched low and jumped. The people in the pews below scattered, though one not quite fast enough. The bearwoman landed, wood and bone splintering beneath her feet, and the sound echoed through the nave. 

Isha looked over the edge of the balcony as the bearwoman snatched a man by the head in her maw and began to swing him back and forth, knocking anyone nearby out of the way. The gun he’d been holding went skittering across the floor. This would separate the soldiers from the civilians. The trained soldiers would stay and fight, the rest would run for the doors. 

This wasn’t something the Clan enjoyed. Life was sacred to them, and death was a last resort in almost any battle. The men out front had died because they wore guns and they would have sounded the alarm. The death of the man Mitexi dropped limp over the broken pews saved many more by demoralizing them into fleeing. All death by their hands held purpose, and each life lost would be mourned, whether Clan or Imperium. 

 

 

TALA, ALEXIA, AND Wanda crouched behind a sedan in the side lot, waiting. Tala glanced over to Alexia, her brow furrowed in concentration. She worried about the young shifter. Alexia was greener than most in combat, and her gentle nature might cause her to hesitate in battle. Tala knew, however, with Alexia’s specialized ability, there was no one else who could do the job they needed her to do. 

The sounds of screams and crashes spilled outside and Wanda looked over to Tala with a grin. “That’s our cue.” 

The three of them moved toward the heavy metal fire door and Tala pulled on its handle. It swung open with ease and Tala let out a low sigh. It wasn’t locked. At least something was going as planned. She hoped the Goddess’ blessing was enough for their luck to hold. 

A loud roar rattled the walls, and at least a dozen people came charging blindly through the open door. Tala pulled Alexia to one side as Wanda held the door open for the panicked crowd with a dramatic wave of her hand. 

Tala scowled disapprovingly at her. “Don’t you ever take anything seriously?” 

“Only sex or a good meal.” Wanda chuckled and quietly closed the door behind them. “Everything else isn’t worth the bother.” 

Alexia giggled, but Tala grumbled as she scanned the room for Beth. Some of the crowd had split off from the rest and were heading out the other fire door on the far side of the nave. Mitexi had moved to join Greer at the double doors, which were piled high with sections of broken pews barring the way. Gunfire could be heard from the other side of the door, but as of yet, the guards hadn’t broken through. 

“Let’s hope they’re too stupid to think about going around the building.” 

This time Tala had to admit she agreed with Wanda. As long as those soldiers and their rifles stayed on the other side of those doors, it increased their chances of success. Tala saw Isha in hand-to-hand combat with two men using bowie knives. Her movements were almost a blur as she quickly disarmed them, sending the blades through one of the broken stained glass windows. 

Alexia stepped forward in concern. “Why isn’t she fully shifted? Should we go help her?” 

“We have a job to do, and she knows how to do hers.” Tala placed her hand between Alexia’s shoulder blades and led her past a woman groaning on the floor. Alexia flinched at the angle of the woman’s leg and wrist, but Tala shook her head. “These people have a choice, stay and fight or run. That woman made the wrong decision and is lucky enough to have lived to learn from that mistake.” 

“There’s our girl.” Wanda nodded toward a small group on a half-circle platform above a set of steps at the front of the nave. 

Tala looked in the direction Wanda pointed. There were five men in suits and a woman standing around a bed. Beth’s weak groans could barely be heard over the gunshots and fighting. Tala studied the group carefully. Four of the men had pulled large handguns and were watching over the fight, but not engaging. The last man’s dark linen suit was tailored and not off-the-rack looking, like the others. 

The woman moved behind the unarmed man next to her and Tala nodded in his direction. “That’s the leader. Take him first.” 

“Let see if we can keep him alive. I’ll wager he can tell Greer and me such a wonderful story if we ask in the right way.” Wanda moved confidently toward the church sanctuary, Tala and Alexia close behind her. 

 

 

FROM ACROSS THE room Isha tossed the unconscious man behind a large plant and looked at the gun she had relieved him of moments earlier. “Wow, this is nice. Bet someone could use this back at the farm.” 

Mitexi leaned a forepaw against each of the double doors. The wood shook as the people outside struggled to push the doors free. After a few minutes bullets tore through the wood around the door hinges, but they barely scraped her tough hide. Isha and Greer stood to each side of the door to avoid the bullets that were coming through the heavy wood. “You know, Mom, these doors won’t hold forever. Eventually they’re going to figure out that it’s easier to go around, or those hinges are going to give.” 

“Let’s hope not.” Greer picked up a bullet and tossed the hot metal in her palm until it cooled. “Crap, they switched to hollow points. If these are mercury-filled, this could get messy, lass.” 

“Mercury rounds? Aren’t those illegal?” At the look Mitexi got from her mother, she coughed. “Okay yeah, I guess if they’re good for assault and kidnapping, maybe they’re not really worried about the law right now.” 

“They’ve never been this bold before. They attacked Orion and Beth in broad daylight.” Isha jumped as another bullet came rocketing through the door near the handle and drilled a hole in the far wall. “These guys have gotten deadly serious.” 

“Then let’s get as serious back.” Greer stepped back from the door and braced herself. “Mitexi, luv. Say hello.” 

Mitexi nodded and pushed. The force blew the doors back off their hinges and into the gunmen on the other side. 

 

 

BELLA WATCHED THE cars drive down the road from the church parking lot, the dusty dirt path clouding with their speed. As the last car passed, she caught sight of a sedan driving toward the church, a rifle sticking out of one of the back windows. “Meirde, someone hit an alarm.” Bella grabbed the cell phone from the dash and opened it, but before she could type a message to Tala, the sedan turned onto the grass and started toward them. 

“Hijo de puta.” Bella turned around in her seat. “Sorry to disturb you ladies, but we have guests.” 

“How many?” Kathy took off her jacket and rolled up her sleeves. 

Bella strained to see. “Looks like five in the car, but I only see two guns so far.” 

“Meet ya outside.” Jin reached for the door. 

“Not a chance. Tala said I was supposed to look after you two.” Bella could already feel her muscles expand as her slender body became more lynx-like. 

“I don’t need you to protect me.” Kathy nodded to Jin as she took hold of the back door handle. “Five against one and they’ve got firearms.” 

“If we hit the ground at the same time, it might give us surprise. They likely saw you, but through the tinted windows, there’s no way they saw us.” Jin stood to the side of the door, her black hair already melding into the orange and white fur of a dhole. A smile spread across her tiny muzzle as she turned to look at her partner. 

Kathy blew Jin a kiss before her hands grew tiny scales and claws, and her shoulders bent forward. Her short, blond hair faded completely, replaced by the flat head of an American alligator. She returned the smile and Bella had to repress a shudder at the mouth of razor sharp teeth. 

“Okay. So we go together.” Bella put a hand on her door and whispered a prayer to Coatlicue. “On three. One. Two. Three!” 

Both doors burst open and the three beastwomen rushed out toward the sedan. Gunshots were fired from two of the windows, but they missed their targets as the car pulled to a stop. Bella held her breath as her two companions split, one heading to each side of the car. 

The women didn’t wait for the men to exit the vehicle. Jin and Kathy ripped both gunmen from the car in unison. They worked together so seamlessly, Bella found herself dumbfounded for a moment. One rifle fell under the vehicle, while Bella picked up the other and pointed it at the remaining passengers of the car. “Unless you want my friends here to rip your gilipollas buddies in two, you’re going to listen very closely to me right now.” 

The two men in the back of the car grew silent, but the driver spat on the ground. “Pastor Johnson said you freaks won’t kill us ’less we got weapons.” The man raised his hands mockingly. “See, freak? No weapons.” 

“You know, I guess they’re right about that. We’d rather avoid killing.” Bella lowered the gun, and the man cried out in surprise as Bella shot out both the right side tires. Then she lifted the gun to aim it at the groin of the man struggling in Kathy’s grasp. “I don’t have to kill you. You see, I’ve been a crack shot with a rifle since I was a kid. There are lots of places you can shoot a man where he won’t die, but he’d wish he did.” 

“Lady, please.” The man her gun was pointed at sobbed in fear. “We were hired by the Church, we ain’t like those people. We were ordered to stay out of the way unless the alarm was tripped and then come ready to shoot anyone who looked like they didn’t belong here.” 

Bella nodded toward the talkative man. “So, what was the tip off?” 

“Pastor told us and the others to look for any cars without a particular sticker or people in colorful clothing.” 

Her heart pounded hard in her chest. There was a good chance these were not the only reinforcements the Imperium had hired to guard this place. “How many more?” 

“I don’t know. We’re the only ones on-site. The others monitor the system from someplace downtown.” He looked at Kathy and her smile sent him into more hysterics. “Please. We don’t know anything else. I swear.” 

“See, your friend here seems to want to cooperate.” Bella turned back to the driver. “No one has to get hurt.” 

The driver watched the barrel of the gun nervously. “Yeah, and you freaks...folks are gonna let us drive away, right.” 

“Don’t be silly.” Bella nodded toward the back of the vehicle. “One of those men in the back is gonna take that duct tape I smell in your car, and then tie and gag all of you. Then one of my friends here will bind him, too, and you all will have a picnic in the dumpster over there.” 

Kathy took a step closer to the car, her prisoner still hanging from her grasp. One of the men in back scrambled under the seat. “Good boy,” Kathy said, causing the other man in the backseat to back up against the far door. 

The man emerged from the back, roll of tape in hand. The driver and the other passenger exited as Jin barked at them to move it. The whole thing went well enough except for one escape attempt from the driver as Jin released her newly bound captive. A bullet in each calf sent him to the ground hard. After the others were carted to the dumpster, his wounds were treated, and he was trussed up so he could join his friends. 

Bella looked up at the church as the last man was taken away. The last runner had long since abandoned the place, and if what the guy said was true, they didn’t have much time before things got ugly. Bella wished she knew how Tala and the others were faring inside. 

 

 

THE WOMAN THAT stood over Beth swore low and motioned with a finger to the armed men. “Stop them.” 

Alexia blinked in surprise. The cards had said the Holy Mother was here, but could it really be her? She turned to Tala to say something, but both Alexia’s companions were watching the armed men move down the steps toward them. 

The men split into pairs to flank the three women. Their eyes widened as Tala and Wanda shifted and moved to engage. “Protect Beth,” Tala snarled as she moved to close the space between herself and the men on the left of the stairs. 

Alexia took a deep breath and rushed up the stairs toward the two people still left on the platform. The pastor tried to grab for her and Alexia took a small spray can from her pocket, empting the contents into the man’s face. 

Pastor Johnson fell to the floor screaming and clawing at his eyes. The woman in the black dress glanced at Beth with a look of frustration and then turned to glare at Alexia. “This is not over. I will have what is mine.” The woman moved to the rear of the sanctuary and slipped through the black curtains. 

Alexia stood there gazing at the curtain in stunned silence before a moan from Beth jarred her to the present. She rushed to undo the restraint on her wrist. “It’s okay, sister. Everything’s going to be okay.” Another contraction and Beth convulsed violently in the bed. Alexia put a hand to her friend’s chest and looked around wildly for Tala. One of the men was disarmed, his arm bleeding badly, and Tala was moving to keep the other from being able to target her. “Tala, something’s wrong. I need you.” 

“Isha!” Tala yelled as she saw the man on the ground feeling around for his lost weapon. “We could use an extra hand here.” 

 

 

AT THE SOUND of her name, Isha looked up. Mitexi stood on the decimated door, two men crushed beneath her. Three men sprawled on the floor, and one of those was reaching for his fallen rifle. “Hey, I thought you said there were only four guards.” 

“Maybe one was taking a pee in the bushes. I don’t know.” Isha headed toward Tala. “You two can handle this group?” 

“These guys?” Greer laughed and bared her teeth. “Without breakin’ a nail.” 

Greer dodged several shots and dove though the space between Mitexi’s legs, landing on the central gunman. She slashed at the rifle, the power of her swing bending the barrel badly. The other two men backed up the front hall. They took shots at the bear as she began moving toward them, leaving the badger to tear into the man that lay prone on the marble floor. 

“We have to reach Pastor Johnson,” one of the men yelled. 

The other man tried to sprint past Mitexi, only to be caught by a wide swing of her paw. He hit the wall hard and fell to the floor. He screamed in pain, his body bent at an odd angle. 

Shaking with fear, the last man’s finger seemed glued to the trigger as he shot wildly. Most of the bullets flew past the two beastwomen harmlessly, though a few skimmed off their tough hides. 

By the time Isha reached the end of the pews, the man with the broken arm was reaching for his gun. Isha stomped hard on the offending hand and the fingers beneath her heel crunched like the exoskeleton of an insect. With both hands unusable, he was no longer much of a threat. Isha turned her attention away from her current target to the remaining three men. 

 

 

TALA DUCKED AS a bullet whizzed past her ear, and continued to work at the tight straps on Beth’s ankles. The elasticity of Beth’s skin was poor and her lips were cracked and bleeding. There was no doubt that she was severely dehydrated, and each contraction was draining more and more out of her. “Alexia. I can’t work like this.” 

“Oh!” Alexia’s eyes went wide for a moment and then she scrunched her face in concentration. The bones in her back tore through her skin and formed into an oval shaped tortoise shell. The next few bullets bounced off the jagged shield as Alexia moved to give Tala and Beth the best cover. 

“Be careful, little one, the rest of you isn’t as bulletproof as that lovely shell.” Wanda danced between the two men, taunting them with her laughter. 

“How’s Beth?” Isha yelled, a flat-handed punch to the throat leaving her opponent kneeling on the ground gasping for air. 

“We have to get her out of here. If I can’t stop her contractions, we’ll lose the baby and possibly Beth, too.” Tala bent down and slipped her arms under Beth. Gently cradling the woman against her chest, she stood straight again. “I need a clear path.” 

Next to Isha, Wanda dove about and laughed as one of the men she’d been toying with shot his companion in the face. As the dead man dropped to the ground, Wanda, obviously deciding she was bored with the game, slipped behind the remaining man and wrapped her arm around his neck. “We need this one, or will Mr. Magoo back there do?” 

Tala looked over to the man crawling away. His eyes were tearing badly and the skin around them looked raw and red. “He’s the leader. Bring him.” 

Wanda nodded and with a loud snap, the man went limp in her hands. Dropping him to the ground like a forgotten toy, the fur on her body slowly faded to pink skin. She pulled the laces from the dead man’s shoes and walked toward the temporarily blinded man. The room seemed strangely silent, and as Wanda pulled the man by the arm to a kneeling position. Tala looked around and realized the gunfire had completely stopped. 

“I guess we won,” Isha said softly, turning away from where the man was being restrained. 

“We don’t know that yet.” Tala moved down the steps, her yellow eyes boring into the pastor. “Tie those tight, sister, and quickly. I think Beth’s mom and aunt want a nice long talk with you, mister.” 

The pastor’s head rose toward Tala, his eyes squinting. “None of you are related to that woman. We know her history.” He grimaced as Wanda wrenched his arms together. 

The fur on Greer began to fade as she walked down the aisle, wiping blood from her face with the back of her hand. “I’m her mum, you wanker.” Greer motioned to Wanda. “And this is her unhinged aunt. And you and us have a long talk ahead, lad. What you tell us may well decide if you walk home or are sent back stuffed in a lunch cooler.” 

“You won’t kill me.” The man held his head up defiantly as his ankles were bound. 

“You took my daughter, you tried to kill my granddaughter, and you’ve killed my kin.” Greer moved in close to him, the copper smell of blood so overwhelming he coughed. “If you don’t tell me what I want to know, I’m not goin’ to kill you, I’m gonna make you suffer first as only a pissed off mother can.” 

He cried out as Mitexi lifted him up and threw him over her shoulder with a thud. “Hush up, you,” she said in a voice that was closer to a growl. 

Isha walked up to Tala, and held out her arms. “I’ll take her.” 

“I can’t do that, Isha,” Tala said. Isha opened her mouth to protest but Tala cut her off. “I know how you feel, but she’s in bad shape and if she starts convulsing you’ll not know what to do for her. I’ll take good care of her. I promise.” 

“But...” Isha watched Beth weakly stir in Tala’s arms. “I can’t lose her. Tala. Please.” 

“I’ll do everything I can to save them, sister.” Tala held Beth close and watched as the rest of the group moved toward the side door. “Trust me.” 

“I do trust you,” Isha said softly, before sliding into her mongoose form. “I’ll tell Bella we’re ready.” 

Isha ran through the door toward the vehicles, and Tala moved to join the rest as they walked across the grass. Tala and Mitexi remained in their sacred forms to carry their loads, but the other three women returned to a more human shape. 

In moments, the vehicles came tearing onto the grass and came to a halt in front of the group. Jin and Kathy jumped out of the trucks and flung open the back of the SUV. Bella motioned them forward with a cupped hand, worry clear in her brown eyes. “No time to explain now, but we’ve got company on the way, and not the good kind you ask to tea. We have to hurry.” 

“We’ll do the best we can, love.” Tala eased Beth gently inside, holding her down as a new wave of convulsions sent her flailing. “Set up an IV. We need to get fluids in her fast.” 

Jin and Kathy crawled inside next to Tala. Bella stood in the grass staring into the makeshift ambulance, her hand over her mouth in horror. “What did they do to her?” 

“I don’t know.” Tala looked up as Greer threw the tarp over the struggling figure in the back of her truck. “But I get the feeling Greer and Wanda are going to find out.” 


 
 




 Chapter Twenty-one 



 


 

 

IN THE DARKENED study, the furniture lay splintered across the dark beige carpet. The pictures on the wall hung battered, their canvas ripped and frames snapped. Fist-sized holes peppered the wall, tinged with blood. Shattered glass crunched under low-heeled shoes as the Holy Mother of the Imperium paced in the room. Two men in suits cowered on bended knee in the doorway. 

“Where is my brother?” 

The man who spoke wasn’t brave enough to look up at her face. The rage in her unnervingly calm voice was enough to make him whimper. “We have searched the grounds. We found five security men in the dumpster out back, but no sign of the pastor.” 

“Did the second team find anything?” 

The man shook his head. “They followed our enemies, but lost the vehicles near Algoma when they split up.” 

“Clear out the church. We’ll have to abandon this site and find another,” she said and leaned a hand on the frame of the window looking out at the evening sky. On the edge of the new moon, the sky was alive with stars. And much like the stars, the power had seemed so close she could touch it, but it was still beyond reach. 

“And Pastor Johnson?” 

She pulled the broken pieces of the clay turtle and the leather bag from her pocket and held it in her palm under the starlight. “First, I want to know who is responsible for this.” 

The second man dared a peek and raised his head to look at the shattered charm. He squinted and then looked questioningly at his companion. “I think that’s the thing Pastor Johnson took off the woman. Anna insisted she hadn’t seen it there before. He was pretty mad.” 

“Did he break it?” She knew the answer, and the rage grew inside her like a swirling storm. Was she doomed for eternity to be surrounded by fools and incompetence? 

Both men nodded, bowing their heads. The first man spoke in a shaking whisper. “He took it from her neck and threw it against the wall.” 

“Leave me now. Bring my brother to me when he is found. He has much to answer for.” The men backed out of the room, heads still bowed in acquiescence. She turned to look at the pieces in her hand. “Such a tiny thing to cause so much trouble.” 

She walked over to the fireplace and tossed the pieces in. She knelt down and blew on the cold fire. Sparks flew, igniting the untouched logs with ease. She watched it burn, the leather curling and the fibers contracted. It would be hours before the magical flames finished their work and consumed the rectory and the surrounding buildings. By then she would be gone. 

 

 

ISHA OPENED UP the barn door so that Bella could pull Orion’s truck into the barn. Alexia backed Wanda’s truck in right after. Once both trucks were concealed inside, Mitexi pulled the SUV forward next to the door and put it in park. “Good thing Greer knew folks up this way. This place is a hell of a hiding spot.” 

“I’m glad they were home to answer their phone.” 

Mitexi grinned and tossed Isha the keys. “All yours. Tala said about twenty or thirty minutes. Park this thing someplace out of sight and open the back up.” 

“I lost track of how many times Tala near chewed my ear off ’cause of the bumpy ride on the way here.” Isha gripped the keys tight in her hand. The way Beth looked when Tala placed her on the stack of blankets—the sight of her hooked up to the IV and monitor—those images ran through her head like a nightmare she couldn’t shake. “I’m sure the fresh air will do Beth some good after what’s she’s been through.” 

“Tell Tala we got some time.” Mitexi got out of the vehicle and jerked her head toward the barn. “Mom and Wanda...” She scratched her head uncomfortably. “They might be a while.” 

“I’d rather not know about it, honestly.” Isha climbed into the driver’s seat. “It’s not that I don’t think they’re doing what they think is best...” 

Mitexi smiled and nodded understandingly. “Yeah, I know. This is hard for you. Hell, for all of us. It’s not like they like it either...okay, maybe Wanda does...anyway, it’s the only way to get the information we need.” 

Isha turned her gaze forward, and sighed softly. “Tell Greer thirty minutes, no more. We can’t risk staying in one place for too long. As long as Tala says Beth’s condition can take it, I think we’d better stick to back roads until we reach the river at least.” 

Once Mitexi closed the barn door behind her, Isha drove the SUV into a spot behind the house so it was well hidden from the road and shut off the engine. She got out and walked around to the back. Isha hesitated as she gripped the door, afraid of what she would see. After several deep breaths she opened it. 

Tala looked up, a finger to her lips for quiet. “She’s resting. The contractions stopped about ten minutes ago.” 

“We’ll need some fresh water from the house and maybe some ice for the cooler if they’ve got it.” Jin looked over at the monitor and wrote something on the tiny notepad in her hand. “Blood pressure is lower, and baby’s heart rate looks better.” 

“Let’s hope the damage was minimal.” Tala reached over and hooked two fingers in the neck dip of Beth’s white dress. She lowered it gently to reveal a pair of blisters on her chest. “Taser. I have no idea what that’d even do to a human baby. No one has been demented enough to test one of those on a pregnant woman before. We’re lucky it didn’t cause her to miscarry.” 

Isha gritted her teeth as she looked at the burns. Maybe torturing their leader wasn’t such a bad idea. “Is there anything I can do?” 

Tala shook her head. “It’ll be awhile before she can eat solid foods, and she’ll need to stay in bed until we’re sure the danger has passed. The sooner we get to the Sacred Lands, the sooner we can get her comfortable in her own bed.” 

“Greer told me to call Bardo and the others to tell them we’re bringing Beth back. He said they’re getting her room in the new place ready.” Alexia’s soft voice trembled as she spoke. 

“You still shaken from the fight?” Isha reached out a hand to touch Alexia’s arm. 

“I saw her with Beth when we got there.” Alexia swallowed hard. “I couldn’t leave Beth, and you all were busy fighting.” 

“Her?” Isha glanced at Tala who simply shrugged. 

“Their Holy Mother. The Imperium’s leader.” Alexia flinched as Isha’s hand reflexively tightened on her arm. “Ow.” 

“Sorry.” Isha pulled her hand back. “You sure it was her?” 

“Not positive.” Alexia rubbed her arm. “I heard her order those guys around when we got there, and there was something about her voice when she talked to me...it was soothing and creepy all at once. Not natural.” 

Tala’s eyes widened. “She talked to you? What did she say?” 

Alexia rubbed her chin with her thumb as she tried to remember. “She said ‘This is not over. I will have what is mine’, and then ran out the back.” 

Tala looked over to Beth and then to the monitor. “Alexia, tell your mother and Greer that they’re going to have to work on the go. We’ll keep to the least-traveled roads. They’re to do whatever it takes to get answers.” 

Alexia moved back toward the barn, and Isha scowled. “You think that’s a good thing to tell those two, as pissed as they are?” 

“No time to worry about that now. We need to get back to the farm and clear it of all nonessential guests. All the wards have to be checked, and we’ll need to station Guardians on the Sacred Lands to patrol on regular shifts.” Tala moved aside as Kathy slipped out of the vehicle, cooler in hand. “Bardo and I will check the wards around the perimeter and make sure all watcher spirits are in place.” 

“Do you really think they’ll try again?” An icy chill crept over Isha, and she shivered. 

Tala was silent, as if searching for the right words. “I think we have time as they regroup. If what Alexia says is true, the Imperium will try again. If we prepare well enough, they won’t be able to set foot on the 

farm without loads of trouble.” 

Isha glanced at Beth and shook her head. “She’ll be like a prisoner.” 

“We don’t know that for sure. We have to see what Greer and Wanda find out first. And once Beth is better she might be able to return to work, not without a Guardian escort.” Tala reached for a small bowl of oiled water, dipped her finger in it, and ran it over Beth cracked lips. “I know it sucks, but that bitch has upped the ante, and we have to adjust.” 

Beth stirred restlessly, each of the quiet cries of discomfort coming from her lips boring like a dagger into Isha’s heart. “So what do we tell Beth when she wakes up?” 

Tala leaned down and made soft shushing sounds until Beth rested quietly again. “What we should have told her from the beginning. The truth.” 

 

 

FORTY-FIVE MINUTES into the drive, they had gotten nowhere with the man trussed up in the back of the pickup. Greer studied him intently, going over what she knew of him. He was a pastor and knew his scripture backwards and forwards. As she questioned him, he did little else but quote chapter and verse. After the first twenty minutes or so, she wanted to throttle him. Now she was ready to toss him off the Fox Bridge as they went past. 

She’d tried everything she could think of. She’d tried to reason with him, to appeal to his compassion, of which he obviously had none. She physically threatened him with every horrible thing she could think of, but he didn’t seem to think she was capable of such deeds. Greer was out of ideas and out of patience. 

Wanda had been silent during the questioning, which was very unlike her. As they passed a sign for a town called Ryan’s Corner, a smile slowly spread across Wanda’s face. “So, if he’s going be useless, can I eat him?” 

The man coughed in surprise. “I’m not going to fall for that—” 

His words were cut short as she leaned close and took a long sniff of his neck. “I’ll want to wash him off first. He smells awful. What is that? Aftershave?” Wanda let out a sharp bark of a laugh. “Who’d you think was gonna get you off after you murdered that baby? The little chippy in the black number? I didn’t get a good look, but I bet her fish was fresh.” 

“Don’t talk about her like that!” He struggled at the laces, making them dig farther into his wrists. 

“Spawn of Satan,” he spat. “Whore to the denizens of hell.” 

“Mmm.” Wanda’s smile widened. “He’s taking all dirty to me. Maybe he’s useful after all.” 

“No, you’d break him.” Greer repressed a chuckle at the wildly indignant look on his face. She might as well play along. Who knew? It could work. “Then you’d only end up eatin’ him after.” 

“Oh, I do that after sex anyway.” Wanda shrugged and leaned against the edge of the truck bed. 

“You lie!” he shouted defiantly, but Greer saw the doubt growing in his eyes. 

Everyone knew Wanda was slightly off-balance. It came with the territory for one gifted with the power of the coyote. Looking at her now, the hungry glimmer in her eyes, the twisted smile, Greer saw why it would be easy to wonder what madness Wanda was truly capable of. 

“You know, I don’t think I’m hungry anymore. His smell is spoiling my appetite.” Wanda put a hand over her mouth as she yawned in boredom. Soon the smile returned, and she clapped her hands together. “You know, I have a much better idea.” 

The man’s eyes widened, and Greer tilted her head. “What’s that?” 

“Lois needs a host for her eggs. The last one died ages ago.” Wanda reached over and poked the pastor hard in the belly. “As I thought, nice and soft. He’d be perfect. It’d be a great present with her time of the season coming soon and all.” 

The man’s face paled. “Eggs?” 

Greer bit her lip to hold back the laugh as Wanda went on without missing a beat. 

“Oh, yes. She needs to lay her eggs at least once every couple of years for her research.” Wanda turned to the pastor, her tone conversational and friendly. “You see, the scoliid wasp is near extinction, and my friend Lois is experimenting with human hosts. She’s using her own beast form to lay the wasp eggs in large numbers within the subject. So far, most of the hosts have died horribly painful deaths before the larva matured, but she’s hopeful she’ll work out the bugs soon.” 

“You’re not seri...” He never finished the question, as the look in Wanda’s eyes apparently convinced him how serious she was. She poked him in the belly again, marveling at the motion. His face turned green, and he looked away from her gaze. “Oh...God...” 

“So, are you ready to tell us why you took my daughter?” Greer asked. Wanda nudged Greer with an elbow and slipped a handheld recorder into her palm. Always the clever one, Wanda was. Greer clicked the record button with her thumb. 

“It wasn’t my idea.” The pastor glanced nervously between her and Wanda. “She wanted to be there for the birth. Something about power. Awakening. Power she wanted for herself. None of us understood it, but you don’t question her.” 

“Her?” Greer turned to meet Wanda’s eyes, both of them equally as baffled. Realization suddenly washed over Greer, and she turned back toward him with a snap. “The Holy Mother of the Imperium? That ‘her’?” 

He gasped and scooted back against the window to the cab. “How do you know the name?” 

“That doesn’t matter.” The fury mixed with a twinge of fear at where the conversation was headed. Greer had always thought the idea that a woman led these monsters was ludicrous. There were even rumors that this woman wasn’t even human. By the look of fear in the man’s eyes as he spoke of her, Greer was starting to doubt that conviction. “How long has she been seekin’ this power?” 

“I don’t know. The Holy Mother said she tried to get the power when the Crew woman was still a baby. I don’t know what happened, but it went wrong. There was a rumor for a long time about two of the Order betraying us. What I know for certain is the Holy Mother lost the baby after the parents were killed.” The pastor flinched as Greer resettled herself in the truck bed. 

“When did she find my Beth again?” 

He hesitated until he saw Wanda take her cell phone from her back pocket and shake it at him. “This past January I met someone who knew the girl. She and this person talked and when she heard the name of the traitors, the Holy Mother knew we had found the vessel. We tried to capture the Crew woman months ago, but—” 

“But Dusty stopped you,” Greer snapped in anger at the mundane tone in the pastor’s voice. “So you not only killed my daughter to get to Beth, but her parents as well?” 

“I wasn’t even there when Miss Crew’s parents died. That was many years ago when I was no more than a student of the Order.” He closed his eyes, his voice cracking in fear. “Please, I’m telling you all I know.” 

“I doubt it.” Wanda waved her hand dismissively. “But we’re listening anyway.” 

“The Holy Mother said the woman’s parents held the power, too, but they resisted her call so they had to be dealt with. She says the daughter is the key to the next great victory for us.” He looked around as the truck pulled over to the side of the road, his eyes almost popping in panic. “I’ve told you what you wanted to know. Why are we stopping?” 

Wanda ignored the question and popped the back of the truck bed down. “What’s your name? You haven’t told us your name.” 

“P-Pastor...P-Pastor J-Johnson,” he said. Greer reached for his bound wrists, and the man cried out. “Pastor Kelon Johnson.” 

“Well Kelon, my boy,” Wanda said with a wave of her hand toward the PT Cruiser that pulled up behind them. The SUV and the other truck continued on down the road and out of sight. Two women stepped out of the jet black hatchback. “This is your ride home.” 

 

 

THE BACK OF the PT Cruiser closed with a thud, and Helen went around to the driver’s side. “We’ll drop him off on our way to the airport then. Before we go, we’ll do the whammy and all.” 

Greer stepped back from the car next to Wanda. “How much will it wipe?” 

“Two or three hours at least. More if he’s susceptible,” Sarah replied as she slung an old looking leather bag over one shoulder. “Enough that he won’t remember telling you anything, or the ride to the airport.” 

Greer nodded. “Isha said it’d be only an hour or so.” 

“That was with just Mom doing it,” Helen said. “With me and sis here working in tandem we were able to get five hours out of a particularly weak-minded bloke in Kingston a few years back.” 

Sarah tapped the hatchback. “You all cozy in there, Pastor?” She laughed as the sound of banging was her only response. “You tell Beth to get better soon. Helen and I are going to try to schedule time in December to fly up for the munchkin’s naming. Going to be on Winter Solstice like Sanura’s was?” 

“If that's what Beth wants. Leavin’ that up to her.” Greer shoved her hands in her back pockets. When Beth woke up, they’d have a lot to talk about. 

As the PT Cruiser drove away, Greer turned to Wanda, and a grin brightened her tired face. “Who’s Lois, and where’d she get eggs?” 

Wanda shrugged. “Got me. Made it up.” 

The two women slid into the seat next to Mitexi, laughing, and Greer felt her spirit lift. Mitexi raised an eyebrow at their behavior, and it made the older women laugh more. Soon Beth would be home and safe, and now, they could focus on finding answers. 


 
 




 Chapter Twenty-two 



 


 

 

BETH ROLLED OVER beneath the thick comforter and felt a sharp prick in her hand like a bee sting. She opened her eyes and reached up to shield them from the bright light that shone through the bay window. Taped securely to the top of her hand was a needle attached to a long tube snaking down her arm. Her gaze followed the tube, which led to the IV bag hanging from the metal pole next to her bed. In the middle, the tube was twisted up in the burgundy and teal blanket. 

Once she’d disentangled herself, Beth sat up against the thick pillows positioned across the headboard of the four-poster bed. There was a whimpering noise as she shifted to get comfortable, and Ghost moved from where he had apparently been resting near her feet. He crawled slowly toward her, still making the whimpering sounds, until his muzzle could reach her hand. Careful of the IV tube, Beth caressed his soft, white fur, finding comfort in his closeness. 

She looked over Ghost and saw Greer. She had an old quilt across her knees and was sleeping in the padded chair next to a huge monitor, snoring. As Beth shifted in the bed, she felt a tug at her midsection. She lifted the blanket. Under a soft, violet linen nightgown she noticed wires attached to her abdomen that led to the monitor. The green light and regular beeps of the machine eased her mind. Beth let out a long sigh of relief. Her baby was alive. 

“Hey, you’re awake.” 

Beth turned to see Isha sit up on the quilted loveseat and yawn wide, stretching her arms in the air. “How are you feeling?” 

“Okay, I think. I guess I’m not really sure yet.” Beth wasn’t sure how else to answer that question. She felt drained, like if she tried to stand up, her body wouldn’t hold her. Though compared to the way she felt before...how long ago had that been? “How long have I been asleep?” 

“Greer. Hey, Greer. Guess who’s up?” Isha called out quietly. Greer grumbled and stirred, but didn’t open her eyes. Isha got up. She took a chair from the reading desk in the corner, pulled it over to the bed and sat on it with the tall back against her chest. “It’s been nearly two weeks since we brought you home. What do you remember?” 

Beth picked at the fabric over her lap. She wasn’t sure how to answer that. Much of it was cloudy, floating between what seemed real and what was likely a dream. “I’m not sure how much of it really happened.” 

“Greer.” Isha said a bit louder, chuckling at the mumbling she got in response. “Yeah, I imagine it’s pretty confusing. You were in bad shape when we got to you. We were worried.” 

A loud yawn caused Beth’s to turn back toward the monitor. Greer pushed the quilt to the side and pulled her chair across the wood floor until it was right next to the bed. “Lass, it’s good to see ye awake. How you feel? Isha, did ye call Tala?” 

“Please, Greer. I’m okay. The doctor can come later, after we talk,” Beth pleaded wearily. She felt something cold touch her hand and saw Ghost looking up at her with the same concern she saw in the other’s eyes as well. “I really need to understand what happened. To talk about what I remember.” 

Greer reached out and gently took Beth’s hand, careful of the tubes. “Do what you can, lass.” 

“I’ll try.” With her other hand, Beth flattened out the creases in the comforter she’d made moments earlier. “I was with Orion. We had left Dr. Hagee’s office with the papers when we saw Anna, one of the women I work with at the library. She said her car broke down, and Orion agreed to help her try to fix it. I nodded off in the truck and when I woke up...” Beth’s eyes widened as she remembered calling out for Orion but not seeing him anywhere. “Where’s Orion? Is he okay?” 

“He’s fine, lass. We found him near the lot that same evenin’ you were taken.” Greer patted Beth’s hand. “He’s much better now. They sent him home from the hospital last week. I made him a cane to use around the farm. In fact, he and Bardo were out harvestin’ beans and summer squash this mornin’.” 

Beth put her fingers to her lips and shook her head. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to get anyone hurt. I knew she was weird, but I had no idea Anna was dangerous. I tried to run for help, but...” 

Isha touched Beth’s arm. “It’s okay now. We’re glad you and the baby are safe.” 

“He was there.” Beth slipped her hand under the neck of her gown and touched her chest. The blisters had scabbed over, and the scaly skin flaked off painlessly. “One of the men who killed Dusty.” 

There was a growl to Isha’s voice as she spoke with forced calm. “Don’t think about that now. You’re safe. The baby is safe.” 

Greer coughed nervously. “What else do you remember, lass?” 

Beth furrowed her brow, trying to piece together the jumble that was running around in her mind. “Those people said things about...about beasts. That my baby was corrupted. Tainted. That’s why they needed to kill her...” 

Greer let loose of Beth’s hand and stood unexpectedly. Her hands clenched in fists, and she shook in controlled rage. “Tainted? Is that what they told you? Is that the reason they told you they did this? Bloody bastards.” 

“They said a lot of things, Greer.” Beth rubbed her temples and flinched as another pinch reminded her of the limited length of the tubing. “Some of it seems so unreal. I think...I saw Dusty.” 

“Dusty?” Greer fell back into the chair. “What do you mean you saw her?” 

“I thought I was dying. The baby was coming, and I was so weak.” Beth struggled to remember what they talked about. She and Dusty seemed to talk for hours, but it couldn’t have been that long. “We were at these ruins. Dusty had an orb that she said my parents left for me before they were killed. A gift.” 

“Hmm.” Isha leaned forward in her chair. “You might ask Alexia to read the cards on that. The orb sounds like a symbol of some sort. Could be very important.” 

“And there was something else...” Beth searched her memories for what it was, but the words eluded her. “Something she needed to tell me. Something that she said she should have explained to me long ago, about her and this family. I’m trying to remember but—” 

“Wait.” Greer held up palm. “Before you say anythin’ more, we should have Vesta and Mitexi hear it, too. We have a lot of things to talk ’bout. Is that all right, Beth? Do you feel well ’nough for that?” 

Beth nodded. “I’m not sure I understood what she said to me even then. I mean, I was hallucinating from going without food and water. It was all in my head, right?” 

“Not necessarily. When those who pass on send us messages, we must heed them, even if we don’t fully understand them.” Isha stood and took Beth’s free hand, squeezing it softly. “I’ll tell Vesta and Mitexi you want to see them.” 

“Stay.” Beth held onto Isha’s hand. “I need you here.” 

“I...” Isha looked over at Greer who nodded. 

“Okay, lass.” Greer stood and smiled. “I’ll bring them back with me.” 

“It’s good to be home,” Beth said softly as Greer went through the door to the nursery. It was strange to be alone with Isha. They hadn’t been together since... 

Beth wanted to explain about what happened that night, to tell Isha she was sorry, but with all the things running through her head, she couldn’t talk about it. Not yet. “I don’t know how you all found me.” 

Isha sat back down. “I’m glad Bardo made that charm for you. Old Oneida magics, Greer says. When the turtle shell was broken the spirit inside led us right to you.” She reached up to cup Beth’s cheek, and then pulled her hand back, self-conscious. “We missed you, Beth. The whole Clan was in quite a state when you disappeared.” 

“I don’t know why this happened. Dr. Hagee was there. With them.” Beth rested her head against the pillows and closed her eyes against the bright light. She couldn’t wrap her mind around the idea of spirits leading her family to her, or that seeing Dusty was any more than a trauma induced illusion. “All this time he was one of them.” 

“I called his office that day. The woman on the phone said you’d never come to get the documents. When they found Orion’s truck, Vesta discovered the medical files hidden under the seat. That’s when we knew Dr. Hagee was involved somehow. Vesta searched his office and retrieved everything on you and some other things that were...questionable. When he returned, charges were filed against him for kidnapping, obstruction of justice, and a few other things.” 

“So he’s in jail?” Beth asked hopefully. 

Isha shook her head. “He had an alibi for the time you were gone and insisted the girl at the desk had you mixed up with another woman that hadn’t come to get some paperwork from his office that day.” 

“But I’ll go tell the police. He was there. I saw him.” Beth was furious. He was going to get away with it if she didn’t do something. Ghost whined at her, and she reached to pet him in an effort to calm herself as much as him. 

“We’ll talk to Vesta about that, too.” Isha leaned in, a worried look on her face through the smile. “But you have to stay calm, or Tala will make us leave. As it is, she’s going to chew our heads off for not calling her as soon as you woke up.” 

“Okay, Isha. I’ll try to stay relaxed. I don’t want to get anyone into trouble.” 

“Here.” Isha opened the drawer of the end table next to the bed, took out a heavy stack of greeting cards, and placed them in Beth’s lap. “You’ve got some reading to do. That’ll help you relax.” 

“Oh, my.” Beth went through the colorful stack of get-well wishes. Some were from the women at work. Beth found one hand-written note particularly interesting. 

“Madame Fruit Loop has flown the coop, and now her boney butt is hanging out to dry. Cheers to them finding her sorry ass and locking her up for good. Terra.” 

Beth glanced up from the card to Isha. “Anna is gone?” 

Isha nodded and put her hands gently on the bed. “She’d been going to work every day you’d been gone so no one knew she was involved. While we were at the church, Orion woke up and told Vesta what happened. When Anna tried to go in to work the Monday after we brought you home, the police were waiting for her.” 

“Unfortunately, she saw us first and bolted. There’s a warrant for her arrest and we’ll nail her soon enough.” Vesta walked into the room through the nursery door, an over-stuffed manila folder under one arm. Behind her came Mitexi and then Greer, each carrying a cloth folding chair. 

Greer handed the chairs to Vesta and then sat back down in the chair next to Beth’s bed. The other two women set up the cloth chairs at the foot of the bed. “All right, luv, what do you remember ’bout what Dusty told you?” 

Beth set the cards aside and clasped her hands together. Little by little words filtered together to form sentences as she concentrated. “She talked about my parents. Said they were killed and I was stolen away. I didn’t understand that. I mean, Miles and Mireille wouldn’t steal a baby.” 

“I might be able to shed some light on that.” Vesta opened the envelope and took out a stack of papers, fanning them out on the bed. She picked a few out and gathered them together. “I knew something was off when I called the hospital listed on your birth certificate and they found no record of you or the Jansons being there that day or any other. I was able, with Bella’s and Tala’s help, to get my hands on the Jansons’ medical records as well. Most of it is unspectacular. Leonard had a bad knee from playing football in high school. Susan was struggling to overcome an old speed habit she developed while trying to lose weight. Minor injures over the years. Like I said, nothing that stood out to me. I had Tala go through these, and she found something interesting.” 

“What?” Beth asked. The whole time Vesta spoke Beth leaned forward and gripped the comforter tightly. She knew nothing about her birth parents and listening to Vesta talk about them was thrilling. 

“She checked the blood types,” Vest said. “Leonard was AB positive, Susan was A positive. When Tala compared them to your O neg. blood type, there was only one conclusion. Susan and Leonard Janson were not your parents.” 

Beth’s mouth hung open in shock as Vesta’s words slowly sunk into her brain. Had the Crews known the Jansons were not her real parents? They couldn’t have. But what about the blanket? The story of the plane crash? How much of what she’d always believed had been a lie? “Who were they?” 

“I talked to some people who knew the Jansons. After Leonard had his football injury and lost his scholarship for college, and therefore his job on campus, he and Susan were in a bad way financially. About a year later a friend of the Jansons said Susan began talking about some church they were going to and how Leonard had a good job and they were about to buy this really nice house. Not long after, this friend recalls Susan began trying to get them to come to their church to join as well. She said Susan was saying things about supporting the purity of the human race and God’s chosen. Since Susan and Leonard were both black, and the friend she was trying to get to come was white, it wasn’t a white supremacy thing. My guess is that the church was Imperium.” 

“So. The Jansons, they were Imperium?” Beth touched her mouth with the back of her trembling hand. If these people were part of the Imperium, how were they connected to the Crews? 

Greer pushed on the sides of her head like she was trying to hold the information in. “Wait. Okay. So, if these Jansons weren’t Beth’s parents and were part of the Order, then why did the pastor say their bitch leader lost her as a babe?” 

“What?” Beth sat up straight in the bed and the monitor beeped sharply at the sudden movement. Ghost barked as if scolding her. “The pastor? You mean that guy from the church? What are you talking about, Greer?” 

“Beth, please.” Isha gently pushed Beth back against the pillows. “You have to stay calm.” 

“I didn’t mean to upset you, luv.” Greer furrowed her brow. “We questioned the pastor after we got you out of that church. He said you had somethin’ the Holy Mother of the Imperium wanted, that’s their leader, and she’d been tryin’ to get it since you were a babe. If the Jansons worked for her, I don’t understand why you didn’t end up in Imperium hands way back then.” 

“Maybe they chickened out. After the Jansons, or someone with them, killed Beth’s parents, they took the baby and ran. They could have been in hiding for years until their deaths. The plane could have been an accident, or maybe the Imperium found out about them and did them in, without knowing what was done with you.” Vesta tossed the papers on the pile. “A lot of it’s conjecture, but we know this for certain: these people were not your parents, and they had no right to take you.” 

“Then who are my parents?” Beth felt Isha move to sit next to her on the bed and put an arm tentatively around her shoulders, but Beth never took her eyes off Vesta. She needed answers, not more questions. 

“We don’t know, Beth, but that doesn’t mean I’m not doing everything I can to find out.” Vesta closed her eyes and let out a long breath. “It may take a long time to get the answers you deserve.” 

Beth rested her head on Isha’s shoulder. The warm embrace calmed her jagged nerves. It was as if all the tension between them melted away. There was no guilt now with the knowledge that Beth needed Isha. 

As she relaxed, she found her mind was clearer. “So, if these people didn’t find me when the Jansons died, does that mean they found me later? Am I the reason Dusty died?” 

“Oh, Beth,” Greer said, leaning forward. 

Vesta put up a hand to quiet her. “Dusty died protecting you from people sent to capture you. She died, as we all would have, to keep you free. This does not make it your fault. The monster that leads the Imperium, who dares to use the sacred term Mother like our Goddess, she is the one at fault. For Dusty’s death. For John’s death. For what was done to Orion. It’s her and those brainless zombies who follow her who are the cause for all of this. I want you to remember that, Beth. Whether or not she thought you had something she needed, it’s still yours, not hers. When she set her sights on you, when she warred against this family, that’s when her fall began.” 

Mitexi had been silent through all of this, but at Vesta’s angry words she leaned toward Beth, an uncertain smile on her face. “What else did Dusty say, Beth?” 

Beth sat quietly in Isha’s arms. Part of her wanted to end the discussion before things became tenser, but she had to tell them. She had so many questions, so many things she didn’t understand. “Dusty told me she’d turned her back on her people because she hadn’t been gifted by the Goddess as her mother and sister were. Dusty wanted to be normal, and in the end, she believes that’s why she died...because she hid from the truth rather than finding her place with her people. I didn’t understand what she meant, and so much of it is fuzzy. She also said our baby was very special. Not only smart and beautiful, but really special.” 

“You said you had questions, lass?” Greer’s hands were clenched in her lap, but her voice held a forced calm to it. 

“That woman, the leader, and Anna. They talked about beastwomen. Dusty spoke of never being able to take the primal or sacred forms. That an animal never chose her, and that it made her feel shame.” Beth felt Isha’s arms tighten around her. “And I’m not sure how much of it was real, but I saw animals walking on two legs in the church. Or I thought I did. I know it sounds crazy.” 

“Beth, luv. It’s not crazy, lass...” Greer looked over at Mitexi and Vesta, and a sad smile grew on her face. “In our Clan most of the women of the blood are...shifters.” 

“Shifters?” Beth squirmed uncomfortably. 

Vesta stood and motioned Mitexi to do so as well. Both women pushed the chairs aside and moved back toward the center of the room. “We want you to stay calm, Beth,” Vesta said firmly. “We can show you, but you have to remain calm.” 

Mitexi smiled warmly. “This may be strange, but remember we are your family and would die to protect you. There is nothing for you to fear from us, sister.” 

Beth nodded, though she felt her body grow tense in expectation. Isha must have felt it too, because her arms tightened around Beth, and she leaned to whisper in her ear. “It’s okay. Mitexi is right. This doesn’t change the fact that this is your family and that they love you.” 

Mitexi was the first to change. She fell on all fours, and her mass grew swiftly, as dark fur sprouted across her face and body. Beth gasped as the black bear that had been her sister lumbered slowly around the room like a model on a catwalk, posing playfully. 

Greer took a deep breath and moved to sit on the bed next to Beth, close to Ghost. “When our children are young, both boys and girls can take their primal form. They are each chosen by an animal and can take the form of that animal alone.” 

The bear stood up on her hind paws and in an instant was Mitexi again. “It can make mothering a child of the Clan a challenge, but in danger they can use these forms to run and hide.” 

Beth forced herself to breathe slowly and calmly. They could become animals. That wasn’t so scary, was it? How often had she dreamed of becoming a bird and sailing across the sky? “The Clan? You’ve said that word before. What exactly does it mean?” 

“This is what our people are called. The shifters. Their kin, those people adopted into the community, they are all Clan, too, all a family.” 

Greer rubbed her hands together nervously, and Beth saw the worry in her eyes, the fear of saying the wrong thing and scaring her away. “Our Clan is one of the American tribes, but there are other Clans from all over the world. We have to be very careful about revealing ourselves. There is more than the Imperium to worry about in some places.” 

“There’s one more thing you must see, Beth,” Vesta spoke hesitantly. “This may frighten you, but don’t panic. This may explain what you saw at the church.” 

Vesta reached her arms wide. The short nails on her fingertips grew into sharp talons, and her arms were swiftly covered with brown and gold feathers that matched those that now replaced her black hair. Her face melded into a curled beak, the eyes growing wide and watchful. Her wing tips brushed the walls on either side of the large bedroom as she raised them slowly up and down. Beth eyed the sharp talons, but as the light from the bay window sparkled of the gold in Vesta’s feathers, she found herself marveling at how beautiful they were. 

“When the children go through puberty, most of the boys lose the ability to take the primal form,” Greer explained in a soft voice next to Beth. “The girls, on the other hand, keep that ability and also gain the gift to assume the sacred form, a hybrid of human and animal like this.” 

“All of the women can do this?” Beth thought about Dusty. Why hadn’t she transformed? Why didn’t she use this ability to save herself? Is that what she’d meant by the shame of not being chosen? 

Vesta’s feathers slowly faded, and she shook her head sadly. “Not all of use can do this. Sometimes, a sister is born who can’t take a sacred form, even a primal one. It’s rare, but it happens.” 

Mitexi pulled her chair back to the foot of the bed and sat down. “Dusty was like that. It bugged the hell out of her that she couldn’t shift like the other kids did. When she got older and found out she couldn’t take the battle form either, she began to pull away from the Clan. I think she was ashamed.” 

“She ne’er lost her faith, the dear, but it hurt Dusty badly that she’d ne’er been given the gift.” Greer sighed, tears forming in her eyes. “We went to doctors within the Clan all over the country, even visited some in Europe and Asia for treatment. They couldn’t figure out what was wrong. Dusty had the Clan genetics, but not the ability to shift.” 

“Why didn’t she ever tell me?” Beth was overwhelmed by all of this. It sounded so unbelievable, but she saw it with her own eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“I think Dusty wanted a normal life in Illinois with you, so she didn’t talk about it. Pretended the Clan and all of it didn’t exist. So, I guess it wasn’t exactly a lie, it was a symptom of her denial.” Vesta sat back in her chair, her hands rubbing together thoughtfully. “As for us? We should have told you. You’d been through so much, and this seemed like too much to put on you. As time went by, the lie grew easier than the truth. We should have trusted that you’d handle it as you needed to. 

Just a bunch of overprotective mother hens, I guess.” 

Beth looked up at the woman who was more her mother than Mireille had ever been. Her eyes scanned the room, looking at each face, coming to rest finally on Isha. Months ago, she’d have been frightened at the idea of living among people who were not human, or she’d have thought this was crazy. But hearing it now, all the things Anna and the woman in black said finally made sense. They were warring against nonhumans. The beastwomen. The shifters. The Imperium’s hatred carried them so far that they were willing to kill Beth’s child and murder the woman she loved. Months ago, she would have seen Dusty’s people as monsters, but now, Beth knew who the real monsters were. “Greer, please, can you tell me about your Clan? About their history?” 

A sudden joyful sob escaped Greer’s lips and she leaned over to kiss Beth on the forehead. “Of course I can.” 

Greer rested her back against the headboard, a small smile on her face. “The tales have been told from mother to daughter for generation upon generation. It’s only fittin’ for me to be the one to tell you now, my daughter.” 

Greer touched Beth’s hand. “According to my mum, it begins like this...” 

 

In the beginning…

 

The Clan once lived in peace across the deserts and plains, the mountains and valleys. Our tribes were vastly different in our traditions and in our appearance, but we were all one in our connection to the Earth, our mother. Some of us hunted wild game and gathered the root and nuts of the land as we moved from place to place. Others built large villages that stayed for generations and farmed the earth around us, nurturing it and reaping all it provided. 

We listened to our animal kin then, taking heed of the omens they revealed to us and giving thanks for each life we took to feed our families and clothe our bodies. Nothing was wasted. What we didn’t use for our own needs was returned to the land for our animal neighbors or to feed the Earth herself. 

Then traders visited from far away places and saw the wealth our Earth Mother provided her people. Across the lands of the clans, battles broke out as the strangers tried to take what we had out of greed and jealousy. 

Many of our people died. The strangers’ weapons were far superior to our own. They were trained for war, while our people knew only peace. They fought with hatred and fury, something no one in the Clan had ever felt before. The strangers reveled in the death, while our people revered life. 

Fearing for the future of their people, the spirit talkers left the villages and traveled far across the plains and deserts, the valleys and mountains seeking answers on how to save the Clans. 

The animals heeded their call and formed a Council. They gathered before the Goddess to ask for a way to help the people. She listened to their request and walked the skies, thoughtfully as they spoke. 

“The People have no weapons that cannot be taken from them, no rage to fuel them in battle,” the Goddess said, coming to stand in the center of their circle. “They were not made for war, nor corrupted by the greed that drives the strangers. What would you give the people so they might survive and protect their children?” 

Bear stood and held out her heavy paw. “I use my strength to protect my cubs from any that would seek to harm them. None are as the mother bear in the drive to defend her young. I will give them my strength so that they can keep their little ones safe.” 

“I do not have the strength of sister Bear, but none can match my courage in the face of foes much larger than I,” Badger said. “I give them that spirit to face down overwhelming odds without fear.” 

Coyote laughed and stretched lazily in the warm sun. “What good is brute strength and courage if you have no cunning? My gift to the people is the ability to deceive their enemy so that they can gain the upper hand. No gift can hope to match mine.” 

“Trickery and deception? What use are such things to such a noble people,” Beaver said scornfully. “I bring them the knowledge of how to build sturdy structures to protect their families, tools with which to fight the battles. What gift can match mine?” 

Many of the animals began to argue on whose gift would best serve to save the humans. Each thought their gift was the best and that no one else’s could top it. Finally the Goddess raised her hands, bringing silence to the noisy crowd. 

“The People’s magic is not strong enough yet for all the wonderful gifts you have so humbly offered today.” The animals looked at each other, abashed at the gentle scolding the Goddess so subtly presented. “I think, perhaps, you may each choose a few humans to offer your gift, humans that it is your responsibility to mentor and guide on their path.” 

The Goddess spoke long into the night with all the animals of the land, explaining how they should best guide and teach their humans until the moon laid down to rest and the sun rose, stretching into the sky. The animals gathered together and went down from the meeting place to speak to the first spirit talker that had come to seek them in the far northeast. 

When they told her of the words of the Goddess, the spirit talker cried tears of joy. Her people would be saved. She hurried back to her tribe to give them the news. The people of the Clan were very pleased. They had lost so many of their sons and daughters in battle, they were grateful for anything that might save their people. 

The children were able to take the shapes of the animals that chose to guide them so they might run and hide from their enemies. When the children reached the age of adulthood, and mastered the skills of their guide, they were given their battle form, a shape of neither beast nor man, but a joining of the two. The gifts served the Clan for many generations. The invaders would come and go, but with these skills the people were able to defend their villages and keep their peace. 

Then one year, a hard winter raged across the lands of some of the Clan, and the people became desperate, fearing that their seasonal stores would not be enough to sustain them through the harsh weather. The women rationed their villages’ food and did what they could to stretch their supplies in the hope they could survive until spring. 

Many of the men grew afraid as the meals became more meager and gathered together to decide what was to be done. They didn’t see why they’d been given such powerful weapons of war, only to slowly starve. The men were certain that if they traveled beyond the land of the harsh winter, they would find the tribes there had plenty. They would use their power and take what they needed. 

The women of the villages tried to stop the raiding parties as they prepared to leave the land of ice and snow. This wasn’t why the gifts were given, the women said. The spirits will be angry. The men didn’t head the warnings, but gathered on their boats and set sail to the land of abundance they knew lay beyond the storms. 

This too went on for many generations until all the people of the Clans warred with one another for the best hunting grounds, the best farming land, the best of whatever they thought their neighbor might have. The mothers watched their children die because of greed and the quest to own the land around them, and their pleas fell on deaf ears. 

Again the people sought the Goddess’s help, but instead of the spirit talkers, who were now almost all men, and as full of greed, it was the mothers that traveled to the desert and the mountains, the plains and the valleys. 

“The souls of your children will be lost to hatred and greed. They will become the shadows that claw at the land like a plague.” The Goddess said from the mountain in the sky. “They will rip at my belly and feed on my insides. They will become as willfully blind and deaf to my pain then, as they are to your wisdom now.” 

“What can we do?” the mothers cried, bowing in supplication. 

“The women will take the children still too young yet to gain their sacred forms, along with any of the men who are not poisoned already, and leave these lands. The animals will guide you to places of safety and you will leave symbols for those of my will to follow after you.” 

“And what of our husbands and sons left behind.” The women cried. “What is to become of them?” 

“They will be punished for their misuse of the gift. From this day forth, no male child will be able to take any form, sacred or animal, past the time of his manhood. This I say will stand until the day the magic awakens in a daughter of the Clan, yet not of the Clan. Only through her pain and trials will she lead the path to the Clan’s redemption.” 

And so the mothers of the clan returned to their homes. They gathered their daughters, and they gathered the sons, husbands, and fathers who had yet to fall to the disease that gripped their people. They took only what they needed and left the lands of the Clan, following the signs the guides left for them on the rocks and trees. 


 
 




 Chapter Twenty-three 



 


 

 

THE SUNLIGHT SHONE off the green-stained wood as Beth ran her hand over the smooth surface of the crib railing. The soft cotton sheets were tie-dyed in swirls of blue and green, made by a family friend, and seemed a perfect match to the circular crib. 

She touched her belly as it bulged through the embroidered gold hemp shirt. It had been nearly three weeks since the family had brought her home, and this morning Tala finally took her off the monitor. Beth still had to take it easy, but it looked like everything was going to be all right. 

“I’ll not bore you with how many coats Greer put on that before she let it finally cure.” Bardo stood in the doorway, his arms full of towels. “So, you like it?” 

“I love it.” Beth smiled, though she’d been feeling melancholy all day, despite the good news. “She’ll be sleeping here in a few months, and I’m not sure what sort of danger I’m bringing her into.” 

Bardo set down the towels and walked up to the crib across from her. “She’ll be strong like her mother. And like you, she won’t be alone.” 

An image of Isha floated through Beth’s mind like it had so often lately. “Bardo?” 

“Yes, Beth?” 

She hesitated. This was something hard to talk about, but the doubt was eating at her heart bit by bit. “How long should a person mourn? I mean, how soon before it’s not bad to feel for someone besides the love you lost?” 

“That’s not an easy question. We all mourn differently. You can’t place linear time on your feelings.” Bardo rubbed his palms along the crib’s railing. “It’s okay to love her, Beth. It doesn’t mean you’ve forgotten Dusty. You can’t punish yourself for her death, either. It’s not fair for you to place that burden on her spirit.” 

“Burden on her spirit?” Beth gasped and covered her mouth with her hand as Dusty’s words came back to her. I’m keeping you from living, lover. I can’t have that burden on my soul, and you don’t deserve it on yours. “Am I really doing that?” 

“You can’t rush yourself. Give yourself time to feel whatever it is you feel.” Bardo walked around the crib and hugged Beth. “You are a good person, Beth. Whatever you feel for her, it’s good, too. You have to believe that.” 

Beth nodded and looked up at him. “So what do I do? What do I tell her?” 

“Tell Isha the truth. She may want things to be a certain way, but only you know what you are ready for.” Bardo squeezed Beth’s shoulder and then held her at arm’s length. “Let yourself feel what you are able, and don’t be afraid to set limits. Isha may not like the limits, but she loves you enough to understand you need them for your heart and for your relationship to be a healthy one.” 

She hugged her stomach. “I can’t tell you what this has meant to me, being here with all of you. I have never felt as loved as I do here. I know I have a lot to learn about how the farm runs and all, but I want to really be a part of this family. Everyone pitches in and works together to make this place a home.” 

Bardo laughed. “I understand, Beth, but not everyone is a farmer. You should find something around here to do that makes you happy. To us, you taking care of that baby is a mighty important job. There’s no need for you to worry about taking on any more than that unless you find something that really interests you.” 

Isha leaned casually against the open door. “Somehow seeing Beth milking a cow is a rather funny image.” 

Beth scowled playfully. “I could milk one if I wanted to.” 

Isha simply chuckled. “I bet you could.” She turned to Bardo, her gaze more serious. “Orion says there’s a blind spot in the ward. They’ve located it on the west end of the land, by the old silo. He and Bella need a hand with it. You busy?” 

Bardo released Beth’s arms. “I can go check it out. I’ll leave you two to talk, then.” 

Isha raised an eyebrow in surprise. “Talk? Um...sure.” 

Beth watched him pass Isha in the doorway, and the words came out naturally. “Thanks, Dad.” 

He turned to face her, and the smile that crossed his face danced in his eyes. “Anytime, my daughter. Anytime.” 

Isha stepped into the room. Bardo stepped out into the hall, and she gently closed the door behind her. “So, Tala said you’re doing better?” 

“Yes. I talked to Melanie and told her I can come back to work next Monday.” 

“What did you tell her about what happened?” Isha pulled up a chair next to the crib and gently pushed Beth into it. 

Beth smiled. “I didn’t have to. Terra told everyone that Anna and some of her cult friends were white supremacists and that a pregnant, black lesbian made a handy target. Terra says she and Steve are the only ones there who know the truth. Melanie has hired all-day private security for the library for when I come back, rather than the lot patrols after hours.” 

“Did Terra also tell you that she referred all three of the women doing the day time security there, and that each of them is a Clan Guardian?” 

“I...” Beth blinked in surprise for a few moments and then laughed. “No, she didn’t mention that. Who are they?” 

Isha pulled up a chair in front of Beth and sat down. “Well, you met Grace at the Festival. She’s Ruby’s daughter. She’s only part-time since she’s going to nursing school. Val and I are the two full-time guardians. She moved down from a place called Outlook in Saskatchewan, Canada. Val heard about what happened in June with the abduction and wanted to lend a hand. She and I will pick you up and take you home on the days we’re working. On the days Grace is working, I’ll be taking you to and from work.” 

“I like driving my car.” Beth wasn’t sure she liked being under constant watch like this, but she knew why. 

“I know, babe.” There was compassion in Isha’s eyes as she took Beth’s hand in hers. “Maybe once the baby comes they’ll back off, or we’ll find a way to nail that bitch and the rest of her little minions will go away. I don’t know.” 

“I hate this.” Beth’s vision got fuzzy as her eyes began to sting. She shut them tight to hold back the tears that threatened to flow. She’d cried too much lately. She didn’t want to cry anymore. 

“It won’t always be like this.” Isha brought Beth’s hand to her lips and kissed her knuckles. “Did Bardo tell you? He went to speak to the Council last New Moon.” 

“I didn’t think men were allowed.” 

“They can’t sit on the Council, but anyone can bring grievance or a problem to be discussed.” 

“What was it about?” 

“Well, to begin with, the Council was talking about your Naming Ceremony.” Isha gently caressed Beth’s hand as she spoke. “If you’re willing, you’ll be made a full member of the Clan with all the responsibilities and rights of a born Clan member.” 

“I...” Beth was speechless for a few minutes. She was touched beyond words at this gesture. It would mean not only a great deal for her, but her daughter would be Clan by birth as well. “When will this take place?” 

“On the eve of Lammas. First of August.” Isha’s gaze was hopeful. “Does this mean you’ll agree?” 

“Yes. That’d make me very happy.” Beth smiled as Isha hugged her. “So, what did Bardo go to the Council about?” 

Isha sat back in her chair, still holding Beth’s hand. “He requested that once the baby was born, the Clan train you to defend yourself. The training would be mostly physical, hand-to-hand fighting and defense, but if you showed an aptitude, there could be magical training as well. He explained that without it, you remain a victim, forced to rely on other people for protection for both you and your child. He didn’t think a strong woman like you deserved to live like that if you were willing to learn how to change it.” 

Beth thought about what Bardo had asked and what had been said. She wasn’t sure she would ever be the kind of fighter Dusty was, but didn’t she deserve the chance to learn how to defend herself and her daughter, whether or not she had a talent for it? It was scary, but so was the thought of being a victim her whole life. “What did the Council say?” 

“They promised to discuss it. In the end, it’s up to you.” Isha squeezed Beth’s hand affectionately. “You’ll do fine. You’re stronger than you think.” 

“Maybe I’m stronger than I used to be, but fighting...I don’t know.” Beth stood, and Isha reluctantly let go of her hand. “I’m going to see if I’m strong enough to brave those stairs to get some lunch.” 

“Beth, wait.” Isha put a hand on Beth’s shoulder as she moved toward the door. “I want...I want to apologize.” 

“Apologize? For what?” 

Isha withdrew her hand and shoved both of them in the front pockets of her jeans. “About what happened at the festival. Between us, I mean. I promised I wouldn’t push and I did. I’m really sorry.” 

“I’m sorry I ran out on you. I should have stayed and talked.” Beth reached out and brushed Isha’s cheek with the backs of her fingers. “I should have told you how much I really do care for you and that I’m scared.” 

Isha’s hands slid out of her pockets, and she tentatively reached over to take Beth into her arms. “It’s okay to be scared. Hell, I’m scared, too. What I feel for you fills me so completely I think I’m going to drown from it sometimes. I want for us to be a family. You, me, Marc, and the baby. All four of us. But I was afraid to tell you, afraid it would push you away. I love you, Beth. Oh Goddess, I love you.” 

Tears fell down Beth’s face, and she didn’t try to stop them. There were no words for what she felt, even for a librarian. She didn’t know what she was ready for, what her heart could take, but this time there was no running. She didn’t know what to say, but maybe that was the key. Words were not necessary. 

Beth reached up to cup Isha’s face and pulled her down until their lips met in a long, deep kiss. A kiss that might very well last forever. 
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