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      The White Wolf shimmered into existence on the southernmost tip of the Rittendon Peaks. A slight wind blew tufts of fur forward onto his ears as he silently searched the landscape for the woman who'd been his apprentice for the last ten years. A wisp of smoke drifted on the air as he padded toward the copse of trees where he suspected Becca had concealed herself and her fire. From deep within the darkened forest, an arrow embedded itself in a stump not two paces from his muzzle.

      Must you be so dramatic, Sheyah? Garan turned to his right where Becca sat concealed in a Rowenleaf tree some fifteen yards away.

      A slight twinkle sparkled in Becca's eyes as she slipped her bow over her shoulders and turned to climb down the branches of the evergreen where she'd been patiently waiting for the last two hours. “And if I'd left my camp unguarded, you'd have eaten my right hand for breakfast.” She dropped the last few feet to the ground and landed lightly on her feet.

      Oh please. As if your scrawny arm would give me any bit of sustenance. Garan continued walking languidly through the forest until he came to Becca's campfire. He circled once before stretching his huge bulk on the ground close to the fire.

      Becca smiled as she added some fresh wood to the dwindling flames. “So, I’ve been wondering where you’d gotten to. It’s not like you to be gone for so long.

      Garan gazed absently into the fire. I know. There’s a lot of unease in the other Realms right now. A kind of restlessness none of us can explain. I’ve been out searching, trying to find where the problems lie.

      Becca listened as she dug some jerky out of her saddlebag and bit off a chunk. She brought the rest with her as she sat in front of the fire and leaned into her friend's comforting bulk. “What do the other Spirit Guides say?”

      Just that we should watch and wait. Denabi is restless and worried. She…

      Becca twisted around to stare at her Guide. “Denabi? Isn’t she the ancient one you told me about? The one who doesn’t travel the realms anymore?”

      Garan lifted one furry eyebrow. She’s back. That alone should tell you something. She and Ebi are going to—Garan suddenly blinked out of existence, leaving Becca to catch her balance when her backrest disappeared. After a few seconds, she heard what Garan's finely tuned hearing had caught well before hers. As the metallic sound of shod hooves against hard rock reached her, she quickly jumped to her feet and doused the fire with her boots. She grabbed all of her belongings, erasing any trace of her stay before melting into the darkness of the night.
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      The little boy ran into the feed store, excited enough to interrupt his father, who tolerated no level of disrespect from his son. “Pa, he's got a body on his mule! Under the furs! Old Deelon's got a body!” The boy quickly stepped back when the customer he'd interrupted turned her attention his way. He ducked his head and pulled off his cap. “S'cuse me, Your Grace.”

      Aurelia “Bree” Makena, the Duchess of Danforth, nodded once, then turned back to the proprietor. “Add it up, Poul. I have some errands to run while your boy there loads the wagon.” Without waiting for an answer, she turned to go, grabbing her pack and winking at the boy as she left.

      The boy watched her out of the corner of his eye, careful not to draw any more of her attention to himself. He took in the warrior's breeches, the deep blue tunic, and the bandolier full of throwing daggers she wore strapped across her chest, then glanced at his father, who quietly shook his head. The boy looked back at the ground and waited until she'd left the store before he spoke. “How come she dresses like a merc, Pa? Why's she like that?”

      His father turned to the figuring he'd been doing before his son had come storming into the shop. “She's a duchess, son. I reckon she can dress however she likes. 'Sides, no merc ever wore a tunic made of double spun silk nor a nobleman's set of throwin' knives. You keep out of her way, y'hear?”

      The boy nodded as he tugged the cap back onto his head. “Old Deelon's got a body, Pa. He really does. He's got it up under the furs on his mule!” His father nodded, not interested in who Deelon had brought in. He had to get the total for the Duchess before she came back to pay what she owed.

      Bree stepped out onto the muddy track in front of the shop and started for her wagon, anxious to finish her errands so she could make it back to her steading before nightfall. Ashton Fork was one of the smaller villages within her duchy, and she’d chosen to build her manor house nearby for precisely that reason. To say that life at her castle in Orinshire was hectic would be an understatement. She loved the slow pace of Ashton Fork and the quiet but respectful way the people here treated her. The time she spent alone on her private lands, far from the machinations of her duchy, was worth more than any amount of gold in her coffers.

      A crowd of people clustered around a trapper, and his mule caught her eye, and she stopped to watch as he began unloading the furs he’d brought in from his fall season of trapping. The boy had been right. Deelon had a body trussed up under several of the furs. Two feet were sticking out, the body obviously thrown belly first over the mule.

      Deelon unloaded the last few pelts and then untied the ropes securing the body to the packsaddle. He picked up the small form and dropped it into the street. A murmur started at one end of the crowd, quickly gathering momentum as people realized the body was a filthy child, hands tied behind her back, legs tied together, and a rag strapped around her mouth.

      Bree moved her head forward, trying to understand exactly what she was seeing. Grime covered every square inch of the bundle lying in the street. She started when she realized a filthy face glared out at her, locking hate-filled eyes onto hers with an anger so deadly, it took a few seconds to tear her eyes away. She turned her attention to Deelon, who growled at the crowd.

      “Anybody wants her, she's for sale. I trapped her in the mountains. She's wild... Shona raised, my guess. She's mute, bites, kicks, and scratches, and she'll take a knife to ya if y'give her the chance.”

      Zer Dalney stepped close and peered down at her. His mean little eyes focused on the face before he grabbed the girl's crotch. “Y'shore it's a girl?” A leer spread across his features as he felt between her legs. “Yep, nothin' there.”

      Someone in the crowd hooted as Zer stood up and motioned towards the girl with his chin, “I'll give ya three copper rions for her.”

      Another man stepped from the shadows of the local inn. Although Bree didn't know him, she recognized the coloring on his scabbard as coming from a neighboring duchy, probably a mercenary on his way to a position with the King’s armies. He stepped forward and asked, “Ya have her? She used?”

      Deelon sneered, not bothering to hide his disgust. “Don't think she's even come into season yet, but she'd tear a man apart.”

      The man fingered his belt. “I can tame her. Four coppers.”

      Zer reached down to feel between the girl's legs again, but Deelon pushed him back. “You want her, you buy her. Otherwise….”

      Zer flushed a deep shade of red as he turned and spat on the ground next to the girl. “Four fifty.”

      The other man pulled a money pouch from under the folds of his cloak. “One silver rion.”

      Everyone turned when Bree stepped forward and spoke. “Ten silver rions.” Bree absently fingered the handle of one of her daggers, waiting to see whether anyone would top her offer.

      The mercenary recognized her for who she was, lowered his head in a partial bow, and stepped back into the shadows.

      Zer glared at her before crossing his arms and turning away.

      Deelon eyed her a minute, his mouth moving as he shifted the wad between his lower lip and teeth. He nodded once. “Sold.”

      “Throw in that bear pelt.”

      Deelon nodded again, pulled out a black bear hide, and threw it on the girl. “Eleven silvers total.”

      Bree nodded. “Wait here.” She eyed the people in the crowd before turning to head to the lockbox on her wagon where she kept extra coins for her trips into town. When she returned, she handed Deelon twelve silvers. “I need those two deer hides as well.”

      Deelon nodded and threw in the hides.

      With her dealing done, Bree grabbed the hides off the girl, hefted the small figure over one shoulder and the hides over the other. She took everything to the wagon and tossed the pelts into the back. As she laid the girl on top, Poul brought out the last of the oats she'd ordered.

      He helped her fit everything in around the furs. “It came to two silver rions and five coppers, Your Grace.”

      Bree pointed to the girl. “It looks like I’m going to need breeches and a tunic also.” When Poul turned away, Bree eyed the girl's bare feet. “And some really small thigh boots and stockings if you have them.”

      He turned back and looked at the child. “You don’t mean to try to foster a wild child like—” He stopped mid-sentence when he remembered who he was talking to.

      Bree shook her head. “No, it was just...” She turned to look at Zer as he swung up into his saddle.

      The look of disgust on Poul’s face as he watched the man spoke volumes. “I understand, Your Grace.” He nodded politely before heading back into his shop. A few minutes later, he and his son returned with the items she’d requested. Bree held out three coppers for the clothing, but Poul shook his head. “No charge.” He put his arm around his son’s shoulders and smiled sadly. “His ma would ‘a taken her in too, Aevala’s blessing on her soul.” He touched his right fist to his heart and then brought it to his lips as was customary when speaking of the dead. “It’s the least me’n the boy can do.”

      Bree pocketed the coppers and smiled. “Thanks, Poul.” She indicated the boy with a lift of her chin. “And if your boy ever wants to enter training as a page, send him to my Steward, Baron Ellsworth, in Orinshire with my recommendation.”

      The boy gasped and jabbed his father’s thigh with an elbow.

      Poul chuckled and bowed. “Thank you, M’lady.”

      Bree pulled herself up onto the seat of the wagon, and the horses strained against the harness as she pointed them toward the local bathhouse. Their hooves sloshed through rain-filled potholes, slipping every now and again in the brown sludge that served as a street during the rainy season. When they reached the bathhouse, Bree gently pulled on the reins. “Whoa there. Easy now.” Stepping gingerly through the mud, she dragged the girl to the end of the wagon and threw her over her shoulder again.

      The bathhouse proprietress, Mauran Heth, looked up when Bree strode into the main room. “Aurelia Makena! What do you have slung over your shoulder like that?”

      A small smile played across Bree's lips. No one but Mauran and the queen ever called her by her given name, and Mauran only dared that when something had ruffled her feathers. Mauran was the daughter of the captain of the castle guards at Orinshire, and she and Bree had grown up playing together within the shelter of the castle walls during the long, cold northern winters. Bree walked to a corner and lowered the girl to the floor. Hate radiated off the child in waves as Bree unsheathed one of her knives and reached down to cut the rag out of her mouth. The girl's strong legs pulled back and mule punched her square in the chest, sending Bree flying backward into the legs of a nearby table.

      Fire ignited in Bree's eyes as she growled and started for the girl who brought her bound legs up again, ready to kick.

      Mauran stepped between the two. “Bree! What is wrong with you? First, you bring that child in here slung over your shoulder like a sack of grain! Then you take a knife to her and expect her not to react?”

      Trying to control her temper, Bree took a few deep breaths. After a few moments, her customary good mood reappeared, and she chuckled as she rubbed her sore ribs. “She’s got strong legs, no question about that.” Kneeling beside the girl, she showed her the knife. “I don't intend to stab you. I'm just going to cut that rag off your mouth.”

      When she moved the blade toward the girl's face, the sturdy legs cocked again, ready to punch.

      Bree pursed her lips, then put her finger along the edge of the knife and mimed on her own face how she planned to slip her finger against the skin to protect the girl's face while she cut. “Now be still.”

      Fierce gray eyes followed the knife as Bree slowly brought it up, slipped her finger and the blade up under the rag, and sawed through the cloth. The material stuck to blood that had caked at the corners of the girl's mouth.

      Mauran put her hand on Bree's shoulder to keep her from prying it off. “Wait a minute.” She took a clean hand towel from a pile, soaked it in warm water, and held it out. “Here, soak that blood first. Don't tear the cloth off dry like that.”

      Bree took the cloth and moved it toward the girl's bloody face, but as her hand descended, the girl's jaw open slightly. Bree cocked her head and growled, “Don't you bite me, or you'll wish I'd left you to those men. Do you understand?” She couldn't tell whether the girl understood, but she reached up anyway and soaked the dried blood until it had softened somewhat. The gag had cut welts into the side of the girl's mouth, but she didn't make a sound as Bree pulled it away.

      Mauran bent closer. “Is she Anacafrian, Shona, or mixed breed? I can't tell under all that dirt.”

      Bree studied the girl's skin, then shrugged. “I don't know, and I don't care.”

      Mauran looked around nervously. “If she's Shona, wouldn't her Spirit Guide be around somewhere?”

      Bree stopped cutting as she glanced around the room. She shrugged again. “I don't know. It'd be rare for them to show themselves to anyone but their apprentice anyway.” She turned back to the girl and continued to saw at the bindings twined around the muscular legs. When she'd cut through the first cord, she loosened the rope, unwound it and took it off. She gently rolled the girl onto her stomach to get a better angle at the ropes securing the arms.

      Glancing up at her friend, she shook her head as she cut through the bindings. “I need to be thrown in a locked croft with the other loons and crazies. What am I doing buying a filthy rag child, anyway?”

      When the rope came off, the girl's arms dropped to the floor, and an involuntary groan escaped her bloody lips.

      Bree glanced up at Mauran once more before turning back to the girl. “How long have you been trussed up like that? Here.” She pulled one arm into her lap and began massaging it from shoulder to wrist to help restore circulation. When she finished, she moved to the other arm. Wrinkling her nose, she reached into her pocket and pulled out a copper. “I'll need a clean tub of water. I can’t bring her into my croft smelling like that.”

      Mauran slipped the copper into the pocket of her work dress before pointing to the front of the shop. “There’s a clean tub behind that curtain over there. Bring her in and I’ll warm some water.”

      As Mauran disappeared behind the curtain, Bree slipped her hands under the girl's shoulders and hauled her to her feet. When she let go, the girl's legs gave out and Bree caught her before she collapsed back onto the floor. She picked her up and laid her over her shoulder again, which allowed her to keep one hand free to grab the clean clothes she’d bought for the child. Before Bree could take more than a few steps, Mauran stepped back into the room and glared, her large hands resting on abundant hips. “Aurelia!”

      Startled, Bree glanced up at her. “What? And don't call me that.”

      “You know what! If Timur was here, she'd box your ears!”

      A cloud of pain crossed Bree's features and disappeared so quickly Mauran wouldn't have seen it if she hadn't known to look for it. Mauran touched the other woman's arm. “I'm sorry... I shouldn't have said that.”

      Bree shook her head as she pulled the girl down and held her in her arms. “No, you're right. She would have.” She carried the girl past the curtain where Mauran had set a fire under a finely shaped tub reserved for the occasional genteel travelers who found themselves stranded overnight in Ashton Fork.

      Bree set the girl on the ground and gestured toward the rags that barely covered her sturdy frame. “Take off your tunic and trews, then get in the water.” When the girl didn't move, Bree knelt and reached to pull off the rags. Strong teeth sank into her forearm and held on.

      “Tane's blood! Let go!” Bree jerked her arm hard enough that her sleeve slipped, and the girl ended up with a mouthful of tunic. Bree yanked the cloth out from between the girl's teeth, rolled up her sleeve, and glared at the two half-circles embedded in her forearm. She pushed to her feet, bellowing over her shoulder as she stormed out the front door, “That’s it! You want to go with those men, then do it! Go with Morgrad for all I care!”

      Striding past the front of her rig, she jerked the reins off the hitching post, tearing at the resulting tangle until the knots came loose. The leaf springs on the wagon groaned as she leapt onto the seat. When the wagon rocked a second time, she turned to see what had happened.

      Mauran stood glaring at her with both hands planted firmly on her hips.

      The girl sat in the back of the wagon where Mauran had deposited her.

      “She's your problem, Aurelia Makena! Morgrad may be the Keeper of the Underworld, but he's not here at the moment, and I'll be damned if I'm taking her!” With that, Mauran stalked back into the bathhouse, slamming the door behind her.

      Bree rubbed her eyes with her thumb and forefinger, mentally running through her options, which, at the moment, seemed few. The horses tensed when she threw down the reins and jumped out of the wagon. She picked up the girl, traipsed back through the front room and up to the tub where she dropped her into the water, filthy clothes and all. Bree sighed and tossed a washcloth in after her.

      The girl watched the cloth sink below the surface, then pulled off her tunic and dumped it over the side of the tub. She squirmed a while, and the rags she'd been using as trews soon followed the tunic.

      Mauran stepped through the curtain and handed Bree a bar of soap and a bucket. “Here, they're on the house. You're gonna need 'em.”

      Bree grudgingly took the soap, put her hand on the girl's head, and motioned for her to duck under the water. The child sank to eye level, never taking her eyes from Bree’s face. When she came back up, Bree soaped the girl's hair, then doused her with water from the bucket. She soaped the grimy hair a second time, and her temper rose as she battled the snarled mess. Grumbling, she reached for her knife. “I am insane... I have gone completely insane.”

      When Mauran looked over and realized what Bree intended, she put her hand on the handle of the knife to move it away from the girl’s head. “You'll have her lookin' worse than she already does if you saw off her hair with that.” Smiling at Bree's lack of womanly instincts, she went inside and returned with a pair of shears and a comb. The rat's nest would have to be cut out first, so she put the comb in her pocket and began carefully cutting while Bree rolled up her sleeves and felt around in the tub for the washcloth.

      She lathered the cloth until soap bubbles were streaming down into the water and scrubbed the girl's arm before holding it to the light to get a better look. “I'll be damned. She's Anacafrian under all that muck.” She scrubbed the forearm some more so she could see the identifying mark every Anacafrian baby had tattooed on the inner side of their right wrist. “Looks like she's from the Otsmeadow Alliance, out of Marblefort Downs.” She looked up at Mauran. “That's way on the other side of the kingdom. I wonder how she ended up in Danforth.” Danforth was the duchy Bree had reluctantly inherited when her father passed away. It consisted of one good-sized city, Orinshire; four smaller towns—Silvermoor Steppes, Ironmoor Forest, Deerhaven, and Merimeadow; and several smaller villages of which Ashton Fork was one.

      Mauran leaned closer to get a better view of the tattoo. “How do you know which marking goes to which Alliance? There must be hundreds of them in Anacafria.”

      Bree rolled her eyes. She picked up the other arm and began to scrub. “One hundred thirty-seven, to be exact. It's part of the education we all get at the King's Collegium. Anyone who holds the rank—or is going to hold the rank—of Baron or above has to memorize all the Alliance markings and coats of arms. I hated all the posturing that went on in those classes.” She shook her head. “You know, whose title outdid whose, whose rank was higher.”

      The other arm took longer to clean since the dirt had been ground deeper into the pores of the skin. Bree addressed the girl. “He probably had you laying on this side more, didn't he?”

      It seemed to Bree that the girl's glare had a little less venom than when she'd first seen her. Soaping the cloth again, she pointed to the girl's face. “I'm going to clean the dirt off, but you bite me, we're done. Understand?” She raised her eyebrows, trying to soften her words with just a hint of a smile. She reached over, stilling the shears in Mauran's hand. “Stop cutting a second.” As she slowly moved the cloth toward the grimy face, she saw the jaws open ever so slightly in preparation to bite whatever body part happened to come closest to the teeth. She pointed to the bite marks on her arm and growled low in her throat, “No!”

      The girl blinked and looked away. Bree brought the cloth up, ready to jerk her arm away if she went for her. When nothing happened, she began scrubbing the dirt, careful to keep the soap out of the brooding eyes. The forehead was too filthy to leave as it was, so Bree turned the girl's face to her and mimed closing her eyes. When the girl closed them, Bree scrubbed as much of the grime off as she could, then rinsed off the soap with a cloth full of clean water.

      Mauran continued cutting while Bree scrubbed the girl's legs and worked on her feet, rubbing off caked-on dirt with the cloth and trimming the toenails with her knife. By the time they were finished, they'd turned out a clean, semi-groomed child in new brown trews and tunic, a carbon copy of the lithe, thirty-year-old woman standing next to her shaking her head. Mauran, who was much shorter and rounder than her friend, stepped back and assessed the girl's stature. “She looks hardy enough for a stray. Strong arms.” She grinned at Bree. “Good teeth.”

      Bree returned Mauran’s smile with one of her own. “Very funny. What do you think? Seven? Eight?”

      “Not much more than that.” Mauran put her hand on the other woman's shoulder. “Timur'd be proud of you, Bree. Think of that the next time she bites you.”

      The muscles in Bree's jaw tightened as she propelled the child toward the door. “Timur’s dead, Mauran. She's not proud of anything anymore.”

      Mauran watched from the doorway as Bree climbed into the wagon and motioned for the girl to climb in back. When the child didn't move, Bree leaned down, grabbed her by the back of the tunic, and pulled her onto the seat next to her. The girl moved as far away from Bree as she could, and Mauran shook her head. “Aevala have mercy. I think you're both gonna need it.”
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      They left Ashton Fork by the only road that led into or out of the town. The road and the town had been carved out of the forest many generations past by displaced refugees who'd fled the neighboring Kingdom of Organdy during a bloody uprising against their queen. Thick undergrowth and twisted vines encircled close-packed trees that banked the hard-packed surface they traveled on. Bree shifted on the wooden seat, the hairs on the back of her neck rising as she felt unseen eyes following them through the dense forest. Her friend Becca would say it was Bree's Spirit Guide watching over her, but Bree refused to believe any such thing. Spirit Guides were for the Shona and those adopted into the Shona tribes. She slapped the reins and urged the horses on to a quicker pace.

      The child watched the forest as well. She'd lived with the Shona long enough to recognize the ripples that disturbed the air whenever a Spirit Guide was near. She caught glimpses of movement in the underbrush but not enough to identify which guide followed them. She jumped but quickly schooled her features as a Badger materialized in the back of the wagon. Years of practice had allowed her to ignore the presence of the Guides whenever they appeared. If the Shona had known she could see them, they would have killed her instantly. Most of the warriors had considered her less than human, and any reference on her part to the sacred animals would have been an insult deserving of death.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she watched as the Badger put her front paws onto Bree’s shoulders, pushing forward as though trying to get the woman’s attention. She knew the woman was unaware of the animal's presence. The Shona called Bree's people “the deaf ones” because most of them were oblivious to the Spirit World.

      The girl listened to the Badger muttering to herself. Bree, you stubborn fool. You'd better open up to me soon or— When she noticed the child watching her, the animal's eyes narrowed and focused on the girl.

      The child turned toward the forest, pretending she hadn't seen or heard a thing. You're just as stubborn as she is, child. You two deserve each other, that's what I say. With that, the Guide faded into the Other Realms, and the girl breathed a sigh of relief.

      The Elders taught that lightning was a symbol of the Fourth Realm and that particular Badger had a white streak of lightning running down her nose. The girl wondered why a powerful totem from the Fourth Realm would bother itself with one of the deaf ones. She shifted on the padded seat and fingered the soft material they’d given her for clothing. Her life had taken many strange turns these last few weeks, and she didn’t know whether she should rejoice or be terrified.

      They reached Bree’s manor house after dark, pulling up to the barn where three dogs waited, their tails wagging as the wagon creaked to a halt. Bree motioned toward the doors. “You might as well start by making yourself useful. Open the doors so we can get the horses put away for the night.”

      The girl looked at her, then shifted her attention to the large double wagon doors. She looked at Bree again, her eyebrows low.

      It was apparent even to Bree's untrained eye that the girl didn't understand what she wanted her to do. She wrapped the reins around the wooden brake handle and jumped down from the seat, motioning for the girl to do the same.

      Bree raised the heavy wooden lever securing the doors, then pulled one door open partway. She glanced down as the door swung open. “Open the door.” She shut it, then pulled on it again. “Open.” She pushed it shut. “Close.” When the door swung shut, she rotated the lever into the bracket before climbing back onto the seat of the wagon.

      The girl watched, arms crossed, a scowl clouding her features.

      Bree motioned toward the doors again with a flick of her hand. “Go on…open 'em.”

      The girl lowered her arms, shaking her head as if to say, why’d you close 'em again if you wanted 'em open? Amusement flickered across Bree's features as the girl turned to wrestle with the lever.

      The child hooked her shoulder under the board and heaved it upward, stretching as high as her arms could reach to swing it around on its fulcrum before letting it fall to the other side. Mumbling under her breath, she braced her foot against one heavy door and pulled with all her strength to create an opening just wide enough to slip through. Inside, she leaned her back against the door and pushed, forcing it open on stiff hinges. She did the same with the second door, brushing the splinters off her shirtsleeve while she waited to see what the crazy women wanted next.

      Bree clucked to the horses, and they walked into the barn, anxious for their evening meal. As she passed through the doorway, she nodded. “I guess we'll have to oil those hinges, so you don't hurt yourself getting them opened.” Inside, the two draft animals waited while Bree unhitched the wagon.

      While she worked, she recalled Mauran's comments about Timur. Her mind drifted back to the time, three years earlier, when she and Timur had built this place as a respite from the life they hated at court. Bree had never, ever fit in with the courtiers who called the King’s Castle in Cafria their home, and the people in her castle in Orinshire weren’t much different. Women of the lower classes were welcome in the various fighting forces, whether in the King's Guard or the Royal Archers or the all-women Queen's Battalions. However, with the exception of the Queen, women of the aristocracy were expected to rule from afar, wearing the finest fashions and never actually seeing the inside of a fighting ring or, heaven forbid, an actual battle.

      In direct opposition to tradition, Aurelia Breenéa Makena, Duchess of Danforth and first cousin to the King, handled knives better than most and had commanded the elite Huntington’s Cavalry in the Queen’s Brigade. The King and Queen accepted her and her eccentricities—they loved her in fact—but that had never stopped the snide comments and nasty gossip she’d heard from the other lords and ladies whenever her back was turned.

      She and Timur had moved to Ashton Fork, wanting to get as far away as possible from the harpy gossip. They’d not wanted handmaidens or staff working around their steading and had chosen instead to handle all of the daily duties of running a household by themselves. Of course, whenever she stayed in their Ashton Fork residence, Bree had to travel to and from Orinshire at least once per quarter to see to the running of her duchy.

      The two of them had been blissfully happy with this arrangement until influenza had swept through the small community, indiscriminately taking men, women, and children along with the only love Bree had ever known. Since then, she’d mostly stayed alone on her steading, traveling to Orinshire whenever necessary to speak with her overseer and handling whatever business needed her personal attention.

      She returned to the present when the girl stepped in front of her and took charge of the first horse after she’d unbuckled its harness. Though her head came to almost the height of the horse's shoulder, the girl moved with the assurance of a person who'd worked with the big animals for many years. Bree stepped to the second horse and began unbuckling that harness as well. “So, you know animals, huh? That's good. At least you'll be of some use until I can find a place to foster you.”

      Watching the girl take charge of the second horse reminded her of when the big animals had first arrived from a breeding farm in the Silvermoor Steppes. They'd been a housewarming gift from the King and Queen, and Timur had playfully named them Annaya and Kotólo after two famous prophets in her favorite Shona narratives. Her father had taught Shona culture and language at the King's Collegium in Cafria and had passed on his love of the language to his strongminded and much-loved youngest daughter.

      When Timur had written him about the horses, her father had sent back the reply that now she had to name the next two animals they acquired Príusin and Régula after two legendary Shona Spirit Guides. Thus, two of the dogs sniffing around the girl had those ungainly names, while the third, Baron, Bree had gotten to name after the title held by one of her favorite uncles on her mother's side.

      When the girl returned from stabling Annaya, Bree picked up the leather harnesses and held them out. “Here, you can hang these in that room.” She motioned with her chin to the storage room at the side of the barn. The girl didn't move, so Bree strode over and draped the tack around the small shoulders before pointing toward the wooden door. “Take the harnesses and hang 'em in there.”

      The girl mumbled something as she shrugged the leather off her neck.

      Bree, who'd turned back to the horses, jerked around to stare at the girl. “You can talk?” When the child started for the storage room, Bree grabbed the back of her tunic. “Can you talk?”

      The girl looked up with a blank expression, so Bree gathered the trailing ends of the leather off the dusty floor and piled it back onto the child. “Keep this out of the dirt, or you'll be cleaning all the leather I own for the next few days until you learn how to treat things proper.” She heard Timur’s teasing voice in the back of her mind and mumbled to herself, “Properly.”

      The child carried the harness into the tack room while Bree brushed and put away Kotólo and did the usual round of evening chores. When the girl hadn't returned in a decent amount of time, Bree went to see what was keeping her. The harnesses were hanging on a hook, but the girl was nowhere to be seen. Baron's distinctive, heavy breathing came to her from the dark corner of the little room where shadows hid everything from view. She went out to retrieve the lamp, holding it high as she returned to see what the girl and the big white dog had gotten into.

      The child had pulled a horse blanket into the corner, curling up next to Baron, who lay against her with a satisfied look on his face. Bree knelt next to the sleeping figure, laying a hand on the dog's head and absently scratching his ears. “What are we gonna do with her, Baron? Timur could have fostered her, but me?” She reached over and smoothed the newly cropped hair, then gathered the small figure in her arms to carry her into the house, stopping on her way to grab the thick bearskin pelt out of the back of the wagon.

      Dropping the pelt in front of the fire, she laid the girl in its soft fur, brought a blanket from the closet, and covered her. After stirring the embers and adding enough wood to keep the house warm throughout the night, she moved to her bedroom to change into her bedclothes and lie down for the night. The gas lamp next to her bed barely gave off enough light to read by, but she managed several chapters of The Queen’s Two Horses before falling into a deep, troubled sleep.

      Life started before sunup at the steading with Príusin and Régula climbing lazily out from under the bed, ready to join Baron—who slept outside on the porch—on their morning rounds.

      Bree stumbled to the bedroom door in the dark, avoiding hitting the edges of Timur's bedroom suite by sheer memory. The furniture had been a housewarming gift from Timur's mother, who had shipped it cross country at great expense so that her daughter would find all the comforts of home in the Outer Territories. Her grief at their departure had been assuaged by the knowledge that Timur and Bree might be able to build a better life away from the bigotry and intolerance they'd encountered among the so-called sophisticates of modern society. According to those in the inner court, a scholar's daughter was not a proper match for a first cousin to the King, even if Bree didn't look or act the part of a landed Duchess of the Realm.

      On any other morning, the dogs bounded from the bedroom the second Bree opened the door. Today, Príusin circled behind Régula, who stood rooted in place. Bree stepped through the door, running a sleepy hand through her hair as she yawned. Her foot caught on a black mound just outside the threshold, and she fell headlong into the main room, hands sprawled and knees banging painfully on the flagstone floor.

      She heard a scrabbling and twisted around in time to see a small shape disappearing into the bedroom. Reaching for the tail end of the movement, she caught a foot and pulled, dragging the girl back into the hallway. The girl twisted onto her back and brought her free foot up, ready to kick if she needed to get away. Bree held up a hand, trying to reassure the girl she was safe. The movement brought her fingers close to the girl’s mouth, where white teeth were bared and ready to bite.

      Quickly pulling her hand back, she spoke in a calming voice. “Okay. Okay. It scared both of us. Easy.” Once the girl relaxed somewhat, Bree released her and sat with her back up against the wall, one knee pulled up with her elbow resting on it. It had never occurred to her that a child who'd been living alone in the wilderness would be afraid to sleep by herself, yet the girl had moved from in front of the fire to curl up outside of her bedroom door.

      Príusin and Régula slowly stuck their heads around the corner, waiting for Bree to tell them everything was all right. She pushed herself up and patted her thigh. “Come on, you two.”

      The dogs obediently followed and bounded outside when she opened the door.

      Bree followed them onto the porch just as the pink rays of dawn backlit the mountains that made up the back yard of her twelve hundred acre steading. Technically, she owned all of the lands within her duchy, but the land surrounding her manor house was her absolute private domain.

      Bree had been the only child of the Duke of Danforth, brother to the current king's father, and when her mother had died six years earlier, followed closely by her father, they'd left her not only a very wealthy young woman but a duchess in her own right. She'd quickly given over the everyday running of her father's estates to his overseer, Baron Ellsworth, and had used only a small portion of her inheritance to build this haven for her and Timur on the outskirts of her duchy.

      As the sun peeked over the horizon, her gaze wandered to the short wooden fence that enclosed a towering Fingold tree. At the base of the tree, a marble slab stood watch over Timur's grave. Bree had planted grass and flowers in the small enclosure until it resembled a well-kept park within the city of Cafria.

      She jumped when she heard the bolt on the front door slide shut. “Hey!” She rammed her shoulder into the wooden planks, hitting a solid mass blocking her way. “Open the door!” Pounding did little good, so she stormed to the window. “Open the door right now, you little—”

      The girl ignored her as she pushed a chair to the fireplace to climb high enough to reach Bree's crossbow. Pulling it off the wall, she looked over her shoulder at the woman, who was still banging on the locked wooden shutters. She returned her attention to the weapon she held in her hands. She'd seen crossbows used before. They gave people power and made them safe, and she wanted to learn how it worked in case she ever needed to use it. A look back at the window told her Bree had gone somewhere else, probably to the front door to try to force her way in.

      The crossbow felt heavy in her hands, and she tentatively ran her fingers over the wood, which had been polished to a lustrous, deep-brown shine. Bree kept the bow cocked and loaded with a steel-tipped bolt in case the Shona ever attacked. As the girl maneuvered the weapon, her elbow nudged a round steel ball that had been left on the mantle with some other odds and ends. The ball rolled off the shelf and dropped onto the chair, landing next to her toes before rolling onto the floor and along the seams of the smooth wooden planking. It came to rest next to a pair of bare feet not ten paces away. One look at the fury etched into Bree's face was all the child needed to drop the bow and head for the front door.

      Bree lunged and caught the crossbow with one hand and the girl's tunic with the other.

      The girl twisted and kicked with her bare feet, catching Bree a glancing blow on her shin.

      Bree tucked her up under her left arm and held on, refusing to let the girl escape. “Stop struggling!” When the girl kept fighting, Bree leaned the crossbow against the wall and wrapped both arms tightly around the child’s body. “I said stop!”

      The girl stopped for a split second, then twisted violently in Bree's grasp.

      Bree held on, refusing to let go.

      The girl fought long and hard until she eventually wore herself out.

      Bree gradually loosened her hold as the struggling slowed and then finally stopped.

      “Now—” Bree lifted the girl until her face was next to the bolt on the door. “No!” She set her back on her feet and turned her so they were facing each other, then raised her eyebrows. “Understand?” She pointed to the bolt again. “No!”

      The girl understood. She glared into Bree's eyes, seething. She didn't understand most of the woman's words, but she completely understood this one.

      Bree pointed to the bite on her arm. “No!”

      The girl glared at Bree, bristling at the tone in the woman’s voice.

      Bree locked eyes with her until the girl looked away and then nodded. “Good, at least we understand each other.” She retrieved the steel ball from the floor and headed into the bedroom, stopping first to grab the crossbow and tap it with the ball. She caught the girl's angry gaze again. “No!”

      The girl crossed her arms but didn't lower her eyes. Instead, she walked stolidly across the room, grabbed the crossbow, and held on.

      Bree jerked it out of her hand and tapped it more forcefully this time. “No!”

      The girl slowly reached up and put her fingers around Bree's hand. She carefully pushed the hand down and grabbed the crossbow again. When Bree didn't react, the girl released the bow and pointed first to Bree, then to herself. Once more, she grabbed the bow and pointed at the two of them.

      Bree watched her. “You want me to teach you how to use it, do you?” She hefted the crossbow over her shoulder. “Maybe when I trust you more, but for now….” She tapped the wooden bow with the steel again. “No.”

      The girl pursed her lips, crossing her arms to emphasize the scowl that had come across her features. As Bree disappeared into the bedroom and closed the door, the girl did a quick survey of the outer room. Several small logs had been stacked in a pile next to the fireplace as a ready hedge against the winter's cold. The girl waited a few seconds before grabbing a log and throwing it at the bedroom door, putting all her strength into the effort. The resounding crash that reverberated throughout the house caused the three dogs to come running inside just as the girl ran out the front door toward the forest that bordered the east side of the steading.

      Within seconds, Bree came barreling out of the house in her bare feet, hopping on tender pads as she tried to follow the girl into the woods. She stopped a few paces from her door, shaking her head and chuckling as she surveyed the tree line. The girl had spunk, that was for sure.

      Baron followed his newfound friend into the woods, finding her squatting behind a tree, watching to see whether Bree would return to the house or continue after her. These woods were much less dense than the ones surrounding Ashton Fork, and it was easy for her to follow the antics of the woman who had obviously never gone any distance without coverings for her tender feet. When Bree turned and hopped awkwardly back to the house, the girl put her hand on Baron's head and giggled. She covered her mouth when Bree turned at the sound, again searching the woods for some sign of the child. Waiting was something the girl had learned well during the last several weeks: waiting for a rabbit to enter her snare or waiting for people to pass by her place of concealment. She waited now while Bree slowly made her way back to the front door, muttering something the girl couldn't hear.

      The woods wrapped around behind the house, and the girl made her way there now, finding a window that had been left open to let in the cool night air. As she climbed over the sill and lowered herself to the floor, she realized she’d entered the woman’s sleeping place. Creeping to the bedroom door, the girl pushed it shut and rammed the bolt into place. She scrambled back out the window and melted into the forest with a devilish grin on her face. Even at twenty yards, she could hear the exasperation in the woman’s voice as Bree pounded on the bedroom door demanding to be let in.

      Climbing trees had always been easy, and the child climbed one now, pulling herself high enough so she could watch Bree stalk around the side of the house to climb gingerly through the bedroom window. Just as her feet cleared the sill, the shutters slammed shut with a bang, which brought on another bout of laughter from the little girl. She stayed in the tree for a while longer, waiting and watching until Bree left the house to begin her morning chores.

      There was no doubt in the girl's mind she'd need some kind of peace offering if she was going to be allowed back into the house any time soon. Sneaking around the outskirts of the barn, she found everything she'd need to build a rabbit snare. Two hours later, rabbit in hand, she peeked around the barn door. The woman was sitting on a stool next to the tack room, oiling a saddle and bridle.

      Bree looked up from her work when she saw movement at the barn door. The girl stood about fifteen feet away, studying her. There wasn’t any point in chasing her, so Bree went back to oiling the leather. “You've got a lot of nerve walking in here right now.” She watched the girl out of the corner of her eye to see what she was going to do. After a few minutes, the girl took a few tentative steps forward. She stopped about ten feet away, waiting for Bree to look at her.

      Bree carefully laid the bridle across the saddle to give herself an extra moment to compose her thoughts before dealing with the little imp.

      As Bree stood and faced her, the girl held out a skinned rabbit, presenting it on both hands as though bestowing a gift.

      Bree rested her hands on her hips. “Trying to bribe your way out of trouble, huh?” There was no fear in the child's face, but a definite glint of amusement lay behind her bright, intelligent eyes. Bree half-smiled. “You've got pluck in you, that's for sure.” She took the rabbit from the girl and set it on a worktable, then grabbed her by the back of the tunic and brought her to the stool. Lowering herself to the seat, she put her hands on both of the girl's arms, pulling her close, so they were able to see eye to eye.

      “So, we both have a temper, don't we? We need to come to an understanding, you and I.” Bree paused a minute, trying to figure out how to communicate what needed to be said. There was no way to explain obedience or consequences to someone who didn't understand words. As she thought through several possible lectures, one of the horses pawed at his stall, his front hoof knocking against the wooden rails.

      The girl waited patiently, not sure what to expect. The silence stretched out between them until Bree dropped her arms. “I don't have a clue.” She turned and picked up the rag she'd been using to oil the saddle, poured more oil on it, and began methodically rubbing the leather again. After watching the woman for a few minutes, the girl picked up a second rag, stepped up to the leather bridle, and started running the reins through the cloth.

      They worked in silence for close to an hour before Bree put the tack away and headed for the house, rabbit in hand. The girl followed her inside, where Bree had her load the stove with sticks and dried grass. Looking around hesitantly, the girl wondered what she should use to start the fire.

      The matches were kept in a soup can above the stove. When she realized what the girl was searching for, Bree brought them down, setting them on the stove where the girl could reach them. The child picked up one of the wooden sticks, not sure exactly what she was supposed to do. Bree watched her, frowning. “You've got to be kidding me.” Matches were relatively new to Anacafria, having come by way of Organdy when the King's father had traveled there some fifteen years before. They weren’t exactly in everyday use yet because supplies were fairly limited, but Bree had never known anyone who didn't know how to light one. Taking the match from the girl, she scratched it along a rough portion of the stove so that the tip sparked into a yellow-orange flame.

      The girl gasped, and Bree smiled at her reaction before blowing out the match and reaching into the can to pull out another. “Here.”

      The girl slowly took the proffered stick from the woman, glancing up to make sure everything was okay. After Bree nodded, the girl slowly ran the head along the same spot she'd seen Bree use.

      When nothing happened, Bree demonstrated by flicking her wrist in a quick motion before taking the girl's hand in her own strong fingers and striking the match on the metal. The fire flared, and the girl jerked back into Bree's legs. Bree kept hold of her hand, slowly lowering the match into the stove and lighting the dry tinder.

      The match burned close to the girl's fingers, and Bree opened both their hands to let it drop into the fire.

      The girl grabbed for another.

      Bree stopped her. “No.” She shook her head as she put the can back on the top shelf above the stove. Placing her hands on the girl’s shoulders, she turned her until they faced each other, forcing the child to look her in the eyes. She pointed first to herself, then to the matches. Then she pointed to the girl and the matches and repeated, “No.”

      The girl studied her face and then nodded once to let Bree know she'd stay away unless Bree told her she could make the fire.

      Bree raised her eyebrows. “My God. We actually communicated.”

      Small red potatoes lay on the counter, and Bree pointed to the knives cradled in their wooden holder. “Cut 'em up and throw them in the pot. I'll get the rabbit ready for a stew.” At the girl’s blank look, Bree shook her head, “I knew it was too much to hope for.” Taking a knife, she cut one of the potatoes into quarters, quickly throwing the pieces into the pot. She urged the girl to the cutting board and placed the knife in her hands before pointing to the potatoes. “Cut 'em up.”

      Understanding dawned, and the girl picked up the knife and expertly sliced the potatoes and tossed them into the water, followed closely by chunks of rabbit, sliced onions, and turnips from Bree’s fall garden. Once the stew had been put to simmer, Bree handed the girl a broom, motioning for her to sweep the house clean while she went out to tend Timur’s grave. After a half-hour, the girl had swept the last of the dirt out onto the porch and down the steps to the front walk. She looked around for the woman and saw her sitting in the small enclosure on the little hill. Setting the broom by the door, she walked silently out to the enclosure where Bree sat staring at the carefully tended grave. Moving slowly through the gate and into the garden, the girl stood waiting for Bree to notice her.

      The child’s elongated shadow stretched over the grave marker, and Bree looked up, quickly wiping her eyes before pushing to her feet. She put her hand on the girl’s shoulder and guided her out the gate. “You shouldn’t come in here, okay? Just Timur and me. Nobody else.” When they exited the gate, Bree turned the girl toward her and pointed into the enclosure. “No.” When the girl looked confused, Bree shook her head and repeated more forcefully, “No! No one goes in there, do you understand?”

      Looking sadly back at her home, Bree sighed. “In fact, I don’t even know what you’re doing here. This is no place for you or anybody else. What am I going do with you, anyway?” Her gaze returned to the child, who waited patiently next to the gate. “Come to think of it, you might fit in nicely with the Pettits. I think they have children about your age. Come on, let’s go eat our stew before it burns down to nothing.” Bree put her hand across the girl’s shoulders and guided her into the house, hoping against hope the young family of sharecroppers had enough room in their hearts to take in Deelon’s “wild” child and treat her as one of their own.
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      The following morning, Bree saddled Rebel, the horse she used when she had no need for the wagon. Rebel's grey coat had thickened with the coming winter, giving him a teddy bear look that belied his nasty disposition. He'd been a bargain when she'd bought him because he had a wicked habit of biting or kicking anyone who came near. The two of them had come to an uneasy truce: he allowed her to feed and ride him, and she allowed him to live, which was more than his previous owner had planned for him.

      Bree led the horse into the yard, hefted the girl over her shoulder, and climbed into the saddle. She deposited her on the horse's rump before riding in the direction of the Pettit smallholding.

      They rode for close to an hour with Bree trying to remember everything she knew about the Pettits. She recalled seeing them at the Spring Harvest Festival she and Timur had hosted annually for the people of Ashton Fork. The father, Dirk, was a slightly built man in his early thirties who walked with a slight limp. Several times he’d brought sheep in to sell at the stock pens, and she tried to recall exactly how many children had been helping herd the tired animals into the livestock pens. Her reverie was broken by the far-off sounds of children calling out to their mother, announcing the arrival of an unlooked-for visitor.

      As Bree and the girl approached the house, Lancie Pettit put down the basket of clothes she was carrying and curtsied to Bree. “Lady Makena, a gran' ta sitheur. We ant seen theur for several moons. Care t'cum inside?”

      Bree lifted the girl down from the horse before swinging down herself. It took her a moment to translate the peculiar dialect spoken by the people of the Ironmoor Forests, and she silently thanked her father for forcing her to learn the several provincial variations of the common language spoken in Danforth. He’d always said that no one could butcher the spoken word better than the Ironmoor peasants, and he’d been right. “No, thank you.”

      Two of the Pettit's children came running from the tiny house, the youngest burying his head in the folds of his mother's skirt while the other sketched an awkward bow.

      Bree watched him a second before coming to a final decision. “I came to ask a favor.” She looked back at the girl.

      Lancie stepped closer. “Is dis t' bairn Ol’ Deelon browt i'? Dirk towd uz abaht 'a. Shi doesn't luk wild.

      “That's her, and I can't keep her. I came to see if you and Dirk could take her. I'd pay you five coppers every sevenday.” She watched the woman try to figure the sum in her mind. “That comes to twenty coppers each full moon.”

      Lancie's eyebrows rose. Twenty coppers was a fortune to them and their growing family. “Dirk's art a' t' barn. Ahl nip on ask.”

      While Bree and the girl waited, the five-year-old boy who'd stayed behind crouched in the dirt, watching them. “Is shi eur wild Shony? Da sez she's eur wild Shony.”

      Bree answered distractedly, “No.”

      The girl looked up at her and shifted nervously. The woman hadn't said anything to her since dinner the night before, and she had no idea why they'd ridden all this way this early in the morning. She turned to see the red-haired woman and a man walking toward them from the barn.

      The man pulled his hat from his head and bowed deeply as he stopped in front of Bree. “Lady Makena.” He nervously fingered the hat as he held it next to his chest. “Lancie sez theur need eur place ta put t' Dado.” He used the Anacafrian slang term reserved for Shona half breeds. He eyed the girl up and down. “Deelon sez shi bites 'n kicks. I’ve getten young bairns 'eear.” He indicated his children with a sweep of his hand.

      Bree shook her head. “She's not dangerous, and she won't hurt your children.”

      A look passed between husband and wife. When Lancie shrugged, Dirk nodded. “Ain't neya room int' 'ouse. Shi can stay int' barn. We'll feed 'a up 'n shi can wurk.” He met Bree's eyes. “Fair?”

      Bree looked down at the girl. Staying in the barn would probably be better than how she’d lived when she’d been with the Shona. Making up her mind, she held out her hand. “Fair. I'll have the twenty coppers to you by the end of the week.” They shook on it, and Bree swung back up into Rebel's saddle. She held the girl's confused gaze a second before heading back the way they'd come.

      After she'd gone a few yards, Dirk yelled, “Hey!”

      Bree turned to see the girl jogging after her. When she pulled Rebel up short, the girl stopped too. Bree pointed at her. “No! You stay.” They locked eyes, and Bree repeated. “No!” After a second, her guilt overwhelmed her. “Look, you'll like it here. These are good people. Just do what they say, and you'll be fine.” Confusion colored the girl's features as Bree again turned to leave.

      Lancie called after her. “Theur nivva towd wee 'a neeme.”

      Bree called back over her shoulder. “Call her whatever you want.”

      The girl started after her again, but Dirk caught her arm. “Theur stay 'eear li' shi sez.” The child twisted and bucked until he threw her on the ground and held her down.

      Bree heard the commotion but thought the separation would be easier on the child if she didn't look back. The muscles in her jaw rippled as she kicked Rebel into a gallop, riding for home as fast as the horse could take her.

      The next morning when she opened the front door, she found Baron wrapped around a bundle lying in front of the door.

      The girl sat up and shot Bree a scathing look. A bruise covered the right side of her face, and mud had turned her once clean breeches a pasty brown.

      When Bree turned the girl's chin to get a better look, the girl knocked her hand away, grabbed a stick lying near the door, and bashed Bree in the shins.

      Bree let out a startled yelp and danced backward as the girl continued to pummel her. She finally managed to capture the stick mid-swing and fling it into the yard. Grabbing her shin, she yelled at the girl, “What in Morgrad’s name do you think you're doing?” Bree looked up when a horse and rider came into the yard.

      Dirk Pettit rode purposefully up to the porch and dismounted. “Sorry, M'lady. Shi kept tryin’ ta folla theur, sa ah tied 'a ta eur post, bur shi left anyways.” He scowled at the girl. “Ahl tek 'a back naw.” He grabbed a small arm and began dragging the kicking and flailing girl toward his horse.

      “How'd she get that bruise?”

      Pettit shoved the struggling child toward his horse, causing her to land hard under the horse’s belly, where she had to move quickly to avoid the big animal’s hooves. Pettit rolled up his sleeve and held his arm out for Bree to see. “Shi bit uz sa ah slapped 'a dun 'ard. She'll learn, dooant worry abaht 'a'. “

      Bree stepped forward and shoved him aside, struggling to hold in her rising temper. She pulled the girl to her feet and stood between her and Pettit. “The deal's off, Dirk. It won't work.”

      Pettit pointed to the girl. “Ah kin tame 'a, ya Grace. Twenty coppers be umpteen o' coyne. Ah kin tame 'a!”

      Bree reached into her pocket, pulled out a silver rion, and handed it to him. “I said we’re done.” She put her arm around the girl's shoulders and led her into the house, not bothering to look back as Pettit sketched a quick bow, mounted his horse, and angrily rode away.

      Bree seated the girl at the kitchen table and watched her a second. She’d never have left her if she’d thought for an instant that Petit would abuse her. Ruffling the girl’s hair, she asked quietly, “Hey, you hungry?” When no answer was forthcoming—not that she’d expected one—she sighed and moved to the stove. She broke four eggs into the skillet and began absently preparing a ham and egg breakfast. Two slices of bread browned on the stove, and when everything was ready, she loaded two plates with food and set them on the table.

      The girl brooded while Bree worked. She refused to meet Bree's eyes when she set the plate in front of her, preferring instead to stare at the lines on the floor.

      Bree sat down and pointed to the food. “Eat.”

      The girl turned her back on the woman, pushing away the food with her elbow. After several minutes of listening to Bree's fork tapping against the plate as she ate, the girl walked to the door and let herself out.

      Baron was waiting for her on the porch, his white winter coat making him look bigger than his actual eighty-five pounds. The cold wind bit into her as she crossed the yard on her way to the barn. Lifting the heavy lever and letting it fall, she pulled the door open far enough for her and Baron to slip inside, then pulled it shut behind her.

      The long, cold walk home during the night had exhausted her. She opened the tack room door and slipped inside, pulling it shut to keep in whatever warmth she and the dog gave off. The same horse blanket she'd used the first day she'd arrived was draped over one of the saddles. She pulled it down and curled up once again in the corner with Baron settling down next to her, giving her a small lick before laying his head on his paws to wait. Troubled thoughts clouded her mind as she drifted off to sleep while trying to understand what she'd done to make the woman hate her as much as she did.

      Guilt colored Bree’s thoughts as she watched the girl leave the house. She racked her brain, trying to figure out where she could send her where she'd be safe and well treated but far enough away so she couldn't run back to the steading at the drop of a hat. When she finished breakfast, she gathered the plates and set them on the counter. The livestock needed to be fed, so she grabbed her coat and headed out to do the morning chores. The latch on the barn was hanging free, and she pulled the door open, expecting to see the girl inside.

      The air still held the cold bite of the night, and she pulled her heavy coat closed, shoving the buttons through the holes with fingers made stiff from the morning frost. It took about an hour to carry hay and oats to the horses, feed Príusin and Régula, and scatter seed to the chickens. Many other chores awaited her, but the need to find a home for the child was weighing heavily on her mind. She knew she wasn't fit to be a mother. She thought that if maybe Timur were still alive, things might have been different.

      Timur always brought out her gentler side, made her laugh and play and feel like a child again. All of that had stopped when she died. Life had become nothing more than existence, and that was no life for a little girl who needed love and nurturing, not to mention lessons on how to function in the Anacafrian society.

      Suddenly a thought came to her: Where else can a child learn but in a school? Her cousin, Cinara, had attended the Queen's Academy at Orinshire—in fact, Timur had talked about teaching there before they'd decided on Ashton Fork as their home away from home—and Orinshire was far enough away that the girl would have to stay at the school instead of running back to the steading whenever the whim struck her. Not only that, but she could also check on her during her frequent visits to her castle.

      She waited for Rebel to finish his oats, and once he was done, Bree saddled him and rode the five miles into Ashton Fork. She stopped at the messenger relay station and wrote out a letter, telling the school she'd be sending the girl on the next coach and that she'd send them the cost of tuition when they informed her of the amount. She wouldn't let them refuse. She'd put the girl on their doorstep and let them take it from there.

      Once she'd made arrangements to have the letter delivered, she walked to the livery and bought a ticket for the girl on the next run, which was two days away. She found the driver and paid him extra to ensure that the girl made it to the school and then mounted Rebel for the short ride to the bathhouse. She found Mauran emptying a tub in one of the private rooms.

      “Bree! I didn't expect to see you back in town so soon. Where's the girl?”

      “I left her at the steading. I'm sending her to the Queen's Academy on the next stage.”

      Mauran put her head back and laughed, the rolls of her belly jiggling in rhythm with her laughter. “You're what? She's a wild child, Bree. She'll never fit in at a school like that. What are you thinking?”

      Bree flopped down in a comfortable padded chair. “She'll be better off there than here with me. I'm afraid I'll hurt her if I get mad enough. She grates on my nerves, Maur, and I have no business trying to raise a child.”

      Mauran studied her friend for a minute before pulling up a chair and sitting. “Bree, I know you well enough to know you'd never hurt a child. You might think you would, but you wouldn't.”

      Bree ran her fingers through her hair. “I almost took a belt to her the other day. If she had struggled one more second, I'd have whipped her hard.”

      Mauran listened attentively, resting her arms on her knees and leaning forward. “Why?”

      Bree sat back and sighed. “She locked me out of the house and went for the crossbow. She doesn't know how to use it and when I saw her reach for it, I was terrified she'd accidentally shoot herself. I climbed in through my bedroom window and nearly throttled her.”

      Mauran smiled. “I hate to break it to you, but that's exactly what any parent would have done.”

      Bree shook her head. “I'm not her parent.”

      “You're the closest thing she has to one. You're probably more of a parent than she's known in a very long time.” She put her hand on Bree's knee. “Bree, she won't survive in that school. Think about what you're doing before it's too late.”

      Bree stood to leave. “I've already thought about it. No proper family will take a Shona-raised hellion and treat her like part of their family. There's no other choice. She'll be on the coach to Orinshire when it leaves in two days.” She strode from the room before Mauran could say anything more.

      Mauran watched her go with a sinking feeling. Bree had changed so much since Timur's death. The once striking woman looked drawn and tired. Her long, shining brown hair was now shorn into a short man's cut. But even more telling was the absence of the laughter Mauran used to hear whenever Timur and Bree had visited her shop. Bree's face would light up whenever Timur spoke, and although most people scoffed at a duchess and a scholar’s daughter being together, Mauran had never seen two young people more completely in love.

      She walked to the window and watched her friend ride out of town. The dejected set to the woman's shoulders practically broke her heart. She'd hoped the child might pull Bree out of her misery, but now it seemed that wasn't going to be.

      When Bree rode into the barn, she found the girl already busy with the evening feeding. She dismounted and unsaddled Rebel, who was anxious to get to the oats he'd heard rattling into his feed bucket. The girl still refused to acknowledge her, and when she'd finished giving oats to the horses, she went back into the tack room and closed the door.

      The night had turned chilly again, the warmth of the day's sunshine quickly giving way to the cold evening chill. Bree opened the tack room and saw that the child had curled up in the corner on the horse blanket. “Come on, you can't sleep out here; it's too cold.”

      The girl rolled over, turning her back to Bree, conveying a clear message of pique.

      Bree walked over to gather the child in her arms, but the girl rolled quickly and once again kicked her in the chest, sending her flying backward into a saddle rack with the saddle crashing down on top of her. Bree shot up, spitting mad, but the girl had already turned her back to her once again.

      “Fine! Just stay here and freeze then!” Bree angrily righted the rack and jammed the saddle back into place. Stalking to the house, she let herself in, built a fire, poured herself some whiskey, and sat, staring angrily into the flames.

      Nine o'clock rolled around, and Bree was still sitting in front of the fire. The wind howled at the windows and blew down the chimney, making the flames dance in the darkened room. She stood and started for the bedroom, then abruptly turned to reach for her coat. “Damn it.”

      As she walked toward the barn, the cold chill in the wind reminded her she'd need a warm blanket to carry the child from the barn to the house. Retracing her steps, she pulled a blanket from the closet, walked to the barn, and let herself into the tack room. The room was cold and pitch black, silent except for the thumping of Baron's tail as he greeted her. She knelt next to the girl and carefully gathered her into her arms.

      The girl didn't kick this time. Instead, she opened sleepy eyes and rolled into Bree's embrace, tucking her arms in close like a small rabbit cuddled into its den.

      Bree pursed her lips, pushing down the warm feelings that rose within her. She struggled a minute with the blanket, making sure every bit of the girl was covered before carrying her back to the house and laying her on the bearskin in front of the fire. Easing herself down into her favorite chair once again, she watched the sleeping child and sipped the last bit of her brandy while her thoughts swirled from Timur to the child and finally to the future she had no desire to endure.
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      The morning of the stage run, Bree carefully stepped over the girl, who'd moved to the threshold of her bedroom door sometime during the night. Príusin and Régula leapt over the lump on their way to the front door, racing outside when Bree pulled it open. Baron, usually anxious to join his friends, trotted indoors and settled himself next to the girl, who'd sat up to rub her eyes in the early morning darkness. Once the dogs were out, Bree lit a lamp so she could see well enough to begin cooking breakfast. Filling the skillet with her customary eggs and ham, she pointed to the stove. “Can you start the fire for me?”

      The girl understood what Bree wanted and grudgingly complied. Anger still simmered just below the surface, but she hadn't eaten anything since lunch the previous day, and hunger was a great motivator. She brought some twigs and grass from a basket kept in the corner and loaded them into the belly of the stove. She watched as Bree brought down the can of fire sticks. Crossing her arms, she glared at Bree, waiting for the woman to give her permission to use them.

      Bree scowled. “Being a smarty, huh? You sure do carry a grudge.” She motioned to the matches with the fork. “Go on, use one.”

      The girl grabbed a match and struck it hard against the metal. The light flared as she brought it to the dry grass, which lit immediately. She threw the rest of the match into the fire while carefully repositioning some of the smaller sticks to make sure they caught. Once she had a good hot fire, she shut the firebox door to force the heat up onto the burners and then walked out of the kitchen and stood at the end of the hallway, her back to the wall, arms crossed and waiting. She didn't want to be around Bree since the woman apparently didn't want her around anymore. The incident with the red-haired woman and the limping man had proven that. When Bree came out of the kitchen, she turned her back to her.

      “Oh, for Aevala’s sake. You’d think I’m punishing you instead of trying to feed you. The food's on the table. You can eat if you want. We're heading into town today, and you have a long trip ahead of you.” The girl acted like she hadn’t heard. Bree sighed and ran her hand through her hair. “Look, it's for the best.” She felt silly explaining since she knew the child couldn't understand her. She shook her head and mumbled, “Who am I trying to convince? Me or you?”

      Hunger pangs rumbled in the girl's stomach, causing strange gurgling sounds that both of them could hear. Bree disappeared into the kitchen and returned with the plate heaped high. “Here. You need to eat.” She set the plate on the floor behind the child's feet then returned to the kitchen table to finish her own breakfast.

      The clean plate had been left in the hallway when Bree came out on her way to feed the animals. There was no sign of the girl. She reached for her coat and suddenly realized the child would need something to keep herself warm during her trip to Orinshire. Since all of Timur's clothes were still hanging in her closet, she searched through them, looking for the warmest coat she could find. Timur had been a small woman, only five-foot-five. She used to joke that at twenty-five, people mistook her for Bree's daughter more often than not. After a short search, Bree found what she was looking for—a sturdy lamb's wool coat that would keep a person warm in the coldest of weather.

      Bundling the coat under her arms, she crossed the yard and entered the barn looking for the child so she could present her with the coat. The girl looked up from the heavy bucket of oats she was carrying and glowered at Bree, who held the coat out as a peace offering. “Here. It'll keep you warm.”

      The girl set the bucket down as she eyed the proffered gift. It was a beautiful, dark blue suede, thick with wool padding, and it had warm white trim on the collar and sleeves. A quick glance at the woman’s tunic confirmed that the coat was dyed with the same rich blue that adorned most of the clothing and fabric around the steading. She reached out to feel the soft material, running her small fingers over the fleece.

      Bree stepped around behind her and held it open. “Here, put it on.”

      The girl slipped her arms into the sleeves, wondering about Bree's sudden change in demeanor. Why was she giving her a gift when she was so adamant a few days ago that she wanted her gone? She turned suspicious eyes on the woman, who reached down and pushed the bone buttons through the cords that held them in place. The collar felt warm and soft against her cheek, and she rubbed it back and forth while Bree picked up the bucket and dumped it in Anaya’s food bin.

      She did the same for Rebel and busied herself with other chores, giving the gelding time to finish his breakfast before they set off for town. When he finished, Bree saddled him and climbed into the saddle.

      The girl’s suspicions grew when the woman hauled her up behind her, but she settled in, figuring the woman wouldn't have given her the coat if she intended to get rid of her again. When they reached the town, they stopped in front of the livery. The girl slid off carefully, unsure of exactly what Bree intended. When Bree opened the door to the awaiting coach and lifted her in, the girl searched her eyes.

      Bree couldn't stand the look of betrayal that swept across the child's face when she realized what was happening. She quickly closed the coach door and turned to head for Mauran's shop. Mauran was standing outside, watching as the coach pulled away. Bree saw Mauran focusing on something behind her and turned to see what the problem was. Her heart sank as she saw Timur's coat lying in the dusty street.

      She walked over and gathered it into her arms while the coach lumbered out of sight. Turning to Mauran, she held the woman's gaze. Mauran started toward her, but Bree quickly grabbed Rebel's reins, vaulted into the saddle, and dug her heels into his sides, hanging on as the horse wheeled around and galloped at top speed back toward the steading, back to her haven where there were no people and no children and where she could drink herself into oblivion, and no one would know or care.

      

      The girl sat in stony silence as the coach bounced roughly over the rutted wagon trail. Two men sat opposite her: one, a red-faced young man with light-colored hair and a ready smile, the other, a round pock-faced man who glared down his bulbous nose at her whenever she looked his way. No one spoke, the noise from the wheels and the squeaking axles making it impossible to hear anything anyway. Dust from the trail roiled into the coach, and soon all three of them were covered with fine grey silt.

      They traveled like that for several days, the driver eventually tying the girl to the seat next to him to keep her from trying to escape at every opportunity. When they finally reached Orinshire, he was more than ready to turn the child over to the matron who had come to fetch her.

      Dressed in a fashionable black silk gown with a tight bodice and closefitting sleeves, the woman presented an imposing figure. She sneered down at the girl when the driver recounted the trouble she'd given him. “She'll not give me any trouble.” With that, she grabbed the child's arm and dragged her along to the school, where she locked her in a small room no larger than a broom closet until she could decide what to do with her.

      Orinshire, the capital of Bree’s duchy, was a prosperous city with many wealthy second and third sons and daughters moving there looking for the chance to improve their station in life and thereby increase the possibility of moving into King Leopold's Court in Cafria. Queen Celeste, Leopold’s mother, had opened the school thirty-two years earlier to train the children of the wealthy hopefuls on the traditions and customs of those who inhabit the High Court.

      The matron prided herself on the trust the Dowager Queen put in her to train the next generation of courtiers. She had no intention of allowing a mute troublemaker dressed in dirty breeches and tunic to sully her reputation. Her school was for young boys and girls of culture. If the duchess thought she could simply pawn off an unwanted child on her doorstep based upon her relationship to the king, she had another thought coming.

      When the closet door banged shut, the girl slid to the floor, legs drawn up, head leaning against the wall. Her mind reeled with the sounds and smells of the new place. The woman had sent her as far away as she possibly could, to a place that was foreign and hostile, a place where she didn't know how to survive or fend for herself.

      She sat for hours, waiting for footsteps that would tell her someone was coming. By the time a young scullery maid came to bring her supper, she was more than ready to make her escape. As the door cracked open, the girl threw herself at it and bolted from the room, barreling around corners, looking for a way out. A long corridor stretched before her with slippery floors and pictures of beautiful women dressed in the strangest costumes she’d ever imagined. Several doors opened onto the hallway, confusing her as she tried to remember which way the woman in black had brought her.

      She slammed open a door and careened into a dining hall where three long tables were set with food and twenty freshly washed faces turned her way. Eight girls wearing identical, tightly corseted blouses with low, broad necklines and impossibly flared skirts shrieked and quickly abandoned their benches to hide behind the nearest, or dearest, young man at their table. The boys, all wearing tunics dyed to the colors of their respective duchies, began laughing and sticking out their doeskin boots, hoping to trip up the wild-eyed whirlwind rushing past.

      One of the teachers, a tall, graceful woman, made a grab for the girl when she came within arm’s reach. The child twisted out of the woman's grasp, then leapt up onto a table and ran its length, not bothering to step over or around the precisely arranged bowls and platters of meat.

      Another teacher started after her, but the headwoman rose from her seat. “Stop! Let her go.” She smiled as the child raced out the door and disappeared around a corner into the bowels of the city. Well, there's one problem taken care of. She clapped twice, calling everyone to attention. “A person of good breeding is able to attend to every circumstance with grace and poise. You will calmly wait for the table to be cleared and reset.”

      Twenty fledgling courtiers clustered into small groups and whispered excitedly among themselves while servants hurried to their tasks, any outward signs of emotion quickly put in their proper place by the watchful eyes of their stern headmistress.

      

      The girl raced through the streets, only stopping to look back when she was sure no one had followed. As she stood in the shadow of a thick block wall that towered higher than the tallest trees in the forest, she tried to orient herself. The tangle of streets confused her, and each time she thought she was heading out of the city, she’d run into this same wall that was solid on three sides with only a single huge drawbridge and a smaller entry door on the fourth. If she looked straight up, she could see the heads and shoulders of soldiers with crossbows slung across their backs passing each other as they patrolled the upper perimeter. The girl had never dreamed such an enormous building could exist, had never imagined an encampment that held so many roads and smaller dwellings arranged around this central edifice.

      Darkness created shadows in every corner and under every awning. She knew that trying to find her way in the dark would prove impossible. Turning in a slow circle, she searched for some landmark that she might have seen as the woman in black had dragged her through the streets to the building where she’d been locked in the small room. As her eyes adjusted to the growing darkness, she saw a tiny bit of movement under an awning not far from where she stood. Peering closer, she could just make out the outline of some type of beast waddling toward her. She gasped when she recognized the lightning pattern on the forehead of the woman’s Badger.

      Yes, it’s me, and don’t you dare start running again. I may be able to move between realms, but the older I get, the less I want to be out chasing younglings in the First Realm who are too mulish to see or hear their own Spirit Guide. The Badger reached her and reared up on its haunches so it could look her straight in the eyes. The girl immediately turned to face the wall. The fear instilled in her by the Shona still gripped her, and she knew she’d be killed if she acknowledged the beast.

      The Badger’s voice boomed in her head. Turn around and face me when I’m talking, Tane take you! I have no time for these games!

      Conditioned by years of obedience, the child turned, keeping her eyes lowered onto the sharp claws of the animal’s hind feet.

      Look at me, Child. I’m not going to hurt you, although I’d like to tear apart the people who put that fear into your heart.

      The girl snuck a glance at the Badger’s eyes and then quickly looked down again.

      The Guide slowly shook her head and muttered, That’s the best I can expect, I suppose. All right, then, I’ve been watching you, and we don’t have the time to let you run in circles. That’s Orinshire’s castle wall you keep running into, and if the guards see you one more time, they’ll probably come to investigate. Now follow me and keep to the shadows. With that, the Badger lowered herself onto all fours and began waddling toward the awning she’d been standing under when she’d first appeared.

      The girl hesitated, finally coming to the realization that she didn’t have much choice in the matter.

      The Spirit Guide moved from shadow to shadow, pausing at each turn to listen before moving on to the next pillar or post with the child shyly following in her wake.

      As they walked, the girl began to recognize places she’d passed with the woman in black. Three men dressed in heavy woolen tunics stood in front of a door with a sign over it depicting a blue stag in battle with a two-headed boar. Two buxom women leaned out of windows on either side of the sign bouncing their very generous wares and calling out words of encouragement to the men. Fire pots hung at every doorway, giving the night a yellow glow that illuminated a city of stone and mortar.

      Moving quickly, Kaiti and the Badger wound their way through several hard-packed streets; the bawdy nature of the buildings closest to the castle gradually giving way to well-kept manor houses with lace curtains hanging in their windows and late-blooming fall flowers overflowing ornate window boxes. At one house, stern-looking guardsmen dressed in the red and yellow livery of their master eyed her suspiciously.

      Averting her eyes, she was suddenly very glad they couldn’t hear or see the Spirit Guide waddling in front of her muttering about sore footpads and aching joints. Stifling a giggle, she momentarily forgot the Badger could read her thoughts and briefly wondered if an Anointed Guide could actually get sore feet. The animal stopped waddling and swiveled around to address her, causing the girl to take a slight misstep to avoid tripping over the beast.

      Of course, my feet can hurt just as a lucky sword blow can cut off my head, though plenty of men have tried and lost their own heads in the attempt. Sharp teeth snapped the air as the fierce animal attacked an imagined foe. We’re not gods, you know. If we have to fight in Anacafria alongside our apprentice, we become flesh and blood just like I am now—although that hasn’t happened in many generations—but times are changing, going back to the days before Morgrad was defeated in the Peshár Wars. We can be killed. The difference between you and me is that when we die out of time, we usually have to repeat whatever task we’d been assigned in our appointed Realm. The Badger turned and started on her way again. A real pain in the rear, I tell you.

      Once they reached the outskirts of Orinshire, the Badger pointed a paw down the road leading away from the city. Keep the moon to your back tonight and head for the mountains once the sun rises to light your way. The animal paused, studying the girl. And Child, look to your own Spirit Guide instead of to me. You must open up to her… for all of our sakes. With those parting words, the Badger left the child to her own devices and disappeared into the night.

      

      A dismal week passed for Bree on the steading. On this particular day, like so many others, she'd eaten lunch and had given up on the afternoon chores. As she sat next to the fire, sipping the whiskey that had kept her numb for the last several afternoons, she listened to the wind carrying the promise of the first heavy storm of the winter season. She'd had no visitors and hadn't expected any, so when someone knocked on her front door, she was slow to realize exactly what was causing the noise. Príusin growled deeply, the hair on his neck rising. The knock came again, and Bree turned to stare at the door. “Who is it?”

      A man's voice carried through the door. “It's Aken Hobarth, M'lady. Mauran Heth sent me. Said this message was real important.”

      When Bree opened the door, Aken hurriedly pulled off his cap and held it to his chest. His shy disposition colored his face as Bree stared at him. “Well?”

      Aken glanced around nervously, his fear of nobility making him forget why he'd come. He swallowed, playing with the brim of his hat while he tried to find his voice.

      Bree watched him impatiently and spoke more sharply than she intended. “What is it, Aken? What was the message?”

      The frightened man took a step back. He'd never been a particularly brave man, but he was sweet on Mauran, and she'd asked him to ride the five miles to Bree's steading to bring her a letter. Thinking of Mauran made him think of the letter, and it gave him no end of relief knowing all he had to do was give it to Lady Makena and head back to town. He dug in his pants pocket and produced a crumpled envelope, which he held out to her.

      She took it from him and retreated into the house, almost shutting the door in his face. When she looked out and saw his obvious distress, she softened a bit. She was well accustomed to the fear many people felt for the aristocracy. A few of her peers were none too gentle with the lower classes, and some people, like Aken, had suffered horribly while living in neighboring duchies. She pulled the door open a little wider and smiled gratefully. “Thank you, Aken. And tell Mauran thanks as well.”

      Color returned to Aken's face as he jammed his hat back on his head, mounted his horse, and rode off, inordinately relieved that he'd finished what he'd set out to do. Bree closed the door and returned to her chair by the fire. On the front of the envelope, Mauran had scrawled a quick message:

      

      Bree,

      This came for you. Cory, from the message service, brought it to me since you haven't been in town for a week. He thought it might be important. I opened it since it was from the school and I was worried about the girl. I thought you should have it right away. M.

      

      The letter had been posted five days earlier from Orinshire. She opened it and read

      

      Your Grace,

      The child arrived yesterday. Unfortunately, she ran off when we invited her to join us for dinner. We scoured the town to no avail. I'm very sorry.

      Regretfully,

      Lady Sally Nugent - Head Mistress, The Queen's Academy at Orinshire

      

      Bree stared at the letter, the words blurry as she tried to focus through the whiskey. The girl ran off… a week ago. She shut her eyes, shaking her head to clear it. A week ago! She stepped out onto her porch to look at the clouds gathering to the north. They weren't just normal winter clouds. They held the promise of a blizzard, and the girl would be caught out in it if she were trying to make her way back to the steading. She crumpled the letter and threw it into the yard. “Bree, you stupid, stubborn woman.”

      Sobering somewhat, she retreated back into the house, grabbing her winter coat and packing her saddlebags with the supplies she'd need to survive several days and nights in a freezing Anacafrian blizzard. She took down her bedroll, rolled a heavy woolen blanket inside for extra warmth, and headed out to the barn to saddle Rebel. She tied the saddlebags to the back of the saddle, securing the bedroll on top of that.

      She planned to stop at a neighboring steading two miles north and ask them to look after the animals while she was gone, but with the storm moving in, she couldn't be sure they'd be able to make it in the next few days. Keeping the storm in mind, she threw in extra feed for Annaya and Kotólo, put more food in the already overflowing buckets for the dogs, and locked them in the barn.

      She mounted Rebel and headed out, making it about two hundred yards before turning back. Jumping down, she ran into the house, reemerging a minute later with Timur's warm winter coat tucked under one arm, her short bow and quiver looped around the other and her bandolier of throwing knives strapped to her chest. She fumbled with the bindings that secured the bedroll and strapped the coat on top. The bow and quiver she quickly slid into the scabbard mounted on the cantle of her saddle. Remounting, she kicked Rebel into a gallop, silently sending up a prayer to the goddess Aevala that the child was safely holed up somewhere in Orinshire and not making her way back to the steading where she’d come the last time Bree had abandoned her.

      

      The girl did as the Badger had instructed, and once the sun rose above the horizon, she kept as close to the wagon roads as she dared without being seen. The mounted travelers who used the path on their way to or from Ashton Fork and Orinshire made the journey difficult. She'd known to watch for the coach, but what she hadn't taken into account were the many horseback riders who used the route as well. Several times, she'd only heard the animals at the last minute and had to dive headfirst into the tall grasses to avoid being seen. After the fourth time she'd almost been caught, she decided to move away from the wheel-worn route and make her way cross-country, always keeping the highest mountain peak directly in her line of sight.

      Food was plentiful in the form of rabbits and small birds, and following the game trails lead her to fresh water. The weather had turned colder than any Frost Moon she could ever remember. She’d been traveling for several days now, and she eyed the foothills in front of her. In the forest, she knew how to keep warm by curling up in a hollow tree or covering herself with thick leaves and loam. It was imperative for her to reach the mountains quickly if she had any hope of survival. The mountains meant forest, which meant life, and she needed to reach them before the storm clouds delivered their heavy burden of snow.

      She picked up her pace as best she could, but a low cough had developed in her chest, and when she ran, her throat closed, and her breathing came in strangled, harsh gasps. Despite the burning in her lungs, she managed to finally reach the edge of the forest just as the moon was disappearing behind the tops of the tallest trees. Another hour passed before she was able to find a suitable tree where she could snuggle in deep within the confines of its trunk and cover herself with layers of dry dirt and leaves.

      She slept fitfully. The tightening in her chest worsened during the night and a sharp pain stabbed at her each time she pulled in a lungful of air. At one point, she heard a horse pass close by, and she held her breath, holding in a cough until it literally exploded from her chest. By the time the first rays of the sun peeked through the canopy of trees, sweat trickled down the sides of her face and along the center of her back, and the slight chills she’d felt the day before had developed into the full-blown fever the Shona often suffered through during the season of the Snow Moons.

      As she pulled herself from the comforting surroundings of the tree, she silently thanked the forest for giving her shelter and continued her journey east. Her steps were slow that day as she pushed on, knowing the general direction she needed to travel. She found a trail marked with signs she recognized as coming from the trappers who hunted the areas where the tribe had lived. The signs were easy to follow since she'd learned to track them as a small child at the feet of her Shona captors.

      By the time evening fell, the fever had overtaken her, bringing on bouts of dizziness and forcing her to stop to reorient herself before moving in the general direction of the woman’s home. As she walked deeper into the forest, the smell of fire welcomed her, and she moved toward it in a fever-induced stupor, needing to know there were other humans nearby even if she couldn't make herself known to them.

      When she drew near, she saw a man holding a pan over an open fire. A hollow tree beckoned a short distance away, and she crawled in and covered herself, hoping to ward off the chill of the encroaching darkness. Not long after, the blackness of the night enveloped her, and she curled into a ball, her hacking cough rough and strained. Her thoughts wearily turning inward, she took a full measure of her aching body and thought all she needed was rest. She dropped into a heavy sleep, the fever making her restless, the comfort of the surrounding tree soothing.

      

      Bree stopped every traveler she met and asked whether they'd seen a child along the way. Their reactions angered her—was she a crazy woman? A child wouldn’t survive in this wilderness, they said. Was she out of her mind? Usually, her answer was yes, she was out of her mind. For the first two days, she'd been able to out ride the storm, but the wind blew it closer with each passing mile. Determined not to give up hope until she'd ridden the entire way to Orinshire, she pushed Rebel harder than she'd ever pushed him before.

      Two days out from her steading, a grizzled forester, wearing the distinctive dark blue and gold of Bree’s duchy, rode wearily up the track, no doubt hoping to reach a way station before the storm hit. Since she had an overseer who handled the affairs of her duchy, very few of the people in her employ knew her on sight. Bree didn’t expect him to recognize her, and she stopped him with a lift of her chin. “I'm looking for a girl, about eight or nine. Have you seen any children along the route?”

      The old man studied her for a long moment. His silence bothered her since she didn’t have time to waste waiting for an answer. He finally shrugged. “I just come from th’ trap line.” His bright eyes looked up at her sheepishly. “A fellah’s ‘lone most times…he hears things ‘at might not be there.” He shrugged again.

      Bree shifted in her saddle. “What do you mean? What do you think you heard?

      He chuckled. “Well….” The grey stubble on his face twitched as he moved some bitterroot around in his mouth and spat at the foot of his mount. “You ever heard them Shony talk of a Spirit Child?”

      Bree shook her head.

      “Well, there were a Spirit Child las’ night. I kept thinkin' I heard a wee one coughin', and I'd go look, and they'd be nothin' there... Spirit Child.” He tapped his temple with a gloved finger. “Them Shony know.”

      “Where? Where did you hear it?”

      “Back on the trail.”

      Bree's irritation grew. “What trail?”

      He turned in his saddle. “Oh... 'bout two mile back. They’s a trapper mark. Three rocks piled. Y'gotta look for 'em. Y'see 'em, then y'look for a tiny trail up into the mountain. Follow the trail. You'll come to my fire. Can't miss it.”

      Bree repeated the directions, then kicked Rebel into a trot.

      “Hey, Lady?”

      She almost didn't stop, but at the last minute, decided he might have something else she needed to hear. She pulled Rebel around, waiting to see what the old man wanted.

      “They's a bad storm on the way.”

      Bree turned and started to leave once more, disgusted that she'd wasted the precious few minutes to listen to the obvious.

      “Hey, Lady?”

      Bree pulled Rebel up once more and turned on the man. “What? Morgrad take you!”

      He lifted his eyebrows; not sure he liked her attitude.

      Bree ran her hand over weary eyes. “I'm sorry. What is it?”

      That seemed to mollify him somewhat. “If y'git caught in the storm, they's a trapper cabin due north of m'fire. Set up fer emergencies. Head that way if’n y'git caught.”

      She nodded. “Thank you.” Kicking Rebel into a gallop, she raced for the trail even as small flakes of snow began to fall. When she figured she'd ridden about two miles, she began to worry she'd missed the rocks. She slowed and was ready to turn back to search again when she spotted three rocks piled off to the side of the track, almost hidden by some tall grass. Stopping to look at the terrain from various angles, she finally discovered the trail leading up into the higher elevations. Turning Rebel to the track, she kicked into a gallop once again, racing against time as the blizzard she'd been trying to outrun finally began to overtake her.

      It took close to an hour of hard riding before she found what she'd been looking for. A well-used clearing came into view with a fire pit that had obviously seen a lot of use over the years. The snow was swirling faster, leaving a white coating over the ground and on the trees. Bree put her hand to her mouth. “Hello!” She listened for a minute, then called again. “Hello!”

      The sun began to set below the tree line, and she worried that if she didn't find shelter soon, the blizzard would be on her. A noise came from off to the right, and she listened intently, trying to identify the sound. Dismounting quickly, she looped Rebel's reins over a branch before running in the direction of the sound. “Hello?” She stopped to listen, straining every nerve she had trying to catch the sound one more time. There! She ran forward into the blinding snow, frantic to find the source, but once again, the forest was empty.

      An irrational fear ran through her as she slowed and stepped cautiously through the darkening forest. There's no such thing as a Spirit Child... is there? The cough sounded behind her, and she whirled, searching the dense trees for any sign of the girl. Nothing.

      Stepping quietly, searching every shadow, she listened. When the cough came again, she was right on top of it, but there was no child. The hairs on the back of her neck rose, and she struggled to keep from running for her horse to get away. Just as she turned to go, she noticed a hollow in the trunk of an enormous tree and fell to her knees in order to get a good look inside. The child lay at the back of the hollow, trembling from the cold. Bree grasped her leg and pulled gently, dislodging the fever-ridden girl from her hiding place.

      Tears came to Bree's eyes as she opened her jacket, thrust the girl inside next to her body, and ran back to Rebel to wrap her in Timur's coat. The child was delirious, and Timur's fever-ridden face flashed through her mind. “Don't you do this to me, Aevala, you moth-eaten god! Don't you dare do this to me again!”

      Climbing back onto Rebel, she pulled a compass from her pocket, found due north, and headed in that direction, hoping she could find the cabin before all the fury of the winter blizzard came down on top of them. The snow was falling in sheets now, turning the evening twilight into a dizzying wall of white. She checked and rechecked her compass, keeping to true north until Rebel practically ran into the wall of the little cabin.

      Dismounting with the girl in her arms, she jumped down and stumbled toward the tiny building, feeling her way along the wall until she came to the cabin door. Pushing it open, she moved inside to the blessed confines of four protecting walls. Laying the girl on the floor, she turned and pushed out into the storm to feel her way back to where Rebel waited. When she found him, she led him around the wall in the opposite direction, finding the small animal enclosure built onto the side of every emergency way station. Rebel followed her inside, and she quickly fastened the door behind him. The little room would keep him warm enough, and as she unsaddled him, she felt along the walls for a place to store the tack so she could return to the child.

      What she found was even better—a small door that led directly into the cabin, enabling the trappers to tend to their stock in even the most bitter of winter storms.

      As she stepped into the cabin, she found wood stacked in the small fireplace awaiting the next occupant. A large supply had also been stored in the makeshift barn—enough to keep the cabin warm for several days. When she lit the fire, the light enabled her to get a good look around the ten-by-ten-foot room. One cot rested against the wall opposite the fireplace. An ancient cook stove stood against a second wall with a single metal pot resting on the burner.

      Bree unfolded her bedroll, laying it carefully on the cot before gently lifting the girl onto it. She peeled off the child's sweat-soaked clothes and covered her with the extra blanket she'd brought from home. Grabbing the pot, she ventured outside one more time to fill it with snow. The snow melted quickly over the fire, and with a damp cloth, Bree began gently wiping the girl's forehead and cheeks.

      The old man had mentioned that the cabin was stocked for emergencies. Once the child had settled, Bree rummaged through the cupboards, taking inventory of everything they'd have to make it through the next few days. Groat cakes seemed to be the staple of choice, which was fine since the hard biscuits kept better than most foods. She found tea, which she brewed to try to give to the child, and coffee, which she intended to fix for herself when she had time. Beans made up most of the rest of the stores, with some type of jerky stored in tins that had been pushed to the back of the cupboard.

      Once the tea had brewed for a while, Bree pulled a tin cup from her saddlebag, filled it, and gently raised the girl until she was resting in Bree's lap with her head on her shoulder. She held the cup to the girl's mouth, trying to trickle small amounts into her reddened, chapped lips.

      The wracking cough that came from deep within the girl's chest sent what little liquid Bree was able to get into the child’s mouth flying. Bree held her for hours at a time, sitting on the cot and leaning up against the wall for support. She dozed fitfully while listening for the child's labored breathing, terrified she'd awaken to cold, dead silence if she allowed herself to sleep for any length of time.

      A rattling in the barn jerked her out of a light sleep. Bree quickly slipped out from under the child and reached for the short bow she'd propped at the head of the cot. She knocked an arrow and aimed it at the little door that opened onto the animal shed. She watched it inch open, the red-hued point of a deadly sanguine sword edging into the room. She pulled the bowstring taut. “You move another inch, and you'll be dead.”

      A sigh of relief came from the other side of the door. “Bree. Thank the gods. I hoped it was you holed up in here when I saw the smoke.” The door pushed all the way open, and a tall, ruggedly handsome woman dressed in deerskin pants and a wool-lined trapper's coat stepped into the room. She looked at the child resting in Bree's arms. “I see you found her.”

      Bree set the bow on the floor and sat back down onto the cot. “Becca, I just about shot you. What are you doing sneaking into the room like that?”

      Becca's soft blue eyes smiled. “You never know who you're gonna run into in these cabins. I always come in steel first.” She motioned to the girl. “How is she?”

      Bree picked up the child, adjusted the blanket, and then smoothed some hair off her face. “She's bad. Has a fever just like Timur had, only she has a raspy cough to go with it.” Becca had studied with the Healer's Guild in the King's Collegium and had been assigned as a healer in Bree’s cavalry company before coming to the Outer Territories to learn native healing techniques from the Shona healers. She made a living trapping and helping the Shona by carrying the different herbal remedies from tribe to tribe. “Can you help her?”

      Becca pulled off her coat and spread it out in front of the fire to dry. She sat next to Bree and reached over to carefully lift first one of the child's eyelids, then the other. The child moaned softly, turning her head from side to side. The tall woman leaned down and rested her ear against the girl's chest, listening for a long moment.

      Bree stared at Becca, anxious to hear what she had to say.

      Becca shrugged. “It's in her lungs, and that’s not good.” She got up and disappeared through the door to where the animals were kept. When she returned, she had her saddlebags slung over one shoulder. Lowering them to the ground, she dug around until she came up with several small leather pouches. She took one to the pan on the stove and rolled a powder into the boiling water. “This will take the fever down, and this—” She picked up a second pouch and pinched a small amount of tiny leaves between her thumb and forefinger. “will hopefully help clear her lungs.” She sprinkled the leaves into the water as well.

      While the tea steeped, Bree motioned for Becca to sit alongside them on the cot. “How did you know I was here?”

      Becca lowered herself onto the canvas and leaned against the wall, pulling her knees to her chest and circling them with strong arms. “Well, I'd decided to wait out the storm in a trapper's cabin about ten miles from here. Fletcher—you met Fletcher on the road—had decided the same thing. When he arrived, he told me about this crazy woman who said she was looking for a kid in the wilderness. When he described the lady, I knew it was you, and since I know you can't take care of yourself—” She grinned at Bree. “I lit out as fast as I could to come find you.” She motioned to the girl. “I know there's a story behind this. I'd love to hear it.”

      She watched Bree wearily close her eyes. Sliding over, she ran her fingers through Bree's hair, trying to bring comfort to her worried friend. As usual, Bree brushed her hand away. Becca sighed, wondering whether Bree would ever allow anyone to get close to her again. She took the girl from Bree and pointed to the small barn door. “Go get my bedroll off my saddle and get some sleep. I'll take care of her.”

      Bree nodded gratefully. She hadn't had more than a few candlemarks sleep for the last three days, and exhaustion was threatening to overwhelm her. “Thanks.”

      In the barn, Bree checked Rebel, then made sure Becca's roan was settled before she took the bedroll and returned to the little room. Becca's bedroll was more comfortable than most people's beds since she spent ninety percent of her nights sleeping in the forest or among the Shona. She’d lined her bedroll with the fur of Margolin Rabbits, a particularly large breed known for their soft, downy undercoat and the beautiful mantles of gossamer hair that covers them from the tips of their delicate muzzles to the fluffy white bob of a tail. With a soft groan, Bree curled into the cozy bedding next to the fire and soon fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

      A gurgling cough woke her several hours later. Becca was holding the girl to her chest so she could roughly pat her back with the palm of her hand. The choking sounds coming from the child alarmed Bree, and she moved to the cot to see if there was anything she could do to help. “What's the matter? Why can't she breathe?”

      Becca sighed and shook her head. “She's gotten worse the last hour or so. I can't tell if it's because the medicine's breaking up whatever's in her lungs or if her lungs are filling up with that crud you see her coughing up.” She shifted. “Here.” She handed the fevered child to Bree, who cradled her like a baby in her arms. “No, hold her like I was holding her, facing you with her head over your shoulder. We need to keep her from choking on what's coming up, and I think she can breathe better when she's upright.”

      Bree shifted the small body until the child’s head was resting against her neck. She began patting the girl's back as she'd seen Becca doing.

      Becca disappeared into the stable and returned with a small metal tub full of snow. She set the tub on the stove before taking out her pouches again and pouring some powder onto the melting snow. “I'm going to try something I've seen my Shona friend Eskaminzim do. He's a really old medicine man who's taught me more about herbal remedies than I ever dreamed of learning back at the Collegium.”

      She motioned for Bree to stand. “Let's move the cot closer to the stove. We're going to make a steam tent with the steam full of the same herbs I put in her tea.” She looked at Bree. “She's already got a high fever, Bree. Raising her temperature even more could kill her, but I've got a feeling if we don't clear those lungs, she'll die anyway.”

      Bree pulled the girl in tight to her chest and stood.

      Becca moved the cot closer to the stove and fashioned a makeshift tent from the blanket. Tying one end of the blanket to the cupboard above the stove, she directed Bree to sit so she could drape the other end over her and the girl, then weighed that end down with logs she’d brought in from the shed. “We can take turns holding her. You're gonna get pretty uncomfortable in there.” When Bree didn't answer, Becca lay down and curled up on her bedroll. “I'm going to sleep. Wake me when you can't stand it anymore.”

      Bree sat quietly for a while with the girl in her arms. She'd stopped praying when Timur had died, but she angrily opened a small portion of her mind now to discuss things with the goddess Aevala. You're going to do it again, aren't you? She's going to die. She shifted on the cot, her back getting stiff from holding the girl with no support. I didn't want her, but I couldn't Zer Dalney or that merc have her.” She wanted to curse Aevala like she had when Timur's soul had left her body, but a small voice in the back of her mind held her back. She focused on Aevala again. Look, let her live, and I'll look after her. I was wrong to send her away, but you're wrong if you take her away. I give you my word. I'll look after her.

      She had never, ever been religious. She believed in the gods but hated the so-called religious elite who judged everything and everyone who wasn't one of them. She sat quietly, patting the child's back and listening to her labored breathing. After what she guessed was close to an hour, sweat trickled down every inch of her body from the steam billowing into the makeshift tent. “Becca.”

      Becca stirred, then sat up. “Bree?” She rubbed the sleep out of her eyes. “What is it?”

      “I think she's too hot. She's bright red, and she's coughing her lungs up.”

      Becca lifted the back of the blanket and scooted under it, lowering herself onto the cot and feeling the girl's fevered skin with cool hands. “Bree, the fever will either burn itself out, or it'll kill her. Here, I'll hold her a while.” She started to take the child, but Bree pushed her away. “I told her I'd take care of her, and it's what I mean to do.”

      Becca squinted at her friend. “Her?”

      “That overbearing windbag who rules over the First Realm and judges everything we do.”

      Chuckling, Becca moved a tiny bit away from her friend. “Would you warn me when you're going to start one of your fights with Aevala? I'd rather not be sitting so close when the two of you go at it.” Moving out from under the blanket, she filled a cup with water and then ducked back under. “Here, at least drink when you're under here, so I don't have to worry about you too.”

      Bree drank deeply before handing the empty tin back to her friend. Becca filled it once again, and Bree quickly drained it. Studying the girl's features, Becca asked, “What's her name?”

      Bree pulled her eyebrows down low and then looked at the girl.

      Becca stared at them. “You don't know her name?” She took a deep breath before lying back on the cot with her knees drawn up. “Here, lean back on my knees and tell me the whole story. I'm dying to hear what happened.”

      Bree leaned back, gratefully relaxing muscles that had stiffened into painful knots. “Nothing to tell, really. Old Deelon rode into town with her bound up like a deer carcass. Said he'd sell her to the highest bidder. Zer Dalney and another man bid for her. I bought her.”

      “You—” Becca sat up unexpectedly, and Bree slipped off the healer's knees and fell back into her lap. Pushing her friend back up and raising her legs again to support her, Becca sputtered, “You bought her? You own a child?”

      Bree rolled her eyes. “Becca, I—”

      “Don't Becca me! You can't own a child! Well, some people can, but you can't! Where did Deelon get her?”

      “I don't own her. I just kept them from owning her. Deelon said she was running wild, and he trapped her. I don't know where from.”

      “So how did she get out here?”

      “I sent her to the Queen's Academy in Orinshire, and she ran away.”

      “You—” Becca sat up again, this time remembering to keep her knees up and balancing the top half of her body on her arms. “You—” She lay back and started laughing so hard she almost rolled off the cot.

      Bree turned and glared at her, not finding her circumstances even remotely amusing.

      Becca laughed until tears streamed down her face. She lifted one foot and poked Bree in the back with her big toe. “You sent a wild child to a finishing school for budding courtiers!” That sent her off into another bout of hysterical laughter. “And… and….” She wiped her eyes. “You never even gave her a name!” Rolling onto her side, she curled into a ball to keep her sides from hurting.

      Bree, her face burning and not from the heat, unceremoniously deposited the girl into Becca's arms and pushed out from under the tent. Grabbing her coat, she pulled open the cabin door and stormed out, slamming it shut behind her.

      The worst part of the storm had passed, leaving a clean white blanket of snow over the entire landscape. She walked for a couple of hours, angry at Becca, angry at herself, and angry at Aevala. Why wouldn't Aevala take her instead of Timur or the child? Picking up a stick, she broke it as she walked, throwing pieces at trees or just letting them fall from her numb hands. Her anger gradually subsided, and she turned to begin the long walk back to the cabin through the deep snow.

      The silence of the forest after the storm stirred memories of another snowfall when she and Timur had walked to the top of “their” mountain with a gentle whirl of soft snow dancing around their feet. They'd walked hand in hand, Bree leaning into Timur and Timur pointing out all the different types of plants she'd discovered during her forays into the forest. They had crested the top of the rise and turned to see the entire steading laid out before them. Timur had told her that she was happier now than she'd ever been in her life. She died five months later, leaving Bree reeling with unforgivable guilt and grief. Bree pushed the memories away as she walked the last few hundred yards to the cabin. When she pushed open the cabin door, she heard a murmuring from under the tent—first the child's whisper and then Becca's reply.

      Bree grabbed the blanket, careful not to pull the shelf down on top of them and pulled it open. “She can talk? She's never said a word! What did she say?”

      “She speaks a dialect spoken by several of the renegade tribes in the area. She doesn't understand Anacafrian.” Becca shifted the girl in her lap. “She asked me why you hate her so much.”

      Bree looked at the girl who stared out at her from a sweat-soaked but much paler face than before. “The fever's gone?”

      Becca nodded. “It broke while you were out. I love Shona medicine.”

      Bree leaned against the wall, arms crossed. “What did you tell her?”

      Becca stayed quiet.

      Bree repeated herself. “What did you tell her?”

      “I told her you don't hate her, that you only hate yourself.”

      Bree stared at the corner of the room, refusing to meet either of their eyes. “How soon before she can travel?”

      “I would guess a couple of days. If you move her too soon, you'll start the sickness all over again. She needs some time to clear her lungs and build her strength back up.” She laid the girl on the cot and stood to stretch her cramped muscles. “I'll go get a rabbit to cook for tonight and see what other goodies I can come up with.”

      Before Becca could reach for her coat, Bree quietly asked, “What's her name?”

      Becca turned to the girl and said something Bree couldn't understand. The girl responded quietly with few words and a weak wave of her hand over her face. Becca turned to Bree, sadness turning the usually cheerful eyes somber. “She says they don't name their property.”

      Bree blinked. She hadn't bothered to name the girl either. The sudden realization hit her like a bolt between the eyes. She turned away and covered her face with her hands.

      Becca walked over and laid her hand on Bree's back while her usually taciturn friend worked to stem the tears falling down her face.

      Bree spoke through clenched teeth. “I can't do this anymore, Becca. I hate Bree Makena. I hate everything about her. Why can't Aevala just kill me and get it over with?” The tears came faster then, and she turned and held onto Becca, pulling herself into her friend's arms.

      After a short time, a small hand inched between them, then an arm, and finally a little body. The girl wrapped her arms around Bree's waist, burying her head in the woman's ribcage. The child said something, and Bree waited for Becca to translate.

      Becca let go of her friend, leaned down, and whispered into the child's ear.

      The girl shook her head and clung even harder to Bree, who wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and looked questioningly at Becca.

      Becca turned away, and Bree caught her arm and pulled her back. “What did she say?”

      Becca crossed her arms, looking down at the floor instead of into her friend's eyes. “She's begging you not to send her away again. She says—” She looked up quizzically. “She won't go into the planted place anymore?”

      Bree slowly knelt until she was on her knees in front of the child. She gathered her in her arms and let herself fall into a sitting position with her back against the wall. After several minutes, she spoke quietly. “Tell her if Timur and I could have had a daughter, we wanted to name her Kaitrin, after her mother. Well, everyone called her mother, Kaiti. Ask her if she'd like that name. Ask her if she'd like to be Kaiti Makena.”

      Becca stared at her friend. “Bree, are you sure that's such a good idea?”

      Bree shook her head, tired. “No. I'm not.”

      Becca knelt and put her hand to her friend's face, staring deeply into the dark brown eyes that held so much sadness. For the first time, Bree didn't pull away, and they gazed into each other's eyes, Bree looking for somethinganythingthat might bring comfort, and Becca trying desperately to give it to her. When Bree finally broke contact, Becca reluctantly turned and spoke to the child, then smiled and gestured with her chin toward the girl. “I don't think she heard me.”

      The gentle rocking had put the sick child to sleep. Her fist still clutched the front of Bree's shirt.

      Becca brought the bedroll down from the cot and laid it on the floor next to Bree. Slowly, so as not to disturb Kaiti, Bree slid onto the soft furs and lay down with the child nestled in her arms. Before she fell asleep, she looked around the room, trying to unfocus her eyes enough to catch a glimpse of Becca's Spirit Guide. She'd seen him only once before, and that one time had scared her to death. “I've been meaning to ask, where's your Wolf?”

      Becca smiled. “He's hardly my Wolf. If anything, it's the other way around. He knows you're spooked by Spirit Guides, so he's waiting outside. He has layers of fur, so he rarely gets cold. His mate, on the other hand, is always complaining about the snow bunching up between the pads on her feet. She hates the snow.”

      Bree put her head on her hand. “Spirit Guides have mates? I thought you were kinda like his mate.”

      Becca laughed. “I wish you'd let your Spirit Guide manifest herself to you, then you'd understand our relationship. It's more like a....” She thought for a moment. “Like a student-mentor relationship or a wanderer-guardian kind of thing. You and I, the ones who live in the First Realm, are all wanderers to them. They've already done their wandering and have found their way to the Second, Third, or Fourth Realms. Now it's their job to help us get through this Realm if we can.”

      Bree shrugged and closed her eyes. “I don't need any help messing up in this Realm, Becs. I've done enough messing up on my own. Now go tell Garan he's welcome inside. It's too cold for anything to be outside, living or dead. “

      Becca smiled as she watched her friend close her eyes. “Garan's not dead.”

      “He's not alive.”

      “Of course, he is. He’s just from a different Realm. If you'd just...”

      Bree opened her eyes and raised her hand to silence Becca. “I know, I know, if I'd just meet my own Spirit Guide, I'd understand. Look, how can he be alive if only some people can see him? And how come when I don't see him, but you do, I can walk right through him?” She shook her head. “And not only that, but I've heard that sometimes they're visible to everybody. It makes absolutely no sense to me.” She rolled over and covered her head with her arm. “Look, Becs, if I don't get some sleep....”

      Her voice trailed off into a soft snore that made Becca smile. Her friend was exhausted. Now wasn't the time to talk about the next Realm. The fact that Garan had shown himself to her was proof that Bree was close to being able to see her own guide. Becca hoped that time would come sooner rather than later, for Bree's sake as well as for the sake of the little girl lying in her arms.
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      Kaiti heard the Wolf panting before she actually saw him. She opened her eyes just enough to confirm her suspicions, but not enough, she hoped, that he would notice she was awake.

      Garan lifted his head from his front paws and focused on the child. Ah, the little one awakens.

      Kaiti quickly shut her eyes and made as though she hadn't heard him.

      Still pretending you can't hear me, I see. Amusement tinged Garan’s voice as he teased his second favorite human. He'd been trying to communicate with her for several years with no success. For reasons he couldn't fathom, she’d refused all his attempts to speak with her. For that matter, she even refused to see or hear her own Spirit Guide, Denabi, a Black Panther who was currently pacing the perimeter of the cabin. Oh, do stop pacing, Dens; you're giving me a headache.

      The Panther stopped midstride and flopped down next to Garan, exhaling audibly as she crossed one sleek leg over the other. It's just so frustrating, Garan. I can't figure out how to get past her defenses. There’s so much I need to teach her before the Realms are breached, and yet she won't even acknowledge my existence. It seems like she doesn't even know I'm here. Denabi gracefully rose and padded over to Kaiti's side. She put her face right next to the girl's head and roared a battle challenge directly into her ear.

      Kaiti didn't move, but Becca came flying into the room, a short sword held in an aggressive fighting stance, ready for battle. Exasperation crossed her features when she saw the Panther standing over the child. “Tane's blood, Denabi! What are you—”

      At the sound of Becca throwing open the door, Bree had come instantly awake. She bounded off the cot, accidentally depositing Kaiti on the floor at her feet. She cast about, confused but ready for a fight. When she saw Becca standing in the doorway brandishing a sword and Garan lying casually in front of the woodstove, soaking up its warmth, she asked, “Who's Denabi? Why'd you come flying in like that? What's wrong?”

      Since neither Bree nor Kaiti could see or hear Denabi, Becca had no choice but to sheath her sword and shrug. “Sorry, I thought I heard something. I must be going senile.” Garan let out a bark that sounded suspiciously like a belly laugh, and Denabi flopped back onto the floor with a frustrated sigh.

      Becca glared at Garan. Only a few people were blessed with the Aevalian Gifts, and Becca was one of them. Most of the Shona could only perceive their own mentor, but those with the Aevalian Gifts—people supposedly blessed by the goddess Aevala, who it was said, had created the Spirit Guides—could see and communicate with them all. Actually, any human had the ability to hear their own Guide, Shona or not, but the Anacafrians had become blinded by prejudice and ignorance and had lost their spiritual abilities as a result.

      Denabi flicked her tail as Kaiti picked herself up off the floor. The Panther had been traveling the Realms for quite a while and had “raised” several generations of Anacafrian and Shona wanderers throughout the years. She hadn't worked with a child in the First Realm for ten generations, but the summoning had been powerful when Kaiti was born. Why the girl was blocked from her was a frustrating dilemma she’d only dealt with in a handful of prior apprentices.

      Bree stared at Becca for a second, then reached down and adjusted the blanket around Kaiti's shoulders. “Sorry. I was dead asleep when Becca barged in, and I forgot you were in my lap.”

      Kaiti looked to Becca for a translation, which Becca supplied. “I startled her awake. That's why she dropped you.” Kaiti raised her chin in understanding, carefully stepping around Garan while keeping up the pretense that she couldn't see him.

      He, on the other hand, playfully snapped at her heels.

      It took all Kaiti’s willpower not to react.

      “Hey!” Bree stepped between Kaiti and Garan and glared down on the Wolf. “What do you think you're doing? You don't touch her, you understand?”

      Becca pushed Bree back a step. “Relax, he's just playing with her.” Becca moved over and put her hand on Kaiti's shoulders, bending low to look into the girl's eyes. “You know you can see him. Why do you pretend you can't?”

      Kaiti's only response was to push away from Becca and let herself out into the barn area. Becca turned back to Bree and studied her friend. “I'm just curious. How many other Spirit Guides can you see?”

      Bree shrugged as she moved closer to the woodstove. “I've never seen any others, and to be honest, I wish I couldn't see him.”

      Oh, I'm deeply wounded down to the depths of my soul.

      Bree turned and half-smiled at the huge creature lounging at her feet. “Well, it doesn’t make any sense to me. You’re not my Spirit Guide. I don’t have one. And why is it that I only see you sometimes? Why don’t I see you every time I see Becca talking to you?” She held her hands out, palms up. “Not only that. Why can I hear you, but not other Spirits?”

      The Wolf gave an almost human shrug and rolled onto his side with his front paw raised. Those questions are way too deep for me, but could you scratch my tummy right between my forepaws? I have a terrible itch.”

      Bree raised her eyebrows and turned to look at Becca. “This is the wisdom of your mighty Spirit Guide?”

      Becca grinned and shrugged. “Every now and then he comes up with something good.” She knelt and scratched Garan's belly, causing his hind leg to kick as though he were scratching himself.

      As he began to shimmer and fade into the other Realms, he sighed. Ahh… now I can rest in peace.

      Shaking her head and mumbling quietly, Bree moved to the door and held it open for Kaiti when she returned. The girl still looked feverish, so Bree steered her back to the blankets and made her lie down.

      Over the next few days, Becca remained with them, supplying fresh meat while they waited for Kaiti to recover her strength.

      On the third day, Bree took the horses to a nearby meadow to scrounge for whatever grass they could find.

      Becca stayed behind, sitting on the wooden floor and tanning a snow-white rabbit hide.

      Kaiti leaned against her without taking her eyes from the door.

      Becca playfully tapped Kaiti's nose with the rabbit fur. “She'll be back soon, don't worry.”

      Kaiti sighed deeply. “She'll come back for you. She doesn't want me.”

      “She gave you a name. One that means a lot to her.”

      The child looked up into Becca's face. “What does it mean…Kaiti?” She said the word slowly, moving between the Shona tongue and the strange sounds spoken by Bree and Becca.

      “It means….” Becca was unsure how to explain the importance of the gift Bree had given her. She decided to start at the beginning. “There was a woman she loved more than life itself.”

      The girl's eyes sparkled for the first time since Becca had known her. “Like you love Nashotah. So, she’s Alaqúua.” Kaiti used the Shona term for same-gender couples, which was as normal to the Shona as a man loving a woman.

      Staring at the girl in disbelief, Becca shook her head. “You're observant for being such a small one, aren't you?”

      The sparkle left the girl's eyes as she lowered her gaze to the floor. “I had to be.”

      Nodding, Becca continued. “She and her wife wanted a little girl, and they used to dream together that if they had one, they would name her Kaiti. By giving you that name, Bree is adopting you into her family. She's never done that with anyone since Timur—that was her friend—died. That's who's buried in the planted place.”

      Kaiti sat quietly, remembering Bree crying in the planted place. She realized she must have been sad about losing her soul mate. Kaiti jumped when she heard the barn door scrape open. Getting to her feet, she moved to the small door leading into the stables and pulled it open.

      Bree, who was taking the bridles off the horses, looked up. “Aren't you supposed to be in bed?”

      Kaiti didn't understand, so she waited until Bree ducked through the doorway into the cabin.

      The girl’s hair was a mess, and Bree smiled down at her and ruffled her hair. “Lay down, Kaiti. You need to rest.” When the girl complied, Bree pulled the blanket over her and turned to Becca. “There's not much forage left. How soon before we can leave?”

      Becca shrugged. “I think tomorrow morning will be fine. Her cough is nearly gone, and she's gotten most of her strength back.”

      Bree grunted and poured herself some coffee before sitting on the floor with her back against the wall.

      Becca returned to her fur, methodically scrapping it into soft, pliable leather. They sat in companionable silence until Becca decided to ask the question that had been on her mind for the last few days. She spoke to Kaiti in her language and then translated each sentence into Anacafrian so Bree could also understand. “There's a story that's told about Dahana's tribe. Have you heard it?”

      The child stiffened but didn't reply.

      “No? I'll tell it to you then.” She spoke while she worked the pelt. “Dahana had five young warriors who wanted to prove their bravery to the tribe. They rode off on a quest and were gone for a very long time, an entire snow moon, in fact. One day, the warriors returned to camp carrying a small girl child who belonged to the Deaf Ones, those who refuse to hear the Spirit Guides. They boasted of their courage in battle and said they had killed the child's family. One man, Loneh, had brought the girl to Dahana as a gift.”

      Kaiti turned her face to the wall and pulled the blanket up to her chin.

      “Dahana kept the girl, and as she grew, strange things began to happen. Sometimes at night, a spirit would slip into a tent belonging to one of the five warriors.”

      The girl pulled the blanket over her head.

      “The next morning, the warrior would be found dead, his throat cut in his sleep. Another time, the spirit reached into one of the remaining warrior's guts and wrenched it so hard that blood came from the warrior’s mouth, and he died.”

      Bree listened to the story, her mouth slightly opened, not sure she understood what Becca was implying.

      “Over a period of several years, four of those warriors died—either from poison or from a knife finding its way into their bellies while they slept—and the tribe began saying the Spirit Child, Dahana's gift, was somehow changing into a spirit at night and killing the men. The last warrior demanded the child be killed, but Dahana, being a wise leader, knew that if they killed the Spirit Child, the Greater Spirits would make his whole tribe suffer. He chose instead to take the child to the wilderness and leave her to whatever fate mother Rima had for her.”

      When Becca finished, Bree looked from her to the child hidden under the blanket. The only parts of the girl that still showed were five small fingers clutching the blanket tightly over her head. Several minutes passed. The only sound in the room was the scraping of a branch against the roof as the wind blew through the trees surrounding the little cabin.

      After a while, Bree looked back at Becca and raised her eyebrows. “You know, I think I would've done the same thing the Spirit Child did if they had killed my family. I admire strength like that in a person.” As Becca translated, Bree slid over and brushed the child's fingers with her own. When Becca finished speaking, the small fingers loosened their grip on the blanket and took hold of Bree's thumb, curling the rest of the hand into Bree's palm. Bree rested her head against the wall, shut her eyes, and gently closed her hand around the girl's fist.

      Becca moved over to sit beside her friend. She leaned against the wall and slipped her arm around Bree's waist. “I know you hate Bree Makena, but I kinda like the lady myself.” They remained like that as shadows began dancing around the tiny room from the reflected light of the crackling fire.

      Bree thought about the woman leaning up against her. As her eyes grew heavy, she rested her cheek on Becca's head and wondered whether she'd survive the changes looming on her horizon. The three of them fell into a comfortable sleep, none of them moving so much as a finger as the night worked its way toward dawn.

      Ever so slowly, the morning light edged into the cabin through a crack under the door. The fire had gone out, leaving the room chilly with a thin layer of frost covering the floorboards. Becca roused herself and stretched, arching her back to loosen stiff muscles.

      Bree did the same, rotating her head on aching shoulders to relieve the kinks that had settled while she'd slept.

      Kaiti kept the blanket pulled over her to keep out the chill air.

      Bree jostled her. “Get up. We're leaving today.”

      A groan sounded from the cot, and a small hand pulled the blanket tighter. A muffled voice came from beneath the covers. “Isn't it your job to light the fire?”

      Bree looked to Becca for a translation, and Becca chuckled. “She says you're falling down on your job, old woman. Get off your butt and light the damn fire!”

      Bree's eyebrows rose to her hairline. She playfully grabbed the girl, blanket and all, opened the door, and tossed her out into the snow. A ruffled head popped out from the blanket, and Bree shut the door on a slew of words she could only guess the meaning to. When she turned and winked at Becca, the corners of her mouth turned up in the barest hint of a smile.

      Becca shook her head. “You don't even want to know what she just said.”

      The smile spread a little farther across Bree's face. “I didn't think so.”

      The door crashed open, followed by a huge snowball that bashed into the back of Bree's head. She turned on the scowling girl and started after her, but Kaiti was too quick, sprinting away with such alacrity that Becca roared with laughter. “I guess she's gotten her strength back all right!”

      It was Bree's turn to chuckle as she shut the door again and filled the fireplace with kindling.

      The door slid open, and Kaiti stuck her head in to see if it was safe to come back inside.

      Bree glanced over her shoulder. “Get in here. You'll get sick from the cold, and I'm not nursing you back to health all over again.” She walked to the saddlebags and brought out a tin full of matches that she held out to the child. “Here, lighting the fire's your job, isn't it?”

      As Kaiti took one, Bree lightly took hold of her hand and held it up. “Match.”

      Kaiti's eyebrows lowered, not understanding what Bree wanted her to do.

      Becca said a word in the native tongue then touched the match. “Match.”

      Understanding dawned. Bree was going to teach her words. Kaiti stared at the big hand holding onto her own. A spark of hope kindled deep inside her. If the woman wanted her to learn her language, maybe she'd be allowed to stay. She tried to say the word, but even though she formed the sounds carefully, the word that emerged was unintelligible.

      Becca nodded before looking at Bree. “There are some sounds that'll be hard for her to make at first. Just keep repeating them until she says them right.”

      Bree didn't let go of Kaiti's hand until Kaiti finally came out with a close approximation of the word.

      When Kaiti struck the match on the stones, she repeated the word several times, emphasizing the last three letters, which were particularly difficult for her. Once the fire was burning in the fireplace, she loaded the cookstove with kindling and walked to the saddlebag. Kaiti pulled out the match tin that Bree had put away and looked at Bree, who was watching to see whether she'd use a match without permission.

      Kaiti held the tin out. “Mash?”

      Bree repeated the word, pronouncing the last three letters carefully. “Match.” When the girl repeated the word to her satisfaction, Bree nodded, then returned to the bedroll she'd been rolling into a tight bundle. She spoke to Becca as she worked. “At least she listens. I've told her to stay away from matches unless I give her permission.”

      “She seems pretty bright, but I've got an idea you're gonna have your hands full with this one.”

      “She's bright, all right. And she's got a temper to match mine, which is good as long as she learns not to turn it on me.”

      “Does that mean you won't be turning yours on her? It should work both ways, you know. When I was little, if I did something that really angered my parents, they'd wait a while, sometimes only a moment, sometimes a whole day before they dealt with me. It didn't mean I got out of being punished. In fact, worrying about what the punishment was going to be was usually worse than the actual punishment.” She stopped and laughed at herself. “But I think they wanted to teach me the lesson out of love instead of out of anger. A child learns more that way.”

      Bree stayed quiet, remembering how afraid she'd been that she might injure Kaiti whenever she really lost her temper. What Becca said made sense, and she figured it would at least be worth a try the next time Kaiti disobeyed her.

      They finished packing, and then Bree and Becca went out to the woods to cut enough firewood to stock the cabin for the next occupant. When they returned, they laid their logs on top of the stack in the shed.

      Becca shrugged, “I can stop by on my way back to my trap line and bring some more food to restock the supplies we used. These trapper cabins have saved my hide more times than I can count, and I know several other trappers who've said the same thing. Everyone brings provisions, so my guess is it'll be restocked before I get back, but I'll bring a load anyway.” She wrinkled her nose. “After all, you can never have too many groat cakes.

      Bree scrunched her nose as well, “If I never eat another piece of hard, dried barley or buckwheat cakes, it'll be way too soon.” She led Rebel out into the sunshine and tied his lead rope to a low hanging branch.

      Becca did the same with her roan.

      They returned to the shed, took their tack outside, and began saddling both horses. When Bree bent over to grab her saddle, Rebel reached around and nipped her. She swung around, ready to go at it with him until she heard Kaiti giggling. Putting her hands on her hips, she glared at the girl. “You thought that was funny, did you?”

      Kaiti's eyes sparkled with amusement as she regarded Bree and spoke to Becca. “I think the horse's Spirit Guide is the coyote, the joker. He isn't really mean; he just likes to play tricks. He likes to get her mad.”

      Becca pulled the front cinch up tight on her saddle, then reached under his belly to grab the one in the back. “I think you're right. And she falls for it every time. I wouldn't tell her that, though.”

      “What are you two talking about?” Bree reached for her saddle again, careful this time to keep an eye on Rebel's teeth.

      Becca slipped the bridle over the roan's head. “She says she's very sorry the horse bit you, and she hopes it didn't hurt too much.”

      “You are so full of it, Becca.” Bree secured her pack and bedroll behind the cantle, then swung up onto Rebel's back.

      Kaiti dubiously eyed the bedroll tied behind Bree's saddle. That definitely didn't look like a comfortable ride. Bree took the blanket she'd kept out, folded it into a thick square, and set it on the saddle between her and the saddle horn. Unbuckling her bandolier of throwing knives, she reached back and carefully placed them in the upper pocket of her pack. When everything was stowed to her satisfaction, she leaned down and pulled the girl up, so she was riding sideways in front of her.

      Mortified, Kaiti pushed back, trying to slide off of the saddle so she could get down to the ground. There was no way she'd ride in this ridiculous position.

      Bree grabbed Kaiti's shoulder with one hand and held her legs down with the other. “Stop!” When the girl continued to struggle, she barked angrily, “No!”

      That the girl understood. She shot a glance at Becca before glaring disdainfully at Bree. When Bree lifted one of the girl's legs over her own and pulled her in close, Kaiti angrily settled in. With that settled, they started off toward Ashton Fork at a reasonably slow pace, not wanting to put too much stress on Kaiti's hard-won health.

      After they'd ridden about a candlemark, Bree glanced down at the girl who was asleep in her arms. “I thought you were crazy when you suggested she ride like this, but it's working.”

      Becca stood up in her stirrups to flex her knees. “It's how some tribes carry their young when they move to a new campground. She's still pretty weak, and she needs her rest. I was afraid riding behind you for several candlemarks having to hold on and stay awake would exhaust her, and we need to guard against that.” She grinned. “She probably thought you were treating her like a baby when you pulled her up like that.”

      “She fights me like that again, and I'll treat her like a baby all right.”

      Becca exhaled quietly. “Whooeeee! I'd love to be a fly on the wall when you two go at it. You're gonna be the first completely grey thirty-year-old in the Outer Territories.” As they rode slowly out of the hills, they turned onto the wagon trail Bree had followed on her search for the girl. After another candlemark, they rode up on a coach that had stopped to give the horses and passengers a break.

      Bree lowered the girl to the ground and swung out of the saddle herself.

      The driver, the same one who'd taken Kaiti to Orinshire, had started a small fire to brew some coffee.

      Bree and Becca accepted his offer to join them. They pulled tin cups from their saddlebags while the girl disappeared over a rise not too far from the coach. When she returned, she sat next to the horses, away from the group, waiting until it was time to mount up again.

      Becca nudged Bree, who was holding her chilled hands over the fire. Without giving any indication she was talking about Kaiti, she leaned over and whispered, “That's where they'd leave their 'possessions' in her tribe while they took a break.”

      Bree shifted, setting her cup on a flat rock, so her hand was free. Turning toward the girl, she motioned for Kaiti to come sit on the ground next to her. When the girl frowned and angrily turned her back, everyone looked at Bree, wondering what was going on. Bree pursed her lips and stood, followed immediately by Becca, who grabbed her arm and led her a short way from the group.

      “You need to be a little patient, Bree. When she was smaller, she was probably beaten pretty badly if she tried to join the Shona around the fire.”

      Bree crossed her arms. “You want me to just let her turn her back on me like that? That doesn’t make any sense, Becs.”

      “Go sit down. I'll talk to her.” Becca headed over to where Kaiti sat with her knees drawn up and her back still to the group. She knelt in front of the child, scooped up some pebbles, and began sifting them through her hand. “You shouldn't turn your back on the woman when she tells you to do something.”

      The girl raised her head from her knees and scowled. “She shouldn't make fun of me then.”

      Becca studied her, then began tossing the stones one by one out of her hand. “Did some of the Shona make fun of you by inviting you into the circle, then punishing you when you joined them?”

      The girl's jaw tightened, but she remained silent, sullenly staring at the ground.

      Becca lifted the girl's chin with strong fingers. “Listen to me. The woman gave you a name. You are Kaiti Makena, and you are her people. You sit in her circle now. It's your place.”

      Kaiti searched Becca's eyes a minute, then turned to look at the people seated around the fire. There was the driver, whom she remembered from the agonizing trip to the woman in black; another man dressed in clean, shiny leggings and a fancy tunic; a woman sitting on a stool holding the hem of her dress pulled up around her legs to keep it out of the dirt; and a girl who looked to be about Kaiti's age. She was standing next to her mother, staring at Kaiti and Becca. Bree remained seated on the ground, warming her hands with the heat from her coffee cup as she stared at the fire.

      Turning to face Becca again, the girl hesitated, absently staring at the handle of the short sword sheathed at Becca’s waist. What if the woman was making fun of her and Becca was in on the joke? She felt Becca's gaze on her and looked up.

      Becca waited patiently, still picking up handfuls of sand and letting the silt sift down through her fingers.

      “If I go, where should I sit?”

      Becca looked at the group. “Next to the woman. Where she showed you to come.”

      Kaiti's breath trembled a little when she exhaled.

      Becca put her hand on the girl's shoulder. “You are her people. You belong in her circle.”

      Kaiti nodded and then pushed to her feet. She straightened her shoulders and pivoted in one smooth motion before starting for the group, only to stop short when Bree turned angry eyes on her.

      Becca laid a hand across her shoulders and whispered in her ear. “She's not angry that you're coming. She's angry because you didn't come when she told you to.” She gently propelled the girl forward and left her standing next to Bree, who tossed the last bit of coffee out of her cup and dipped it into a pan of water next to the fire.

      Motioning for the girl to sit, Bree said quietly, “Here, sit next to me.”

      Kaiti watched her a minute, then slowly lowered herself into a sitting position, legs crossed, her back straight and stiff.

      Bree held the cup out to her, but the girl just stared at it.

      Becca saved the child from acute embarrassment by reaching across Bree, taking the cup from her, sipping from it, and handing it back to her friend. She whispered quietly so only Bree would hear, “Take a sip and then hand it to her. You’d both be dishonored if she drank first around a communal fire. I'll explain later.”

      Bree let out an exasperated sigh, sipped from the cup, and tried to hand it to the girl again.

      Kaiti stared at it, then looked at Becca out of the corner of her eye. As she reached for the cup, a longsuffering expression crossed her features. “At least she didn't spit in it.”

      Becca pinched the bridge of her nose to keep from laughing, and Bree turned to glare at her. “What did she say?”

      “Nothing.”

      “She said something. What was it?”

      “She said how kind it was of you to offer her a cup of water.” Becca turned her face away so Bree couldn't see her grin.

      Bree focused on the girl, who was staring down at the cup in her hands.

      The driver stood and stretched his legs. “'Bout time for us to go.” He nodded toward Kaiti. “That the kid I hauled to Orinshire a couple weeks ago?”

      Bree nodded. “That's her.”

      “I thought she was mute. Ain't that the Dado Deelon brung in? The one raised by them Shony?”

      Everyone stopped what they were doing and turned to stare at Kaiti, who glared back at them. She didn't know what the man had said, but the way everyone was staring at her, she decided he must be telling everyone she shouldn't be allowed in the circle. She shifted closer to Bree, hooking her shoulder beneath the woman's arm.

      Bree looked down, then raised her arm and laid it across Kaiti's shoulders. “Her name is Kaiti Makena. I'm Bree Makena, and she'll be staying with me from now on. I was wrong to send her away, so I brought her back.”

      Kaiti raised her chin higher. The woman had named her aloud, proof to everyone there that she belonged in the circle. No one spoke until the woman sitting on the stool smiled and put her arm around her daughter's waist. “This is my daughter, Cylia Mari Coles. I'm Alilya Coles, and this is my husband, Bennet.”

      Bennet jumped quickly to his feet, pulled off his cloth cap, and bowed deeply. “You're the Duchess Makena. Forgive us for not introducing ourselves earlier. I think the jouncing we've been taking in the coach must have rattled our manners as well as our bodies. We are very pleased to meet you.”

      When Alilya heard who Bree was, she rose gracefully and curtsied. “Forgive me, Your Grace, I didn't know.”

      Their daughter quickly bounced into a curtsy as well.

      Bree pulled Kaiti closer and smiled. “No offense taken, Mistress Coles. Out here, I don’t stand on formalities unless circumstances dictate.” With that, everyone turned to Becca, waiting for her to introduce herself, which she did. “I'm Becca Solárin.”

      Cylia couldn't take her eyes off the men's clothing worn by the three newcomers. She focused on Becca's light brown tunic and then shifted her gaze to the knee-high sheepskin boots she wore. “Are you a Shona Scout? Do they let ladies be Shona Scouts?”

      Alilya shushed her daughter, but Becca smiled at the happy-faced girl. “I'm a healer. I help the Shona when they're sick or injured.”

      Cylia stepped forward and pointed to Kaiti, her expressive brown eyes opened wide with excitement. “Is that how you got her? You trapped her away from the Shona, those Pe… Peshár?”

      Kaiti gasped when Cylia mentioned the Peshár, and Alilya reached out to pull her daughter in close. “Cylia Mari, that is enough of that!” She looked at Bree. “I apologize for my daughter, Lady Makena. She's been obsessed with the Shona ever since we left Organdy and began our journey south.”

      Bree’s eyebrows rose. “Organdy? That’s a long way from here. Is it true what I’m hearing about some kind of uprising against Queen Desdamea?” Alilya glanced at Bennet, then once again spoke directly to Bree. “There has been some talk of trouble. Bennet…” Once more, her eyes found her husband’s. “Bennet and I felt we wanted to introduce Cylia to the kingdom of my birth. My parents live in Deerford. Blackthorne, actually, near the river.”

      Bree could tell the topic of Orgundian politics was uncomfortable for them, so she went with the subject change. “My Uncle Gregrin is the Duke of Deerford. It’s a beautiful duchy.” She smiled. “Not as beautiful as Danforth, of course, but I guess I’m a little prejudiced.”

      Relieved at the change of topic, Bennet nodded. “We’ve heard wonderful things about how you run your duchy, M’lady. That’s the main reason we chose Ashton Fork.”

      Organdy was known for its oppressive aristocracy, and Bree considered this as she formed her next thoughts. “I think you’ll find King Leopold a just and honorable monarch. However, if for some reason Queen Desdamea might be interested in your whereabouts….” She let the sentence trail off to see if they followed her train of thought to its logical conclusion.

      Alilya’s eyes rested on the driver of the coach. “We’ve told no one else where we’re from, Lady Makena, and perhaps…” She paused a moment to gather her thoughts. “…perhaps we’ll only speak of Blackthorne as our place of origin.”

      The driver narrowed his eyes, obviously following the track of the conversation. He shifted nervously when Bree turned a steady gaze on him. The man took a deep breath and looked away.

      Bree gave a little sigh. “I’ve found that many people have secrets, Alilya, and I believe yours is safe with everyone here today.” She waited for the driver to acknowledge her words, which he did with a quick nod and a sudden glint in his eye.

      “Aye, Duchess, you know I have reasons enough to hold my tongue.”

      Satisfied with his answer, Bree knelt and began gathering their things.

      Following her lead, Kaiti quickly picked up their cups, wondering what was happening.

      Bennet replaced his cap on his unruly mop of blonde hair as Cylia stepped toward them, obviously still wanting to ask questions. “Wait! I've asked everyone, and no one can tell me. Do you know what Shona means? Are they different from the Peshár?”

      “Cylia! Don't bother these ladies with all your questions.”

      Becca smiled at Alilya. “It's no bother, really.” She put her hand on Cylia's shoulder. “I'm glad you're so interested in the Shona. There's a lot we can learn from them. As far as your question goes, the nearest translation I can come up with is The True People. They're bands of loosely organized tribes and probably the only people you'll ever meet who actually live within the old traditions.”

      Cylia blurted out, “And the Peshár? I couldn't find any books on the Peshár. I talked to a man in our hometown, and he said to watch out for them because they'll steal my soul.” A worried look crossed her features, and she searched Becca's face to see if what the man had said was true.

      Becca glanced at Kaiti, who’d turned pale. “It's okay, Kaiti. I'll say the cleansing prayer.” She switched back to Anacafrian. “To the Shona, Peshár is a sacred word that only the holy men and women of the tribes are allowed to speak. If they hear anyone else say it, they'll kill them.” She gave the child a stern look. “I suggest you never say that word again, especially around any of the Shona.”

      Cylia looked at Kaiti before lowering her gaze to the ground. “I'm sorry… I didn't know.”

      Becca put her hand on the girl's chin and lifted it until the girl looked her in the eye. “That's all right. The word is the sacred way the Shona refer to their Spirit Guides, whose purpose is to teach people various life skills, such as patience, cleverness, how to move forward in life… things like that.”

      Cylia's face lit up. “What do they look like? Can I see them? What are they, really?”

      “Well, tradition holds that when Aevala created the people in the First Realm, she also created the Spirit Guides to help her people learn what they would need to be able to move on to the other six Realms. If a person learns their lessons well, their soul rises to the Second Realm, where they are given a whole new set of tasks to accomplish.

      “The Spirit Guides are called to a particular person to help guide him or her through life. The type of Guide sent is based on the types of lessons to be learned.” Becca smiled. “And as far as being able to see them, everyone in the First Realm has a Spirit Guide, but for the most part, everyone except the Shona have lost the ability to see them. Even many of the Shona have lost the ability to hear them. But if you close your eyes and open your soul, your Spirit Guide will eventually show itself, even if you're not Shona.”

      “Do you have a Spirit Guide?”

      Becca playfully bared her teeth. “The White Wolf.”

      Alilya put her hand on Cylia's shoulder. “That's enough now, Cylia.” She smiled at Becca. “Thank you for taking the time to answer my daughter's questions, Lady Solárin. Her curiosity has always been insatiable.”

      Smiling at the woman, Becca quietly corrected her. “I'm no Lady, Mistress Coles. My father was a common soldier, and my mother was a girdler who made leather belts and girdles for the king’s army. Please call me Becca. All my friends do.”

      “Then please call me Alilya.”

      Becca winked at Cylia. “You take care now, and you keep asking questions, okay?”

      As they moved toward their horses, Bree spoke over her shoulder. “When you get to town, find the woman who owns the bathhouse, Mauran Heth. Tell her you met me, and she’ll help you find your way around Ashton Fork.” Mounting Rebel, she set the blanket on the saddle in front of her and reached down to pull Kaiti onto her perch.

      Kaiti stepped just out of reach, crossing her arms and glaring up into Bree's face.

      Bree sent Becca a quizzical look.

      Kaiti continued to glare, then growled at Becca. “Tell her I won't ride like a baby—” She lifted her chin toward the passengers and their driver. “Not in front of them.”

      Becca translated, and Bree pried her eyes off of Kaiti long enough to look at the people in the group who were watching them intently. When she looked back at the girl, she nodded and held out her hand. The girl stepped forward and grabbed the outstretched arm. Bree swung her up behind the saddle where the girl had to perch on the bedroll, which suited her just fine. They rode out just as the family was climbing back into the coach for the long ride to the next way station.

      Cylia stuck her head out of the side window, a huge smile on her face. She waved and yelled, “Bye, Kaiti! Come see me sometime!”

      Kaiti recognized her name and sat up straighter.

      Becca called back. “She will. Bye, Cylia.”

      Bree grumbled, “Don't encourage 'em, Becca. I do just fine without people thinking I want to be friends.”

      “Kaiti's going to need friends, Bree. Just because you hate people doesn't mean she has to.”

      “I thought you said I only hated myself.”

      Becca snorted at Bree's pouty tone and rolled her eyes at Kaiti, who giggled into Bree's back. They rode for about a candlemark before Becca noticed the girl swaying slightly. “I think you should bring her around front now, and we probably should stop soon. We don't want to overdo it. I know a place near a stream about a mile from here. We'll head there.”

      Bree reached back, circled her arm around Kaiti's waist, and hauled her around in front.

      The tired girl didn't protest. She’d decided several miles back that sitting on the blanket was much more comfortable than being perched on the bedroll. Kaiti settled her thighs on top of Bree's and leaned her head against her chest.

      Bree closed her arms around the girl, settling back in the saddle to get a more comfortable seat.

      As the girl's eyelids began to close, she yawned, then quietly asked Becca, “What should I call her?”

      “Who?”

      The girl patted Bree's shoulder. “Her.”

      Becca shrugged. “She wants to know what to call you. Have you thought about it?”

      Startled, Bree raised her eyebrows. “Well, no. You have any ideas?”

      They rode along in silence, both of them trying to come up with a name that sounded right. As Kaiti slipped off to sleep, she muttered, “Shimaa.”

      Becca looked over at her without turning her head and pretended she hadn't heard. Bree shifted the girl so she was leaning on her other arm for a while. “I know you heard that. So, what does it mean that you don't want me to know?”

      “It's not that I don't want you to know… I just don't think you'll like it, that's all. Let's think of something else.” She played with the leather binding on her reins, tugging at a small strip that had started to unravel. Aiming her horse off to the right, she led them into a small copse of trees and up a fairly steep incline. The terrain became rougher the higher into the hills they climbed. When Becca found the spot she was looking for, she turned in the saddle to warn Bree about the precarious trail they’d be taking. “You should probably hold on to her tighter than you have been. This is a pretty rough trail down into this valley. Rebel might stumble.”

      Lifting Kaiti higher onto her shoulder, Bree ran her arm around the girl's waist and grabbed her shirt. “What does 'Shimaa' mean?”

      Becca grinned. “It means mother.” Becca's horse chose that moment to slip on an icy patch, and she focused all of her attention on the trail. Rocks of various sizes and colors lay scattered along the path. Fallen trees blocked their way, forcing them to detour into even rougher terrain.

      Without warning, Rebel stumbled and had to leap forward to catch himself.

      The sudden movement jolted Kaiti out of a sound sleep. She grabbed Bree around the neck and held on.

      Wrapping her arm tighter around the girl's waist, Bree quietly said, “You're all right. I’ve got you.”

      After stumbling their way down into the valley, they came to the most beautiful glade Bree had ever seen. Snow blanketed the ground, and a stream sparkling with light filtered down through the trees rushed through the little valley. The burbling water made a calming backdrop against the silence of the hidden paradise. Bree sat transfixed. “How did you ever find this?”

      Becca dismounted and helped Kaiti climb off the horse. “I stumbled on it years ago. It's my holy place where I come when I need to meditate and regroup.”

      Kaiti walked to the stream and knelt, lowering her mouth to the water to take a long, satisfying drink. The day’s ride had exhausted her, and all she wanted was somewhere warm to sleep. Since the snow on the ground prevented her from lying down, she squatted near the stream and put her head on her knees to rest.

      Bree had taken the saddlebags off and was just hanging them over a branch when Becca touched her arm and pointed uphill. “There's a small cave up that incline where we'll sleep. I'll get the bedroll and start a fire.” She looked back at Kaiti. “I don't think she could walk up to it at this point. Can you bring her?”

      Bree nodded before heading over to the girl. She knelt and rested one hand on the small shoulder. “Come on. Let's get you settled in.” Kaiti stood, and to Bree's surprise, allowed her to reach under her arms and pick her up. The girl wrapped her legs around her and laid her head over Bree's shoulder. Bree hadn't realized how weak the girl still was. As she followed Becca up the incline, she asked, “Why is she this tired? I thought she was better.”

      “Having to keep warm in this weather plus traveling might be setting her back a bit.” Becca reached the cave, which was set back a little way from the steep, rock-covered incline. Several dead branches concealed the opening, and she pulled them away to reveal a cave almost as big as the cabin they'd stayed in. When Kaiti coughed into Bree's shoulder, Becca put her hands on the girl's cheeks to check for fever, then ran her thumbs along Kaiti's eyebrows to comfort the girl. “She's not hot, thank Aevala. We might have to stay here tomorrow to give her time to rest. As sick as she was, I just don't think we should push her.”

      Laying the bedroll on a nice thick pile of leaves, Becca arranged the furs so Kaiti could curl up into a kind of cocoon.

      Bree laid the girl on the makeshift bed, a worried frown creasing her brows. Without saying a word, she went down the hill to finish with the horses while Becca gathered wood and started a fire near the entrance. Both horses were trained well enough that Bree could take off all of their tack and allow them to forage for their own food. Once free, they headed toward the stream to drink the cool, refreshing water.

      Bree was grateful she wouldn't have to haul much up to the cave. This last week had sapped most of her reserve strength. She was more than ready to get home so she could climb into her own bed and sleep for a month.

      As she approached the cave, she met Becca carrying a bow in one hand and a small sack in the other. “I'll be back with dinner. Would you get the small pan out of my saddlebags, fill it with water and add some herbs from the two pouches I used at the cabin?” Bree looked unsure of herself, so Becca set down her bow, grabbed her bags from just inside the entrance, and rummaged around until she found her medicine kit. Grey fur covered the outside, and a drawstring helped secure all of the precious healing herbs she'd collected over the years. She knelt, carefully setting the bag on a large rock. “Here, let me show you something in case you need one of these and I'm not around.”

      Bree painfully lowered herself to her knees and concentrated on the healer’s words.

      Becca pulled a red pouch from the larger bag. “I've kind of color-coded things. The herb in this red bag will stop bleeding. Sprinkle it into a wound, and the blood should stop.” Next, she brought out a yellow pouch along with a light red one. “This yellow one is what I used to stop the cough. I made it yellow because that's the color of the stuff people cough up when I use it.”

      Bree wrinkled her nose and nodded.

      “The light red one is for fevers since that's about the color of someone who has a temperature.” She handed the last two to Bree. “There are about twenty other bags in here. This is what I take with me on trips. I keep a lot more at my place in Yellow Tail's camp, but for right now, those two are all we need.”

      Bree pocketed the two pouches and picked up the saddlebags. “I'll make her the tea, and then I'll go out to cut enough firewood for tonight. If we need to stay longer, I'll cut some more tomorrow.”

      Nodding, Becca settled her short sword on her hips, grabbed her bow, and headed off into the woods.

      Bree watched Becca dodge around a Finegold tree. The healer took long, sure steps, and Bree admired her sleek, muscular body. After her friend disappeared, Bree carried the rest of the bags up to the cave. Setting everything in a heap in a corner, she rummaged through the packs until she found a cooking pot, which she carried with her as she once more trudged down the hill to the stream.

      While there, she checked the horses, who’d found a small haven of dead grasses to enjoy. Satisfied, she filled the pot and returned to the cave, where she set the pan on a flat rock nestled in the center of the fire and sprinkled in the herbs.

      Kaiti murmured something, ending the sentence with “Shimaa.”

      The flap on Becca's bedroll completely covered the girl, so Bree pulled it back to find out what she wanted.

      The girl repeated the sentence, but Bree could only shrug to let her know she didn't understand.

      Curling into a ball and rubbing her arms, the girl repeated just one word.

      Bree rubbed her own arms and gave an exaggerated shake. “Are you cold?” She rubbed her arms again. “Cold?”

      Kaiti nodded and said quietly, “Cold.”

      It was easy enough for Bree to pull the bedroll, child included, closer to the fire. She pulled the woolen blanket from her saddlebag and added that as well. The boiling water caught her eye. She brought out a cup, dipped it into the tea, and carefully tested it. The hot water scalded her lips, and she jerked back, sloshing much of the contents onto the hard, dirt floor. Fresh, clean snow blanketed the ground outside the cave, and she gathered some into a ball that melted quickly once she dropped it into the cup. The second time she held it to her lips, the warmth of the liquid was a comfort to her aching throat. She helped Kaiti sit up and held the cup to her lips. “Here, this should warm you from the inside, too.”

      Kaiti breathed in the steam and took a tentative sip. The temperature was perfect, and the tea wetted her tongue with the soothing taste of Becca's herbs. She wasn’t used to people waiting on her. Often, during her captivity, she'd tried to remember her family, imagine her mother hugging her or her father tossing her in the air. To her ongoing dismay, the only images that ever came were quick vignettes of the five warriors as they raped and killed her mother and scalped her father and brothers. She shook her head to clear it of the grizzly scenes playing out in bright, vivid colors. Some of the tea spilled as she turned and buried her head in the woman's chest, willing the pictures to go away.

      “Hey, hey, watch it. You'll get your bed all wet.” Bree set the cup next to the fire and wrapped her arms around the girl, unsure what had just happened. Everything had been fine until the girl had cried out and pushed her head into her chest. “Are you cold?”

      Raising her head to look into Bree's eyes, the girl nodded once.

      “Okay, here, finish this, and we'll get you back down in the furs.” She handed the cup to the girl and made sure she drained it before settling her back down and covering her again.

      Bree wished she could curl up next to the girl, but unfortunately, the wood wouldn't cut itself. Once she'd settled Kaiti, Bree hefted the small ax over one shoulder and started for the forest.

      Hopefully, she’d find a dead tree reasonably close by so she wouldn't have to haul the logs a half-mile back to the cave. As luck would have it, she found a big, beautiful Sinclair Runyion that had toppled some time ago; its larger branches the perfect size for an all-night fire. It took over a candlemark and several roundtrips before she had enough wood to last the night.

      She'd just returned to the tree for her last load when a man’s shouts came from deep within the forest. Angry voices answered the first, and a minute later, Bree heard Becca yelling through the densely packed trees. She took off running, instantly regretting that her ax was the only weapon she had at hand. The shouting continued, and Bree picked up her pace, blocking out her fear of finding Becca crumpled in a circle of red snow. During a lull, she heard another shout, only this one came from the opposite direction of the altercation.

      “Shimaa!”

      Bree stopped and whirled, “Get back to—.” The words died in her throat as she saw Kaiti running toward her, bow and quiver in one hand, her bandolier of throwing knives in the other. Bree raced back and grabbed the weapons before shoving the child toward the entrance to the cave. “Go!” Without waiting, Bree turned and sprinted deeper into the forest.

      As she came to the edge of a clearing, she pulled up short and hid behind the thick trunk of a Sinclair Runyion. To her left, Becca sat behind another large tree knocking an arrow to her bow. Several arrows were embedded in the bark next to her head. Looking right, Bree saw three men: one lying on the ground with an arrow protruding from his eye, one aiming a loaded crossbow in Becca’s direction, and the third reloading a short bow. Bree knocked an arrow and carefully took aim at the man with the crossbow. Her shot embedded itself in his neck.

      He dropped the crossbow and clutched weakly at his throat before falling dead at his companion’s feet.

      Becca looked up and yelled, “It's about time you got here!”

      The third man watched his companion fall and took cover behind a mound of boulders. He positioned himself so that neither woman could get a good shot without exposing themselves to his line of fire.

      Bree studied his hiding place. A crevice between two rocks would allow him to stick the tip of his arrow through and take aim. Unfortunately, neither she nor Becca could return fire with any hope of hitting their target. She switched her attention to her surroundings, looking for cover that would let her stay concealed and still allow access to the man’s body.

      A fallen log to the right and somewhat behind the boulders would give her the advantage, and she decided to make a run for it. The instant she stepped from cover, an arrow whizzed past her head and embedded itself in the tree directly behind her hiding place. Her forehead scraped the rough bark as she jerked back to rethink her options.

      Becca called out from behind her tree. “I’m hit. They ambushed me, and I’ve got an arrow in my leg. I can’t run, but I can still shoot.”

      Angry laughter echoed through the trees as the one remaining man snarled, “It don’t matter. You’re both dead anyways. Ya kilt m’ brothers, and I’ll kill both of you afore the day's done.”

      Moving carefully not to jar the arrow protruding from her thigh, Becca shifted so she could take better aim. “They wanted the deer I took down. Instead of asking me for it, they shot me.”

      Bree inched her head around the tree to get a better look. Another arrow nearly took out her eye. “Damn!”

      The man laughed again. “That's right, lady, damn you 'n yours! They’s no better shot than me in all the King’s armies. You move, and you'll be dead sooner than later, but either way, you'll be dead when I'm done, that’s fer damn sure.”

      Bree needed to distract him long enough to set up her next move. “King’s armies? None of the King’s merc’s would shoot a lone woman just to get a deer she brought down for dinner. There’s no honor in that! King Leopold would kill you himself!”

      Becca's bowstring sang as the healer released another arrow.

      Chills ran down Bree’s spine when she heard Becca’s strangled whisper, “Tane’s blood….” She watched Becca pull several arrows from her quiver and move into rapid-fire mode. She shot arrow after arrow in quick succession toward the boulder where the man was hiding.

      Bree used the distraction to look out from behind her tree. She needed to know why Becca was depleting her supply of arrows with a technique usually reserved for a rapidly deteriorating situation. She froze when she saw Kaiti inching along on her belly behind the boulders with a hunting knife clenched between her teeth. Her heart pounding wildly, Bree quickly pulled five arrows of her own, placed four in her bow hand between her knuckles for rapid retrieval, and knocked the last one to her bow.

      When Becca stopped shooting, Bree saw the man sneak in her direction, obviously checking to see if Bree had left her cover. Bree opened up, firing as quickly as possible, trying to divert his attention away from the girl. What neither Bree nor Kaiti saw was the fourth man who'd been hiding in the woods behind the rocks.

      Becca hadn’t noticed him either until he stepped slightly to the side of his cover to get a better shot at the girl. Groping in the dirt for another arrow, she realized too late that she'd run out. Before she could call a warning, Denabi materialized midleap and bowled the man over with her bulk. Both Panther and archer fell out of sight into the darkening forest.

      Garan appeared in almost the same instant and just as quickly disappeared in Denabi’s wake.

      Oblivious to either the Wolf or the Panther, Bree continued to shoot as Kaiti crawled behind the rock. When the arrow poking through the slit suddenly canted loosely toward the dirt, Bree stopped firing. She watched and waited as the arrow disappeared back through the crevice.

      Kaiti stepped out from behind the rock holding the man’s bow and arrow in one hand and a knife in the other.

      The Wolf stalked from the forest, his blood lust high. His hackles were stiff and spiked, and his lips curled back to expose rows of sharp, pointed teeth. He let out a primal roar inches from Kaiti, who gasped and stumbled backward. A coughing fit overtook her, and she doubled over just as Bree skidded around the rock and grabbed hold of the girl.

      Garan stepped around them, his tail whipping this way and that as he surveyed the fallen men, hoping one still lived so he could silence them the same way Denabi had silenced her prey.

      Bree knelt in front of Kaiti, anxiously looking for injuries. “What do you think you're doing? I told you to go back to the cave!” The girl coughed again, a deep barking sound that worried Bree almost as much as the fight.

      Becca, still with her back against the tree, called over to them. “Hey... I could use some help over here.” She'd cut a piece of leather from the bottom of her shirt and was tying a tourniquet around her upper thigh.

      Garan bounded over the bodies and slid to a stop next to her. When he saw the arrow embedded in her leg, he snarled and looked back, hoping once again there was someone left to rend limb from limb.

      Bree ran up and, without thinking, pushed the big Wolf out of her way.

      Garan snapped at Bree’s hand, and she barely whipped it out of reach in time to keep all of her fingers.

      Becca grabbed the big animal's thick ruff and pulled him towards her. “Easy Bree. Remember, Garan may be my Spirit Guide, but he still has the soul of a Wolf. There are times, like this, when instinct almost completely takes over.”

      Bree, who'd barely pulled her hand back in time, stared at Garan, who was standing over Becca, growling slightly. “I... Garan, I need to help Becca.” When Garan didn't back down, she tried again. “I'm sorry. I wasn't thinking, but you were in my way. You can see that, can't you?”

      Of course, I can see that. Do I look like an idiot? Garan closed his eyes and took a deep breath, visibly regaining control. Turning, he slowly paced to the bodies, sniffing each one to distract himself from the bloodlust coursing through his veins.

      Shaking, Bree turned to Becca and spread her fingers, studying them before glancing up at her friend. “He almost bit my hand off!”

      Becca grimaced at the pain in her leg. “Yes, he did. The Shona know not to take the Spirit Guides lightly, Bree, and you need to learn that as well. Garan can be relaxed and friendly, but he’s also a deadly predator, especially when it comes to my safety.” She reached down and grabbed her thigh next to the arrow. “It's not as bad as I thought, but it hurts like hell.”

      Bree bent closer to see the wound more clearly. “Should we take the arrow out here or back at the cave?”

      “At the cave. I'll need my herbs to help stop the bleeding once you pull the arrow through.”

      “Can you walk if I help you, or do I need to carry you?”

      “I think if I lean on your shoulder, I should be okay.” Becca used her unstrung bow as a crutch to lever herself up and put her arm over Bree's shoulders.

      Garan trotted up and placed himself on Becca's other side.

      Bree put one arm around Becca's waist and carried her bow and quiver in her free hand. She looked around, expecting to see Kaiti following. The girl was nowhere to be found. “Kaiti!” There was no answer, which worried her since they didn’t know how many other cutthroats might be traveling through these forests. Distracted, Bree reached down and hefted Becca into her arms, careful not to touch the injured leg. She stared intently into the forest, hoping to catch some movement that might tell her where the child had gone.

      Becca grimaced. “I said I could walk, Bree. Put me down.”

      Startled, Bree looked down, unaware that she’d lifted the woman into her arms. She raised her eyes and searched their surroundings once more. “Where do you think she went?”

      Becca shrugged in obvious pain, but she turned to look for both Kaiti and for her Spirit Guide, Denabi. When she didn’t see either, she knew that wherever the girl had gone, the Panther wouldn’t be far behind. Pain lanced through her leg, and she groaned involuntarily.

      Bree realized she needed to get her friend back to the cave where she could remove the arrow and bind up Becca’s injured leg. “Just let me carry you, Becs. We’ll get there quicker.”

      At the cave, they found that Kaiti had already left the merc’s bow leaning just inside the opening, taken a bridle and rope, and ridden off on Rebel.

      Becca moaned again as Bree carefully set her down on the bedroll.

      Bree rummaged through Becca’s pack until she found the red bag of herbs. Moving slowly and with exaggerated care, she cut open the healer’s pant leg. Blood and dirt covered the wound from waist to knee, and once she’d settled her friend onto the furs, Bree grabbed a pan and hiked down to the river. When she returned, Garan was lying next to his friend, much calmer than he'd been in the glade.

      Bree set the pan next to the reclining woman, and as she washed the injured leg, Becca lay all the way back, writhing and grabbing her hair to keep from screaming. Bree stopped for a second to rinse the blood out of the cloth. “I'm sorry, Bec, but we need to get all the dirt out, so it doesn't get infected.”

      Tears rolled down Becca's face, and she wiped at them irritably. “I know that. You'd think I was a damn baby or some—” She hissed when the cloth pulled at a torn piece of skin.

      “I'm sorry.”

      “Stop apologizing and just finish. The sooner, the better. You need to break off the arrow and—”

      “I know how to remove an arrow, Becca. I fought with the Royal Archers when I was still in my teens, remember?” Without warning, Bree quickly snapped off the fletched part of the shaft.

      Becca screamed, and Garan half rose, the hackles on his back stiffening.

      Bree grunted at the stream of red flowing down the side of Becca's thigh. Quickly grabbing the arrowhead, she pulled it through the leg, then fumbled open the red pouch and shook some of the powder into the wound. The bleeding stopped surprisingly fast, and she nodded approvingly. “That should do it. Do you have anything to keep out the infection?”

      Becca answered through gritted teeth. “Green bag.”

      “The color of infection, right?” She rifled around in the fur-covered bag, pulling out the green pouch and rolling that powder into the wound as well.

      Garan lay back down, sullenly watching Bree as she worked.

      Bree glanced at him as she tied the string closed on the pouch. “What are you glaring at me for? I'm just doing what needs to be done.”

      Because I want to kill someone, and if you hurt her like that again, I'm thinking you'd do as well as the next.

      “The arrow had to come out, and the less tense a person is, the less damage is done to the muscle.”

      Garan flicked an ear when they heard Kaiti coughing down by the stream. Bree went to the opening and looked down toward the stream. What she saw pulled her up short.

      The girl had one end of the rope tied around Rebel's neck. She was leading him through the trees as he dragged a deer carcass behind him through the snow, leaving a trail of red in its wake. When they came to a stop, the girl backed him a few steps to loosen the rope and reached up to untie the knot. Before she could finish, a wracking cough doubled her over as painful spasms contracted her stomach into painful knots.

      Bree ran down the incline and picked her up, holding her against her shoulder while she coughed. “It's okay. Try to relax and breathe. Shhhh.” She patted the girl's back like they'd done in the cabin, quietly telling her everything would be okay. When the spasm passed, she held the child in one arm and reached up with the other, pulled free the slipknot securing the rope pulling the deer, and then slid the bridle off Rebel's head. Once the horse was free and couldn't tangle himself, she carried the girl to the cave where Becca had prepared a space next to her on the bedroll.

      When Kaiti knew she could relax, she curled into a ball next to Becca, letting Bree pull the blanket over the two of them.

      Becca turned onto her side and pulled Kaiti close.

      That was the last thing Kaiti remembered before falling into a deep, bone-weary sleep.

      Bree stared down at the girl. “She took Rebel and went to get your deer. I think she grabbed all the arrows too. Will she be okay?”

      Nauseated from loss of blood, Becca struggled to keep her eyes open. “Build the fire up, and let's get that steam going again. I'm afraid we might be here a while.” She opened her eyes and blinked up at Bree. “I'm sorry it's all gonna fall on you, Bree. You look tired.”

      Bree smiled wearily. “There's a reason the gods made me mean and stubborn.”

      She took the pan down to the stream, where she scrubbed and rinsed it several times. When it was thoroughly clean, she once more filled it to the brim, climbed back to the cave, stoked the fire until it was burning extra hot, and set the pan on the cooking rock. After putting the herbs in the water, she grabbed the hunting knife and hiked downhill to field dress the deer.

      Becca had already gutted the deer when the men had shot her, so Bree’s job was relatively simple. She cut off a portion of a rear leg for dinner and then untangled the rope Kaiti had used to pull the doe. She tied one end around her waist and shimmied up a tree to a branch hanging about twenty-five feet off the ground. The branch looked sturdy enough, so she sat down and edged her way out until she was about five feet from the trunk.

      Moving slowly, she draped the rope over the middle of the branch until both ends touched the ground. When she climbed down, she secured one end to the remaining rear leg. As she hauled the carcass up high into the tree, she quietly thanked the gods Becca hadn’t shot a five hundred pound elk. Once the deer was safely up the tree, she picked up the remaining hunk of meat and carried it to the cave.

      Becca and Kaiti lay quietly by the fire. Garan still lay where he could keep an eye on his apprentice. Setting the meat on a rock, she fashioned a spit from several sticks, making sure it was neither too low nor too high. Satisfied, she glanced up and saw the girl watching her. Becca had her arm draped protectively around the child, holding her close to keep her warm in the chilly confines of the cave.

      The fire burned hot enough to raise the temperature in the cave, but it would take a while before they'd be comfortable. Bree wondered what the girl was thinking. She wanted to ask how she felt about having killed that man, but without Becca's help, that was impossible. Bree pointed to Becca, then mimed someone sleeping by bringing her hands together and laying her head on them.

      The girl nodded once.

      The herb water began to boil, but it seemed the steam was rising above the girl instead of down around her where it could do some good. Once again, Bree wearily trudged back into the snow and selected several long branches suitable as a small tent frame. She carried them back inside and arranged them over Becca and Kaiti. Her blanket was the larger of the two, and she carefully arranged it over the branches to form a makeshift tent similar to the one they’d constructed back at the cabin.

      When she was satisfied with her creation, Bree knelt and examined the wound on Becca's leg, which she’d purposefully left uncovered so she could keep an eye on the swelling. They'd been lucky the arrow had missed any major arteries. As it was, Becca moaned quietly each time she moved.

      “Bree?”

      “Lay still, Becs. I'll go cut some more wood. When I bring a load back, I'll add more water to the pan.”

      Becca nodded and lay back, nausea increasing every time she moved. She pulled Kaiti closer, closing her eyes to keep from seeing the black spots dotting her vision. As long as they kept any infection from her leg, she could be up and walking in a few days. She thought about Bree, who was sounding tired but happier—less angry and definitely less depressed—than she'd been in a long time. It had taken a major crisis to finally get her friend’s mind off Timur’s death.

      Garan blinked at her. Well, if that’s what it takes…but next time, let her be the one to get ambushed. He punctuated his next words with a growl. I’ve taught you better than that.

      For Garan, that was a significant rebuke, and Becca nodded, chagrined. “I know. I was too preoccupied with getting Bree and Kaiti back to the steading. I was also concentrating on dressing the deer. I never even knew they were there until I had an arrow through my leg.” Kaiti mumbled something she couldn't hear, and Becca asked her to repeat what she'd just said.

      “I said I hate killing people.”

      Becca hugged the little girl. “We all do, but sometimes, especially out here, it's necessary.” Becca felt the girl stiffen at the same time small fingers curled around her hand.

      “Are you going to put me out like the Shona did? Because I killed that man?”

      Becca gently rubbed Kaiti's hand. “No.”

      “Will the woman put me out again?”

      They both listened as Bree entered the cave and added more wood to the fire. They couldn’t see her because of the steam tent covering them, but Becca spoke loud enough for her voice to escape the blanket. “She wants to know whether you're going to put her out like the Shona did because she killed that man.”

      Bree lifted the edge of the blanket, the smile in her eyes negating the stern edge to her voice. “Tell her if she hadn't been coughing so hard, she'd be suffering the consequences for disobeying me… but no, I think she's the bravest little girl any woman could hope for.”

      Becca translated, and Kaiti sighed with relief, setting off another bout of coughing.

      Bree ducked under the blanket and squeezed in next to them. “Tell her I was wrong to send her away, and I promise I'll never do that again… never, no matter what.” She’d brought a cup in with her, which she dipped into the pot of the healing herbal tea. She held it as close to the child’s face as she could without scalding her. Steam swirled around Kaiti’s head, carrying the magic contained within Eskaminzim’s herbs to the child’s aching lungs. When the healer and child both closed their eyes, Bree set the cup down and went out into the gathering dusk to check on the horses and bring in the rest of their supplies.

      The glade was absolutely stunning in the evening twilight. A full yellow moon rose slowly over the treetops casting a calming light over the silent terrain. No animals moved; no wind blew the powdery snow off the graceful branches straining out into the night. She caught her breath as two yellow eyes blinked at her from a limb halfway up a Finegold tree. Chuckling to herself, she placed her hand over her rapidly beating heart. “You scared me, Old Man.” The Great Horned Owl blinked once more, calmly watching this human who'd come into his territory to set up housekeeping.

      Bree stared at him, thinking about what Timur used to say about the big, silent hunters. A horned owl had lived not far from their steading, and whenever the owl flew over on its way to his hunting fields, Timur would say, “'So much power and wisdom in such a little body. Aevala help the person who kills such wisdom or the one who refuses to listen to his advice.”

      As Bree stood under the branch gazing up, the great predator settled his wings tighter around his body. Staring at the owl brought back memories of all she’d lost with Timur’s passing, and the familiar ache of depression returned with surprising intensity. With everything that had happened in the last few days, she'd actually forgotten to grieve. Unbidden, tears slid down her cheeks, and she covered her face with the palm of her hand. A low, soothing sound drifted down to her through the darkness, enveloping her with its haunting intensity.

      Running her sleeve over her eyes to clear the tears, she stared up at the owl that held her gaze, not blinking, seeming to bring its head forward in an attempt to capture Bree’s attention. The bird’s deep timbre filled the silence once more, and Timur's voice echoed through her mind. Aevala help the person who refuses to listen to his advice. They remained still, no other sound breaking the night.

      Kaiti's coughing snapped Bree out of the trance. She shook her head slightly as she turned to look up at the cave. When she turned back, the owl had gone. It had taken off so silently that she wondered whether it had really been there in the first place. She took an extra minute to search for the silhouette of its rounded body and outstretched wings, but it was gone.

      The familiar bitterness returned, and she massaged it back into its comfortable resting place. “What is your advice, Old Man? I'm no mother, and the girl will never belong in anyone's world. What advice can you possibly give us?”

      A soft wind blew through the trees, bringing to mind the gentle ocean waves breaking off the rocky shores of the Anacafrian coastline. She and Timur had spent many happy candlemarks walking hand in hand along the deserted shorelines where they rarely saw another human being. Bree's bitterness edged out whatever comfort the breeze might have brought, and she gathered up the rest of their belongings. Timur's voice echoed in the wind. Only a fool, my dear…. Angrily shouldering a pack that had been left with the saddles, Bree turned to make her way back to the cave. “Leave me alone, Timur. She'll get a roof over her head and food to eat. That's all I've got left to give. Just leave me alone.” When the wind stopped suddenly, Bree's heart jumped painfully in her chest.

      “Timur?” Panic choked her, forced her voice higher than normal. “Timur? Don't leave me again! I didn't mean it!” She looked first at the tops of the trees, waiting for the wind to reappear, then back at the limb where the owl had been moments before. The emptiness of the glade defeated her. She stumbled forward and slid down the trunk of the enormous tree, her misery overpowering any rational thought, her anger at being left behind boiling close to the breaking point.

      When Becca awoke, night had fallen, and the fire had burned down to orange embers. The quietness of the cave felt wrong, and when she realized Bree hadn’t returned from the glade, she jerked up onto her elbow, causing a blinding pain to shoot down her leg.

      Kaiti came instantly awake when Becca jumped. A cursory glance told her the woman wasn't there. She and Becca exchanged worried looks, and Kaiti pushed to her feet. “Where is she?”

      Becca shook her head. “I don't know.”

      Kaiti walked to the cave entrance. “I'll be back.” Without waiting for a reply, she started down the rocky incline. She searched for the horses in case the woman had decided to leave and head for home on her own. Both horses were standing silently in the moonlight, heads lowered in sleep. Padding through the leaves, she circled the glade, searching for the distinct impressions left by Bree's left boot, which had the beginnings of a hole on the inner part of the heel. There were several older prints from earlier in the day, but she ignored them as she continued to scan the area with practiced eyes. Concentrating entirely on the ground directly in front of her feet, she almost tripped over the woman who was sitting with her back against the white trunk of an old tree with her knees drawn up and her head pillowed on her arms. “Shimaa?”

      The woman didn't move, so she spoke a little louder. “Shimaa?” The woman jumped, looking up and piercing the girl with dark, brooding eyes. Kaiti took a step back and held out her hand. “Shimaa?”

      Bree put her head back down.

      Kaiti stepped closer, wondering how she could get the woman to return to the cave. The desolate aura surrounding Bree surprised her, and Kaiti nervously looked over her shoulder, trying to judge the distance to the cave entrance. As she turned back, she was startled to see the woman’s Badger standing between them.

      The Badger tilted her head and glared at Kaiti’s puzzled expression. Yes, yes, I know…I’m her Spirit Guide, and no, she can’t see or hear me, Tane take her. With that, the Badger kicked backward with her hind leg, showering Bree with dirt.

      Bree jerked her head up once more and glared at Kaiti, who took a step back.

      The Badger grunted. Why don’t you tell her you need help? Get her thinking about anything other than the pathos she’s wrapped around herself like a comfortable cloak.

      Kaiti blinked, then nodded. She thought for a second, then folded her arms across her chest and said quietly, “Shimaa…cold.” Rubbing her arms several times, she pointed to the cave.

      Bree slowly shifted her gaze from the girl to the opening of the cave. The small amount of light illuminating the entrance told her that the fire had probably burned down to nothing. She sighed, and when she pushed to her feet, the girl backed a few more steps. “Oh, for Tane's sake, I'm not mad at you.”

      The Badger started waddling up the incline. “No, you’re just a stubborn, Tane cursed, lame-brained, duchess who can’t see the….

      Kaiti giggled at the Badger, who continued her harangue even as she climbed out of hearing range.

      “What’s so funny?”

      Kaiti smothered her grin and hurried after Bree’s Guide. When they stepped inside, the fire was almost out. She broke several dead branches from a pile stacked next to the entrance and carefully fed what little flames remained.

      Becca had been waiting impatiently for them to return. As she'd lain on her sleeping pad watching the entrance, she'd been steeling herself in case she needed to go out to look for her friend. When Bree strode into the cave, Becca recognized her black mood and motioned for Kaiti to remain silent. Becca lay back on the pad and picked up the sleeping furs. “Come back to bed and leave her alone. This isn't a good time to be around her.”

      Kaiti carefully stepped around the woman and climbed in next to Becca, who once again wrapped her arms protectively around the girl.

      Bree glared at her. “What did you tell her?”

      Becca shrugged. “I told her to come back to bed.”

      Bree ground her teeth, irritated that the two of them could speak without her understanding. “You're lying.”

      Becca closed her eyes and didn't answer. For some reason, Bree's mood had regressed back to the time shortly after Timur's death. At that time, Becca had tried to offer her support by bringing a shovel to help dig Timur's grave. When she'd lowered her shovel into the partially dug hole, Bree had gone completely berserk, almost taking Becca's head off with the pickax she'd been using. Becca had barely managed to duck out of the way and run for her horse before Bree had a chance to come at her a second time. She had no intention of going through that all over again.

      Bree growled and threw the log she'd been holding at the wall of the cave. Black clouds of depression swirled in her mind, and her only thought was that Timur had abandoned her again. Fury welled up inside her, and the urge to smash everyone and everything in her path overwhelmed her rational senses. Enough! I'm done! She grabbed a knife out of her bandolier and strode from the cave, intending to return to the owl and rejoin Timur once and for all.

      Kaiti watched as the woman hurled the log. She looked around for the Badger, but the Spirit Guide was nowhere to be found. When the woman had grabbed the knife, the girl realized everything was wrong. The spirits were wrong, the woman was wrong—she felt it in every fiber of her being. She threw off the covers, and Becca tried unsuccessfully to grab her. “Kaiti, not now! Leave her alone!”

      Kaiti paused long enough to look back. “Don't you feel it? It’s wrong!” With no time to explain, she turned and ran out of the cave. Becca felt it all right and knew from past experience there was nothing she could do. She tried to lever herself up to go after the girl, but blinding pain forced her back down. She lay still and listened to Kaiti making her way down the rocky slope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Bree stood in the silent glade staring at the owl, which had returned to its perch on the overhead branch. Once she'd made her decision, her mind had numbed to a fog of slow-moving thoughts. The owl blinked once and lowered its head slightly. A breeze blew through the trees, ruffling the hairs that had fallen across Bree's forehead. She drew a breath and raised the point of her knife to just below the level of her heart.

      A small hand gently reached out and covered her fingers. As Bree blinked in confusion, the owl called softly, Only a fool, my dear…. Another small hand pushed between the knifepoint and her chest, and two worried eyes clouded with tears. “Shimaa, no.”

      The wind swirled around them, sending a chill through Bree. She stared dumbly into the child's eyes, wanting to hold onto the mental fog that was gradually lifting with each passing moment. As tears spilled down Kaiti's cheeks, Bree blinked again and reached out to wipe the child's tears with her thumb.

      “Shimaa.” Kaiti pulled the knife away from the woman, let it drop to the ground, and moved into the now empty arms.

      Bree pulled Kaiti close as she focused her clouded thoughts on the owl, which spread its wings and disappeared into the night. Finally, exhaustion overwhelmed her. Stumbling through the forest, she slowly made her way back to the cave with Kaiti not five steps behind.

      When they returned, they found Becca unconscious near the entrance, blood seeping from her reopened wound. Bree knelt next to the healer, the reality of their situation driving away the last bit of her mental fog. The medicine bag lay next to the fire, and Bree gestured to it with a nod. “I need the bag over here; can you bring it?” She unwound the strips of cloth she'd used to bind the wound and then reached for the bag Kaiti held out. The red pouch had fallen to the bottom, and she opened the pocket wider to sort through the contents. Frustrated that she couldn’t immediately put her hands on it, she upended the bag and spilled the contents out onto the cave floor.

      Kaiti picked up the red pouch and held it out, all the while studying Bree’s movements intently, wanting to add to her knowledge of the various herbs she’d often gathered in the forests for her healer friend, Adené.

      Bree noticed her watching. “You want to learn, huh? That’s good.” She dipped her finger in some blood and rolled it between her fingers. “Blood.” She raised her eyebrows and waited for Kaiti to repeat the word. When she did, Bree showed her the pouch. “Red.” Then she pointed to the blood. “Red blood.” Rolling a small amount of the contents onto the open wound slowed the bleeding until it eventually stopped.

      Kaiti pointed to the blood and brought her eyebrows down, concentrating. “Red blood.” She pointed to the bag and raised her eyebrows. “Red?”

      Bree raised her own eyebrows. She pointed first to the blood, then to the pouch. “Red blood, red pouch.”

      Kaiti nodded and repeated the words quietly.

      Bree rebandaged the wound, and the two of them wrestled Becca back onto the sleeping furs. Kaiti coughed, and Bree put her hand on the girl's forehead. “Damn it.” She pointed to the space next to Becca. “You need to lie down and rest. You've started a fever again, probably because I've been acting a fool and you had to go out after me.” She shook her head angrily as a familiar litany darkened her thoughts. I hate you, Aevala, but I hate Bree Makena more.

      Kaiti understood exactly what Bree wanted, but instead of doing as she'd been told, she started outside.

      Bree grabbed her arm and pointed to the mat. “I said lie down.”

      Kaiti pointed to the dead man's knife she'd brought into the cave, then pointed outside to where they'd left Bree's knife laying in the dirt. She pulled her arm out of Bree's hand and headed for the cave entrance once more.

      Bree picked her up from behind, swung her over to the mat, and deposited her on the furs. “I… said… lie… down.” She punctuated each word with a stab of her finger.

      Kaiti glared at her before lying down next to Becca and pointedly turning her back to Bree. Her hackles were raised as surely as if she'd been an angry Panther cub.

      Bree pulled the blanket over the two of them and returned to the glade to retrieve her knife. She found it lying where Kaiti had dropped it, but before picking it up, she glanced at the branch where the owl had perched. Darkness surrounded the empty bough. She shook her head, wondering why she'd ever thought Timur would or could communicate with her from the other side. As she stooped to retrieve the knife, she muttered, “Stupid goddamn bird.” Tears came to her eyes as she walked back up to the cave. “Stupid goddamn me.”

      When Bree awoke the next morning, she found Becca quietly watching her.

      Becca raised her eyebrows, smiled at her friend, and whispered, “Hi.”

      Bree blushed and pushed herself to her feet. “Go ahead and say it.”

      Becca's forehead wrinkled into a frown. “Say what?”

      The fire had burned down sometime in the early morning hours. Bree stooped to pick up some fresh wood and place it on the glowing embers. She didn't answer but turned instead to heft the small ax over her shoulder. “I'll be back in a while.”

      Becca pushed up onto her elbow. “Say what, Bree? That you shouldn't grieve? That you should move on, forget Timur?”

      Bree turned angry eyes on her friend.

      Becca didn't look away. “What do you want me to say? What do you need to hear? Tell me, and I'll say it. Tell me so you can hear it and move on.”

      Bree lowered her eyes to the sleeping child and snarled, “How can I raise a child when all I want to do is curl up and die?”

      “Fine. I'll raise her. Go curl up and die.”

      Bree blinked.

      “If that's what you want, I won't stop you. Go.”

      An unfamiliar possessiveness came over Bree, and she lowered her gaze to Kaiti's sleeping form. She looked back at Becca and pushed the feelings away. When she turned to leave, a voice whispered from beneath the blanket. “Shimaa.” The muscles in Bree's jaw rippled in response to the feelings that washed over her at the sound of the word.

      Kaiti sat up and asked Becca, “What did you say to her?”

      “I told her if she wants to die, then go do it, and I'll raise you.”

      Slowly, Kaiti turned toward Bree, her head cocked to one side as she remembered what the Badger had said about needing to make the woman think of things other than her own problems. Looking back at Becca, she asked, “Can I have the white dog then?”

      Becca bit her lip and turned away, trying not to smile.

      Bree put her hands on her hips. “What are you two talking about?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Tell me!”

      “I told her what I said. That if you want to die, go ahead and die, and I'll raise her.”

      The fire crackled in the crisp night air, and tiny sparks floated toward the blackened ceiling. Bree shifted as she stared into the fire, then shrugged as if the answer didn't matter. “So, what'd she say?”

      Becca ducked her head to cover her amusement. “She asked if she could have the white dog since you won't be around anymore.”

      Bree's mouth dropped open, and her eyebrows descended into a deep scowl as she stared at the girl.

      Kaiti lifted her own eyebrows into an expression of innocence.

      Bree growled as she turned and stalked out of the cave. After a few seconds, she returned and pointed at Kaiti, “No, you can't have the white dog!”

      Becca laughed and translated, and Kaiti giggled as she lay back down on the furs.

      As she left the cave again, Bree muttered, “A person can't even feel sorry for herself without everybody making fun of her.” She returned a short while later, her arms loaded with wood and a chunk of meat from the deer carcass in the tree. Bree set down the wood and placed the meat over the fire. “Where's Kaiti?”

      “She went out to get some plants to eat. It's what she did a lot of for the Shona. With that kind of experience, I'll bet she could find edible food even when I'd be stumped.”

      Bree slowly banked the fire until the flames licked the bottom of the venison. “She's got a fever again. She shouldn't be out.” The pan of hot water was still resting on a rock near the fire. Bree took a cloth from her saddlebag, dipped it in the water, and knelt next to Becca. She carefully began to unwrap the bandage, then looked up and caught Becca staring at her. She smiled tiredly as she reached for the green pouch. “What are you looking at?”

      Becca lay back and closed her eyes, worry lines forming at the corners of her mouth. She winced as Bree sprinkled the healing herb directly on the wound. “Next time, sprinkle some of that in the water, Bree. Then you can wash the wound with it.”

      Bree nodded. “Okay. Roll onto your side first so I can get the other end of the hole.” Once Becca managed to roll over, Bree scrutinized the injury. “This side doesn't look as good as the other. It's more swollen, and there are red streaks down your leg.” She turned worried eyes on her friend. “What should I do?”

      Kaiti, who had quietly returned, surprised Bree by squatting down and examining the wound. Without a word, she took the cloth, dipped it into the water again, and roughly scrubbed the leg, purposefully tearing the scab from the wound.

      When Becca screamed, Bree grabbed the girl and pushed her to the back of the cave, where she landed on her backside and skidded a few inches.

      Becca grabbed Bree's arm and gasped through gritted teeth. “No, she's right. It needs to be opened, and there's no gentle way to do it.” She turned to Kaiti. “She thought you were hurting me. Please, come back and finish cleaning it for me.”

      Kaiti angrily pushed to her feet. “Why did I have to get a hotheaded Badger for a mother instead of an Owl or a Wolf?” She grabbed the cloth and walked back to the pan of water, dipping it in and squeezing it over a hot stone next to the fire.

      Becca studied her a minute, and when the girl brought the cloth to her leg, she touched Kaiti's hand. “Why did you use those three Spirit Guides?”

      Kaiti shrugged as she carefully folded the cloth into a square. “You're known to the Shona as the White Wolf.” She indicated Bree with a lift of her chin. “I saw an Owl talking to her when she was so sad.” Kaiti was still afraid to admit she could see and hear other people’s Spirit Guides, so she hedged on her answer to the healer. “And she's so mean; her totem has to be a Badger.”

      “You knew who I was before I came to the cabin? Why didn't I ever see you at Dahana's camp?

      Kaiti shrugged and pushed Becca down onto her stomach so she could get a better angle at the hole in the back of the leg. “They told me to hide when you came.”

      Becca, who had heard about the Spirit Child but had never actually seen her, translated for Bree. She crushed the sleeping pad between her teeth as Kaiti began to scrub the wound again.

      Bree gently rubbed Becca's back and tried to offer what little comfort she could. She winced in sympathy each time Becca squirmed in pain. When Kaiti moved to rinse the cloth in the pan, Bree looked at her. “Why did they tell you to hide?”

      Becca raised her head and dropped the pad from her mouth. She rested her forehead on her arm and translated between breaths.

      When she'd finished, Kaiti shrugged again. “I don't know.” She stood up. “You can put the plants on it now.”

      Becca moaned, “Thank Aevala, she's done.” She pushed to her elbows and half-turned so she could look at Bree. “She says she doesn't know, and you can put the herbs on it now.” She turned her head and looked over her other shoulder at Kaiti. “How did you learn to clean wounds?”

      “I took care of the animals. Adené, our healer, showed me how.” A low, rasping cough came from deep within her chest.

      Becca moved to the side of the pad and patted the blanket beside her. “Here. Come lay down and rest. You've done too much already.”

      Kaiti gratefully slid in next to Becca, and when Bree finished dressing the wound, Becca rolled to her side and pulled Kaiti close. Bree covered them both with the blanket and then began cooking the meat for their morning meal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      Bree had a lot to think about. Taking the pan down to the stream to rinse gave her the time she needed to sort through everything that had happened over the last few weeks. Nothing had prepared her for the twists and turns her life had suddenly taken. She had a child, a daughter for all intents and purposes, and that was the last thing she ever thought she'd have.

      With a clean pan full of water, she returned to the fire and cut up the plants Kaiti had gathered, creating a soup thick with tubers, piñon nuts, and venison. She left the pan simmering on the stone and stepped out of the cave. Her back ached from exhaustion, and she dug her fingers into her side, trying to stretch out the knots. Too many broken nights and too much emotional turmoil had taken their toll, and she wondered how much longer she'd have to hold up before they made it home. As she walked down the slope to check the horses, several scenarios for Kaiti's future ran through her mind.

      Would she eventually want to return to her Shona way of life? Would she follow in Becca's footsteps and become a healer, or would she possibly surprise all of them and become a scholar like Timur and her father? Should she send her to school in Ashton Fork, or should she teach her at home? Would she ever truly fit into any culture, or would everyone who knew her circumstances shun her?

      The horses had moved into a small field close to the stream but far enough away from the forest that no predator could sneak up on them unexpectedly. When she approached Rebel, he raised his head and snapped at the air between them.

      Becca's roan walked toward her, bringing his muzzle close to her ear, his breath wuffing warm against the side of her face. She reached up and pulled his head against her own, rubbing his broad cheek with the palm of her hand.

      Rebel stood nearby and watched the two of them. He'd never been the friendly type, but she reached out and rubbed his forehead, scratching a spot between his eyes that always seemed to give him pleasure. After several minutes she stopped the massage and reached down to examine each hoof before stepping back to visually inspect their coats.

      After assuring herself that all was well with her four-footed charges, she walked to the stream and rinsed her face with the cold, clear water. With her head bent down into her cupped hands, she suddenly sensed another presence close by. Keeping her head lowered, she scanned the area, catching a glimpse of an apparition standing at the edge of the forest.

      She mentally cursed her stupidity for wandering away from the cave without a weapon of some kind. When the apparition stepped forward, she realized it was a young Shona, seventeen or eighteen, clad head to toe in a leather jacket, breeches, and boots. He wore a cap fashioned from some type of animal pelt pulled low across his forehead.

      Kneeling, he placed his bow and quiver on the light covering of snow at his feet. He carefully positioned his belt knife on two crossed arrows, presumably to keep the elaborately detailed sheath from getting soaked in the snow.

      As she watched, he stood, holding both hands up, palms out, to show he had no other weapons. Slowly, they both retreated, Bree to the cave to get her own belt knives and the young man fading back into the forest. As she looked over her shoulder, Bree realized he'd left his weapons lying where he'd carefully set them minutes before. The crunch of her boots on the snow grated on her already frayed nerves. She pictured hundreds of hidden Shona aiming bone-tipped arrows directly at her retreating back.

      She wondered at the young warrior offering up his weapons in an apparent gesture of trust and goodwill. She shook her head as she increased her pace. He could disarm himself if he liked, but she'd been granted a reprieve from her earlier stupidity, and she had every intention of arming herself while she still had the chance.

      The cave was quiet when she stepped through the opening. Kaiti, lying with her head on Becca's outstretched arm, had apparently gone to sleep. Bree grabbed her bandolier, knelt, and whispered to Becca, “There's a Shona boy, a young man really, down by the horses. He laid his weapons on the ground, then went back into the forest. I'm going back down to see what's happening.”

      Becca eyed the knives in Bree's hand. “Laying down his weapons is a sign of a truce, Bree. He needs something from you, and he's telling you he won't hurt you.”

      “Well, I won't kill him if he or one of his warrior buddies hidden in the trees don't try to kill me.” She buckled the sheath over her shoulders and around her waist.

      “Did you see any other warriors hiding in the forest?”

      “No, but it's unusual for one to travel alone, isn't it?” She shifted a little, easing the ache in her knees.

      Becca stayed quiet a minute, thinking. When Bree shifted back on her heels, Becca sighed before explaining the probable significance of the young man's actions. “This cave is sometimes used for spiritual rituals by several of the surrounding tribes. If he's coming for some type of ceremony, he'd be forbidden from killing anyone during the ritual preparation. He may have seen us using the cave and wants to use it himself. Bring him in if he'll come, and I'll talk to him.”

      Bree nodded as she straightened up and strode from the cave. When she approached the meadow, she glanced at the horses. Ears perked forward; they were calmly assessing the young man who was standing in the middle of the glade holding the handles of a makeshift litter. The stretcher had been cobbled together from tree branches crisscrossed at every angle and woven into a tight weave. The main branches sloped down to the ground behind him, and a shrouded form lay motionless in the cradle. The young man waited, rigid and silent, watching with black-hooded eyes that betrayed no emotion or intent.

      A quiet had settled over the forest, and Bree stopped at the edge of the woods, searching the opposite tree line for any sign of an ambush. Satisfied the warrior had come alone, she removed her hands from the handles of the knives and stepped to within ten feet. Neither of them moved for several minutes, playing out a surreal waiting game where at least one of the players had no idea why they were playing or what rules she had to follow to remain alive.

      Bree opened her palms and held them out like she had seen him do earlier. Still, the young man remained silent. He looked at her hands before saying something she didn't understand. When she raised her shoulders and shook her head, he pointed back toward his weapons with a lift of his chin, repeating what he'd just said.

      She sighed and searched the tree line again, trying to decide whether she cared enough to disarm herself to satisfy some native white flag of truce.

      Movement on the litter decided for her. A wrinkled hand, veined from what must have been close to eighty years of hard use, reached from under the blanket and slowly drew the shroud away from an even more wrinkled face. A full head of snow-white hair surrounded a pair of sharp, piercing eyes that suddenly twinkled as Bree politely stepped to the side of the litter so the ancient warrior could see her. He held his hand out to her in a gesture of peace and said something she couldn't understand.

      She shot a quick look at the younger Shona, who was watching them over his shoulder. She laid her hand in the old man's grasp. Cold fingers gently closed around her palm as the old man continued his quiet monologue.

      When he released her, he pointed weakly in the direction of the cave.

      Bree nodded, stepped around behind the stretcher, and picked up the two poles dragging on the ground. Nodding with her chin, she motioned for the young man to walk ahead. “Go on, I can't leave him out in the cold while we have a warm fire inside.” The young man looked over his shoulder again. With agitated gestures and an imperious tone of voice, angrily admonished her to put down the litter.

      She lowered the poles to the ground and bumped her hand up and down in imitation of the uncomfortable litter ride the old man must be feeling.

      The young man sneered and began pulling the litter toward the cave.

      Bree looked to the old man for guidance. His eyes smiled, and he nodded, letting her know it was okay to simply walk beside him without easing his way. Bree wasn’t sure why, but she felt an immediate kinship with the man. She held out her hand, and he took it as they trudged slowly up the incline. The intensity of her feelings jolted her as she tried to sort out the almost magical connection she'd felt when she'd first looked into those bright, wizened eyes.

      The young Shona stopped at the bottom of the slope leading up to the cave and readjusted his grips on the poles. Climbing the steep, slippery incline was difficult enough without having to keep his balance and carry a full-grown man on a litter. The young man knelt to set his end of the travois on the ground and flexed his shoulders, presumably to ease the ache Bree was sure he’d acquired from pulling the litter from who knew where.

      Offering once more to help with the litter, Bree gasped when the young man stepped forward and shoved her in the chest. She was about to take his head off, but before she could move, the old man spoke sharply, pointing at the young warrior, obviously ordering him to stop.

      The two had a heated exchange before the young man once again raised his end of the litter and roughly jerked the old man up the incline.

      Unable to watch the jouncing the old man was taking, Bree quickly stepped forward and lifted the back of the litter.

      The young man practically dropped his end and came at her, shouting what could only be insults or threats to her at the top of his lungs.

      Bree looked up just in time to see a red-faced whirlwind fly out of the cave and ram into the young warrior, knocking him onto the ground and pummeling him even as he slid down the rocky slope on his back.

      The old man began to chuckle as Kaiti and the boy rolled down the hill, kicking and punching each other.

      Bree shook her head, picked up her new friend, and carried him on into the cave. When she heard Kaiti coughing uncontrollably, she grumbled and set the old man down near the fire. “Here, I’d better go get her before she sets herself back another couple of days.”

      She glanced at Becca, who had pushed herself into a reclining position and was staring at the grey-haired warrior. “Bree, you said it was a young Shona. Do you even know who this is?”

      Bree looked at the old man again. She shook her head as she heard Kaiti’s continued coughing outside. “I have no idea, but I'll be right back after I grab Kaiti.” Bree turned just in time to see the young warrior entering the cave. “Where’s…?” Just as she spoke, Kaiti limped into the cave wiping mud off her shirt and blood from under her nose.

      Kaiti glared at the young man as she settled in next to Becca. “I’ll break his head if he ever disrespects my mother like that again.” She turned angry eyes to Becca, who nodded slightly, not sure how to respond to the vehemence she heard in the young girl’s words.

      Bree gave Kaiti a cursory glance to make sure she wasn’t too badly hurt, then pulled out her bedroll and mimed offering it to the old man.

      Becca indicated the old man with an upturned hand. “Bree, may I introduce you to Taklishim, the most revered shaman of every tribe in the region?”

      Bree's eyes widened. “Taklishim?” She looked from Becca to the old man. “Are you sure he's that Taklishim? Aren't there other Taklishim's around? I mean… well…” Bree had heard tales of the famed spiritual leader, the one man to whom the King deferred whenever Taklishim approached him with peace treaties or threats of war or retaliation. Not only that, she knew that his word was law to any Shona, anywhere in the region.

      Kaiti sat up, a frightened frown creasing her forehead. Apparently, she hadn’t been paying attention to who was in the cave when she entered. When recognition dawned, she turned worried eyes to Becca and whispered, “Taklishim!” When Becca nodded, the blood drained from the girl's face, and she quickly scurried around Bree, heading for the entrance of the cave.

      Bree grabbed her shirt and pulled her back. “Oh no you don’t. You need to lay down.” Kaiti slid around behind Bree's legs and held onto her waist with a death grip. Bree tried to pry her hands free, but Kaiti refused to let go. Bree swiveled around as best she could so she could address the girl face-to-face. “Kaiti, let go and lay down, now.” Kaiti just buried her head deeper into Bree's back.

      The old man pushed himself onto an elbow. His voice was high and strained, but it held quiet confidence as he spoke in the Shona language. “You have no need to fear me, Spirit Child. You are no longer less than the animals.” He swept his arm between Becca and Bree. “They have given you a name. My grandson and I are merely guests around their fire. That being so, you belong here more than we do. Please, do as your mother says and lie down.”

      Kaiti remained plastered to Bree as Becca translated.

      The young man stood at the entrance to the cave seething. Mud covered his doeskin pants and shirt, and a small trickle of blood oozed from his swollen lip. “Spirit Child? That's Dahana's trash?” Disdain distorted his otherwise handsome features as he looked closely at the girl. “If I hadn’t left my knife in the glade, she’d be dead for being in the holy cave and for coming anywhere near you, Grandfather. She's less than nothing and should be out with the pigs rutting in the mud.”

      Becca's features hardened as Kaiti's face and neck turned a bright red.

      Bree noticed Becca stiffen and looked back at the young man. “What did he say?”

      Becca ignored her and spoke in the Shona language, her voice low and dangerous. “Her name is Kaiti Makena. She belongs in two circles, mine and the woman's, and if you dishonor her again, I will kill you.”

      The young man glared first at Becca, then looked expectantly at his grandfather. When Taklishim didn’t defend him, he spat on the ground where Becca lay and stalked from the cave.

      Kaiti peeked out from behind Bree and stared at Becca before shifting her gaze to Taklishim.

      Bree pulled Kaiti forward and put a protective arm around her shoulders as she repeated herself. “Becca, tell me what he said.”

      Before Becca could answer, Taklishim also spoke in his native tongue. “So, Kaiti Makena, the White Wolf has sharp teeth and protects her young. When I saw Dahana take you from his camp, I knew Mother Rima would protect you, but I never guessed she would provide you with two mothers.” He lifted his hand toward her. “That is a rare honor among my people. It signifies great strength. Your strength demands two powerful Spirit Guides to sculpt it into the warrior you will one day become.”

      Kaiti turned and once more buried her face against Bree's shirt.

      Bree tried to pull her away and said irritably, “Tell her to stand and face the man when he's talking to her, Bec.”

      “Bree, you don't understand. In her position, she would have been brutally beaten, maybe even killed, for coming anywhere near Taklishim, let alone for looking him in the face. Why do you always have to correct her instead of comforting or supporting her? Look at her. She's asking for your protection, and in her mind, you’re trying to throw her to the wolves.”

      Bree's face flushed a deep shade of red, and when she noticed Taklishim watching her, she stooped and angrily picked up the girl. Holding her to her chest, she grabbed the ax and Kaiti's coat off the floor and stalked out.

      She walked a little way into the forest, set Kaiti down, and held open the wool coat. Kaiti slipped her arms through the sleeves and began to fumble with the long, thin bone buttons. Bree sighed, knelt down, and pushed Kaiti's hands away. The cold air made her fingers stiff, but she managed to poke the buttons through the woven cords dangling in a vertical line down the front of her coat.

      Kaiti watched quietly as Bree worked. The fight with Nolgee had left her dizzy and weak, but she couldn't have just allowed him to dishonor her mother. His insults had enraged her. She hadn't recognized his voice when she'd run out of the cave, but she'd intended to silence whoever it was with her fists. Had she known it was Nolgee, she would have shut his mouth for good. She'd known him most of her life and had always waited in dread whenever he’d come riding into Dahana’s encampment.

      Nolgee lived in a separate encampment from her, but he would often accompany Taklishim on his trips to the various tribes. He held himself above other warriors. Even though he only had eighteen winters, he believed he was superior to all the other warriors because he was the only grandson of the Great Taklishim.

      Lost in thought, Kaiti hadn't noticed when Bree had finished with the buttons. She raised her eyes and was surprised to see the woman quietly studying her.

      Bree blinked, then raised a finger to Kaiti's chest. “You are Kaiti Makena.” She tapped the coat to emphasize her point. “You… are… Kaiti… Makena.” Turning her finger on herself, she said, “I am the Duchess Aurelia Makena.” She grabbed Kaiti's collar in her two fists and gently pulled her closer. “We….” She pointed first to Kaiti, then to herself, “You and I are both, Makena. We hold our heads high.” She lifted her own chin, then put her hand under Kaiti's chin and lifted it. “With Taklishim.” Here she emphasized holding herself straight. “And with the boy.” She raised her hand high. “Taklishim.” She lowered her hand a little. “The boy.”

      Kaiti scrunched her nose in disgust. “Nolgee.”

      Bree lowered her eyebrows and lifted her shoulders in a question mark.

      Kaiti held her hand high. “Taklishim.” Then she lowered it as Bree had done. “Nolgee.” She reached down and pulled up her pant leg, revealing a four-inch burn scar on the left side of her calf. “Nolgee.”

      Bree bent closer so she could see the details of the scar on Kaiti's leg. She ran her finger along the shallow groove that started halfway down the calf and ended at the ankle. The injury had been straight, but it was too wide to have been made by a knife. “What happened?” She pointed to the scar then lifted her hands, palms up.

      Kaiti thought for a minute, trying to figure out a way to tell Bree what Nolgee had done to her. Runyion boughs and needles littered the forest floor, and she gathered a handful that she carefully stacked into a pyramid. Picking up a smaller stick, she held it up so Bree could see. “Mash.” She brought the stick down and scraped it along a rock, then pretended to light a fire.

      When Kaiti looked up, Bree nodded. “You made a fire.”

      Carefully pulling a stick from her make-believe fire, Kaiti laid the stick along the scar on her leg and pushed down hard. She made a hissing sound, waving her free hand above her leg to simulate smoke rising from the wound, and repeated, “Nolgee.”

      Bree knelt beside the squatting girl with anger smoldering in her eyes. “That boy burned you?”

      Kaiti didn't understand the words, but Bree's tone spoke volumes. She nodded. Suddenly, all the energy she had left after her encounter with Nolgee drained from her. The fever was once again taking its toll.

      Bree stared at the scar, then noticed the exhausted slump to Kaiti's usually straight, strong shoulders. She stood and grasped Kaiti under the arms, pulling her into a protective embrace. Kaiti's legs curled naturally around Bree's waist, and her arms encircled her neck with an unexpected warmth that startled Bree into momentarily dropping her emotional defenses and laying her cheek on the girl's fevered head. She shook her own head and whispered, “What am I going to do with you, Little One?”

      They stayed like that for a long moment before Bree lifted her face from the child's soft hair. Walking deeper into the forest, she left the ax near a log she intended to cut for firewood. When Kaiti laid her tired head on Bree's shoulder, Bree shifted her up a little higher and ran her free hand up along the child’s neck, and rested it there. She'd never thought about what the girl might have endured while she’d lived with Dahana and his people.

      She wanted some time to think before returning to the cave, and as she looked around, she spotted a “V” that had been formed by a log leaning against the trunk of a tree. Shifting Kaiti so she was cradled in her arms, she slowly lowered herself to the ground and made herself comfortable. Kaiti curled into her and closed her eyes while Bree made sure the girl's coat was buttoned all the way to her chin. When she was satisfied that Kaiti would be protected from the cold winter air, she closed her eyes and allowed herself a much-needed rest.

      Kaiti's coughing woke her a few hours later. Bree opened her eyes and looked around in a confused stupor until she realized where she was. The shadows had shifted from the typical noon umbrella to the late afternoon ghosts that stretched from west to east as the sun moved toward the western horizon. She looked down and saw that Kaiti was awake, comfortably curled into a ball with her head tucked into her shoulder.

      Bree put the palm of her hand to Kaiti's forehead. “You feeling any better?” The fever felt about the same as it had earlier in the day, and the cough didn't seem to be any worse.

      Kaiti had been awake for a while and was disappointed when her cough had awakened Bree. She'd never felt so safe and warm as she did while she lay in the woman's arms. She'd been watching Bree's slow breathing as she slept and had been daydreaming about how wonderful her life would be if the woman was as soft and gentle as when she slept. After the woman felt her forehead and said something she didn't understand, Kaiti brought her arm up and coughed into it. She wished she felt better so she could help take care of Becca, but she knew Bree would make her lie down again once they returned to the cave. When Bree sat forward, Kaiti grudgingly gave up her warm spot and pushed herself to her feet.

      Bree stood and stretched and watched the girl, who seemed a little stronger than she had before their unplanned nap. She turned and headed for the cave, expecting Kaiti to follow, which she did with her head down and her hands in her pockets. As they came into the clearing below the cave, Nolgee was standing in their path with an arrow nocked in his bow. The weapon hung loosely at his side.

      Nolgee had been watching and waiting for the woman and Dahana’s rat to return. When his grandfather had asked him to bring him to the sacred cave, Taklishim had intended to make his journey to the home of his ancestors. By including Nolgee in his final dream quest, he had shown the boy's enemies that he was his grandfather's successor. He, Nolgee, would be remembered as the man whom Taklishim had honored.

      As he waited for the woman to approach, Nolgee thought about his grandfather, who was revered among the Shona tribes. He communed with the Spirits, his prowess as a warrior was legendary, and his wisdom was greater than any who had come before him. When Taklishim walked into an encampment, the elders gave him the chief's tent to sleep in. The chiefs called a council so he could mediate disputes, and parents brought their infants before him so he could discern their Spirit Guide. In this, he was never wrong. The Spirits spoke to him, and he passed along their messages.

      Nolgee squared his shoulders. It was his duty to make sure the sacred cave wasn't defiled by that foul piece of trash, the so-called Spirit Child, and it was up to him to keep her from coming anywhere near the great Taklishim.

      As he watched Bree and Kaiti come closer, Nolgee took a step forward and growled a warning to Kaiti. “'You’re not welcome in this cave, you disgusting little worm. You belong outside with the trash and the dung of the horses.”

      Katie watched something strange and dark circling Nolgee’s head. It seemed like a ring of smoke hung draped over his shoulders. If she turned her head slightly, she saw two malevolent eyes glaring at her from within the dark, swirling mass. Then the smoke was gone, and all she saw was the sneering face of her greatest enemy. Remembering what Bree had told her, she lifted her chin and continued to follow her up the slope.

      Nolgee raised his bow and drew back the arrow. “I said you stay out here, Horse Dung!”

      Bree heard the warning in the boy's snarl but didn't understand his meaning until he brought the bow up and aimed the arrow at Kaiti's chest. Bree quickly stepped in front of the girl and brought her hands up to show she was unarmed. “What are you doing?”

      Kaiti shoved around in front of her.

      Bree grabbed her coat and pulled her behind her again. “No! You stay behind me.” She caught the girl's angry gaze. “No!”

      Kaiti glared at Bree a minute, then crossed her arms and waited.

      Bree looked around. “In fact...” She pulled Kaiti behind a tree, pushed her up against the trunk, and put her finger in the girl's face. “You stay here.” She pushed her again to emphasize her meaning.

      Kaiti slapped Bree's hand away from her face. “I'm not afraid of him. I'm Makena!” She lifted her chin as Bree had shown her.

      Bree heard her name and saw the lift of the chin. She softened a little. “Yes, you are Makena, but you will stay here.”

      When Bree returned to the boy alone, he lowered the bow and allowed her to approach. He stepped to the side of the path, and as she walked past, he threw one last contemptuous glance in Kaiti's direction. The shock from Bree's knuckles hitting the side of his head sent him reeling. When Bree tore the bow and arrow from his hands and broke them across her knee, he flew at her in a rage.

      With her years of battle experience, she easily pitched him down onto this stomach, twisted his wrist into an armlock, and pinned it to the ground with her knees. She drew the rest of his arrows from his quiver and broke them as well. When she'd finished, she gathered his shirt in her hands and hauled him to his feet.

      Each time he struggled, she tossed him to the ground and dug her knee into his kidneys until he relented. Then she'd pull him up again, and they'd resume their march to the cave. When they finally came before Taklishim, she threw Nolgee on the ground at his feet.

      Becca had heard Nolgee's words to Kaiti, and rage had driven her to her feet. She'd used a long stick to help get herself to the mouth of the cave. When Bree knocked Nolgee in the head and broke his arrows, some of Becca's anger subsided. He was only a young man, after all, and Bree's fists were very, very hard. She watched as Bree dragged him into the cave and deposited him in front of Taklishim.

      The young man pushed to his feet, and Taklishim barked one word. “Sit!”

      Nolgee hesitated before doing as he'd been told. The deadly look he shot Bree left no doubt as to his state of mind.

      Kaiti followed Bree in and picked up the bow she'd taken from the dead man. She fit an arrow to the string and aimed it at Nolgee’s chest. Bree moved in front of her and tried to take the bow.

      Kaiti pulled it out of her grasp.

      Bree grabbed for it again. “Give it to me.”

      Kaiti held it away and again sighted on Nolgee, fully intending to kill him for attacking her mother.

      Bree grabbed the back of her coat so she could reach the arrow and point it at the ceiling.

      Becca tried to help. “Kaiti, give it to her.”

      “It's mine.”

      Becca told Bree what Kaiti had said.

      Bree shook her. “You don't kill people because they insult you, and the bow is not yours. It was the dead man's, and we don't steal from the dead. Now leave it.”

      Becca translated, and Kaiti growled, “I said it's mine, not hers. Tell her.”

      When Bree heard what she said, her temper climbed higher. She jerked the bow out of Kaiti's hands and smashed it against the rock wall until the wood splintered in two.

      Enraged, Kaiti picked up a piece of kindling about as big around as her forearm and began pummeling Bree with it. Bree grabbed her and the stick, then yelled at Becca as she dragged Kaiti out of the cave. “Wait here.”

      “Bree—”

      Bree checked her anger so as not to take it out on Becca. “Please, wait here a minute.”

      Becca looked at Kaiti, then back at Bree before she reluctantly leaned against the entrance to the cave. Her swollen leg was throbbing painfully, but she still strained her senses to try to catch some clue as to what was happening outside. Bree went far enough away that Becca couldn't hear anything, and Becca was relieved when, after a short while, she brought Kaiti back to the cave entrance.

      “I need you to translate.”

      Becca steeled herself and hopped painfully outside. Bree held the girl by one arm as Kaiti wiped some tears from her face with the other. Bree grabbed the free arm and turned Kaiti, so they were facing each other. She bent down, so they were eye to eye.

      Becca translated as Bree spoke. “You listen to me, Kaiti Makena. I'm the adult. You're the child.”

      Becca substituted “mother” for adult, and when Bree recognized the word, she frowned at Becca and then continued her lecture. “When I tell you to do something, you'd better do it. We don't steal from dead people, period. You are not Shona. You are my family now.” She stabbed her thumb to her chest to emphasize her point.

      Becca translated the last words as “You belong in my circle.”

      Kaiti glared straight into Bree's eyes, listening.

      Bree glared right back. “If you ever take a stick to me again, you'll think what I just gave you was nothing compared to what you'll get then. Do you understand me?”

      Kaiti finally looked away and nodded. When Bree released her, she went straight to Becca and buried her face in the tall woman's chest.

      Becca folded her arms around the child and raised apologetic eyes to Bree, who looked slightly hurt as she turned and headed back into the forest to find where she’d left her ax earlier in the day.

      After a few moments, Becca leaned on Kaiti, and the two of them hobbled into the cave. When they reached the sleeping pad, Becca pulled Kaiti into her arms again and said softly into the girl's hair, “You need to do what she says, okay?”

      Kaiti held Becca in a bear hug and nodded into her chest. She tried not to cry—only small children cried—but some tears slipped out just the same.

      Taklishim spoke quietly from his place by the fire. “Take the time to hear what your first mother is saying in her heart, Little Panther, instead of only listening to her words.”

      Kaiti looked first to Nolgee, then quietly spoke to Taklishim, “I’m not a Panther.” She motioned with her chin in the direction Bree had taken. “She's the strong one, the Badger, not me.”

      “Why do you think your Spirit Guide chose her to be your mother? Strength calls to strength. Your totem is the Black Panther as surly as mine is the Mapînéh Fox, and Nolgee's is the Black-Footed Ferret.

      Nolgee's back stiffened when he heard his grandfather's words. Not only was he proclaiming the Spirit Child had a legitimate place in the sacred cave, but he was also saying she had a stronger totem than his.

      Kaiti was stunned. Taklishim had just named her totem, but he'd gotten it wrong. There was no way the mighty Panther would choose her. She was less than nothing. She guessed he was making fun of her, and she lowered her eyes to hide her shame.

      Becca limped back to the sleeping furs, and Kaiti quickly helped her to lie down. She carefully unwound the bandage, sprinkled some of the herbs onto the wounds, and moved to cover them again.

      Taklishim stopped her. “Leave the wrap off the leg, Little Panther. There are healing spirits in the air that can't get to the wound if it's wrapped.” When Kaiti laid aside the wrap, Taklishim motioned to a space on the furs next to Becca. “Sit and speak with me a while.”

      Nolgee turned angry eyes on his grandfather. “You would dishonor our ancestors by spending time with this—” He grabbed his hair and snarled, trying to find an insult that fit the circumstances.

      Becca growled at him. “Careful, Nolgee, or you'll spend the rest of your time out in the freezing forest instead of inside the warm confines of my cave.”

      Nolgee sputtered, “Your cave? This is the cave of my ancestors! You have no right to—”

      Taklishim broke in. “Enough. Take care of your sight, Nolgee. It is too easy to be blinded by hatred.”

      Nolgee pushed to his feet, towering over Taklishim, his hands clenched into fists. He stared down at his grandfather, incoherent with rage. Throwing one last infuriated glare at Kaiti and Becca, he turned and stormed from the cave.

      Taklishim sighed. “My grandson has much to learn. There are many sides to Ferret, and there is much his Spirit Guide would teach him if he would only listen.”

      Becca blinked as an apparition of a Black Ferret materialized next to Taklishim.

      The Weasel climbed into the old man's lap and rubbed his sleek forehead under Taklishim's chin. Taklishim stroked the long body gently as he spoke. “Yes, my friend. We've both tried to teach him, but I'm afraid he hears only the song in his own heart.”

      The Ferret turned and looked at Becca with bright, intelligent eyes. You hear all Spirit Guides, just like Taklishim. Unusual for a woman in Aevalia. You're all so... He sat back on his haunches, his whiskers twitching while he felt around for just the right word. Hidebound.

      Becca grinned at his mind voice. Each Spirit Guide had its own unique personality, and she instantly liked this one. She raised one tired eyebrow at his remark, but Kaiti gasped when she heard the words in her head. The Ferret turned to her as well. Ahhh, the sleeper awakens. The Ferret bared his teeth in something close to a Weasel grin. We've been watching, you know. Watching and waiting. I’ll wager a nice, juicy vole you didn't know that, did you, little Spirit Child?

      As the apparition faded into the Realms, Becca looked to Taklishim, eyebrows raised. She’d guessed that Kaiti had the Aevalian Gifts, but the way the child hid her abilities had made her second guess herself.

      Taklishim nodded, then turned his gaze to the child. “So, sit and speak with me a while.”

      Kaiti's heart was racing almost as fast as her mind. “He spoke to me. My totem is a Weasel? But you said—”

      Taklishim chuckled. “No, you and your second mother have the ancient gift that almost all in the First Realm have lost. We'll speak more of that in the coming days, but for now....” He took in a deep breath and closed his eyes.

      Knowing she didn’t want to disturb him if he slept, Kaiti crossed her legs and listened to the old man’s steady breathing. There'd been many times when he'd been at Dahana's fire, telling grand tales or speaking the wisdom of the ancients. She’d often tried to move close enough to hear what he was saying. Once, he'd looked right at her as she’d hidden behind a tree in the dark, and she believed he'd seen her and had kept her presence a secret.

      She loved when a child was brought before him and he named their Spirit Guide. It was said that all Spirit Guides spoke to him, and he would listen and pass their messages on to the child’s parents. After the ceremonies, Kaiti would often walk among the horses speaking their names and wishing she had a Totem to guide her through life. She wondered what her Spirit Guide would be if she were worthy of one, and she wished Taklishim would stop teasing her about the Panther. She'd give anything to actually have a real Guide from the Second Realm.

      In time, Taklishim pushed himself to a sitting position and sat cross-legged as Kaiti had done. “I knew I had to come to the cave of my ancestors, but I thought I was coming to die. That still may be so, but first, I see there is much I must teach you and your first mother.” When an angry expression appeared on Kaiti's face, he lowered his chin and spoke quietly. “Tell me.”

      Kaiti raised her gaze to meet his, then looked at the ground in front of her knees.

      Taklishim waited silently, breathing in the smoke from the fire as it rose into the air and circled his crown of thick, snow-white hair. He closed his eyes and began to hum an ancient tune he'd learned at his grandmother's fire. The melody was a soothing one, intended to calm the soul and bring clarity to the listener.

      While she listened, Kaiti closed her eyes as she'd seen the old man do. His quiet song brought back memories of the time she'd spent in the forest after Dahana had taken her on his horse two days distant from his tribe. She remembered the sad words he'd given her when they'd both dismounted. Dahana had knelt in front of her and handed her a snare, a hunting knife, and a warm blanket. “I have nothing more to give you. You have nothing, and you belong to no one. If you survive, you're free. If you die, no one will mourn you.” With that, he'd remounted his horse and ridden away without a backward glance at the eight-year-old child he'd left standing in the glade.

      Those memories floated on the melody of the old man's song. She took a breath, knowing it would be an insult not to answer. “You tell me she’s my mother.”

      The humming stopped. “Yes.”

      “If I die, she won't be sad. No one will be sad.”

      “If you die, she will die.”

      “No.”

      “If you die, she will die.”

      Becca lay quietly and watched the old man and the girl. Both sat straight and still, eyes closed, hands resting on their thighs.

      “Dahana said no one will mourn me.”

      “Dahana didn't know your first mother.”

      “I didn't choose her. She didn't choose me. She doesn't want me.”

      Taklishim opened his eyes to look at the girl. Slowly, he reached into his blanket and pulled a pouch from his waistband. When he opened the drawstring, he dipped two fingers inside, pulled out a powder, and sprinkled it into the fire. The smoke continued to drift throughout the cave, but there was a new, sweet scent in the air. Taklishim closed his eyes and began humming again, waiting for the child to clear her thoughts.

      Kaiti's mind swirled with various memories. “A mother loves her child.”

      “Yes.”

      “She doesn't love me.”

      Once again, the cave was silent except for the gentle melody provided by the old man. Kaiti coughed a low barking sound, then leaned forward and whispered, “She loves a dead woman.”

      “Her Owl.”

      Kaiti opened her eyes and stared at him. “How do you know about the Owl?”

      He opened gentle eyes and lifted one shoulder. “I am Taklishim. I just know.”

      “She's always angry.”

      “As are you.”

      Kaiti's eyes closed slightly. “I'm angry because of her.”

      “No.”

      Kaiti pursed her lips, a scowl darkening her features. “She's mean.”

      “No.” He opened his eyes again and held his hands out, palm up. “Do you know what Badger teaches us?”

      Kaiti slowly shook her head.

      “Many things.” He turned his gaze on Becca, softly returning his hands to his lap. “You hunt animals, Lady Wolf. Tell us about Badger's skin.”

      Becca thought a minute. She never liked finding a Badger in her traps because they could tear a person apart with their teeth and claws. “Well, they're hard to kill without ruining their pelt. If you grab their skin behind their necks, they almost roll right out of it so they can turn to bite you. Their skin is extremely loose.”

      Taklishim nodded. “Does it appear to be loose when you first see it?”

      Becca squinted as she thought. “Well, I guess it looks fat and furry, but not necessarily loose.”

      Taklishim turned back to Kaiti. “And what does that tell you about Badger?”

      “That—” Kaiti thought hard. She didn't want to seem stupid in front of Taklishim. She went back to the two questions he'd asked Becca. “Well, maybe that even though it doesn't look loose, it is.” Her answer sounded too simpleminded, and she blushed.

      “Very good.”

      She looked up, surprised to hear the compliment.

      “So, your mother's totem is the Badger. What does that tell you about her?”

      Once again, Kaiti thought hard. Bree had tight skin. It wasn't loose. She wasn't fat or furry. Kaiti smiled inwardly at the thought of a furry Bree Makena. When she couldn't come up with anything, she shrugged and whispered, “I don't know.”

      Taklishim stared into the fire, giving Kaiti more time to think. After a few minutes, he spoke. “One truth Badger teaches us is that everything is not always as it seems.”

      Suddenly Kaiti thought she understood. She leaned forward, thinking hard. “So… you think Shimaa acts like she hates me, but she really doesn't….”

      Becca raised her eyebrows, surprised at the child's ability to grasp a complicated concept so quickly. Taklishim didn't look surprised. He made no movement, didn't nod his head, or show any sign of approval or disapproval.

      The silence stretched on until it became uncomfortable for Kaiti. She shifted on the sleeping pad and then began playing with the fur. Finally, when she couldn't stand it any longer, she looked up at Taklishim and said irritably, “What?”

      He closed his eyes and began his quiet song.

      Kaiti covered her ears to block out the humming. She shot Becca a scathing look, then growled, “It's not true!”

      Becca frowned. “What's not true?”

      Kaiti got to her feet. “He wants me to say that even though I think Shimaa is mean, she's not really mean and that she acts like she doesn't love me, but she really does.” She glared at Taklishim, trying to hide the trembling that had come over her. “He says if I die, she’ll die! She doesn’t need me…I can’t do anything for her!” She angrily wiped a tear from her cheek as she continued to glare. “He’s wrong!”

      Becca took in Kaiti's clenched fists and marveled at how much she reminded her of Bree standing there ready for a fight. “Kaiti, come back and lie down. You need rest to clear your lungs.” Becca lifted the blanket. “Come here.”

      Kaiti did as she was told but turned her back to Taklishim.

      The old man nodded, then lowered himself onto his sleeping mat and closed his eyes. All three of them rested quietly, each keeping their thoughts to themselves.
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      Bree left the cave angry with herself and angry with Kaiti and Becca. The two of them were moving closer to each other and farther away from her. A month ago, she wouldn't have cared, and she wished she didn't care now, but she did. The sound of someone chopping wood startled her, and she moved cautiously toward the log where she'd left her ax. As she drew nearer to the sound, she spotted Nolgee, who didn't realize she was there until he stopped to wipe his brow.

      The young warrior caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of his eye, and he spun around with the ax hefted, ready to defend himself if necessary. When he recognized Bree, he lowered his arm and sneered at her. “I can provide for my grandfather's needs. Go back to your trash, White Woman.”

      Bree didn't understand the words, but she did recognize the disrespect in his tone. She watched as he returned to his clumsy way of splitting the log. It was obvious he'd never been taught how to properly wield an ax, and she wondered whether he'd led a pampered life as Taklishim's grandson. When she couldn't stand his bungling attempts any longer, she grabbed the handle of the ax to get his attention. “Here. It’ll be easier if you do it like this.” She held her fingers stiff and made an angled chopping motion down onto the log, then lifted her hand and angled it the other way before bringing it down on the log a second time.

      Nolgee jerked the handle out of her hand and began hacking away again, completely ignoring her instructions. She watched him for a while. There had been many young noblemen in the ranks of the King’s army whose arrogance meant they were destined to learn their lessons the hard way. She shrugged and began gathering several logs into her arms to take back to the cave.

      Nolgee watched Bree take the logs. He almost told her to leave them, but his father, Tsoe, always said that gathering wood was woman's work. Even when his mother had been sick with fever, his father had demanded she go out to gather logs for the family. Once, after his father had beaten his mother for talking back, she couldn't use her right arm without pain. Nolgee had offered to help her gather wood, and his father had laughed at him. “What, Nolgee? Have you become a woman, that you'd do a woman's work? Let her do her job. Maybe Taklishim let his daughter get away with doing nothing, but she'll earn her keep with me.”

      Tsoe and Nolgee cut wood only for the sacred fires. Tsoe would never allow a woman to touch anything sacred, and neither would he. Once more, he thought about stopping Bree and taking the wood from her. After all, he'd cut the logs to take to the sacred cave, but as he watched her retreating figure, he decided he'd deal with her and Horse Dung when the time was right.

      Bree carried the wood back to the cave, glad to be away from the surly Shona boy. When she passed the makeshift litter they'd left at the bottom of the slope, an unexpected sight caught her eye. Interwoven into the body of the litter were several feathers taken from the tail of a Great Horned Owl. She remembered the owl she'd seen earlier in the little glen. Kneeling, she gently pulled some feathers free and gathered them into a bundle. She smoothed the darker, striped portions on each quill before continuing up the slope and into the cave, where she quietly deposited the wood next to the fire.

      Everyone was resting quietly, but Taklishim spoke from his place on the mat as she turned to go. “I wondered why Grandfather Owl left his feathers with me.” When she looked at him, he nodded toward the soft bouquet in her hand. “They call to you.”

      Bree spoke quietly so as not to wake Becca or the girl. “You speak Anacafrian?” She fingered the feathers in her hand, shaking her head as she spoke. “I'm not Shona. Feathers mean nothing to me.”

      “Grandfather Owl knows how great your love is.”

      Startled into silence, Bree stared into the fire.

      “You must listen when Grandfather speaks.”

      “Owls don't speak.”

      “Your heart speaks. Grandfather Owl speaks to your heart.”

      Bree sniffed derisively. “My heart's dead, Old Man. I'd think someone who's revered for his uncanny spiritual abilities would know that.”

      His eyebrows drew together, hooding deep brown pools that demanded she listen. “Death takes many forms.” Tapping the spot on his chest next to his heart with a gnarled finger, Taklishim lowered his voice to such hushed tones that Bree had to read his lips to understand what he was saying. “Darkness is one of his favorites.”

      Softly stroking the feathers and reflexively counting the black bars climbing their length, she shrugged. “So, you're saying I have a dark heart? That I'm evil?” Taklishim remained silent for so long that Bree finally looked down into his eyes. A wave of fear washed over her as she felt his soul penetrate hers. She quickly looked away, but not before she'd been stripped of all pretenses and stood completely naked and exposed.

      Once again, he nodded toward the feathers in her hand. “Grandfather Owl is very wise. He came to me as I lay in the forest and left these gifts.” He gestured with a bent finger, first to the feathers, then once again to his heart. “He would have you listen.”

      Bree let her hands drop to her side. Glancing up at the ceiling, she worked hard to hold back her tears. “I tried to listen. I couldn't understand.” She turned desperate eyes on him. “I tried, and he left me.”

      “No, you sent him away. There's a difference.” He smiled at her startled intake of breath. “Listen to my words and let me teach you something about Grandfather Owl.” He motioned for her to come sit near his sleeping pad.

      Bree crossed her arms and thought about just walking out, then changed her mind. The idea that maybe he could tell her how to talk to Timur drew her in. Glancing over to make sure Becca and Kaiti were asleep, she lowered herself to the ground, shifting her attention to his face as she did.

      He nodded and began to speak. “Grandfather Owl exists in the season of darkness. He hunts in the dark, he flies in the dark, he sees clearly in the dark. When he comes to you again, you'll know it is time to look into the darkness and face your fears.” He shifted on the mat to relieve the pressure on his arthritic shoulder. “He sees clearly in darkness and can lead you away from the darkness of death and back into life.”

      Bree rested her elbow on her thigh, shaking her head to clear it. Quietly she said, “If I let go of the darkness, I'll lose Timur forever.”

      “She is bound to this Realm by your pain.”

      Bree took a deep, pain-filled breath. “I wanted to leave together. We were supposed to leave together. I don't want her to leave me alone.”

      “She sent the child to you. She doesn't intend to leave you alone.”

      Bree turned impatient eyes on the shaman. “Now you're talking nonsense, my friend.” She glanced at the sleeping girl. Her slightly pink cheeks were the only indication of her illness as she lay in a quiet, restful sleep. Even though the old man's words grated on her, they also rang true. It would be just like Timur to send her a child to look after. Timur had always loved children and had once laughingly teased Bree that she was going to start an orphanage at the steading so Bree would have to learn to love children and risk being loved by them in return. Bree joked that she'd rather shovel manure than change a dirty diaper, and any kids they brought onto the steading would have four legs and a tail.

      Taklishim's voice jarred her out of her reverie. “Grandfather Owl was pleased with the name you gave the child.”

      Bree blinked, then stared hard at the old man, her fear of him returning stronger than before. She'd heard of this Taklishim, but she'd always attributed the tales of his spiritual abilities to Shona folklore. Nodding, she spoke quietly. “Kaiti... I don't know what I was thinking when I bought her. I'm no mother.”

      Taklishim's eyes sparkled, and he smiled. “Do you honestly believe you had a choice? She has been your daughter since before either of you was born. Your Owl knew that. Your love for the child goes deeper than the soul.”

      Bree squinted into the deep-set eyes. “I don't love her. I don't even want her.” She glanced quickly at Kaiti, then at Becca. When she returned her gaze to the old man, the sparkle was gone. Once again, he reached deep within her soul to find the truth. She quickly looked away, hoping he hadn't seen what she knew was there, buried as deep as she could possibly bury it.

      Taklishim continued to stare into her eyes, even though she no longer looked into his. He spoke with absolute authority. “Sometimes, even the mighty Badger is afraid to face her fears.” He paused. “Sometimes, Grandfather Owl comes to people who are about to die.”

      Bree's eyes snapped back onto the old man's.

      His eyes softened at her reaction, and his words became gentle once more. “It is not always a physical death, but a shedding of old ways that no longer serve any purpose.” He shrugged. “You fear the child.”

      Bree snorted.

      “You fear her love, just as she fears yours. If you and the Spirit Child cannot face your darkness together, your deaths will be meaningless—for, without each other, you will both die.” When she shook her head, he raised both hands, palms up. “You and she are like the man and the tree. What the man exhales, the tree breathes in. What the tree exhales, the man breathes in. One cannot survive without the other. So, it is with the two of you.” After a short pause, Taklishim closed his eyes.

      Bree watched him for a minute, deciding the interview must be over. She sat awhile, wondering how he knew so much about her life and the people in it. Before Timur had died, she'd never been very spiritual, but after her death, the spirit world had taken on a whole new significance. Her lover was in that world now, and she needed to understand it so she could be with her. She fingered the feathers still in her hand. Their softness reminded her of another time in her life, another place. Gently lifting them to her cheek, she ran them through her tears as they slowly drifted down her face.
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      The cave was quiet that night as Nolgee insisted on cooking only for Taklishim, demanding exclusive use of the fire while the other three waited impatiently for him to finish. A rabbit sizzled on a spit, drops of fat hissing as they hit the hot rocks below.

      The tension between Kaiti and the young Shona was palpable. She didn't want to wait, but she knew Taklishim had to be served before any of them could eat. She watched with growing impatience as Nolgee cut up several plants he'd gathered during his self-imposed exile from the cave earlier in the day.

      Suddenly Kaiti sat up, her voice sharp with distress. “What are you doing? Those are poisonous!” She reached for the mushrooms he was chopping into quarters. The knife snapped down hard, barely missing her fingers as she jerked them away at the last second.

      Bree and Becca jumped when the knife thwacked against the rock. Becca pushed Kaiti back with her forearm and motioned toward the fungus. “Show me the mushrooms. She might be right.”

      Nolgee turned and spit into the fire. “That's how much Horse Dung knows about plants.” He pointed the knife at Kaiti and snarled. “Don't speak to me again, Horse Dung, or I'll cut out your tongue and feed it to the wolves.”

      Kaiti lunged, and Nolgee sliced upwards with the sharp blade.

      Bree barely reacted in time, jerking the girl backward so hard they both ended up in a heap at the rear of the cave. “Kaiti!” She pulled the struggling girl to her chest and held her there. “I don't know what he just said, but he's got the knife, you little idiot! Do you want to get killed?” Her heart raced as she held the struggling girl, remembering how close the knife had come to Kaiti's throat.

      Becca grabbed Kaiti's face and made her listen. “Kaiti! Stop! He wants to kill you! Don't you realize that?”

      Kaiti looked at the sneer on Nolgee's face, then down at the knife and realized how close she'd come to getting killed. She leaned back into Bree, who loosened the bear hug.

      Taklishim pushed himself into a sitting position. “Show me the plant.”

      Nolgee angrily began cutting the mushrooms again. “She doesn't know what she's talking about, Grandfather. I'm not as stupid as she is.”

      Taklishim reached out and touched the young man's shoulder. “Show me.”

      Nolgee grabbed a handful of mushrooms and thrust them at the old man. “See? Grandmother feeds these to you every night. I'm not stupid!”

      Taklishim brought the young man’s hand closer so he could study the fungus. “No, you are not stupid, little Ferret, just impatient. This is a young plant and looks very much like the ones your grandmother cooks. When it matures, it will have a green tint that identifies it to us as one we should never eat.” He shrugged. “An easy mistake to make.”

      Nolgee blushed a fiery red, threw a vicious look at Kaiti, and tossed the mushrooms into the fire. Everyone sat quietly, wondering whether the boy would stalk out of the cave and leave them in peace. He surprised them by taking the rabbit off the spit and angrily cutting off pieces of meat, which he rolled in two flat Apegio leaves along with several edible roots he'd found and cut up. He handed his grandfather one of the rolled leaves, then took the other to the mouth of the cave where he sat with his back turned.

      Taklishim indicated the rest of the rabbit with a gracious wave of his hand. “Please, have some of our meal. It's not much, but….” He shrugged.

      “No!” Nolgee leapt to his feet, sputtering. He stalked to what remained of the rabbit; his face pulled tight as he bared his teeth and smashed the carcass beneath his booted foot. “No! You've let them defile this holy place, Grandfather! You allow Horse Dung to remain in your presence, and now you invite them to your table! No! You've done nothing but dishonor our family from the time we set foot in this place!” He ground the rabbit into the floor while the others watched, mesmerized by his rabid behavior.

      Taklishim rolled to his knees preparing to stand, and Bree jumped to her feet to help him. The strength he'd used to lead war parties and to heal his broken people suddenly flared. He pulled himself to his full height, towering over the young man with such authority that Nolgee stopped his tirade and took a hesitant step back.

      Taklishim's eyes hardened, piercing Nolgee as surely as if he'd thrust an arrow through his heart. “It is you who has dishonored me, Black Ferret! I have spent the last years of my life teaching you, yet you have refused to learn! You swagger about, bullying those who are not able to fight back.” He stopped when Nolgee looked up, startled. “You're surprised that I know of your black heart? When you were born, Ferret told me you would embrace his sly ways rather than his cunning and skill. I see now that he was right. I have watched your spirit and grieved that I was unable to change the darkness I saw. I grieve too that none from my line will succeed me.”

      He turned toward Kaiti and indicated her with an upturned palm. “Her Shona name was not chosen by chance. She is the Spirit Child as surely as she is Kaiti Makena. I see now. I came here for her rather than for you.” He moved his open hand across his body, palm down, making a cutting motion that left no doubt as to the meaning. Slowly, he turned his back to the boy and crossed his arms. “Leave me, Nolgee. I have much to teach before the end of my days.”

      Nolgee blanched. “But Grandfather, I—”

      Taklishim turned farther away from the boy. His strength faded, and Bree held his elbow to support him as he waited for his grandson to leave. She made sure to position herself so that she could defend the old man if Nolgee moved to attack.

      Enraged at Taklishim’s pronouncement, Nolgee drew his hunting knife and fell, not on his Grandfather as Bree had anticipated, but on Kaiti, pushing her to the ground before bringing the knife high above his head and stabbing downward. The tip of the blade sparked off the stone as Kaiti jerked her head to the side at the last possible moment.

      Becca lunged for them, but Nolgee jammed his elbow into her injured leg before once again plunging the knife toward Kaiti's chest.

      Kaiti had spent many hours watching the warriors train for battle, and she’d worked hard when Adené had taken the time to teach her warrior skills. She brought her arms up as she'd seen them do, one wrist crossed over the other, managing to block the downward thrust with her forearms just as Becca slammed her fist into the side of the young man's head.

      Having first made sure the old man was safely on the ground, Bree threw herself forward, catching the boy's foot and jerking as hard as she could, desperate to get him away from Kaiti.

      As someone grabbed his foot from behind and pulled him off the girl, Nolgee slashed backward with the knife, cutting a slice down the center of Bree's forehead. Bree fell back, momentarily blinded by the blood gushing from the wound.

      Without warning, Denabi flew through the cave entrance, her claws extended, raking Nolgee's back and thrusting him toward the side of the cave.

      A sharp crack reverberated off the cave walls as his head hit an outcropping of rock. The warrior slumped to the ground, unconscious.

      Denabi roared, teeth barred, fully intending to tear Nolgee's head from his body.

      “No!” Taklishim’s cry rang out clear and strong.

      Denabi froze, then turned dark, angry eyes on him.

      “Please, my friend. He has a black heart, but he is still of my blood.”

      Bree jerked backward when she saw a Black Panther standing over the boy, every muscle in the sleek, black body twitching with the need for revenge. Up to this point, Garan was the only Guide she’d seen, but there was no doubt about this creature’s origins. Silence filled the small space until Bree grabbed Kaiti and pulled her to her feet, frantically feeling where she thought the knife had found its mark. Her own blood poured into her eyes from the cut on her forehead, and when she reached up to wipe it away, Kaiti caught her hand.

      “Shimaa, I'm not hurt. Sit down. I need to help you.” Kaiti's voice trembled as the small cave suddenly became overcrowded with Panther, Wolf, Badger, Weasel, Mapînéh Fox, and…that dark, something that hovered around Nolgee’s body.

      Weasel slid on his back and placed himself on top of Nolgee's prone form, directly under Denabi's snarling face. He's just a boy, Denabi… just a boy. The Weasel's lips pulled back in his attempt to ingratiate himself with the powerful cat.

      Denabi turned and stared into Kaiti's eyes.

      Kaiti, in turn, immediately lowered her gaze, pretending she couldn't see the Great Cat. The Panther once again looked to Taklishim and snarled. Only for you, my dear friend. She glanced once more at Kaiti, then slowly faded from sight.

      Shaking slightly, the Weasel stepped to Taklishim and rubbed the old man’s shoulder with his head. She won’t hold again, Taklishim. There’s not much more I can do for the boy. With that, he too faded into the other Realms.

      When Bree looked to Becca to translate what Kaiti had said, the sight of the healer lying unconscious in a pool of blood shocked her. Using her sleeve to wipe the blood from her eyes, she turned back to Kaiti and pointed at the girl's chest. “Are you hurt?”

      Kaiti shook her head and pointed to Bree's forehead. “Sit down. I'll help both of you!”

      Bree didn't understand the words, but she needed to sit before she fell. She released her grip on Kaiti's shoulders and sank to the ground. Taklishim and Garan had already moved to where Becca lay.

      The old man looked to Kaiti. “Where are those herbs you used before?”

      Kaiti scrambled over the fallen woman to the fur-lined bag lying against the back wall. The bags they'd been using were on top of the rest, and she grabbed the red one she'd seen Bree use to stop Becca's bleeding. Taklishim took the bag from her, opened it, and pinched a small portion between thumb and forefinger. He smelled the herb carefully, then nodded. “Very good, Little Panther. I'll help the White Wolf. You see to your first mother.” He sprinkled the herb onto Becca's leg before handing the bag to Kaiti, who took it and moved to where Bree was sitting with her hand pressed to her forehead.

      Kaiti tried to push Bree onto her back, but Bree would have none of it. “I'm fine. Help Taklishim with whatever he needs.”

      The Mapînéh Fox stepped up to Bree and held her gaze. The Mapînéh dwarfed all other foxes in Anacafria. Next to the Grey Eagles, they were the rarest and most treasured symbol in all the kingdoms. This Fox’s ears were as high as Bree's hips, and when he gazed at her, she was shocked to see the same sparkling eyes she'd first noticed in Taklishim. She jumped when she heard his “voice” in her mind. Always taking and never being allowed to give in return trains a young spirit to believe it has nothing worthwhile to offer.

      Bree watched Taklishim work on Becca for a second, then lay back on the hard rock and closed her eyes. “Fine.” Her sigh made Taklishim chuckle.

      Kaiti shot him a glance out of the corner of her eye.

      He motioned for her to tend to Bree's wound. Kaiti studied Bree, unsure how she would react to her ministrations. Moving slowly, she took hold of Bree's wrist and pulled the woman's hand away from her forehead. The two-inch gash angled straight down Bree's forehead. Blood flowed freely down her head and past her ear, coloring her normally light brown hair a deep red.

      Kaiti leaned over and grabbed the cloth from the pan of lukewarm water next to the fire. She wrung out most of the excess and carefully leaned over Bree, gently dribbling water down onto the cut to clear away some of the blood.

      Kaiti spoke quietly to no one in particular. “It's not very deep… she'll be okay.” Bree grimaced as Kaiti lowered the cloth onto the wound and held it there a moment while she used her teeth to open the bag that held the herbs. She lifted the edge of the cloth to expose the skin, sprinkled a small amount of the herb onto the cut, then quickly lowered the cloth and held it there while Bree turned her head in protest.

      The herb burned painfully as it settled into the open wound. Bree grabbed Kaiti's wrist, needing to push it away, but knowing she had to let the girl do what needed to be done. The burning grew worse, and Bree pictured hundreds of tiny sparks slowly searing a furrow deep into her flesh. Just as she began to push Kaiti's hand away, Becca moaned quietly. Relief washed over her when Kaiti gently removed the cloth. Opening her eyes, Bree turned to look at her friend, who was awake and watching the two of them. “Is your leg okay?”

      Becca nodded weakly and closed her eyes. “I'm fine. I just keep losing too much blood, and I pass out more easily each time the wound is reopened.” She flicked a shaky finger toward Bree. “You're going to have quite a scar for a while. I have some salve that will help a bit, and after a while, it should fade.”

      A protest died on Bree's lips when Kaiti once again brought the cloth up to clean off some of the blood. As much as she disliked being ministered to by a child, she realized that the Fox had been right about letting Kaiti help. Kaiti gently wiped away the blood, and Bree watched Taklishim doing the same for Becca's leg. When he finished, he lay down on his own furs, turning his back to them with a weary sigh.

      The three of them watched as Acoma, Taklishim’s Fox, bent and touched his nose to the old man’s cheek. Sadness filled the Spirit Guide’s eyes as he turned and regarded the tableau in the little cave. There is so much that must be taught and learned before… He turned back to Taklishim and sighed. So very much.

      Kaiti turned questioning eyes to Becca, who shrugged as she watched Acoma fade.

      Nolgee remained unconscious, lying dangerously close to the fire.

      Bree tugged him away from the flames. “What are we supposed to do with him? He can't stay here.”

      As if in response to her question, Nolgee groaned, his hand slowly moving to the egg-sized bump on the side of his head.

      Kaiti quickly ran for Bree's belt knives, handing the belt to the woman before grabbing Becca's hunting knife and standing between Nolgee and Becca.

      Becca reached up and grabbed the girl's pant leg. “You're very brave, Kaiti, but I'm the one who's supposed to protect you. Come back here where we can protect each other, okay?”

      Kaiti pulled her leg away from Becca's grasp and remained standing with her legs shoulder-width apart, knife at the ready.

      Bree watched Nolgee but spoke to Becca. “What'd you tell her?”

      “I told her to move back to me where I can protect her.”

      “Tell her I said to do it, or else. For Aevala's sake Bec, an eight-year-old shouldn't be standing there in a fighting stance ready to kill someone.”

      Becca smiled slightly at that. “She's eight going on twenty. I think she's been through more in her short life than most people go through in several lifetimes.” She switched to Kaiti's dialect. “Your mother says to do as I say.” She waited a beat to see whether Kaiti would obey.

      When she didn't budge, Bree, who'd gotten to her feet, startled both of them. “Move!”

      Kaiti involuntarily stepped back just enough for Becca to once again grab her pant leg, this time getting a strong enough grip so she could pull the girl back to her. “Sit down, Kaiti. Let your mother handle him.”

      Kaiti ignored her until Becca smacked her hard across her leg. “I said, sit!” Shocked, Kaiti dropped to the sleeping pad. Becca motioned toward the knife. “Now give me that.” Kaiti reluctantly handed over the blade, glaring at Becca as though she'd suddenly turned traitor.

      Bree motioned to the still prone Nolgee with the blade of her knife. “Any ideas?”

      Becca shrugged. “Normally, I'd turn him over to his tribe to deal with but considering none of us are well enough to travel, I say you take him out into the forest and scare the hell out of him to make him stay away. Then just leave him. I don't know what else we can do.”

      Garan, who was lying between Becca and the boy, looked at Taklishim, who still lay with his back to them. The Wolf turned toward Nolgee and snapped his huge, lupine jaws very close to the young man's head.

      Bree looked at the old man out of the corner of her eye. “Taklishim?” The warrior remained silent, and Bree made up her mind. She kicked Nolgee's leg. “Get up.”

      Becca translated, and Nolgee pushed himself to his feet, staggering slightly as waves of dizziness washed over him.

      Bree grabbed his shirt, pushed the tip of the knife against the small of his back, and shoved him out of the cave. He stumbled to the edge of the incline where Bree's boot sent him tumbling down the slope, somersaulting head over heels until he slumped to a halt at the bottom of the hill. She followed, and when he staggered to his feet, she shoved him out into the darkening forest before he could regain his equilibrium. They walked that way for close to a mile.

      When she decided they'd gone far enough, she pushed him out in front of her about five yards and raised the knife, pointing it squarely at his torso. “Start running, Nolgee, and don't stop.” She shifted the knife slightly in her hand, and before Nolgee knew what was happening, she embedded it in the tree next to his head.

      He stared wild-eyed at her and thought of grabbing for the knife, but Bree had the next one in her hand before he finished the thought.

      Bree felt the balance of the hilt in her hand. “Give me a reason, Nolgee… just one little reason.” Every noble child, male or female, took weapons classes at the castle from the time they were old enough to stand. Bree's specialty was knives, and the weapons master had mercilessly drilled her in the Kion style of knife fighting for many years. She shifted the knife slightly so that, once again, her next throw just barely missed him. She pointed. “Go!”

      When she pulled out another, he turned and ran, slipping and sliding on the wet leaves that littered the ground. Bree lowered the next knife and stared into the dark forest where Nolgee had disappeared. Her head throbbed as she reached up to wipe away a trickle of blood. With a tired sigh, she gathered her knives and began the long hike back to the cave.

      Kaiti met her at the bottom of the incline and took the knife belt from her. Together they trudged uphill, Kaiti carrying the belt over her forearm and Bree resting her arm across Kaiti's shoulders, exhausted from the evening's events.
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      Kaiti awoke with a start. She lay still, listening carefully to determine what had pulled her out of a sound sleep. A gurgling sound confused her. No one should be doing anything at this time of the night. The sound came a second time. Slowly raising her head to look over the top of the fire, she saw Nolgee bending over Taklishim, a neat slice carved into the great warrior's throat. “No!”

      Without thinking, she sprang up, grabbed the end of a log from the fire, and pounded Nolgee with it, chasing him from the cave and down the slope into the forest. She would have chased him to the underworld if Bree hadn't caught up with her and grabbed her around the chest, forcing her to drop the burning log in a pile of snow.

      They heard Hoofbeats in the distance and realized that Nolgee must have saddled their horses before he'd killed Taklishim to give himself a quick getaway. Kaiti listened to the sound of the retreating horses and considered several possibilities of where he might go to make sure Bree couldn't catch him. Her mind whirled in a dizzying pattern of escape routes and motives, and she suddenly knew without any doubt where he was headed and why.

      Bree was holding tightly onto Kaiti’s jacket, and Kaiti, in a rage over what Nolgee intended, turned and sank her teeth into her mother’s hand. When Bree shoved her away, she ducked out and down and ran for all she was worth after Nolgee and their two horses.

      “Kaiti! Come back here! Kaiti!” Bree rubbed the back of her hand where Kaiti's bite had left a perfect imprint of her teeth. When she looked up, the largest Badger she'd ever seen was sitting in the path, staring after the girl. When the animal turned and trundled toward her, Bree quickly headed back toward the cave, glancing over her shoulder several times in case the creature had contracted the deadly frothing disease, which made them seem tame until they suddenly turned vicious and attacked anything that moved. As she entered the cave, she took one last look behind her, relieved that the animal hadn’t followed.

      Becca was holding a cloth to Taklishim's throat. “I don't think he's going to make it, Bree. Where's Kaiti?”

      Bree knelt and laid her hand on the old warrior. “I don't know. She took off.” Slowly shaking her head, she gently squeezed Taklishim’s forearm. “Hell of a way to die... killed by your own grandson.”

      Becca tried again. “Bree, where's Kaiti?”

      Bree angrily shook her head. “I grabbed her, and she bit me and ran off after Nolgee! That's where she is!” She held out her hand to show Becca what Kaiti had done.

      Becca poured some more powder into Taklishim's wound, then replaced the cloth across his throat. Even though she was light-headed, she tried to sort through everything that had happened since Taklishim and Nolgee had arrived. The grandfather had humiliated, repudiated, and disgraced his grandson, and the grandson had murdered the old man. But why slit his throat? Why not just stab him and run? “Why his throat, Bree? That seems too neat and planned to me.”

      Bree shrugged as she rubbed some of Becca's salve into her the back of her hand.

      “Tell me exactly what happened out there. You grabbed her, and she immediately bit you?”

      “No, I grabbed her and forced her to drop that damned burning log. Then we heard the horses running north. He stole both horses, by the way.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “Tane’s blood, Bec, what does it matter? Look what that bastard did to the old man!” Grabbing the pan, she stepped outside and threw the bloodied water down the slope, scooped more snow, and returned to and set it onto the hot rock again.

      “Bree, listen to me! I think this is important. Why did she bite you? Why did she need to get away so badly? Why didn't she bite you right away?”

      Bree threw the cloth into the partially melted snow. “Becca! What does it matter? Would you just leave it? She's gone, and that's that. I'm sure she'll be back when she's good and ready.”

      Becca stayed quiet a few moments, staring at Taklishim while she worked out the problem on her own. Something about cutting the throat tugged at the back of her mind. When she'd done all she could for the old warrior, she moved back to her own sleeping pad and closed her eyes, blocking out all the thoughts skittering around inside her brain. As her breathing quieted, so did her mind, and the song Taklishim sang to Kaiti began playing through her head. She thought of it as The Song of the Spirit Child. Images of Kaiti and her life with the Shona began to form as though she were seeing it firsthand: the warriors murdering her family, her life as Dahana's property, her revenge against the warriors when she got older.

      Becca's eyes flew open. “King's Blood!”

      “What?” Bree looked up.

      “Bree, Kaiti killed those warriors by slitting their throats. Nolgee's going to frame her for Taklishim's death!” Becca sat up on her elbow. “When they hear that she murdered the greatest warrior and spiritual man of their time, they won't just kill her; they'll torture her in the most hideous, brutal way possible!”

      Bree slowly shook her head as if she didn't want to hear what Becca was saying.

      “And they won't stop with her, Bree. They'll come for us too, and she knows that. She's going to try to stop him before he can reach the tribe. You have to stop her. You have to get her out of the Outer Territories, Bree, out of Danforth even, away from the tribes before—” Becca shook her head to block out what they would do to Kaiti when they caught her. Of course, they'd believe Nolgee. They knew, but couldn't prove, that the Spirit Child had murdered the warriors in their sleep by slitting their throats, and it was an easy leap to believe she'd done the same to Taklishim.

      “Bree—”

      “I know. I'm going. That meat's still frozen, and Kaiti brought in more than enough food to keep you going while I'm away.” She reached for Kaiti's food bag and rummaged through it. “She's got bael fruit, langton seeds, some fungus, and some other leaves I don't recognize. I'll bring in a hunk of the venison, then be on my way.” She stopped at the entrance to the cave. “Do you think you could see if Garan could come to stay with you a while?”

      Garan sauntered into the cave before she finished her sentence, edging between Bree and the rock wall. Is that venison I see hanging in the glade? You are too kind. He walked to Taklishim, shock forming in his eyes when he smelled the old man's blood. Tane's blood! What happened? I was only gone a few hours!

      Bree left Becca to the explanation and strode down to the tree where the deer was hanging, frozen and swaying in the slight breeze blowing through the little glade. A hunter's moon spilled shadows over the carcass, giving it an otherworldly appearance of a horned demon swooping down to devour unsuspecting prey.

      She stared at it, wondering whether tales of evil spirits or flying goblins originated from just such a harmless encounter. She walked to the rope knotted around a low-slung branch, pulled out the slip knot, and carefully let the line slide through her hand as the demon gradually descended. Once the carcass was on the ground, it didn't take her long to hack off several large chunks and rehang it so there'd be more for Becca and Garan in case they ran out before she returned.

      Back at the cave, she piled a mound of snow close to the entrance and buried the meat where it would stay frozen until Becca wanted it. When she'd finished, she went inside and rummaged through her saddlebag, pulling out two warm woolen shirts and layering them on under her winter coat. She caught a strange movement out of the corner of her eye and jumped when she saw that the Fox had returned and was now sitting next to Taklishim. Garan was nowhere to be found.

      Acoma looked from his apprentice to Becca, then over his shoulder to her. No matter what happens here, Duchess, you must protect the Spirit Child. Without her, all is lost.

      Bree studied him. “ Without her, all is lost? What does that mean?”

      He looked into the fire as though considering whether he should answer the question, then sighed and padded over to her. The sunlight angled in through the opening of the cave, highlighting the soft fur surrounding his deep-set golden eyes. Please, kneel so that we may speak face-to-face.

      Reverence for the Mapînéh was so ingrained in every Anacafrian that Bree was almost relieved to be able to kneel in front of Acoma without feeling foolish for doing so. Kneeling brought her eyes level with his, and as she held his gaze, she felt the same affinity for him that she’d felt for Taklishim when she’d first looked into his laughing eyes.

      She studied him, wondering whether he would answer a question that had bothered her for some time. “There’s something I’d like to know. I don’t understand why I see and hear you and Garan, but not other Spirit Guides.”

      The Mapînéh took a moment to compose his answer. I’m not sure. It's rare that you can hear the two of us. Usually, people only hear their own Spirit Guide, and only a few in the First Realm of Aevalia can do that anymore. What is baffling to us is that you can hear and see Garan, and now we know you can hear and see me, but for some reason, your own Spirit Guide, Ebi, is blocked from you, just like Kaiti's is blocked from her. He watched her shift on her knees. Sit if it would make you more comfortable. When she sat, he lowered himself into a reclining position, which once again put his eyes on a level with hers.

      Bree considered his words. “You said ‘baffling to us’ and ‘we know.’ Who are you talking about, exactly?”

      Ah His eyes locked onto hers. A good question and an excellent segue into why you must, at all costs, protect the Spirit Child. Bree looked away from his intense gaze, but he waited until she once more raised her eyes to meet his. For many seasons, there has been unease along the celestial pathways, so much so that the elders in the Highest Realms have been searching for the cause. Denabi, the most powerful of our kind, has even been called to mentor an apprentice in the First Realm, something that has not happened in over one thousand years. He paused to let the import of that sink in.

      When the goddess, Aevala, created the Spirit Guides, she anointed us as mentors to those who were honestly seeking to travel to the Higher Realms.

      This was the stuff of childhood fairy tales to Bree. After all, when she’d seen Garan for the first time, she’d assumed she’d been suffering from some form of herb-induced hallucination since they’d been sitting around one of Becca’s campfires. She’d watched the healer sprinkle some of her powders onto the flame earlier in the evening. She looked to Becca for confirmation, and Becca simply raised her eyebrows and nodded. Bree was anxious to be on her way, but Acoma hadn’t answered her questions yet. “So, what does all this have to do with Kaiti?”

      The story is a complicated one. I beg your patience in the telling. He curled one paw over the other and took a long breath. From the beginning, Aevala decreed that the Guides should have free will in all that we do with the one exception that we are forbidden from killing those who dwell in Aevalia unless they are defending themselves or someone else.” He spoke as though he were teaching a child her daily lessons. “There are seven Realms for seven gods, each more beautiful and fulfilling than the last, except for Morgrad’s domain of Aecheron. He paused again and watched for Bree’s reaction.

      After a short time, Bree felt a need to fill the silence. “Aecheron, the mythical place where evil dwells.”

      Acoma blinked patiently. Your kind has free will—freedom to choose good or evil. My kind has free will as well.

      “You want me to believe that there really is an Aecheron?”

      Acoma ignored Bree’s incredulity. The disturbance I mentioned earlier? The feeling of unease along the Pathways? Denabi has discovered that Morgrad has loosed the Teivaiedin—the antithesis to the Peshár—from bonds thought to be eternal. And he has, through some unknown power or device, made them invisible to all. He lowered his head but continued to hold her gaze as if to emphasize his next point. To all but one.

      The cave was silent while Becca and Bree stared at Acoma, who waited a short while before continuing his narrative. For some unknown reason, only one being other than Morgrad can see them. We believe this is an anomaly of which he is unaware. She is the only one who can help us stop Morgrad’s minions, who are gathering the power they need to destroy Aevala and her people. Even as we speak, they are moving between the Realms, unseen and unfettered.

      Bree shook her head. “You expect us to believe that Kaiti, you are talking about Kaiti, right?” Acoma nodded slightly. “That little eight-year-old Kaiti is all that stands between the First Realm and total annihilation?” Bree stood and began gathering her things. “Well, I don’t believe you. I don’t believe there really is a Morgrad, or a place called Aecheron, or a goddess named Aevala. Those are all fairy tales told to children around an evening’s fire.”

      Acoma was about to speak when Garan bounded through the opening of the cave, chest heaving from exertion. Acoma, Denabi needs you in Tane’s Realm. She found Aikyla and Itli inside Malygar Forest near the waterfalls. They’d been staked out and blooded…

      Before he finished his sentence, Acoma had disappeared. Garan remained where he was, chest heaving as he tried to regain his breath. Becca sat stunned, her face drained of color. “Aikyla and Itli? What do mean they’d been…?” Her throat closed, and she couldn’t bring herself to say the terrible words.

      Bree said them for her. “Staked out and blooded.” She looked from Garan to Becca, then back to Garan again. “I thought the Guides were immortal. I thought if they were killed in this Realm, they’d reappear in whatever Realm they’ve achieved up to that point.”

      Somehow, the Teivaiedin have gained the power to consume the Peshár. According to ancient lore, blooding us along the pathways dissipates our soul. However, such has not happened since the first Aecheron Wars, many millennia past. Acoma was trying to explain the problem, trying to make you understand why Kaiti must be protected. There have been disturbances in the paths between Realms, Duchess. Guides have been disappearing, and shortly after they go missing, the balance of power between Aecheron and the other six Realms shifts. It’s what we’ve all been feeling but haven’t understood. Aikyla and Itli are the first two we’ve found once they’ve gone missing.

      Wiping the tears from her face, Becca barely spoke above a whisper. “But Sarai’s gentle Aikyla. Why her? Why that sweet, loving little doe?” Becca lay back on the pad and rolled onto her side.

      Bree stood and slipped her arms through the shoulder straps of her bandolier before securing the belt portion tightly around her waist. Knives had been a part of her wardrobe since she’d begun her weapons training as a small child.

      She’d first carried the small boot knife her father had given her to wear in a sheath on her belt. Gradually, through the years, she’d added more until she’d settled on the four balanced throwing knives she currently carried. She tied Kaiti's coat around her waist and knelt next to Becca again. “I'll catch her, Becs, and we'll come back and get you, okay?”

      Becca shook her head. “No, you have to get her away, as far away as you can. She certainly can’t fight Morgrad.” At this, she gave an apologetic shrug in Garan’s direction. “And I've seen what some of the Shona can do to people, Bree. Don't come back here. Just go.”

      Bree smiled. “It's me you're talking to, Becca. Do you honestly think I could just ride away and leave you here to be tortured in our place? And even if I would, do you think I could keep Kaiti away?” She smoothed Becca's matted hair. “Besides, when have you ever known a Badger to back down from a fight?”

      Becca closed her eyes. “Bree, please, for once, will you listen to me and do as I say? Please?”

      Eyebrows raised, Bree chuckled. “No.” She pushed to a standing position and strode from the cave.

      Becca watched her go with a heavy heart. The best she could hope for was that Kaiti could somehow stop Nolgee before he reached the tribe, although that didn't seem possible with him on horseback and her trailing him on foot. She slid over and gently placed her hand on Taklishim’s chest, expecting the worst. When she felt his chest slowly rise and fall, she lay back into Garan's comforting bulk and tried not to picture what would happen to Kaiti if Nolgee finished what he'd started out to do.

      If anyone can stop what's happening, Sheyah, it's your brave and hardheaded friend. Ebi will help her, and from what I've learned from Denabi, Ebi was a fierce and brutal warrior when she fought in the Aecheron wars, and she never, ever failed. Garan chuckled softly. Bree has met her match in that particular Spirit Guide.
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      Kaiti could tell by the hoofprints she was following that the horse Nolgee was riding had begun to limp. Logic and experience told her it wouldn't be very long before she caught up with him. She also knew that Bree wasn't very far behind. She needed to slow her down long enough to give herself enough time to stop Nolgee from getting back to his tribe.

      The gentle burble of a stream up ahead caught her attention. There were hoofprints near the muddy water where Nolgee had recently watered his horse. Before she entered the open glade, she stopped at the edge of the forest, watching and listening to make sure he had left the area. Various warblers sang their awakening songs to Mother Rima. Apparently, Nolgee had been gone from the area long enough for the wildlife to resume their morning routines. She watched a rock squirrel, his enormous tail raised proudly, climb a towering oak and venture out onto a dead branch to examine an empty nest.

      Satisfied she was alone, Kaiti walked upstream from where the horse had disturbed the silt and knelt, intending to quench her thirst in the cool, clean waters. A branch snapped behind her, and she instinctively threw herself to the side, barely ducking a killing blow to her head leveled by an enraged Nolgee. She rolled again as he brought the thick branch down with more force than before. This time, she wasn't so lucky. The branch hammered into her shoulder, causing her left arm to go completely numb.

      Flipping into a somersault, she caught him directly below his knees, ramming her arm up between his legs and raising her whole body to take advantage of his loss of balance. His momentum sent him crashing to the hard ground. He landed squarely on his head, and she took off running. She knew she wasn’t strong enough to beat him in a fight, and she needed to get some distance between the two of them. Just as she reached the edge of the forest, something cracked sharply against the side of her skull. Sparks danced in her eyes before everything went black.

      Nolgee stood over her, taking a moment to catch his breath. An exultant look of triumph shone from his eyes. He couldn't believe his luck. Not only would he identify the person who killed the Great Taklishim, but he'd also deliver her right into the hands of his people. He pictured himself riding into camp, straight up to Chief Bodaway's tent and presenting him with the murdering Spirit Child. Now there was a real warrior who lived up to his name: Bodaway, Fire Maker, whose eyes smoldered with outrage whenever a wrong was committed against his people.

      Grabbing Kaiti by the ankles, he dragged her through the forest, not caring if her head banged against fallen logs or if her back scraped over rough volcanic rock. He’d tethered his horse far enough away from the river that no one would see or hear it and had then circled back to see whether anyone was pursuing him.

      As they approached the horse, he dropped Kaiti's feet, then picked her up and threw her up onto the grey’s back, not bothering to tie her behind the saddle. If she fell, he'd throw her on again. What did he care if she arrived with broken bones or bruises? He untied the horse, then swung up into the saddle, jerking the reins to get the animal to move.

      He didn’t see the sleek Panther watching silently from the upper limb of a Sinclair Runyion tree. Denabi's claws twitched in and out of their sheaths as she lay on the branch and watched the boy's movements. She would have preferred to kill the foul weasel outright and be done with him, but out-and-out murder was prohibited among her kind. Denabi silently slipped from the branch, following Kaiti and her captor with practiced ease.

      After he’d left the cave, Nolgee had wanted to keep both horses with him, but the grey hadn't taken kindly to the roan being led so close to his hindquarters. The grey had challenged the roan while Nolgee was still in the saddle. He’d bucked at the same time the roan had pulled, and Nolgee had landed face first in the mud, still holding onto the rope he’d used to lead the second horse.

      During the fight, the roan had kicked the grey on his front leg, dragged Nolgee through the mud until he’d let go of the rope, allowing the roan to race away into the forest.

      Now the grey, the worthless bag of bones, was limping along slower than he could have walked himself. His problem, now, was that he couldn't carry Horse Dung as dead weight all the way back to the tribe. Without Horse Dung, he would have simply dumped the horse and continued his journey on foot.

      As he rode, he thought back to the previous night when he'd crawled into the cave, right up next to Taklishim without waking anyone—no one except Taklishim, that is. When Nolgee put the knife to the old man's throat, Taklishim’s bright eyes had bored into his own. They'd held him paralyzed for several seconds, yet the old man hadn't moved or cried out. At least he'd died like a true warrior should, without fear or trembling. There’d only been two quiet grunts as the knife had sliced through the wrinkled, weather-worn skin.

      Nolgee rubbed at the stain on the sleeve of his deer hide shirt. Dried black blood dotted the leather where he'd accidentally drawn his arm across the seeping wound. The same blood that ran through his own veins, and yet the old man had turned his back on him, had practically disowned him. How could it be that only he could see that the Great Taklishim had become weak and softheaded, that his body no longer held the mind and spirit of a great warrior? Instead, he’d become a feeble old man. Nolgee shook his head. He had no words for the type of fool his grandfather had become.

      The horse stumbled, and Nolgee glanced down at the terrain, which had been changing steadily from the soft forest floor to the more rigid volcanic bed typical of the land to the south of his tribe. Dark grey rocks lay strewn about the landscape, giving mute testimony to the volcanic activity that had created these mountains thousands of years before his ancestors had first walked on Rima. He looked northward toward his home, toward the rich, thick forests where he'd followed his grandfather year in and year out as he’d made his rounds among the Shona tribes.

      Voices off to his right caught his attention, and he reined the grey deeper into the forest to hide. He usually wouldn't take a lame horse through such thick vegetation, but he had no choice. When he came to a fallen tree, he kicked the grey, trying to force it over the log and into a thick copse of trees.

      The horse balked, and Nolgee whipped the ends of the reins around, swinging them in a vicious arc that sliced across Kaiti's unconscious body before landing on the big horse's hindquarters. The grey reared and pivoted in a tight circle, sending both Nolgee and Kaiti flying helplessly through the air.

      Nolgee landed on a gnarled portion of the log, which snapped his ribs and sent a white-hot pain through his body that stripped his mind of everything except the need to breathe. He lay motionless, gasping for breath. He’d been pampered for most of his life, and extreme pain was a new sensation. He lay perfectly still, breathing in shallow gasps until the pain gradually subsided.

      Sounds his mind had blocked out returned one by one: a small branch falling from a tree, the bark on the log scraping against his leg as he adjusted his balance. Wildlife remained absolutely still, frightened into silence by the angry horse's response to Nolgee's whip and by the two beings that now lay sprawled upon the forest floor.

      Quiet whispers caught his attention, and he slowly raised his head, careful not to jar any portion of his broken chest. Two warriors stood twenty paces away, studying the area, unsure whether they could safely approach.

      Nolgee drew a painful breath. “Help me.” He brought his right arm up and lay his palm on the bark, then slowly lowered his head until it rested on the back of his hand. Even that tiny motion sent lightning bolts stabbing through his chest.

      He heard footsteps as the two warriors approached.

      A deep, gravelly voice echoed through the forest. “Get up and stand like a man instead of lying there like a silly old woman.” Rough hands grabbed the back of his shirt and hauled him to his feet. Pain lanced through his body, and Nolgee screamed while the warrior laughed and let go of the shirt. “He screams like a woman too!”

      The second man brushed aside the first and helped Nolgee sink to the ground. “Stop, Mekéneh! The boy's hurt. Can't you see?”

      “He wears a warrior's clothes, Jiven. Stop treating him like a child.” The first man kicked Nolgee in the leg. “Get up, Warrior Woman.”

      “Wait.” Jiven reached out and felt the boy's ribs, carefully moving his hands down one side of his chest, then up the other. Nodding, he rested his hand on the boy's shoulder. “Your ribs are cracked, but they're still in place. They only feel like they're stabbing into you. Come.” He grabbed one arm, reached around behind Nolgee's back, and took hold of the top of his pants. “You'll hurt, but walking won't do any more damage.” Jiven helped the whimpering Nolgee to his feet.

      Mekéneh sneered at the sounds coming from the boy. “My grandmother is more of a man than you. Leave him, Jiven. We have to meet the others at the point of Three Rivers.” Mekéneh turned and headed back to the trail, leaving the other two to follow or not, whichever they chose.

      Jiven spoke quietly, his soft brown eyes entreating. “I've trained with a healer. You can walk. If you stay here, you'll die. Come.” Supporting Nolgee with one arm around his waist and the other holding an elbow, Jiven followed Mekéneh back to the path that led to their encampment.

      Entirely forgotten by Nolgee and unnoticed by the two warriors, Kaiti lay where she'd fallen, still unconscious and unaware of the drama that had just unfolded. Gradually, the forest animals began moving again. The whisper from the wings of a Great Horned Owl was their signal that, for the moment anyway, their world had returned to normal.
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      After Bree left the cave, she followed her footprints to where she'd last seen Kaiti running into the woods. The soft ground made it easy to track, and when she reached the spot where the horse's hooves had left indentations in the mud and snow, the tracking became even more straightforward. She settled into a fast walk, burning up the distance quickly with her long strides and powerful legs.

      At one point, the hoofprints became jumbled in a muddy half-circle, as though one horse had tried to break away from the other. Slide marks were evident in places. When she followed the direction of the slide, she found deeper indentations where the second horse had dug in and pulled in the opposite direction. She walked a circle around the muck, trying to piece together what might have happened.

      A large impression surrounded footprints made by the leather boots worn by the Shona caught her eye. Apparently, Nolgee had been pulled from his horse and had landed heavily on his stomach or back, judging by the shape of the depression. Mud was splattered in a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree radius where he'd fallen, telling her he'd dropped straight down off his horse. He'd been dragged a few feet before apparently letting go of the rope. At that point, the prints diverged, with one horse going straight and the second veering off to the right.

      Kaiti's smaller prints followed the ones to the right, so Bree went right as well. The track led deeper into the forest, where the light from the moon was obscured by a thick canopy of leaves. Bree carefully stepped to the side of the footprints, not wanting to contaminate the tracks. She softly padded forward for about a hundred yards until the prints ended in the middle of the trail. Actually, the track from the horse continued, but Kaiti's abruptly stopped.

      Looking around for a hollow tree, she cupped her hand to her mouth and called out. “Kaiti!” She stood quietly, listening for some sound that might tell her where the girl had gone. A yip of a far-off coyote answered her, but nothing that sounded even remotely like an eight-year-old girl.

      After a short pause, she retraced her steps to the muddy area where the horses had split up. She slowly followed Kaiti's prints again, kneeling and carefully examining each print until she found what she was looking for. “You little….” A smile crossed her features as she muttered, “I am gonna eat you alive.”

      Once again, she made her way back to the muddy prints. Shaking her head at her daughter’s survival skills, she picked up her pace. As she followed the tracks of the second horse, the one that had run straight ahead, she vacillated between anger and amusement. Kaiti had been able to slow her down by leading her off into the forest and then walking backward in her tracks until she could hide her movement by veering off onto some rocks.

      As Bree expected, Kaiti's tracks appeared behind the second horse's hoofprints about fifty yards down the trail. The horse's pace had obviously slowed since the distance between the prints—at first lengthened into the longer stride of a gallop—began to shorten into that of a trot, then into the steady pattern of a painful walk.

      Nolgee's tracks approached the horse's hoofprints from the front, then disappeared when he'd apparently caught the animal and remounted. Bree fervently hoped Rebel's belligerent, surly attitude would slow the boy down if he'd chosen to ride her grey instead of Becca's roan.
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      Bree quickly ducked behind the trunk of a tree, her fingers wrapped around the hilt of a knife, ready to throw if necessary. She waited for a count of ten before edging her head around the tree.

      Two warriors were making their way down the path, one supporting a third who was obviously injured in some way. They were too far away for her to know whether one was Nolgee, and she didn't care much for the idea of getting closer to find out.

      A thick layer of cloud covered the early morning sun. Bree decided she could follow at a safe distance until it became light enough to tell whether one of them was Taklishim’s grandson. And what am I going to do when I find him? She studied the surrounding forest. And where the hell is Kaiti?

      She had no problems killing someone who was actively trying to kill her or one of her friends, but to kill an unarmed eighteen-year-old was an entirely different matter. She slowly crouched, resting her back against the tree while she waited for them to make their way far enough down the path that they wouldn't notice a tall white woman inexpertly tracking them. She gave them a comfortable lead, confident they'd stick to the wildlife trail she'd been following rather than move off into the dense forest with the injured man.

      Kneeling had caused her knees to stiffen, and she grunted as she pushed to her feet and started down the trail. A shape flew toward her from the canopy of leaves covering the path the men had taken. She ducked, then chuckled when she realized it was only an owl, probably one making its way back to bed. Exactly where I'd like to be, old man. Readjusting her knife belt, she started off again, listening intently for any sounds that seemed out of place or foreign to the usual nighttime noises she'd come to expect.

      She'd walked only a few yards when another owl flew overhead, this time barely missing the top of her head. The owl flew behind her, and she watched its flight until the great bird came to rest in a tree. The owl turned to gaze at her with intense round eyes. They stared at each other until Bree shook out of her trance and began walking again. When the owl flew at her yet again, she stopped and glared at it, resting her hands on her hips. Letting out a long breath, she murmured quietly, “Taklishim, where are you when I need you?”

      The bird had flown at her three times, each time coming at her from the front and landing behind her. “Okay, if I were a bird, what in Aevala’s name would I mean by that?” She covered her eyes with her hands and laughed softly. “I don't believe I just said that.” Turning once again to leave, she paused when she remembered Taklishim's admonition and her reply.

      You must listen when Grandfather speaks.

      Owls don't speak.

      Your heart speaks. The owl speaks to your heart.

      Bree slowly pivoted on her heel and brought her eyes up to where the owl had been seconds before. The branch was empty. She blinked once before shaking her head, feeling silly that she'd even considered the owl was trying to talk to her.

      Movement in another tree caught her attention, and once again, the owl was perched on a branch, only this time he’d landed on the opposite side of the path. Mentally kicking herself for being ridiculous, Bree slowly walked toward the tree. When she reached the base, the owl brought his head forward, staring intently at her for a few moments before spreading his wings and taking flight.

      She rested her hands on her hips and watched him go. “Okay. You need to be a hell of a lot clearer than that if you're trying to tell me something. I'm not Taklishim.” A hoofprint next to her foot caught her attention. The fact that there was a hoofprint wasn't unusual. What tweaked her curiosity was that the print was facing into the forest rather than continuing down the path. She moved in the direction the horse had gone, catching an occasional hoofprint sighting through the thick blanket of leaves covering the sodden ground.

      She had been climbing steadily through the night. The forest was gradually changing from the open Sinclair Runyion to the denser Blackbrush, common at the higher elevations of the Rittendon Peaks. As she skirted a small outcropping of rock, a figure in the path ahead stopped her in her tracks.

      A giant Badger stared at her out of a pair of close-set eyes.

      Bree stood transfixed by the sight.

      The Badger waddled toward her pupil. Well, well, well. Are you finally ready to hear me now?

      Bree's eyebrows arched, and she took a step back as the Badger advanced on her.

      I’ve been trying to help you for years, child, but you’ve blocked me at every turn. As she spoke, an Owl landed in a branch not too far away.

      Bree stared at it a second before turning to the Badger. She pointed up at the Owl. “Look, I have no clue who you are or what you’re talking about, but I need to know, is that Timur? Can you talk to her? Can you talk to her for me?” She felt foolish asking, but she had to know for sure.

      The Badger turned and looked up at the owl, then waddled closer to where Bree waited next to the rock. No, Duchess, it's not Timur. That's Kem, Timur's Spirit Guide. When Timur died, she asked Kem to watch over you until you got back on your feet.

      Bree shook her head. “Timur didn't have a Spirit Guide. I would have known.”

      Ebi sat back on her haunches. Everyone has a Spirit Guide. Unfortunately, in this day and age, most people can't see or hear us until they die. However, that being said, Aevala seems to have given you a limited portion of her Gifts, although only She knows why. I've certainly never heard of someone who could see some Spirit Guides and not others.

      Bree shifted uncomfortably. “Look, if you are my Spirit Guide—and I don’t really want a Spirit Guide by the way—if you are my Spirit Guide, I could use some help about now. I’m trying to find a little girl named Kaiti. The Shona called her the Spirit Child. I’m not sure you even know who she is, but if you do, can you help me find her?”

      You may not want me, child, but we’re stuck with each other, nonetheless. The Badger rose up on her haunches, glaring at Bree with her sharp, piercing eyes. Of course, I know who the Spirit Child is, don’t be dimwitted. Ebi turned and dropped to all fours. Denabi said she was over here somewhere. Let’s go see if we can find her.

      “Dimwitted?” Bree glared at the beast, not used to being so openly insulted and not liking it one bit.

      Ebi ignored her and moved forward into the bush, going under some shrubs that Bree had to go around.

      After watching Ebi’s backside waddling in front of her for several paces, she spotted some tall grass pushed aside to the far right of a fallen tree. As she drew nearer, she saw Kaiti’s small body partially concealed in the brush. Her face lay pushed up against the base of a tree, and dark blood plastered her hair to her scalp.

      Kneeling slowly, Bree placed trembling fingers on Kaiti’s neck to feel for a pulse. Relief washed over her when she felt a heart beating strongly beneath her fingers.

      Kaiti had one arm stretched above her head and the other pinned beneath her body. Her chin was tucked down into her chest as though she'd slid a short way before coming to rest against the tree.

      Bree carefully felt each bone, running her hand up and down both arms and legs, then feeling along her spine, trying to determine whether anything had snapped in her back. When she was satisfied that moving her probably wouldn't do more damage, Bree rolled Kaiti onto her back and picked her up, cradling her in her arms.

      Her first thought was to get Kaiti back to Becca so the healer could perform her magic and make everything all right again. But then she wondered if maybe Ebi could heal her. “Can you…?” She slowly swiveled around, but the Badger was gone. “Ebi!”

      Only silence answered her.

      “That’s it then.” Before she’d taken two steps, she remembered Nolgee. If he took his message to the tribes, hundreds of Shona would swarm the forests surrounding Ashton Fork with one purpose in mind: kill Kaiti and the two women responsible for the Great Taklishim's death.

      She’d taken a few more steps before remembering she had Kaiti's jacket tied around her waist. Untying the short rope securing the coat, she set the child on the ground. She positioned her so she was cradled against her chest and supported between her arms as she worked. The coat was big on the girl, and it took only a second to wrestle her arms through the sleeves and secure the bone buttons running down the front. Repositioning the girl in her arms, Bree stood and headed out to the path.

      She looked to the right, in the direction Nolgee and the other warrior had taken. The path, a well-worn game trail, would be easy to follow. If she didn't stop Nolgee, Kaiti's life was forfeit. If she didn't get Kaiti to Becca, she might not live anyway. To the left lay at least a chance at life. To the right meant probable death at the hands of the Shona warriors. She turned left and began the long trek back to the cave.
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      Jiven and Nolgee made it to Three Rivers several hours after Mekéneh had arrived and reported their find. At Three Rivers, two of the renegade tribes had come together to discuss territorial disputes. Their leaders, Dahana and Bodaway, were waiting for the rest of their people to arrive. Several hundred warriors and their families were busy setting up camp and visiting with old friends they hadn't seen in years.

      Jiven sent a message to each of the leaders telling them they’d arrived. He took Nolgee straight to the healer, who silently motioned for Nolgee to take a place next to the fire. Jiven helped him to the ground before turning to the healer. “Adené, this is Nolgee, grandson to Taklishim. He has some news that he needs to share with the elders as soon as possible.”

      Nolgee looked up at the man. He'd seen him several times over the years as he'd traveled with his grandfather. His hulking, muscular body had always impressed him. He'd never gotten close to the healer, but looking at him now, he realized Adené towered over Jiven, who had a good five inches on Nolgee.

      Adené looked like no medicine man he'd ever seen. In fact, he was sturdier than most of the Shona warriors Nolgee had ever known. His massive arms were built more for strangling than for healing, and Nolgee wondered why this man had chosen to be nothing more than a healer instead of a great warrior like his hero, Chief Bodaway.

      While Nolgee studied Adené, Jiven continued his introductions. “Nolgee, this is Mekéneh's father and the healer for Dahana's tribe.” Both men waited for Nolgee to address Adené first. It was proper for a young warrior to acknowledge an elder before the elder responded in kind.

      Through his pain, Nolgee looked up with haughty eyes and said imperiously, “Fix me quickly. I'm Taklishim's grandson, and my message to the elders can't wait. Don't just stand there.”

      Jiven's eyes widened at Nolgee's insolence. “Nolgee!”

      Adené held up his hand to silence Jiven.

      Nolgee blinked when he noticed that only three fingers remained attached to the man's beefy hand. He blanched when he realized too late the mistake he'd made. As a child, his admiration of Adené's stature overrode any warnings he'd ever heard about the man. Now, as once forgotten rumors flashed through his mind and he sat staring at the three fingers, panic increased his bluster tenfold. “D-did you hear me, old man? I am Taklishim's grandson! I'm his heir, and you—”

      Nolgee yelped, then gasped in agony when Adené grabbed his hair in his three fingers and pulled him to his feet. He gasped again when his feet left the floor, and he found himself hanging not five inches from the healer's face. Stories of how Adené had lost his two fingers wrestling with a bear raced through Nolgee's mind. Adené had lost his fingers, but the bear had lost its life. In his pain and arrogance, Nolgee had forgotten that Adené wasn't just a medicine man. He was revered for his strength and bravery in battle, and no one—not elders, nor chiefs, not even Taklishim himself—would dare speak to him with such disrespect.

      The entrance flap pushed inward, and a middle-aged woman dressed in warrior's clothing stepped inside and slowly crossed her arms. She took in the sight of a terrified Jiven standing stock still, staring at a growling Adené who held Nolgee dangling in front of him. She caught Adené's eyes and raised an eyebrow. “I think Dahana would prefer you heal him before you kill him, Adené. The elders are gathering to hear what the boy has to say.” She quirked her lips into a half-smile, her dark-brown eyes glittering with amusement.

      “I'll send him to the elders one piece at a time, Nashotah.” A still snarling Adené shook Nolgee until he cried out again.

      Nashotah stepped forward and put her hand on her twin's massive forearm. “Put him down. You can eat him after he delivers his message.”

      Adené reluctantly dropped Nolgee onto the floor.

      Nolgee crumpled into the fetal position with his arms wrapped painfully around his ribs. Jiven knelt and gently rolled Nolgee onto his back. “I think he's cracked some ribs, Nashotah. They weren't out of place when I brought him here, but now….” He shrugged, indicating that the condition might have just been altered.

      Nashotah shook her head, her affectionate grin still firmly in place. Encircling Adené's upper arm with both hands, she led the big man to the exit flap. “I'll see to him, Adené. Why don't you go out to the elder's circle and wait for me to bring him?”

      Adené turned and growled at the young man. “Insult my sister like you insulted me, and I will kill you, Taklishim's grandson or not.”

      Nashotah turned him around. “I appreciate your protection, oh mighty brother, but I think I can take care of killing him myself if the need should arise. Now go.” She pushed him through the flap, then returned and knelt next to Jiven, who sighed dramatically. She chuckled at Jiven's theatrics and then ran her arm under Nolgee's shoulders. “Sit up, and let's look at you.” Once they had him seated, Jiven tried the introductions once again.

      “Nashotah, medicine woman and revered shaman of Bodaway's tribe.” He hoped Nolgee would at least show this healer a modicum of respect. “This is Nolgee, Taklishim's grandson.”

      Nashotah nodded, “I know who he is. I helped his mother bring him into this world, and I was there when Taklishim named him.”

      Nolgee raised his chin, arrogance his conditioned response to any perceived admiration. At least this woman understood who he was.

      Nashotah saw the pompous shift in his posture, and her countenance flashed from benign to venomous in the time it took Nolgee to blink. She grabbed his chin between strong fingers and brought his face close to hers. “I also listened when Taklishim came to me, grieving because his only grandson had become not the brave and cunning Ferret, but the sly Weasel as his Spirit Guide had prophesied.” Her eyes darkened more than Nolgee would have thought possible. “Hear me, little Weasel. I know your heart is black, just like your father's. I'll heal you, and you'll deliver your message, but know this: I'll be listening with my arrows aimed at your heart. Lie to my people, and I will kill you myself.”

      She released his chin, then just as quickly as before, her demeanor softened, and she smiled at Jiven. “Now, Jiven. Show me what you found. I trust all my tutoring hasn't gone to waste on you?”

      Angry at the woman's rough handling, Nolgee slapped Jiven's hand away when he moved to take off his tunic. “I don't need her help. Take me to the elders.”

      Nashotah rose to her feet and started for the flap. “All the better.”

      “Nashotah, wait… please.” Jiven turned to Nolgee. “Look, you told me you had an important message about Taklishim. If you don't allow her to bind your ribs, I swear you won't be able to deliver your message, and everyone is waiting to hear what you have to say.”

      Nashotah turned and contemplated the young man she'd chosen to one day succeed her. Jiven's slight stature and gentle demeanor had always set him apart from his peers. Ridiculed as a boy, he'd learned many of life's difficult lessons before he'd turned ten. When she'd helped birth him twenty-five summers ago, Taklishim had taken her and the babe aside. She remembered his words as though he had spoken them yesterday. “He is Jiven, one who gives life. There is no other path for him. When he comes of age, you must teach him everything you know.”

      Her gaze shifted to Nolgee, and they locked eyes. She'd watched him bully other children when Taklishim brought him to the camps. She'd warned the great man that he shouldn't feed the boy's ego, that he should be treated the same as any other child. Still, Taklishim couldn't or wouldn't stop believing that if he just worked with his grandson more than the others, he would change his ways.

      She recalled the time in Dahana's camp when she'd had to treat the little Anacafrian girl after Nolgee had severely burned her with a stick. She'd also tended to her after he’d punched the child in the face for not bringing his food fast enough. The girl had been about five summers; he'd been fifteen.

      Nolgee glared back at her, anger seeping from every pore in his body. He was the first to look away, a subtle acknowledgment that, for the moment anyway, she had won.

      Jiven shook his head in disgust at Nolgee's behavior but turned to Nashotah once again. “You taught me that healers don't allow personality to dictate what type of treatment the patient receives. Please, Nashotah.” He gestured toward Nolgee with an opened hand.

      The healer sighed. “Sometimes, I think you learned your lessons too well, Jiven.” She pursed her lips in consternation before her familiar smile returned. “Take his shirt off, then, and let's take a look.”

      Grudgingly, Nolgee allowed Jiven to remove his jacket and tunic. Nashotah glanced at the scratches that covered Nolgee’s stomach. Angry red cuts slashed across his belly, some weeping trickles of blood after Adené's shaking had reopened the dried, crusted wounds. She leaned closer and visually examined the dark bruising that covered the right side of his chest. A large, jagged-edged bruise surrounded a smaller red lump where he'd landed on the tip of the broken branch. “Tell me how this happened.”

      Nolgee had never been known as a strong rider, but his pride wouldn't let him admit that to this woman. “My horse was galloping at full speed because I needed to get to the tribe to deliver my message. We came around a corner and surprised a mountain lion crossing the path. My horse panicked and threw me onto a tree, then ran off.” He watched for their reaction, trying to gauge whether they believed him.

      Jiven closed his eyes, his mouth twitching as he reached up to scratch his head. He and Mekéneh had found Nolgee so far off the path that there was no way his story could be true, but he held his tongue, not wanting to challenge the young man.

      Nashotah simply continued to stare at Nolgee's ribs. “A lion.” She took in a deep breath and raised her eyebrows. “So, you came off your horse and hit a tree. And the lion was so frightened of Taklishim's grandson that it… what, ran off?”

      The sarcasm dripped off her words, and Nolgee stiffened.

      Jiven quickly filled in what little he knew to break the tension. “When Mekéneh and I found him, he was lying lengthwise on a downed tree. It looked like he'd come down on top of a broken branch that was sticking up about an inch.”

      As she reached out to feel the ribs, Nashotah nodded. Even though her attitude was gruff, her movements were gentle as she probed the bruise. She looked up at Nolgee. “This is going to hurt, but I need you to stay very still.”

      Nolgee gritted his teeth, steeling himself for what was to come. When he nodded, Nashotah moved closer, put one arm over his shoulder, and pressed in on his back with her hand. With her other hand, she pressed on the swelling, gently at first, gradually increasing the pressure until Nolgee blanched and gave an involuntary whimper. She released the pressure and waited for him to compose himself. “Ready?”

      Nolgee pursed his lips, humiliated at the sound that had escaped him. His face burned, and he turned his head to the side, unable to look the medicine woman in the face. Nashotah murmured quietly as she once again placed her hands on his chest. “You're doing better than a lot of seasoned warriors I've dealt with. Now, take in as much air as you can and hold it for as long as you can.”

      Nolgee did as he was told, wincing as she once again gradually increased the pressure until he thought she'd push his ribs through his chest wall. He managed to hold in any sound this time, though he had to quickly wipe away a tear that had formed at the corner of one eye.

      The healer released her hold and nodded to Jiven. “You were right; they're still intact.” She turned back to Nolgee. “You're a fortunate young man. If you had punctured your lungs, you would probably die a slow, painful death. As it is, you'll live. Jiven, Adené keeps his spare hides in that bag over there.” She pointed to a tall, beaded bag leaning against a wooden box. “Would you bring me one that will fit around his chest and some bindings to secure it in place?”

      Jiven rose and went to the bag, admiring the beadwork he recognized as being from one of his aunts. “What are these symbols here?” He brought the bag to Nashotah and pointed to a ring of red stones glued to the outside of the pack. Inside the ring was a painting of two figures circled head to toe, one figure larger than the other.

      The beautiful woman smiled and took Adené’s bag from Jiven. She ran her thumb along the design, thinking back to her childhood and to her mother, who always had this carry sack close at hand. Nashotah raised her head, her eyes sparkling with warmth. “Your aunt, Jiven, as you know, had the gift of foresight. She gave this to my mother five months before Adené and I were born. She said we would be two, with the smaller leading the bigger.”

      The tie on the bag let loose easily, and the healer rummaged inside before she finally resorted to dumping the hides onto the floor to find the length and width she needed. Jiven waited with some bindings from another sack he'd found among Adené's medicine bags. Between the two of them, they wrapped Nolgee's ribs tightly in the deer hide, then bound them even more tightly by a wide thong wrapped several times and tied with an expert knot. When they finished, Jiven and Nashotah helped the boy to his feet and followed him as he walked painfully out of the tent.
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      Kaiti opened one eye and stared at the flames dancing in front of her face. Long strips of fire curled around the sides of several thick branches stacked inside a circle of rocks. The colors seemed important somehow, yellow tongues surrounded by a thin grey veil. The overheated sap in the logs snapped again and again until the sound, amplified by her injuries, cracked through her brain. Shooting pain raced from the back of her head to just above her right eyebrow. The silent blackness she'd struggled to climb out of called to her again, promising a quiet reprieve from the pain. She slowly closed her eyes and sank gratefully back into unconsciousness.

      Bree forced herself to eat another handful of piñon nuts before checking on the unconscious child lying so still next to the flames. Light from the fire played shadow games on Kaiti's face, sending hoards of undulating demons dancing and whirling across her features. Bree knelt to block out the shadows, giving herself what little comfort she could by reclaiming Kaiti from the devilment of the fiery underworld. For the tenth time, she reached out and pushed some nonexistent strands of hair out of Kaiti's face.

      Picking up the wet shirt she'd soaked in a nearby stream, she gently wiped more blood from the back of Kaiti's head. She'd made several trips, rinsing the cloth in the cool water, then returning to start cleaning again. The bones in the small skull seemed to be intact, not caved in like she'd thought when she'd first seen the hair matted with clumps of dried blood.

      The outcropping of rock where she'd chosen to make camp was secluded enough that she didn't need to worry about anyone coming upon them unexpectedly. Once she'd made a dry bed for Kaiti, it had taken every ounce of her remaining strength to find enough firewood to start a fire before she'd fallen into a heavy sleep. Judging by the position of the moon, she guessed she'd slept for six or seven hours, waking every so often to stoke the flames before falling back into her much-needed rest.

      There was no way for her to know how far Nolgee and the other Shona had to walk before they reached their destination. If the tribe had camped near where she'd found Kaiti, there wouldn't be enough time to make it back to the cave. The best she could hope for was that the injured man would slow the other two down enough for her to pick up Becca and make a run for her castle in Orinshire, where her troops could protect them. Becca had said they needed to get Kaiti out of Danforth, but Bree felt they had a better chance of survival if they could just make it to her castle.

      Kaiti groaned, and Bree quickly put her face on the ground next to hers, staring intently. “Kaiti?” She watched as Kaiti's eyes moved under closed eyelids. Placing her hand gently on the small shoulder, she shook her slightly. “Kaiti? Can you hear me?”

      “Shimaa?” The word came out little more than a whisper, and Bree wasn't sure she'd heard correctly. Throughout the night, there'd been times when she'd awakened with a start, only to realize the noise she thought she'd heard was nothing more than wishful thinking invading her dreams.

      “It's me, Kaiti… Shi—” She paused, her habitual stubbornness almost overriding her need to hear Kaiti call her name again. “It's Shimaa, Kaiti. I'm here.” Slowly, very slowly, a small finger moved to stroke Bree's cheek. It rested there for a moment before dropping exhausted to the ground. Bree quickly took the hand in her own and held it, waiting for Kaiti to regain consciousness.

      Kaiti awoke shortly after sunrise. Bree helped her sit up, then fed her some pine nuts and took her to the stream to drink. The little experience Bree had had with concussions told her that Kaiti would have a painful headache and was probably suffering from nausea as well.

      They sat next to the stream for a quarter candlemark while Kaiti worked to clear the cobwebs from her brain. The last thing she remembered was following Nolgee on the old trapper's trail. She reached up to feel the left side of her head just above her ear. Her fingers found the top of the jagged cut she'd discovered the first time she’d felt the lump. Once more, she measured the length of the wound and winced when she accidentally pushed too hard along its swollen edges. How had she fallen, and how had she hit her head?

      She turned and saw her mother staring at her, a worried frown deepening the furrows along Bree's forehead and causing the cut down her brow to pucker where it had begun to heal.

      Visions of herself as a little girl gathering fish for Dahana's family swam through her mind. She saw herself leaping up after snaring a large trout in her small fishing net. Her foot had slipped on a mossy stone, and she'd fallen hard, cracking her forehead on one of the jagged rocks lining the edge of the water. The water had run red with her blood, and when she'd pushed up out of the water, she'd felt the same dizzying nausea she was feeling now. Once again, she tried to remember how she'd come to be here. How had her mother found her? And where?

      “Nolgee!” The word leapt from her mouth as her mind suddenly snapped into focus. Adrenaline surged as she realized she still needed to stop him before he reached the tribes. A newfound strength poured into her legs, and she pushed to her feet, only to be caught by Bree as her vision swam in and out of focus.

      “Whoa there! Take some time to get your bearings before you hurt yourself.” Bree tried to steady Kaiti, whose face had returned to the pale, ashen color she'd had earlier in the day. Quickly scooping the girl into her arms, Bree turned and headed toward their campsite. “We have a little time, Kaiti.” She pantomimed, laying her head down. “Rest a short while, and then we’ll start back to Becca.

      Kaiti’s head was pounding, and nausea was tying her stomach into knots. It didn’t take much convincing for her to stretch out in front of the fire, where she eventually fell into a fretful sleep.
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      Nolgee walked the thirty yards to the elder's circle, head down and preoccupied with the insults Nashotah had thrown at him. He remembered her now. She and Taklishim had met on several occasions when he and his grandfather had visited Bodaway's camps.

      Whenever Taklishim had said they were going to see the great war leader, all of Nolgee's thoughts went to how he could impress the chief with his cunning and skill. He remembered walking into camp next to his grandfather, head high, chest out, and muscles flexed to emphasize his strength.

      He’d never had any reason to pay much attention to an insignificant healer, let alone a woman healer. Women belonged in the background, preparing meals for their warriors, gathering wood, and setting up the tents. As his father, Tsoe, had taught him, a true warrior should never deign to acknowledge a woman.

      As he approached the edge of the council circle, he straightened his shoulders and held his head high, only to change his mind at the last minute. If he stood too straight and tall, they might think he was too anxious to take on the mantle of his grandfather, even happy the old man was out of the way. He rounded his shoulders a bit, conveying a great sadness at the message he was about to impart. He lowered his chin slightly, giving the impression he was bowing his head to hide deep emotions a true warrior shouldn't allow. Finally, he let one arm fall to his side, so he was only holding his broken ribs with one hand. Two hands would portray weakness, whereas one would show he was in great pain but didn't want to appear as though the pain meant anything to him.

      When he felt ready, he stopped at the edge of the circle as if to compose himself, to make them think he needed time to decide how best to address this impressive gathering of men. In reality, he'd been practicing his speech ever since he'd decided to kill Taklishim and blame his death on little Horse Dung.

      Now, as he stepped into the circle of elders, he knew his time had come. To be recognized as the heir after only eighteen summers was true greatness. All of his peers who had scoffed at him would now see what he had known from the time of his birth. He stood quietly, waiting for Bodaway to acknowledge him. As he looked around the circle, he recognized many: Bodaway and Dahana, of course, along with One Eye, Tisneé, and Tisneé's grandfather, Taima.

      Nolgee met Taima's gaze, then remembered at the last moment to look down humbly. Taima's temper lived up to his name, Thunder. He wouldn't hesitate to berate anyone even if they were in the middle of the sacred circle of elders. As the silence stretched on, Nolgee raised his head once more and studied the circle. Adené stood behind Taima, arms crossed, legs spread wide, clearly antagonistic. To Nolgee's surprise and disgust, Nashotah stood to Bodaway's right, the place of honor in any tribal gathering.

      He met her gaze without blinking, openly challenging her right to be there. She lowered her chin, never taking her eyes off his. He yelped when she snatched up Bodaway's spear and hurled it directly at his feet so that he had to dance quickly backward to avoid having his foot pinned to the ground.

      Nashotah spoke clearly, for all to hear. “Try that again, Nolgee, and the next one will be through your black heart.”

      This wasn't how Nolgee had pictured his homecoming. He'd never paid much attention to the council of elders, choosing instead to reign over the children his age or younger. But for the great Bodaway to allow a woman to challenge him was unheard of. He stared at the great leader, waiting for him to call her to order, to chastise and ban her to the outer circle of women where she belonged.

      Bodaway remained silent, and Nolgee had to look away or risk insult. Clearly, it was time to deliver his message, to let them know how important his message was to the Shona. “Great Bodaway—”

      “Silence!” Dahana, who'd been sitting cross-legged, stood and entered the circle, stalking up to Nolgee until there was no more than a hand's width between them.

      Nolgee's breath caught in his chest, and he took an involuntary step back.

      Dahana towered over him, silent, waiting to see whether Nolgee would dare speak out of turn again. After several minutes, the chief grabbed the spear Nashotah had fired at him and returned to his place in the circle.

      What he did next totally astounded Nolgee. Dahana actually handed the spear back to Nashotah, who stabbed it into the ground next to her chief.

      She pinned Nolgee with her gaze, and he quickly looked away, afraid she'd carry out her threat to spear him if he disrespected her again. Normally, he wouldn't worry about raising a woman's ire, but for Dahana to bring the spear back and hand it to her elevated her to the status of a man. A warrior even!

      Some of his grandfather's teaching came back to him. Nolgee, you must respect women as much, if not more, than men. They are the givers of life. He'd never understood why the great Taklishim would say such things. In the last few months, he’d begun to wonder if his grandfather was becoming weak in his old age. Nolgee had sat at the feet of true warriors like his father, strong men who knew their rightful place in the world. They'd taught him the proper place for a woman, too. He'd seen them beat their wives into submission when they disobeyed. That was the way things should be, not this.

      After what seemed like hours, Dahana spoke. “Nolgee, leave the circle. You have not yet been invited to speak.”

      Nolgee remained where he was, dumbfounded. His face burned with humiliation. He'd known that the custom was to wait to be called into the circle, but this circle had been explicitly called to hear his report. It had been called for him. Somewhere outside the circle, someone snickered. Nolgee whirled to try to identify the man. When he turned back to Dahana, the chief once again motioned for him to leave. He reluctantly stepped from the circle to wait.

      Dahana nodded. “Jiven, you called this circle. Speak.”

      Jiven stepped past Nolgee and patted the boy on the shoulder.

      Nolgee shrugged off his hand, furious at being treated so poorly by the elders.

      Nashotah's apprentice stepped to the middle of the circle and turned to face the two chiefs. “Dahana, Bodaway, and respected warriors and elders. You honor me by calling this circle so quickly at my request.” He stopped a moment to gather his thoughts. “This morning, Mekéneh and I heard a large animal crashing through the forest. We thought it might be a deer or an elk, and since our two tribes were gathering, we decided we'd bring it back to help feed the people.” He paused long enough to indicate the large number of people at the camp with a sweep of his hand. “Instead, we found Nolgee, son of Tsoe, grandson of Taklishim from Chethan's tribe, lying injured on a fallen tree.”

      Mekéneh sneered. “You mean crying on a fallen tree, don't you, Jiven?”

      Nolgee stiffened.

      Dahana held up his hand, and Mekéneh fell silent.

      Jiven waited for the laughter to quiet down before he continued. “Mekéneh, his ribs are cracked. We all know that's a severe injury.”

      Mekéneh mimicked Nolgee in a high-pitched whine. “Help me.”

      The laughter began anew until Adené spoke. “Mekéneh, if you can't respect the council of elders, you will leave. If you can't leave on your own, I will help you.”

      Mekéneh lowered his head, although he didn't look the least bit contrite. “Yes, Father.” Adené caught Nashotah's amused expression and simply shook his head. Mekéneh had come under her wrath on more than one occasion, as had he, and he was relieved to see her sense of humor still intact.

      Jiven continued. “I checked his injuries, and when I knew he wouldn't further injure himself by moving, I helped him back to camp. On the way here, he told me he had vital news regarding Taklishim. When we arrived, I sent word to Dahana about what Nolgee had said.” He fell silent, waiting to see whether anyone had any questions.

      Nolgee seethed while Jiven waited. How dare they treat him with such disrespect? He tilted his head slightly to the left, glaring at Mekéneh out of the corner of his eye. Mekéneh would die for humiliating him in front of the circle of elders—in front of two entire tribes. He felt someone staring at him, and when he looked up, he found Nashotah watching him.

      She raised her eyebrows, and he looked down again. She would be next after Mekéneh. At first, he didn't hear Dahana call him into the circle. Someone pushed him from behind, and he winced from the pain in his ribs.

      Dahana said, “Do you wish to speak or not, Nolgee?”

      When Nolgee was angry, arrogance washed over him without conscious thought. He raised his chin and strode into the circle, looking down his nose at the elders seated there. A murmur arose in the crowd, but Nolgee didn't care. He was Taklishim's grandson, and they would respect him. This time, since they had called him into the circle, tradition dictated he speak without being asked. He remained silent, forcing them to acknowledge him and the message he held.

      Jiven caught his eye and motioned for him to begin.

      Nolgee waited, sullen and silent.

      Nashotah shifted in place, obviously growing impatient, her temper rising. He watched her, then moved his gaze from her to Dahana and finally to Bodaway. Bodaway's furious expression jarred him. Of all the people in the circle, Bodaway was the one he least wanted to alienate. Clearing his throat, he decided he'd made his point, and it was time to speak. “Several moons past, my grandfather asked me to take him to the sacred cave where he believed the Great Spirit would call him home. He asked me alone to take him because he believed I would take his place among the wise men of our tribes.”

      Mekéneh snorted loudly and the sounds of skeptical laughter filtered in from outside the circle.

      Nashotah uncrossed her arms, set her hands on her hips, and stepped toward Mekéneh, who quickly backed away. She stared at him while he stared at the ground. The circle remained silent until she walked back to her place beside Bodaway and gestured to Nolgee. “Go on, Nolgee.” She glared at her nephew. “I doubt there will be any more interruptions.”

      Once again, Nolgee was astonished that a blooded warrior would back down from a woman. He stared at Mekéneh with his mouth slightly open, trying to come to grips with what was happening within these two tribes. He vowed that he would never allow his tribe to stoop to such insulting behavior when he became chief. Blinking, he forced his thoughts back to his topic and began again. “Uh, my grandfather… he wanted me to take his place among the wise men of our people.”

      Dahana gestured impatiently. “You said that already. Get on with your story.”

      “He… uh, I took him to the cave. I had to pull him on a litter because he was too frail to make the trip on foot or on horseback. His mind seemed to be going as well. He often seemed confused and—”

      Nashotah spoke up. “Careful, Nolgee. Remember what I told you in Adené's tent. I know for a fact Taklishim's mind was still strong and vital since I'd just visited with him the week before your trip. Maybe you just misunderstood what he was saying?” Her warning tone gave him little room to disagree.

      He looked to the side, then continued. “We talked a lot on the way because he said there were still many things he needed to teach me.” He glanced at Mekéneh, expecting a flippant remark. The giant warrior remained silent, which irritated him more than if Mekéneh had gone against Nashotah's wishes.

      He thought maybe he could concentrate better if he faced away from Mekéneh and Nashotah. He turned to his right, not entirely turning his back to Dahana or Bodaway, but enough, so he didn't have to look directly at the healer either.

      He spotted a warrior sitting in the circle who had always kept to the old traditions alongside his father and some of the other men. The man's name escaped him, but he remembered listening to him talk about the Spirit Child. The warrior had wanted Dahana to kill her while she was still in the tribe. If Nolgee remembered correctly, the man's grandson had been one of the four warriors she’d murdered in the middle of the night. The man—Gitli, the name suddenly flashed into his mind—sat as though he were made of stone, legs crossed, nostrils flared.

      This was the man Nolgee would address as he spoke. He took a step forward and blocked everyone else from his mind. “As you know, there's an open field a short distance from the cave. We were almost to the field when I looked up and saw a woman of the Deaf Ones leaving the sacred cave.” When he paused for effect, he was gratified to see anger spark in Gitli's eyes.

      “Was it the White Wolf?”

      Nashotah again. Why can't the woman keep her place? He ignored her question, purposefully waiting several seconds before continuing. “I watched the woman walk from the cave toward the field where two horses— “

      The tip of a knife drew blood from beneath his chin. He froze, unable to move away from the arm wrapped around his neck.

      Bodaway spoke. “Nashotah, if you kill him, we won't hear what we need to hear.”

      Adené's fierce visage came into his line of sight. The warrior's hands clenched and unclenched, apparently wanting to wrap themselves around his neck. The knife dug deeper, and Nashotah whispered in his ear. “I asked you a question, Black Weasel.”

      “N-n-no.” He let out a long breath when the knife left his throat. As he wiped a trickle of blood from beneath his jaw, he waited for Adené to move because Gitli was seated directly behind the big man, and Nolgee wanted to continue speaking to him. Adené didn't move, so Nolgee took a step to the side.

      When Nashotah had moved back to her place in the circle, she sighed and said, “Adené, you might want to step out of the circle so the boy can finish his story.”

      The boy? Nolgee bristled at the insult but held his temper.

      Adené stalked around behind him again, and Nolgee assumed he'd gone to resume his place behind Taima. Focusing on Gitli, he gathered his thoughts and began one more time. “I watched the woman walk to the field where her two horses were grazing. I told Grandfather about the woman, and I set down the litter. I grabbed my bow and arrows, intending to kill her for defiling our sacred caves.”

      Gitli nodded, and a murmur began among the men of the circle.

      Nolgee thought, Now things are beginning to happen as they should. It was time for his look of righteous indignation. He turned to the right once again, and several people were nodding their heads. “Grandfather told me to… to lay down my weapons and ask the woman if we could share the cave.”

      Gitli jumped to his feet. “No! You must have misunderstood!”

      “Impossible! Taklishim is a great warrior! He would never allow a Deaf One to defile our sacred place!” Taima lived up to his name as he thundered his protest to the other members of the circle.

      Angry voices rose as different groups of people began speaking at once. A gleam came to Nolgee's eyes, and his chest swelled with importance. If this was the reaction when he told them about the cave, just wait until he told them about Taklishim's murder.

      “Silence!” Dahana's baritone carried above the rest, and immediately all talking ceased. He stood and pierced each man's gaze with his own. “Taklishim is a great man. He has never done anything to bring dishonor to himself or to our people, and I will kill any man—” He shifted his gaze directly to Nolgee. “or boy who speaks against him.”

      Gitli spoke up, pointing a long finger at Nolgee. “This young warrior said he thought Taklishim's mind was getting weak with age. We know this can happen, Dahana. He may have been right.”

      Nashotah began to speak, but Bodaway held up his hand, and she pursed her lips and remained silent.

      Nolgee raised his chin and brought his shoulders back so that he stood ramrod straight. Finally, she is put in her place.

      Taima repeated himself. “Taklishim is a great warrior! No one is disputing that Dahana, but in this, he was wrong. We must find the woman and leave her so all Deaf Ones know they cannot defile our holy places.”

      Nashotah spoke calmly, but there was a definite menace behind her words. “The White Wolf is a member of the Deaf One's tribe, Taima. Would you deny her use of our sacred caves and kill her as well?”

      “Of course not, Nashotah. She is different. She is of the Shona.”

      Nolgee practically shouted, “But she was with the woman in the cave! And so was the Spirit Child!” Complete bedlam erupted at his revelation. Warriors jumped to their feet, ready to storm the cave and kill anyone they found there.

      “The Spirit Child!”

      “The White Wolf wouldn't do that!”

      “Where is Taklishim? Let him defend himself.”

      Once more, Dahana brought the pandemonium to a halt. “Enough!” It took longer for the silence to take full effect this time.

      Warriors had begun to leave the circle to grab their weapons and go.

      “I said, enough!” Dahana grabbed his spear and held it in both hands above his head. An eagle feather hung from the end, a symbol of his power and authority.

      The warriors froze in place. No one spoke as everyone looked to their leaders.

      Once again, Dahana glared at the people. “Bodaway and I have not finished with the circle.”

      Hearing the warning in his voice, the warriors and the elders resumed their places, anger and indignation etched into their features. It took several moments for the circle to reform around Nolgee, who stood with his legs shoulder-width apart and his arms crossed importantly across his chest. He felt Nashotah glaring at him, and without looking at her, he allowed a smirk to cross his features.

      Dahana addressed him. “Nolgee, is this the message you came to deliver?”

      Nolgee let his arms drop, and his shoulders droop. “No. My message is so much worse I hate to even speak it.” He covered his eyes, hoping to convey great anguish and grief. “Grandfather shared the cave with them. He shared his fire and his food. I don't think he knew who the Spirit Child was, or I know he wouldn't have allowed her anywhere near the cave. I refused to sleep in the cave with them.” He glanced at Gitli, who nodded decisively, his hawk-like features sharpened by his outrage. Obviously, that was precisely what he would have done if he had been at the sacred cave with Taklishim.

      Nolgee held the warrior's gaze. “I wanted to kill the Spirit Child for what she had done to our warriors, but out of respect for Dahana’s decision to let her live—” Here, he waved his hand toward the chief. “And out of respect for my grandfather's wishes, I kept my knife from her throat.” More murmurs of approval sounded around the circle.

      He managed to work a choking sound into his voice now. “I wish I had killed her because the last night I was there, I heard movement inside the cave.” He looked imploringly around the circle. “I saw the Spirit Child move to Grandfather… and—” He drew on the many hours he'd spent posing in the lake waters and crumpled his face into a mask of grief. “And she took a knife and slit his throat before I could stop her!”

      Stunned silence greeted his words, and he took advantage of the moment. “I threw myself at her, but the other two fought me off and chased me from the cave with their knives. They threw them at me as I ran from the cave! I knew I had to get back to you to tell you what they'd done!” Here Nolgee dropped to his knees, his face in his hands.

      Gitli stood and pierced the sky with a primal scream answered by two hundred warriors ready to wage war against every non-Shona within one hundred miles. Someone began pounding a drum, a deep, resonating vibration that reached deep into their souls and raised a blood lust that even Dahana refused to extinguish. The Great Taklishim had been murdered. They would avenge his death upon all the Deaf Ones they could find.

      Men began dancing the war dance, something they thought they'd never be able to do again.

      Nashotah watched as Tsoe took Nolgee by the arm and led him to a place of honor in the circle of dancing men.

      Nolgee raised his head and looked her straight in the eyes, piercing her with a triumphant glare so malevolent she shuddered and turned away in disgust.
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      Bree awoke to the sound of hoofbeats nearby. Grabbing her bow, she quickly stomped out the remaining embers of their fire and quietly slipped through the forest toward the path. Two trees stood with their trunks crossed in the middle, giving her an excellent place of concealment with a clear view of the trail. She leaned against one of the trees, aiming an arrow directly at the path where the riders would soon appear. Around the bend, a forester mounted on Becca's roan led a limping Rebel and a mule loaded down with tools and supplies.

      “That's far enough.” Bree pulled back her bowstring so the forester would know she meant business. The man looked up, and she recognized him as the one who had helped her find Kaiti. She relaxed slightly and motioned with the tip of the arrow. “Those are my horses.”

      “T'ain't.”

      “Yes, they are, and I want 'em back.”

      “T'ain't, and y'cain't have 'em.” The man spit a brown stream through the gap in his front teeth.

      Bree lowered her bow and stepped onto the path. “They’re mine, and I'm taking them.”

      The man pointed to the roan's neck with the fist that was holding the reins. “This'un belongs to a healer frien' a mine, and you cain't have 'im. I'm a keepin' him fer her.”

      “You mean Becca. I'm the one she came to find during that storm. I'll take the horse to her, and I'll take mine as well.” She nodded toward Rebel with her chin. “At least he's not limping as badly as I thought he'd be by the way his hoof prints were spaced.”

      The old man pulled a sprig of bitterroot from between his teeth. “I done that—wrapped his leg in the root. Drawed out the swellin'.”

      Bree winced and actually felt sorry for her ornery piece of horseflesh. “Well, Mr.—” She realized she'd forgotten what Becca had called him.

      “Name's Norman Fletcher, but most folks just call me Fletcher.” He grinned at her. “Most times, when folks hear Fletcher, they want me t'fix their arrows and the like. Probably that's 'cause most armorers who specialize in arrows and such go by the name, but I tend the forests in these parts for the duchess. I don’t know fletchin’. “

      Bree nodded. “Look, Fletcher—”

      “Aye, I 'member one time, most of my arrows had broke.” He looked back at his mule. “Time was I used a wagon 'stead of ol' Hogin there, and I could store and haul all my food in the wagon. But t'tell the truth, it was too hard haulin' it through these game trails. Now, I shoot what I eat. I can’t carry a whole lot of meat.”

      “Fletcher?”

      “Anyhow, a wheel come off m'wagon near the town of Deerhaven. That's in east Danforth if’n y'don't know.” Fletcher pulled a hunk of fresh bitterroot from his pocket and bit off a chunk.

      Bree took advantage of the distraction. “Dome Fletcher, I’m in a hurry, and I really need to take those—”

      “Now, don’t call me Dome. It’s just Fletcher, seein's you're a frien' a Bec's n'all. Did'ja know them Shony calls her the White Wolf? Anyhow, I had to go t'the wheelwright shop, and right next door was the armorer and like I said I needed some arrows and wouldn'tcha know there were three boys worked there, an' every one was called Fletch.” He grinned and spit at the same time.

      Bree sighed and leaned on the bow, wondering how long the story was going to last.

      “Well, you can imagine when I walked in an' introduced m'self to them boys. They started makin’ a fuss and poundin’ me on the back and even broke out the red cherry mead.” He squinted up into the trees. “I think it was red cherry… or was it black cherry? I've had some of the durnedest flavors in my time. Anyhow—”

      “Dome Fletcher.” Bree ground out the words. Fletcher focused on her with a hurt look as she continued to speak very slowly and concisely. “If you don't mind, I'm in a very big hurry, and I need those horses… now!”

      Fletcher blinked a few times and then leaned forward so he could swing his leg over the back of the saddle. “Well now, they's no call to git'cher knickers in a knot. I know they was war drums a while back, but them Shony ain't done nothin' in what… eight, nine years? I doubt they's a-gonna start now.”

      Bree stepped up and took hold of the reins. “War drums? What do you mean, war drums?”

      The old man continued muttering quietly while he struggled to untie knots in the ropes he'd used to tie his pelts to the back of the saddle. “Shoot, no call a'tall t'be rude. I ain't spoke t'no one in Lord knows how long and she ups 'n—” He yelped when Bree grabbed the collar on his tunic and pulled him around.

      “What… war… drums?” Only her lips moved as she spoke since she had to grit her teeth to keep from strangling the man.

      Fletcher pointedly looked at her hand on his collar, then back at her. His meaning was crystal clear.

      Bree closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and released the man, her blood pressure rising higher every second.

      Fletcher turned back to the knot, jerking the cords loose and throwing the pelts to the ground.

      Bree rubbed her eyes. “Look, Fletcher, it's crucial for me to know how long ago you heard the war drums and how far away you thought they were.” She raised her eyes and waited for him to untie the pelts on Rebel.

      He lifted them off, walked over to his mule, and hefted them on top of the other ones already stacked there.

      Bree picked up the pelts he'd thrown on the ground and carried them over to him. “Look, I'm sorry I was so rude. Please tell me what you know. You might save Becca's life by telling me.”

      That got his attention. “Whaddya mean by that? Them Shony'd never hurt her. They figure she's one of 'em.”

      “Have you ever heard of a Shona elder named Taklishim?”

      He snorted. “ 'Course I have. What fool hain’t?”

      “On our way home, Becca stopped at a cave about four hours from here. Apparently, the cave is sacred—”

      “I know all 'bout the cave. What about it?”

      Bree reined in her temper. Apparently, rudeness could go both ways. “We were at the cave, and Taklishim and his grandson came and asked if they could share it with us. We became friends with the old man, and that made the grandson jealous. To make a long story short, the grandson, Nolgee, murdered Taklishim and took off for the tribes to tell them that we had killed the old man instead of him. Becca is hurt and can't leave the cave, so I have to get to her before the Shona do.”

      Fletcher's face went pale. “You say she cain't move?” He began tying the pelts onto the mule, moving quicker than Bree had ever thought possible. “I heard Dahana and Bodaway was meetin' up that way to discuss some things. I'd sooner kiss a graveyard hag than mess with Bodaway. He ain't gonna just stop with just you. He'll kill every Anacafrian man, woman, an' child around! You head fer Becs; I'll get to the garrison at the outskirts a' Ironmoor Forest t'let that damned Royal Duchy Guard know.” He shook his head to emphasize his point. “We’ve gotta ride, that’s for sure.”

      Bree grabbed a rope and helped him with the packsaddle. “How long ago did you hear them, and how far away do you think they are?”

      Fletcher finished his tying and reached up to scratch the stubble on his chin. “Well, let's see now. I'd say mebbe two, three hours, give or take. And I'd say fifteen, mebbe twenty miles back, give or take.” He untied Hogin's lead rope from Rebel's saddle horn and headed off the path, taking a direct route south toward the garrison Bree kept stationed on the outskirts of the forest. He called back over his shoulder. “Don't just stand there like yer growin' roots! Git a move on!”

      She watched him and Hogin slip and slide down a steep slope that had patches of snow and ice scattered about. As she watched, she suddenly remembered something. She cupped her hand to her mouth and shouted down at him. “Tell them the Duchess of Danforth needs their help.”

      Fletcher looked back and cackled. “The Duchess of Danforth! Ain't that a good 'un.”

      She was still grinning slightly at his reaction as she led the horses back to the campsite where Kaiti had begun packing up what meager supplies they had. “Can you ride?” She pointed to Becca’s Roan, hoping the girl would understand what she was asking.

      As an answer, Kaiti dragged the bag over to the roan and tried to lift the heavy pack up to his back. Bree stepped around and helped, expertly tying the saddlebags in place behind the saddle. Kaiti allowed Bree to lift her onto the roan, and she took up the reins and followed her mother and the gray down the rocky trail toward the sacred cave.

      They rode for several hours before Bree decided they needed to stop and water their mounts. She directed Rebel into a copse of trees and carefully lowered Kaiti to the ground. There was a stream close by, and Kaiti walked upstream from the horses to find fresh, clean drinking water. Kneeling on the water’s edge, she cupped her hands and brought the crisp water to her lips, taking a long, refreshing drink before sitting silently and listening for any sound of pursuit.

      A large bird flying overhead startled her, and she looked up to see a raptor gliding through the trees, his grey breast and blue-grey tail feathers gleaming in the sunlight. Eagles had always fascinated her, the way they could fly above all the troubles and escape to the highest mountains where they'd be safe. Nothing would be better than that.

      A whisper startled her out of her reverie. Are you ready to hear me yet, Kitten? Kaiti knew the voice, but she didn't dare acknowledge she'd heard it. She'd seen the Panther a few times before and knew it was one of the most sacred of the Peshár. She'd been terrified every time she'd seen it—this huge, sleek animal that was half again the size of a standard mountain cat. If she had told the Shona she'd seen the Black One, they would have killed her for even mentioning its existence. Even among the Shona, only the holiest were allowed to speak of the elite of the Peshár.

      I can help, you know. My friend Taklishim wasn't taunting you. He would never do that. I am your Spirit Guide, Kitten, and you won't be punished for speaking with me. Denabi softly padded closer to the child. She sat directly in front of her, brought her face close to Kaiti's, and made a low, comforting rumble from deep within her chest.

      Kaiti snuck a peek at Denabi and then quickly lowered her eyes. She spoke so quietly Denabi almost missed what she said. “I can't.”

      My name is Denabi, and yes, you can. When Kaiti didn't respond, Denabi continued. Do you know the healer from Bodaway's tribe? Her name is Nashotah.

      Of course, she knew Nashotah. The woman was everything Kaiti wanted to be: strong, respected, well-loved by her tribe. She nodded slightly.

      I've seen you watching her, and I noticed when she healed your burn. Have you heard of the Peshárîn, the bond that goes beyond?

      There were many sacred rites that Kaiti knew nothing about. She shook her head.

      Peshárîn are two beings whose destinies are so intertwined their bond spans several lifetimes and even reaches into the farthest realms. Generations ago, there were many pairs. Now I know of only two Peshárîn bonds. One such bond is between Nashotah's Spirit Guide and me. Ria and I have known each other for seven generations.

      Kaiti looked the Panther full in the face. No one, not even a Spirit Guide, could be that old. In her surprise, she forgot to be afraid. “If you’re really that old, why would you have to mentor someone who is only in the First Realm of Aevalia?”

      Denabi barked a laugh. Are you asking me if I'm not good enough to move on to the Higher Realms?

      Shock colored Kaiti's face as she stood and backed up several steps, terrified that she'd offended the Panther.

      Peace, Kitten. I'm not offended. In truth, I've traveled to many different realms, depending on where I'm called.

      “Are you and Ria Alaqúua?”

      No, Peshárîn aren't lovers, not always anyway. It goes beyond that.

      There was something Denabi had said that Kaiti didn't quite understand. “Two Peshárîn. You and Ria, and?”

      We'll speak of that another time. But for now… Denabi pointedly looked over at Bree.

      Kaiti looked at the woman who had unsaddled both horses and was rubbing them down with one of the horse blankets. When she turned back to speak to Denabi, the Panther was nowhere to be found. Kaiti was very used to the Guides coming and going at odd times. As she mulled over the Panther’s words, she finished her drink and made her way back to help Bree with the horses. When they were once again saddled and ready, Bree lifted Kaiti into her saddle, mounted Rebel, and the two of them continued west toward Becca and the sacred cave.
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      Nashotah returned to her teepee to pack her clothes and medical supplies. She suspected they'd be leaving soon, but she hoped they'd wait until morning. All of the warriors were either beating their war drums or dancing next to a communal fire. Although she had earned the right to be called a warrior, she had no need or desire to participate in their preparatory rituals.

      She had killed men, but not wantonly like some of the Shona. The men she'd killed had deserved their fate. As she packed, she thought back to the first man she'd killed. She and Bodaway had gone off together, about a mile from camp, to talk and enjoy a cool swim in the lake.

      Her sixteenth summer had just passed, and Bodaway had eighteen. He'd always teased her that those two extra years meant he was the superior one, and she'd say it only meant his Spirit Guide had needed more time to work on him. It was well known that he would be a chief one day. There was no one, with the possible exception of Adené, who was more fierce or more stupidly brave than he was.

      She always called the boy's reckless stunts “stupidly brave.” Smiling as she systematically separated out which herb bags to take, she tried to remember how many times she'd had to help their old medicine man patch up Bodaway after he'd been stupidly brave as a young man.

      But Bodaway was more than a fierce warrior. If that were the qualification to be a chief, too many men would qualify. He was also highly skilled with all the weapons used by the Shona, which was a rarity among men who prided themselves on having expertise with one particular weapon.

      To this day, no one had bettered him in a match of skill with the flat bow. Bodaway grudgingly allowed that Nashotah exceeded his skill with a spear. It was her chosen weapon, and she could pin a fly to a log twenty feet away. They were equal with a knife, but he was more skilled with a hatchet.

      Two more characteristics also ensured his place in the tribe. He understood the hearts of men better than they understood themselves. Taklishim had called it the Gift of Seeing the Soul, and it had served Bodaway well over the years. There had been times when every elder in the tribe believed someone, man or woman, should be shunned. When Bodaway had told them that the person's heart was good, not black, he'd always been right.

      Conversely, he'd killed a man whom everyone else admired and trusted. Bodaway had known the warrior's heart was black. He had watched the man and had caught him in a dangerous game of deception. The man had intended to lead rival Shona to their camp so they could be forcibly taken from their land. Bodaway had killed him and left his head on a pike for the rivals to find the next day.

      The second trait he'd had to cultivate was the ability to listen to his elders and take their advice when he thought it appropriate. Even now, he'd often sit and listen instead of actively participating in a debate or discussion. When she asked why, he'd told her he knew what he thought, so it would be pointless for him to voice his opinion. By listening, he ensured that he heard everyone's thoughts and could then make the type of informed decision that would keep his people safe.

      A child's voice called to her from outside her tent, startling her out of her reverie. “Nashotah, can I come in? I have a message from Dahana.”

      Nashotah walked to the flap and pulled it aside. “Seshawah, of course, you can come in.”

      A ten-year-old girl strode boldly in and flopped down on Nashotah's furs. The child’s usually cheerful disposition had disappeared, replaced by a quiet, worried air that bespoke the new troubles surrounding the tribes.

      The healer sat down next to the girl and smoothed the child's fawn-colored hair. “Troubles?”

      The girl shrugged. “I don't like what's happening. Everyone wants to kill the Spirit Child and the White Wolf. I like the White Wolf. She's been my friend since before I can remember.” Her deep brown eyes were troubled, and she searched for a way to tell her friend exactly what she was feeling.

      Nashotah waited patiently. Very often, if she took Bodaway's example and really listened to people, even to the little ones, a problem would become apparent, and an answer would be buried somewhere close by. She put her arm around the girl and brought her close.

      Seshawah resembled her grandfather, Taima, in many ways, including the thunderclouds that gathered when she was upset. The thunder differed between generations, however. Taima's roared and cracked with tremendous energy and volume, but Seshawah's clouds gathered slowly, the thunder rolling through them with a quiet, powerful intensity that echoed through the skies.

      Seshawah sighed and tried to put into words what she'd been feeling. “Sometimes, when we visited Dahana's camp, I'd watch the Spirit Child. I think she was close to my age, but I wasn't allowed to talk to her.” She turned and questioned Nashotah with her eyes. “Grandfather said she wasn't Shona, that she was less than Dahana's animals. But then he said she was evil, that she could move in the spirit world and in our world too.”

      She paused, waiting for the older woman to help her understand that particular concept, but then decided to clarify her thoughts. “Not like the Spirit Guides, though. He said she was a Teivaiedin.” Seshawah pictured the evil smoke-like creatures the adults spoke of around the campfires to frighten little children into obedience. “But Teivaiedens can't be people too.”

      Smiling, Nashotah pulled the girl a little closer. “Teivaiedens aren't real, Seshawah. You're old enough to know that.”

      The girl nodded against her chest.

      Nashotah thought a minute. “I don't like to disagree with Taima, as he is a wise man who has seen many summers. “She turned the girl, so they faced each other. “But the Spirit Child is a little girl, just like you. Several warriors killed her family and gave her to Dahana as a gift.”

      Seshawah nodded impatiently. “I know all that. But grandfather said she moved in the spirit world in the night and killed the warriors.” She frowned in concentration. “Taklishim was a guest in the spirit world. The Spirit Guides were his friends. I don't think they'd allow the Spirit Child to hurt him while she was in their world.”

      She shifted around and shook a finger at Nashotah, warming to her subject. “Besides, I used to watch the Spirit Child a lot. When Taklishim was in the camps, she'd follow him at the edge of the forest, listening to him, almost like she was learning from him. And I think sometimes he spoke only to her even though he was talking to the people in the tribes. I think they were connected somehow. I don't think she killed him.”

      Nashotah raised her eyebrows. “Well—”

      “And another thing—I don't think the White Wolf would hurt Taklishim either. They were friends. She taught him things about healing, and he taught her things about the spirit world. She told me so!” As she spoke the last words, she glared at Nashotah, daring her to contradict her.

      Nashotah had to work hard to keep from smiling. Seshawah's thunder was growing by the minute, and the healer was loath to stop her. She wished more of the Shona took the time to think through issues before they leapt up and began pounding those bone-jarring drums.

      The noise had gotten louder, no doubt whipping the dancers into a mindless killing frenzy in which they'd listen to nothing and no one. Hopefully, they'd dance all night, giving her time to talk to Bodaway and Dahana to try to bring some sanity to the situation.

      The girl continued. “Besides, I don't trust Nolgee. He's mean, and I've seen him hurt the Spirit Child. If anything, she'd have slit his throat instead of Taklishim's.” Her face clouded even more. “I wish she had. Grandfather said the Spirit Child is evil, but I think he's wrong. I think it’s Nolgee who's evil!” Finally, the thunderbolt shot from the child, and she jumped onto her knees, facing Nashotah. “Nolgee is evil, and I'll bet it was him who killed Taklishim, not the Spirit Child! And definitely not the White Wolf!”

      The healer stared at Seshawah, her thoughts racing through a complex series of possibilities that hadn't occurred to her before now. She agreed with the girl, and Bodaway had confirmed her feelings on many occasions. Nolgee was evil. He was mean, conniving, arrogant, and hungry for the power he thought would fall to him at his grandfather's death.

      Seshawah sank back down into the furs and rested her cheek on her fist. “You don't believe me. I didn't think you would.” She covered her ears with her hands. “Those stupid drums keep beating and beating in my head until I can't think anymore. I hate them!”

      The drums did seem to be getting louder, and the child was right; the steady pounding made it impossible to think. Maybe that was the whole purpose of the war drums and dances. To create men and women who didn't think, who just went off as a thoughtless mass of humanity to wreak havoc on whoever happened to be their chosen victim. In this case, two women and an eight-year-old child whose only crime had been to be kidnapped by a bunch of bloodthirsty idiots.

      Nashotah didn't blame the Spirit Child for killing the men if indeed she had been the one to lace their food with poison or to slip into their tents at night to slit their throats. She would have done the same if anyone had dared harm one hair on Adené's stubborn head. In fact, there would have been a lot more damage after she'd gotten through with them than the Spirit Child had done. She reached out and ruffled Seshawah's hair. “Not only do I believe you, my friend, but I also agree with your assessment.”

      She grinned at the child's delighted reaction.

      Back straighter, head held high, Seshawah pushed to her feet, a huge smile gracing the soon-to-be beautiful face. “I didn't think anyone would listen! And you think I'm right!” She headed for the flap, ready to step outside. “Wait until I tell Hekli you believed me! She agrees with us too, only she's too scared to come to talk to you.” She giggled. “You scare her.”

      Nashotah chuckled too. “I scare her? How could I scare anyone?”

      Seshawah pursed her lips and blew out a rasp of air. She let the tent flap drop back into place, walked over to Nashotah's spear, and held it up. “You're a warrior, a shaman, a healer, and Bodaway's friend. And there's the story about how you saved Bodaway's life.” She grinned again. “And you can't figure out why Hekli's afraid of you?” She put down the spear and turned to leave.

      Halfway out the door, she spun around on her heel. “Oh, I almost forgot I had a message for you from Dahana!” She scrunched up her face as she tried to remember the exact words Dahana had asked her to say. “Dahana and Bodaway will meet in Dahana's tent later tonight. We'll send for you.” She flapped her arms at her sides. “That's it! 'Bye!”

      With that, she was gone, and Nashotah felt almost disappointed. She liked spending time with the little thundercloud, something she'd much rather do than travel to the sacred caves in the morning. The child's words echoed in her mind. And there's the story about how you saved Bodaway's life.

      She'd forgotten the story had been made into a legend, growing more and more heroic at each telling. It hadn't been heroic or legendary in her mind. She'd killed a man, and sometimes she had an overwhelming urge to run and soak her hands in the river to get the bloodstains off her fingers. Nightmares had plagued her for years afterward. Only Taklishim's gentle reassurance had finally brought peace to her troubled soul.

      Packing didn't take long because most of her things were still in her bags after the trip from their main camp. She hadn't wanted to come, but she’d realized the journey had been necessary, if for nothing else than so the two groups could catch up on what the other had been doing for the last several months. There had been rumors of sporadic raiding into their territory by some other renegade groups. Both Dahana and Bodaway wanted to get those interlopers out to maintain the precarious, unspoken truce they had with the Anacafrian patrols in the area.

      Shaking her head, she stepped from her tent and looked around to see whether she could spot anyone with an ounce of common sense left in their head. If Taima and Gitli had their way, the hard-won peace in the region would be destroyed, and the king would deal with the Shona in whatever means he felt necessary to protect the Anacafrians from harm. Nashotah had no doubt that if that meant wiping out an entire race of people, the king would give that order without regret.

      She spotted Tisneé standing off by himself near the river and wondered why he hadn't joined in the dancing. Like his grandfather, Taima, he was a fierce warrior who feared no man. He was twelve summers older than his sister, Seshawah. Although the siblings shared their grandfather’s strong personality, they also shared their father's intelligence and ability to think before acting, which tempered any hotheaded tendencies they might have inherited from Taima. Walking over to where he stood, she scooped up some pebbles and began throwing them in the river.

      As Nashotah was the older, more experienced warrior, it was up to Tisneé to begin the conversation. He stood quietly, watching her toss the pebbles. Nashotah had been his healer since the day of his birth twenty-two summers earlier, and she knew him as well as she would have known her own son if she'd ever taken a mate and had children. He'd grown into a handsome young man with broad shoulders, muscular arms and legs, and, like his sister, a generally happy disposition.

      “Nashotah, I….” He sighed as he crossed his arms and looked out over the fast-flowing stream. “I know I shouldn't question the elders.” He stopped, apparently watching for any sign of a negative reaction from her.

      She carefully schooled her features into neutrality and continued to toss the stones.

      “I know that my wisdom doesn't compare to theirs, but….” He paused again, and Nashotah faced him.

      “Just come out with it, Tisneé. You've known me too long to think I'm going to censure your thoughts or your words.”

      He uncrossed his arms and then crossed them again. “I know that… it's just that I've never completely disagreed with all the warriors and elders before. I don't think we should destroy our way of life based on something that Nolgee says is true. If we kill the Spirit Child… well, all right.” He stopped when Nashotah's eyes flashed with anger.

      “What I mean is, to the Deaf Ones, her death would mean nothing. I doubt they even know she exists. But whenever our brothers have gone out and killed any of them, the king’s warriors retaliate. They might simply put us in a cage, but they might do worse than that.”

      “First of all, Tisneé, not all of the elders and warriors disagree with you. I, for one, am in total agreement, and if I know Dahana and Bodaway, they're probably of the same mind as well.”

      “Nashotah, if the Spirit Child did murder Taklishim, I'll be the first to take revenge. If the White Wolf helped—” He held up his hand when her head shot up. “And I strongly believe she did not, but if she did, I would seek revenge no matter the consequences.”

      She nodded, feeling a need to reassure the young warrior. “Simply because you won't murder someone based on the word of a known liar with a black heart does not mean you're a coward. I know you're one of the fiercest, most capable warriors in our tribe, and I know you would fight if it was necessary. But this—” She waved her hand toward the drums and the figures dancing around the fire. “This is lunacy.”

      “I honor my grandfather, but how do I tell him that what he's doing is wrong? Taima still grieves for my brother, still believes it was the Spirit Child who killed him.”

      “She probably did kill him.”

      “And I should hate her as much as Taima does, but Loneh was a fool, and if anyone murdered my family the way he murdered hers, I would kill every living member of their families, not only the ones responsible.”

      She let out a long breath. “I think that's why Dahana refused to kill her when the elders pressured him to. I know he and Taklishim spoke for many hours about what to do with her.”

      Tisneé watched the dancers leap and turn in the air, the light from the fire painting their bodies yellow against the dark night. “What do I do, Nashotah?”

      She stepped forward and placed a hand on his upper arm. “You do what I'm going to do. You go with them to the spirit cave and try to sort out what happened when we get there.” She smiled at him. “And try to keep the hotheads from doing anything foolish. It's not your place to advise the elders or the chiefs. Leave that to me. You be the leader I know you are among the younger warriors. Step up and lead them, Tisneé. It's time for you to take your place among your people.”

      He smiled at her, his eyes twinkling with their customary look of perpetual amusement. “When I was twelve, and Taklishim told me I would one day be a chief, I felt on top of the world. Then he told me that being chief was one of the worst jobs in the world and that I would carry the fate of my people on my back. I remember telling him to give the job to someone else because I really didn't want it anymore.” His smile broadened. “I can remember his laughter and the sparkle in his eye when he told me it didn't quite work that way, but he'd talk to my Spirit Guide and see what he could do.”

      Nashotah shook her head softly. “I can't believe he's gone. The chiefs and the elders all listened when he spoke. This wouldn't be happening if he were still here.”

      “I wish my father was still alive. Taima listened to him, and my father didn't fear his thunder. Old Taima would roar, and pace and father would sit and smoke his pipe until grandfather wore himself out. Then, and only then, father would say, 'Yes, but have you thought of this?' I remember peeking out of my hiding place, terrified of grandfather's rages, and father would wink at me and nod to let me know everything would be okay.”

      Blowing into her hands to ward off the chill, Nashotah nodded. “I loved your father. If he hadn't loved your mother from the time we were small children, and if I weren’t Alaqúua, I think I might have tried for him.” She grinned. “But then, where would you and Seshawah be? Two of my most favorite people in the world. I think the Spirit Guides know exactly what they're doing when they help us through our lives.”

      She looked back at her tent, which stood in shadows on the edge of the camp. She thought she saw movement near the door flap, and she turned back to Tisneé. “It looks like my job is about to start. Why don't you begin yours by quietly speaking to some of your friends? Don't tell them you disagree with the elders. Simply present your misgivings. I'll think you'll be surprised at how many of them agree with your assessment of Nolgee.”

      He nodded and scratched his forehead.

      She knew that particular mannerism. He only did that when he still had another question he wanted to ask. “Was there something else before I go?”

      He scratched again, and she reached up to pull down his hand. “Just say it, Tisneé. You're always so careful to say and do the right thing. I'm the one person you can say almost anything to, and you won't be judged.” She caught his gaze and smiled when she said almost.

      He nodded. “I know that. I just don't like to sound as if I'm judging someone as great as he is… was.” He paused a minute, thinking about what he'd just said. “What I was going to ask… do you ever wonder how Taklishim could be so wise in so many ways, yet so blind when it came to his own grandson?”

      “He wasn't blind, Tisneé. He knew what Nolgee was from the day he was born. The problem was, he never gave up hope that the boy would change. He believed everyone has some spark of goodness in them, and if that spark were fanned, it would grow. Blindness wasn't his problem; hopefulness was.” She left him standing by the river, still upset, but she hoped, a little more equipped to take on the mantle of leadership he'd never really wanted in the first place.

      As she neared her tent, she could just make out Seshawah waiting for her by the entrance. When she saw the healer approaching, the girl put her hands on her hips like an old mother. “Where have you been? Dahana sent me for you, and I couldn't find you!”

      A horrified whisper came from behind a bush near the tent. “Seshawah! You can't speak to Nashotah like that!”

      Nashotah peered into the darkness. “Hekli? Is that you?”

      The bush gasped.

      Nashotah stepped closer. A small form was huddled behind the bush.

      Seshawah giggled. “Hekli, she doesn't bite.”

      Nashotah playfully grabbed Seshawah around the waist and began nibbling on her arm. “Want to bet?”

      Seshawah's giggle turned to laughter, and Nashotah picked her up and carried her behind the bush. “Hekli! Does this lump belong to you?”

      Hekli covered her mouth with her hand, but her laughing eyes gave her away.

      “Aha! I knew someone had to have let her out of her cage. Here.” A giggling Seshawah was plumped unceremoniously at Hekli's feet. “Make sure you keep her locked up better next time, will you?”

      Without looking into Nashotah's face, Hekli giggled and nodded.

      Nashotah put her hand on the girl's chin and lifted her face. “Will you come to see me sometime? Just to talk?” Once again, she received a nod, and the two girls dashed off to continue whatever adventures Dahana had pulled them from to deliver his message.

      Stepping into her tent to gather her thoughts brought on an unexpected wave of sadness over Taklishim's death. She realized she hadn't really processed the fact that her old friend was dead. In all honesty, she halfway expected him to be standing in Dahana's tent when she walked in, as was usual during one of their more important meetings.

      The thought that she'd never again see his wonderful expressions, so full of love and of life, brought tears to her eyes. She quickly wiped them away as she couldn't afford the luxury of grief right then. Somehow the three of them had to come up with a way to restore sanity to their people while at the same time avenging Taklishim's death.
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      Kaiti and Bree rode side-by-side with Kaiti glancing back every few minutes, looking and listening for sounds of pursuit and wondering whether she'd be able to kill the people she’d lived with most of her life. They hadn't all been mean. Several of the women had allowed her to take whatever food they had left after their families had eaten, and one time, Tisneé had brought a second blanket to her hollow tree during one frigid winter night. What if he were riding down on her near the cave? How could she point the arrow at him and release the string?

      Long ago, when she'd first come to the Shona, and the warriors had thrown her down in front of Dahana, she'd been terrified. Her memories of that time were vague; she'd been young, little more than a toddler, really. At that time, Dahana had just begun to raise his own family, and his wife had refused his request to bring her into his teepee and make her part of their circle. For as far back as she could remember, she'd slept outside the door of his lodge or, in the winter when she needed shelter, in the hollow of a tree.

      As she grew, she caught glimpses of the possibility of a future that held more promise than the life she'd been forced into. The White Wolf, the woman she now knew as her second mother, had fascinated her whenever she'd visited Dahana's tribe. Here was a woman with skin the color of her own, who was not only allowed to walk freely among the Shona but who was honored during the fire ceremonies at night.

      The White Wolf had special knowledge of healing, and Kaiti had believed that someday the Shona wouldn't tell her to hide when she came. She'd waited for the chance to ask the woman to train her so she too could walk freely among the people and possibly be recognized as human. They had told her she wasn't human, that she was less than the animals, but she knew she was like the White Wolf and that someday she’d start her on her walk toward her true destiny.

      She thought back to Taklishim's revelation about her Spirit Guide. She marveled that it could possibly be the Panther. The mighty animal was feared and admired for its strength in battle, for its courage, but more importantly—this was why Kaiti couldn't rationalize Panther being her avatar—the only other person among the Shona who had a Panther for a Spirit Guide was Nashotah.

      Kaiti had always been strong in a fight. Some of the meaner children in the tribe had often provoked her, and she'd never backed down. Her fists were hard, and she'd knocked many teeth loose during a scuffle. Some of the warriors, like Gitli or his daughter, Inea, had often bet on the outcome, laughing when she'd knock down an opponent, only to be beaten senseless by her attacker's older brother or sister.

      But there had also been people like Tisneé and Adené, the healer who had taught her how to take care of the minor injuries of the goats, sheep, and horses in her care. She smiled as she remembered the antics of the young animals and the trouble they often got into.

      Adené had been a patient teacher, not scolding her for making a mistake or asking questions. He’d been quick to stand up for her against the ever-present bullies, whether they were children or adults. He’d even taken the time to teach her how to defend herself, and for that, she’d be forever grateful.

      And there was Adené's sister, Nashotah, who was always ready with a smile for her and a kind word whenever the woman visited Adené and Dahana. It had been Nashotah who'd found her after Nolgee had beaten and burned her so severely that winter night. No one else had come looking for her, but Nashotah had asked some of the children where she might find the Spirit Child.

      Seshawah had led her to the tree where Kaiti had hidden. Nashotah had sat near the tree for hours, quietly working to convince Kaiti to come out so she could tend her injuries. She remembered the healer's gentle hands as she rubbed numbing salve onto the burn before carefully checking the rest of her body for broken bones.

      She knew Nashotah and Adené were warriors as well as healers. If they thought she'd killed Taklishim, they'd come after her, regardless of how nice they'd been before. The thought of Nashotah thinking she'd killed Taklishim made her sick to her stomach, but who was going to believe the Spirit Child over Nolgee? To them, she wasn't even human, and he was the grandson of a great shaman and warrior.

      She wanted to talk to Bree about what she was thinking. As she stared at the broad back in front of her, she pictured Adené galloping toward them on his white-footed stallion, an arrow cocked in his bow and aimed straight at her mother's heart. She blinked as she raised her bow in her mind, aimed it at Adené, and—didn't shoot—or couldn’t, or more to the point, wouldn’t shoot.

      There had to be another way to keep the Shona from killing her new family. If it came down to it, she would bargain with Dahana. He could kill her if he'd just let the other two go. If Dahana wouldn't listen, then she would die protecting what Taklishim had said was hers: her two mothers, the Badger and the Wolf.
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      Nashotah took her time walking to Dahana's tent. While the men were gathered around the communal fire, the women had chosen to meet away from the dancing where they could discuss the day's events among themselves without interruption. They had chosen a secluded area behind the camps where they wouldn't be overheard.

      Nashotah stood in the shadows, wanting to join them but knowing that if she made her presence known, the women from Dahana's tribe who didn't know her that well would move away.

      She recognized Kayah, Taklishim's wife, sitting slightly away from the group, listening intently. The wizened woman lived in Chethan's clan, one of the smaller tribes that populated the region. Nashotah wondered what had brought her to the gathering, but then she realized Kayah's daughters were sitting among the more vocal women discussing Nolgee and his revelation. She didn't see Nolgee's mother, which didn't surprise her since Tsoe never allowed his wife to visit with the other women.

      She listened as Nolgee's aunts loudly defended their nephew against some of the women who were skeptical about the boy's story and motives. To hear it from his relatives, Nolgee was one of the most upstanding young men the Shona had ever produced. Funny, she thought. If these same women hadn't treated him like a little god as he was growing up, he might not have turned out to be the egotistical brat he is today.

      Dahana and Bodaway were waiting for her in Dahana's tent, but her inner voice told her to go sit with Kayah for a short time. As she walked to the old woman, she thought back to her childhood when Taklishim and Kayah had visited her tribe. They'd been good friends with her parents, and she couldn't remember a time when the two of them hadn't been in her life.

      In fact, they'd been there when she and Adené had come into this world one right after the other. Kayah was well respected in her own right as a gifted healer and wise woman, just as Taklishim was known as a shaman and warrior. Nashotah's parents had been honored to have the two great leaders name their babies.

      Kayah had named Nashotah, which meant “loving protector,” through her gift of foresight.

      Taklishim had named Adené, surprising everyone when he did so.

      Nashotah smiled as she thought of her big bear of a brother being named for his totem, the Cricket. Taklishim had said the Cricket symbolized Adené’s unique ability to adapt. However, he had warned his parents that if this gift wasn’t fully developed, Adené would be led by his emotions, which would bring discord and a tendency toward impulsiveness.

      She chuckled, thinking how very much that description fit her affable but hotheaded twin. People walked softly around her brother as he tended to take offense at every presumed slight. On many occasions, she'd had to help fight off the friends of the people he'd attacked before she could explain to him why he probably shouldn't have attacked them in the first place. Once he understood, he was always quick to apologize with his lopsided grin, saying he'd somehow misunderstood their intent.

      As she approached Kayah, she kept her gaze on the ground in deference to the older woman's wisdom and age.

      Kayah waited patiently for her to speak.

      "May I sit beside you?" Nashotah spoke quietly and waited.

      Kayah remained silent, acknowledging Nashotah's request with an almost imperceptible nod. Heavy lidded eyes stared out at the bickering women. Nashotah honored Kayah's silence by sitting quietly on the ground next to her, crossing her legs in the way her father had taught her many years before. A warrior must be prepared to spring from the ground at all times, Nashotah. You must leap like the Panther who claims you as her own.

      On many occasions, her father had proudly reminded her of her Spirit Guide. The dark avatar led no other Shona that she was aware of, and she treated the honor accordingly. Taklishim had taught her that the Panther is a fierce opponent in battle. Yet, a person with this particular guardian has a unique ability to see through people, feel what's going on inside them, and heal that person when necessary.

      Watching the women as they sharpened their spears or rewrapped their arrows, she hoped the discipline they’d learned from their weapons masters when they were young would keep them from haring off after Nolgee and his ilk.

      As Nashotah's thoughts wandered, Kayah took in a deep breath and spoke with a heavy sadness. "Where is the time to grieve?"

      Nashotah turned and regarded her friend. Deep lines graced the once-elegant face, making it difficult to read the thoughts hidden beneath the surface. Taklishim may have been the chief of all chiefs, but his Kayah was the beloved and often feared matriarch who led all of the tribes with her quiet dignity and strength. Nashotah reached out and stroked the long white hair that cascaded down Kayah's back.

      Kayah's eyes met Nashotah's, and a tear slid down a face carved eloquently by many years of laughter and grief. "Where is the time to grieve, my daughter? Who pauses to mourn with me?"

      Nashotah wiped the tear from Kayah's cheek. "I grieve with you, Appeah." She used the spiritual endearment reserved for the elderly female leaders of the tribes. Nashotah had seen her friend give in to tears only one other time when Kayah's eldest son had been killed during an ill-planned raid on a settler's steading.

      A tired smile curved the edges of the old woman's mouth. "You have always been the wise one, Nashotah. One day soon, you will sit in my place among the women of the tribes."

      Nashotah blinked rapidly, completely taken aback. "I—" An urge to leap to her feet and run from the woman's words gripped her, and she had to clamp down on her emotions to keep from doing just that. She had neither the inclination nor the desire to take Kayah's place. She’d thought she’d settled that point with her old friend long ago. When she felt sufficiently under control, she tried again, "I...." She shook her head. "No."

      A shoving match between one of Kayah's daughters, Shloé, and Breah, Tisneé and Seshawah's mother, caught their attention. It was unusual for levelheaded Breah to become involved in a fight, but she obviously felt strongly about whatever they were discussing.

      Breah shouted at Shloé. "I wouldn't take Nolgee's word for anything, Shloé! He's vindictive and cruel. You'd have all our warriors race off to kill who knows how many people based on the word of a known liar!"

      Shloé brought her face to within inches of Breah's. "A liar? He's Taklishim's grandson and heir! Do you think my father would spend so much time working with Nolgee if he thought he wasn't an honorable person? If he says that the so-called Spirit Child—" Her face curled into a scowl of distaste. "Horse Dung killed my father, I believe him!"

      "Then you're a bigger fool than I thought! Yes, if what he says is true, then we must take our revenge." Breah pushed Shloé backward, forcing the woman to give her some space. "But if he's lying, our entire way of life is gone… and for nothing! Because you know what?"

      Shloé stared at Breah, every muscle in her body taut and ready.

      Breah looked around the circle, catching each woman's gaze as she spoke. "After we've killed enough Deaf Ones to assuage Taklishim's honor, do you really think the king will let any of the renegade tribes exist anymore? As it is, the only reason we're still free is because the king—this king, unlike his father—wants peace within his borders. But if we go on a killing rampage—" She cut a slicing motion through the air. "I guarantee our land will be thick with soldiers who want nothing more than for the mountains to run red with our blood!”

      While the women continued arguing, Kayah said quietly to Nashotah, "He's not only Taklishim's grandson. He comes from me as well."

      Nashotah nodded without taking her eyes from Breah and Shloé. "And what do you say, Mother?" When the old woman didn't answer, Nashotah glanced over at her friend. Her heart sank when Kayah's only response was a sad shake of her head.
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      As Nashotah walked into Dahana's tent, he, Bodaway, and Adené all turned toward her, as did their Spirit Guides, Dyénu, Hekla, and Minet.

      Adené nodded once in her direction. The tension in the room was palpable.

      Dahana met her gaze briefly before turning back to Bodaway. “There's no way to know, Bodaway. Either way, we must go to the sacred cave to send him on his way to the ancestors. We just need to slow down and be rational.” Usually the peacemaker, he sounded as exasperated as she felt.

      “Rational? Taklishim has been murdered, and you expect his people to be rational?” Red suffused Bodaway's face. His sharp features resembled those of his totem, the catlike, pointy-nosed Civet that lay circled around his shoulders, listening intently to the conversation.

      Nashotah waited at the entrance. The tent felt cold and empty without Taklishim's comforting presence. The spirits were all wrong here. For some reason, in the back of her mind, she'd thought—no, she'd hoped—that when she came to the meeting, his spirit would be there to guide them. Closing her eyes, she reached out with her heart, trying to sense him. After a time, she realized the men had stopped speaking, and she opened her eyes to see them all watching her. She shook her head. “It's all wrong. He's not here.”

      Adené, who rarely communed with the spirits, shook his head. “Who's not here, Nasho?”

      Dahana spoke quietly. “Don't you feel it, Adené? Taklishim. His spirit should be here, and it's not.”

      Bodaway's quick temper flared again. “Of course, it's not here! How could it be here if his death hasn't been avenged! I say we do what you should have done when you had the chance. The Spirit Child was yours, Dahana! A true leader would have killed her and been done with it!”

      Peace, Bodaway. The feline Civet, Hekla, was often trying to soften Bodaway's bellicose nature. Nashotah often joked that softening his nature was Hekla's only task as his Guide in this particular lifetime.

      Although none but Dahana, Nashotah, and the other Spirit Guides could hear or see Dahana’s Dyénu, the Shengali Hawk, the blue-grey raptor added his own thoughts to the debate. The issue here is neither the Spirit Child nor Nolgee, although his mother should have eaten that black weasel at birth. Don't let Bodaway confuse the problem at hand, which is the frenzy being whipped up by Tsoe and his ilk rather than Bodaway's animosity toward the Spirit Child. Those warriors must be controlled.

      Hekla agreed and spoke up so Bodaway would know their thoughts. The Spirit Child is one thing; losing control of the situation here is yet another.

      Dahana ran his hand through his hair, his frustration mounting as he had to defend himself one more time against the same argument he'd heard ever since he'd taken the Spirit Child away. “I've told you before, Bodaway. Taklishim said her fate wasn't in our hands and her spirit wasn't mine to take!”

      “So, she took his instead! Where's your warrior heart, Dahana? If you won't ride with me to finish what needs to be done, then I'll take your warriors and lead them the way they should be led—by a chief with the blood of battle running through his veins!”

      Dahana's eyes flashed, and before his next breath, a six-inch knife was in his hand.

      Just as quickly, Adené, who rarely thought before he acted, had his blade out, ready to defend the honor of his tribe and his chief.

      As Bodaway crouched, his blood lust up and eager to meet their challenge, Nashotah stepped between them. “Stop!”

      During their childhood, she'd always been the steady voice of reason, and habit froze them in place. “Look at yourselves! We've known each other since before any of us could walk! Nolgee is the enemy here, not us.”

      Bodaway growled as he turned his pent-up aggression on her. “The Spirit Child is the enemy, Nashotah, not Nolgee!”

      Adené lowered his knife, still bristling. “Insult Dahana again….” He let the sentence trail off, but everyone in the room knew exactly how protective Adené was of his chief.

      Dahana sheathed his knife, visibly trying to regain his composure. Taking in a slow breath, he put aside the insult and tried to reason with his friend once more. “The problem is, Bodaway, we don't know whether Nolgee is telling the truth. What we do know is that he's never shown any honor, he's vindictive, and he always abused the Spirit Child whenever he came near her.” His eyes flashed at Bodaway again. “I never said I wouldn't lead my warriors. I said we need to find the truth before we do anything stupid!”

      Bodaway bristled at his tone.

      Nashotah held up her hand before her chief exploded. “Bodaway, think a minute—no, listen a minute. Do you hear the war cries out there?” She paused long enough for them to hear the crazed whooping of the younger warriors. “If you and Dahana act irrationally and rush off screaming about vengeance, how long do you think you'll be able to control their blood lust?”

      Bodaway turned to face her full-on. “You of all people, Nashotah, should understand the need for revenge. You still keep the scalp of the man who murdered your mother, and now you'd just turn and walk away from the one who killed Taklishim?”

      “Of course not, but neither will I kill a little girl based on what Nolgee says. Dahana and I are saying that we need to control the warriors until we find out what really happened. Then you and Dahana decide who dies, not them!” She jabbed her finger toward the sounds of the whooping outside.

      My thoughts exactly. Dyénu, whose black raptor's head came midthigh to Nashotah, bristled with pent-up emotion. Remind him what a pigeon-egged varlet Nolgee is!

      At Bodaway's frustrated growl, Nashotah drove her point home. “Bodaway, how many times have you told me you thought Nolgee was evil? Why suddenly change your tune?”

      Adené agreed wholeheartedly, absently gesturing with the knife he still held in his hand. “She's right. He's always been the dirty little Weasel as far as you're concerned.”

      Bodaway shot him an angry look, and Adené shrugged, “Well, that's what you've always called him, and nothing's changed except you can't think straight because Taklishim is dead.”

      Finally, Adené's Cricket, Minet, spoke up. Appeal to his heart, Nashotah. He looked back and shrugged an apology to Adené, who wore a hurt expression because Minet had spoken to his sister and not to him. Your idea of appealing to someone's heart, Adené, is to punch them in the chest to see whether their heart will skip a beat. Subtlety is not your strong suit, my boy.

      Adené raised his eyebrows and shrugged, conceding the point.

      Nashotah had to convince Bodaway to rein in his gut-wrenching need for vengeance before he led all the tribes to their annihilation. She stepped closer and took his hand in hers. “I loved Taklishim, too.” She indicated the other two with a wave of her hand. “We all did. But how do we honor him by destroying everything he worked so hard to gain for us—freedom from the Deaf One’s rule?”

      When Bodaway's shoulders sagged, Nashotah knew she'd gained a minor victory.

      Bodaway reached up and squeezed his temples between his thumb and forefinger. “It's just that…” He paused, trying to figure out exactly what he wanted to say. “When I had a difficult decision to make, I'd ride out to find him, wherever he was, and he'd help me see the answer. He was a father to me, and to know that someone—” He turned, thrust his fists into the air, and let out a strangled war cry.

      Nashotah rested her hands on his broad shoulders. She could feel Hekla, who lay wrapped around his neck, purring in the strange way of the Civet, a soft rumble followed by three quick wuffing breaths. She silently thanked the spotted cat for her calming presence. “We all loved him—every man, woman, and child in this camp—and all of us want to avenge his death, but what good does it do if we take out our revenge on innocent people? Then where does his soul go? Unavenged souls can't take their proper place in the Second Realm. You know that. If we act rashly now, we fail him.”

      An agitated tenor voice outside the tent interrupted their meeting. “Father!”

      Dahana walked to the opening and pushed aside the flap. “Muda, what's wrong?”

      Anger raced across the boy's face. He started to speak, then quickly shut his mouth when he saw the others standing inside. Crossing his arms, he looked down and to the side, his cheek rippling as he ground his teeth in pent-up fury.

      Dahana put his arm around his son’s shoulders and ushered him inside. “What's the matter, Muda?”

      Muda's gaze moved from his father to Bodaway, then to Adené. He seemed to be avoiding Nashotah's gaze, which was unusual since Nashotah had been his weapon’s instructor for the last three years.

      Even though their tribes were miles apart, when it had become apparent that Muda's skills lay with the spear, Dahana had arranged for him to ride to Bodaway's camp every ten days to receive instruction from Nashotah, who was by far the best spear handler within the Shona tribes.

      “Answer your father, Muda! We don't have time for childish games right now!”

      Muda, a strong personality in his own right, met Bodaway's rebuke with a steady gaze. He straightened his shoulders, pointed at Nashotah, and spoke directly to her. “They say it's you who make us weak! You talked my father into sparing her, and they say you're the one who's turned the Spirits against us and allowed the Spirit Child to kill Taklishim!”

      Dahana grabbed the back of the boy's leather shirt, pulling him backward, ready to deliver a solid rebuke to his furious son. Everyone except Nashotah accepted that one day she would take Kayah's place among the tribes, and for his son to insult her was unacceptable.

      Muda pulled away, daring to shove his father in the chest as he vented his anger. “I beat them with my spear! I showed them exactly how weak she's made me! They felt the edge of my spear, and they'll feel the point through their ribs if they talk against her again!”

      Surprise tinged with pride shone on Dahana's face as Nashotah stepped up to Muda. She took the boy by the arm and made him face her. Muda had become very good at ground fighting with the spear—some would say excellent—and she knew he could cause serious injury to anyone who challenged him. “Who did you attack, Muda? One of the other boys?”

      “Gitli and Tsoe. They said my father was weak and that you'd made him that way.”

      Nashotah gasped. “You what?”

      Bodaway and Dahana exchanged horrified looks. It was one thing for a boy to thrash another boy over a disagreement, but for Muda to attack two of the elders without sufficient cause would have disastrous consequences.

      “I showed them just how weak you've made me!” He angrily stabbed his thumb into his chest before pointing at her. “No one says those things about you, Nashotah! No one!” He turned and faced his father. “And I should have stabbed Gitli for the things he said about you, Father. I should have killed him!”

      Adené strode over and took the boy's shoulders in his beefy hands. “Muda, no matter what anyone else says, I'm proud of you. You've upheld the honor of both your father and my sister, and you've lived up to your name—Muda, the man with strength in battle.”

      Nashotah impatiently pushed Adené aside, still worried about the injuries the boy might have caused Gitli and Tsoe. “What did you do, Muda? How badly did you hurt them?”

      The boy's face grew red with remembered rage. “Tsoe said Nolgee was his son and that he'd never lie. Taima laughed at him and said Nolgee wouldn't recognize the truth if it were a rattlesnake attached to his ankle. Then Gitli said Nashotah had made Taima weak just like she'd made father weak about the Spirit Child.”

      Nashotah pursed her lips. She and Dahana had publicly discussed the Spirit Child on many, many occasions. It was no secret that she believed the girl should have been taken in by his tribe rather than being treated as less than even the livestock the child tended. In fact, she’d tried to adopt the Spirit Child on several occasions, only to be shut down by Gitli and Tsoe, who convinced the tribes that it would dishonor the dead warriors if she were given human status. “Muda—”

      Her eyes flashed when the boy glared at her defiantly. If Muda had killed either man, he would be put out of the Shona or even killed outright in retribution. She grabbed his arms and dug her fingers in, shaking him angrily. “I don't care what Tsoe or Taima or anyone else said, Muda! How badly did you hurt two elder warriors of the Shona?”

      Her words and the strength of her grip jolted the boy out of his rage. His eyes grew round as he finally heard the fear in Nashotah's voice. Blinking several times, he thought back to the tumult he'd left behind. Refocusing on Nashotah's eyes, he said, “I… they had weapons too. I made sure they had weapons too.” One of her absolute, unbending rules was that he was never allowed to strike anyone unless they were armed or his life or someone else's life was at stake.

      She glanced at the two chiefs before pushing Muda aside and running from the tent with Dahana, Bodaway, and Adené close behind. When they reached the central fire, they were startled to see several young warriors, their faces and bodies painted in ghostly white, mounting their horses in preparation for battle.

      Several women were kneeling next to Gitli, who lay motionless in the dirt. Nolgee and his mother, Zia, stood next to Tsoe. Zia wiped her husband's bloody face with a wet cloth while he angrily batted her hand away with his one remaining functional arm.

      Judging that Tsoe would live, Nashotah knelt next to Gitli and placed her fingers on the old man's neck. Relief washed over her when she felt a strong, steady pulse. He had seen more than sixty summers, but his rattlesnake totem had made him more robust than many others with weaker Guides. A welt stood out on Gitli's forehead, probably due to the final blow that had knocked him unconscious during the fight.

      His nose lay canted to the side, and Nashotah smiled inwardly at the skill of her young protégé. They'd practiced batting flies off the bark of trees just for that one strike, one that would break an opponent's nose in preparation for driving the nasal bones into the brain of his enemies. Thank God Muda hadn't followed through with that particular exercise, or the Shona would be deciding his fate now instead of the Spirit Child's.

      Several welts crisscrossed Gitli's sinewy arms, imitating the snake tattoos encircling his biceps from his shoulders down past his elbows.

      Dahana knelt next to her. “Nashotah?” Obviously, he wanted to know the extent of the trouble his eldest son had caused.

      She stood and motioned for Adené to take Gitli to her tent. “He'll live. He has several broken bones, but nothing I can't set, and he should regain consciousness fairly soon.”

      Bodaway stood off to one side.

      She caught and held his gaze, raising her eyebrows in silent admonition. This was a perfect example of why he and Dahana needed to control the younger warriors, who were being whipped into a frenzy by men like Gitli and Tsoe, who had long resented the Spirit Child. Gitli because his son had been one of the warriors supposedly killed by the girl, and Tsoe because he was a meanspirited man who thought the child should have been put to death after the first warrior had been killed, totally disregarding the fact that there had been no proof offered against her.

      The mounted warriors turned their horses and kicked their padded boots into the ribs of their mounts, intending to ride directly to the sacred cave. With a roar, Bodaway leapt for the bridle of the lead animal, pulling the horse's head around with such force that the rider lost his balance and fell from the riding pad, landing unceremoniously on his back in the churned dust of the dance ring.

      The other riders, seeing the fury in Bodaway's face, pulled their horses to a halt. No one spoke as the first man picked himself up and flung himself at Bodaway, furious at being made to look a fool in front of the gathered tribes.

      No one was surprised when the big chief easily picked up the young man and slammed him back to the ground, then stood over him, daring him to offer a second challenge. The warrior lay on the ground gasping for breath, not daring to look at his chief and too winded to speak.

      Except for the sound of his wheezing, the Shona remained silent, waiting. One of the horses circled, pawing at the ground in nervous anticipation. Bodaway walked to the stout bay mare and pulled the warrior from its back. He held the front of the man's shirt between two meaty fists and brought his face close to his own. “Who among you has suddenly become chief, Pogan? You?”

      Dahana strode to one of his warriors, who jumped from his horse before his leader could pull him down. The man stood, angry eyes cast down, refusing to meet Dahana's eyes. Dahana growled low in his throat. “And you, Darma? Have you become chief in my stead?” The danger in his voice was evident, and Darma ground his teeth and remained silent. Dahana grabbed a fistful of the angry man's hair. “I asked you a question, Darma!” He shook the warrior's head. “Answer me!”

      Darma pulled his hair out of Dahana's grasp, his cruel lips curling back into a snarl. “We avenge Taklishim! The time for the Spirit Child to die was long ago, Dahana! You’re old and weak and—” An astonished look crossed Darma's face as Dahana plunged his knife deep under the warrior's ribs. Darma looked down at the hilt for an instant, then took a step backward and fell dead at Dahana's feet.

      Dahana brandished the bloody knife and addressed the rest of the warriors, who suddenly felt a need to dismount and stand quietly next to their horses. “Who else would call me weak?”

      No one spoke as Muda, holding his spear at battle-ready, stepped up next to his father, a look of fierce loyalty and challenge written on his face.

      Bodaway, who'd been quietly strangling the man he'd unhorsed, turned him loose with a shove. He faced the elders. “No one—and I mean no one—leaves this camp until Dahana and I decide.” He met the gaze of every man, woman, and child standing around the circle. After a long moment, he stepped to the edge of the circle where Dahana and Adené joined him. The two chiefs once again glared at the assembled warriors before finally returning to Dahana's tent.

      Nashotah watched them go. Once they were out of sight, as tradition dictated, she reached down to pick up a handful of sand. She strode over to Darma's lifeless body and threw the dirt onto his face, a ritual gesture that meant he'd lost face among his people. One by one, the other members of the tribes followed suit, each one turning their backs and walking away once they'd thrown their handful of dirt. When they'd all walked back to their tents to await the orders of their chiefs, Nashotah stood alone in the light of the dying war fire, wondering just how far-reaching Taklishim's death would be.
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      After Nashotah set Tsoe's arm and tended to Gitli, she rejoined the others in Dahana's tent. Taima was there, and she was glad to see they'd invited his grandson, Tisneé, along as well. By inviting Taima, whose oldest son had supposedly been killed by the Spirit Child, they included all the various factions in their decision-making process. Tisneé spoke for the younger warriors, as he had an intelligent, levelheaded approach to most situations.

      As Nashotah walked to the center of the tent, Taima was voicing his opinion loud enough for the entire camp to hear. “There's no question we ride to the Sacred Cave to exact Taklishim's revenge! He has to be avenged, or we are shamed among all the Shona!

      “Call it what you will, Taima, old friend, but don't lay your revenge against the Spirit Child at my husband's feet. Taklishim's revenge it is not.” Nashotah turned to see Kayah balancing on her walking stick at the entrance to the tent. The door flap still rested on the old woman's shoulder, and Nashotah realized how preoccupied she must have been to miss seeing her old friend as she was walking towards the meeting.

      Kayah held each man's gaze in turn before motioning for Tisneé to pull over a stool. The young man hastily grabbed a leather tri-legged stool and helped Kayah lower herself carefully onto its padded seat.

      Bodaway came to her, knelt, and took her weathered hands in his. “We're honored you came, Appeah, and we grieve with you.”

      Kayah ran gnarled fingers through the young man's hair. “You grieve with blood boiling for revenge... as do I. But if that blood should blind us to the truth, all is lost, Bodaway. See with your heart and listen with an open mind.”

      Roaring once again, Taima angrily shook his spear. “An open mind? Your husband is dead, your grandson an eyewitness to the attack! We need to—”

      Taima broke off as Jiven came running into the tent. “Dahana, they're gone! I went to check on Tsoe's arm, and he was laughing. He said the real warriors had ridden off to avenge Taklishim.”

      Springing to his feet, Bodaway quickly looked at Dahana, who was gathering his weapons. Dahana spoke as he worked. “Who rode, Jiven? Do you know who?

      “Nolgee, the band of youngsters who follow him; Gitli’s brothers, his daughter, Inea and Hofní, of course.” He held the latter in obvious derision. “I don't know who else, but they left right after Muda went after Tsoe with his spear.”

      Dahana and Bodaway rushed from the tent. Bodaway called over his shoulder to Taima and Tisneé, “Gather the warriors on horseback. If anyone leaves before I do, they die!” Grandfather and grandson ran from the tent to do as they'd been told.

      Nashotah hurried to her tent to grab her spear and her bags of healing herbs. There was no doubt in her mind she'd need the lot.

      Adené did the same, leaving Kayah alone in Dahana's tent. The old woman sadly shook her head. A Meerkat appeared in her lap and rubbed his soft head under her chin. “Oh, Aysha, my friend. You’re such a comfort to me. I have one last message for you to deliver to Acoma. Say to him, ‘Fool’s ride and brave men follow. If my husband is dead, then the Guides must take a hand to stop the madness.’”

      The Meerkat stared into Kayah's eyes for a moment before disappearing into the night.
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      Ebi waddled resolutely at Rebel's feet, running through several options that might get them out of this jam. Above all else, the Spirit Child and the White Wolf had to be protected. There hadn't been more than one person at a time with the Aevalian Gifts in the last two hundred years. Now they had Becca, Kaiti, Taklishim, Nashotah, and Ebi's anomaly, the Duchess Aurelia Makena, who could occasionally see and hear multiple Guides. What was mindboggling was the fact that only two of the five were of Shona blood. Numerous people with the Aevalian Gifts had never boded well for Anacafria as it usually bespoke a great need or a great evil overtaking the land.

      The Badger looked up at Bree as they walked. How many knives do you have?

      Bree glanced down at her. “Five… why?”

      If I remember correctly, you have a longer one with its own sheath that Kaiti could use as a kind of short sword if she needed to. Right now, she's defenseless.

      Bree turned to look at Kaiti, considering what Ebi had said.

      Denabi spoke from Rebel's other side, causing both Bree and her horse to jump. She’s pretty good with a knife. Adené used to drill her out in the fields when no one was looking. He'd never admit it, but he felt a little girl should be able to protect herself and the livestock from predators if she needed to.

      Bree looked down at the Panther and laughed. “The gods take you, Denabi. Do you have to sneak up on a person like that?”

      I do not sneak. Denabi curled her lips around the last word as though it was distasteful. And this is one time when you need to listen to Ebi, instead of relying on that Tane cursed stubborn streak you— Denabi froze midsentence, ears cocked and listening intently. Tane's Blood, Bree! Give the girl the knife! Riders are coming fast, and ten to one, it's Nolgee and the other hotheads he’s recruited!

      In the same instant, Taklishim’s Acoma and Kayah’s Aysha materialized in front of the horses. Acoma spoke rapidly, his tufted ears upright and alert. Run! You’re half a mile from the cave. We’ll try to slow Nolgee down. With his warning delivered, he sprinted into the forest without looking back.

      Bree tried to move forward, but the Meerkat, which she couldn’t see, wouldn’t allow Rebel to move. Duchess!

      Bree shook her head, unsure if she’d heard someone calling to her.

      Ebi stepped up to the Meerkat. What is it, Aysha? She hears you imperfectly. Tell me what she needs to know.

      Aysha’s mind voice was melodious but higher-pitched than usual, which was understandable due to the circumstances. She needs to know that not all of those pursuing are enemies. Some ride this way to stop Nolgee and Gitli.

      Aysha disappeared, and Ebi ran next to Bree, who’d finally gotten Rebel moving in the right direction. Some Shona ride to stop Nolgee and the others. You must not kill indiscriminately when you see them riding towards you

      Bree cursed. “And just how do I know which crazy Shona bearing down on me wants me dead?”

      I don’t know. I’ll go see what I can find out. I’ll be back. With that, Ebi vanished.

      Bree stared down at where the Badger had been and then turned to look at Denabi, who was standing guard between the two horses and the approaching Shona. Pulling Rebel to a stop, she whipped off her bow, bandoliers, and overtunic so she could take off the single knife sheath she wore strapped between her shoulder blades.

      The knife had always been Bree’s last resort, more short sword than knife, used for close-quarter fighting when her blades proved impractical against an enemy’s longer reach. Directing Rebel with the inside of her knee to sidestep until he was next to Becca’s Roan, she quickly adjusted the harness to fit the girl, so the knife hung between Kaiti's shoulders. She'd probably never been taught to draw a blade from over her head, but that was the best they could do for now.

      There was no time to coddle Kaiti's concussion anymore. She motioned for the girl to grab the saddle horn just as Denabi leapt at the roan, biting at his heels and sending him into a headlong gallop down the trail.

      Rebel bunched his hindquarters and launched himself after the other horse, running flat out while Bree nocked an arrow to her bow, her reins hanging free around the horse's neck.

      They raced ahead of the pursuing Shona, the deadly, triumphant screams of the warriors ringing through the crisp morning air. The sound terrified Kaiti. She looked back at Bree, who had fallen slightly behind in case she needed to shield the child from arrows should the Shona decide to stop them with their bows.

      When the girl glanced around, Bree shouted, “Ride, Kaiti! Don't look back! Ride!” In the back of her mind, Bree wondered why the warriors weren't showering them with arrows. They were renowned for their skills with both spear and bow. Any one of them could easily bring them down no matter how fast the Shona horses were racing across the uneven forest floor.

      She glanced back, and her lip curled in fury when she recognized Nolgee racing in front of the rest. Her legs almost lost their grip on the saddle when Ebi suddenly appeared behind her with her back legs on the horse's rump and her forepaws clinging to Bree's shoulders.

      The Badger yelled into her ear. All of these first riders mean to kill you. We need to delay them as best as possible to give Bodaway and Dahana time to catch up! Stop on the other side of these rocks and take cover behind those trees. Take out as many as you can with your bow, and I'll take out some as well!

      Bree understood the tactical wisdom of Ebi's advice. As soon as she cleared the rock outcropping, she swung down from Rebel and gave him a slap on the rump, sending him charging after Kaiti in the hopes that Nolgee wouldn’t realize she’d dismounted. Positioning herself behind a gnarled tree, she rested her anchor hand in the groove made by an offshoot of a low lying branch.

      The first warrior to clear the rocks was Nolgee. Bree sighted carefully and loosed her arrow straight at one of the colorful circles on his wildly painted chest.

      He managed to evade the deadly shot by viciously jerking his horse around so that the arrow only grazed the left side of his neck. He screamed the warrior battle cry, knocked an arrow to his bow, and haphazardly took aim and fired.

      Ebi leapt in front of Nolgee’s horse at the moment of release, frightening the animal into rearing back onto its hindquarters.

      Only through sheer luck was Nolgee able to retain his hold on the frightened animal's back.

      Ebi quickly returned to the cover of the forest, readying herself for another attack.

      Several warriors raced past as both Bree and Nolgee retrieved new arrows from their quivers. Bree could see the calculation on Nolgee's face as he looked first at her, then forward to the painted backs of his fellow warriors as they rode after their trophy. She watched his feral expression change once he realized he'd lose his prize of killing the Spirit Child himself if he wasted any more time on her. Brutally whipping his horse into a frenzied gallop, he shouted something unintelligible and raced off. Bree's second arrow narrowly missed him as he shot past. “Damn it!”

      Bree refocused on the trail behind her and loosed several arrows at the next group of Nolgee’s followers, who were just clearing the rock outcropping. She took out two men who pitched backward off their mounts, one landing squarely on the arrow that protruded from his chest and the other landing painfully on his knees where he slowly fell into an unconscious heap.

      Ebi raced between the hooves of a third horse, getting kicked and rolled in the process. She accomplished her goal, though, unseating the warrior clinging to the animal's back. As the man hit the ground, Bree shot her last arrow through the top of his head.

      Ebi lay dazed beside the path, stunned from a blow to the head.

      Still more warriors rounded the outcropping. Bree instinctively stepped from behind cover and threw one of her knives. It completely missed her target’s chest and embedded itself in the warrior's left wrist instead. He screamed as he rode past, the bow dropping from his useless hand. With a cry of rage, he swung his leg over his horse's neck and charged at Bree, pulling the knife from his wrist and thrusting it toward her chest.

      She managed to roll backward and plant her feet in his stomach, pulling him over the top of her as she lifted him off the ground with her strong legs. He went sailing into the underbrush, where she lost sight of his wildly painted body.

      Moving too slow to get out of the way, Bree managed to almost get to her feet before the next rider ruthlessly trampled her under his horse’s hooves as he rode past. The last thing Bree saw as she was knocked to the ground was the flash of the White Wolf, who leapt past her on his way to tear out the throat of the hapless warrior who was once again charging her with his knife held high.
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      Kaiti raced ahead of the warriors. She wasn't worried about arrows. The Shona would want her alive to make an example of the one who had killed Taklishim. Her only concern now was getting to the cave and doing what she could to protect the White Wolf. There was no doubt in her mind that she was going to die, but she intended to take down Nolgee and as many of his minions as she possibly could before that happened.

      When her horse broke into the open glade below the cave, Kaiti pulled him to a stop and jumped down. The knife slid easily from the sheath strapped to her back. She hefted it in her grip as Adené had taught her, feeling for the balance point that would enable her to wield it like a sword or throw it at her intended victim. She took a battle stance, ready to kill the Black Weasel as he bore down on her from across the field.

      When he saw Kaiti dismount, Nolgee leapt off his horse and ran toward her, his face taut in a rictus of battle rage. Without warning, Nolgee's own Spirit Guide, Conn, raced between his legs, tripping him and twisting itself around the boy's ankles so that he had to kick it aside to regain his footing.

      The distraction gave Kaiti enough time to turn and start running towards the creek, where she’d have more room to maneuver. Adené's teaching rang clear in her head: Use your quickness to your advantage. Don't stand still. Move!

      When she turned once again to face her attacker, Kaiti began darting in and out, poking and jabbing as she’d been taught.

      Having Horse Dung circle as though she were a real warrior infuriated Nolgee. He lunged at her, forgetting the pact he'd made with his followers to take her alive and share in the glory. She ducked his wild thrust and darted behind him, slicing across his shoulders before taking off running again.

      Kaiti ran from tree to tree, leaping rocks and sliding on the green lichen that covered the sloping, rounded boulders leading down to the creek. As she stopped to get her bearings, she heard Denabi’s mind voice urgently calling to her.

      Here, Kitten. Quickly! Over here!

      Looking ahead, she saw her Guide crouched low near a copse of ferns, obviously anxious for her to leap across the small creek to join her. Kaiti did as she was told, just as Nolgee jumped from a boulder not ten feet to her left.

      Catching the movement out of the corner of her eye, she had just enough time to roll onto the soft dirt at the edge of the creek and come up slashing with the blade.

      As she did, the black shape she’d seen around Nolgee leapt off him and attacked Denabi. The shock on the Panther’s face was such that Kaiti realized her Guide had no idea the creature was there and obviously couldn’t see it to counter the attack. “Denabi, fight! It looks like a huge jackal! Fight it like you’re fighting a jackal!”

      Kaiti had no more time to help her Guide since Nolgee was whipping his spear around in a killing blow aimed straight at her head. The long knife served well enough to block the strike, but the force of the impact sent it flying from her grasp.

      Thinking quickly, she rammed her head into his stomach, encircling his legs with both arms and toppling him to the ground. She knew she could never fight him empty-handed, so she leapt for the knife and once again managed to block a second blow from the staff, this time keeping a doublehanded grip on the handle and managing to maintain control.

      Denabi roared a battle cry as her invisible attacker plunged dark fangs deep into the back of her neck.

      Kaiti screamed, sidestepping Nolgee’s next blow and swinging the knife with all her strength at the exposed vertebrae of the writhing, black creature. The blade bit deeply, and both the jackal and Nolgee fell to the ground, one’s life force draining out with the other.

      When she checked Denabi and found the wound was grave but not fatal, she looked around and saw Becca limping toward her with Garan practically carrying all her weight on his shoulders.

      Becca had her bow and quiver slung across her back, and she surprised the girl when she quickly pushed away from Garan, knocked an arrow, and let it fly. The arrow’s path took it mere inches from Kaiti’s shocked face. The sound of a body falling close behind her startled her so much that she barely registered the black mist that vanished just as it leapt at an unsuspecting Denabi.

      “Becca! There are black creatures! They’re attacking the Spirit Guides, but the Spirit Guides can’t see them!”

      The horrified expressions on both Becca and the White Wolf told her they understood. Kaiti whipped around when she heard angry shouts, and she watched as battle-painted warriors raced from the forest, some with black mist attached to them, some without.

      For reasons she didn’t understand, Bodaway, Dahana, and their war party looked like they were pursuing Nolgee’s men. When both sides reached the creek, Nolgee’s followers turned. Knowing their lives were forfeit for disobeying Bodaway’s and Dahana’s orders, they fought with brutal determination.

      Kaiti gasped as their black creatures viciously attacked the Guides of Bodaway’s followers as the two groups of warriors joined in battle.

      She saw Nugén’s Mountain Lion, Hreth, go down under a vicious assault by a black wolverine.

      Denabi cried out, Hreth! The Teivaiedin have returned! Fight like you’ve never fought before. We can’t see them, but they are real! The Black Panther turned to Kaiti. Quick, girl! What Guide attacks Hreth?

      “A black wolverine!” Kaiti called over her shoulder as she ran to help Nashotah, who’d been cornered by Kemin and another warrior she didn’t recognize. To her surprise, Denabi pounced on her and knocked her to the ground. You can’t fight warriors, my brave little fool! I need you here to tell me what we fight and to tell Becca which men to kill. Which warriors have the Tevaiedin?

      Becca had come up beside them, and she reached down to pull Kaiti to her feet.

      Kaiti watched helplessly as old Nul’s Ring-tailed Hawk was struck from the air by a perfectly timed leap of a black horned creature. Nul’s lifeless body tumbled to the ground at the same instant the Hawk hit the rocks with a neck-breaking crack.

      The warrior who’d been fighting the old man gave a triumphant cry and fell upon another of Bodaway’s followers.

      Becca roughly shook Kaiti. “Get your mind together, Kaiti, and tell me who is aligned with the Tevaiedin!”

      Kaiti pulled her wits about her and quickly took stock of the battle. She pointed to a warrior who was parrying Bodaway’s slashing war ax with a sizeable boneheaded mallet. A black hyena battled Bodaway’s Tufted Civet even as the war chief relentlessly hacked away at his man. “Arnould! He has a black hyena!”

      Becca aimed and loosed an arrow that passed ear-to-ear through Arnould’s skull. As Arnould fell dead at Bodaway’s feet, the black hyena fighting Hekla faded into a swirl of inky mist.

      They took down several more warriors before Kaiti noticed Bree standing at the edge of the forest, aiming back and forth between two battling men, obviously at a loss as to which man she should kill. Kaiti shouted at her, “Kill Wnabé, Shimaa! Wnabé!”

      Becca could see that Bree had no idea who Wnabé was, but she could also see Nucat, St’ena’s Coyote battling fiercely with an invisible foe as St’ena and Wnabé grappled near the stream. She yelled at the top of her lungs so Bree could hear her above the melee. “Bree! Kill the man with the white ash and battle paint smeared across his body!”

      It took Bree only seconds to aim and fire, Killing Wnabé and his black guide. When she set another arrow to her bow and turned to Becca for guidance, her heart lurched in her chest. “Becca! Behind you!”

      Kaiti, Becca, and Garan whipped around just as Hofní attacked Becca with his double-bladed knife. His black guide leapt for Garan’s throat, and Kaiti pointed at the trajectory of the beast, shouting a warning just in time.

      Garan turned to where she pointed and flew into battle, blindly catching the black guide midleap and flinging it to the ground beneath his snarling jaws.

      Becca trapped Hofní’s knife hand between her two fists and couldn’t let go to block the blows raining down on her face from his free hand.

      Hofní never saw the knife that plunged deep into his back, and he died without making a sound.

      Kaiti met Becca’s eyes as the woman rolled out from under the dead man, then pulled her knife from between Hofní’s shoulder blades and drew in a shaky breath as she took in the battle raging around her. It seemed to her that the men with the black mists surrounding them were, for the most part, also the warriors who had painted themselves white for battle. She watched as Bree hesitated with her bow and suddenly remembered she had to let her mother know which warriors to kill. “Shimaa! The painted warriors!”

      When she couldn’t understand the girl, Bree shot her a frustrated glance.

      Still on the ground and weak with blood loss, Becca pulled on Kaiti’s tunic to get her attention. She needed to clarify precisely what Kaiti had meant. “All the men covered in white ash have black guides?” When Kaiti nodded, Becca yelled her translation to Bree, who immediately began picking off the painted warriors with her deadly arrows. She had almost killed them all when Inea rode her horse out of the forest and thundered straight toward Bree, a stone mallet raised high above her head.

      “Shimaa!” Kaiti’s scream echoed through the glade just as Inea brought the mallet triumphantly down on the back of her mother’s head.

      A few seconds too late, Becca’s deadly arrow found its mark, and Inea’s dead body fell in a heap into the bloody creek.

      She had been the last of the warriors who had ridden out with Nolgee, and with no one left to fight, the remaining Shona lowered their weapons.

      Kaiti ran blindly to her mother, not noticing Nashotah, who retrieved the staff she’d been fighting with and was now running toward the panicked child. The healer called out to her apprentice. “Jiven, find my horse and bring my bags of herbs.” Kneeling beside Bree, Nashotah carefully pulled the sobbing child from the woman’s prone form. “Let me look, Little One. Let me look.” She handed Kaiti to Becca, who, with Garan’s help, had limped across the battlefield. Nashotah turned to her Guide, Kalian, “How many Guides were injured? Do you know what was happening?”

      Bleeding profusely from the wound in her neck, Denabi limped up. There’s a breach between the Realms, Nashotah. Evil is spilling into this Realm from Morgrad’s Aecheron. Teivaiedin, or as the Spirit Child calls them, black guides, are apparently fighting alongside those with an inherently evil nature. She paused as she looked down on Inea.

      Nashotah shook her head. “Teivaiedin are make-believe creatures used by adults to frighten bad children. They’re not real.”

      Denabi lay down next to the healer. Please tend to my wounds, Nashotah. Your “make-believe creatures” did this to me. They are real, and in all the Realms, only this child, she indicated Kaiti with a weary nod of her head, can see them. She is our only hope, at this point anyway, if we are to have any chance of defeating Morgrad. As much as I hate to say it, you must heal me before you attempt to help the woman.

      Kaiti angrily grabbed the fur under Denabi’s throat. “No! She can’t die! You’re fine, but, but…” She pointed frantically at her mother. “She…can’t…die!”

      Denabi shook her head sadly. No, Kitten, it is you who cannot die, and therefore as we have now seen, neither can I. The Guides have never had lethal enemies before, but as we have just discovered, if I die, so will you.

      Nashotah let out a startled gasp. “The Spirit Guides can’t die! It could never happen!” As she spoke, she moved from checking Bree and began applying pressure to Denabi’s wound. As she did so, she glanced around to see if Jiven was returning with her bags. Only then did she see Bodaway and Dahana standing next to her, looking extremely shaken.

      Everyone was silent until Dahana suddenly jolted out of his shocked stupor. Pulling his belt knife, he shouted as he lunged towards Kaiti. “She defiles the Peshár, speaking as though she can hear them!” He stopped short when his Spirit Guide, Dyénu, flew at him and landed between him and Kaiti, her wings outstretched and the feathers on her head raised in consternation. Defiles them? No Dahana. She not only has a powerful Guide, but she has the Gifts of Aevala as well, just like Nashotah, Taklishim, and the White Wolfe. She will one day be great among the People.

      Bodaway backed away as his Guide, Hekla, said much the same thing to him. His look of loathing and disgust as he stared at Kaiti said all that needed to be said. Turning, he grabbed his ax from where he’d left it buried in a warrior’s chest and strode back to help his people.

      Nashotah called after him. “Bodaway, she’s not an animal like Gitli and Tsoe would have you believe. She’s a little girl.”

      Bodaway looked over his shoulder, his angry glare piercing the space between them. He stared at her a second, then once again turned to help Adené tend to the wounded among his warriors.

      Dahana stared angrily at Kaiti before quickly gathering his bow and quiver and stalking away.

      Becca pulled Kaiti into a tighter embrace and then called out to the two chieftains. “Bodaway, Dahana.” Both men stopped and turned. “Taklishim lives. He’s frail, and I don’t know if he’ll survive, but he lives and is in the Sacred Cave. I know you won’t believe me, but it was Nolgee who pulled the knife across his throat.”

      His anger forgotten, Bodaway ran back and held out his hand to the healer. “Quickly, Nashotah! Taklishim lives! By the Holy Guides, he lives!”

      Nashotah stood as if to obey, then looked back at the steady stream of blood flowing from Denabi’s neck. She glanced over at the Spirit Child and was startled to see a blanched, bloodless face staring back at her. It was apparent the child’s strength was waning with each drop of the Panther’s blood. She knelt quickly to once again apply pressure to the wound. “No. I can’t, Bodaway.”

      Looking around for Adené, she spotted her brother, who was just finishing with the worst of the wounded. Cupping her hand to her mouth, she yelled across the bloody expanse between them. “Adené! Go with Bodaway. Taklishim lives!” A chorus of cheers from the remaining Shona greeted her words. Adené sprang to his feet and ran after the two men who had left Nashotah to her work and were sprinting into the forest in the direction of the sacred caves.

      Jiven trotted up, carrying the rest of Nashotah’s herbs, and she gratefully took them. Kaiti, obviously torn between her mother and her Spirit Guide, touched Nashotah’s arm in an attempt to turn the great healer’s attention to Bree.

      Becca put her arms around the child and pulled her out of the way, comforting her as best she could. Nashotah motioned to her helper. “Jiven, see if you can do anything for the woman. I don’t even know if she lives but do what you can.”
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      The morning sun brightened the otherwise gloomy master bedroom of Danforth Castle in Orinshire. Bree brought her bandaged hand up to feel the cool compress covering her eyes and the upper part of her head.

      “Don't take that off too quickly, or the light in here will give you a blinding headache.”

      “Becca?”

      “It's me. I’m here. I’m glad you’re awake.” She reached over and clasped Bree’s arm. “Tell me what you feel.”

      “What?” Bree took a moment to try to moisten chapped lips with an equally dry tongue. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I mean, I need to know what kind of pain you have; Sharp, dull, blinding.”

      Bree took a moment to concentrate. “It’s a dull ache right now, right here and through here.” She weakly moved her hand from the back of her head around to her temple.

      “Good. That’s good. Now lie still. I have to go get someone who's been extremely anxious about your wellbeing.”

      Bree heard a chair scraping back and Becca's soft boots padding across the floor. When the door opened and closed, she slowly peeled the compress off her eyes and looked around. A groan escaped when she realized they'd brought her to her castle instead of back to the steading in Ashton Fork.

      When the door opened a second time, Baron Ellsworth stepped inside and to the right, bowing deeply as King Leopold followed him into the room.

      Bree tried to sit up but only managed a weak movement of her left arm. “Your Majesty… what are you doing here?”

      The King walked to her bedside, crossed his arms, and raised one hand to his well-groomed beard. “Well, now, let me see. Ellsworth over there sends a hastily worded message that there's been a Shona uprising, and the duchess is gravely injured, which means the entire western portion of my realm is up for grabs if she dies because she has yet to either produce or name an heir. I guess that just about sums it up, don't you think?”

      Queen Arabetha chuckled from the doorway. “Now, Leo, you left out the part about how distraught you've been for the last fortnight that our beloved cousin hadn’t yet awakened.” She walked over and gently took Bree's hand in hers. “We are so relieved to see you awake, my dear. I can't tell you how worried we've been.”

      “A fortnight?” Bree couldn't quite get her mind around that one. “I've been unconscious for fourteen days?”

      Arabetha smiled and looked behind her to where Becca was leaning against the doorframe with her arms crossed over her chest. “Well, with a little help from some potions our friend Becca cooked up.”

      Becca shrugged. “Actually, Nashotah cooked them up... I've just been pouring them down your throat.”

      Leopold glanced at Becca as well. “We've been trying to lure her back to the Healer's Guild to teach Shona medicine at the Collegium, but she's just as stubborn as you and that little hellion you bought.” The king turned back to Bree with a raised eyebrow and a twinkle in his eye. “By the way, did you forget that trading in humans is just a tad bit illegal?”

      Some of the fog cleared from Bree's head, and she shoved onto her elbows so she could take in the whole room. “Kaiti! Where's Kaiti?”

      The queen gently pressed Bree back down into the pillows. “Peace, Aurelia. Your little Shona-Anacafrian wonder is down at the stables with Prince Darius. The two of them have become fast friends even though they don't speak the same language.” She smiled broadly, her full, rose-colored lips and high cheekbones accentuating the beauty that had captured King Leopold's heart some twenty years before. “What Darius finds especially appealing is that Kaiti has absolutely no regard for the fact that he's the Crown Prince. She wrestles with him and throws him to the ground as though he were any other child in the kingdom.” She chuckled. “She even blackened his eye just as you once blackened Leo's when the two of you were children.”

      Baron Ellsworth covered his eyes and shook his head, obviously having difficulty with Darius and Kaiti's unfettered friendship.

      Bree decided now was not the time to let everyone know that Kaiti was to be her heir. Closing her eyes, she rubbed her throbbing temple.

      Leopold and Arabetha caught the motion and quietly exchanged glances. The king held out his hand.

      Arabetha rose from the bed, gracefully placing her delicate palm in his larger, calloused hand. “We'll be taking our leave now, Cousin, but rest assured Leo and I will be here the next time you awake.” The two of them left the room.

      Becca and Baron Ellsworth bowed low as they passed. The baron took his leave as well, and Becca quietly shut the door behind them.

      I thought they'd never leave. Garan poured himself off the settee and strode languidly over to Bree's bed. Didn't your weapons master teach you to remain conscious until all of your attackers are dead? It's rather inconvenient to have to keep popping in to save you, you know.

      Ebi materialized on the coverlet next to Bree. What I can't figure out is how you knew she needed you.

      Garan twitched an ear as he replied to the Ebi’s question. When Conn saw you go down, he knew he was no match for a Shona warrior, so he called me.

      Bree continued to rub her temples. “Who's Conn?”

      “Nolgee's Ferret.” Becca held a cup to Bree's lips. “Here, drink this.”

      “Nolgee's Ferret? Why would he want to help me?” Bree took the cup and drank a warm, amber liquid that slid down her throat with ease.

      Becca grinned. “He's quite the personality.” Her face became somber again. “He denounced Nolgee when the boy tried to kill Taklishim, and that’s something that rarely happens in our world. Recently, several of the Spirit Guides have chosen to leave their apprentices.” She shrugged. “Denabi guesses it has something to do with the Teivaiedin, but it’s all so new no one’s sure of anything just yet.”

      She tucked the coverlet in closer around her friend. “A lot of changes are coming, Bree, both to the Shona and to the Anacafrians. The Spirit Guides are worried, and frankly, so am I.” She set the cup on the table and waited for the sleeping draught to take effect.

      Even though she fought it, Bree’s eyes slowly closed, and Becca smiled at the soft snoring that let her know her friend was once again fast asleep. After picking up the book she’d left by her chair, she blew out the candles and quietly left the room.

      Garan padded softly beside his friend. The land itself is stirring, Sheyah. Taklishim felt it, and all in the other Realms fear it. Denabi hasn’t been summoned to the First Realm in over a thousand years. Not since there was magic in the land. It's more than just kingdom against kingdom and tribe against tribe, and we're right in the middle of it, you and I.

      Becca absently scratched Garan's neck as they walked. “You know, Morgrad may be scheming, but I have the feeling Aevala is moving as well.” They turned the corner just as Darius came flying through the archway with Kaiti fast on his heels, a large stick in one hand, and a fistful of the Prince’s tunic in the other.

      Garan chuckled as he faded into the Other Realms. In the middle of it, Sheyah, and happy to be along for the ride.
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      Acoma (uh-KOH-muh): Mapînéh Fox from Peritia, the 6th Realm – Guide for Taklishim.

      Adené (ah-din-AY): (Minet) Shona. Healer for Dahana’s tribe.

      Aecheron (AY-shur-on): Underworld ruled by Morgrad.

      Aeval (EYE-vol): Goddess of Aevalia, the 1st Realm – Creator of the Spirit Guides.

      Aevalian Gifts (eye-VOL-yan): A rare gift from the goddess Aeval that allows the person to see and hear all Spirit Guides.

      Aikyla (ay-Key-la): Doe from Tane’iel, 2nd Realm of Ar'rothi - Guide for Sarai.

      Alaqúua (ah-LAH-koo-ah) Shona term for same sex couples.

      Anacafria (ana-CA-free-uh) A kingdom in the 1st Realm of Aevalia.

      Anaya (uhn-EYE-ya): Ancient Shona Philosopher.

      Andrin Magnus Estia: Estian noble who serves with Liris

      Arabetha: (air-a-BEETH-uh) Queen of Anacafria

      Arnis: Sentry, Guide: Stepit Eagle, Torsal

      Ashton Fork: Small town in the duchy of Danforth.

      Aysha (AY-shah): Meerkat from Peritia, 6th Realm Ar'rothi – Guide for Kayah.

      Azeel: Shengali Hawk. Spirit Guide for Tisneé

      Banon: Congreve, Peer of the Realm, substitute father to Leopold

      Bendi: 3rd Realm of Ar'rothi

      Bendith: God of Bendi, the 3rd Realm Ar'rothi

      Bodaway (BO-duh-way): (Hekla) Shona. Chief of a Shona Tribe

      Book of Opprobrium: Record of people who have been disgraced

      Breah (BRAY-uh): Shona. Taima’s daughter and Tisneé and Seshawah’s mother.

      Brékin: (Breh-kin): Silvermoor Leopard from Peritia – Spirit Guide for Darius

      Cameron: Squire to Jathez

      Cafria (CA-free-yuh): Capital of Anacafria. Also known as King’s City

      Cascadian Sea: Northeastern sea

      Celest: Prius’ wife, Queen during his reign.

      Chethan (CHEE-thahn): Chief of Shona tribe

      Cole, Bennet: Citizen of Organdy traveling to Ashton Fork with his wife and daughter

      Cole, Alilya (ah-LIL-ya): Citizen of Organdy. Bennet Cole’s wife

      Cole, Cylia (SIL-yuh): Citizen of Organdy. Daughter of Bennet and Alilya Cole

      Conn: Black Ferret from Tane’iel, the 2nd Realm of Ar'rothi - Guide for Nolgee

      Dado (DAY-doh) Derogatory slang for someone with both Shona and Anacafrian blood

      Dahana (duh-HAH-nuh): (Dyénu) Chief of a Shona tribe

      Dalney, Zer (Zehr): Anacafrian. Citizen of Ashton Fork

      Danforth: Duchy in Anacafria. Bree Makena is the Duchess of Danforth.

      Darius: Crown Prince of Anacafria

      Darma (DAR-muh): Shona warrior in Dahana’s tribe.

      Deerhaven: Town in Southeast Danforth.

      Deelan: Trapper in Anacafria

      Denabi (Deh-NOB-ee) Black Panther from Perit, the 6th Realm Ar'rothi – Guide for Kaiti

      Desdamea: Queen of Organdy: Standard: a yellow shield with serpents spiraling up two crossed swords

      Dyénu (d’eye-EN-oo): Shengali Hawk from Bendi, the 3rd Realm of Ar'rothi - Guide for Dahana

      Eavan: King Leopold’s squire

      Ebi (EH-bee): Badger from Fandrin, the 4th Realm of Ar'rothi - Guide for Bree Makena.

      Ellsworth, Mosvor: Steward for the Duchess Bree Makena in Danforth.

      Estia: Kingdom to the East of Anacafria. Their Symbol is a Cormorant

      Estian Wars: War fought when Bree was in her late teens

      Esul: Nashotah’s bay horse

      Fand: God of Fandrin, the 4th Realm of Ar'rothi.

      Fletcher, Burld:  Woodsman in Danforth

      Fraval Bread: Bread with dried fruit

      Garan (GAH-ren): White Wolf from Bendi, the 3rd Realm of Ar'rothi – Guide for Becca Solárin

      Gariale: (Gah-rhe-ale) Teyvardian Mountain Goat – Spirit Guide for King Leopold

      Gitli (GIT-lee): (Seakla) Shona warrior in Dahana’s tribe

      Hayden: Soldier. Becca’s friend

      Hecla (HEH-claw): Golden Civet from Bendi, the 3rd Realm of Ar'rothi – Guide for Bodaway

      Hofni (HOF-nee): Shona warrior in Bodaway’s tribe

      Horay, Mreth (mer-ETH): Trapper

      Hona (HOE-nuh): Deer from Tane’iel, the 2nd Realm of Ar'rothi - Guide for Jivin

      Hreth (Reth): Mountain Lion from Tane’iel, the 2nd Realm of Ar'rothi - Guide for Nugén

      Humphries: Baron of Tessarod

      Inea (i-NAY-uh): Shona warrior in Dahana’s tribe. Gitli’s daughter

      Jathez (Jaythez): Lord Commander - Imperial Guard

      Jeffries, Merand: Deposed Baron of Guildenhall

      Jivin (JIH-vin): (Hona) Shona Healer in Bodaway’s tribe, apprenticed to Nashotah

      Kalian (KAHL-yan): Black Panther from Lamina, 5th Realm of Ar'rothi - Guide for Nashotah

      Kalsik: Bree’s cousin, son of Gregrin. Also, Darius’ bodyguard and a weapons instructor

      Kayah (KAH-ya): (Aysha) Shona wise woman from Chethan’s tribe. Taklishim’s wife

      Kem: Great Horned Owl from Tane’iel, the 2nd Realm of Ar'rothi - Guide for Timur

      Kemin (KEH-min): Shona warrior from Dahana’s tribe. Gitli’s brother

      Kirin: Cook for Bree

      Kon: An Anacafrian sub-commander from Thadon

      Kotólo (ko-TOLE-oh): Ancient Shona philosopher

      Lamin (LAH-min): God of Lamina, the 5th Realm of Ar'rothi

      Leez: One of Liris’ men from Estia. An archer and fletcher with “C” branded on his face

      Legan (Lehg-in) A Fisher. Spirit Guide to Liris

      Leopold: King of Anacafria

      Lidup: King of Estia

      Lisrin: Royal messenger

      Loneh (LOH-neh): Shona warrior in Dahana’s tribe. Tisnee’s brother who kidnapped Kaiti as a baby

      Lorek: Sub-commander under Marshal Toker

      Marok: Assigned to the Royal Messenger Service

      Makena, Bree: (Ebi) Duchess of Danforth

      Makena, Kaiti: (Denabi) The Spirit Child. Adopted daughter of Bree Makena

      Malygar Forest (MAL-i-gar): Forest in Tane’iel, the 2nd Realm of Ar'rothi

      Mekéneh (Meh-KEN-eh): (Li) Shona warrior in Dahana’s tribe and son of Adené

      Minet (min-ET): Cricket from Fandrin, the 4th Realm of Ar'rothi - Guide for Adené

      Miri: Kaiti’s little white mare with a grey mane and tail

      Miri: Guide who accompanies Aevala on all of her travels through the Realms

      Morgrad: God of the Underworld

      Muda (MOO-duh): (Slokum) Shona. Dahana’s son.

      Nashotah (nuh-SHOW-tuh): (Kalian) Shona healer and warrior in Bodaway’s tribe

      Nolgee (NOL-geh-eh): (Conn) Shona warrior in Chethan’s tribe. Taklishim’s grandson

      Nucat (new-KOHT): Coyote from Tane’iel, the 2nd Realm of Ar'rothi. Guide for St’ena

      Nugén (new-GHEN): (Hreth) Shona warrior in Bodaway’s tribe

      Nul (Nool): (T’es) Shona warrior in Bodaway’s tribe

      Organdy: Kingdom to the north and east of Anacafria. Colors yellow and red

      Orinshire: Capital city of the duchy of Danforth

      Outer Territories: Westernmost portion of Anacafria. Includes the Silvermoor Steppes in the duchy of Danforth and the Gilded Forest in the duchy of Thadon

      Perit (PEHR-it): God of Peritia, the 6th Realm of Ar'rothi

      Peritia (pehr-EE-shuh) 6th Realm of Ar'rothi

      Peshár (PESH-ar): Sacred Shona word for the Spirit Guides

      Peshárîn (PESH-ar-in) Shona word for “The bond that goes beyond.” This is a rare bond between two beings whose destinies are so intertwined their bond spans several lifetimes and reaches into the farthest Realms

      Pogan (POG-an): (Siklan) Shona warrior from Dahana’s tribe

      Pries (PREE-us): Previous king of Anacafria. King Leopold’s father

      Príusin (PREE-us-in): Legendary Shona Spirit Guide

      Queen’s Battalions: All-women battalion of Anacafrian soldiers commanded by the queen

      R’ardas, Timur (ra-AR-dus): Deceased wife of Bree Makena, Duchess of Danforth

      Ranr: (Ran-ur) Guard for Kaiti. A Chite who is Nordin’s lover

      Richond, Negril: Arms Master at Deerford

      Régula: Legendary Shona Spirit Guide

      Rhia’an (shi-uh-AN): Civet from Bendi, the 3rd Realm of Ar'rothi - Guide for Zia

      Rocca Andresin: One of the King’s bodyguards

      Royal Archers: Elite group of Anacafrian archers known for their skills as assassins.]

      Ruthok: the commander of the fourth contingent of the Royal Archers

      Sandresin, Kilrik: Marshal under Bree. Baron of Falconworth in Thadon

      Saluri Skivvers: Specialized knife used by the Saber Assassins of Organdy

      Sabers: Assassins from Organdy

      Seakla (SEE-klah): Blue-Spotted Hawk from Tane’iel, the 2nd Realm of Ar'rothi.]

      Seshawah (seh-SHAW-wa): Shona member of Dahana’s tribe. Taima’s granddaughter

      Shloe (shl-OH-eh): Shona. Taklishim’s daughter

      Shirin: Commander under Marshal Toker

      Silvermoor Steppes: Western edge of Danforth. The best horses in Anacafria are bred in the Steppes

      St’ena (st-EHN-uh): (Nucat) Shona warrior in Dahana’s tribe

      Solárin, Becca: Anacafrian healer who lives and works with the Shona

      Taima (TY-muh): Shona warrior in Bodaway’s tribe

      Taklishim (TOK-lih-sheem): (Acoma) Revered shaman, warrior and elder of the Shona

      Tane: God of Tane’iel, the 2nd Realm of Ar'rothi

      Teivaiedin (tay-VY-uh-din): Black Spirit Guides from Morgrad’s Realm

      Tisneé (Tis-nay-AY): (Azeel) Shona warrior in Bodaway’s tribe. Taima’s grandson

      Toker, Andris, Marshall: The Baron of Lakeland. Son of Duke Westin of Salth

      Tupper Tane Inn: An Inn in Orinshire

      Tsoe (ts-OH-ay): Shona warrior in Chethan’s tribe and Nolgee’s father

      Verigo Liris Estia: Niece of the current Estian king - sworn to Leopold

      Westin: Duke of Salth

      Yoren: Bree’s cousin, Daughter of Gregrin

      Zerad, Gregrin: Duke of Deerford

      Zia: (Shia’an) Shona member of Chethan’s tribe. Nolgee’s mother, Taklishim’s daughter
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