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SHE WALKED OUT FROM the cave onto the pathway and headed toward the tall grass where she and Mason had hidden on their first visit to this place. The smell of fresh lilac’s filled the air with an aroma that took her back in time.  Everything looked the same as if time stood still.  It was hard to believe that she was seventeen the last time she saw this place. It felt like a century had passed. She glanced over to where the village had been. There was nothing but an empty field. The grass was tall, and there were no signs that a village had ever existed there.  Buried beneath the grass, she could still see the large stones surrounding the fire that Silver Wolf used to sit around. The village, however, had been abandoned for quite some time. 

Where could they have gone, she wondered, and how long had it been since their departure? She was desperate for answers about her father and how she hoped that Silver Wolf or Black Hawk would have those answers. She was beginning to feel foolish that she had attempted this so-called adventure without knowing what lay ahead. 

She tried hard to forget her last visit to the village.  The sting of hurt, the anguish she felt on the day she left, all the emotions of that day seemed to surround her as she looked at the emptiness of the once vibrant village. She felt stupid and naive for even thinking that everyone would be on the other side of the tall grass.  She wished that time stood still, that she was still the innocent young girl with all those hopes and dreams. 

She envisioned Braxton stepping out of Silver Wolf’s teepee as he did so many years ago, welcoming her into his open arms.  She wondered if Braxton had married Chiwani. Was Braxton was content and happy with this wife that they had chosen for him? She felt a bit selfish, desiring to see her friends once more even if it brought her sadness at losing the closeness she once shared with them. 

Rebecca felt tired, and she had fought her way through the damp, wet cave, trying her best not to fall. She would never admit that this part of her pregnancy seemed to be taking every ounce of her strength. 

She knew she needed to rest, so she headed toward the lilac bush and sat down in the grass, leaning her back against the nearby tree. 

“Come here, Roxy,” she called as Roxy stopped investigating the small wildlife and answered Rebecca’s call.

She lay down next to her on the ground waiting for Rebecca to scratch her head. When Rebecca didn’t respond, she forced her head under her hand to gain attention. 

“I think that maybe we don’t belong here, Roxy,” she admitted as she scratched and rubbed Roxy’s head. “Everything has changed. I was foolish to think that they would all just be waiting for me.” 

She needed to gather her thoughts, make plans. What would she do now that the tribe was gone? Maybe it was a stupid idea to come here, but it didn’t seem like it at the time.  Just as she started to think about heading back to the cave, the baby abruptly kicked its foot hard against her stomach, so hard it made her ribs hurt.

Roxy, whose head nestled on her lap, felt the kick and decided to move away, crawling underneath a bush.  Rebecca tried adjusting her body to get more comfortable.

She leaned further back against the tree, trying to get some extra breathing space. Rebecca told herself that she needed to get up and move, but she couldn’t; she was just too tired. 

She took a deep breath and inhaled the sweet smell of the lilac bush that was just a short distance away. It was in full bloom, the rich purple blossoms blowing in the wind intoxicating the air all around her. She closed her eyes and remembered Braxton and Mason chasing her around that bush as children. Braxton always acted like he couldn’t catch her, yet she knew perfectly well that he was the much faster runner. Back then, Mason thought of her as just one of the guys, but Braxton always thought of her as gentle and feminine. 

He made her feel special. He would grab her hand and help her across the brush while Mason plowed through ahead of them. 

The baby kicked her again, this time pushing its foot against her skin so hard that she could see the impression on her stomach. She watched the movement of the baby, thinking Mason would so love to see this. 

She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and dosed off, taking in all the pleasant smells around her. 

.......

“Come on, Rebecca, we have to get to the river before the sun comes up,” Mason yelled at her running ahead.

Braxton slowed down, wanting to be sure she didn’t get lost along the way. She tripped over a rotted log hidden in the grassy section before the river and fell flat on her face.  Braxton ran back, lifting her from the ground while Mason kept running, vowing to be the first to reach the river. 

“Stay here,” Braxton told her. He ran toward the river and pulled off his shirt, rinsing it in the river. Braxton ran back to where she sat, the blood pouring off her chin. He sat beside her and held his wet shirt to her face trying to stop the bleeding. 

“You will ruin your shirt,” she told him. He didn’t seem to care as he checked her for any other cuts. He took some leaves from a nearby bush and made a bandage for her scraped elbow. 

“What’s going on” Mason yelled from the river’s edge. 

“Rebecca is hurt,” Braxton replied.  

“Aww, she is tough; you don’t have to baby her,” Mason replied. “Come on, you guys, the fish aren’t going to wait all day.” 

Braxton helped her up and took her hand, making sure she carefully made it to the river. 

.......

She awoke subconsciously, feeling the scar on her chin as if it had happened yesterday.

It was that day that she and Braxton had connected, really connected. From that moment on, he became her protector. Quite often, he became angry at Mason for how he treated her.  She heard a crunching sound behind her.  

She turned to see what made the noise thinking maybe Roxy was investigating some of the local wildlife, but what she saw was not Roxy.   She took a deep breath and held it while trying to move her body into the taller grass without making a sound.    There were several Indian’s on horseback, and being friendly was not the impression they were giving off.  She was sure of one thing these warriors were not from Silver Wolf’s tribe. They had on war paint, and their heads shaved to the skin on both sides of their heads. 

The hair that remained looked almost like a horse’s mane right down the middle.  Rebecca held her breath and wondered if she could somehow quietly hide her large body from being seen.  She was afraid to crawl and breathe; if she moved at all, they would hear her, yet she needed to reach the safety of the tall grass.  

Suddenly, from behind, a large hand covered her mouth.  Pinned against her assailant’s stomach and crouching low to the ground, she was edged back slowly into the bushes just south of the tree. 

She wasn’t sure what to do, his grip was firm, and she knew there was no escape. She couldn’t turn to look at their face, and she knew instinctively that somehow this person was trying to help her. She quit fighting and stayed as silent as possible. The warriors tromped around several times as if they were looking for someone. They finally mumbled some unintelligible words and let out a wild scream as if under attack riding off to the North.  When her captor thought it was safe, he released his hand from her mouth. 

She turned quickly to see who had protected her from being captured. Although now her protector was a man and no longer a boy, his coal-black eyes had not changed.  The features of his face seemed chiseled and hard as if life had not been easy for him.  He was thinner than she remembered, and the muscles on his arms bulged as he held her arms tight in his grip.

His hair was long. It reached down to the center of his back. He had one long braid intermingled with multicolored feathers. 

It was almost as if she were looking at Black Hawk the first time she saw him standing behind her.  
“Braxton?” she let out a questioning sigh of relief as he released his grip.  She put her arms around his neck, holding him as close as was possible, extremely thankful that it was him.
“Rebecca,” he whispered almost a question, confirming to himself that this wasn’t a dream; it was her. He pulled himself from her grip, pushing her away until he was holding her body at arm’s length. He smiled at first, and then almost immediately, his smile was gone, replaced with a firm detached, almost angry look.

“You should not be here, Rebecca; you need to go back to Mason, where it is safe. It is not safe here anymore.”

“Who were those men?” she asked.

“Many things have changed, Rebecca” he shook his head as he looked at her swollen stomach, which added to his frustration. He took a deep breath.

“It is not safe for you, and you must return to Mason. I cannot believe he would allow you to come here like this,” he said, motioning to her enlarged midsection as if she had some deadly disease instead of just being pregnant.

“I can’t return, Braxton; I have no family left.  Mason is dead.” She had not meant to blurt it out like that; after all, they had been like brothers. 

She could not understand why he was acting so strangely towards her and showing such anger toward Mason?    She was a strong woman that could make up her mind. She didn’t need a man to tell her what to do or where to go.  If nothing else, he should remember that about her. 

Braxton lowered his head, rubbing his hand across his eyes for a brief second, trying to clear his thoughts, and then he took a deep breath. 

This news was not what he wanted to hear. It was not what he expected when he left on his scouting mission. It meant that he had to fulfill his promise when it would be complicated to do so. 

He could not force her to go back home.  As angry as he was at Mason, he was obligated. He had made a promise, and he must keep his promise.  

“We must go before they return.” He said as he grabbed her bag and hurried her off into the woods.

“Wait, where did Roxy go?”  She had been lying next to her before she fell asleep, and now she was gone.

“Who is Roxy?” he said angrily as if he now had two people to take care of instead of one.

“My dog,” she cried. “I cannot leave without my dog.” 

Braxton shook his head. “We cannot wait for a dog. The dog will find us, or it will go home. If she is a good dog, she will find you. We must leave now before they return.” 

He took her by the arm and started dragging her along as if she were a rag doll. It seemed like a mile before he let her stop to catch her breath.

He walked off behind some trees and came back with the most beautiful horse she had ever seen. This horse suited Braxton. The horse was tall, strong, and dark tan, seven hands high at least. This stallion was the horse of a warrior. 

“We must go now,” he said almost angrily.  

“I am not going to be able to get on this horse, Braxton.” She glared at him, angry that he was not considering her condition at all.  

“I am too FAT!” She exclaimed once more, motioning at her mid-section to ensure he understood that she could not get herself onto that horse. 

“If you cannot ride, then you will have to walk.” He stated, showing no sympathy for her at all.  

She couldn’t believe her ears; could this possibly be the same Braxton who once held her hand so that she wouldn’t trip and fall that was now telling her that she was to walk?  Yes, your right, she thought; things around here have changed. 

He pulled the horse to the ground and helped her climb onto the stallion’s back.  She thought she heard him chuckle as he held her hand while she tried to balance her very pregnant body onto the horse. He pulled the reins, and the horse stood up while he held her in place.  He then jumped from behind her onto the horse’s back and nudged the horse to move on slowly. 

It was a long slow ride, and even though he tried not to show any sympathy for her condition, she could tell that he was trying to make it as comfortable as possible. She must be tough to survive while he could not allow himself to show any sign of compassion.  He needed to get her to the safety of the village as quickly as he could. 

“Where are we going?” she asked him after they had been riding in what seemed like multiple directions for over an hour, but he gave her no answer; he just rode in silence. 

“How far away is the reservation?” she asked again, insisting on some conversation.

“We are several days ride from my village,” he replied abruptly, not wanting to let her know that as slow as he was going, it could be a couple of week’s ride.

“Several days!” she exclaimed. “You’re not serious, are you?”

“Yes, Rebecca, many things have changed.” 

“Is Silver Wolf there? I have many things I need to discuss with him.”

Braxton decided to fill her in on some of the changes that had taken place.

“I am no longer a part of the tribe of Silver Wolf.” 

“What do you mean?” she replied. “Are you a part of Chiwani’s tribe?”

“No, I have a tribe and village of my own.” 

“I do not understand you were supposed to marry Chiwani and keep peace among the tribes. How could you not be with them?”

“I did not marry Chiwani.”

Is that why those Indians were watching the land? They are warriors, aren’t they?  Are they hunting you? Answer me, Braxton, are- they- hunting- us?” she paused between words for emphasis. 

“Yes,” he stated. “They are, and we need to keep moving. They will not think twice about slitting our throats and leaving us for the vultures.”

She looked back at him with a horrified look. “How could this happen?” she asked. “Your marriage to Chiwani was to prevent this.”

“I told you, I did not marry Chiwani.” He said almost as a statement of defiance.

“After you and Mason left, many things happened, many things changed. I could no longer trust my father.  It angered him that I would not obey, and so I went off on my own. Shortly after I left, Chief Kawani attacked our village, many killed, and the tribe scattered.”  

“Several of the young warriors found me and chose to stay.  My father and Silver Wolf took the remainder of the tribe and hid in caves along the canyon. ” 

“I am so sorry, Braxton. What happened to Saree? Please tell me she is alright?” 

“She and her husband are at my village. She is safe.” 

“I know this is difficult for you, but I must speak to Silver Wolf; it is very important to me.” Rebecca pleaded with him. “You must take me to him.” 

“There is no way that you can see him now. I may be able to arrange it, but it will take time.”

Not wishing to discuss his father any longer, he stopped the conversation. 

“You must rest; we will camp here tonight.” He jumped down from the horse and grabbed her by the waist to lower her to the ground. 

“I am sorry, Braxton,” she whispered as he placed her feet on the ground, knowing there was much more that he was not saying.

“You have been right, and I should not have come. I have put you in danger; I am putting all of you in much danger. You should just take me back to the cave.”  He ignored her comments as he tied the horse to the nearby tree. After all, having her leave him again was the last thing that he wanted. 

“When do you expect the child to be born?” he finally asked, wanting to know what kind of time frame he was facing before she gave birth. If his estimation was correct, they might not make it back to the village before the birth of this child, and that scared him. He tried hard to cover his true feelings, but she sensed that he was upset. 

She wondered if it was because she was pregnant or pregnant with Mason’s child that bothered him more?

Mason did not deserve her or this child as far as he was concerned. He watched her stretch as she sat on the blanket he had placed for her. His mind wandered off to what could have been had Rebecca stayed with him.   He had a greater fear than her pregnancy to deal with, though.

She glanced at him, wondering why he seemed so afraid. They were only a day from the cave. He could take her there and send her back home to safety. 

“Soon,” she replied, finally giving him an answer 

“a week maybe two,” she replied, but she was guessing. 

He was sure that his face paled at the words she said to him.  She was due too soon, if they did not make it to the village before this birth, he would have to help her deliver this child, and if something went wrong, she could die.

“It is essential that I get to speak with Silver Wolf. I cannot wait until the child is born to do that” she begged him once more to take her to Silver Wolf. He could not understand her urgency in this matter, and her refusal to tell him why angered him more.  

“It is not possible.” He stated as he turned back to face her.  “You can barely travel a couple of hours without tiring. It is at least a two-week-long journey to my grandfather’s village, and neither Mason nor I would allow this. The hardship of that journey could make the child come too soon. I will not risk your life or that of the child’s.” 

It was out there now his fear that she would deliver this child out in the wild. It was not giving birth in the wilderness that she heard, though.

“What do you mean you would not allow this?” Her anger was flaring with what he was implying. How could he suggest that she was not capable? He had no idea of how capable she was.

“You do not understand, Rebecca; it is not just the birth of your child that frightens me.  There are more dangers in these woods than you realize. Chief Kawani’s tribe captured women from our village, raped and stolen from their husbands.  I cannot and will not take that kind of chance with your life. I promised Mason that I would protect you even if you are foolish.  My father was angry, accusing me of causing the war because I refused to marry Chiwani. It is her father’s tribe that has been warring against us ever since.” 

He wondered did she not realize that her decision to leave and not return changed his life forever, causing his people this great strife. She understood more than he realized. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes to prevent seeing the hurt his eyes revealed to her. 

“I cannot believe that you did you not marry Chiwani. I left so that you would not feel obligated to me so that you would marry her and prevent all of this.”  

“You think it would be so easy for me just to marry someone I did not care for?” He replied, his anger building at her arrogance as if she were the only one hurt in her decision to leave.  “You left with not even a goodbye.”

“Are you trying to blame me for all of this? Black Hawk promised you to Chiwani. I had to leave so that I would not distract you. It was for the good of the tribe, and I was told to leave and not return. So I did, for you, for the sake of your people, your village, and now you tell me that you chose not to marry her because you did not love her?” she laughed, shaking her head in disbelief.  So just when were you given that choice, before or after I left?” 

“Do not say those words, Rebecca, for they are filled with deceit. You did not leave to save my people or me. You left to marry Mason. You chose him over me without a second thought.” 

––––––––
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“MY DECISION TO LEAVE you and my friends,” she paused, “was very difficult whether you believe it or not. Your father and Silver Wolf told me that I must leave so that your tribe would survive.  Do not blame me for your anger over my choice. It was my fears for your safety and the safety of the tribe that forced me to make that final decision to leave quickly.” 

“These words anger me,” he replied, standing his ground. “You dare to speak of my safety and the safety of my people as the reason you left?  You now carry the child of a man I thought of as my brother, and you speak of your sacrifice for me? I think you are confused, Rebecca. You do not even know the meaning of sacrifice. You could not even detect the lies and deceit of this man that you call your husband. Did he have the honesty to tell you that he had signed up to go to this war of his, or did he make love to you first? ” 

His words crushed her. Yet, how he could know this unless Mason had told him.  She would not let him win this fight, though, especially because he was not without guilt.

“Do not talk to me of confusion and deceit, Braxton. You could have stopped me from leaving, but you chose indifference. You never once told me how you felt. I had to hear it from Saree, who pleaded with me to go and save you from making a terrible mistake.” She paused, wishing she had not brought Saree into her fight with him.

She watched the anger building in his eyes with the realization that everyone he loved and trusted had told her to leave him. He took a deep breath and turned away from her. She knew she must stop this fight; it was going nowhere except to hurt each other more, but his arrogance and avoidance just pissed her off more. 

“I am sorry, Braxton, you are right. I am the one confused,” she said sarcastically. “I deeply cared for two
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