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			Otter Run River

			A mated pair of river otters bound, dash, and play together among the reeds and surrounding rocks. Sunlight glints off their lustrous fur, dark like the shadowed soil hidden underneath a thorny bush.

			They lounge on the riverbanks and slide on their bellies from one area across to the next. Hunger pulls them down the water’s path, and they tumble toward the coastline in search of delicate crabs and fish.

			The atmosphere changes, becoming charged, stopping them. They lift their heads and chests high above the water, searching, listening, assessing the danger. When the Spirits of the Guardian Protector animals line the forest, the otters scoot out of the water, barking an explosive “hah!” They scramble into the woods out of sight.

			Behind them, The Bridge completes itself, flattening into thick stone as it crosses the river once again.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1
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			Ahriee entered the refuge of the forest, her steps drumming against the soft earth with purpose and yearning. Grey clouds dimmed the light over the canopy of trees, showering a mist of fine moisture across her cheeks. She lifted her tress of long hair and adjusted her shawl, sliding it higher around her neck. The trek north up White Oak Trail brought solace, and she relaxed more with each step. The solitude today filled her heart. She wished for it to continue over the next few days before her life of youthful ease was replaced with inevitable adult expectations she couldn’t avoid.

			Despite the looming changes, a light smile lifted Ahriee’s lips when she concentrated on the noises of what she considered her second home. She cocked an ear at the hum of insects and the swooping of bird’s wings throughout the trees. Dodging a fir bough, she stopped, bringing it close to her nose and sniffing the fresh pine. Disturbed from its webbing, a black spider dropped onto the back of her hand.

			“Oh, my stars. I am sorry, little one.” Ahriee bent her wrist against the tree’s trunk and blew a gentle puff of air against the spider. It scurried across her skin onto the bark. She waited until it crawled away before grasping the end of a bough, her fingers rounding over a new-growth fir bud. She snapped it off, along with a handful more of the fresh, bright green tips. Her mouth watered as she dropped them into her net bag. The sweet tea after a night’s meal would be a welcome treat.

			Further along the trail, Ahriee’s solitude was interrupted by the squishing of deliberate footfalls against the moist earth. She swiveled her body, crossed her arms, and raised an eyebrow when Haakon approached.

			Can’t he ever leave me alone? Ahriee gritted her teeth. Today, she had hoped to set aside thoughts of their future. They would both turn eighteen on the upcoming Midsummer’s Eve, and then, on the same day, their partnership vows would intertwine them in more ways than she cared to envision. But now he stood here reminding her of everything she hoped to forget, if only for a while.

			She flung her hands up. “I told you I wanted a day to myself.”

			Haakon’s laugh circled the wooded space, dense with shrubs and low-hanging branches of tall oaks heavy with young acorns.

			His white spiked hair and thin eyebrows gleamed in stark contrast to the green foliage behind his shoulders, reminding Ahriee of the snow-capped mountains on the northernmost part of Starstone Isle. Since a young boy of twelve, over the last five summer solstices, Haakon grew tall and lithe like a young poplar tree.

			“Ahriee,” he paused, slanting his head over his shoulder. His eyes, the same colour as the blue opaque jellyfish found in tide pools at dawn, bore deep into hers. “We’ve spent our entire lives in these woods, playing and traipsing about.”

			She couldn’t deny the truth he spoke.

			“Rarely do you decline my company,” he continued. “Besides, your mother appreciates it when I watch over you. The dangers and all.”

			Ahriee gagged, her tongue hiding her bottom lip. “There are no dangers here.”

			“Come now.” Haakon’s brows furrowed, creating strong lines across his pale forehead. “We both know that may not be true.”

			“I have Shaylaa for all the protection I need.” Ahriee’s high-pitched whistle stretched far beyond the trees. Challenging his statement, she placed her fists on her hips and waited, watching Haakon in anticipation of his reaction.

			His cheeks flushed with a tinge of pink, and his chin rose. He glared down his nose at her.

			From the south, the cracking of dry timber turned both their heads.

			A flash of beige and gold hurtled itself over a fallen log. Its paws alighted briefly, flew past Haakon, and halted in stealth-like silence at Ahriee’s side.

			She knelt and hugged her pet wolf.

			Shaylaa’s golden, black-rimmed eyes fixated on Haakon. Her lips curled high over her teeth and a low growl rolled in her throat.

			Haakon took an involuntary step back, his nostrils flaring.

			“See. Protection.” Ahriee stood and shot a defiant grin his way. She turned on her heel and continued north on the trail.

			Haakon joined her in a few easy strides, stepping to the other side of her body, opposite the wolf who padded next to her hip.

			They continued in silence until they came alongside a grassy meadow. Ahriee loved the Grœnengi, the Green Meadow. It brought her peace and another treasure she was watchful for every time she visited.

			She shooed Shaylaa away with a wave of her hand. “Go now.”

			Haakon raised an eyebrow, his eyes questioning the action.

			“I don’t want her to scare him away.”

			“Who?”

			“Shh. I hope you get the chance to see him. Stay here. Don’t make a sound. If it happens, I’ll wave you over.”

			“Whatever you wish me to see, I won’t be able to do so from this distance, nor see any waving.” Haakon blinked hard and fast in the direction of the meadow.

			Ahriee swallowed, clearing her throat. Her fingers wound around a strand of hair that escaped her braid. She drew it behind her ear. Since they were kids, Haakon learned to move fluidly from one place to another and tackled his chores without difficulty. She sometimes forgot about his impaired eyesight, especially with distance and in darkness. She learned long ago his blinking was something he did often to clear his vision.

			“Sorry ... I ….”

			With lips pursed, Haakon leaned against a poplar tree. He waved her off with a flick of his wrist.

			Ahriee ventured into the middle of the meadow and knelt, her gaze sweeping over the tall grass across to the border of fir trees.

			Nothing stirred in the shadows.

			Her ribs expanded with a deep inhale of air. Clearing her throat, then releasing her breath slowly and even, she emitted a tentative but high note from the beginning of a favourite song. The soft, lilting tune gained momentum, floating across the Green Meadow, through the fir trees, between the poplars, and into the ears of the Great Guardian Protector of the forest.

			He emerged from the thicket of trees, a majestic figure in shadow against the late afternoon sunbeam shining from beneath a storm cloud. Rocking his head up and down, his ears perked, seeking the origin of the curious sound. His steps touched light against the ground as he stepped into the meadow.

			Ahriee tracked him, the tune she sang catching in her throat. She stood unhurried and re-strengthened the song; the notes flared into a bravado of confidence and power.

			The Guardian Protector Great White Stag sauntered further into the clearing. His muscled haunches rippled with each step. He dipped his velvet-covered antlers in greeting.

			Ahriee marvelled at the number of points on his rack, more than any other deer in the forest. His luminous hide gleamed with the whiteness of a bright full moon in the night sky.

			She softened her singing into a hum with each tentative step she took closer to the stag, hoping not to spook him into fleeing. A knowing in her heart made her believe he would accept her advance. Near enough to smell the musky earth scent of his hide, Ahriee halted, staring down at the ground.

			I will not push the boundary of trust I’ve gained thus far with my urge to look you in the eyes.

			This was the closest the animal had come to her since she first saw him two summer solstices ago. She treasured being this near to the elusive king of the forest, the only white stag ever seen on Starstone Isle. Enchanted by the encounter, Ahriee didn’t notice Haakon’s approach.

			He bumped her shoulder, his eyes shining with fascination.

			Ahriee jolted, crying out and the moment fell apart.

			The stag raised its head to the sky. His bellow exploded across the Green Meadow. He emitted a bawl, turned, kicked up a wash of peat moss and dirt, and bounded away into the cover of the fir trees.

			“I couldn’t make out what I saw until I came closer. That was unbelievable.” Haakon gripped Ahriee around the waist and lifted her, swinging her around.

			Her arms clutched his shoulders, and she faked a laugh, perturbed that Haakon shooed the great white stag away, but she relented and smiled genuinely when he set her down. She valued how ecstatic he appeared over the opportunity to see his Guardian Protector animal. Her lungs expanded with a deep, satisfied breath. It was she who made the experience happen.

			“Your singing brought him forth,” said Haakon.

			Ahriee could not argue with that. “I’m thrilled. He’s shown himself to me before, but he’s never come this near.”

			“It’s a shame I scared him away. I didn’t know you could call animals with a song.”

			Ahriee shrugged her shoulders. “All the Guardians like and trust me. They understand I mean no harm.”

			Haakon offered a condescending smile. “True. You love your Guardians, Ahriee, but they are just animals. They provide what our Starsun people need.”

			

			“Yes,” said Ahriee, drawing out the word. “But we respect what bounty they offer.”

			“I guess.” Haakon lifted his right shoulder for a moment. “The real purpose of animals is to supply food and materials. We Starsun survive because of them. Where one animal exists and dies, there’s another to take its place. You do understand that ... don’t you?” Haakon reached over to pat her arm.

			Ahriee flipped it out of his way. She stomped her foot against the peat. “It’s like you feel nothing for the Guardian Protectors, otherwise how on the stars could you say that?” Haakon discussed the subject without emotion or caring. It showed a deep lack of respect.

			“It’s easy. I’ve never felt as you do, Ahriee—regarding the animals.”

			“They are our Guardians.” Everyone in The Colony revered them like she did. “It is our custom to follow their teachings. We both grew up learning to interpret the messages and signs of Guardian sightings.”

			“We did, didn’t we?”

			Haakon’s forced laughter shook her. He leaned close to her face. “They are yours and The Colony’s Guardians. But merely animals to me.”

			“What of the great white stag? You were excited to see him.”

			“Of course I was. He is a splendid animal.”

			“And special.” Ahriee clenched her teeth, fighting to control her impatience. She swatted a gnat away from her hot cheeks.

			Haakon kicked at the dirt, his boot becoming coated with dust. “Not special.”

			His voice was too low, and Ahriee was unsure of what he said.

			“Come,” he said. “Let’s go. I promised your mother I’d chop a stack of wood for her.”

			Ahriee’s mouth sagged open. How could he dismiss their conversation with little regard for her beliefs?

			

			She clamped her jaw tight and dropped her arms to her sides, clenching her fists until the skin over her knuckles stretched taut.

			“No. You go back to The Colony. I want to be alone.”

			“You and your Guardians.” Haakon’s posture stiffened. “Fine. I’ll see you later.” He bent at the waist, giving her an exaggerated bow before retreating to White Oak Trail.

			Ahriee chewed her bottom lip, her heart punching at her ribs. She wiped the corner of her eye, but anger stopped her tears from flowing. Across the meadow, the great white stag no longer lingered.

			I’ll never call you again with my song, she thought. How could I forgive myself if something happened to the king of the Guardian Protectors?

			She feared that if the great white stag grew friendlier, his risk of danger increased. Ahriee slumped to the ground and plucked at the grasses beside her leg. She couldn’t think of anyone in The Colony who would consider harming him.

			Ahriee’s head tilted to the sky. Even though there was no twinkling to see until darkness fell, she said, “Thank you, stars, for allowing me to see the Guardian Protector Great White Stag again.”
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			Ahriee awoke with a shudder at the snuffle and cold wetness pressed against her ear. She moved her head away, a smile lifting her lips, and caressed Shaylaa. The warmth of the hard cartilage at the base of the wolf’s ear brought a wave of comfort. She didn’t dwell on it, but the thought crept into her mind about a day she wouldn’t have the company of her wolf. A sharp pain of loneliness swept through her chest, leaving her breathless. She pulled Shaylaa’s head close and hugged her hard.

			“You could have waited for sunrise,” Ahriee whispered into Shaylaa’s ear before she let her go. She tossed the covers aside and swung her legs over the wooden bed frame, careful not to stir Ulf sleeping above. Her younger brother didn’t need to annoy the family with his exuberance any earlier than necessary today.

			Ahriee’s toes recoiled at the coldness of the pounded earth floor. She dipped her head low to avoid gaining an egg-sized bump on her forehead if she smacked it on the wooden post that supported Ulf’s bunk.

			The soft light of dawn diffused through a crack in the oilskin cloth cover over the window. It gave Ahriee enough light to tiptoe to the corner of the bedroom. The hair rose on her skin as she grasped a pair of leggings and a tunic from a wooden chair. She swapped them for her nightdress and yanked on her boots, welcoming the warmth of covered feet.

			Her fingers found the washcloth on the sideboard, still damp from the previous night. She scrubbed her face until her cheeks tingled, then ran her fingers through her hair to work out the tangled knots within the long strands. It will have to do, she cursed. She plucked her net bag from a hook, swung it over her head, and adjusted the leather strap across her shoulder and back. Ahriee gestured for Shaylaa to follow and closed the door behind them, careful not to make a sound.

			The wolf padded to the cabin’s front door. Her snout flicked the latch. With a twist of her head, her teeth grasped the wood, and she swung the door open. She pushed her head and body between the space and squeezed out. The quiet patter of Shaylaa’s paw pads on the wooden porch steps made a slight creak before she disappeared into the early morning twilight.

			Be safe, Ahriee thought as she closed the door.

			“I don’t know why you let that animal stay in your room all night. Outside is where she belongs. She’s wild, and you’d be best to remember it.”

			Ahriee spun around. She didn’t expect anyone to be up yet.

			Mother’s glance, sharp as a porcupine’s quill, jabbed Ahriee with silent disapproval. It was a long-fought rule that the wolf should remain outside, but Ahriee ignored it and listened to her heart, along with the need to keep Shaylaa close.

			Mother held Father’s left arm over her shoulder as she supported him out of their bedroom.

			Ahriee dropped her net bag on the table and rushed to help. “Good day. You’re up early.”

			“Good day to you, Daughter,” said Father. He tilted his face close to hers.

			Ahriee welcomed Father’s warm peck on her cheek. His overnight growth of whiskers chafed her skin, but she didn’t care. He grunted his protest as she looped his right arm over her shoulder. She lent her strength to walk Father ten paces and helped him settle into his chair at the end of the table.

			Next to the hearth, Ahriee selected three medium-sized pieces of split logs from the wood bin and bent down to space them on the grate over last night’s shimmering orange embers. She blew a few puffs of air over the coals until a flame sprang to life and flicked at the wood. Careful of the heat, she nudged them with her fingertips and blew harder until they caught fire. She stood, arched her back, and brushed her hands together to wipe the soot and dirt off them.

			“Can you please bring his lap blanket?” Mother pointed to the bedroom.

			Ahriee found it in a mound on the floor and picked it up. She entered the eating room and halted.

			Mother held Father’s cheeks in her palms and kissed him … deeply. When she drew away, Father clutched her hands. Ahriee spotted the look of utter love and affection that passed between them. Father appeared reluctant to let Mother go. His playful smile promised something Ahriee didn’t understand.

			Uncomfortable to witness her parent’s private moment, her cheeks grew warm, and she shifted. Tonight, at the Renewal Gathering, everyone expected her to reaffirm her commitment to partner with Haakon. A chill rose across the flesh on her forearms. She draped the woollen cloth tightly over her skin. Yesterday, their conversation in the Green Meadow set Ahriee on edge. It was hard to comprehend they would partner in seven days—living their lifetimes together.

			Will the day come when I learn to love my childhood friend the same way these two do each other? Ahriee thought as she took the blanket to her father. She laid it across his knees, snugging it around his hips.

			“Thank you.” He patted her arm and motioned for her to sit across from him.

			The lump in Ahriee’s throat was too big for comfort. She couldn’t make small talk or force down any food with all the uncertainty and anxiety clawing its way around inside her stomach. “I think I will head to Bluff Shore Beach. Watch the sunrise,” she said. With the net bag over her shoulder, she left the cabin with a nod.

			Ahriee hustled south down The Colony’s main pathway, her head low. Her somber mood wouldn’t make for an enjoyable conversation if she met up with anyone.

			

			Shaylaa moved from the shadows to walk beside Ahriee. The wolf trotted ahead when they reached South Bluff and the top of the staircase down to the beach.

			Ahriee navigated the sharp shale stone with ease. At the bottom, she faced east and let her hair swish about from the wind blowing in across the water. The sun’s rays crested the horizon, a fanfare of bright pink light splaying over the grey clouds floating high above the ocean. The sea breeze refreshed her cheeks with its touch. She breathed in the crisp, clean, salty moisture. Her mood improved, and her face relaxed as she allowed joy to fill her being. Ahriee never tired of the sunrises and sunsets that graced Starstone Isle, her home. The expanse of water, always in motion, never failed to give her a sense of awe.

			Shaylaa stirred up a group of long-billed sandy brown shorebirds, their beaks poking deep into the sand. The birds lifted a few feet off the ground and landed again after Shaylaa trotted on. She doubled back, but the birds evaded her once more.

			Ahriee stopped to untie her boots and slip them off. She set them high on the beach at the bluff’s base, far from the water’s edge. Tenderness stirred in her chest, and a chuckle grew as she watched the wolf’s antics. Even though Shaylaa was no threat to the spotted birds, Ahriee shouted, “Don’t chase those poor Sandpokers.” She grinned at her pet name for the birds. “You’re interrupting their feeding.”

			Shaylaa ambled along to the end of the beach, straight through the group of birds.

			Ahriee shook her head. “So much for heeding me,” she said. Close to the water, she stepped over boulders made round and smooth by the relentless waves. She foraged seaweed, picking up the long lengths of purple-edged plants amidst the rocks. Her nose wrinkled at the strong fishy-smelling strands. She flung them back into the water and kept only those blades that smelled briny, saltier, and clean.

			For fun, Ahriee stretched one across her palm and wiggled her fingers underneath the green center, able to see right through the filmy membrane. She wanted to nibble on the seaweed to ease the grumbles in her stomach, but her father also favoured the taste. Instead, she tucked her bounty into her net bag to take home to make a salad for tonight’s feast, her contribution to the festivities.

			“Did you find some edible ones?”

			Ahriee flinched. Her hand flew to her chest, the thump of her heartbeat erratic.

			“Haakon, must you always startle me?” Ahriee stepped off the rocks and onto the sand. She cursed the slight tremor in her legs from the scare.

			“My Darling Pledged—I never do it on purpose. When you forage, your involvement in the task makes you ignore your surroundings.”

			Ahriee became irritated with his offhand manner. The truth of his words stung a little. Her annoyance rang clear when she said, “The least you could do is warn me of your approach, rather than scare me.” She caught the wicked gleam in Haakon’s eyes.

			He leaned close to her face, his lips pursed into a pout. “I’ll try my best not to do it anymore.”

			She stepped away from his closeness. The insincerity in his words, mocking her, sounded childlike.

			His mouth flipped into a grin as he clamped a hand on her wrist to draw her close.

			“Unhand me,” she said between clenched teeth, standing firm until he released her. Ahriee eyed the light red mark on her wrist.

			Haakon ran his hands through his spiked hair, disapproval set hard on his features.

			A frown creased her brow, and she narrowed her eyes at how Haakon’s mood changed faster than the way the Sandpokers flitted away from Shaylaa.

			“What? You do not care for my touch?” The warmth of his hands on her shoulders held Ahriee still, as did the angry glint flashing in his eyes.

			

			“We’re pledged. Midsummer’s Eve fast approaches,” he said as his cheek touched hers. “We will then be much closer than this.”

			She bent her chin over her shoulder to put space between their faces and hide her scowl. Everyone in The Colony respected the Advisors’ decisions, but the one concerning her future overwhelmed her. Ahriee shoved his palms away, strutted to her boots, and plunked down. Her breath was heavy as she swept her hands hard over the soles of her bare feet to remove the sand.

			“I don’t wish to think of it now.” She tugged on her boots and tried to get up, but fell back onto the uneven sand.

			“Yet you agreed.” Haakon stood above her with a confident smile. He extended his hand.

			Ahriee ignored his help, shifted onto her heels into a squat, and stood up.

			“Did I have a choice?” her voice cracked. She despised how high-pitched it sounded as she dusted off her bottom. They both grew up familiar with how The Colony, the Advisors, and their families envisioned a joyful union between them. Six moons ago, the Advisors decreed her and Haakon’s partnership at the last Winter Solstice Gathering. She had pledged her agreement that night, accepting the wisdom of the Advisors, but now she questioned their logic. Any feelings of affection she hoped to gain for Haakon dwindled whenever he tried to dominate her or disagree with her beliefs.

			“Ah, but you have a choice,” Haakon replied. “Hence the gathering tonight. You will reaffirm your pledge?”

			From his lips, the question she presumed he meant sounded more like a demand. Eager to leave his company, her steps pounded across the sand, but he joined her.

			She rubbed her abdomen, churning with anxiety. The Starsun people seldom opposed the wishes of the Advisors and the traditions of The Colony. It would be unheard of for her to decline their decree.

			“And if I don’t?” she asked with a sly grin. Against her instincts, she wished to rile him.

			

			Hakon glanced at the ocean and pretended not to hear her, though the slight flush in his cheeks betrayed his discomfort.

			Ahriee was certain a look of fear flicked across his face, but he masked it before he stopped her, his hands moulded over her shoulders again. She winced at the pressure of his fingers as he gave her a little shake.

			“Don’t jest at me. I don’t like it.” His eyes darkened and turned hard, challenging her.

			Ahriee chewed her bottom lip, surprised at how much she upset him. She brought her arms together between his and knocked his forearms away.

			His stone-like presence intimidated her. She took a nervous breath and let it out, afraid to meet his gaze.

			“Ahrieeee.” A cry came from the stone steps.

			Her eyelids closed as she nodded thanks to the stars for the interruption. It thrilled her to see Ulf when she opened her eyes.

			His feet crushed the sand in his haste to reach her. He waved both arms above his head and shouted her name again.

			Her heart, tight and closed after being in Haakon’s company, opened wide with love at the sight of her brother’s flushed, round face and fine brown hair blowing about.

			“Mother needs you.”

			Ahriee tousled Ulf’s hair. “Well. Good day to you, too.” She squashed him, her hug fierce.

			He wiggled out of her arms, shifting his attention to Haakon. Ulf’s face filled with bright admiration. Born nine summer solstices ago, he had idolized Haakon as a toddler and, when growing up, appreciating every visit and interaction with him.

			Ulf attempted to fling his arms around Haakon’s hips, but he stepped out of the boy’s reach.

			Disappointment framed her brother’s face. Ahriee’s brows creased into hard lines. She tilted her head in question at Haakon.

			

			Seeing her response, Haakon wrapped an arm across Ulf’s slight frame for an instant and drew him close. “Good day, Little Man.”

			A huge smile lifted Ulf’s cheeks. “Good day.” His head dipped to the sand as he peeked at Haakon through his bangs.

			Shaylaa’s yip came from down the beach as she ran straight for them, making a wide arc around Haakon. Her lips curled into a snarl when she regarded him. Never taking her eyes off Haakon, she sidled close to Ulf and leaned against him. He stumbled against Shaylaa’s weight but righted himself.

			“Ahriee, you are not the only one she protects,” said Haakon as he stepped a few paces away from the wolf.

			“Shaylaa … easy. Let it alone.” Ahriee snapped her fingers. She figured her wolf had picked up on the tension between her and Haakon.

			Ulf coaxed and petted Shaylaa until she jumped around, her front paws extended and her hind end in the air. His high-pitched laughter echoed off the bluff.

			“Oops,” he slammed his hand over his mouth. When he removed it, he said, “Mother sent me. I’m supposed to tell you, you’re to get on home.” He dropped to his knees and hugged Shaylaa in a tight squeeze.

			“I’m ready for breakfast anyway. Shaylaa, come,” said Ahriee.

			“Can I have Shaylaa today? I want to play with her.” The pleading in Ulf’s eyes made it hard to say no.

			“Of course,” said Ahriee. She studied the water. The waves had gained momentum. They crashed over the rocks and beyond where she had been foraging. “Though it’s better to play away from the water now. Stay closer to home.”

			Ulf whooped with a wide grin and jumped into the air. He clapped for Shaylaa to follow him up the stairs.

			Friends for life, Ahriee thought, eager to follow, but the warmth of Haakon’s fingers as they brushed down her palms gave her pause. The touch sent a chilly wave of tenseness through her body, the weight of it hard to ignore.

			

			“Until tonight, then,” he said.

			She ignored him and didn’t look back as she climbed the stairs. Unease filled her heart, and she didn’t like it one bit.
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			In a shaded area near White Oak Trail, Ahriee sang a soft melody to the flock of Black-capped Chickadees perched on the branches above her head. Like guardians between her and the sky, they scrutinized her, unafraid, yet curious, joining in with their ‘see-see’ like chirps. She enjoyed how the birds never feared her foraging in this spot. She knelt on the lush peat moss, her hands brushing over the moist ground dotted with bright white mushrooms. She plucked one the size of her palm.

			The song died in Ahriee’s throat when the Chickadees made sharp, high-pitched ‘chick-chick-chick’ alarm calls. Their wings created a delicate fluttering as they scattered from the branches, flying out of sight.

			She glanced over her shoulder, wondering what had startled them. The forest canopy cast shadow upon shadow from overlapping layers of branches and leaves, but nothing moved within their depths.

			“Haakon, is that you?”

			Of course not, thought Ahriee. He’s busy chopping wood for Mother. She tossed the mushroom into her net bag and altered her weight, letting her hips rest on her heels. She tilted her head to the east, glancing between the nearby branches at the waves in the distance, glittering with rays of sunlight bursting through the clouds as they rolled across Fern Ridge Beach.

			A lock of hair fell across her forehead. She pushed it behind her ear, but humidity and sweat made it stiff, and it refused to stay put.

			

			Ugh. I need a swim to wash this grime away before returning home.

			Over the top of her tunic, she adjusted the vest she wore. It irritated the skin under her armpits where the leather rubbed while she foraged. She couldn’t wait to wade into the cool water. One thing she and the Starsun people loved about Starstone Isle was enjoying all the beaches, no matter which direction they hiked.

			A bumblebee flew close to Ahriee’s nose. Its buzzing snapped her out of her thoughts. She blew at it with a gentle breath to send it off in a new direction. Her knees pressed deep into the moss, and she shifted into a squat, lifting her calves away as moisture wet her breeches. She inhaled the deep, earthy scent of moss and peat while she plucked several mushrooms.

			With her net bag full, Ahriee picked it up and stood, arching her back. A drawn-out grunt echoed across the early morning stillness, and she straightened. Her fingers loosened, and her net bag fell to the ground. She cocked her ear at the sound. A quick bark-like noise came next, followed by a snort, then a wheeze. Ahriee recognized it—a stag’s distress call.

			It could be any buck in the forest warning another deer of danger lurking, but Ahriee wondered if it was the Guardian Protector Great White Stag. She snatched her net bag off the ground, flung it over her shoulder, and hurried a short distance down a deer trail, her arms in front of her face, slicing fir boughs away until the treeline gave way to the Green Meadow. Ahriee stopped and hid in the shadows, surveying the area, searching to see if the stag remained close.

			The distinct grunt-call came again. Ahriee skirted the meadow’s edge, staying close to the trees, scanning where the noise came from. Across the field, a flash of white made her pause.

			The great white stag stood under a Balsam poplar, scraping his antlers up and down the spindly tree, making it swish back and forth. A wash of green and brown from the bark stained his white forehead when he stepped away. He opened his mouth, bellowing a grunt call, followed by a quick inhale of breath—the wheeze that first alerted her to his presence.

			Ahriee’s pulse quickened. She stepped out from under a fir tree and took a cautious step.

			The stag banged his hoof against the ground.

			He senses me. Don’t go. Don’t go.

			Ahriee willed him not to flee.

			He tilted his head up and down, eyeing her.

			Is he deciding to stay or go?

			Ahriee stilled when the stag raised his leg, about to take a step. She blinked, startled at a motion in the bushes beside him, bewildered when an arrow whizzed out. It struck the stag, embedding into the pocket of his forward leg, and disappeared up into his chest. He took a step, faltered, and collapsed to the ground with a sickening thud.

			Haakon stepped out from the bush, his fist punching the air with delight.

			“No!”

			Ahriee’s wail rang across the meadow alongside the high-pitched bleat of the stag. She stumbled back against a tree trunk, clutching it for support. Tears welled up in her eyes. The layer of moisture blinded Ahriee as she darted across the meadow. Her foot snagged a shrub, and she tripped, falling onto her hands and knees. Loose hair fell across her face, and her net bag tumbled away. She ignored it, jumped up, and flipped back her hair. Never in her life could she have imagined someone harming the great white stag … and Haakon did it.

			Why?

			A heavy feeling filled Ahriee’s stomach when Haakon lowered himself next to the great white stag, his legs braced against the ground. He lifted its rack in the crook of his left forearm. His fingers circled one wider length of antler, forcing it back until the animal’s head was raised. The stag’s eyes widened. Deep brown pools of fear surrounded by white flicked back and forth. Haakon’s right hand unsheathed his knife.

			

			Ahriee let out a startled breath as Haakon shoved his knife at the great white stag’s throat. She pumped her legs, running with all her might until she reached the site, but any hope of stopping Haakon’s actions was pointless as his knife already lay embedded deep in the animal’s throat.

			The stag bawled one last weak call.

			Haakon withdrew his knife, dropped his hold on the stag’s antlers, and stood with a grunt.

			The pounding in Ahriee’s head and her shallow, rapid breaths were noisier than the unnatural silence that filled the meadow. Not one bird’s chirp or rustle sounded. Her lips puckered with revulsion when she saw blood seep from the animal’s neck. Ahriee cast Haakon a dark, brooding glance, her heart heavy with shock.

			He shook his head and blinked rapidly.

			“What are you doing here?” A flush crept along his jawline and up his cheeks.

			Stunned at the tone of his question, her mouth gaped wide. Her breath came in short huffs as she folded her shaking fingers into her palms, clenching them tight. She lunged at him, her fists landing square on his chest with a violent punch.

			Haakon’s arms flailed upward; the knife barely missed Ahriee’s body. He staggered back, struggling to gain control before righting himself, his breath sharp and shallow, his eyes filled with fierce anger.

			Close to his hip, the knife hung loosely in his hand. His opposite arm came up, his palm flattened in front of her. “For flippin’s sake, Ahriee. Take it easy already.”

			“What have you done?” Ahriee’s voice cracked as she flung herself over the stag’s body. With each caress she gave his hide, she wailed, realizing the loss of her special Guardian Protector was absolute. With ragged sobs, she said, “Guardian Protector Great White Stag, as you cross over to the stars and become Spirit, I thank you for the opportunity to see you. I’ll pay heed to your messages from beyond the stars, should you choose to share them with me in the future.” She leaned against the animal for a moment to still the shaking in her legs. She eyed Haakon’s face, pale and hard like stone, except for the pulsing in his clenched jaw.

			How could he? Ahriee’s gaze met Haakon’s ice-blue stare.

			“How could you?”

			His eyes pierced her with a coldness that sent a shudder across her shoulders.

			He broke their eye contact to look down at the bloody knife still clenched in his right fist.

			Ahriee brought her lips together in disgust as he ran his left hand through his hair, leaving a blood streak against its stark whiteness. She tried to stand, but she wobbled, her footing faltered, and her arms floundered.

			Eyes narrowed, Haakon reached out, grabbed her elbow, and tugged her away. He moved between her and the stag, blocking a thick line of red sludgy mess that streamed down its neck.

			Ahriee side-stepped and bent over, unable to hold back the bile rising from her stomach. With shoulder heaves, her breakfast met the grass, leaving a pool of liquid. She straightened and swiped her mouth with the back of her hand and wiped it across her hip.

			She swallowed against the lump in her throat. “Why did you have to kill him?”

			“It was necessary.” Haakon shoved his knife into his sheath.

			“Necessary? There was no injury. He wasn’t attacking you. There was no reason to fire an arrow.” Ahriee turned on him, her muscles rigid. She bent her elbows, bringing her fists up, ready to punch the arrogant tilt to his chin.

			Haakon placed his palms over her fists and shoved them down. “The opportunity arrived,” he said.

			Ahriee snatched her hands away, wiping the backs of them against her leggings. An idea took hold, and she said, “You wanted to hunt him.” She punctuated her accusation with arms folded across her tight stomach muscles. Swiping a strand of hair away from the moisture on her cheek, Ahriee recalled how she’d shown Haakon where the great white stag frequented.

			This is all my fault.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			[image: ]

			“Sweet Ahriee. You know I hunt. You hunt also,” said Haakon.

			Ahriee wrinkled her nose. “I don’t hunt because I enjoy it. I hunt for food, and only if I am too far away from The Colony. You know I prefer foraged vegetation.

			“The Guardian Protector Great White Stag chose you at birth. Your mark shows it.” She seized Haakon’s left wrist, glancing at his stag-antler birthmark before thrusting his hand up to his face.

			He whipped his hand from her grasp and stomped to the great white stag.

			“You and your Guardian Protectors,” he smirked. “It’s just an animal.” He pressed the toe of his boot down hard on the great white stag’s shoulder.

			Haakon’s harsh laughter brought the hairs up on the nape of Ahriee’s neck. A wave of coldness flowed through her core.

			She swept her arms wide over his kill. “I’ll see to it the Advisors know your arrow killed him for no reason.”

			Pivoting slowly, Haakon’s head rotated, his eyes flared with impatience. “Now Ahriee. What you see here is a hunt. Nothing more. The animal will supply food and materials for our Colony.”

			She harrumphed. “We didn’t need anything from him.” Her eyes filled with moisture when she glanced at the stag. She shook her head. “What I witnessed here is murder.”

			“You overreact. Your love for the Guardian blinds you.”

			Ahriee could tell from Haakon’s short, abrupt tone and tight jaw that he had lost patience with her, but she couldn’t let this go. “No matter. The Advisors need to be told. I shall tell it as I saw it.”

			Her heart skipped a beat at Haakon’s quick movement as he gripped the back of her left arm above her elbow and wrenched her to his chest. His fingers tightened as she struggled against his hold, attempting to flee.

			“There’s no need to share what you consider my little indiscretion with the Advisors.”

			Ahriee felt his hot breath on her lips. She glowered, watching his eyes, but when an angry gleam flared deep in their depths, she shrank away.

			“Sit,” he said.

			Ahriee’s knees buckled to the ground. She rubbed the burning area at the back of her upper arm where Haakon’s fingers had been, her heart banging against her ribs, seeking escape. Overwhelmed by Haakon’s behavior and fraught with emotion, her shoulders crumpled with a deep sob she couldn’t stop.

			Haakon paced in front of her. His knuckle ridges were bone white as he gripped the knife’s hilt. He pulled it halfway out of his sheath, then jabbed it back in again. His face turned bright red, his nostrils flared, fury streamed from him in waves.

			Ahriee reined in her feelings with a deep breath. She squared her shoulders and tilted her head to the side, pursing her lips. With Haakon’s dominating approaches and utter lack of respect for the Guardian Protectors, her heart knew he was not a person she wanted to partner with. She gritted her teeth and swallowed hard.

			Not even close.

			Killing the Guardian Protector Great White Stag for no reason only strengthened her resolve.
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			Haakon turned his back on Ahriee. Her defiant posture annoyed him. She shouldn’t have witnessed this hunt, he cursed, worried he may have ruined all hope of a successful partnership. Sweet Ahriee, I need you securely by my side if we are to become a power couple.

			He considered how they could become Advisors on the star circle and lead The Colony, just like Mother and Father.

			Then, I will show my truth to everyone. Tell them how I despise the Starsun people’s beliefs about their precious Guardian Protectors.

			He stooped in front of the great white stag, touched along its snout to the top of its head, and grasped its antlers. With a tug, he swung them side to side, unable to stop the grin on his face.

			Haakon’s eyes roamed over the white coat of the carcass, grimacing at how it reflected his own hair colour and pale features. He blinked and shook his head, chin dipped low, thinking what Guardian would allow a child like him to be born looking unlike everyone else in The Colony.

			He dropped the great white stag’s head. It landed with a hard thump against the earth. The sound of Ahriee’s sharp inhale brought him out of his thoughts. No one in The Colony would understand this hunt. He needed to figure out a way to make it acceptable, but first, he had to make sure Ahriee wouldn’t snitch about any of it, even if he had to use threatening means.

			No matter. I will do what I must to secure our future together.

			[image: ]

			“You will promise me that you won’t tell anyone what transpired here today.” Haakon tapped his knife hilt as he circled Ahriee. She gulped, pretending Haakon’s intense stare did not bother her, but it cut into her being, and her heart shuddered like he’d plunged the knife there. She jutted her chin out and glared at him before her mouth opened, ready to spew her disgust.

			Haakon stifled what she aimed to say the closer he came. The image of him stabbing the great white stag played in her mind. She swallowed a sob.

			“You will tell no one. Do you understand?” He squatted in front of her.

			His words showered her with ice. His demand seemed unreasonable.

			“You have such a lovely wolf.” His fingertips trailed down her cheek, attentive, drying her tears. “It is a pity Shaylaa doesn’t keep you company today.”

			Ahriee’s head snapped up. No loud whistle from this far away would call Shaylaa here.

			“I’m sure Ulf is loving a day with Shaylaa,” said Haakon. His attention drifted to the great white stag before he patted Ahriee on the head.

			She squirmed when he pulled a length of hair into his fingers. He jerked his hand away from her scalp before letting go.

			Ahriee yelped. She slapped her fingers over the spot and rubbed.

			“They must be having fun. A wolf and a young boy. Imagine what could happen. What if there was an incident?” Haakon’s breath touched her with the threat of his words.

			Ahriee dropped her hands into her lap and went still. Her stomach knotted. “Shaylaa would never hurt Ulf.”

			“Oh, but what if she did? What if she bit the boy? I’d have to make sure your wolf didn’t hurt anyone again.” Haakon stood up and paced, his fists on his waist and head cocked.

			

			“You wouldn’t.” Ahriee scrambled up.

			“You don’t get it, Ahriee,” Haakon said. “What happened here is now our little secret. Tell no one, and your Shaylaa remains safe. If you tell, well, you never know what could happen to her. Do you understand?”

			Ahriee’s chin quivered. She cursed her weakness.

			“Yes,” she said, her voice hollow.

			“Good. Now go. Get out of here. I must take care of this.” Haakon flipped his hand at the dead great white stag.

			Ahriee stumbled back, her steps uneven. Haakon’s attention focused on his kill, and she fled. Further across the meadow, she tripped over her net bag and plucked it off the ground, running until she reached the trail.

			If she took White Oak Trail back to South Bluff, Ahriee would be
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