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  Chapter one
The Girl Who Forgot


“They’re just  so stubborn,“ Ruth said, her rocking chair squeaking as if to mirror her own frustration. She frowned towards the empty footpath. “We could sit here treating snake-bites for twenty years. Do you think they’d ever open up to us?”
“Perhaps someone else can get through to them,” Doc said. He lay his hand over Ruth’s. “I sure hate to leave though.”
Ruth sighed. She rocked and squeaked and rocked, then glanced at Doc. He sat still in his own chair, pen and paper in his hand, his eyes on the jungle. Ruth choked back another sigh, her chair squeaking steadily, but the Millers didn’t care. They were missionaries in the back-country of Brazil, and Doc Miller had gone to a lot of trouble to get those chairs.
They lived on the side of a mountain, far away from civilization. The Millers had built their home themselves, and they fondly referred to it as the Hospital. It had a decent sized bedroom, a small office, a kitchen, a bath, and a spacious area with several cots for treating patients. A few years back they had added a screened-in porch on the front. The footpath they stared at wound through the jungle. Half a mile hike to the east lay Miller’s Field, but the air-strip was really just a short pasture with a couple of dumpy cows to keep the grass from getting too long. The only planes that bothered to land there were the ones bringing medical supplies from the States.
A beat-up Chevy Suburban was parked on the other side of the house, at the beginning of a small dirt road that led down the mountain to the river. Whenever they needed supplies, the Millers drove down to the river to trade with the boats that came by on a regular basis.
Ruth frowned as Doc’s pen began to scratch across the paper, drafting their resignation letter to the mission board. Her eyes drifted back to the path. One way led to Miller’s Field, but the other direction wandered through the jungle to the only near-by settlement. The people living there were the reason the Millers had left friends and family behind, the reason they had scrimped and saved to move here five years ago. Doc and Ruth Miller had come to Brazil with the dream of reaching out to people who had no knowledge of the Creator.
Ruth folded her arms. “I just don’t understand where we went wrong,” she said. 
Doc said nothing, his only answer being the scratching of his pen, and Ruth ran over the last five years again. The villagers had wanted absolutely nothing to do with the strange white doctor and his wife. Of course, there had been exceptions: snake-bites, broken limbs and troubled pregnancies sent the villagers running to the Hospital. But no matter how many villagers Doc Miller helped, they always slipped away without a word once they were well again. Ruth had never had a chance to make friends with any of them, and the elders made it clear that the Millers were unwelcome. Quite clear.
“Five years,” she muttered. “Praying and crying and hoping, for what? Defeat? Closed doors? Is one open door too much to ask?“ Ruth’s voice faded away, and it occurred to her that Doc’s pen had stopped scratching. He was staring out into the jungle, frowning and tense. Ruth followed his gaze.
Someone was moving through the trees, carrying something.
The Millers stared as the figure came closer, and as the man stepped into the clearing, they both jumped to their feet. He was very tall—at least seven feet—and very tan with dark hair. In his arms was a young girl with long, blond hair. Blood dripped from her forehead, and her wrists were bound tightly with ropes. She hung limp in the man’s arms.
“Ruth!” Doc said, “Go and get a bed ready!”
Ruth was already halfway into the house, but still she heard the stranger speak as she pulled back the sheets from a bed.
“Are you Doctor Miller?” asked the stranger. 
“Yes, yes,” nodded Doc. “Quickly! Bring her in!”
Doc swung the porch door open, and the stranger ducked in. He marched straight into the main room where Ruth was gathering clean water and supplies. She looked up, and behind Doc’s back she saw some of the villagers at the edge of the jungle. Ruth stared in disbelief, and then shook herself and turned back to see her husband gesturing to the tall man.
“Put her here,” he said, waving at the cot.  “What happened to her? Where did you find her?”
The stranger did not move. “You are Dr. Alan and Ruth Miller, are you not?” he asked, eyeing them both.
Ruth’s eyes went to the young girl in his arms. She looked to be about ten years old and wore a linen shift that was filthy and torn. Her feet were bare, her skin was smudged with dirt and her long hair was tangled. In sharp contrast to her ragged appearance, a silver pendant hung on a thin, fine chain around her neck. Her skin was scratched as though someone had tried to steal it. Ruth took a tiny step forward. There were dry tear stains on the girl’s face, and she put a light hand to her blond head. Ruth looked up at the man.
“Yes,” she whispered. “We’re Alan and Ruth.”
At last the tall man lay the girl down. Then he bent over her and removed her necklace. Straightening up he held the pendant out to Ruth. She looked up at the stranger towering over her and took the pendant without thinking.
The man closed his massive hands tightly over hers, pressing the pendant into her palm.
“I was to bring her here, to the two of you. You must keep this for her,” he squeezed Ruth’s hand around the necklace. “She must have it when I come for them. Do you understand?”
Ruth nodded feebly. Her eyes drifted down to watch her husband trying to untie the cords at the girl’s wrists.
“Yes, sure...” Doc muttered. Giving up on the impossible knots, he grabbed a knife and began to slice through the ropes, but a shadow fell on him and both of the Millers paused to look up. Villagers were gathering at the windows, staring at the stranger and the girl.
Ruth looked back at her hands, which the man was still holding tight. “Who is she?”
“Nani val Dynia,” the stranger said. He released his grip on Ruth’s hands.
“Val Dynia?” Ruth repeated. She looked down at the tattered young girl as her mind flooded with questions. Ruth looked back up, but the stranger was gone.
“Doc!“ she gasped.
The tone of her voice pulled him out of doctor-mode, and he looked around the empty Hospital. Ruth met his eyes, and found her fear mirrored there. The villagers outside began talking in whispers. All at once, Ruth realized she couldn’t describe anything about the stranger, except his height. She could not even recollect what he was wearing.
A wave of panic threatened to rise up inside Ruth, but her husband’s voice anchored her.
“Ruth,” he whispered. “The girl...”
Ruth brushed the insanity of the moment from her mind. She ignored the villagers staring through the window and began to help Doc with the girl. Just as they freed her hands from the rope, the child’s green eyes snapped open. With eyes wide at the Millers, she gasped and began speaking and yelling in a rush. The words all came out gibberish to the Millers, like a toddler babbling on incoherently.
If they had not been convinced that Nani was in some kind of malnourished delirium, the pair might have noticed that the gibberish was not nonsense at all.
But they did not notice. They spoke gently, until she calmed enough that Doc could finish checking her wounds. It was clear that she was underfed and her wrists were raw where the cords had bound them. The wound on her head was not very deep, and it stopped bleeding soon after Doc put a little pressure on it.
“There, now, Nani,” Doc said gently, wiping the blood and dirt from her face. “You’re safe now.” 
She stared, not understanding, and he tried again in Portuguese, repeating over and over that she was safe now, but still she did not understand. Doc frowned, and tried again in English, but just at that moment the Hospital door banged open and the village elders strode into the room. The smallest one of them led the way, his face wrinkled in such a way that Ruth could not tell what he was thinking as he began to fire questions at the doctor.
Behind him, Ruth patted the girl on the hand and smiled warmly. “I’ll be right back,” she said, nodding at the child. Ruth dashed off to the kitchen and sat the kettle on the stove. “Elders or no elders, she needs something to eat,” Ruth said to herself. “Better start with a nice strong cup of tea first though.”
She started to dig through the pantry, but stopped as she realized that she was still clutching the girl’s necklace. Ruth opened her hand to look at it, and the cruel scratches around the girl’s neck flashed across her mind’s eye. She snapped her hand shut and looked up to be sure no one was watching her. There were no villagers staring through the kitchen windows, so Ruth snatched up a clean towel and darted to her pantry.
She found the flour jar and dumped all of it onto the towel, then dropped the necklace into the bottom of the jar. Ruth peered out at the empty windows, and then scooped the flour back in as quick as she could. Then she stashed the jar back where it belonged, fluffed the powder off her clothes and rinsed her hands clean just as the kettle began to sing.
Ruth’s quick steps took her back to the kettle, and she peered through the doorframe. The girl lay in her cot, staring at the ceiling and rubbing her wrists. The elders were studying her, all of them questioning Doc and repeating the word “Medjai” over and over again, which Ruth found odd. The word was not Portuguese.
The kettle whistled louder, calling Ruth back to her work. She filled a mug and added sugar and milk and returned to Nani’s bedside. To her shock, all of the elders smiled at Ruth, and she almost spilled the tea as the old men bowed themselves out of the Hospital. She stared after them for a moment, then shook her head.
Doc shrugged his shoulders at her, and the two of them watched as the villagers faded back into the jungle, all of them talking excitedly. Then the Millers propped Nani up with several pillows and sat with her as she drank the tea. After that they gave her food, and watched her carefully.
Doc was convinced that Nani had been held captive somewhere, perhaps rescued by the man who had brought her to the Hospital, but he was careful to say none of this within the girl’s hearing, so as not to frighten her. Days passed and the gibberish faded. Within a week of her arrival, Nani val Dynia was babbling fluently in both English and Portuguese. The Millers questioned her gently, but she had no knowledge of where she had been, how she had been rescued, or even her own age. Soon they realized that she had no memory of anything before waking at their house, not even of the tall man who had rescued her.
Her necklace lay quiet and forgotten at the bottom of the flour jar. New clothes were found for her and her dingy shift was discarded. The villagers began to frequent the Hospital, without medical need. The women came to visit Ruth, and Nani played with their babies (they had no children her age). Doc was invited to meet with the elders, and the young men took him hunting. By the end of a month, the entire village fussed over Nani as though she were one of their own, and there was no further talk of the Millers leaving Brazil.
Doc cleared out his office and gave the room to Nani. Then he went to the closest town and checked the Brazilian birth records, but found nothing on the girl. He had a friend in the local government who checked to see if there were any visas issued to a little girl by the name of Nani val Dynia, but nothing came of that either. After several months, Doc and Ruth Miller came to the conclusion that they simply were not intended to know where this child had come from or why she had been the key to being accepted by the villagers.
Doc flew to the States to visit with an old friend on the mission board and quietly explained their situation. The two men decided that, for Nani’s sake, the information be kept as quiet as possible.
Doc Miller returned to Brazil. Months went by, then years. Not a single memory returned to the girl. Nani loved nearly everything about her life in Brazil. If she could have had one wish though, it would have been for a few good friends, but people do not simply appear out of thin air, now do they?
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  Chapter two
Measles and Missionaries


Nani val Dynia sat on the porch with Doc and Ruth. She was now three years older, and while she was still very slender, she had managed to sprout upwards a few more inches. The cuts and scratches she once had were completely healed, though her memory was still the same as the day she’d met the Millers. Her sandy blond hair now reached her waist, and today she had swept it back into a braid to keep it out of the way. 
Nani drained her glass of iced tea as Doc passed her a now familiar brown folder. She opened it up and again looked at the faces of the college students that were to arrive late this afternoon with Mr. Elliot. Nani couldn’t help but feel disappointed. She looked forward to seeing Mr. Elliot again, but the team he had brought with him last year had also been made up of twenty-somethings—they were nice enough, but not exactly eager to be pals with a girl her age (especially one who couldn’t even remember her own birthday). She doubted if this group would be any different.
Doc drummed his fingers on the kitchen table.
“I’ve been thinking,” he said. “Maybe you should be the one to take the team down to the river tomorrow, to meet the supplies.”
Nani looked up at him in shock, then at Mrs. Ruth, who was smiling encouragingly. Nani had gone to meet the boat for supplies many times, Doc even let her drive the Chevy all this last year. But Doc always went with the visiting teams.
“Really?” she asked, looking from him to Mrs. Ruth and back again.
“Really, really,” smiled Doc. “You’re a safe driver, and there’s no law against you driving out here. And it’ll give us a chance to spend some time with Pete. This will probably be his last trip for a while, what with the baby coming. We can fix up the roof before we show our guests around the village.
Nani thought of the hole over the main hospital area, currently covered by a big blue tarp. It had been damaged a month ago during a storm, and the building supplies were coming on the next boat. 
“But what if the boat’s running late?” Nani asked. “Like last month.”
“You can take the camp gear,” Doc answered. “Just in case.”
“But it’ll be your responsibility to take care of the team,” Mrs. Ruth said, pointing at the file on the table. “Make sure they eat well, have someone keep watch for the boat...”
“And you’ll have to get all the supplies loaded up,” Doc said. “But I’m sure you can handle it.”
Leading the supply run was kind of a big deal, and Nani swallowed at the knot in her throat. Then she looked down at the files and thought of something else.
“You don’t think they’ll mind me being in charge of the supply run?” she asked.
Doc leaned forward, ”We think you can handle this. Does it matter what they think?”
Nani slid the pictures back across the table to Doc. “No,” she said. “No, it doesn’t.”
“Good girl,” he said, hugging her. “I think you should meet them at the airstrip later. Feel up for a hike?”

      [image: image-placeholder]Alexi Daniels adjusted her backpack and followed the rest of the team onto the airplane. The flight attendants smiled at her as she shifted her backpack and squeezed down the aisle. It was the biggest one she could take without checking her bags, and Alexi was relieved when she could take the heavy thing off and let Mr. Elliot stow it in the overhead for her.
“Thanks,” she said, feeling a bit nervous. “That thing’s heavy.”
“No, thank you,” Mr. Elliot said, beaming at her and the other five teenagers. “This is a really big deal, all of you being willing to swap your plans at the crack of dawn like that.”
“Nah,” a boy named Aidan said. He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “ Our team was twice as big as yours, so it made sense for some of us to switch. We finished our training, and we were leaving today, too. Two weeks in Brazil instead of Jamaica, same difference.”
“Well, it makes a difference to me,” Mr. Elliot said. He squeezed to one side, so other passengers could get by. “I’ve known the Millers for years, but this is my last chance to get down there before the baby comes. I can’t believe we managed to get your tickets transferred, that’s a miracle in itself!”
“I can’t believe your entire team woke up with the measles,” another girl said. “I didn’t think people got that anymore.”
Mr. Elliot shook his head as he settled into the seat across the aisle from the six of them. “Odd, isn’t it, Kenya? You’d think--oh, hold on.” He patted at his pockets, then pulled out his buzzing phone. He scanned the message, all the color draining out of his face as he bolted back to his feet.
“What’s wrong, Mr. Elliot?” Kenya asked.
“It’s my wife,” he stammered, just as a flight attendant came down the aisle.
“Sir,” she said, “I’m going to need you to take a seat, we’re about to push off.”
“No! Wait! I can’t go!” Mr. Elliot gasped. He shoved the phone at the attendant. Her eyes widened.
“Hold the door!” she called to the front of the plane, then turned back to Mr. Elliot. “Grab your things! I’ll hold the door!”
She dashed away, leaving Mr. Elliot staring at the group. “The baby,” he said. “Something’s gone wrong. My wife went into labor way too soon... I...”
The oldest boy in their group jumped to his feet, even as the other passengers stared at them all.
“What are you waiting for? Go!” he cried, pulling Mr. Elliot’s bag down.
“Sir?” the flight attendant called, “Quickly!”
Mr. Elliot started up the aisle, then stopped. He pulled a pile of paper out of his bags and shoved them at the team.
“I’m so sorry!” he said hastily. “Here’s the papers for the charter flight in Brazil. Don’t lose your passports! Stick together, it’s just getting off one plane and finding the charter, and--”
“Sir!” another attendant came rushing up. “If you want to get off, you have to come now!”
Mr. Elliot grabbed his bags and ran.

      [image: image-placeholder]Hours later Alexi Daniels flipped through the mission packet again. Marc Fallers, a thin yet sturdy thirteen-year-old with spiky brown hair, was sitting on her left. Marc was three months older than Alexi, which made her the youngest, though not by much. She was also the quickest to embrace their change in plans, as well as the most excited about it. On Alexi’s right sat Kenya Bellman, a very pretty fifteen-year-old with dark skin and tiny braids that she was constantly twirling around her manicured fingers.
One row behind them was the rest of their group. Chan Patricks sat in the aisle seat. He was the tallest and—at the age of seventeen—the oldest of their team. He had brown hair and looked athletic. Sixteen-year-old Li Ming sat in the middle, her pretty Asian eyes squeezed shut and her hands rubbed her temples in an attempt to distract herself from the queasiness in her stomach. She did not enjoy flying. By the window next to Kenya sat Aidan Scott, a very thin, blond boy who was cleaning his glasses. He was fifteen and had the appearance of a boy who could have been as athletic as Chan, but chose not to be. Putting his glasses back on, Aidan pulled out his camcorder and began inspecting it to be sure that he still had everything. This was the third time he had checked his equipment in the last five hours.
Aidan turned the camera on and, zooming in on Li, began to recount their sudden change of itinerary and Mr. Elliot’s rushed exit. Chan leaned forward, glimpsed the interesting shade of green Li was turning, and motioned for Aidan to get the camera out of her face. Just then, Alexi’s flaming red head popped over the seats in front of them.
“I still can’t believe it!” she said, smiling from ear to ear.
Chan and Li rolled their eyes. Aidan zoomed in on the action.
“Yes,” Chan said, “You’ve said that. Several times.”
“Hey Chan,” said Kenya, also popping into view and trying to change the subject. “You don’t look the least bit Chinese. Where’d your mama get your name?”
Chan looked from Kenya and back to the camera zooming in on him. “Aidan, you’re going to run out of batteries before we even get there, and the Millers don’t have electricity,” he spat, then turned grumpily to Kenya. “My mama has a thing for Chinese culture.”
“Tuh,“ sniffed Li, whose mother actually was Chinese.
Chan frowned at her, but Alexi was not going to be deterred. 
Turning to Marc she said, “I am so glad you speak Portuguese! I’ll bet Mr. Elliot would have dragged us off the plane with him if you didn’t! What do you think the Millers are like?” She rattled off questions, not waiting for an answer. “And their daughter, don’t you think it’s funny they didn’t tell us how old she is?”
“Maybe they don’t know,” Marc offered.
“How could they not know?” Alexi asked. She plopped back into her seat to talk to him better.
“Maybe she doesn’t know,“ said Aidan, leaning the camera lens over the seat to get them back into frame.
“Oh, come on, how could she not know?” grumbled Chan, “Don’t be stu--Hey!”
Li had elbowed him in the ribs. 
“Walk me to the bathroom,” she hissed in his ear.
Chan frowned but got up and followed her to the rear of the plane, where the others couldn’t see or hear them.
“What’s going on with you?” she asked.
“Nothing. I don’t like flying,” he glanced up at the ceiling and shifted his feet.
“Don’t lie to me, you’re no good at it,” said Li, rubbing a pressure point on her wrist to keep her stomach calm as the plane descended. “You’ve been upset since they gave us the information on Brazil. We had plans, and they changed... But we still get to help out people who need it—repairing the hospital’s roof must be really important or they wouldn’t have switched us.”
“I know,” sighed Chan. “I just, well, they trained me to be a team leader and now all the leading I’m doing is finding a charter plane. I don’t know how to fix a roof.”
“Mr. Elliot must trust you though,” Li said. “He left you in charge of getting six teenagers down to another hemisphere. Marc and Alexi are only thirteen, for pity’s sake.” She smiled at him and put a hand on his shoulder, “Get a grip. Two weeks isn’t that long. Before you know it, we’ll be going home and you’ll have all kinds of stuff to put on your college applications.”
Chan opened his mouth to answer her, but there was a loud ping as a voice came over the speaker system, “Flight attendants, please ready the cabin for landing.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Chan’s job of finding the charter flight was as simple as glancing around the airport’s tarmac. With Marc translating, they quickly found the pilot that had been hired to take them to Miller’s Field. Their six backpacks, crammed as full as humanly possible, were loaded into his tiny charter plane. Peering into the cabin, the group realized they would be lucky if the six of them managed to squash inside without having to leave their luggage behind.
“I asked,” Marc explained. “He said the plane has to be small, because the airstrip is tiny.”
Li sighed and climbed into the plane, muttering something that sounded very much like “prop job” and “duct tape.” She cinched her seat belt as tight as it would go and squeezed her eyes shut, refusing to open them for the duration of the flight. The others crowded in around her, feeling somewhat anxious, and Chan grinned in effort to look reassuring.
Forty-five minutes later the charter pilot made a rather rough landing on a grassy strip in the mountains. He tossed the teens and their packs out, then flew off again before they had time to thank him. The group gathered under a large tree near a sad attempt at a dirt road, and two cows stared at them lazily, chewing their cud.
Looking around, even Chan began to get a bit nervous. There was nothing here except the dirt road cutting through the jungle and a small sign marking the airstrip. The sun was just beginning to set.
“I sure hope we’re in the right place,” said Kenya. Nervous faces turned to Chan.
“Of course, we are,” he said, attempting to sound confident. “I’m sure they’ll be along to fetch us any minute.”
“I don’t see anyone,” Marc said.
“That’s because you’re not looking in the right place,” came a voice from over their heads. They jumped out of the way as a green shoulder pack landed with a thud at their feet. It was followed by a girl, landing cat-like in their midst.
“You must be Nani!” said Alexi, beaming.
Nani’s braid swung as she bent to fetch her bag. “That I am,” she said, her eyes narrowing the tiniest bit, “And who might you lot be?”






  
  Chapter three
The Millers' Secret


Nani val Dynia was nearly as surprised as the teens she had just dropped in on. She and the Millers were expecting six adults, ages twenty-three to twenty-six. Before her stood six very young teens. The youngest two seemed to be about her own age. 
The tallest of the bunch held out his hand. “I’m Chan Patricks,” he said. “This is Li Ming,” said Chan, pointing to a petite Asian girl. “Kenya Bellman,” his hand swung to the girl with mocha skin and tiny braids. “Aidan Scott,” a blond boy with glasses and a camcorder in his hand. “Marc Fallers,” the youngest boy. “And Alexi Daniels,” he finished, pointing to the youngest girl with flaming red hair who was smiling broadly at Nani.
“Yes, lovely,” Nani said, still confused. “But where’s the team to fix the roof? And Mr. Elliot?”
A huge sigh of relief escaped the group.
“They all got the measles this morning!” chirped Alexi. “And Mrs. Elliot went into early labor, just as the plane was about to pull away from the gate!”
“Well, all right then,” said Nani, turning towards the dirt road. “Let’s get going, it’s not far.”
The six young missionaries grabbed their packs and followed her down the mountain road. 
“There’s a boat due in two days down at the river dock with our supplies for the roof repairs,” Nani said. “Sometimes they’re early and they won’t drop our stuff if we don’t meet them
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