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Chapter One

 


Spring 1607

Trees dripped with melting snow. The sun’s
rays glistened within the forming beads. Chunks of ice broke free,
and the laden branches sprang back. The trickle of water ran
through the deep grooves in the still-frozen ground. Aiyanna
watched nature’s majesty from the comfort of the cave opening. She
curled her fingers around the stray blonde hairs peeking out of her
doeskin hood. Her breath barely misted, but winter still held the
world hostage. Soon the earth would come alive as the flora and
fauna awoke from their winter slumber. A chill swept along her
exposed skin, and she retreated. How she ached to remove the many
layers isolating her from the cold. She smiled as her mother Yepa
beckoned her to the fire of the hearth.

Aiyanna sat in front of her mother and huddled
close to the fire for warmth. Dreams of the forest blooming again
and the beautiful rays of the sun shining chased away the chill
settling into her skin. More than anything, she longed for the
return of Knoton, her lover. The strong warrior had stolen her
heart and more. Their love she held secret from her mother. Winter
had made her restless for comfort from the cold beyond the furs
where she slept. He had taught her the joys of two lovers joining,
and she hoped their union could become more than comfort in the
fleeting moments when he visited her mountain home.

“Calm yourself, Aiyanna.” Her
mother chuckled. Yepa undid the thick braids holding her hair back.
The abundant golden strands cloaked her. For as long as Aiyanna
could remember, the ritual of braiding her long blonde locks began
anew every seven days. Thick and unruly, intricate braids aided in
the distribution of the weighty mass of curls. Not in her many
years upon the earth had her mother taken a knife to shorten the
hair. Aiyanna had sliced off some of the length to weave a good
luck charm for her mother when she was only ten years old. The joy
of the gift lasted a few minutes before sadness
prevailed.

“My child, your hair shines like
the sun. Cutting it shall make the heavens fall and the skies weep
for days. It is a treasure beyond this mortal world,” her mother
had told her on that fateful day. As if on cue, rain poured from
the sky. Never did she dare to cut one strand again. For if Mother
Earth lamented the loss of her golden locks, the magic within held
more meaning than her young years could comprehend. No one she’d
encountered in their travels had hair like captured
sunshine.

“I dreamed of that place again.”
She fidgeted with one of the braids. “It will not leave my
thoughts.”

“Our dreams are gateways to our
true self.”

True self. Yepa had repeated those
words often, yet Aiyanna could not fathom that the place she saw in
her dreams belonged to any part of her. Thick stone walls pasted
together with earthen clay and bits of dried grass and flowers
blooming on thick vines where no sunshine pierced through. A shadow
always approached her but never showed their face. Each time, she
had been frozen in place and unable to move with only the sound of
baying wolves ravenous with hunger echoing in her ears. Hollow and
filled with dread was not what she saw reflected at the pond’s edge
when she gazed into the water.

Aiyanna watched the embers from the fire glow.
A few spiraled, dancing before her eyes among the smoke. The
paintings on the stone wall had been her creation with the guidance
of her mother, chronicling their journey from the south to their
place in the mountains and those haunting dreams. Their travels had
been hard, and fierce warriors from the native tribes along the way
nearly ended her life. Had it not been for Yepa, she would have
perished, but that did not come without sacrifice. Her mother had
been cast out by her people for protecting a fair-skinned,
golden-haired offspring of the invaders from across the sea. While
the tribes in this northern territory had not openly attacked them,
they had made it clear Aiyanna was not welcome to sit by their
fire. If not for Yepa’s healing skills with her assistance, they
would have cut off all contact.

Yepa had praised her as a gift destined for
great things. To Aiyanna, she was a curse upon the only woman to
show her kindness. Yepa had been her mother for as long as her
memory could fathom. Sometimes the nightmares filled with blood and
death would take her, but Yepa would guide her out of the darkness
each night. The dreams held meaning, one her mother fell silent
when asked—especially the dream of stone and clay.

“Tell me where I come from.”
Aiyanna grasped another braid, staring at how her hair shined in
the firelight.

“Life is not about looking behind
us but seeing the journey ahead, Aiyanna.” Yepa let the thick braid
fall across Aiyanna’s shoulder. “Your destiny lies on a different
path.”

“You have lost so much because of
me. Why?”

“It was not your time. We are
isolated but not shunned. It is a start. Enough talk. We must
harvest from the forest. Make sure you gather some
hen-of-the-woods. I will gather water from the river
below.”

“I must know.” One day, if she
persisted, Yepa would tell her who she really was. Their features
were like day and night. Her mother’s hair shone like midnight and
complemented her tawny complexion.

“Aiyanna. The answer will come,
but now is not the time. We are to host a dear friend this
day.”

Aiyanna spun around, a smile on her face and
her questions of her past forgotten. “Knoton will be visiting?” Her
heart soared. None made the thunder build in her chest like he did.
Her lover, her heart.

Yepa laughed as she grabbed her walking stick.
“Get to your task and you will see.”

Basket in hand, Aiyanna wandered out of the
cave with a spring in her step. A few deer grazed, nibbling on the
tender bits of a bush. Their ears twitched but they didn’t bolt
from her presence. Bur oak trees were plenty around the cave, a
choice area to find the mushrooms when in season, but she ventured
further out. The winter had been too long, and she wanted to
stretch her legs. The sun’s warmth on her face pleased her, and she
wanted to enjoy the day. Too many months hidden away had made her
edgy. Isolation away from the others who lived in the area dampened
her spirits. More than anything, she yearned to be in Knoton’s arms
again. The snow-covered paths had delayed their union for too
long.

She giggled as she wound along the path,
remembering their first encounter. A tribe who lived on the other
side of the valley had made contact with Yepa, their scouts finding
her at the river’s edge. Her mother had ordered her to stay out of
sight when she noticed the movement on the other side of the bank,
but Knoton had found her when she retreated. Broad chested and
chiseled, his arms had ensnared her while his hand cut off her
scream for help. Trembling in his grasp, she searched his eyes for
mercy at her existence. In them, she found wonder. Knoton marveled
at her light skin compared to his darker tones, never seeing one
like her before. His fingers had caressed her golden locks. She
implored him to not tell the others of her presence. The sound of
his tongue from her lips moved him to kindness. A week later, he
had returned on his own with dried deer meat. Yepa had not been
pleased that he’d found Aiyanna, but the brave warrior swore he
would keep their secret close to his heart. She’d been infatuated
with him ever since. His sleek but chiseled frame and the magic he
could do with it. She shivered and palmed her cheek. Heat seared
her skin, and her want to have him grew.

Aiyanna took out her knife as she came to
another bur oak. Pressing her fingertips to the base, she let out a
slow breath. Blue iridescent light glowed from her palm. The bark
cracked and splintered, and a clump of hen-of-the-woods sprouted.
Her knife made quick work to remove her prize. She hummed as she
completed her task, well aware of the dull ache between her
legs.

A twig snapped, and she froze. Crawling under
a yew, she flattened herself to the ground. She pulled up the
doeskin hood on her dress to hide her hair.

“Does my Golden Hair fly
away?”

Her heart fluttered. Knoton. She
shimmied from underneath the bush. Dressed for the cool
temperatures, he strode toward her. His doeskin leggings clung to
his flesh, and she yearned to explore their depths.

“I heard you.” She reached out to
touch his flesh and bask in its warmth but turned from him instead.
Fear of being discovered by someone else in his tribe stilled her
movements. Her gaze searched the forest around them.

“I did not want to alarm
you.”

“You I do not fear.” Kneeling, she
sliced the hen-of-the-woods free of the oak.

“Strange to see those
growing.”

“I covered them for preservation.
Awwa taught me. She told me you were coming.” She placed the
mushroom cluster in her basket. If her love was a secret from Yepa,
her abilities were shielded from him. His people shunned her for
her appearance. How would they react if they found out about her
abilities as well? Blood quickened through her veins, and she could
not deny the rapid beat of her heart any longer. She was an animal
and he was her hunter.

“And you prepare a feast for
me?”

“Yes. Many feasts.” She turned to
face him, longing to explore his most intimate places. He would not
be so relaxed if others had followed his path. She loosened the
front of her covering to expose a bit of her flesh.

“I have brought my share.” He
patted the rabbits hanging from his hip.

She dropped her basket, unable to contain her
delight at seeing him. Her arms wrapped around his neck. He kissed
her, tentatively.

“And I will have a taste.” She
snuggled against him, the want rising.

“It is cold, Golden Hair.” He
tasted her lips again.

“I am warm in your arms.” She
tangled her fingers in the strings holding his deerskins around his
waist. One tug and she had access.

“Golden Hair, Yepa will see.” He
made no move to stop her.

“We are far from the cave, and she
is drawing water from the river while I gather. Your want is as
great as mine. Why deny it?” Her hand burrowed into the opening she
created. His thick shaft rested easily in her palm. Never had she
been so bold, but the winter had been too cold without his body to
comfort hers. One stroke and he stiffened.

“Too long I have been without the
press of your warmth to me. I shall have that again.” Their lips
met again, tongues intertwining. She stroked his cock, and his hand
massaged her breast through her doeskin. Last fall—after a
torturous year of him exploring her curves only—he had taken her
maidenhead among the leaves near the top of the mountain. The thin
air had heightened the experience for her. His tenderness in
guiding her through her first time had her want him even more. She
wanted him to enter her, the winter far too long of a wait to join
with him again. She needed him in her—to claim her once again among
the frosted earth.

“Take me, Knoton. I am branded
yours forever.” She jerked his length, his hips moving in
rhythm.

“Yepa would cast me away if I fill
you with child before seeking counsel.” His warning had no merit as
his hands yanked her dress up to her waist. Cold air hit her
exposed buttocks, her legs opened to receive his demand. Fear of
swelling her belly had him cautious, yet they had alternatives to
please them both. Pleasures he had guided her through numerous
times before.

“Spill your seed on the ground, my
love. I cannot bear another moment of this. Take me, I beg you.”
She stopped her stroking and lowered herself to the ground. Knoton
settled between her legs. His fat head eased into her wet opening.
Each thrust was met by her hips. She gazed up at her warrior, the
man she wanted to be with until the ends of the earth. With each
deep plunge into her sex, Aiyanna gazed into the depths of his
eyes. Love shone in his dark orbs. She wanted his seed to spill in
her, to fill her belly with their first child so he could stay with
her, but she was an outsider. If their union was not blessed by the
tribe, Knoton would be cast out for impregnating someone of pale
skin or they would do far worse to her. A world without his love
bore no meaning, so she reveled in each thrust of his cock inside
her. She clung to him, desperate for their place of bliss beyond
her tormented mind.

Her breath hitched as dark thoughts plagued
her. His tribe would never allow her to be with his wife. He had
spoken to her at great length about his father’s contempt for the
people with skin as light as hers appearing along the shores. Death
would take her with a vengeance for stealing his heart. Moans
escaped her lips as she thrashed beneath him. The darkness would
not claim her today. She sought the rhythm beating in his chest,
and the pulse shattered her black visions.

She matched his cadence, quickening her
movements. She stroked his chin, and he kissed her, deeply madly.
Her legs trembled as he increased his pace. His rough mouth against
hers spoke of the same desperate ache. She prayed he would forget,
but as his moans grew, he pulled away from her. He bent, jerking
his cock. His seed splattered on the ground.

“I am sorry, Golden Hair.” He
gasped. “I almost did not.” His chest heaved as he tried to catch
his breath.

“Would that have been so bad?” She
covered her bare skin. Her voice trembled at the loss of his
closeness. Steam wreathed him like flames. A portrait of a
smoldering god who held her destiny in the palm of his
hand.

“I want to be with you. To see
your belly swell with strong sons and daughters, but my father will
not allow us to be together. Other fair-skinned people have
journeyed near only to be deprived of life by his will. They take
from the earth more than they return and poisoned his mind against
the paleness of your flesh to mine. He will see the same madness
because of this.” He stroked her hair before helping her off the
ground. “He doesn’t know I travel to this side of the mountain. I
have kept much from him. Yepa is to come to us, not us to her
unless urgency dictates. Has your mother not spoken this to you?
Every day he tells me I must choose a wife. Let my soul guide my
choice. Every day I tell him I am not ready because it is you that
calls to me. I fear soon the choice will be made for
me.”

“I would run to the ends of the
earth to be with you, Knoton. Say it and I will run with
you.”

He cupped her chin and nodded. “We will wait
until the weather is more fitting and travel south away from this.
I promise. My father should give me until the earth has awakened
fully. If he will not accept what my heart has chosen, I
will.”

She hugged him. His warmness soothed her
aching heart. “I will bear you many sons and daughters.” Breaking
from the embrace after laying a gentle kiss to his chest, she
picked up her basket. “I must get my bounty though I would rather…”
She let her words hang, the unspoken words known to her
lover.

“I must circle around so that Yepa
does not suspect.” He stole one last kiss before running away. Her
fingers lingered on the dying heat on her lips.

Her blade sliced through the clumps of
mushrooms she created. Her basket filled quickly. On her way back
to the cave, she stooped to dig out some tender red clover. She
could almost taste the rabbit Knoton had caught, but his unique
scent permeated her wicked thoughts. She only hoped Yepa would not
catch a whiff of her tryst. The sun played through the trees as she
weaved her way down the trail. Another tuft of red clover grew by a
fallen moss-covered log, and she knelt to retrieve it. Voices
echoed to her left. Pushing her basket under the log, she followed.
The rich composted dirt smeared her clothing as she stilled within
her shelter.

Two pairs of moccasins stopped inches from her
hiding spot.

“Knoton came this way.”

As Aiyanna feared, some of her beloved’s
people tracked him. How often could he disappear and not raise an
alarm? One of the men shuffled forward a hairsbreadth from her
position. His spear tapped the ground. Aiyanna held her breath,
afraid they would notice her presence.

The other snorted. “He comes to seek wisdom
with the witch against his father’s wishes.”

“He comes to wet his cock with no
fear of swelling her belly.” The man laughed.

“His father will not be pleased.
No one is to travel these woods.”

“His father need not know. Any may
seek counsel and any may lie with they choose.” They turned back
the way they had come, their fingers entwining. “The witch will
give him experience to please his wife and will not be the first to
seek comfort between her warm thighs. She will guide him on the
path to being a good husband.”

“He will find his path as we have
and the joy it brings.”

Aiyanna stayed under the log, watching each
shift in their feet to warn her should she be noticed. She sucked
in a deep breath as they move further down the trail. If they had
found Knoton and her copulating… She had to get back to the cave.
Crawling out, she wiped away some of the clumps of dirt caking her
clothing. She retrieved her basket and picked up the mushrooms that
had fallen free. Perhaps the two men had mistaken her tracks for
Yepa’s. Rising fear had her trudging through the forest to skirt
around the path of Knoton’s tribesmen. Every snap of a twig or
trill of a bird had her heart nearly jumping out of her
chest.

At the entrance of the cave, her lover waited.
Aiyanna paused to take his form in again, remembering their union
in the forest. His unique musk lingered on her clothes. The danger
of the two men finding the cave spurred her to rush past him. As
much as she wanted her spirit to confront those who would keep her
from her love, she couldn’t muster the courage. In the cover of the
shadows within, she spoke to him. “Two from your tribe were in the
forest. They didn’t see me, but they were looking for you.” She
kept her back to Yepa, afraid her mother would see the yearning for
their guest in her eyes.

“I should go.” Knoton turned to
leave.

“Stay. I have no enemies here.”
Yepa waved him back in. “Should they come, it will be as it
appears. You have brought rabbits to take a meal with
me.”

“My father has dictated that we
are not to travel this way. That two search means he knows I came
this way. And often.”

Aiyanna bit her lip to remain silent. The
tribe in the area respected her mother but tolerated her existence.
Her magic was a secret Yepa guarded close. Whether to protect her
or cut her contact off with the outside world, she never asked.
Some reasons were better left unexplained. Back to her task, she
prepared the mushrooms and stuck them in the boiling pot. Her hood
covered her eyes, and hopefully the slow steady stream of tears.
How she longed to be more than the clandestine person haunting the
woods when visitors roamed near. Her relationship with Knoton had
been an accident at first. Curiosity and the heavenly scent of the
forest in full bloom under a full moon had gotten the better of
them both.

“I will return. If those seeking
me do not find me, they could circle back.” Knoton left the cave,
and Aiyanna’s shoulders slumped. She had no aspirations that he’d
return. Their tryst in the woods was all too brief.

“I will hide myself away until
they are gone.” She turned away from the fire and her meal
preparations. Tears brimmed on her eyelashes, blurring her
vision.

“Aiyanna. What did they say?” Yepa
asked.

“They…” Heat blossomed in her
cheeks. “I cannot say.” Yepa need not know that Knoton was
suspected to be sleeping with her. She disappeared through the
pelts hiding her sleeping chamber, wiping her tears away. On her
pallet, she tried to hold back her urge to cry.

Yepa entered, a slight smile on her lips.
“Hmmm. I am a witch of old, Aiyanna. You need not voice your
thoughts for me to know them.” She placed the rabbit pelts near
her. “For you to repair your winter boots.”

“Thank you.” She let out a long
breath.

Yepa touched her hand. “You tremble. What is
wrong, my child?”

“I fear that when they see me
beyond the hood that shields my appearance, they will not welcome
my presence.” Her thoughts briefly turned to Knoton. If his tribe
saw her hair, Yepa would be driven from the mountain or worse yet,
killed along with her. Aiyanna was sure of it. The death she had
been saved from in her youth would come to claim more lives along
with hers.

“Drive these dark thoughts
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