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	Beneath the Blackberry Moon parts 1-3

	(must be read in order)

	Part 1: The Red Feather

	Part 2: The Sacred Writings

	Part 3: The Ebony Cloak

	The Untold Stories (bonus material)

	 

	Drawn by the Frost Moon 

	(standalones)

	Bitter Eyes No More 

	Love the War Woman 

	Finding Pretty Wolf

	Strike of the Water Moccasin

	We Are Come to Die 



	




	To the Shepherd of my soul. 

	For the still waters He faithfully leads me to.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.

	He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters.

	Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,

	I will fear no evil: for thou art with me.

	 

	Selections from Psalm 23

	 

	~~~~

	You are way maker, miracle worker,

	promise keeper, light in the darkness.

	My God, that is who You are.

	Even when I don’t see it, You’re working

	Even when I don’t feel it, You’re working

	I worship You

	I worship You

	 

	Selections from Way Maker by Leeland
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Introduction

	 

	Welcome back to Wakulla, my friend!

	 

	The bulk of this book takes place in the days following Tall Bull and Mink’s departure from Wakulla at the end of book 2, Love the War Woman. For those new to the series, Finding Pretty Wolf can be read alone, but it intertwines closely with the timeline and plot of Bitter Eyes No More, and Love the War Woman, the previous installments in the series.

	 

	For fuller enjoyment, you might consider reading Bitter Eyes and War Woman before Pretty Wolf.

	 

	If you like deeper reading experiences, you’ll appreciate the linked glossary throughout the book.

	 

	Disclaimer: Finding Pretty Wolf is an artist’s rendering of certain events in the life of Milly Francis. This work of fiction was written for entertainment purposes. In no way is it meant to accurately portray the actions or character of any historical figure. For a true summary of Milly’s life, please see the Author’s Notes at the end of this novel.

	 

	Enjoy!

	 

	--April W Gardner

	 

	To stay informed of book releases, and to receive a FREE WWI romance,

	subscribe to my newsletter.

	

	If you enjoy this story, 

	please consider rating or reviewing it when you’re finished.
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1

	Horse’s Flat Foot, last battle of the Creek War

	Little Spring Month (March) 1814

	 

	Polly Francis, a woman of white name and red skin, a daughter of Wakulla’s chief, knew something of duty, honor, and contractual obligation. Happily, it was not obligation that bound her to the People. And it was not the betrothal agreement that pinned her to the shady side of a pine, devouring her in kisses. Never mind that they stood on the cusp of a war-ending battle, their enemy almost within sight.

	At eighteen winters, Polly was allowed the occasional wild indiscretion.

	Her betrothed topped her by ten years, yet he too had been trembling when their mouths first clashed, desperate and frenzied. He quivered still as his movements slowed and gentled into worshipful caresses.

	Eyes closed, she savored him, her scant moan letting him know she approved. Of him, of this stolen moment—even though his war paint sat tart on her tongue, its red and black stark against his pale English skin.

	A champion of their struggling cause, Robert Maxwell Bellamy had retired his British naval uniform and clothed himself in warrior’s attire for the war’s duration. Over the moons, his dedication had been so unbending, he’d earned himself the warrior’s name Iron Wood. He already had the greatest reward: a pledge of marriage to the chief’s daughter.

	“Polly Francis,” he whispered gruffly in the English they always spoke, “you are the very spark in my soul, and I cannot lose you.”

	“Never.” She steered her chin to retake his mouth, but he gave a reluctant exhale.

	“Forgive me, darling, but we’ve played with danger long enough. It’s time for you to go.” He dropped a soft kiss on the tip of her nose. “Barricade yourself in the lodge. Do not leave for anything.” Iron Wood’s eyelashes, a thick, black fringe on both lids, made his ice-pale blue orbs shine large and handsome. Today, they drilled her with a glossy sheen of fear. An unusual sighting.

	He put a small distance between their bodies, red paint cracking on his pinched brow. “The Americans would make a prize of war out of you. If they learned who you are… Dear God, I dare not imagine how they might use you to achieve their ends.”

	Polly studied the tiny lines crowing out from the edges of his constricted eyes and gave a meager shake of the head, her touch lowering instinctively to her abdomen. “I am perfectly safe here, far from the fighting, and my father has yet to emerge. I will not leave him to—”

	“Josiah Francis,” he interrupted, using her father’s birth name, “is warrior enough to pray in the river without his daughter standing as a lookout. I want you behind closed doors at once.”

	She bristled. “You wish me to hide? Truly? Me. The micco’s daughter.” She was Wolf Clan, not meant to be tucked away like prey.

	“I would have you survive!” He rested his forehead against hers. “Stay off the killing field. There are plenty of other women to be ammunition runners. And keep out of sight. Before the end, I’ll find you.”

	“Yes, you will because if you die on me,” she fairly growled at him, “I’ll leave your bones to bleach in the sun and your ghost to wander itself dizzy.”

	Both his eyebrows flicked up. Then he burbled a deep, masculine laugh. “Put that way, I hardly have any choice in the matter, do I?”

	“Swear it to me, Iron Wood. Wipe off that smile and swear it like you mean it.”

	“I do.” He punctuated the promise with a perfunctory mash of his lips to hers. “On every bloody star in the sky, I swear to live forever. Just for you.” Grinning unabashedly, he retired a few slow strides, eyes gobbling her up as if she were a feast before a fast.

	The cold spring breeze whistled through the pine needles. It rustled Polly’s tattered skirt and toyed with Iron Wood’s breechcloth, the swaddling fabric that hung, front and back, in a broad strip over his belt and down to his knees. It flapped lazily, and she could do nothing to stop the slow, silky smile from creeping up her lips.

	Once her dragging sight met his, he vested her with one of his white man’s winks. Teeth on full, cheeky display, he turned about and powered through the underbrush, long-knife coming neatly into his clutch. “To the talwa, dear heart,” he called behind him, meaning the battlefield village, Tohopeka. “Now!”

	His urgency coaxed her about, the thatch rooftops of Tohopeka scantly visible through the thickets. Then, from behind, Water Spirit chanted a beckoning tune. She jettisoned a huffy breath and, having made Iron Wood no promise, went to her father at the river instead.

	~ ~ ~

	The Che-lo-kee, their ancient enemy, had arrived.

	In the time since ignoring Iron Wood and leaving her father, his burdensome, nerve-shattering prophecy still bleeding her ears, the sun had burned a substantial trail across the Upper World.

	Bare feet swifting silently over the forest floor, Polly aimed for a child toddling through the forest that enclosed Tohopeka. At full speed, she dipped left and snagged the girl’s arm. With her next stride, she hauled the small body up and flat against her chest. A glimpse of the child’s dirty face brought forth the name Cricket.

	Iron Wood would be furious she’d thrown his warning to the west wind and abandoned her shelter. Assuming he lived long enough to learn of it. Fear whipped about her, clogged her lungs as viciously as the smoke blackening the sky above the blazing talwa.

	A shout stopped her short and ripped her head around to confront the destruction in the clearing. Every structure burned, a flaming pyre of their cause. Che-lo-kee warriors swarmed like a pack of dogs biting at the heels of women and children, herding them into the square.

	Angry, unshed tears corrupted the scene. Polly had never been more grateful her sister, Runs Like Deer, and their mother were far off in another land. Her father had sent them to the Floridas to request sanctuary among the British as a fallback. One they would be using. If they survived.

	Allies to that cunning dog, General Jackson, or Old Sharp Knife, the Che-lo-kees had done the unthinkable and crossed the swollen Tallapoosa River. Polly might admire the feat if her own battle fury weren’t blinding her to all reason.

	Battle? Laughable. At Tohopeka, there’d been only surround, charge, and scatter. The solitary blessing in this shameful fall—the Che-lo-kees were following white rules of war regarding innocents.

	Another barked order. This one a command to come.

	Did they mean her?

	Fists clenched in the child’s tunic, Polly squinted watering eyes to see through the gray haze trapped under the thick, leafy canopy above. A scan of the situation revealed not a head was turned her way. She’d made an entirely successful escape. Entirely useless.

	The soles of her feet itched to fly, but there was nowhere to run. The treacherous river at their rear and flanks, the one they’d believed themselves so secure behind, had become the bars to their cage. There was only here, where she stood. Infested ground. In the span it took to load a musket, the land they’d staked as their own, wept over, prayed over, stomped dances over, had been lost to them.

	Gone.

	Polly felt her ribs crushing under the horror of it. And what of the engagement raging at the bulwark? Over the hours since the Bluecoat soldiers arrived, few reports trickled in. Not unexpected, seeing none of the Defiance men would leave the field. Hadn’t they vowed as much? Stand or bleed and die.

	As to the women and young, they had been assured safety—a forest, a field, and a timber-and-clay breastwork manned by a thousand painted males between them and the Bluecoats. Those warriors, the last ramshackle, hunger-thinned defenders of their ancient ways, had sworn even cannon fire would not penetrate their wall. They were secure behind it.

	Lies. Fantasies. The naïve hopes of the desperate.

	The noises reaching the talwa were telling. The canons ceased firing some time ago, those bone-rattling booms replaced by the crack of small arms and trill of the battle cry. Now, even the musket fire had dwindled from a drenching storm to a pitter-patter shower. A terrifyingly pathetic display of resistance. Polly was not delusional enough to imagine the soldiers to be the ones on the defensive.

	Not after her father’s sober warning.

	After leaving him, Pretty Wolf made a war mask from the ash of burned lightwood. She was no war woman, but according to her father, a fight awaited her just the same. A fight that would not find her unprepared. Dagger strapped to her waist, the one accompanying her father’s ominous prophecy, she would not go down easily.

	The conflict at the bulwark would be close-contact, now. Hatchet to sword. Skin to skin. A sharing of sweat and blood, screams and agony, death and death, and yet more death.

	And her father? Iron Wood?

	Fear for them became a choking bitterness at the back of her throat, and Polly could not swallow it down.

	Cricket squirmed in her arms, twisting to see behind them. In the same instant, a sharp beam of light cut into her side vision. Slamming that eyelid shut, she veered from the nuisance, then cautiously glanced back.

	There was a boy. Rather, a brave, paint and perspiration smeared across him. He crouched behind thick shrubs, only his head and hand visible. In it, a piece of… Was that a signaling mirror? Ehi, yes. And he was signaling…her?

	What could he want? And what was he thinking hiding there? Setting himself up to snipe the Che-lo-kees? Foolish boy! Scowling at him, she gave her head a firm shake. He should come out. Wash off that paint, join the children, and be spared.

	She waved him in, intending to tell him as much. Hoping his fledgling warrior’s pride would not prevent him from saving himself.

	Vehemently, he shook his head and replicated her scooping motion, urging her to him. Polly’s throat rumbled a growl. Was he too frightened to come out? Must she hold his hand?

	She looked back toward the dying talwa, but same as before, the warriors had no interest in the surrounding woodland. A sign they had already infiltrated and secured it. Fortunately, inside this sector of shadowed woods, all was yet still.

	Skin tingling, Polly darted her sight from trunk to bush across her horizon and around. Soldiers might spare the cowering brave, but the Che-lo-kees would not. War paint on a male was an invitation to tangle. Or to slaughter.

	Growing furious, she took off toward the brave. As she went, she secured Cricket to her hip. Ten long strides had her squatting at his side.

	He was looking off, putting on a good show of careful surveillance. Even so, his features were vaguely familiar; she’d seen him about.

	“Have you lost all sanity, boy?” she hissed. “Put that mirror away!”

	Something cracked behind her. A flintlock? Both their heads whipped around, but the forest was empty.

	The boy continued panning, all the while heaving for breath, as if he’d run a hard, desperate distance. Sweat ran down his neck and over the rabbit tattoo on his bony chest. “Aren’t you a…firebolt.”

	“Says the rabbit kitten who doesn’t know when to stop playing warrior.”

	That swung his head back to her, and their eyes clicked.

	His brows jogged up his forehead. As he canted in for a closer look, his thick eyelids spread wide. She knew what the boy saw, what entranced him—flecks of bright blue on dark hazel irises. A curiosity wherever she went. But they hadn’t the time for this childish fascination. The enemy swarmed a mere arrow’s shot away.

	Her mouth was opening to say so when he drew back and seemed to regather his senses. His somber eyes suddenly told a different tale, a dire one, supported by the breath he still could not catch. “Iron Wood sent me.”

	Her teeth snapped shut.

	“He’s wounded and cannot come for you as promised.”

	Iron Wood. Wounded.

	“Is-is it bad?” How her voice remained steady above her thrashing heart, she did not know.

	“Bullet to the thigh. Prophet Francis bids him escape.” Naturally. Because Iron Wood was critical to their future. “But your man, he will not leave unless you’re with him. I swore I’d find you. Follow me.” Without warning, he clawed onto her upper arm and, with surprising strength, yanked her upright with him. There was no need of force. Polly would follow this child into the worst of the fray if it meant convincing Iron Wood to make his escape.

	They sailed through the underbrush, Cricket clinging to Polly like sticky weed. The distant clamor of war, the flash of the sun through the treetops—they were little more than a blur in her subconscious. All she knew was Iron Wood and bright red blood pumping through a powder-blackened puncture of flesh and muscle.

	The boy more than kept pace with Polly’s longer legs. Cutting around obstacles, leaping others, tearing through creepers and prickly vines, he fearlessly led. No hesitation, no deviations. Straight toward the swampy cove her father had shown her several sleeps earlier.

	Nearing the spot, the brave slowed to a maddening crawl, ear cocking this way and that. Polly joined him, tuning her senses to danger. The river coursed around a rocky bend, its splash and gurgle to their right obliterating any auditory evidence of enemy presence. Nearby foliage did not appear disturbed.

	Satisfied, the boy picked up his pace, soon reaching a fallen long-leaf pine propped high off the ground by its branches. He pushed a flowering shrub aside, enough to allow Polly to duck under the tree. Toes squelching into boggy soil, she pushed through the greenery and into an inlet sheltered on three sides. A ring of boulders, cypress stumps, and the fallen pine acted as decent coverage.

	A single dugout waited empty at the water’s edge. Beside it, on a dry hump of ground, Iron Wood sat propped against a cypress knee, one leg bloodied and bound up tight, the other sunk in silty water. At his sides were two warriors Polly recognized from her father’s council fires.

	Mink, a war woman renowned for fierceness in battle and on the stickball field. And Water Moccasin, Mink’s brother and the warrior who taught Mink every twang of the bowstring and lunge of the knife. There were no two others Polly would rather have guarding her betrothed’s flanks.

	“Polly!” Bloody fingers outstretched, Iron Wood beckoned. Even across the distance, she noted the quake of his limbs, the wobble of his head as he struggled to keep it upright.

	Polly stared, heart pounding away in her clogging throat. She hadn’t known a white man could be so…white. Lips washed of all color, he sweated a river to match the Tallapoosa.

	“Polly, dear heart?” His blinks fell sluggish, confused, mere beats from not lifting again. “Is it you?”

	A brusque nudge from behind snapped Polly back into herself. She trapped a cry of pity behind clenched teeth and splashed a hurried trail through the shallows. “I’m here, I’m here!”

	“Finally.” Mink directed her glowering brow at Polly’s guide. “Thought you were done for, boy.” The war woman wasted no time squeezing her small but sturdy frame behind Iron Wood. She hooked her hands in the pits of his arms.

	Polly jogged onto the scene, but Water Moccasin reached for Iron Wood’s legs, blocking her access to him. He and Mink heaved, and Iron Wood groaned as he left the ground.

	Polly bit back reproach at their rough handling and grasped for banter. “Quiet, you overgrown baby,” she scratched out in English. “One would think they were sawing your leg off.”

	“Doesn’t hurt a bit.” The slur was worsening.

	She cracked a watery smile. “Shall I have them saw next at your lying tongue?”

	Lids shut, he stuck it out at her in offering.

	A single laugh sobbed from her while she tried not to look at his leg. The amount of blood soaking his legging staggered her. High on his thigh, the wound was too near that vital artery. Could he survive this?

	Cricket bounced, and Polly patted the little bottom perched on her forearm. She followed close to the warriors as they hustled toward the dugout, Iron Wood’s limp form swinging between them.

	The vessel was narrow, room enough for two, certainly not three. Either Mink or her brother would be swimming alongside. How would they ever manage to get the craft beyond the soldiers? Dozens were likely camped along the river, rifles primed to pick off any who fled.

	Cover, we need cover. Polly cast about for something that would suit. “That plank there,” she said to the messenger brave, gesturing wildly. “Fetch it, will you? Be quick!”

	Reading her mind, Mink abandoned her brother, who was arranging a groaning Iron Wood on his side in the dugout, and traipsed over to help the boy. Together, they freed a plank of half-rotted wood from beneath several others, then laid it over the dugout, covering Iron Wood’s vital parts.

	“How is that? Comfortable?” Polly stroked the damp hair back from his face. “Stable enough?”

	“Mmm, fine,” he garbled through pressed, death-white lips.

	Hand on Iron Wood’s shoulder, she looked to Mink. “My father?”

	Water Moccasin averted his gaze and bent for a paddle, but Mink met the inquiry head-on. “Shot.”

	Polly’s stomach turned. “Dead?”

	“Shot many times.”

	“So, he is dead?”

	“Three, four wounds, maybe more.”

	“Is. He. Dead.” Polly gritted the words between her teeth. Why was this such a troublesome question?

	Mink stared at her, face an unreadable slate of stone. “I cannot say. He fell.”

	“They could be flesh wounds.” And her father was resilient.

	“Who is that you have?” Iron Wood’s voice was a mere rasp.

	“Cricket.”

	“I can…take her.” He patted the gap between his body and the wall of the dugout.

	Polly considered the girl who squealed and made grasping motions at Iron Wood. She couldn’t be much beyond two winters in age and already an orphan, the war having taken her father. Illness, her mother.

	There was a risk in exposing her to the line of fire. But the dugout walls were impenetrable, and they couldn’t leave her alone there at the river’s edge. The brave would surely wish to head straight back into the glory of warfare, and Polly had her own plans. Plans that did not include a girl two-winters young.

	“All right, Cricket. You can go.” Refusing herself another morbid thought, Polly released the child to wiggle beneath the plank covering him. In moments, Cricket was nestling against Iron Wood’s side. Half-conscious, he curled his body around her. “But you must lie very, very still,” Polly said. “His leg hurts. Do not bump it, and if you raise your head, the ride will be over.”

	In answer, Cricket squirmed close to Iron Wood and babbled in his ear.

	“I’ll…keep her down.”

	“Of course, and you, Mr. Bellamy,”—she caught a leafy vine Mink flung overtop the plank—“no English heroics. Lay there and rest. On top of Cricket if she doesn’t stop wiggling.” Polly tried for a laugh, but it came out slightly manic.

	Mink sank thigh-deep in the water, grabbed the vine from under the dugout, and wrapped it again—a shoddy tie-down and perhaps a hope they would pass for floating debris.

	“Look at you. So scared for me.” A smile quivered across his blood-spattered visage. “Such a pretty face…shouldn’t have to worry so.”

	“Save your honeyed words for later and hold on.” Polly pressed her mouth to his and held back tears at its icy touch. “Hold tight to life, Iron Wood. Hold fast. Do not leave me.”

	“Can’t,” he breathed through near-immobile lips. “You are my spark, and…you are here. I will…live.” On that promise, his eyelids slid shut; his body slumped into unconsciousness.

	“Done,” Water Moccasin announced over the knot he tied into the vine’s ends. “We must move.”

	Polly nodded, gaze pasted to the pulse fluttering in Iron Wood’s throat.

	“Get in the dugout, Polly.” Mink. Adamant. Knowing.

	“No.” Polly took a step back. “I cannot leave my father to bleed out. If there is a chance to help him, I must take it.” Her mother would expect it of her, demand it.

	“Micco Crazy Medicine ordered us to—”

	“Was I included in that order?”

	Mink’s nostrils blew wide. “Not specifically, but you are—”

	“Then you and your brother will take my betrothed to safety. As the micco ordered.”

	Mink glared at her, and Polly returned it, their eyes in vicious combat. The battle of wills raged on in silence until, at last, the strict line of Mink’s mouth softened. She tipped her chin sideways, head lowering in what surely could not be a bow of admiration. “Very well, Polly.”

	“Where did you last see him?”

	“He went down on the far eastern side of the wall. Wait until the end. If he is going to live through his wounds, he will do so whether you arrive before the bullets have stopped flying or after. Do not risk your life needlessly, or he will lift my scalp. Then I will lift yours.” Her lips peeled back in a ferocious baring of the teeth, then she reeled about and shoved the vessel into the water. “Have a care for your life, daughter of Francis. And when you see him, tell him I have his Englishman safe with me, and we will meet in the Point.” Meaning the Floridas. “Where we discussed.”

	“I will. Keep him alive. And Mink?” When the woman glanced back, Polly sent her a look replete with promise. “If he begins his spirit journey, it will be me you answer to.”

	Mink grinned. “Understood, little she-wolf.”

	Water Moccasin chuckled, then stunned Polly with a brisk embrace. “For the People,” he began. She finished with him. “No fences. No fetters.” He withdrew and knuckled her under the chin. “Take care, sister.”

	Then he and Mink were shoving off, neither boarding but sinking up to their noses in the water, guiding the craft into the river’s exuberant flow. With them went the steady rhythm of Polly’s pulse, leaving her with an erratic version that lightened her head and jellied her legs.

	“Don’t watch.”

	Polly startled at the brave’s voice then at the sweaty clasp of his palm to hers. When had he appeared at her shoulder? Of its own volition, her body leaned, seeking contact.

	Without faltering, he took on the slight weight.

	“Will he…will he make it, do you think?” she whispered, not wanting to hear the question, much less the answer.

	For too long a stretch, he didn’t reply, which was reply in itself. At least, he wouldn’t lie to spare her feelings. Even so, she felt rocked to her core.

	The brave let her lean on him and track the dugout as it rocked and hurdled through the swells. Too soon, he gave her an urging tug. “Come, look away. Look to your father.” He peered up at her then and frowned, swiped a finger along her cheekbone. Cool wet streaked across her skin. The tender gesture only made the silent tears fall harder.

	For many sawing breaths, she stood there, eyes unable to break from the place they’d last seen the dugout. Warm water lapped at her ankles, and she begged Water Spirit to ferry Iron Wood past the soldiers without further harm. To guide him into safer waters and, one day, against all odds, back to her again.

	“Polly.”

	Her lashes, weighted with droplets, lowered and lifted. Once. Twice. Then she dragged her sight to the boy and, for the first time, truly saw him.

	Two tattered braids hung over his collarbones, bare of feathers, beads, or bands. Attired in only skin and breechcloth, his boyish frame was on full gangly display. Elbows, knees, ears, hip bones: he was all knobs and protrusions, and everywhere on him were angles. Where his neck met his shoulder. Where his ribs banked down along his sides. Where his cheekbones slanted high.

	His jaw, though, hewn broad and sharp, was more man than boy. A queer contrast to his reed-thin neck. Every Red Stick on Horse’s Flat Foot, especially the children, wore the face of hunger, but what had this one’s mother been feeding him? Water and air?

	On his person: a braided-leather bracelet dwarfing his bony wrist and the tattoo of a rabbit leaping over his heart. Apart from his sharp eyes and ragged fingernails, he carried no weapons. Had he lost them in battle? Assuming he’d been in battle—there were no scrapes or bruises to prove it. Only dirt and sweat and the war-paint illusion of manhood. A musket loader, then. Or munitions mule. Whatever had occupied him while the punishing sun arced the sky, it hadn’t been sitting on his haunches with the children. Where he belonged.

	He stood at least a hand shorter than Polly and was aged perhaps fourteen winters, fifteen at most. Far too young for this level of violence and slaughter. But his eyes… Earth-brown, fathomless. Steady. Arrow quick and just as piercing—eyes of such caliber missed nothing and spoke of an age well beyond his years. He clutched her gaze with his own, held it steady. In his, she found only light and strength.

	Felt it enter her like a physical force. Her ribs expanded. Her shoulder blades pulled together. Her chin lifted a degree.

	“Well done, Polly Francis. Look to living,” he said on a sage nod as if he were an elder, a beloved man, instead of an errand boy. As if she were a girl awaiting her first bleed instead of micco’s daughter and likely mother to Iron Wood’s child.

	The boy’s sight flitted to her abdomen, where her hand had, entirely on its own, floated up to cradle her flat womb. His head tipped right, her arm fell away, and his eyes jerked back to hers. Indeed, those razor orbs of his missed nothing.

	He coaxed her around and set his jaw, gaze drilling toward the field of combat. What had he seen out there to flare his nostrils with such determination?

	“Living might be a stretch,” she murmured wearily, “even for a child’s hope.” And she should know, having lost both her hope and her childhood three moons past on the gore-mottled banks of Holy Ground. “I’ll content myself with surviving, maddo.”

	“Stop that,” he clipped at once, swinging his attention back to her, his intensity rather intimidating for one so short and scrawny. “We will live. Together.”

	Together? No, they would not. She would scrub that paint off his face and send him trotting back to the women and children, while she made her way alone to the bulwark and, and…

	The notion of entering that killing field alone stalled her brain, then cramped her bowels.

	“Do not think you will go without me, Polly Francis.” His voice was iron now. “Where you step, I will follow, and that is the end of it.”

	Well. If he was going to make a fuss about it, how could she argue? It was his death, his choice. And she had her English. Should the Bluecoats confront them, she would explain his childish eagerness for a warrior’s honor.

	“Well?” he demanded.

	She almost smiled, both at the war paint smudging his whiskerless chin and at the bizarre loyalty fastening him to her side. Her attention rested on the creature inked into his flesh. Solid indigo, it leaped across his left breast. “What are you called, little rabbit kit?”

	“True Seeker.”

	An intriguing name. “What is it you seek?”

	“As of today, you. And whatever it is you seek.”

	Her brow pinched at the oddity of his attachment, but she wouldn’t refuse the help or the company. Including that of a boy two missed meals from toppling over. Anchoring to his unflinching gaze, she curled her fingers tighter about his. Toes imprinting into Earth Mother’s soft, spirit-buoying flesh, she tilted her head in a nod. “All right, then, Kit. Together.”
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	Spanish Territory, Bellamy and Co. Trading Post

	Big Harvest Month (August) 1817

	 

	“‘Where you step, I will follow, and that is the end of it,’ he said.” Pretty Wolf tapped a stick of chalk against her small blackboard, in part wishing she were still that girl, Polly, with her simple, unassuming name and her unmarred body. In part hating every recollection of her innocence and her astonishing stupidity. “‘Together,’ I told him. ‘We go together.’” The one intelligent decision she’d made that nightmare day.

	With a mental shake, she compelled herself from the memory and from the boy in it—much as she’d done a year later when she’d kissed his sleeping brow then run out on him. A full nine seasons had passed since she’d last seen him—two years and three months by the whites’ calendar—and the hole in her middle was no less empty. But reminiscing did one no favors, which was why she’d never relayed the details of that day—or any of them after, really—to anyone.

	Until now.

	“Child?”

	She dragged her eyes up from her lettering attempts on the board and rested them on her writing instructor.

	Korsan the Silent—aged about as many winters as her father—had recently given in to her begging to teach her letter writing.

	“When the spirits believe something to be important,” her micco-father was known to say, “they teach us themselves.”

	Korsan, it would seem, disagreed. His price for the risk involved? The recounting of memories. Specifically, that day.

	Her teacher sat opposite her, the clutter of his desk sprawled between them. His Ottoman heritage granted his skin a year-round bronze, a darker hue than her own warm beige. True to his name, he waited in patient silence, letting her set her own pace.

	“They were no idle words either,” she murmured in English, the language he felt most comfortable in. “Every step I took during the long away, True Seeker dutifully echoed.”

	At times, he walked behind. Other times, he strode at her side, carrying her weight, literal and figurative, on his stick-shoulders. And sometimes, predominately toward the end when she hadn’t the will to rise from her pallet, his feet stepped nowhere at all but curled protectively around hers—along with his arms and any other part of himself he could drape over her lethargic form. Anything to hold her together.

	“This True Seeker…” Though accented, Korsan’s English was impeccable. “Do you yearn for him?”

	Asking if she missed her friend was akin to asking a gallows man if he missed the ground beneath his swinging feet.

	With a soft cloth, she scrubbed at the board’s sloppy contents. “Every day,” she admitted, voice encumbered with feeling. Her attention lifted from the smeared letters to Korsan’s chicory-brown eyes peering at her through the smudged glass of his spectacles.

	“You must unencumber yourself, child, of what came before and live here, now. It is the will of Allah.”

	No! was her immediate reaction, a spark of panic with it. Confused at herself, she mashed her lips together and made no remark.

	Korsan dipped his ink pen in the pot and waited for a black drop to fall from the nib. “You forgot to recount the prophecy.”

	An unattractive snort rumbled her sinuses. “I forgot how to form the B letter. I do not forget the prophecy.” Ever.

	“Then you shall recount it,” he said, slipping into his standard haughty air. “Begin where you disobeyed my master’s instructions to go to the village.”

	Disobeyed? A frown overtook her. She did not obey Iron Wood. Neither did she relish dwelling in the realm of her failures.

	The scratch of nib against parchment filled a considerable space of silence. “Or return the chalk to the tray and come back tomorrow for another attempt.” He gave one of his superior sniffs.

	One way or another, the man would have his story. And it wasn’t as if the prophecy itself was an unknown. Only the after. Shoulders falling, she began a looping string of Ls on her board while she retraced her steps to that ghastly day…

	 

	At the Tallapoosa’s slippery brink, Polly glanced back like a child making sure her parent hadn’t caught her being naughty. In this case, it was Iron Wood’s notice she wished to avoid. But she’d made him no promises to hide in Tohopeka, and she did plan to go. Eventually.

	Satisfied she’d arrived unseen, she chose a patch of dirt on which to settle her backside—all the better to bond with Earth Mother. To touch soil, the spirit’s skin. To feel stone, her bones. 

	Water could be considered Earth Mother’s blood, but Polly would leave such to her father, who had an affinity for that spirit. The man-sized footprints that led from his discarded moccasins into the river told her he communed with that spirit now.

	Although, how he could, she did not know. The water slapped almost violently against the bank, stretching its confines and daring any would-be invader to try its strength. Even with the Bluecoats bearing down, she felt safe.

	Dividing her unkempt tresses into three sections, she began braiding and counting. At twelve, her fingers were threading sleepily through the familiar motions. At twenty-seven, the water broke over her father’s head. A proud smile eased over her as she worked the thong around the braid’s tail and watched the legend emerge from his prayers with Water Spirit.

	He rose steady and straight like an oak trunk breaking ground in a spirit world where natural laws held no sway. Eyes closed, arms held out at his sides, he splayed his fingers over the choppy surface and let the river dance about him, through him, down him.

	Josiah Francis, Hillis Hadjo, Crazy Medicine—all the names of her father.

	He’d never been subject to the river but in harmony with its moods and courses. As if he were a current in his own right, twining around obstacles and flowing along an inexorable path. As if his lungs were gills, his fingers were webbed, and his blood were silty river water instead of the red stuff their foes wished to spill.

	Her father angled his face to the midday sun, the expansive inflating of his ribs the only indication he’d been deprived of air longer than any ordinary human should. But throughout the confederacy, no one disputed that Crazy Medicine—micco, prophet, rebel—was anything but ordinary.

	Water Spirit spoke to him. Oh, for such a gift!

	She well remembered cranking her neck back to gaze up at him from her niggling four-winters’ height and dreaming of the day Water Spirit might deem her worthy to receive a vision powerful enough to blind her. For a period of ten sleeps, she’d led her father about by the hand. The day he recovered his sight, he began preaching of founding a strictly Red Stick talwa, and from that dream, Holy Ground was born.

	“Holy Ground,” she muttered, stroking her silver-set moonstone ring. “Talwa of blood and ash.” Realizing she was trapped again between Bluecoats and a river, Polly loosed a cynical laugh.

	The noise brought her father’s lashes up from his prayers. At the sight of her, they flared wide, then he grinned and pushed toward shore, his breechcloth dragging behind. “Why I continue to be surprised that my little miccohokti is always exactly where she needs, I do not know.” He hauled himself onto the grass so that he stood over her, water spitting onto her upturned face.

	“Tell that to Iron Wood.” She swiped droplets from the bridge of her nose. “And hear how he contradicts you.”

	“He would never.” Her father began wringing the river from his silver-threaded hair. “Does the rabbit taunt the wolf? Iron Wood never forgets I am micco, and he is white.”

	Polly blinked at him. Iron Wood was no defenseless rabbit. And what had the color of his skin to do with anything? Both her parents were half-bloods. Polly herself could pass for a sun-browned settler or a Spaniard. She twisted at the waist, fronting her father with pinned-back shoulders. “He is also the ship that will sail you to his King George.”

	Ire flashed hot across the micco’s face.

	Swift as her next breath, Polly shielded herself with lowered lashes. “Forgive me. I misspoke.”

	“So you did.” On a stout exhale, Crazy Medicine plucked up his deerskin hunting shirt. “But…he is your chosen, and duty demands you defend him.” He shoved his arms into the garment, then reached for his leggings, looking up while bent double to cut her a look. “Even against Water Spirit’s prophet and your micco.” A backhanded acceptance of apology, but she would take it, for an apology from Crazy Medicine came along as often as a three-legged cock.

	“Maddo, Micco.”

	While he strapped on his bandoleer, then his weapon’s belt, then his moccasins and sash, his thoughts seemed pulled elsewhere.

	She fidgeted with the shredded ends of the dingy purple ribbon that laced her blouse. “Where do your thoughts take you, Father?”

	He stilled, his feathered turban cocked midway to its seat. “To what I’ve been shown.” His line of sight stretched out before him, seemingly to the willow leaned precariously over the opposite shore. She knew the look and became stone-still. A few bats of his lashes, then he spoke, soft and deliberate. “For us here behind the wall, it is victory or death. There is no between. No compromise.”

	“None, Father.” Did he fear her resolve had somehow been shaken, jeopardized? “No concession is worth so much as the ink in Old Sharp Knife’s treaty quill.” She spouted his own words back at him, which brought his eyes her way. They were a set of lances, thrilling her blood with their battle-ready edge.

	“Old, mad Jackson has written my death song. He vows to sing it himself while burning our talwas like sacred fires to his white god. Farmers, cattlemen, trappers, they come at his urging and will not be content until they own every hill, doe, and corn plant in Muscogee country.” The same anger-goading, blood-rushing story the warriors rehearsed before every engagement.

	His passion drove her to her feet.

	“But I make my own vow, Daughter, and it is this: I will not see Grandmother Sun rise on the day these terrible things come to pass,” he declared, voice rising by degrees, body vibrating with a decade of fury. “I say that after eleven bloody moons of battle and flight, it is here we will stand. There is no surrender, no retreat. Whether on this ground or in the Point for those who’ve not joined us today, we will stand, war clubs raised, until there is none left to do so!”

	He descended fast to his haunches. The fringe of his yellow sash mingled with the tall grasses as his long, brown fingers wrapped about the hilt of the silver dagger resting on the ground beside his hatchet. Soundlessly, he slid the work of art from its sheath, his breaths steadying. Sunlight caught in its glassy polish and ran to the tip of its silver, hand-length blade. He turned the weapon this way and that, examining every nook and curve of its antler handle.

	Solemnly, he stood, took her hand in his, and laid the dagger in her palm. “You are to have this.”

	Jaw hung, she stared at him. “But it’s your—”

	“I know what it is.” He curled her fingers about the stiff leather casing and presented her a wry smile. “Seeing I crafted it myself.” After receiving the rank of big warrior.

	An accomplished silversmith, Crazy Medicine celebrated victory somewhat differently than most. A broach for Runs Like Deer upon her first visit to the moon lodge. A tobacco box for himself when he returned from a campaign with Major Beasley’s hair in his fist. A pair of teardrop earbobs for her mother, Noonday, when she became clan mother.

	Silver for every notable occasion. That is, until he’d destroyed the forge in her sixteenth summer, slaughtered their livestock, and announced he was a prophet. They soon withdrew from Alabama Town to plant a settlement stocked with warriors who would follow his teachings to reject all things white.

	Polly spun her ring, her last trinket from that peaceful season, and the only piece he’d allowed her to keep. From a ring to…what? Giving her the symbol of his leadership and cunning in battle? What did he mean by this? “Why? Why this? Why me?”

	“When the time comes, little miccohokti, you will know.” The words traveled on a pained whisper, as if having bloodied themselves on the way out, and Polly’s stomach coiled with dread.

	She tiptoed into her next question. “What exactly did Water Spirit show you?”

	His lips bowed earthward, warbling the rows of horizontal lines inked into the skin beneath the eyes he locked on her. “The People’s adversary, a bleeding head, and you.”

	Her brain seized. Her field of vision narrowed to the blade in her possession.

	The adversary’s head…by her hand?

	“M-me?” At the weak sound of her own voice, shame heated her cheeks. Surely, Water Spirit expected better of her than shrinking like a lost little girl.

	Eyes grave, her father dipped a lone nod, and the knots in her middle screwed so tight they stirred up acid. The knife reclined between her open hands, looking so innocent and beautiful. On its surface, a strip of her face reflected back—her glossy lower lip hanging separately from its trembling partner.

	Polly was a born fighter, but her usual weapons consisted of debate, savvy, even humor. Knives? Bleeding heads?

	Spirits shield her, but she didn’t want this. Not the dagger, not the rare insecurity shading her father’s countenance, and indeed not the prophecy.

	Fingers shaking, she secured the sheathed blade to her waist sash. “Anything else you wish to tell me, Father?”

	Leaking a long breath, he aligned a flat hand with the side of her face and crooked a sad smile. “Only that you are the pride of a micco’s people and the joy of a father’s heart, and I miss you already.”
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	“Did your father see what lay ahead?” Korsan’s question stopped the path of Pretty Wolf’s chalk on her writing board. “Had Water Spirit warned him of…?”

	“My long away?” Separated from her entire clan, trapped on the wrong side of the border, powerless against an enemy bent on herding her people like cattle.

	Eyelids falling, he lowered his head in deference of those harrowing days.

	Had her father known?

	Though no stranger to the question, Pretty Wolf let her sight meander while she searched for an answer that would satisfy. Something to appease both Korsan’s curiosity and her own burning need to know. Anything to prove Crazy Medicine hadn’t foreseen, hadn’t had the power to prevent…everything.

	Had he known five bullets would pierce his hide before he crawled into the river? Or that one would pierce hers? What of all the rest? 

	Fingers resting on the empty place in her womb, she let her eyes skim the towers of books bracketing Korsan’s workspace then shift to his lodge’s single window. Grandmother Sun was a diffuse glow in its oiled-parchment covering. Wind Spirit whistled through the smoke vent in the center of the thatched roof, and Pretty Wolf wished there were a message in the breeze.

	But the spirits hadn’t bothered to speak to Polly, the girl she’d once been, or to Pretty Wolf, the drowned-rat woman who’d crawled out of Polly’s broken soul.

	The spirits being of no assistance, Pretty Wolf lifted clueless shoulders and set the blackboard on the desk.

	Concern twisted the sea-weathered creases of Korsan’s face. His elbows splayed wide on the desk’s surface, one set of brown fingers touching the blue-glass amulet at his neck—a subconscious gesture to ward against the evil eye. He arched one bushy black brow at her in question, but she was finished with the past.

	A corner of her mouth lifted. “Just thinking of Melon and those caterpillar eyebrows of yours.”

	At that, those very caterpillars crashed together over his gourd-like nose.

	“Can you even properly appreciate her figure from under there?”

	He huffed. “Impudent child of seven monkeys.” He began shuffling papers together, his abrupt movements knocking the inkwell.

	She steadied it, barely keeping a handle on hysterics. “You know, Korsan, if you would let me weed them, her eyes might take a second helping of you.”

	His chest puffed up. “An Ottoman of such excellent bearing and of such large renown as myself is capable of wooing a woman from under a plague mask.”

	“Better to take this woman’s advice while Sunflower still likes you. She can be fickle.”

	Though Korsan stuck to no clan, Sunflower, their head clanswoman, had made clear he was welcome to take a Muscogee wife. Or two. Males were in short supply, and the quicker they spread their seed, the quicker the People would strengthen themselves against the enemy.

	Korsan straightened in his seat and adjusted the broad cuffs of his full, ballooning sleeves to cover the P branded on his wrist. His gourd nose made an impressive snort. “Grooming counsel from you? The woman whose foot would recognize neither shoe nor moccasin if it were crammed inside one?”

	Pretty Wolf let loose her laugh. When his countenance went decidedly prickly, she leapt for a subject change. “Tell me, oh renowned one, what sort of respect will I have if I cannot properly read or write?” And the time to do so was short. Chances were high that once her father returned from England, he would learn of these sessions.

	Crazy Medicine had shed many of his extremist views and come to understand their survival depended on accepting some white conventions, but in this, he would not bend. That he also intended her to board a ship as a qualified representative of the People had no bearing on his logic. But then, her father was his own breed of sanity.

	Two years ago, he crossed the Great Waters on a mission of advocacy for the Defiance—the Red Sticks who’d refused to sign surrender during the late war. Due back, his ship could sail onto their horizon any day. Meanwhile, she trained to replace him as emissary.

	She railed on. “Or if I cannot count shillings and groats and crowns? Or tell a knight from a squire or a mile from a furlong or a minuet from a country dance?” So much to learn before her voyage, her lessons with Korsan and Toño, the Spanish fort’s commander, only a shallow dip into the barrel.

	Korsan stared at her, fingers laced before him, placidly waiting out her rant.

	“They already believe us to be simpleminded. How will I possibly change their views if I only confirm their opinion with my clumsy learning?” She swept a hand, indicating her sloppy markings. “For example.” Her backbone dug into the chair-back as she slumped with a heaved sigh.

	“Yes, your penmanship is quite atrocious,” Korsan said, matter-of-fact, gaze lifting to a point over her head. “As is your endless whining. Your father and your betrothed undoubtedly have your best interests at heart.”

	“Undoubtedly.” Iron Wood’s voice sounded at her ear.

	The chalk flew from Pretty Wolf’s fingers, a squeak from her throat. “Spirits spare me, Iron Wood, you are wicked.” She flattened the board to her chest, heart skittering guiltily. These lessons were secret. Even from him.

	“Yes.” Chuckling, he reached across the desk to where the chalk landed. The move draped him over her and brushed their cheeks. A slight tilt of his head effectively skimmed his lips across her jaw. “I am that.” He placed the chalk in her trembling hand.

	Last spring, Iron Wood had covertly begun teaching her to read. A word here and there, their shapes hastily memorized and added to her meager list. Writing was another matter entirely. He would protect his woman from every danger, including her father’s oft-times irrational rules.

	Korsan stood, joined his palms at breast level, and bowed over them. “My master.” The man adhered to their mock master/slave roles as religiously as he did his prayers. In Spanish territory where so-called holy men tortured those of other spiritual beliefs, a Muslim pirate lived safest as a British lord’s property. “Khosh amadid. Welcome to my humble dwelling.”

	“We’ll speak of this later, you and I,” Iron Wood replied, his mood a thin vein of warning.

	The pirate showed them the top of his yellow turban. “As you wish.”

	Iron Wood planted both hands on the table’s surface before Pretty Wolf, his head alongside hers, angled in, his words low and calm and meant for Korsan. “A string of hunters has pulled in. I’ll follow shortly.”

	Korsan left like a breeze through the doorway.

	When they were alone, Iron Wood wiggled the board from her grasp and gave it a critical hmm.

	“I’ve been making a wreck of letters. As you can see.”

	“As I can see.” Iron Wood hovered so near, the lavender and mint scent of his soap filled her up with fondness.

	Why, then, did she stiffen and pull away from contact? Before she knew it was happening, it was done. An unconscious, self-preserving reaction. She did not understand herself. Not at all.

	The breath leaving Iron Wood was slight, but at such proximity, there was no mistaking the hurt pushing it from his lungs. His head tipped a fraction for a study of her.

	Let him scrutinize. Determine her value. With all her holes and tattered edges, he might finally realize he’d made the poorest deal of a lifetime. He hadn’t given up on her yet, but at some point, he’d find himself grateful she hadn’t signed their binding pledge.

	Pretty Wolf flushed and slid beads back and forth on Korsan’s abacus until Iron Wood’s study of her slid off, exhausted. He had yet to voice it, but he didn’t understand her either. Not any longer.

	The old floodwaters poured down her throat, and she felt herself drowning. She made a failed attempt at swallowing, her chin jerking with the effort. “Where did I go wrong, Iron Wood?” The question sounded strangled, the possible interpretations of it so varied, she couldn’t guess which he’d go with.

	Which wrong. Which time.

	Instead, he made another thoughtful hum, then tapped the blackboard. “Here and here. You’ve formed these backward.” Wrapping his hand around hers, he gripped the chalk through her fingertips and began a slow, precise formation. He would not prevent her from learning?

	The chalk squeaked along the slate for several letters, relaxing Pretty Wolf’s body by degrees until a whispered, “Forgive me,” hushed out.

	How many more times would she have to say it?

	Still writing, Iron Wood bent farther, his left arm slipping low about her ribs, his head coming to rest against hers. He set them on a gentle side-to-side sway, a strange music-less dance that soon had tears dripping from her chin.

	One for each secret, another for each day she’d kept them from him, and countless more for the stifling floodwaters she could not vomit up. Black, fathomless, cyclonic. And she hated herself for it. For all of it. For how her secrets and her discomfort had become like a second heartbeat. For how she could no more rip it out than she could the actual blood-and-muscle organ.

	Over the next half-minute, she and Iron Wood didn’t speak. Simply created. Letter after letter. Four in all, strung together. When the full word peered up at her in white-on-black, she scrunched her nose. “I don’t know it.”

	Iron Wood set the chalk aside and nuzzled against the soft plane behind her ear. “Soul,” he said, voice low and rough. “You are my very soul.”

	Her chest hitched. Spirits forgive her, she did not deserve this man.

	His arms flexed, tightening hard then abruptly releasing as running footfalls pattered outside.

	Shem erupted through the doorway and slammed to a stop, the whites of his eyes prominent against his beautiful, midnight skin.

	Pretty Wolf came to her feet, and Iron Wood snapped to attention. “What is it, lad? Something the matter?”

	Covered in dust and spider webs, Shem’s tight, black curls had the look of a duster. Sweat beaded over his dirt-crusted face. The boy was ceaseless mischief.

	Shem bobbed one knobby shoulder. “Don’t know for sure, Mastuh Bellamy, suh. Some chief I ain’t seen before come callin’.” His unique slave speak challenged Pretty Wolf’s ears, but the apprehension splattered across his face was unmistakable, and it bled into Iron Wood’s tenor.

	“His name?”

	“Stout Feather, suh. He be from—”

	“Fowltown. Bloody bad.” Muttering apologies for his language, Iron Wood stalked to the door and yanked his felt tricorn from a wall peg.

	“Fat Warrior’s Second,” Pretty Wolf said grimly.

	Fat Warrior being the Fowltown micco and another name for pock on many a backside. Backsides both white and red. The most zealous member of the Defiance, Fat Warrior recognized neither the treaty nor its new boundary.

	She asked, “What could he want of you?”

	At the door, Iron Wood settled the tricorn over his shorn hair, skewing its hawk feather. “I suppose I’m about to find out. Sit tight, Polly,” he commanded, using her childhood name as was his custom when they spoke his language, which was almost always. “I’ll pop back shortly.”

	“No.” Determined strides carried her to him where a quick tweak of her fingers straightened his feather. She peered straight into his eyes, her tall stature being level with his white man’s frame. “You will not put me on a shelf. I am going.” She dug a cocked elbow into his side until he surrendered the space before the entry, chagrin spelled out on his face.

	Shem tried to scramble out of her way, but she caught his arm and looped hers through it. “We should tell Iron Wood that Muscogee women are not meant only for beds and shelves.”

	The boy stumbled to keep up as she tromped down the little path slicing through the copse sheltering Korsan’s lodge from the trading post.

	Iron Wood came up on her left and fell into lockstep with her, blustering out on a lungful of frustration. “Very well, you may come.”

	“Maddo, my love. I believe I will.”

	“The Rule, Polly.”

	Though his reminder was a gentle murmur, irritation scratched up her back.

	The Rule stipulated only clansmen could touch her—Iron Wood being the single, unvoiced exception. Apart from saving her from harm, no masculine touch was too innocent to break Crazy Medicine’s final order before he sailed: Touch my daughter before my return and lose every feather. A stripping of rank, every warrior’s most chilling fear.

	No one cleared a path through a crowded square more skillfully than Pretty Wolf, and it galled. The Rule set her apart and enhanced the aura of mystery and awe surrounding her apparent resurrection from the field of battle.

	And how exactly did she survive? the whispers went.

	My young companion, True Seeker, was there. Her complete report. He saved me, stayed with me. It was all they needed to know. All she could handle reliving.

	Petulance screwed up Pretty Wolf’s face. “Shem is but a boy.”

	Said boy presented her a dark look.

	“I quite agree, mate.” Iron Wood tsked in her direction. “Darling, look how tall he’s grown on Melon’s cooking. He’s two turkey legs shy a man. Tall Bull would concur, and you wouldn’t want Shem on the receiving end of his displeasure, would you?”

	“Holy Moses, no, suh,” Shem jumped in. “Don’t want that chief after my hide for touching the lost daughter.” A fierce shake of his head flung sweat off his chin.

	Pretty Wolf flinched. At the sweat. At the appellation that would not go away. Discreetly wiping the droplets from her neck, she slipped her arm free of the boy’s.

	“And to the birds with the sirs and masters.” Iron Wood tipped Shem a chummy grin. “We’ve talked about this, boyo. Bellamy or Iron Wood will do.”

	“You always be suh to me, suh.”

	A few moons past, on a crisp spring morning, the runaway had appeared out of the mist, bare feet cut and blistered, whip wounds festering. He’d collapsed at Iron Wood’s feet, and there he’d stayed, his expression never losing its worshipful awe.

	Iron Wood did inspire awe.

	Presently, he fell silent, his sight already reaching toward the impending encounter. Each subsequent stride shed his leisurely, long-legged stroll for a tighter, crisper step. His back straightened; his shoulders pulled into a resolute setting.

	An appreciative smile eased over Pretty Wolf. With his sea-frolic blue eyes, just-try-me bearing, and love-me smile, the man was unarguably one of Creator’s finest achievements. Tentatively, she reached out.

	Iron Wood extended his hand, meeting her halfway, and snuggled hers into the crook of his elbow. His attentiveness, his eagerness…two more stabs of guilt.

	She shuttered herself against them; this was not the time.

	The distant jangle of harnesses and braying of mules lured Shem into a gallop and guided Iron Wood and Pretty Wolf onto the trading grounds. Pretty Wolf’s few possessions were split between her mother’s compound in Wakulla and Bellamy and Co. Trading Post. She spent the greater half of each day at the post, organizing, hosting, talking down foolish trades, then stepping back for Iron Wood to soothe frayed tempers with his charm.

	Today, it rivaled the activity of a kicked ant mound. Traders scurried to unpack their goods, and Korsan and Rox helped by unloading a pack mule tethered to the hitching post by the store.

	The whitewashed store dominated the compound’s square. Its length was twice that of the other structures, including a two-level storehouse and a lodge for Shem and Rox, Iron Wood’s wards. A second lodge belonged to Melon, the resident cook and stand-in mother of all, except for perhaps Korsan, who might eat an entire unclean pig before putting the words Melon and mother into the same thought.

	Pretty Wolf tilted her nose to the wind. She raised her voice and switched to her mother tongue. “Melon, is that corn stew I smell?”

	The woman stood in the open-air cookhouse. As pleasingly plump as the bright indigo dumplings she was dropping into her pot, she glanced over her shoulder. The grin she shot Pretty Wolf shone so beautifully it was easy to understand how a man not her husband had risked a beating to fill her first with tafia, that vile drink, then with himself.

	Pretty Wolf never asked what became of her scoundrel husband, but his clan made their intent of vengeance on Melon publicly clear. That she retained her nose was thanks only to Iron Wood, who’d hidden her in his wagon and whisked her away.

	“We should kennel you with the hounds, sister. Put that wolf nose to proper use.” Melon tinkled a laugh that twisted Korsan about, his grasp missing the bulky pack Lieutenant Roxworth, or Rox as they’d taken to calling their slow-minded friend, was pushing off a mule toward him. The bundle thumped to Korsan’s feet, and the skittish mule sidestepped. Into Rox.

	The bulging satchel that hung crosswise on Rox’s big body swung out and towed him down. His backside hit the dirt with a dust-billowing thump, and his forehead clocked the hitching post.

	While Rox scratched at the dirt, bellowing in his childish way and raking his spilled rock collection back into his satchel, blood waterfalled down his face. Within moments, Melon had traversed the yard and was ushering the moaning fellow, satchel hugged to his chest, toward her lodge. The awkward lilt of his stride, the slight limp of his head to the side—all normal enough, but concern still flickered through Pretty Wolf.

	“He’ll be all right,” Iron Wood assured, a light hand to her lower back.

	“Ho!” The hail came from the stately figure standing across the courtyard by the storehouse. Micco Tall Bull. Sunlight caught his silver chieftain’s headband and made plain the striking lines of his handsome face.

	Pretty Wolf’s cheeks split into a grin. “Pawa!”
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	Picking up her skirt, Pretty Wolf launched into a trot. Stout Feather stood beside Tall Bull but was a mere blip on her notice.

	“Niece.” Micco Tall Bull, arm outstretched, mirrored her expression. “My eyes do not hold you often enough.”

	Her pouncing embrace exploded a laugh from his mouth. “Spare me a little air for living!”

	This only made her chortle and squeeze harder.

	“Iron Wood, my white brother,” Tall Bull eked out like a death rattle. “Tend to our guest. My ghost will join you shortly.”

	But Stout Feather and Iron Wood were moving across the yard to the storehouse’s loft and didn’t hear.

	“Your death blood is on your own hands,” Pretty Wolf declared, still hung from Tall Bull’s neck. “For being so sweet and cuddlesome.”

	“Our secret.”

	A secret Pretty Wolf and the war orphans were in on, Cricket especially.

	He smacked a kiss to her cheek and set her down.

	In her father’s absence, Tall Bull stood in as micco, and because he was the only male of Pretty Wolf’s clan, he claimed the title pawa, or maternal uncle. Thus, the Rule did not apply, making Pretty Wolf the envy of many an unwed female.

	As tall and territorial as his name declared, Tall Bull was the ideal sketch of a micco, and he wore leadership like a sacred medicine bundle. He had everything—looks, rank, confidence, an untouchable warrior’s reputation. Everything except a woman.

	Leaping Waters, the love
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