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Chapter One
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Alexis and Grey Storm stayed for hours at the Hot Spring. The mist surrounded them, and they had no idea how long they had been there. They just knew that they didn’t want any of this to end. 

Making love in the Hot Spring was something that was not supposed to happen. Alexis knew that her mother and father would be furious, but this newfound freedom she was feeling was refreshing.  Grey Storm was so overwhelmed by Alexis’s beauty that he had no fear that this action could mean his death. 

It wouldn’t be the first time either.  Parker and Selena had endured the same wrath of the tribal leaders. Wives were to be chosen by the chief or the woman’s father at least. Everyone was required to follow the rules and rituals of the tribe. They had done nothing but lean into what they felt the Great Spirit was saying to them.  They belonged together, is all that was on Grey Storm’s mind. 

Alexis hung onto Grey Storm, wanting his kiss to linger a bit longer, but he knew they would soon be looking for them.  Alexis and Grey Storm must keep this secret, at least until he could arrange for them to be married.  He pulled her from the water and wrapped the blanket around her. The heat from the spring was still rising into the air. They needed to get dry and dressed. 

They sat by the fire that he built, trying to stay warm. The night air was getting colder by the minute. Alexis quickly dropped the blanket and dressed in semi-dry clothing. 

“We are in such trouble. If my parents find out, we are screwed.” She exclaimed, realizing how late it was. 

Grey Storm pulled his loincloth up as he looked at this woman. Never had he felt this way about any woman before. How could he let her go? He wanted her to go with him to his teepee, where they would forever join their lives together.  He tried to forget that she was the granddaughter of a chief. 

“We need to go.” She said again as she gathered up the blanket and wrapped it around her to keep herself from freezing on the walk back to the village. 

“We must go separately,” he said. “We cannot let anyone know what we have done. It could mean our death.” 

“You’re such a worrier.” She replied. “They will do no such thing to us.”

“You do not understand our ways.” He replied. “We can be exiled from the village or worse.” 

“I am not afraid.” She said with an air of arrogance.

“You should be.” He replied. “This is a serious thing. You should go ahead. I will wait behind.  We cannot let them know we have been together.” 

Alexis shook her head. She wasn’t worried at all as she strolled back to the village.  Rebecca was waiting, however, for her daughter when she arrived. 
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“WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN? Everyone has been out searching for you. Do you not realize the danger?  There is a warring tribe that is just looking to capture you, especially you.  You cannot forget where you are, Alexis. There is a danger here that you do not understand. “

“I was just fine, mother. Grey Storm was with me. He wouldn’t let anything happen to me.”

The look on Rebecca’s face said it all. She took a deep breath and pushed her daughter into the teepee.  

“When they get back, there will be punishment for this behavior. It is very different here, Alexis, and you cannot just stroll off alone with a man, even if it is Grey Storm. There will be much talk about this.”

“Brother Mom, all we did was swim in the Hot spring. Do you believe he has never skinny-dipped with a girl before?”

“Alexis, what have you done?” Rebecca said, exasperated.

“I did nothing more than any normal seventeen-year-old girl wouldn’t do back home, mother.” She replied angrily. “She hadn’t meant to reveal those things, but her mother made her angry. 

“Go to sleep, Alexis, and we will discuss these things in the morning.” 

Alexis took her blankets and lay down by the fire. There was no way she was going to be able to sleep. All she could think about was how wonderful the evening had been with Grey Storm.

She wanted nothing more than to be his wife and get out of this place.  Then she would never again be ruled over by her mother. 

Braxton entered the teepee to find Alexis sleeping by the fire. 

“When did she return?” he asked. 

“A while ago, but we have a much bigger problem.”

Braxton looked at Rebecca, and it was as if he could read her mind.  He knew Alexis well, and he took a deep breath. 

“This is not good Rebecca, Mason must know what has transpired, and we must all discuss this matter.” 

“Not only that, but Wanape will need to know too. After all, Grey Storm is his son.”

“Does she not understand the rules? Does she not know that this act alone can have her killed or exiled from the village? Chief’s granddaughter or not, these things are not allowed.” 

“You say this? What about us? Did we not break every rule and do the same thing?”

“We were much older.” 

“Were we now? “ She tried hard to make him remember what they had done and just how old they were when they did it. 

“Look at my brother and Serenda? Do you not understand? He cannot return to our village, or the elders will sentence him to death. This same thing can happen to you and Grey Storm if they learn what you have done.” 

“This revelation will not go from our teepee.” 

“It will seep out, Rebecca; there is no way to keep this secret. We must send her home. You must contact Maggie, and she must take her.”

“You are asking me to send Alexis through the cave never to return? You are saying I have to give up my daughter?” 

“It is better she go home than to be killed or exiled. She would never be able to survive exile in this land. Do you not see she would be better off to be with Maggie?” 

Rebecca took a deep breath and tried hard not to let the tears flow down her face. She knew that he was right. If any word of this got out, it could mean the death to both Alexis and Grey Storm. Why in the world did Grey Storm do this, knowing the consequences? 
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Chapter Two
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A short while later, Mason showed up at Rebecca and Braxton’s teepee. 

“Has she returned? “ He asked. 

“Yes, but there is a problem,” Braxton said bluntly. 

“I know,” Mason replied.  He, too, had been young once, and his first experience was in the field of lavender at Heaven’s Gate. He had been watching what was transpiring between his daughter and Grey Storm.

“You know what we must do. This act means death to both of them, or exile if anyone finds this out.” 

Mason looked at Rebecca. He had just gotten his daughter back, and now he was going to have to send her back home. 

“Do you think that my brothers, take her in?” he asked Rebecca.

“Maggie can do this. She and Roy can care for her.” Rebecca replied softly. 

“Then we do not have a choice but to send her back to them. We have to separate her and Grey Storm, and that is final.”

“She will not understand this,” Rebecca replied. “I am not sure that I can let her go.” 

“We have to save her. She has no idea of what she has done.  Grey Storm knows the consequences, and he must not know where she is. He cannot follow her. It would be too dangerous. Are we all agreed?”

“We will need to tell Wanape. Grey Storm is his son, and this involves him. He also regards Alexis as his daughter. It is not an easy decision for any of us.” 

“No one said it would be easy for any of us. Tomorrow morning, we will speak with Wanape, and this will be a decision that is made together for the safety of both Grey Storm and Alexis.” 

Rebecca stared at Mason. He had changed so much. Was he heartless? His words cut through right to her heart. Mason knew what she was thinking. Mason’s internal response to Rebecca was that he was doing this to save both Alexis and Grey Storm.

Alexis lay there sleeping peacefully, not realizing that tomorrow morning she would be leaving her parents with the possibility of never seeing them again.  She would be eighteen in just a few weeks. This decision was breaking Rebecca’s heart. None of this was what she had planned when they made this trip. She thought that she would someday see her daughter marry.  She never thought that the things she had done in her past were now going to separate them or that this life she brought her to would end so soon. 

Mason left and headed home to Saree. He was going to have to let her know what was happening. 

This thing would affect all of them, and he needed Saree to prepare herself for the worst. His heart was breaking inside. He had been a bad father. He had walked out and left Rebecca to fend for herself alone with Alexis. He told himself it was all for her so that she could finish what the Great Spirit had planned for her, but was that true? 

Braxton had taken over, but it was not the same.  Alexis’s rebellion was his fault and his alone. He could only hope that Roy would be able to be a better father than he had been.  He had to get her safely to his brother. It was a dangerous thing to do. He would take her home, but doing this, he would have to let his brothers know that he was alive.  It was his responsibility to make this request himself. 

Tomorrow he would have Rebecca use her unique mystical way of reaching out to Maggie. She would let her know that they needed her once more. He would have her tell her to bring Roy with her. His long-kept secret would soon be over.  

He pushed back the cloth doorway. Saree was sitting by the fire waiting for his return as she always did.  She could see by his face that the news he had was not good.  She stood and wrapped her arms around him. He was despondent, and she could not seem to console him. 

He told Saree all that had transpired and that he would have to return Alexis to the other side of the cave. 

“I must do this myself, Saree. I cannot allow anyone else to do this but me.” 

“I understand,” she replied. She had a fear inside of her, thinking that Mason may not return to her.

He may decide that it was his responsibility to care for his long-abandoned daughter.  She knew that Alexis would need him more than ever before once she was told what would happen. 

He was correct; there was no other choice. How did none of them notice what had been going on right in front of their faces? None of them had told Alexis that there were different rules here. She was just a girl in love.  Saree remembered when her parents told her that she would soon be married to Quentin. She was giddy with excitement. 

She remembered what it was to be young and in love.  How she wished that someone could change these rules, but it was not going to happen.  All she had to do was think of Parker and Serenda and how this happened to them. Two young people in love overcome with passion.  To save both of them was dangerous, and to try to do that with Alexis and Grey Storm was even more difficult because of who they were.  

Mason sat by the fire with his eyes closed tight. She could tell he was trying hard to fight back the hurt he was feeling.  He could not show weakness. The decision was final; all that was left was executing it without letting anyone know what had transpired. The following day Mason walked to where Wanape was standing. 

“We must talk now,” Mason said firmly. Wanape nodded, and they walked together off into the wooded area.

“There is a problem, and we must let you know what we have decided.” 

Wanape was not sure if this was something about him and his family staying in their village. 

“This involves Grey Storm and Alexis,” he said boldly. 

Wanape closed his eyes. Without one more word having to be said, he knew what had transpired. He had seen it happen, and he did not stop it. She had used Grey Storm in his village, trying to get them to believe that they were married. 

“They went too far,” Mason said.  “They went to the hot spring last night, and now we need to end this before they are both hurt.” 

Wanape nodded. “Can you not agree to a marriage?” he asked Mason. 

“I would if I thought that no one would know of what has transpired.  It is not that simple as you well know. Alexis is the granddaughter of chief Takoda. You know as well as I the consequences of doing something like this. Grey Storm is not ready to battle like that.  To announce a marriage without allowing other warriors a chance to battle for her hand could reveal the truth behind the request. To take that chance is too great, and Rebecca and I cannot allow it. I am not willing to sacrifice your son or my daughter to the punishment for what has transpired.”

“What is it that you wish to do?” he asked.

“I am going to take my daughter back to where she will be safe with my brothers. I am going to do this today. I am just telling you to talk to Grey Storm and tell him why we have decided this. I am sure he will understand and remain silent.  If he does not, it could mean his death.” 

Wanape nodded in agreement. He would speak to Grey Storm once he knew that Alexis was safe.  Until then, he would keep him occupied. He would take him hunting and keep him away for several days. They would not return until Alexis was gone.

It was a sad day for all of them.  Wanape walked back to his teepee and went inside. He would tell Lakoda that he was going to hunt. It was better if she were not aware of what his real reasons were.

This time Wanape was not happy to go hunting.  He would wait and tell her later. 
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Mason returned to the teepee of Braxton and Rebecca. 

“Have her ready to leave.” He said, greeting them. 

“So soon?” Rebecca cried. “Can it not wait a day or two?”

“It is best that we do this now and swiftly.”

“What do we tell my father?” she cried, looking at both Braxton and Mason for an answer.

“We will tell him that she wanted to return home and that Mason was going to take her to Maggie. He will understand the reasons. After all, she has been complaining about not having her things since she got here.” 

“He has seen her affection for Grey Storm. What do we tell him then?”

“Rebecca!” Braxton exclaimed. “You must stop this now. She must go, and we all know this. There is nothing else to do.” 

Alexis heard the shouting and sat up.

“What is wrong?” she asked. “You would think that something bad has happened.” She said as she yawned and stretched. 

“You will be going with your father on a trip,” Braxton said to her. “Gather up all your things and put them in that blanket and roll it up. Do it now, Alexis.” He said in anger.

“What?” she asked. “Did I do something again?” 

“Yes, you did, and now you will be paying the consequences for your actions. This time your misbehavior has affected all of us.  Your foolishness has caused great harm.”

“I don’t understand.” 

“You do not need to understand. You need to get your things together now and be ready for your father when he returns. You need to say goodbye to your brother and your mother.” 

“What do you mean goodbye.” 

“You are returning home to your uncles and Maggie.”

“I don’t want to leave here. I want to be with Grey Storm.” 

“You cannot be with him. You will do as we say, and you will pack up your things and be ready for your father when he comes back here.”

Alexis threw her things into the blanket and wrapped them tightly, tying up each end. She took it out the door where Rebecca and Jaxson were waiting. Suddenly her father came up on horseback. He got down and took the blanket from her. He tied it to the horse. 

“We must leave now. Say goodbye to your mother and brother.”

Rebecca took her into her arms and held her tight.

“What did I do? I don’t understand why you are sending me away when I don’t wish to go.”

“You are not safe here any longer,” Rebecca told her.

“You and Grey Storm broke the rules, and now you will both end up paying dearly for it if the elders of the village find out the truth. Maggie will take care of you. I have asked her to meet you at the cave tomorrow. If she is not there, you know the way to her house from Heaven’s gate anyway.  Your father will take you there. He will make sure that you are safe with your Aunt Maggie.”

“I want to tell Grey Storm.” She said, crying. “I need to tell him goodbye. You cannot let him think that I left without saying goodbye, mother. You just can’t.” 

“I will tell him once you are gone. He cannot see you again. It would mean both of your deaths. The village is very strict about joining yourselves together before being married. It is not something that they take lightly. Grey Storm knew this; he should have stopped it before it went so far. Now he can die for his actions if we do not keep this all secret.”

“This is so not fair, mother. You all tell me that I need to be married, and now that I wish to marry Grey Storm and live here and you are telling me that I can’t? It is so not fair. I hate this place, and I hate all of you.” She screamed at them. 

“Come on, Alexis,” Mason said as he lowered his hand to pull her up on the horse behind him. “We must go now.”

She turned to Jaxson. “I love you, Jax. I will miss you. Be careful, and if you need me, you know where I will be.” 

He hugged her tightly. He didn’t want her to leave, and he didn’t understand why they were forcing her to leave, but he knew that she said she would be back to see him, and he believed her.

She kissed Lily and then reached up for her father’s hand. He nodded to Rebecca and Braxton and rode off with her.

“What did I do that was so bad? If I went skinny dipping at home, I would get grounded for a week. Instead, you are sending me away as if I am a criminal.”

“You are a criminal here, Alexis. There is a set way of doing things here, and you broke the rule. This rule states that you must be married to do what you and Grey Storm did. He knew this, but he continued anyway, so now the punishment is death or exile. Did you not learn from Parker and Serenda? If it had not been for Saree and me, she would have died in the wilderness with their baby.” 

“I don’t have a baby, and since when did having sex with a boy become such a big deal?” 

“Here, it is a big deal. You forget who you are, Alexis. You are the granddaughter of a chief. He is to choose your husband from a group of warriors. They must compete to the death, and the winner is the one who gets to marry you. You don’t get to choose here.” 

“That is so unfair, father. “ 

“I didn’t say that it wasn’t but what you did brought much shame on the family. It is different here. These things affect the entire family, not just you and Grey Storm. “ 

“Hold on tight. We are going to cross the river here, and it will be hard on the horse with the two of us.” 

“So that is it. I can’t see Grey Storm anymore. He will think that I didn’t wish to marry him and left.”

“Yep, pretty much. Wanape will tell him whatever he feels he needs to know.”

“So, he will then hate me for the rest of his life.” 

“Maybe so, but he will be safe from death. In his anger over you leaving, he will not tell anyone what happened because he knows it would mean his death.”

“Either way, he could have died, father? Would he have had to fight to the death to be with me or face death by the tribe for having had sex with me before we were married? Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”

“Yes, that is what I am trying to tell you.”

“Please stop the horse. I think I am going to be sick.” She said. 

He stopped the horse and let her down. 

“I will be right back.” She said to him as she ran off into the woods.

When she returned, she was pale. Everything her father told her made her sick. She was leaving all the people she loved because of these rules. These were terrible rules, archaic, and needed to be changed. No one should be put to death or exiled for one mistake. 

She reached up and grabbed her father’s hand, and he pulled her up behind him.  They rode silently for what seemed to her like an eternity.  They crossed the river and kept moving. Unlike Braxton, her father never stopped to rest. What had taken days to travel her father accomplished in one long day and night. He was determined to get her back home as quickly as he could.  

“We are almost there.” He said to her, hearing the waterfall up ahead. 

“I hope that Maggie will be waiting for you. If not, you may have to go to them yourself, and I was hoping to see them.” 

“You want to see your brother? Doesn’t he think that you are dead?” 

“Yes, he does, and I would like to tell him that I am not dead. It has been many years, and it has troubled me that I have lied to them. I would like them to know the extent of my living here and my reasons why.” 

“Won’t that break one of those Indian rules that you seem to talk so much about?” 

“Yes, I am taking a chance by telling them the truth. I may not be able to return if I do.”

“Then why tell them?  If you do and the doorway closes, you will lose your family here. You can’t do that. You cannot take that chance. Saree and your children love you. They need you. I don’t need you. I am grown, I will be getting married and living a life soon, and they are still small.”

“Let’s say I just need my brothers to know the truth.”

“Why, tell me one good reason why?” 

“You seem worried Alexis, what worries you? I thought that you wanted this world to end. That you don’t like the rules here.”

“That doesn’t mean that I don’t wish to see my mother or my brother and sister. If you do this and the pathway closes forever, we will never be able to go back.”

“You cannot return, Alexis. Nothing will be the same. The cave is just up ahead.”

He held her hand and lowered her to the ground. He started to get off of his horse. 

“Stop, don’t get down.” 

“But I need to go through the cave, Alexis.” 

“I can do this alone. If you want me to tell your brothers that you are alive, I will do it. I don’t want you to go through the cave because if it closes up, I don’t want my sisters and brothers to be without a father like I was.”

“That is very sacrificial of you, Alexis, but I told everyone I would take you through the cave.” 

“Tell them you did, and I will go by myself. I don’t need you to do this for me. I can do it alone.” 

He got down off of his horse and walked over to his daughter. The tears were running down her face as he pulled her into his arms. 

“I don’t wish to leave. I want to be with Grey Storm. Please do something, father, do this for me, please!” she begged. 

She saw his face and knew that she could not stay. It was too dangerous for her and Grey Storm. 

“Don’t let him think that I left him because I didn’t want to be with him. Please tell him that I loved him, and do not let him suffer not knowing the truth. I need to know that you will tell him the truth.” 

“I promise,” he said to her as he held her tight. “I love you, Alexis, I always have. I am sure we will see each other again. It is just that you have to leave for now. Your mother will let you know when it is safe. Remember to keep to the left on your way back through the cave. Let my brothers know that I love them.” 

“I will, I promise.” She told him and kissed him on the cheek. “I love you too, father.” She turned and walked into the cave. Mason sat at the entrance for a while, making sure that she did not double back. 

The cave was dark.  Alexis fumbled, looking around for the flashlights that they had hidden in the nook by the water. She turned the flashlight on and moved her way through the cave. When Alexis reached the end of the
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