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Glossary of Nimiipuu words

 

Himiin (He-meen) wolf

Sa-qan (Saw-kawn) bald eagle

Wewukiye (Way-woo-keya) bull elk

Anihm ---winter

Blackleg ---Blackfoot

El-weht--- spring

Heel-lul--- winter

hi•sqi--- bad luck 

Hoplal – autumn

Imnaha --- Area along the Imnaha River in NE Oregon

Keeh-keet --- an edible root

Kehmmes --- an edible root

Kouse --- an edible root

Nimiipuu (Ne-Mee-poo) The People (Nez Perce)

o`ppah--- a smoked bread made of kouse

Pe`tuqu`swise ---Crazy One

Qe`ci`yew`yew --- Thank you

sekh-nihm---autumn

so-yá-po (so-yaw-po) White man

Thlee-than --- an edible root

Tiw`et (Tee-wat) male medicine doctor

Txiyak---power of the spirit

Weippe --- meadow where root gathering and races were held

Weyekin (Way-ya-kin) guardian spirit
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Spirit of the Mountain

 

Ná-qc

(1)

Wallowa Country

1770

 

 “YiiYaaa!” The cry of the sentry shattered the peace surrounding Wren. Her sun-warmed skin shivered. A second cry from a sentry posted high above the village jerked her to a sitting position. Her vision blurred a moment from her abrupt movement and the fear pounding her heart.

 She peered through the tall pines and brush circling the boulder where she’d come to daydream and breathe in the mountain of her heart. Did her brother heed the signal? Tattle-Tale had passed his ninth winter on this earth and knew to return to the village when the alarm sounded, but her arrogant little brother was known to do things his own way. 

Wren scanned the area one last time, before sliding from the bumpy, warm boulder and heading to the village. She refused to fall victim due to her brother’s contrary nature. Hoping Tattle-Tale followed the warning and also returned to the village, she ran from her forest sanctuary.

Rapidly approaching hooves vibrated the ground as she entered the area where the village would soon stand. She glanced around at the piles of belongings and people scurrying to gather their families to them. The band had arrived at their summer home mid-day. Little had been done to set up camp as the people rested from the three-day journey.

Wren’s father, Proud and Tall, along with several mounted warriors, entered the camp at a lope. Their horses skidded to a stop in the middle of all the chaos. Her father motioned for the others to watch the trees while he moved through the band on his favored, spotted stallion. 

Wren smiled at his bearing and firm words with his people. The sentry’s cry had brought fear to the villagers. Her father rode tall on his horse, his confident voice eased his people’s fears.

“Our warriors will find the intruder. Do not fear. They will keep you safe.” 

Fringed elk-skin leggings stretched across his muscular legs. His shirt, adorned with porcupine quills and shells, showed his status. Long hair, braided with otter fur, hung to the middle of his wide back. The shorter forelock curling back from his wide forehead gathered more wisps of gray each day. She scowled. The gray had become more apparent after her last disobedience. 

His wide face also hosted more lines of age. With his age came wisdom. This wisdom and his strength carried their people through hard times. 

He stopped his horse next to Wren. “Daughter, did you not hear the cry of the sentry? You should find your mother and grandmother.” 

“I did hear the cry. I know you will keep us safe.” The words slipped through her lips and her face heated. Her words were foolish. Her father would keep them safe, but her disobedience had brought pain to both her father and village in times past. 

Proud and Tall slid from his horse, grimacing slightly. Wren put out her hands to help him. The last skirmish with the Blackleg had left him with a wound the tiw`et could not heal. A wound that would not have happened had she listened to her elders. 

He waved his large hands, shooing her away. “I am fine. Time has been good to me, but it no longer looks upon me with favor.”

“You are still the leader of our band and respected by all.” The tiredness in his dark eyes disappeared for a moment and a fleeting curve of his lips showed her words warmed him. Happiness rippled in her chest. She cherished moments her actions made her father think kindly of her. Lately, she found herself more in disfavor than favor. She tilted her head, which was level with his shoulder, and peered up at his impassive face, hoping to one day restore his faith in her. 

The rhythmic clomp of a lone rapidly approaching horse drew their attention. The horse and rider burst into the camp. Young warriors grasped their bows and ran in the direction the rider had appeared. Women and children retreated as the older men formed a wall between their families and the intruder. Wren stood tall beside her father. He would not allow anyone to hurt her. The proof was in his limp. She cringed at the thought.

“Come listen! Come listen!” the rider shouted, sliding his horse to a stop on its haunches in front of Chief Proud and Tall. The messenger held the end of a bow over his head in a show of peace. 

Wren held her breath and glanced at the men drawing knives from the waistband of their leggings. The intruder waved the bow and the men stopped, their hands resting on the handles.

The intruder wore the moccasins and paint of the Blackleg tribe. Their enemy.

Wren stared beyond the rider, to the forest he’d bolted from waiting for more to come. Before they could even walk, the Nimiipuu knew not to trust a Blackleg. The Blackleg had earned the names schemers and murderers. She stared into the trees expecting more to follow. 

The agitated horse danced and frothed at the mouth. Her father pushed her behind his broad back. She peeked around him at the man, who, warily watched the warriors closing in on him.

“What is this about?” her father asked. He walked up to the intruder and placed his hand on the rider’s leg. The Blackleg glanced down at the large hand keeping him on the horse. The animal snorted and sucked in air. The salty scent of sweat and tang of fear clung to the pair. 

Wren’s curiosity, always her failing, won. She stepped alongside her father. His large hand resting on the blackleg calmed both the man and animal. 

 “I have brought a request for peace from my band of Blackleg.”

The elders behind her mumbled and shivers raced up Wren’s arms. She studied the intruder as a hawk’s shrill cry rent the air. Hair on the back of her neck tingled. 

“Which of the Blackleg wishes to make peace?” Her father’s gaze remained locked on the interloper.

The bearer of the news looked around at the people gathered. “He Who Crawls.” 

Murmurs of disbelieve rumbled around her. The Blackleg band he described had been their enemy since before time. What made them seek peace now? She stepped closer to hear her father’s words. 

The man on the horse scanned the gathering crowd. His gaze lingered on her, studying the beaded pouch hanging from her belt. When the Blackleg raised his gaze to her face, the smugness in his eyes made the air in her chest ache like a winter snow. 

“There is more,” her father stated, watching the man.

The Blackleg nodded.

“Dismount and join me at my fire.” Her father stepped back to allow the man space to slide from his horse. 

Proud and Tall motioned a young boy forward. “Take this horse and bring back one of my best runners.” When the boy led the horse away, her father turned to the messenger. “You will return on one of my horses—” he nodded, “—as a sign you have brought your message to me.” 

Wren studied her father. Why would he ask the enemy to his fire? The Nimiipuu around her whispered and watched as the chief and the enemy walked through the village side by side. 

Fear doubled her steps to follow directly behind her father and the schemer. She would never trust a Blackleg. It could be a ploy to kill the chief of the Lake Nimiipuu. The pounding of unease in her head made it hard to think. How could her father give the enemy one of his prize horses? And how could he talk to this man at his fire when the village had yet to be raised? 

She watched as Proud and Tall and the Blackleg walked to the spot where the family’s lodge would stand after she, her mother, and grandmother finished this day. Her father and the messenger squatted beside the rocks that would soon surround their fire.

She stood as close as she dared. This was a formal meeting, for her father requested the Blackleg join him at his camp. The other members of the Lake Nimiipuu band stood behind her, watching. 

“What is it you ride into my village to say?” her father asked, studying the man sitting on his heels across from him.

“As a sign of peace, He Who Crawls asks that your daughter marry our strongest warrior, Hawk.” 

Wren shook her head in disbelief. She knew not of this man. But to marry him would take her far from her mountain and her people. 

Her heart lurched as she scanned beyond the large pine and fir trees to the top of the carved granite peaks capped with glistening snow. You cannot send me away, not now when I have just returned. She turned her gaze on her father; surely he would not consider such a thing. 

He stared at her, his eyes unfocused. His face furrowed in thought. The sorrow in his eyes twisted her heart. He would send her away. Because she found it difficult to obey rules and endangered them all. She had to make him see she could never wed a Blackleg. Her trembling hand reached out to her father to plead her love of the mountain and people. His gaze barely flickered at her hand, before he turned back to the rider, ignoring her touch. 

Her heart split at his rejection. She wrapped her arms around her waist, holding herself together.

“When you have eaten, return to your people. Tell them we will not trust their word until they and this Hawk have talked with me face to face.” Proud and Tall stared across the lake. 

No one moved. Not even the messenger. The expression on her father’s face told them all he sought answers as he focused intently on the sparkling body of water. She gulped air, forcing courage into her body to tell him she did not wish to marry the enemy. She stepped forward, and a hand rested on her arm. Her mother’s eyes warned her not to interrupt. Anger and guilt warred. She had to voice her fears and emotions, but that would once again put her in disfavor. 

Her father turned back to the Blackleg messenger. “Your people are to send a counsel to the River of Many Bends. We will meet when the sun has set four times. Then I will make a decision.” 

Wren shook her head. No. He could not give her to the Blacklegs. They had mutilated her grandmother, Proud and Tall’s own mother, in a Blackleg raid. How could he even think of peace with the schemers? 

She was not one for sorrow or tears, but the thought of leaving her people and the mountain caused salty drops to trickle down her cheeks and rest on her quivering lips. An arm circled her shoulders. She turned and found her friend and cousin, Silly One. 

For once the young woman did not giggle. Her round face did not glow with mischief. She knew of Wren’s deep love for the mountain, and how she would gradually float away like the ashes from a fire, if she could not move about the tree-lined slopes. 

“Your father will seek counsel. They will not send you to the enemy. Of that I am sure.” 

Wren wiped at the tears tickling her cheeks and watched her father’s back. His injured leg dragged along the ground as he walked over to her mother. He was at the age when men thought less of fighting and more of peace. As the chief, he would do what was best for the band. Her mother walked beside him, matching him step for step. 

Morning Fawn would not allow him to send his only daughter to the Blacklegs. Wren’s heart fluttered with hope. Her father held her mother’s opinions in high regard. But her mother also felt her father too lenient with his daughter. 

Wren glanced at the young warriors watching the Blackleg prepare to leave. Finding a mate within her own band would do nothing to improve their strength. She could find a mate in the men of the surrounding Nimiipuu bands, making their band stronger through the connection. She frowned. Why had she not taken the warrior who asked for her last summer? He belonged to a strong band of Nimiipuu only one sun away. 

She scrunched her nose. He had smelled far worse than any dead animal she had ever encountered. When she told her father this was the reason she did not wish to become his wife, he had said, “You are still young.”

How had she been too young one summer past to marry a Nimiipuu, but at sixteen summers considered old enough to marry the enemy? Her stomach knotted. She knew nothing good of the Blackleg.

Silly One patted her shoulder. “You will see. We need you. Your father will not send you far away.”

Wren wanted her friend’s words to ease the clenching of her heart, but she knew her father could see the possibilities of peace with the Blacklegs. 

“When the dwellings are up, meet me by the edge of the trees,” Wren said, gripping Silly One’s arm so tight her friend cried out. She released her hold on Silly One and smiled apologetically.

Scanning the village, she sought her mother and grandmother. The women sorted the poles for their lodge. Erecting their home usually filled her with accomplishment. This day it brought sadness. If her father agreed to the marriage, she would not work beside her elders again. She would live among people who had been the enemy of the Nimiipuu since the time coyote slay the monster, creating all the tribes. 

How could the sweat and menstrual lodge stand exactly as they had in all her years? And the band go about building the village as they had for generations when the proposal brought to them by the Blackleg messenger would throw her into a life she could never understand? 

She could not change what had come, but there had to be a way to stay on the mountain where her heart belonged. 

Picking up two poles, Wren replayed the Blackleg messenger’s announcement in her head. She wound the rawhide tightly around the smooth end of the poles. Her fingers turned white from the rage she used to pull the leather strips tight. She curled her lip back in distaste. Rage boiled in her belly. She refused to marry a man who took pride in killing and stealing.

She would not marry a Blackleg. Her stomach twisted. How could she be given to the Blacklegs without anyone caring what she wanted?

The voice and wisdom of her beloved, dead grandfather drifted in and out of her head as she worked. One phrase lingered, making her feel small for her selfishness. “He who thinks not of himself – but of others, is greatest.” 

The band needed her to instill peace with the Blackleg. Her stomach clenched, and her hands trembled. She knew nothing good about the Blackleg. However, her father was unable to protect the band of Nimiipuu as he had in his younger days. The destiny to save her people fell on her shoulders.

As foretold by her vision.

 


Lepit

(2)

 

When the Nimiipuu sentry’s cry pierced the air, Himiin, the spirit of the mountain, remained in the form of a white wolf and moved swiftly to a rock outcropping which overlooked the Lake Nimiipuu’s summer camp. To interfere in the skirmishes between enemy factions wasn’t allowed by the Creator. He could witness the outcome, and with superior thinking and a little manipulation, hopefully keep such a conflict from happening again. 

Why did Proud and Tall allow the Blackleg messenger to his fire? Then send the warrior off on one of his best horses? Should he eavesdrop on the village or hurry after the messenger? Himiin shook, fluffing his white fur, and headed off at a lope in the direction the Blackleg messenger disappeared.

Since the time of the trickster coyote, he and his siblings watched over the Lake Nimiipuu. Because of his father’s foolishness to believe the coyote and think of only himself and not the whole tribe, he destined his children to be spirits. 

Himiin rounded a budding huckleberry bush. The putrid scent of evil filled his nostrils. He tensed and scanned the surrounding area. Movement under a bush to his right proved to be a black wolf—one with glowing yellow eyes and a sinister snarl. Now he knew where the putrid scent came from. All his senses came alert. Were there more or did this evil spirit travel alone? 

Himiin growled and circled the black wolf. Curling his lip back in a menacing snarl, he challenged the Blackleg wolf spirit. His mountain was deep in Nimiipuu territory. Blacklegs and evil spirits rarely touched this land. And for good reason. Himself.

The black wolf snarled back, baring his teeth. A glint of malice shined in his eyes.

“What are you doing on my mountain?” Himiin circled, watching for a chance to catch the other unaware, gauging the others abilities. 

“It is for me to know.” The wolf lunged.

Himiin leaped to the side to avoid the vicious fangs that snapped at his neck and pulled out tuffs of white fur. 

They circled again. 

“Answer my question, and I will allow you to live.” Himiin charged the wolf. The crafty animal avoided his attack.

“You are not so impressive,” the black wolf jeered. “How could one so slow be the spirit of this mountain?”

Himiin growled, no longer interested in information. How dare this lowlife Blackleg say he, Himiin, a Nimiipuu spirit, was inferior to a Blackleg? Everyone knew it took three Blackleg to equal one Nimiipuu. He leaped at the black wolf, pinning him to the ground.

“Who is superior?” he growled and scowled down on the intruder. 

Why was a Blackleg here? On his mountain? Shoshone or Crow were his usual adversaries. The Blackleg only wandered this far when looting. He raised his nose and sniffed the air. Was there a raid headed this way? He’d barely caught the scent of this intruder. But he’d not miss a whole raiding party. Was that the purpose of the messenger to scout for sentries and find a vulnerable way into the Nimiipuu camp? Distracted, his hold on the intruder went lax.

The black wolf struggled and fought, clashing his teeth together as he snapped with vengeance. The trespasser squirmed loose and sprung to the attack. 

Himiin dropped to the ground and rolled, avoiding the gnashing fangs of the Blackleg wolf. The interloper tested and teased, never attempting to take control of the confrontation. 

“Why are you baiting me? If you wish to get rid of me, do so, rather than dance around.” His heart pounded as adrenaline pumped through him.

The black wolf curled back his lip in a snarl. A spark of malicious humor lit his eye. “I enjoy tormenting you. It disturbs you more than my fangs.”

The insolent wretch. 

Whatever the cursed spirit’s motives, he would send the Blackleg away with memories of this encounter.

When they both regained their footing, Himiin pounced, sinking his teeth into the furry neck of the black wolf. The salty taste of blood trickled across his tongue. His stomach curdled. This was not his first taste of blood. His jaw sprang open, and he dropped the intruder.

As a spirit, he wasn’t allowed to kill mortals. He had once and would forever hold that guilt like a rock in his heart. Dark spirits were another matter. 

The wolf bit at his legs and squirmed, extracting himself from Himiin’s grasp. 

“You will have to kill me to stop me.” The wolf lunged.

The quick assault took him by surprise, and Himiin found himself under the black wolf. The weight and ferociousness of the animal was nothing compared to the mortification. He was the spirit of the mountain. Put here by the Creator to keep the Nimiipuu from extinction. His heart raced. Fear—something he’d never felt before, and pride spurred him into action. Word could not get out he’d been bested by a Blackleg. 

Using all his strength and wile, he squirmed and snapped at anything black. Twisting every direction, he pushed with paws and slashed with fangs. His muscles bunched and flexed. His head collided with the other wolf’s, ringing his ears. He would not fail. Adrenaline coursed through his body. White fangs of his attacker blurred as he pushed with his legs and latched onto an ear. His teeth sliced through the tender skin. Victory warmed his chest, filling him with pride.

A yelp echoed through the trees. Himiin took advantage. He flipped the black wolf to his back, pinning the smaller animal to the ground with his paws and weight. The eyes of his attacker glowed yellow as blood streamed from his tattered ear. 

“This is my mountain,” Himiin growled and sucked in air, filling his aching lungs. “I watch the people and animals. If I see you here again, it is possible you will not live.” To emphasize his threat, Himiin slashed the black wolf’s shoulder with his fangs before allowing him up. Eyes filled with evil and hatred glittered back at him. 

Himiin’s heart beat with rage. He drew in air, relaxing his muscles and easing the anger pumping through him. He watched the black wolf slink away. The black wolf would return— set to kill.

«»«»«»

Dark Wolf loped until his energy drained. If he didn’t need, and prefer, this form to travel about the mountain, he would leave the vessel and find another to report to He Who Crawls. But the chief would have to wait. The wolf form suited him and would soon heal if he rested.	

The white wolf had proven stronger than he’d been led to believe. Dark Wolf collapsed under a rock ledge to hide and lick the blood from his fur, soothing the wounds he could reach, easing the pain of the creature whose body he’d taken. 

The Blackleg band of He Who Crawls grew anxious to gain control of Chief Proud and Tall’s horses. They had heard stories of how at the Weippe gathering the previous spring his horses had won every race. With fast horses, their plundering could be waged with more impact. Swooping in and out of unsuspecting tribes, they would gather the articles and food they didn’t wish to waste time to make and preserve.

The Nimiipuu band by the lake was well concealed nestled at the base of the mountain. They had sentinels and boundary riders to give the alarm. He Who Crawls had been reluctant about the peace offering between the two tribes, until he realized Hawk was serious and was the obvious person to build trust in Chief Proud and Tall. For his help, Dark Wolf would become the spirit of the mountain. 

Satisfaction curled in his chest thinking of the tunnel he found and how it would make the perfect spot to hide a band of marauding wolves. All dark spirits handpicked by him. Yes, this mountain would soon be his. It would give him great pleasure to do away with the white wolf who revered this mountain like a shrine. 

«»«»«»

Wren worked alongside her mother and grandmother. Erecting the tulle mat dwelling wasn’t hard work, but took considerable time. She laced the easy-to-handle mats to the pole frame with leather strips. The tulle mats started at the bottom and layered to the top, to allow the rain to run off. 

The work before her blurred as her vision quest flashed as clear today as it had the day of her ninth summer. She’d sat atop a boulder on the highest point of the mountain. Having spent three days without food and water, she’d drifted between wakefulness and dreams. 

The great, white wolf had looked at her with eyes as blue as the lake and told her it was within her power to preserve the Nimiipuu of this mountain. She had taken the message as a sign and sung of this encounter before the ceremonial fire at camp every winter since. Everyone in the tribe knew it was her calling to save the people. Many felt her gift, or weyekin, the greatest to ever be placed upon a Nimiipuu maiden. 

Now, as her father contemplated marrying her to the Blackleg tribe who caused them the most grief, she saw the joining as her gift. 

Wren shuddered. 

Far worse than marrying the enemy was the fact her father would be relieved to have her gone, and she would leave her beloved mountain. Her heart clenched. 

She threw back the flap of blanket at the entrance to the family lodge and hauled their few belongings into the dwelling. Her mother and grandmother had piled buffalo hides beside their sleeping spots. It was her duty to fill the indentions with pungent scented pine boughs. 

She walked into the forest, wishing her chores were through so she could enjoy the sights and sounds. However, the beds must be ready for their weary bodies this night. She carried the boughs back to the lodge. Stripping the fragrant needles from the limbs, Wren made a soft pallet to spread a buffalo hide over. When she finished with the sleeping areas, she stacked the cooking utensils in place along the wall closest to the door. 

Anticipation to walk among the forest hummed through her. She’d finished the chores.

Exiting the lodge, she scanned the village for Silly One. The young woman stood near her family’s dwelling, giggling and tugging on her younger sister’s braid. A smile twitched at Wren’s lips. Her cousin could not stay out of trouble.

“Is your family settled?” she called over to her friend.

Silly One nodded and trotted over. “I knew it would not take you long to set up your family.” Her cousin glanced at the mountain. “You have been gone much longer than usual.”

Wren stared at the snow-covered peaks topping the tree-lined slopes of the mountain that held her heart. The pine, fir, and alder trees, boulders, grasses, and colorful wild flowers on the mountain brought beauty into the hearts of all. She appreciated them more than most. 

Her heart pattered in her chest with excitement. She was free to roam the mountain. To breathe in the sweet fragrance of the spring flowers, the dank ground still saturated from winter snow, and the clean scent of the trees. 

“I have been anxious since the melting of the snow to be among my friend the mountain.” She glanced around at the bustle of the people erecting the village. A small pang of guilt shot through her that some dwellings still did not stand. However, the lure of the mountain pulled. 

“I can wait no longer.” She grabbed Silly One’s hand and together they ran into the woods following the mossy path her feet knew so well. Hearing the song of the forest—the chatter of squirrels and twitter of birds— filled her with joy. They stopped at a large, flat granite boulder where she and Silly One had spent many summers playing and dreaming. 

Wren ran her hands over the rough black and white rock winking back at her as the sun danced and shimmered on the flecks of gold. This was one of the many memories she would hold in her heart. 

“Do you really think your father will send you to the Blacklegs?” Silly One sat on the boulder, staring into the forest.

“I do not know.” Wren glanced at her cousin. “The hope I saw in his eyes makes me believe he could.” 

“I cannot believe he would be so cruel as to send you from the mountain and people of your heart.”

Wren cringed and wiped at the tears sliding down her cheek. Her cousin did not know of her disgrace. “If it is for the good of the people, I must go. It is my weyekin.” She stared at the side of the mountain, her gaze traveled to the shimmering white peaks. “Even if I should perish.”

“But what if it isn’t your weyekin?” 

“Did you not hear the shrill cry of the hawk when the Blackleg arrived? And did you not hear the name of the warrior asking for me?” She shook her head. It had to be her weyekin. Why else would the hawk have shrieked at that moment?

“I do not believe your weyekin would send you to the Blackleg. They are murderers and thieves.” Silly One stood up, crossing her arms. 

“Maybe through this marriage, we can stop their ways.” Even as Wren uttered the words she had little faith anything could keep the blood-thirsty Blackleg from their raids on innocent tribes. Dread squeezed her chest. Would she survive among the scheming enemy?

 


Mita

(3)

 

Himiin licked his wounds from the black wolf attack. Why did this dark spirit roam his mountain? The encounter meant trouble from the Blacklegs. He sensed it in his quivering muscles. How had the intruder crossed his mountain without him knowing? He would need to be more vigilant to make sure it didn’t happen again. 

Thinking of all the places on the mountain the dark spirit could hide, he barely caught the cadence of happy voices mingled with the songs of the birds. Before he could duck for cover, two young Nimiipuu maidens appeared within striking distance.

The shorter one grasped the tall maiden’s arm. “We should back away,” she whispered.

Himiin listened and watched. His body tensed as the taller female shook off her friend’s hand. The last time he’d come this close to a mortal… He didn’t want to think about it. He stared at the maiden, willing her to keep her distance. 

The slender young woman stopped and tilted her head this way and that. She stared at him through narrowed eyes. 

“His fur is whiter than a summer cloud, and his eyes shimmer bluer than the lake. He reminds me of the spirit—” Her gaze lowered to the leg oozing blood.

“Look, he is hurt.” The slender maiden walked toward him without fear. She approached, her steps slow, holding her outstretched arm offered palm up in submission. She must be either very brave or half-witted. For not many—warriors included—would approach a wolf in such a way. 

Himiin remained still. His muscles bunched, ready to spring in flight. He couldn’t defend himself. If he killed another… Closing his eyes, he swallowed the lump of disgust.

“Do not worry. I will not hurt you. I know you are my spirit wolf.” Her gentle sweet voice eased his tension, drawing him back to the moment. 

After the encounter with the Blackleg spirit, he was wary of a female walking toward him as if he caused her no threat. She could be the dark spirit in another vessel. He studied her eyes intently. The discernable essence of a spirit or person shone in their eyes. Her words registered—my spirit wolf. How did she know he was a spirit? Unless… 

“Wren, you should not be so close.” The plump maiden’s voice shook. She stood her ground a good distance from him, while the maiden called Wren continued talking. 

“There, now. Let me see to your wounds. I will not hurt you.” The soft spoken words made him forget his injuries and his past encounter with a mortal. He stared into her caring eyes. Fear was not evident in her gaze, her poise, or her words. Her melodic voice beckoned his gaze to meet hers and allowed her to take his paw. He’d never connected with a mortal before. Her touch tingled his nerves. 

“I do not wish you harm, only to make you better.” Nimble fingers moved the fur and examined the blood soaked gashes on his leg. Her gentle touch caressed his skin like a warm summer breeze. 

The last mortal to touch him… His stomach pitched. Fate could not repeat itself. He trembled and forced his mind to push the past in the far reaches of his memory.

“Wren, we must go. He could be harmful.” 

“I cannot let a creature of this mountain go hurt when I have the ability to help.” The maiden glanced at her friend before pulling a small leather pouch from the beaded belt around her waist. 

“You are a beautiful creature. Who would want to cause you harm?” She held up two fingers pinching a white substance. “This is willow bark. It will ease your pain.” Her slender fingers sprinkled the powder in the wound. Her gentle hands and compassionate words puzzled him. Why would a Nimiipuu maiden care about a wolf? Even one she believed to be her spirit wolf? 

He wished he could talk with her and tell her to be wary of the black wolf. The animal he’d fought would return to bring trouble for the lake Nimiipuu, he felt this as sure as he felt her soft touch. He found no other reason for the spirit to be on this mountain. He’d sensed wickedness in the wolf’s eyes and what he didn’t say. 

In wolf form, Himiin could do nothing to convey his fears to the maiden. He whimpered as she packed moss into his wound. Her touch lightened like the flutter of an evening wind caressing his skin. 

“Did I hurt you?” she asked, gazing into his eyes, giving him a glimpse of her caring and strength. Her warm fingers gently held his leg.

“Wren.” The maiden standing at the far side of the trees danced with agitation. 

“Silly One, I am in no danger. Besides, I would rather die on this mountain than have to marry a Blackleg.” 

 

 Her words sent a knife of fear slicing through the calm her hands had wrapped around him. 

 Who would make her marry a schemer? And why? This new information made him even more anxious about the intruding wolf. This maiden, whose touch ignited emotions he’d never known before, brought out his protective instincts. He had questions for her and no way to ask. To change form in front of the women or speak to them as an animal was forbidden by the Creator. 

He pulled his paw from her hands and backed away with a snarl. He should not treat her this way after the care and trust she’d put in him, but in this form he had no other way to show his objection to her marrying a Blackleg. 

Wren watched the wolf back away, showing his teeth in disfavor. His blue eyes flashed to gold. He was upset. But at what? She glanced around. Nothing had changed since she and Silly One had come upon him. 

When she looked back, he had entered the trees. “Do not get in any more fights. I may not be around to soothe your wounds,” she called as his silvery white form loped into the shadows of the forest.

“Why did you help that wolf? He could have killed you,” Silly One said, coming up beside her.

“But he did not. His white fur and eyes—just like the white wolf that came to me in my vision.” Wren stared into the trees where he had disappeared. Her heart soared. He was her weyekin. She knew it. Why did he show himself now? She scanned the trees hoping for one last glimpse. “He was magnificent! His eyes—I could almost feel him talking to me.” 

“And I am called Silly One. Come, your father will be holding council soon. You should listen. After all, it is your future they will speak of.”

Her future. Elation soured in her stomach. Her whole life, duty to her people and father were always on her mind, even when her actions did not seem so. She must put the good of the village before her own selfishness. However, that did not mean she had to like what she was almost certain would be said tonight at the council. Her father would put the good of all over her wishes. In sending her to the Blackleg, he would not only bring peace between the tribes, but she was sure he would also be thankful to have her out of their midst. 

 Staring into the woods where the white wolf had vanished, she knew he was the wolf from her vision. Why else would he have sat so still and allowed her to touch him? Her fingers tingled at the memory of his soft, thick fur. His pelt was better than any her father had ever brought back for wraps. 

She hoped the beautiful wolf never met that fate. It would be a shame for such a magnificent creature to be reduced to mere clothing.

Wren and Silly One did not speak of the wolf or the marriage to a Blackleg as they wandered through the trees to the village. The excitement and anticipation of seeing the mountain settled in her stomach like a heavy jagged rock. The messenger from the Blackleg had shrouded her homecoming.

 Stepping out of the trees, familiarity warmed her soul. As in past summers, each family dwelling stood in the exact spot it had been every summer. No one, not even the old blind woman, would wander around lost. She peered beyond the village to the sparkling lake and rim of land so like the creator’s hands which held the body of water for her people. 

This was where she came into the world and where she wished to be put to the earth. To leave would not only break her heart, but leave her circle unfinished. These were not thoughts she should harbor. Her circle would be made by the greatness she could bring her people by the marriage.

Wren scanned the village for her father. The ceremonial lodge remained a pile of sticks and hides ready to be erected. She spotted elders and warriors gathering around the fire in front of her father’s lodge. 

A shiver of apprehension slithered down her back. Not only did she not want to leave the mountain—she did not want to be the possession of a Blackleg. They were cruel. She had witnessed this many times during raids on her people.

She crossed the village, stepped up to the circle of men, and nodded to the oldest members, but avoided eye contact with any other than her father.

“Since this meeting concerns my future, may I listen?” She did not expect her father to consent. However, under the circumstances, she was prepared to argue her need to listen.

Proud and Tall stared at her through narrowed troubled eyes. Tradition was to say “no”. Instead, he glanced at the men seated around the fire and nodded his head. 

 

“But you must not say a word.” His tone held the authority she had come to love when he oversaw a council. Gone was the softness and joking. 

She took a seat where she could watch him and bowed her head. To make eye contact with the elders would be wrong. It would be an injustice to try and sway them with sentiment. Tilting her head allowed Wren to watch her father out of the corner of her eye and catch telltale movements from the others seated around the fire. 

One of the elders stood. He raised his hands to the Creator and chanted a song of wisdom to help Chief Proud and Tall and those seated around the fire make a decision for the good of the people. 

His voice carried into the darkening sky. Wren shivered. His song would be heard, and the decisions made tonight would be watched over by the Creator. 

The old man slowly sat, giving a nod to her father. Proud and Tall stood, illuminated by the firelight. Crevices of age carved a path of wisdom across his face. His eyes shone black and sharp. 

“We all know why this council has been called. The Blackleg band led by He Who Crawls has asked for peace.” His deep voice floated above the fire and mingled with the wisp of smoke.

The younger warriors fidgeted. Wren presumed one opened his mouth to speak, for her father raised a large hand for silence and continued.

“I know we have been at war with this tribe since before the time of our fathers and grandfathers. The Blackleg are cruel people.” His eyes glistened. Did he think of his mother, her grandmother, who had died at the hands of a Blackleg? “This is a time to change things. Make the lives of our people more peaceful. If we feel the Blackleg can be trusted.” He looked at the warriors and elders seated around the fire.

“I would like those who have spent as many and more suns upon this earth as I to speak their hearts and minds.” Proud and Tall sat cross-legged and listened as the oldest members of the band stood and told of the Blackleg raids. 

The last man who stood raised a gnarled hand and pointed at Wren. He bestowed upon her a heartfelt toothless smile. “This maiden has a weyekin stronger than any ever given to one so young and innocent.” He twirled his knobby hand before him. “I believe this offering will bring about changes for our future and the future of our children. I have seen the coming of many who are not like us. We need to join with the Blackleg to be strong against the intruders.” He sat down, keeping his eyes focused on Wren. 

His attention to her and his words twisted her stomach with dread. How could she save the whole people? Worse, did she want them all to believe she could? Her hands clenched in her lap.

Her father stood. “If the Blackleg truly want peace, this is good. We have wasted lives and horses to them for far too long.” He glanced at each man. Many heads nodded in agreement. When his gaze rested on the younger men gathered, his eyes took on a gleam, almost daring them to confront him. 

Pride swelled in her chest. Her father may find his body failing him, but his presence and courage would forever hold the respect of his people. 

“To make this peace they have asked us to give them Wren to marry and bring the tribes together as a family.” 

She looked up. His words shook with emotion. This had never happened before. Everyone stared at him, especially the young men. 

“It is true she has been given a great gift.” He sighed heavily. “And my daughter has at times caused me grief.” 

Wren flinched and her gaze strayed to his bad leg. 

“I do not wish to hand her over to schemers.” He looked around the circle. “But to have peace for all the village,” he paused and took a deep breath, “we need to meet with the Blackleg to see if they speak with truth of this union.” 

 He glanced down at her, his eyes filled with sorrow. “We know you love the mountain and the Nimiipuu of the lake.” He again took a deep breath. “But we also know you will do what is best for the family.”

Wren cautiously nodded her head as her chest ached. Her heart had torn in two. It was her duty and weyekin to do what was best for the people and forget her own happiness.

“I have chosen the six to ride with me at first light. We will meet the Blacklegs at the River Of Many Bends. We will speak with their council and the warrior Hawk to see if they are trustworthy.” 

The elder who had spoken of her great gift tipped his face to the sky and chanted a song for the Creator to give them the wisdom to tell if the Blackleg merely schemed or wished for peace. The others joined in, raising their voices to the star-filled sky. 

Wren stood. She wished to flee, yet her feet dragged across the ground like boulders. With each step, her world dimmed. Panic squeezed her chest, making even small breaths painful.

She had eight setting suns to roam the mountain and seek out those she held dear. If the group, meeting the Blacklegs, decided she would marry the Blackleg warrior, she would live out the rest of her seasons with the enemy. 

Her stomach knotted. 

She swallowed the lump of sorrow in her throat and stared at the side of the mountain. Her heart ached. If she fulfilled her weyekin, the gift which every Nimiipuu lived for, watching the mountain sleep under a silver moon would only be a memory. 

«»«»«»

Silver moonlight danced across the surface of the lake. Himiin stood at the bank. Small ripples appeared where fish emerged to capture the insects hovering above the water. The snow had moved up the mountain only a few weeks earlier, yet, the rhythm of the warm season sung in the animals, plants, and people who lived within and along the lake.

As the night air blew down off the snow-covered peaks, he welcomed his thick fur. 

A splash warned him his brother, the spirit of the lake, approached. Through the ages, Nimiipuu passed down stories of the great beast with antlers who lived in the lake. The tale of the great beast, who came out of the water and took the disobedient children, always made him smile. For his brother was far from being a monster. 

He stared at the shimmering lake. An elk emerged from the depths. Water flowed from his thick, dark coat as he shook his head and antlers.

“You look distraught brother,” Wewukiye said, stepping next to the log Himiin sat beside. 

 

“I battled with a Blackleg spirit on my mountain.” 

“Here? That cannot be.” His brother glanced about as if the creature were in the shadows.

“I have the wounds to prove it.” Himiin raised his paw to show the marks.

Wewukiye sniffed. “They cannot have this territory. It belongs to the Nimiipuu.” 

“I do not know what the schemers have planned, but I heard a maiden say she would rather die than marry a Blackleg.” He looked at his brother. “What have you heard?”

“It is true. When the women came to the lake to wash, I heard them talking. The Blackleg asked for the hand of Chief Proud and Tall’s daughter. With the match, they will bring peace between the tribes.”

Himiin growled. “I do not believe this. The Blackleg are plunderers and would rather die than befriend the Nimiipuu.” Fear for the maiden sliced through him like a bolt of lightning. The fierceness of the emotion confused him. In all his days as a spirit he’d carried out his responsibility to protect all the people on his mountain. The maiden had captured his very essence, and his need to single out and protect one, surprised him. 

“The chief and men he has chosen leave in the morning to see if the messenger speaks the truth.” Wewukiye preened, licking the water from the hair on his shoulder. 

The flapping of wings drew their attention skyward. Sa-qan approached. Her wingspan stretched wide, blocking the moon behind her and highlighting her white head.

She landed gracefully on the log and smiled. “My brothers, it is good to find you both.”

Himiin could not help but smile. It had been a joke of the Creator to make their younger sister the strongest, fastest, and wisest of the three. She was the spirit of the sky, watching the people and animals of a larger area than he and Wewukiye. 

“What brought you to us tonight?” Wewukiye asked, moving closer to her. 

“I saw a black wolf running from the mountain. I followed. He ran in the direction of a band of Blackleg warriors camped two suns away by land.” 

Himiin growled low in his throat. He knew the wolf was trouble. 

“I believe that wolf is the one to give our brother wounds,” Wewukiye said.

Sa-qan turned her sharp eyes and pointed beak at Himiin. “Why was a Blackleg spirit on this mountain?” 

“He would not say. When I challenged him, he fought fiercely and went away with hatred in his eyes.” Himiin did not like the wolf meeting with a band of Blackleg so close to the mountain. Nothing good ever happened where Blacklegs were concerned.

“How did you tend your wounds?” Sa-qan asked. Her eagle-eyes missed nothing.

 “A maiden came upon me in the woods. She had no fear of me. And her voice so soothed, I sat like stone as she applied herbs.” Since their meeting, Himiin couldn’t shake the maiden Wren from his thoughts. There had to be a reason he felt compelled to help her other than her warm gentle touch and caring eyes. If she were the chief’s daughter, she was in peril. Was it the Creator’s wish that he protect her?

Sa-qan watched him intently. “You were not fearful to have a mortal so close?”

His sister worried about his encounters with humans.

“And she showed no fear?” Wewukiye twisted his neck and peered at him. “How can that be? You are a large fierce wolf.” 

Himiin ignored his sister’s concerns and answered Wewukiye. “She told her friend it would be better to die on the mountain than marry a Blackleg.”

“She is the chief’s daughter.” Wewukiye nodded his head, flinging his heavy antlers like weightless dried weeds.

“What of the chief’s daughter?” Sa-qan asked.

As his brother explained to his sister the message brought to the Lake Nimiipuu that day, Himiin visualized the maiden Wren. Heard her sweet voice and experienced the same calm she’d wrapped him in when healing his wound. 

She was too young and innocent to be sent to the Blackleg. The schemers couldn’t be trusted. They had proved it over and over again through time.

“If this maiden is indeed to marry the Blackleg, there will be peace.” Sa-qan leaned back and puffed out her feathery chest.

“How do we know the schemers are not using the marriage to get into the Lake Nimiipuu village?” With the Blackleg there could never be any good. They had been vile for far too long to become believable now.

“If that was their goal, the schemers would have stormed the village and taken what they wanted.” Sa-qan tipped her head, studying him. “Why are you untrusting of what could be a good thing for both tribes?”

“I have a feeling there is more to this than the Blackleg wanting to make peace. Why would they send a dark spirit to prowl the mountain if they wanted peace?”

“Now we know what bothers you.” Wewukiye smiled. “He is mad the black wolf got the best of him.” He bumped Himiin with his shoulder. “Did he get you down? Was the powerful Himiin feeling vulnerable?”

Himiin snapped at his brother. “I will never be bested by a schemer spirit or any spirit.” 

Wewukiye laughed. “When one talks big, he falls hard.”

“Brothers, this is not a time to bicker among ourselves. If the Blackleg are up to something, we need to know before trouble starts. Have you forgotten our purpose?”

Sa-qan’s yellow eyes drilled into him. Himiin had a hard time standing still under her scrutiny.

“I have not forgotten how our father’s selfishness made us the eternal sentinels of the Lake Nimiipuu.” 

“Then stop arguing and find out what is happening. I will watch over the band of Blackleg off the mountain, you keep an eye out for the dark spirit.” Sa-qan spread her wings, preparing to fly. “And the two of you get along.” She leaped in the air and disappeared.

Himiin looked at his brother and smiled. Wewukiye grinned back. They got along, they just enjoyed the bantering.

“Brother, watch yourself and let the maiden and her people decide her fate.” Wewukiye walked into the lake. Himiin watched the water rise, covering the great brown body as it submerged in a ripple. 

If only the problems with the Blackleg and his infatuation with the maiden would disappear so smoothly.

 


Pí-lep

(4)

 

Wren cursed the pine boughs and dry grass she used for her bed. For the first time in her life, they poked like rocks rather than the spongy grass. She stared through the smoke hole in the top of the lodge watching the night sky lightened to a new day. She had thrashed about all night which left her body tired and aching. 

She did not want to become the wife of a Blackleg. One had to ride for many suns to arrive in Blackleg territory. Who knew where Hawk’s village resided? Her stomach squeezed as panic gripped her. She belonged with her people and mountain. They were more important to her than eating and breathing. 

The flap on the entrance to the lodge flopped open. Her father had returned from his morning bath in the lake. A cold breeze swirled through the interior, matching the chill of dread inside her. The rustle of leather and crackle of flames from a stick tossed on the fire announced his movements as he prepared for his journey to meet the Blackleg. 

She would miss the intimacy she shared with her family in their lodge. As the daughter of the chief, she did not have to live in the dwelling with the other young maidens.

Her face heated. She would live with a man she did not know should Proud and Tall go through with this strange notion peace could come of her marrying a schemer. Could she live among people with different customs and behaviors—people who thrived on plundering and killing?

The rumble in her stomach had nothing to do with hunger. Fear unsettled her belly and her mind. If the Blackleg proved to be sincere, her father would jump at the chance to instill peace between the tribes. 

Tears trickled down her cheeks. This time she must not allow her stubbornness to influence her thoughts. As the daughter of the chief, it was her duty, just as it was his, to think of the whole village when making a decision. If taking a Blackleg for a mate would save her people from sorrow and fighting, she had to make the sacrifice. Her heart cracked and bled, weeping at loss that already sat heavy in her middle like a large boulder squeezing out her last breath. 

Before leaving the dwelling, her father stood over her. He whispered to the Creator and bent to touch her hair. Wren could not ignore him. 

“I know you will do what is best,” she murmured, swallowing a lump of fear.

Proud and Tall crouched next to her and whispered, “You have tried the patience of many, daughter. Yet, I promise I will not send you to the Blackleg if this Hawk is not worthy of you.” 

“I know you would never make a decision you felt would harm me. If you say this Blackleg is a good man, and it will bring peace to our people, I will go to him. But know my heart will be forever with the mountain and my people.” 

He cleared his throat and patted her cheek. Straightening, he walked to the opening and paused with his hand gripping the flap. His dark gaze lingered on each person as they slept. The longing and unease on his face before he pivoted and left startled Wren. 

A shiver of apprehension snaked up her back. She hadn’t thought about the meeting being an ambush until this moment. Her father’s lingering glance at his family brought the notion to her like a blow from a club. 

She worried about leaving the mountain and her family while her father could walk into a trap, or worse the Blacklegs could swarm down upon the village while Proud and Tall was away. Her selfishness caught in her throat as a lump of shame. 

Now she understood his strange choice of one elder and five young warriors for a counsel with the Blacklegs. His selection made sense. Her father wanted to be prepared if the meeting turned into trouble. 

The thud of hooves faded in the distance. The council had left the village. She closed her eyes and sent a prayer to the Creator. 

Great One watch over my father and those who ride with him. I fear the Blackleg are not what they seem. If it is your wish for me to marry the schemers I will, but know my heart will forever be with my people and mountain. 

If the Creator wished peace between the tribes, he would take care of those members of the Lake Nimiipuu who worked toward that goal. 

Unable to remain in her bed any longer, Wren sat up. She tied a belt of woven tulle around her waist. She raked her fingers through her hair, and then braided the long black tresses with soft furry strips of otter skin. When the ends of her braids were secured by short lacings, she attached her herb pouch to her belt and left the dwelling. 

She breathed in the crisp morning air and slid her toes through the icy dew-dotted grass. Shivers raced up her spine. The sensation chased away the dread, making room for the anticipation of a new day. She wrapped herself in the beauty of the day which crept over the rise. The golden halo of sun, peeking over the hill across the lake, lightened her sad heart.

If she left tomorrow, she would have this memory of her beloved mountain to take with her. 

Wren snagged her woven gathering pouch from beside the lodge and ran into the forest. She would gather moss for soup and return in time to help with the required chores. 

The birds in the trees twittered as she ambled higher and higher up the mountain slope. Now and then, she stopped to appreciate the bright color of a new spring blossom, inhale the crisp morning air, or watch a small creature move about its morning business. She had no destination in mind, just a need to cover as much of the mountain as she could. If the meeting between her father and the Blackleg went well, before long she would no longer have the beauty of the mountain to see, hear, and walk upon.

She stepped into a clearing and stopped. 

Sunning himself in the middle of the small meadow was the white wolf. His thick shiny coat sparkled in the early morning sunlight. Elation and hope raced within her heart. Wren knew not why, but this creature filled her with pleasure and acceptance for what was to come.

The even rhythm of his rising sides proved he slept. Did she dare approach? If she startled him, he might not be as friendly as the day before. 

Hoping he would not run, she backed into the trees and sang a song about the creatures of the mountain. She raised her voice and willed her feet to walk unhurried into the clearing. Her racing heart fluttered with anticipation. Would he remain or flee? Please do not be angry and run away. 

The wolf did not run. His head rose slowly, watching her approach with unblinking eyes. 

“White Wolf, what a surprise to see you.” She continued to walk toward him. He made no attempt to run. Rolling from his side to his belly, his grey eyes held her gaze. She stared into their depths. “You may come closer” whispered in her head. The invitation encouraged Wren to walk right up to the reclining, white body.

“May I sit next to you?” She indicated a spot beside the wolf. 

His muzzle dipped slightly as though agreeing. Wren sat next to the animal, curling her legs underneath her. 

“You are beautiful. May I stroke your fur?” Again his eyes appeared to answer. She put a hand on his back. Her fingers sank into the warm thick fur. The beating of her heart lessened as she sat next to the animal running her hand over and through the soft pelt. 

The contentment of the moment wrapped around her like hot steam from the sweat lodge.

“I believe we have met before.” The wolf leaned closer as though to listen. “In my ninth summer, I set out on a vision quest. In my dream you came to me.” The wolf peered into her eyes. “I am almost certain you were the one. The eyes are different, not as blue, but I will never forget.” The wolf tilted his head. Deep in the grey depths she could see herself as a young girl and the wolf of her vision quest. He had to be the one. 

Her daring soared. She stroked the shorter, sleeker hair on his wide, strong head. His ears lay back as her hand moved downward.

“In my dreams, you told me I would be the one to save my people.” She looked away— No longer able to talk for fear her own selfishness would upset the one who bestowed her prophecy. Her hands picked at the rough cloth of her dress. Had the wolf known then her weyekin would make her leave everything she loved? He nudged her hand with his warm wet nose. 

Wren stared into his grey eyes, which searched hers. She sensed he saw things in her even she did not know. 

“You bestowed upon me a great weyekin. A gift all the elders say is more special than any other given to a maiden.” She gulped, not sure whether to be pleased or upset to have been given such an honor and hardship. 

“Ever since the day on the mountain when you told me of my gift, I have felt unworthy of such greatness.” She ducked her head with shame. 

Taking a deep breath, she returned her gaze to the wolf’s eyes. “A Blackleg wishes to marry me.” Each time Wren spoke of the Blackleg marriage her chest clenched with deeper pain. “To become his wife will secure no more battles with the Blacklegs.” She swallowed the panic bubbling in her throat at the remembered tragedy of the past. “I lost my grandmother and cousin to a raiding party. And my father… I fear I have caused trouble too many times. If I go to the Blackleg, it will lift burdens from my father and my family.” She gulped and blurted, “But I fear there will be some Blackleg who do not wish me in their village.”

To tell the one who bestowed her weyekin upon her she feared its outcome was foolish. Yet, she had to confide in someone, and the creature leaning against her, giving her support could not speak her fears.

She swiped at the warm drops sliding down her cheeks. Anger seethed inside at her show of weakness. Tears had never come so easily to her before the Blackleg messenger entered their village. She was unfaithful if she could not accept her weyekin with an unburdened heart. But just as her headstrong thoughts had brought her trouble before, they now nagged her to stand up for herself.

“I love this mountain and all who live here. Animal and people.” Looking into the wolf’s eyes, she found sympathy.

Himiin had never, in all his time as a spirit, found another who loved the mountain with the same passion. This woman of the real world, held the mountain in her heart as firmly as she did her family. 

He yearned to answer all her questions but was helpless to console her. 

Frustration seethed in him. He wished to talk with her, yet, was forbidden. He could only sit and listen to her heartfelt declaration to the mountain and her people. 

When she’d first approached him, his instincts had been to flee, to save the maiden from him. But as she spoke, he realized she could be the one to turn his misdeed around. If he helped her through this, and the Blackleg stopped raiding the Lake Nimiipuu, he would save not only The People, but his honor.

He bumped her hand with his nose and studied her sad face. The fear and anger she felt toward leaving all she loved and venturing into the violent world of the Blackleg was understandable. That she dealt with it so serenely and with confidence showed valor and her belief in her weyekin. 

Wren’s beauty encompassed her whole being. Her flawless skin appeared as smooth as the rocks which tumbled down the mountain streams. The long thick midnight-colored braids touched the curve of her hips. Long slender fingers gently plucked at his fur. Her trim firm body came from traveling the paths of his mountain. 

He growled softly. He’d never thought about a mortal or non-mortal like this before. Having such thoughts—now—for this woman was inexcusable. She belonged of the real world, and he in the spirit world. He should keep his distance—for both their sakes.

“Did I hurt you?” she asked, softening her touch even more. “Or say something to upset you?” 

The wonder of it all—she held no fear of him. Not even when he growled. Was she so sure he would not harm her because she believed him the wolf of her vision? Or was she this daring with all animals of the mountain? 

“I must pick moss for soup, would you like to join me?” she asked, slowly standing. 

Himiin raised to a sitting position, then stood and stretched. He had nothing better to do this day. For
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