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The evening sun glinted off the bits of shine left on the bloodied belt buckles. Little of the pine green and the blue-green of the still water showed through on the blood-spattered guardsmen’s uniforms. Faces, once shaved and clean, were now covered in mud and blood on top of full beards. Men slumped against walls and columns or sat hunched on the ground, waiting to be dismissed. Hope of glory from battles among men never met the preconceived prestige. It brought death and grief.

Merab stood with daughters and granddaughters on her front porch, seeking the faces of the men she loved. Where was Tiqvah? As one of the commanders, he had been in other battles. Still, she worried every time they left to fight.

Her gaze turned to the other porches in the compound. Many women, mothers, daughters, and granddaughters waited for their men to enter and their commanders to release them.

The heat of the sun did little to warm the cold that wrapped her body like the time she jumped into a mountain lake shortly after the rains ended one year as a child. She knew, deep within her soul, that one of her loved ones would not return alive.

Let it be only one. Don’t let it be Tiqvah. Let it not be more. Don’t let their injuries destroy their lives. Merab prayed as she watched more battered and injured men slink into the courtyard of Green Haven. None marched proudly.

“I see him, Grandmama, I see him!” Devora cried. “I see Chayim!” The young woman jumped up and down in her excitement as her little ones would, pointing toward a group of men slumping to the ground.

“I see him. Don’t run off yet. Wait for his squad leader to excuse him,” Merab said. One home safely. I pray the others come home alive as well.

Other daughters and granddaughters caught sight of their men. They hugged each other in relief. 

“Where is Tylar?” Merab’s newest granddaughter by marriage, Akira asked. “I don’t see him.”

The women on the porch stared at the men.

“Maybe he isn’t here yet?”

“Or you can’t tell it’s him with all the dirt and whiskers?”

“Or maybe he is hurt,” Merab whispered. She loved all her grandsons, and this one had been especially kind to her. She hoped dirt covered his identity, not injury.

No one mentioned the worst. Merab thought it. Please don’t let him be dead.

Young Elke mumbled something Merab could not understand. She glanced at her, but Elke turned away.

Merab sighed. Elke had become moody and uncommunicative in the last weeks. Merab had seen this in youth in their teen years before. They usually grew out of it. But Elke’s moods felt different, somehow. She made a mental note to spend more time with this granddaughter, whose mama had left her children behind.

Merab shook her head. How do you help them all?

Squad leaders released the men to find a bath and a bed. Devora and others of the women scurried from the porches toward their men. Akira stood next to Merab, tears sliding down her face. Merab put her arm around her and hugged her close. “We’ll find Tylar.”

Wagons rolled through the gate, filled with injured men.

“Let’s go see if he is in one of the wagons,” Merab said, tugging on Akira’s arm. She gazed among the men on horses. Tiqvah should be there somewhere.

They walked down the steps and dodged men, horses, and wagons as they made their way to the Green Guard’s healing hall.

Akira stood on her toes to peep into the back of the nearest wagon. She dropped down and sighed. “Not here.”

“That could be good,” Merab said, looking into another wagon filled with injured men.

No Tylar. No Tiqvah. They moved on to the next two wagons. Merab didn’t know whether to be grateful or sad not to fin/d them in these wagons either. Where were they?

She stared at the men milling around her. Where was Tiqvah? He had ridden out at the head of a division of men two weeks earlier. The younger men had boasted that they could put down these Tishites in a day. Merab knew battles seldom found a resolution that fast. Even Tiqvah had shaken his head at the boasts.

Tylar belonged to Tiqvah’s division. Perhaps they hadn’t arrived back at Green Haven yet. Merab stood on her toes, searching for Tiqvah.

“Have you seen your grandpapa Tiqvah yet?” she asked.

Akira shook her head and moaned. Merab wanted to moan as well. She could not. Not yet. She had to be an example for her daughters. She searched for another wagon.

A hand touched her shoulder. She flinched.

“It is me,” Tiqvah said. “We are back.” He spun her around into his arms.

“Did you bring all our grandsons home safely?” Merab asked.

Tiqvah rolled his lips inward and sighed. “No. We lost one, and one is severely injured. I don’t know if Danita and the other healers can keep him alive.”

“Who?” Merab sucked her breath in and held it.

“Tylar is severely injured. They just took him into the healing hall. It will take all the skills of our healers and the blessings of Jehovah to keep him alive.”

She expelled her breath loudly. “Akira feared he was injured.”

“She walked into the healing hall by his side. She found him.”

“Good.” She took a deep breath and whispered, “Who didn’t survive?”

“Dimka.”

Merab bit her lower lip to hold back the tears. “Not Dimka.”

Tiqvah tightened his embrace. “I knew it would hurt you to lose him. I wanted to tell you myself.”

“Thank you.” The comfort of his arms and consideration warmed her. “I could not stand it if you had not come to tell me.”

“I feared you would not.” Tiqvah kissed her gently. “Now, I must return to my men until they are all cared for and sent off to a bath and bed.”

“Did you chase the Tishites away?”

Tiqvah turned back to her. “Yes, at great cost to us. They left our city and our lands. Thank Jehovah.”

Merab watched her husband stride across the courtyard. The usual thrill of belonging to this beautiful man filled her. She shook it off and turned to find Ardelis, Dimka’s mother. Her daughter would require special attention.
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Merab returned to her front porch. Though she stood almost as tall as some men, she couldn’t see over the horses and men in her search for Ardelis. She stared across the courtyard, knowing Ardelis would search the faces of all the young guardsmen for her son.

Dimka had begged to be allowed to accompany the others as they prepared to leave for the battle. Tiqvah had denied his request. So had Terah, the Captain-General of the Greens. Dimka continued to pester his mama until she, too, made the request of Terah.

“Only if Dimka joins Tiqvah’s division,” Terah had said. “His grandpapa will watch out for him.”

Ardelis had come to him in tears. “Please take my son, papa. You will watch over him and bring him home. If you don’t, he will sneak away and join another division.”

Tiqvah had given in. He hadn’t wanted to take a boy so young. It was not always possible to care for a young boy in a battle.

Now, Merab had the responsibility of telling Dimka’s mama. She hoped not to find her before Tiqvah returned to her side. Ardelis would want to know how her son had died.

Suddenly, Ardelis stood beside her on the porch. “I can’t find Dimka, Mama. Have you heard anything from Papa? I need to know. Where is my boy?”

Merab turned with a sigh. “I am sorry, Ardelis. Your papa found me before he found you. Dimka ... did... did not return alive.”

Ardelis screamed and sank to the floor.

Merab enfolded her daughter in her arms and allowed her to cry. Ardelis’ tears soon drenched Merab’s shoulder. Merab ignored it. Her daughter needed to express her sorrow.

Before Ardelis stopped crying, Tiqvah climbed the stairs and put his arms around the two women.

Ardelis turned and pounded her fists on her papa’s chest. “I sent him with you so you would keep him safe and bring him home alive.”

“I know, dear,” Tiqvah said, allowing her to beat on him.

“Dimka is my only son. What will I do? I have no man, no husband to give me another.” She fell against his chest, sobbing.

“I know.” Tiqvah held up his filthy hands, then patted her back. He glanced at Merab and raised an eyebrow. “Go ahead. Cry. I tried to keep him safe. I ordered him to stay in the back, watching the horses. They circled us and overran his position. I raced toward him as soon as I saw. They had him surrounded. Dimka held his sword up and fought them with courage. He brought down five Tishites before they got to him. I tried Ardelis. I tried to get there before they ... I tried to save him. Honest.” Tears flowed freely down his face.

Merab put her arms around her daughter and her husband, joining in their sorrow. At twelve, Dimka had given his young life to a city that would not miss him. His family would. His mama would.

Eventually, Ardelis pushed away from the embrace and wiped her tears from her face. “I know you did your best, Papa. I asked you to let him go. He would have been on the front lines if you had not been his commander. Thank you. I needed to know he fought bravely. I needed to know —”

Ardelis turned and raced into the house. The door slammed behind her.

Tiqvah stared at Merab and shrugged.

“You did all you could to protect him.”

“I could not allow him to fight beside me.” Tiqvah breathed in, fighting off more tears.

“No. You tried to keep him safe.” Merab put her arms around him. “You brought the others home.”

“All safe but Tylar. I couldn’t keep him safe either.” Tiqvah’s voice broke.

“How bad is his injury?” Merab gazed into his eyes, wanting to know, but also not wanting to know.

“He took a blow to his leg and others to his chest and arm. He bled a lot before someone came along and wrapped the injuries. If he lives, he will heal and be able to live a normal life. He may have a limp.”

“I can live with a limp. I don’t know if Tylar will agree. He wanted to be a leader in the Greens.”

“I know. Others have led with a limp. He may yet manage that.”

“If he lives?” Merab asked.

Tiqvah nodded. “Yes, if he lives.”

The couple leaned against each other and shared their sorrow.

Others joined them on the porch. Chayim and Devora touched Merab and Tiqvah on the shoulder as they passed into the house.

“Will there be enough warm water for all the men to bathe?” Devora asked.

“We started several huge vats of water heating. There should be. Be patient with the servants. They have grief to overcome, as well.” Merab gestured toward the kitchen.

Devora nodded. “We will.”

She and Chayim turned and entered the house.

Others of their daughters and sons passed them on their way to their apartments and warm baths for the men. The women hung on their men, tears of joy running down their faces. Merab tried to smile. She couldn’t. Dimka’s face filled her vision.

When all their children and grandchildren, who were well enough to return home, had passed by them to enter the house, Tiqvah took Merab’s arm and escorted her into the house and up to their apartment.

A warm bath already filled the tub in their bathing room. Merab helped Tiqvah pull his uniform tunic over his head. She gasped. Bloody lines crossed his back and chest.

“You didn’t say anything about your own injuries,” she said.

“No. Others were hurt worse than me. I will be fine.”

“Let’s get you clean. Then I’ll put something on these.” Merab helped him finish undressing and helped him into the tub.

“I’d invite you to join me, but you don’t want to soak in this mud,” Tiqvah said. 

Merab took one look at the muddy water and turned to leave the bathing room.

“Where are you going?” Tiqvah asked.

“To request more water.”
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The servants brought enough water for the tub to be filled twice more. Merab worried others wouldn’t have enough water to cleanse themselves of all the mud and blood. The servant who carried the last bucket eased her concern.

“We filled all the vats and all the pots with water. As you empty one, we refill it and start heating the water. We knew we would need lots for all these guardsmen and other men returning from battle.”

Merab sighed. “Good. Be certain all those who fought have water for a bath.”

“They do. You warned us. We are prepared,” the servant said.

“And your man?”

“He is in bed, sleeping.”

Merab returned to the bathing room and untied the ties of her dress. She dropped the dress to the floor and stepped into the tub to help Tiqvah finish with his bath.

He opened one eye. “Now you join me, when I’m already nearly asleep.”

“I can fix that,” Merab said, kissing his eyes.

He woke enough to appreciate her ministrations. She helped him from the tub and wrapped a towel around him to make his way to the sleeping room. He fell into the bed.

“I’m sorry, Merab,” he mumbled. “Too many days without sleep.”

After smoothing a mixture that included aloe and honey into the cuts on Tiqvah’s body, she pulled the covers over him and watched him sleep.

A span later, she softly padded to the dressing room and put on a clean dress. The women would want food. Perhaps some men would be awake enough to eat.

She made her way down the stairs to the kitchen. After the emptying his pots of bathwater, Jabir had started a soup.

“I knew there would be hungry people,” he explained.

“There will be. Is there anything I can do to help?” Merab asked, covering her dress with a clean apron.

He put her to work mixing and kneading the dough for bread.

Two spans later, women, children, and some men found their way to the dining room. There they sat to eat the soup and crusty bread. Merab missed Ardelis.

She dipped up a bowl of soup and buttered a slice of bread and set them on a tray. These she carried up to Ardelis’ apartment. She didn’t bother to knock. Ardelis wouldn’t answer.

“I brought food,” Merab said as she set the tray on a table.

Ardelis stared ahead. Her face striped with the tears she had shed.

Merab touched Ardelis’ shoulder. “You need to eat.”

“Why? Firth died in the last battles. Now my only child has died. What have I to live for?”

Merab stooped and put her arms around her daughter. “You have much to live for. You are young enough to have more children.”

“But who will give them to me? Firth is gone.” Ardelis’ voice sounded wooden.

“Your papa will find you a new husband. He promised you that. You were not ready. When you are, he will find a good man for you.”

Ardelis gazed up at Merab. “Is there another man like Firth?”

“No. No man is like him. But there will be another to help you find a reason to continue living.” Merab patted her daughter on the arm. “Jabir made a delicious soup. I made the bread. You should eat some.”

“You made the bread?”

Merab shrugged. “I had to learn to cook when I spent a year in the country. Everyone takes a turn cooking there. Perhaps you would appreciate the clean air and peace of the country.”

“Perhaps.” Ardelis’ voice slipped back into the wooden tone.

“For now, eat. You don’t want this wonderful smelling bread I baked to go to waste.” Merab tugged on Ardelis’ arm, pulling her toward the table with the food.

Ardelis sat in the chair and stared. Merab picked up the spoon and dipped it into the soup. “Do I need to feed you?”

Ardelis opened her mouth and accepted the soup.

Merab dipped another spoonful of the soup.

“I can do it, Mama.” Ardelis took the spoon and filled it with soup. She picked up the bread and dipped it into the soup. She bit off the soggy bit. “You make good bread. If I go to the country, will they teach me to bake bread?”

“They will. Everyone there participates in doing the chores and feeding others. There are no servants, only a group of people who work together to keep the horses, fields, and people alive and growing.”

Ardelis ate more of the soup before commenting again. “How soon can I go there? Is it safe so soon after the battle with the Tishites?”

“I will talk with your papa. It may be a week before it is safe to travel.”

Ardelis dipped her head as she filled her spoon once more.

Merab stayed with Ardelis until she ate all the soup and bread. “Would you like more?”

“No. I need to sleep.”

“You do. But first, you need to pray. Would you like me to join you?”

Ardelis nodded her head, unable to speak through the tears that leapt into her eyes.

“Would you like me to be the voice?” Merab asked.

Once more, Ardelis nodded. “Yes,” she managed through her tears.

The two women knelt beside the table and lifted their arms. Merab prayed her daughter would feel the loving hand of Jehovah in her life, that she would know that both Dimka and Firth were happy in their new life, and that she would find peace in her decisions.

Tears dripped from both of their faces as they ended the prayer with an amen.

Ardelis dropped her arms and wrapped them around her mama. “Thank you, Mama. I think I can sleep now.”

“Do you need me to stay with you?” Merab asked.

“No. I’ll be fine. Jehovah will watch over me.”

Ardelis stood and walked to her sleeping room. Merab followed her and helped untie her dress ties, then pulled back the covers while Ardelis dropped her dress in a puddle beside the bed. After Ardelis lay on the bed, Merab pulled the covers up over her, then kissed her on the cheek.

“I feel like a little girl again,” Ardelis murmured.

“You will always be my little girl,” Merab whispered before blowing out the candle. She tiptoed from the room.

***
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Merab bumped into Elke as she walked down the darkened hallway.

“What are you doing here?” Merab asked. “Why aren’t you in your apartment with your papa and brothers?”

“Papa didn’t come back with the rest of the guard. I don’t know where he is. I don’t like to be alone with my brothers.”

“I can understand that. What have you been doing while the guard has been gone?”

Elke shrugged. “Sleeping in the hall, staying with Devora, or other cousins.”

“Why aren’t you with Devora now?”

“Chayim came home from the battle today. I don’t want to interrupt.”

Merab swallowed. “Come stay in our apartment with Grandpapa and me. You are always welcome with us.”

“But Grandpapa came home today —”

“Yes, and he received an injury. But you are always welcome in our apartment. Especially when you don’t feel comfortable with your brothers.”

“No, Grandmama. I’ll be fine. I have a pillow and a blanket ...”

Merab pulled on her granddaughter’s hand. “No, Elke. We have an extra bed in the extra sleeping room. You will be more comfortable.” She pulled the girl to her feet. “You don’t have to worry about Grandpapa and me. We want you to be safe.”

Elke stood and wrapped her arms around her grandmama. “If you insist.”

“I insist.” Merab turned and tucked an arm around Elke’s waist. “I have one more place to go before I go to bed. If you listen for Grandpapa, for me, I can go without worrying. He may need your help.”

She escorted her to her apartment and settled her into the bed.

“Did you eat tonight?” she asked.

“I did.”

“Good. Please listen for Grandpapa.”

“I can do that.”

Merab kissed Elke on the cheek and left the apartment.

***
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Merab trudged to the healing hall. Akira had not returned home. Merab prayed that her grandson still lived. 

A stair creaked, echoing across the courtyard. Merab flinched. In the noise of the day, she would not have heard the creak. However, as the men and women had found beds to rest their exhaustion, few were outside.

She stepped up the last stairs and opened the door. Inside, parents and wives waited for news of their injured loved ones. Merab stared at them, searching for Akira. When she did not see her granddaughter, Merab strode to the closed door between the waiting families and the injured.

As she stepped toward the door, an aide stopped her. “May I help you?”

“I am searching for my grandson, Tylar. His wife is not still waiting in the hall. Can you direct me to them?”

The aide bit her lip. “We have many injured here today. Please wait while I check our records to locate him.” The aide disappeared behind the door.

Merab nodded her assent and stood waiting for her to return. While she waited, she gazed at the others who waited. Fear and exhaustion etched their faces. Some sat with their heads in their hands. Some leaned their heads against the shoulders of others and slept. A few leaned their heads against the wall, softly snoring.

It would be difficult to wait for news of a loved one.

Merab chewed on the inside of her lip and tapped her fingers along her leg. She turned to march through the door demanding information when it opened.

“I have found your grandson and granddaughter, Mistress,” the aide said softly. “If you will follow me.”

The aide turned on her heel and strode through the doorway and down a long hall, with Merab close behind. The aide opened a door and entered a room. Stench of unwashed bodies and strong herbal concoctions caused Merab to blink and wipe at her nose. She squared her shoulders and followed the aide through the room. The aide gestured toward a bed, then turned and left Merab to approach them on her own.

Akira sat on a stool near a bed, holding the hand of a man and staring at his body nearly covered in bandages. Merab could only see his eyes, nose, and mouth. Healers had swathed everything else in bandages.

Merab touched Akira’s shoulder. Akira twitched under her hand, then turned to gaze at her.

“How is he?” Merab asked in a low whisper.

Akira shook her head. “Not well. He has cuts almost all over his body. He must have been caught in the middle of a band of the Tishites. It is a miracle he lives.”

“With all those bandages, it looks miraculous,” Merab said, gazing at her grandson.

“The healer said Tylar should not have lived with all his cuts.” Tears rolled down Akira’s face. “Jehovah has blessed him and me.”

Merab nodded agreement and squeezed the girl’s shoulder. “Do you need anything?”

“No. The aide brought me soup. I want to be with my husband.”

“Don’t overdo. He will need you to be strong.”

Akira wiped her tears away. “I can be strong for him. Our child needs his papa.”

Merab lifted her eyebrows. “Child?”

“I planned to tell him tonight when we lay together. We will have a child near the celebration of the new year.”

Merab grinned. “A new child brings hope for us all. Congratulations, Akira.”

“You can congratulate Tylar when he wakes, if he wakes.”

“He will wake. Danita and the other healers excel. They will help him heal from his injuries and wake him.”

Akira sighed. “I know, but when? I want to see life in his eyes.”

“He will wake when the time is right. Pray to Jehovah for him. Whisper in his ear those things you planned to share, as though he lay with you in your bed. It will help him heal to have those things to dream of and look forward to.”

Akira smiled. “I have told him. I will tell him again.”

“If you carry a child within you, you need to be certain you get enough rest and food.”

“I know. I will go rest tonight after I tell Tylar of our hopes and dreams.”

Merab kissed the girl on the cheek. “Don’t stay all night here. Your little one needs you to take care of yourself.”

“I know, Grandmama. I will leave soon.”

Merab touched her face, then left. As she passed the other men, she spoke to each one softly, encouraging them to rest and heal for their families.

Back in the hall, Merab saw another woman. She caught up with her. “Mama! I didn’t expect to see you here. Is Papa safe?”

Mama Lisyl turned with a smile. “Your papa is well and home sleeping in our bed, as I am certain your Tiqvah is. They should allow the young men to fight the battles.”

“You know they will not.” Merab frowned. “Why are you here?”

“Your brother, Malakai, is here.”

Merab inhaled deeply. Her stomach suddenly hurt. “Why?”

“A Tishite caught him from behind. His sword pierced your brother’s side.” Mama Lisyl grimaced. “He is not happy to be lying in a bed in the sick hall, rather than sleeping with his wife.”

“Where were those of his company? Why didn’t they watch his back?”

“Busy trying to protect themselves.” Mama shrugged.

“Where is he? I need to see him,” Merab said.

“Not now. He finally sleeps. He is in the end room down that hall,” Mama Lisyl pointed down the hall past the room where Tylar lay. “Come see him tomorrow. Give him time to rest.”

Merab nodded. “They all seem to have fought without sleeping.”

“Some of them did.” Mama Lisyl hooked her hand through Merab’s arm. “When will this end?”

They strode together toward the outside door. “I don’t know, Mama. Will it end?”

“Perhaps not in our lifetime, but Jehovah promised us it would end.”
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Sunshine played across the blanket that covered Merab and Tiqvah when she woke the next morning. She glanced at her sleeping husband. Still sleeping? Why am I still in bed? There is much to do.

She threw the blanket back and pushed up to rise from the bed. A hand clamped on hers.

“Not yet. Others can start the day today without you. Now is our time.”

Merab leaned on an elbow facing Tiqvah. “Did you sleep enough?”

“For now.”

“How is your injury?”

“It stings, but I am well. You can look at it later.” His warm hand held her arm.

“Are you not starving? You didn’t eat last night.”

“Starving for your love.” He pulled her close with the hand he still grasped and kissed her.

“You know Elke is in the other room?”

“No. I heard her leave earlier. Now, come here.” Tiqvah pulled Merab into his arms.

Merab sighed. “I suppose the house won’t fall apart if I am late.”

“Not today.” Tiqvah covered her mouth with his. “I need you now.”

Two spans later, Merab and Tiqvah emerged from their apartment. She cleaned and bandaged his injury before they dressed.

She reached up and ran her fingers across his now clean chin. “I like you better without the beard.”

“Good. It scratched and itched and was hard to keep clean.” Tiqvah caught her hand in his. “I like your hand in mine.”

She smiled up at him. “So do I.”

They walked hand in hand to the small family dining room. Merab lifted a lid from a tray and frowned. The food had cooled spans before. “See. This is why it isn’t good to stay in bed all morning.”

“I’ll eat cold food if it means I get time alone with you,” Tiqvah said. He ran his hand down her back.

“I don’t like cold eggs,” Merab said, and set her hands on her hips.

“Eat something else, then.”

Jabir entered the dining room. “I thought I heard your voices.” He picked up the trays of cold food. “I’ll bring you hot food soon. Sit together and wait.”

Tiqvah waggled his eyebrows. “We can do that.”

Jabir’s laugh echoed through the room. “I won’t be long.”

Tiqvah pulled out Merab’s seat for her and waved for her to sit. “My lady.”

Merab tittered and smiled up at him like she had when he pulled her chair out the first time, long ago.

“It’s nice to be here alone today,” she said as they settled into their seats.

Tiqvah leaned forward and kissed her. “Wonderful. It’s worth waiting for fresh hot food.”

“Mmm, yes,” she said.

Jabir entered the room with a plate loaded with food on top of two empty plates.

“How are we supposed to eat this much?” Merab asked, frowning.

“Master Tiqvah didn’t eat any dinner last night. He hasn’t had any of my cooking for at least a week. He will be hungry.”

“You know me,” Tiqvah said with a smile. “I missed your cooking. Camp food can never be as good as yours.”

Jabir bent at the waist. “Thank you, sir.”

Merab used her spoon to push a mound of food onto Tiqvah’s plate, then scooped less than half onto her own. “Is that enough?” she asked.

“For now.” Tiqvah spooned food into his mouth.

Merab shook her head, then ate her own food.

A span later, they left empty plates after eating all the food.

“Are you still hungry? I’m sure Jabir can bring more,” Merab teased.

“No. I have had enough food, for now.” He leaned toward Merab and kissed her again.

She returned his kiss, then leaned back with a sigh. “I wish we were the only two in this house today. I’d spend it all in bed with you.” She kissed his cheek. “But we are not. Our children and grandchildren need you today as much as I do.”

Tiqvah leaned back in his seat. “Who is in greater need than me?”

Merab almost succumbed to his impish grin. She batted her eyes at him. “Me. But I, too, must wait. Ardelis needs her papa to counsel her. I suggested she visit Rancho de los Caballos for a while. Her sorrow will overcome her here with servants to wait on her. There, they will require her to rise early each day and participate in the working of a horse farm. It was good for me. It will be good for her.”

“You weren’t mourning the loss of a husband and child.” Tiqvah picked up his knife and spun it.

“No. I had other matters that concerned me. But Rancho de los Caballos saved me. The flatbread you ate with such gusto, I mixed and baked it. I learned that at the ranch. It will do Ardelis good. Fresh air, work to occupy her mind, and perhaps she can find a man who will love her.”

“I went to Rancho de los Caballos for the same reasons. I needed fresh air, work to occupy my mind, and Papa hoped I would find a girl who would love me.” Tiqvah leaned forward and kissed Merab on the lips once more.

“Rancho de los Caballos is a good place to heal. We would never have come together here. You were conceited and thought all the girls loved you ...”

“And you were quiet and allowed Malakai to fight your battles. I could never have got past him,” Tiqvah said with a rueful smile. “I am glad we both found our way to the ranch —”

“At almost the same time,” Merab finished for him. “Now it is Ardelis’ turn. Her sorrows are much different than ours were, but the solution is the same.”

“I agree. Will she go?”

“We spoke of it last night. She seemed agreeable then. Who knows how she will respond this morning? Her grief is overwhelming.” Merab lifted a shoulder in a shrug. 

“We should visit with her now.” Tiqvah pushed his seat back, scraping the legs on the floor. He moved to behind Merab and helped to pull her seat out so she, too, could stand. Arm in arm, they left the dining room and climbed the stairs to Ardelis’ apartment.

Tiqvah rapped on the door. When Ardelis didn’t answer, he shoved the door open and strode through the apartment.

Ardelis lay on the floor of her sitting room, her face blue and barely breathing.
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“What have you done?” Merab cried when she saw her daughter.

Tiqvah checked her body. Nothing wrapped around her neck. He saw no reason for her to be blue.

Merab noticed a tray on the table beside her. Ardelis had brought a tray or asked to have one sent up. “Is she choking?”

He knelt on the floor next to Ardelis and rolled her onto her side and slapped between her shoulders, once, twice. On the third slap, harder than the others, a chunk of bread flew out of Ardelis’ mouth. She gasped for air.

Tiqvah helped her sit and rubbed her back as she worked to breathe. “Call for Danika,” he ordered.

Merab fled from the room, shouting for assistance. When a maid peeped from a door, Merab sent her scurrying off to find the healer and bring her back — immediately.

When she returned to Tiqvah’s side, she noticed more pink and brown in her daughter’s face.

“Will she live?” Merab asked.

“I hope so. Where is Danita?” Tiqvah didn’t glance at her as he still rubbed Ardelis’ back.

“I sent a maid for her. She will be here soon.”

“I hope so.”

While they waited, Merab soaked a cloth in cool water and washed the sweat from Ardelis’ face and body.

Danita rushed into the room with her basket of healing supplies. “What happened? The maid only said I was needed in Ardelis’ apartment.”

“It looks like she choked on a piece of bread. We found her on the floor with a blue face and barely breathing,” Tiqvah said, still rubbing Ardelis’ back.

Danita rolled Ardelis onto her back and examined her. “Did she wake enough to speak to you yet?”

Tiqvah shook his head. “No. She has moaned but has not opened her eyes or spoken.”

Danita hummed, allowing Merab and Tiqvah to know she heard his answer. She pulled Ardelis’ eyelids open and stared at her eyes, then touched her below her jaw.

“She lives. I will need to watch her for a time to be certain she overcomes her problem. Sometimes not being able to breathe can cause ongoing problems.”

“Besides death?” Tiqvah murmured.

“Yes, besides death.”

Tiqvah glanced up into Merab’s eyes. Sorrow filled his face. She reached out to take his hand.

“What do you need to take her to your healing rooms?” Merab asked.

“Call for a litter and men to carry it. Her life is delicate now,” Danita ordered.

Tiqvah rose from the floor, his back and knees cracking. “I’ll go make the arrangements.” He gestured toward Merab. “You stay here and help Danita.”

Merab watched him walk from the apartment. His shoulders sagged in a way she hadn’t seen since Firth died. He had been commander when Firth lost his life in a battle with invaders. Now, Dimka had lost his life, and Ardelis came near to losing hers. Merab rolled her lips inward. How could she help her husband? For now, help their daughter to live.

Danita continued her examination of Ardelis, pinching her fingernails and toenails. She hummed her consternation but said nothing Merab could understand.

Merab rose to her feet and walked to her daughter’s sleeping room. She pulled a light blanket from the bed. Ardelis would need to be covered before being taken to the healing rooms.

She folded the blanket and carried it back to the sitting room. “I thought Ardelis would need this.” She held the blanket out for Danita to see.

“Thank you. She will be more comfortable with a blanket of her own.”

“And happier to know we covered her when men carried her through the house and across the courtyard to your healing hall.”

Danita nodded.

Merab watched the healer, then said, “I am sorry to have dragged you away from the severely injured ...”

Danita waved away Merab’s concern. “I have done all I can for them for now. It is good we have more than one healer here. The battles and attacks on our men keep us busy.”

“I am happy you have help. I can’t imagine trying to care for all those injured men alone.”

Danita glanced up and twitched an eyebrow. “It would be impossible to do alone.” She sat back on her heels. “Tiqvah used the knowledge we gave him for battlefield injuries to save your daughter’s life. It is good he listened and remembered.”

Merab ducked her head. “I learned from you. Yet, when my daughter is hurt, I forget everything I learned.”

“It is natural for mamas to panic in life or death situations. If Tiqvah, and the training he received in the guard, had not been here, you would have remembered what to do. You had him to depend on. You may want to review some things you learned, but much of that will return in a crisis when you need it.”

“Will she live?” Merab glanced at her daughter on the floor.

“She will live. I won’t know if her mind will all be there until after she wakes.”

“That is a problem?” Merab said with a gasp. “I forgot the healing training I received earlier.”

Danita nodded. “That is why she must come to the healing hall. This is serious.”

Merab bit her lip. “Then she must go to the healing hall.”

Tiqvah returned with men and a litter. He gently lifted his daughter onto the litter and wrapped the blanket Merab had found around their daughter’s body. He glanced up at the waiting men and nodded. They picked up the litter and followed Danita out of the apartment.

Tiqvah walked beside Ardelis. Merab closed the apartment door and hurried to walk on the other side of the litter. She needed to know her daughter would be safe.
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Danita pushed Merab and Tiqvah out of the small room where they laid their daughter, saying, “I can better treat Ardelis if you are not in the room.”

Merab bit her lip and leaned against the wall. “How long must we wait?”

“I have no idea,” Tiqvah said. 

They stood together, leaning against each other and the wall for some time, waiting for Danita. After many long sighs and breaths, Merab lifted her head. “Tylar is here in the healing hall.”

Tiqvah nodded. “And?”

“So is my brother Malakai.”

His eyes broadened, and his eyebrows lifted. “Malakai? What happened to him?”

Merab lifted her hands, palms up. “I don’t know for certain. I came to see Tylar last night while you slept. I saw Mama. She told me the enemy attacked Malakai from behind. A sword pierced his side.”

“Where were his guards, his company?” Tiqvah demanded.

“I asked Mama the same question. She had no answers for me. Should we tell Danita we need to visit our family while we wait?”

Tiqvah glanced up and down the hall. “No one is out here for us to tell.”

“You can knock on the door or go in.” She laid her hand on his arm. “She won’t shout at you.”

“You think so, do you?” He barked a short laugh. “You have not heard her question me about the injuries to my men.”

Merab glanced toward her slippers. “Mama says she learned to be tough from Shamgar. I will tell her, but you must save me.” She stared into her husband’s dark brown eyes.

“Save you?” He shook his head. “If I must.”

Merab wondered if he trusted her enough to manage or if he, too, feared Danita’s anger, as she crept to the door and lifted a fist to knock.

“Don’t knock. Just open the door,” Tiqvah said.

Merab lifted her eyebrows at him.

He nodded.

She dropped her hand to the door handle and pushed the door open a slit. “Danita, we are going to visit the other members of our family injured in the battle. We will be back.”

Danita waved a hand at her.

Merab saw Ardelis’ unmoving body lying on the table. She stifled her gasp. “Ardelis still lives?” she asked.

“She does,” Danita said. “Go visit the others. She and I will be here when you return.”

Merab waved and closed the door. She turned and took Tiqvah by the elbow. “Let’s go see our grandson and my brother.”

“Where are they?” he asked, glancing up and down the long corridor.

“In the corridor with the other injured men.” Merab tugged on his arm, pulling him along beside her. “I hope Akira managed to rest.”

Tiqvah paced beside her toward Tylar’s room. “Why is it important that Akira gets some rest?”

Merab stopped short. Tiqvah took another step before turning to her.

“Akira is with child. She needs to care for her child.”

Tiqvah’s mouth fell open. “She is with child? Does Tylar know?”

Merab shook her head. “She planned to tell him when he returned. She didn’t know for sure until after he left.”

Tiqvah passed his hand across his face. “Good thing. He would have been thinking of the baby when he should have been fighting.”

They moved on toward Tylar’s room.

“Don’t tell him,” Merab warned as she set her hand on the door to the big room where Tylar lay.

Tiqvah snorted. “I know better than that. It is Akira’s right to tell her husband of their child. I’ll wait and pretend surprise when he tells me.”

Merab shoved the door open and forced a smile.

Akira sat beside Tylar toward the end of the long room filled with injured men in their beds.

Merab strode past the other men to stand next to Akira. She set her hand on Akira’s shoulder. “Did you get any rest?”

Akira glanced up. “I slept here.”

“A comfortable chair?” Merab asked.

“Not really. But I rested. I will sleep when Tylar is doing better.”

Merab smiled at her. “Don’t forget that you need to rest.”

“I will not.” Akira glanced at Tylar. “I am waiting for him to waken before I share with him my news.”

“News?” Tiqvah asked. Touching her other shoulder.

Merab glanced up at him. He shrugged.

“We are going to have a little one,” Akira said. “I’m waiting to tell Tylar. He’ll be happy.” A tear rolled down her face.

“How is Tylar?” Tiqvah asked.

Akira patted the bandage free hand in hers. “He hasn’t wakened yet. They say they expect him to wake soon. I will not leave until he does. Most of his injuries are healing.”

“That is good,” Merab said. “What do they think is keeping him from waking?”

Akira shrugged. “They think the blow to his head has caused problems. I can only pray that he wakes soon.”

Tiqvah touched the injured man’s bandaged head. “I pray your head heals soon, Tylar. We all need you here.”

Tylar’s fingers twitched in Akira’s hand.

“Does that happen often?” Merab asked.

“Not often enough. When I speak to him or sing to him, his fingers twitch.”

“Then sing or speak to him,” Tiqvah said. “Tell him of the baby. Tell him of your love. He needs to hear you.”

Akira nodded, then turned to face her bandaged husband. “Tylar, my love. I need you to come back to me. I have something you need to know. I am ... We are having a baby.”

Tylar’s fingers flexed.

She kept speaking, telling him of her hopes for a boy child, and how she needed Tylar to help her teach and train him.

Tiqvah touched Merab’s hand. They stole out of the healing room, leaving Akira to share with her husband.
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“Where is Malakai’s room?” Tiqvah asked as he closed the door to the big healing room.

Merab nodded toward the end of the hall. “Down there. Do we have time to see him before we go back to Ardelis?”

“Danita will send someone if she needs our help with Ardelis.” Tiqvah took her hand and led her down the hall. “Which room?”

“Mama said the last room on the left.”

They strode to the last door. Tiqvah tugged on the door. It swung open silently. Malakai lay on the only bed inside the small room. He gazed at them as they walked toward him.

“You found me, Merab. I knew I couldn’t hide from you for long.”

“When have you ever been able to hide from me?” she asked. “I always found you when we played hiding games as small children. I can sense you. You are always here,” she tapped a spot on the side of her head.

“And you are always here,” Malakai touched a spot on his head. “I knew you would come.”

Tiqvah sat a stool near Malakai’s bed and shook his head. “I don’t think I will ever understand the connection you two have. It must be because you are twins. I have many brothers and sisters, yet I never know where they are unless they tell me or I can see them.”

Merab laughed. “It must be that we are twins. I never know where my other brothers or sisters are, only Malakai. I am surprised I did not feel the pain of your wound.”

“It must be that you worried about too many of your sons and grandsons to notice,” Malakai said with a small frown. “I felt your fears as we rode toward Green Haven.”

“What do the healers say about your wound?” Tiqvah asked.

“I will live,” Malakai growled. “The wound is not that serious. Some Tishite crept up from behind and stabbed me.” He touched where the bandage covered the wound on his back. “He will not do that to another.”

Merab lifted her eyebrows high, opening her eyes wide.

“Yes. I killed him. Should I have allowed him to finish killing me?”

“No,” she said. “I am surprised you could turn and kill him after he stabbed you there.”

“Anger drove me. Anger and the fury of battle. When it ended, the pain from it dropped me to my knees. I struggled to remount my horse.” Malakai’s eyes flashed.

“Where were your men? Did your company not fight by your side?” Tiqvah asked.

Malakai dropped his eyes. “They fought others. I pushed forward toward the Tishite leader, away from them. I thought I could end the battle if I got to their leader.”

“Oh? And did you reach him?”

“Almost. I reached a sword’s length from him before being stabbed. Even then, I would have battled with him.”

“What stopped you?” Merab asked.

“He moved away, surrounded once more by his guard.”

“You missed your chance, then, killing your attacker?” Tiqvah asked.

Malakai jerked his eyes upward again. “Yes. But
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