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 Chapter 1

Plans

 

 

The coyotes were still circling below. Rage
boiled in the creature, making it difficult for him to maintain his
human form. He was miles away from the house, but he could still
see it clearly. It had been a long time since he failed to capture
his prey, half a century since the last one had escaped his grasp.
His hands tightened in fury as he remembered that narrow miss and
its connection to the horrible little town he watched. He could do
nothing about that or his more recent loss. His failure to capture
Daniel was not what had him so angry.

Once again, Uriah was the sole source of his
foul mood. He would forget Daniel since the Twin Soul bond had
already formed, but not Uriah. Since the moment he was created, the
Matwau had been waiting for this young man to cross his path. There
should have been an equal amount of fear in him along with his
rage, but his fear had been buried so deep he could no longer
register it.

Uriah was a child who did not even know who
he was. The Matwau knew, and he was ready. The boy had not been
prepared as he would have expected. The old woman had failed him
miserably by keeping her secrets from him, but the Matwau would not
hold that against her. Her weakness only improved the creature’s
chance at success. The boy stood no chance.

Old wounds gnawed at his confidence,
reminding him of what had almost happened when he had challenged
the boy the day before. He laughed that thought away, although it
was a mirthless laugh. The fight had been filled with too many
distractions. Uriah had been lucky, nothing more. The next time
they met, there would be no one to interfere. He would make sure of
that. The Matwau would not challenge Uriah again until the stage
was set to his liking, and he knew exactly how to accomplish
that.

Remembering how he had put his hand on
Uriah’s shoulder when they first met, he wondered what had caused
the searing fire. Uriah had not fallen under his spell as everyone
else always did, but instead recoiled from the pain his touch had
caused. It was an oddity, but not one that was important to the
Matwau. It was nowhere near as significant as what the Matwau had
gained from the physical contact with Uriah.

That brief moment had laid his new plans.
Turning away from the tiny desert town, he smiled despite the
turmoil raging under his skin. He knew it was time to start
gathering his allies. They would be needed if his plans were to be
fulfilled. Silently, he made the call. No other creatures but his
tainted allies could hear the call, but it was one they could not
refuse.

He found a secluded spot to wait. He hated
waiting. His eyes closed, though not to sleep. Going over his
plans, he perfected them until there were no flaws. Faint sounds of
the ones he called registered in his ears, letting him know he was
no longer alone. The Matwau did not respond. He would not
acknowledge them, not until the last had reached the meeting.

A hesitant shuffling sometime later brought
one of his allies as near the Matwau as the beast would dare come.
It pawed the dusty ground before finally speaking. “The last one
just arrived, Master.”

The Matwau raised his eyelids languidly. The
creature’s matted grey fur quivered as its large, deformed wolf
head dipped down in uneasy respect. The sniveling animal stood
waiting for a response. A sharp nod was all it received. Backing
away on trembling legs, it scurried out from under its master’s
gaze. The Matwau sneered at the creature. He hated it. He hated all
of them. They were weak, mindless animals, but he needed them.

Uriah knew almost nothing about what was
happening, but that had not mattered in the end. His natural
abilities alone had proven too much for the Matwau to handle. His
failures had brought his allies to him. His allies’ failure in the
past had them groveling at his feet. Failure would not happen
again.

Walking through the desert sand, he
approached the gathering. Twelve misshapen, dangerous animals stood
waiting for him. He was their master. They would do anything he
asked them to do. They hated him for that exact reason. None of
them wanted to work with him, but they could not refuse. The gods
were divided in their allegiances, but they all believed in keeping
things fair. It made the game more interesting.

The Matwau did not believe in fairness.

“I hope you all remember what happened the
last time we were forced to work together,” the Matwau said.

His voice was cool and even, but the words
cut straight to their wounded pride. Snarls and whimpers erupted
from the group. The snarling creatures remembered, and wished in
vain that they could repay the Matwau for the penance he had made
them pay for their failure. The whimpering ones, remembered as
well, and would do anything to avoid a similar end.

Three centuries earlier, the Matwau had been
faced with an important hunt and very little time. He knew the
young warrior was an important man. One of his many abilities was
sensing danger to his creators’ plans. The young warrior would have
played a vital part in preventing a series of detrimental events to
his tribe. Knowing he had very little time, the Matwau had
immediately called on his reluctant allies.

At first the hunt had gone well. His allies
tracked down the young man quickly, but that was where their
usefulness had ended. They had been ordered to corner the young
man, and hold him until the Matwau could come and claim his victim.
Several of the strongest were tempted by the young warrior’s
importance. Together, they decided to take the victim for
themselves, thinking they could replace the Matwau.

They attacked the warrior, not realizing
they had no hope of defeating the young man. The Matwau had ordered
them not to kill the young man. No matter how hard the three wanted
to, they could not bring themselves to break the Matwau’s order.
The warrior had beaten them back easily. Throwing down the last of
the beasts, the warrior attempted to make his escape. The Matwau
arrived in time to see his prey running into a dense forest. He
left the damaged creatures behind. Tearing his way through the
forest, he closed the gap between him and his prey in a matter of
seconds. The end of the hunt came quickly.

Calmly, he walked back to the valley where
he had left the traitors. By that time, the others, the ones who
had stood by and watched the three disobey his orders, were
gathered around the fallen. Beginning with the weakest, he took
each of his so-called allies and used every one of his powers to
instill his anger at their betrayal. Their screams filled the
valley, only pausing long enough for the Matwau to discard one and
reach for another.

He left twelve, the twelve who had not
participated in the actual betrayal, with enough life left in them
that they would heal, and be much more useful to him in the future.
The remaining three screamed and howled the loudest and the
longest, only ceasing when their disfigured bodies were drained
completely. They were left to rot on the forest floor.

As he relived the memory, so did the group
gathered around him. They cringed and huddled together in fear at
the reminder.

“Good,” the Matwau said, “you do remember.”
He walked back and forth before the creatures. “This time will be
much different. There will be no mistakes. Each of you will do
exactly what I tell you to do and nothing more. You will not even
think unless I tell you to do so. Do we understand each other?”

Every gnarled head nodded.

“Very good, because if one of you deviates
from my instructions, even in the slightest degree, last time will
seem like a pleasant memory.”

The snarls and whimpering erupted again. The
Matwau smiled, his lips curling viciously as he imagined the pain
he could cause them. Finally, the group quieted, and one stepped
forward.

“What are your orders?” he asked.

None of the creatures had names, but the
Matwau knew each of them individually. This one was the strongest
of the group. Of the remaining twelve, he tried the hardest to defy
the Matwau’s authority, but he was also the best hunter. “Find my
prey,” the Matwau said.

One by one, he touched their disgusting
bodies, showing them the face of the one he wanted. “When the prey
is found, none of you are to do anything but report back to
me.”

Every head dipped in agreement.

“Now go. It’s time to hunt.”

It was time for the hunt that would either
assure him immortality, or destroy his life and everything he had
worked for.



 

 

 



Chapter 2

Fighting

 

 

The instant Uriah touched my skin, I felt
safe again. Still trapped within my own body, his loving embrace
had filled me with hope. But when the hot liquid touched my lips, I
knew something was wrong. A strange sensation filled me as memories
of Uriah started to slide away. Desperately, I clung to them, to
all the treasured moments we had spent together.

Slowly my body began to respond to my
commands. My lips parted and the searching plea came out as a
whisper. “Uriah?”

Gathering me in his arms, he kissed me,
telling me he loved me with such desperation I could instantly tell
something was not right. The sensation suddenly took over my
senses, forcing me to look away from Uriah. I saw him then, the boy
from my dreams, Daniel. In my head I knew who he was, but my heart
was struggling to reject him.

“Daniel?” I asked.

His blissful nod tore my heart in two. He
was my Twin Soul, the other half of my soul split apart before
birth. He was the one man meant to complete me, but I didn’t want
him. Feelings of unending love and fulfillment forced their way
into my mind, pushing me to accept him. It was nothing like the
love Uriah and I had built together over the past year. It was
sudden, and forced, and I tried to shy away from it.

The look on Uriah’s face was pure torture.
His kind eyes filled with glistening tears and his strong jaw
tightened in an effort to keep it from shaking. I tried desperately
to explain what I felt, that I loved him still, but he could only
see the pain my struggle was causing me. Always caring more about
me and my happiness than his own needs, Uriah stepped aside.

“You’ll be happy, like you were meant to
be,” he said. Love and pain twisted his features.

I begged him to stay, to save me, but he
couldn’t bear the idea of causing me any more pain. Giving me the
chance to find more than he believed he was capable of offering,
Uriah walked away. Every other thought was lost to me. I couldn’t
live without Uriah. The feelings that surrounded me felt more like
a delicious poison than some fantastic rebirth.

“Claire, please,” Daniel said. He reached a
hand out to me in comfort.

Without thinking, I took it, but my heart
begged me to pull away a moment later. The hurt on his face was
agony. It wasn’t his fault. He had come with Uriah, thinking only
that he could help me.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

A second later, he was next to me, his arms
around my shoulders. It was impossible for me not to fall into his
embrace. Tears for Uriah, for my weakness, battled with the
overwhelming comfort Daniel gave me.

Nobody else touched me. They let me sob in
Daniel’s arms, and I was too filled with pain to care that they
watched. The sharp squeal of the door opening was the only thing
that roused me from my anguish. Praying it was Uriah, I looked up
quickly.

Quaile stood at the door, her ancient body
leaning heavily on her cane. My eyes burned with disappointment at
seeing the shaman. I had faith that Uriah would not truly abandon
me. I knew he still loved me, but I also knew it was up to me to
prove to him that I still loved him as well, and always would.
Quaile took a quick step forward, her eyes scanning the room and
landing on Daniel.

“Daniel,” she said, “we must get you back to
Roosevelt.”

My eyes flew wide. Emotions battered against
each other. The Twin Soul bond urged me to hold on to Daniel, to
stay by his side forever, but what love I could still hold onto for
Uriah kept me still, begging Quaile to get him away from me as fast
as she could.

“But,” Daniel sputtered, “I don’t want to
leave. I want to stay with Claire.”

I couldn’t help but clutch at him, and feel
terrible for doing so immediately afterward. Quaile stopped her
march across the room. Her lips thinned as she pursed them tightly.
Her hesitation gave Daniel courage to renew his hold on me. Turning
to face me, he slipped his hands around mine, staring into my eyes
with absolute adoration. It was the expression he always had when I
met him in my dreams at night.

Suddenly, I wanted to raise my hands to his
face, to caress his soft features and profess my love for him.
Except, I didn’t understand those feelings for him. The way he
looked at me wasn’t the same as Uriah’s expression when he told me
he loved me. There were the dreams, but did Daniel really know me?
Did it matter when the bond was so insistent? I didn’t want to let
him go.  

“Claire, please don’t send me away. I want
to be with you,” Daniel said. “I know this must be very confusing
for you but, if you just give me a chance, I know you’ll feel like
I do.”

Time was what he wanted, time to bury my
feelings for Uriah and accept this forced affection as real. I
wanted to, but the lingering memory of Uriah’s touch gave me
strength. “Please go. I love Uriah,” I choked out.

His brow creased as he struggled to
understand why I had not surrendered to the Twin Soul bond as
easily as he had. My rejection brought a pained expression to his
face, nearly matching the one Uriah had worn before stepping out
the door. My heart screamed at me for hurting him. Could I not
bring anyone happiness? The bond pushed me to console Daniel, to
make right the pain he was feeling.

Snatching my hands from his before I lost
all control, I turned away. Breathing became harder and harder the
more pain I caused Daniel. I never wanted this. All I wanted was
Uriah. “Please leave, Daniel,” I begged him.

“But, Claire,” Daniel said softly.

Shaking my head, I stood and ran to my
mother. Her soothing arms wrapped around me.

“Shh, shh, baby girl. It will be okay,” she
said.

I cried on her shoulder, wishing it were
Uriah’s arms around me instead of hers.

“Daniel, you must leave,” Quaile said. Her
eyes and voice made it plain that she was quickly reaching her
limit of patience with him.

“But I want to stay with her. I can’t be
away from her,” he said. His agonized denial strained my resolve
even more.

“What about your parents, young man?”
Quaile’s accusing voice made him wince. “You will have a hard time
explaining why you’re in New Mexico if your parents find out you
left camp without permission for the weekend.”

“Well, how am I supposed to get back? Take a
bus?” Daniel asked.

The combative tone of his voice made
Quaile’s jaw tighten. She refused to listen to people when they
didn’t speak to her with full respect. I expected her to berate
Daniel as she would any other, but instead her wrinkled face
softened.

“There are no buses here,” Quaile said.
“Someone will have to drive you.” Quaile glanced around the room
hopefully.

“I’ll take him back,” my brother, Cole,
said.

I wanted to run to Cole and hug him
fiercely. He looked at me with sympathy, an apology on his face. He
had gone with Uriah to track Daniel down. I could tell he felt
partially responsible for the pain and confusion I felt. I managed
a weak smile at him through my tears. He’d only done what he had to
so he and Uriah could save my life. I could never lay blame at
anyone’s feet except my father’s.

Daniel wasn’t nearly as pleased as I was
about Cole’s offer. Scowling, Daniel folded his arms across his
chest. Watching him, I wondered at the gods’ choice. He was so
unlike Uriah. Uriah was strong and serious, thoughtful and
considerate. Whenever we were together, I knew every ounce of his
attention was on me, making sure I was happy and loved.

I knew it was unfair to say Daniel was none
of those things, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t give myself any more
reasons to love him. If I was going to be able to stay true to my
love for Uriah, I knew I couldn’t allow myself even the smallest
amount of affection for Daniel. Perhaps that would never make sense
to anyone but me, but I couldn’t bear giving Uriah up.

“Daniel, the camp counselors will notice
you’re gone if I don’t get you back soon. We should go,” Cole said.
He put a hand on Daniel’s shoulder, pulling him toward the
door.

“Why don’t you take the car this time,” my
mother, Sarah Brant, said dryly. She tossed the keys to him without
letting go of me. “Those motorcycles weren’t supposed to leave the
garage and you knew it.”

The look on her face said that she did not
appreciate Cole’s choice in vehicles when he left with Uriah two
days earlier. My mother had thrown a fit when my father bought the
motorcycles a few weeks ago and forbade him to ever use them.

Cole shrugged casually under my mother’s
gaze but, when she looked away, he cringed. He knew he would hear
more about the topic when he got back. Grabbing Daniel’s shoulder a
little tighter, Cole pushed him toward the door. “Let’s get going,
Daniel.”

“But,” Daniel started.

“It is time for you to go,” Quaile said
stiffly.

I watched Quaile carefully from my mother’s
side. I couldn’t understand why she was suddenly pushing Daniel
away. She had been the one to deny Uriah and I the right to marry
on tribal lands. She’d claimed we weren’t Twin Souls, that we would
each meet our true Twin Souls in the future and be torn apart. When
we refused to accept her answer, saying that we would simply leave
San Juan Pueblo to be married, she had begged us not to ignore her
advice.

Suddenly, she was ushering away the man she
had said I would find ultimate happiness with. Quaile had slipped
away right before Uriah left me, and only returned after he was
gone. Had she spoken with him? Was there something she wasn’t
telling me? There was so much that had happened that no one had had
the chance to explain to me. What happened on Uriah’s journey to
find Daniel? As soon as Daniel and the bond were safely away from
me, I was determined to get some answers.

Quaile pushed Daniel and Cole further away.
“Get him back safely, Cole.”

“I will,” Cole said. He was clearly eager to
leave.

“I’ll be back soon, Claire,” Daniel
said.

His voice was filled with longing. His words
pierced me like a double-edged sword. My mind was screaming at me
to go with him, to stay by his side for the rest of my life, but my
heart pleaded with me to run away from him as fast as I could.
Burying my head in my mother’s shoulder, I hid my face and the
tears streaming down my cheeks. I kept my head down until I heard
the soft click of the hardwood door shutting.

With Daniel finally gone, a confusing tidal
wave of emotions rushed through me, buckling my knees. My mother
caught me before I could collapse completely and hurriedly set me
in an old arm chair. “Oh, Mom, what’s happening to me?” I asked. My
tears had disappeared, but a new set were on the verge of bursting
out.

“It’s okay, sweetheart. Everything will be
okay,” she said. She stroked my hair gently as she attempted to
soothe me.

“But how? How will this ever be okay?” I
asked. “Uriah is gone forever and I don’t know what to do without
him. Daniel, he’s…I love him so much, but I…I…” My sobbing renewed,
shaking my frame. The growing distance between myself and Daniel
slowly began to lessen the consuming desire to have him, but only
minimally.

My mother’s lips parted, about to say
something, but Quaile interrupted her. “Uriah is not gone forever,
child,” she said.

The tone of her voice seemed conflicted, and
her words captured my hope. “He’s coming back?” I asked.
“When?”

“I don’t know.” Quaile hated being wrong,
and hated even more not knowing the answer in the first place. “He
told me to tell you that he still loves you and that he is not
giving up yet.”

Relief surged into my heart, almost strong
enough to wash away the feelings of the Twin Soul bond that were
threatening to tear me in two. I knew Uriah wouldn’t have walked
away so easily, but why hadn’t he told me himself? Why would he
leave me in agony only to send Quaile back in with a message a few
minutes later?

Uriah was never sneaky or dishonest, but I
could feel that something was missing from Quaile’s explanation.
She had disappeared first, perhaps waiting to speak with Uriah
before he could leave me behind for good. What was she not telling
me?

“Where did he go?”

“His search is his own. I suppose he will
return when he’s found what he’s looking for,” Quaile said. Her
words snapped off her tongue, quick and sharp.

Hardly an answer at all, I knew she was
keeping something back. “Where did he go, Quaile?” I asked, my
voice high and tight. “What are you hiding from me?”

“Do not take that tone of voice with me,
Claire,” Quaile said. The words matched her usual temperament, but
the uncertainty in her eyes did not belong. Sighing, her head
dipped down. She looked years older than the last time I saw her.
“He loves you, Claire. I know little besides that.”

The dejected tone of her voice was nearly
enough to convince me that she truly didn’t know where Uriah had
gone, but I couldn’t bring myself to trust her. This whole string
of events had begun with her denying Uriah and I the right to
marry. If she hadn’t denied us, my father would never have drugged
my tea, trapping my soul and making the race to find Daniel so
important.

No, I couldn’t trust her to tell me the
truth about Uriah.

“Claire,” Quaile said, indecision making her
falter, “if Uriah is what you truly want, you must hold onto him.
You must do it alone.”

Her head turned to gaze at the front door.
She looked back at me and reached up to place what I thought was
supposed to be a comforting hand on my shoulder. Her frown turned
into a pain-filled grimace and her body jerked suddenly. Quickly,
she tore her hand away and stepped back.

“I have business with the Elders.”

Without a backward glance, she was gone.

Her reaction to touching
me, and her abrupt departure, left me staring at the plain wood
door. If Uriah is what I truly
want? Of course he was. I’d already told
her that. More than what she said, her reaction to me bothered me
even more. Right away, I thought of Uriah’s painful reaction to
touching me, but that didn’t make sense. She’d touched me plenty of
times before, a handshake or pat on the shoulder, but she had never
reacted like that before. There must have been some other
reason.

I wanted to ask her about it, but what I
needed was an explanation of what was happening. Why did she offer
me advice, only to run away right after without explaining anything
to me? I had no answer to soothe my simmering frustration. I would
never understand Quaile, but I did wish I could trust her.

“I don’t believe her,” I said. “She knows
where Uriah is and what he’s doing. Why won’t she tell me?”

“I can’t even begin to understand that
woman,” my mother said.

Despite not being born into the Native
American Tewa tribe, my mother still always held a great deal of
respect for the Elders and the traditions of the tribe. To hear her
refer to Quaile as “that woman” surprised me. Something had
definitely happened to put Quaile at odds with those who had always
considered her a sage advisor.

“What happened while I was asleep?” I
asked.

My mother’s step faltered, but she wrapped
an arm lovingly around my shoulders as she sat down next to me.
Holding nothing back, she told me of how my father had gone to the
shaxoa, the tribal witch, and poisoned my tea with the herbs she
had given him. She told me how Quaile told them there was an
antidote, but only my Twin Soul could administer it.

Quaile had given Uriah hope that he might
keep the bond from forming, only to betray him later when she
revealed that Daniel’s blood had to be mixed into the antidote. The
thought of having Daniel’s blood inside of me was disturbing, but
nowhere near as sickening as hearing of what Quaile had done to
Uriah. I had been right to mistrust her words.

Hugging me when her tale was done, my mother
whispered once again that everything would be all right. I was
grateful for her honesty, but there was still so much I didn’t
understand.

“Where is Dad?” I asked. Thoughts of where I
hoped he was, somewhere painful and terrifying, floated through my
mind.

My mother bristled at my words. “I sent him
home,” she said. “He’ll be dealt with, don’t worry.” Letting her
anger fall away, she smoothed my hair. “Uriah’s mother said you are
welcome to stay here as long as you want. Or I can send your father
to his sister’s if you want to come home right away.”

I knew it must have been hard for her to
offer to let me stay away. My mother was my best friend, aside from
Uriah. Given the choice, I couldn’t go home, not when I needed
every reminder of Uriah I could get to stave off the overpowering
urges of the Twin Soul bond.

“I think I’ll stay here for now, Mom,” I
said. My words came out as a whisper. 

Her lip trembled only slightly, but her
words said she understood. “All right, Claire, whatever you need.
I’m here for you. I always will be.”

“Thanks, Mom. There’s just so much I still
don’t understand. I feel so lost without Uriah.”

I wondered where he was, what he was
thinking, even as I struggled not to think about Daniel at all. In
the past year, the only time I ever had to wonder what Uriah was
thinking was when we were apart. Uriah’s expressive face revealed
every thought and emotion. Not knowing what he was doing brought
fresh tears to my eyes. I pushed them away quickly. Crying wasn’t
going to help me.

“Are you hungry, honey?” my mother
asked.

I knew she was trying to distract me, and I
appreciated the effort. My mouth felt dry and sticky, but my body
craved nothing but Uriah, though a large part of my mind was still
screaming for Daniel. “Food sounds great, Mom,” I lied.

Rubbing my arm briskly before standing up,
my mom waited for me to follow. Slowly I stood, taking a deep
breath. The worn wooden floorboards creaked softly as we crossed
the living room. I looked toward the kitchen and saw the familiar
row of pictures lining the low wall cabinet near the kitchen
door.

I saw my own face dotted among the many
family photos and felt Uriah’s lack of presence even stronger. One
photo in particular halted my steps. Uriah and I were posed between
his parents. Uriah’s father, Notah, had his big arm around my
shoulder and wore a pleasant smile. He had always treated me as if
I were already part of his little family. I stared at the picture.
It looked perfect, exactly how life was meant to be. The doubt that
held me in its grasp had me wondering whether I would ever see my
happy ending.

I looked away from the photo, turning back
to the living room and staring into the fire. The warmth from the
fireplace should have been much too hot for the late summer
afternoon, but I let it wrap around me. It was a poor substitute
for my sweet Uriah’s arms. My mom, who had stopped beside me, put
her arm around my shoulder and gently urged me to continue toward
the kitchen.

Sliding into a chair at the smooth, butcher
block table, I ran my fingers along the edge of the wood. Uriah and
I had spent so many afternoons sitting at that table. Every inch
held memories of Uriah helping me with homework, us feeding each
other homemade snacks that didn’t always work out quite right, and
so many other beautiful hours spent together.

“Here you are, Claire,” Sophia said, setting
a steaming bowl on the table in front of me.

The thick soup smelled delicious, but I
could only dip the spoon in and out without ever bringing it to my
lips. It took several minutes before I realized my mother had left
the room. Glancing around, I met Sophia’s eyes without meaning
to.

Since waking, not one person had been able
to look at me without their face frowning with pity and sadness.
Sophia’s eyes were steady and serious. Holding my gaze, Sophia sat
down at the table across from me. For a long while, she said
nothing. The silence should have been uncomfortable, but Sophia
seemed to radiate strength and confidence. I sat quietly, praying I
could soak up even a portion of her ability to face a challenge
with such poise.

“You’re stronger than you think you are,
Claire,” Sophia finally said.

My eyebrows rose, questioning her
assessment. “I don’t feel strong. I feel like I’m about to collapse
into a miserable puddle of sludge.”

Sophia smirked. “You look like you’re about
to collapse into a puddle of sludge.”

I leaned forward, letting my hair fall over
my shoulders to hide my face. Sophia’s sure hand touched my chin
and lifted my head up so I was facing her again. “He’ll be back,
Claire. And when he comes back, he’ll find an even stronger Claire
than he left behind.”

“But what if he doesn’t come back,” I asked.
Salty tears escaped from the corners of my eyes.

Sophia’s smile was warm and comforting. “Do
you really believe Uriah would abandon you?”

“No,” I said, “I don’t.”

But he almost did, didn’t he? What had made
him change his mind?

“Then don’t worry about it again,” Sophia
said. Sitting up straight, she reverted to her usual no-nonsense
manner. “Now, Uriah’s mother still needs help around the house. I
have other patients who need tending to and, if you’re going to be
staying here, I expect you to do your share.”

“Of course,” I said quickly. “I’ll do
whatever she needs me to.”

Uriah’s mother, Lina, was still mending
after being attacked by a starving mountain lion a few days
earlier. The damage would leave behind massive scars, but I had no
doubt she was probably already speaking of the incident as if it
were no big deal. Only a few hours after the attack, when I had
seen her, she was more concerned about me and Uriah than
herself.

I suspected her casual attitude was mainly
for Uriah’s sake. He had been across the ranch when the deranged
cat found and attacked Lina. He blamed himself for what happened to
her, and with the stress he was already under trying to run the
ranch without his father, Lina would do anything to lighten her
son’s burdens.

“You know,” Sophia said, “most people around
here think that because I left the pueblo to become a nurse, I’ve
turned my back on my Tewa heritage, but they’re wrong.”

I was embarrassed to admit I had thought of
Sophia in exactly that way. The way she argued with every word our
tribal shaman, Quaile, said and turned her nose up at talk of
legends and myths, I would never have guessed that she cared at all
about her Native American heritage. In fact, I’d often wondered why
she even came back to the pueblo. She could make a much better
living in Albuquerque than in San Juan.

“I have studied what little writings there
are left about our tribe. I love the stories and myths I grew up
hearing, and I believe in many of them, including Twin Souls,”
Sophia said.

I couldn’t resist interrupting. “Then why do
you argue with Quaile so much and put down the legends people tell?
I thought you hated all of those things.”

Sophia didn’t even flinch at the
accusations. She had probably faced the same questions many times
before. “No, I don’t hate any of it. I’m proud to be Tewa, but I
guess I see things a little differently than other people do. When
I hear stories about Twin Souls, I don’t hear a story about how
love conquers all, I hear a warning about letting your life be
controlled by what someone else has told you must be.”

Sophia’s hands reached out for mine and I
immediately took them. “I believed Twin Souls were real even before
this mess your father created, but I never believed finding your
Twin Soul would bring you any greater happiness than simply falling
in love with the person you chose yourself. Love has to be earned
in either case, and I believe you and Uriah have earned the right
to be together, regardless of what anyone else might say.”

“But these feelings are so strong, Sophia.
Half of me wants to run after Daniel and the other half is begging
for Uriah to walk back through the door. My head and heart feel
like they’re waging war with each other, and I don’t know which one
will win,” I said. “If I slip, even for a second, I can feel Uriah
starting to fade from my mind. I don’t know how to fight against
something like that.”

“Yes, you do, Claire. You've been fighting
since the poisoned tea touched your lips. Keep Uriah close to your
heart and he’ll never slip away,” she said. Releasing my hands,
Sophia stood and turned back to the stove. “Eat your food, Claire.
It will make you feel much better.”

I watched Sophia walk away. I believed what
she said. Real love was earned. Turning back to the soup, I lifted
the spoon to my mouth. My tongue tasted nothing, but I emptied the
bowl, hoping to gain a little strength from it. I felt like I was
back at square one when it came to earning Uriah’s love. Even if I
had to begin from scratch, I would prove to myself and everyone
else that I still loved Uriah and would never turn my back on
him.

 

 

 



Chapter 3

Direction

 

 

The desert landscape blurred around me.
Scrub brush melted into the sandstone bluffs beneath a perfect blue
sky. I wasn’t sure how long I had been driving, or even where I was
going, really. Hano, Arizona, held a remnant of Tewa Indians who
had fled New Mexico, seeking escape from Spanish conquerors. Hano
was out in the middle of the Arizonan desert. I had stopped for
directions, but what I was riding toward was still a mystery to me.
I didn’t know who or what I was going to find there.

The idea of being around other human beings
sent a shiver down my spine. Two days ago, I had been happily
engaged to Claire, dreaming of the day we would be married. Now, I
wandered the desert with a thin promise from a woman who had
already betrayed me twice. I had one last chance to rescue Claire
from the embrace of the Twin Soul bond.

My childhood had been filled with Tewa myths
and legends, but finding out that they were more than simple
stories was too much to bear. I could hardly look at the casual
passerby and not want to shake them, scream at them that they were
the ones living in the fantasy, happily thinking there was nothing
more supernatural to their existence than the power that made
texting a part of everyday life.

If Twin Souls had been the only myth to come
to life, perhaps I could have handled that, but with one came more.
Not only could the woman I cherished be torn away from me by a man
the universe deemed a more perfect match than I, but shaxoa’s
potions truly produced wicked results, shape shifting monsters
fought my every effort to save the woman I loved, and stories of
men bonding and communicating with their animal brothers were
manifesting themselves as if commonplace in the modern world.

For the last, I was actually immensely
grateful. As I struggled to rein in my emotions, my mountain lion
companion was searching the desert hills for my pursuer. Talon had
been the first to offer me his help, though even he did not know
why he was drawn to me. I felt safe knowing every animal in the
area had been alerted to the dangerous Matwau’s presence. Even
though the Matwau had lost its chance to destroy Daniel before the
Twin Soul bond could form, he had made it perfectly clear that he
would come back for me.

I sighed in frustration. There were still so
many unanswered questions. Why was the Matwau after me? Why were
Talon and the other desert animals compelled to help me? Why was I
able to speak so clearly with the animals, now, when I had never
been able to before? And why were so many people and forces telling
me I could never be with Claire?

I had wanted to stay and demand answers from
Quaile, who had set off this whirlwind of change. After facing her
betrayals twice, I was not sure I would be able to believe her
words, even if she had been willing to offer up an explanation. The
leather necklace Quaile gave me hung around my neck, the woven
pendant brushing my chest.

She told me to give it to the shaman in
Hano, and I would not be denied the help I was seeking, but would I
be denied answers? Perhaps a different shaman, one not so connected
to what had happened, would be more forthcoming. I desperately
hoped that would be the case. I needed answers as much as I needed
help.

Images began filtering through my mind,
showing the landscape barren, just as before. Talon’s messages were
not spoken with words, but with images, showing me what I needed to
know. The first time I had experienced the communication, two days
ago, it had confused and frightened me. Now it seemed as natural as
breathing. Most of our conversations now flooded into my mind with
ease, the pictures interpreted so quickly that my mind registered
them as simple words.

Although every desert animal I came in
contact with was immediately drawn to my aid, Talon was the most
intelligent and understanding. He was able to empathize with what I
was feeling and offer the sage advice I was often in desperate need
of. Without Claire in my life, his presence was one of the few
things keeping me from rushing off to the Matwau and seeking the
death he had promised me.

“Do not think of such things,” Talon
warned.

His thoughts were clear, even though I knew
he was more than a mile away. It was not that Talon could actually
read my thoughts as much as hear them. It seemed that whatever I
thought was projected out to him, regardless of whether I wanted it
to be that way or not. Perhaps one day I would learn to control my
thoughts a little better.

“I know, Talon,” I said wearily. “I know it
does me no good to think of the Matwau, but I also know he’s out
there waiting for me, and being without Claire is so painful.
Sometimes I don’t think I can hold myself together without
her.”

“The only chance you have to break the bond
is in Hano,” Talon reminded me. “If you are not strong enough to
make this journey, you will lose Claire forever.”

“I know.”

Even though Talon was sympathetic to what I
was going through, he was still a hunter and fighter above anything
else. He would not tolerate whining or weakness from me. When the
pain became too great, he pushed me forward, reminding me of what
was at stake.

“I just wish I understood why all of this is
happening,” I said. “I don’t understand why Quaile wouldn’t just
tell me what she knew. If I had known about the Matwau before I
left San Juan the first time, things might have gone better for
us.”

“She did know more than she was willing to
tell you,” Talon said.

Although Quaile was not able to communicate
with Talon as I was, Talon had been able to hear her thoughts and
judge them as truthful. Without Talon’s confirmation, I may not
have believed Quaile when she told me the Hano shaxoa knew how to
sever the Twin Soul bond.

“Did you hear anything she didn’t speak out
loud?” I asked.

“Nothing specific. She has known what you
are since the day you were born. She understands more of her
visions than she told you,” Talon said. “When she thought of you,
it was not as a young man, but as a warrior. She believes you are
meant for some great purpose.”

“How am I supposed to accomplish anything
when I seem to be the only who has no idea what’s going on?”

“You will discover what needs to be done,
Uriah. You must be patient,” Talon said.

Quaile said her vision had shown me fighting
through thick forests against some kind of monsters. They feared me
and were trying to stop me from doing whatever they believed I was
about to do. Then her vision had changed, showing me standing in a
desert valley surrounded by monsters as I tried to rescue a woman I
had never met.

At the time, her words had meant little to
me, but now I feared I was beginning to understand at least some of
what she had told me. The Matwau was a shape shifting being stepped
out of a realm I had no understanding of. It claimed its purpose
was to destroy those seeking their Twin Souls before the
unbreakable bond could form.

When we first encountered the Matwau, I had
assumed it was following me only to reach Daniel, but the creature
had been quick to correct me. While it wanted Daniel at the time, I
was his ultimate target. He never took the time to explain why I
was so important to him, a fact that still gnawed at me. I still
had no idea where these visions were taking place, or when, but I
had a sinking feeling that the woman I was meant to rescue would be
my own Twin Soul.

Before leaving my precious Claire behind,
she had begged me to find a way to free her from the Twin Soul bond
trying to tear us apart. With the hope that I would not fail her
again, I was racing to seek help from the powerful and feared
shaxoa witch in Hano. Quaile promised the woman would be able to
give me what I needed, but I could not help but fear the meeting
Quaile’s vision foretold.

Was the vision telling me I would be
unsuccessful and sent off to save a stranger instead? Or would I
free Claire only to become ensnared by my own unwanted fate?
Shaking my head, I pushed the dark thoughts away. Talon was right.
Dwelling on what I couldn’t do anything about was hardly
useful.

As I rode my motorcycle through the desert,
I thought of Claire. I wondered what she was doing right at that
moment. We had made plans to drive down to Santa Fe, to celebrate
gaining permission from the Elders to marry. Instead of sharing an
intimate meal at the restaurant we had gone to the night I
proposed, we were now further apart than we had ever been in the
past year and a half.

The distance between us was painful. Every
mile I drove seemed to be one more strand of connection left
behind. Silently, I prayed Claire would have faith in me. I hadn’t
been able to save her from her father’s poison, but I refused to
let anything stand in my way now. I would do whatever the shaxoa
asked of me to sever the bond Claire shared with Daniel.

A penetrating calm filled my body, banishing
my fears and worries. Talon’s presence always had the same soothing
effect on me. He claimed it was a talent he had possessed since
birth, making him a deadly hunter. That did not explain how he did
it, but I was somewhat disconcerted that the same trick used to
catch his prey also worked on me. Scanning the horizon, I spotted
his tawny colored fur darting among the piñon and juniper
trees.

“It’s getting late. We should begin looking
for a place to stop for the night. You need to rest,” Talon
said.

I had been going nonstop since Claire
collapsed in her parent’s home, but I couldn’t help but feel guilty
for acknowledging my aching muscles and tired mind. “We can go a
while longer,” I said.

Talon’s reply was patient but firm. “Your
bike is drifting on the road and your thoughts are beginning to
wander too much. It is time to stop for the night, Uriah.”

Sighing, I had the distinct feeling there
was little chance that I would win the argument. Talon was
extremely protective of me and would not hesitate to find a way to
stop me if he felt it was necessary. “Fine,” I said, “let me know
if you find something defensible.”

The shape shifting Matwau had not been seen
since leaving San Juan Pueblo, but he was out there somewhere,
waiting for me to make a mistake and fall into his trap. The Matwau
feared me, but was compelled to destroy me just as strongly as
Talon felt the need to protect me. My guardians kept the creature
away for the time being, but he would eventually become tired of
waiting and attack. I hoped we would make it to Hano first.

The green and white of a highway sign
announced we were less than an hour from Gallup, New Mexico. My
hopes of reaching Hano without stopping rose. Gallup held all the
modern conveniences a traveler could need, but I did not want to
stay the night in the city. It would be difficult to explain Talon
to the hotel manager, and I was not about to sleep without him by
my side. From the directions I had gotten earlier, I knew Hano
wasn’t much farther.

 “Have you ever been
this far from your territory before, Talon?” I asked.

“I have rarely travelled this far from my
home, only when poor hunting has forced me to leave,” he said.

I wasn’t very familiar with cougar mating
habits, but I was suddenly curious to know whether Talon had left
anyone behind to come with me. “Do you have a family, Talon?”

The cougar’s answer was tinged with
amusement. “Not in the way you are used to, Uriah. I have many
offspring and mates, but mountain lions do not travel in packs.
After the mating season is ended, we part ways and go back to our
own lives.”

I was surprised by his answer, though I
supposed I shouldn’t have been. I knew that very few animals mated
for life, but Talon seemed to understand everything I told him
about Claire and Twin Souls. I had assumed he would have been
different in some way.

“Does any of this make sense to you?” I
asked. “I mean, me dragging Daniel back to San Juan to save Claire
and now going to Hano to speak with the shaxoa?”

“Of course, Uriah
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