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CHAPTER 1
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Morning Dove hummed softly as she scrubbed her buckskin dress in the river, rubbing the soft fabric against the rock beside her. The sound of children's laughter lingered in the crisp breeze. It was unseasonably mild for December, the men making the most of the weather. They'd left at dawn to hunt and wouldn't be returning until late. The baby within her kicked sharply as Morning Dove stood, rubbing her lower back.

A son.

Only a son could kick with such ferocity.

Morning Dove smiled, watching her stomach roll beneath her buckskin dress for a long moment. The baby was her miracle after so many miscarriages. Her husband needed an heir and with a long string of deaths after the birth of their daughter, Morning Dove had almost suggested her husband should take another wife - one who could give him the baby he desperately needed.

The timing was never right. Or perhaps Morning Dove couldn't bring herself to share her husband - to back out of his life even for the good of the tribe. He was her first love, the two growing up within the same tribe. It was fate that they should one day marry, but a daughter wouldn't be chief and Morning Dove was unable to carry another baby to full term although she tried desperately to give her husband a baby.

Chief Silver Fox never spoke of it or showed disappointment in her. Their sadness over the death of each baby was mutual, but once more they tried again, always with the same results.

Until now.

Eyes shimmering with unshed tears, Morning Dove placed a hand over her protruding womb, singing softly to her miracle baby once more.

Screams of terror changed everything a moment later as an arrow shot through the air, instantly killing Sly Fox. Frozen in horror, the children watched wide-eyed as the elderly warrior slumped forward, blood gushing from the fatal wound.

"Run!" Gentle Doe screamed, reaching for the hand of her younger cousin.

They didn't have to be asked twice as the dreaded Iroquois tribe descended upon their village, killing all the elderly men. The women, however, were spared. At least the young ones.

Morning Dove's scream died in her throat as she watched the massacre from the river's edge. She could run - she should. They weren't focused on the river and she could swim. It wasn't her safety that she had in mind. Morning Dove scrambled up the embankment as fast as her very pregnant body would allow, her eyes scanning the scene of horror before her knowing there was nothing she could do to save those who fell beneath the onslaught of arrows and gleaming tomahawks.

"Gentle Doe!"

The scream caught in her throat as she took off in the direction the children had been playing earlier. She needed to save her daughter.

Gentle Doe looked up, meeting her mother's eyes but they were too far away from each other and the warriors were gaining ground.

"Mamma!" Gentle Doe shrieked in terror, watching a painted warrior leap over a boulder, his eyes focused on the chief's wife.

Reaching out her hand to her little girl, Morning Dove couldn't see the jutting rock, her large stomach obstructing her view. Twisting her foot on the roots of a tree, Morning Dove stumbled, her body hurled unceremoniously against the ground.

Within seconds, crimson blood flowed, staining the jagged rock as Morning Dove lay lifeless, her unseeing eyes still focused on her terrified daughter.

All else forgotten, Gentle Doe ran towards her mother, nimbly jumping over rocks and tree roots but before she could reach her mother, strong hands swept Gentle Doe up into the air.

Gentle Doe valiantly fought her tears as she looked down at her mother until she disappeared from sight, the warrior carrying her off to an unknown future.

A chief's daughter doesn't cry.

Gentle Doe was no longer a chief's daughter but a captive.

Raven stood above the corpse of the woman lying in a crumpled heap, her head wound, fatal. It was not her beauty that caught Raven's attention, but the baby still moving within her. Morning Dove was large, like a ripe melon. If he moved quickly, the baby might have a chance of survival. The child would never know...

Reaching for his knife, the grieving father hesitated only a moment before making his first incision, his thoughts on his bride's reaction when he placed a live baby in her empty arms. Silver Birth would raise this one as her own - a miracle baby.

Within moments, Raven stood, wrapping the crying infant in his furs. The infant was perfect. Love shone in Raven's eyes as he turned away from the dead mother, not caring when he saw her scalped from the corner of his eye. She would feel no pain and scalps were valuable. It wasn't his business anyway. Raven cared only for the child in his arms. His son.

At that moment, all was right with the world.

Not far ahead, Chief White Scar loosened his grip on the child as tears dampened his neck. He wasn't heartless after all. The little girl would be the answer to his wife's prayers and heal her broken heart. It was simply the way things were.

****
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CHIEF SILVER FOX STRODE into the Wyandotte village unannounced, his features drawn. Without acknowledging the warriors who stepped aside, he approached the longhouse, not in the least surprised that Chief Raven knew of his approach, the older man stepping out to greet him.

"Chief Silver Fox, welcome," the towering man motioned toward the entrance to the longhouse.

Without a word, Chief Silver Fox entered, joining other warriors and the chief near the fire.

"They came...my people were attacked while we were out hunting this morning."

Chief Raven's fist clenched. His visitor didn't need to tell him who attacked his village. There had been rumors that the Iroquois were approaching, but they had foolishly assumed they were simply moving West for the winter and had nothing to fear.

"Your wife? Daughter?"

Chief Silver Fox's eyes burned with unshed tears.

"Gone. I found my wife's body when I returned. She'd hit her head on a rock - I assume when trying to escape. Our baby..." Chief Silver Fox couldn't bring himself to finish describing the sight that had greeted him upon his return. "...after, they scalped her. My Morning Dove..."

Tears burned the back of his eyes as he thought once more about how his childhood love had met her end.

If he hadn't led his men on one last hunt...

"We will join you in avenging your wife and daughter," Chief Raven glanced over at his son who was already standing with clenched fists.

"If your daughter is still alive, we will find her and bring her home."

Long Knife was tall for his age, inheriting his father's height. He was on the cusp of becoming a young man and should accompany his father on the raid. The children were betrothed since before they were born - it was Long Knife's right to fight for Gentle Doe and bring her safely to her father.

The Iroquois Nation was far stronger than the Wyandotte Tribe, therefore their raid would be little more than a suicide mission, but no one was thinking of that. They had but one purpose - avenge Morning Dove's untimely death and bring Gentle Doe back to her father. As for the baby...there was little hope the child would have survived.

Chief Silver Fox's eyes were shadowed as he followed Chief Raven out of the longhouse, Long Knife at his father's side. He couldn't shake the feeling of premonition that had settled within his bones but didn't breathe a word of it to his companions.

A muscle clenched in the tall chief's jaw as he turned eastward. With the element of surprise on their side, he just might be wrong.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2



[image: ]


Morning Dove hummed softly as she scrubbed her buckskin dress in the river, rubbing the soft fabric against the rock beside her. The sound of children's laughter lingered in the crisp breeze. It was unseasonably mild for December, the men making the most of the weather. They'd left at dawn to hunt and wouldn't be returning until late. The baby within her kicked sharply as Morning Dove stood, rubbing her lower back.

A son.

Only a son could kick with such ferocity.

Morning Dove smiled, watching her stomach roll beneath her buckskin dress for a long moment. The baby was her miracle after so many miscarriages. Her husband needed an heir and with a long string of deaths after the birth of their daughter, Morning Dove had almost suggested her husband should take another wife - one who could give him the baby he desperately needed.

The timing was never right. Or perhaps Morning Dove couldn't bring herself to share her husband - to back out of his life even for the good of the tribe. He was her first love, the two growing up within the same tribe. It was fate that they should one day marry, but a daughter wouldn't be chief and Morning Dove was unable to carry another baby to full term although she tried desperately to give her husband a baby.

Chief Silver Fox never spoke of it or showed disappointment in her. Their sadness over the death of each baby was mutual, but once more they tried again, always with the same results.

Until now.

Eyes shimmering with unshed tears, Morning Dove placed a hand over her protruding womb, singing softly to her miracle baby once more.

Screams of terror changed everything a moment later as an arrow shot through the air, instantly killing Sly Fox. Frozen in horror, the children watched wide-eyed as the elderly warrior slumped forward, blood gushing from the fatal wound.

"Run!" Gentle Doe screamed, reaching for the hand of her younger cousin.

They didn't have to be asked twice as the dreaded Iroquois tribe descended upon their village, killing all the elderly men. The women, however, were spared. At least the young ones.

Morning Dove's scream died in her throat as she watched the massacre from the river's edge. She could run - she should. They weren't focused on the river and she could swim. It wasn't her safety that she had in mind. Morning Dove scrambled up the embankment as fast as her very pregnant body would allow, her eyes scanning the scene of horror before her knowing there was nothing she could do to save those who fell beneath the onslaught of arrows and gleaming tomahawks.

"Gentle Doe!"

The scream caught in her throat as she took off in the direction the children had been playing earlier. She needed to save her daughter.

Gentle Doe looked up, meeting her mother's eyes but they were too far away from each other and the warriors were gaining ground.

"Mamma!" Gentle Doe shrieked in terror, watching a painted warrior leap over a boulder, his eyes focused on the chief's wife.

Reaching out her hand to her little girl, Morning Dove couldn't see the jutting rock, her large stomach obstructing her view. Twisting her foot on the roots of a tree, Morning Dove stumbled, her body hurled unceremoniously against the ground.

Within seconds, crimson blood flowed, staining the jagged rock as Morning Dove lay lifeless, her unseeing eyes still focused on her terrified daughter.

All else forgotten, Gentle Doe ran towards her mother, nimbly jumping over rocks and tree roots but before she could reach her mother, strong hands swept Gentle Doe up into the air.

Gentle Doe valiantly fought her tears as she looked down at her mother until she disappeared from sight, the warrior carrying her off to an unknown future.

A chief's daughter doesn't cry.

Gentle Doe was no longer a chief's daughter but a captive.

Raven stood above the corpse of the woman lying in a crumpled heap, her head wound, fatal. It was not her beauty that caught Raven's attention, but the baby still moving within her. Morning Dove was large, like a ripe melon. If he moved quickly, the baby might have a chance of survival. The child would never know...

Reaching for his knife, the grieving father hesitated only a moment before making his first incision, his thoughts on his bride's reaction when he placed a live baby in her empty arms. Silver Birth would raise this one as her own - a miracle baby.

Within moments, Raven stood, wrapping the crying infant in his furs. The infant was perfect. Love shone in Raven's eyes as he turned away from the dead mother, not caring when he saw her scalped from the corner of his eye. She would feel no pain and scalps were valuable. It wasn't his business anyway. Raven cared only for the child in his arms. His son.

At that moment, all was right with the world.

Not far ahead, Chief White Scar loosened his grip on the child as tears dampened his neck. He wasn't heartless after all. The little girl would be the answer to his wife's prayers and heal her broken heart. It was simply the way things were.
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CHIEF SILVER FOX STRODE into the Wyandotte village unannounced, his features drawn. Without acknowledging the warriors who stepped aside, he approached the longhouse, not in the least surprised that Chief Raven knew of his approach, the older man stepping out to greet him.

"Chief Silver Fox, welcome," the towering man motioned toward the entrance to the longhouse.

Without a word, Chief Silver Fox entered, joining other warriors and the chief near the fire.

"They came...my people were attacked while we were out hunting this morning."

Chief Raven's fist clenched. His visitor didn't need to tell him who attacked his village. There had been rumors that the Iroquois were approaching, but they had foolishly assumed they were simply moving West for the winter and had nothing to fear.

"Your wife? Daughter?"

Chief Silver Fox's eyes burned with unshed tears.

"Gone. I found my wife's body when I returned. She'd hit her head on a rock - I assume when trying to escape. Our baby..." Chief Silver Fox couldn't bring himself to finish describing the sight that had greeted him upon his return. "...after, they scalped her. My Morning Dove..."

Tears burned the back of his eyes as he thought once more about how his childhood love had met her end.

If he hadn't led his men on one last hunt...

"We will join you in avenging your wife and daughter," Chief Raven glanced over at his son who was already standing with clenched fists.

"If your daughter is still alive, we will find her and bring her home."

Long Knife was tall for his age, inheriting his father's height. He was on the cusp of becoming a young man and should accompany his father on the raid. The children were betrothed since before they were born - it was Long Knife's right to fight for Gentle Doe and bring her safely to her father.

The Iroquois Nation was far stronger than the Wyandotte Tribe, therefore their raid would be little more than a suicide mission, but no one was thinking of that. They had but one purpose - avenge Morning Dove's untimely death and bring Gentle Doe back to her father. As for the baby...there was little hope the child would have survived.

Chief Silver Fox's eyes were shadowed as he followed Chief Raven out of the longhouse, Long Knife at his father's side. He couldn't shake the feeling of premonition that had settled within his bones but didn't breathe a word of it to his companions.

A muscle clenched in the tall chief's jaw as he turned eastward. With the element of surprise on their side, he just might be wrong.
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Whispering Brook reached for Silver Birch's trembling hand as they were led further from their village. It was deathly quiet, the eerie moans of the dying, now silenced. Silver Birch clutched the infant to her breast, glancing back over her shoulder as though hoping to see her husband once more.

"Don't do that to yourself," Whispering Brook struggled to speak through her constricted throat. "Our men won't be coming for us."

Finality.

Death has a way of doing that.

Each step took them further away from everything they had ever known and to an unknown future.

"If they were going to kill us, they would have already done it, right?"

A glimmer of hope filled the young woman's eyes as she looked over at her sister-in-law.

"Most likely. Whatever happens, we are together. I promise I won't try to escape - not unless we are together. We both know the baby will never make it if we try now. Let's be patient and bide our time. When the moment is right, we will run. Until then, let us not bring shame to our husbands' memory."

Silver Birch lowered her head. Even as a captive, Whispering Brook still exhibited the wisdom and dignity of a chief's wife. The daughter of a chief, it was in her blood, at least it's what it seemed. Of the two women, Whispering Brook appeared to have a stronger fortitude, her eyes, unlike Silver Birch's, still dry.

"The boys?"

This time, Whispering Brook looked away, but not before Silver Birch caught a glimpse of her friend's anguish.

"They must stay away. I fear it will not go as well for my sons. They have little value to the tribe whereas you and I are young and..."

Whispering Brook didn't need to complete her sentence.

"No..." Silver Birch paled, holding the baby much too tight.

Strong Oak cried out in protest drawing the attention of their captors.

The young man who'd spared their lives looked over, curiosity, not malice, in his dark eyes.

Long Knife walked to their right, still holding Gentle Doe's hand within his. The young girl pointed to the baby, the young warrior nodding at whatever she had said before turning to his brawny father who was focused on something in the distance that no one else seemed to see.

"Which one will be your new wife?" Long Knife didn't bother to beat around the bush. "Both are beautiful."

It was simply the way things were. Raids replaced loved ones that had recently passed away.

Chief Raven didn't bother to look at his son. His wife was barely cold in the ground. The raid had not been to find him a new bride, but to return Gentle Doe safely to her father and avenge Morning Dove's death. Instead, Gentle Doe was an orphan and would be returning to their tribe. It didn't matter to the chief which of the women he would take as his new bride. How could it? His heart had been buried with the mother of his son.

"I don't care." Chief Raven said after a long pause. "You choose the woman you wish to have as your new mother. Choose wisely, son. She will one day be the mother of a great chief."

Long Knife looked up at his father, surprise reflected in his eyes. It wasn't the way things were done.

"Are you certain? But you must desire her. What if I chose the one you don't find attractive? I would not wish you a miserable marriage."

A mischievous grin danced upon the chief's firm lips for just a moment.

"That won't be a problem. Both are lovely."

Gentle Doe squeezed her betrothed's fingers.

"Long Knife?"

"Yes?"

"The woman holding my brother is kind. I would like her to be my mother now that...well..."

"I understand," Long Knife quickly soothed, stroking her fingers with his thumb. "You are right. I can see it too how she cares for your brother. That woman will never be your true mother, but this way you will still remain siblings as well. Besides, you cannot be my sister, even my adoption. We are to be married as soon as you are grown."

Gentle Doe lowered her eyes, suddenly shy, but her hand still remained within Long Knife's larger one.

"My son is right," Chief Raven agreed. "You must not be siblings. Then it is settled."

The chief looked over at the slender woman who would be his bride before nightfall. She was so petite yet graceful, carrying herself with poise even though she was a captive facing an unknown future.

"Aquene." The chief sighed as they turned toward the river. "She will bring peace."
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WHISPERING BROOK TOOK a deep, shuddering breath as she stood before the towering chief, his eyes as cold as steel. What had she expected? For the chief to love her? Want her? He wouldn't be marrying her if he didn't need her. In that, she had value. It could have been worse. Chief Raven was exceptionally tall with a broad chest and...

The young woman's eyes trailed down her bridegroom's sinewy biceps. He was strong and would protect her yet he was also the enemy. When the time came for her to run, Whispering Brook hoped he wouldn't track her down. If he used that raw strength against her, she wouldn't stand a chance.

Whispering Brook lowered her eyes. It wasn't the cold expression in the chief's eyes that caused her heart to clench, or his strength that, if turned against her, would be fatal. No. She was once more marrying a chief - a man responsible for the death of her husband, Whispering Brook's first and only love.

Strong Oak's cry broke into Whispering Brook's thoughts, bringing her back to the present. Not much longer. Soon, Strong Oak would survive their flight. When the time came, Whispering Brook wouldn't hesitate. She'd run far and fast. After all, her sons were waiting.

"Aquene," Chief Raven spoke, at last, reaching for her hand.

Taking a deep breath, Whispering Brook squared her shoulders, placing her slender hand in the chief's large one. Silver Birch, now Small Bird, and Aquene exchanged a meaningful look, both women knowing exactly what was coming next as their new husbands led them toward the furs.

For a moment, Aquene's fingers trembled. No, she needed to be strong. Small Bird needed her. They would get through this night together. In the morning, with their husbands satisfied, they would begin to plan their escape. Until then, it was wise not to give the men reason to mistrust them.

Aquene focused on her boys somewhere out there in the snow waiting for her as Chief Raven lowered her onto the furs, his momentarily trembling fingers giving her the faintest glimpse that he, too, was struggling as he removed her white buckskin dress.

"Do not fear me," Chief Raven soothed, compassion filling his eyes as he looked down at his brave wife.

﻿He could never love her, but Chief Raven would be good to her. After all, she would raise his son. For Long Knife's sake, Chief Raven would try to forget about his wife buried at the edge of their encampment - at least for tonight.
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Aspen stood just outside the entrance to the longhouse, rubbing her arms briskly as the cold winter morning chilled her straight to the bone. She couldn't bear to go back inside - not just yet at least. Bitterness welled up within her throat, stinging the back of her eyes. Tears glimmered in her dark eyes, although she refused to let them fall.

Without a word, Aspen turned away from the warmth of the longhouse, stepping further into the frigid morning air. The world was blanketed in fresh snow, the rest of the tribe not yet stirring.

Alone in the dawn, Aspen fell to her knees, tears, at last, flowing freely.

"It should have been me...Oh, my sweet sister, what shall I do? I couldn't stop...and now..." 

There were no words. 

"I couldn't stop you from dying, but I can do this. I must. Your husband should have known better. How could he forget you so soon? They may forget, but I swear to you, I will not."

"He is a fool," a voice directly behind Aspen startled her. 

Aspen turned around to stand face to face with the tribe's Shaman. He was a quiet man, keeping his own counsel. Younger than the chief, he still held the tribe's respect. Aspen's eyes were wide as she looked up into his finely chiseled features, amazed that such a great man would seek her out, least of all speak with her.

"Your loyalty to your sister is commendable. I am certain you know what you must do. Long Knife will be chief and that woman the chief has taken as his wife is unfit to fill the role of his mother. She will never and can never take the place of your sister. Brown Sparrow will always be our enemy. Had Chief Raven sought my counsel in the matter, it is you that I would have suggested he marry once his grief over his wife has abated.

This marriage was done in haste and no good can come of it. Be patient, Aspen. It is only a matter of time until he sees the error of his decision. We can only hope it will not be too late when that time comes."

Aspen lowered her eyes as the shaman gently brushed a stray wisp of inky black hair from her eyes.

'You are a great beauty. The chief is a fool. You know what you must do."

Aspen turned from her sister's grave, her eyes blazing with renewed resolve. 

"I will do whatever it takes to honor my sister's memory. Our chief...I won't let him forget his first love."

The shaman's eyes darkened as he watched Aspen return to the longhouse. The first part of his plan was complete.

****
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AQUENE AVOIDED HER husband's gaze as she joined the other women near the fire, preparing a breakfast of corn mush. For being Iroquois, she was relieved she had something in common with the Wyandotte women. It wasn't much, but there was something to build on. Aquene wasn't planning on staying longer than necessary but now it was imperative not to raise suspicion.

Small Bird bit her lower lip, her eyes haunted. 

"Did your husband treat you badly?" Aquene whispered for Small Bird's ears only as she reached for the dish Small Bird was holding.

"No...that's the problem. If he had been a cruel husband, it would have been so much easier to know we are leaving soon."

Aquene frowned, glancing over at the younger woman.

"It is just your hormones speaking this nonsense," Aquene clucked her tongue. "We don't belong here. I am thankful that he was not cruel to you, but you cannot be swayed by this man. Our future is back with our tribe  - with my sons."

"Of course," Small Bird couldn't hide the fact that she was flustered as her new husband followed Chief Raven toward the entrance, the tall warrior glancing back at his bride with a tender smile.

"Well he certainly is a charmer and not hard on the eyes, but your husband has not been dead twenty-four hours. Have the courtesy to remain loyal to his memory, at the least."

Focusing on her fussing infant in an attempt to hide her embarrassment at Aquene's chastisement, Small Bird hummed softly, attempting to soothe Strong Oak.

"It could always be worse," she murmured. "I have a baby in my arms, and that sweet girl brought you...I will be a good mother to her. She is very attached to the baby from what I've seen."

A fist squeezed Aquene's chest mercilessly. Within twenty-four hours she had lost her husband, both of her sons and the new daughter her husband had brought her. So much loss in such a short time and Aquene still hadn't time to grieve her great loss. 

Gentle Doe, unaware of the conversation, crouched beside Small Bird, smiling softly as she watched her baby brother snuggled within his mother's arms. Brushing a gentle kiss on his downy head, Gentle Doe smiled up at the young woman, saying something neither could understand.

Frowning, Gentle Doe realized that they couldn't understand what she was trying to say. Pointing to her chest, Gentle Doe said slowly, enunciating each word.

"Gentle Doe. My name is Gentle Doe."

Small Bird cocked her head slightly trying to grasp the foreign language.

The shaman approached, dark furs hanging from his oiled torso.

He spoke in flawless Iroquois, translating for the women.

"The child is Gentle Doe. She is the daughter of a great chief. You have been chosen to be her mother, Small Bird. The baby in your arms is her brother. They are from the same mother. Your people killed her parents."

"Oh, Gentle Doe..." Small Bird reached out for the preteen, her compassion genuine. "I didn't know."

﻿Aquene hadn't known the circumstances of how the child had come to be in her village, but she knew her husband enough that he would not have killed an innocent woman just to bring her a daughter - at least she didn't think he would. Her husband had never actually shared details of his raids with his wife and she hadn't asked.

For a moment the shaman watched the myriad of emotions dancing across his chief's bride's features. There was no way of knowing that he was their sworn enemy.

Small Bird wrapped her free arm around her new daughter in a silent promise to the young woman. 

"As for you," the shaman continued, turning his complete attention to Small Bird. 

Out of the two women, it was Aquene﻿ who held the greatest threat to him. Should Chief Raven fall in love with the Iroquois woman, she could turn his heart. She would have his ear like none other and as for Long Knife... No, he wouldn't allow it to get to that point. He couldn't. The fate of the Wyandotte tribe depended on the young shaman.

Aquene raised her eyebrow, waiting for the shaman to continue but she was waiting in vain. It didn't matter anyway. Aquene had no intention of staying longer than she had to. 

Had the shaman been able to read Aquene's thoughts, their relationship might have started out very differently.

Unfortunately, it wasn't meant to be.

Chief Raven stepped out into the blistering wind, the swirling snow a hint that the weather would soon change for the worst. 

"A storm is coming," Swift Bear called out over the howling wind, the weather already taking a turn for the worst.

"They will be fools to try to escape in this weather," Chief Raven pointed out, gesturing toward the forest. "The women will never make it - not on their own."

"My wife will not try to escape," Swift Bear grinned, slightly cocky which elicited low, rumbling laughter from his elder brother. 

"Small Bird has made you a happy man, it seems. You are a good man, my brother. Win her love and you will be blessed before the winter winds come again."

"She already makes me very happy, you are correct. But I was a bachelor until yesterday. What about you? Have you married well? I know it must be hard, Sweet Song not yet in the grave a week. I was rather surprised Long Knife was so accepting of you taking a stepmother for him this soon after his mother's death."

A muscle clenched in the chief's jaw a moment before he looked away.

"It was Long Knife who insisted her life be spared - and that I take either her or Small Bird as my wife."

Swift Bear frowned, realizing his brother could have claimed his bride had fate not decided otherwise. 

"And you chose Aquene..." Swift Bear mused aloud.

"Long Knife chose his mother."

Swift Bear stopped in his tracks, turning to face his brother.

It was the chief, however, who spoke.

"Fate."
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CHAPTER 5


[image: ]


The stars still sprinkled the inky black sky, the world immersed in silence. Leaves whispered in calm, hushed tones as though sharing a secret before the heralding of a new day.

The women were the first to awaken, shifting wordlessly from below thick furs, withdrawing from the warmth of their husbands' bodies.

Greeting each other with a smile, words were not essential as Small Bird coaxed the fire to life. The men would be departing at daybreak, their meager food supply sorely diminished. Their hunting party would rejoin the tribe at twilight if they were successful.

Chief Long Knife stood at the opening to the longhouse, observing the sun ascend over the hillside just above the treeline. Leisurely sunbeams expelled the final shadows of darkness away.

His wife, heavy with their first child, joined him breathing in the crisp morning air. She placed a gentle hand on her husband's sinewy forearm but didn't say a word.

Gentle Doe didn't need to tell Chief Long Knife she would yearn for him, or that she was proud of him and the leader he was to their people. Chief Long Knife didn't need to tell her how much he cherished her, having shown her completely the depth of his devotion.

At that moment they shared, Chief Long Knife tenderly caressed her extended womb. Eagerly anticipating the birth of their first child, he was certain she carried the next chief.

Silence.

Perfect silence, words unsaid enveloping the couple.

Pivoting, Chief Long Knife ate the corn mash Gentle Doe had brought him in no time, tearing off a chunk of the dried venison with his teeth. As he chewed, his eyes searched the tree line, a premonition something wasn't right settling on his spirit. There was no movement, yet he couldn't quell the feeling of sinister foreboding.

His people were famished, eating the last of their rationed food supply. Iroquois patrolled the waterways, yet they could not hide from their enemy indefinitely. With no alternative but to venture out, they prayed the Great Spirit would give them success. Without it, they would starve. The heavens had been closed up for weeks now, the ground as dusty as ash.

Chief Long Knife gazed down into Gentle Doe's mahogany-hued eyes, the silent exchange between husband and wife reassuring her of his love.

Without a word, he glanced over his shoulder at the men who had finished eating. Standing yet straighter, he gave Gentle Doe his empty dish, their fingers touching before leading the way to their waiting canoes.

As silent as a dragonfly hovering over the water, the men submerged their oars into the water, birch canoes gliding over the glistening waves. Arms flexing as they paddled, Gentle Doe watched until they faded from sight before returning to her people. There was much work to be done.

****
[image: ]


GENTLE DOE STOOPED over, her fingers delving into the dusty soil, probing thin roots. Most of the green shoots had turned brown, drooping underneath the unrelenting heat, unusually humid for this time of year.

They needed rain desperately. If the rain didn't come, they would have to move. Even if it rained, they would still likely have to keep moving, the Iroquois advancing from the East, forging into the Wyandotte Nation's territory.

A harmonious tribe, they did not seek trouble, instead, withdrawing from their deadliest enemy, the unrelenting Iroquois Nation.

Chief Long Knife, her husband, adhered to optimism, waiting for their village Shaman to pacify the Great Spirit into sending rain. So far, his best efforts had been to no avail. Perhaps Chief Long Knife would make his judgment after the birth of their child. It wouldn't be long now and time was running out.

The women worked side by side, children dashing about snagging their baskets and other small trinkets. The young ones believed that the one who could capture the most without being detected was the most quick-witted. The adults esteemed intelligence and those who were the most clever were particularly special.

Aquene called out a warning for the little ones to play closer, not so near the forest. With the men away... The children obeyed Aquene, their carefree laughter musical in the breeze.

Gentle Doe stood, massaging her lower back before reaching for her basket. A stew could be made from the few scraps of greens she'd managed to salvage along with the unusually small roots.

A movement from the corner of her peripheral vision was the only indication that something was amiss before the trees exploded with painted warriors on horses, many holding rifles. Their shrieks shattered the stillness, infusing dread into the hearts of the women and children who had been left behind.

Gentle Doe struggled to escape but was unable to see her feet beneath her sizable womb. Young girls screeched as they were swooped up off the ground. Their brothers, forcing themselves to be courageous, refused to show their captors the slightest indication of fear.

The children were shown mercy, flung unceremoniously onto the horses' backs, the invading warriors pinning them in place so there could be no escape. Older children rode behind, their limbs instinctively gripping their captor's hips. The children screamed for their mothers who fought back, tigerish in the face of fear.

Other women, unmarried or childless, ran, tripping on branches as they fled into the shelter of the forest. There could be no escape, Iroquois warriors claiming the women as they fled. They were surrounded.

A powerful arm swept beneath Gentle Doe's bosom, lifting her effortlessly off of the ground. The warrior kept her firmly in place in front of him, pinning her against his chest. Escape was hopeless.
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ABANDONING THE VENERABLE and aged, the invading tribe set fire to the longhouse, the flames licking up the dry grass around it. A blazing inferno was the only evidence they'd visited the peaceful tribe before retreating within the forest. Flames crackled as they licked the sky, black smoke thick.

Gentle Doe blinked back tears. She wouldn't cry. Whatever her fate, Gentle Doe was the wife of a powerful chief. He would come for her and their baby. She needed to trust him and concentrate on surviving. The Iroquois, after all, was a merciless tribe.

Straight-back and defiant, she focused on the hand restraining her. His hand was smooth, brawny sinews just beneath his skin. Young, she assumed as his horse raced sure-footed between the dense foliage. At this break-necking speed, they would put too much distance between what was left of their home and wherever they were going.

Her captor relaxed his grip on her, allowing her to expand her diaphragm. Swallowing great gulps of air, tears burned her eyes.

The children and other women would need her to be courageous. Until the men rescued them, she was their leader and wouldn't be defeated now. Chief Long Knife would be proud of her.

Tucking her hands into the horse's mane, she attempted to conceal her emotions betrayed by her trembling fingers.

Gentle Doe knew the truth - she wasn't likely to see her husband again.
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CHIEF LONG KNIFE LED his men as they returned with enough fish to nourish the tribe for the next few weeks. Instead of being greeted by their women and children, their home lay in ashes, the sound of mourning reaching their ears.

"Iroquois," those who survived the raid informed their chief.

Fish abandoned, the men ran into the forest, arrows drawn as they searched for the perpetrators of the crime. Hoofprints had trampled the parched grass pointing in one direction. East.

Returning to the charred clearing, Chief Long Knife indicated for his companions to make quick work of gathering what could be salvaged. With sorrowful hearts, they turned their faces towards the East.

It was time to fight fire with fire.

Chief Long Knife had waited too long, retreating from the Iroquois advances. Now they had his wife and child. There would be no more retreating.

A muscle clenched in his jaw as Chief Long Knife led the way toward enemy territory. The Iroquois had raided the wrong camp.

****
[image: ]


SETTING UP TEMPORARY wigwams, the Wyandotte camped on

the shores of what is now known as Lake Ontario while the men raided tribes nearest the lake. In the evening they always returned with captives. Yet each night, Chief Long Knife returned without his wife.

Sitting in front of the fire, Chief Long Knife fixed unseeing eyes on the flames his heart tormented. He would not give up.

"We will raid again at dawn. This time, we will divide our number," Chief Long Knife indicated to the men sitting at his left side, "You go farther inland, and I'll lead these ones further up the river."

There was no arguing with Chief Long Knife. Besides, they were hungry for revenge. Unable to find their wives and children, in this final raid, no mercy would be shown.

Revenge never tasted so sweet.
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CHAPTER 6
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Adelaide sprinted through the trees, her exposed feet nimbly skimming over fallen branches, moss caressing the underside of her calloused toes. Shoes were discarded as soon as the air turned balmy, promising the onset of summer.

Sunlight flickered through the dense forest as the young girl cantered toward the creek, the first sign of salmon splashing in the cool water, seeking their ancestral spawning ground.

Sitting on the shadowy embankment, Adelaide dipped her toes in the sun-sparkling water, breathing in deeply. Her sisters stood at the top of the steep cliff just on the edge of the clearing.

Arlana wore a dress meant only for dress-up. It had likely been a bridesmaid's dress at some point before it found its way from the second-hand store to being Arlana's most cherished possession. She stood in the sunshine, her baby sister at her side, long hair caressing her hips, quoting her favorite heroine, Anne of Green Gables. She'd read the book so many times, she knew it by heart. 

Crossing her hands dramatically over her flat chest, she breathed in the shimmering rays bathing her upturned face. Daydreaming of none other than the handsome Gilbert Blythe, it was by far the most romantic love story she had ever read.

Arlana refused to step any further toward the edge of the embankment. It was much too steep and, if she placed her foot in the wrong position, she was certain she would inevitably plunge to an untimely death. Additionally, the trees were swarming with ants and spiders, mosquitoes dancing in the shadows. No, she was perfectly fine exactly where she stood.

Far below, her younger sister sat alone, daydreaming of the surefooted aboriginals who had once prowled this very hill, seeking sustenance from the jumping salmon in the creek. Adelaide had more in common with the stillness and the rippling creek than with her sister who recited prose, frightened of what lay within the forest.
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THE LANDRY FAMILY ATTENDED their small, rural church like clockwork - twice on Sunday and never missing a Bible study or prayer meeting during the week. Their father, never late, opened the door waiting for his family to enter in a duck-like procession.

They were much too early, the pastor and Sunday School superintendent the only ones who had arrived only moments before the Landrys.

The sisters walked down the cement stairs, their shoes echoing in the hush despite their efforts to be ladylike.

"Good morning," the snowy-haired Mr. McLeod smiled, locking a small chest where he kept prizes for any newcomers.

It was a very special cabinet that held small trinkets. The Sunday School children were aware that if they invited a friend to join them for Sunday School, not only would their guests get to choose a sticker or pencil, but they would as well.

"'Morning," Arlana murmured, straining for a fleeting look at the treasures within before Mr. McLeod fastened the door, twisting a small key in a padlock.

"You're early," he stated the obvious with a warmhearted grin.

It went without saying, they were perpetually early.

"Do you need help with anything?" Arlana offered, glancing at her sisters who stood at her side now in a horizontal, duck-like position.

If anything, the Landry children knew how to be on their best behavior.

"That would be great," Mr. McLeod accepted Arlana's offer. "If we finish before the others arrive, I will show you a book I brought today."

Curiosity piqued, the children worked quickly, ensuring the wooden chairs were in a straight line, row by row. Only three rows, however, as only a handful of children attended church, but one could never be certain if today, at last, there would be a visitor. It was better to be prepared.

Sitting down in the first row, the Landry children peered over the aging man's broad shoulders, examining the pictures of a book he clutched on his lap.

A missionary story! Mr. McLeod enjoyed regaling the children with stories of men and women who gave their lives to bring the Gospel to far-off lands. This story, however, promised to be different. Pictures of Native Americans captivated their attention. Mr. McLeod explained the book was about a missionary who was burdened for the souls of Canada's first people.

"I'd love to be a missionary to the Indians!" Arlana breathed, star-eyed.

Adelaide stepped back, frowning. Was this the same Arlana she knew? She crossed her arms over her chest, knowing the truth. Natives were the remotest thing from her sister's romance-filled mind.

At nine years old, all her sister talked of was Gilbert Blythe or on rare occasions, Civil War soldiers. An avid reader, Arlana seemed to imagine she would marry one of her book's heroes or a charming man from another era would step out of the pages of history and sweep her off her feet.

Arlana's mooning was rather pathetic.

Oblivious to her sister's glare, Arlana envisioned statuesque, bronzed warriors with muscled chests wearing only loincloths. She could easily lose her heart to such a man. Oh yes, Arlana would love to be a missionary or a captive. Either would be most romantic!

Mr. McLeod's eyes misted. At last one of the Sunday School children caught his vision. Arlana might just become the small Baptist church's first missionary!

Instinctively, he patted the girl's hand with his aged one, "I have booklets at home of missionaries living on Indian reservations. I will talk to your parents and drop them off this week for you to read. I am certain you will be inspired."

Arlana grinned. Anne of Green Gables, already abandoned, rugged warriors in her place, Arlana already was inspired.
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ARLANA SAT ON THE VERANDA balancing a four-inch-thick book on her scrawny kneecaps, eyes absorbing each word. In an ideal world, Arlana would do nothing other than reading. Okay, so perhaps she would still eat but only while she read.

A navy blue car pulled up in the driveway, Mr. McLeod beaming as he stepped out of the vehicle.

"Hello Arlana," he stooped to reach for the booklets laying on the dashboard, "I brought you the missionary stories I promised."

“Thank you!" Arlana breathed, excitement making her eyes gleam. She held out her hand for the dog-eared books eager to begin reading.

"If you have any questions, don't hesitate to ask. I've been supporting this ministry for many years."

Adelaide held the door open for their visitor before joining her sister. Arlana opened the first book, skimming the first few paragraphs before deciding to look at the pictures first. She held her breath, examining each photograph closely.

Believers stood holding Bibles, others appeared to be singing. In every picture, everyone wore contemporary clothing. There were no feathered headdresses, or buckskin and definitely no loincloth-clothed men. It was impossible to tell which of the men were warriors.

Disappointing did not adequately express the feeling Arlana experienced as she continued onto the next booklet. It was exactly the same as the first. There was a plausible explanation. Once converted, the natives shunned their traditional clothes, wearing instead of the clothing of white people. What a shame!
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ARLANA NIBBLED HER lower lip, glancing up as Mr. McLeod bid her family farewell.

"Mr. McLeod, why are they all wearing clothes like us?"

"That is what they wear now and for many years it has been that way." He wasn't joking, his features somber. "They need to hear the Gospel. I am so happy you are interested in taking the good news of Jesus to them someday."

Arlana looked away. She was the farthest from interested now. The idea was no longer fascinating or romantic, Arlana assumed it was because of missionaries that these Natives were no longer wild and fierce.

She waited until Mr. McLeod's car disappeared from view before gathering up the booklets.

"Here Adelaide, you can have them."

Arlana would have to figure out how to either avoid Mr. McLeod at church or tell him the truth: she no longer wanted to be a missionary. After a few moments, Arlana decided her only choice was to dodge the man she had always respected.

"I knew you weren't telling the truth," Adelaide frowned, clutching the booklets against her heart.

Arlana shrugged, "I wasn't lying exactly. I just thought they looked different."

Adelaide didn't understand her sister. Why should she? Adelaide's motives were true, her heart pure. In contrast, she genuinely cared about the First Nations people, unlike her sister who cared only if they were the same as the past - swoon-worthy. It was a blessing that Adelaide didn't understand her superficial eldest sister.
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THE THREE SISTERS CROWDED into the tiny washroom, peering into the mirror as they prepared for church. Adelaide brushed her long, ebony hair until it shone like spilled ink. Arlana stood at her side, preening in case at long last, she might be noticed by one of the single men at church.

Years had slipped away since they frolicked in the country, yet their hearts hadn't changed, at least not that much. Adelaide wore her Sunday best as she prepared to meet with God, Arlana wearing her Sunday best hoping to find a Prince Charming who'd sweep her off her feet, still waiting for that elusive, "And they all lived happily ever after."

Jaira swiped Vaseline on her lips in lieu of lip gloss, eyes on their eldest sister. Dreaming of romance was far more tantalizing than their boring sister, Adelaide, who just didn't get it.

Adelaide glanced one last time at her reflection, satisfied that she looked as best as she could before leaving for church.

"Someone told me this week that I have wolf eyes," she sought Arlana's, biting her lower lip.

Arlana turned her deep blue eyes away from the mirror to look at her sibling. Adelaide was very beautiful with her gleaming hair and eyes that were neither brown nor gold, the color of leaves in autumn sunshine.

Wolf's eyes.

Arlana shrugged, "No, you don't have wolf's eyes. They are seriously ugly."

There was no justification for being so cold-hearted. Cruelty dripped over her jealous words, but Arlana didn't care, aware that her sister's eyes were misted with tears.

Jealousy is a terrible thing.

Adelaide was different from her sisters. She was born to run with wolves.    
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CHAPTER 7
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It is amazing how greatly time can transform the way people perceive things. At one time unimportant, add a sprinkle of time to it, and, in many cases, it is now valued.

Arlana never would have envisioned as a child that she would ever treasure her sister Adelaide so much. Jaira was a given, her "baby girl" and live doll, but Adelaide, they had never been close. Now, with time, Arlana had a new admiration for her peaceful sister. Adelaide was sensible and prudent with a kind heart, characteristics Arlana had never taken the time to appreciate in her younger years.

Now, each with a family of their own, the sisters had somehow or another found their way back to salvage the years that had been squandered.

"I was thinking of going for a drive," Jorken glanced up from his tablet, intruding upon Arlana's thoughts, "Is there someplace you'd like to go? It's supposed to be nice weather today."

Arlana nibbled the inside of her cheek. They didn't go for drives often, so this opportunity to choose wasn't something she was going to decide on casually.

"Would you mind taking us to the reservation? I'd like to go to the gift shop, and it is a nice drive. The cost of gas is cheaper."

Arlana threw in that tidbit of information as a "selling point."

Jorken took a while to respond, much too long for the impatient Arlana. Okay, so perhaps not as much had changed over the years as Arlana would like to admit, the virtue of patience still elusive.

"Ya why not," Jorken eventually decided, "Okay get ready, we'll leave in ten minutes."

Arlana strapped her child in his booster seat before passing him a small camera to keep him entertained on the drive. It took less than an hour to reach the reservation, farms scattered along the road. There would be abundant opportunities to take pictures of scenery he didn't see in Kingston.

Aziel took pictures, pointing out cows, horses and the occasional sheep as they drove along the twisting road. Jorken turned up the radio volume, but not too loud, allowing him to still speak over the country music playing on their local radio station.

"Why are you so quiet?" Jorken stopped to notice Arlana hadn't spoken a word since they'd left their apartment.

"I'm thinking," Arlana replied, eyes focused on the passenger window.

Notepad and pen on her lap, she strained to examine the name of the old burial ground on the side of the road, fractured, blanched gravestones sloped sideways.

"Those must be from the 1700s!" Arlana's voice was as animated as Aziel's.

"I'm not going to stop," Jorken didn't care that he hadn't been asked, "It's just weird you wanting to take pictures."

Arlana didn't bother to look at Jorken, after all, she might miss something whizzing past.

"They are forgotten," she explained, recording the name of the cemetery in her notebook. She'd research it later that night after her son was in bed. "Maybe they were Loyalists..."

Arlana pointed to a signpost at the edge of the road, bearing an image of Loyalists - just a silhouette, but it was sufficient. It confirmed that Arlana was on the correct track.

"Do you remember I told you about the Loyalists before?" Arlana called back to her son who was homeschooled.

"Yes, Mother, they were loyal to the King so had to leave America. Many came to Kingston where we live," Aziel grinned, recalling what she had shared with him on one of their walks in town.

"That's right! You've got a good memory," Arlana encouraged, "Did you see that sign? Can you imagine that the Loyalists may have walked along this road in search of a new home?"

"Maybe they rode on a horse, or a donkey," Aziel added, "Or a wagon."

Mother and son grew silent again, each lost in their thoughts.

Jorken shattered the silence, continuing to speak of goodness knew what, Arlana's thoughts in the portals of the past.
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JORKEN SAUNTERED AHEAD, a slight limp in his gait, before disappearing within the white sprawling gift shop. It was the largest shop adjacent to the two-pump gas station. In front, an enormous wooden sculpture of a native was erected to stand sentinel outside of the Tyendinaga Mohawk reservation. Aside from the soft sounds of their shoes on crushed gravel was the crackling of a purple and white Mohawk flag, undulating in the crisp breeze.

Hand in hand, Arlana and Aziel followed Jorken from a

distance.

“Don't touch anything, okay? If something breaks, I'll have to pay for it," she cautioned.

The tapered aisles were lined with silver jewelry, artwork, carvings and beadwork. Toward the back, just off to the side, was a separate room with clothing and moccasins. Beyond that were housewares, soaps, maple syrup and nicknacks. Winding stairs led up to a loft containing priceless artwork but Arlana had never ventured farther than the first floor.

They'd depart for Kingston again as soon as they left the store, so Arlana took her time, examining each item slowly, wishing she were wealthy. Exquisite artifacts captured her attention, along with a painstakingly hand-painted canvas.

"Your Auntie Adelaide would love this place!" Arlana shared with her son, "She's always loved Indians. Let's look for a gift for her. What do you think she will like?"

Aziel immediately pointed to a doll wearing a traditional buckskin dress. Her reddish-brown cheeks were framed with two ebony braids, a feather in her headband.

"It's really nice," Arlana acknowledged, "But let's keep looking."

A leather necklace caught Arlana's eye. It wasn't the simple leather cord that caught her attention, but the pendant suspended from it.

Tenderly cradling the image in her hand, Arlana inspected it thoroughly. It was gorgeous and yet hard-featured at the same time, the impressive likeness of a warrior chiseled from silver.

How was such a thing even possible? The features were relatively rough-hewn, yet that could only be anticipated when working with such
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