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To everyone who strives to discern their own truth.

And always, to my amazing kids. You inspire me every day.
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Please note that this is a side story (Book 1.1) to the main books of the Finding Humanity Series. I highly recommend that you read The Calling (Book 1.0) prior to this novella.

Branwen

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

THE CORDS THAT BIND


[image: ]


Eka’s traitorous heart refused to let go. He’d do anything for Rana, but her wish to remain only friends with both Kahali and himself was proving to be a formidable task. His heart soared every time she was near. Even today, as they both carried food to Kahali, the other guy she liked. Chuckling silently to himself at his strange predicament, Eka strode behind her past the ice huts, careful not to slip and spill the stew over the lip of the wooden bowl.

Padding alongside him, Digga grunted up for him to drip some meaty broth. He grinned and held a finger to his lips. Impatiently, she nudged his knee with her brown-and-white striped muzzle and grunted again. Eka tipped the bowl, allowing some stew to drip into her mouth.

“You’d think she never ate.” Rana grinned back at them.

Eka quickly righted the bowl, wishing Digga would chew more quietly.

Rana frowned. “You haven’t been feeding her, have you?”

He chuckled. “Me? Why would I feed Kahali’s food to such a sweet little cave digger pup?” he cooed down at Digga.

Rana snorted. “She’ll have no motivation to learn to hunt if you feed her.”

“That’s my plan,” he said, spooning a chunk of meat over the lip of the bowl to the pup. “I’d rather provide food than become food.”

Laughing, her gaze travelled from Digga to him. She took in his full height, pursing her lips in mock evaluation. “I think you still have a few moons before she’s big enough to eat you.”

As they neared Kahali’s ice hut, his older sister, Sohana, ducked out under the door hanging and greeted them, then gazed at their arms full of food. “He’ll never get comfortable eating at the gathering hall with humans if you keep bringing him food. He needs to learn to deal with them.”

“For once, I agree with an older sibling,” Eka playfully whispered to Digga.

Rana ignored him. “Humans are a lot to get used to.”

“Hmm.” Sohana grunted noncommittally. “Well, I’ve got to get going. I’m sure he’ll enjoy the meal.”

As Rana and Eka ducked inside, Digga ran between his feet, nearly tripping him in her hurry to reach Kahali.

Kahali shifted quickly to block the wild pup from crashing into his residual arm. “Ever consider slowing down a bit, Digga?” he said, laughing and scratching her broad head. Digga ignored him and began snuffling around for dropped food. Kahali grinned up at Rana and gave Eka a slightly less enthusiastic nod. “Welcome to my chaos,” he said, motioning to the scattered sleeping furs, old tea cups, and several drums, all within easy grasp of where he sat.

As Eka handed Kahali the bowl, he realized Kahali couldn’t both hold it and feed himself unless he slurped it down. “Want me to hold it for you?”

Kahali grimaced and sighed. “Just set it on the ground...” He motioned to the floor beside his sleeping furs. “No, wait.” He shifted so his knees were both pointed upward and grinned. “I forgot I can hold it with my knees as long as Digga doesn’t bump me.”

While Rana placed the tea and bread beside Kahali, he held the bowl with his knees and dripped stew onto himself as he brought the spoon to his mouth. Eka furrowed his brow. No one should have to deal with that.

“If I flatten a piece of wood with my tools and give it legs, you could lay it across your lap and put the food on it,” Eka offered. “It’d be easy to do once I find the right wood.”

Kahli’s eyes narrowed, but then he sighed and rubbed his whole face as if exhausted. It was always like this. Eka tried to help, and Kahali always seemed torn between needing help and reluctancy to accept it from him.

“Hey. If our situations were reversed, you’d help me, right?”

Kahali smirked. “Maybe...”

“Be nice.” Rana laughed, nudging Kahali with her elbow.

Eka, you need to come home now. We’ll be there shortly to star beam you back.

His maha’s mind talk had only been sent to him, because Rana and Kahali continued joking about Digga trying to eat the stew.

Eka frowned. Why do I need to come home so quickly? Is everything okay? he responded, including Rana and Kahali in his mind speak.

His friends’ laughter cut off, and they shot him inquisitive looks.

Everything here is good, but our Luminaries want to meet with you about your attempts to star beam. Your brothers will arrive at Peleguin Rookery shortly.

His heart fell. He’d told them it had been a mistake. No fool would try to star beam without being Crowned. Did they think he wanted to die?

His gaze met Rana’s. “I think I’m in...trouble,” he whispered.

“For bringing me cold stew?” Kahali asked, making light of things as always.

Eka sighed and ran his fingers through the white streak in his hair. “For when I spontaneously started to star beam when you were stolen by the humans,” he said to Rana. “I already told them I have no idea why I did it. I sensed you were in danger and it just happened.”

“Do they really think you’d do that on purpose?” Rana said, grimacing. “Everyone knows about the kids killed by trying to star beam before they Crowned.”

“Exactly.” He groaned in frustration. “It’s not like I’m being irresponsible. If I knew what the problem was, I’d fix it.”

“Yeah, but it could have killed you,” Kahali said in a tone that left it unclear whether he was defending Eka’s action or the Luminaries’ concern.

The telltale flash of star beaming came from outside the ice hut, lighting up the hanging door mat. That would be the too-soon arrival of his twin brothers, Jagrav and Asav. “The One In All brings Love,” they called though the mat.

Kahali cast him and Rana a worried look and then called back, “The One In All receives Love.”

Two Crowned Ones ducked under the entrance mat. They were physically identical, with white braids, dark eyes and skin, and the same tall build as Eka. That was where their similarity ended. Jagrav plowed through the entrance, grinning and grabbing Eka in a bear hug, while Asav entered like a serene deer, nodding to the others and reserving his quiet smile for his little brother.

Jagrav looked about the ice hut at the three of them and grinned. “Trouble is gathering,” he teased.

“Your brothers are trouble as well?” Kahali asked Eka, not missing a beat.

Eka shot him a be quiet look as Digga rushed over to the newcomers, growling up at them.

“Digga, they’re fine,” Eka said.

“Rana, is she okay with us?” Asav asked, emitting a slight shade of calming pink energy to calm the cave digger pup.

“It’s okay, Digga,” Rana reassured her, squatting to rub her striped head. Digga’s growling faded and was replaced by snuffling noises as she examined Asav’s boots.

Asav lowered an eyebrow at the pup’s antics. “Smell only. I’m rather attached to these boots.”

Assured that their little monster was behaving, Eka managed to give his brothers an uneasy grin. “So, Maha said you were coming for me. How bad is
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