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	To my beautiful mom, 
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	Introduction

	 

	Welcome to Creek country, my friend!

	Or more specifically, the Point, as Mink and Tall Bull call the Floridas. In their dot on the timeline, the peninsula is divided into West Florida (U.S. Mississippi Territory) and East Florida (Spanish colony). To the characters’ great relief, it’s an unguarded region and a haven for Natives who’ve fled the Treaty of Fort Jackson.

	But their refuge is on shaky ground. General Andrew Jackson is still hot over the massacre that led to the Creek War, and he’s feeling extra bold since his successful invasion to subdue Negro Fort a year previous to the opening of our story. The First Seminole War is kicking off, and Mink and Tall Bull are feeling the noose tighten. It’s bound to be a wild ride, but before we bury ourselves in the crumbling world of the Defiance, a couple of things…

	First, while crafting this novel, I was frequently asked if war women really did exist. Indeed, they did, and they lived and battled much the way Senior Warrior Fierce Mink does. The average Muscogee woman was powerful in her own right. She owned all property (a man owned only his weapons and horse), and she was never denied any dream. In the words of my brilliant Red Stick friend, Ghost Dancer, “In the old days, everything revolved through the women.”

	To give you a more detailed picture of 1817 Creek society, I’ll just hand Ghost the mic. “A child was a member of the mother’s clan. Her blood was all that mattered, not the father’s. Only the women had the power to direct your life. No war, no hunts, no chunkey games, or stickball, fishing, gathering anything, unless the women declared that it would be. You could not even court or romance a girl without the women’s approval. All of the headmen and warriors lived by the laws and decisions made by the women.”

	Yes, the men had their councils where ultimate decisions were made. They were the head of the home and the village, but as the old saying goes, the women were the neck that turned the head. And what a strong neck it was.

	That, dear reader, is Mink’s world—a far cry from the gender oppression their white neighbors experienced. From there, it’s no leap to believe war women like Mink existed, though I imagine they weren’t overly common.

	Second, because of comments received by early readers, I feel compelled to explain an aspect of Mink’s characterization. The course of her life has taken her into seclusion from Christians. Apart from being a few weeks new in the faith, she has the added difficulty of being without Christian guidance of any sort. In her own words, “I know Jesus, His sacrificial blood, His power to heal the soul. The essentials. Little else.”

	I’ve been surprised by readers who have said she should be living according to Christian traditions. Please allow me a moment of blunt honesty. It is unrealistic to expect a person in such a situation to know the “rules” of our modern faith. She would naturally fall back on what she’s always known. In addition, according to scripture, our traditions don’t bring us to Christ, nor do they keep us there. Only His holy blood can do that. I kindly ask you to graciously accept Mink where she’s at—in a culture drastically foreign to our own—trying to honor the People, the chief, and the Creator Jesus she loves. Maddo, friends. Thank you.

	For those new to the series, Love the War Woman can be read alone, but it intertwines closely with the timeline and plot of Bitter Eyes No More, the previous installment in the series. For fuller enjoyment, you might consider reading Bitter Eyes before War Woman.

	If you enjoy a deeper reading experience, you’ll appreciate the linked glossary throughout the book.

	Enjoy!

	 

	 


Prologue

	Spanish Country Borderlands

	Big Winter Month (December) 1817

	 

	To hold on to life is to grasp the rain, contain a breath in the palm of a hand, or halt the gushing of a punctured blood vessel.

	Futile.

	Regardless, Tall Bull would not let go. Not until Mink’s spirit faded from her wide, black eyes and her russet skin took on a leaden hue. Even then, he would cling to her, for without his Heartbeat, he could not go on.

	Indeed, it floundered already, having first sputtered when Mink stumbled from the bowels of the woods, hand gripping her crimson throat, the other straining for him. The expanse between them had been interminable, a gap his churning legs would never cross. At last, he’d crashed to his knees to straddle her where she’d fallen, crying his name.

	Beneath them lay a thick bed of forest litter. Dead needles pricked through his leggings, their piney tang competing with the rusty-iron redolence of blood. Nostrils flaring with determination, Tall Bull dug his thumb deeper into the column of her neck, careful to avoid her windpipe.

	Pain flashed across her face. Her back arched, and her chin jerked high, and despite his best efforts to pinch the hemorrhage, life continued its seep from the jagged wound—over Tall Bull’s clamping hands, down her fragile neck, into Earth Mother.

	Tremors befell her, rattled her teeth. Were her lips bluing?

	It is the cold. Only the cold!

	“Y-you cannot…hold on…forever,” she whispered.

	“I can,” Tall Bull insisted, voice obdurate. “And he will come.”

	Though the medicine maker was white and their enemy, he would do as bid, because the payment Tall Bull offered was too tempting to forgo. And because he was livid enough, brazen enough, to leave his shelter and walk amid his foes to collect it. Tall Bull had seen the man fight. He was fearless. He would come. But would it be in time?

	Giver of Breath, you have already taken so much!

	Must he have Mink as well? Were Tall Bull’s wrongs so grievous? He grimaced.

	“My spirit journey begins. Let me…take it.” She gazed up at him, eyes mournful, accepting of the end he denied her.

	“Stop it,” he hissed, wanting to shake the farewell from her tongue.

	Lashes beating sympathetically, she rasped, “Even should he arrive—”

	“He will! And in his black bag will come a needle for stitching and good medicine to make blood strong.” Tall Bull’s voice fractured. “Then you will live and love, and you will remember us. Always.”

	She lifted a quaking hand to his cheek, but instead of the comfort she surely intended, he felt only the grit of dirt on fingertips chilled by Death’s approach.

	“Tell me”—she hauled a wheezing breath—“the tale.”

	The tale, the tale… She could mean only one.

	His mouth bent with a mournful smile. He wasn’t certain his fracturing spirit could hold up under their beloved legend, but if she asked for a twinkling star, he would climb the nearest mountain and stretch for the sky.

	He blinked through a dense mental fog until he found the legend they’d memorized as children. “Deep in a narrow hollow among—”

	“Kos, no.” Her lips twitched a smile. “The tale of…us.”

	“Us?”

	“From the be…ginning.”

	The knot in his throat thickened painfully. He would so much rather revisit Strong Fox than relive everything they were to each other. And everything more they could have been…

	He tore from her pleading eyes to skim the colors of the woods: browns, greens, the yellow of a warrior’s turban, the red of a woodpecker’s crest. Not a white man in sight.

	Forcing a swallow, Tall Bull returned his gaze to Mink and arranged an acquiescing smile. But where exactly to begin? With his first memory of her?

	It sent him back, far into the past. She’d not yet begun her second winter, while he’d proudly completed his fifth. Their surroundings were a blur, but her chubby face was looking-glass clear. As was the red dirt peppering her mouth and the earthworm dangling from it. At the mental picture, a strangled chuckle overtook him.

	“Where did you…go?” Mink asked.

	“I was in the garden, rescuing a worm.”

	Her lips curved sluggishly upward and cracked the blood crusting over her chin. “Remember…the bluff?” Their past flitted across her vacant gaze.

	Remember? The mere word surged him with vibrant images. “It was in the days you were a fledgling woman, and I was yet called Lance. Yet young and foolish.” He was still foolish.

	Another desperate scan of the landscape failed to produce the Bluecoat soldier. Despair spread like ice through Tall Bull’s stomach. If he held her, shared his heat, would it make a difference? Carefully, to keep his thumb from slipping, he bent, rested his mouth against hers, and blew warmth over her frosty lips. If only it were his blood pouring into her veins.

	The shift of a smile preceded a demand so weak it scarcely moved her lips. “The tale?”

	Helplessly obedient, he pulled back and commenced telling a story they’d lived thirteen winters earlier. One that changed their lives forever…
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	Kossati Village, Upper Creek Nation

	Summer 1805, thirteen summers earlier

	 

	“Am I pretty yet?” Sit-bones aching, Mink squirmed to find a more comfortable position atop the sunbaked slab of rock that protruded over of the Coosa River.

	Shale Bluff, they called it.

	At her back, Leaping Waters stood working satin ribbons into Mink’s usual braid. “You are always pretty.” There was a sweet smile in the loving lie.

	In the female realm, she was the dearest friend Mink had known in their scant fourteen winters. So dear, in fact, she saw through eyes deceived by affection. If Mink was anything, it was brave—as demonstrated by this venture into hair fixings and basket weaving.

	A simple square basket sat unfinished on the red skirt covering her crossed legs. The partially bound rim-hoop refused to attach properly to the warped sides, and Mink’s meager patience was spent.

	The arrow and fishing bow propped against her knee would provide far better entertainment than monotonous plaiting. This very moment, in the boulder’s deep shadows, there was likely a mud-cat fish, rolling his fat eye up at her, twisting his suckermouth into a sassy smirk. To keep from peering over the edge, she lectured herself on being still. It would be a shame to ruin her friend’s work and her own chance at beauty.

	Leaping Waters swore the ribbons would make Mink rival the allure of the lead dancers at last night’s stomp dance. She might even rival the shimmering rays of the spirit Corn Woman. Highly unlikely. But if they made her sparkle as much as a dung fly, it would be an improvement. Maybe then—if she sang the right love formula and if Leaping Waters’ interfering beauty was not within sight—Lance would look her way.

	Soon, he and the other braves would be walking this secluded stretch of beach, returning from their morning hunt. If Mink and her ribbons could summon wits enough, she would engage them in some capacity other than talk of hunts and their glories, as a female should if she had any desire toward marriage. And Mink did.

	A few moons past, she would have been with the braves, but this day, she was attempting womanhood, a tedious affair. Last year’s frost moon brought her first moon cycle and sent her into seclusion in the women’s moon lodge to be educated in the power of her gender. Five days later, at the blow of the conch, she’d emerged a woman.

	Leaping Waters raked gentle fingers through the long strands she’d left free beneath the woven queue that contained the upper half of Mink’s hair. “Finished, and it’s lovely. The choice women of the turkey dance will envy you.”

	Eyelids drifting shut, Mink raised her face to the evening sun, imagined it was the Sacred Fire at the square’s center, and let herself float back to the previous night, to the throb of the water drums and the shah-shah-shah of the turtle-shell leg rattles.

	Four talwas, or villages, had gathered to celebrate the fading of the winter moons and to pray over the upcoming crops. One young woman from each had been specially chosen for her beauty, plus some other noble quality such as generosity or selflessness. Splendid in their curves, oiled skin, and turkey-feather shifts, they’d led the night’s first dance, going ’round and ’round the square, ever closer to the unwed men of their picking, teasing with their feather fans then drawing away.

	“Were they not a vision, Leaping Waters?” A smile shimmied up Mink’s mouth as she twirled a tail of hickory bark basket binding around her finger.

	“They were, and far braver than I. There will never be a night you’ll find me dancing alone before the People. How frightening! But you, Mink, you could lead out. The People already speak of your goodness and fierce loyalty.”

	As the sun shone white behind Mink’s lids, she used four heartbeats to treat herself to that possibility—remote though it was—and to a vision of her own making, that of Lance, her Heart, handsomely outfitted as a gobbler, pursuing Mink and her flirtatious fan.

	Her pulse pattered giddily.

	You are the tide to his moon. She hummed the tune—her own composition. The corn to his sun, drinking in his bright strength, stretching upward to reach—

	“What are you singing?”

	“I…nothing.” Only her most treasured hope. “Do you truly think I could be chosen lead dancer?”

	“You? Not a chance.” The mockery ended on a masculine laugh.

	To Leaping Waters’ squeak of fright, Mink snatched up her arrow and leapt to her feet, knocking the basket over the bluff. She spun about and thrust herself between her friend and the brave who’d snuck up on panther’s paws.

	Gopher stood four paces distant, a trio of dead quails hanging by their necks at his belt. He stroked one of the bird’s dappled breast while tapping his blowgun against his thigh. Had he not graduated to a bow?

	He was near Lance’s seventeen winters, though a league from his grace and impressive height. His one good quality—exceptional stealth. Fortunately for them all, his tribal talwa, Ockchoy, lay a full five sights to the north. Only during the township-wide stomp dances must they suffer his presence.

	“Have you nothing better to do than insult and frighten girls?” She waved the point of her arrow at his gut. “Be gone, Gopher.”

	He snorted and lifted his chin to shout, “Lance, I found your girl.” Condescension slitting his eyes, he skidded his sight over Mink’s form. “I am the one frightened. The thought of seeing you dancing chills me. Leaping Waters though…” Two smooth steps and one extended hand put him within touching distance of her.

	The flick of Mink’s wrist smacked arrow cane against his arm with a whissst.

	He hissed and whipped left to put his wind-gusting nostrils in her face. His mouth opened, but the flinty point of her arrowhead against his throat snapped his jaw shut.

	Leaping Waters ducked farther behind her, fingers digging into the back of her shirt. “Make him leave, Mink, please.” She would likely flee if there were more at their backs than air and River Coosa.

	Applying pressure to the arrow in her grip, Mink swelled her tone with menace. “Are your ears as stupid as your tongue? She said leave.”

	Gopher’s growl rumbled the arrow shaft.

	Behind him, Lance bounded up the stones on the far side of the boulder, loose hair swinging wildly across his bare shoulders. “Hvtec.” He commanded a halt, ridges scoring into the flesh above his eyes. Strung game birds dropped into a heap, freeing his hand to hang near the knife strapped to his thigh.

	Gopher retreated, though the full measure of his disgust remained on Mink. At Lance’s nearing, Gopher cowered, but at least he was warrior enough not to mop at the blood dribbling down his chest.

	Lance crossed the slab’s surface with the rolling saunter that, at one time or another, had coaxed a sigh from every unwed girl in Kossati, minus Mink. No sighing for her, no giggling, no coquettish bat of the lashes. Not even while wearing a set of berry-blue ribbons. Lance, the four-winters hunting partner who’d been with her up to the chest in mucky swamps, would only cringe and bid her stop playing the silly maiden.

	A single look at him reminded her of the enormity of her ambition. Tall and perfectly balanced in both features and frame, he was Kossati’s most becoming brave. Thick muscle overlaid his fine-boned structure in a manner that suggested he was sculpted with the same tool that had formed the wolf. His long legs were nearly as swift, and on the stickball field, as well as off, he was power, raw and beautiful.

	Passing Gopher, Lance backhanded him across the belly. “Getting a taste of my fierce little brother, are you?”

	Little brother. Bother screwed up Mink’s mouth. He would always wish to be her elder brother and nothing more.

	“Touch my girl and Mink will roast your liver. My very words,” Lance went on. “More’s the fool who will not be warned.”

	Those heavily lashed black eyes missed nothing, and today, as always, they were devoted to Leaping Waters. His girl. He leaned into his stride to see behind Mink. “Leaping Waters, are you well?”

	“There would be less threat,” Mink interjected, “if you would not keep such company. You are better than this dumb beast.” She poked the arrow in Gopher’s direction.

	Lance stopped so near, she was compelled to tip her chin up, up, up. Jaw shifting, he studied her, gazes locked, until her neck cricked a protest. At last, he moved aside the arrow-point she hadn’t realized was denting his breast and chucked her on the chin. “Well done. I’ve got her now.” Hand upturned, he reached around her. Mouth, voice, eyes—all went tender. “Come, Leaping Waters. Your heel is too near the edge.”

	Mink’s fingers migrated to the ribbon hanging over her shoulder and encountered cool silk and failure. Heart sinking, she reminded herself nothing ever changed.

	Mink was strong and homely; Leaping Waters was weak and lovely, and she was Lance’s perfect complement. He adored her, and a loyal friend such as Mink should not dream of standing in the way.

	As he pulled Leaping Waters under the covert of his arm, Mink gripped his wrist. “Do you not see? Fate has appointed you to greatness, but it will not be found with such as Gopher.”

	“Greatness, you say?” He scoffed, but pain shone in his eyes, not anger. “Old Grandfather does not agree. He claims I have not the disposition for prominence among the people. So why seek it?”

	Why would the Beloved Man say such a thing to one as sensitive as Lance? He’d taken it to heart and given himself up as incurably inferior.

	Mink gave his arm an insistent shake and spoke for their ears alone. “How many times have I told you? If you willed it, you could be a chief rattler.” A revered snake that guarded all the sacred knowledge and the sacred places. She was Snake Clan; she should know. “But it will never be if you spend your days wriggling with the worms.”

	He blinked once, the bulge of his throat wrenching up, then down. Chin tucked, he seemed to embrace the advice, but when it lifted again, it was to smirk at Gopher. “Do you hear, Brother? She named you a worm.”

	“And who is she but an ugly runt who aspires to lead the turkey dance?” Clothed again with confidence, Gopher laughed and swaggered forward to place himself within striking distance.

	Leaping Waters inhaled sharply, and Mink seethed. How gratifying it would be to drive her fist into that guffawing throat.

	“Ignore him, Mink.” Lance ushered Leaping Waters a safe distance from the edge—or maybe from Mink’s balling hand. He frowned at Gopher as he passed. “Fasten that cruel tongue. She is young yet. Give her time to blossom.”

	While better than none at all, his defense smarted, and she scrambled to throw a patch on her bleeding pride.

	Like a predator scenting wounded prey, Gopher doubled his leer. “The cruelty would be to spare her feelings and send her off with a lie. Look at her. Skirt or not, she is a boy in all but breasts and basketmaking. She will never be chosen lead dancer, and she should be told.” He directed the twist of his lips straight at Mink. “The clan mothers would sooner give the role to a droopy-uddered sow than to a girl as unsightly as you.”

	She shrugged off the insult, having heard them all. “You mean yourself, then.” In a display of bravado, she took her gaze off him and bent to collect her bow. A ribbon fell across her cheek and was dangling below her eyes in berry-blue ridicule when Lance shouted.

	“Mink, fo!”

	The warning wrenched her head around and the ribbons behind her, clearing her view for Gopher’s charge.

	***

	 “Mink, fo!” Lance’s shout stripped his throat, but Gopher was already on her, hands enveloping her throat.

	His attack carried them both to the cliff’s verge before Lance could contemplate interfering. The next handful of events—moments, really—converged into confusion:

	Leaping Waters attaching herself to Lance’s side, face buried in his shirt.

	Mink’s fist connecting with Gopher’s jaw; his teeter and grapple; her heel slipping in a patch of crumbling rock; her rounded eyes linking with Lance’s an instant before she hit the sloping plate; Gopher going down with her.

	The crack of skull on stone. The panic tearing its way out of Lance’s chest.

	Mink’s unconscious slide over the edge. Gopher’s fruitless clamber to halt his own.

	Then, a clatter of rolling pebbles, and they were gone.

	Silence.

	Breath whooshed in and out of Lance’s open mouth.

	A splash and another.

	His heart hitting the water with Mink, his mindless drive to save her, his running vault, and Leaping Waters’ unbroken scream.

	It was a fool’s leap, but when it came to Mink, hadn’t he always been irrational?

	Only from the first day onward. That morning, seven winters past, he’d let the weary little hunter scale his back like a baby opossum and fill the long trail with sacred stories. He hadn’t unlatched her since, and he had no intention of doing so now.

	Wind blew loud against his ears, flapped his hair high above him. His stomach tumbled. Righted itself. Tumbled again.

	The fall was short enough to allow hope for survival, long enough to know the knife of terror should he lose his little brother.

	Water Spirit looked up in twinkling anticipation, then released red fabric to bob at the surface. Mink. Crumpled. Facedown.

	You will survive, you will survive! Or so he promised her as he tucked into a ball to prepare for the river’s rocky bottom and too-shallow depths.

	Water slapped him, stormed his nostrils. His body opened a path straight to the riverbed, and his buttocks hit it with a spine-jarring thud. Perfect for digging in heels and launching upward. He broke the surface with an explosion of water and was scanning for red before the river cleared from his eyes.

	There she bobbed, twenty strokes ahead, perhaps thirty if she veered into the swifter currents along the eastern bank.

	His beating arms devoured the distance with a speed he hadn’t known was in him, but when he hauled her limber frame against him and flipped her head over his shoulder, dead eyes peered from her open lids.

	Vibrant blue streaked her cheek and neck. The ribbons.

	Anguish frayed him.

	He should have complimented her, should have said something pretty to make her smile. Should have cuffed Gopher for sneering at her, should have beaten the fool into a greasy smudge for daring to mock her.

	If they lived, he would; he vowed he would.

	Then he would rattle Mink well and good for that snippy tongue of hers, for not knowing when a foe was too much, too mean.

	If she lived.

	***

	“Mink! Wake up, you troublesome thing!”

	At the surface of unconsciousness, Mink recognized the masculine voice. Lance, her Heart. His voice lured her. To reach him, her mind thrashed against a chain of darkness.

	“Come out of it.” He was near. Tangible. Shouting. “If you die, I will sing through the village that you throw like a child. I swear I will. Wake. Wake, I said!”

	A stinging smack to the cheek dragged Mink from the edge of darkness and thrust her into a world of pain and bewilderment.

	The river hummed in its rush over her lower half. Sand coated her tongue and crunched loudly between her clenching teeth.

	She groaned and commanded her lids to lift and her eyes to uncross. Once they’d obeyed, there was little to see but Lance’s handsome face framed by a steel-blue sky. Streaming water and fright, he leaned over her, his lips pale. His chest heaved, then caught and held when their gazes met—hers blurry, his red and tight with panic.

	“Lance…” Her sluggish tongue warped his name. “What happened?”

	Air burst from him, and one of his elbows caved. Relief sagged him, but it was censure that stained his tone. “This is what comes of provoking a brave twice your weight. When will you learn?”

	“I fought?” No great wonder there.

	“And fell.” He wiped grit from her mouth. “Hit your head on the way down.”

	She’d fallen from the bluff? Head wound or not, a tumble from Shale Bluff could send a spirit to the journey onward, a sobering fact that dissolved with the realization her Heart had dived in after her.

	A clumsy smile took possession of her. “Did I win?”

	Fingers trembling, he stroked hair off her forehead and came away with her ribbon sliding between his knuckles and her heart square in his palm. His rickety smile was no comfort.

	“Lance?”

	Looking over a shoulder, he panned up the river then down. When he turned back, disquiet clouded his expression, pressing his lips into a straight bloodless line. “He went over with you and has yet to surface.”
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	Spanish Country

	Big Chestnut Month (October) 1817, twelve winters after Shale Bluff

	 

	The yellow glow of a wolf’s eyes peered at Chief Tall Bull from the impenetrably black woods. They reflected the flickering gleam of his campfire and ended the solitude of his two-day fasting retreat.

	He judged the animal from overtop the tin cup frozen at his lips. Fragrant steam fogged his sight. Squinting through it, he told himself the wolf would not come at him, teeth bared. Kos, no, its intelligent eyes said it knew they were spirit brothers.

	A fortuitous thing, for Tall Bull had entered the swampy wilderness armed with nothing but a prayer for a vision; although, armed or defenseless, it made no difference. He was Wolf Clan. The wolf-pelt cape warming his shoulders was a continual reminder he deemed this four-legged sacred.

	Well before he’d shed the name Lance and taken his warrior designation of Tall Bull, he’d vowed to love and protect the wolf always, even when they came at him in high numbers, desperately starved. Bless Mink, her sharp thinking, and her steady courage—for holding them at bay when he could not.

	Mink… Every thought of the woman was at once salve and scourge. For nearly as long as he could recall, she’d been his abidingly faithful little brother, the twin of his mind. Then, illogically, some two summers past, she’d literally taken a different fork in the path and hadn’t looked back. It had crippled him, and to this day, he couldn’t shake the sense of betrayal.

	Battling it was his affection for her. That, too, he could not shake, despite all.

	If she could, Leaping Waters, his wife, would remind him Mink would never do anything to hurt him. His wife, however, had gone the way of ghosts, her name now no more than a serrated whisper in his mind, slicing him with guilt and despair.

	With both women gone, Water Moccasin alone remained from their tribal township. War chief and second-in-command, he helped lead Wakulla, a village whose needs multiplied by the sunrise.

	Two sleeps past, burdened beyond endurance, Tall Bull came to this remote place in search of two things: a solution to Wakulla’s undying hunger and a formula to bring inner balance in time for the upcoming frost moon, which would be a blood moon.

	On the night of the eclipse, Grandfather Moon would look upon Tall Bull’s wealth of transgressions and darken to an angry blood red. Then, he would look deeper, seeking out counterbalancing deeds, and he would come away sorely displeased.

	Three winters of regret and reformation would not suffice. Would a lifetime? In bleak moments such as these, Tall Bull feared not even a life’s span of worthiness would atone.

	After these days and nights of fruitless petition, he’d grown frustrated, despondent. But at the sight of this lone wolf, his spirit released a pent-up breath. At last, a sign—his clan totem come to him in peace, a wolf that, for its bravery to trot near Fire Spirit and its boldness to draw near a man, must be spirit-led.

	Heart thrumming in wonder, Tall Bull held steady for the creature’s cautious approach and snuffling investigation of his cape and throat. Undoubtedly, Wolf had come to guide him in the way of knowledge and restoration.

	Tall Bull’s shoulders hunched under the weight of an unforgiven heart. But he would find balance even if it took him beyond the shading of Moon’s face, beyond the summer of his life and into his wintry gray years. All he lacked was guidance. Would the wolf offer it?

	Tall Bull crossed his legs before the fire and smiled when the animal’s nose rose to catch a scent. Its curiosity led it to his fringed provisions wallet.

	“Nothing in there is fit for your tastes, my friend.” Though softly spoken, his words made the animal flinch, but when it didn’t retreat, he grinned. “Unless you have a liking for tea leaves and corn cakes.”

	A sudden, violent shake of the wolf’s head flopped its ears loudly against its skull. Then, as though frightened at the suggestion of consuming tea, it jogged off.

	Tall Bull jumped to his feet, deserting his cape for the chilled night wind.

	At the shadows’ murky edge, the wolf hesitated, spine bowed upward, head angled back for a cautious glance from a single eye.

	“Speak to me, Wolf.” Desperation riddled his voice, an unworthy sound for the micco, or chief, he was. “What would you have me do?”  He would take any sign, any wisdom, any direction at all, and if he could not interpret it, the knower would.

	Winking, the wolf pointed its nose north toward the barrens and broke into a lope, vanishing in a breath.

	“Wait!” Tall Bull kicked dirt over the fire, snatched up his possessions, and tore into the woods, careless of the saw-edged palmettos snagging at his clothes or of the spiders’ webs and vines cluttering his path.

	The obscure ground passed beneath his moccasins in long stretches, broken occasionally by a pause to listen. Tall Bull heard his panted breath, his heart’s bawling disappointment, and nothing more, yet on he went for a sight, for a league, for a journey to the darkening land and back. Or so it seemed.

	With dawn’s approach, he stumbled to his knees, spent and no closer to an answer. Arms dangling, he raised his face to the brightening sky and crammed his eyelids to the sting of sweat and defeat.

	At the blast of a distant musket, they flew open again. Another shot followed close behind it. Then another and another until the abundance of shots could have but one meaning.

	Battle.

	***

	Fowltown Village, the same morning

	 

	With battle still strong in her warrior blood, Fierce Mink sloshed through a thick forest of rivercane to Fowltown’s prearranged meeting place. Pain tapped at her temple, where blood crusted over a minor wound. Even so, her steps were light and quick, a result of having been stripped of weapons by her enemy, the white suletawa, or soldiers. Feeling vulnerable and incompetent, she decided the man called Captain should have stripped her of her ghost instead.

	Fending off reason-blurring anger, she tuned her ears for signs of the fellow villagers who’d fled into the wetlands ahead of her. Only the cackle and splash of geese and the clack of stirring reeds carried on the frigid wind.

	Peering through a wall of cane, she skimmed the wooded hummock that rose opposite a depression of slow-moving water. Her micco, or chief, would have posted sentries. Ah, there was one, using a cypress as cover and studying something of interest to her left. An instant before his eyes swung her way, she dropped behind a tussock of sedge to gather her thoughts and her breath. No sense trying to regulate her erratic pulse.

	As she got a better grip on the items she carried, a sharp, earthy odor swept past her. Chafigi, the wolf-dog that had claimed her, drew to her side, his dusty twilight coat tickling her bare arm and his fishy breath coming at her in hot, panting gusts.

	She found a little smile for him. “The fun has already been had. Where have you been?”

	He sniffed at the wound on her throat. She batted him away, and his interest moved to ear where he left cool patches every place his nose touched. No doubt he smelled the anxiety in her sweat.

	The role of war woman taxed.

	You mean yourself, then—the four most ill-advised words she’d ever spoken. They’d provoked Gopher and upon his death, resulted in his clan’s demand for her life. To restore balance, they’d taken her away to Ockchoy, and since that day, she’d stood in his place as warrior and hunter for Beaver, his clan.

	Twelve winters later, the world of warriors only grew more trying, and the upcoming confrontation with Fowltown’s micco was certain to promote the pattern. Given the option to backtrack and change the course of her life, would she? Likely not, for it kept a bow in her hand and her eye peering the length of a musket. Her main regret—Gopher’s unfortunate death.

	Three geese lifted off the water in a sudden, honking wave that jolted Mink’s shoulders.

	At her startle, Chafigi’s lips curled back.

	She laid a light hand against his tense shoulder, causing him to swivel his big head to her. “Shah,” she comforted quietly. “Courage, my rabbity friend.”

	Courage, the grit in every blow, the dry eye in every heartbreak, the fortitude in every trial. Trials such as this.

	Courage, Mink. Clothing herself in it, she hard-set her jaw and aimed her eyes to the hillock rising ahead. To her people.

	They were Muscogee Creeks and the northernmost band of the Red Stick Defiance, refugees to the Spanish, fugitives to the Americans, foolish dreamers to the rest of the Creek Confederacy—those who’d dishonored themselves by touching quill-tip to Old Sharp Knife Jackson’s treaty, approving his theft of their lands, their heritage, their very dignity.

	These here, those who remained true to their cause, were of her same mind. Although, that might change once they learned what she’d left in the hands of the Bluecoat suletawa. If they learned what she’d left in the white talwa called Brunswick—her belief in the spirits—they would more than question her loyalties to their cause.

	This was no easy road she’d embarked upon, that of Red Stick loathing white ways save one, a reverence of their Creator Jesus. She might have returned to the confederacy—where Christian sympathies were strengthening—but for the innocents of the Defiance, the women and children whose hunger and need for protection was inscribed on her bow.

	Kos, not entirely true. There was one other she would have returned no matter the rest. But, more than all others, Tall Bull could never know she prayed to Jesus.

	Times had changed somewhat since the war between the factions. In the ranks of the Defiance, tolerance had matured toward those acquiring white beliefs and ways, and the scalping knife was not as quick to make an appearance, but she would not put Tall Bull into the difficult position of having to make such a ruling one way or the other. Besides, she had no wish to be the next woman in his life he shunned for embracing Jesus.

	Through a yawn, Chafigi expelled a faint high-pitched note and gave his head a brisk shake.

	“Agreed. Time to move along.” She picked a cluster of sedge spikes from his furry ear. “Together. More strength in two, yes?” Straightening out of her crouch, she patted his side.

	The sentinel swung his musket around, then lowered it and signaled her across the slough. Chafigi followed her, splashing through the water three paces behind. Halfway up the slope, he paused to shake out while she rested the stone pipe’s long red stem across outstretched forearms in respectful offering.

	Though surrounded by a retinue of warriors, her micco’s crimson turban and matching neckerchief made him a ready beacon.

	Her long, firm strides belied the apprehension curling knots in her center and carried her toward him with the triumphant air of a scalp-laden warrior. The last to have left the overtaken talwa, she caused an inevitable hush with her arrival.

	The crowd parted to reveal their leader, Micco Neamathla. His name meant Fat Warrior and was not a reference to his build, which was trim, but to his large bravery. After his defeat in the late war, he led his people here to Fowltown, their traditional grounds a day’s walk north of Spanish land. “I would sooner place my head in a white man’s noose than give up Fowltown,” he was saying when she stopped near him, bare feet scratched and aching.

	Another spoke, a dim voice she could not identify. “They will bring their heaviest firepower against us, Micco, and carrying with them their treaty paper as just cause.”

	“My ears rage at the mention of it. Treaty.” Micco Fat Warrior spat the word. “We will regroup, and same as our brothers at Horse’s Flat Foot, we will fight until Mother Earth is sated with our blood. No matter the symbols scratched onto their accursed paper, no matter their cannons. This unprovoked attack is a war cry, and I will answer it. For the People. No fences. No fetters. A’ho!”

	The men responded. “A’ho!” It is so.

	When Micco Fat Warrior turned inflexible eyes her way, she added her own muted version and, forcing down acid, handed over the items: a feather-adorned pipe, a beaded cat-skin bulging with tobacco, and an etched copper plate said to have migrated with their ancestors from as far south as the Red River.

	Sacred to the People, they were worth the swarm of Bluecoat suletawa she’d overcome to save them, but in light of the two she’d lost in her struggle, they were trifles. Short of sacrificing her life, there was no excuse for the loss, yet she came before Micco Fat Warrior with naught but a scratch and a flesh-deep puncture wound.

	She dropped her shamefully unsteady arms to her sides and pulled draughts of fetid swamp air through her nostrils—a pleasant odor compared to that of her rank failure.

	Heart pumping blood through her perforated neck, she stood fixed for Micco Fat Warrior’s review of her body. “Fierce Mink, where are your weapons? And the letter, the coat?” His shrew’s eye broadened with each sweep of her skin-bared body.

	The conch-shell alarm had blown before dawn, hurling her from her sleeping couch in the warriors’ house and leaving her without overclothes. She wore her typical combat attire: a strip of mink skin that bound her breasts and a stroud breechcloth, its front flap undulating in the breeze.

	Earlier, the micco would have found the English letter hidden behind her garment’s belt, but thanks to the too-diligent Bluecoat who’d examined her, the micco would find nothing there, save her gender—the thing he’d blamed for her failure to see her solo mission to Talwa Brunswick through to completion.

	Was he right? If she were a man, would she have allowed sentiment to rule her actions? Then again, was it sentiment or Spirit’s leading? Either way, she had no regrets.

	Micco Fat Warrior could not say the same. He’d made that clear the day she’d returned and announced she would not betray the Brunswick planter, Elton Begum.

	After two moons under Begum’s lodge poles, Mink called him “grandfather,” deciding he was too noble to slay. And for what? A chance to take the gray hairs of a frequent guest of his, Old Sharp Knife—General Jackson himself. And it was a piddling chance at best, for the chieftain of the Bluecoat dogs was never without his sentries.

	No more than twenty sleeps had passed since the day she’d privately professed Jesus then rejoined the Fowltown party, and on each, Micco Fat Warrior had handed her a distrustful squint of his eye. She hadn’t blamed him overly much, and this second failing of hers validated his doubt.

	The task had been a simple retrieval; her one defense was the unexpectedness of it all. By the time the suletawa had been spotted, the talwa had had but moments to gather its wits, weapons, and weak ones, put up a sparse attack, and make for the shelter of the marshland.

	The promise to secure the items had been out of Mink’s mouth before the matchcoat that concealed her weapons had finished settling about her shoulders. She’d urged the rest to safety and flown toward the headman’s booth in the public square.

	In the tumult, none had questioned her. She was small, after all, her size getting her rapidly through the low opening in the sanctum’s wall. Except she’d blundered, and should the white man whose sword pierced her skin turn out to be as shrewd as his gray eyes suggested, the People would pay with their lives.

	The gravity of the situation lowered her proud chin. “Micco, I retrieved the sacred objects from the square and found the red coat and writings in your lodge, but before I could escape, the Bluecoats cornered me. They had no interest in our sacred things, but the other items were taken.”

	“Taken?” Flecks of spittle clung to the twig-thin line of whiskers shingling Micco Fat Warrior’s upper lip. “Your seasons under a white roof have faded your blood. Are you certain the items were not given?”

	A wave of agreement undulated through the ranks.

	She bristled. “I gave the Bluecoats nothing but my disdain and my blood.” The latter, conjured by her racing heart, coursed more heavily down her chest.

	“There is also the matter of Begum and your refusal to engage Old Sharp Knife. Your loyalties are three-day fish in my nose, and for the peril you’ve placed us in, I have a mind to dispose of you.”

	Micco Fat Warrior’s mouth twitched. He could end her with his next blink, and Beaver, her clan, would be expected to perform the execution. Her offense was against the entire tribe and supplanted clan law and protection.

	Her sight bounced from warrior to warrior, each face disfigured by shock or loathing. Movement drew her attention to Chafigi’s retreating form. Tail stiff, he scurried into the thickets, his dark scruff blending with the gloom.

	Loneliness sidled up. A faithful companion, it embraced her keenly. Fear was a less familiar acquaintance, but it too made an appearance. Its cold fingers gripped her heart and nudged her back a step. “You would question my loyalties? I am a Red Stick war woman, bearing equal devotion to any warrior here.”

	A figure approached from the right and reached for her throat.

	Instinct spun her in the soft soil. She launched a left jab, catching the man hard in the gut before realizing her error.

	Doubling, Ten Cats, the only warrior in the camp to have extended companionship, expelled a gust of wind, then lifted perplexed eyes. He couldn’t have meant harm and deserved an apology. Instead, remnants of alarm threw hostility from her mouth. “No man touches me!” Most especially, her throat.

	He raised a hand in surrender, and a wad of fabric peered at her from its center. “You bleed, woman.”

	She slapped a hand over her neck, its sticky surface hurtling her back through the years to her husband, Fast Horse, and the laceration that drained his heart and cleaved hers wide open. If he were here, he would not stand for this.

	And if Tall Bull were here, he would put Fast Horse’s indignation to shame. He would not abide any to scoff or malign or spit in her face for her plunge into peril. Great Creator above, she ached for him.

	The dashes tattooed over Ten Cats’ eyebrows plucked downward. “When have I ever wished you ill? Not a day, for you are a fast friend,” he said, in a bold claim of continued loyalty. “But if you will not let me tend your wound, please do it yourself.” His low timbre mollified her, but she could not afford to show weakness before these men, not while they eyed her as though she were clothed in white skin and a blue coat.

	He tossed her the wadding, but she let it thump her chest and fall. “If I wish my wound to bleed me dry, it will.”

	“All the better for us if it did.” The verbal slap came from beyond the micco, resurrecting the rumble of spite.

	Before the wall of imposing men, Ten Cats lowered into a loose, battle-ready pose. Mink did the same as her fingers twitched for her lost tomahawk, and she wondered, not for the first time nor the hundredth, why she’d ever walked away from Tall Bull.

	Micco Fat Warrior stalked nearer, a verdict hovering about his jutting lips, and her wind constricted.

	Ten Cats injected himself between them, the back of his shoulder bumping the front of hers. “She risked much for us, Micco. The sacrifice of her blood is evidence. Send her away, if you must, but spare her.”

	Slowly, through narrow-eyed scrutiny, Micco Fat Warrior’s aggressive posturing eased. “Fierce Mink of Ockchoy,” he said, at last, voice elevated in tone of decree, “your welcome among us is a frayed cord unable to withstand the weight of our displeasure. Turn your feet from our camp and make a new trail.”
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	Mink stationed herself at the swamp’s verge a short time later and, admonishing herself not to run crying to Tall Bull and her brother Water Moccasin in Wakulla, she pointed her sight at Fowltown. In the Point, there were other bands of the Defiance to which she could affix her loyalties, including the People of the Point, but she would not leave without her tea gourd and medicine bundle.

	Then, on to her new beginning. Whatever that may be.

	Those who join their fire with Jesus become new creatures. A phantom of her voice rode a southerly wind, straight from Elton Begum’s long, red-clay lane.

	Begum, his tired white skin folding into countless well-worn smile lines, had picked up the remainder of the passage. Old things are passed away; behold, all things are become new. A new life begins, Mink. A better one. I am convinced of it. He’d given her arms a squeeze. Anything you need, anything at all, come to me. I’ll be miffed if you don’t. Now, hug an old man and get on with your new life.

	“A new life begins. A new life begins.” The hope hummed in her throat. “A better one.”

	He’d been so sure, so certain her future held joy. Unlike her past.

	Hunched in the shelter of the canebrake and biting her lip against the pain in her freezing toes, Mink could not agree. Still, she clung to Grandfather Begum’s faith and that snippet of Spirit’s sacred words.

	Shivering, she bore out the Bluecoats’ intolerable stay, watching as they sifted the talwa with more decorum than their reputation afforded, then marched out two abreast, herding a fat cow before them. Their eyes did not turn back, but they would. Beef and a scattered enemy would not satisfy these men.

	Mink lingered in the screen a short while longer, her thoughts grim and centered on the engagement’s single victim, an empty-eyed woman she’d streaked past in her flight from Fowltown. When the crows descended and the cats began to prowl, Mink did the same. Her feet led a straight path to a barren patch of bloodied dirt outside the crackling council house, the only building to have been torched. Lungs protesting the smoke, she gave a little cough and lowered to a knee before the dead woman.

	Earlier, Cedar Berry had lain crumpled like a discarded garment, hair wetly tangled against her injured head. Since then, some industrious Bluecoat had stretched the woman out in a posture of repose. A blanket covered her, but it could not hide the soft mound of her abdomen.

	And so, one death became two.

	Mink knew Cedar Berry to be sister to a senior warrior of Wakulla, a fact that would spread blood vengeance south across many sights, consuming both powerful talwas in its duty to restore balance and quench the fury of the wronged.

	The Bluecoats had best take shelter while they could.

	Mink tugged the blanket so its tasseled edge slid away. Cedar Berry and Mink had shared a recent afternoon at the springs, and like a chilled snake to a sunbaked stone, Mink had warmed to the other woman’s sweet, accepting disposition.

	Heart skinned and smarting, she settled a hand on Cedar Berry’s curved stomach. Birth and babies somewhat perplexed Mink, but their deaths did not, and each was an injustice. Women and children often suffered first for the greed of men, and it riled Mink’s passions.

	Her hair bore the symbol of the Defiance, a red-dyed feather, and her tomahawk bore the stains of Bluecoat deaths, but her fight was not for land or even the Old Beloved Path, though both were in grave need of advocates. Her fight was for the helpless ones.

	A bleak wind swirled about Mink’s legs and rose with an ash-laden gust. She shivered and told herself to turn for the warriors’ lodge and her few belongings kept there.

	Respect for Cedar Berry kept her planted. She replaced the blanket, and wishing for her pipe and tobacco to make proper supplication, she closed her eyes, and in a broken voice, sang a smokeless prayer for her people.

	“Emena,” she uttered a closing amen and remained as she was, lids lowered.

	A shadow crossed over her. “Mink?”

	She barely caught her jolt of surprise.

	That voice…utterly male yet silky smooth, low in volume yet lacking no authority. She could pick it out from her deepest slumber or while submerged in the river for morning prayers or at a dead run in the chaos of battle. And she had. Many times.

	Eyelids opening, she looked up, knowing whom she’d see.

	Tall Bull. Her Heart.

	The other one, the one pumping blood, rocked violently inside her. A disorderly flageolet, it trilled a call to dance, refusing to accept that her affections were one-sided, that he had never known, would never know, her love was an underground river, sweeping and powerful.

	Tongue pasted to her teeth, she stared up at him. The man did his name justice—from her crouched position, seeming a never-ending tower of untouchable brawn—and was as mind-numbingly attractive as ever. A stark contrast to her incurable uncomeliness.

	Since she’d left him two summers ago, his reputation had grown large throughout the Point. He’d become provisionary micco to the Wakullas, bosom ally to the Spanish, and right hand to Crazy Medicine, the renowned knower or prophet.

	He was greatness and power, but in the hollows of her spirit, he was vastly more. He was the brave to whom she’d sworn her heart and the stunning warrior who’d occupied her thousand dreams and her thousand memories more. 

	“You bleed.” Tall Bull’s worry sliced into her stupor. Forehead creasing, he held out an arm. “Come. Let me hold you.”

	Without delay, she gained her feet, the passage of time too feeble to slay her instinct to answer him.

	He opened his wolf-pelt cape and gathered her in.

	Ear coming to rest against the hard curve of his chest, she let her lids float closed, then released a protracted breath. With it, she drained tension into his solid frame and, for uncounted moments, allowed herself to obscure their world and simply roll with the slow, steady waves of his respiration.

	The amount of sleeps since she’d seen him: twenty-six trying moons. Since he’d held her? Far longer. Perhaps since their youth in Kossati. Among warriors, it wasn’t done.

	The reminder prompted her to push off him, but when she began, his muscles flared in refusal.

	“Do you smell it?” His voice rumbled against her.

	“The smoke?”

	Nose pressed to her hair, he inhaled deeply. “Home.”

	She squeezed her eyelids tight. Spirit? Why him? Why now? This reunion could only end in suffering.

	Planting her palms against him, she set him away and instructed herself not to gape—either at his handsome face, his deplorably dingy red feather, or the widower’s hair hanging jagged and unkempt at his shoulders. Widowers were not required to crop their hair, but he had for two years straight.

	“What happened here?” He looked from her to Cedar Berry.

	“Bluecoats. They attacked at dawn.”

	He rubbed the back of his neck and looked about, nodding. “I saw them on the road and found comfort you were in Talwa Brunswick.” His eyes drifted back to her and constricted. “Misplaced comfort, it would appear. How long since you returned?”

	Dazed by his tenderness, she gave a pathetic shrug.

	He looked her over, mouth slanting disapproval, eyes lingering on her unraveling braid and bleeding neck, then darkening.  “Who cut you?”

	“A suletawa.”

	“Since you stand before me, I take it you returned the gesture.” Pride warmed his tone and clogged her throat with shame.

	Lashes falling, she broke from his admiration, a shudder snaking across her shoulders.

	“It’s no matter,” he mollified, then ran a crooked knuckle down her cheek. It came away black with soot. “You look frightful. Startled from sleep, I gather.” He began unknotting the ties of the cape amplifying his muscular frame. “This cold will kill you, unrobed as you are. And you lose too much blood.” He whisked the pelt off himself and onto her, dousing her in his heat and the inspiriting scent of wilderness.

	He slid the blue kerchief from his neck and wadded it. Moving as though to apply it to her wound, he stopped shy of the mark, met her gaze, and waited. How could he not know his touch would never be unwelcome?

	She nodded, and he completed the motion, stabilizing the back of her neck with one warm hand, pressing firmly at the front with the other. “Where are your clothes?”

	The warrior in her prickled at being cared for, but her woman’s heart clenched, went tender, clenched again. The sudden sight of him was a battle she’d not trained for.

	“At my couch. There was no time to dress. Or fight. Most got off a return volley, but the battle was already lost. We were unprepared. Overrun. The wetland took us in.”

	“How many dead?”

	“I know of only the one woman.”

	“An outrage, but it could have been worse. Should have been.” Shrouded in cold dignity, Tall Bull moved his sight in a slow arc across the forsaken talwa. Her own tracked it, starting at the winterized garden and progressing to the family compounds laid out like neat rows of bricks down broad, palm-shaded lanes. With a flash of angst, he paused at a point in the public square visible between the warriors’ lodge and the communal kitchen—the slave post, likely. His fingers tightened slightly about her nape.

	Tall Bull had always worn turmoil like a trophy feather on display for all. This one needed hasty plucking. The remorse he suffered over having toyed with his cousin’s captive could disable him in a moment.

	Mink slid her wintery fingers over the hand at her throat.

	A row of blinks pulled his gaze from the past. He let her take over holding the bandage and stepped away to face the smoldering council house. “Fat Warrior’s arrogance has become an ulcer that plagues every Red Stick in the Point. He was warned to remove south. By them. By me.” He thumped the patch of chest above the medicine bundle hanging center-chest.

	“Uprooting an established talwa such as Fowltown is no easy feat. Should we make ourselves subject to the whim of the Bluecoat Dogs?”

	He spun back to her. “Do not degrade yourself, Mink. You are more than a looking glass to reflect other men’s nonsense. The Beaver Lake conflict was a cruel master, but I daresay it taught us both that treaty lines are no whim.”

	Ah yes, Beaver Lake, the years of struggle, and the stickball match that ended it—her finest moment. His worst. He hadn’t played a game since no matter her pleas. Yet another crippling regret. Surprising he would bring up the game, but then he knew she’d never been one to hold his wrongs against him.

	“Agree with the placement of treaty boundaries or not, a micco is wise to respect them, and these here”—he made a wild northerly gesture—“are laid down by one much mightier than we.”

	She dismissed his outburst with a flip of her hand. “Unstring your bow, Micco. I speak Fat Warrior’s words, not my own.”

	“Call me Tall Bull,” he grumbled, gaze tarrying at the red-hot ruins. “And what are your own?”

	Her lips skated sideways. “Prod a slumbering Water Cougar, and he will certainly rise from the watery deep to engulf you.”

	Half of Tall Bull’s mouth bent upward. “The sacred legends are still first on your tongue, I see.”

	Only around him. She’d memorized the stories at a young age. For his love of them. Unbeknownst to him, she knew a score of others, those from the Sacred Writings, but to recite them in Tall Bull’s presence would invite his disfavor. This much, she knew well.

	His eyes came back to her, churning with question. “The Blue Dog chiefs are as brazen as ever they were, so why did they not pursue? Why did they not touch fire to every storehouse and lodge?”

	“Because they are not through. Upon their return, Fat Warrior and his men will be ready.”

	“Not you?”

	“I am here only to gather my belongings,” she said simply, not eager to spoil their reunion with talk of her expulsion. “A new path calls to me.”

	Surprise twitched his brow upward. “What path?”

	His, perhaps? Happenstance did not exist, so what did it mean that they’d come upon each other in this way? Was Spirit speaking?

	“I have yet to decide.”

	“Have you finally chosen to lay aside the war club?” Expectancy inclined him toward her.

	This hope of his was not newborn, but so many winters had passed since he’d voiced it, she’d come to believe he’d given it up. Clearly not, and despite the long reprieve, it was no easier on the ears. The club might have been thrust into her unwilling, young hand, but over the passing winters, it had become one with her.

	“The war club and I have no intention of parting.” 

	A frown overtook his features but could not mar them. Nothing could. Not even his reproachful glower or the lecture brewing behind his screwing lips. He lifted his lashes to a point beyond her, but even though he’d turned his attention to Cedar Berry, Mink knew he wasn’t finished with her.

	He squatted and folded the blanket away from the woman’s face. “Who did Giver of Breath take?”

	“Cedar Berry. Clan Alligator, wife to Screaming Bat.”

	His eye traveled to her mounded belly and stuck there. “She is with child.” Life washed from his voice. “Her husband mourns double.” Was Tall Bull revisiting the loss of his long-dead wife and Journey’s End, the son forever gone from him?

	Mink crouched, placed her body to block his view, and spoke softly. “She is youngest sister to one of your senior warriors. Do you know which?”

	The bulge of Tall Bull’s throat convulsed, and moisture accumulated in his eyes. He looked away, and pity engulfed her. She knew a little something of living with a spouse’s violent, unexpected end. Her experience, though, was a shade different from Tall Bull’s.

	Black widow, praying mantis, husband killer!—the many hisses of those who feared her. Rumors. Slander. The People didn’t know the real Fast Horse. Didn’t know her. And they certainly did not know what transpired that awful, blood-smeared night.

	Sketching on a closed-mouth smile, she prodded, “Tell me the name of her kin. He will need to know.”

	When Tall Bull’s eyes returned to her dry, she withdrew from him, but his gaze hunted her. “You steady me as ever you did.” He brushed dirt from his hands and warmed with a small, grateful smile. “Our world is shaken like a rattle, but Fierce Mink of Kossati never changes.”

	Of Kossati? She hadn’t heard Kossati attached to her name since the day he beat the river in a contest for her life. A beautiful sound.

	“Her brother must be Kills Many, my third in command.” He stood. “That wound of yours refuses to dry. It should be tended. Do you still sleep in the warriors’ house?”

	“I do.”

	Eyes straight ahead, Tall Bull carried Cedar Berry to her lodge and laid her out for her kin. In the deep shadows within, he turned to Mink, his voice dim and ominous. “When Kills Many learns of this, he will wish to make good on his name.”

	“But you are stronger and will dissuade him.”

	“Kills Many is almost a stranger to you. You cannot be certain who of us is the stronger.”

	“Absurd. Are you not my nearest friend?” She sniffed reproachfully. “Besides, you were not made talwa micco for your pretty eyes but because you are a bull elk among deer. I can be certain.” At the cock of his head, she touched his arm, gave Cedar Berry a last long glance, and entered daylight.

	Mink went next to Fat Warrior’s dwelling. There, she found her weapons exactly where she’d dropped them upon command. Armed now, she guided Tall Bull to the war lodge, and as he cleaned her wound, she drank in the scent she’d always acquainted with him—that of assee, or holly tea—then used their silent nearness to examine him.

	The passing years had etched crinkles into the corners of his eyes, and the grooves ringing his mouth had deepened. Otherwise, his skin was smooth and as unmarred as the copper plate she’d rescued. Not a pit or pock to be seen. Elegance defined his thin nose and finely arched cheekbones, but his jaw and mouth were rigid with masculine authority. As was every other part of him—shoulders, backbone, the pillars of his legs. And that strut in his eyes…

	A twelve-point stag among yearling bucks, he’d always carried himself with nervy pride—head high, gaze unwavering—and none but his cousin could compete with his stature. He was ambitious, restless, perpetually in contest, and infrequently defeated.

	Preferring to remain exactly as Creator formed him, he’d refused the tattoo needle, and unlike most warriors, who shaved all but a cropped band down the center of their heads, Tall Bull kept his hair long on all sides. Until recent years, it had been his shining glory and much spoken of by maidens across the confederacy.

	At the memory of its long, unshorn beauty, even Mink released a mournful, drawn-out breath. The sound raised his thick, raven lashes and brought attention to the redness
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