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“No, Mama,” Rilda shouted as she ran out the door. “I am not going to ...” The door slammed behind her before she could finish her sentence. “I am not going to go find trouble. It always finds me. I do not like trouble any better than you do,” she finished her thought aloud, knowing Mama would not hear. 

Mama would not understand. Rilda found herself in trouble more than any of the other young women in Kish. Maybe if Papa had not fallen from the cliff, and if he had not died, she would not attract trouble. That was not fair to Papa. Not really. She simply attracted trouble.

Rilda carried her empty water jars to the well. Other girls were there, chattering like the monkeys in the forest. When her friend glanced up and saw her, she called out, “Rilda! Come join us. You will never believe...”

Rilda hurried to join the girls and listen to their gossip as she waited for her turn to fill her water jars. They spoke of the men in the village. They wondered who would be first to be wed. They giggled and laughed. Rilda loved being with them. She filled her water jars last, as she had come to the well last. Then all the girls separated, carrying their jars, one on each shoulder, toward their homes.

Rilda said goodbye to her friends and entered the small home she shared with her mama. “I am back, Mama,” she called. “And, no, I didn’t find any trouble.”

“Amazing,” her mama said.

Rilda carefully lifted her jars from her shoulders and set them in the corner by the cooking area. “Mama, you will never believe—”

“I am sure I will. I was a girl who giggled and gossiped around the well once. It was there your papa found me.”

“Mama, tell me,” Rilda implored.

“Later. Are the sheep in from the hills?”

“Not yet, Mama. I am going for them now. Will you tell me of Papa when I return?”

“Perhaps. Let me think.”

Rilda banged the door open. “I am going for the sheep,” she called.

“Stay out of trouble,” her mother shouted.

“I always try,” Rilda responded as she lifted a shawl from the back of the door and threw it over her shoulders and the door closed. She sighed. “Trouble finds me.”

Rilda grabbed her shepherd hook and walked into the foothills near the little house she shared with her mama. As she reached the fence, she called to the sheep.

The ram and five of the ewes came running with their lambs, three born the day before. They all butted their heads into her legs. Rilda bent and scratched behind the ears of each animal, counting them. She counted the ewes again, hoping the last had slipped in late for her loving while she scratched the ears of the others.

No Cloud. She had not returned. Her favorite ewe sheep was gone.

Cloud usually ran to her first, seeking to be first for a scratch behind her ears. Her lamb must have decided the time had come to be born.

With a sigh, Rilda turned and led the other sheep to the little paddock next to the house. She counted them one last time as they ran past her through the gate. Five ewes, five lambs, one ram. No Cloud.

Rilda stuck her head in the back door. “Mama, Cloud must be giving birth. She did not come with the others. I am going to find her.”

Her mama looked up from kneading their dinner bread. “Watch for cougars.”

“I will, Mama.”

“And stay out of trouble.”

“Mama, trouble finds me. I try to stay away from it, I promise. But I must go now to find Cloud, or it will be dark, and we will both be in trouble.”

“Go,” Mama ordered.

Rilda retraced her steps, this time racing into the hills where the sheep fed and past the fence that prevented them from wandering. She called, “Cloud? Cloud?”

She stumbled and fell on her knee. “Cloud? Where are you?”

Rilda stopped to listen. Through the wind that began to blow, a faint bleat sounded ahead of her and to the right. She followed the sound, stopping to listen to the cry of her ewe sheep. At last, the bleating sounded in front of her. She dropped her staff and bent to search under a bush.

A small, sticky lamb wet from its birthing waters lay by Cloud’s tail. The cord connecting the two of them together still attached.

Rilda knelt on the ground and talked softly to the ewe and watched the ewe turn to lick the tiny lamb clean and separate the cord. The babe bleated softly and nuzzled its mama’s head, seeking food. Both Cloud and the lamb struggled to their feet, allowing the lamb to nurse.

Rilda sat back on her heels to watch, waiting for them to be strong enough to return to her mama’s house. A distant soft screech sounded in the distance. A cougar. One attacked had her father before he fell off the cliff in a blizzard. She would not allow a cougar to get Cloud and her lamb.
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As she reached for her hook, a huge man, a Coos giant, stepped on it. Rilda surged to her feet, standing in front of the ewe. “You cannot have them!” she shouted.

“I would not take a new mother or such a tiny lamb,” the Coos giant growled. “I will take you.”

Rilda’s shepherd hook lay beneath the giant’s feet. She searched the ground for another weapon. Anything. She would not be taken without a fight. A broken branch hung from the bush. Not a great weapon, but better than nothing.

She leaned into the bush and pulled the branch free. When the giant grabbed for her arm, she swung the branch with all her might toward his head.

The big man shook his head and glared at her. “You will come with me,” he growled.

“Not without a fight!” she shouted.

She had traveled too far from the village for others to hear. The big man encircled her waist with his big arm and pulled the branch from her fist with the ease of removing a toy from a baby. He lifted her off her feet and carried her away.

“The cougar. It will eat my ewe and her lamb,” she cried.

“There is no cougar. I killed it.”

“The lamb—”

“His mama will keep him safe. You are coming with me.”

He tossed her over his shoulder. “Stop fighting. I will not hurt you.”

“I have heard about your kind,” Rilda shrieked. “You take girls to ravish and use as you wish. You do not care for women.”

“Silly girl,” the giant said with a harrumph. “You know nothing of our people.”

She rode across the big man’s shoulder through the trees toward the other side of Kish. Mama will be angry. I did not find trouble. It found me.

Her giant met others before they crossed into the next valley. None of the big men dragged or carried a woman. They carried haunches of meat stolen from a storage room. One must have taken his from a fireplace, for it had a brown crusty edge.

The others carried bags. They all looked heavy, filled with another man’s gold or jewels. Rilda could not tell. Not from her mama’s home. Nothing like that graced their home. Other lumpy bags carried wheat, rye, or other grains. She had been captured by a raiding party.

They stomped into the night, following a trail through the trees. The giant who carried Rilda pushed aside the hanging branches so none would brush into Rilda. She gulped. He protected her better than any of the men in Kish.

“What did you get, Chuaa?” one of the giants asked the one who carried her. “You cannot eat a little girl.”

“I am not a little girl,” Rilda grumbled.

“Say nothing,” Chuaa whispered, patting her back. He lifted his voice for the others to hear. “I found a servant for my wife. This girl will work for me now and for my wife later.”

The men marched on through the night. Rilda’s stomach gurgled.

“You are hungry?” Chuaa asked.

“You took me before our stew had cooked.”

The big man caught up with the one carrying a haunch of meat over his shoulder and tore off a chunk.

“What are you doing? You could have taken meat. Instead you took a girl,” the offended man growled.

“She had nothing but a newborn lamb and his mama. I would not take a new mama. This girl is hungry. Can you not hear her stomach gurgle?”

“Take no more than what she will eat. She can have that, but not you.”

Chuaa handed her the chunk of meat. “Eat that slowly. It may be all you get until we meet the others.”

“Others?” Rilda squeaked.

“Others.”

She munched on the meat, but saved more than half which she tucked into the pocket she kept slung over her shoulder for later. While she could see, she watched the path they followed. She would return soon to her mama.

Darkness surrounded her as the sun fell and the big men marched on. The blackness combined with Chuaa’s swaying walk rocked her to sleep.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

With the Coos Giants


[image: ]


Rilda kept her eyes closed tight as the big man gently laid her on his bear coat beside a small fire. She turned into the coat and opened her eyes a small slit, listening to and watching the men in the camp.

The men sat around the fire, sharing the roast meat. One man set a pot of water over the fire. When it boiled, he dipped some of the hot water into a bowl and poured grain into it and set a lid over it.

The men rolled out blankets and spoke softly of meeting the others on the next day, or the next. They ate their meat and grains, then curled up on their blankets.

Chuaa lay near her. “No one will bother you,” he whispered. “I will be here to protect you.”

Rilda sighed and squeezed her eyelids closed. It had been a long time since she heard Papa say those words. Sometime, long ago, when Mama had been angry. She had broken something, she thought.

She slept again, feeling safe as she had not felt safe in the many long years since Papa died.

Rilda dreamed of a blizzard and watched Papa searching for the sheep. A cougar screamed behind him. It chased him, clawing at his back. Then he fell. He did not see the cliff in the heavy snow. He would not have fallen if the cougar had not chased him.

Rilda woke with tears soaking her cheeks. The fire had died to red coals and the big men snored. She thought to sneak away, but Chuaa took her ankle in his big hand.

“Stay here where you are safe,” he mumbled.

Rilda sighed and closed her eyes, hoping he would release her leg. She fell asleep waiting.

Early morning sunshine woke her again. Men moved around, prepared food, rolled up blankets, and prepared to move on. Rilda sat up. She stared around, searching for Chuaa. No one seemed to be aware of her. She stood up slowly, hoping no one would notice.

“You are awake,” a big man said. She recognized the voice of her captor, Chuaa.

“I need to relieve myself.”

He nodded toward the woods. “Stay close. You don’t want one of the others to claim you.”

With a shiver, Rilda scurried to the woods and stooped to relieve herself. Others would claim her? What would they do to her? The one who took her had not tried to hurt her. She glanced around the woods, listening to the noises of the men. Could she escape? Could she find her way home?

“Girl?” her man called. “Where are you?”

With a deep sigh, Rilda returned to the camp. “Here I am,” she said stepping from the woods.

“You are smarter than you look,” Chuaa said. “Come. Eat while there is food.”

She sat on a log near the fire and ate the food the man gave her.

“I am Chuaa,” he said. “What is your name?”

“Rilda,” she mumbled.

“Rilda? That fits you,” he said. “Eat up, we must leave shortly.”

She ate the last of her food. “Where do I clean this?”

Chuaa pointed toward a stream. Rilda took her plate and his to the stream and washed them, then splashed water on her face and hands. She felt a little cleaner. She returned to Chuaa’s bear skin coat and handed the plates to him.

“Thank you for the food. I did not know if you would feed me.”

“I am not an animal. I took you. You are my responsibility.”

“Will you use me?” Rilda glanced up into his eyes, then dropped hers.

“No. I told you that is not my way. I will not use you. When we are finished at Nod, I will take you to my home to serve my wife and children. Maybe my son will like you and make you his wife.”

Rilda stifled a gasp. “Your son? You want me to marry your son?”

“Only if he will have you.”

A big man kicked dirt onto the fire.

Chuaa took Rilda’s elbow. “Come with me.” He stooped and grabbed his coat in one easy swipe and led her off to the side.

Rilda nodded and walked with him. “You do not have to hold me like that. I will come with you.”

Chuaa let go of her elbow. “Do not fall behind. It is not safe for you. Not all of our men are as kind as me.”

They joined the line of marching men. Rilda walked beside Chuaa, jogging at times to keep up with the big man. Her legs grew tired by the midday. She sighed when the leader called a halt. She sank onto a nearby log and rubbed her legs.

Chuaa handed her a piece of dried meat. She took it and took a bite. The flavor of the meat and salt exploded in her mouth. She savored the meat, sucking on it, almost too tired to chew. Too soon, the leader called for them to move out.

Rilda groaned as she started to walk again. Chuaa took her hand. As they walked, she stumbled. He caught her elbow and held her upright. He left his hand under her elbow, warm and comforting. She let him.

She stumbled several times. Each time he caught her. She glanced up to thank him, but he stared forward. It hurt to feel gratitude for this man who had taken her from her home. How could she feel this way?

Dark came and the leader continued to march them long into the night. Rilda struggled to stay on her feet. Chuaa lifted her onto his shoulders again. She hated being thrown over his shoulder, but she had no more energy to walk. She pulled the last of the meat from her pocket from the night before and bit a chunk off. She slowly chewed it down and finally swallowed it before falling asleep.

Once again, Chuaa settled her onto his bear coat. She mumbled her thanks and slept.

Two more days they marched through the wilderness, pausing only for a brief break at midday, halting only late in the night. On the third day, they marched into a larger camp of giants. Rilda twitched at the sight of all the big men and stepped closer to Chuaa.
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Through that day and the next, Chuaa kept Rilda close as long as he could. She cleaned his shoes and dishes. She helped whenever she could. Not only did she want to show her gratitude to Chuaa, she wanted others to know he who claimed her. Eyes followed her. She had to work to keep her shudders from their eyes.

Chuaa did his best to protect her. Bigger than most of the others, his size forced them to listen, most of the time.

“Look over there,” Chuaa said the fourth night. “Over those trees is Nod, a wicked city filled with wicked men. We go there to free the slaves and free those who live there of their wickedness.”

“How will you do that? Do you not believe they see themselves as following the commands of their gods?” Rilda stared out across the dark trees.

“They may, but we are called to free them.”

“I have heard that their men are strong. Can you overpower them?” Rilda turned and gazed into his eyes.

“We are bigger than them. We can overpower them. Do not fear.”

“How will I be safe here if you are gone?” Rilda chewed on the inside of her lip. “If you are not here—”

“I will leave my bear coat with you. No one else has a bear coat. All will know you are with me. No one will hurt you.” He brushed a loose strand of hair back behind her ear.

“Even when you are gone? They will respect me?”

“The will or they know they will be hurt.”

“You are certain?”

“I am.”

Rilda swallowed her fears. “Stay safe.”

The next morning Chuaa gathered his weapons together then sat her on his bear skin coat. “Remember, stay near my coat. It will be a warning to the others you are with me. We are leaving a few men to guard the camp. Be careful of them.” He bent over and kissed her gently on the cheek. “Stay safe. I will bring you back some pretty things. My son will want you. You are a kind girl.”

Rilda smiled her gratitude and fought back her fears. “You stay safe.”

She sat on his bear coat and watched them march down the trail toward Nod. When one of the younger giants walked by and smiled, she rubbed the fur. The young giant of a man turned and marched the other way.

How long could she sit on this coat?

Another young guard passed by and eyed her. She rubbed the fur of the coat and murmured Chuaa’s name. The guard hurried on.

Chuaa’s coat kept her safe this time. How much longer would it? She could not sit on it all the time. She would need food and water. She would need to relieve herself.

She watched the guards march around the perimeter of the camp. She stared at the broad path leading toward Nod. Would she be safer there, among others closer to her size? She was not certain of her safety here, even with Chuaa’s bear coat.

She slipped the coat on but could not walk. The weight of it dragged her down. She could not leave it. She would have to sit on the coat all the time. But she could not. She took the coat off and spread it on the ground. She sat on it and watched the guard’s movements, waiting for the sun to set.

Rilda tucked bread and dry meat, along with a jar of water into her pocket and slung it over her shoulder. She wished for her shepherd’s hook to help keep her upright, but it lay on the ground outside Kish.

Did Cloud and her lamb ever make it back home to the paddock? She hoped no cougar had eaten them. Did her mama mourn her? Or did she believe she had run away? She hoped to find out.

As the setting sun shone into the eyes of the guards, Rilda moved toward the edge of the camp. The guards squinted toward her, but they did not make any moves toward her. She waited for them to march to the far corners of the line, then slipped past them into the woods.

She hid behind a tree and watched the guards. They showed no indication of seeing her pass. With a sigh, she turned on her heel and raced toward Nod and the giants.

She found the path the army of Coos giants widened in their march toward Nod. She thought briefly about following the path toward Kish, but with little food and more of the Coos giants converging on the camp, she chose to follow the giants’ path toward Nod, hoping to find safety there.

She would have to remember to keep her tongue still. She could not allow the people of Nod to know she worshiped Jehovah, the forbidden God. If they found out, she would be in greater trouble than living among the giants.

She offered a quiet prayer to Jehovah, begging for safety. Then in the dark of the trees and the dusk of the evening, she followed the wide trail. She kept looking back, expecting to hear one of the guards chasing after her. None did.

She stumbled onward until she saw the gates of Nod. They were shut against raiders. She snickered at the irony of it. She located a thick elm tree and sat beside it to wait for the gate to open. Her eyes closed and she slept.

Early morning sunlight woke her. She reached into her pocket for the chunk of bread. As she chewed on it, the gate opened. Three men stepped through the gate, leaving it ajar. Rilda ran to the gate and slipped inside. When inside, she slowed to a walk and moved farther into the city.

A woman caught her hand. “Inside here. What are you doing on the streets? The giants will find you.”

Rilda allowed herself to be pulled into a building and down the stairs. The woman pulled open the door of a storage room where other women hid. They shoved heavy boxes in front of the door.

“Who are you?” the woman asked. “Why were you on the street?”

“I am Rilda. I escaped the giants. I came here to find safety.” 

The woman wrapped her arms around her. “I am Sasha. Did they use you?”

Rilda looked into her eyes. “No. I do not know how they did not, but no.”

“Sh. They come,” another woman hissed.

Rilda sat in silence, waiting to see what would happen.
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Many spans later, men stomped down the stairs.

“Sasha? Sasha are you there?” a voice called through the door. “Sasha?”

“Is that you, Talo?” Sasha answered.

“It is. We are here to take you to Casa Alegre. Let us in.”

“We are safe,” Sasha exclaimed.

She struggled to move one of the boxes. Rilda bent to help push it away. The other women pushed the other boxes far enough away they could squeeze through the door. Sasha fell into Talo’s arms. Others of the women fell into the arms of some of the guardsmen. Some stood back, as did Rilda, gazing at the men standing around the door. The men moved forward, and each took the hand of a woman. One took Rilda’s hand and tugged her forward, out of the building. She gladly went with him, happy to be safe with these men and women.

The men drew their swords and hurried the small group of women down the streets. Rilda held the hand of the tall guardsman in red. They had no chance to speak, but he turned and smiled at her frequently.

As the sun dropped behind the mountains, the group of men and women raced through the gates of a compound. She stared at the big house across the courtyard. Another house stood in a different direction. Smaller buildings and a larger barracks lined another side of the compound. Her guardsman led her toward the tall building.

“Our barracks,” he said. He looked at her. “Oh, you cannot live in the barracks. I will find a place for you to stay. We have smaller homes for mated men.”

Rilda raised her eyebrows. “Mated?”

“We are not mated. I don’t even know your name. I am Eneas.”

“I am Rilda. I escaped from the giants last night.”

“You were their prisoner?” Eneas gaped at her. “Were you ravaged by them?”

“No. The man who took me protected me from the others. He wanted to take me to his house to work for his wife, maybe marry his son.”

“Did you want this?”

Rilda set her hands on her hips. “What do you think? No. I do not want to be the wife of a Coos giant.”

Eneas laughed. “I like you. Come with me. We’ll find a place for us to stay tonight. I won’t take you to the barracks.”

He took her hand and led her between the houses until he stopped in front of a door. He knocked.

Talo opened the door. “Oh, it’s you, Eneas.”

“I need a place for Rilda to stay. Can she stay here with you?”

Sasha entered the room from the back. “Rilda!”

“You don’t mind if she stays here,” Talo asked.

“No. I don’t mind.”

“We haven’t eaten, yet,” Talo said. “I think there is food in the canteen. It is too late to cook.”

The two couples walked to the canteen, where they met the others who had escaped the storage room. The men got food for their women and brought them to the table where they sat waiting. They ate together, laughing and sharing their stories. As Rilda ate and shared with them, she grew comfortable with Eneas. She liked the tall, dark man who claimed her. She liked feeling safe with him.

Back at the house with Talo and Sasha, Rilda and Eneas visited and played games until Sasha brought blankets from the back bedroom. Eneas helped make a bed for Rilda on the long seat, then made a bed for himself on the floor. He held her hand as she fell asleep.

The next morning, she woke to find him gone. Sasha told her he had left early with Talo. They were called to fight the giants once more.

Rilda helped Sasha straighten up the little house, before going out to see the other women. A bell rang.

“The giants are down the road,” a man cried. “Women get your staffs to help fight them off. You don’t want to be taken by the giants.”

Everyone ran.

“My staff?” Rilda asked. She had no idea what a staff was or how to use one.

Sasha led her toward the weapons room. “My friend needs a staff,” she said to the guard who manned the room. “Do you have one she can use?”

The guard eyed Rilda. “I do.” He stepped to a rack that held long poles that were sharpened on one end. He took one from the rack and brought it to her. He held it next to her. “This will do. You will have to show her how to use it, Sasha. I won’t have time.”

“I knew that,” Sasha said with a smile.

The man handed Rilda the pole. “This is a staff. Use it well to protect yourself.”

Rilda took it and nodded. “I will.”

She followed Sasha along the front of the buildings. Many other women moved in the same direction. They turned in through an open space to an open field where other women were thrusting and jabbing with their poles.

“This is a staff,” Sasha said. “We use it in three ways, mostly. We jab an attacker with the sharp end, we whack them over the head, and thrust it into them.”

Rilda nodded. “Show me.”

Sasha showed her how to hold her hands on the staff so she could spin it around to do the basic moves. She helped Rilda practice the moves until a whistle blew. It surprised Rilda that it felt so familiar, so much like her shepherd hook.

“Take your staff and hide in your houses,” a red guardsman commanded. “The giants are at the gates. If they find you, don’t let them take you.”

The women rushed to their houses. Rilda followed Sasha, amazed that the women moved in silence without screaming or shouting.
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Rilda and Sasha cowered in her house, waiting to see if the giants would find and attack them. The noise of the attacking giants echoed through the compound. They heard a door splinter under the brute strength of the Coos giants. The women grasped their staffs tighter.

“Do you think they will come here?” Rilda asked.

“They usually go where they think there is wealth to take,” Sasha replied. “I hope they don’t think they will come here to bother us. There is no wealth here. There are only women. I have heard they will ravish women.”

“I was taken by them as they marched here. No one ravaged me. But I was protected by the man who took me. He wanted me to be a wife to his son.”

“Wife?” Sasha asked. “I have heard you use that word before. What does it mean?”

“Married? Partners? Have a family together?” Rilda asked.

“Oh,” Sasha said, light filling her face. “Mated.”

“Like animals?” Rilda crunched up her face.

Sasha laughed. “I guess it is like animals. That is what we call it. Mated.”

“We call it married, marriage. People are different from animals, are they not?”

“I would think so.” Sasha chewed on a fingernail.

Rilda shrugged. “I do.”

“Either way, I would not want to be mated or married to a Coos giant.”

“Nor do I. That is why I left their camp.”

“The Captain-General would like to know more, I am certain. Too bad he is gone fighting the giants.”

“What could I tell him that he does not know?” Rilda glanced out the door.

“How many giants there are, who is their leader, I don’t know,” Sasha said. “Are they coming?”

“No.” She closed the door. “I pray they do not come. I do not feel comfortable fighting.”

“You will do what you must,” Sasha said.

They heard shouting coming nearer.

“Grab hold of that staff,” Sasha cried.

Rilda grasped her staff as she had been instructed and readied it to fight. The door burst open. Chuaa stood in the doorway.

“You,” Chuaa and Rilda said together.

Sasha readied her staff to hit Chuaa.

“Will you try to take me again?” Rilda asked, raising her staff.

Chuaa glanced between the two women, slowly shaking his head. “How did you get here?” He stared at Rilda, then nodded. “No. I will not try to take you again. I will tell them nothing and no one is here.” The big man backed away from the door and closed it.

Rilda peeked out the window in time to see Chuaa reach into the pocket at his side and withdraw a burned stick. He drew an X on the door.

Sasha waited a few breaths, then peeked out the door and saw the X, but no giants near. “What does it mean?” she asked.

“I think it is his way of telling the others not to bother here. Do we continue to hide if we are safe, or do we go help the others?”

Sasha glanced around outside the door. “For now, we wait. Too many out there for us.” She pulled her head in and shoved a heavy chest in front of the door. “That may slow them down.” She backed to the other side of the room. “If they choose to barge in, we need to be ready.”

“But the X?” Rilda bent her knees then straightened them.

“We don’t know what it means. We don’t know if the others will respect it.”

Sasha’s patient voice broke through Rilda’s confusion. “No. We do not.”

“And if they decide this is a place to ransack, we want to defend our home.”

“Can we?” Rilda asked. “Just the two of us?”

“It is my home. I will defend it by myself if I must.”

Rilda moved to stand beside Sasha. She held her staff loose in her hands as Sasha had taught her.

Shadows crossed the floor as time passed. The women heard giants in the houses around them. The big men brushed against the walls of their home, but no one attempted to enter.

Swords striking together reached them along with the shouts of men fighting.

“The Red Guard must have returned,” Sasha whispered. “They fight against the giants.”

Rilda rocked back and forth on her feet. She had not stood in one place for so long before and her legs cramped.

“Stoop down and stand, like this,” Sasha suggested, showing her. “That will help relax the cramps.”

Rilda followed Sasha’s lead. The cramps in her legs and feet relaxed. She resumed her ready position, wondering if she could do anything to hurt one of the big men.

The sounds of the clash moved into the distance. Sasha relaxed and sat in a seat.

“Is it over?” Rilda asked, sitting as well.

“For now, but we must be ready if it is not.”

Rilda closed her eyes. Standing there, waiting for trouble, had tired her. Waiting for trouble. If Mama could see me now. She always accused me of seeking trouble. This time I am waiting for it to come to me. Would she be proud of me?

Silence filled the space around the small houses. Rilda and Sasha waited. Only the gurgling of Rilda’s stomach indicated they lived. Rilda lifted a shoulder. Sasha threw her a grin.

Someone tried the door. He pushed but could not open it. “Sasha? Sasha are you in there?” a voice called.

Sasha jumped and rushed to the door. “Is that you, Talo?”

“Yes. Open the door.”

“Come help me, Rilda,” Sasha cried as she shoved on the chest.

Rilda ran to the door and helped push the chest out of the way. The door opened and Sasha fell into Talo’s arms.

“You are safe,” Talo sighed. “I saw the X on our door and feared you had been taken.”

Rilda looked at the X and gulped.

“I think it saved us,” Sasha said. “Rilda’s giant found us. He didn’t hurt us. He said he would tell them there was nothing here. Then he marked the door with the X.”

Talo stared at Rilda. “Your giant?”

“He took me from my home seven days ago. I escaped from his camp when his army left to invade Nod. I followed them, hoping to find safety.” She dropped her eyes. “Do you want me to leave?”

Talo stared at her for many breaths. “No. You saved my house and my mate. Thank you.”

Eneas trotted to the door. “Is everyone safe here?”

Talo shook his head. “You won’t believe how, but we are.”
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The men only had time to kiss the women, before they were called to form into their squads and companies. The Red Guard marched out the gates and down the street, chasing after the Coos giants.

Rilda sagged into a seat. “I do not know if I can manage this kind of excitement every day.”

“Nor I,” Sasha said. “But we’re both hungry.” She used her staff to push herself up and carried it to the small cooking space. “I hope there is something to eat.”

Rilda pulled a length of dried meat from her pocket. “If you have vegetables, we can make a soup with this.”

Sasha laughed. “You could have eaten that earlier and stopped your stomach from rumbling.”

Rilda shrugged. “I did not think of it.”

Sasha pushed a few sticks onto the fire and blew until it glowed bright again. Then she poured water from a jar into a pot and hung it over the fire. Before long, the two young women had a soup bubbling over the fire. Rilda found flour and other ingredients and mixed up a flat bread to eat with it. She set it on a flat stone and pushed it into the fire.

“I didn’t know you cooked,” Sasha said.

“I have to know how to cook. In my village, we cook, or we do not eat.”

“What village is yours?”

“Kish. It is far from here. The giants walked from there to here in five days. It would take me more than a week with my shorter legs.” Rilda glanced down at her short legs.

“How did you get here so fast then?” Sasha asked.

“Chuaa carried me when I could no longer keep up. He kept me from stumbling and falling when he allowed me to walk.” Rilda’s fair face warmed. “He threw me over his shoulder. It was not pretty.”

Sasha laughed. “I think not.”

***
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The next day, the two young women left the house in search of other mates of guardsmen. They gathered near the well and shared stories of the battle as they waited their turn to dip up water. Only Sasha and Rilda were silent. They had not fought any giants.

“Why so quiet, Sasha?” one of the women asked. “You always have the best stories.”

“A giant pushed my door open, then he left,” Sasha said. “When he left, he left an X on my door. No other giant tried to come in.”

“There must be more to it than that,” another woman exclaimed. “A giant entered. He left and put an X on your door. Not the exciting story we expect from you.”

Sasha sighed. “It isn’t my story. It is Rilda’s. She was in my house.”

All eyes turned to Rilda. Her skin flushed hot and she glared at Sasha. “Thanks, Sasha,” she grumbled.

“Tell us,” the women chorused.

“A giant captured me near my home in Kish,” Rilda said.

She told them how he had taken her with him to the camp before they attacked Nod and how she had escaped the guards in the camp. She described her journey to Nod, and how she had found her way inside the gate.

“Sasha pulled me off the street and into her hiding place. When the men came to rescue her, Eneas claimed to be my protector.”

The women squealed.

“We never thought he would claim any woman,” one said.

“He is a good man. He left me with Sasha when he and Talo left to fight again. You saw us together, did you not?” Rilda glanced around at the faces around her. Some nodded, remembering seeing her with them two nights before.

“How did you get the giant to leave you alone?” a dark-haired woman asked.

Once more, Rilda told the tale of Chuaa bursting in the door and seeing her. “He decided not to take me again. My mother says I look for trouble. Perhaps Chuaa thinks I am too much trouble. He left us alone, with a large X on our door to warn the others away.”

The women gabbled about Rilda’s story, asking her other questions, until they heard the scrape of the gate as it opened. All eyes turned toward the gate, although it could not be seen. Rilda’s listened to the men march into the compound. Their feet seemed to drag.

The women hurried away with their water jugs to deposit them at their door. Rilda followed Sasha, setting her jar on the little porch by her front door, and ran with her to the edge of the courtyard. Men tromped through the gate, shuffling in exhaustion. Many limped, hanging onto the shoulders of their friends.

Sasha gazed at the men. “Where is Talo? I don’t see his company.”

“Perhaps they have not entered through the gate, yet,” Rilda said, trying to calm her friend, though her eyes, too, scanned the men who moved forward into the courtyard.

One by one, companies formed at one end of the courtyard. The officer took roll, writing down the names of those who were missing. Men would announce a death or injury for some of the names. Rilda’s stomach tightened when names were called and no one responded.

Sasha gripped Rilda’s hand as another company formed at the end of the courtyard.

“Talo’s company,” Sasha hissed.

“Where is Talo?” Rilda stood on her toes, trying to see. “And where is Eneas? Is he not in Talo’s company?”

“They are in the same squad. They are like brothers.”

Sasha stood on her toes, trying to see her man. At last she dropped off her toes. “I see him. He is here,” she sobbed.

The women stepped closer, trying to hear as names were called and answers given.

“Talo.”

“Here, sir.”

“Do you see Eneas?” Rilda asked. “I cannot see. I am too short.”

Sasha hopped back up onto her toes and held onto Rilda’s shoulder. “I don’t see him. He usually stands by Talo. I don’t see him.”

Rilda stopped her gasp with a hand to her mouth. “Where is he?”

“Eneas?” the officer shouted.

No one responded.

Rilda’s stomach clenched. “Where is he?” she gasped.

“I believe I saw him lifted onto one of the wagons for the injured,” one of the men called.

The officer made a mark on his page, then shouted another name.

“Where will I find this wagon for the injured?” Rilda asked Sasha.

“Over there,” Sasha pointed toward a building. “They will take them to the healing hall. The wagon with men is there.”

Rilda ran to the wagon. When she arrived, two men were gently lifting a bloody man from it. Rilda searched his face. Eneas. She followed the men into the building.

“You must stay here,” one of the assistants said, pushing her back. “You can’t go in there. You’ll be in the way. I’ll find you when you can see him.”

Rilda nodded and wordlessly moved to stand beside a wall.

Sunbeams spread across the floor. They moved toward the opposite wall, then began to climb up it. The stench of blood and sick men overwhelmed her. No one came to get her from the room where they took Eneas.

At last, an aide stepped through the door. Rilda pushed away from the wall. “Eneas? Do you have word of Eneas for me?”

The aide shook his head. “I don’t know about Eneas. I will check.” He disappeared again behind the door.

Rilda chewed on her lip. Would this aide remember her? She stared at the door, willing him to return.

“Are you the one looking for Eneas?” an aide said, touching her arm.

She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and gazed expectantly at him. “Yes. Have you healed him?”

The aide heaved out a big breath. “I am sorry, mistress. Eneas did not survive his injuries. They were too great for our healer. He bled too much before he arrived.”

Rilda stared at the man. “Will he live?”

“No, mistress. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. He did not live.”

Rilda sank to the floor and wrapped her arms around her knees, weeping. 

The aide touched her head. When she did not look up, he turned away, leaving her to weep.
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An aide walked through the hallway. Rilda barely noticed. She sat with her face to the wall, weeping. Alone in a strange land. In the compound of a fighting guard. No one to help me. Sasha is with her Talo. She has him to worry about. She will not remember me. What am I to do? Mama was right. I do find trouble. Too much trouble this time. How can I get out of this one?

A soft hand touched her shoulder, not the aide trying to make her leave again. “Your ...”

Rilda turned to face the woman. A dark woman wearing a light brown stood before her.

“Your mate?”

“Died from his wounds.” Rilda attempted to stop the sobbing but could not. They had not married, but she feared telling this woman. Not now.

The woman put her arms around Rilda and crooned. “Terrible. Is your mother here?”

“N-no,” Rilda sobbed. Could she admit to not living in Nod? Would she receive the help she needed? “She lives on the other side of Nod.” Not the whole truth, but the truth. Her mama lived far on the other side of Nod. Tears continued to fall from her face, though she wondered how.

“I lost my mate during a battle,” the woman said. “I know your pain.”

Rilda clutched the woman’s hand.

The woman pulled Rilda close, allowing Rilda to drench her shoulder with tears. The woman patted her back and murmured kind words into her ear.

At last, Rilda lifted her head and leaned back. She wiped her nose on the back of her hand.

The woman fished into her pocket and handed her a square of white linen. “Use this.”

Rilda took the linen square and wiped her eyes and blew her nose. She glanced up at the taller, older woman and held the wet square of cloth toward her.

“You keep it. I have another,” the woman said.

Rilda stared at her. The dress made of silk rather than spun cotton warned her. This woman was important here, and she had sobbed on her shoulder.

She licked her lips. “I am sorry, Mistress. I soaked your dress.” She expected a slap, or an unkind word.

The woman touched her wet shoulder. She tilted her head to the side. “Yes. That is what happens when one offers a shoulder for you to cry on. My dress will wash.”

Rilda stared at her. “You are not angry, Mistress?”

“I offered. No. I am not angry. Is there someone here who can help you?”

Rilda shook her head, thinking of Sasha. She would be with Talo, not worrying about her. “I have only been here a few days.” She rolled her lips inward. “I ... mated him two nights ago. He brought me here. I have not had time to meet other women...” The lie again. Not married, and I have not met other women who will care about me enough to take me into their celebrations with their man.

The older woman glanced toward the closed door. “I must check on my son. Sit here. I will return for you.” She pushed Rilda back against the wall. “I will be back. Wait for me.”

What else could she do? Rilda nodded and drew her knees to her chest. She hugged her legs and dropped her face to her knees. She could stay here forever. Where else could she go?

“I will be back,” the woman said, then crossed the hall and shoved open the door that separated Rilda from the healers.

Rilda waited for the woman to be pushed out of the healing hall. She did not return quickly. Rilda relaxed her head into her knees. What else could she do? She had been told to wait. She would wait.

An aide walked past her, carrying a lit rush and lighting the candles along the hallway. Many other women waited with her for news of their men.

Rilda had her news. Eneas had died. She was alone far from home. She rocked forward and back. She found trouble she could not escape.

A tall woman entered the healing hall. Rilda glanced up at her. This woman seemed different than most. Her fair skin and light-colored hair set her apart. How had they not noticed the same difference in Rilda?

This woman, dressed in pink and older than the one who spoke to her earlier, strode down the hall and through the door. No one would send that one out to wait.

One by one, mates or parents of the injured men were either admitted into the interior rooms to see their guardsman, or left weeping at the news that he had died.

Rilda continued to sit against the wall, waiting. The woman in brown had told her to wait. She would wait. Perhaps she would remember her promise to help her. If not ... 

If the aides forced her to leave the hall, she would go sit on the ground near the back of the barracks. Where else did she have to go? Not to Sasha and Talo’s home.

The door finally opened. The woman in pink strode through it, followed by the woman in light brown. Would she remember? Rilda hugged her knees and offered a fast prayer to Jehovah.

The woman in light brown squatted beside her. The other woman stood back.

“I am back,” the woman said. “Come with us.”

Rilda gazed up into her eyes. “You came back for me? I did not think you would.”

“I told you I would. You need someone now.”

The woman took Rilda’s elbow and helped her to stand.

“Did you find your son?” Rilda asked.

“Yes.”

Rilda leaned on the woman in light brown. “Does he yet live?”

“He does. But when he wakes, he will not be happy about his injury.” The woman led her toward the taller woman. “This is,” she frowned and looked at Rilda. “I never did get your name.”

“Rilda.”

“This is Rilda. She mated a young guardsman and came here before they left to fight the Coos giants. Her man did not live.”

The other woman opened her arms for Rilda. She stepped into them for a warm embrace.

“Is there anyone here for her?”

“No. No one. I asked her to wait for me. She has,” the darker woman said.

“We can take her to...”

“I will take her to my apartment for now. After that, we will see.” The woman spoke with a firmness Rilda did not expect.

She put her arms around Rilda and led the way into the courtyard. “I am Marcella.” Marcella nodded toward the other woman. “She is the mother of my mate, Ziva.”

***
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After a long day of worry and fear, Rilda dragged up the stairs behind the woman, Marcella. Exhaustion overwhelmed her as she climbed the last few of the third set of stairs, breathing heavily.

She had never seen a home with so many stairs or so many floors of rooms. No home in Kish had stairs. She had never climbed stairs inside a home before.

Marcella brushed her hair back from her face before opening a door down the hall past the steps. Rilda sucked in a breath and held it. For all she knew, she would be locked in a dark room.

The door opened to a bright room, filled with windows. She gaped at the wealth. Simple copper basins and ewers sat on hardwood cabinets. A simple line drawing of a man in a gold frame hung on the wall. Rilda gazed at the drawing.

“My husband,” Marcella said.

“Lost in a battle?” Rilda asked.

“Yes.”

“Nice looking man.”

“He was. He wasn’t always a nice man, though.” Marcella left the room.

Rilda walked to the window and stared out. The busy courtyard had emptied of the many men who returned from the battle. Few men continued to walk with purpose across the courtyard. One or two walked aimlessly, as though lost. She understood.

Marcella returned with her arms full of blankets and a pillow. “You can rest here. You have had a hard day. Sleep.”

Together they spread the blankets across the long seat. Then Marcella handed her a drink.

“Drink this. It will help you sleep.”

Rilda drank the water down and lay down, amazed at the softness of the seat. Before she knew it, her eyes closed and she slept.

A door opened. Rilda opened her eyes. In the dark she saw Marcella walk through the room with a girl. She has a child. How do I thank her for her kindness? Marcella brushed her fingers across Rilda’s face.

Rilda’s eyes closed once again, and she slept.

When she opened her eyes again, morning sun shone into them. She tossed her arm across her face, blocking the early morning sunlight.

A dog padded toward the place where Rilda lay, followed by Marcella.

“If you are going to be part of this household, you will need to join us in practice. Do you have a staff somewhere?” Marcella asked.

Rilda opened her eyes and sat up, thinking back to where she had left her staff. “I have a staff in the room I shared with my man.” She sighed. “I guess I will have to return there.” She reached for her clothing and began to dress.

“We will go together to gather your things. Later today we will see about taking you back to your mother.”

“My mother?” Rilda jerked her head up.

“Don’t you want to return to your mother’s home?”

“I should, I suppose. It is far away.” Far away from this city.

“I thought she lived on the other side of Nod.” Marcella peered into the younger woman’s face.

“She lives past the gates and walls of Nod. My man found me with other women within the wall. I had escaped from ...”

“I thought you told me ...”

“My mother is on the other side of Nod. I did not say how far from the wall she is. It is far on the other side of the wall. It is dangerous to get where she lives. Robbers steal from the weak and helpless.” Rilda chewed on a fingernail, hoping Marcella would end the questions.

It did not happen. “How were you taken from your mother’s home.”

The question she feared. Would this kind woman continue to accept her if she knew? Would she believe? She ducked her head.

“I searched for a missing ewe sheep who did not come in with the others. I thought she must have found a place to give birth to her lamb. She was one of six. We cannot lose even one, for we are poor.” Rilda glanced up at Marcella. “You would not know about that.”

“No. I have never needed to search for a sheep and her lamb. I have lived in Nod all my life. You can wash your face in that basin.” Marcella pointed to a copper basin on the sideboard.

Rilda poured water into the basin. “I thought so.” She splashed water on her face, the picked up the towel to dry it. “You have never been hungry. Never been taken by one who ...”

Suloch entered the room. “I am ready, Mother.”

“We can talk more of this later, Rilda. We have to hurry if we are to get travel bars and your staff before practice begins. Come, Ebony.”

Rilda followed the mother and daughter through the house, stopping for travel bars, followed by the black dog. They marched across the courtyard behind Rilda to the small house where Sasha and Talo lived. She tapped on the door.

Sasha opened the door with Rilda’s staff in her hand. “I thought you would want this. We train ...” Sasha’s voice trailed off when she saw Marcella. “Mistress Marcella.”

“Yes.”

“Marcella, this is my friend, Sasha. She has helped me,” Rilda said.

“I thought she must have.” Marcella turned to Sasha. “Nice to meet you. Are you joining us in staff training this morning?”

“I am.” Sasha handed Rilda her staff and grabbed her own. She walked with them to the training field.

“Later,” Rilda said when Sasha tried to question her.

At the practice field, Rilda joined with the others in the practice dance of the staff. Her movements felt stilted and awkward at first. However, she soon felt the rhythm of it. Why had she not had this training before? Why did she not have a staff in Kish? Even the shepherd hook would have helped protect her if she’d had training with it.

After a rough practice, exhaustion filled her. She spent the spans learning how to move with the staff, how to spar and fight, and how to throw pins that could be hidden in her hair. She leaned on her staff, depending on it to hold her up.

Rilda waved to Sasha, with a whispered “later,” then walked with Marcella and her daughter toward the big house. Marcella pulled her hair back from her face and tucked her three pins in to hold it back. Rilda tucked her pins in, holding her hair from her face.

Pins. Not just staffs, but deadly pins that can be worn. Both weapons for a woman to use to protect herself. Why do we not have these in Kish? If I had these, I would still be there.
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Emer and Other Patients
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Rilda sat with Marcella beside the bed of an injured guardsman. The man, Marcella’s son Emer, slept. His arms and legs were swathed in bandages. His injuries were severe, yet somehow, he lived. How could he live when Eneas did not? It must be the will of Jehovah.

Rilda marveled at the skills of the healer, Shamgar. She moved through the room, checking on each man and giving orders to her assistants. Her mama would be interested in some of the things this healer did. She stopped by Emer and set her hand on his head. With a shake of her head, she moved on.

The woman, Ziva entered the room, following men in red, obviously men of importance for those guardsmen in the beds who could sat straighter and brought their arms to their chests in salute.

One of the younger men in the group silently slipped his hand beneath the older man’s elbow, helping him move between the beds and speak to each man. The older man had been injured, as well. He hid it well, but Rilda could see the pain in his eyes.

When the man reached Emer’s bed, Marcella stood, gesturing to the chair for the man to sit. He sank into the chair and sat with his hand across his eyes for several long breaths. When he dropped his hand, he inhaled deeply and reached out to touch Emer’s hand and spoke his name.

The young guardsman in the bed did not speak.

“Is he awake?” the officer asked Marcella.

The young man opened his eyes. “I am awake, sir.”

Rilda stared at him. He spoke like he had no life.

The officer spoke to the young man, Emer. He congratulated him on his bravery and willingness to fight. “You are much like your father.”

Father? An officer would know all the other men.

“Like my father but not? Is that a compliment?” Emer said, though it sounded as though he did not really care.

“You are more than your father ever was,” the officer said. He shared specific times when Emer had been brave.

Hope burned in Emer’s eyes. “I can fight with my other arm...”

“That is possible.”

Who fought with only one arm? This boy dreams.

The older officer nodded to the younger officer who bent to help him stand. “You just may. You are a determined young man. But like you, I must rest and heal.”

“I am sorry, sir, Grandpapa. You must heal. The guard needs you.” Emer said with a frown.

Grandpapa? Emer is the grandson of this important officer?

The older officer smiled. “And we need you. Do what the healer tells you so you can rejoin us soon.”

Emer grimaced and Ziva kissed him goodbye before following the officers from the healers’ hall.

Emer closed his eyes once more. Marcella sat beside him again. “You can do anything —”

“Oh, Mother,” he said, squinting at her. “My arm is useless. I cannot even move a finger.” He turned his head away and closed his eyes.

Marcella sighed.

“I can stay here with him, Mistress Marcella,” Rilda said. “You need to check on your daughter.”

“Suloch needs me, too.” Marcella shook her head, then spoke under her breath. “So many need my attention.” She touched Emer and lifted her voice. “Will you be well if I leave you with Rilda?”

He raised the good, though bandaged hand. “The healers are here to care for my needs.” His hand fell limply to his side.

“And me, Master Emer. I will stay here to assist you.”

“If you must,” Emer said.

He does not want me to stay. I will stay for Marcella, not for him.

Marcella stood staring at her son. “It is your choice,” she said with a shrug.

Rilda glanced at Emer. “I will stay. You go.”

Marcella kissed Emer’s cheek.

“Go Mother. Suloch needs you.”

Rilda sat with Emer saying nothing, waiting for him to speak or move. He did not. The shadows of trees outside the window moved across his feet.

As he would not open his eyes, she stared at the young man, more a boy than a man. Probably no older than her fifteen years. The bandages wrapping his arms, legs, and chest indicated he had fought like a man, or been injured like a man.

What was it his grandfather had said? Fought like his father, but better. Yes. That was it. His father? Marcella’s lost husband-mate? Most likely.

Rilda compared her memories of Marcella and her daughter with Emer. Yes. The nose turned up at the end like hers. His eyes were set wide in his face. He would be handsome, if he smiled, even with all the bandages on him.

The healer’s assistant brought them food to eat. He left his sitting on his table. Rilda ate hers. The travel bars before the morning workout were long gone.

“You should eat,” she said in a voice scratchy from disuse.

“Why?” Emer grumbled.

“To gain your strength. You cannot fight with either arm if you lose all your strength.”

Emer turned his eyes toward her. “What would you know about it?”

“The Coos giants took me from my home. I escaped when I did because I maintained my strength by eating.”

Emer lifted his good shoulder in a shrug. “I cannot eat. My right arm is useless, and my left is bandaged.”

“I will help you.” Rilda stood and gazed at the young man. “You cannot eat lying flat like that. You will choke. Let me help you sit a bit.”

“You can’t —”

Rilda put her arms around his body and pulled him up in the bed until sat leaning against the end of the bed.

Emer groaned with the movement.

She pulled his pillow up and stuffed it behind him. “There. Now you will not choke.”

“How did you do that?” Emer said when he regained his breath. “You don’t look strong enough to move me.”

“I am stronger than I look. Remember, I retained my strength by eating. I practiced the use of the staff this morning with your mother.” She lay a cloth under his chin and spooned soup into his mouth.

“My mother practiced using the staff?” Emer almost splattered her with the soup.

Rilda laughed and spooned more soup into him. “Your mother is a courageous woman. Strong, too. She remembered to get travel bars so we would have the strength to fight.”

“Mother practiced the staff?”

“I told you she did.” Another spoonful of soup went into his mouth. “The women here practice in the early morning, before the men.”

Emer gazed at her and shook his head. “I know the women practice. My mother has never joined them before. She never practiced at her father’s home. But—” a spoonful of soup stopped his protest.

“Her father may not have allowed it. This is Nod.”

Emer swallowed the soup. “Grandfather Crites understands things different than Grandfather Leddicus.” He opened his mouth for more.

Rilda laughed and inserted the spoonful of soup in his mouth, spilling some.

“Good thing you put that towel there,” Emer said with a little laugh. “I’d be a mess.”

Rilda wiped the soup from his chin. “Do not make me laugh. I miss.”

“You do,” Emer opened his mouth to receive more soup. “Tell me more about my mother practicing.”

***
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Rilda brushed a hand through her hair, then spooned another bit of soup into Emer’s mouth. “She said I must practice with her if I expected to live in her house this morning when I woke with the first light of the sun.”

“Mother awoke that early!”

Rilda nodded and filled his mouth with soup.

“She did. We were in the practice field learning to defend ourselves before the sun had climbed above the eastern mountains.”

Emer’s eyes widened. “She has changed.”

“Oh?”

“Mother never rises before the sun is well into the sky.”

“She rose with the first rays of sun this morning. I cannot tell you about any other morning. I only met her yesterday.”

“How did you meet?” Emer swallowed the last of the soup and relaxed against the pillow.

“Here in the healing hall.” Rilda’s laughter turned to grief. “I sorrowed over the man who brought me here. I had nowhere to go and sat in the hall, sobbing. Your mother allowed my tears to drench her dress before she came in here to find you. She told me to wait.” Rilda sighed a little sigh. “I had nowhere to go, so I waited.”

“My mother allowed you, a stranger, to soak her dress with your tears?” Emer closed his eyes and opened them again. “Are you certain it was my mother?”

“If the woman who brought me here is your mother, it was your mother.” Rilda set the empty soup bowl and spoon on the tray then sank onto the chair.
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