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Sonoran Desert. Dawn of the sixteenth century.

Aiyana isn’t like the other girls of the White Ant Clan. Instead of keeping house, she longs to compete on the Ball Court with her best friend Honovi and the other boys. Instead of marriage, she daydreams of traveling beyond the mountains that surround her small village. Only Honovi knows and shares her forbidden wish, though Aiyana doesn’t realize her friend has a secret wish of his own…

When Aiyana’s father arranges her marriage to a man she hardly knows, she takes the advice of a tribal elder: run! In fleeing, she falls into the hands of Spanish raiders and finds herself being taken over the mountains against her will. Now Aiyana’s on a quest to return to the very place she once dreamed of escaping. And she’ll do whatever it takes to survive and find her way back to the people she loves.
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Author’s Note



Around 300 BC, people from the ancient Mayan and Aztec cultures traveled north to settle in the desert valleys formed by the slow moving Gila and Salt Rivers in what is now known as Arizona. They existed peacefully as farmers and master canal builders until the sixteenth century, when their population vanished for reasons unknown. The Pima Indians called these people Hohokam, “Those Who Have Gone.”
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Chapter One



The area known today as Phoenix, Arizona, at the dawn of the sixteenth century.

The land of my people was surrounded on three sides by mountains as dark as my skin. To the north loomed a mountain shaped like a sleeping mule deer; to the west, a ridge high enough to shield our fields from the relentless sun; and to the east, boulders as jagged as Grandfather Eyota’s front teeth. Only the south stretched open as far as we could see, and it was from the south that my ancestors first appeared in the desert generations ago.

We were forbidden to travel anywhere but south. The mountains, our elders warned, protected us like broad shoulders. And the valley surrounded by these mountains, once brown and brittle, flourished with cotton, squash, beans, pumpkins and corn as high as our fathers. The land provided everything we needed, our elders said. More than we’d ever want.

Maybe so, I often thought, but I could never escape the feeling that those mountains kept us captive as much as they kept us safe.

“You daydream too much, Aiyana,” Chenoa said. She proceeded to poke me in the arm with the tip of a palo verde stick, masterfully sharpened by our younger brother, Onawa. “And you can’t expect me to do everything, can you?”

Chenoa was my older sister and like most sisters, I either loved or hated her. We were supposed to be gathering saguaro berries for the Rain Ceremony. Everybody wanted rain when the air grew heavy as deerskin; I simply wanted a peek at the other side of those mountains. And the older I became, the deeper my curiosity grew. I had already seen my sixteenth harvest, and sometimes the desire to discover the World Beyond took up so much space inside my head that it frightened me.

“Don’t you ever wonder what’s over there?” I asked, stopping again underneath a wispy canopy of palo verde branches. An endless mountain range stretched before us. The rocky ridge had three humps, a middle one as round as a half-moon with smaller ones flanking each side. The elders believed a giant animal slept beneath the mountain; we called it Sleeping Mule Deer. “Aren’t you ever curious?” I wiped the sweat from my brow with the back of my hand, watching the mountain’s colors shimmer red and orange from the merciless heat.

Chenoa pivoted long enough to grace me with one of her signature eye rolls. It wasn’t the first time I asked her about the World Beyond during one of our fruit gathering journeys. It was a luxury for a girl to leave the circle of pit houses in our village, and no doubt Chenoa thought I was wasting time again with silly questions. And we were allowed to travel only so far as we could see the tops of our brush-covered roofs. I supposed Chenoa would rather talk about her upcoming wedding ceremony to Sinopa, but our walks were my only opportunity to say those things that I dared not say inside the pit house. To do so meant I ignored the wisdom of our elders and, ultimately, our Creator, Hunab Ku.

“How many times must we speak of this?” Chenoa scolded, always the good daughter, the wise daughter. The sensible daughter. The daughter I could never be. “The other side is probably just more of the same.”

“But you don’t know, do you.” I said it more like a statement than a question. A challenge.


“Then why keep asking?” She snatched the clay jar from my hand and then started to run toward a small forest of saguaros. I shook my head and smiled at the back of her head as her laughter filled the air. Black as night like mine, her hair hung shiny and loose and reached the small of her back over her deerskin dress. I began to race after her. Chenoa’s short legs were no match for my longer ones and she knew it. Even with her sandals. Even with a head-start. But at least she tried to outrun me. She always tried. But I always won.

Chenoa’s giggles got garbled deep inside her throat when my fingertips brushed the back of her head. I caught up easily but missed her shoulder. “If we hurry,” she panted, still running, “we can swim in the river. Mother won’t mind.” When my hand finally grabbed her shoulder, she stopped abruptly in front of a giant saguaro. Eyota, we named it, because we thought it had seen as many harvests as our grandfather. Its six arms curled up to hug the sun and always provided more fruit than we needed and more spines in our fingertips than we could pluck.

Still breathing heavy, Chenoa dropped the jar into the soft dirt along with her pointy white stick. She reached for her knees.

I grabbed the stick while she caught her breath. “I’ll poke. You catch,” I said. Since I was taller, I could pierce the red berries without destroying the skin, and the better the berry, the sweeter the ceremonial wine for the Rain Ceremony.

Chenoa nodded as she gulped back a final breath. Then she stood and lifted the clay jar, squinted against the sun, and waited for the plump berries to drop.

I smiled at the saguaro. “Eyota has been good to us this year.” With the stick, I poked six ripe berries the size of my fist. Some stuck to the end of my stick; others dropped to the ground for Chenoa to catch in the jar.

“I can already taste the wine,” she said.

“Should be perfect. Just like the sun.”

“Yes, the sun,” Chenoa sighed. The wispy hairs around her face stuck to her forehead. “I can’t wait for that swim. Your sun is smothering me today.”

I didn’t answer. I was too busy poking at the berries and avoiding cactus needles, but what Chenoa said was true. It was much warmer this season than the last. The rains had not been as plentiful. Some of our canals had turned bone-dry and the elders believed that we offended Hunab Ku by not appreciating his generosity. I doubted their wisdom, although I would never dare admit that to Chenoa. There was a sky of difference between daydreaming about the World Beyond and questioning the elders. Had I so much as uttered a word, she would have told our mother and father, Gaho and Ituha, no matter how much I begged.

Chenoa and I worked among the saguaros until our jar overflowed with red berries. A swim in the cool river would be our reward.

“Race you there!” I said. With the pointy stick still clutched in my clammy hand, I ran straight for a sandy path that led to a deep circle of calm water hidden alongside cottonwoods and palo verde trees.

“Wait, Aiyana!” Chenoa called from behind me. Her voice wavered from the weight of the jar. “Wait for me!”

But I didn’t wait. Couldn’t. As soon as I reached the end of the path, I kicked off the ties from my sandals and stripped out of a deerskin dress that stretched to my knees. It clung to my sweaty skin like heavy fingers and would not release me easily. I barely took the time to toss it over a palo verde branch. Quickly, I waded into the cool waters and crouched down till my shoulders were covered. My hair floated loose around my naked body like a cloud. Surprisingly, Chenoa was not far behind. She tossed her clothes and the jar underneath a branch next to mine and dove in, hands first.


We floated on our backs, letting the gentle current massage our sore muscles. Suddenly the sun didn’t seem so hot or the air as thick. I squinted at the cloudless sky and wondered again what I wouldn’t give to walk past the other side of our mountains. If I could, I’d walk as far as my legs would carry me. I wondered how many suns that would be. Would it take only one? Or a handful?

“Do you suppose the World ends at some point?” I asked Chenoa as she floated alongside me. “Would we reach an edge and then stare straight into an open sky with no bottom?”

Chenoa sighed heavily, refusing to answer. Clearly my questions had begun to irritate her, especially since I hadn’t asked one single question about her wedding preparations. Sadly, rabbit skin marriage blankets and finely woven sleeping mats were not the kinds of things that interested me.

And Chenoa’s wedding was all everyone could talk about inside our pit house, besides the Rain Ceremony. Everyone but me. Usually I would nod and smile, mostly for show, as my mind wondered dangerously beyond the walls and mountains of our village.

My eyes popped open when the feathery branch from a cottonwood rustled like a snake above the water. “What’s that?” I said, wrapping my arms across my breasts.

Chenoa still floated, eyes closed. “What’s what?” she replied groggily.

“That,” I hissed.

“The wind,” Chenoa said, disinterested.

“But there isn’t any,” I whispered, crouching lower. My eyes scanned the riverbank’s sandy edges. Our deerskins and sandals still hung on the branches; the white stick and jar hadn’t moved. We’d had raids from the south before but not many, especially since men from our village were supposed to be on watch at all times, even during ceremonies. “I know what I heard. And I heard something.”

“Just enjoy the water, will you—” Chenoa said but then her teeth snapped shut. She bolted upright and crouched lower in the water. Our shoulders brushed. “Wait,” she whispered. “Someone is here. Someone is watching us.”

I nodded once, saying nothing, still scanning the river’s edges. “But where?” I whispered through gritted teeth. My heart began to beat faster as my eyes moved beyond the trees to the top of a boulder with red and orange jagged ridges.

We were cornered, trapped.

I wondered whether anyone would hear our screams. And I cursed myself for leaving our only weapon on the riverbank. At least I could have brought it with us to spear a silver fish.

“There.” Chenoa’s lips barely moved. Her chin rose toward a clump of trees alongside the boulder.

My eyes traced hers.

That’s when I saw it.

A flash of black and copper swept behind the branches but it was gone just as soon as the branch swayed back in place.

And then Chenoa began to giggle.

“What?” I spun around to face her. My toes sank deeper in the squishy mud.

Chenoa’s dark eyes sparkled above the clear water as she crouched lower to blow bubbles underneath the water. She surfaced and then said, “Seems we’ve got a spy.”

My heart began to beat faster but for an entirely different reason. I didn’t appreciate spies. My eyes narrowed as I searched through the branches for the culprit. “Who?” I blurted angrily.

“It’s Honovi,” Chenoa said behind her hand. “And I might be wrong but I think I caught him smiling at you.”

“Honovi!” I screamed so that my voice bounced off the rocks. “I am going to kill you!”


Honovi climbed to the top of the boulder behind the trees and began to laugh. His laughter echoed above the river, silencing the doves in the trees. “You’ll have to catch me first, Aiyana!” The doves in the cottonwoods burst into the sky as if soaring over us with one set of wings instead of hundreds. Above his head, he waved my deerskin dress like a trophy.

My jaw dropped. Honovi moved quicker than any boy I knew.

“When I get out of this river, I am going to tell your mother!” I screamed, but my threats only fueled his laughter.

That’s because Honovi was my oldest and dearest friend. Our families shared the same courtyard on the outskirts of the village. Together, we formed part of the White Ant Clan. I was as welcome inside his pit house as he was inside ours. Our mothers raised us practically as brother and sister and we’d been competing against each other ever since we took our first steps.

Until last year, I could run as fast as Honovi but I was still equally as skillful with a spear. Honovi also knew my secrets, especially the one about walking past the mountains to discover the World Beyond. That’s because he wondered the same things, too.

“Keep your head on your neck, Aiyana,” he teased. “Don’t worry, I’ll put it back.” He shook my dress again over his head and I glared at him. My deepening frown only succeeded in widening his grin.

“Stop it! We’re getting cold in here,” I said, still fuming, but also struggling to bite back a smile. It would only be a matter of time before I would do the same to him when he swam with the other boys from the village. I’d show Honovi. I’d get even. Eventually. I always did.

Honovi jumped down from the top of the boulder and landed in the sand with a heavy thump. Slowly, he sauntered back to the tree where Chenoa’s dress still hung as if he had nothing else better to do. He bent over to examine the contents of the clay jar, as if suddenly enthralled with cactus berries and mesquite seeds. He even picked one up, turned it over in his hand, and then tossed it back inside the jar.

“Before I become an old woman!” Chenoa yelled but she, too, fought back a smile as we huddled together naked underneath the water watching him warily.

Honovi made a dramatic show of daintily hanging my dress on the branch beside Chenoa’s, making sure the deerskin sleeves hung just right.

“Finally!” Chenoa said.

“You old woman!” I yelled at him.

Honovi rolled his eyes but then, like an unexpected dark cloud on a clear day, all of the humor left his voice. “I’ll wait for you at the end of the path. You shouldn’t have come out this far alone.”

My eyes popped open. I wasn’t expecting that.

But it was true. We had walked too far and had been away from the village too long. Barely three moon cycles ago, another girl had been walking along the river, unaccompanied, and was attacked by a bobcat perched on a tree branch. The bobcat pounced onto her back and mauled her shoulder before anyone heard her screams. She was lucky to be alive.

Chenoa and I turned to each other, still wide-eyed, before looking back at Honovi.

But then one corner of his mouth turned up in a crooked smile. “But if you don’t tell on me, I won’t tell on you.”

The guilt I felt for traveling so far from the village quickly faded. I smirked at Honovi while Chenoa sliced the water with her arm and tried to splash him. But he stood too high, his arms crossed over his shoulders like a village chief.


“Okay, okay,” I relented finally. “We won’t tell if you don’t. Now just go, will you? My teeth are chattering.”

Honovi turned and swept down one muscled, bare arm in an exaggerated bow. And then he was gone.

“I thought he’d never leave,” I muttered.

But Chenoa only smiled. “He does seem to pop up at the strangest times,” she said as we waded through the cool water towards our sandals and deerskins and the heaviness of the sky.








Chapter Two



When Chenoa and I returned home, Gaho was kneeling before the hearth in the far end of the pit house. My stomach growled immediately at the comforting smells of her bubbling stew—squash and corn with bits of dried deer meat.

“What took you so long?” Gaho said as soon as we crossed through the door. She didn’t turn. I swear my mother had eyes on the back of her head.

Gaho’s body was delicate like Chenoa’s, although thicker in the middle. Her black hair had streaks of grey and was pulled back in a braid that stretched down the middle of her back.

“There’s still corn that needs grinding,” she said, nodding toward a small stone trough beside her.

Chenoa darted quickly across the room and knelt before it.

Before my eyes could adjust to the darkness inside our clay walls, Chenoa lifted the stone above the trough and began to grind the kernels. The metate in her hands began to scrape inside the trough.

My stomach still growled when Gaho snapped, “Aiyana, fetch me some more water. Must I tell you everything?”

I frowned at the back of Gaho’s head but I didn’t dare delay another second. I reached for the water jar next to the door and carried it to her side. It was unlike Gaho to snap at us. I figured that she was anxious about the Rain Ceremony preparations. It was hard enough to find time and energy for additional work on top of the usual tasks that filled our days. I immediately felt guilty for taking the swim. “We found plenty of berries today,” I said, trying to soften the edge in her voice. “More than we’ll need.”

“We can never find enough,” Gaho snapped. But then she drew back her shoulders and inhaled. As she exhaled, she turned to me and said, “I am sorry, Aiyana. But there is still much work that needs to be done. I have only two hands when I need six.”

“I understand,” I said. “Tell me what I must do.”

“Bring me the fruit,” she said.

I brought her the clay jar overflowing with fruit and she smiled at the size of the saguaro berries.

Together, we peeled their skins and then mashed them with our fists till our knuckles turned purple. “The wine will be good this harvest,” Gaho said finally, her first smile since we returned to the pit house. She wiped sweat from her wrinkled brow with the back of her hand, leaving a streak of berry juice across her forehead. “Our men will be pleased.”

“Where is Onawa?” I said, leaning back on my knees.

“He’s in the courtyard with Eyota.”

I lowered my chin to conceal my jealousy but it was not lost on Gaho.

“They’re busy carving figurines for your sister’s wedding ceremony,” she reminded me. One for fertility would be sewn inside a corner of Chenoa’s marriage blanket. And Eyota was one of the clan’s master carvers. He could carve anything out of wood and stone and he was teaching Onawa to do the same. Eyota said Onawa had Hunab Ku’s gift. “With his slender fingers, he’ll be better than me one day,” he told my parents, along with just about everyone else in our village.


Gaho shook her head and smirked at me while my eyelashes lowered even further. It was hard not to be envious of Onawa. He never had to help with cooking and he was still too small to help Ituha in the fields, at least not all day. How I wished sometimes that I had been born a boy. I hated being trapped inside the pit house. It was just as bad as being trapped by mountains and unanswered questions that filled my head.

Streaks of orange and purple painted the horizon when Ituha returned from the fields, his bare arms and legs scratched and coated with dust. He carried his sticks and baskets across his back. But whenever Ituha came home, the air inside our pit house felt lighter.

And cooler air always drew everyone into the adjoining courtyard along with renewed energy. Voices turned brighter; footsteps became lighter, even faster. Outside, mothers brought steaming stews and corn dumplings in large pots from their hearths for everyone to share. As the sun began to set, one of the boys played a flute carved from reeds that grew next to the river. The music floated above us, light as rain. For me, it was always the best part of a long day.

Honovi’s parents and younger sister, Luyu, always ate their meal with us outside, along with Sinopa’s parents, sister, and two younger brothers. We sat in a circle on cotton mats, balancing clay bowls in our laps. I sat between Honovi and Sinopa. They never stopped talking, even as they slurped rabbit stew. And I couldn’t blame them, especially when they discussed the ball court competition. I felt privileged that they let me listen. Sometimes, when we were by ourselves in the courtyard, they even let me kick the ball with them.

The ball court competition was scheduled the next morning, just after sunrise. The White Ant Clan would play the Red Ant Clan. The Rain Ceremony and all its pageantry were almost secondary. Ball court was always the highlight of any ceremony, especially for the boys. The last time, the Red Ant Clan won the honors, but not before a grueling match that produced too many purple bruises and black eyes to count. Honovi had to wear a sling for two weeks and could only work in the fields with one functioning arm. Sinopa lost a tooth when he got knocked in the mouth by a Red Ant’s stick. Despite the injuries, the boys from the Red Ant Clan kicked only one ball more past the goal line than the boys from my clan. And tomorrow, the boys of the White Ant Clan had no intention of losing again, no matter how many bruises or broken bones they had to suffer.

I barely allowed myself a breath while Honovi and Sinopa talked, for fear of missing a single word. Flames from the fire pit brightened their eyes as they discussed ball and stick strategies.

“Remember to dribble the ball with the insides of your feet,” Honovi cautioned Sinopa. “Only bring back your stick when you’re in front of the goal.”

Sinopa nodded solemnly. Honovi was the best player for the White Ant Clan. None of the other boys dared discount his wisdom, not even Sinopa.

I imagined playing alongside them, kicking the ball and poking it across the goal line with my stick. I imagined that I could; I knew I could if only given the chance. I was certainly quick enough and equally as clever. Honovi wouldn’t need to tell me to dribble the ball with the insides of my feet. I already knew that.

But then Ituha said something from across the fire that tightened my chest.

“Pakuna’s father met me in the fields today, Aiyana.”

I swallowed but said nothing. Suddenly, my appetite disappeared, along with my ability to speak.

Pakuna was a boy from the Red Ant Clan. His father was Miakoda, their tribal leader. Miakoda never smiled and his eyes and mouth were framed by skin folds as thick as Gaho’s corn dumplings. When he spoke, he grunted. It was always difficult to understand him, and I suddenly worried that he caught Chenoa and I sneaking a swim in the river when we should have been working, especially one sunrise before the Rain Ceremony.


I waited for Ituha to finish, expecting the worse, but I suspected that being with Chenoa would probably lessen the punishment.

Ituha saw how my brow furrowed and smiled. “Pakuna has been asking for you,” he said in his usual calm way, as if boys asked about me all of the time. They did not.

Even so, everyone seated around us in the courtyard grew silent. All talk of ball court halted. The only sound was the crackle of the fire. Each face around the circle looked from Ituha and then to me, waiting. It wasn’t often that any of us had conversations with one of the tribal leaders. To do so was considered a privilege.

Even so, I felt Honovi’s back stiffen beside me. “Yes, Ituha?” I said, my voice heavy with dread. Did Pakuna catch Chenoa and me at the river, too? Was he spying like Honovi? I didn’t know whether to be angry or afraid. I didn’t know Pakuna like the boys from my own Clan. And why, again, would he be asking about me?

But then Gaho beamed at me and nodded alongside Ituha while Ituha tilted his head as if he had a secret. “It is time for you to marry, Aiyana. Pakuna would make a fine husband…” His voice trailed off.

It was as if someone had kicked me in the stomach. Husband? I said to myself. Is that what this nonsense is all about?

The word stuck like a dry pebble inside my throat. And it sounded all wrong inside my head. I could barely say it.

Husband.

And who could picture me a wife? Certainly not me, not like I could Chenoa or the other girls in our village. Chenoa was born to marry. Me, on the other hand, I saw myself differently. I saw everything differently. That was my problem.

“But—” I stammered and Ituha raised his hand.

My mouth snapped shut.

“It is settled, Aiyana.” He said it so firmly that I had to draw back a breath. But then his eyes softened again when he smiled. With a lift of his chin, he said, “We will sit with Pakuna’s family tomorrow at the Rain Ceremony.”

I could tell by Ituha’s tone that he was proud to make this announcement in front of everyone in the courtyard. He was proud to accept Miakoda’s invitation. He was honored to have received it. If I were to complain, he would be embarrassed and shamed, and Ituha was the last person I wanted to disappoint. Ever.

Gaho glowed alongside him and that only made it worse. Now I understood why she had been so anxious after Chenoa and I returned home. She had wanted to tell me but knew she couldn’t. Ituha needed to be the one.

“Just think, Aiyana,” Gaho said. “That will mean you can move closer to the center of the village.” Her voice trailed off like Ituha’s, as if she already had the details mapped out in her mind. Marrying her daughter to the son of a Tribal Leader had its privileges, but I wanted to scream that we hadn’t married yet. There was still time for Pakuna to change his mind and I was certain he would. He must have made a mistake, or he had me confused with someone else in the White Ant Clan.

And Pakuna needed only to get to know me better before he’d realize that there were plenty of other girls more worthy of a Tribal Leader’s son. In fact, I wondered why he even noticed me. He never did before.


I stared wordlessly over the fire into my parents’ faces. Their eyes sparkled, making it that much more difficult to breathe. Finally, I sighed inwardly and turned to Honovi. Honovi knew Pakuna better than I did. They competed in ball court and they worked together in the fields. Perhaps Honovi could enlighten me about Pakuna’s sudden interest.

Mercifully, the conversation around us returned to normal. Boys talked ball strategies, girls and mothers discussed wedding ceremonies and babies, and the men talked about the heat.

“Honovi?” I said. The spot beside me was empty and cold. “Honovi?” I turned all around. “Where’d he go?”

Sinopa shrugged his shoulders.

“Humph,” I sighed, squinting into the growing darkness around us.

I hadn’t seen him leave. He could have at least said something before he disappeared.

And I so desperately wanted to tell him that the closer to the center of anything was the last place I wanted to be. Honovi would understand. He always did. But then I reminded myself that he already felt the same way.

It was a small consolation.

***

After the sun rose on the next day, Gaho became obsessed with my dress and hair more than ever before. It was infuriating.

She circled me warily, sighing and clucking, till I wanted to leap out of a window. I wasn’t accustomed to so much attention from her. Normally she was critiquing my household skills, not the condition of my deerskins or the tangles in my hair.

“Wear this,” she said. “It’s our best one.” She pressed a dress against my chest. The skin was brushed and softened by the sun to perfection. Tiny braided tassels the length of my smallest finger hung delicately from the bottom hem. They both shimmered and tickled against my legs at the same time.

“But there’s nothing wrong with the one I always wear,” I said, unable to stand still. I was anxious to be at ball court, especially after hearing sticks clacking together in the distance. I was late. The game had already started and Gaho was fussing about a silly dress.

“Aiyana, do as you’re told.” Gaho’s lips pressed together in a thin line.

I took the dress. “Yes, mother,” I said as I fingered the deerskin. It was softer than mine and covered my knees. If I did get a chance to play on the ball court, this dress would not make it easy. And Gaho would not be pleased if I returned her dress dirty and ripped—precisely the reason for insisting that I wear it.

“And these,” Gaho said, threading her best necklace over my head.

“But—” I broke off helplessly as I stared down at the blue stone that hung below my chin. White shells as big as my palm hung on either side of it. The necklace had belonged to my grandmother, and her mother before her. It was the most precious jewelry my family owned. “I couldn’t. You should be wearing it, not me.” I began to untie the knot behind my neck but Gaho’s hands reached for my wrists, stopping me

“Not today, Aiyana. Today it belongs to you. Let your future husband see that Ituha does not allow his family to go without.”

I swallowed. There was that word again, husband, the one that had no place next to mine.

I stared across the room at Chenoa. She ignored me. With her fingertip, she drew dots and circles on her arms and face with yellow paint we made from palo verde flowers. The bright paint glowed on her coppery skin. I was expected to do the same and I frowned when I realized that it would be one more task that would keep me from watching the ball court competition. How I loathed all of the activities associated with being a girl.


“Don’t tie your hair back.” Gaho still fussed behind me. “Wear it long and loose like Chenoa.”

“Yes,” I said, unable to hide the slight grumble in my voice. Mercifully, Gaho ignored my tone as she helped slip the deerskin over my head. Today, she would also wear her hair loose, like all of the other women in the White Ant Clan. Long hair was a sign of beauty and Gaho could certainly be counted as such. Still, I couldn’t help but feel guilty wearing her best deerskin and finest jewelry.

Finally dressed, painted, and combed, I begged, “May I go now, Gaho?” I fidgeted from one foot to the other, waiting for her permission. But Gaho would not release me easily. Carefully, she cinched a braided cotton rope around my waist to tighten the dress, holding me in place again.

Then she stepped back for a final look. She looked across at Chenoa for confirmation and they both shook their heads. “Yes.” Gaho exhaled. I already had my hand on the door. “You can go, but remember…”

I stopped at the open doorway and pivoted, stiff as a tree branch. The cheers from the ball court had grown louder. I was ready to leap through the door.

“Your best behavior today. Nothing less.”

A knot tightened inside my chest again. “I’ll try,” I said, but my weak response only widened Gaho’s eyes. “I will,” I added quickly and watched the corners of her eyes soften. And then, without another word, I darted through the door.

I didn’t stop running until my sandals reached the grassy edges of the ball court. The players from both Clans were already assembled on the field.

I found a vacant spot in the crowd between Onawa and Ituha. They sat near the middle. Ituha brightened when he saw me, presumably pleased that I wore Gaho’s best deerskin. His eyes traveled to the necklace. I pretended not to notice but I felt my cheeks flush. It was easier wearing worn deerskin and braids. But wearing my mother’s clothes, it was as if I was expected to become somebody else, someone I didn’t want to be. How could I be expected to behave like a woman when I still felt like a girl?

I whispered, “Who’s winning?” as my eyes scanned the spectators around me. Villagers from both the White and the Red Ant Clans, mostly men too young or too old to play, lined the grassy perimeter. I was the only girl.

“No one. Yet,” Ituha said. His tone indicated that was about to change. He returned his attention to the field and I rubbed my hands together, excited for the game to resume.

I loved everything about ball court: the fresh smell of the grassy field, the clacking sound of the sticks, the sweat that would build across a boy’s brow, the roar from the spectators. But mostly I admired the sheer determination in the players’ eyes. In a way, I knew how they felt—to want something so much you’re willing to battle for it. Hard.

There were twelve players on each team. Honovi held center position for the White Ant Clan. He faced Pakuna in the middle of the field for the ball drop. Sweat glistened over their bare chests and faces, even though the morning sky was still mostly grey.

Honovi looked sideways at me just before the ball dropped. I nodded at him and smiled but his head turned abruptly toward Pakuna, as if he hadn’t seen me at all. Nearly the same height, their foreheads almost touched as they stared down at the ball between their sticks. A moment later, I blinked and their sticks pulled back.

Crack!


The crowd winced collectively when their sticks crashed against the ball, a deerskin stitched and stuffed with river sand so that it was lumpy and round like a pumpkin. Honovi’s stick cracked against the side before grazing Pakuna’s leg, drawing a new line of bright red blood across his calf to match another fresh one on his other leg. The crowed stood for a moment and roared its approval.

Ituha muttered close to my ear as we both leaned forward. “Should be an interesting game.”

Interesting? I wanted to scream. That was an understatement. Ball court competitions between the White Ant and Red Ant Clans were always more than interesting. Winning meant everything. The losing team would choose death over losing if given the choice.

Pakuna threw his shoulder into Honovi’s chest, knocking him to the ground. The crowd that swelled around me sucked back a giant breath. But Honovi sprinted to his feet quick as a fox and chased after Pakuna and his teammates as they raced toward the White Ant goal line. Sinopa and his brothers guarded the goal line like an impenetrable wall, standing shoulder to sweaty shoulder.

Honovi ran towards them, his black hair pulled back by a thin band around the middle of his forehead, but not before knocking Pakuna to the ground with a hard push from his shoulder. He kicked the ball sideways between Pakuna’s legs to Sinopa, who then stopped it with his bare foot before kicking it back toward the center of the field.

Pakuna jumped back to his feet and glared after the White Ant players as they charged toward the opposite end of the field. Spectators from the Red Ant Clan began screaming. “Get up! Get up!” even though Pakuna was on the ground for less than a heartbeat. The Red Ant Clan goal line was unprotected, save for one stocky boy who stood near the middle, his elbows jutted sideways and his square chin lowered, waiting like a bobcat studying his prey.

Ituha, Onawa and I stood, along with the rest of the White Ant Clan, waving our arms and shaking our fists. “Run, run,” we chanted together. “Faster!” My temples pounded with the thunder of their footsteps.

But Pakuna was too fast. He sprinted toward the ball and before anyone could blink, he ran shoulder to shoulder with Honovi behind the ball.

“Go! Honovi!” we yelled louder. “You can make it!” A few more long strides and he’d reach the goal line with the ball.

Honovi’s foot found the ball. He dribbled it a few steps between his feet as Pakuna reached between them with his stick. He poked and jabbed at it to no avail because this time Honovi was too fast. This time he was ready.

I pressed my hands to my chest as Honovi kicked the ball with the inside of his foot. He kicked it left when everyone, even the players, thought he’d kick it right. The ball sailed easily across the Red Ant Clan goal line. There was no way anyone could have stopped it.

Everyone from the White Ant Clan screamed in jubilation and my chest swelled with pride. We rose again to our feet, our arms waving and fists pumping into the air. I hugged Ituha while the White Ant players circled Honovi and slapped his back appreciatively. Through their sweaty arms and above their shoulders, I found Honovi’s face. He stared up at me and pulled his shoulders back. He smiled, a real one. There was no mistaking the pride behind his eyes.

I smiled back but it quickly faded when Pakuna burst through the circle of arms and shoved Honovi to the ground with his palm. Honovi fell so hard that a cloud of dust lifted around him. The earlier sparkle in his eyes had changed to surprise. And then anger.


Honovi snapped quickly to his feet and then lunged at Pakuna like he wanted to rip open his chest. They both crashed to the ground, fists flying, clinging to each other in a spinning ball of shiny sweat and dirt.

Predictably, the men cheered as Honovi and Pakuna rolled across the grass. I sucked back a breath and watched, reluctantly. Fights among the players, especially the best ones, were half the fun of watching ball court.

But not for me. That’s the part I hated.

I didn’t enjoy seeing anyone get hurt, more than the usual cuts and scrapes that were typically worn with honor for many suns following a game. I preferred to simply watch the game, to observe the strategies and skills.

But then, when none of the players were paying attention, Miakoda strode onto the ball court toward them. He raised his walking stick into the air and the crowd fell into an uncomfortable silence. The boys standing around the circle parted to allow him inside their circle. He stood over Honovi and Pakuna, shaking his stick. But they didn’t stop. They continued thrashing in the grass, punching and grabbing, as if they expected to fight until the next Season of Longer Days.

Miakoda grunted, loudly. He slammed the round edge of his stick against the ground near their heads, twice. They finally pulled apart and everybody flinched, believing that his thick stick had landed across someone’s back. Mercifully, it hadn’t.

Dizzy from rage, Honovi and Pakuna rose from the ground. They stood next to each other, reluctantly, their chests and arms covered with fresh streaks of green and black. Pakuna dragged the back of his hand across his mouth and smeared more blood and dirt across his face. Honovi’s right cheekbone was puffy and a new line of blood ran down his shoulder. They glared at each other, breathing heavy, till Miakoda stood between them and placed his hands on their shoulders. He said something to them that only the players could hear.

Then Honovi and Pakuna looked at each other, begrudgingly. Honovi placed his hand on Pakuna’s shoulder first and Pakuna reciprocated, although I could tell from the way Pakuna’s eyes narrowed that their truce was only a beginning and not an end. Anybody could see that. Couldn’t they?

After Miakoda strode away from the circle, the game resumed from the center of the field and the spectators began to talk and cheer again. Hunab Ku must have looked fondly upon us because the boys from the White Ant Clan beat the Red Ant Clan three hard-fought goals to one. Honovi scored two of the goals and was carried off the field on the shoulders of the White Ant Clan players at the end of the game, dirty and bloodied, but grinning with pride.

My eyes filled with joyful tears as he passed Ituha, Onawa and me. He waved the deerskin ball over his head at the cheering crowd even though half the sand emptied to the ground where the seam finally burst from too many kicks and pokes. The players from the Red Ant Clan watched the celebration dejectedly, especially Pakuna. Only a dark shadow filled his eyes.

As Honovi crossed the field on the shoulders of his friends, Pakuna’s fists clenched as tight and round as the worn end of his father’s stick, and I wondered if anyone else noticed but me.








Chapter Three



I waited for Honovi to return to the courtyard after ball court.

I wanted to congratulate him before the Rain Ceremony but everybody returned to the pit houses with their bloody arms and bruised legs except him. I also thought I should warn him about Pakuna. I assumed they had been friends.

“Where’s Honovi?” I asked Sinopa between hurried trips from our pit house and the Great House with my arms loaded with red clay stew pots, vegetables, dried meats and wine. The Great House was in the middle of our village, surrounded by a central courtyard wide enough to accommodate at least fifty families. It’s where the White and Red Ant clans congregated for all of its ceremonies.

Sinopa grinned widely, despite a swollen lower lip and bruises on both cheeks. Sweat beaded at his hairline and pooled above his lips. Like all of the other White Ant boys, he still glowed from the win. “I think he went to the river.”

I nodded, my arms heavy with another jar of cactus berry wine. I should have known. A swim in the river, away from the bustle of the ceremony preparations, sounded wonderful. And impossible. I envied Honovi. What I wouldn’t have given to switch places with him for one sun.

My deerskin clung to my skin from all of the trips from our house to the Great House, and the sun still hung low in the sky. “Would you tell him I wanted to talk to him? When you see him? It’s important.”

Sinopa’s eyebrow arched. “Important?”

My shoulders shrugged as I feigned nonchalance. “Yes, you know. I wanted to talk to him about the game.”

Sinopa chuckled then shook his head like he still couldn’t believe how much I loved the game. “Sure, little sister,” he said. “I’ll tell him.” And then Sinopa ducked his head under the dark opening of his family’s pit house and disappeared.

Ever since the announcement of Sinopa’s marriage to Chenoa, Sinopa began calling me sister. I didn’t mind it, especially since he was as anxious to marry Chenoa as she to marry him. As far as I was concerned, they deserved each other. I’d never known two people who babbled so incessantly about marriage.

Alone in the courtyard, my eyes darted between the houses. All of the women were busy cooking outside the Great House, even Chenoa. Their nervous chatter filled the air. None of the men were in the fields, especially on a Rain Ceremony day. Most still congregated at ball court, especially the men from the White Ant Clan.

With all of the commotion, I decided that it was the perfect time to slip away and take a break. It was too tempting. And I’d return before anyone noticed.

Quietly, I hid the wine jar inside the doorway to our pit house. My breathing quickened as I started along the sandy shortcut to the river. I continued to glance over my shoulder until I reached the palo verde and cottonwood trees that hid me from any prying eyes. Underneath the trees, I removed the leather straps from my sandals and carried them in my hands.

My shoulders loosened the further I walked from the village and if Hunab Ku would have blessed me with wings, I’m certain that I could have flown to the river. I inhaled greedy gulps of the warm air as I ran, smiling when the air turned cooler the closer I got to the river.

When I reached the first jagged red boulder that lined the river, the slow and steady gurgle from the water drowned out all of the voices from the village. I spotted Honovi’s sandals lying in the sand near the river’s edge and a grin immediately stretched across my face. His deerskins would be close by.


Perfect.

I crept low along the sage brush that lined the top of the river, blending against the green and grey leaves, till I could touch Honovi’s sandals. The leather straps were still knotted, as if he couldn’t rip them off his feet fast enough before diving from the boulder into the cool water. And who would blame him. But where was he?

Squinting against the sun, I peeked over the sage for a better look. The water was smooth as a rabbit’s tail, barely a ripple. Honovi was known to be able to hold his breath for extraordinary long periods. He could be underwater. But if he was swimming below the surface, surely there would be bubbles and I would find him easily.

Not a single bubble interrupted the water’s surface.

My jaw tightened and I instinctively straightened. The river was too calm.

I walked around the sage brush and proceeded down to the edge, my eyes darting up and down the river. “Honovi?” I said. The water rumbled louder closer to the edge and my feet sank into the wet sand, pushing up mushy globs between my toes. “Honovi?” I yelled, my eyes focused on the water. “Where are you?” The trees towering over the river’s banks didn’t move. Not even the doves fluttered.

Strange.

“Honovi!” I yelled again, louder.

And then warm fingers curled over my right shoulder.

“Miss me?” said a voice.

I spun around, eyes wide, and almost fell backwards. “Honovi!” I screamed at him. “You scared me!” I slapped his hand away as his grin reached for his ears.

“That was the point.” His eyes sparkled against the reflection of the river. “Gotcha again. How many is it this time? My three to your one?”

I smirked at him, my heart still beating fast from my run. Or was it from the fear of not finding him?

“Here to swim?” he said. He studied my dress doubtfully.

I blinked. “No,” I snapped, still pretending to be mad. “I’m here to see you.”

Water droplets from his hair dropped onto his bare chest. “Me?” His chin pulled back with mock flattery.

But that’s the thing about Honovi. It’s impossible to stay angry at him, especially when his eyes tease mine or the way his right cheek dimples whenever he smiles, even when it’s covered with purple bruises.

“I wanted to congratulate you on the win. At ball court,” I added, stupidly, as if he didn’t already know what I was talking about. “You, you all played…” I paused, searching for the right word. “Magnificently,” I said with an exhale.

“Ah, yes,” he said, shaking his head. “Your future husband was not pleased with us.” His beautiful smile twisted into something I didn’t recognize.

“Please don’t say that,” I said, feeling my bright mood fade. I lifted my chin when his expression didn’t change and then, abruptly, I turned away. I couldn’t stand to talk with Honovi about such idle things as husbands and weddings, not when I depended on his friendship for so much more.

But Honovi reached for my shoulder when I began to walk away. “Wait, Aiyana. I didn’t mean it.”

I stopped then looked at him over my shoulder. “Mean what?”


He didn’t answer right away, as if he didn’t know what to say. Instead, he swallowed and let his arm drop to his side. Finally, he simply said, “Nothing.”

I turned again and started back on the path that would take me to the village.

“Wait,” Honovi said but I kept walking, faster. “I’ll walk with you,” he said.

As fast as it took me to blink, Honovi had reached for his sandals and began walking alongside me on the narrow sandy path. He slowed his pace to match mine. I could feel his eyes staring at me, studying me again, even thought I pretended to look straight ahead.

Finally, he said, “You look pretty today, Aiyana.”

My brow furrowed as I turned to him. Honovi never commented on my clothes or my hair. Not that it ever bothered me; that’s why I loved him so. He treated me like a friend, not a girl.

Thoroughly confused, I shook my head and said, “What is wrong with you?”

“Nothing.” His chin pulled back, hurt. “I can’t tell you that you look nice?”

I stopped and then rested my hands on my hips. Honovi stopped, too. We faced each other, inches apart. “I look nice?” I said, stupefied. His face still glistened from the water. “Since when do you care how I look?”

He blinked. “Forget it. Just making conversation.”

“Making conversation?” My cheeks turned warmer. “You’re not making sense,” I mumbled.

Honovi was my dearest, oldest friend. I wanted to remind him that you don’t make conversation with your best friend. Conversation between friends just happens. That’s the beauty. It flows freely and easily, like the river alongside us.

Finally, he sighed. “I guess I’m just worried about something.”

“About what?”

“Pakuna,” he blurted as his eyes darkened. Or maybe it was from standing underneath the shade of a palo verde branch. “I don’t like him. I don’t think he’s good enough. For you, I mean.”

My stomach tightened and my arms instinctively wrapped across my chest. I said nothing. That’s because I tried not to think about Pakuna too much. I tried not to think about becoming his wife because when I did, it only made it more real. Better to stuff that thought somewhere in the back of my mind. Besides, the ceremony wouldn’t happen, if it happened at all, at least until the next Season of Longer Days. I’d already decided to worry about it then.

“But I thought he was your friend?” I said, more so to talk about anything besides a wedding. “You’ve known each other as long as I’ve known you. Is that why he got so angry at you today? Is it because he’s a Red Ant?”

Honovi shook his head, surprising me. “It has nothing to do with being a Red Ant. But, Pakuna is no friend. He’s a brother, I’ll admit that. But he’s no friend.”

“Since when?” Even though we were from different Clans, we always treated each other as sisters and brothers. Like family.

Honovi didn’t answer. Instead, he lowered his forehead closer to mine. He put his hands on my shoulders. “Aiyana, are you happy about it?” he whispered, even though there was no need. “Is this what you want?” We were completely alone, if you didn’t count the jack rabbits and doves.


A nervous giggle rumbled inside my chest. “Happy?” My lips pressed together as I broke from his gaze and stared past his shoulder at the river through the trees. The surface of the water twinkled from the sun. I lifted my face to his. My voice turned flat. “It doesn’t much matter what I want. We both know that.”

Honovi’s gaze softened. He squeezed my shoulders. He started to open his mouth but then shut it because what could he say? The marriage was already arranged and the less we spoke of it, the better. That was how things were done in our village, especially if a Tribal Leader deemed it so. No one would dare deny Miakoda or his son, least of all a girl who’d rather compete in ball court than prepare stews or weave baskets.

And I was considered a woman, even though I didn’t feel like one. That only made it worse. Women got married and hoped for sons, as many as Hunab Ku would allow. That was our way. And there was nothing anyone could do to change that, least of all Honovi and me.

We walked back to the village in silence.

***

I left Honovi in the courtyard between our pit houses, tied my sandals and then ran to the Great House in the center of our village as fast as I could. Even from our house, I could see the tips of the flames from the fire pit in front of the Great House. And the smells from the roasting deer and rabbit made me dizzy. My stomach couldn’t decide whether to growl or turn queasy.

I didn’t like the way I left Honovi. We didn’t discuss the intricacies of the ball court win like I’d hoped, and the silence between us during our walk separated us still. He barely mumbled goodbye before he ducked under the doorway to his pit house. I wasn’t used to Honovi behaving like he wanted to be rid of me. Usually it was the opposite.

“Aiyana,” Gaho exhaled tiredly when she saw me approach the fire pit in the village. Her face beaded with sweat and she shook her head as her eyes scanned me from my tangled hair to the bottoms of my dusty sandals. And I recognized that pinched look about her mouth and eyes. It said that I was about to disappoint her. Or I already had. I shifted nervously from one foot to the other, waiting for her verdict.

“Did you bring more wine?” she said. Her tone was doubtful.

I froze.

Wine.

And then my eyes closed briefly as I remembered the jar tucked inside the doorway to our pit house. How could I have forgotten? It was just a single jar!

“Where’ve you been all this time? I’ve been waiting for you. You’re needed here.”

“I’ll run back and get it—” I blurted, but Gaho lifted a single finger, stopping me.

“No. There’s no time. We’ll get it later. The ceremony is about to begin.” And in the next breath, her face softened. “The Tribal Leaders told us that there will also be a Dance to Womanhood before the Rain Ceremony.” Her voice lowered with a nervous mixture of excitement and warning. “You’ve been invited to participate.”

I moaned inwardly, probably because I was the only girl in our entire village who didn’t go to bed each night dreaming about the Dance to Womanhood. Before Chenoa participated during the last ceremony, she talked about it nonstop for two harvests prior. Her chatter was exhausting, especially because Chenoa was the kind of girl who went from baby to adult, skipping all of the fun parts in between. And the Dance to Womanhood certainly wasn’t an invitation that could be refused. It would be like refusing good fortune from Hunab Ku.

“But, my dress,” I whispered, a half-hearted attempt at an excuse. My eyes traveled down to my knees. Certainly Gaho had noticed that the tassels turned wrinkled and dusty.


“Nonsense,” she said. “You look beautiful.” She placed a firm hand on my shoulder. Her other hand fingered my necklace. Then both of her hands moved to cup my face. “My beautiful Aiyana,” she whispered, brushing her soft, warm nose against mine.

There and then I fought the urge to cling to her like a child. I wanted to cry heavy tears against her chest and beg her to let me go home and hide in the corner of our pit house. I wanted to tell her that I didn’t want to become a woman, never would. Besides, it was too soon and I wasn’t ready. Couldn’t she see the fear in my eyes? Couldn’t she tell? But instead of using words, my lower lip only quivered.

“Come,” Gaho said. “Drink some wine. A few sips will settle you. And you look thirsty.”

Gaho led me by the elbow to a spot away from the fire pit where Chenoa rested on her knees, ladling wine into clay cups. She offered them to the men as they passed, along with one of her smiles. This was her favorite task at every ceremony. She always volunteered to ladle out wine. I didn’t understand why. It seemed boring and silly. Couldn’t a man ladle his own wine?

“A small one for your sister,” Gaho instructed her, still wrapping her hand around my elbow.

Chenoa nodded and emptied no more than a few raindrops worth of wine into a cup, barely enough to quench a rabbit. She gave it to Gaho, and Gaho lifted it to my lips. The sweet warm liquid dribbled down my throat, and I closed my eyes. It did taste good. I hadn’t had anything to eat or drink since before ball court. Suddenly a few drops of wine was not nearly enough.

“Better?” Gaho whispered.

I nodded, dragging my tongue across my lips.

Gaho handed my cup back to Chenoa. “Good,” she said as her eyes darted past my shoulders. “Because it looks like Yuma and Miakoda wish to begin.”

***

Yuma was the tribal leader for the White Ant Clan.

He was everything that Miakoda of the Red Ant Clan was not: tall and slender like a saguaro, handsome, articulate, and regal. When he gazed into your eyes, you thought you were staring into a bottomless night sky. They always danced and sparkled as he listened intently to the children’s embellished tales about snared rabbits or to the boys’ bravado about ball court. When he listened, it was as if for that moment you were the most important person in the village. And when he spoke, you held your breath for fear you’d miss a single word. He was also the only Tribal Leader of the White Ant Clan I’d ever known. Next to Ituha, Yuma was like a second father to me.

For the Rain Ceremony, Yuma donned his white albino deerskins and matching sandals. Three necklaces strung with polished stones and grey shells hung around his neck and rested just below his bare chest where he painted yellow lines along each rib. Yuma strode into the middle of the growing crowd near the main fire pit. He lifted his hands above his head and the villagers fell silent. Miakoda immediately did the same from the other side of the fire except he held the carved walking stick in his right hand that he always carried and sometimes used on misbehaving children.


Without being told, the villagers began to shuffle to their mats around the fire, sitting with their families, Red Ant Clan members next to White. Gaho and Ituha took their coveted places beside Miakoda and his family as his invited guests. I squeezed next to Gaho. Chenoa and Onawa sat on the other side of Ituha. Eyota took his place at the center behind us, sitting straight as a hunter’s arrow. Fortunately, the sun finally lowered in the sky behind our shoulders but our foreheads and faces still beaded with sweat. The flames from the fire only thickened the air.

I looked for Honovi and finally spotted him above the flames. He sat cross-legged alongside his parents across from us, surrounded by other clan families. His hair was still damp from his swim and hung loose over his bare chest and shoulders. The bruises on his chest had become darker since his swim. I waited for his eyes to meet mine but they did not. Instead, he chatted with a pretty girl of fifteen harvests from the Red Ant Clan seated next to his family. Her name was Dyani. I’d seen her lots of times collecting mesquite seeds in the saguaro forest where Chenoa and I often walked. She had the most delicate hands and feet I’d ever seen.

Tonight, oddly, I envied her even more.

This was the first ceremony where Honovi and I didn’t sit together and my chest tightened from the change. I should be seated with Honovi, laughing, talking, and celebrating. He shouldn’t be seated beside Dyani. He barely knew her. What did she know of Honovi’s secrets?

Besides, it didn’t feel right sitting with Miakoda and his family of strangers. Looking at their unreadable faces, I feared that it would never feel right again.

Yuma lifted his hands above his head one final time, a signal for everyone to sit. As his hands lifted into the air, the shuffling stopped. Then Yuma nodded to an ancient woman named Chitsa sitting beside Miakoda. She was one of the elders. Her hair was as white and coarse as Yuma’s deerskin. When she walked, her shoulders curved over her neck and almost touched her ears. She didn’t talk as much as mumble because most of her front teeth were missing. Yuma said that she had The Power and for that she commanded as much respect from the clans as he did. It was believed throughout the village that Chitsa had visions and could see the future. She was the one who foresaw the lack of rain in the last two Seasons of Longer Days; her vision told us that the corn fields would turn brown and brittle.

And Chitsa had been right.

“Yuma is starting the ceremony with the Dance of Womanhood,” Gaho whispered to me as Chitsa shuffled around the fire. Gaho nodded at the ceremonial sticks that Chitsa clutched in both of her hands. The skin over Chitsa’s hands was so thin that I could see most of her bones. The sticks, like her hands, were smooth from age. Each stick had a deerskin pouch round with river pebbles. When they all shook, it sounded like rain.

My tongue dragged anxiously across my lips. I still tasted the sweetness from the wine. Normally I enjoyed watching the building excitement of our ceremonies—the beating drums, the chanting, even the fine white clouds of swirling sage and mesquite that circled above the fire. But not this time. This time I wasn’t merely an observer; I was a participant.

Since we sat beside Miakoda’s family, people studied my family, even though we pretended not to notice. I could feel their eyes sweeping over us, silently noting the pull of our shoulders, the lift of our chins. I was suddenly grateful that I wore my mother’s best deerskin and my family’s finest jewelry. Gaho was right—let everyone see that Ituha provided well for his family. None of us went without.

Still, my head began to spin as I waited for Chitsa to stand before me and offer a ceremonial stick. In order to join the rest of my sisters for the Dance of Womanhood, I would need to reach up and accept it. But instead of jubilation, I sank deeper into the ground, somehow hoping that Chitsa would pass me by.


Mercifully, she started on the opposite side of the circle and handed sticks to five girls who were as many harvests old as me. Their faces brightened as they accepted their sticks and stood proudly before their families. Their first step to womanhood had begun. I wished that my face would reflect such a glow, such gladness, instead of the tightness that stretched across my cheeks.

Then Chitsa slowly shuffled to the other side of the fire where I sat. After presenting a ceremonial stick to four more anxious girls, her cloudy eyes finally rested on me. The flames from the fire glowed around her like the sun. The tips of her hair turned orange. She became like a flower rising out of the desert. I couldn’t escape her.

She stood above me, staring with eyes that were dotted with bits of white and grey. She once had deep green eyes like mine, another oddity in our village, especially when everyone else had black or brown. In a way, Chitsa and I had that strange, unspoken connection because of it. Sometimes I thought she could read my thoughts, and that frightened me most of all.

Chitsa’s other features were buried in the folds of her dark, freckled skin. When her cloudy eyes held mine, she nodded once before tilting her head. She smiled, just a small one. Tentatively, I reached for the ceremonial stick she held over my head. But then her smile faded so abruptly that my hand froze in the air. My fist clenched.

Gaho nudged me once with her elbow.

I swallowed.

And then I opened my hand.

Before I could claim the stick, Chitsa pulled it close to her chest. Her eyes began to roll backwards and her eyelids started to flutter.

Everyone around us gasped, including Gaho and Ituha.

Yuma stood immediately, leapt across the circle in three easy sides and reached for her elbow before I even had a chance to breathe. Chitsa crumpled backwards into his arms and her head began to bob.

Then she started to moan.

“The Old One is having a vision,” someone whispered next to us. The hushed voices spread all the way around the fire.

“She’s having a vision!”

“Does she speak with Hunab Ku?”

“Will we finally have rain?”

“What does she see?”

The villagers stood alongside their children to watch Chitsa convulse in Yuma’s arms. Others placed their hands over their mouths in fear and excitement. All eyes rested on Chitsa, waiting.

Finally, her eyes stopped rolling and her head snapped upright but Yuma’s hands remained on her shoulders. He cradled her head against his arm. Then she dragged her tongue across her dry lips and shook her head, signaling to Yuma that she was all right. She could walk. With Yuma’s hand supporting the small of her back, Chitsa stepped closer to me. She nodded, once. And then she extended the last remaining ceremonial stick still clenched in her hands.

I reached for the stick again, instinctively, but this time my hand shook, too. I didn’t bother with trying to smile. I almost dropped the stick. That’s because there was something troubling about her eyes; they had turned darker. The white was replaced with flecks of green and brown. It was as if her green color had returned.

As I searched her eyes for answers, Chitsa mumbled something that I could barely understand. Then she spoke again. Barely above a whisper, she said, “Aiyana, you must run when you think you should walk.”


My neck pulled back. My eyes widened.

Run? I thought. Run where? Why? Her words didn’t make any sense. What kind of a vision was that?

I wanted to grab Chitsa by the shoulders and beg her to tell me more but my lips froze. I was too stunned. Why had she singled me out from all of the others? Why not tell this to one of the other girls? Why me?

Leading Chitsa by the shoulders, Yuma walked her back to a thick mat of rabbit skins beside his family. She sank down into the furs, exhausted; my opportunity to question, lost. I sat numbly, holding the stick.

A drumbeat thundered behind me, just once, and I flinched.

Every girl had a ceremonial stick. The Dance of Womanhood had officially begun.

Trancelike, three more drummers began to bang their drums with long, white bones in perfect unison. The animal bones became sinewy extensions of their arms. Each heavy drumbeat pierced the air like thunder, silencing all other sounds. Everyone around the fire began to clap, slow and steady like the drumbeats.

Thump, thump, thump.

Thump, thump, thump.

The claps became louder with each steady drumbeat, and the hairs on the back of my neck prickled.

One by one, each girl who held one of Chitsa’s ceremony sticks stood before her families and slowly began to pivot in small circles around the fire, shaking her stick to the steady beat of the drums. The hiss from each stick added to the music of the drumbeat. Each girl became a new layer to the dance.

The first to stand was Dyani and a breath lodged deep in my throat. I watched as Honovi’s eyes followed her as she began her dance around the fire. Why is he ignoring me? What have I done? Why won’t he look at me?

But then, as if knowing that I watched him as much as Dyani, Honovi finally turned and locked his eyes onto mine from across the fire. Oddly, I felt relief. I smiled at him, just a tiny one, not enough for anyone but us to notice. Honovi nodded and my chest felt lighter. If only my feet felt the same way.

When it came my turn to join the dance, my knees wobbled and my head spun, but I took a deep breath and pulled my shoulders back. I would not disappoint Gaho and Ituha. I tried to beam at their expectant faces while failing miserably to ignore the clapping and the drumbeats that kept perfect time with the pounding inside my head. I worried that my feet were as tangled as my thoughts. I tried to focus on not tripping into the fire.

And so, I began my Dance of Womanhood by pivoting in slow, tiny circles like the other girls, shaking my stick to each drumbeat. To concentrate, I narrowed my eyes till they were tiny slits. It was less frightening that way. The pebbles hissed like a snake inside my deerskin pouch, a warning to evil spirits to keep their distance as I began the Dance of Womanhood. The tips of my sandals dug into the dirt with each pivot. To keep from hyperventilating, I pretended that I was somewhere else, even someone else, a girl with wings who could fly over the mountains surrounding our village. My arms finally began to feel lighter, even as the drumbeats grew heavier.

Thump, thump, thump.

Thump, thump, thump.

Soon, the drumbeats became so loud that they even silenced the clapping.


The closer we pivoted around the fire, the hotter my cheeks became. Around and around the fire we danced, once circle after another. Our feet had to pivot faster to keep up with the drumbeats. My head felt dizzy from all of the spinning and pivoting, but there were always helpful hands pushing me back into the circle, always back into the center.

Faster and faster, the drumbeats thundered around my ears. I pivoted and twirled so fast that I only saw flashes of faces and light through my eyelashes—Gaho’s smile, Ituha’s eyes, Eyota’s gleaming teeth, even Honovi’s serious expression. All of the colors around me—black, yellow, orange, red—blended into a single color, like the colors right before the sun disappears before night. And then the crescendo of the drumbeats finally melted with the clapping and the hissing from our ceremonial sticks until there wasn’t a sky full of sounds but a single one. We were one people, one color, one sound.

And then, as if Hunab Ku himself lowered his gentle hand over the entire village, silence fell upon the circle. My eyes were dry when I finally opened them. And when they opened, a circle of men stood around us wearing masks made of dark-red clay and dried leaves. My chin pulled close to my neck, confused, as my head still spun from all the dancing.

What is this? I asked myself, blinking hard, trying to focus. I searched the villagers’ faces seated around us until my eyes found Gaho. What is happening? I asked her with my eyes.

But Gaho’s face was expressionless. She did not recognize the anxiety behind my eyes. And even if she did what could she do?

I searched the circle for Honovi but Honovi was missing.

Then the drumbeats started again, faster this time. The girls on either side of me began pivoting around the fire and I had no choice but to follow them, pivoting in small circles, slowly at first then faster. This time, my heartbeat thundered against my chest and it became a struggle to breathe. Something felt odd, different. Wrong. Everyone started clapping again, and the girls around me began to shake their sticks, warding off the evil spirits. I lifted mine and did the same.

Around and around, faster and faster, I danced until I thought I could leap into the air, from fright or excitement, I wasn’t sure which.

We danced until our chests ached from breathing so hard, until the sky fell completely silent again, freezing us in place. The drummers stopped. The circle of men who danced around our circle stopped, too, so that there was one man standing before each girl. I blinked, staring back at the man before me. Like the others, he wore a red clay mask painted with yellow and green lines and bright white circles around the eyes. His bare chest glistened in the firelight from the sweat of the dance. It was covered with purple bruises and bright red cuts.

Fresh ones.

I bit the inside of my lower lip to stop a smile.

They were the boys from the White Ant Clan. Had to be.

Of course! I thought.

This was a special dance to celebrate their ball court victory! I scanned their chests, trying to discern the faces behind the masks. Honovi? Sinopa? Who? My eyes danced trying to solve the puzzle but my cheeks stayed frozen. Mostly.

Yuma approached the circle, along with Miakoda. Miakoda stood behind the boy who stood before me. My eyes lowered instinctively when Miakoda rested his eyes on mine. I was only brave enough to look at him directly when he wasn’t looking back at me. I’d rather stare into the eyes of a charging javalina than meet Miakoda’s empty eyes. He grunted and then jabbed his walking stick into the ground, once.

I flinched at the sound.


Then Yuma ordered the boys to remove their masks and my eyes lifted again, hoping for Honovi’s face, or even Sinopa, wanting them to know that I was in on their ruse. They might have fooled some of the girls but they didn’t fool me. No wonder Honovi had been acting strangely across the fire.

Quickly, he removed his mask, lifting it upwards with one hand.

I swallowed back a breath. My eyes widened.

The boy who stood before me was neither Honovi nor any of the boys from the White Ant Clan.

It was Pakuna.

Without a word, he took a deliberate step forward, stomping one foot into the ground like he owned the circle. Then he grabbed my wrist.

My body froze. I was too startled to say anything. Too stunned to move.

That’s because I realized I was no longer a girl. I was a prize.

Oblivious to my confusion, Pakuna turned to Honovi, his face gloating and triumphant. But then, slowly, even reluctantly, he turned his steely gaze on me. The reflection from the fire filled his dark eyes and sent a shudder through my body. They were the same empty eyes of his father.

And that’s when I knew.

This wasn’t a Dance of Womanhood.

This was a wedding ceremony—mine. Chitsa had tried to warn me.








Chapter Four



Unblinking, I stared back at Pakuna as his fingers tightened around my wrist. He pulled his shoulders back and smiled smugly while my arm twisted inside his hand. Next to him, Honovi stood with his mask dangling from one finger. His jaws clenched as he watched Pakuna drag me closer to his chest and for an instant I wondered if he planned to pull back and strike Pakuna with his mask. Part of me hoped he would.

I continued to squirm as the hushed voices and gasps grew louder and more anxious. The villagers were as surprised as me. This had never happened before, a wedding ceremony following the Dance of Womanhood? It was unprecedented.

And yet no one objected.

No one dared.

Everything around me—the voices, the faces, my own heartbeat—moved fast and slow at the same time while my knees wobbled, barely strong enough to keep me upright. I waited for somebody—anybody—to say something. Miakoda frowned from behind Pakuna but I was too stunned to care that his disappointment was directed at me. I felt like a rabbit in one of Honovi’s snares, helpless.

“Wait,” I finally said, my voice cracking. “This…this can’t happen.” I looked over my shoulder for Ituha and Gaho. Yuma stood behind them, his hands on their shoulders. But was Yuma holding them back or pushing them forward? Surely they would help me. Surely they would step forward when they saw my confusion. I could barely find words.

“Silence!” Miakoda glared at me as he extended his arm. “This can happen. It can and it will. Hunab Ku deems it. It has been foretold.”

Foretold?

I looked frantically for Chitsa but she still rested on the animal skins. Her head bobbed like she was between trying to sleep and stay awake.

Still breathing heavy, I turned back to Pakuna but I could not look at him directly. A cold smugness twisted his face; he was as much a stranger to me as Miakoda. And I wasn’t about to become his wife without a fight, especially when it was clear that I was more prize than wife.

Then, surprisingly, Miakoda laid a heavy hand on my shoulder but I think it was more for the benefit of the Clans than me. “We cannot disappoint Hunab Ku, my new daughter. The village has suffered enough already. We may not survive another harvest…” He let his voice trail off, shaking his head at the serious dilemma.

I swallowed and pulled back but Pakuna only tugged harder and my wrist burned from the heat of his hand. Finally, my eyes pleaded with Honovi, my last remaining hope. My eyes begged his to do something, anything.

Honovi’s nostrils flared as he watched Pakuna’s grip tighten first around my wrist and then grab for my shoulder.

“Let the wedding ceremony proceed—” Miakoda said, but Honovi interrupted him.

The villagers gasped.

“Stop!” Honovi yelled and the circle grew silent. He stepped forward and grabbed my other arm. But then Miakoda’s eyes widened with so much rage that everybody cowered, everybody except Honovi. Instead of retreating, Honovi stepped closer so that my shoulder pressed against his chest.

The villagers began to fidget anxiously.


It was an outrage to behave so brazenly in the presence of a tribal leader, in the presence of his own family. I shuddered to think of Honovi’s punishment. Surely he would be whipped. Or worse.

When Miakoda raised his stick, the crowd fell silent again. I wondered if he intended to crack his stick across Honovi’s head. If he was bothered by Miakoda’s stick, it wasn’t reflected in Honovi’s eyes.

Honovi turned to face Pakuna, his feet spread and planted firmly beneath his shoulders. He looked ready to fight. I had never seen his eyes blaze so, not even at ball court. It was as if they held the sun and the Sky Wanderers all at once. Honovi’s warm fingers continued to wrap around my arm as he spoke.

“Pakuna cannot marry Aiyana,” he said in a clear voice meant for everyone to hear.

But Pakuna only laughed. “And why is that, White Ant?” The words spewed from his mouth like food unfit to eat.

Honovi’s shoulders pulled back and he drew in a breath. Then he said, “Because it’s not you who loves Aiyana, it’s me. She should marry me, not you.”

Another collective gasp rose from the crowd as Pakuna’s eyes widened. Clearly he wasn’t accustomed to being reprimanded. And especially by someone from the White Ant Clan.

But then quick as a heartbeat, Pakuna tossed his head back and laughed. Loud. His laughter made me flinch, even more than the threat of his father’s weathered stick.

I turned to Honovi and searched his eyes. They still blazed with rage.

He must be crazy, I thought. My dearest, oldest friend is crazy. He must only be protecting me. I didn’t know whether to push Honovi away or wrap my arms around him with gratitude.

Honovi’s hand dropped from my shoulder as he waited for me to say something—anything—but this time no words would come. I was frozen, confused. Frightened.

Then I looked behind Honovi’s shoulders and blinked into the darkness, remembering Chitsa’s warning.

I dropped the ceremonial stick still clutched, oddly, in my hand. The deerskin pouch split open when it landed on the ground, scattering sand and pebbles around my feet. I yanked my arm from Pakuna, surprising him. Surprising everybody, even me.

And then I started to run.

***

I ran as fast as I could to the sandy path that lined the river, ignoring all gasps and shouts to stop behind me.

The sun had disappeared during the Dance of Womanhood and I had only the Sky Wanderers to light my way. Truth be told, my feet knew the river path better than my eyes and my ears knew the sounds the water made over the rocks and boulders where the water rose and fell. Even in the dark, I could find it.

I only needed time to think. I needed time to breathe, both impossible wedged between Pakuna and Honovi and their hatred for each other. I could taste every sour bit of it.

Was all of this because White Ant beat Red Ant at ball court? I wondered. My life—my future—for a game?

And what future?

I’d already shamed myself by storming away from a sacred ceremony but I couldn’t face the confusion in Honovi’s face before I understood the knot growing inside my own stomach.

Is this what love feels like?


Or is it fear and dread?

But I knew dread. I felt it every time I had to return to the pit house when I wanted to keep walking past our mountains. I felt it whenever Gaho insisted that I help her weave baskets or dry deer and rabbit meat. I felt it the moment Ituha told me that I was promised to Pakuna. That’s when I felt dread most of all. Dread for my own existence.

When I reached the fork in the river, the water gurgled over the rocks where it grew shallow. I carefully felt my way along the edges until I found my private spot underneath a palo verde tree with a trunk as thick as Miakoda’s stomach. It was a good spot to be alone; it was the perfect spot to think.

I collapsed to the ground and pulled my knees against my chest and began to rock as I peered through the branches that hid me from my village. From afar, it didn’t look so bad. It never did. The fire still burned cheerily by the Great House, a stark contrast to how I felt. I tried not to think about what waited for me on my return.

When I tilted my head, I heard the low buzzing sound of voices. My chin dropped to my knees when I realized that they were probably discussing me. How could I face them? They’d never look at me the same again. My throat tightened and my eyes welled with new tears when I imagined their conversations.

“Your daughter is spoiled,” Miakoda would most assuredly tell Ituha. “She’s too old to behave like such a child.”

My father would listen attentively but say nothing because how could he respond? Miakoda was right. Ituha was always too easy with me, easier than Gaho.

And what of Yuma? What will he tell Gaho and Ituha? Will he insist that the wedding ceremony move forward? Will Chitsa?

“Aiyana!” a muffled voice yelled from somewhere along the river. It competed with the rumble of the water as it flowed over the rocks.

He yelled again. “Aiyana!” The voice was anxious but louder the second time.

It was Honovi.

His voice carried across the river all the way to my secret spot underneath the palo verde tree as if he spoke right beside me.

I sucked back a sob and then squeezed my arms tighter around my legs. Of everyone in the village, only Honovi could find me. It made sense that they’d send him. He knew about my spot. It was our spot, our secret. We’d found it when we were old enough to swim. And he knew the river as well as I did. He’d find me before my tears had time to dry.

I wondered what I’d tell Honovi. How could I explain? How could I explain what I didn’t understand? I just needed more time.

I pressed my chin against my knees and squeezed my eyes, hoping that Hunab Ku would have pity on me and help me find the right words for once.

Too soon, a hand gripped my shoulder.

I exhaled.

Honovi was faster than the wind, even in the darkness.

“Honovi,” I said, turning my chin into my shoulder. “Leave me alone. Please.”

But no sooner than I said please did someone throw a blanket over my head.

I screamed into the scratchy fabric as I struggled to lift it. The same hand that gripped my shoulder made a fist and struck me across the cheek till I tasted my own blood.


***

The next time my eyes opened, I was slumped over Honovi’s shoulder. How long had I been asleep? A few heartbeats or an entire moon’s rise? I did not know.

But it was dark and Honovi was running. My jaw still throbbed from his fist and my head dangled and banged against his back like a branch in the wind against a tree trunk.

“Wait.” It was a struggle to speak from all of the bouncing. My hip bone pressed against his shoulder. “Honovi. Wait.” I wanted to ask him why he had hit me. He’d never punched me before; he would have never dared. Finally, I yelled. “Put me down!”

But Honovi didn’t listen.

The blanket that had been tossed over my head was missing, not that it mattered. Everything around me was a bottomless black, even darker the river bottom.

The river.

I strained my neck to listen for the water. I didn’t hear it.

Where were we?

Then I realized that my wrists were tied together. Instinctively, I began to tug. But the harder I pulled against the rope, the tighter the knots twisted around my wrists.

My voice sounded strained and desperate. It was as if none of this was happening—Honovi’s fist against my cheek, the running, the struggling.

“Honovi?” I said. “What are you doing? Put. Me. Down!”

But he only laughed. His chest shook beneath me.

And his laugh sounded all wrong. Completely wrong. It was deeper, almost gravelly. Older.

“Honovi?”

More laughter, deeper and higher at the same time. Like a coyote. Honovi was not alone. There was someone running beside him. I couldn’t see his outline but I heard his footsteps pounding against the dirt, steady and determined. Like drumbeats.

“Pakuna?” I said carefully. “Is that you?”

And then a hand came up to slap me on the back. Hard. Hard enough to make me flinch.

“Quiet!” the man yelled. At least I think that’s what he said. His words, like his voice, were strange. I’d never heard words pronounced like that before. They were my words, mostly, only different.

I craned my neck upwards to look again for my village, still struggling to breathe, not daring to speak. We were higher now, climbing the side of a mountain. But which mountain? Which one? I only knew three.

And then I smelled smoke. I craned my neck in the opposite direction.

When I looked across the darkness for the outline of my village, I finally saw the fire, except it wasn’t the same cheery glow from the fire pit next to the Great House. The flames were too tall, too wide. They snaked through the fields, swallowing everything like water over sand.

My back stiffened.

The fields were on fire.

It was like being inside a nightmare.

And then the screaming started.

I heard women and children screaming throughout the village but I couldn’t see their faces. Children wailed for their mothers, mothers for their children. Men’s voices thundered.

“Water! Water!” they cried over and over but the flames only spread deeper into the fields, engulfing them in a wall of orange rain.

We got rain, finally, but not the kind we needed.


And the man who carried me over his shoulder was someone I didn’t know. He wasn’t Honovi and he didn’t belong here. He wasn’t from the village. And he carried me over a mountain that not long ago I only dreamed about climbing.

I feared that Hunab Ku had finally awakened the animal living beneath Sleeping Mule Deer.

And the animal was angry.








Chapter Five



I passed out from hanging upside down over the man’s shoulder.

All the blood rushing to my head threatened to strangle me. When I woke, the sky was silvery grey from early light. My hips ached, my forehead pounded, and I shivered. Oh, how I shivered.

When I raised my head, a white light sliced across my forehead. After my eyes cleared, they found my feet. They were bare and black from dirt. I must have lost my sandals in the struggle at the river and I instinctively pulled my legs closer to my chest, mostly for warmth. When I breathed, tiny white clouds circled my nose. There wasn’t a fire anywhere, only unfamiliar deerskin sacks strewn haphazardly and just out of my grasp. One lumpy one was partially opened and I licked my lips, both of them cracked.

Water. I needed water.

The taste of my own blood still lingered inside my mouth.

Two strange men slept opposite me, their legs extended and crossed at the ankles. I sucked back a breath as I considered whether to close my eyes and pretend to be dead. One of the men snored through his long nose. Loudly. He slept on his back in the dirt with his arms crossed over his shoulders while a strange brown hat hid the top of his face. Like me, he had black hair, although his skin was lighter than mine, more yellow than brown. Another man, a smaller one was similarly complexioned and dressed—brown pants and strange dusty black pointy sandals that completely covered his feet. He slept next to the man that snored, although he didn’t stir or make a single sound.

And where was the third one? The thicker one with the wide hands? The one who carried me over Sleeping Mule Deer like I was an animal carcass from a hunt?

Then I stopped and listened to what I was saying inside my head.

Over Sleeping Mule Deer? The other side? Is this the world I’d dreamt about? Is this where they brought me? The World Beyond?

I rubbed dryness from my eyes. Anxiously, my eyes scanned plants and trees that I’d never seen before. Instead of saguaros with ripe red berries and endless sage, I was surrounded by round thick-leaved bushes as green as river moss. And instead of earth the color of my skin, my fingertips dug into the dirt as grey and hard as animal bone. The air was cooler, thinner, and harder to breathe.

Where was this place? What was it?

The land surrounding me stretched endlessly with no protective mountains to stop it. And how was that possible? I scanned the horizon for Sleeping Mule Deer and its jagged edges but, like everything else, she was missing. It was as if my world had simply disappeared.

A heavy hand pressed on my shoulder, startling me.

“Don’t touch me!” I screamed instinctively, but the man laughed, the same laugh I remembered when the village burned, deep and throaty. His shoulders quaked more than he made laughing sounds. It belonged to the third man, the thicker man, the same one who carried me over Sleeping Mule Deer. I immediately recognized his smell, a mixture of sweat and spices that wrinkled my nose.

The man released my shoulder and tilted his head in a half-smile as he circled, studying me.

“You’re much prettier in the light,” he said.


I only understood some of his words but I knew what he meant. His words rose and fell differently than mine. But he looked at me the way that Pakuna would, like he owned me. Instinctively, my eyes lowered and through my eyelashes I watched as his dark ones traveled along my body like a lazy paintbrush, before stopping at my feet. Then his brow furrowed at the dirty toes that peeked from underneath my dress. I pulled my knees closer. My knees began to tremble.

I watched him warily as he walked to one of the lumpy deerskins beside his sleeping partners. He reached inside one and pulled out two grey skins—rabbit, from the looks of it—and tossed them at my feet. I fingered the soft fur and watched as he crossed the dirt and kicked the feet of the other two men. They stirred, reluctantly, and the third man sighed and shook his head like an impatient father.

Then without another sound or a glance in my direction, he trotted away toward a ridge of leafy green trees, so green that I had to squint against its brightness. But then my throat tightened in fear, not at the lushness of the strange trees or the bright colors.

I suddenly wondered if I’d have been safer if the thick man hadn’t abandoned me for the trees.

***

With no one to watch me, I started to stand, one silent finger-length at a time.

Then, barely leaving a print in the dirt, I crept away from my spot on the cold ground. I left the rabbit skins and the sleeping men and tiptoed till I was far enough away to draw back a breath.

And then I started to run.

I ran toward my village—at least in the direction where I thought it would be. With the sun over my left shoulder, I was certain I could find my way back home.

My legs and hips still throbbed from pressing against the thick man’s shoulder, but I ran as fast and as hard as I could anyway. Instead of leaping over pale green sage brush, I leapt over round bushes with leaves so green they were almost black. When I landed, the balls of my feet slammed against dry pointy leaves that covered the dirt. It was like landing on a bed of cactus spines. I winced but kept running. There was no time to think about pain. No time to think. Running was my only chance at escaping from the World Beyond, my only option.

Behind me, the men yelled. I didn’t understand their words but their message was clear. After a while, their angry voices grew fainter and I was grateful for that. So I pushed harder, wanting to put as much distance between us that I could. I didn’t know how far I needed to run to reach Sleeping Mule Deer and my village and it didn’t matter. I’d run till I saw them. I’d run forever if necessary.

Sweat beads trickled down my forehead even though the sky was still cold and grey. My dress stuck to my legs and my necklace bounced against my chest with each step but I got further and further away, despite it all. I ran until my feet turned numb. One more bush to jump over, then another. They were endless and covered this new world, the World Beyond, as far as Hunab Ku allowed me to see.

And then suddenly, over the steady drumming inside my head, I heard a growl in the distance, a low, deep, gurgling sound. There was no time to track it. I sucked back an anxious breath and kept running.

But then the growl echoed and seemed to be everywhere and nowhere at the same time. Only for a moment, my pace slowed as my eyes swept in frantic circles across the grey morning light, looking for what belonged to the sound, tracking it but seeing nothing. I suddenly wondered, Is the hunger and thirst in my belly playing tricks on me?


I squeezed my eyes shut only a heartbeat but kept my fast pace. The sweat from my forehead stung my eyes. I blinked again and just as soon as they opened a large shock of grey and white charged into my chest, pushing me backwards with its claws.

I screamed as I fell to the ground. I landed on my back, hard.

Instinctively, I curled into a ball as soon as I crashed to the ground and covered my face but the beast continued to growl next to my face. Its breath was hot and sticky. And then its growl turned into a bark when it had me trapped. I couldn’t escape its teeth. It yelped and barked so loudly and close to my ears that my head began to ring like one of Onawa’s wooden flutes. I crouched low to the ground, screaming, shielding my face with my arms but the growling beast wouldn’t back away. The more I screamed, the louder it barked, triumphant, as it stood over me, baring its fangs with front teeth as long as my finger. I was certain that it planned to feast on my flesh. And there was little I could do to stop it.

And then one of the men appeared out of nowhere. He laughed as he towered over me, blocking me from the sun. It was the thicker one. Mercifully, he pulled the beast back by the scruff of his neck.

“Up,” he commanded, although that’s what I think he said. I finally lowered my arms from my face, breathing so hard that my chest threatened to split open. I didn’t dare take my eyes off the beast. I feared him more than the strangely dressed man. The beast looked back at me uneasily with golden eyes, his yelps reduced to a soft growl, as if waiting for me to flee again.

At first I thought the beast was a coyote. But it was no coyote that I’d ever seen. I’d seen plenty when they ventured into our village searching for discarded bones and meat scraps. Coyotes never scared me; they were too small. But this beast was bigger and broader across the haunches, and its paws were as big as my palms. The man, remarkably, patted the animal’s head and stroked the back of its grey coat like they were old friends. The beast finally stopped growling and licked the man’s hand with a long pink tongue before it nuzzled its snout against his knee.

“Lobo,” the man said to me.

I watched him numbly.

“Lobo,” he said again, nodding to the beast.

“Lobo,” I finally whispered. It was a name I’d never forget. I blinked, unable to look away from the beast. Lobo was a word I recognized, although until that moment I thought that wolves were only found in Yuma’s stories.








Chapter Six



I had never been a prisoner before, although I guessed that’s what I was. Why else would the man tie my hands?

With a thin piece of cotton rope, he took my hands into his rough ones and wrapped the rope three times around my wrists until my skin burned. I wanted to cry out but I didn’t. What would crying accomplish?

With my hands tied in front of me, the man and his wolf led me back to where we had left the other two men and the deerskin sacks.

The men were standing when we returned, paying me scant attention. They moved between the sacks with a sense of urgency and purpose. They’ve done this before. Traveling. Lots of times. I could tell.

One of them, the shorter man, stood alongside three enormous animals that I had never seen before in all my life. Like me, they were tethered to the man with a long, dark rope. Were they prisoners, too?

I stopped walking at the mere sight of them, afraid that they could charge at me like the wolf. The ropes hardly seemed a deterrent to beasts their size. One was as wide as a pit house. All three were taller than even the tallest man among them.

When I stopped to gawk, the thick man pushed me forward and said, “Horse.”

“Horse?” I whispered, although I said it like a question. Horse was not a word I’d heard before, not even in the old stories told by Yuma or Ituha. It was a strange word that hissed through my teeth, like a deep exhale. There were no horses in my village, only deer that we hunted in the mountains. It would have been as easy to put a rope around the neck of a deer as it would to catch a lightning bolt in the sky.

I assumed the men would eat the beasts, maybe one of them, but it seemed like too much meat for three people—four, if they planned to feed me. The horses were muscled across the chest with silky coats, reddish brown like my skin and blue-black like a night sky. It didn’t seem possible that their four skinny legs could support their bellies. Yet I wondered what the meat would taste like, especially as my stomach growled. Would it be dry like deer meat or greasy like rabbit?

I was surprised that instead of butchering one of the horses, the third man, the tall one with the scar across his mouth, began to hoist deerskins atop their broad backs. One of the horses made an anxious, high-pitched screeching sound as its long snout snorted into the cool air. It had strange, tiny black eyes on either side of its long snout that regarded me warily, like the wolf.

The man with the scar clucked his tongue and talked to the horse as he worked. His deep voice soothed the horses, oddly.

Everyone was busy packing, moving, talking—everyone except me. All I could do was stand, motionless. Staring. With the wolf at my side, I didn’t dare run again. I’d be more successful lifting my arms and soaring into the sky.

So I stood there, my knees wobbling from hunger, cold and thirst, watching the men load their horses. I still didn’t know why they had carried me away from my village or where they planned to take me but I was theirs now, like one of their deerskin sacks, until I figured how to escape.

And I would escape. That much I promised myself.


I looked over my shoulder toward my village. I couldn’t see it but I knew it was there, over mountains that disappeared from the horizon, waiting for my return. A lump grew deep in my throat as I regarded the lonely horizon. So many hours spent dreaming about the World Beyond and now all I wanted was to be back home, safe, working alongside Gaho at the hearth, running after Chenoa in the saguaro forest, watching Honovi play in the ball court. So many lost memories spinning around inside my head.

Until finally I spun around and faced the men, my nostrils flaring.

“Water,” I said. My tone was urgent.

The men stopped, no doubt surprised by my tone.

“Water,” I said again, louder, even as my voice cracked from the dryness coating my throat and the building tears behind my eyes. I blinked them back. Tears wouldn’t return me to my village. I needed water and food to think clearly. I made a drinking motion with my hand. Surely these oddly dressed men with the strange voices wouldn’t allow me to die of thirst or starve. Why go to the trouble to take me in the first place?

The wolf lay close to my legs, keeping me captive by its nearness. Its fur brushed against my leg, rough and scratchy like a dried cornstalk, as the thicker man reached into one of the sacks and pulled out a deerskin pouch no bigger than my hand. He walked to me from where he stood next to the horses. He raised the pouch to my lips. A few drops dribbled onto my lips but I wanted—needed—more. He pulled it away but I surprised myself again by shaking my head. “More,” I begged. “Please, I’m so thirsty. I need more.”

The man sighed and then, reluctantly, raised the pouch only to pull it back abruptly. He smiled. Then he said, “If you behave, you’ll get more later. Food, too. If you’re good.”

“Please,” I begged again. “Just a little more.”

He sighed again and then raised the pouch. The man with the scar glared at him but said nothing.

I took another greedy gulp, not caring that some of the water dribbled down my neck, before he pulled it away.

But the man beside me surprised me again. He reached inside his pocket and put a strip of something soft in my hands. He pressed it against my palm until he was sure that I wouldn’t drop it. He raised his hands to his lips, motioning for me to eat, before returning to the sacks and the horses.

I watched him walk away and then, very carefully, I raised my tied hands to my lips. I inhaled the strip. The smell was sharp and spicy and wrinkled my nose. Curious, I licked it once before stuffing one end of it inside my mouth. Was it a trick? Would it make me sick?

No.

I sniffed it again and smiled, relieved. It was only a piece of dried meat—maybe rabbit or squirrel—and it was so delicious that I could have eaten a handful, not just a thin morsel no longer than my tongue. Lobo’s tail thumped steadily at my feet and I paused from savoring the dried meat when his tail whacked against my leg. It thumped steady like a drumbeat and reminded me of everything I left behind.

I stared down at him. The tip of his tail was white as a cloud and matched the streak down his chest. My eyes traveled to his face. Lobo gazed up at me with strangely curious eyes. Slowly, I split my precious piece of dried meat into two pieces with my teeth. I stuck one of the pieces into my mouth, savoring it, letting it roll underneath my tongue, while I lowered my tied hands to Lobo’s snout. Warily, I opened my hand and waited for him to take the second piece. He took it with his long tongue, not his teeth, and I drew back a relieved breath.

Lobo’s half disappeared in a heartbeat, but then he nudged closer and continued to study me, his tail thumping faster, his head tilted. Suddenly his paws didn’t seem so enormous or his fangs so terrifying.


And I couldn’t help myself.

I smiled down at Lobo. That’s when his cold wet nose nuzzled my hands and I very carefully stroked the top of his head with my fingertips. The fur on his head was as soft as bird feathers. His ears flopped backwards while I scratched and stroked. And then I knew.

In the unlikeliest of places, I had found a friend.








Chapter Seven



When we left, it was as if we were never there and that scared me most of all.

The three men loaded the horses, careful not to leave a thread or a footprint behind. The youngest one swept away our tracks with the ends of a tree branch.

How would my family find me? Did they know I’d been taken?

Yet inside I wept for the people in my village. I could never forget how their screams pierced the sky as the desert burned all around them. And when I closed my eyes, I only saw the terrified faces of people I had known my whole life. The images shook my entire body, with rage or fear I was not certain. But how did it happen? How did we let it happen? Why would anyone destroy my village? And why take me?

I stared over my shoulder toward Sleeping Mule Deer, still trying to piece together the fire, my capture, and everything in between. The taste of blood in my mouth was a reminder that my worst fears were still very real.

I wasn’t dreaming.

I wouldn’t wake up on my mat next to Chenoa in the pit house while Gaho stoked the hearth, a sliver of grey from the sky brightening the room. And with each step the horses took, I was one step deeper into the World Beyond, missing my family more than I ever thought possible.

Strange beasts, horses. They were broader than deer and more skittish than coyotes.

The thicker man, the one with whom I rode, motioned for me to climb on top of the tallest horse when they were ready to leave. I assumed we’d walk. Walking was all I did when I wasn’t running. So when he nodded toward the horse, I shook my head, confused, and dug my heels into the ground as if that would somehow change his mind.

But then the other man, the one with the scar, grabbed me by the waist and hoisted me atop the horse like one of his deerskin sacks before I had a chance to blink. The horse barely moved but my entire body wobbled as I clenched my thighs together to keep from falling sideways.

I’d never ridden a horse. Before the last moon’s rise, I’d never seen one. Riding a horse was like sitting atop a boulder at the river except this red boulder moved and made irritated snorting sounds, like mother javalinas herding their young.

After I was seated, the thicker man lifted his leg and mounted the horse so he sat in front of me. He held the long rope that thread around the horse’s head. As he held the ropes and clucked to the horse, my breathing slowed and I wasn’t so frightened, although my legs began to chafe against the horse’s fur. His fur wasn’t silky, not like the white strip between Lobo’s ears. The horse’s coat felt rough like sand and smelled of sweat.

As we rode, Lobo ran beside us, sometimes barking, other times running ahead in search of rabbits and birds, his long pink tongue hanging over the side of his mouth. Whenever he got too close to the horses, the horses whinnied and he’d run off till he was almost a grey dot on the horizon. But I worried whenever I didn’t hear his bark or see his wagging tail.

When the sun beamed directly over us in a cloudless sky, the man seated in front of me finally spoke. He glanced at me over his shoulder. “Name?” he said in strangely accented tones. “What is your name?” He pointed a finger at my chest.

I sucked back a breath at the question. I knew what he asked. But why would a man care about the name of his captive? Stunned, I stayed silent, in case it was a trick.


Then he pointed to his chest and said, “I am Diego.” I couldn’t help but focus on his lips when he spoke. His words were almost the same as mine except that his voice rose and fell in different places. His voice was like a song while mine was heavier, boxier. I wanted him to speak more. I wanted to hear more words. “Your name?” he asked me again, slowly.

I swallowed. Finally, I said, “Aiyana,” just as soon as his right eyebrow arched impatiently.

“Pretty name,” he said, surprising me again. He did understand me. How was that possible? “For a pretty girl.”

I spoke slowly, in case my words confused him. “Where is your village?” I asked.

“Spain,” he said simply.

I’d never heard of that village before. I had only heard of the White Ant and the Red Ant Clans. Ours was the only village I knew. “Where is Spain?” I said. It was difficult to say the name of his village at first. Like the word horse, Spain sounded odd as it rolled off my tongue, as if it had no place on my lips.

He sighed loudly, extending his arm. “Very far from here.” His face turned mournful, like he was thinking about something special. Or impossible.

“Is that where you’re taking me? Spain?”

He shook his head and chuckled.

At first I thought he didn’t understand me. But then he clucked at his horse when it tried to stop and graze on a patch of wispy grasses. “No,” he said, pursing his lips as his eyes scanned the strange landscape that stretched before us. He patted a deerskin sack that hung next to his leg just as the horses began to climb. I had to grip Diego’s belt to keep from flipping off the horse’s backside.

As the horses climbed, the air turned colder and thinner; the ground, darker and rockier. It became harder to breathe and not just because I was scared.

“Where, then?” I prodded, anxious to learn more about my captors.

Diego turned completely forward in the saddle and snapped the rope that threaded through his hands. The horse trotted faster and we bounced uncomfortably until we reached the other two men riding single-file in front of us.

“Where?” I asked again but Diego wouldn’t answer me. Frustrated, my eyes instinctively scanned for Lobo. I felt a relieved pang in my chest when I saw the back of his legs and his wagging tail even though a grey rabbit squirmed between his jaws. Sadly, I knew how his rabbit felt.

“Why have you taken me?” I whispered but Diego still wouldn’t answer. At least he let me ask the question so I tried again, even as tears built behind my eyes. “Why have you harmed my people? What happened to my village?”

Diego remained silent. Suddenly he behaved as if he didn’t understand me, as if my words were gibberish.

I squeezed my eyes shut, willing myself not to whimper like a child as my chin lowered next to my chest. When my eyes finally opened, I was staring down the front of my deerskin at Gaho’s necklace and my tied wrists.

My heartbeat quickened. My eyes widened.

I had an idea.


Carefully, I raised my hands. I feared that I might touch Diego so I pulled my elbows back until my shoulder blades almost touched. We barely sat a thumb’s length apart and it seemed an eternity before my fingers found the thin cord that threaded through the shells and blue stone of my necklace. I raised my hands over my neck so that I could untie the knot in the back of my neck. At first, my fingers fumbled between strands of my hair but finally I was able to loosen the knot. Mercifully, the necklace slid slowly down my chest until my fingers could touch the shells.

Barely breathing, I released three shells from the string. When I was certain that Diego wasn’t looking, I let the shells fall from my fingers. So light, they floated to the ground like dried palo verde leaves.

I watched until the shells landed safely on the ground, white and unbroken. They lay in bright contrast against the dark brown dirt. Someone would have to be blind not to see them. Gaho’s white necklace shells were one way for someone to find me and I was certain that someone would.

They had to.

I refused to believe otherwise.

Swallowing, I drew in the tiniest of inhales before I tied the necklace back around my neck. Only seven shells remained. I would have to be careful where I dropped them, and I’d already decided that I would save the shiny blue stone for last. I pressed it against my chest and rolled it between my fingers as I prayed to Hunab Ku for strength.

The blue stone would need to bring me luck. I needed it.

Besides, I hoped that I wouldn’t need the blue stone. It was all that I had left of home.

***

We rode until my legs turned numb.

I dropped two more shells from my necklace as I sat behind Diego when I was certain he wasn’t looking. I had only five left.

The World Beyond stretched forever. Reaching an edge, a precipice like I once imagined, now seemed impossible. Instead, one world seamlessly joined with another. Then another.

Before us, mountains of every shape loomed higher and darker, much bigger than the jagged ones that surrounded my village. They were covered with odd-shaped trees that looked like arrowheads; in some places the branches were so thick that we couldn’t ride below them.

As we began an even steeper climb, I had to grip Diego’s belt with both hands. If he minded, he didn’t say.

A ridge of green arrowhead-shaped trees swept so long and wide in front of us that it looked like it was painted into the sky. I wondered if we’d ever climb to the top and reach the other side. And the deeper we rode into the trees, the more I feared I’d never see my family again. It felt as if the mountain was swallowing us whole.

When Diego helped me climb off the horse, I dropped numbly into his arms from fatigue and hunger. My legs tingled all the way down to the tips of my toes; I could barely walk. Thankfully, Diego untied my hands and then left me to help the others unload the deerskin sacks.

I rubbed the muscles in my feet and calves, waiting for some instruction. Lobo stayed by my side. It was good to have him close, especially with the strange way the men looked at me.

Lobo licked my hands with his warm pink tongue until I finally stroked the soft spot between his ears.

“I missed you, too,” I whispered close to his ear and his tail wagged so fast I wondered if it would fly off.

Then the man with the scar dumped one of the sacks at my feet, startling me. It landed with a loud thump, and I jumped out of the way just before it landed on my toes.

“Cook,” he said as he towered over me. “You cook. We’re hungry.” It was not a request.

Cook? But, cook what?


Lobo began to inspect the sack but the man kicked him in the rump with his pointy black shoe causing him to yelp before he darted wildly into the darkening sky.

“Cook!” he said again and I immediately began to fumble with the sack fearing the back of his hand.

Diego frowned at the man with the scar as he stood next to the horses. “Don’t mind Alfonso,” he called out to me. “He just gets grumpy when he’s hungry.” There was a smile in his voice and I gathered that Alfonso’s behavior was not unusual.

I nodded at Diego but did not return his smile.

Alfonso, I thought to myself. So that’s what they call the man with the scar across his mouth. Thin and white, the scar crossed over his lower lip like a lightning streak.

I opened the sack, not knowing what to look for, not knowing what I’d find. Fortunately, I found more dried meat, two pouches filled with water, dried black beans, and a pot with a thin handle made of a hard material I did not recognize. It was as tough as a river rock and made a hollow noise when I rapped it with my knuckles. I lifted the heavy thing from the sack, inspecting it. Gaho only cooked with red clay pots that we molded from river sand; clay pots were all anyone needed in my village.

I lifted the pot closer to my face, tilting it from side to side. It was scratched and mostly black from fire. It was heavier than a clay pot but not as deep. There was only one thing left to do with it.

I rose from my spot and began searching for dried branches and leaves. If I was to cook, we needed a fire, if nothing else, for warmth. It grew frighteningly colder with every moment the sun dipped behind the mountains. I rubbed my shoulders through my deerskin and tried desperately not think about my bare feet. My toes had become red and chapped. I moved faster to keep warm.

While I gathered small branches and handfuls of leaves, I squinted into the growing darkness and whistled softly for Lobo. He didn’t come when I called and my throat tightened. He’ll come back, I told myself. He won’t abandon me.

Next to the deerskin sacks, I dug a hole with a thick branch and my fingers. I dug until my fingernails turned black. The ground was harder and less fine than desert dirt. It did not open easily but after a while, I finally had my hole. Then I sharpened the tip of a thinner stick with the edge of rock that fit between my fingers. It wasn’t perfect but it worked. I balanced my sharpened stick on top of another thicker stick, an even greyer one, and began to rub it between my hands. Finally, the stick began to glow. The glow spread to the dried grass near the base of my stick and then quickly to my dried leaves and twigs. I sat back, pleased, as fire filled the hole. I set the sharpened stick away from the hole for next time. Gaho would be proud, I thought oddly. Usually I wasn’t so lucky, even with the fire-starting sticks that Onawa carved.

But then my smile faded. Gaho. My throat tightened again. I pictured her face in my mind. I missed my mother. I missed her voice and gentle hands that would comb my hair. I missed everything about her.

As soon as the fire filled the width of the hole, I poured water into the heavy pot and waited for it to bubble. I tested it with the tip of my finger. It didn’t take long before I poured a handful of the dried beans into the pot, stirring it with the end of a thin branch. Once the beans turned soft, I stirred in some bits of dried meat, tucking away a piece inside my belt for Lobo when no one was looking.


As the meat cooked with the beans, my stomach growled at the tiny mixture. I wondered if there was enough for two people to eat, much less four. Surely they wouldn’t have me starve. What kind of a people didn’t share their food?

Diego and Alfonso smelled the stew and approached the fire. The third man followed behind and I heard Diego call him Jorge. It would be another difficult name to pronounce but I practiced the strange sounds inside my head. Jorge. Jorge. I’d never heard anything like it before. Even their names were strange, like everything else about them.

Alfonso reached the fire first and grabbed the pot’s handle with his beefy hand like it wasn’t even hot. He poured part of the bean stew into a cup that was scratched and dark black like the pot. Then he thrust the pot to Diego who did the same. Jorge was next and I was last. By the time it reached me, there was barely enough left to coat the center of my palm. And there was no cup.

I didn’t complain. I didn’t dare, especially seated so close to Alfonso who never lost the tightness around his lips.

I was glad for anything. I scooped every last bit inside the pot with my fingers even though my stomach still growled when I swallowed the last drop.

“Tomorrow we will snare a rabbit,” Diego said to the men as he slurped his stew. His tone was oddly jovial and so different from his companions. “Tomorrow we will eat like kings.”

Kings? I thought. What are kings?

Jorge nodded and Alfonso grunted as if to say there wouldn’t be time. I stayed next to the fire, kneeling, listening to them talk. I only understood bits and pieces of their conversation, something about furs and beads and a people called the Apache. I wanted to ask Diego about the Apache. Who were they? What were they? And where was their village? I barely breathed, waiting for more detail. But they didn’t talk nearly as long as I’d hoped.

Then Diego pulled something square-shaped from one of the sacks. At first I thought it was a small piece of tan deerskin but he proceeded to unfold it so that it stretched on the ground between the men. It crinkled like a dry leaf with each piece he unfolded. Its edges were frayed. I leaned forward, closer to the firelight, mesmerized.

“We’re here.” Diego pointed to a corner with his finger. “We must be here by tomorrow.” His finger traced confusing symbols, black square lines that crossed each other in strange ways, before his finger stopped in the middle. The symbols looked nothing like the intricate pictures that Onawa and Eyota carved on the sides of pit houses and boulders to mark the passage of the seasons.

I badly wanted a better look at Diego’s tan deerskin. Could the World Beyond fit so easily on one small square?

Alfonso grunted and then he glanced up and caught me leaning closer. “What are you looking at?” he snarled.

Diego rolled his eyes. “Go easy on the girl, Alfonso.” He chuckled. “That one is going to bring us luck.” His thick black eyebrows wiggled in a way that knotted my stomach.

That one. It rolled too casually off his tongue.

Still shiny from the stew, Alfonso’s lips fluttered. “Luck?” His neck pulled back as he studied Diego. “She’s already cost us two extra days in this god-forsaken place. Two days that we hadn’t planned on. We didn’t need her. Taking her was a mistake.”


From his tone, I half-expected him to suggest that they abandon me on the side of their strange mountain. My breathing quickened with the new possibility. It wouldn’t be easy to return to my village but I was sure I could do it. I’d gladly take my chances. And I’d even dropped shells to guide my way back…

But my hopes were quickly crushed. “I disagree, old friend.” He paused, looked sideways at Alfonso and then said, “You know how generous Manaba can be when we bring him a special trinket. We were lucky when she ran off.” He smiled at me before turning to Alfonso. “And what would you have us do when we saw they had so little to trade? What would we do with a few pumpkins and dry stalks of corn? We certainly couldn’t meet up with the Apache empty-handed.”

Alfonso’s eyebrow arched, considering this. Then a crooked grin spread across his face that made my teeth clench. “Savage,” he spat. “I’m glad we burned their rotting fields.”

My skin turned hot as Diego laughed and even quiet Jorge smiled, a first.

“It did make our departure that much easier,” Diego said. “By the time they realize she’s missing, they’ll never know where to look.” Then he reached for a lock of my hair, and I flinched. But he grabbed the strand anyway and rubbed it between his fingers. “Pity we didn’t take more.” With a sigh, his hand dropped to his side.

More? Take more of them? My people?

I glared back at the men, rage building inside my chest, as my breathing quickened. Alfonso’s tongue dragged across his lips, relishing the anguish my expression so clearly revealed. Diego’s eyes continued to dance with delight as Jorge’s gaze met mine but then quickly lowered, as if he knew something more but wished he didn’t.

I finally blinked when Alfonso tossed his cup at my feet. “Enough talk,” he said, signaling that the meal—and all discussion—were over. “Sleep, now.”

Diego proceeded to carefully fold the tan deerskin before he tucked it back inside one of his sacks. I made note of which one. It was the smallest one that hung on the side of his horse, the one he always kept close.

Still numb, I collected the other cups and tried to clean the pot with some dry leaves but Alfonso grew impatient and ripped it from my hands before tossing it into one of the deerskin sacks. Not knowing what else to do, I added more branches and leaves to the fire, mostly for warmth. My teeth began to chatter and I had to bite down on my lower lip to stop it.

Across from me, the men laid back against their elbows with their feet stretched out near the fire while Jorge pulled a wooden flute from his pocket. In the firelight, I could see that the flute was as long as his hand and thin as my finger. The wood was a soft yellow, like unripe corn. Shiny, it also looked as delicate as one of the many flutes that Onawa’s slender fingers had carved.

Jorge’s fingertips began to float across the small holes, barely touching them. He played a song so sad that my chest ached. I turned when my eyes clouded and fiddled with the branches next to the fire until the song stopped. Then Jorge returned his flute back to his pocket, laid his head back, and began snoring almost immediately.

Diego was the last one to fall asleep. He emptied one of the deerskin sacks and offered it to me. I took it. My teeth chattered and trembled at the same time as the sky grew windless and pitch-black. The fire crackled and coyotes howled in the distance.

“Sleep,” Diego said to me. “Sleep now. Tomorrow will be a long day, longer than today, I’m afraid.”


I spread the deerskin sack so that it lay flat on the ground. The ground was hard and cold. The sack helped but not much. I curled into a ball and brought one half of the sack over my shoulder as far as it would stretch. It smelled sharp, like the dried meat still tucked inside my belt. I only stared at the fire for a moment longer before my eyelids grew heavy with exhaustion and for that I was thankful. Tomorrow was another day to plan my escape. The sooner I fell asleep, the sooner I could run. I had to return to my village. I just had to.

Sometime during the night, Lobo returned from the forest and curled his body against my back. I’d never felt air so thin or cold, not even during the Season of Shorter Days. If not for Lobo, I would have certainly frozen to death in my sleep.








Chapter Eight



The next morning, my eyes popped open like I’d been kicked in the stomach.

A thin layer of white covered the deerskin sack that barely stretched across my body. At first I thought a wind had blown in tiny white flower petals, but from where? The plants and trees that surrounded us were only shades of green. The white felt wet and prickly cold and coated my hair and eyelids. I brushed it off quickly, unsure what it was. Was it sand? Another trick?

But no sooner did I brush it off before it covered me again. I looked to the sky for answers. The sky was grey and the white cold sand fell from the sky like rain. I’d never seen anything like it.

“Snow,” Diego said, stretching forward into a sitting position. He watched me, amused, yawning as he spoke. “Have you never seen snow before?” His voice was incredulous.

I shook my head. “Snow,” I repeated as I opened my palm and watched the fine sand land on my hand and turn into clear water droplets.

Diego’s fingers scratched his cheeks. The dark stubble around his mouth had grown thicker. “Well, then. I guess you haven’t. It won’t hurt you. It’s like rain that’s turned to ice. Surely, you’ve seen rain?” His fingers fluttered in front of him.

I nodded. Rain I’d seen plenty of times, although not as much during the last two Seasons of Longer Days. I turned my face upwards again, mesmerized, and watched the snow swirl down all around us. Oddly, I opened my mouth and stuck out my tongue. Snow was tasteless. Like water.

But the snow was gloriously wet and I was thirsty. Like Diego, Lobo also watched me curiously. His coat was covered with snow but he didn’t shiver. His fur was so thick that the snow couldn’t possibly penetrate his skin. I envied him. What I would have given for one of Gaho’s fur blankets.

Alfonso stirred from underneath his hat. He lifted it and then cursed at the sky before stumbling to a standing position. He shuffled off behind a tree, grumbling, and fiddled with the front of his dusty pants. I turned away, ignoring him. The less we acknowledged the other’s existence, the better.

“Why don’t you start a fire,” he made a rubbing motion with his forefingers, “and I’ll check the snares to see if we’ll be eating rabbit.”

My stomach growled even before I could nod.

Rabbit, I understood. And any kind of food sounded glorious. More than that, it was urgent that I eat more than just a few morsels of dried meat. My stomach had growled all night. And it only grew louder as my insides turned hollow. I would need to eat more to regain my strength so that I could leave the World Beyond and journey home. It would mean walking for at least one moon cycle, maybe two. I tried not to dwell on the dangers, especially as they surrounded me. Alfonso had empty eyes like Miakoda. It would only be a matter of a few more passing suns before his fists found me, just like his foot found Lobo.

Lobo.

My hands reached behind me and found Lobo.

He whimpered.


As soon as Diego left to check his snare, my fingers felt for the strip of dried meat still hidden behind my belt. Carefully, I broke it into two pieces and shared half with Lobo. He licked my hand after he swallowed his piece in one easy gulp, and I couldn’t help but scratch the sides of his face as I savored the other small piece between my teeth. Lobo moaned between my hands.

But then Diego whistled for him and Lobo trotted off, leaving me alone to start another fire. It was harder this time. The leaves were wet; the wood, not as grey. And my feet were cold and bare. If I was to escape, I needed something to protect my feet.

All three of the men were missing. Diego was checking on his snare, Alfonso was somewhere behind a bush or a tree, and Jorge was tending to the horses.

I was alone. My breathing quickened.

I rose and then walked away backwards a few steps till I was certain that no one was watching.

I wove slowly between the bushes and trees, crouching low to stay hidden. The further away from the horses and the deerskin sacks, the more invisible I became. Most of the trees were lush and green and taller than I. When I stood behind one, it completely covered me, although the tips of the leaves pricked my skin like saguaro needles whenever I brushed too close.

“Aiyana!” Diego yelled, startling me. His voice wasn’t close but it was close enough.

I swallowed and circled in place. Where to next? It would be so easy to escape. I wanted so badly to run. But how far could I get without protection for my feet? My teeth began to chatter and my hands pressed anxiously against my neck.

My necklace.

Yes…

Quickly, I untied my necklace and pulled another shell from the cord.

“Aiyana! We need a fire,” Diego yelled. “Now!”

Lobo barked. And just like Diego’s voice, the barks grew closer.

With trembling fingers, I yanked one of the braided tassels from the ends of my dress. Then I threaded it through the shell, almost dropping it at first. My fingers trembled from fear as much as from cold.

“Aiyana!” Diego yelled again, this time angry.

“Yes!” I yelled back. My voice cracked and sounded too forced, even to my ears.

I didn’t have much time.

Frantically, my eyes scanned the branches. I found one eye level with me. There I hung the shell and wrapped the thread around a thin branch three times, not caring that the leaves poked my fingertip. Blood dribbled down my hand but I spun away from the tree before leaping over a small bush. I dropped to the ground, landing on my palms.

“Aiyana!” Diego yelled again, louder this time. Lobo barked alongside him, drowning out everything else.

Their footsteps got closer and my temples pounded.

When they reached me, I was crouched on the ground and reaching underneath a bush. Lobo immediately ran to my side and began nuzzling my neck as if I had been gone for ten suns instead of only a handful of heartbeats.

“Didn’t you hear me calling?”

“Yes,” I said quickly. My throat was dry. “I was…I was just trying to find dryer branches to start the fire.”

Diego’s head tilted, considering this. Did he understand my words? Did he believe me? If he noticed the blood on my hand, he didn’t say.

I begged Hunab Ku to keep Diego’s eyes from spotting my hanging shell. It hung only three footsteps from where he found me.


“Good. Because we need a fire for the rabbit,” he said as his eyes narrowed over my head. He looked as if he sensed danger, and a line of goose bumps raced down my back. Did he see the shell? Was I too obvious?

But then I slowly stood and clutched three dry branches against my chest as if they would keep me from drowning. I fidgeted from one foot to the other, trying to warm my feet. They were bright red and as cold as the tip of my nose.

I sniffed.

Diego’s eyes lowered to my feet. “Yes, well, dryer branches would be better.”

“My feet are so cold,” I said, anxious to pull him away from the tree, back to horses, back to the fire. “May I have something for my feet?”

Diego sighed but then his lips pursed. “That is why I gave you the rabbit skins. The night you tried to run.”

I swallowed, remembering. And who knew how far I would have gotten if Diego hadn’t found me. Or Lobo. I should hate Lobo with his perfect hearing and sense of smell. But I couldn’t.

Diego’s voice softened. He stepped closer and placed his hand on my shoulder, squeezing it. “Will you try to run again?”

I blinked then I shook my head, obediently.

“Promise?” His voice turned silky.

I swallowed hard, nodding.

“Good,” he said, as his eyes studied mine, narrowing and then widening. “You have beautiful eyes, Aiyana. I didn’t notice them before. They’re green.” His voice trailed off as he drew me closer by the shoulders.

My eyes lowered when I felt my cheeks burn. The touch of his hand on my shoulder made me nervous, even anxious. Truth be told, it sickened me.

“As green as the pine trees. As green as the forest,” he added, a curious smile in his voice.

I couldn’t raise my eyes to his.

He finally dropped his hands. But instead of falling to his side, his hand reached for my chin so that I had to look at him.

“Aiyana,” he said. “Why won’t you look at me? I won’t hurt you.”

My body stiffened. I didn’t believe him. He’d already hurt me; he took me from my home. He burned my village.

“Then it’s settled,” he said, his cold fingers underneath my chin. “After we eat, you will have something for your feet. I can’t have you freeze to death.”

And then he let go of my chin.

I swallowed and forced myself to say, “Thank you.” The words tasted bitter. And before I could stop myself, I asked, “Why would you be so kind?”

Diego wouldn’t answer. He simply took me by the elbow and led me back to the horses and his friends.

I supposed if he could lie to me than I could lie to him. I had every intention of escaping again. Nothing, not even a belated kindness, would stop me from returning to my village or despising him.

***

The second moon’s rise was better than the first but hardly easy. With each step higher into the mountains, I was that much further from my village.


At least with a full belly of rabbit and bits of dried meat, my vision wasn’t as blurry, and my body didn’t ache so much from the cold. I wrapped the rabbit pelts around my feet with the cord that had been tied around my wrists. A deerskin sack served as a thin blanket over my back and shoulders. And I knew that my escape was fast approaching. Any longer and our horses would reach the top of a mountain that seemed to disappear into the clouds. I feared that once we crossed that ridge, I could never return.

As the horses climbed, the trees grew thicker and taller. The bright greens from the leaves and the grasses were almost blinding except for the occasional golden yellows and muted reds that looked out of place on the same branches. And the trees stretched as high as the mountain itself, with skinny brown trunks that grew straight into the air. I marveled at their ability to stay upright without falling. It seemed even the gentlest wind could topple them.

And the wind. The wind on the giant mountain never stopped howling. When I tilted my head, the cold air brushed across my ears. It was like listening to a hundred voices all whispering at once. Once I thought I heard Gaho call my name.

Because of the wind, I didn’t dare drop another shell to the dirt. The wind and the knee-high grasses would only bury it forever.

My eyes constantly studied the ground and the trees for things to eat and places to hide. I needed them both when I escaped. But we hadn’t crossed a stream or a river. Unless the mountain trees held water in their branches the same way the saguaros did, I’d die of thirst. I decided that I’d need to steal one of Diego’s deerskin water pouches. Would they miss just one?

But then it was as if Hunab Ku himself heard the thoughts spinning inside my head.

“There is a small stream up ahead,” Diego announced, pointing past the shoulders of Jorge and Alfonso. “It’s on the map.” He patted the deerskin sack hanging closest to his leg.

Map. So that’s what they called their strange black symbols, symbols that tell a man where to go. I turned my head into the wind and heard rushing water. I closed my eyes and inhaled the cold damp air. The faint scent of moisture tickled the inside of my nose. It was definitely water. I could smell it.

“We’ll stop there,” Diego said. The horses’ skinny legs began to move with new purpose, as if they smelled water and rest, too. “This is where we’ll camp for the night.” I nodded obligingly and then Diego continued. “Can you fish?”

“Fish?” I blurted.

“Yes,” he said. He pressed his fingers together and made a curvy motion with his hands.

The corners of my mouth turned up in a tentative smile. I thought about all of the hours I spent with Honovi at the river. He taught me how to spear even the tiniest of silver fish with nothing but a sharpened reed. I was never as fast or as strong, but unlike Honovi, I was patient. I never returned to Gaho empty-handed and for that she, begrudgingly, allowed me to fish.

“I can fish,” I said finally, careful not to react too boastfully. If I could fish, then I could survive.

“Good,” Diego said. “That would be most helpful tonight. I’m tired of eating rabbits and squirrels.” He grimaced while I tried to suppress my enthusiasm. “Fish will be a nice change for us. Haven’t had fish since we left the outskirts of your fine village—”

Diego stopped himself when my expression darkened. I wondered how long he and his men had been hidden in the deserts that surrounded my village. Why couldn’t they have just kept riding? Why couldn’t they have left us in peace? I didn’t understand the hearts of these strange men.

Diego scratched the side of his head, turned abruptly, and caught up with Alfonso.


“Stay with her,” he instructed Jorge.

Jorge nodded and then started to fidget in place.

Diego and Alfonso led the horses to one end of the stream that pooled at the bottom in a perfect circle. Water cascaded down a narrow cliff and my chest caved forward, watching it. The cliff’s jagged edges were covered with trees and vines and reddish brown rocks like the ones that surrounded my village. And if the water wasn’t so cold, I would have gladly dove in and bathed. My deerskin still reeked of smoke and my hair was knotted and smelled like the horses.

Without a word to Jorge, I turned for the other end of the stream carrying the empty deerskin water pouches. Jorge followed, saying nothing. If he could stop staring at me long enough, I’d try to sneak a filled water pouch down the front of my dress. It had grown loose around my waist. Surely one small pouch could go unnoticed.

The clear stream rushed over glistening red and brown rocks where the late afternoon sunlight was lucky to pierce through the tops of the trees that hid it from the sky. The water gushed so loudly that it drowned out the wind.

Alongside me, Jorge knelt over the stream and began to fill the pouches that I lined next to the edge. I kept the tiniest one next to my foot and saved it for last. After I filled it, I tucked it close to my leg and then I bent over the stream and begin to cup water into my hands. I wanted to shriek from the cold. It stiffened my fingers but I kept cupping it anyway, splashing it over my face and neck and drinking till my lips turned numb. My skin prickled from the iciness of it, even the parts where the water didn’t touch.

Jorge, still silent, did the same, and resorted to only sideways glances as he splashed water into his mouth. I wondered why I made him so nervous. Of the three men, I felt most comfortable with him, perhaps because he reminded me of Onawa. I wondered if I could trust him. Could he be a friend, too?

“Are you from Spain, too?” I asked him carefully.

His body stiffened. “Yes,” he said, his eyes darting away from mine. He threaded loose strands of his straight black hair behind his ears, more so as something to do with his hands.

I paused, drank another handful of water, and then said. “What’s it like? Spain?”

Jorge inhaled deeply and then sighed. He looked across the stream at the cottonwood trees that lined the edges. “It’s not like here.”

“Then what’s it like?”

Jorge shrugged his shoulder. He didn’t answer.

I swallowed. Quietly, I said, “Do you miss your village?”

He turned to me and nodded. In the clearness of his eyes, I could see that he told the truth.

Tentatively, I said, “I miss my village, too.”

But my words made Jorge nervous, uncomfortable. He rose from the water’s edge and dusted off the front of his pants. Suddenly he behaved as if he’d rather be anywhere than beside me. He stuffed his hands in his front pockets and started scanning the other side of the stream, the cliff, the sky—anything but me.

I sighed inwardly. We were strangers again and I wondered if maybe that’s all people from different villages can ever be.


I bent over the water and stared at my reflection. I brought my hand to my cheek. My face had thinned. My hair was frizzy around my face and I ran wet fingers through it, detangling some of the knots. I sat back on my knees, surrounded by the water pouches, and then scanned the river for fish. Fish as long as my forearm and the colors of the rainbow darted underneath the water, sometimes crashing into each other as they navigated the rocks. I smiled again. Catching a fish in this river would be easy. But I would need to make myself a spear.

Jorge walked behind a nearby tree, close enough to keep an eye on me but far enough away for some privacy. He loosened his pants and I instinctively looked the other way. Anxiously, my eyes scanned the ground for a suitable stick, one that would be as long as my arm and no thicker than my thumb. It would serve as a spear.

And a weapon.

I would sharpen the tip with a flat river rock. Diego wouldn’t mind, as long as it caught fish.

Across the stream, I stared at a wall of trees. The water’s edge was thick with them, all different sizes and shades of green. Some grew like deformed arms out of the side of the cliff. Finding a suitable stick would be as easy as spearing a juicy fish. As my eyes scanned for the perfect stick, something bright caught my eye in the midst of all the green. Just for a moment, it also caught a sliver of late afternoon sunlight. I blinked then rubbed my eyes. At first I thought it was a bird, maybe a dove.

I squinted and then rubbed my tired eyes again.

It wasn’t a bird. Or a feather. Or even a leaf.

It dangled from a single tree branch across the river, eye level with me. If I wanted to, I could step across the larger rocks in the water and pluck it like a berry.

But I didn’t. I didn’t dare.

That’s because dangling from a bright green tree branch was one of the white shells from my necklace. The same one I tied to another tree in another place. What else could it be?

More importantly, how did my shell find its way all the way up this endless mountain?








Chapter Nine



I couldn’t break my eyes away from the shell.

I’d almost forgotten the small, half-filled water pouch that I left sitting alongside the stream. At the last minute, when I was certain Jorge wasn’t looking, I slipped it down the front of my dress, hoping my tightened belt would keep it from falling down to my feet when I walked.

My heart raced as Jorge and I walked back to where Alfonso and Diego began to unpack their deerskin sacks. My mind spun with all of the possibilities, none of which made sense.

How did my shell find its way to a tree branch?

Who put it there? A bird? There were flocks of black birds the size of jack rabbits with yellow beady eyes darting above us. Certainly any one of them could carry a shell, but all this way?

And what about Diego? Would Diego be so cruel as to give me false hope? Did he find the shell from where I left it? Would Alfonso?

My hands and fingers trembled as I dug a hole for the fire, knowing that someone from my village—maybe even someone from my family—could be sharing the same air.

I should have been concentrating on rubbing the fire sticks between my hands but my eyes refused to stop scanning the forest surrounding me. Breathing had become difficult; concentration, practically impossible. My hands turned clammy. The sticks kept dropping into the hole.

“What’s taking so long with the fire?” Diego asked. His tone was unusually curt. I wondered, too late, whether Jorge had told him about our conversation by the stream.

I lowered my eyes to the fire sticks and willed myself to concentrate. After blowing on my hands, I began to rub the sticks. One stick rubbed against the other while lying flat inside the freshly dug hole. Lobo sat beside me, his tail thumping expectantly against the cold ground. It kept perfect time with the beating near my temples. Lobo sniffed around my belt for more dried meat. Finding none, his snout dropped to his paws. Seems I couldn’t please anyone, not even a wolf.

“The wood must be too wet,” I said, hoping that the anxiety in my voice went unnoticed. When I couldn’t produce even the slightest glow with my sticks, I swallowed, pulled back my shoulders, and coaxed my heartbeat to slow. And then with my head lowered, I tried again. And again. The third time, mostly from exhaustion, my fingers didn’t tremble as much.

Alfonso grunted over me, predictably, and Diego sighed. “Guess I’ll go catch some fish,” he said, kicking a rock with the tip of his boot, just as the tip of my stick began to smolder.

Thank you, Hunab Ku, I murmured to myself. “If you’ll wait, I’ll come with you,” I said just as the dried leaves inside the hole began to burn from the heat of my sticks. I sat back on my heels and stared up at him. Feeling bolder, I pretended to smile.

That pleased him.

“I’ll wait,” Diego said, his voice returning to his normally bright tone, along with a glow in his eyes that burned my cheeks. Lowering my eyes to the fire, I stoked the leaves with a longer stick, just until I was certain the fire would spread inside the hole. I filled it with enough dry leaves and twigs to keep it burning till our return.

Diego extended his hand to help me up but I didn’t reach for it. This amused Alfonso—the first time I’d heard him utter anything besides a grunt or threat. Ignoring them both, I began to walk toward the stream. I could hear the water before I saw it.

It wouldn’t take long to spear a fish. More importantly, I was determined to see my white shell again and make sure that my empty stomach wasn’t playing tricks on me.


Diego and I walked in the direction where Jorge and I filled the water pouches. The wind hadn’t had time to cover our footprints in the soft sand.

“What will we require, then?” Diego asked me, nudging my shoulder with his. His playfulness surprised me. And it made me feel uncomfortable, especially when I was certain he had eaten fish before. What kind of man does not know how to spear a fish? “Shall we fish with our hands?” he teased.

Instinctively, I took one step away from him and continued walking along the edge, pretending to survey the water. The closer to the stream, the louder my voice became. “I only need a stick. A long one will do.”

“A thick one?”

I lifted my hands to indicate the thickness. “Like this,” I said. “Thinner is better.”

He extended his arms and motioned to the trees that surrounded us. “That should be easy.” His face lifted toward the treetops. They towered over us like giants. He stopped and then walked to a tree with branches that were thick and heavy with green and golden leaves. Most of the tree arched into the water. Its trunk was as white as the sand.

“How about this one?” he asked, motioning to a low branch.

I shook my head and then swallowed. “No. I saw sturdier ones over here,” I lied, nodding vaguely in the opposite direction. “Those branches look too soft.” I pointed to the spot where Jorge and I filled the pouches. We were still too far for me to see the shell and the sky was fading from purple to black. If I wanted my shell, I would need to cross the river.

I continued to walk determinedly and Diego loped alongside of me, his arms waving against his sides.

“Okay, Aiyana,” he said. “As you wish.” He was enjoying this, our time alone.

My jaw clenched as I tried not to think about it.

When we reached the other end of the stream, the sun had almost completely disappeared behind the trees. I didn’t have much time before the forest would be completely black.

I picked up sticks lying in the sand, turning them over in my hands, pretending to study their thickness, their weight. But what I was really doing was squinting across the stream at the trees. The wind had almost completely died down and the branches barely moved.

Alongside me, Diego reached down to examine several suitable sticks. “This one?” he asked me.

I shook my head.

“This?” he picked up another. Then another.

Finally, I mumbled, “Yes,” as I nodded at the newest stick in his hand. “That will do.”

Diego bent lower to remove a knife from inside of his boot that was almost as long as his calf. It was sharp and silver with a shiny handle that looked like polished stone. Another tool I’d never seen.

Whistling, Diego began to whittle. His thick fingers were strangely agile. He carved and scraped the tip of the wooden spear as if he were a master carver like Eyota. Before I could ask him where he learned—or how he made his knife—he handed me the long, pointy stick and said, “Now, we can fish.” He handed me the spear.

“Yes,” I said, admiring it. “Now we fish.”

I examined the tip and touched it with my finger. It was still warm from Diego’s blade. It would make a fine weapon.


Without a word, I untied the rabbit skins around my feet and carefully placed them on the dry sand away from the water. Then I picked up the spear and walked right into the stream, aware that Diego’s eyes never stopped watching me. The intensity of his gaze was not easy to ignore. Do women not fish in his village? I wondered.

My toes curled instantly from the cold as soon as I waded into the water. I balanced across the rocks till I reached halfway across the stream, trying to avoid the slippery ones. The water splashed over the rocks and the fish scattered as my feet waded through them.

“Aiyana!” Diego yelled over water. “Before it gets too dark!” He pointed to the sky.

I turned to him and nodded. It would be so easy to keep on walking across the water and claim my shell. But run where? The other side of the river only led higher up the unending mountain. And all that I had was a sharpened stick and a small pouch of water hidden in my deerskin that wouldn’t last me more than three moonrises. I needed more.

I needed a smarter plan.

And where was my white shell? I looked from Diego and then back to the trees again, frantic. The shell was missing and suddenly I wondered if I had ever seen it at all.

“A fish!” Diego yelled impatiently, his hands cupped around his mouth. “The men are hungry. I’m hungry. We all must eat soon!” His voice competed with the rush of the water.

My eyes turned from the trees to the water and in one, quick motion, I thrust my stick into the water. When I lifted it, a glistening fish as long as my forearm flapped on the end. I turned to show Diego, swallowing back my tears.

Diego clapped.

As I waded closer to Diego, I thought I saw branches rustle out of the corner of my eyes, except there was no wind. The tree that rustled was the same one that held my white shell. I was certain of it. Almost certain.

***

When Diego and I returned to the fire, there were three fat fish hanging from my spear, pierced down their middles.

Diego removed the heads with his knife, slicing open their bellies to reveal pink and white skin. Their insides glistened as much as their outsides. Without having been told, I laid two of the fish inside the cooking pot as Alfonso and Diego tended to the horses. The pot rested on rocks inside the fire. The fish began to sizzle almost immediately and the oily aromas watered my mouth.

On another rock inside the fire, someone—I presumed Jorge—laid out five agave leaves. I recognized the pale green stalks immediately and drew back an excited breath.

Why had Jorge been so helpful? Were the agave leaves a message? Or was he simply hungry?

At least there was something growing in the World Beyond that I recognized, something that could sustain me for the journey home, and perhaps Jorge had meant for me to understand that. I could eat the agave roasted or raw, if I had to. I could suck its leaves for water. The discovery energized me.

I resumed cooking the fish, feeling lighter.

I peeled back the agave husk and ground a pinch of the skin with my fingers. Then I added it to the pot to sweeten the fish, exactly as Gaho taught me. I placed two of the longest leaves in the fire and waited for them to roast.


“Where did you find this?” I asked Jorge with mock disinterest, touching one of the leaves so that he’d understand me. The ends hadn’t even begun to curl in the fire. From the other side of the fire, Jorge looked up at me with expectant eyes while his fingers fiddled with the holes of his flute. I knew he had been watching me cook; I knew he heard my words. He understood.

But Jorge said nothing, although he nodded over his shoulder to a wide patch of thick trees. Then he returned to his flute, his eyes studying me when he thought I didn’t notice.

Good, I thought to myself. If there is one plant that I can eat then there must be more.

When Jorge examined the holes in his flute, I stuffed the smallest agave behind my belt and tightened the cord. Lobo sat beside me again, his eyes darting between me and the fire as he panted. While the fish cooked in the pot, I broke off a boneless corner, blew on it, and then offered the chunk to Lobo. He accepted the piece hungrily, licking the oils on each of my fingers in the process, before rising to hunt for something more substantial.

By the time Diego and Alfonso returned, the two fish in the pot were ready. I sprinkled them with more roasted agave and dried meat. The men ate the fish, barely pausing between bites. Small bits of white fish stuck to their beards. I tried to ignore them as they slurped the remaining morsels between their fingers. I would eat part of the third fish, the last one to be cooked. If none of the men finished it, I planned to stuff it down my dress along with my deerskin water pouch.

Then it was Diego’s turn to watch me cook.

He sat back against one of the deerskin sacks, one hand on his belly. I kept my eyes focused over the pot, ignoring him. “You cook as well as you fish,” he said, dragging his other hand over his mouth. “I’m impressed. How old are you?”

I pretended not to understand.

“Age?” he prodded.

“Sixteen harvests,” I said in my most disinterested voice.

But Diego laughed, as if I’d just said something funny. Beside him, Jorge began to play his flute. I was grateful for the distraction.

“And who taught you to cook? The same person who taught you to fish?” Diego’s eyebrow arched curiously.

I shook my head. “No.”

He leaned forward. “Who taught you to fish?”

“My friend,” was all that I would tell him.

He chuckled. “Does your friend have a name?” he teased again in that voice that said we shared a familiarity with each other. We shared nothing.

I sat back on my heels and tentatively raised my eyes to him. It felt strange sharing details about my village, my world—even my best friend—with a captor. I wouldn’t do it. My life belonged to me, not Diego. “I should take this pot to the river and clean it,” I said, avoiding more questions. I rose to my feet, eager for distance between us, and started for the river.

But Diego grabbed my wrist just as I was about to pass. His hand was rough like the rope against my skin. “This time don’t go far, Aiyana,” he said as his grip tightened. Before he released me, he whistled for Lobo. Lobo came barreling from the forest, his tail wagging, his tongue dangling sideways out of his mouth. “Follow,” Diego ordered. Lobo sprinted to my side and accompanied me down to the stream.

The half-moon that glowed between the treetops provided enough light for me to reach the water without stumbling. The moon twinkled in the water’s reflection. The closer I got to the water, the softer Jorge’s flute became, although I was certain that Diego’s eyes still tracked me, even through the darkness. The way he looked at me tightened my stomach in knots. And it was getting worse, not better.


I had to get away from him—from all of them. Soon.

Kneeling in the sand beside the water, I removed the rest of the fish from the cooking pot and wrapped it in agave leaves. There was only enough left for one more meal. That was all I needed. I stuffed it down the front of my dress beside the water pouch, and then I cupped the cold water in my hand, drinking it greedily, before splashing it over my face. My body shuddered from the shock.

“Aiyana!” Diego yelled. His voice, like Jorge’s flute, was small in the distance and muffled by the water’s roar. “Aiyana!” Like a snare that wouldn’t release, his voice fell over me.

I clumsily submerged the pot in the water, letting the current wash out the leftover bits of fish skin and bones. I looked up again at the Sky Wanderers that brightened the trail back. I searched for the long tail of silvery and white that always pointed toward my village. Soon, I promised myself, I would follow it.

Thanks to food and enough water, I felt strong again. I could escape. And I could not fail.

Reluctantly, I returned to my captors.

Somewhere in the trees, a dove cooed. I stopped to listen for it just before I reached the fire.

Strange, I thought, cocking my head and waiting for it to sing again. I hadn’t heard a single dove since the night I was taken from my village, only hawks and grackles.

Jorge’s flute quickly drowned it out.








Chapter Ten



After stuffing themselves with fish and agave, Alfonso and Jorge fell asleep immediately, their faces covered by the wide brims of their hats. As usual, Alfonso snored the loudest.

Instead of sleeping alongside them on the opposite side of the fire, Diego insisted on sleeping beside me. He didn’t ask, really, he just lay down next to me. Close. Uncomfortably close.

I curled away, bringing my knees close to my chest, and covered my exposed neck and shoulders with the deerskin sack as best I could.

And then, very deliberately, Diego draped his arm across my shoulder. The heaviness from his hand and the scent of his skin made breathing difficult. The closeness of his body threatened to choke me. I was too afraid to speak. And what did it matter if I did?

When his fingers brushed my cheek, nausea began to build deep in my throat. His face nuzzled against my neck and he began to whisper my name so only I could hear. “Aiyana…” he exhaled. “Aiyana of sixteen harvests…”

I didn’t move. I couldn’t.

But he knew that I could hear him.

Worse, I feared he would discover the food and water pouch hidden inside the front of my dress.

And so, I lay next to him on the cold ground, barely breathing, till my side ached and my arm turned numb. I was too petrified to tremble.

Instead, I watched the Sky Wanderers move across the sky, counting them. I listened for Lobo, for the horses—anything to forget Diego’s arm draped so casually across my shoulder. In my head, I tried to hear my mother’s voice again so that I could drown out Diego’s whispers. I begged her for strength—her strength—and squeezed back the tears when I pictured her face.

Finally, when the fire next to our feet had gone almost completely cold, Diego began to snore against my neck. Not as loud as Alfonso, but the air from Diego’s mouth sputtered between his lips in ragged bursts. His breath parted my hair.

I waited till I was certain he was asleep. It seemed to take forever. Then, very carefully, I began to pull away. I only moved a hair’s width at a time, barely noticeable, until finally Diego’s hand slid gently to the ground. When it did, I waited for him to stir, wondering what I’d say if he did. Mercifully, he did not and I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment to give thanks to Hunab Ku.

Still, I was anxious to begin my escape. There wasn’t much darkness left in the sky. And as soon as a hint of light appeared, I would run.

Without a sound, I rose to my knees and then my feet, cringing when my knees cracked. Too exhausted, none of the men stirred; not even the horses whinnied. Finally standing, my eyes searched the darkness for my wooden spear. I had laid it alongside a rock next to the fire. It wasn’t much of a weapon, unless I needed to spear more fish, but it was sharp and better than running through a dark forest empty-handed. I gathered all the bravery that I could muster and then reached for my spear with a clammy hand. It was still warm from resting near the fire.

On tiptoe, I crept away from the fire. Only embers burned in the middle. Taking small steps, I walked to the edge of our camp, holding my breath. When I reached the edge, I allowed myself the tiniest of breaths, felt for the few small provisions hidden in the front of my dress, and then I began to run, slowly at first, and then faster when the cold air became unbearable. For once, I was glad that Lobo had not returned to sleep beside me. With him at my heels, escape would have been impossible.


The further from the men, the darker the forest became. Light from the Sky Wanderers penetrated the trees in haphazard streaks of silver and white. I ran almost blind with one hand extended, pushing back branches that poked and scratched my arms like cactus needles; in my other hand, I clutched the spear so tightly that it threatened to break in two. The only noise was my own ragged breathing and the muted rush of the stream in the distance. The further I ran, the softer it became.

Cold sweat trickled down the sides of my face as my heart beat harder inside my chest.

But I had done it. I escaped!

Each step took me closer to my village and further from Diego. I would gladly run for the rest of my life if I knew that he’d never place an unwelcomed hand on me again.

I ran faster when I spotted an opening in the forest almost as big as a ball court. I remembered it from when we first entered this corner of the mountain. We had stopped the horses and listened for the stream. Over the clearing, grey-blue light from the Sky Wanderers swept across the ground like a mist, and I ran faster still, trying to outrun it.

The ground was mostly flat but rocky in places.

I squinted into the darkness as I ran, trying desperately to avoid the rocks, especially the bigger, sharper ones. My toe caught enough small rocks, enough to make my foot sting, but I kept on running. I had almost made it; I had almost reached the edge of the clearing.

Almost.

My big toe caught the edge of a rock sharp enough to make me shriek with pain. I dropped instantly. My foot went numb and instead of running, I tumbled forward once, then twice, and landed onto my back, staring up at the moon and panting so hard that my chest threatened to burst. Somewhere in the tumble, my spear had flown out of my hand and landed against a rock.

Despite the shooting pain in my foot, I crouched forward until I was on my knees. I put my injured foot forward and moaned when my full weight pressed on it. A few steps later, my leg collapsed underneath me. I dropped to the ground, biting down on my lower lip, cursing my clumsiness. I wouldn’t let myself stop. I couldn’t.

But when I stood again, my head went dizzy with white light.

Just as I was about to take a step, a cold hand wrapped around my mouth, so tight that I couldn’t breathe.

Screaming was not an option.

Instead, my eyes rolled backwards as the forest went completely dark and the fuzzy white light inside my head disappeared.

I lost consciousness and didn’t feel a thing.

***

A voice whispered beside my ear. “Aiyana!”

My eyes rolled, struggling to focus. Was I back inside Diego’s arms? Was he trying to suffocate me? Torment me?

“Aiyana!” The voice said again. The second time I thought I was dreaming because the voice was familiar.

But the firm hand over my mouth reminded me it was no dream.

I started to breathe through my nose in short anxious breaths.

His voice was urgent. “Don’t scream. It’s me.”

Still dizzy, I turned toward the voice. My eyes widened and my knees buckled. “Honovi?”


Honovi nodded. He released his hand from my mouth, slowly, as if waiting for me to scream. When I didn’t, he let his hand rest on my shoulder, mostly to steady me. “What are you doing out here?” he whispered.

I coughed, regaining full consciousness. “What am I doing?” I finally said with difficulty. “What are you doing here?”

He sighed through his teeth. “There’s no time to explain. Can you walk?”

“Yes,” I said just as Honovi lifted me to my feet. My right foot still stung but I didn’t wince.

“Good,” he said. “We’ve got to keep moving. And Sinopa will meet us—”

I raised one hand, stopping him. “Sinopa?” I said. “He’s here, too?” Even in the dark, I could see the whites of Honovi’s teeth, though his hair and his eyes blended seamlessly against the night.

“Yes,” he said. “No time to explain. We’ve got to keep running. We’ve got to go where it’s safe.”

“And where’s that?” I said, mostly to myself. The only safe place I knew was my village, nestled at the foot of mountains that used to strangle me. What I’d give to know their suffocation again.

Without answering me, Honovi tugged on my arm and then grabbed me around the waist. He carried me against his hip, finally choosing to run for the both of us. I ran as fast as I could but my foot throbbed, especially my toes. It was as if something sharp pierced my skin.

As we ran past the clearing and into another thick patch of woods, I cursed my clumsiness, especially when I was anything but clumsy. Why wasn’t I more careful? Why didn’t I watch where I was running? I knew there were rocks. I knew they were everywhere. And if I hadn’t fallen, Honovi and I would have been able to run twice as fast. I was so angry at myself that I barely noticed the prickly tree branches that scraped against our skin as we ran blindly into the darkness.

“Almost there,” Honovi whispered as we ran.

I didn’t answer. I was too busy biting down on my lip to dull the shooting pain in my foot. But despite the pain, my chest didn’t feel as heavy, running so close to Honovi.

We ran until my entire leg turned numb. Still, not feeling anything was better than feeling everything. And if Honovi noticed my increased limp, he didn’t say. We ran, with me leaning against his hip, until we reached the edge of another thick patch of forest. And there we stopped, abruptly.

“Can you climb?” Honovi asked as my hands braced forward against my knees. My chest threatened to burst. The fuzzy white light returned to the inside of my head again.

I nodded up at Honovi without knowing if I could, even though we had climbed countless palo verdes together. But these trees were different. The trees in the forest of the World Beyond were grander, fuller, and the leaves poked at my skin like red ants.

“Good,” he said. “Because we must climb this one.”

I looked up and saw nothing. I could smell the leaves, sharp and pungent, like the spongy grasses that covered most of the forest floor.

“Now,” he added urgently.

Quickly, I reached and found the first branch. The bark felt rough against my hands but I hoisted myself up with a small boost from Honovi’s hand. “I’m right behind you,” he said.

“I’ve climbed a tree before,” I replied.


Honovi grumbled something underneath his breath but I ignored it. There was no time to argue.

In the darkness, our hands reached frantically for branches, ignoring sticks and wispy leaves that snapped and scratched our faces. We climbed until the tree began to sway. There we stopped and looked down upon a perfect view of the clearing we left behind. The moon still bathed it in blue-grey light. Honovi had chosen a magnificent hiding place.

“We’ll rest here,” he said. We settled on a branch that was wide enough to hold both of us.

“And do what?” I said, catching my breath. I lifted my injured foot to massage my toes through the rabbit skin.

“We wait,” Honovi said. “This is where we wait for Sinopa.”

“Where is he? And why isn’t he here? With us?”

Honovi’s voice lowered to almost a growl. “He’s back with those men.” The words practically spit out of his mouth. “He’s untying their beasts so they can’t follow us. We need a head start.”

As I stared back at Honovi, listening to him talk about beasts and head starts, my eyes welled with tears. Without another word, I threw my arms around him and sobbed against his chest till my own chest ached. He held one arm around me and the other on the branch above us so we wouldn’t fall backwards. Between sobs I finally blurted, “They call them horses.”

Honovi chuckled over my head but didn’t say anything. He held me tight and stroked the back of my head as we balanced on the sturdy branch. It was such a relief to be wrapped in the arms of my oldest, dearest friend. He felt like home. His skin and hair even smelled like home, a mixture of creosote and the sun. Best of all, I started to believe that everything could be okay again. I embraced that possibility until my muffled sobs subsided.

I doubted that I would ever be happier to see anyone for the rest of my life—however long Hunab Ku deemed my life to be.








Chapter Eleven



Honovi and I remained hidden in the treetops, scanning the clearing and waiting for Sinopa’s return. I felt strangely at peace and anxious at the same time. It was like that uneasy stage between dreaming and waking.

The forest was so quiet that even our whispers could be mistaken for loud voices. Above us, the Sky Wanderers painted just enough of a silvery glow across the high grasses to reveal a coyote in search of an unsuspecting rabbit. The gentle wind could barely chill us more than we were.

“How much longer?” I whispered, still trying to rub the swelling from my foot. Our journey home would be a long one if my foot didn’t heal, and yet my injured foot hardly mattered. I’d crawl back on hands and knees if necessary.

Honovi sipped from my water pouch which, miraculously, had not slipped through my dress when I raced across the forest like a crazed mule deer fleeing from a coyote. “As long as it takes,” he replied, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand before handing me the pouch. He chewed another small piece of dried meat, devouring it greedily. Clearly he needed more food, even more than me, especially since he and Sinopa could have barely had time to stop for a moment to catch up with us, they on foot, we on horseback. What little provisions they carried were eaten long ago, if they carried any at all.

It seemed I hadn’t needed to leave the shells as clues either. With the exception of the one tied to the tree at the river, Honovi had collected all of the other shells and kept them safe inside his quiver along with his arrows. Gaho would be pleased, surely, to see her necklace again, albeit in pieces.

“How did you know I was taken?”

“I found your sandal. And a piece of your deerskin.” He paused. “Then at next light we found the beasts’ tracks.”

“Horses,” I corrected him.

He sighed. “Yes, horses.” Honovi turned toward the clearing, his eyes squinting against the darkness, anxious for a glimpse of Sinopa.

“How did this happen, Honovi?” My voice cracked. “How did Yuma and Miakoda let this happen?” It didn’t seem possible. Yuma would never have allowed any harm to come to anyone in the village. Never! He’d have crushed Diego’s thick neck between his own hands. I shuddered to think what Miakoda would have done to Diego and his men. Yet, the only other handful of strangers who traveled through our village had been friendly and wore deerskins like everyone else. They always entered and departed on foot from the south. Some even traded gifts with Yuma, delicate white shells for woven baskets, but then they left after sharing a meal.

Honovi turned to me and said, “The morning after the fire, we found their camp near the river, not far from where I found your sandal. They had been hiding behind the boulders for at least two suns, maybe more, watching us. Three men, maybe more.”

“I only saw three.” My body shuddered, remembering the swim with Chenoa, wondering what would have happened had Honovi not followed us. I couldn’t bear it if Chenoa had been taken, too. “But what about Yuma’s men? Where were they?” Someone always circled the village, more to hunt for animals than to look out for strangers. Bobcats and coyotes were more common to our village than strangers.

“Everyone was at your wedding ceremony—” Honovi’s voice stopped. He turned away, his jaw clenching in the moonlight. “Miakoda had insisted.”


I touched his forearm so he’d continue. “They didn’t come from the desert, Aiyana. They came over Sleeping Mule Deer, and we let them. We left the entire village unprotected.”

My nostrils flared with panic. “We’ve got to get back, Honovi. We’ve got to warn Yuma and the others.”

His hand pressed tightly over mine but he said nothing.

“They’ll be back.” My words tumbled furiously. “I know it. And next time they’ll take more of us. We must return. Quickly.”

“We will, Aiyana,” Honovi said. “Just as soon as Sinopa comes back.”

My eyes turned to the clearing, scanning the silvery grasses for our friend, frantic for his safe return. What was taking him so long? We had to get back to the village.

Finally, when there was no sign of Sinopa, I coaxed my breathing to slow and talked of happier things. “Tell me about Gaho,” I said, barely above a whisper. “How is my mother?” I so missed her. I missed everyone, including Miakoda and his disapproving eyes, if that was possible. I even missed Chenoa’s constant impatience with me. “What happened to everybody, after the fire? Is everyone all right?”

“You saw the fire?”

“Some of it.” I nodded. “I smelled it. And I saw it from the top of Sleeping Mule Deer. The Angry One, the one with scars across his face, said he was glad about the fire. He and the younger one started it. They said the fire started easily.” My nostrils flared all over again, remembering their boastfulness.

“They started the fire in the fields,” Honovi said, his anger matching mine. “It spread quickly. Our crops were so dry.” He paused to inhale. “We tried to put it out—all of us—but we were too late. We couldn’t fill the baskets fast enough.”

“And Gaho?” I said her name again. “Is she all right?”

In the dim light, Honovi’s lips pressed together in a tight line and his chest stopped moving. Then he quickly stuffed another piece of dried meat into his mouth and my stomach tightened all the more. “Honovi?” I said slowly, carefully. Tentatively. “What secret do you keep from me?”

But Honovi didn’t answer. He took his time chewing the last piece of dried meat, unlike the other two morsels. Finally, he said, “We’ll need to find more food tomorrow, I think I saw—”

“Honovi,” I interrupted him. I reached for his shoulder and squeezed it. “Please,” I said, “You’ve got to tell me. You’re keeping something from me.” I paused to calm my wavering voice. “What is it?”

He drew in a long breath and exhaled, stalling again. When I wouldn’t release his arm, he finally said, “It’s Chenoa…”

“Chenoa?” My voice got higher. I wasn’t expecting that. My hands fell to my lap. “What about her?”

Honovi leaned forward. He placed both hands on my shoulders. “There was the fire…” His voice trailed off again.

“Yes,” I said, impatience creeping into my voice. “I know. I saw it. Remember?”

“But we didn’t,” Honovi said. “Not until it was too late. We weren’t paying enough attention. They slipped past us into the fields on foot and no one saw them.” His head shook, disgustedly. But it was even deeper than disgust. It was guilt.

I swallowed, hard. Who would have imagined that men could be so cruel? And with everyone gathered in the center of the village for a celebration?


Honovi’s voice stayed calm, even as he started to repeat himself. “Everybody tried to put out the fire. Even Chitsa.”

“Chitsa?” I said in disbelief, picturing her bony arms lifting heavy clay bowls and baskets filled with water. She could barely see. But then of course everybody would have helped. Everyone knew the importance of our crops. Not saving them meant certain starvation during the Season of Shorter Days.

He nodded.

“And?”

Honovi shook his head. “It spread quickly.” He paused, dragging his hand through his hair. “The wind blew sparks into the village. Fire was everywhere.”

“The village?” My lip trembled as I pictured blackened structures, ash-filled courtyards. Lifeless faces. “What’s left?”

“The roof of the Great House caught fire first. It spread from roof to roof.”

I paused. “And ours? What of ours?”

Honovi shook his head again and I sucked back a breath. He still kept something from me. Instinctively, my hand pressed against my stomach. I thought I was going to be sick, especially when I imagined my people with nothing but Hunab Ku for protection. “Yours, too?”

“Yes,” Honovi said with another heavy sigh. “Ours, too. No one was spared. Not even Pakuna’s family.” Resentment laced Honovi’s voice when he spoke Pakuna’s name but I ignored it. It seemed silly to even discuss Pakuna and everything that happened before the fire. What did weddings matter now? “Your future husband and his father must start over like everyone else now. White Ant, Red Ant, we all begin again.”

My resentment rivaled Honovi’s, especially when I thought about the senseless destruction, but it had nothing to do with Pakuna. It had everything to do with Diego and his men. Why didn’t Diego take me and leave everyone else alone? Why destroy an entire village for a single girl? Why?

I pressed Honovi again. He avoided my real question. I tried another way. “Tell me more about our families.”

Honovi leaned forward, his legs straddling the thick branch that held us both. “Gaho and Ituha are fine, although sick with worry about you. Your father wanted to run with us, but I had to remind him he would only slow us down.” He paused and attempted a smile. “He was not so easily convinced.”

I smiled, too, picturing my stubborn father with his thick arms and broad chest. Stockier than Honovi, he was hardly as fast. No one was. “And Onawa?”

“A few burns on his arms and legs but no worse than anyone else.”

I swallowed, thinking about the gentleness in my younger brother’s fingers as they carved magic into wood and rock. If Diego had stolen that, too, I’d kill Diego myself with my bare hands. “And Eyota?”

“Ornery, as usual,” Honovi laughed but it was unusually forced. I tried to laugh with him but failed just as badly. It was as if we’d forgotten.

Finally, I said her name. “And Chenoa?” My voice cracked. As I searched the whites of his eyes, something pulled deep inside my chest. It was a pain that I didn’t understand. And that’s when I realized why Sinopa joined Honovi when it could have easily been any number of faster boys from the White Ant clan.


As soon as her name left my lips, Honovi’s eyes dipped again and faded into the night. He squeezed my shoulders as if he was preparing himself. Or me. I swallowed, waiting for him to answer. My voice cracked again. “Is she hurt?”

Honovi didn’t answer.

“Badly?” I prodded when he stayed silent. I pictured her beautiful, sweet face covered with red burns and streaks of dirt, and so close to her wedding ceremony. It wasn’t fair. She’d been planning it for almost two seasons.

“She’s not hurt,” he said finally and for an instant my shoulders lightened, though Honovi’s hands did not loosen their grip.

But then he quickly added in a whisper, “I’m so sorry, Aiyana.”

“Sorry?” My throat tightened. “For what?”

“Chenoa isn’t hurt.” He paused.

“Not hurt?”

“No, Aiyana,” Honovi said quietly. “Not hurt.” He paused again. Then he said, “Chenoa got trapped inside your house, trying to put out the fire. The roof collapsed on her. Chenoa is dead.”

My eyes widened. Dead? Chenoa, dead?

“What?” I said, as the treetops began to spin. “Chenoa?” I said her name as if Honovi had made a mistake. Because it had to be a mistake. How could I continue without my older sister? It was impossible. She was as much a part of my life as breathing.

Honovi pulled me closer, carefully. Calmly. But in the next instant, there was no time for tears. I had to bury them away, along with everything else.

That’s because Sinopa raced across the clearing like a Sky Wanderer dropped from the sky.

Grieving for my only sister would have to wait. My captors stole that from me, too.

***

“Move!” Honovi said through gritted teeth.

Without argument, we scrambled down the tree, Honovi climbing down one branch below me. His legs swung to the branch below us before I had a chance to blink. Together, we climbed down faster than we had climbed up. My hands, still scratched and tender from the bark’s ragged edges, barely had time to completely grip a branch.

The ball of my injured foot throbbed with each impact. But just like grieving for Chenoa, there was no time for pain either. Both would have to be tucked away, saved for another time.

When I reached the last branch, my temples pounded and cold sweat returned to my forehead and armpits. Honovi reached for me before I had a chance to leap to the ground, cushioning the final blow to my foot. I grimaced when I jumped. We landed in the wet grass that surrounded the tree trunk and for a moment my foot basked in the coolness of it.

“We have to run again, Aiyana. Are you able?”

There was only one answer.

I nodded, just as Sinopa reached us under the tree, breathless. He could barely speak.

“They’re not far behind,” he hissed between deep breaths. “On foot,” he added with a smile that laced the edges of his voice.

My heart pounded so hard that it threatened to leap out on its own and we hadn’t started running. I was torn between running forward and running straight back for Diego with my fishing spear pointed squarely into his chest. Except that I’d lost my spear somewhere between the river and the clearing.


The need for revenge grew uncontrollably. It was all-consuming and deep inside my chest. My nostrils flared as I faced the clearing, picturing Diego’s face, my hands around his neck.

He killed my sister. Diego and his men killed Chenoa.

But Honovi threaded his arm around my waist, pulling me forward, and the image of Diego vanished. We ran behind Sinopa, with me leaning against Honovi’s hip. Sinopa finally glanced at us over his shoulder as we raced through the clearing. He slowed, waited for us, and then threaded his arm around the other side of my waist. Together, the three of us ran so fast that my toes barely grazed the tips of the grass. I didn’t have to run; Honovi and Sinopa did it for me.

“We’re almost there,” Sinopa panted as we reached another grouping of tall trees.

“Where?” I asked.

No one answered.

I wondered if we were going to climb another tree. At least in the leafy branches we’d be well hidden. I felt safe in the last one, especially beside Honovi.

Still running, Sinopa and Honovi lifted their free arms, shielding us from the snapping branches. I clung to their shoulders and ducked my head to dodge the longer branches. A few whacked our cheeks and chins. And how they knew the path, I didn’t know, but I did know that Honovi had the eyes of a bobcat. He could see just as keenly at night as he could during the day.

Finally we came to an edge in the forest. The wind began to howl across my ears with no trees to stop it. The air turned colder, too, and my teeth began to chatter. It was as if we’d reached the edge of another world. Another step and I was certain we’d drop into a bottomless hole.

“Here,” Honovi said breathlessly, releasing his arm from my waist, but in the next instant, we crouched below low-hanging branches. Honovi pulled back a branch and began to crawl on his stomach. I followed blindly like a turtle and Sinopa crawled behind me.

The wind howled so fiercely across our faces that whispering was no longer necessary. “Where are we going?”

“Not much farther,” Honovi said over his shoulder.

The ground was wet and slick but I kept crawling, even as water seeped through the front of my dress.

And then suddenly, I didn’t hear the mad rustle of Honovi’s legs and feet in front of me. He disappeared.

I stopped crawling. “Honovi?” My head lifted. I felt Sinopa’s breath at my ankles.

“Here,” he said, although I couldn’t see him. His hands reached for my arm then my hands.

“Give me your hand,” he said.

Swiftly, he pulled me downwards until my feet landed on something smooth and flat. And hard. A rock. I stood on a rock. I feared that if I let go of his hands, I’d fly into nothingness. We both would. The wind raged around us.

Sinopa climbed down after me, landing on the rock with both feet.

Together, they pulled me toward an opening in the rock face that was just big enough for three of us. Inside, the wind howled less loudly. It was warmer but not warm. My nose wrinkled. The air smelled stale. It was some kind of cave but too dark to completely tell.

“We’ll rest here,” Honovi said. His voice sounded hoarse. “And take care of your foot.”

“Yes,” I said, suddenly drowsy with relief. “Rest.” It had been days since I really slept in more than just fitful bits. How could I sleep alongside strangers whose eyes I could never trust?


No more words were spoken between us. Exhausted, we dropped to the ground and huddled for warmth. A fire would be too dangerous. I was wedged in the middle, holding each of their hands clutched against my chest.

Our breathing finally slowed and our eyes closed. We were if nothing relieved to be together again in the World Beyond, damp, shivering, but alive.

And that would do. Till morning.








Chapter Twelve



The next time my eyes opened, grey light filled the cave entrance and white clouds circled around my mouth whenever I breathed. My body ached from the hard ground. But I jolted upwards when I realized that I was alone.

Had last night been a dream?

“Honovi?” My voice cracked.

No answer.

I lifted higher. “Sinopa?” I said. Surely they wouldn’t leave me alone in a strange cave.

Tentatively, I peaked over the edge that dropped just past the entrance. Trees stretched below with leaves that had turned more red than green.

I rubbed my shoulders for warmth and tried desperately to ignore the permanent growl inside my stomach that I had grown so accustomed to. I drew my knees closer to my chest to stifle it.

Someone had wrapped my injured foot with deerskin.

Honovi, probably.

A thin cotton strap wrapped around my foot to keep the deerskin in place. Mercifully, it throbbed less instead of more. The last thing I needed was a broken bone with no way to heal it. Chitsa was the only person I knew who could set broken bones.

I stood to test my foot’s strength. But just as soon as I was upright, one set of deerskin legs, and then another, leapt onto the ledge outside the cave’s entrance. I sucked back a startled breath until I saw the faces of Honovi and Sinopa. Their bodies filled the opening.

Honovi smiled. “You can walk?” But then his smile faded. “Your face?” he said.

My hand cupped my cheek. “What about it?”

Honovi moved closer, touching my hand that covered the cheek where Diego’s fist left a purple bruise. “It’s nothing,” I said but that didn’t relax Honovi’s jaw. “Really,” I added, anxious to be talking of other things. Like being alive. Bruises could heal.

Ignoring Honovi, I took a step to attempt walking. I fought back a grimace when my full weight pressed against the ball of my foot.

“You shouldn’t walk.” Honovi’s said.

“I can walk,” I insisted.

“You can’t.”

“Yes I can,” I said. I took another step, just a small one, before I reached out with both hands for the cave entrance. The cave wall, like the rest of the cave itself, was cold and dank. Dried animal dung littered the corners.

“Okay,” Honovi said, shaking his head, doubtfully. “Be stubborn.”

I look another step. Then another. My legs stiff and aching, my foot throbbing like it was on fire.

Finally, I reached the cave wall, breathing like I’d just run across the clearing. I slid slowly, reluctantly, down to the ground, winded.

Honovi shook his head, watching me. “Can you eat?” he said while Sinopa walked around me to the rear of the cave.

I licked my dry lips when my breathing slowed. Then I nodded.

Honovi smiled and sat next to me. “Try this.” He opened his hand to reveal a sprig of berries. Each deep blue berry was no bigger than my pinky fingernail. I’d never seen fruit so blue. “Go on,” he said. “They’re for you. They’re good.”


I ripped a few of the berries from the vine. Tentatively, I put one in my mouth and bit down. The skin was warm and soft. Sweetness exploded inside my mouth. I moaned. Then I ripped off another and then another until I had eaten every last one.

“Thirsty?” Honovi asked me.

I nodded, licking the juice from my lips.

Honovi handed me my water pouch. It was heavy. “Where’d you find water?”

“There’s a creek not far from here. When we’re certain that we’re alone, we’ll go catch some fish. I saw some as long as my arm.”

“They haven’t come looking for us?” I couldn’t hide the anxiety in my voice.

Honovi shook his head.

“Good,” I added before taking a long draw from the pouch. The cool water, combined with the sweet berries, silenced the growl in my stomach. “When do we leave?” I sat back against the wall and extended my legs as I watched Honovi. He wore tan deerskin pants and a long-sleeved deerskin shirt, both dusty and dirty like mine. I wasn’t used to seeing him with a shirt. Part of the sleeve on his right arm was missing. Then I realized it was the same piece that was wrapped around my foot. His hair was pulled back in a ponytail and his cheeks were still dotted with bruises from the ball court competition. Dark smudges outlined the bottom of both eyes. I wondered how long it had been since he’d slept.

But Honovi didn’t answer. Suddenly, he stood. And then he began to pace, his brow furrowed.

“Tell me what’s wrong. What secrets do you still keep from me?” I said. “Please. Just say it.”

Honovi’s nostrils flared as he drew back a breath. Then he said. “We can’t leave.”

“Can’t leave?” I leaned forward. “Are you crazy?” Surely he didn’t expect us to survive in this musty cave forever. We needed more than just a handful of berries to survive.

Honovi’s voice lowered. “We’ll leave. But not yet.” He crouched down on his heels so that he was eye level with me.

Sinopa returned from the rear of the cave and sat beside Honovi without a word. He rocked on his heels looking about the cave, anxious. Sinopa was dressed in deerskins, just like Honovi, but the rings underneath his eyes were deeper, the whites of his eyes, bloodshot. He carried three sharpened daggers in one hand. I recognized them as ones that Eyota carved long ago. In his other hand, he carried a bow and quiver of arrows. He and Honovi used them to hunt deer and javalina.

Sinopa handed one of the daggers to Honovi. Honovi slipped it behind his belt while Sinopa continued to avoid my eyes. He gave his dagger an extra tug, to make sure it stayed secure.

I finally found my voice. “What aren’t you telling me? What are you doing?” I said, my eyes darting suspiciously between them and their weapons. It was as if they were having a private conversation without words. Without me. “I mean, what are we doing?”

Honovi sighed. “You’re not doing anything, Aiyana,” he said calmly. Too calmly. “You’re staying here. Please. Do as I say.”

“Stay here?” My eyes widened. “I will not. I’m going home. We’re going home. Now. That’s the plan, isn’t it?” My question was meant to be rhetorical.

But Honovi leaned forward on one knee. He gently put his hand on my shoulder and pushed me back against the wall. “We’re not going home. Not yet.”

My heart thudded against my chest.


“And you’ll have to stay here,” he said. “It’s the only way…” His voice trailed off as his head tilted toward Sinopa.

I shook my head. “Speak plainly to me, Honovi. You’re not making sense. What are you talking about?” I would have thought that they’d want nothing more than to return to our village, especially after running for more than three suns without stopping.

Honovi looked at Sinopa and then they both stared back at me. Sinopa’s eyes blazed and his nostrils flared but it was if he looked through me, not at me. He absently dug his dagger into the dirt, hard. Angry. He carved a deep line in the earth. Then another.

And that’s when I knew.

Sinopa was unable to speak and so Honovi did it for him. “We’re not leaving this world until we kill those men.” Honovi paused. “Every. Last. One.”

My chin pulled back, stunned. I’d never seen Honovi’s eyes so determined, so angry. Not even when he played ball court. Not even when he stared down Pakuna at the Rain Ceremony.

This was different.

His determination frightened me. I knew that I would never change his mind, no matter how hard I tried. No matter how much I begged.

Beside him, Sinopa’s jaw hardened as he slashed another deep groove in the dirt. I didn’t need to guess what he was thinking because part of me yearned for it, too.

Revenge.

“Are you both crazy?” I blurted anyway but my words were empty, my breath wasted. No one could stop them, least of all me.

Honovi raised his hand to silence me. “I promised your father, Aiyana.”

Sinopa’s shoulders pulled back, his nostrils flared again. So full of anger and hate, he could barely form words.

Honovi rested a hand on Sinopa’s shoulder to steady him. “I promised Sinopa, too.”

For a moment, I almost pitied Diego and his men. There was no telling what Sinopa would do when he found them. He’d kill them with his bare hands, tearing off their arms and legs, saving their beating hearts for last. But after he tasted his revenge, he’d never be dear, sweet Sinopa again, the boy who loved my sister and who delighted in calling me little sister. Diego had stolen his innocence, too.

“I promised Sinopa that I would help him…” Honovi paused and then his voice cracked, “…if he helped me find you.” His eyes softened as they locked onto mine. It was as if he could read my thoughts. He begged me to understand.

But I did understand. I understood completely.

My shoulders pulled back. “Then you’re going to need my help,” I said calmly even as Honovi’s dark eyes narrowed, the softness fading. “No one knows these men better than me.”

***

We waited for the Sun to fade below the trees, eating berries and sharing the last of the dried meat and raw agave. Honovi promised that we would celebrate with a feast of fish and rabbit after our victory.

I attempted to impress them with a new word. “We’ll eat like kings!” I told them, but Sinopa and Honovi only looked back at me, confused. Again.

Still, I felt our victory in the depths of my heart. I could see what it looked like in their faces; I tasted its sweetness. And I craved that moment more than anything so that we could go home again. Together. Safe.


Part of me wanted—needed—to talk to them about Chenoa. But each time her memory flashed across my heart, my eyes leaked tears. Pain tugged deep inside me and overshadowed any thoughts of victory and homecoming. But as much as I needed to talk about Chenoa, I found the opposite in Sinopa.

Whenever I looked at him, he quickly looked away, pretending to fiddle with his dagger or his quiver. But I knew that he saw Chenoa in me. And being around me, so close, the loss so fresh, only worsened his pain.

But I got his attention when I talked about Diego.

“The thick one, his name is Diego,” I told them.

Sinopa leaned forward.

“Of the three, he’s the smartest. The strongest. Probably the quickest, too. He carries his knife in his sandal.” I patted the inside of my injured foot. “It’s the longest knife I’ve ever seen. Harder than rock. Shiny, too.”

“And the small one?”

“Jorge.” I hesitated. I wondered if they shouldn’t spare him. I lifted my palms.

“He’s no older than Onawa,” I pleaded.

But they were not swayed. Their faces remained hard and determined.

“And the tall one?” Honovi asked carefully. His jaw hardened when I didn’t answer right away.

“He calls himself Alfonso.” I said, swallowing. “He’s the meanest one. He won’t be taken easily.” I remembered all the times he kicked Lobo. He’d probably have kicked me too if Diego had let him.

Lobo.

I blinked. “What about Lobo?”

Sinopa and Honovi looked at each other, brows furrowed, confused.

“The grey and white beast. He looks like a coyote. But he’s neither beast nor coyote.”

Honovi pulled back and shook his head. “We did not see any other beasts, Aiyana. Just the three horses.”

I smiled at Honovi.

The new word came easily to him now.

“Lobo won’t hurt you, not on purpose,” I said. “Diego raised him. He found him abandoned next to his dead mother. He told me so. Lobo is a wolf.”

Sinopa’s eyes widened in disbelief. “A wolf?” Like me, the only wolves he knew were found in Yuma’s stories, the kind he told us around the fire pit, like the one where the coyote tried to trick the wolf but only succeeded in losing his voice. Until I saw Lobo, I didn’t know wolves were real.

I nodded. “Yes. He kept me warm at night.” I rubbed my shoulders, remembering the icy cold nights when I thought my shivering would never stop. “Perhaps Lobo ran away for good. Perhaps he found his way back home, too.” I smiled to myself at the possibility.

Sinopa and Honovi looked at each other again, their brows still deeply furrowed. Then they smiled.

“What?” I said.

Honovi sighed and Sinopa chuckled, if only for a moment. “Leave it to you to make friends with a wolf. You are a strange girl, Aiyana.”

I ignored him. “Just don’t hurt him. Please.”

Honovi nodded, but not very convincingly. “What about other weapons?” he said.


“I think they all carry knives. Maybe they keep them hidden in their sacks.” I paused, then added, “Jorge carries a flute in his pocket.”

“I’m not concerned about a flute,” Honovi said but then his expression darkened. “Why did they come to our village? Why did they take you?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know, exactly. I think they wanted to give me to a village called the Apache. Like a gift.”

Honovi’s jaw tightened. Sinopa started breathing faster.

I continued. “They carried a map.”

Honovi shook his head, confused. “Map?”

“A piece of yellow deerskin or tree bark—eucalyptus, I think—with strange symbols painted on it.” I spread my hands apart to indicate the size. “It shows how to travel to other worlds. Diego said it would lead them to the Apache.”

Honovi turned to Sinopa. “We must get that map.” The new word sounded strange again, leaving Honovi’s lips. It was like how it sounded when he said horse. It sounded all wrong.

“Why?” Sinopa asked.

“Because then they won’t be able to find our village again.”

Sinopa chuckled darkly. “What will it matter when we slit their throats?”

Honovi didn’t answer. But he didn’t challenge Sinopa either.

How I wished that Diego and his men had never entered our lives.

As we waited, the cave seemed to grow smaller; the air, thinner. Words left unsaid hung between us.

Finally, Honovi rose and crossed the floor to fetch his bow and quiver of arrows. He brought them to Sinopa and they sat facing each other, cross-legged. Rocking in place, I hummed anxiously to myself, watching my friends prepare as warriors. They silently checked and rechecked each sharpened arrowhead and each taut bow string until it finally grew too dark to see.

There was so much more I wished to tell them but the right words that usually flowed so easily between us got lodged somewhere deep inside my throat. I wanted to wrap my arms around them and hold them close.

Most of all, I didn’t want them to go.

***

Honovi spoke the words that I dreaded most.

“It’s time,” he said, as he leaned against the entrance to the cave, staring over a valley of endless trees. The wind had finally calmed and didn’t compete with our voices.

Honovi reached for the cord around his ponytail and yanked it tighter with both hands. His jaw hardened; his eyes drained till they were empty of any emotion. Over his shoulder, a few early Sky Wanderers twinkled as the clouds turned from wispy dark blues to purple.

Sinopa rose and stood next to him, anxious to leave. We were all jumpy with nervous energy but Sinopa looked like he could fly across the sky to Diego and the others if he wanted to.

I wanted to join them, especially since I was just as skillful with a dagger and a bow and arrow. Honovi had taught me well when we hunted deer and rabbits near our river. I felt so helpless being left in the cave. It didn’t seem right. It didn’t seem smart. But then I was hobbled.

“Take this,” Honovi said, pressing the smooth end of his dagger into my hand.

“But you’ll need it,” I said, refusing it. The wood was warm in my palm.


“No,” he insisted, pushing it toward me. The whites of his teeth glowed in the cave’s dim light. He smiled down at me but he was not boastful. “I plan to help myself to that shiny knife you spoke of in the thick one’s shoe. Before the sun rises again, that knife will be mine.”

“Honovi,” I said, reaching for his shoulder with my other hand. His determination frightened and awed me at the same time. I swallowed, hard, as I scammed his face, his eyes. “You must be careful. Please. Promise me.” My head spun with the realization that this could be the last time I’d see him, touch him. Hear his voice.

But Honovi only shrugged his shoulders, presumably for my benefit. That would be like him. “We’ll be back before the sun rises. Probably sooner.”

With my hand still resting on his shoulder, I looked at Sinopa. His cheeks were shiny in the muted light and his eyes sparkled with revenge. “You, too,” I said, my voice cracking. Sinopa worried me more. I hoped his need for revenge didn’t cloud his normally good judgment.

Honovi reached for my hand. It still rested on his shoulder. I turned to him and blinked. Slowly, he lowered his head and kissed my cheek. His lips, like his hands, were warm. He pulled back, smiled at me again, and then squeezed my hand.

Before I could say anything—before I could take my next breath—he and Sinopa leapt onto the ledge and scaled the tree branches that reached down to our hidden cave. I didn’t hear their footsteps or even the snap of a tree branch. They blended effortlessly into the silent darkness. The only thing I heard was the steady thumping of the heartbeat inside my chest.

I stood at the entrance and pressed my hand against my cheek, trying to hold Honovi’s warm kiss as long as I could.

In that moment, I begged Hunab Ku to return them safely. Most of all, I begged Hunab Ku to hold me back.








Chapter Thirteen



Sitting calmly inside the empty cave was impossible.

My foot throbbed less but my toes and ankle were still tender. What if they didn’t find Diego and the others?

What if they got captured?

What will I do if they don’t return?

What if…

The questions raced until they finally collided in my mind. I collapsed, exhausted and trembling, into a corner.

But there was one question that left a knot in my stomach: What if I never get to ask Honovi about his kiss? He’d never kissed me before, not like that.

I looked outside the cave, watching the sky turn as black as a river bottom. The Sky Wanderers cast a silvery veil over the forest, painting a soft glow at the entrance to the cave.

Anxious, I rose and walked to the entrance. I stepped carefully onto the rock ledge and looked up at the trees that hid the cave from the clearing. I sucked back a breath when a branch snapped above me.

An owl hooted.

I exhaled with relief. An owl I could handle.

The owl was perched on a branch somewhere above me, oblivious to my anxiety.

With Honovi’s dagger clutched in my right hand, I dug it into the earth on the outside of the cave, feeling supremely useless. An endless cycle of unanswerable questions continued inside my head.

What if Honovi and Sinopa need my help? Certainly there is something I could do, injured or not. I could have served as a lookout, if nothing else.

And shouldn’t they have returned already?

Wouldn’t I have heard something? A scream? A yell? Anything? I trembled from the possibilities, one worse than the next.

But then I remembered something far deadlier: Lobo.

My chest caved forward.

Lobo would attack Honovi and Sinopa, without question. All it would take would be a simple command from Diego’s lips to render a man helpless. And Honovi or Sinopa would most certainly defend themselves, if necessary, plunging their daggers into the animal’s charging body. My eyes squeezed shut, picturing more death. I couldn’t bare it. I couldn’t risk losing any of them.

But I could stop it. The wolf would listen to me, if I was there.

Before I changed my mind, I reached for a hanging branch and kept climbing. In a few heartbeats, I was crouched on top of the cave. The grasses in the clearing reached so high that they hid me like a blanket. With the dagger clutched in my right hand, I crept so close to the ground that the wet dirt wrinkled my nose. I listened for danger under the moon’s glow. I heard nothing except a soft whistling wind through the trees and coyotes in the distant marking their territories, nothing that I hadn’t heard before. Nothing that frightened me. Much.

Slowly, I stood and pulled my shoulders back. I sucked back the night air until it burned my throat and nostrils. The cold energized me.

Then, limping, I began the walk back to Diego and his men. I had to reach Honovi and Sinopa. I had to find Lobo.

And I’d be careful. I promised myself that I’d be careful.


Honovi would be angry when he saw me; Sinopa would be filled with too much revenge to care. I was a little of both. But I had as much right to revenge as Sinopa. At least keeping Lobo from the battle could help them.

I kept walking, favoring my uninjured foot, until I heard the unmistakable sound of water rushing over rocks. It sounded louder at night, even angry, without the wind. But its smell was unmistakable. I whistled, softly, scanning the darkness for Lobo. He’d be easy to spot. His eyes glowed yellow in the night.

But I found nothing, only more darkness.

As I approached the stream, I crouched below the grasses and crawled on my elbows and knees across the clearing. I hid behind trees when the grasses turned to dirt and rocks, Honovi’s dagger safe inside my hand. Again, I whistled, barely noticeable, just soft enough for Lobo’s ears.

But then I heard voices. Loud and angry, the words were muffled and competed with the roar of the water.

My heart raced faster.

I peered behind another tree wide enough to hide me completely. I thought about climbing it for a better look but worried about the noise. A cold sweat bead trickled down the side of my forehead as I squinted toward the voices. Then I ran behind another tree. There I had my first, clear look.

I swallowed, hard.

The embers from Diego’s fire cast a soft glow over the forest, an odd contrast to the fighting and screaming.

My heartbeat quickened.

When I crept around the tree, the one closest to Diego’s deerskin sacks, I found Sinopa. He was thrusting his dagger in Jorge’s neck.

I bit down on my lip to keep from screaming till I tasted my own blood.

Jorge began to choke and sputter. Slowly, he dropped to his knees, thrashing and moaning, Sinopa’s dagger still embedded in his throat.

A gasp escaped my lips.

Sinopa’s expression was as crazed as I’d ever seen. He wasn’t a boy anymore; he was some kind of an animal, fierce and unstoppable, with blood and death clinging to his face.

Blood, Jorge’s blood, splattered and dripped all over his cheeks and chest in an angry spray. I’d never seen so much. The smell nauseated me. It mixed strangely with the sharp smell of life around it, as if the two competed for the same space. I swallowed back the bile building inside my throat.

As Sinopa dug his dagger even deeper into Jorge’s neck, Jorge’s eyes remained wide and unblinking as he collapsed to the ground, struggling for his last breaths. He clung first to Sinopa’s waist and then to his legs as his body slid to the ground. His hands were covered in his own blood. He held a knife but it dropped to the ground, bloody and useless.

Sinopa didn’t remove his dagger until Jorge gasped his last breath. I could hear his ragged wheezing from my spot behind the tree before his breathing grew mercifully silent. But the crazed look did not drain from Sinopa’s eyes. His eyes only grew brighter.

I’d never seen a man struggle for his last breath before. I’d never seen anyone die. And Jorge’s breathing may have stopped but his eyes stayed open, as if he wanted to memorize his final moments, waiting for his heart to take its last beat.

I turned away—had to turn away—to search for Honovi. He was missing. Where was he?


My eyes frantically scanned the forest, colors blurring. The ground began to spin beneath my feet. Shadows from the dwindling campfire bounced against the trees, in confusing shapes.

My voice cracked. “Lobo?” I said. “Honovi?”

But then I turned abruptly toward Sinopa. “For Chenoa!” His voice thundered. With arms stretched upwards, he threw back his head. His voice hung among the trees, silencing all else. Jorge’s blood still dripped from the dagger clenched in his hand. I feared Sinopa had carved out Jorge’s heart, just as he promised.

Focused on Sinopa, I didn’t see Alfonso dart out of the darkness, screaming, until he almost landed on top of Sinopa. But before he could wrap his hands around Sinopa’s neck, one arrow, then another, shot through the air with a high-pitched whooshing sound. I knew that sound well.

Both arrows landed squarely in Alfonso’s chest.

Honovi.

But where was he?

As Alfonso passed under the tree near Sinopa, Honovi leapt off a branch and pounced on Alfonso’s back. He’d been hidden in a tree. He wrapped his hands around Alfonso’s thick neck. Stunned, but still moving, Alfonso flailed his arms. But Honovi clung to him like a bobcat. Alfonso could not shake Honovi from his back.

Blood reddened Alfonso’s deerskin where the two arrows pierced his skin. He growled at Honovi, screaming and cursing, but Honovi would not release his grip. They kept circling until Alfonso’s arms finally stopped flailing.

Alfonso was almost twice Honovi’s size but not nearly as fast. Honovi squeezed Alfonso’s neck until his face turned a sickly greyish blue. Finally, he, too, dropped to his knees, struggling for breath, choking.

Then, standing over Alfonso, Honovi lifted his dagger over his head. With one swift move, he sliced it across Alfonso’s neck. Alfonso moaned and his eyes bulged. Blood gushed from his mouth like red honey as he struggled for his final breaths.

But Honovi only dug the dagger even deeper.

And it all happened so fast.

The blood, the moaning, the screaming, their faces and deerskins covered in death, fire-red and angry.

I had never seen men die. And now I had seen two.

Two men?

My breathing stopped long enough for me to regain focus.

But there were three. And a wolf.

I spun in an anxious circle, squinting behind me into the darkness.

Diego.

He had to be somewhere. Where did he go? Was he watching us? Waiting?

Only a coward would leave his friends and I wasn’t certain whether they were truly friends but I suspected that Diego was no coward.

Numb from inhaling so much anger and death, so much blood, I stepped from behind my hiding spot, my arms stiffly at my sides. I walked carefully toward Honovi, clutching my dagger.

His eyes were wide and clouded with so much rage that I wasn’t sure if he saw my approach. I wanted to help. I wanted to protect them from Lobo.

“Where’s Diego?” I said. “Where’s the wolf?”


I had to breathe through my mouth to mask the stifling smells. I didn’t swallow for fear that I would vomit.

To reach Honovi and Sinopa, I had to pass Diego’s fire. It was still warm, orange embers growing softer in the center. I presumed they must have attacked as they slept. Jorge’s flute lay next to the fire but I dared not touch it. It would be bad luck to touch the belongings of the dead, as if we needed more misery.

I walked within three arm lengths of Honovi before some of the triumph faded from his eyes. His shoulders still shook from the fight. But for a moment, in the shadow of the dwindling fire, I saw relief. He looked like the old Honovi, the one I’d known my whole life.

But then he lifted his hand, still covered with Alfonso’s blood. “Aiyana,” he said sadly. His eyes blazed again. “You shouldn’t be here. Go back.” It was an order, not a request.

I shook my head slowly, first staring back at him and then letting my eyes drift down to the blood that soaked his deerskins and hands like a new layer of skin. Alfonso lay at his feet, his eyes open but empty. His chest, mercifully, no longer heaved with life.

“Please, Aiyana,” he pleaded louder when I continued to walk to him. His eyes darted all around us. “Go back. It’s not safe here.”

Safe. I doubted such a place existed anymore.

“I wanted to protect you from Lobo,” I said. “The wolf.”

Honovi shook his head. “There is no wolf, Aiyana. He’s fled.”

I swallowed, hard. “There is a wolf. Lobo must be with Diego.”

“Sinopa will find him.” His nostrils flared. “We watched him run, the coward!” Honovi spat. “He left his friends to fight!”

“But Sinopa must not kill Lobo,” I insisted. “He must be careful.”

“Sinopa will do what has to be done, Aiyana.”

I spun around, searching for Sinopa. But he disappeared. “Then we must warn Sinopa—”

“No!” Honovi said, his eyes filled with rage again. “We must leave this place. Quickly. Sinopa will find Diego.”

Without another word, Honovi knelt over Alfonso and removed the arrows from his bleeding chest. They did not remove easily. My stomach clutched as he wiped bloody arrowheads against the knees of his pants, the only part of his body not drenched in blood. After he returned the arrows to his quiver, he spat at Alfonso’s feet and reached for the dagger in my shaking hand.

Still numb, I handed him the dagger and watched as he tucked it inside his belt.

Then I turned away from Alfonso and Jorge. I could not stomach the sight of lifeless bodies for another heartbeat. Their empty, bloodied faces would remain with me forever. I should have gloated in their deaths but I couldn’t.

“Diego,” I mumbled. “The map…” I looked at all of the deerskin sacks strewn about the fire. The small one was missing.

Honovi stopped over Alfonso. “Sinopa will find him,” he said again. “And the map.”

I wrapped my arms across my chest, my body chilled. Jorge’s face finally tilted into the dirt and for that I was grateful. Blood pooled all around him, soaking the dirt and grass in a red circle.

“Come,” Honovi said. He wiped his hand clean on the front of his pants and then wrapped his hand around my arm. His skin was hot with battle. “Let’s leave this place and never return. We’re finished here. Sinopa will know where to find us.”

“But, Diego?” I said numbly, looking up at Honovi. “Will he come after us?”


“Sinopa will track him,” he said simply. “And then he will kill him. Just like the others. We owe him that, Aiyana.”

Honovi’s words pulled at my skin, even more than the air. They were devoid of any emotion.

Silently, we walked back to the cave, through the forest and across the clearing, arms entwined like we were afraid the other could disappear.

Our lives had changed so much in the last handful of suns. We both had changed. The World Beyond was different, evil and unforgiving. It was like nothing we imagined.

And no matter how much I hope it hadn’t, our lives were changed forever.








Chapter Fourteen



Honovi and I returned to the cave, exhausted, and talking very little. We built a fire, the first time we dared. Heat seemed a luxury.

Honovi used dried leaves to wipe the blood from his skin and deerskins but it didn’t matter. They were permanently stained, along with our memories of this night.

As the blood on his deerskins dried, it became easier to breathe and I was grateful for the muted light. He removed his shirt, letting it dry next to the fire, and I was relieved that he barely suffered a scratch, save the bruises from the ball court competition. Silently, I brushed my fingertips along his shoulder blades, across his chest, checking for broken bones, waiting for him to wince. He never winced once.

Instead of flinching, his skin warmed underneath my fingertips, leaving a trail of tiny bumps wherever I touched him. He let me fuss over him, saying nothing.

Finally, we curled into each other next to the fire for warmth. We shared a few sips of precious water from our pouch and the last few sprigs of berries and dried meat, eating but not really tasting much of anything.

“Tomorrow we will have fish,” Honovi said as he pulled me closer. I didn’t mind.

“Sinopa?” I said, underneath his chin.

“He’ll be fine. He wanted Diego most of all. He insisted.”

My head dropped to his shoulder, considering this.

“I miss her, too, you know,” Honovi said softly, reading my mind.

I turned sideways to look at him and my eyes welled with tears. I said nothing but Honovi turned, wrapping both arms around me. My cheek pressed against his chest. My voice cracked when I spoke. “I can’t help thinking about all the things I never said to her, all the things we never got a chance to do.” I paused, gathering a breath. “And now it’s too late.”

Honovi dragged his thumb across my cheek to wipe away a tear.

I blinked, once, and another tear landed on his finger. I pulled away and wiped my eyes.

“It’s not your fault, Aiyana.”

In a smaller voice, I said, “Why couldn’t they have just taken me and left everyone else alone?”

Honovi pulled my shoulders back, his eyes widened. Then he shook me, hard. “Don’t ever say that. Don’t even think it.” He pulled me close. “This is not your fault.”

I choked back a sob.

He rested his chin on top of my head. He held me tight until my sobs subsided. “How’s your foot?” he said when my breathing grew more even.

“Better,” I said. It was mostly true.

“Here,” he said, pulling me back again. “Let me look.”

I extended my leg and he untied the cord that wrapped the skins around my foot. His fingers gently pressed my ankle as his eyes focused on my face, waiting for my reaction. I bit the inside of my lip and fought back a grimace. I didn’t care to be the reason we delayed our journey home. I couldn’t stand to stay in the World Beyond another sun.

“Just as I thought,” he said, smirking. “You’re lying.”

“I’m fine,” I said. “I’ll be ready enough to travel as soon as Sinopa returns.”

The corners of his mouth turned up into a smile and I couldn’t help smiling back, despite the tears that still clouded my eyes.

His hand reached for a strand of my hair that fell over my forehead. “Aiyana,” he said, pushing it back behind my ear. His voice trailed off.


“Yes?” I prodded. There was something behind his eyes and his voice that told me he still carried a secret. “What is it? What do you keep from me now?”

“No,” he sighed dropped his hand to his lap. “It’s not that.” He sucked back a breath and said, “It’s just…” He let his voice trail off again.

“What, then?” I started to grow impatient. This wasn’t like Honovi. This wasn’t like us. We could share anything.

But his eyes squeezed shut like he had to search for the right words.

And that’s when it hit me: He needed to talk about Alfonso. He needed to talk about killing him. “Is it Alfonso?” I said but that only made Honovi’s eyes widen. The reflection from the fire filled both of his eyes.

“No,” he blurted but then he stopped himself. “It’s not that. Not at all. Let’s never speak their names again.”

I shook my head. “What, then?”

Then he said, “Don’t you remember when we last talked?”

I nodded. “You mean, before you went back to find Diego?”

His shoulders dropped forward. “No, not then.” Another heavy impatient sigh.

I shook my head, confused.

He inhaled and then said, “After the ceremony. Right before the fire.”

My neck pulled back. “Please don’t talk about Pakuna. I can’t bare it—”

Honovi raised his hand, stopping me. His eyes grew large again, pained. “This has nothing to do with Pakuna.” He paused and my throat turned dry, instinctively. “This has everything to do with you. And me.”

My eyes, like my throat, had turned dry. There were no tears left. Finally, I blinked, just as a pair of long legs leapt onto the ledge, startling us both.

Honovi stood immediately, standing in front of me, his arms extended and his dagger drawn.

“Sinopa!” I said from behind Honovi’s shoulder, relieved to see him. Relieved, even, for the interruption. There was something about the new easy closeness with Honovi that felt clumsy and uncomfortable. I wasn’t sure how to feel about it. Or about him. I didn’t need any more change. Or did I?

Sinopa jumped backwards, instinctively, when he spotted Honovi’s dagger. Honovi was ready to thrust it into his chest. Sinopa teetered dangerously close to the edge. Another step and he would have fallen onto the treetops below.

“It’s just me!” Sinopa yelled, throwing up his hands.

Honovi lowered his dagger and I stepped around him.

Honovi asked what we both needed to know. “Did you kill Diego?” he said, his voice urgent. “Did you find him?”

Sinopa’s eyes dropped. “I couldn’t find him.” His tone was disappointed. “Too fast.” His words slurred strangely. But then a smile returned to his face, a tired one, as if he didn’t really know where he was. He wobbled toward the fire just as his eyes rolled backwards.

“Sinopa…” I said, reaching for him. My eyes traveled to his stomach. The blood on his deerskin was fire red. “What’s on your chest?” A shiny circle of red grew underneath his arm.

Then Sinopa’s head began to bob. He looked down at his chest and lifted his arm for a better look, his eyes blinking, struggling to focus. Then he looked at me and then Honovi. Without another word, he fell into our arms before he could crash to the ground.


When we reached for him, my hand felt the spot on his shirt as Honovi draped Sinopa’s arm across his shoulders. He dragged him inside the cave. The spot was wet and coated my palm like muddy water. It wasn’t Jorge’s blood that drenched his shirt. It was Sinopa’s.

“Oh, no,” I murmured, studying my hand, wrinkling from the smell.

Sinopa had been injured. And he’d been too crazed with rage to notice.

***

Honovi and I sat huddled next to the fire, Sinopa wedged between us, shivering.

I wrapped my arm around Sinopa’s shoulder; my other hand pressed against his stomach. Honovi applied the same pressure but from the other side. No matter how hard we pressed, the blood flowed anyway.

Then a grey sheen began to take over his face. His deerskins and our hands were soaked in so much blood that I wondered if Sinopa had any left.

And so we held him, helplessly, as he begged us to talk about our village. His eyes struggled to stay open but his lips curled up in a tiny smile as we talked.

We talked about ball court and beating the Red Ant Clan; we talked about swimming in the river and chasing rabbits and hunting deer. But mostly we talked about Chenoa, even though we knew we shouldn’t. But it was all Sinopa wanted to hear. It was all that mattered.

So I told him all about the wedding preparations, even though he’d already heard them over and over from Chenoa. But this time I didn’t leave out a single detail. I described the fine sleeping mats Chenoa had woven with Gaho’s cholla needles and the red water jars she’d shaped from river sand. I told him of the animal figurines—quail, deer, and rabbit—that Onawa had carved from rock and wood, just for them, including a special one sewn into the corner of their wedding mat for plenty of sons. That made Sinopa smile.

When the moon disappeared from the sky, Sinopa tilted his head back and called me Chenoa. His brown eyes had begun to lose the light they always held. They didn’t look at me as much as beyond me, as if he was trying to focus on something over my head. I didn’t correct him either; I didn’t say that I was Aiyana. Instead, I squeezed his hand tighter and he managed a weak smile. That’s because it was as if Chenoa was seated right beside us, listening to our stories, reveling in the detail, sharing in our quiet memories.

But then Sinopa’s cheeks turned a silvery blue and his breathing grew more ragged. In that moment, I felt my sister’s warmth wrap around us even as Sinopa’s fingers turned cold threaded through mine. I felt her beside me. I was sure of it.

And when the Sun’s first golden rays peaked through the treetops below us, Sinopa’s body lay between Honovi and me, motionless.

We watched our friend till the last of our tears sprinkled down upon his peaceful face.








Chapter Fifteen



Honovi and I found a tall tree above the cave that had ample shade and a perfect view of the ridge of mountains below us. “A fine spot,” Honovi called it. “Worthy of warrior,” he added, for that’s what he and Sinopa had become.

We left Sinopa underneath the tree, covered in rich black dirt and as many orange and purple wildflowers from the clearing as my arms could hold.

“Chenoa would have wanted Sinopa covered with flowers. She would have insisted upon it,” I said and Honovi nodded. It was hard enough leaving him under a pile of dirt, so far from our village, especially when I half-expected—half-hoped—that he’d simply wake up from what I hoped was a deep sleep. But his eyes never opened.

“He’s with Chenoa now,” Honovi said as he helped me to spread the soft flower petals.

“Yes,” I said. “He must be.” I tried to smile because I knew that he was only trying to make us feel better. It seemed impossible.

We spread the wildflowers over Sinopa’s grave. We did it as much for Sinopa as we did for Chenoa. Then we stood and Honovi took my hand in his. Our hands and fingernails were warm from digging and black from the dirt. We said silent goodbyes to our friend underneath a cloudless sky. I kept a single purple flower inside my belt for Sinopa’s parents.

“Goodbye, Sinopa. Goodbye, Chenoa,” I said. I knew that once we left Sinopa and his wildflowers, we wouldn’t utter their names aloud again. I squeezed my eyes shut and pictured my sister’s face, smiling and smirking at me, teasing me. I tried to remember the sound of her voice, calm and lilting, and told myself I’d never forget.

And then with a heavy mixture of loss and relief, Honovi and I began our long journey across the World Beyond and back to our home.

***

The sun followed over us like a relentless shadow.

We were hungry and tired but too anxious to sleep. Honovi insisted that we reach the bottom of the first mountain, the tallest one, before the sky turned black. I didn’t care what we reached, as long as we reached it together.

As we trudged downhill, sometimes running in places where the mountain got too steep, we found thickets with blue berries where the sun managed to creep through the trees. We grabbed handfuls and stuffed them in our mouths to silence the growls inside our empty stomachs. Blue juices dribbled down the corners of our mouths but we were too hungry to care.

As we neared the bottom, my eyelids became as heavy as my legs. And yet they refused to close even though I was fairly certain that I could sleep standing upright if given the chance.

Honovi felt the same, I was sure, given the dark circles dotting his eyes. But beneath his furrowed brow his eyes never stopped scanning the trees and tall grasses that enveloped us. With his dagger clutched in one hand and bow in the other, he remained as cautious as a bear.

While he scanned for danger, I pretended that the sun had become brighter, hotter—like the way it warmed our village and fed our fields. How I longed to see trees that weren’t blindingly green and soft dirt that was as red as it was black. I craved heavy air filled with the smell of creosote and mesquite, not thin cold air that burned the inside of my nose.

“Do you suppose it’s rained at home?” I asked Honovi as I wrapped my arms across my chest to silence my stomach. Fortunately, my injured foot bothered me less and for that I was grateful.

Honovi didn’t answer.

I stopped. “Honovi?”


“Shh,” he said, low and deep like a snake. He crouched lower and tilted his head to one side. Instinctively, I did the same. “Hear that?” he said.

I turned against the wind. “Hear what?” I whispered. The only thing I heard since we started our journey was the dueling grumbles from inside our stomachs.

“That,” Honovi said again. His face turned to another ridge of trees and I followed his gaze. The trees were just as tall and thick as all the others except there was a clearing that peeked beyond it.

And that’s when I heard it.

I turned to Honovi and looked up at him. And then I inhaled.

“Water,” I said, lifting my chin, tasting the faintest whiff of moisture.

Honovi smiled.

Energized, we ran to the edge of the forest, thrashing through the tall grasses that grabbed for our knees. We finally broke through the last ridge of trees. We’d made it to the bottom of the mountain and there waiting was a stream that snaked along its side, hidden by a thin line of wispy trees.

Water splashed down the sound of the mountain in a white narrow line, emptying directly into the stream below.

“It’s going to be cold,” Honovi said, shaking his head.

“I don’t care.” I untied the rabbit skins around my feet. “We both need to bathe. Badly.”

“You first,” Honovi said. “I’ll be up there.” He nodded to a flat red boulder above the waterfall. “Wave when you’re done.”

“I won’t be too long,” I said, dragging my tongue across my lips. I could already taste the cool water inside my dry mouth. We’d only had a few drops from the pouch since we left Sinopa.

“Here,” he said. “Fill this.” Honovi untied the empty deerskin pouch around his waist just before I ran barefoot all the way to the water’s edge.

I shivered as soon as my toes touched the water. Shifting from one foot to the other, I removed my belt, the flower petals, my necklace, and carefully laid them on a flat rock at the water’s edge, along with the deerskin pouch. I pulled a strand of my hair across my nose and frowned. My hair reeked of smoke and dried sweat.

Even though my teeth chattered, I waded into the clear water, carefully stepping across slippery rocks, until the water covered my shoulders. I tilted my head back, letting the current comb the knots from my hair. My scalp tingled and I closed my eyes as the sun warmed my cheeks.

The stream was colder than our river at home. It wasn’t as deep but it was filled with fish. My stomach growled unapologetically when I imagined the feast we’d enjoy after our swim. We’d eat as many fish as our bellies could hold.

I crouched lower in the water, my teeth chattering, looking to the top of the boulder for Honovi. He sat cross-legged, facing the forest, the furthest he’d been from my side since he left to battle my captors. When he caught me watching him, he raised his long arm and waved. His hair blew behind his shoulders with the wind.

I smiled and waved back and then I removed my dress underneath the water.


I swam to a calm spot at the bottom of a boulder where the clear water barely moved. Partly shadowed by the rock, the water was warmer and not as deep. That’s where I scrubbed every part of my deerskin and my body. It was my first bath since the morning of the Rain Ceremony. And if the water hadn’t been so cold, I could have swum until the sun disappeared from the sky.

When I finished, I waded back to the edge, filled the deerskin pouch and called for Honovi.

“Your turn!” I said but he had already scaled down the jagged boulder, leaping like a bobcat. He’d removed his deerskin, and his skin glistened in the sun. For a moment, my chest tightened and I couldn’t look away. Honovi had changed since the last harvest. His chest had become broader; his arms, thicker and more muscled. Why hadn’t I noticed?

While I lay on a flat rock in the sun, Honovi dove into the water, yelping from the cold. His voice echoed all around us and for a moment it felt like we were back at home, swimming in our river, plotting ways to tease each other. I smiled to myself, studying him. Watching him dive and surface in the water like a fish. In a way, it was as if I was looking at Honovi for the first time.

“Baby!” I teased him as he continued to yelp from the cold. After wringing the water from my hair and deerskins, I lay flat on the warm rock, content, and fell fast asleep, dreaming of the desert and Gaho’s corn dumplings roasting in the courtyard.

When I awoke, the sun had moved below the trees, streaking the sky with thick lines of purple and orange. My head lifted abruptly from the cold rock. I’d forgotten where I was.

“S’okay, Aiyana,” Honovi said beside me. His hand pressed against my shoulder. His voice was quiet and low. “It’s only me.”

Still, I narrowed my eyes and studied Honovi, as yet unsure whether I was awake or dreaming. Honovi had been in my dreams as I slept. Whenever I ran, he ran in front of me. When I reached the edge of a forest, he waited for me in the clearing, always with his hand extended, reaching for me. Now his hair and clothes were dry like mine, his hair loose behind his back, the ends gently lifting in the breeze.

“You make a lot of noise when you sleep,” he said. “I never noticed that before.”

“How could you have noticed? You’ve never seen me sleep,” I said, sitting up. I rubbed the dryness from my eyes.

“Not true,” he said, arching an eyebrow. He continued to stoke a fire in the sand beside our flat rock. It was filled with driftwood and dried twigs. Next to the fire sat two round silver fish, sliced open and ready to be cooked.

My mouth watered, imaging the sweet meat. I inhaled deeply. “When, then?” I said, still curious.

He sniffed. “One time I watched you sleeping inside your house. I happened to be walking by your window when I saw you.”

I chuckled. “Happened to be walking by?”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“Good thing Eyota didn’t catch you.” I laughed, but Honovi’s face turned serious.

“You’re beautiful when you sleep,” he said, surprising me.

Beautiful?

My eyes widened and then lowered. “Stop it, Honovi,” I said. “You’re just saying that.”

He sighed. “I’m not just saying anything, Aiyana.” He lifted my chin with his hand. “I don’t just say things. You know that. I’m telling you the truth.” His voice got louder. “I’ve been trying to tell you this for many moons but you don’t give me a chance.”

My eyes lowered, confused. “But I always listen to you. Mostly.”


“You must listen harder.” Honovi dropped his hand from my chin and reached instead for my hand. My hand trembled inside his. What was happening?

“Pakuna doesn’t love you, Aiyana. I do,” he said. “I’ve always loved you.”

Pakuna. Pakuna. How can he talk about Pakuna? “But I don’t love Pakuna. I never have.”

Honovi’s expression changed. The tightness in his lips softened.

“Wait.” My eyes narrowed. “You thought I loved Pakuna? How could you?”

Honovi’s shoulders shrugged. “You could do worse marrying a tribal leader’s son.”

Then I shook my head. How could Honovi think that? “I barely know Pakuna. I care nothing about marrying a tribal leader’s son. You, of all people, should know that.” Other than seeing Pakuna at ceremonies and ball court, we barely passed each other in the village. I was still surprised, frankly, that he even knew who I was.

“Yes, well, he knows you,” Honovi said. “He had been asking Sinopa—” Honovi stopped himself and then said, “He started asking about you. Seems you made an impression on him. At the river.”

“Me?” My eyes widened. Was Honovi crazy as well as jealous? “That’s not possible.”

But Honovi shook his head and sighed.

And did he really think that I loved Pakuna? The only thing I knew about Pakuna was that his temper was as dreadful as his father’s and his eyes were just as empty. I couldn’t imagine sharing a pit house with him.

“He’ll be waiting for you when we return. You’ll be expected to finish the Wedding Ceremony.”

My eyes dropped to our hands as I pretended to study them. I tried not to think of the Wedding Ceremony. And now, with everything that had happened, I’d hoped, perhaps naively, that it would be forgotten. How could any of us return to the way we were?

“Will you?” He paused, watching me. “Finish it?”

I turned Honovi’s palm in my hand. His skin was dry and covered with scratches. “I don’t know if that’s up to me, you know that. But I don’t want to. I don’t love Pakuna. I never did.” And how could I tell Honovi that I’ve never loved anyone, not enough to share a sleeping mat like Gaho and Ituha. That kind of love, the intimate kind, frightened me.

We sat, silent, for the longest time, till Honovi said, “Do you think you could ever love me?”

I raised my eyes to his. The question was so simple and difficult all at once. Of course I loved Honovi, I loved him all my life. But I also had no idea about the kind of love he wanted. It was the kind that I didn’t understand, not completely, especially since I’d never felt the kind of love that Chenoa felt for Sinopa. That all-consuming kind that takes your breath away.

Still, Honovi’s eyes continued to search mine, waiting for me to speak. Waiting for an answer.

He edged closer on the rock so that our knees touched. Carefully, he rested his hand on my shoulder. To steady me? Then without asking his hand traveled to my neck and behind my hair while his eyes never left mine. Then his head titled slightly. There was hopefulness behind his eyes.

Barely breathing, my eyes closed just as his nose brushed mine.


Honovi’s nose was warm from the fire and his skin and hair smelled like the wind. I could taste his breath. When his lips met mine, they were as sweet and tender as cactus wine, surprising me. Something odd and warm swept over my entire body the moment our lips touched.

Too soon, Honovi pulled away and his voice cracked. “Well?” he said.

I swallowed, hard, considering this. I’d never been kissed before, not like that. It wasn’t what I expected. And then, instinctively, I leaned closer and felt my cheeks flush like the rest of my body. “Can we do that again?”

Honovi smiled but his tone was serious, more serious than I’d ever heard it. “As long as it takes,” he said. “Even if it takes the rest of my life.”

The rest of our lives? I wondered how long that would be. If it lasted as long as another kiss, I’d be satisfied.

***

We ate till our stomachs couldn’t hold another morsel of fish or mashed berries. Then we lay alongside each other in the white sand by the water. It was still warm from the sun and fine enough to make a soft bed. A fire burned at our feet as we curled into each other, watching the Sky Wanderers cross the dark sky, listening to the lull of the water.

My head rested in the cradle of Honovi’s shoulder. I draped my arm across his chest and he let his fingers slowly stroke my arm till our eyes grew too heavy to stay open. His touch had begun to feel natural on my skin, as though we wrapped ourselves around each other all of the time. Maybe that’s how love felt? When a touch seemed as natural as breathing?

Honovi’s fingertips began to move slowly, and I could tell that he, too, had finally gotten sleepy. Between the rise and fall of his chest and the water rushing across the rocks, I fell easily into a deep sleep, matching him breath for breath.

The next time I woke, my throat was dry and I was alone.

“Honovi?” I said, lifting up from my palms. The sand had gotten colder. My breathing was heavy from all the dreaming and I pulled my hair off my face. “Honovi?” I said, blinking into the darkness, seeing nothing, hearing only the waterfall behind me.

The fire still burned in the round pit at our feet but barely. Only a few orange embers glowed. The moon had already lowered in the sky. And Honovi was missing.

I patted the sand beside me. The sand where he slept had grown cold. I raised myself higher till I was rolling forward onto my knees. “Honovi? Where are you?”

My eyes squinted in desperation all around me—toward the water, the clearing, and then back up the side of the mountain where the forest began just past the clearing. The sky was a bottomless black except for a faint silvery glow from the moon which had mostly disappeared. It wouldn’t be much longer till the sun would rise.

And then a sharp yelp filled the sky.

A coyote?

I sprang to my feet. There was no time to wrap the rabbit skins around my feet, and Honovi hadn’t left any weapons. I searched the sand with my hands till I found a rock, a smooth round one that fit inside my hand.

Quietly, I tiptoed into the darkness. I didn’t know where to start looking so I simply started walking, listening for the coyote.

The mountain turned quieter the further I walked from the creek. The coyote, if it was a coyote, had grown silent. Somewhere in front of me, I heard rustling, like an animal creeping through the grass. My heart began to race. I hoped it was only a rabbit.

But the rustle was too loud for a rabbit.


I wanted to call out again for Honovi but instinctively I remained quiet. I walked carefully, my toes curling over cold rocks and branches. I palmed the rock, ready to hurl it if necessary—or smash it over an animal’s head.

And where was Honovi? It wasn’t like him to leave me alone. I wondered if he’d wandered into the woods for some privacy and gotten lost.

Just as I was about to open my mouth to call out, I heard a loud grunt. Then a sharp crack, like a clay pot breaking.

“Honovi?” I yelled back.

“Aiyana!” he yelled. “Run!” His voice thundered.

Run? But run where? My temples pounded. “Are you hurt?” I yelled.

I swallowed, hard, but kept walking toward his voice, the rock still clutched in my hand. My other hand reached blindly into the darkness. I couldn’t see past my arm.

Honovi’s voice had come from the forest, I was sure of it. And Honovi was in trouble; I was sure of that, too. I wanted to yell to him that I was near, that I was coming, but I bit down on my lower lip instead.

As I crossed the clearing, I heard more thrashing. And grunting. Tree branches broke and leaves rustled. Someone was struggling.

Frantic, I ran toward the noises even though my head told me it was wiser to run in the opposite direction. But with my arms extended in front of me, I raced across the clearing until I reached the forest’s edge. The air grew colder under the trees but I didn’t stop until I heard Honovi’s voice. He was yelling again, louder, and I heard bodies thrashing and slapping, heavy grunting and sighing.

Bodies fell to the ground, rolling across grass and leaves, before finally crashing against a rock. Or a tree trunk.

And there wasn’t just one set of grunts; there were two.

Breathing heavy, I ran toward them with my arm raised. I saw the muted shadows of one thick man crouched over someone longer. I stopped.

And then I heard another bark. A high-pitched familiar yelp, closer this time. It echoed high into the sky and, before I could react, the animal lunged at me with all four paws.

I crashed backwards onto a thick patch of grass while he stood over me, his paws resting on my chest. His front claws dug into my deerskin.

“Lobo!” I screamed, struggling against the weight of his paws.

Lobo’s barks stopped and he began to lick my face.

“Stop it!” I said, turning away, but Lobo only licked harder. His tongue managed two fast licks up and down the entire length of my face. I rolled over on the ground from underneath him and then quickly rose to my feet with the rock, miraculously, still clutched in my hand.

But it didn’t matter.

“Stupid wolf,” I heard a man snarl. He kicked Lobo in the rump. Lobo yelped and then staggered away into the darkness.

Diego. It was Diego.

“That won’t be necessary,” he said, holding back my arm. I was breathing too hard to scream. There was a smile in his voice that made me shiver. I had never expected to hear his silky voice again. He squeezed my wrist until my skin burned. The rock dropped from my hands.


“Honovi?” I whispered into the darkness. My voice cracked, my chest heaved. “Are you all right?” I heard him thrashing and moaning, like there was something stuffed inside his mouth. My voice turned higher and I turned to Diego. He still held my arm. His icy fingers dug around my wrist. I didn’t see his eyes, only the outline of his wide face.

My chest tightened. “What have you done to him? What do you want?” I said, still breathing heavy.

Diego chuckled. “Just coming back to claim what belongs to me.”








Chapter Sixteen



Honovi and I remained tied together beneath a tree until the sun rose.

Blood streamed down one side of Honovi’s head. Diego didn’t care. In fact, his eyes brightened the more blood that flowed. Honovi did not moan or cry out.

Diego sat across from us, his legs outstretched, leaning against one of his deerskin sacks.

“You really made it too easy for me,” he said, flicking the tip of his knife with his fingernail. “Sleeping next to the water. So sweet.” He paused and then arched a black eyebrow. “But so foolish.” His tongue clucked its disapproval.

Honovi began to breathe faster through his nose at the sound of Diego’s voice while my fists clenched.

The thought of Diego spying on us made my stomach ball into a knot. If my hands had been free, I would have grabbed his neck. Had he no shame?

If only we hadn’t slept so soundly. If only we both hadn’t been so exhausted, maybe we could have heard his approach. Honovi, especially, was always so alert. I could tell from the way he glared at Diego that he was angrier at himself.

“Let her go,” Honovi even said to him. “Take me.”

My back straightened at the suggestion. “No,” I said. There was no way I would leave Honovi.

Diego’s eyes got wider. “You?” He tossed his head back and laughed. “She’s a lot more valuable than you, my red friend.”

Honovi’s wrists rubbed next to mine, just slightly, like he was trying to fray the rope.

If Diego noticed, he didn’t seem to care. “You did me a favor, ridding me of the others. As a result of your little ambush the other night, there will be more for me once we meet up with the Apache.” He smiled grandly. “And I intend to keep it that way.” But then his smile faded as he paused to purse his lips. “I tell you what. If you survive the trip, I’ll sell you to the Apache, too, if there’s anything left to sell.” His tone was doubtful. Hopeful.

Honovi’s nostrils flared. “Who are the Apache?” he asked. “Where is their village?” I was surprised by his boldness, given the tight ropes that dug into our wrists.

Diego rose, stopping midway before standing upright. His eyes widened and my breathing stopped. I wondered if he’d beat us.

“Probably no one you’ll live to meet,” Diego said finally through gritted teeth.

Honovi continued to breathe heavily, glaring up at Diego, his skin burning against mine.

But then Diego’s snarl turned into another smile. He laughed again and brushed off the front of his pants. They were spotted with bits of grass and dirt. “Better pace yourself. Or you’ll be lucky to live beyond the next full moon,” he added before trotting off toward two horses. They were tied to a nearby tree.

I recognized the giant one, the one with a coat that looked like a night sky bathed in the moon’s glow. He grazed lazily in the tall grass. I thought that Sinopa had set them free in the forest. I never expected to see them again. What kind of beast doesn’t flee when it’s set free?

Diego caught me studying the horses, my brow furrowed. “They come back, Aiyana,” he said, patting the horse’s neck. “Like dogs, they always come back.” He stopped to wink at Honovi.

I turned away as Diego tended to his horses, humming.

“Are you all right?” I whispered to Honovi.

“I’ll be okay,” he said. His eyes struggled to stay open.

“How did this happen?”


“He put a dagger to your throat as you slept.” He paused. “He whispered to me that he’d kill you if I didn’t do as he said.”

I shook my head, imagining his blade piercing my neck, wondering why I hadn’t stirred. “I should have heard,” I muttered, more to myself than to Honovi. “I should have heard something. I could have done something.”

“It’s not your fault.” He leaned against the tree trunk. “We both were tired. I didn’t hear his footsteps till it was too late. It’s my fault, not yours.”

“But what about Lobo?” Surely we would have heard a wolf howling. His howls would have alerted an entire forest.

“He had him tied to this tree with a rope around his snout. All he could do was whimper.”

“What now?” I said. I looked down at the ropes. There was one wrapped around our stomachs and our hands were tied behind our backs. We kept tugging at the ropes around our wrists but it only tightened the knots. “Has your bleeding stopped?”

I studied the side of Honovi’s face but he shrugged at my question. The blood had finally dried and his hair was matted above his ear. He kept blinking, like he was trying to clear blurriness from his eyes. “Will you be okay?” I whispered near his ear.

“I’ll be fine,” he said, tugging against the ropes. “I’ve had worse cuts from ball court.” Then under his breath, he said, “We need to break free of these ropes.”

I nodded. “Yes, I know.”

“And we will,” Honovi said. “We will.” His face, bruised and swollen, contradicted the confidence in his tone.

I nodded again anyway and glared at Diego. That’s because I had a few ideas about how to escape but I was certain Honovi wouldn’t approve of any of them.

***

For the next two suns, we climbed the same mountain that I never wanted to see again. We traveled so high that I thought the horses would trot right into the clouds.

I rode behind Diego on his horse, with my wrists tied together while his other horse rode empty beside us, save the deerskin sacks. Lobo ran ahead, as usual, while Honovi walked behind us with his wrists tied to the end of Diego’s longest rope. Diego tugged on it whenever Honovi walked too slowly. And just because he could.

“Come on, Savage,” Diego clucked to Honovi. “You ran up here once. Walking up should be easy.” Then he tugged the ropes so that Honovi stumbled. Diego laughed, the cackling echoing eerily all around us. It was like being inside a nightmare again. I had to squeeze my eyes shut, especially when Honovi didn’t yell or moan. Part of me wished he would. I wondered how much more punishment his body could take.

Because the journey was uphill and mostly rocky, the horses weren’t able to travel fast and for that I was grateful. Honovi had been able to keep up behind us, but barely, as long as Diego didn’t get bored and snap the rope.

After Diego tired of Honovi, he’d reach into his deerskin sack and pull out his map. He’d look from the map to the mountain, pull on his chin and smile. I tried to see the symbols, but the black lines, mostly smeared, didn’t make any sense.

And then when Diego studied his map, I’d turn, just slightly, to look at Honovi over my shoulder. He’d smile and nod, as if to assure me that he was okay, but I knew better. I also wondered how a man like Diego—or any man—could be so cruel. He was worse than Miakoda.


Diego allowed Honovi only a few drops of water, mostly just so that he’d crave more, even when Honovi’s lips turned puffy and cracked. Sometimes Honovi’s eyes would roll back before he’d shake his head, as if he was trying to keep himself from falling asleep. My chest ached each time I looked at him.

I had to do something.

The next moonrise we stopped alongside a river and I was able to save Honovi a small bit of fish that I slipped below a stone in the fire. It was mostly black but still edible. Diego tied Honovi to a nearby tree. And when Diego wasn’t looking, I slipped the meat behind my belt. The moment he walked away to check on the horses, I sneaked it to Honovi. Honovi devoured the small morsel in his shaking hands like he’d never eat again. When I slipped him the fish, I also slipped him Sinopa’s flower petals. For strength.

Honovi took them into his hands and breathed in what little scent was left. Then he kept them hidden in his clenched fist. In his other, he held a shell from my necklace, the one with the sharpest edge, the one that could cut through his rope. I managed to slip it off when I rode behind Diego, just like I did all those times before.

By the third moonrise, I knew the moment to escape was near. I doubted Honovi would survive till the fourth. And imagining a life without him motivated me to act, even more than Diego’s body curled next to mine like he owned me.

Diego slept fitfully the third moonrise, mostly because he sipped from a pouch holding clear liquid. It wasn’t water. Whenever I made the slightest movement, even taking a deep breath, he’d stir and hold me tighter, closer. When he woke, he let his hand travel down the front of my dress while I lay motionless. He’d chuckle and moan loud enough for Honovi to hear as his fingertips brushed against my skin. His touch sickened me.

When the Sky Wanderers had finally dropped below the treetops, Diego began to snore, steady and loud. Carefully, I let my hands reach down below his knees. My wrists were still tied but nothing more. Only moving a breath at a time, I slipped from his arm and slowly stretched my arms lower until my fingertips were just above his ankle. Diego’s odd-looking pants were coarse, not soft like deerskin. They hugged his legs, tighter than the pants worn by the men in our village. Even so, I let my fingers move to the bottom of his pants, near the heel of his boot.

I couldn’t breathe—wouldn’t breathe—as I carefully lifted the end of his pants leg, lifting upwards with each scratchy inhale, one tiny thread at a time. With each roll I waited for him to stir, but he kept snoring, stopping only occasionally to swallow and smack his lips together.

By the time I had his pants leg rolled just above his ankle, my heart thumped so strongly that I was certain Diego would hear it. My fingertips grazed the area just below his knee and I frowned. He had always kept his knife inside his boot.

And now it was missing. The knife was missing.

The snoring stopped.

“Looking for something?”

I gasped and then jumped straight up next to the fire before landing on my knees. I fell forward onto my wrists to balance myself. Diego grabbed my arm, digging his fingers into my skin.

We stared at each other—me, stunned; Diego, grinning. His breath hung between us, heavy and sharp like cactus wine. There was just enough grey in the early morning light for me to see the whites of his eyes and his teeth. My breathing quickened and panic started to shake me. I had missed our chance, our only real chance, at escape.


“You really didn’t think I’d let you get close to my knife now, did you?” His words slurred. There was a smug smile in his voice that matched the one on his face. He squeezed my arm harder as he showed me the knife with his other. He tilted it in the light, admiring its shine, the pointy tip. I wanted to slice his neck with it. Just like Sinopa did.

“Now? Where were we,” he said. “I should have had you sooner. The hell with Manaba.” He pulled me closer.

How I grew to despise the sound of his voice.

He slid the knife into his belt. With one pull, he had me lying on my back underneath him, my wrists still tied together. He pressed down on my shoulder, hard. He put one knee between my legs and then ripped apart my belt. With his other hand, he reached for the thread that tied the front of my deerskin.

I screamed when his cold fingers pressed against my chest.

Instinctively, I bent my knees, but he was too heavy and his arms were too strong. He opened my legs with his. I struggled with the ropes around my wrists but they were too tight. All I could do was squirm as his hand began to stroke my breasts. His breathing quickened as his head moved just above mine, his hand moving lower.

He started to kiss me, his lips sticking to my skin. I turned away, bile building in my throat.

“Stop!” I shouted. His hands became rougher, kneading my skin, when his wet lips touched my throat. I wanted to vomit. “Stop!” I yelled again but it came out garbled. Tears began to stream down my face when I realized what was next.

“Honovi!” I pleaded. “Help me!”

“Shut up, Savage!” Diego said as he pulled back, briefly, and untied the front of his pants.

I screamed louder.

Diego only laughed.

But then Honovi’s face appeared over Diego’s shoulder.

I gasped.

An angry spark had returned to Honovi’s eyes. Somehow he had broken loose from the tree but his wrists were still tied. In one hand, he held the shell from my necklace. With the strength he had left, he jammed the shell into Diego’s neck like it was the tip of a dagger.

Diego shrieked. A line of bright, shiny blood spurted underneath his chin.

He threw his arms back, coughing, falling backwards onto Honovi. They landed onto the ground, both grunting from the crash against the hard dirt. They rolled as if one body instead of two. In the dim light, I looked for Diego’s knife, hoping that it had somehow slipped out of his belt in the struggle. I didn’t see it.

“The knife, Honovi!” I yelled, breathing heavy. Tears still streamed down my cheeks. I sat up, my dress open. “The knife is in his belt!”

Still wobbly, I stood, watching them roll across the dirt. Lobo had returned from the forest and started yelping. He barked at them as they rolled and grunted across the dirt.

And then something very odd happened.

A single arrow sailed through the sky like a whisper. It was as if it simply appeared. It landed next to Diego’s head as Honovi lay on top of him. The end of it was on fire.

Instinctively, Honovi and Diego jumped back, both crouching on their heels, as the arrow burned to ashes.

We weren’t alone in the forest.

But where had it come from? And from whom?

I didn’t breathe. I stood frozen as my eyes scanned the clearing surrounding us.


Through the trees, I saw the outlines of ten men. I couldn’t see their faces, only the dark shapes of their bodies. Each had an arrow pulled back in a bow. They appeared out of nowhere, like an early mist, and just as quietly.

When they approached us, their feet did not make the slightest sound. They took long, graceful steps, studying us as much as we studied them. Not a leaf fluttered or a twig cracked beneath their heels. Not even Diego’s horses stirred.

Only Lobo’s barks broke the silence but the men only walked closer, their bows pulled back and ready. We didn’t dare move.

Lobo finally stopped barking and began panting; his tongue hung heavy out of the corner of his mouth. He spun in a circle, confused and anxious.

Diego stood, wobbling, his hand pressed against his neck. Next to him, Honovi struggled to his knees, coughing. Both of them were covered in dirt and dry leaves.

“Apache,” Diego muttered as he stumbled forward in the early light to greet them. “Damn Apache.”

“Apache,” I repeated the strange word, more to myself. I didn’t want to forget it.

The Apache may have saved our lives.








Chapter Seventeen



The Apache crept to the edge of our campsite, each step as light as a bird’s feather. It was as if they walked and breathed as one man instead of ten.

When they got close, they surrounded us in a half-circle. More light crept into the sky and through the trees. Their bows quickly lowered when they saw us, cold, bleeding, and dirty. We were hardly a threat. Their eyes, unfortunately, rested mostly on me while mine spoke to theirs, pleading for their help.

Despite the early chill, they were bare-chested. They wore grey deerskin pants and skins around their feet that reached their knees and laced near the top. A dark, wide skin wrapped around their foreheads. Three of the men wore brownish yellow feathers against their foreheads. Their hair was black and hung loose past their shoulders; their skin was brown, although their faces were flatter, less oval, and their noses longer.

The Apache who stood in the center of the men recognized Diego. He had two feathers tucked inside his headband while the others only had one. Diego mumbled a greeting and the Apache repeated the same words back to him. I did not understand their words as easily as I understood Diego. Their words were nothing like mine.

“Isdzán,” the Apache said, nodding at me from the center of their semicircle. His eyes traveled down my body. Instinctively, I wrapped my arms across my chest, mostly to keep my dress closed.

Diego turned, looked at me once before turning “Yes,” Diego said. “A woman.” He paused and then extended his arms. “A gift.”

My eyes widened.

My surprise did not go unnoticed by the man with two feathers. Even so, I sucked back a breath and watched for Honovi in my periphery. He tried to stand by my side but his knees wobbled. I reached out to steady him but he shook his head. Finally, his knees buckled and he sank to the ground.

Carefully, the Apache with the two feathers stepped away from the circle and approached me. He was just as tall as Diego but even broader across the shoulders. Long scars sliced across his chest. On my other side, Lobo started to growl as the man approached. The Apache stopped, eying Lobo warily. I was afraid he’d draw back his bow and kill him.

My voice shook. “Quiet,” I whispered to Lobo. I patted the top of his head with my free hand, clutching my deerskin with the other, eyes still locked on the Apache.

The Apache tilted his head curiously and looked from Lobo and then back to me. He turned to the other men standing behind him and said something that made the whole line chuckle, including Diego, but Diego’s laugh sounded forced.

Another step and the Apache stood directly in front of me. My nostrils flared as I raised my eyes but not my head. He studied me strangely, his dark eyes narrowing, his brow furrowing, like he’d never seen a girl before.

The Apache’s eyes were as black as Honovi’s but there were more crinkles in the corners. I could see my reflection in his eyes and I looked terrified. Finally he stepped closer so that our noses almost touched.

My neck pulled back. The Apache was so close that I could feel his warm breath on my face.

His eyes widened; his head tilted with curiosity. He pointed to my eyes.

I blinked, confused. What did he want?

“Ya’ài,” he said. “Ya’ài.”


I turned to Diego, pleading for a translation.

Diego was on the ground, cross-legged, his hand pressed against his neck. He was still glaring at Honovi. I wondered if he’d help me.

He surprised me.

“The sun,” Diego said, pausing a moment to turn his attention away from Honovi. His voice was flat. “He believes your eyes hold the sun.”

I turned back to the Apache and shook my head, confused. I wanted to tell them that they were simply green, like my grandmother’s and the grandmother before her. Nothing more, nothing less.

But then Diego said, “He’s never seen anyone with green eyes before, Aiyana.”

The man continued to ask Diego questions in his strange language and Diego answered. He pointed disgustedly to Honovi. I hated to think what lies Diego would tell the Apache about him.

“Please,” I said, stepping forward. I crossed the distance between Diego and the Apache and went to sit beside Honovi. His skin had lost most of his color; his eyelids could barely stay open. “He needs help. Please help us,” I said. My throat thickened. “Please. Please help us,” I pleaded again as my voice cracked. Tears began to stream down my face.

The Apache seemed to understand. He knelt beside me on one knee and offered me the water pouch from his belt. I took it from him. “Thank you,” I said. I tilted the pouch to Honovi’s lips. He barely managed a few sips.

Diego sighed next to us but I ignored him. He said something to the Apache that I couldn’t understand, but by his tone I presumed it had something to do with Honovi. I suspected we both had become gifts.

Carefully, I let more water dribble onto Honovi’s cracked lips. His lips moved but barely. My hair hid his face. “Please, Honovi. Please don’t leave me,” I whispered. I lightly stroked his cheek as he drank the water. His skin had turned greyer, colder.

In his delirium, Honovi managed a tiny smile and I bent over to kiss his cheek as his head lay in my hands. “Please stay with me,” I whispered in his ear. “Never leave me. Please.”

He raised his hand to the one I had on his cheek. And then his eyes closed and before I could stop myself, I started to cry.

I was alone. For the first time since leaving my village, I felt truly alone.

Beside me, the Apache said something quickly to the men who gathered around us, closer than before. Two men came forward and took Honovi from my arms and, at first, I wouldn’t let go of his hand. They slumped his body over one of the horses. Two more men untied the horses that were grazing next to Diego’s deerskin sacks. Another man gathered the sacks while the man beside me extended his hand. I put my hand in his and stood beside him. I didn’t need to understand his strange language to know that he wanted Diego and me to follow him.

And so I did, numbly, wondering whether Honovi was dead or alive. But I figured that if Honovi died, I was dead, too.

***

Diego and I followed the Apache.

The two men carrying Diego’s deerskin sacks over their shoulders walked behind us. Diego carried the small sack, the one that held his map.


Barely moving, Honovi was laid on his stomach over Diego’s horse while another Apache led the horse by its rope. We walked until the sun reached the center of the sky but it was the longest walk in my life. I watched Honovi lying helpless on the horse, sometimes his arms and hands would twitch, like he was trying to slide off. I regarded any movement as encouraging and prayed to Hunab Ku that he would survive until we reached the Apache village. Surely they would help him. Wouldn’t they?

The Apaches, including the man with two feathers, didn’t say a single word during the walk to their village. Only Diego prattled, nervously.

“His name is Manaba,” Diego told me. He nodded ahead to the Apache with two feathers. “He’s their chief.”

“How do you know these people?”

“I trade with them.”

My eyes pulled back. “You’ve been here before?”

Diego nodded. He patted the deerskin sack over his shoulder, the one with the map.

“Why?” Why would anyone travel high into a cold mountain that practically touched the clouds?

But Diego just smiled smugly and ignored my question.

His smile, though, made me shiver even more, even when we finally stepped out of the forest and into a clearing. The tall grasses glistened in the sun.

“We’re here,” Diego said. He nodded ahead to a wide cliff that towered over the clearing. It had crevices and jagged edges of reds and browns and reminded me of the mountains that surrounded my village. Two men—Apache men—stood on either side of the top of the cliff. When they saw us, they raised their bows in greeting.

I followed Diego’s gaze to the base of the cliff. In its shadow, strange dwellings shaped like arrowheads dotted the furthest edges of the clearing. I put my hand over my forehead to eliminate the glare. Instead of pit houses, the Apache lived in small dwellings that were round at the bottom and narrow at the top. Smoke billowed from the tops of most of them. They were made with long sticks and animal skins. A woman lifted an animal skin and emerged from one carrying a baby on her back. Seeing us in the distance, she lifted her hand to wave and trilled a high-pitched greeting.

That started a flood of children running toward us. They seemed to come from everywhere—the strange looking dwellings, the cliffs, a small patch of leafy trees next to base of the cliffs where I expected there was a river or a creek. They trilled and yelled excitedly to their fathers and brothers as if they’d been gone a long time. The happy tones in their greetings lifted the tightness in my chest. But then my mind wandered back to Honovi.

Two men lifted him off the horse and he gasped from the pain.

I began to run to him but Diego pulled me back. Under his breath, he warned, “No, Aiyana. Leave him. The Apache will know what to do.”

I looked up at Diego, anxious. Why should I believe him? Why should I believe the man who tried to kill him?

But Diego seemed to be able to read the fear behind my eyes. “Don’t worry,” he said between clenched teeth. He paused and then released my arm as the men carried Honovi to the closest dwelling, one with grey smoke billowing out of the top. The men lifted the flap and then all three disappeared inside.

My voice cracked from thirst. “Why?” I said to him. “Why would you care whether he lives?”

Diego chuckled. “The Apache always need more warriors.” He paused. “I knew Honovi would be worth more alive than dead.” He grinned. “Just like I knew you’d be.”


His answer chilled me, more than the thin cold air on Apache Mountain. Diego’s very presence sickened me. I loathed him. And I couldn’t say what I really thought or how I really felt especially since I needed him. Again. He was my only guide in this strange new world.

It pained me to admit but I needed Diego more than he needed me.

***

I followed Diego and Lobo into the center of the Apache village.

Lobo’s tailed wagged the entire time, as if he was greeting old friends. He wasn’t even bothered when some of the smaller children tugged his ears or tried to ride on his back like a horse. He was a strange wolf, indeed.

The Apache houses that looked no bigger than my palm from across the clearing were larger than I thought. As tall as saguaros and three deep, they lined the base of the cliff near a stream. I couldn’t see the stream from their houses but I could hear it.

I watched as two, three, and sometimes four people, mostly women, emerged from the houses. I wondered how they could live inside houses with no windows, no sunlight. Inside they were dark except for fires that burned in the center.

The Apache women wore dresses like mine only theirs were made from thicker skins. Their feet and legs were wrapped in furs like the men’s, and their straight black hair hung loose. Many had babies strapped in baskets on their backs. The younger girls wore braids.

As soon as the children finished welcoming their fathers and brothers, they turned their attention on me, as did their curious mothers, who waited their turn to touch my hair, finger the mostly torn tassels on the edges of my dress, and even touch the blue stone that still hung in the center of my necklace. I rubbed my shoulders nervously. It was impossible to ignore the attention. Especially when they gasped and pointed at my eyes.

I lowered my chin and kept walking but the crowd had grown thick. It was like walking along a muddy river bottom. My feet felt heavy and I was surrounded on all sides. They asked me questions in their language that I couldn’t answer and giggled when I didn’t reply. I shook my head to let them know I didn’t understand but they kept talking anyway. And touching me—my hair, my dress, even my skin. Desperate, I looked for Diego but he had already disappeared, along with Lobo.

Followed by the crowd of Apache, I walked aimlessly in a circle around the houses till I reached the one where the men carried Honovi. The animal skin flap across the front was closed. Smoke billowed from the top; it smelled like sage. I reached for the flap; it was soft like deerskin, but darker. I opened it. My eyes squinted against the darkness. I got one foot inside. Just as I was about to take another step, rough hands yanked me back by the shoulders.

I froze.

Disapproving gasps and whispers filled the air.

I didn’t understand. Why wouldn’t they let me inside? Why couldn’t I see Honovi?

“Wait!” I said, still struggling to see inside as hands tugged me backwards. “Please, may I—”

A deep voice from inside the house bellowed something loud, something angry. My mouth snapped shut. The hands around my waist dropped immediately and the crowd behind me backed away. For the first time since arriving in the Apache village, I stood alone.

And that’s when I caught a glimpse of Honovi. He lay on a bed of furs next to the fire in the center, his eyes closed. The air inside the house felt warm and thick, so different from outside. Breathing became difficult.


The two men who carried Honovi inside knelt on either side of his head. They looked up at me, eyes narrowed. Irritated. A third man, a shorter man with narrow shoulders, crouched at his feet, shaking a stick over his body that rattled like rain. The small man turned and flew across the floor at me like a bee. He wore a necklace heavy with teeth and bones and an animal skull that covered the top of his face.

A healer? My heartbeat quickened.

His eyes glared at me through the mask. The color of the mask matched the whites of his eyes. He yelled and shook his stick at me, furious.

I shook my head. I didn’t understand. “Why can’t I stay? Why can’t I see him?” I pointed past the man at Honovi.

Behind me another voice yelled.

I turned to find Manaba. He was yelling something at me, too. His eyes held fire. Everyone was angry and I didn’t understand why. I only wanted to touch Honovi.

I looked for the crowd of women and children behind Manaba who followed me but everyone had disappeared. Unable to move, I stood in the doorway of the house where Honovi lay, too frightened to leave, too frightened to stay. When I didn’t move, Manaba’s jaw hardened under his widened eyes.

I pleaded with him. “I just want to see Honovi, talk to him,” I nodded toward Honovi’s body. It frightened me that his chest wasn’t moving. “Please,” I begged.

Manaba yelled again and then grabbed my elbow. He pulled but I tugged back. My eyes widened. Then a flash of a smile passed over his lips before his brow twisted in anger again. The healer tending to Honovi rose to his feet and leapt at me again before I could blink. His weathered skin hung on his skinny arms and chest. He shook his stick underneath my nose and I backed away with Manaba, reluctantly.

I swallowed then turned. My tears spilled onto my cheeks. With Manaba’s hand still wrapped tightly around my arm, he led me to two women who stood nearby. He said something to them and they nodded. Then he grunted, released my arm and walked away.

Tired, frustrated, and confused, I turned to the two women, my eyes clouded with tears.

“Can you help me?” I asked them. My lower lip trembled. “Will you help me?”

They didn’t answer. Their faces, one older and one younger than mine, were expressionless.

My knees began to wobble.

The three of us stood staring at each other. Finally, the younger girl nodded at me. Once. Through my cloudy eyes, it almost looked like she smiled apologetically till the older women said something that made her flinch. With the back of my hand, I wiped away my tears.

It was like a bad dream, another nightmare. A never-ending nightmare.

I was trapped, more than I’d ever been before. No one could understand me. No one would listen. And no one cared.

Somewhere, Lobo barked, a painful reminder that I wouldn’t wake up. I wanted desperately to run back across the clearing, through the blinding forests, across the clear creeks and rivers and then all the way down to the bottom of the mountain, never stopping till I reached my village. I wanted to get as far away from this place and these people with their strange language and windowless houses as I could.

I wanted to run but my legs felt heavy and tired. My head told me that running would be a waste of time.








Chapter Eighteen



The two women led me to another windowless house in the center of the Apache village. It was the biggest one, taller than the others and rounder at the bottom. The outside was covered in brown, black, and tan furs that stretched across its frame. Smoke billowed like clouds from the top.

The older woman opened the flap, sighed loudly, and walked inside. I knew before I walked inside that I wasn’t welcome. My presence was an annoyance to the older woman. The younger girl walked beside me. She was different than the older one, more curious about me than angry. We walked inside together.

Like the house where Honovi was kept, the inside was dark and warm but not as stifling. The fire flames in the middle did not burn as bright but the air was still heavy. It was like trying to breathe through cotton. I squinted, scanning the edges, till my eyes adjusted from the darkness.

Around the fire, the floor was covered with a patchwork of animal skins. Clay jars and baskets lined the fire. Dried meat, herbs and thickets with berries hung over the baskets. The dark berries looked like the ones that Honovi and I had eaten at the river. My stomach growled at the mixture of sweet and sharp smells from the fur and the food even though I hardly felt like eating.

From one of the corners, two children emerged from the shadows. They ran to the older woman in short quick steps. Although they walked, their faces still had the pudgy roundness of babies. They wore tiny deerskin dresses like the women and their hair was pulled back in braids, one on either side of their faces. When they saw me, their dark eyes widened with surprise and then curiosity before they hid behind the older woman’s legs. I assumed she was their mother. She shooed them back into the corner where they resumed playing with half-made baskets and thick braided grasses shaped like dolls. They talked softly to each other, stopping every so often to glance at me.

The women knelt by the fire while I stood behind them. Finally, the older woman motioned impatiently for me to kneel like I was one of the children. She began grinding seeds with the end of a round rock on a wide stone while the younger woman stoked the fire. Then the older woman thrust a shallow jar into my lap and nodded at it.

I lifted the rock and began grinding the seeds in the jar until they were as fine as sand. They weren’t mesquite seeds nor were they corn; the seeds were black and smaller than corn. When I was done, I sat back on my knees, waiting.

Then the younger woman spoke. “Doli,” she said. Her voice sounded like a song and I quickly studied her face. Her eyes were a deep brown, not black, and her skin was smooth with high cheekbones. She couldn’t have seen more than fourteen harvests. She patted her chest with one small hand and said, “Doli.”

The older woman sighed heavily and for an instant reminded me of Gaho when I didn’t do something fast enough. Her lips pressed together in a tight line. Her eyes continued to avoid mine whenever I looked at her as if she preferred that I’d disappear.

If only I could.

Abruptly, she rose from the fire and walked to her children.

Doli’s head tilted slightly in her direction. She didn’t smile but it was the closest thing, I expected, that she ever got to disrespecting her own mother. Then she pointed her finger at my chest, just once, and nodded her forehead.

I took a deep breath and swallowed. Then I said, “Aiyana. My name is Aiyana.”


The girl smiled. “Aiyana.” She nodded at the older woman behind us and said, “Olathe.”

“Olathe,” I repeated. I didn’t say it too loudly for fear of angering her mother with my familiarity, especially when Olathe could barely stand to look at me.

The girl nodded. Unlike Olathe, Doli seemed pleased that I could pronounce it.

I nodded back, a quick show of gratitude, but I still ached inside.

After I learned their names, I wondered what they intended to do with me. Perhaps it would have been better not knowing.

***

Olathe and Doli quickly learned what I already knew: My household skills were abysmal.

After over-grinding a coarse black grain, I prepared a stew with some dried vegetables and heavy scraps of deer meat. Olathe wrinkled her nose after she dipped her pinky into the mixture and tasted it.

Then I moved to basket weaving, my least favorite household chore. I’d only woven three rows when Olathe ripped the wooden strips from my hands and tossed it in the fire. Finally, she gladly handed me an empty water jar and motioned me out the door with the back of her hands like she was ushering out a swarm of flies.

I was only too eager to leave her disapproving gaze. The air inside the house strangled me.

As soon as I turned up the flap, my eyes squinted into the dimming sunlight. Around me, mothers and children bustled. I recognized a few of Manaba’s men from the forest. Their voices lowered when they saw me. They stared at me like before, although this time they kept a safe distance.

Doli had loaned me an extra deerskin and I pulled it closer around my neck. The air was colder than before but I didn’t care. I’d just as soon freeze than turn around and spend another moment inside Olathe’s house. I lifted my nose and took greedy gulps of the cold thin air, grateful when it loosened some of the tightness in my chest.

Energized, I pulled back my shoulders and started for the creek. The water jug rested in the curve of one elbow while my other hand held the deerskin closed at the nape of my neck.

My eyes scanned the other houses as I walked. I recognized the one where Honovi lay. The smoke still billowed furiously from the top, more than any of the others. An expressionless man stood outside, leaning forward on his bow, guarding it.

I continued the short walk from the first row of houses that dotted the base of the cliff. Two Apache still stood on either side at the top, their faces trained on the forest beyond us.

Jagged rocks and boulders outlined the creek at the base of the cliff. Grass as high as my knees grew near the edges. On the opposite side, trees with bright green leaves, wispy branches and skinny white trunks stretched halfway up the cliff. When I reached the water’s edge, I dropped the water jug into the grass and fell to my knees. With both hands, I cupped as much water as my hands could hold. I drank greedily. I shuddered from the shock of the water but sloshed more across my face and neck anyway.

When I bent over the creek a third time, I saw his reflection. It wobbled in the wave of the water like a ghost.

Diego.

“Aiyana,” he said. It was as if he expected to find me. “Enjoying your new friends?” His tone was predictably doubtful.

I stood abruptly, water droplets dripping down my face. I stumbled backwards and knocked the water jug with my heel.


How I despised this man. I despised everything about him—his smug face, the sneer in his silky voice, his mocking eyes. He’d stolen everything from me, even Honovi.

And yet I still needed him more than he needed me. “It is what it is,” I said flatly. I paused and then added as calmly as I could, “And Honovi? Is he better?”

Diego’s smile broadened. He expected me to ask about Honovi. And he wasn’t going to make it easy. His thumb and forefinger fiddled with the long hairs above his lips, studying me. His answer surprised me. “You should really be more concerned about yourself.”

My nostrils flared. “I’ll be fine. It’s Honovi that I’m worried about.”

He chuckled darkly. “Honovi should be fine. If he survives the night.” He paused then said, “It’s you I’m worried about.” His expression hardly held worry.

My voice got louder. “Speak plainly, Diego. What are you talking about?”

But Diego’s vagueness continued. He preferred to turn it into a game. “I see you met Olathe and Doli.”

My answer was nonplussed. “Yes?” Olathe was certainly unbearable but it was better than freezing to death. And as soon as Honovi healed, we’d leave. The Apache wouldn’t keep us against our will. Would they?

“Olathe is Manaba’s first wife.”

I nodded. I figured as much. They lived in the center of the village, inside the biggest windowless house, the most likely place for a tribal leader. In a way, I should have felt privileged, even proud, to be a guest in their house.

“And you’ve met her children?”

My chin lifted. “Of course I’ve met her children,” I snapped. Did Diego think I was blind as well as stupid?

“Good, good.” He chuckled. His tone turned strangely innocent. “And Doli?”

My eyes narrowed as his widened. “Yes.”

Diego lowered his head closer to mine. His eyes swept over my face. His breath was stale.

My chin pulled back.

But Diego moved closer still. He whispered, “Doli isn’t one of the children, Aiyana.”

Was Diego mad?

“Who is she then?” I said it like a challenge. Doli was certainly younger than me.

His smile broadened. “Doli is Manaba’s second wife. She and Olathe are sisters.”

I blinked, confused. They looked more like mother and daughter—they acted more like mother and daughter, not like sisters.

He chuckled again, darker than before. Then he said, “And Manaba intends to make you his third.”

I coughed then stumbled backwards, kicking the water jug again. “What?”

“That’s right,” Diego said, reaching for my elbow, as if he suddenly wished to be helpful. I tried to shake off his hand but his fingers only wrapped tighter around my arm. He whispered so close to my ear that his lips touched my skin. “You should have been nicer to me when I gave you the chance.”

“But…” The sky started to spin and I stammered my words. “But you would have given me to the Apache anyway.” The thought of Diego touching me, lying beside me, only made my insides wretch.

He sighed. “Perhaps.” He shook his head, admonishing me. “But for such a pretty thing like you I might have been persuaded.”


I swallowed. Then my hands clenched into tight balls while my nostrils flared. I was filled with the desire to punch him, hard.

Diego finally pulled back, studying my face, as if seeing me for the first time, oblivious to my anger and hatred for him.

“Manaba believes that your green eyes will bring the Apache luck. Manaba needs sons, Aiyana, and he believes that you’re the one who can do it.”

Sons?

Me?

Impossible. I couldn’t picture it. I could barely allow myself to think it.

Bile rose to the top of my throat and my hands pressed against my stomach. Diego released my arm and I dropped to the ground, vomiting in the grass what little was left in my stomach.

When I finished, Diego was gone. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and grabbed the water jug. The clay cracked where I kicked it. I ran numbly back to Olathe and Doli, forgetting all about the water.

***

That night there was a celebration in the Apache village.

When I returned to Manaba’s house with the empty water jug, Doli and Olathe were busy transferring food into baskets and changing into different clothes while the children danced in circles around us. Every other word out of their mouths was “Gan.” I didn’t know what that meant but at least Olathe didn’t notice the empty broken water jug that I sheepishly placed inside the shadow of the door.

The women had changed into more colorful deerskins. Tiny red, gold, and green stones were beaded intricately along the necks and sleeves in lines and circles; bigger stones were threaded through the tassels that hung at the ends of the dresses. Colorful yellow stones hung from threads in their earlobes. Their hair was brushed smooth and long down their backs and shimmered against the firelight. They positively glowed with excitement.

Finally, I spoke to Doli. “Gan?” I said. “What is Gan?”

She giggled, covered her mouth, and then proceeded to give a long explanation in a sing-song voice that I didn’t understand.

I shook my head, confused. Frustrated.

Finally, she pointed one finger to the sky and said it again. Solemnly. “Gan.” This time her eyes widened when she said it as if it was important that I understood.

But I didn’t.

I’d need to ask Diego for a translation and my stomach knotted with that reality.

Then Olathe walked between Doli and me and thrust a dress against my chest. The skin was heavy though soft like water; it was as pale yellow as sweet corn. I’d never seen one so fine. It was simple, unbeaded, and hung just past my knees.

“Mine?” I said. “For me? Why?”

Olathe didn’t pretend to understand me but she could see my confusion. She didn’t seem to care. She pressed the dress against my chest again and I took it. She meant for me to put it on. Quickly.

I found a quiet corner and changed out of Gaho’s torn dress. If Olathe would let me borrow it till tomorrow, I’d try to wash mine in the creek. Just as I had slipped out of my deerskin, the flap to the door opened to a burst of icy air. It filled the house while simultaneously draining it of all conversation. We all stood frozen, barely breathing, even the children.


I looked over my bare shoulder toward the door, only to catch a glimpse of the fire outside and Manaba’s face in the doorway. He looked at me with piercing eyes that locked onto mine like a bobcat’s jaw. His unblinking eyes traveled all the way down to my bare back and legs, slowly. I blushed, turned, and quickly slipped the dress over my shoulders as he grunted something to Olathe.

When I turned back to the door, the flap had closed, the icy draft disappeared, and Manaba was gone. The children returned to shouting “Gan, Gan!” as they danced around the house.

After everybody had dressed, Olathe grabbed Doli and me by the arm. Her fingers pinched my skin. She led us through the flap in the door like we were all a pack of misbehaving children.

Outside, a fire blazed in the middle of a dirt pit stacked with thick tree branches. They crossed in a square at the bottom. A skinned deer hung upside down over the fire. From the thickness of the branches, the celebration could last till sunrise.

Along the edges, women ladled steaming stews and passed plates heaped with chunks of red meat. My stomach growled and I licked my lips as the cooking smells swept about my face. Even if I didn’t want to, I knew that I needed to eat.

People sat scattered on rocks and mats around the fire, laughing and eating, covered in black and brown furs and balancing clay bowls between their knees. Men inhaled from long reeds and blew smoke from their mouths that smelled like sage. They puffed white circles into the air and then passed the reed around the circle.

Diego sat on a rock near the center of the fire circle, talking animatedly with a young woman who ladled drink from a clay jug. Cactus wine, I presumed, or something similar. Next to him sat Lobo, resting his head in his paws, his big yellow eyes fixed on the chunks of red meat.

“Lobo,” I whispered. My chest ached for the nearness of a friend. He lifted his head when he saw me and started to pant. “Lobo,” I said again, louder, and he left Diego’s side to nuzzle my hand.

Olathe clucked her disapproval when I stooped to stroke Lobo’s head. Snickering, she tugged the inside of my elbow and led me to four open flat rocks near the center of the fire. Lobo trailed behind me.

The rocks were covered with black furs. With a long skinny finger, Olathe pointed to one of the rocks and motioned for me to sit. Lobo sat at my feet. Instantly, a woman appeared at my side and offered me a clay bowl of stew and a stick speared with deer meat. Steam from the stew wafted over my face, warming my nose. I took the bowl gratefully and began to sip. Nonchalantly, I lowered the skewer of red meat and offered it to Lobo. He tore it off with his teeth in one easy bite and then began to nuzzle his snout against my elbow.

“I missed you, too,” I whispered to him, patting his head. “I missed you, too.”

Suddenly the crowd grew silent.

Manaba appeared from behind me and took the empty spot next to mine. Olathe bristled beside me.

Then Manaba stepped into the circle. He wore a thick black bearskin across his shoulders. It was tied at the neck, making him appear even broader. His hair was still held back by a shiny black skin wrapped tightly around his forehead. Two white lines were painted across his cheeks and down the bridge of his nose.

He motioned for Diego to join him near the fire. Diego took the remaining empty spot beside him.


Manaba began to speak in a deep, halting voice as he addressed his people. I looked to Diego for a translation but Diego would only stare back at Manaba and smile. I guessed that Manaba was talking about Diego because when he finished, Manaba pulled out a deerskin pouch from inside his bearskin. He presented it to Diego with both hands. It was a gift. Or a reward.

Diego took the bulging pouch in both hands and then bowed his head slightly. He opened it and shiny stones spilled into his hands, red, gold, and green ones, the same ones that adorned many of the dresses and earrings worn by the Apache around the fire. Diego seemed to be particularly interested in the gold stones. They sparkled like the sun in the firelight. Mostly, they sparkled dangerously in the reflection of his eyes.

Then Manaba half-turned to me and began to speak. He said my name somewhere in all of his words. I watched Diego as he quickly tugged on the two threads that tightened the pouch before he stuffed it inside his shirt.

When Manaba paused, Diego cleared his throat. His gaze fell on me.

My breathing stopped.

In a loud voice, Diego said, “Aiyana, Daughter of the River People, the woman whose eyes hold the sun, you now wear the skin of an antelope to symbolize pollen and fertility.”

I listened, barely breathing. I watched Diego’s lips translate Manaba’s words, but I was more aware of Manaba’s eyes on me, along with the eyes of his people, watching me, studying me.

Manaba continued and then Diego spoke.

“It is by the grace of our Creator that you were brought to us, for a woman whose eyes hold the sun can surely produce Apache sons.”

Olathe rocked beside me, breathing heavy, like her stomach ached, but I was too numb to care.

“That is why, before all of the Apache people on the night of our most sacred Gan Ceremony, Manaba wishes to present you with two options.”

Options? I have options?

Manaba and Diego paused to look at me, waiting for a reaction. Finally, I nodded for Diego to continue.

“If you marry Manaba, the beloved Chief of the Apache, then Honovi, Son of the River People, will live.”

My breath lodged in the back of my throat at news that Honovi still lived while the tiniest of smiles flickered across Diego’s face.

“Or,” Diego continued, “You choose not to marry Manaba and Honovi will die.”

I swallowed. Honovi dies?

My stomach knotted but I took short, quick breaths to steady myself. As my breathing eased, I considered my options, looking up into Manaba’s eyes without really seeing him. Murmurs and whispers began to float around the circle as the Apache waited for my answer.

Their whispers grew more anxious.

Perhaps I took too long.

Finally, I pulled back my shoulders.

There was only one choice.

My eyes fixed on Diego. “Tell Manaba that I will be proud to become his wife,” I said, my chin raised. “I will give him his sons.”


Diego quickly translated, not bothering to hide the surprise in his voice while a satisfied smile lifted Manaba’s lips. He turned in a circle as he announced the news and the people began raising their fists, clapping, and banging sticks against the ground. I looked around the circle at their faces, shiny with paint, and lips still wet with meat grease. None of them were familiar, all were strangers.

Then Manaba lifted his hands and the crowd quieted.

Diego leaned closer to me so that his forehead brushed mine. “There’s more, Aiyana,” he said, not bothering to hide the amusement in his voice. He was so close that I could see the bulge of stones in the opening of his shirt. It’d be so easy to reach my arm across and snatch it from him, snatch what he held so dear, just like he did to me.

My voice cracked. “More?” My tone held none of the forced confidence from my earlier decision.

Diego nodded as Manaba resumed speaking. His black eyes were once again directed at me, as if he and I were the only two people seated around the fire.

I looked back at him, my future husband, wondering if he could detect the fear behind my eyes.

“Four risings of the moon from this moment, you must show yourself worthy to become the wife of an Apache chief.”

My throat tightened. Worthy? There was more to this cruel game?

Diego continued the translation. “First, you must prove yourself an equal partner to your husband’s wives by weaving a basket worthy of a chief’s household.”

My chest tightened.

“Second, you must prove that you are able to run from danger by outrunning the fastest Apache girl.”

Diego paused, along with Manaba, while my temples pounded with dread. Baskets? A race?

“And third…” Even Diego paused again. He looked at Manaba as if to make sure he understood his words but Manaba prodded him with a single nod of his head. “Third, before the moon returns to the sky after the fourth day, you will be given a bow and three arrows and escorted to the edges of the forest. You must only return with an animal large enough to feed Manaba’s family. In doing so, you will prove that you can care for your new family, even when your husband is absent. If you do not return within three days, Honovi will be killed.”

I sat rigid, staring at Diego. Speechless. Unblinking.

After Manaba finished his speech, he sat beside me. His wide hands rested on his knees as he faced the fire, his back straight, his chin raised high.

The air remained uncomfortably silent. Not even the children fidgeted. I could feel everyone’s eyes studying me, doubting my abilities to meet their great chief’s challenge. I was clearly only a simple girl from the village of the “River People,” as Manaba labeled me. I was hardly Apache. And I didn’t need to read Olathe’s mind to know that she doubted my abilities most of all.

Behind me, Lobo whimpered and nudged the small of my back with his snout. I blinked. Then I nodded once to Manaba and absently reached for the blue stone that hung low on my necklace. The stone was small and smooth in my hands. I closed my eyes, briefly, and pictured Gaho and Ituha in my mind. I even pictured Chenoa. In my mind, Chenoa smiled at me and whispered words of encouragement. Silently, I spoke to her and begged for strength.

Then my hands dropped to the unfinished bowl of stew at my feet and I forced myself to drink every last drop. I asked for another piece of deer meat. Then another.

I would meet Manaba’s challenge. I would prove everybody wrong.


And I would save Honovi. To myself, I pledged that most of all.








Chapter Nineteen



For the next four sunrises and sunsets, we did nothing but eat and dance in the Apache village.

I ate and danced out of necessity; the Apache did it for the sheer joy of being together. How I craved that same feeling of jubilation again.

I listened to their stories but understood very little. Listening to the elders recount old legends had always been my favorite part of any ceremony. The Apache were no different and no less colorful. The elders, even Manaba, sat in the center of the circle closest to the fire after we feasted on steaming chunks of deer and elk meat and vegetable stews sweetened with mountain berries. Manaba’s deep voice captivated the circle, especially the youngest children who were allowed the privilege of sitting at his feet. Their wide and unblinking eyes reminded me of when Chenoa and I sat at Yuma’s feet, or even Eyota’s, enraptured, listening to magical stories about black bears capturing Sky Wanderers and foxes tricking misbehaved children.

After the third day of the ceremony, my chest ached from watching, remembering, and wishing that I could hear the stories of my own people all over again.

Following the Apache’s story time, always near dawn, four men with brightly painted red and yellow faces emerged from the shadows dressed in thick furs and bleached-white deer horns. Animal bones dangled in long necklaces around their necks and rattled whenever they moved. They chanted and danced around the circle; the children squealed with a mixture of fright and delight. Clutching long sticks, they hopped and leapt while the Apache shouted “Gan! Gan!” just as a sliver of orange sun appeared in the sky.

The first night, Diego told me that Gan were mountain spirits who had the power to cure illnesses and repel evil actions. Upon learning this, I shouted “Gan! Gan!” and shook my fists with the Apache, praying the spirits would heal Honovi. Each time I’d yell it louder and louder till even Doli and Olathe noticed.

Then after the dancers left the circle, we all returned to our windowless houses, exhausted. Inside Manaba’s house, I slept on a mat underneath bear and elk skins that smelled of smoke and sage. I slept on the side of the house with the children, opposite from where Manaba slept with his wives. I hardly minded. The second day, Olathe’s children, Leotie and Nascha, crawled underneath the furs, one on either side of me like tiny dolls, and we kept each other warm. It was also the first time I could remember sleeping so deeply since the frightening night of my capture. It was the first time I slept without nightmares.

Each day after we retired to the houses, Manaba would lie with one of his wives. I had to sing a song inside my head to drown out the soft moans coming from their marriage mat. I remembered one particular story that Chenoa and I used to sing when we gathered mesquite seeds in the desert:

I listen for the voice of the dove;

And the rain falls.

I listen for the voice of the deer;

And the corn grows.

I listen for the voice of my mother;

And I am home again.

I sang it over and over in my head till my eyes became heavy with sleep.


On the fourth moon of the ceremony, Manaba placed his hand on my shoulder after he watched me pull the yellow antelope skin dress over my head. As I pulled my hair back, his eyes locked onto mine. As usual, it was impossible to look away. He spoke to me in a deep, husky voice, still heavy from sleep. I didn’t need to understand Apache to know that the next time he lay with his wife that the wife would be me.

***

At dawn on the fourth moon of the Gan Ceremony, the healer who stood vigil over Honovi entered the circle where we sat on furs around a fire that still burned as bright and strong as it did when the celebration started. The blankets that covered our shoulders were barely necessary, given the size of the boulders that burned in the pit.

I sat on one side of Manaba while Olathe and Doli sat on the other. Diego, when he wasn’t overindulging on elk meat and too much berry wine, sat beside me, ready to serve as translator when necessary. His pupils were mostly dilated and the wine had stained his teeth purple. Lobo sat wedged between us.

The healer didn’t look as frightening in the daylight, although his lips remained a tight line and the whites of his eyes still blazed angry behind his mask. A fox skull covered the top of his wrinkled face.

I sucked back a breath as he approached me, trying to read the message behind his eyes. He didn’t trust me, I could tell. I was not Apache. He shook a faded animal bone that was as long as his leg. It rattled and hissed from the braided tassels and strings of animal teeth that where wrapped around it. Around us, the crowd grew silent again, watching the healer.

Then the drumbeats started, slowly.

Thump-thump-thump-thump.

As the grey sky turned the faintest shade of blue, the healer shook his animal bone around my body, slowly at first and then faster. Just as the bone hissed like a snake, four Gan dancers emerged from the morning mist and leapt inside the circle. I didn’t dare shudder even though my stomach tightened. Something was different.

The drumbeats got faster.

And louder.

The dancers spun and gyrated in haphazard circles, their furs and necklaces spinning into the air. They raised their arms to the sky, chanting, and stomped their feet in perfect time with the drummers. And my heartbeat.

I barely breathed. And how could I?

The healer’s face lowered so close to mine that I could smell his stale breath and see his blackened gums. Most of his teeth were missing. By the time he finished chanting and thrashing the animal bone in the air, the morning mist had disappeared.

The drumbeats stopped just as the mist lifted.

Then circle grew still again. Not even the children dared fidget.

The dancers sat, as quiet as fallen leaves, and I remembered to breathe.

The healer pulled back his narrow shoulders to take a deep raspy breath. He wheezed through his gums when he breathed. As he exhaled, he thrust his palm in the air.

A collective hush traveled over the crowd.

I carefully raised my eyes, barely moving my head, to see a golden circle painted in the middle of the healer’s hand.

He held it over my head and said, “Ya’ái.”

Then he slowly pivoted in a circle so that everyone could see his palm.

“Sun,” Diego whispered in my ear, although a translation wasn’t necessary. I remember Manaba calling me Ya’ái when we first met in the forest. “Here’s the best part,” Diego said, his voice laced with a grin.


I turned to him.

“The old man says you’re a woman now. Let the first challenge begin.”

I almost choked.

A woman?

I was already a woman, although there were plenty of times I would have preferred to stay a girl.

But a woman I had become, whether I was ready or not.

***

It was time for the first challenge.

After the healer left the circle, Manaba led me to the clearing that separated the village from the forest. We walked in silence. Diego and Lobo followed behind us, along with Olathe and Doli. The rest of the Apache trailed us, their thick furs and necklaces rustling like tree branches in the wind.

The grasses were knee-high in the middle of the clearing but matted down around the edges. I gauged its size to be that of four ball courts strung together in an imperfect circle.

Clearly the first challenge was the race.

When we reached the edge of the clearing, Manaba waived his hand over the crowd, silencing their murmurs and hushed conversations.

Manaba’s deep voice filled the air. “Haloke!” he yelled, and a tall girl with gangly arms and even longer legs emerged from an opening in the crowd. Instead of a dress, she wore deerskin pants like a man. How I envied her. Dresses only got in the way.

Haloke approached us with deliberate steps, her chin raised and her shoulders pulled back. Her shiny black eyes matched her hair and hung down the back of her neck in a skinny braid. I figured that she had seen as many harvests as I had. She was fast, I could tell from the thickness of her legs, but that’s not why my temples pounded. They pounded because I couldn’t lose.

As she stood alongside me, Haloke smiled but the smile was confident and even a little smug. She’d run many races before and won. That much was clear.

But then I had to remind myself, so had I. There wasn’t a girl in my village I couldn’t outrun, and I outran half the boys, too.

I lifted my chin and smiled back at Haloke, and a hint of the sparkle in her black eyes disappeared.

Manaba spoke again, loud enough for everyone gathered in the half-circle around us to hear.

Diego translated. “The first to run the circle in the clearing will be declared the winner.” Then he added, as if I’d somehow forgotten, “This is the first of three challenges to prove whether the Daughter of the River People is worthy to become the wife of an Apache chief.”

I listened, nodding, never removing my eyes from Haloke. She and I were all that mattered inside the grassy field.

Words didn’t matter; only speed mattered.

Haloke spit into her hands and then rubbed her palms together. I did the same.

Then we both crouched low at the starting line, which was a strip of thin deerskin stretched before us. Side-by-side, we dug our heels into the hard dirt, waiting for a signal.

Haloke crouched so close that her elbow brushed against mine.

As we waited, a sweat bead trickled down my forehead. Swiftly, I brushed it away with the back of my hand.


Brows furrowed, we turned our attention to the deserted path in front of us. I started to visualize myself flying across it, my body as light and supple as a quail.

The crowd widened to give us room. Manaba stood a few strides in front of us. He raised his arms and slowly said:

“Dalaa…”

“Naki…”

“Táági!”

With a whoosh, his thick arms lowered and Haloke and I burst from the starting line. We’d have knocked him over if he hadn’t leapt out of the way.

The crowd roared as soon as Manaba’s arms lowered. It wasn’t long before their screams got softer the further we ran from the starting line. Even Lobo’s piercing yelps faded from the sky, Diego’s hands undoubtedly holding him back.

Almost halfway around the circle, Haloke and I matched each other step for step. Her legs were thicker but mine were just as fast. I kept my arms close to my sides and concentrated on my breathing, in through my nose, out through my mouth, as our feet pounded in unison against the hard dirt. If my injured ankle still bothered me, I didn’t notice.

At the halfway point, the wispy grasses that filled the center of the clearing hid us from the crowd almost to our necks. It was just Haloke and me and a handful of curious hawks that circled above us. The screams from the crowd had faded to a dull roar.

I listened for Haloke’s breathing beside me. When I turned sideways to glance at her, she looked back at me, her brow furrowed with concentration. Instead of smiling, her eyes narrowed beneath a forehead beaded with sweat. The earlier confidence in her eyes was replaced with sheer determination. And a little anxiety. Obviously she never figured that I could keep pace with an Apache girl.

But she thought wrong.

At the halfway point, it was time to pull ahead. Just when I began to push myself to take an extra step to claim the lead, Haloke elbowed me, hard, in the side.

“Hey!” I yelled. I stumbled off the path, briefly. A harder shove and I would have tumbled into the forest. Even so, Haloke gained two lengths on me.

That’s exactly what she wanted.

But not for long.

In less than a heartbeat, I was back on the path and running behind her, and this time I was energized by pure anger. Maybe that was the shove I needed. Haloke did me a favor.

I got close enough to reach for her braid.

Cheater! I screamed inside my head. The girl is a cheater.

But I didn’t yank her braid.

I got mad.

Consumed with new rage, my legs ran faster across the path. My feet barely made a sound. I was practically flying around the path. Even steady breathing had become optional, if not impossible. I matched Haloke step for step but I didn’t bother to look at her again. I didn’t need to.

Let her see my hair flying past my shoulders when I pass her, I thought. Let her remember that the Daughter of the River People didn’t have to cheat to win a race.

As we ran past the halfway point, the crowd’s roar grew louder and less muffled.

Lobo’s barks filled the air again.


I looked toward the finish line and saw a river of faces and colors. It was as if the Apache cheered with one voice and watched with only one pair of eyes. They shook their fists and leapt into the air, waiting for Haloke and me to cross the finish line.

With sweat streaming down my face, I searched the faces for the only one that mattered.

Off to the side, behind Manaba, Honovi stood leaning against a long bow, his face uncharacteristically pale. He used the bow like a crutch. He smiled and raised his fist over the shoulders of strangers when his eyes met mine.

Was it my imagination? Was I hallucinating? Did I really see him? Was he truly standing there, waiting? Watching? Cheering?

“Honovi,” I whispered.

I blinked. Then I ran faster, harder. I couldn’t lose. I wouldn’t lose Honovi.

The crowd’s roar overpowered the pounding inside my chest, the beating at my temples. I pushed harder till my calves burned. I wanted to scream in agony and jubilation. I just needed one more step, one extra step, to beat the Apache girl.

I saw the finish line and I stretched my neck forward. I couldn’t stop. I leapt into the waiting crowd as if I was diving into the deep end of a river. Instead of Honovi, I ran into the waiting arms of the Apache, my heart thundering so hard against my chest that I thought it would split in two.

The Apache arms reached for me, helped me stand, even when my chest begged for more air.

For the first time since I’d arrived in their village, the Apache started to chant my name. “Aiyana! Aiyana!” they yelled. I felt their hands slapping my back as they chanted.

That’s when I knew I’d won the first challenge. I’d won the race.

I looked frantically for Honovi despite the sweat clouding my eyes but the Apache arms held me captive.

I searched for him through their arms but Honovi was gone.

Instead of Honovi, I found Manaba’s face in the crowd. He stared back at me with his wide, night-black eyes. His head tilted and the corner of his mouth turned up in a smile.

It was probably the closest thing to praise he ever gave.

***

After helping myself to cool water from a clay bowl, I followed Manaba’s wives to their windowless house. There was no time for rest. The second challenge began immediately.

My heart continued to pound like a drumbeat. That’s because I feared the second challenge most of all.

Mercifully, only a small crowd followed us and they remained outside Manaba’s house. Even Olathe’s children stayed outside, although the hushed, curious voices seeped through the animal skins as easily as water over sand. I was finally thankful their home lacked windows from prying eyes.

The second challenge would be judged by Manaba’s wives and was, I assumed, as much a test about the three of us getting along as it was about my ability to weave a basket. I wasn’t worried about Doli but Olathe petrified me. She treated me like an unwelcome pet.

Before the second challenge began, I wanted Diego to stay as translator but he disappeared with Lobo after the race, presumably in search of more elk meat and mountain berry wine to fill his belly.


“After tomorrow,” he told me coolly. “My business with the Apache is finished. But don’t worry, Aiyana,” he added in a gloating tone that made my nostrils flare. He patted the pouch of shiny stones in his shirt pocket. “I’ll be back. Count on it.”

Olathe and Doli gathered all of the necessary tools needed for the basket making challenge and laid them on a mat next to their fire: a clay bowl filled with water, a stone knife, a bone awl, a stack of tree bark, moistened willow leaves, a pile of pine needles, and long thin strips of deerskin. My temples throbbed at this challenge, more than from the race against Haloke. Despite Gaho’s best efforts to teach me, I’d never woven one entire basket. I used to think that weaving them was tiresome and silly. Why sit inside making baskets when there was a river to swim or rocks to explore? Chenoa used to tease me about my lopsided, unfinished creations. I usually tossed them into the fire when it was clear they could serve no useful purpose. And I didn’t care. Not really. Now I’d have given anything to hear my mother’s patient instructions once again, instructions that were passed down from her mother and her mother’s mother before her. Instructions that I never took seriously.

I knelt before the tools and took a deep breath to steady myself.

Olathe and Doli sat on other side, watching my clumsy fingers warily through their long eyelashes. Studying me.

That made it worse.

Finally, Doli nodded and said something in a soothing tone. Olathe simply sighed and shook her head as if her decision on the second challenge had already been made.

But then Doli reached for my hand to stop it from shaking just as Olathe said something sharp that made us both flinch.

Doli returned her hands to her lap, reluctantly, as my fingers continued to tremble and fumble.

I swallowed, hard, and then lifted my chin. I took a deep breath and then reached for the first piece of bark. At least I knew what to do with the bark. I would use it to serve as the basket’s base. I pressed it between my hands, as if to show that I knew what I was doing, but Olathe’s pinched lips told me that I was only trying her limited patience.

Then I reached for willow leaves soaking in a shallow clay bowl. They were long and thin and bent easily in my hands. Doli and Olathe sucked back a collective breath, as if to say that I was on the right path.

But then what?

My anxious eyes met Doli’s. Her eyes drifted to the bone awl.

I picked up the bone awl and flicked the sharp tip with my fingernail.

A hint of a smile flashed across Doli’s lips, and I sat higher on my knees. Slowly, I reached for the deerskin strips. They were no wider than my pinky.

Again, Doli’s eyes smiled back at mine as my hand lingered over them, pretending to choose the finest one.

I chose the thinnest one on the bottom. Carefully, I placed the deerskin strip in one hand and the bone awl in the other. The bone awl was cold in my hand. I knew that I was supposed to thread the deerskin, but how? What was the technique that Gaho had showed me? Was it a stitch? A coil? Did I simply wrap it around one end of the awl? And why couldn’t I have paid attention when she showed me all those times around our hearth? Why couldn’t I have listened, just one time?


Awkwardly, I wrapped the deerskin around one end of the bone awl. Doli’s shoulders caved forward with the anxious breath that she held inside her chest. Olathe’s eyes rolled backwards again with obvious disgust.

That’s when my hands dropped to my knees.

The tools spilled across the dirt, the bone awl rolled toward the fire. Before I reached for them, tears landed on my hands.

Who was I trying to fool? I couldn’t make a basket. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not ever. I’d have had better luck plucking a Sky Wanderer from the sky with my bare hands.

My hands felt thick and clumsy, my fingers, stiff as the bark.

Doli said something to Olathe. I heard my name but I understood nothing else.

Olathe said something back but her tone lacked its usual sharpness.

I sniffed, wiped my nose and cheeks with the back of my hand, and then reached again for the bone awl and the deerskin.

Don’t give up, I told myself. Try again. You must try again.

But the second time, Doli’s small hands reached for mine. Her fingers were slender and smooth. She covered my hands with hers. Then she said something to Olathe.

Olathe sighed heavily, shook her head, but finally placed her hands over Doli’s. Olathe’s fingers were long and slightly more wrinkled than ours. We huddled together, saying nothing, our hands joined over the tools.

At first, I didn’t understand. What were they trying to do? Did they want me to stop? Was my clumsiness with their tools too painful to watch? Did they want me to give up?

But then Doli’s small hands guided mine, first to the bone awl and then to the deerskin while Olathe’s hands reached for the willows. She sprinkled them with more water from the clay bowl when they had become dry.

Carefully, Doli’s hands moved over mine as she helped my fingers to wrap the deerskin around the bone awl. With our other hands, we wrapped the deerskin around six pine needles.

I watched the process, mesmerized. Their hands became my hands.

And Doli’s hands were magical. Her fingers knew exactly how to tie and wrap and stitch. Silently, they guided mine as if our hands were joined as one, not two. Before we had to stoke the fire, the three of us stitched the first coil. The basket had begun to take shape.

I smiled at Doli after the first coil, grateful. And then I looked tentatively at Olathe. I nodded at her and was rewarded with a small nod—no smile, but a nod.

As we worked above the basket, Doli and Olathe talked softly and I listened. I didn’t understand their words but the gentle sound of their voices helped to ease the tightness in my chest. They were sisters, after all. Sisters helped each other; they stuck by each other no matter what. No matter how painful.

As I listened to their voices, I thought about Chenoa. I couldn’t help it. I saw her face in my mind and I heard the sound of her sweet voice inside my head. She was a lot like Doli, gentle and kind, whereas I was more like Olathe, stubborn and impatient. We really weren’t so different, Olathe and I. Perhaps that’s why we didn’t get along.

Too soon, the conversation stopped. The basket was finished.

And I was almost sad when we were done. I liked listening to Doli and Olathe, the way their soft voices and airy laughter bounced up and down like water bubbling in shallow creek pools.


Our basket was wide and mostly flat and no higher than my hand. The coils were a mixture of soft browns and greens from the bark and the pine needles. Willow leaves wrapped around the pine needles in a simple but straight pattern. It was quite possibly the most beautiful basket I’d ever seen, all thanks to Doli and Olathe.

Silent, we sat back on our knees, examining our handiwork as embers glowed in the fire. Tears flowed down my cheeks again, not at the basket, but when I looked gratefully into the faces of Doli and Olathe. Their cheeks shined in the firelight.

“Thank you,” I said, my voice cracking. “Thank you, sisters.”

They nodded and smiled, even Olathe, if only reluctantly.

Suddenly Manaba’s house didn’t feel so suffocating. Instead of dreary, the fire that always burned in the center gave the house and their faces a welcoming glow.

As Olathe was about to stand, I reached for her forearm, urgent. “Wait,” I said, pulling her back. “Please. I have something for you.”

Olathe sat back on her knees, confused. She looked at Doli. But Doli smiled and shrugged her shoulders.

Carefully, I reached for the knot behind my neck. I untied Gaho’s necklace and laid it gently in my lap. I slipped off two of the precious white shells.

I knew that they wouldn’t understand my words, but I said them anyway. “This necklace belongs to my mother,” I said. “It belonged to her mother and her mother’s mother before her. I’d like each of you to have a shell as my gift. It will keep us connected always.”

In both hands, I presented the first shell to Doli.

Doli shook her head. She tried to push hers back but I pressed it gently against her chest. “No,” I said. “Please. I insist. Please keep it.”

Slowly, Doli opened her hand and accepted the shell.

In both hands, I gave the second shell to Olathe.

Olathe nodded at me and smiled as she studied my shell in the palm of her hand. She said something to me in a soft voice that I didn’t understand. But then she removed her own necklace before threading the white shell between the other shiny red and yellow stones that lined her beautiful necklace.

And so, in a strange way, we became sisters in the firelight at the unlikeliest of times. In the unlikeliest of places.

Then Olathe rose from the mat and walked to the flap at the door. When she lifted it, the sky, incredibly, had already turned a darker shade of blue. The sky would be black soon and I would have to leave for the forest to complete the final challenge. The cold outside air that invaded the house made me shiver. Olathe said something that I didn’t understand but I assumed she was going to find Manaba and tell him the good news about our basket.

While I was alone with Doli, I grabbed her hand, urgently. “Please, Doli. There’s something I need for you to do for me. You’ve been so kind.” My voice cracked. “I don’t know who else to ask.”

Doli stared back at me, wide-eyed. Frightened.

Quickly, I removed another white shell from my necklace. I pressed it to my heart and then I said, “Honovi. I need you to give this to Honovi. Can you do that? Do you understand?” My eyes searched hers. “No one will let me see him. You’re my only chance.”

At first she shook her head and my throat tightened.

But I persisted. “Please,” I said. “You must understand. You must help me. Please, Doli. Please.” I placed the white shell against my chest, over my heart. “Honovi,” I said again. “Honovi.”


“Honovi,” Doli said. Her voice struggled to wrap around Honovi’s name. But she said it. And some of the anxiety drained from her eyes.

“Yes,” I said, smiling through more tears. “Honovi. Please give it to him.” I nodded over her head in the direction of the healer’s house.

Did she understand? Would she do it?

“Give,” Doli said, although I wasn’t completely certain if she understood or if she was merely repeating my words. But then she said, “Doli give.” She held the second shell between her hands and made a show of giving it to me.

I nodded, hopeful.

And then I threw my arms around her, my new sister, as more of my tears sprinkled on her shoulder. I bit my lower lip to choke back desperate sobs.

Doli stroked the back of my head, rocking me gently in her arms, as my breathing slowed.

She might not have understood my words but I had to believe that Doli understood my meaning. That hope was all that I had left.








Chapter Twenty



Olathe and Doli made a proud display of showing off our basket in front of Manaba and the rest of the Apache.

I had to admit, even I was proud. Odder, I began to feel less like a stranger. I wondered whether with more time if I could actually feel like I belonged. It was tempting.

I smiled as I watched their faces, particularly the other Apache women, as they touched and admired the basket. They lifted it against the sunlight, judging its durability. The basket coils were wound perfectly and not a single pine needle or willow leaf was wasted in its creation. When Manaba poured a gush of water from a clay plot through the basket as the final test, not a single drop leaked through. And across the faces and shoulders of his people, I watched a tiny smile flash across Manaba’s face. He meant for me to see it. I’d done well. I’d passed the second challenge.

Only one remained.

After Manaba and his wives slipped back inside their house and the other Apache returned to their own homes and daily activities, I was left uncharacteristically alone outside.

On purpose? Was this another test? I wondered.

Test or not, it wasn’t an opportunity I intended to waste.

I walked to the other end of the village to the healer’s house. Heavy smoke continued to billow in grey and white clouds from the hole at the top. Another Apache, a broader one with an even sterner face, stood guard at the entrance. It was so tempting to simply walk past him and march right into the healer’s house and demand to see Honovi, but I knew how my efforts would be rewarded. It would only end badly. I would be labeled a foolish girl and banished to Manaba’s house until my third challenge began. Or worse, perhaps I would be beaten.

And I couldn’t take the chance of angering the healer or Manaba, not when I was so close. No, I needed to rely on Doli to deliver my shell to Honovi. Honovi would understand its meaning.

So instead I walked in a large circle around the healer’s house, picturing Honovi inside. Was he sleeping? Awake? Was he better? Was that his face at the race? Or was I dizzy from exhaustion?

Instead of stopping, I walked past the healer’s house till I reached the last row of dwellings closest to the creek. I proceeded to the furthest end of the creek near the waterfall for some privacy and a bath.

It was there that I found him, sitting propped up against a willow tree, sleeping.

Diego.

He was snoring. Loudly. The sounds from his mouth and nose drowned out most of the gentle babble from the creek. His lips fluttered and sputtered whenever he drew back a breath. He sounded just like an ornery javalina.

Diego’s long legs were extended and crossed casually at the ankles. His feet were bare; his boots sat next to the tree. His arms hung haphazardly at his sides as if they had grown tired of hugging his growing girth. His dusty black hat covered the front of his face, and Lobo was missing. There was no one else near the tree except Diego and me.

I stood at his feet, watching. Waiting for him to stir. But only his lips sputtered from all of his snoring and wheezing.

Carefully, I crept to his side and studied his shirt. It was dotted with elk fat and berry stains and I grimaced. He snored like javalina and ate like one, too. His belly rolled over his belt with each exhale. He looked like a bloated fish.


I crouched over him, lower, studying his opened shirt.

And I barely allowed myself a breath when I saw it: the pouch filled with shiny stones. It peeked at me from inside his shirt.

It would be so easy, I thought.

My eyes darted alongside the creek.

Empty.

And then past the tree.

There wasn’t a single Apache anywhere.

Just Diego and me. And his pouch of precious stones.

I swallowed, hard.

Carefully, my fingertips felt the opening of his shirt. The fabric was rough like sand and smelled of smoke and sweat like the rest of him. My nose tickled from his stench but I didn’t dare breathe too deeply.

Slowly, quietly, I opened his shirt wider with the bottom of my thumb, till the pouch was almost completely exposed. I grazed it with my fingertips. I could feel the outline of the hard stones inside.

Suddenly, Diego snorted and my hand snapped back.

What would I say if he suddenly woke? My mind raced. Manaba suddenly requires a translator?

But Diego’s snorting returned to steady snoring and I had to squeeze my eyes shut for a heartbeat to regain my nerve. Then I watched his shiny wine-stained lips part with each breath.

It would be so easy…

I just need to get close enough.

My fingertips reached for the pouch again. It rose and fell on his chest, light as sand. With my thumb and forefinger, I slowly, carefully, quietly, began to slide it away from his shirt.

At first, I barely moved it the width of a tiny black hair on his chest.

But then I got braver when most of the pouch was exposed. I slid it to the middle of his chest, careful not to let it rest too heavy against his skin and startle him.

I smiled when I had the pouch squarely in my palm. I lifted it, just as his chest exhaled from another breath. I smiled at the pouch. The deerskin was dusty and dirty, exactly like his shirt, but inside it contained everything I needed.

Clutching the pouch in my hand, I began to back away from his body, first one toe, then the ball of my foot, then my heel, over twigs and pebbles, never making the slightest sound. It was like I became a cloud, weightless and silent. Even Honovi would be impressed.

Honovi.

All of the triumph in my smile disappeared.

Just as Diego stirred.

As his lips slapped together, I leapt behind the tree, wincing when I landed too heavy on a twig.

Crack!

The dry stick broke in two underneath my foot.

The tree, mercifully, was wide enough to hide me completely. I crouched behind it, waiting, hoping, begging Hunab Ku to protect me.

But then I smiled at the sky when Diego’s snores returned, drowning out all the other sounds around us.


Just as I was about to turn on tiptoe for Manaba’s house, a sliver of something shiny flashed across my eyes. It poked out from Diego’s shoe. And it baited me for a closer look.

Curious, I bent closer for a better look.

It was Diego’s knife, the one with a shiny point and handle as smooth as Gaho’s skin.

The knife that almost killed Honovi.

A quiet rage brewed all over again inside my chest when I remembered Diego’s cold hands on my skin and how they wrapped so cruelly around Honovi’s neck.

I had to have it.

The knife would be useful, too, I thought quickly, suppressing the memory of that night, mostly to stay calm. There will come a wiser time for revenge.

Sucking back a breath, I slinked backwards around the tree, one toe at a time. My skin grazed the raised bark edges until I finally reached Diego’s shoes. Like everything else he wore, his strange black shoes were dusty and stained. Carefully, I bent over his shoe and waited for him to stir. If it was possible, his snores grew louder. Without much additional effort, they could silence the entire forest.

But then, quick as a lightning bolt, I reached inside his shoe and plucked out his knife before Diego inhaled his next greedy breath.

I stuffed the pouch and the knife inside the front of my dress and tightened my belt to hold them against my chest.

And then without so much as another glance at Diego, I raced back to Manaba’s house, my feet barely touching the ground.

Now Diego will need me more than I’ll need him.








Chapter Twenty-One



The final challenge had begun.

Before the orange glow from the sun had almost completely disappeared behind the treetops on Apache Mountain, Manaba and his people gathered at the edge of the clearing that lined the forest. They stood around me in a half-circle. Even Haloke stood with her village to wish me well and nodded when I spotted her.

The air had turned colder for my departure and the howling wind, unfortunately, hadn’t faded with the sun. Manaba stood beside me, his hair flying wildly behind his shoulders, while Olathe and Doli maintained their usual positions on his other side.

Diego stood beside us, waiting, but not really wanting, to continue his role as translator. Maybe it was the way his nostrils flared whenever he looked at me. He didn’t try to hide his anger. No, his bloodshot eyes blazed at me as Manaba spoke.

I expected it.

When Manaba paused, Diego translated, but reluctantly.

Clearly he had discovered, after awakening from his drunken stupor, his missing pouch of precious stones.

And he knew by my tight-lipped smile that I was the thief.

In a satisfying way, having that knowledge over him—that power of having something he desperately needed—made me feel stronger. My chin pointed toward him defiantly as I waited for his translation.

“You must return by the rise of the third moon with enough fresh meat to feed my wives and children,” Diego said. But then he quickly added in almost the same voice, the same flat, steady tone, “I know you stole my stones, Aiyana. I want them back.” It didn’t matter that Diego spoke so openly; the Apache didn’t understand him. As far as Manaba was concerned, Diego was translating his instructions, word for careful word.

I expected Diego’s question and I wouldn’t allow myself to flinch from it. Instead, I reveled in the anxiety that filled his glassy eyes. I continued, in fact, to smile calmly, warmly, even when I said, “You stole much more from me and my people than a handful of gold stones. I’d say that makes us even.”

Diego’s nostrils flared but Manaba spoke again, oblivious.

Diego translated, not that he needed to. I already knew the rules of the third challenge.

“You will be given our best bow and three warrior arrows,” Diego said.

I tugged on the quiver that hugged my back, acknowledging this, but in addition to the three arrows, I hid Diego’s knife at the bottom when no one was looking.

“If you do not return from the forest by the rise of the third moon,” Diego continued, uncharacteristically flustered, “Honovi will be killed.” He cleared his throat and added quickly, as if it was still part of Manaba’s instructions. “Why’d you do it, Aiyana? What do you want from me?”

“I don’t want you to leave this village until I get back,” I said flatly. “Be here when I return and you’ll have your stones.” If Diego left, he would have taken one of the horses, the bigger of the two, after having traded the other one to Manaba. I couldn’t let that happen. I needed his beast.

Diego’s chin pulled back, surprised by my explanation. And then he grinned. “Ah,” he said, as he tugged on the curly hair that covered his chin. “So, it’s me you want then after all, eh? Already giving up on your young Honovi? Well, I’m touched. And honored.” He made a show of bowing his forehead, just slightly.


It was difficult not to spit in Diego’s face. The smarmy grin underneath the glint in his eyes only made me want to do it more. It was just like Diego to be so smug as to think that I’d actually want him—even desire him—after everything he’d done. I was beginning to understand him more than I ever wanted. He was pure evil. Was his village filled with men like him? I couldn’t even fathom it.

I cleared my throat when Diego’s grin refused to fade. “Yes,” I said finally, swallowing. “Something like that.”

“How do I know you’re telling the truth?” Diego said. His eyebrow arched. “How will you know I won’t come after you and claim you and the gold for myself?”

“I don’t need to understand Apache to know that any of Manaba’s warriors, or Manaba himself, will kill you with his own hands if you try to come after me. You see the men who guard the village.” My eyes flickered above us to the two men who stood faithfully on either side of the red cliff that towered over the village. Their eyes never stopped scanning the clearing or the forest for danger. “And you know the rules, Diego. This is my challenge. It’s up to me to return victorious. No one is allowed to help me. Not even an outsider like you.”

Diego tilted his head, considering his dilemma, while Manaba’s eyes narrowed and then darted between Diego and me. He was starting to become suspicious. Ignoring them both, I turned to Olathe and Doli. I extended my arms. Doli smiled warmly and stepped forward. She hugged me immediately and kissed my cheek. Reluctantly, she let me go.

Then I tugged playfully on my bearskin cape and nodded to Olathe over Doli’s shoulder. “Thank you for lending me your beautiful cape, Olathe. I am sure it will keep me warm when the night grows colder.”

Olathe nodded. Her children, Leotie and Nascha, the same ones who shared my sleeping mat and kept me warm at night, peered at me curiously from behind her legs. I winked at them and they giggled.

I turned back to Doli, the one person I hated leaving most of all. In so many ways, she reminded me of Chenoa. Her eyes leaked more tears and my throat thickened. “Thank you for the extra deerskins.” I glanced down at my wrapped feet, grateful. My voice cracked slightly. “My toes will never feel the chill.”

Doli nodded but then, carefully, I pulled her close so that my lips touched her ear. I whispered, “Did you give my shell to Honovi?” Slowly, I pulled away and tried to read her expressive eyes. Her lashes practically touched her thick eyebrows. I knew that she didn’t understand my words but I figured that her eyes, certainly, would tell me what I needed to know most of all.

Doli nodded again, once, and I had to bite down on my lower lip to hide my excitement. She did it! She saw Honovi! I knew I could count on my Apache sister.

She hugged me again and whispered something in my own language against my ear. “Honovi come. Honovi wait,” she added with some difficulty. The words were not easy for her and my arms stiffened around her.

Come? Wait? What did she mean?

I pulled back and swallowed again as Doli slipped away from my arms. Her fingertips were the last that I felt. Unfortunately there was no time to ask for a clearer explanation or new words that would make more sense. And certainly asking Diego for a translation was out of the question.

Behind me, Manaba spoke again, louder, and my back straightened.


He handed me a wooden bow that was almost as tall as I was. I reached for it with one hand. I knew that it was one of the finest wooden bows crafted in his village. His voice boomed across the clearing one last time, slicing through the wind, as his hair whipped behind him.

“It’s time,” Diego translated. “You must enter the forest before dark.”

I turned back toward Manaba and the rest of the Apache. Manaba spoke again.

“May the Creator protect you,” Diego said and Manaba nodded. “What about my stones, Aiyana?” Diego added, careful not to let his urgency expose him.

I didn’t answer, not right away.

Instead, I turned and began to walk the rest the way across the clearing, surprising him. The trees stretched so densely before me that it was already dark inside the forest.

“Fear not,” I said to Diego as I faced the darkness. “Just look for one of my white necklace shells.” I said over my shoulder without meeting his eyes. “When you find my shell, you’ll find your pouch.” I didn’t bother to tell him where.

“Can you at least give me a hint?” Diego yelled.

I didn’t answer.

“Aiyana?” Diego’s yelled but his voice sounded small as I abandoned the Apache for the forest. “Aiyana?” he tried again.

I still didn’t answer him. And it felt good.

I smiled as I greeted the forest. The branches from the giant trees opened themselves to me like welcoming arms. I didn’t fear their cold darkness. I didn’t fear solitude.

I started to run.

Behind me, the Apaches shouted words that I didn’t understand. I presumed they shouted best wishes and encouragement for a productive hunt. Amazingly, I heard Doli’s high voice between the cheers. I believe she said, “Come back to us, sister.”

Or maybe that’s what I wanted to hear as I raced straight into the unknown.

***

I’d already decided where to run first.

Despite the weight of the bearskin on my shoulders, I didn’t slow. I had to race against what little was left of the sun to reach the ridge halfway down the mountain where Diego almost killed Honovi. It seemed a fitting spot, a reminder to Diego that he failed.

I wanted to find the same tree where Diego placed his hands around Honovi’s neck.

As I ran, the sun peeked through the dense leafy branches in golden slivers, but barely. In the muted light, the branches shone greener, the ground and rocks, blacker. Tiny puffs of white surrounded my face with each breath. Even so, even in the darkening forest, my body felt strong, like I could run forever.

But I only had three suns.

There would be no need to hunt till dawn. Till then, the only thing I wanted to do was purge myself of Diego’s pouch in a fitting place.

By the time I reached it, the forest had grown dark. The winds had stopped and through the treetops I could see the faint light from the earliest Sky Wanderers. Quickly, I found a thin, smooth branch and started a fire. I placed my bow carefully beside me, not bothering to remove the quiver from my back.

There was barely any light left from which to work.

Thankfully, my fire pit was already dug and filled with grey-white ash from our last fire. I gathered a handful of dry twigs and pine needles and tried to ignore the tracks in the dirt where Diego dragged me by the hair and Honovi by the neck.


I considered throwing Diego’s precious pouch over the side of the mountain and listening as it splattered on the boulders below. But then my palms busied themselves as I rubbed two sticks inside the hole and waited for the glow at the bottom of the stick. The fire started easily.

Then I reasoned that burying the stones would be wiser. Safer.

Smarter.

As the fire grew, I stoked it with more twigs and dried leaves, relieved as much for the warmth as for the company of a soft glow beneath the trees.

I rose from the fire and dug another hole. This time, I dug underneath the tree where Diego tied Honovi. My fingers scraped angrily at the cold dirt when I remembered the way Diego’s eyes gloated as Honovi’s eyes turned almost completely lifeless.

I shuddered at the memory.

Instead, I focused on Honovi’s bright face and soft kisses the night we slept alongside the stream, our arms threaded around each other, at the bottom of the mountain that reached to the sky. It was the night I fell in love with my dearest, oldest friend.

The night Diego almost took him away from me, too.

I dug harder and faster, picturing Diego’s smug smile and bloodshot eyes. I dug until I carved a hole deep enough to bury his pouch of shiny stones.

Then I reached behind my shoulders and loosened the straps from the quiver that tied across my back. Carefully, I removed the three arrows and slipped my hand inside to the bottom. Like the bow, the three arrows were expertly crafted from the finest wood and the tips drew blood from the slightest prick.

I placed the arrows beside my bow. Then I pulled Diego’s knife from the quiver. It was heavy in my hand and gleamed in the firelight. I imagined the lives he had ended with it.

Quickly, I slipped it behind my belt. Then I felt for the deerskin pouch at the bottom of the quiver. The pouch was round and lumpy and molded easily in my palm. It rattled softly when I shook it.

Curious, I opened it. None of the stones were any bigger than a dove’s egg and each was about as heavy as one, too. And there were stones for almost every color in the forest—bright red, deep green, pale yellow—all except for a few. The golden ones shimmered in the firelight like the sun, the brightest of them all. I put one of these rocks up to the light and turned it in my fingers.

“He’d leave his village and kill men he didn’t know, all for a handful of rocks?” I said aloud, examining the stone. It didn’t seem fathomable that the lives of my people were less important than a dusty deerskin pouch of shiny stones.

I tightened the strings, closed the pouch, and tossed it inside my fresh hole like it was suddenly on fire. I spit in the hole. And with it I buried Diego, too. Forever. He would never harm me or anyone I loved again.

I covered the hole with fresh dirt and patted the surface till it was flat like the ground around it. Then I removed my necklace and removed one of the last remaining white shells. I gently tore off another tassel from the bottom of Gaho’s deerskin, which had been washed and returned to me by Doli and Olathe, and threaded it through the shell. I stood below the tree and reached for a branch dangling just above my head. I pulled it toward me. The branch was no thicker than my thumb. I threaded the tassel around the branch and tied it so the shell hung just above my head.

Standing underneath the branch, I looked up at my white shell. Against the green branches and dark-brown trunk, it would be impossible to miss.


“Good,” I said, brushing the dirt from my hands. “Done.”

Then I sat next to the fire close to the tree. The branches were thick enough to shelter me from some of the wind. I took a small sip from the water pouch hanging on my belt. It was all the water I had for three days.

The only thing left to do was listen to the wails from distant coyotes and hope that I could sleep until the sun rose again.

***

I awoke to my stomach’s growl. After four days of feasting on elk meat and berry wine, it didn’t seem possible that I’d lay claim to hunger again.

My fire had been reduced to smoldering ash but I was still toasty underneath Olathe’s bearskin.

Not for long.

Quickly, I removed my belt and set about the task of making a snare to catch a rabbit. I couldn’t take the chance of damaging one of my three arrows, or worse, losing one, and I was sure that I’d need at least three to bring down a deer.

Between two sage bushes, I hung my belt across two branches, low enough for a jack rabbit. And I only needed one rabbit, even more for its fat that I would rub all over my face and arms. “The more you smell like an animal, the easier it will be to hunt,” Honovi told me the first time we hunted mule deer together, an endless lifetime of moons ago. At first I had thought Honovi was teasing, trying to see if a girl would do it. I remember thinking, Who wants to rub greasy animal fat on their face? But when Honovi and I watched a family of mule deer on the boulders above the river, they crept by us like we weren’t even there. All because of a little animal fat.

I held one end of my belt taught in my hand and waited with my snare, everything but my eyes hidden beneath my bearskin. The forest was filled with more jack rabbits than I’d ever seen in the desert, and as long as I remained motionless, I hoped that I wouldn’t need to wait long.

I was right.

Before the morning sky had a chance to turn from grey to blue, an unsuspecting plump rabbit with brown and black speckles walked right over my belt snare like it was part of the forest. I snapped my belt, catching the rabbit’s neck easily inside the loop. Its round eyes, mercifully, closed quickly.

With Diego’s knife, I prepared the rabbit and then hung it from a branch over my fire. I used a flat rock to catch the fat drippings, what little there was from a rabbit that was half as big as my forearm. Still, a few tender pieces of rabbit meat were all that I needed to quiet the growls inside my stomach.

After I ate, I prepared for the hunt.

I’d already decided that elk were too big and bear were too dangerous. And the Apache would howl with laughter if I dared return with a skinny coyote or a couple of rabbits.

No, I’d have to bring Manaba a deer to save Honovi, a deer for his life. It was a strange trade. But, sadly, it was the only way.

Fortunately, Honovi taught me well how to handle a spear and a bow and arrow. He even told me once that I hunted just as well as most of the other White Ant boys. He said, “Your arms might not be as thick, Aiyana, but you’re fast and you’re patient. Patience is what matters most of all.”

After smothering my face and arms with sticky rabbit fat, I was ready.


I tightened my belt and secured my knife. I adjusted the quiver on my back so that I could readily reach for my arrows.

With one hand clutched around my smooth bow, I walked deeper into the forest, hoping that I wouldn’t need to travel too far from the Apache village. The further I hunted, the further I’d have to carry the deer that would save Honovi’s life.

My feet stepped gingerly over twigs and rocks, careful not to disturb the forest or, worse, fall. I stayed close to the tall grasses and thick shrubs where the trees thinned, looking for signs. Finally, when the sun began to dip just past the treetops, I found shiny droppings that looked like black stones. They were too small to belong to the elk.

And they were fresh.

I smiled.

I crouched lower behind the grasses, scanning the forest. I tilted my head to block out the wind. I removed one bow from my quiver, just in case. I crouched just beneath the grasses, waiting, until my legs grew numb.

It was all for naught.

As the sun faded, my stomach began to tighten. I’d hunted and found nothing.

***

I spent the second moon in a cave on the side of a cliff that was just big enough for me and a small fire. It had an unobstructed view of a clearing below and protected me from the wind. I only slept in fitful spurts so that I wouldn’t miss when the sky turned from black to a misty grey. Dawn and dusk were always the best times to hunt.

I ate a handful of blue-black berries from a nearby thicket and didn’t bother to snare another rabbit or even a squirrel. I was too anxious.

In the clearing below, I spotted a small herd, no more than a handful. From where I watched, I wasn’t sure if they were elk or deer. Their coats were too similar, greys and browns.

Quickly, I ran down to the clearing along a rocky path that snaked along the cliff. I ran lightly on the balls of my feet so as not to scatter the herd. When I reached the bottom, the buck and his does still grazed on the wispy grasses in the clearing as if they were the only animals on the mountain. The grasses hid me as I crouched to my knees, watching. The wind was kind enough to blow through the grasses in the herd’s direction. My skin still reeked of rabbit fat.

Slowly, barely breathing, I crept below the grasses, my bow clutched in one hand, an arrow ready in the other. I moved but I was barely moving. When I breathed, I only drew air through my nose. The slightest crack from a twig, a strange tilt of a blade of grass, even a growl from my stomach would alert the herd. And I couldn’t take the chance.

I finally got close enough to see that one buck stood vigil over four does with three fawns scattered between them. They grazed lazily on the tall grasses in the clearing. They had greyish brown coats and white, bushy tails with white circles around their eyes; another white patch of fur lined their muzzles. Their ears weren’t as large as the mule deer I had hunted nor were they as big, but I took some comfort in knowing that if I took one of the does, the remaining ones would still care for all of the fawns.

I swallowed hard and crept closer, peering at the herd in the grasses. They moved so gracefully, extending their long necks and burrowing their muzzles in the grass.

The sun was just starting to rise over my back. I had a perfect view of one of the does; she stood on the edge of the herd with one of the fawns at her side. She was the smallest doe, but big enough to feed Manaba and his family.


Silently, I balanced my arrow against the bow. I closed one eye, lining up the arrow with my thumb and forefinger. I had a clear shot of the doe. Just as I started to stand above the grasses with my bow pulled back, the buck’s tail shot straight up in alarm. Every face in the herd rose and stared in my direction.

With a loud inhale, I leapt up from my crouched position and pulled back my arrow as far as it would go. The bow string sprung forward like a rattlesnake, hissing against my ear. The arrow sailed straight for the doe, but she was too quick. I only managed to sink my arrow in her rump when I was aiming for her chest.

The entire herd charged from the clearing for the shadows at the edges of the forest. I ran after them, never taking my eyes off the doe. She was stunned, but not injured. And she also had one of my arrows embedded in her backside.

I ran after them but it didn’t matter. They were too fast and leapt over rocks and sage brush like they had wings. Before my next heartbeat, the herd ran for the safety of the forest. I followed anyway.

At first, the herd climbed higher into the forest. Their hooves clunked collectively against the rock and sunk where the dirt turned soft. My legs burned as I struggled to keep up. It was like chasing after a whirlwind. If not for their tracks and the steady clip-clip of their hooves, I might have lost them.

We climbed until we reached another clearing atop another ridge of the Apache Mountain. Their mountain seemed to stretch unendingly into the blue sky.

By the time I reached the new clearing, my heart and temples pounded loud enough to drown out the birds and wind that circled around me. I stopped only briefly to check my bow and arrows, fingering the knife behind my belt, my water pouch. Everything was still in place. And despite the frigid, thin mountain air, I was sweating as if the Season of Longer Days had returned early to the Apache Mountain.

I reached behind my back for another arrow and, after blowing into my clammy hand, ran in the direction of the herd. They had scattered to the middle of the clearing, and I would need to take another shot at the doe before they climbed higher. It could be my last chance.

On the flat ground, I was able to run fast again after the herd. I pictured Haloke in front of me, her braid flying backwards, after having thrust her pointy elbow in my side. And then I pictured Honovi, his eyes locked onto mine, hidden behind the cheering Apache faces.

Energized, I ran faster.

I ran till I finally got close enough to see their tails twitching. The injured doe lagged well behind the others, my arrow still piercing her rump. Her fawn had already caught up to the other does, perhaps realizing its fate.

Near the middle of the clearing, they stopped to graze. Only the buck anxiously raised his head between each mouthful. His tail twitched as he chewed. I crept beneath the grasses again, one small step at a time, sweat pouring down my forehead and into my eyes. I studied the herd’s movements through the green slivers, careful not to frighten them again. I finally got so close that I could see the white patches along the doe’s stomach dotting her greyish brown coat. She would prove worthy to the Apache.

Barely creeping along a hair’s breadth at a time, I dragged my tongue across my dry lips, waiting for the perfect moment. Like the others, the doe grazed on the grasses but her movements had already turned sluggish. And the rest of the herd was starting to pull away from her, even the buck.


Peaking just above the grass, I closed one eye and ignored the sweat trickling from my forehead. I pulled back my second arrow and this time aimed at the doe’s chest. When I let go of the bow, the arrow flew across the clearing but only managed to graze the top of the doe’s head. The herd started to run again.

“No!” I said and frowned as the herd began to flee. I should have taken more time. I was too anxious. I had only one arrow left. And the sun was already well over my head.

There was no time to retrieve the second arrow.

Instead, I dashed after the herd, their white tails still poking above the grasses. They ran deeper into the forest but the thick pine trees made running fast almost impossible. Like me, they were too busy dodging the tree trunks that interrupted their path. But I still kept my eye on the doe. Incredibly, she still ran fast, despite the bright red blood that soaked her coat.

I chased behind her. When I reached behind my back for the last arrow in my quiver, my heart and breath competed mercilessly inside my chest. Still running, I aimed my last arrow at her neck.

This was my last chance.

With one eye closed, I pulled back the arrow inside the bow and watched it fly through a rare sliver of open forest. This time it landed squarely on the back of the doe’s neck.

She reared and then froze when the arrow pierced her skin. She wailed softly to the herd but the buck and the others kept running. They had no choice. Unexpectedly, my throat thickened as I watched her sink to the ground. Her front legs pushed and flailed but she couldn’t lift herself up. Finally, she just lay there, waiting.

When I approached her, her round eyes were wide and anxious as they tracked my movements. The arrow in her neck had broken in two when she crashed to the ground. I dropped to her side and carefully put her head in my lap. The fur around her head was soft. She moaned softly between my hands. Her eyelids grew heavy.

I stroked the soft spot between her eyes. “Thank you, Mother Doe, for providing me with life,” I said as a mixture of my tears and sweat sprinkled on her face. I watched as her chest slowed. “I promise that your fur will provide warmth when the nights are cold and your fine meat will feed a village. I will never forget you. Your spirit will live in the Apache people. Your spirit will always live in me.”

Just as her eyelashes closed over her eyes, blood began to drip in a thin line down her neck and pool on the ground.

I looked past her deeper into the forest as the last breath shuddered through her body.

Sunlight streaked the forest floor in thin lines even though the sun still burned brightly. I had traveled far from the Apache village.

And now that I had my precious doe, I had to deliver it to Manaba.

***

I sliced three sturdy pine branches as thick as my arm with Diego’s knife.

I wrapped the ends together and then laid the doe on top. I decided to drag her back to the Apache. It was the only way. She was small for a doe and almost as heavy as I was.

With my hands behind my back and my quiver and bow still threaded through my arms, I grabbed the long end of the tied branches and began to drag the doe across the rest of the clearing. Once I reached the forest, I had to drag her over rocks and sticks, sometimes stopping to move some of the larger branches out of the way when there was no other way to avoid them. My arms and legs ached but I kept walking, dragging the doe behind me, one determined step at a time.


I walked until the last of the sun completely faded from the sky. Then I stopped and waited for the Sky Wanderers. Beneath their muted glow, I walked a little further until my arms turned numb. When I finally stopped, the skin around my neck and back burned and tingled like I was covered in red ants.

Exhausted and sore, I built a fire, the biggest one I could manage, if nothing to ward off the coyotes or worse. Surely they smelled the blood of my doe. My hands shook as I stoked the fire, not from fright, but from dragging her.

As I watched the fire and listened for danger, I kept my knife in one hand and my bow and arrow at my side, the arrow saved from my doe’s rump. An owl hooted somewhere above me as my eyes turned blurry and threatened to close.

Thankfully, the throbbing in my arms and legs kept me awake till first light. And as soon as the sky turned from black to grey, I stumbled to my feet and began the slow march again.

I took only a few sips from my water pouch before I dragged the doe higher into the Apache Mountain. After a while, I didn’t hear sounds and barely saw color through my blurry eyes. Everything blended into one dull color; all the sounds were the same. Light was the only thing that mattered. I raced against it even when it felt like boulders were tied around my legs.

My breathing quickened with new life when the white shell from my necklace caught my eye. It sparkled at me through my hair which fell in wet, tangled clumps about my face. The shell captured a ray from the early sun and dangled from the lower branch of the pine tree, exactly where I left it. It gave me hope. It meant I was close to Manaba and his village.

And closer to saving Honovi.

Just past where I hung the white shell, the wooden branches holding my doe cracked from her weight. They split apart, leaving her body limp and heavy on the ground. And there was no time to construct another.

I had to carry the doe the rest of the way.

I don’t know how I managed it or where I found my last burst of strength but somehow, without much thought, I squatted next to the doe. Then I rolled her frame behind my shoulders, holding her front legs in one hand and her rear hooves and the bow in the other. When I stood, I thought my knees would crush but her weight propelled me forward.

I grunted loudly for the first few unsteady steps, so loud that my voice thundered in agony. I’d never carried anything so heavy. I’d never felt so much pain in every part of my body.

But just when it seemed impossible, my legs plodded forward.

In my delirium, faces and voices flashed in front of me—Chenoa, Sinopa, Gaho, Ituha, but best of all Honovi. Each one told me to keep walking, that I was close, so close. But it was Honovi who told me, “Just one more step, Aiyana. One more, then another. You’re strong. You can do it.” His face was clear, so clear to me. He was standing in front of me, motioning me forward with his hand, smiling.

And then, somehow, I finally reached the edge of the smooth clearing that separated the Apache village from the forest. My feet felt it before I saw it. My eyes clouded. My lips were cracked and I couldn’t swallow. The smell of my own sweat, blood, and even death preceded me.

From the top of the cliff, the Apache guards bellowed my name. “Aiyana!” My name echoed in the village below like it belonged there. “Aiyana!” they yelled again. I craned my neck to see the shadows of their faces, but the weight of the doe kept my head wedged downwards.

I walked another step, and then another, till my legs could move no more. My head began to spin when I crashed forward on my knees. My arms fell to my sides, and the weight of the doe smothered me in sweat and blood.


Everything went completely black.








Chapter Twenty-Two



Soft lips and warm breath brushed against my ear. “Aiyana?” someone whispered. Then lips swept against my cheek, coaxing me awake.

“Yes?” I mumbled, struggling against blurriness that covered my eyes. Was this the World Beyond, the one Yuma always described in his stories? Was I being summoned by Hunab Ku?

“Aiyana, please wake up.”

My eyes widened and then blinked abruptly. It wasn’t just any voice whispering next to my ear. The voice belonged to Honovi.

“Honovi?” I lifted my head, only to feel a blast of white light slice across my forehead. It was sharp, like a knife. Diego’s knife? Whatever it was, my head throbbed.

Honovi’s face lowered closer to mine. Our noses almost touched. Through the slits in my eyes, I watched him smile. “Yes, it’s me.”

“Where are we?” I said, lifting myself up again. “Are we home?” Honovi slipped his arm behind my back, supporting my shoulders. I winced from the pressure to my back. It was as if someone had placed a knife in the middle of it.

“You don’t remember?”

I blinked, hard, and cleared away the blurriness. “Yes, I remember. I remember carrying a doe up a mountain, that’s what I remember,” I said, reliving the burn across my shoulders, the numbness in my legs.

“You’re a crazy girl, Aiyana,” Honovi said, but I heard admiration in his voice just as much as frustration. “You should never have done that. It was foolish—”

“It was the only way!” I said, pausing to swallow. “I’d do it again if I had to.” And didn’t he know that he would have been killed if I had failed? Surely someone must have told him. Diego would have reveled in sharing the news.

He sighed then smirked. “Yes, I suppose you would.”

“You would have done the same,” I added.

Honovi had pulled me closer in his arms. His mouth found my ear again, and my skin tingled underneath his lips. “I love you, Aiyana.” His voice was urgent. “I can’t lose you.”

My eyes turned cloudy again. “I love you, too.” The words flowed so easily so freely off my tongue, that I wondered why I hadn’t said sooner what I’d always known somewhere deep inside. It had always been Honovi. Always.

Over Honovi’s shoulder, Doli stood at the door. She stood stiffly, peering anxiously through a fold in the flap.

“Doli!” I said, sitting straighter. And that’s when I realized where I was. I was back in Manaba’s house, resting atop his sleeping mats, warming myself next to his fire. My heartbeat quickened as my senses became clearer. I grabbed Honovi’s shoulders. “What are you doing here?” I hissed.

“I had to see you, Aiyana,” he said. His eyes widened in the soft firelight and I saw my reflection. His hair hung past his shoulders, longer than ever. A wide deerskin sash wrapped around his forehead. He looked Apache. The bronze color had returned to his face but he was wearing deerskins that I didn’t recognize. They were Apache warrior skins, like the kind worn by the men who guarded the healer’s house. “We must leave this village,” he said. “Together.”

Yes, leave. That was my plan, too, although I hadn’t worked out all of the details.

I blinked slowly. Over his shoulder, the yellow antelope skin hung against the wall. It was a wedding dress. My stomach sunk.


It was my wedding dress.

Doli rushed from the flap to my side and said something I didn’t understand. Her hands fidgeted in front of her as she spoke, although I did understand one very important word. It sucked the air out of the house: Manaba.

Manaba was coming.

“You must leave!” I said to Honovi. I shook his shoulders. “He’ll kill you!”

Very calmly, Honovi wrapped his hands around my wrists, holding me still. “I’m not leaving here without you.”

“Yes, I know. I mean, I don’t know,” I stammered, making little sense. “First you must leave! Now!”

My eyes darted from Honovi to the door. Olathe rushed inside, the sunlight blinding us, but only till the flap swept shut. Her eyes were as wide as Doli’s, frightened and anxious. Doli stood alongside her, covering her mouth with both hands, as she looked from Honovi and me to the flap across the door. Her entire body trembled. I could only imagine what would happen to them—to all of us—if Manaba found Honovi inside his house with his arms around me.

Speaking in Apache, Olathe grabbed Honovi by the elbow. She began to drag him to the rear of the house, even though the door was on the other side. For such a small woman, she had the strength of ten Apache warriors.

Honovi allowed himself to be dragged, but reluctantly. He only released my wrists, then my hands, until he absolutely had to. His eyes darkened as they locked onto mine. “I’ll come for you, Aiyana. Be ready.”

“When?” I said.

“Do not marry, Manaba. Promise me,” he said. “I’ll come for you before then. Stay here. Be ready.”

I nodded, without really understanding his plan. “When?” I said again, anxiously.

But he’d already slipped through a hidden flap in the back of the house, a small entrance that I’d never seen before. Honovi crawled out on his hands and knees, just as Manaba burst through the door flap like an unwelcome wind across a quiet desert.

Everyone stopped breathing as we squinted against the sunlight.

As Manaba strode into the center of the house, Doli thrust something against his chest and partially covered his face just as the bottom of Honovi’s feet slipped through the rear flap. Olathe blocked the rest with her body.

Doli spoke to Manaba in a shrill voice. Even I knew Doli’s tone was forced but she proceeded to show him a new shirt that she’d sewn together from deerskins. It was a ceremonial shirt, a wedding shirt. The stitching along the arms and chest was too elaborate and intricate for anything else. Even I could see that.

Manaba’s black eyes pulled back. He looked at Doli like she was crazy. He brushed her hand away, gruffly.

Then he said something to me and smiled. I nodded numbly. I guessed he was happy that I was finally awake.

And how long had I slept? One moon’s rise? A handful?

The warmth I felt from Honovi disappeared when I saw who followed behind Manaba. My stomach twisted into a knot.

Diego.

With his chin raised and his chest puffed out, Diego strutted into the house as if he were the Apache tribal leader.


I leaned back against the sleeping mat and closed my eyes but Manaba strode across the room. He stood over me, breathing loudly, till my eyes opened. Then he knelt down on one knee and brushed the back of his rough hand against my cheek. His fingers were cold from being outside.

He said something that I didn’t understand. Diego obliged by translating.

“Feeling better?” Diego said. The smile across his face did not match his concern.

I cleared my throat, nodded once. Tentatively.

“Good,” Diego said. “After two days of sleep, you should be.”

I stayed silent, wondering if it wouldn’t be better to feign more exhaustion but Diego continued.

“The wedding ceremony will be held at sunset,” he said. “Manaba will wait no longer. You’ve proved your worthiness to him and his people. And he requires more sons. The doe you hunted is already being prepared for the ceremonial feast.”

I didn’t answer, although I squirmed underneath Manaba’s hand. His fingers traced my eyebrows, as if he was trying to coax my eyes to widen. Then he reached for a cup of water in the bowl beside me. It was an oddly gentle gesture, especially for him. He lifted the clay cup to my lips. I drank the cool water hungrily, only then realizing how great was my thirst.

Manaba smiled over me as I drank the water.

Then Diego asked the question I’d been expecting. “Where’s my pouch, Aiyana?”

Manaba continued to watch me drink, oblivious to Diego’s question. Behind him, Doli and Olathe bustled about the house, arranging baskets, tending to the fire, folding and refolding sleeping mats and bearskins, their watchful gazes never too far. Unlike Manaba, they watched Diego warily. If only they could understand his words. He was a man they should trust least of all.

“Aiyana?” Diego said carefully, calmly, a concerned older brother to his younger sister.

My voice cracked from the dryness that still coated my throat. I dragged my hand across my lips. “It’s safe,” I said to Diego. “Hidden.”

“When will you tell me?” His tight smile couldn’t hide the irritation in his voice.

“Leave me your horse and you’ll have your stones.”

Diego chuckled behind his hand. “Leave without seeing you properly married? I wouldn’t dream of it.”

I didn’t believe him.

***

Manaba and Diego left, leaving Olathe, Doli and me to prepare for the wedding ceremony. After they insisted on bathing and feeding me like I was a child, we began to dress.

The excited hum of Apache voices and the smells from the fire pit wafted inside the house through every crack. The other women in the village had already begun to prepare the deer meat and stews for the wedding feast. The women sang while their children laughed and played, squealing from the excitement of yet another day of celebration. Surely they felt blessed.

Olathe and Doli hummed, too, when they weren’t quietly murmuring to each other like worried sisters do.

They worked on either side of me as the three of us stood next to the fire. While I stood anxious and stiff, Doli brushed my hair and Olathe scrubbed my face, neck, and arms with a cool, wet deerskin. They were careful not to tug my necklace. Instead, they examined the remaining shells and blue stone curiously. I watched them numbly as they talked as if I understood every word.


Finally, I had to speak. “I can’t marry Manaba. You both know that, don’t you?” I said, knowing they didn’t understand. “I don’t love him. I’m not even sure if I can have sons. Or daughters. Who can know these things?”

Still, they studied me as I spoke. A part of me knew that they understood my fears by the familiar way their eyes paused to flicker at each other.

“It’s Honovi that I love. It’s always been him,” I added. It felt both strange and invigorating to make such an announcement. And yet what would it matter if the wedding ceremony proceeded?

As they continued to work and murmur quietly to each other, I talked.

“Honovi and I must leave here. Today. It’s our only chance. You must realize that,” I said. “But before I leave, I want you both to know how grateful I am for your kindness.” My voice caught on the last word.

Doli stopped brushing my hair; Olathe tossed the wet deerskin to the ground. She reached her hand to my cheek to brush away a stray tear. Olathe tilted her head with a knowing smile while Doli’s eyes welled with tears. Abruptly, I gathered them both in my arms.

“I love you like sisters,” I said, pulling them closer. “You’re as dear to me as Chenoa.” My voice cracked again at the mention of my sister’s name. We hugged each other, close.

Outside, the drummers pounded a steady beat.

Thump, thump, thump.

The drumbeats drowned out everything else, the women’s voices, the children’s laughter. My arms dropped to my sides. I looked from Olathe to Doli with new fear.

The ceremony was about to begin.

My eyes numbly watched the door while Olathe moved across the room and reached for the antelope skin hanging on the wall. Together, she and Doli slipped the dress over my arms. It slid over my skin like water. Olathe cinched the matching belt around my waist. A perfect fit. Then they helped me step inside a new pair of deerskin sandals. The skins were thicker than my old ones and reached up to my knees. Doli tied the laces.

They stepped back and shook their heads, pleased.

I blushed, even though I had no right. The wedding ceremony wasn’t mine; it was a farce. It belonged to someone else. I had as much right belonging to Manaba as he to me.

Doli stepped closer and kissed my cheek. Olathe brushed her cool fingers across my forehead, gently lifting a few stray locks.

Then, without a word, the sisters looked at each other and nodded. They walked toward the door, lifted the flap, and left. Just like that.

I was alone.

Frantically, my eyes darted around the room. I didn’t know how long I’d have. A moment? A hundred heartbeats?

Outside, the drumbeats grew louder, faster. Frenzied.

Thump-thump, thump-thump, thump-thump.

My heartbeat quickened.

Frantic, I scanned Olathe’s baskets, my eyes searching for my quiver. I’d need a weapon, surely. The bow was missing, but I’d easily found the quiver. It leaned against the biggest basket as if on purpose, waiting for me to find it. Stuffed inside I found Diego’s knife. Smiling, I slipped the knife inside my belt.


Then, my eyes swept the room again as I spun in a circle. I had to leave. But leaving through the front entrance was impossible. It was across from the fire pit. The entire village would see me.

Thump-thump, thump-thump, thump-thump.

My heart raced in unison with the drumbeats and just as loud. There was only one escape.

Before dropping to my knees, I ripped the knot from the back of my neck that held Gaho’s necklace. I brought the necklace to my lips and kissed the blue stone. Then, quickly, I laid the necklace on Doli’s sleeping mat.

Ignoring the growing lump in my throat, I returned to the hidden door, pulled back the animal skin, and crawled out into the sunlight like a rabbit from its hole.

As soon as I was free, I squinted into the brightness and breathed the thin mountain air as if reborn.

Barely standing, I began to run. I had to reach Honovi while we still had the chance.

***

The entire village had assembled around the fire pit, waiting for the wedding ceremony to begin. The drumbeats, along with the smells from the fire, filled the air. The drums had become so loud that they silenced everyone’s voices.

With the distraction of the ceremony, running unnoticed through the village was, mercifully, not that difficult. I didn’t see a single Apache all the way to the healer’s house. Even the guard at the entrance was missing.

I opened the front door and whispered, “Honovi?”

Inside, the room was dark and it was icy cold. The fire no longer burned. There wasn’t even an ember.

“Honovi?” I said again, squinting into the darkness.

No answer.

The room smelled sharp and medicinal, like too much burnt sage and creosote.

I spun around and ran outside, bursting open the flap with clenched fists.

And I kept running.

I ran to the far end of the village where the Apache kept their handful of horses, including Diego’s two.

As I ran, my eyes scanned the village for Honovi. In his new deerskins and headband, he could have easily blended with any of the Apache.

But where could he be? Where did he go?

I stopped to catch my breath and leaned against one of the houses. The animal skins and dried grasses that filled the house’s frame scratched my hands and arms as I circled around it. The house was empty, fortunately, like most of the others and once again I was thankful that it didn’t have any windows. Still, I hugged it close as I walked around it backwards, looking everywhere for Honovi.

“Aiyana!”

I froze.

A warm hand grabbed my wrist, hard.

I turned.

“Honovi! Where have you been? I’ve been looking all over for you!”

Honovi’s eyes blazed. “Where’ve I been? I told you to wait for me. And be ready.”

The blaze in my eyes equaled his. I started to breathe hard again. “And I am,” I said defiantly. “Ready!”


Honovi’s lips pressed together. His nostrils flared. “Come on,” he said. “We don’t have much time.”

His hand slipped from my wrist and then down to my hand. He threaded his fingers through mine and I stopped breathing. At that frightening moment I knew anything was possible.

“Run,” he exhaled under his breath.

We ran toward the horses, both knowing that we would never get too far on foot. The Apache warriors would follow us, certainly.

In the center of the village, the drums stopped just as we reached a handful of horses grazing on a small patch of grass. I immediately recognized Diego’s horse. It was taller and rounder than the others and had the silkiest coat. It raised its head suspiciously and whinnied when we approached.

“Shh,” I said to it, as I reached for its long head while Honovi reached for the cord that tied it to a tree. “Shh, horse. We won’t hurt you.” Diego’s small deerskin side pouch was already mounted. My eyes widened with the realization of what was inside. The map.

The horse looked at us warily with its round, black eyes but whinnied softly when I began to stroke the soft spot along its snout like I saw Diego do many times before. “It’ll be okay,” I said. “Everything will be okay,” I added, more to calm our anxiety than Diego’s horse.

Honovi jumped on its back easily, as if he’d been riding horses his whole life.

“Where’d you learn that?” I asked.

He clucked to the horse to keep him steady. “I learn fast, remember?” he said. “I had plenty of time watching Diego,” he added dryly. He extended his head. “Give me your arm.”

Just as I lifted my arm, a herd of feet thundered toward us. They replaced the drumbeats.

I paused and turned when I should have grabbed for Honovi when he asked. That was a mistake.

Manaba and Diego ran toward us, followed by the rest of the Apache warriors. Not far behind them, the women and children trailed. Everyone from the village ran toward us. Surrounding us.

“Give me your hand, Aiyana!” Honovi yelled.

I reached for Honovi, felt his fingertips, then his palm. But I was too late.

Diego’s hand had already found my waist.

“Run, Honovi! Run!” I yelled, but the horse reared its hind legs and Honovi struggled to stay on his back.

My arms and legs flailed as I failed to wriggle out of Diego’s grasp. His hold only grew tighter.

“You really don’t think I’d let you leave without first returning what belongs to me, did you?” Diego laughed against my ear while Manaba yelled to his men, his hand pointing to two of them and then to Honovi. One of the men, the one who guarded the healer’s house, grabbed Honovi’s horse by its neck with one thick, muscled arm. The horse calmed immediately. Then another warrior tussled with Honovi, pulling him off the horse until they were both rolling across the clearing, a mass of swirling dust and grass. It took two additional men to finally pin Honovi.

“Let him go,” I screamed as I watched the struggle, still writhing in Diego’s arms. Diego held my arms behind my back as I watched, helplessly, as two of Manaba’s men held Honovi back while one beat him across the face and chest with his fists.

“Stop!” I yelled. Stop!” His bruises from Diego had barely healed.


Then, from behind the crowd, Lobo leapt into the clearing. He pounced on the warrior who beat Honovi. For a moment, the two men who held him back stepped away, unsure whether to help their friend or continue to hold Honovi.

Because of Lobo, I managed to wiggle one hand loose from Diego’s grasp. I reached behind my belt and pulled out his knife. “Honovi! Catch!” I threw him the knife as he leapt from his knees to his feet. His lip was bloodied but I could see that his eyes were sharp. And angry.

He caught the handle in his hand and then began to point it at the Apache who crouched low, waiting for him. When they saw the shiny knife, two of the men began to back away as Lobo wrestled with the third. One of the men kicked Lobo in the belly and he went yelping in pain into the forest.

With Lobo injured, more warriors surrounded Honovi.

Manaba’s voice boomed angrily as he thrust his arms forward. The veins in his neck flared against his skin. Instead of a handful, an entire Apache village surrounded Honovi. They crept around him, their movements slow but deliberate, like Honovi was an animal about to be slaughtered. I sank lower into the ground, certain that I was watching Honovi, alive, for the last time. I didn’t want to think what they’d do to him when they caught him. And then what they’d do to me.

Just as I sank to my knees, the strangest thing happened.

The air turned eerily calm and the sky darkened to a blue-black like the mountain berries along the creek. Not a single cloud interrupted it. Every tree branch grew still and the grasses froze. The black birds that filled every tree stopped singing. Their silence was the strangest sound of all.

Everyone stood still, waiting, even Honovi and me.

Somebody in the crowd whispered, “Ya’ài,” and pointed tentatively at the sky.

The sun.

Slowly, our faces turned upward. A shadow began to float over the sun, a tiny sliver at first, and then bigger. It was as if Hunab Ku himself reached down to hide the sun behind his giant hand.

Everyone squinted into the sky, mesmerized. The sky turned bright and dark at the same time.

Children ran to their mothers, anxious and crying. The warriors who had been ready to slice open Honovi’s chest with their daggers suddenly backed away. Even Diego let go of my arm and used his other hand to make a crossing gesture across his chest.

The healer stood behind Manaba. He pointed at me and said my name. And then he pointed at the sun. “Ya’ài!” he yelled angrily. He shook his stick at the sky before shaking at me. As if I could control the sun.

Then the sky grew even darker, so dark that the black shadow replaced the blue. Around me, the Apache began to retreat toward the safety of their village, never taking their eyes off me yet not touching me. Even Diego looked as if he’d rather handle a rattlesnake. The healer continued to shake his stick.

I scanned the circle for Honovi. He was gone. “Honovi?” I yelled.

Did the Apache take him when I wasn’t watching?

And what was happening? What was Hunab Ku doing to the sun? Where was it?


When a black shadow had completely covered the sun, the wind began to howl again, louder and harder than ever before. It was almost impossible to stand upright. Leaves, dirt, and pieces of the Apache village swirled in violent circles, filling my eyes and nose with dust and dirt. I shielded my face in the curve of my elbow. Above, the birds began to screech in a deafening frenzy as the wind blew through the trees.

But then through the howling wind and blowing dirt, I heard a voice. “Aiyana! Give me your hand!”

I looked up.

Honovi yelled from the top of Diego’s horse. His voice was muffled against the wind. Shielding my eyes with one hand, I reached for him with the other, stretching my fingers as far as they could go.

Honovi grabbed me by the forearm, hard.

Blindly, I started to run with his hand wrapped around my arm. Before I could catch my next breath, I swung one leg upwards and found my place behind him on the horse.

The horse’s movements pounded against the ground, drowning out the wind.

I tightened my arms around Honovi’s waist as we bounced on his back. My chest pressed against him, my breathing matching his.

It was like flying.

I lowered my chin into his shoulder, struggling to see the path ahead. But we were completely blinded by the windstorm. We had to trust Diego’s horse to find its way down the mountain. And that the sun would one day return to its rightful place in the sky.

The last thing I heard from the Apache village was the faint call of Lobo’s bark.

It sounded like goodbye.

***

We rode down Apache Mountain until our legs burned.

Somewhere during the escape, the blinding wind turned to rain, cold and sharp, stinging our faces. The sky darkened another menacing shade as we charged deeper into the forest. Tree branches brushed against our bodies, slicing our skin in places and pulling our hair, but there was little we could do. Diego’s mad horse refused to stop.

My arms wrapped around Honovi as tightly as I’d ever clung to anyone. I buried my chin against his shoulder. His every breath pushed against my chest and for that I was thankful. If the horse leapt over the edge of a bottomless cliff, at least we’d meet Hunab Ku together.

“Whoa!” Honovi yelled over and over, desperate to stop the beast when the mountain grew so steep it felt like we could drop into the sky. Honovi tightened the rope and I pulled back on his waist with all my being but it was for naught. The horse vaulted over rocks and ridges and galloped between trees, oblivious to our weight.

“The cliffs!” I screamed over Honovi’s shoulder into the wind. Air rushed down my throat, muffling my voice. “Watch out for the cliffs!” Although we couldn’t see them, the cliffs were near. We’d ridden well past the clearing. And from the chill, the edge loomed dangerously close.

Honovi tugged again on the rope, hard. Every muscle in his body tightened beneath my hands. Mercifully, the horse began to slow from exhaustion but not before taking his final leap.

And that’s when I fell.

I’d only relaxed my hold from Honovi’s waist for a heartbeat when I slipped off the horse’s backside as easily as a waterfall. A scream wedged deep inside my throat. I flew into the air, weightless, before I crashed into the grass, my chest heaving from the rush.

As hard as I fell, I was glad to be off the horse. The ground spun less quickly.


Dazed, I stared up into the dark sky as the cold wet grass seeped through my deerskin. Streaks of white light began to poke through the treetops and I smiled. Hunab Ku was indeed kind: he’d returned the sun to its rightful place.

All at once, Honovi knelt above me, the whites of his eyes brimming with fright. “Aiyana!” he said. “Are you all right?” His hands, warm and raw from the rope, pressed against my cheek, my shoulders, my arms, examining for broken bones. Prodding me to speak.

Instead of fright, I couldn’t help but smile at him, too. His hair, loose and wet, hung wildly about his face. I reached up a hand to push away a dripping strand from his eyes. “I’m fine,” I said, adding a tired laugh even as the rain soaked us. “I’ll be all right.”

Honovi’s eyes softened but then his whole face went dark. “Why didn’t you wait for me back at the village?” he yelled through the rain, as angry as I’d ever seen him. “Why didn’t you listen? I had a plan. Couldn’t you do as I asked, just this once?”

Shocked, my smile faded. Wait? How could I have waited? I was about to wed a stranger!

I lifted onto my elbows, dizzy, and then rose to my knees. My whole body shook with rage. My fists clenched as Honovi’s hands locked around my shoulders. I opened my mouth to answer him but, frustratingly, no words would come. Instead I breathed heavy, glaring at him through the rain.

But Honovi continued. “You could have been killed!”

I wanted to toss my head back and laugh in his face. I wanted to remind him that we both could have been killed—every sun and moonrise since leaving our village. But instead of laughter, my shoulders caved forward with fatigue, all the fight draining from my body like rain into the earth. Why were we fighting? I couldn’t fight with Honovi. Not now. Not ever.

Then my lip began to quiver and I cursed myself for it. Only a child would cry at a time like this. I bit down to stop it but biting didn’t help. Then I raised my eyes to his through the pounding rain. I shook my head, still searching for the right words. What could I say to make him understand? I barely understood any of it. My head ached with frustration.

And Honovi wouldn’t release me.

“I tried to wait,” I said finally, as tears built behind my eyes. Heavy raindrops collected on my eyelashes. “I tried but I couldn’t.” My body shook harder beneath his hands. “And I was frightened.” I stifled a sob. “Running to find you was the only thing I knew how to do.” I blinked away the raindrops. “I couldn’t lose you.”

Honovi’s eyes softened a little beneath his soggy hair. Gently, he squeezed my shoulders but that only made it worse. It was like an invitation. I began to cry openly. Unabashedly. Holding back my tears was impossible.

Embarrassed, I tried to turn away. I despised crying. But Honovi wouldn’t let me lower my face.

Instead, he pulled me closer. First he stroked the back of my head as my sobs competed with the rain. Then his hands reached for my face. As my tears continued to fall, his mouth found mine.

Startled, I swallowed back a sob.

But then I leaned into him, forgetting all about my tears.

Honovi’s lips were silky from the rain and they tasted sweet, just as I remembered. He parted my lips with his tongue, searching for mine.

Too soon, he pulled away and pressed his forehead against mine to catch his breath, but I only sunk deeper into his chest. Kisses weren’t enough. And breathing could wait.


My heartbeat quickened with his.

“Aiyana,” he exhaled as his mouth drifted to my earlobe. His hands moved from my neck to my arms, gently at first and then urgently, until they found themselves underneath my deerskin, slipping it over my neck. Like the rest of his body, his hands felt hot. I wanted them everywhere.

How I’d wanted—craved—this moment with Honovi. And to think others had almost taken it from me.

I pressed my hands against his chest, feeling its rise and fall underneath my fingertips, as his tongue moved down my neck. His touch set my skin on fire.

Around us, the wind howled and rain fell in blinding sheets, drenching our bodies with the World Beyond. I wrapped my arms around him and threaded my hands through his hair, the hungry urgency building between us. Apache warriors, Diego, even Pakuna, none of them mattered, not for this single moment. There was only Honovi and me.

Together, we fell backwards into the cool wet grass and shared what no man could steal from us again.








Chapter Twenty-Three



Yuma always told us that in the desert we could not know peace without storms. So it seemed fitting that it rained the day Honovi and I finally returned to home.

When we first spotted the outline of Sleeping Mule Deer, the clouds hovering above it looked like swollen rabbit skins, bright white with patches of grey and black. We could smell the rain long before it touched our skin. The sky was bursting with it.

“Now it rains,” Honovi said, lifting his head upwards, his arms extended. The small deerskin we’d been carrying—Diego’s pouch, the one with his map—dropped like a rock from his hand. Honovi stuck out his tongue to catch a few heavy drops and prodded me to do the same.

My throat was just as dry, my lips equally as cracked, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the mountain. Our mountain. I never thought I’d lay eyes on its jagged edges again. It looked more beautiful than ever, despite the black scorches.

I fell to my knees, exhausted from travel but grateful for the nearness of everything familiar—the desert, mountains, sticky hot air that hung like honey on my skin. I wanted to wrap my arms around it and keep it always.

Pulling my shoulders back, I inhaled a giant gulp of the desert and let my hand trail along the warm dirt. I picked up a handful, watching the reddish brown sand slip through my fingers. My skin had grown even darker than the sand.

“Aiyana?” Honovi said. He knelt beside me.

I looked sideways at him, my eyelids heavy with exhaustion, too relieved and happy to speak. Together we had survived the World Beyond. My head tilted into the curve of his neck. The moments following our escape from the Apache Village had been some of the best and most frightening of my life. Returning home tasted a little bittersweet. But we didn’t have a choice. We had to come back.

“It’s okay,” he said. “Everything will be okay.”

“I know,” I said, pausing. “But nothing can ever be the same.”

Honovi didn’t answer. He felt it, too.

“We have to warn them about Diego.” I said. “He’ll be back. And surely he will bring others. Our people are no longer safe here. Not anymore.”

Honovi nodded. But first he pulled me closer and then kissed the top of my head as we took another moment to gaze at the stark beauty that surrounded our village. It was as if we saw it for the first time—the unapologetic shapes, harsh colors, heat that shimmered.

But instead of endless sage and cactus, the mountains were scorched with ugly streaks of black and grey, a painful reminder of Diego and his men. The faint smell of burning ash still filled the air.

Reading my thoughts, Honovi said, “A few rainy seasons will cleanse the sky. The desert will heal again.”

“Yes,” I said quietly. “Just like we did.”

Even so, I still feared what waited on the other side.

Honovi and I had plenty of moons to discuss it, especially after we had to kill Diego’s horse. We left him at the bottom of Apache Mountain underneath a tree. In our haste to escape the village, the horse leapt too urgently over a boulder near the bottom of the mountain, injuring his front leg. The leg bent strangely at the hoof, hobbling him.


At first we hoped the leg would heal, so we walked alongside it, allowing it some rest. But then the horse’s pain grew unbearable. It whimpered uncontrollably, dropped to the ground, and began to froth at its mouth. Soon after, it lay lifelessly on its side, moaning. No one followed us from the Apache Village, miraculously, for surely they would have heard the horse.

We saw no other way.

Honovi sliced its neck with his dagger, ending its pain forever. I could not watch. But the smell of more blood brought me to my knees.

As we walked home, we slept in caves, trees, high grasses, and alongside streams, always mindful of the Apache and Diego. We stayed hidden whenever possible, and we tried to make sense of Diego’s map, looking for clues that would lead us back to our village, but it was mostly black lines that crossed in confusing ways that didn’t make sense. We found our way home our way: we followed the sun and the Sky Wanderers until our feet touched the desert again.

Finding food had not been difficult. Finding water was harder, although we had a little help along the way. When we reached the desert foothills, we survived on rabbits and the water stored inside saguaros but even the saguaros weren’t as plentiful as they once were. Their berries had all shriveled and turned black, never having had a chance to ripen.

“Ready?” Honovi said, extending his hand, as he motioned to Sleeping Mule Deer.

I nodded and then placed my hand inside his. He lifted me to my feet.

“Good,” he said, squeezing my hand. “Then let’s go home. I made a promise to your father. And I intend to keep it.” He stopped then he smirked, the sun at his back. He looked at me strangely.

“What?” I said, smiling up at him.

“Promise me one thing?”

“Anything.” I laughed.

“Please promise that your next wedding ceremony will include me?” His brow wrinkled playfully but his somber tone contradicted his expression.

I nodded and smiled. I reached for his forehead, his skin darkened by the sun just like mine, and ran the back of my hand across it, smoothing his brow.

His face curved into my hand.

“As if I have to make such a promise, Honovi,” I chastised him. But then in a softer voice I said, “You are my life.”

Honovi kissed my palm.

Behind me, Lobo whimpered. His tail thumped like a drumbeat against the dirt.

“Come on, old friend,” I said, reaching for the top of his head with my other hand. I stroked the soft spot between his eyes. “Too late to turn back now. You’re stuck with us.”

Lobo.

I hadn’t been surprised when Lobo raced down Apache Mountain after the sun reappeared in the sky. Truth is, I prayed that he would. I wanted him to return with us. I’d grown so fond of his expressive golden eyes and his big clumsy paws. When I looked upon his face, it was almost as if I could tell what he was thinking.

Lobo was also the reason Honovi and I survived the long journey home. He hunted rabbit when we were too weak and exhausted. His snout found water in the most unlikeliest of places. The wolf was a gift from Hunab Ku.

And Lobo was a constant reminder that our village was a lot smaller than Honovi and I ever imagined.

***

No one could have prepared me for what waited on the other side of Sleeping Mule Deer.


Honovi had tried to describe our village after the fire but the reality was far worse than the images I had painted inside my head.

By the time we climbed to the top of Sleeping Mule Deer, black ash coated our sandals and clung to our deerskins like death that would never brush off. Everywhere I turned, my lips tasted fire. The village below was uncharacteristically lifeless, silent and grey. Only storm clouds rumbled overhead.

My body shuddered uneasily from the quiet, and my nose wrinkled from the rotting smells. They filled the air.

Honovi sighed. “It gets worse, Aiyana. I’m sorry.”

I shook my head. “How’s that possible?” Hopelessness hung over our village like a cloud. “And where are our people?” I said, more a question to myself.

Honovi didn’t answer.

My eyes scanned the pit houses, what little remained of them. Like the fields, their sides were scorched black, brittle and crumbling. Without the thatched roofs, the insides were exposed, not that it mattered. No one made a home inside any of them. No one prepared stews and dried meats in the courtyards. Sweet flute music did not fill the air. Everyone was gone.

Vanished.

“Gaho?” I said aloud. “Ituha? Where are they?” I started to jog down the side of Sleeping Mule Deer, slipping on the ashes when the ground grew too steep.

Honovi ran beside me, his hand underneath my elbow.

When we reached the bottom, I started to race alongside the familiar path that snaked around the river, passing the hiding spot where Diego found me. I ran straight for my home, not stopping. Honovi followed and Lobo ran beside me.

“Gaho?” I yelled when I got closer. My throat thickened. “Ituha?”

Impatient, Lobo ran ahead, zigzagging in front of us, confused and anxious.

“Where is everybody?” I shouted. My voice bounced eerily between the crumbling walls.

I didn’t stop running until we reached the courtyard that joined our pit houses. A low wall was all that remained. I barely recognized it in all the destruction.

Tears welled behind my eyes when I saw the ground littered with shards of clay jars and half-burned baskets. Black streaks covered the wall where Onawa drew pictures of Sky Wanderers in red and brown paint.

“Where’s my mother?” I said again to Honovi, numbly.

Next to me, Lobo growled.

“They’re gone,” snapped a tired, flat voice. “They’re all gone.”

Honovi and I both spun around.

Honovi’s eyes narrowed. His whole body stiffened against mine.

“Pakuna,” he said.

“White Ant,” Pakuna spat. The corners of his mouth turned up in a grin. “You came back.” He seemed surprised. Then his empty eyes settled on me.

I stood closer to Honovi. He draped his arm across my shoulder.

Pakuna’s eyes glared at him.

Behind Pakuna, Miakoda strode toward the courtyard, leaning heavily on his familiar stick. He’d grown thinner. His face was grey like a storm cloud. But his stick still dug into the ground with each deliberate step. The sound still made my insides flinch.

Chitsa walked alongside him, just as slowly, her grey hair matted and tangled about her face.


“Where is everyone?” Honovi said.

“Dead,” Pakuna said without emotion. “Or fled.”

“Fled? When?”

Pakuna sighed, as if considering whether to tell us anything. Finally, he said, “Many starved during the Season of Shorter Days. There was barely any food in the desert, no animals to hunt. The crops, all gone.”

“But what about Ituha and Gaho?” Honovi asked impatiently, his eyes scanning the deserted village, what was left of it. “They were here when I left.”

“The rest of your White Ant Clan left like cowards.” Pakuna spat to the ground, barely missing Honovi’s feet. “It was after the sun disappeared from the sky. Many believed it was a sign to abandon the village, even Yuma. He convinced them to leave.”

“Leave?” I blurted. “Leave where?” There was no where. There was only this courtyard, this village, this place where the people of the White Ant and Red Ant Clans lived for generations.

Pakuna’s eyes finally unlocked from Honovi’s and met mine. At first he regarded me coolly. Then he nodded over my shoulder to the boulders that were as jagged as Eyota’s teeth.

“There,” Pakuna said. “Where the sun rises each day.”

I turned and looked up at Honovi. “Then we must follow them.”

Honovi nodded. “My family left with yours. I’m certain of it.”

“Wait!” Miakoda lifted his stick. His empty eyes suddenly found life. “Your place is here, Aiyana. You were promised to Pakuna! Your father agreed to it. This is your home, your village. This is where we will rebuild.”

My eyes widened. I swallowed, hard. I couldn’t imagine rebuilding with Pakuna and Miakoda, even if I had been promised. Surely Ituha would understand. Wouldn’t he?

But then Honovi stepped in front of me. “No,” he said, answering for me, for us, his voice remarkably calm. “Aiyana’s place is with me now. We are joined.”

Pakuna’s eyes blazed with outrage. “Insolence, White Ant! She was promised to me—”

Honovi raised his hand when Pakuna stepped closer. “And that promise has been broken, brother.”

“Brother? You dare to call me brother? I’d die before I’d ever regard a White Ant my brother.”

“So be it,” Honovi said, still eerily calm.

“Just because you found Aiyana and returned with this—this coyote—” Pakuna pointed to Lobo, “—you think your life is different?” Spittle foamed at the corners of his cracked lips. “You think you’re better than me?”

Honovi smiled. He didn’t answer. This time he didn’t need to.

But his silence only fueled Pakuna’s anger. He lunged for Honovi, ignoring Lobo’s warning growls.

I held back Lobo as Chitsa, remarkably, stepped between them.

“Wait!” Chitsa demanded, surprising even Miakoda. She placed one hand on Pakuna’s shoulder. With the other, she reached for my face, pressing her dry palm against my cheeks, my eyes, my chin.

“It’s me, Chitsa. It’s Aiyana,” I said. “Daughter of Gaho and Ituha.”


Her hand dropped to my shoulder, satisfied. Her lips crinkled as her tongue dragged over her toothless gums. “This must stop, this fighting. Now. This is no way to begin.” She paused and then drew in a ragged breath that wheezed through her gums. “Hunab Ku will not allow it. And I fear we’ve already angered him enough.”

Pakuna and Honovi dropped their arms but continued to glare at each other as they made half-circles on either side of Chitsa. It was like ball court all over again.

“And you, Aiyana. Remember what I told you? The night you were taken?”

I nodded. “Yes,” I whispered. Run when you think you should walk. How could I forget her words? I really didn’t understand what she meant then.

But I learned.

I pulled my shoulders back. “I cannot marry you, Pakuna. My place is with Honovi and his family.” I turned to Honovi. In a clear voice, I said, “It’s where my heart always belonged.”

Pakuna snickered. I ignored him.

Then Honovi reached for my hand. I threaded mine through his and placed both of our hands against my stomach, and Pakuna’s sneer faded. I was as married to Honovi as I’d ever be.

We had to leave—Honovi and I and the new life that grew inside me.

“You must leave here, too,” I said to Pakuna. I turned to Miakoda and Chitsa. “All of you,” I warned. “The man who took me. He calls himself Diego. He’s from a village called Spain. He’ll be back. And the next time he’ll bring others. They’ll kill you. Or sell you as slaves. I’m certain of it.”

Miakoda stepped forward, his brow furrowed, unconvinced. “And how would a simple White Ant girl know of these things?” His tone was doubtful.

“I saw greed in the man’s eyes when he held a handful of yellow stones. The mountains beyond Sleeping Mule Deer, the highest one, where trees grow as high as the clouds. That mountain belongs to the Apache and it’s bursting with these stones. I saw them scattered at the bottom of their creeks like ripe berries underneath a tree.”

Pakuna laughed. “Apache? Trees as tall as clouds?” he snickered with disbelief. “Have you grown as mad as Chitsa?”

Honovi’s voice got louder. His nostrils flared. “Aiyana speaks the truth. I saw them, too. And more.”

“Diego will be back,” I said again. “He’ll bring others. I’m sure of it. You must believe us. You’re not safe here. These mountains can no longer protect you. Come with us,” I begged. “We’ll find the others together.”

“Never!” Pakuna yelled. “This is our village. This is your village, too. If you leave here, you can never return.”

Chitsa began to mumble to herself. She shook a necklace tied around her neck. Tiny river shells hung all along it. When the necklace moved, it sounded like rain.

She was trying to remind me.

I nodded at her, just once, and the corners of her wrinkled mouth turned up underneath so many folds of skin.

Silently, I reached for Honovi’s hand and threaded my fingers through his. Lobo looked up at us, panting.

And then we started to run.
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