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         The forest is ravenous.

         It opens up its jaws, swallows us whole.

         The trees blur, blending one into the next, shadows bleeding black to blacker. No sun, no sky within this place. But despite the perils – the creak and snap of beasts unseen – these dark woods offer us one thing:

         Escape.

         Muscles straining, lungs burning, I skirt tangles of brush and duck under green boughs, dragging my bad foot. My heart thunders in my ears.

         I feel my pursuer behind me like a hot breath on my neck. As I labour over a fallen log, a thin branch whips my cheek. I bite back a cry.

         And now, a flash of blue to the left. A boy my age – one of Matisa’s kin, mayhap – fleeing like me.

         For a split second I see his eyes – they’re bright, determined; like he’s sure he’ll get away. Echoing my thought, he picks up speed and disappears. I want to follow but no, that’s foolish. I’m not fast like him; I’d only lead them his way. 

         I stumble to a halt and rethink my escape. Could I double back towards Matisa’s village and hide? I turn to the north-west, planning to carve a long arc and retrace my path. There’s a sound behind me.

         I glance back and find nothing but a row of trees, but deep down I know: I’ve been spotted.

         Hurry.

         Desperate, I scan the woods. Several strides to my right the moss floor disappears as the earth dips into a steep ravine. A cluster of spruce with low, bushy branches clings to the hillside. There’s nowhere to run beyond it; the descent is far too steep – I’d fall and break something, surely. If I hide there, I’m trapped.

         But I’ve run out of time.

         I dart behind the trees and drop to the earth, trying to flatten myself below sight lines.

         I hold my ragged breath.

         Silence.

         A line of sweat itches at the back of my neck, under my braid. My palms, too, are slick. I wipe them on the moss and risk a sip of air. My heartbeat slows from a gallop to a trot.

         Silence.

         Did he run past?

         Real cautious, I draw my head up.

         ‘You’re dead.’

         My heart stutters. Where—? I push to my knees, scanning the trees. A figure shifts at the corner of my vision. 

         Tom is staring down the barrel of his beloved rifle, not ten strides away.

         ‘Bang,’ he says. And smiles.

         I frown up into his blue eyes. ‘Aren’t you supposed to touch me?’

         ‘You’re plain in my sights. Don’t need to.’

         ‘That thing’s not even loaded.’

         ‘Course it isn’t. You’re still dead.’

         I curse and push myself to standing, dusting soil and spruce needles off my hands. ‘I’m not fast enough for this game.’

         ‘No,’ Tom agrees, relaxing his aim and bringing the rifle to his side. ‘But you were quiet. I had to look for your traces.’

         I glance at my bad foot. The boy who passed me will last far longer against his opponent, but I suppose it’s something that I wasn’t loud.

         I remember chasing through the woods like this near our settlement, three seasons ago. That day, the day everything changed, I crashed into the forest after Matisa, tearing and shredding my way through the brush like hail through squash blossoms, while she darted ahead, silent as a sunbeam. Living with her people, osanaskisiwak, these past weeks has taught me to move quieter. And I’ve learned to listen better, to observe.

         But you need speed and strength to become one of their warriors.

         I cross through the trees towards my best friend. His cheeks are flushed, though probably more from excitement than the chase, since I didn’t get far.

         ‘Thanks,’ Tom says. ‘That was good practice.’

         I snort. ‘Hardly.’

         ‘Every little bit helps.’ He says it so earnest.

         I tilt my head. ‘Not sure I recognise this Tom.’

         ‘Which Tom?’

         ‘The one obsessed with his battle skills.’

         ‘Just want to prove them. I’m hopeful I won’t have to use them.’

         ‘Sure you are,’ I tease, a smile pulling at my lips.

         ‘I am. Been enough death around here lately.’

         My smile fades.

         He’s talking about the Bleed – the sickness that lives in the ‘little waters’. This summer it’s claimed over a dozen of Matisa’s people.

         ‘The rumour’s gaining strength,’ he adds, his voice soft.

         A familiar unease settles in my chest.

         Battle preparations began as a precaution when, weeks ago, I arrived here with Matisa, Isi and Tom with news that the Dominion – the people who rule in the east – are fixing to settle out this way. Matisa’s people have long been wary of that group, who overthrew and slaughtered First Peoples in the east. But her people have also always had the upper hand against invaders: a remedy for the Bleed.

         The healers’ circle Matisa belongs to has guarded that remedy for years, planning to use it to negotiate peace with invaders. It’s their best hope against the brutal weapons of the Dominion, and it’s a secret the circle has dedicated their lives to protect.

         The recent deaths from the Bleed have one of two explanations: either the victims weren’t taking the remedy, or the rumour Tom speaks of is true – the remedy no longer works. If it’s the latter, there’ll be no negotiation, and Tom’ll end up proving his skills in a bloody war.

         We all will.

         I change the subject. ‘What’s next?’

         ‘After this? Target practice.’

         I roll my eyes. ‘Like you need practice.’

         He grins. ‘Come on,’ he says, tugging at my arm.

         We find a ridgeline, climb it and head back towards the village, taking care to keep the turtle-shaped mountain directly before our right shoulder – the way we were taught. Deep in these crevasses the woods are so thick, it’s easy to get turned around, lost. There are many hazards about: crumbling cliffs, large predators. Accidents aren’t common; Matisa’s people know the land well. But Tom and I are new here; it’d take far longer than a summer to understand this place.

         Matisa’s brother, Nishwa, is waiting on the training flats. He raises an eyebrow as we emerge from the trees. ‘Back so soon?’

         ‘Tom needs faster prey.’

         ‘Ah.’ Nishwa runs a hand over his partially shaved head, a hairstyle that indicates his new rank: trainer. The position was his reward for stopping the osanaskisiwak  hunters before they left on their yearly trip. He’d warned them of the approaching danger and urged them to stay and defend the valley. His shaved head should make him look fierce, but his round face is too open, his grin too easy. ‘Good. That means you can compete as well as the others.’ I don’t feel slighted by his words; I’ll always be too slow, too awkward, to be a warrior.

         My gaze is drawn to the lake. A rider on a smoke-white horse is coming along the shore. Eisu, Matisa’s cousin.

         I nudge Tom with my elbow. ‘Use Eisu next time.’

         Tom’s eyes dart towards the handsome scout and away. I hide a grin. Tom’s in a spell over Eisu. He hasn’t said as much, but I can tell.

         ‘It’d be a more fair match-up,’ I amend.

         And now I see Matisa, emerging from a line of trees on the far side of the flats. She shields her eyes against the setting sun and beckons.

         ‘I’ll see you later?’ I say to Tom.

         ‘Thanks again, Em.’ But Tom’s eyes are fixed on Eisu.

         I turn away, unable to hide my smile this time. I know what Tom’s feeling. I know what it’s like when your skin ignites at a person’s touch, when your heart races when he speaks your name … I draw a breath and shove sudden thoughts of Kane – of the days of travel it would take to reach him – away.

         I focus instead on reaching Matisa and notice an animal skulking in the shadows of the trees near her. It’s a thin dog, all ribs and mangy fur. Matisa extends her hand, a scrap of something in it. The dog darts close to take it into its jaws and retreats just as quick.

         I keep my distance. ‘Whose dog?’ Dogs are new to me, and they look too much like wolves for me to feel comfortable around.

         Matisa shrugs. ‘It seems she does not have a home. Perhaps she was run out of her pack.’

         I watch the dog gulping the scrap. It pulls its head up, eyeing Matisa and licking its chops. ‘You’re not worried it’ll bite you?’

         ‘She won’t bite me,’ Matisa says. ‘She is just looking for a friend.’ She tosses another scrap, which the dog snaps out of the air. My heart skips a beat. ‘A friend with food.’

         ‘You wanted me?’

         ‘Yes,’ she says. The dog creeps forward again, but Matisa’s hand is empty. ‘We need more healing salve.’

         ‘Oh?’ I mix pastes and tend to wounds the warriors get during war practice, but there are other people who can do what I do; my work is never urgent.

         ‘And I wanted to tell you about my dream.’

         Oh.

         I fight to keep my thoughts from my face. Inside, I’m weary. The dog cocks its head.

         ‘This one feels different,’ she ventures.

         Feels different.

         I swallow a sigh. Matisa believes she and I are the ones her legend speaks of: the dreamers from two different times who can prevent disaster for her people. It’s the reason she searched for my settlement last autumn, and it’s why we journeyed together to her people. And the fact that our dreams led us to one another then, and again when we were split up during our trek to this valley, made me believe it, too. I always figured arriving here would lay our purpose bare.

         But for weeks her dreams have been the same: she is searching through a forest, a pile of her slaughtered people nearby. Mine are of me burying Matisa in the soil at my settlement.

         Seems our dreams foretell death, so how they can help us prevent it is something I can’t figure.

         Matisa is waiting for my reply.

         ‘Course.’ I force a smile, but her brow creases – she always knows what I’m thinking – and there’s a flash of desperation in her eyes. My heart twists. She’s changed since the day she found my settlement last autumn. Back then she appeared from nowhere, a bright-eyed saviour full of mystery and new possibilities. Now, worry spiders along her features, draws her shoulders down.

         I chastise myself for adding to that worry, square my shoulders, and offer my hand. ‘I want to hear all about it.’

         Her face relaxes. ‘It’s almost dinner.’ She takes my hand and gestures at the village. ‘We can talk while we eat.’

         I watch the dog out of the corner of my eye as it falls in beside us. It slinks along, wary-like, but peers at us all hopeful. It reminds me of someone …

         The thought vanishes as two boys on horseback approach. They pass by at a quick trot. I stop and turn, watching as they dig their heels into their horses’ sides, urging them into a gallop. They tear across the flats towards the lake. So strong. So fast.

         Matisa is studying me. I turn my head. ‘What?’

         ‘I have been thinking,’ she says. The dog moves closer and lifts its nose to nuzzle her hand, licking the salt from her palm. ‘Perhaps you should try again.’

         ‘Riding?’ Matisa tried to teach me earlier this spring before we set out for her home. Back then, I was sure I could learn. I was sure about a lot of things: how exciting our journey would be, how my new life with Kane was just beginning. But our journey was a disaster, and Kane is now caring for his motherless little brothers in the safety of a newcomers’ village – days from here and under the attentions of a pink-cheeked girl named Genya. Things didn’t turn out the way I was dreaming they would; being terrible at riding is the least of those failures.

         ‘We were rushed before,’ she says. ‘You could learn on a gentle horse, from a better teacher.’

         I consider this. I do love those beasts: all sleek lines and strong muscle, their smell so good and earthy, their eyes so kind. I remember feeling alive when we galloped through the drylands, trying to outrun the rain. But I also recall bumping along on Matisa’s mare, the insides of my legs screaming after two days of practice. I remember how exasperated Isi was with his beloved Matisa for persisting in trying to teach me. He’s a dear friend to me now, no more scathing looks, but that notion my lessons were useless sticks in my mind like a burr.

         I sigh. ‘Not sure anything or anyone could help me.’

         ‘Matisa!’ The shout draws our eyes. A young girl is hurrying towards us. She pulls up, out of breath, and launches into a stream of chatter in Matisa’s tongue. As Matisa listens, her eyes scan the farmlands and the banks of the river.

         ‘What is it?’ I ask Matisa.

         ‘Another sick girl.’

         I don’t need to ask if it’s the Bleed; the urgency in the messenger’s tone and eyes say as much.

         ‘The rest of the circle is harvesting today,’ Matisa says. ‘They would want to come, but I do not have time to summon them.’

         I can’t offer to go find them for her; the healers’ circle is out in secret places, collecting the remedy plant that is supposed to prevent the Bleed from taking hold. Once it’s harvested, they’ll mix it with other herbs to mask its identity in order to control the truth, to ensure the knowledge doesn’t spread – by accident or someone’s ambition – to newcomers. Like me.

         Matisa chews her lip. ‘The girl will only be awake a short time.’

         ‘I’ll come with you.’ I won’t be allowed in to see the girl, but I want to be there for my friend.

         ‘Let us go quickly,’ Matisa says. ‘She is being kept at the place of silence.’ 

         I struggle to keep up, following her west into a setting sun that crowns the mountain peaks with a blood-red glare, my skin prickling with anticipation. Or mayhap it’s dread.

         Dying from the Bleed is a short and grisly matter, over in half a day or night at most. Matisa isn’t hurrying to heal the girl or even, ease her suffering. She hurries because if she can speak with her before she slips under the curtain of fever and pain, we might determine the cause of her death. We might learn whether it’s like the circle wants to believe, that she failed to take the remedy. Or if it’s true that the remedy no longer protects us.

         My thoughts race alongside my heart as we climb towards the dying girl.

         The rumour’s gaining strength, I remember Tom saying.

         A chill touches the back of my neck.

         I pray to the Almighty it isn’t true.

      

   


   
      
         

            2

         

         The forest gives way to craggy cliffs. A small lodge sits before us, domed and made of a wooden patchwork, like a beehive – like the other huts that are built into the mountainside, resting places for those who need silence and privacy. We are no more than a five-minute walk from the village’s constant pulse of laughter, song, the cries of children, the barks of dogs; the rich smells of woodsmoke, roasted meats, horses, sweetgrass – but up here, it all feels very far away.

         A young man – brother or cousin to the sick girl? – stands outside, like he’s waiting for us. His shirt is the sky-blue colour Matisa’s people are so fond of, with a line of beading along each sleeve that glints in the setting sun. Usually Matisa’s people wear their hair braided, sometimes adorned with colourful strips of leather or feathers. This man’s is loose and long – a sign of mourning. He, too, knows Matisa’s not here to help the girl.

         They exchange words in their tongue. When he opens the door and light floods out, I can see a form lying on skins and furs inside.

         Shivering. 

         And suddenly I’m grateful I’m expected to stay outside.

         Matisa turns to me. Her face is unreadable.

         ‘I’ll be right here,’ I say, and put a hand on her arm.

         She disappears inside, and as the door is pushed shut behind her, dusk falls around us once more.

         I look to the man and offer their greeting: ‘Tansi.’ He acknowledges me with a polite incline of his head and turns his eyes away. I follow his gaze, tracing the route Matisa and I climbed.

         From here, the glimmer of the village is visible over the treetops; several thousand people’s homes nestled in the shadows of these impossible mountains. Farmlands lie at the far end of the valley, next to a glistening lake. The walls of rock create barriers near impassable to the stranger who doesn’t know this land, and the east entry to the valley is guarded by a long stretch of sentries. From a distance, this place is a picture of strength and beauty.

         But from up close, it’s under attack, one person at a time.

         A murmuring of voices comes from beyond the door. I picture that girl in there, trying to speak around a swollen, bleeding tongue, and all at once I want to clap my hands to my ears and flee back down the mountainside.

         Shame courses through me. My fear helps nothing.

         Still, some days it creeps into my mind and muddies my thoughts until I don’t know up from down. Those days, I miss Kane so much, it feels like a part of me has been ripped away and thrown to the winds. Those days, I dig for memories of him, desperate to remember his face, the sound of his voice, the touch of his hands. I struggle to light my heartfire, which once burned so bright for him, I thought it might burst.

         I rub my hands together, not so much for warmth as for something to do, and stand in strained silence beside the man, thinking, not for the first time, that I must seem dimwitted. Can’t speak but a few simple words in Matisa’s tongue, and I’m forever gaping at her people’s ways. They’re a mix of two different groups, like we were in my settlement, but they’ve learned one another’s tongues – something we never did. And not everyone here speaks English perfect, but most understand it. Learning the language and weapons of the Dominion helped osanaskisiwak understand the danger their dreams foretold. Being protected from the Bleed was supposed to ensure their survival.

         I stare out at the glimmering valley, reaching for a feeling of peace.

         It drifts beyond my grasp, like a torn leaf in a breeze.

         An eternity passes. Matisa reappears. She places a hand on the arm of the man, giving him a look of condolence, and gestures for me to follow her.

         Once we’re well into the forest, out of earshot, we stop to speak. In the twilight her eyes are shadowed, giving her a haunted appearance.

         ‘She rode out yesterday to find her younger brothers, who were hunting goat in the ravine,’ she says. ‘She forgot her waterskin and drank from a small creek.’

         ‘And her brothers?’ 

         ‘They had their skins, filled with the water from here.’

         ‘They didn’t drink from the creek like her?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘So it’s the same as the other deaths.’ The handful of families we’ve spoken with said their loved one was out beyond the reaches of the village before he or she became sick.

         ‘No,’ Matisa says. ‘It is not the same. Her mother has been ensuring they take the remedy each day.’

         ‘All the victims’ loved ones say they were taking the remedy – the circle believes they say that to save face.’

         ‘I asked the girl. The fire in her eyes spoke her truth.’

         ‘But …’ A sliver of fear jabs at my heart. The remedy no longer protects. ‘But how can this be? When your people discovered the remedy all those years ago, bringing it here was the reason you survived. You said my settlement using it unknowing is the reason we survived.’

         ‘That is what happened.’

         ‘Then how—?’

         Matisa shakes her head and is quiet for a long moment.

         ‘My dream last night,’ she says finally. Her voice is halting, like she’s trying to figure her words as she says them. ‘I am in the woods on my hands and knees, searching for something, as before. I come upon a great fire of the remedy plants. They all burn until they are ash.’ She closes her eyes. ‘And then I am buried in the dirt near your settlement.’ I draw in a breath. It’s like my dreams. ‘The feeling I have, when I am buried …’

         ‘What?’ 

         Her eyes open and find mine. ‘It is one of peace.’

         I chew on my lip. ‘It doesn’t mean what you think.’ But my voice quavers. Been worried for weeks that my dreams foretell Matisa’s death.

         She offers me a faint smile.

         I take her hand and grip it tight. ‘We’ll figure it,’ I say, fierce.

         She nods, untangles her fingers from mine, and starts down the mountain.

         I follow her home, to our beds.

         But I know she won’t sleep tonight.

         
            *

         

         The dead in the river sing out. I turn my head to look at the shining waters, where the sun is glinting so bright, it near blinds me. I want to hush them, want to clap my hands to my ears, block out their song, but I can’t move.

         The fortification walls cast long shadows on the Watch flats where I stand. I see the figure lying in the dirt.

         It’s Matisa, her skin mottled and bruised, swollen with blood.

         In her hand she holds the remedy plant. She crushes it, letting the dust drift from her slack fingers.

         I fall beside her and dig, pulling up handfuls of soil and pressing them to her, covering her in earth.

         A rush of hoofbeats comes. Gunfire. Horses. Screaming.

         The voices of the dead call out.

         Make peace with it. 

         
            *

         

         The morning light peeks through the window in the wall above me, and dust dances in a long line, streaming to the wood floor. I push the soft bison blanket down and sit up on my bed. I know without looking that Matisa’s bed is empty: I’m alone.

         That dream leaves a chill of unease on my skin each time, but this morning it coats me in dread.

         I pull on my moccasins and dress quick in the sleeping space Matisa and I share. Our beds sit opposite one another, and an unlit, strange-looking hearth sits at the far end of the room. Its chimney is a long cylinder, and the fire is contained in a metal box shut behind a small, heavy door.

         Matisa was raised here in the healer’s lodge, away from her family. New members of the circle are chosen as children, and an elder healer raises each child selected. Sokayawin, both a healer and Matisa’s aunt, raised Matisa. Oftentimes the new members are family, since ties of blood ensure loyalty, but being chosen so young to such an honour pretty well guarantees loyalty, as well. Everyone protects their vow fierce.

         Everyone except Matisa.

         She told me about the remedy when we left my settlement. She knew I wouldn’t leave without being reassured my people weren’t at risk from the Bleed, and she believed we had to stay together. By then, she’d already disobeyed the circle by searching for me. They didn’t share her dreams, so she left of her own accord, which was rebellious but not unlike her. Even as a child she’d tested the circle’s patience: asking questions about every little thing, wandering off to think on the answers, and skipping her chores.

         Sokayawin loves Matisa dearly, so she tolerates her wilfulness. It’s clear Matisa’s always had her own mind. Even if that means risking people’s favour.

         And mayhap that’s why I feel a kinship with her, why we’re so connected.

         I find her sitting outside, facing the river. I’ve slept long; the sun is already visible over the far peaks.

         I stand before her, my shadow casting her in shade.

         ‘You told the circle about the girl?’ I ask.

         She raises her eyes and nods. ‘Meyoni will conduct a quick burial. It is not proper, but it is the way of things now.’ The circle is sacred, so they oversee such things as sending people to their Peace. Matisa told me there used to be rituals that lasted days; lately there’ve been too many deaths for that.

         ‘But what did they say about the remedy?’

         She shakes her head and stands. ‘Sokayawin was not in the hall, and I want to tell her first.’ I raise my eyebrows; it’s custom that the circle speaks on important things all together. ‘And I would like you to come with me.’ She starts walking.

         We’re halfway through the village when Tom and Eisu approach. The boys are walking close together, and Tom’s wheat-blond head is bent towards Eisu’s chatter. Eisu’s long, dark hair is pulled back, away from his handsome face, and he’s gesturing with something in his hands.

         They don’t notice us until we’re near right on top of them.

         ‘Eisu’s showing me a spot in the lake where you can catch bull trout,’ Tom says in a rush, before I can ask where they’re headed.

         I raise my eyebrows, and his cheeks pink.

         ‘Make sure you show him how not to lose his line to the trees on the far side,’ Matisa says. ‘If you know how to do that?’ She’s teasing.

         Eisu’s mouth pulls up in a smile. ‘His aim is perfect,’ he remarks. ‘He won’t lose his line.’ Tom ducks his head, pleased.

         Matisa rolls her eyes. ‘Go before the day gets hot.’ We watch them pass, and once their backs are turned, she shares a knowing look with me. I wait until I’m sure they’re out of earshot. ‘Do you think Eisu …?’

         Matisa has a gleam in her eyes. ‘I have never known him to share his secret fishing spot.’

         
            *

         

         We find Sokayawin checking the vine tripods in the gardens, a short distance into the fields. The farmlands stretch out lush behind her, stalks and vines heavy with all manner of vegetables. Matisa says this valley is special, that most soil in the mountains would not grow such things. Here, though, the summers are longer and the winterkill not so deadly. Animals journey to this place for shelter during the harshest months of La Prise.

         Matisa’s people once roamed the prairies, following the great herds and gathering sustenance from the forests and grasslands. When they united with groups to the south and moved here, their manner of living changed. They shared ideas, found new ways of existing. Lots of the plants they grow I’ve never seen before, and their tools are also new to me. At my settlement, we hauled buckets from the river to water our meagre gardens. Here, the water is drawn up from the river by a kind of wheel and brought through a series of ditches to feed the thirsty plants. And they have a couple of strange ploughing carts for when they plant and harvest – like the ones we saw in Genya’s village. They have tools to sort seeds from dirt and debris, and a building where they gather the crops and clean them for their food storages. Some of these tools run on their own, powered by the river, or, as Matisa tried to explain to me, by water becoming air.

         The rhythmic clanking of those tools used to spark fear in me. Seemed too unnatural for them to be running without a hand to crank them or a beast to pull them, but over the weeks I’ve got used to the sound.

         All their methods and ways of living are new to me. Different but good.

         The gardens, glinting green and gold in the morning sun, stand in sharp contrast to my settlement’s sparse harvest.

         Sokayawin straightens when she sees us coming.

         We cross through the soft soil, the heady scent of green leaves and dirt rising up. There are particular factions of Matisa’s village whose tasks are planting, tending and harvesting the gardens. Sokayawin is not one of them, but she loves to be out here anyway, fussing over the vegetables.

         ‘The squash looks good,’ Matisa remarks – in English, for my benefit. ‘This spot was a good choice.’

         The old lady clucks her tongue in agreement. ‘It grows better now.’

         ‘You changed its planting place?’ I ask.

         ‘The soil tires after too much of one plant. They moved the squash here from the west end of the gardens.’ Sokayawin takes a pinch of shredded root out of the pouch at her belt.

         Matisa nods at the sprawling vines. ‘Soon you won’t be able to contain it.’

         Sokayawin levels her a look. ‘I am used to that.’ Matisa pretends to study the vines. The old woman sighs. ‘But you are not here to discuss the squash.’ She places the shredded pinch in her mouth.

         ‘Meyoni is overseeing the latest burial,’ Matisa says. ‘A girl my age.’

         Sokayawin is quiet, worrying the root with her teeth.

         ‘She was taking the remedy.’ 

         Sokayawin’s jaw stills. ‘You are certain?’

         ‘I am.’

         The old woman holds Matisa’s gaze a long while. She looks at me, like she’s deciding something. Finally she gestures towards the lake. ‘Let us sit.’
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         Outside the garden rows we find a spot facing the lake. The wind blows strong, stirring up the impossible green-blue waters into white waves, but the sun is hot on our heads and bare arms.

         Sokayawin settles back, waiting for Matisa to speak.

         ‘The rumour is true,’ Matisa begins. ‘The girl was taking the remedy as we have always instructed. It did not protect her. And I have been trying to determine how this can be.’ She draws a breath. ‘Auntie, I believe the sickness has changed.’

         I squint at Matisa. ‘Changed?’

         ‘I believe it is stronger now, and the remedy can no longer fight it.’

         Sokayawin tilts her head as if she is considering this, a worried look on her face.

         ‘But how can a sickness change?’ I ask.

         ‘Over time, many things change to survive.’ Matisa waves a hand as she tries to explain. ‘Like the mountain deer. On the plains, deer are speckled so they can hide in the grasses from predators. Here in the mountains, their hides are shades of grey to match the rock. They have changed so they can better hide themselves. The sickness could be the same.’

         My frown deepens. ‘The sickness is an animal?’

         ‘Not an animal, exactly.’ She rubs her brow. ‘But it is alive – we can kill it by boiling the water it lives in. And many living things change in order to survive. The sickness may have done the same.’

         ‘The sickness appears as it always has,’ Sokayawin muses aloud. ‘And the remedy, too. As long as we have been in this place, the plant grows strong.’

         ‘Whether things appear the same or not, something has changed,’ Matisa replies. ‘On our journey here, Em dreamt of me crushing the remedy plant to dust, then discarding it, like it is useless. I believe her dream foretold this trouble.’

         Sokayawin looks to me. The rest of my dream crowds into my mind: Matisa’s bruised body in the soil of my settlement. I nod, my stomach knotting.

         ‘Auntie, we must tell our people.’

         Sokayawin clucks her tongue. ‘Telling them the remedy is useless could be dangerous. They may lose trust, like sohkâtisiwak did.’

         My skin prickles at the mention of the group of abandoners from this village. They left a year ago, fed up with the secrecy of the circle. For reasons unknown to us, they were hunting for Matisa; we narrowly escaped them on our journey here.

         ‘We have no choice. We must tell them,’ Matisa says. Movement along the shore interrupts her. 

         A group on horseback is making their way around the lake. As they get close, I can see by the leather breastplates and wrist guards that they are warriors. Huritt, their leader, is at the front. He’s a huge man in dark leathers, his long hair pulled back all severe from his face, and on his tall black horse he makes a fierce picture.

         ‘Day and night, they train,’ Sokayawin murmurs, watching them head west to where the river meets the lake.

         ‘But our battle prowess will not be enough against the Dominion,’ Matisa says. ‘And if we have nothing to negotiate peace, the war I dreamt of will destroy us.’ A sombre silence falls. We watch the riders wind along the shore until they are specks in the distance.

         ‘I have been thinking about Em’s settlement – the way it was when I found her.’ Matisa speaks, her voice halting. ‘Secrets kept her people captive and struggling.’

         My brows knit while I work out what Matisa means but isn’t saying. She’s drawing a parallel. In my settlement, one man’s secret kept my people choosing fear for years. We guarded our walls against some spirit-monster, punished one another for failing our virtues.

         ‘It’s not the same,’ I say. ‘The secret in our settlement was created to protect one man’s position, and it destroyed him.’ I can picture the face of our leader, Brother Stockham, the moment I revealed his deceit to my people. A heartbeat later, he ended his own life. ‘Your healers created a secret to ensure everyone’s survival.’

         ‘Both were desperate acts.’ 

         ‘But at least yours was meant for good,’ I argue.

         ‘No matter their reason, secrets can do harm,’ Matisa says.

         There is a flicker of disquiet in Sokayawin’s eyes. ‘You should say all you wish to say.’

         Matisa takes a deep breath. ‘Auntie, you tell me that our understanding of ourselves, our ability to see our path, comes from retelling our stories, one generation to the next. But what happens when those stories have been changed – when the truth has been concealed? The healers’ circle has not dreamt our path in many years.’ She looks at me. ‘And I believe finding Em, learning that secrets kept her people in fear and desperation for so long, was a warning. Our secret was thought to be necessary for the good of our people, but I feel that it has disrupted our ability to see things clearly. Perhaps if we disclose the truth, more of us will begin to dream again, and our path will become clear. We need to tell our people what the remedy is and why it has been kept secret.’

         I risk a glance at Sokayawin. Her face is calm, but her eyes burn bright.

         ‘You wish to break the circle,’ she says.

         ‘No …’

         ‘We are looked to as leaders because we protect our people with our methods. Disclosing such a thing will change that.’

         Matisa is silent.

         Sokayawin rises to face the lake. When she turns back to us, her expression is grave but not angry. She speaks words in her own tongue to Matisa, turns, and starts back to the village.

         I look at Matisa.

         ‘She says I must speak to the rest,’ she says.

         ‘That notion of breaking the circle won’t sit too well with the others,’ I remark.

         She draws her knees up, wraps her arms around them, and sits quiet a moment. ‘I have been thinking about sohkâtisiwak,’ she says. ‘They were right, in a way.’

         ‘To abandon you?’

         ‘No. To believe that the circle was not truly protecting our people.’

         ‘But you are. I mean – you’re trying.’

         ‘We are failing.’

         ‘It doesn’t mean they were right,’ I protest. ‘They have foolish beliefs. They think the woods outside my settlement are forbidden because they contain something powerful that the circle is keeping secret.’

         ‘The remedy plant came from those woods, and we kept it secret,’ Matisa points out. ‘Again, they were right, in a way.’

         ‘The woods are forbidden because your scouts disappeared there all those years ago. We discovered the truth when you found me – their deaths were at the hands of our settlement leader; it had nothing to do with the Bleed or the remedy plant.’

         ‘I know.’ She sighs. ‘But I can’t help but wonder …’ 

         ‘What?’

         ‘If it was more than mistrust that caused sohkâtisiwak to desert us.’ She chews her lip. ‘Only one thing prompted me to leave the safety of this valley.’

         She’s speaking on her dreams. ‘Matisa,’ I say. ‘They were hunting you—’

         ‘But we still don’t know why.’

         I’m quiet.

         ‘I just wonder.’ She stands and dusts off her hands. ‘But these are thoughts I will not share with the circle. My ideas about our secrecy will be enough for today.’

         I watch her catch up to Sokayawin, my heart clenched tight. Can’t figure her thoughts on sohkâtisiwak, but as she becomes a small form in the distance, her words from earlier drift through my mind.

         Secrets can do harm.

         Unbidden, an image of Kane standing on the hill where we said goodbye creeps into my heart. Not telling him what I knew about the Bleed was my attempt to protect him from knowing a dangerous secret. But if I’d been more honest with him, would we be parted right now?

         A shadow creeps into the corner of my vision. It’s the dog from earlier, lurking near a rock. Her ears prick forward when I look at her. Matisa says dogs were once used for helping to carry things, but ever since Matisa’s people settled here, they’ve kept dogs as companions.

         Almighty.

         ‘No food here,’ I say, showing my empty hands. 

         She wags her tail.

         ‘Shoo,’ I say.

         She creeps forward, her belly low to the ground. She’s so thin – just matted hair and bones. All bedraggled. Reminds me of someone I used to know.

         Reminds me I’ve been deceived by appearances before.

         Charlie, the outcast from my settlement, the boy who betrayed us on our journey here and near got us all enslaved, looked vulnerable like this starving dog. My guilt clouded my good sense when I gave him a chance, took him with us. My anger overshadowed sense again when I punished him for betraying us and left him tied to a tree with small chance for survival. He was all alone …

         I push the thought from my mind and step forward. The dog shies back a mite but – Almighty’s grace – peers up at me, hopeful-like.

         ‘Go on,’ I say.

         I head back to the village. When I reach the outskirts, I look back. She’s not following. I wind through rows of buildings, watching children chase each other around, passing by women and men who are doing all manner of work as they sit together in the sun: cooking large game, mending garments. But some of them are in their leathers, which means they’ve either just finished warrior training or are about to begin. A few people raise their heads and watch me as I pass. It’s a bit unnerving, but I realised weeks ago their eyeballing was curious, not wary.

         Still, their stares remind me I’m a stranger here, and not a particular useful one so far. I clench my teeth. Need to do something. Anything.

         I cross through a gleaming network of buildings, built of large stones and timber, and head for the horse paddocks.

         Three boys stand at the far end. I recognise Isi by the way he stands – straight and proud. If you didn’t know better, you’d think he was always cross. But I’m happy to see his fierce face. His jaw loses its hard edge as I approach.

         ‘Emmeline,’ he says.

         I nod hello to the other boys, who are checking over their riding gear.

         ‘You going somewhere?’ I ask him.

         He shakes his head. ‘Oiling the gear.’ He waves his hand at the leather effects before him. ‘Everything needs to stay in good order.’ For the warriors, he means. ‘What troubles you, ankwaca?’ He’s calling me squirrely; it’s his way of saying I look preoccupied. I frown. My gaze drifts over to Matisa’s horse – the one Kane’s little brother Daniel named Dottie. She stands in the centre of the herd. Matisa said I need a gentle horse …

         ‘You wish to ride?’ Isi asks.

         ‘It’s just … well, Matisa’s busy right now, but she thought it might be good if I gave it another go. Trying to learn, I mean. She thought …’

         ‘Ah,’ Isi says. ‘She believes you need a better teacher.’

         ‘Not real sure that’s the problem. But yes.’

         ‘You are looking for me, then.’ I turn. A tall girl stands at the paddock gate. 

         ‘Tansi, Lea,’ Isi says. ‘Yes, Em is looking for you.’

         I study the girl – she’s a head taller than me and seems a few years older, too. Her hair is pulled back into a tight braid, and her eyes are raven black and piercing. She looks like she could snap me in two in a heartbeat.

         She jerks her chin at the horses. ‘If you wish to learn, I can teach you.’

         ‘Lea is restless,’ Isi says. ‘She is missing the hunt.’

         The hunt. Each year after the Thaw, the fastest and strongest osanaskisiwak go out in large numbers to hunt the great herds and are gone all summer. They have many other food sources, but the hunt is a treasured journey – sacred – and a way to keep up their skills. News of the Dominion kept them in the valley this year to protect their people.

         ‘How many summers have you gone?’ I ask Lea.

         ‘This was to be my third.’

         ‘So she needs a challenge,’ Isi pipes up. ‘This is good.’

         I scowl at Isi. He grins. I shake my head. ‘I tried to learn once,’ I tell Lea. ‘Not sure I can be taught.’

         ‘Everyone can learn.’ Lea shrugs as she says this, as if it’s common knowledge. She looks me over, and my cheeks grow warm, but if she thinks I’m unsuitable, she doesn’t say.

         I can feel Isi watching me.

         ‘All right,’ I say. ‘Yes. I’d like to learn.’

         
            *

         

         The sun is high as Isi and I make our way across the village. My legs are still shaky from the ride, and my hands are sore from gripping the reins too tight. Didn’t go as smooth as I was hoping, but if Isi thinks the same, he doesn’t say.

         Riding quelled that antsy feeling for a time, but I can feel it starting back up. That feeling that I should know more. Do more.

         ‘Ankwaca,’ Isi says. ‘What are you thinking?’

         I shoot him a look. ‘Nothing. That’s the problem.’

         He is quiet as we walk out towards a group of boys his age gathered on the flats. He’s joining them to practise his sling on the training ground. It takes physical strength and speed; it’s not something I can learn. That unsettled feeling rises. I turn to him. ‘What do you do when you feel …’ I search for the right word. ‘Lost.’

         He raises his eyebrows. ‘Lost?’

         ‘Just … when you don’t know what to do next, but you feel like you should.’

         ‘I have never felt that way.’

         Course he hasn’t. ‘But if you did? What would you do?’

         He shrugs. ‘Wait for it to pass.’

         ‘But what if you can’t wait? What if there’s no more time, and people are depending on you to know?’

         But he’s distracted by something behind me. I turn.

         A cluster of shapes is moving along the far shore of the lake. Moments later the blur of movement sharpens: six riders on horseback are coming along the rocky terrain at a fierce pace.

         ‘Scouts,’ Isi says.

         All summer they’ve been sending scouts out between here and the great river that winds past my settlement, wanting eyes on any newcomers. They sent the first group when we arrived with our news at the beginning of summer, a second group two weeks ago. A third group set out yesterday. Each group is meant to be gone three weeks.

         ‘It’s the second group,’ Isi says, surprised. ‘I see Keme’s ribbons.’

         We’re not the only ones to see the scouts arrive. People have left their tasks and are hurrying to greet the group. A couple of children race out along the flats, hoping to be the first to welcome them.

         The six don’t slow. They avoid the children by a large margin and skirt the village, streaming past the gathering crowd.

         ‘Where’s the first? Why are these returning early?’ I ask.

         They ride hard for the west side: the weaponry and warriors’ stables. Whatever news they’re bringing, they’re sharing it with the war leaders first.

         Isi is never one for speculation. He watches them, his face grave. ‘Go get Matisa,’ he tells me. ‘I will speak with Nishwa and find out.’
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