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      She was beautiful, bright hair shining in the sun, full breasts and hips moving beneath the soft doeskin dress. Her youngest son, no longer an infant, clung to her side, her daughter walking before her. Naki was everything he'd ever wanted in a mate -- beautiful, experienced, kind, talented. Her blankets were the tightest woven in three clans, her flatbread light and fluffy and melting. Her voice sang the songs of the women with a purity unheard of.

      Jael sighed, shifting slightly on Sernes' back, his cock filling as he watched her move.

      One day soon he would bring her a mi’it dressed in beads and baubles and well-packed. He would make a fine saddle, a warm fur. He would offer to take the empty place of her lost warrior and, knowing his hunting skills and his good nature -- because his father always said he was the most good-natured of all the boys -- she would say yes.

      Sernes snorted and tossed her head, hooves stamping impatiently in the grasses, catching Naki's attention. She smiled and waved and looked at him for a moment -- really looked -- before turning away. He headed out to the forests. If he was going to win her, he needed pelts, needed to provide for the tribe.

      Soon he would be providing for his family. Naki’s family.

      The clouds were beginning to threaten in the West, a sign of great change to come. Jael watched for a moment -- great changes, and soon, too.

      He smiled, nickering to Sernes as they headed out.

      He was ready for some change.
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      It was a dry, dusty day. The road was dirty, the grass that lined it was yellowed and brown in places, the air wasn't clean. And worst of all, he was dirty. He could feel the grit, rubbing between his collar and the skin of his neck, inside his shoes, in his hair. It made him grumpy and tired and unhappy.

      It wouldn't do any good to stop and wash, either. There would just be more dirt and he would have to stop again and really, he wanted to find a place to camp before he stopped and so far this road had proved to be unfriendly. Aside from the dirt, he had a spider-bite, a bruise on his shin from an unfortunate trip over a camouflaged stick, a scratch from the thorns of a berry bush across his right hand and his water pouch had fallen and been torn.

      All Quan wanted out of this path now, was to survive it. Civilization would be nice, too.

      At least the current cover of trees offered shade from the sun and cut the wind, which kept the dust to a minimum. Of course it also brought with it all manner of creatures and he was pretty sure he'd heard the snorfling chortle of a wild hog. He hadn't stuck around to be sure, choosing instead to move on quickly. Another noise came from the trees around him, this time the sound more like a growl. Maybe a big cat or something like a bear. Another noise came from the same direction, this time more of a rumbling roar and Quan froze, eyes riveted to where it had come from.

      When the bear broke through the cover of the trees and continued to press forward, running straight at him, Quan ran. As fast as he could.

      The damned beast still managed to swipe him before he could make it to a tree, cutting a rather painful gouge out of his leg.

      The wound was soon forgotten in the panic that followed his scramble up the tree. The damnable bear was trying to knock him off his perch, if that was what you could call his precarious position, clinging to the trunk of the tree, some twenty-five feet from the ground. The bear would back away -- the first time he'd thought it had given up -- and then it would run and ram its head right into the tree. It was also rubbing its hindquarters against the tree, which was making the trunk he was clinging to groan and tremble alarmingly. Well, he was alarmed at any rate, the bear looked like he was going to keep doing it until Quan dropped into his lap. If bears had laps.

      Well then, he seemed not to be panicking, as he was considering the physical make-up of bears. Just then the beast gave up on trying to shake him out of the tree. Which would have been wonderful, except he seemed intent on climbing up instead.

      Quan began to scream.
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      Jael heard the scream only a heartbeat before he heard the infuriated roar of the bear. Sernes whinnied and stamped and then they were off, moving through the forest at a breakneck speed, wind and sound and excitement plummeting him forward.

      His throwing knives were in his hand, rahat readied at his side. The huge brown animal had someone treed -- Jael didn't have the time or inclination to be curious as to who yet, as he wheeled Sernes around to aim the first volley of knives. The first knife sliced through the thick fur, but was easily brushed away. The second and third found their marks, burying deep into the thick, ropy muscle of the bear's shoulder. The fourth knife was slapped from the air by a huge paw, the beast turning and roaring furiously. Sernes bucked, screaming shrilly into the air, the smell and vicinity of the bear more than her training could take. Jael managed to throw one more knife as he leapt from her back and began swinging his rahat on a strong, thin mara-silk rope, looking for a wounding blow that would keep him out of range of those claws and teeth. Time slowed, became thick and heavy like good honey on a winter morning. It was always like this, on a good hunt, during the battle -- thick and slow and his heart beat so steady and strong and he could see everything and...

      There!

      The bear shifted, one arm moving to strike and he let the blades fly, crowing as they sank deep, piercing organ and flesh and bone. With a tug, the blades came free, blood pouring from the bear, weakening it in steady pulses. Jael circled, keeping the dying animal's attention, watching for the killing blow. He disliked when they suffered and prided himself on a clean, quick kill. It was his fondest wish that his prey appeared, surprised and still running, in the green fields of the Land of Summer, still believing themselves in their native woods.

      It took only two more blows before the bear fell to the ground, its spirit slipping from its meat and pelt. Jael leaned down and slit the throat before the heart stilled, repeating the motion on the thick pad of flesh below his thumb. He watched as both fluids fell and fed the earth, one dead and one living. As it should be.

      As he became aware of his surroundings once more, he realized the screaming hadn't stopped. The man, for it appeared to indeed be a man, who had been treed, was still quite a ways up, crying and screeching and begging for the moon to save him. Jael tilted his head. "You! Up there! It's dead. You can stop now. You hurt?"

      Whoever the man was, he wasn't from here -- not with that accent and those clothes. Maybe from the big water or perhaps the tribes by the white mountains. "Dead? Hurt? Yes! Yes, I'm hurt. For the love of the moon, get me down!"

      "Where are you hurt?" Jael slipped the rahat into its customary place, climbing easily up the takava. He loved these trees, they smelled like the candies from the Feast days -- minty and spicy and warm.

      "Where?" The man was still half-shrieking, half-yelling, panic clear in his voice. "What does it matter where? I am bleeding to death and we are discussing wound placement."

      "In my experience, people lose their voices long before they lose their last drop of blood. You must be safe."

      "I'm hanging perilously from a tree. I am most assuredly not safe!" The panic in the man's voice had faded somewhat, replaced by indignation.

      "Perilously?" Jael frowned and shrugged, holding one hand up towards the man. He didn't look like he was bleeding to death, but he definitely looked unhappy. "Well, come on then. If you don't like being up here, let's go down."

      Blue eyes that were almost green, unlike any he'd ever seen before, stared down at him: first at his hand and then the ground and then into his face. "On second thought, maybe I'll just stay where I am."

      "Stay? But you said..." Jael blinked and frowned. Maybe the odd man really was wounded. He reached out again, more insistent. "Come now. Falling out of the tree would hurt."

      "Yes, I'm sure it would." The man wrapped his arms more firmly around the trunk. "That's why I'll stay right where I am. As long as I keep talking I won't bleed to death, right? That is what you said."

      "I did not. I said you couldn't talk if..." He sighed and whistled for Sernes, sliding back down the trunk with a mental shrug. He'd give the man a moment; perhaps he was frightening. He didn't think he was particularly threatening, but he had just killed a bear alone. Oh, Naki would have to be impressed by this. Have to. He pulled his blade as his feet hit the ground, heading for his kill. "You want some of the meat? You did find it, after all."

      "Wait! Where are you going? You can't just leave me here!"

      Oh, now this was ridiculous. Jael stepped away from the tree, hands on his hips. "You just said you were staying up there. I heard you."

      "Not by myself I'm not! Besides, you said if I was talking I couldn't bleed to death and then you said that wasn't true at all." The man glared down at him for a moment and then whimpered and clung more tightly to the tree.

      A drop of something fell down and hit the ground next to Jael. Bending, he touched his finger to the spot; it was red.

      "If I come up and help you, will you come down? I've got water and blankets and some binding cloths." Jael began the climb again. "I won't hurt you."

      "Oh, water would be lovely. I feel so dirty. I've been dirty all day. I was going to stop. I should have stopped, then the bear would have decided to eat someone else. I don't think I'd even be very tasty to a bear. I don't know why he was picking on me. Oh. You're very large, aren't you? Rather like that bear."

      "Don't like being dirty?" He climbed quickly, worried at the confused, sing-songy tone. "There's a river about a half candlemark's ride away. We'll get you down and patched up and go, if you'd like. I could use a bit of a wash and so could the bear, I think."

      The man seemed to cling even tighter to the tree. "I thought the bear was dead!"

      "He is, but he'll be a better rug after a dunk." Jael laughed, hoping to put the man at ease. "And he'll taste better too, wouldn't you think?"

      "I think I'm going to be sick," the man informed him, voice tight, almost prim.

      "Wait 'til I'm up or you're down." Jael reached the man and scooped him close, balancing the vaguely green-faced man against his chest. "There now. Just close your eyes and we'll be down and I'll find you a bit of water."

      Long, thin fingers grabbed at his tunic, wrapping themselves in it in a death grip. "I'll find the water. That's what I do. I just need a minute and I'll find your water for you."

      "You're a dowser? The chieftain will be glad to hear that. We've been worried about the water since the seer started warning last winter. Hard to keep a tribe without water." Jael chattered softly, watching the ill-look fade slightly. Then he quickly and carefully carried the man down the tree.

      "Pshaw. Dowsers are charlatans. You dig deep enough you can find water anywhere. I bring it to you. Oh. I usually don't tell people that. Not right away. Sometimes not even at all. But you did just save my life from that horrible bear who was going to eat me all up. Thank you."

      "They are?" Jael settled the man on the grass, looking him over carefully. There was a nasty gash on one leg, but otherwise the man seemed well. He whistled for his horse again, pulling down one of the saddlebags and pulling out a water skin. "What's your name? I'm Jael."

      "I'm Quan. It's nice to meet you, Jael. Thank you for rescuing me." The man looked down at his own leg and grew pale. "Oh my, that seems like an awful lot of blood..."

      "Oh, it's not so bad. Looks nastier than it is. What kind of name is Quan? I've never heard it before." He winced as his cut thumb began to sting and raised it to his mouth, sucking it idly. He poured water over Quan's wound before binding it up.

      "My people are -- oh! Ooooooohhhhh." Quan stopped speaking, a small smile playing about his face as Jael cleaned the wound.

      "The ache should ease soon. It wasn't too deep at all." Jael tied the last knot and stood. "If you'll rest a bit, I'll set that old bear onto some sticks and we'll head down to the river."

      Either the pain was easing or the man was about to lose consciousness, but he looked happier.

      "The ache has all but disappeared. Thank you for sharing your water with me." Quan reached out and touched his hand, eyes going wide. "T-the river sounds good."

      "You're welcome." Jael smiled and stood, heading over to chop two heavy limbs from the tree. "So, are you headed somewhere special or just heading anywhere?"

      His hand was tingling, sharp and bright. It was odd; bear's blood never did that before.

      "Nowhere in particular. I... I suppose I was looking for someone."

      "You're a far way out for searching." He placed the branches near the bear, grunting as he rolled them beneath the heavy carcass. "My village is close by -- a half day's ride or so. If you want, I'm sure the Elders would enjoy your stories, your knowledge. Let a healer look at your leg."

      "I would be most grateful." Quan smiled at him, a rather friendly smile. "Perhaps my search is over."

      "Oh?" Jael took his shirt off, tearing off strips to fasten the bear more sturdily. The sun was hot against his back; it felt good and warm. "Aklan is our one of our elders. So is Liena, she does most of the seeing for the Clan. I'm sure they would like to meet you."

      "And I would like to meet them. But tell me more about yourself."

      "Me?" Jael shrugged, attaching the stakes to Sernes' saddle. "My father is Di'lat. I am his youngest son." He wandered over to where Quan was stretched out on the ground. "If I help you, can you mount? It will ease the way to the river."

      "Yes, but I must warn you that I don't ride very well." Quan's nose wrinkled. "Horses are such dirty, smelly beasts."

      "Serne isn't smelly. She's just been brushed out this morning." He knelt down, draping Quan's thin arm over his bare shoulder. "Okay, I'll help you up. Try and keep your weight off that leg or it'll sting."

      Quan's hand grabbed at his shoulder, holding tightly as they stood together. "Brushed or not, she's all... horsey."

      "Yes. She's a mi’it. It is the nature of the beast." Jael arched an eyebrow and grinned, waiting patiently as the man balanced. "How are you doing? Ready to try a step?"

      The stranger's skin was fine and smooth, different than his, but interesting and just smelled of clear water.

      Quan looked down at his leg dubiously. "Perhaps you should just carry me over?" With his free hand, Quan squeezed the muscles of his arms and of his chest. "You certainly seem strong enough."

      "I suppose it would be easier." Jael faced him and lifted him carefully, carrying him over to Serne, who was snorting in protest. "Now you hush, girl. He's hurt. Let's get him to the river, shall we? Then we'll take him home to Aklan."

      "I guess she doesn't think I smell very good either." Quan's laugh was slightly breathless and he seemed suddenly quite warm. "Will you ride with me? Make sure I don't fall off?"

      "She's just nervous. She's only used to me, that's all. We've not ridden together for too many seasons and our iyossi was slow to form." Jael frowned, looking from the man in his arms to the saddle. "Well, let's get you seated and see how you feel. One way or the other, I won't let you fall."

      "Iyossi?" Quan asked, looking curious in spite of himself. Jael had to keep from laughing at the way he sat so gingerly in the saddle. At this rate the man was going to tumble off the moment Serne started to move.

      "Relax! She won't hurt you, I swear it." With a sigh and a chuckle -- his brothers were going to rib him about this for days -- he swung up onto Serne, settling behind Quan, supporting the man easily. "And yes, iyossi. The bond between man and mi’it. It is the second most important bond a man can achieve." He clucked softly to Serne, nudging her forward. "You honestly aren't from around here, are you?"

      "No, I can safely say that I have never been here before." The man settled back, almost melting against him. "What's the first most?"

      "The bond of ki’ita. The bond given only by the One who is All. It is rare and only between certain ba’chi and hi’icha." Jael shook his head. "I have seen those who are ki’ita. They glow together."

      "I think it would be wonderful to glow with another, don't you? What are ba’chi and hi’icha?"

      "Ba’chi are our holy men. They use great magics and have great gifts. They are very rare, only a very few per clan." Jael scooted back a bit, only to have the man follow. "The hi’icha are their guardians -- strong, brave warriors who protect the tribe and their ki’ita. There are more hi’icha than ba’chi, but the tribe needs protection even if there is no ba’chi to care for."

      He bit back his sigh. He had always dreamt of being chosen as hi’icha, of receiving the scars and feeling the pride of his father and his grandfather. It was not to be. The tribe had enough older, wiser, stronger men to guard her. A’chaffa! He had enough older brothers to guard two tribes.

      "I have heard of such pairs myself. Seen them in fact. They do indeed glow." Quan seemed to melt even closer to him.

      "Yes. As a boy, we would all pretend that we were called to be hi’icha, but it is a rare thing and is an honor to hunt for the tribe."

      Quan chuckled lightly. "And did no one pretend they were ba’chi?"

      "No. They say ba’chi know from birth that they are not called to hunt. It would be wrong to pretend to be something you could never be." Jael sniffed, stretching up. "Ah, the river is close."

      "Yes, and pure as well. It will be nearly as good as a healer to bathe in such clean water."

      "Have you been to the river then?"

      "No, I haven't."

      Jael tilted his head. "How'd you know it was pure, then?"

      "I... I can feel it." The words were offered, almost shyly.

      "You're a ba’chi, then? Honestly?" Jael grinned, the day was getting better and better. Interesting company, a bear pelt and a ba’chi to introduce to Aklan.

      "I am. Searching for my hi’icha and playing with bears."

      Jael laughed, reaching down to pat Serne's hip as she weaved through the trees. "You should try playing with smaller bears next time. Or climb bigger trees."

      Quan was leaning heavily against him. This close, the man felt hot and thin.

      "Do you feel feverish, Quan?" He worried that perhaps the man was getting sick. Perhaps they should hurry at the river, get to the tents as soon as possible.

      "Giddy, but not feverish. It isn't often a man finds out the journey of lifetime has finally brought an end to his searching."

      "Oh? Do you think you're going to find what you're searching for at the river?"

      Quan chuckled lightly. "Yes, I do believe that what I am searching for will be at the river. And in your home."

      Jael frowned, not sure he understood. He considered pushing further, but then they came upon the river, wide and clear and sparkling in the afternoon sun, and the questions seemed unimportant, petty. The ba’chi were odd at best, their gifts both a blessing and a curse, foreign ones could only be more so.

      "The Chokfin River." He grinned happily, sliding off Serne's back. "Oh, I bet the fish are biting."

      "You can catch us a meal," the man suggested, waiting upon the mi’it.

      "Hmmm? Oh, yes. After I take care of the bear." Jael reached up towards Quan. "You need help down?"

      "Yes." The man pushed gingerly away from the mi’it, falling into his arms and sliding against him.

      "Careful, you don't want to open the wound again." He eased Quan to his feet, watching the thin face. Hot -- the man seemed too warm, almost feverish with bright eyes.

      Quan's hands landed on his shoulders and slid down along his chest. "Thank you. Perhaps you could carry me to the water and help me undress. Once I'm immersed I'm sure I'll be much better."

      Jael nodded and took a half-step backward. His stomach was clenching, churning uncomfortably and he wondered if the berries he'd eaten for breakfast had been green. He wrapped his arms around Quan's waist and lifted the thin man, heading towards the sloping bank. The warm hands slid back up and around his shoulders, Quan holding on tightly. The man gasped slightly as Jael put him down, perhaps slightly more abruptly than he'd meant to.

      "Oh, sorry. You startled me." Jael felt his cheeks heat. "What help do you need, Quan?"

      "I can't seem to stand on the leg without pain, so if you could either undress me, or hold me steady, I would be most grateful."

      "Undress you?" Jael looked at Quan's complicated clothing. "How?"

      Quan laughed. "You take off my clothes. Surely you've undressed someone before?"

      "Uh... no. I don't think so. And I've never undressed anyone so... dressed."

      "It will be good practice for you then, in case you ever want to undress someone so dressed in the future." Quan's hands were still holding onto his shoulders, helping the man to stay upright, he presumed. "The outer robe comes off first -- it just slides off over my head."

      This was shaping up to be the strangest day he'd ever experienced. He reached for the gauzy material, wincing at his fingers caught upon it. "Will it tear?"

      "It is soft but strong. Like skin." Quan frowned down at his hands. "You should wash your hands first though."

      "Oh, yes. The blood is mostly dry, though." He eased Quan onto the grass. "Rest here a few moments and let me care for Serne and wash up."

      He hurried over and unhooked the makeshift travois, allowing Serne to graze and drink. The bear didn't look too worse for wear. As soon as he got the ba’chi settled, he'd start removing the pelt. Naki would love it.

      "You should disrobe and wash properly, change into a clean outfit that is not covered in blood."

      Jael laughed. "I'll just get all bloody again in a moment. I'll wash after and save my leathers."

      Quan was not laughing, he was in fact looking at the bear with some distaste. "It's a messy business, isn't it?"

      "Hunting often is." Jael wandered back down the bank, wetting his hands thoroughly, rubbing the soft sand between them to remove the grime and rinsing them. "In fact, living seems to be fairly messy, all that sweating and bleeding and breathing nonsense."

      "Quite." A glance at the man revealed Quan to be sitting primly where he had been left, hands folded in his lap. Only the gash in his leg, the trousers torn and blood-soaked, gave away his condition. "I find that a good soap and the proper care keep most of the mess to a minimum."

      He laughed heartily. Where under the Winds was the fun in that? "My brother, Pa'chi has a wife that makes soap. It's very good at cleaning just about everything. You want to bathe now, or wait until I'm finished with the bear?"

      "I will bathe now and until you are finished with the bear. I have my own soap with me. What does your Pa'chi's wife's soap smell like?"

      "Soap, I suppose." Jael shrugged. "I mean, soap is soap is soap -- slimy and grey and wet and... soapy." He walked over to Quan and held out his hand. "It'll take me a while with the bear. You don’t mind being wet for a while?"

      "I do wet very well. Wet is clean and neat and necessary." Quan took his hand, fingers sliding across his palm. "And soap is not slimy and grey and wet. Not if it is properly done."

      Jael arched an eyebrow. "Really? Do you come from far away?" He helped Quan upright, steadying him and removing the outer garment carefully. The man was dressed from neck to boots in a tight fitting knitted garment. He wore a small bag over his shoulder and Quan removed that before steadying himself against Jael's shoulders. The hands were still warm against Jael's skin. "What next? I've never seen anything like that... this... thing before."

      "The top pulls over my head, the trousers go down in the opposite direction. I can assure you it isn't so complicated."

      Jael looked down at his open vest and riding breeches, laces leaving his thighs exposed to the kiss of the wind. "No. I suppose not."

      "It keeps me clean." The way Quan said it, this was obviously a very good thing.

      "Oh." Jael was beginning to think that spending too much time here was not in his best interest. Aklan would know how to keep Quan entertained, how to keep Quan clean and dressed. Quan was looking at him expectantly. He reached for the shirt and eased it over Quan's head, wincing as the long braid came loose from its knot. "Oh, sorry. Want me to steady you so you can get your pants?"

      Quan shifted slightly and paled. "I think perhaps you'd better get them."

      Jael bit back his sigh. His brothers were never going to hear of this -- figuring out the clothing of a foreign ba’chi. At least if it had been his eldest brother, Kaen would have enjoyed the view... He knelt down, easing the leggings down, careful not to aggravate the open wound.

      Quan's skin was pale beneath his layers, the blood a harsh contrast next to the unbroken skin. Jael winced. It seemed wrong, the dark mar against the smooth skin. "Come. Some washing will help the wound."

      Quan's hands slid around his neck again, the naked body pressing close. Jael could feel Quan's heat, even through the barrier of his leathers. "I am sure it will. I was lucky to have such a strong hunter come to my rescue."

      Jael blinked. "I... I am glad to help."

      He hurried down into the river, lowering Quan into the water and then backing away quickly. "Do you need anything else? I'm going to get the pelt off that bear and carve the meat. Naki will be pleased to have my share."

      Quan looked suddenly stricken. "You have a wife."

      Jael shook his head. "Not yet. I have not caught her eye yet, but I will. She is still mourning her lost One, but I hope that she will look upon me with favor soon."

      Quan smiled at him. "Or perhaps your fancy will turn to another." The man undid his braid and brushed out his hair. It was long and seemed to absorb the sunlight into it. "There is a bar of soap in my bag, would you bring it to me, please?"

      "Of course." He hurried away, glad to be away from the sleek body and bright eyes. His stomach was unsettled, perhaps Quan gave off magics... He opened the bag and looked in. There didn't seem to be a jar of lye soap. "What does it look like?"

      "It looks like a bar of soap." Quan laughed as he continued to look puzzled. "It is about the size of my palm and not quite white."

      "Oh! This?" He pulled out what looked and felt like slightly spongy wood.

      "Yes." Quan reached his hand out, smiling. "You see? Not slimy or smelly or grey."

      "And you say it's soap? Does it make bubbles?" He handed the soap over, watching with interest to see how the man made the wood bar into soap. Quan dipped the bar into the water and began to rub it between his palms. Soon his hands were covered in a lather of tiny bubbles the same colour as the soap itself.

      "Oh!" He took a step closer, fascinated. He reached out, touching the tiny bubbles with a single finger.

      "It's quite wonderful. You can join me and we'll wash each other's backs."

      "Oh, no. I... the bear. I have to... the pelt and the meat, you know." He back-pedalled quickly, hurrying back up the bank.

      Quan's voice followed him. "Does this mean you won't wash my back for me?"

      "What do you do when you're on your own? Surely you don't wait to bathe until someone appears." It was easier to be calm and relaxed with his blade in hand, the bone sharp and finely made. He quickly stripped off his clothes, leaving only his loincloth. Skinning a bear was sweaty, hot work.

      "I have a brush in my big pack that will do an adequate job. But as you are here..."

      He slit the beast's belly, careful not the nick any organs and spoil the meat. "If you're still needing washing by the time I'm done and not wrinkled into something close to a dried hanal berry, I'll be glad to help." He looked up and over, "You want a section of the heart for yourself? It strengthens the blood, if taken raw."

      The look on Quan's face was answer enough.

      "You're sure? You're very pale, you know. Losing the blood today couldn't have been good for you." Jael removed the heart, slicing a piece for himself and chewing idly as he worked, removing stomach and lung and ropy entrails.

      "I prefer my meat cleaned, cooked. Aside from which I don't believe I could eat after a sight such as that one."

      "Which sight is that?" He removed the head and paws, setting them aside. His grandparents would want those for headcheese and pendants and ceremonial masks.

      "The bear, all apart like that. Don't get me wrong, I am not squeamish. I can gut and clean my own food. The mess however, dulls my appetite. I will not eat again until morning."

      "So long? No wonder you're so thin." He slowly and carefully slit the pelt, working the skin away from the meat. Sweat slid down his spine and he wriggled at the itch. "Don't really know a neater way of going about this, honestly."

      "No, I haven't found one myself, aside from getting someone else to do it and absenting myself from the area." Quan sighed heavily. "So much of life is messy and dirty. Thank the moon water is clean!"

      "I don't mind the dirt, so long as there's a nice wash at the end. Spent a week once covered in mud during a battle over the marshlands. Not a pleasant thing."

      Quan shuddered and began to make more lather of his soap, spreading the bubbles over his skin for what had to be the third time.

      "How long does the soap wood last you, using it so?" He pulled off large hunks of meat, wrapping each in a small piece of oiled, salted cloth, also salting the pelt and rolling it up.

      "I always carry several with me. I trade for it whenever I find a soap maker who knows how to make it right, make it clean." Quan slid into the water up to his neck, and then dunked completely under.

      Jael chuckled and shook his head, gathering up his clothes and heading to the water. He rinsed out his vest and wiped his leathers down and then hung both clothes and loincloth over a warm stone. He looked around for Quan, heading into the cool water for a swim. Quan surfaced, hair down and unbraided, hanging down his back to just below his buttocks. He nodded at the water wizard and then dove into the water, enjoying the slick slide of the river against his skin, the shine of river stones glinting along the bottom.

      When he broke the surface, Quan was working on his hair, soaping it up liberally. Then man looked pale though, and unsteady on his feet.

      "You feeling a bit waterlogged, yet? You're pale as new snow." He swam over, half-floating, half-sitting against the slick rocks.

      "I probably should have let my hair be," Quan admitted. He swayed slightly, wincing as he caught himself with his injured leg.

      "How can I help? You need something to hold onto?"

      "Please." Quan's voice sounded strained now. "I thought... the water made everything feel all right I almost forgot I'd been hurt."

      "Water can do that. It almost lies about wounds." He waded over, wrapping one arm around the thin waist, using his side to bear the weight on the injured side. "Does that help?"

      Quan leaned against him, almost nuzzling into him. The man moaned softly. "Yes. Yes, it does help."

      "Good. Come now, let's get this stuff out of your hair and we'll get you dried and settled." He smiled encouragingly. "Once I get you home, the healers will make your pain ease. I swear it."

      "You're doing a good job of easing it yourself." Quan leaned back awkwardly, dunking his head back into the water.

      "Taking the weight off that leg does seem to bring your color back. Steady now!" He steadied Quan with his other arm, holding the man carefully so the soap could be worked out of the long hair. It was a long time before Quan seemed satisfied that his hair was soap free. An inordinately long time, during which he leaned more and more heavily against Jael. For a skinny man, he definitely leaned heavy.

      "Well, then, to the bank with you and on a blanket to dry a bit." Jael was beginning -- no, not beginning, continuing, with that unending twitch in his stomach that said he'd eaten something off -- to feel a bit unnerved. "I'll keep you from the bear mess and you should be fine."

      "Thank you." Quan looped his arms around Jael's shoulders, obviously expecting to be carried, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Jael sighed and lifted Quan easily, careful not to jostle the wounded leg. If all foreign ba’chi were so complicated, no wonder they rarely came to live with the Tribes. Quan's head rested against his shoulder and a long sigh went through the man.

      He felt sorry for the older man, so thin, so tired. Jael carried him to the shore, spreading a soft well-loved fur upwind and out of sight of the bear's remains. He settled the man down and looked back around at the river. "You rest a bit and let me dress, then we'll bind that leg up and head for the clan. I'll only be a heartbeat."

      Quan's hand slid along his skin for a moment in a gentle caress. "Thank you, Jael."

      "It is only proper, to help your fellow man." Jael stood, moving away from that warm hand and jogging down to the river again, where he washed quickly, tying his leathers back around himself.

      When he returned to his fur, Quan lay curled in the middle of it, eyes closed, breath rising and falling slowly. The dark hair was spread out around him, like a blanket of night sky. Jael smiled and shook his head, fetching another fur to drape over the poor man. Quan must be truly tired, to fall asleep to quickly and easily. He settled quietly beside the sleeping man, cleaning and sharpening his blades.

      It was funny really, Jael thought as he watched the man sleep. Quan looked almost happy, almost at home.
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      Quan woke slowly, eyes blinking open to late afternoon light streaming through trees. He felt good, better than he had in a long time, despite the throb of the wound in his thigh. He must have slept for six hours. He couldn't remember the last time he had slept solidly for so long. He became aware of the heat at his back, realised that he was snuggled up tight against another. Jael. The young man who'd rescued him. The man whose touch made him feel strangely peaceful.

      Could this be the mate he'd been searching most of his life for?

      It felt right to him, but Jael was oblivious, did that mean Jael wasn't the one meant for him?

      There was no manual to consult, no way of knowing for sure, but he felt better at this moment, despite the wound, than he could ever remember feeling. It was as if some irritant inside him had finally quieted, letting him sleep in peace. That was good enough for him. Jael had spoken of pretending to be hi’icha when he was younger, when he realised he was to be hi’icha to Quan, he would be so pleased. Quan pushed back into the big body behind him, moving more firmly into the warmth and comfort he found there.

      "A’chaffa, Mul'en, quit hogging the furs or I'll go get Ata." Quan chuckled at the exasperated, still-very-much-asleep tone, the well-practiced aggravation and threat shared between brothers and friends. Jael would soon learn to share the blankets with just one. He smiled and let his eyes close again, enjoying the quiet piece of lying with this man who was meant for him.

      It wasn't long before the giant beast Jael called a mi’it wandered over and began nibbling at Jael's shoulder and elbow, nudging the young man with her large, smelly head. "Make it go away, Jael. It stinks."

      "Hmmm? Stinks? Who stinks?" Large, callused hands reached up and wrapped around the horse's neck, hugging the beast tight. "She smells like my Serne, beautiful lady."

      Quan could swear he saw the dark brown eyes light with mischief and then Serne pulled her head up, dragging Jael from the furs, leaning back down to nip Jael's leather-clad hip with sharp teeth.

      "Ow! Oh, you're in trouble, you evil-tempered nag!" Jael was laughing, stumbling forward as he rubbed his hip and leaping at the horse.

      Quan sat quickly, pulling the furs around him, trying to avoid being trampled by the pair. "You see, dirty and smelly and willful. I presume you don't allow her in your tent."

      Jael was climbing over her neck, laughing and teetering as she backed and twisted, trying to knock him off. "She won't fit, hasn't since she was a yearling and stopped being afraid of the dark!"

      Quan shuddered at the thought of a colt inside the tent along with however many were in Jael's family. He would make sure that Jael knew that they would share a tent together, just the two of them, apart from his family and his animals. Jael settled upon the horse's back and she began to fight him, bucking and rearing, tearing through the trees, stamping and whinnying. Jael's laugh answered her, strong thighs keeping him seated, bronzed skin showing through the laces of his leggings, braids flying behind him. Jael cut quite the handsome figure, shown to his advantage on the horse. Quan felt the pull of his desire in his belly. It made him wonder, not for the first time, if he himself was such a good catch, just a few years shy of forty summers, he would never again look young and handsome. The pair played for a bit, Jael finally sliding from the tawny coat of the horse and talking to her softly, reaching up to stroke her dark red mane, pet her ears. Quan shivered as a breeze made its way beneath the fur covering him. "Do you know where my pack wound up?"

      "Yes. It’s sitting on that big flat stone. Watch my blades, they're sharp." Jael nodded near the river's edge. "If we hurry, we can be back in time for latemeal."

      Quan wrinkled his nose, expecting his stomach to rebel at the thought of food so soon after seeing the bear cleaned, but to his surprise it merely rumbled hungrily. He stood and limped slowly to his pack.

      Jael gathered the pelt and meat, arranging a series of branches to drag it on. Then, he took a long spear and waded down into the water, looking down intently.

      Smiling, Quan drew nearer. This he could help with. He closed his eyes and let the course of the river make itself known to him. Jael was as a beacon to him, large and warm in the water's path. The fish were smaller, but the big ones were still fairly easy to find. "To your right, several steps, you shouldn't have to move to get them with your spear."

      There was an answering grunt and a series of quick, sharp stabs into the water, followed by a triumphant crow. When he opened his eyes, Jael was beaming at him, two large trout snared by his spear.

      "Oh, that was... what a gift you have, Quan!" Jael's eyes, a deep, dark green, bounded by a heavy ring of brown, shone at him. "Shall I cook them now, or take them to add to the late meal?"

      "Well I find in myself quite a hunger," he admitted. It would be nice to have more time alone with Jael, to be soothed by the man's presence.

      "Now it is, then." Quick as a flash, Jael was on the bank, wrapping the fish in the dark, broad-leafed plants that grew alongside the river. By the time Quan was fully dressed, Jael had built a respectable fire, the fish resting within the coals, four thick tubers dug from within a deep saddlebag and baking alongside.

      Quan settled next to him, pleased that Jael had chosen to sit away from the smoke of the fire. "Tell me about your Tribe."

      "My Tribe?" Jael leaned back on his elbows. "Our Clan Leader is Nikor and there are several ba’chi. Aklan is their elder and my grandmother Hali is the clan healer. I have six brothers -- all but one are warriors. Kaen is a hi’icha, a great Guardian who lives with another tribe. My father is the Herd Chief -- he can speak with the mi’it."

      "And you? I'm sure there is something special about you as well."

      "I hunt."

      Quan chuckled. "With great and uncanny ability, I imagine."

      "No, with Rahat and spears and throwing blades." Jael grinned over. "And the blessings of the Winds."

      "You are very good with your weapons. You will be a good hi’icha."

      "Hi’icha? Me?" Jael shook his head. "I am no Guardian. Naki does not require more than a hunter."

      "But..." Quan let his words fade. Surely Jael would no longer be pursuing this Naki now that he was there. "I thought you said that you used to pretend that you were hi’icha?"

      "Yes, when I was a child. We all hoped the winds would honor us. But Aklan has Y'sel. Hali had her Jael until he passed. Even Kaen had to leave when Mut called him." Jael shrugged. "There is no shame in being a hunter, in providing for mate and tribe, in making sons. Perhaps, one day, my son will be hi’icha, will find the greatest bond with another."

      Quan could not quite believe that Jael could not feel the pull between them and he leaned forward, hand resting on the bare flesh of Jael's arm. Oh, he could feel it, could feel the way Jael's skin warmed him, the way the man's presence made his belly ache with hunger instead of magic. "If I were to stay with your tribe, someone new would be called to be hi’icha."

      "I... Yes, someone new, Quan. There are many eligible warriors in the Tribe who would leap at the chance to bond with you." Jael looked at him, patted his hand. "I... I have never felt a... a call from another man and I intend to win a place in Naki's tent."

      Quan's heart grew heavy, even as the pleasure of Jael's touch moved through him. "But what if you are the one for me?"

      "The one for you?" Jael shook his head. "How could I be? I am a hunter, the youngest -- to be called for one as powerful as you -- your One would need to be a great Warrior. No, Quan, I am a hunter, that is all. I cannot be your hi’icha. They... there is passion in that bond. I... I do not feel passion towards other men."

      Quan shook his head. No, this was wrong, it couldn't be. Jael was confused, holding onto a boyhood crush. "You have not felt passion to men in the past, that does not mean you will not. Do you feel nothing toward me, Jael? Nothing at all?"

      "Feel? I would like to be your friend; I shared my furs with you. I wish you no ill and will gladly give you a place of honor within our Tribe." Jael looked honestly confused, eyes dark and lips drawn tight.

      Quan looked away, blinking back the tears that collected in his eyes. He drew his legs up, wrapping his arms around them. This didn't make sense. None at all. Jael was the one for him, he could feel it. Why then could Jael not only not feel it in return, but have no interest whatsoever? "Shall I tell you what I feel? What I know? My place in your tribe will be at your side, in your tent, among your furs. The bond calls to me and tells me it is true."

      "My furs?" Jael shook his head. "But I am waiting for Naki. For her mourning to end. My brother, Kaen, the bond took seasons to form between him and Mut. How can there be a bond, Quan? We are strangers."

      "Your touch eases me as nothing in my life has. I have been searching all my life to fill the void and now I feel that my search is over."

      Jael looked at him, brow furrowed. "We must speak to Aklan, the Elders. They will advise us. Perhaps you are meant for another that is close to me." Jael tilted his head, braids falling haphazardly. "The winds know which way they blow. Aklan will know."

      "Yes. Of course." He nodded and hugged his legs tighter. A seer would clear up the confusion, lead him to the one he was meant for.

      Jael was watching him, Quan could feel the man's gaze, heavy and searching. He tried to summon a smile for Jael, but he could not. He was confused and aching now, his earlier happiness transmuted.

      The wind blew his hair, a strand landing on Jael's face. The dark hair was taken, rubbed for a moment between callused fingers. "You wear no braids?"

      He shook his head. Even that touch felt right, though he could not actually feel it. "I keep it in a single braid and tied on my head to keep it neat and tidy. It is the way of my people to keep it long, but we do not mark anything by it."

      "No? Mine hold meaning for me." Jael held one decorated braid up. "They hold the memories of those we cherish, of things lost."

      Quan reached out and touched the braid, fingers sliding over the beads and feathers. "Would you tell me the stories of your braids?"

      Jael looked over at him with a pleased smile, dark red colouring his cheeks. "You wish to hear my braid songs? I am honored."

      Jael touched the long braid that Quan held and began to sing in a low, guttural voice. The words were common and, except for a few very specialized terms, Quan could follow along easily. The braid was for his namesake, his grandfather, felled by a stray rahat in the midst of battle. Jael had but a dim memory of the man, but his strength and caring was echoed in the song. The second braid was for his mother, who died in childbirth many seasons past. Jael sang of her patience, of her skill with a loom and needle and wooden flute. He sang of her eyes, which she shared with him alone, two spots of green in a sea of browns. A tiny braid was for the unnamed sister, never taking a true breath, but remembered with the hope that she ran free in the Land of the Sun. The fourth was well-decorated, heavy. The song told of a white horse, strong and fast and brave who sang of mountains and green grass and mares with silken manes. Ol'ki. His first mi’it. His first mi’it who sacrificed his life to protect the herd.

      Jael's eyes were sombre as he finished his quiet songs.

      "Your songs and your braids do them honour, Jael." The feeling that he and this man belonged together was stronger now. "Do your only wear braids for those who have passed beyond this realm?"

      "No. Those who share ki’ita wear braids. Those honoured as tribal hi’icha wear one." Jael tilted his head. "It is a commitment to the Winds, that you will honor until you breathe no longer. Like these." He stroked the scars upon his cheeks. "These mark me as a man, as a member of the Tribe."

      "You are an honor to your tribe, Jael." And one day you will wear a braid for me and I for you, he thought to himself.

      Jael looked pleased and a bit embarrassed. "I try to honour my Ata, my father. He is a strong, brave man."

      "I look forward to meeting him. And your brothers. I hope they will be proud of you."

      Jael used a long piece of driftwood to pull the fish and tubers from the fire, pushing half of the impromptu meal toward Quan. "They should be done by now. Do you have a blade to eat with?"

      Quan smiled and pulled out a small packet from his bag. The white napkin was neatly wrapped around a small, sharp knife and a utensil with two prongs, as well as a spoon. "I'm all set."

      Jael slipped a small stone knife from his waist bag and slit the scorched leaves. "Do you have an entire household in that bag?"

      "I have enough to keep me clean and happy. I am not fond of dirt and mess."

      Jael chuckled. "Yes. I've noticed."

      The fish was white fleshed and flaky, the tubers sweet and soft. Jael ate quickly, slicing off long pieces of fish and tuber. He ate slower, cutting the fish and tuber neatly, using the prong to spear the pieces and place them neatly into his mouth.

      "It isn't a race," he said quietly.

      "A race?" Jael tilted his head, one golden eyebrow arching.

      "You have cooked a delicious meal. You should take the time to savour it."

      "You did not have six brothers when you were growing up, did you?"

      "No, I did not. I have no siblings." He wondered what that had to do with Jael's eating habits.

      Jael nodded, quickly and efficiently finishing the rest of the fish. "If there is competition for the food, you learn to eat quickly so that it remains on your plate and not in your brother's stomach."

      "Surely as you have grown older, you no longer compete for the food?" Quan suppressed a shudder at the thought of the mess that six grown men could make, fighting for their share. Not in his tent.

      A happy laugh sounded, Jael picking out long, thin, unbroken bones with his blade. "Now that we are older, we are hungrier and bolder and less worried about incurring our Ata's wrath."

      As Quan watched, Jael carefully cleaned the bones, sharpening the ends to wickedly sharp points. The man pulled a roll of leather from his pack and added the newly formed needles alongside a dozen more. Then Jael cleaned his blade and leaned back against the grass, head resting heavily on his hands, eyes focused on the clouds, bronze belly soaking up the fading sunlight. Quan watched out of the corner of his eyes as he finished eating. Jael was certainly a lovely looking young man. "Do the clouds look the same where you come from? Aklan says the sky is the same everywhere, that it lasts forever and breeds the winds."

      Quan looked up, considering the clouds. "Yes, the sky is the same everywhere, but some places it is easier to see that than others. Here the sky is bounded by trees. I have been to places where it was not, where it went on as far as the eye could see."

      "Truly? A’chaffa! How wondrous a sight! Where do the birds lives? The squirrels?" Jael's eyes were fastened on him, curious and wide.

      Quan chuckled. "I have seen birds that find their homes in rock-faces, others in the ground, in bushes. Squirrels I have only seen in trees and if a place has no trees, it has no squirrels."

      "No squirrels..." Jael pondered that for a moment. "I saw the Great Plains once, the grasses went on forever. I heard a warrior tell a story once about a great pond, wider than anyone could swim."

      "Yes, there are several seas in fact. I have sailed on two to other lands." He waited eagerly for Jael's reaction to that.

      Jael sat up, blinked at him. "You have? Oh, what songs you must know! I wish to hear all the songs of your life. All my songs are old and told again and again, just echoes of my brothers'." Jael stretched and chuckled. "In fact, meeting you is the only new song I have."

      "I have a feeling meeting me is the beginning of a whole new set of songs for you, Jael."

      "Do you think so? There is little I can do that my brothers have not. I am the youngest and simply follow behind one or another."

      Leaning forward, Quan looked carefully in all directions. "Funny, I don't see any of them here today."

      A bright laugh sounded, Jael's stomach rippling beneath the sun. "No. Not here. In this, you only have Di'lat's youngest son."

      "Well then, I have before me Jael, Di'lat's son, mighty hunter and rescuer of ba’chi. Do not hide yourself in your brothers, Jael."

      "I do not hide!" Jael looked at him, gnawing at his bottom lip. "I know my place in the Tribe and do not try to be more than I am." The words had a well-practiced flatness, as if oft repeated.

      Leaning forward, he placed his hand gently on Jael's leg, the rightness of the contact making him wonder anew why Jael could not feel it. "I did not mean you any insult, Jael," he said, voice quiet, sincere. "On the contrary, I am very impressed by the young man I see before me. If you are 'only' the youngest son of Di'lat, your tribe must be awesome to behold indeed.” Quan couldn't help but notice that Jael didn't shy away from his touch, didn't even tense, muscle relaxed beneath the weight of his hand He kept his hand where it was, enjoying the sense of connection. "You're a fine representative. Having met you makes me look forward to meeting them."

      "Well, it's a ride, but we can make it by the deep night, if we leave soon." Jael frowned. "It depends on that leg, really. The sooner we leave, the quicker the healers can help, but the longer we wait, the more the flesh knits. What do you say? How do the Winds guide you?"

      Quan tilted his head and smiled. He would not pass up the opportunity to spend more time alone with Jael. "Your furs are quite comfortable, if you don't mind sharing again, I think I would like to wait and make the journey in the morning."

      Jael nodded. "It is too bad the bear's pelt is still fresh, then you could have furs of your own. I was not expecting to be more than one this night." He looked into the clear sky. "It will be cool, but dry tonight, thank the Winds."

      "I don't take up that much room and we can keep each other warm." Letting his smile grow warmer, he slid his hand in slow circles just above Jael's knee.

      Jael blinked, then flushed, sitting up and poking the fire, stirring it, leg moving from beneath his hand. "Oh! Oh, I... I don't... I mean... I don't imagine it'll get that cold. The furs will be good and I'll keep the fire going. For that matter, I should gather more wood. So you're warm. You stay here and rest and I'll find wood."

      With that, Jael was up and heading for the trees, long hair swinging loose along his back.

      Quan sighed and went about the business of neatening their small camp area, rearranging the furs and brushing the area with a leafy branch. He had waited this long to find his mate, the one who would help him, he supposed he could wait a few more days. He was sure that when they arrived at Jael's tribe, the elders could be counted on to assist in convincing Jael that he was meant to be hi’icha to Quan's ba’chi.

      In the meantime, he would clean.
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