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ICE MOON-2, DAY 15, 1326.

She won’t speak, this girl. Won’t eat. She looks to be about five winters, but could be older. Not younger, I don’t think. She’s a scrawny, bedraggled scrap of a thing with no language I can tell. My brother brought her in from last night’s patrol, slung across his saddle like a sack of oats. I’d been still fuming because it had been my turn to go, only the old bitch had gone into labor and I’m ten times the midwife he’ll ever be.

“Where in the name of all ten gods did you get her?” I demanded, standing with my back to the fireplace, where the bitch and her surviving pups lay on a pile of tattered rugs. The bitch, ever sensitive to human emotions, whimpered at the sound of my voice. She’d whelped seven and lost five, and couldn’t settle.

Seden stood there, shedding clumps of snow, his arms full of child wrapped in horse blanket, and kicked the door shut behind him. “Black Point Rock.”

Which overlooked the main road leading westerly, the most likely source of men foolish enough to try raiding here in the Outlands. We served the Empress as bodyguards, sometimes assassins and elite warriors. We sent as many as our compounds could sustain, and in exchange were exempt from taxes. Fighting skill was bred into us, and we trained from an early age, women and men alike. Which was why, when Seden held out the waif to me, I knew he was thinking, Reava’s good with young things—puppies, babes—she’ll take this one off my hands,  and I wasn’t having any of it.

The girl whimpered, sounding too much like the old bitch, and two stick-thin arms went around Seden’s neck.

I grinned. “Her choice.” And turned my back without waiting for his answer.

The bitch had ideas of her own. She hauled herself to her feet, stepping carefully around the sleeping pups, and halted a pace away from man and babe, tail wagging slowly. Her ears swiveled forward. Then she closed the distance, pawing at my brother’s leg as she thrust her muzzle at the ragged bundle of child.

Which is how the girl came to be curled up with the pups, warmed by the fire on one side and the bitch’s body on the other. Still not speaking, still refusing to eat—although for a moment there I thought she’d latch onto a teat like a wolf cub.

Seden lowered himself onto the bench opposite me. I glared at him. “So?”

“So we came across a party of traders, ambushed, none left alive, livestock and goods carried off, only a wagon too broken to be of use.” His glance flickered to the pile of sleeping creatures by the fire. “And her. Almost missed her, she was so still.”

Trained to silence, like our own, he meant. Couldn’t leave her out there to freeze, he meant.

I leaned my elbows on the table and rested my face in my hands. My skin felt hot. With shame perhaps. With grief for nameless things. My brother knew me, knew my temper, all too well. He’d seen me train as hard as any man among us. Had fought beside me, had his sorry ass saved by my bright steel.

“I’m no nursemaid,” I said.

“Never said you were. Meant only that you’d know what to do.”

High praise, indeed. And a challenge I couldn’t walk away from. There were half a dozen women in the compound who’d set aside their swords while their children were small. Maybe one of them...but for this night, the girl was safe enough and warm, burrowed in a mound of furry bodies.

~oOo~

Ice Moon-2, Day 17, 1326.

She still won’t speak, won’t eat. Won’t meet my eyes. Took a little water when I brought it to the bitch, then scuttled back to the pups.

I went out to the snowy training yard.

~oOo~

Ice Moon-2, Day 19, 1326.

She was still curled up with the pups when I came in, late. The fire had gone out. The house felt like a tomb. I touched her bare skin, a bit of filthy arm where the horse blanket had fallen away. It was cold, so cold.

She’s dead, I thought, and a hollow sick feeling rose up in me.

Woken by my approach, the bitch shifted. Raised her head, eyes blue with cataracts. Licked her pups, human and canine. The girl whimpered, the first sound I’d heard out of her.

I knew then that she’d die unless I did something. I knew fifty ways to kill a man and twice that many to cripple him. I knew nothing about children.

On the other hand, I knew puppies. I set to work making a bottle and nipple of the sort I’d use for an orphaned newborn, filled it with heated milk from the neighbor’s goat, and sat cross-legged beside the girl. The bitch and one of the pups roused at the smell of the milk. I shoved them aside, hauled the girl into my lap, and maneuvered the nipple into her mouth. It took a little doing, as she flinched from my grasp, but once that first squirt of warm milk made its way down her throat, she started sucking and gulping like the half-starved wild thing she was.

She drained the bottle, and then a second one a few hours later. And the next day, five of them. And the day after that, she held out her hands for a bowl of bone gruel. I waited until she’d finished and then took to her with a basin of warm, soapy water and a pile of wash rags. The roughness must have reminded her of the bitch’s tongue, for after a bit of initial resistance and a reminder or two on my part that I was not only bigger and stronger but knew some restraining techniques she’d never dreamed of, she quieted down and seemed to enjoy being clean. I wrapped her in an old wool shirt of mine so she’d get used to my smell and left her curled up with the dogs.

~oOo~

Green Moon-1, Day 7, 1326.

The passes will be open soon, and with that will come the requisition of skilled fighters for the coming season. Last year’s service done, folks will be returning. Comings and goings, and dancing and feasting at spring festival. What will she think of it, I wonder?
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