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      Fewa Yemini pressed the tender soles of her feet against the balm of cool earth. Her ankles were swollen, her breathing cut short by the swell of life within her. Still, she was grateful the weight of her daughter pressed against her rib cage had not crossed the threshold from discomfort to pain. Fewa’s second child was already a week past her due date.

      “Perhaps more bed rest,” the first of three midwives mused. Yet’s noble women were used to being waited upon at almost every turn, even more so when they were pregnant, but Fewa had not been born into these customs. Her love for Bayissa Ejigu, her partner in life if not in marriage and the father of her children, had forced her into this decadent life. As the pregnant companion of the next Governor of Nor, she was expected to be in an almost perpetual state of recline, but Fewa had had enough of lying down.

      “I need to walk!” she’d insisted to Bayissa and the midwives who hovered over her bed like gnats.

      “It may not be safe for the child,” Bayissa pleaded, his arms clasped tightly across his chest.

      “If I stay here a moment longer, it might not be safe for you!”

      When it was clear that no one would see reason, Fewa stood, fastened her dagger at her hip, and swung her quiver and bow across her chest, ignoring the gasps of outrage as she passed.

      They don’t know anything, she thought bitterly. Movement was the way of her people when a woman’s time was near.

      As soon as she kicked off her shoes and stepped from the hard stones of their courtyard into the forest, Fewa knew she had made the right decision. Her breathing deepened. Her muscles relaxed in response to the ancient wisdom that called her to a place where nature kept the balance.

      The previous night’s rain mixed with the late morning sun to cast everything around her in a prism of green and yellow light. The branches of the trees hung low with moisture and Fewa relished the feel of the wet leaves as they brushed against her face and shoulders. With each step, Fewa felt her child ease into the position needed to bring her safely into the world.

      Lulled by the splendor of the forest, she lost track of how long she walked before a keening whimper pierced her silent revelry. Though Fewa did not know its source, her heart broke all the same. It was the sound of defeat and a slow, unnatural surrender to death. She crept forward, searching, but the longer she looked the more elusive the sound became. A shimmer of fear rippled through the forest. Fewa drew her dagger from its sheath and held it out like a shield with one hand while the other rested on her belly where her daughter began to stir.

      The animal’s cries had ceased by the time she found them – a mother wolf and her four pups dead or dying as she held them close to her body. Fewa stood in disbelief. What animal could have done this, she wondered. Only when she saw the boot prints around the den did her sorrow boil over into anger. This was no animal attack. A human had done this.

      For centuries, the Amasiti revered the wolf as a symbol of wisdom, cunning, and transformative power. To find a mother and her pups on the brink of death felt like sacrilege – a defilement of wisdom itself. Many things had changed since the time of the Amasiti, but it was still forbidden to kill the young of any animal. Everyone knew this. But someone apparently did not care.

      Who could do such a thing?

      The glint of her blade trembled in her shaking hand.

      The answer came in the form of two men stomping their boots through the forest. A burly man with the Hir’s sigil hammered across the bloodied armor at his chest appeared first. His eyes were fixed on the tangled brush below his feet. Behind him walked a slightly shorter man wearing a cloak of fine black and red suede with a hood that draped low against his long and sullen face. They were so engrossed in conversation that at first they did not see her.

      “See, Nebiri! If you’d listened to me and brought the skinning knife with you in the first place, we’d be halfway home by now,” the larger man chided.

      “You worry too much, Lem,” Nebiri replied. “Even if we get caught by my father’s men, what can they do? I am the Hir’s only son! Besides, I don’t want all that blood in my carriage. If we cut the skins up here, no one will know about the pups.”

      When Nebiri finished speaking he looked up to find Fewa crouched in front of the wolves. Though her eyes blazed with fury, it was the sharp dagger raised between them that the men noticed first.

      “You dare return to repay one crime with another!” Fewa’s voice rumbled in her chest.

      “Step aside, woman,” Nebiri replied dismissively. “Or you will meet the same fate as the wolf.”

      When she stayed rooted to the spot, Lem pointed the long, curved edge of his shotel towards her.  “Move along.  It’s the skins we want, not you.”

      Fewa’s legs tensed as a sudden surge of water rushed down the inside of her thighs. Slowly, she unfurled from her stance, allowing her arms to hang loosely at her sides while she pushed out a long breath to ease her contraction.

      Standing beside his guardsman, Nebiri was no longer so sure they could let Fewa go.

      At first glance, he’d dismissed her as a commoner who would easily be cowed by his command. But once he took the time to actually see her, he realized his mistake. A woman. A pregnant woman, at that. She should be frail and bed-ridden, but she was none of those things. Her manner of dress went against the style and custom of almost every noblewoman he knew, yet the quality of her attire told him that she was acquainted with both means and power. There was only one thing a woman like her could be.

      Tales of the Amasiti were few and often half-told. Most read like fairytales. Still, Neberi knew every one by heart. As a boy he studied the texts his ancestors had gathered with a passion that very little else in his life inspired. With gold bangles at her feet and wrists and cowry shells and bells twisted into her hair, he had no doubt the woman before him was one of them.

      Does she have power? He wondered. Most believed that any Amasiti with useful magic had ascended long ago prompting the Hirs, like his father, to stop searching for their remnants.  Nebiri had always felt his father was, like so many others, making a foolish mistake, and now the evidence was right before his eyes.

      “No!” Nebiri said. His voice was cool and steady. “She will come with us or we will grant her no mercy.”

      Fewa smiled despite the sweat on her brow. “Nor will I ask for any.”

      Lem shrugged his broad shoulders and charged.

      Ready, she swung her arm around and let her dagger loose. It soared through the air like a flash of lightning before burying itself deep into Lem’s left eye. He dropped to the ground in mid-stride.Nebiri looked down at his guard in shock for only a moment, but it was still a moment too long. By the time his eyes returned to her, Fewa had an arrow aimed at his heart.

      “Drop your weapon,” she commanded. Nebiri seethed, gripping the skinning knife in his hand. Behind Fewa, the wolf mother’s eyes bore into him, baring her teeth through shallow, labored breaths.This was not a fight he could win. Not today. But I will not forget this, he thought. If Father will not act, I will.

      “Forgive me, Mother,” he offered smoothly. The skinning knife dropped from his outstretched hands. “We meant no offense.”

      Sheer determination kept Fewa’s arms from trembling as pain and the chill of a new threat coursed through her.

      He knows. He wants me to know he knows.

      If she hadn’t been in the throes of labor, she might’ve killed him just to keep her secret. The secret of her daughter. But she could not justify killing him without cause.

      If he takes one step towards me, I will be within my rights, Fewa thought. She held her bow taut and waited.

      A knowing smile slithered across Nebiri’s face. I will not make it that easy for you. He took two steps back before turning and running away. I will be back for you.

      Despite the lingering threat in his words, relief flooded her shaking limbs. Fewa knew she could not afford a fight in her condition. As soon as she lost sight of him through the trees, Fewa fell. The pain seized her back so fiercely she had to grit her teeth and dig into the ground to keep from screaming. When it subsided, she closed her eyes and rolled to her side, collapsing into a small puddle of wet sickly liquid. Fewa’s eyes flew open and found a trail of blood before her.

      The wolves.

      All four pups now lay still just outside their mother’s reach. The mother wolf held Fewa’s gaze as she lifted to reveal a fifth pup hidden beneath her.  The pup was weak and wounded, but very much alive. Agony seized Fewa again before she could decipher the reason the wolf had revealed her last remaining child.

      But this time the pain was different. In addition to the deep pulling of her womb, there was a burning between her legs.My child is coming!Fear gripped her as Fewa realized that she was too far away for anyone she knew to help her. In the back of her mind, she knew this was all happening too quickly, faster than it should have, but there was nothing she could do to stop it now. Shutting her eyes again, Fewa shifted her weight, preparing to get on her knees.

      If I can brace myself against the tree, lock my arms within its branches, the roots will help me stand. The branches could hold me up while I push the baby out, the old way.

      But she barely had the strength to kneel, let alone stand. And when the time came, Fewa knew she could not trust herself to bear the pain and catch the baby.

      No, she decided. Stay on the ground. Another contraction took hold before she could catch her breath, bringing more pain. She screamed through the burning in her loins as blood and fluid rushed from her body. She needed to push.

      “Help me, Mother!” Fewa gasped. “Please! Spare my daughter!” Shaking uncontrollably, she managed to rock herself onto her back again. Propping herself up on her elbows, she spread her legs wide.

      “Amalaki, give me stren –” Fewa’s voice caught in her throat as she watched the mother wolf rise. Just below the wolf’s rib cage a deep wound dripped blood as she hobbled towards the space between Fewa’s legs with the wolf pup, her last living child, dangling from her maw.

      Horror struck Fewa. Will she feed her young by devouring mine?

      Before Fewa could close her legs, pain gripped her, pulling her open from the inside.

      She had to push.

      “Please,” she sobbed as the wolf settled down between her legs.  Delirious, she bore down.  Protect your child, Amalaki. She is your daughter. The last of our line!

      The mother wolf ducked her head beneath Fewa’s dress, coarse fur brushing against her calves and thighs.

      “No!” she screamed. “No!” Fewa dug her heels into the ground, trying to push her own body away, but it was no use. Halfway through her efforts a new wave of contractions came, and her body responded without her permission, pushing and tearing to bring new life forth.

      “Don’t!” Fewa pleaded. “Don’t hurt my child!”

      In the haze of silence that followed, the wolf raised its head with Fewa’s daughter wriggling in her jaws. Fewa reached for her child with tears of gratitude, stunned as the mother wolf placed the baby gently in her arms.

      “Thank you, Sister,” she cried. “Thank you!”

      Fewa watched the wolf in awe as it crawled back towards her feet, underneath her dress, and returned, carrying her own pup. Though the short distance was clearly agony to travel, the wolf did not stop until she came to Fewa’s side. The wolf held her gaze once more as she lowered her own pup onto Fewa’s chest.

      Understanding dawned as the Mother wolf’s eyes began to fade before her.

      “Yes,” Fewa whispered. “I will see that she survives so that one day she may avenge you.”With a shudder the wolf collapsed. Fewa saw the struggle and grief in the wolf’s eyes as she lifted her great paw and placed it across both children at Fewa’s breast. At first, the pressure felt too great, like a surge of sharp pain coursing through her. Before she could move the little ones away, she looked up and found the wolf staring at her with no light left in her strange golden eyes.

      It was some time before Fewa had recovered enough to carry both babes, swaddled together in the blue shawl she’d worn across her hips. As she approached the edge of the forest, Fewa marveled that, though the force of the wolf’s jaws should have left Ameenah scarred, she could not find a single blemish on her.
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      Ameenah and her pack leapt through the air on powerful limbs, over patches of earth that seemed to want to lift them higher. Her paws barely touched the ground as the wind crackled against her fur like lightning. To the woman inside the wolf, the sensation was thrilling and terrifying all at once.

      Within her pack, the feeling was equally euphoric. The wolf she knew from the Forbidden Forest ran beside her, sharing memories from a time Ameenah had been too young to recall. Images of a tiny wolf cub and a baby girl swaddled together trickled through her mind like water on parchment, soaking the edges of her memory. Back then, the wolf called Hezeni had been ivory, without a trace of the tan hue that was now her dominant color.

      But there were unpleasant things, too – fragments of Hezeni’s past too painful to hold together. Five siblings taken from their den by a vicious young man. Four siblings killed before their mother, Nenyi, the Wolf Queen, rushed back to defend her pups, only to be mortally wounded herself. The Queen, their queen, lived just long enough to ensure her last child’s survival and impart her sacred gift to Ameenah – the ability to become one of them, to speak their language, to belong. Though the images of the events were dulled by time, the mourning that echoed through Hezeni’s thoughts was fresh. It was an ache Ameenah understood well.

      Though painful, the intimacy of their grief and the communal nature of the wolves’ shared thoughts made Ameenah feel understood in a way she rarely felt with anyone – except Nasir.

      When they parted at Mera Meja, she deliberately decided not to follow him, to avoid the more well-traveled roads to protect her pack. For him, she would risk everything, but their lives were not hers to give. She wondered where he was and if he was thinking of her now.Ameenah knew she was alone in her thoughts. The wolves could see his face in her mind, sense his importance to her, but their consciousness did not linger. The pack had a mind designed for purpose. They were focused on leading her home.

      As they crossed the border from Kiveer into Nor, some wolves broke off, venturing west into Harat or east towards Anam. Their farewells echoed of affection and a promise to come together again when the need arose.

      Fewer and fewer traveled north until only twelve wolves remained. Like Ameenah, they made their home within the shadows of the Forbidden Forest and were anxious to return to its safety.

      Faster than Ameenah could have imagined they came to the border of her farm. A deep happiness ran through her at finding the place intact. She had not been sure how far the Hir’s tentacles might reach. Seeing Opa and the men he’d hired standing unharmed at her gate, Ameenah let out a sharp howl of greeting and rushed forward only to be stopped a moment later by the scent of their fear. It had not occurred to her that the raised bows and axes in their hands might be because of her.She skidded to a halt just outside their arrow’s range. Her pack did the same, growling and snapping beside her. Ameenah let out a sharp bark to quiet them, bringing silence to the space between Opa’s men and her wolves.

      Despite the sudden calm, Opa was no less afraid. His eyes shifted from the large wolf at the head of the pack to the smaller tawny-colored wolf that stood at her flank. Though he recognized Hezeni, he did not lower his bow. From across the field, Ameenah heard the men whispering.

      “Opa! We can’t just stand here and wait for them to attack us,” one of the hired men said. “We must strike now, before we’re overrun!”

      Opa knew each of the men well, having worked with them during the harvest and known them as countrymen when he lived in Harat. He’d warned them that the Hir’s men might attack, but wolves were not something they had bargained for.

      “I recognize one of them. She’s never attacked us before.” Opa’s voice faded as he looked at the enormous wolf at the center of their formation. Its unusual size and calculating stare did not inspire trust.

      He also hadn’t failed to notice that the wolf stopped its pack just out of their arrow’s range. The thought that the wolf was smart enough to do so made him shudder. Holding his gaze the large wolf howled then sat back on its haunches. Uncertain as to whether this was a good omen or not, Opa pulled his bow tighter, waiting for some break in the tension that would tell him which way the confrontation would end.

      From across the field, Ameenah tried to make her self less threatening while the wolves grew restless around her. They would not stand being threatened by Opa and his men much longer and the sound of an approaching rider did nothing to settle them. From what she could tell, neither Opa nor his men heard the rider, but when they did, it would only sharpen the tension between them. For the first time since her transformation Ameenah realized that she needed to change back to her former self, yet she had no idea how.

      When the pounding of hooves grew close enough for Opa’s men to hear, one half turned to cover their back while the others kept their eyes on the wolves bracing for an attack from either side. Seconds later, Nasir burst through the secret path to the Eastern Road surprised to find half a dozen arrows pointed at him. His horse, Tewa, reared up, ready to run them down before Nasir pulled her back.

      “Opa! It’s me!” Nasir said. “Tell your men to stand down.”

      “Hold!” Opa shouted in relief before moving towards the front gate. Nasir did not wait for Tewa to settle before dismounting and seeking Opa out.

      “Kiva and my parents are behind me,” Nasir said pushing past the men around him. “Less than ten minutes away. Lower your weapons. There’s a pack of wolves coming this way.”

      “They’ve already come! We’re under attack,” Opa replied. With a wave of his hand, he drew Nasir’s focus towards the twelve restless wolves standing just beyond the edge of the farm.

      “No. They will not harm you.” Nasir said.  Weaving through the gathering of men, he walked cautiously past the front gate.

      “Come back!” Opa called. “We don’t know what they’re waiting for.”

      Nasir’s eyes strained in the darkness. “They’ve come with Ameenah.”

      “Thank Amalaki! Where?” Opa looked left, then right. “Where is she?”

      “There,” Nasir pointed. He was proud to see his hand had stopped shaking. “She’s their leader, the large one in the middle.”

      Opa stepped forward despite himself, staring at the wolf in disbelief.

      “What do you mean?” he whispered.

      “I don’t know, Opa. All I can tell you is that it’s true. I saw her change with my own eyes.”

      Ameenah saw the fear etched on Nasir’s face as clearly as if he was standing right in front of her, but it was his words that brought a dark thought to her mind.

      What if I can’t turn back? What if…

      No, she decided firmly. Her mother promised that she would be more than what she had been, not less. She had to be able to claim both paths of her existence. Ameenah began to think of herself, who she had been, the way she looked in the mirror as she waited for Nasir to take her to the celebration at Mera Meja.

      She could see her body, tall and brown. Human. Both hard and supple. She imagined wiggling her toes, standing on just two legs. Holding Nasir’s cheek in the palms of her long, calloused hands.

      Ameenah collapsed.

      Though she could sense their presence like a prickling over her skin, she no longer heard the wolves’ thoughts at the back of her mind. Her body lay flat on the ground, muscles drained, skin tingling against the grass. She was herself again.

      Ameenah raised up slowly, unfolding like a colt taking its first steps. She extended her arms out in front of her, enjoying the heady strangeness of her entire body remade. By the time she finished the rediscovery of her own skin, Nasir was walking towards her, unwinding the broad sash at his waist with tears in his eyes. The wolves grew excited at the quickening of Ameenah’s heart, prancing back and forth, watching him closely. Ameenah wanted to tell them to settle down, to corral them into some order that would not frighten him, but she could not tear herself away from the naked longing she saw in his eyes.

      Thankfully, Hezeni stepped in. With a snap of her head and a piercing howl, the remaining wolves darted into the forest, leaving Ameenah and her first wolf companion alone.

      Thank you, Ameenah thought, as she looked down at the wolf nuzzling her outstretched hand. Molten gold eyes met hers, waiting.

      “Hi,” she whispered, suddenly shy as Nasir closed the distance between them.

      “Meena.” His voice was so soft it barely carried. “Are you all right?” Slowly, he draped the length of his sash over her shoulders so that it hung down to her knees and sheilded her body from view.

      “I think so.” She smiled, covering his hand where it lay at her shoulder. The absence of his fear made her own eyes glisten.

      The wolf at her side looked between them impatiently before letting out a sharp bark.

      “This is Hezeni,” she said with a chuckle, stroking the silken fur between the wolf’s ears.  “We have known each other since we were born.”

      Nasir blinked, confusion and a sudden sharp pain clouding his thoughts in a way that made speech impossible. Having witnessed her transformation from the woman he loved to the beast he feared and back again, he had no idea what to think. All he knew was that he was grateful to see her whole and familiar once more.

      “I thought I’d lost you,” he said finally.

      Before she could reply, Opa came running towards them, gasping for breath.

      “Ameenah? It is truly you? What’s happened? Where is your mother?” Behind him, Ameenah saw that the men he’d assembled were as wary of her presence as they had been with the wolves.

      My mother.

      Out of habit, her hand went to the hollow at her throat, searching for the symbol that had connected Ameenah to her mother since she was five years old. But it was no longer there. Tears welled in her eyes. She knew that there was more, a deeper bond between them that she could feel coursing through her, but the physical loss of the necklace, of her mother, was still overwhelming.

      “She’s gone,” Ameenah whispered, looking down at Hezeni, who began to whine softly. Opa put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her towards home.

      “Come, child. Let us get you inside.”
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      Ameenah, Nasir, Opa, and Hezeni were halfway to the house before Nasir’s parents and Kiva arrived. Jaleen’s face peered out of a crack in the carriage window as soon as it neared the front gate.

      “Is it safe?” he shouted. His eyes darted from Ameenah to the wolf at her side with suspicion while Kiva burst through the carriage door with an air of intense exasperation.

      “Yes, Father,” Nasir replied. “Most of the wolves have departed. There is no danger.”

      Tired and slightly offended by Jaleen’s question, Ameenah slipped past them and into the house to change, wash her face, and collect her thoughts before answering the barrage of questions she knew were coming. When she was done, Ameenah stepped onto the back porch of her home and found Nasir already recounting the events of the evening to Opa and his hired men. Somehow she knew he’d done this so that she would not have to, and she loved him a little more for it.

      They huddled together around the fire, holding cups of Opa’s coffee and listening to every word Nasir spoke. Silently, she took the seat that Opa had left empty for her. When she sat down, Hezeni curled up at her feet as Opa passed her a cup of coffee.

      “Who knows how long the Hir’s been planning this. He has an army of forces gathered and ready to strike. Now that he knows we understand his plans, we should expect an attack at any moment,” Nasir continued.

      “But he doesn’t have Ameenah as he’d planned,” Jaleen countered. “We can use this to our advantage.” At Ameenah’s withering look, he quickly explained. “I mean, thank Amalaki that he doesn’t! But now that we have thwarted his plans, perhaps we can use our position to negotiate a delay that will give us the opportunity to regroup.”

      “That is exactly why he won’t delay!” Nasir snapped. “You saw all those bodies! How long do you think it would take to fill those graves? He has been searching for the magic in Ameenah’s blood for years, maybe longer. Why would he give up on possessing what he wants now? No, Father. He will strike soon. He knows we’re weak.”

      “We must unite the five kingdoms against him.  There is no other way,” Kiva added. “Even more so now that he knows what Ameenah is capable of.”

      Ameenah met Kiva’s eyes across the fire and gave her a wary smile. Kiva's voice was hoarse and Ameenah couldn't help but wonder how many times she had argued this very point with her parents on the long carriage ride from Mera Meja.

      Medi scoffed. “Kiveer is completely under the Hir’s control, and Harat will never agree to join us. They turned their back on us decades ago.”

      “Things have changed, Mother.” Nasir argued. “The Hir’s army comes for them, too.  With a spy actively working within our alliance, they may be the only ones we can trust.”

      “This is madness,” Jaleen muttered, bringing the hot coffee to his lips.

      A calm voice carried from behind the trees, startling every person gathered around the fire.

      “You would do well to listen to the wisdom of your offspring, Sa Min Ebibi. They see much of the evil that surrounds you.”

      Three large Sri emerged from the forest, each with a lower body as powerful as a horse, but as graceful as a gazelle. Their torsos resembled those of a well-built man, except for the curved black horns that protruded from their foreheads and the sharp talons that curled at every fingertip.

      As T’ebak, the oldest and the leader of their group, stepped into the circle, many things happened at once. Kiva and Nasir drew their swords. Though terror was plain on their faces, they did not back away. All six of Opa’s men sprang to their feet, stumbling over one and other to get away, and Medi struggled to keep her husband’s body upright as he fainted into her lap, knocking her coffee to the ground.

      Only Opa seemed rooted to his seat as Hezeni and Ameenah stood and walked forward. The Sri bowed in unison at Ameenah’s approach, but only the one she knew spoke.

      “Ameenah, daughter of Fewa, we honor you,” T’ebak said. “The spirit of Aferi has awakened in you.”

      His greeting felt like the strangest part of everything that had happened that night.  At the mention of her mother’s name, she felt less worthy of honor than she could ever remember in her life.

      “Did you know my mother was alive?” she asked. When T’ebak came closer, everyone but Ameenah, Nasir, and Hezeni stepped back.

      “Yes. When I saw your necklace, I knew.” The Sri’s gaze flickered to her neck. “I see also that she is no longer with us. She has returned to be one with Amalaki.”

      Ameenah’s hands went back to her throat. “Because it’s gone?”

      T’ebak’s eyes searched her, pity softening the hard edges of his face. There is so much of her own legacy she does not know, he thought.

      “Every member of the Amasiti must earn the symbol that will mark them as a true daughter of Amalaki. The necklace was never yours. When Fewa released her power, the symbol was released as well.”

      Though his explanation did not ease the loss of her mother or the necklace she’d worn, at least now she understood – there was more. More that she must do to be ready. Suddenly she remembered there were other people around; others who most likely had never dreamt that a creature like the Sri existed.

      “Forgive me,” she began. “Everyone, this is, ah…”

      “You may call me T’ebak. My kin and I are keepers of the Forbidden Forest.” His words were met with anxious gazes as memories from a dozen scary stories sprang to life before their eyes.

      “Why are you here?” Ameenah asked.

      “Because it is time you learned the ways of your people. You must come with us. It is as the others have said. There will be no bargain with the Hir. The Second War is upon us. To defeat him, you must claim your legacy.”

      “How?”

      “Uh, excuse me!” Kiva interrupted, stepping to Ameenah’s side. “I don’t mean to be rude, but what in the world are you talking about? We need to unite the provinces. We need an army! I don’t care how much magic Ameenah has, she can’t defeat the Hir alone.”

      T’ebak scoffed. “Mankind cannot win this war. Your people have done nothing but give him power since the time of the Amasiti ended.”

      “If magic had been enough, the Amasiti wouldn’t have fallen in the first place!  Their magic failed,” Kiva snapped.

      T’ebak and the two Sri behind him hissed. Kiva wasn’t blind to the blazing anger in their eyes, she just didn’t care. She was sick of talking. With what little time they had left, they needed to develop a plan that would work.

      “You have the understanding of a child!” T’ebak replied. His eyes glowed with a strange blue-black fire. “They did not fail. Their magic did not have time to evolve.” He turned to Ameenah appraisingly. “That has changed.”

      “But I thought I was the only one,” Ameenah said.

      “No. There are others who have waited.”

      “Others… like the Sri?”

      “No. Though you both share in Amalaki’s gifts.”

      “Listen, ah T’ebak,” Kiva interrupted. “We don’t have time for this.  We need to –”

      Ameenah closed her eyes, weary from the weight of the day. “I don’t think it’s one or the other, Kiva,” Ameenah said quietly. “I think it’s both. You heard my mother. We can’t change what happened in the past, but now,” Ameenah turned back to T’bak, “You say there are others, like me.”

      “There is no one like you, but yes, there are others. I’ve come to help you find them.”

      “If Ameenah is all that you say she is, then we can’t afford to lose her. We should keep her safe with us.” They were the only words Nasir could wrench from the jumble of thoughts and emotions in his brain.

      In one night, he’d seen the love of his life change into a wolf, transform back into a woman, meet with magical creatures, and become part of a war that she was the driving force behind. Magic. Creatures. Ameenah. Everything he knew seemed to have morphed into a world he barely recognized.

      Ameenah stared back at him, feeling the pull to be near him even as she felt them moving further apart. In front of her, T’ebak let out a loud snort.

      “Nasir,” she said gently. “If I can help win this war, to avenge the death of my family, I have to try.”

      He did not respond, nor did she expect him to. The time of hoping she could remain separate from the world around her had ended.

      “Where will you start?” Opa asked in a voice that was much stronger than he felt.

      Still unsettled by the creature in front of him, Opa kept his gaze on Ameenah.

      “In Harat,” T’ebak replied. “From what we have gathered, they kept the old ways and were a sanctuary for the Amasiti during the first war. If any have survived, they will be there.”

      “If?” Kiva asked.

      “Yes. Though we have not crossed their borders in many years, but it is where we must start.”

      “Then you will need my help,” Opa replied. “You will not be able to enter Harat without a countryman. It is forbidden.”

      T’ebak regarded Opa with the same tolerance he would give a squalling child.

      “We don’t need any one’s help, old man. The Sri go where we please.”

      Despite his fear, Opa stood a bit taller. “Harat will not be forced into an alliance and getting yourself killed at their border will not convince them to join us.  It’s not a matter of sneaking in. This is a diplomatic mission. It will require people of intelligence.”

      “It’s true,” Kiva added while T’ebak bristled over Opa’s insult. “From what I know, the Harati are very big on tradition. Respect.  They also have no love for the Hir. If they keep the old ways, Ameenah’s presence might even help convince them to join us while Nasir and I try to rally the other provinces.”

      “And find out who betrayed us,” Nasir added.

      “Then I will go,” Ameenah said.

      “And I,” Opa replied. “Will go with you.”
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      As much as she wanted to sleep, Ameenah knew they could not wait until morning to leave. All around her, those who had been so forcefully present moments ago seemed to fade into darkness, leaving only Nasir, Opa, the Sri, and the hired men behind.

      Nasir’s family was the first to depart, barely offering her a farewell before disappearing into their carriage. Ameenah swore she could hear Kiva arguing with Medi and Jaleen as soon as she closed the carriage door. Behind the house, Opa tried to convince two of his men to look after the farm while he was away, leaving Nasir distracted and slightly apart from the others as he listened to the plans being made around him.

      When T’ebak and his companions left to inform the other Sri of the group’s decision to travel to Harat, Ameenah slipped back inside her home to prepare her things for the journey. There wasn’t much that she needed. Between the folds of the only change of clothes she packed, Ameenah tucked twenty gold coins and the vial of Pearl Rose dye Oorala had given her what felt like a lifetime ago. If we need to bribe someone, these will have to do, she thought.

      Ameenah fastened the buckle on her bag and looked up expectantly. Though she’d left Nasir by the fire only moments ago, she was not surprised to find him standing at her doorway.

      “You have kept many things from me, Ameenah. I’m not used to that.” There was no accusation in his voice, only sadness.

      “I haven’t,” she sighed. Leaving her bag where it lay on the bed, Ameenah crossed the room to take both of his hands in hers. “Come inside,” she said pulling him forward.

      They settled around the kitchen hearth and the warm food Opa had left for her. She might travel without sleep but she couldn’t go on an empty stomach. If she was famished, the same had to be true of Nasir.

      Even as he washed his hands in the small bowl on the hearth’s ledge, his eyes never left her face. He watched as she ladled a heaping mound of red lentils and potatoes onto the large round of injera bread. Though it warmed his heart to see that the portions were big enough to share, he did not speak. He could not speak until she explained the meaning behind everything he had seen tonight.

      “Eat,” she said finally, handing him the large plate.

      For several minutes they satisfied their hunger, watching each other as they ate. Neither knew what their lives would be like after this night, nor where they anxious to let the growing dread replace the familiar bond that had sustained them for so long.

      Having him near was as nourishing and essential as the food she ate. With every bite, she took in a treasured feature, memorizing all the things she loved about Nasir as if it were her last chance to do so.

      It might be, she thought, forcing a soft lump of potato past the emotion in her throat that threatened to choke her. She took a small sip of water and continued to stare. He did the same. When the line of his brow seemed slightly less severe, she spoke.

      “I haven’t kept anything from you.” She paused, trying to trace the series of events that led them there. “A lot happened while you were away. I’ve hardly had time to understand it myself, but I’ve been trying to put it together on my own.”

      “Surely I’ve been back long enough for you to tell me that you discovered an entire race of magical creatures that aren’t even supposed to exist, Meena.” The hurt in his voice was clear, wrapped around a sliver of anger he could not hide.  Their situation was too precarious.  His emotions were too raw. “You’re my best friend, Meena. I tell you everything.”

      Ameenah shook her head, trying to fight the wave of exhaustion that threatened to engulf her.

      “Would you have believed me if I told you? You said you didn’t believe in magic.  You didn’t believe the magic in the dress.”

      “I didn’t understand the magic in the dress, but I followed you anyway, didn’t I?  No matter what, I have never doubted you, Ameenah. You’ve never understood that about me.”

      Ameenah caught the first tear before it could make it past her cheek, but the second ran too fast for her to stop it.

      “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “I’ve been trying to sort it out –”

      “On your own. I know. It’s just that sometimes I wish you would let me in.”

      Ameenah looked down at her hands as Nasir pulled her into a tight embrace that only succeeding in coaxing more tears from her eyes.

      “This. Everything that’s happening now is bigger than either one of us can sort out alone.  That’s the only reason I’m not going with you. The Sri are supposed to be vicious creatures.” His voice trailed off.

      “T’ebak’s not as bad as he looks and Opa will be with me,” Ameenah offered. Nasir laughed.

      “Opa would be as useless as I am against the Sri, but at least he’ll keep you company. And I guess the truth is that you’ve never needed protecting.” He hesitated. “You’re a wolf, after all.”

      Ameenah pulled away, startled by the unmistakable hint of bemusement in his voice.

      “A very big wolf,” he added. The mouth she loved so much twitched with the smallest smile.

      She let out a sharp laugh. The reality of it sounded so ridiculous.

      “Does it bother you?” she asked, bracing herself for the sting of his rejection.

      “It scared me,” Nasir answered. “It still does, but given the fact that you have to go and, I can’t find a logical reason to come with you, I find myself grateful for this strange new part of you. I know you’ll need it.”

      Ameenah hugged him fiercely, pressing her palms into his back, trying again to memorize everything about him. The beautiful caftan that he wore at the start of this horrible night was ruined. Underneath the torn fabric, she felt every swollen bruise, every cut in his flesh. Besides the sadness in his eyes, you would never know that he was hurt

      Amalaki, keep him safe, she prayed. Return him to me.

      They did not let go until they heard the sound of Opa’s footsteps coming up the back porch.

      “T’ebak has returned,” he said. “The First Sun rises. We must leave.”

      Ameenah and Nasir stared back at each other unable, unwilling, to say goodbye.

      “Where will you go?” Ameenah had already guessed the answer, but she was not above using any excuse to keep him in her sight.

      “Kiva will meet me and a group of soldiers we both trust at the Ghoven River. From there, we will travel to Anam. Given their dependence on trade, they have the most to lose from us disrupting the Hir’s plans. Governor Umar’s support will go a long way in convincing the others. They will not want to move without such a vital trading partner.”

      Ameenah scoured the plan he shared, looking for flaws she could not find. “How will we know your plan has succeeded?” she asked.

      “We’ll send word to Siama once we’ve left Anam. I would use my old channels, but I’m not sure who we can trust.” Nasir looked between Opa and Ameenah. “Do you think you can manage to do the same?”

      “We’ll get a message to you. Don’t worry,” Opa replied. We’ll try to send word once we’ve arrived safely.”

      “All right,” Nasir agreed. With a deep sigh he pulled them both to their feet. “When our armies are assembled, I’ll let you know where to meet us.”

      “And I will be there,” Ameenah promised. Nasir could not push past the ache in his throat to speak. Instead, he nodded once, then let go of her hand.

      “Wait!” she said, looking around for some piece of herself that he could take with him. She caught sight of her mother’s orange shawl sticking out from the corner of her knapsack and grabbed it. She couldn’t say why she did this, only that suddenly it felt immensely important to preserve the connection between them.

      “Take this. So you have something of me with you,” she said, wrapping the orange shawl loosely around his neck.

      “I already do. I have the satchel you repaired for me and this.” Nasir reached between the folds of the waist sash at his back and pulled out a small, crooked dagger, four inches long, with a rough wood and leather handle.

      “I can’t believe you still have that thing,” Ameenah whispered, taking the ugly piece of metal into her hands. She’d been so proud to present it to him. Her first dagger! The other twelve she’d attempted hadn’t made it past the first tap of her hammer. After half a year, with very little to show for it, the blacksmith she’d apprenticed with finally told her what she already knew. She would always be a far better tanner than a blacksmith.

      “It’s barely long enough to slice a piece of bread,” she mused, handing it back to him.

      “I don’t keep it for that.” The softness in Nasir’s words did not appease her.

      “But you should have some,” she said a bit too brightly.

      “What?”

      Reaching for a loaf of bread that was still warm from the fire, Ameenah broke it in two and folded each half carefully in one of her handmade kitchen towels. “Bread. It’s a long journey.  You’ll want this at some point.”

      “Meena, you don’t have to…”

      With the back of his hand against her cheek, he stilled her anxious, beating heart. “Thank you.” His voice was silk as he slid the bread from her fingers and placed it in his satchel.  “I’m sure I will want this at some point.” The look in his eyes was unmistakable – needy and raw. She couldn’t look away.

      “I…” he began, just as Opa cleared his throat. He wanted to give them more time, but there simply wasn’t any to spare.

      “I should go,” Nasir finished.

      Of course, he was right. Nasir needed the cover of whatever darkness was left to travel safely. She had to let him go.

      “I’ll send word as soon as I can,” Ameenah promised.

      “As will I. With Amalaki’s blessing, I will see you again soon.” He meant his words as a ward against the uncertainty of their parting, but instead they came out as heavy and weighted as his heart. With a final glance, he turned away and out the door.

      Ameenah pressed her lips together to keep from calling after him. With desperate eyes, she turned to Opa, but he could offer her no comfort.

      “Come, Ameenah. It’s time for us to leave as well.”
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