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Chapter One




Nidawi stood naked under the stars, asking the Moon to send down her purifying light. The Moon agreed and allowed her silver essence to wash her spirit clean. The young woman held her arms aloft as the healing light entered the palms of her hands. It was the time of Miakonda, the Sacred Moon, the time when she renewed her medicine.

A brisk breeze brushed her body, but she didn’t feel it cool her skin. After so many winters, Nidawi didn't have to think about controlling her reaction to distractions such as weather, hunger, and most times, emotion. They no longer existed for her. All that mattered was her medicine and her ability to heal her people.

When her ceremony was complete and the words of her chant melded with the silence of the clearing, Nidawi pulled her long buckskin gown over her head and tied her medicine belt around her waist. Her beaded bag of totems, the signs given her by the Great Spirit, hung between her breasts. She slid on her moccasins, first the good foot, then the shriveled foot, wrapping the long rawhide strings around her bony ankle to keep that shoe on, and limped back home.

Her hide-covered lodge stood at the edge of the small valley where her people encamped until the snow thawed. It was near planting time, and soon the villagers would tear down their homes and tie them to thick branches for the ponies to drag to the next stopping place. Only patches of snow remained, along with the memories of how long and severe the winter had been.

Nidawi lifted the buffalo skin flap and entered her small lodge. The fire in the center of the floor still glowed, still warmed the room with the familiar pungent scent of the herbs she had sprinkled over the flames. She felt protected within the hide walls. Her prayers kept away the sadness of her lonely ways and the wishes she’d buried as a child.

It was a great honor to be the healer of her people.

She padded across the small space to lie among the bear and rabbit furs making up her bed. Slipping off her moccasins and belt, she pulled the heavy skins over her. Sleep took her quickly from the small lodge to the field of prairie grass that existed only in her dreams. She loved the freedom to run there as a young maiden.

Her foot, twisted since birth, was whole and straight when she was in spirit. She felt beautiful, her face no longer scarred by the panther who had marked her as his own when she had just learned to walk. In spirit she had no medicine to help others, no one to ask for help, and could spend her days playing with the animals that shared the meadow.

 Sometimes she wished her waking life was this way, too, but she would never give up the healing skills the spirits had blessed her with.

Whimpers of pain called from the woods beyond the village, a sound only she could hear, drawing her spirit back to her body. A man's voice whispered her name. Without fully waking, Nidawi rose, tied on her moccasins, and padded across the dirt out of the village. In the moonshadow of a stand of oak trees, she waved her arms, twirling them around her head. As she did, her free-flowing hair spread, wrapping around her to become a plush coat of silken fur.

Nidawi's ears pointed toward the Sacred Moon, and her vision sharpened. Her hands and feet were now those of a panther, the she-cat of the night. Her cat body, with its straight and strong muscles, carried her swiftly across the woodland bed of dried leaves and old grass toward the whispered human pleas.

Her panther nose smelled his blood from a great distance, before she saw his still form. The quiet cries led her to a fallen warrior who lay crumpled next to the trail that led beyond the woods and through the mountain pass. His heavy wrap of black wolf furs made him blend in with the shadows beneath the rocks beside him, but she followed his scent directly to his still form.

Nidawi nudged the man with her paw. He did not stir. Summoning strength from her spirit guides, she swung the large man onto her back, turned and ran to her lodge. She must return home before the sun rose, to be certain no one saw her in this form, or they would cast her out in fear. Her people knew about her medicine, but only the old shaman knew of her cat body.

As she settled the man on her bed of furs, she heard the villagers begin to waken. She had made it just in time.

Her paws became hands again and she searched the man's body for injuries. She needed fresh water to wash away the blood, so she hurried off with the skin pot to fill at the river, wondering who the man was. She didn't recognize him from her village. So many clans made their winter homes within a day's travel, he could have come from any of them. They could share ancestors and words, or she might have to ask a member of the council to speak for her when he woke.

Limping under the weight of the full water pot, she slowly made her way back to the village. She circled wide around the other dwellings, not wishing to see her people flinch away at the sight of her any more often than she must. They came to her when they were sick, or injured, or when they desired a potion to make them strong, or to attract a maiden. Women came regularly for the herbs that would keep them from carrying a baby inside their wombs.

But they feared her magic, her medicine. They were afraid she would throw her anger at them with a look, or would sing a song to warn the animals of a hunter's arrow. They kept their distance, and so did she. As much as she prayed to keep away the sadness brought on by their fear, at times it still slipped into her heart.

For years her people offered respect to Lashoba, the medicine man who taught her his ways fifteen winters past, when her body had become a woman. Nidawi wondered how long she would have to heal her clan before they gave her the same. She knew she shouldn't ask to gain something in return for her skills, so each time she prayed to Miakonda, she asked for strength in her heart.

The warrior in her lodge slept while she cooked cat's claw root and fox ear leaves in prairie chicken broth. He didn't waken when she removed the wolf furs to wash his wounds. His musky animal scent drifted past her nose. His furs were caked with blood and mud. She set them aside for cleaning.

When Nidawi wiped away the dirt and blood she found the shaft of an arrow barely protruding from beneath his ribs. Holding her ear to his chest, she made certain his body still lived. She hoped, for his sake, his spirit was walking with the stars so he wouldn't feel her dig out the arrow. She could always call his spirit back later, when she was through, but she didn't have the magic to make his spirit leave. In spite of what her clan thought.

He was so tall, his body so lean. His muscles showed the length of a runner, the strength of a man who was not idle. His features were sharp, but not cruel, his skin tone pale from the weakness of the winter sun. Why did he travel alone? Was he a messenger coming to speak to her chief? She hoped he would wake soon so she would have her answers.

After she finished cleaning his wound, she sang his healing chant. "A voice I send, this one's spirit I seek. A medicine I give, may this one's spirit be well."

Now she had to wait, wait for the potions to work, wait for his spirit to return. She tucked the large bear fur around him and crawled to the opposite side of the fire, where she laid out one deerskin and curled up beneath another. She closed her eyes to rest.

Moans and unfamiliar words woke her. Moving to his side, she placed her hand on the warrior's forehead. His skin flamed with fever. Whipping off his bedcovers, she wiped a cool, wet cloth across the wide span of his chest.

He thrashed beneath her touch, his arms batting her away. He called out words she didn't recognize. Who were his people, she wondered. What was he doing near her village, alone, and who had shot an arrow at him?

"Hush, Strong One. Do not fight me. I must make you better so you can return to your people."

She'd never treated anyone outside her own clan, never even spoken to a stranger, since her people kept her apart from any activity where she wasn't needed. Would he understand her words of comfort? Surely his spirit would understand, and perhaps his totem would, too. There must be one language among those who walk with the stars.

Her ministrations brought the heat out of his skin and he slept peacefully. She pulled the bearskin up to his waist to keep away a chill, and tenderly felt the edges of his injury. There was no swelling yet, no fire within the skin there. She spoke the song of thanks under her breath and tucked the blanket under his arms.

The air smelled different with a man in her lodge. It was earthier, if that were possible, given the pots and racks of herbs lining the walls. Their fragrance was more medicinal, while his made her skin grow warm. Her hands trembled with the desire to touch him without the cool cloth between them.

Was this what she had missed, as medicine woman? Why would the spirits want to taunt her with what she could never have? When she became the healer of her village, she knew she could never take a husband. She would never raise a family. She would never see love for her in a man's eyes.

The promise meant little when she made it. No one ever looked her in the eye, keeping their eyes averted from the scars on her face. Now this man filled her lodge with his essence, his man-spirit, and she knew the desires a woman could feel.

She must fight the wants of her body. Her people needed her healing powers whole, not weakened by passion.

A smile pulled at her lips when she heard her thoughts. This man still slept. When he awoke, he would be just as repelled by her looks as those in her village. She was cursing the spirits for tempting her with a dream that would never arise.

Nidawi closed her eyes and asked for peace to wash over her body and put her womanly urges back to sleep where they belonged. Satisfied that she had quashed the longings, she took his furs to the river to wash. She scrubbed the dried blood against a stone to loosen it and rinsed away all that she could. After wringing the skins, she filled her jars with fresh water and carried the lot back to her lodge.

The wolf furs smelled like wet dog, but at least they no longer had the stench of blood and death on them. She draped them on the poles beside her lodge to dry.

Stepping inside, she saw the warrior had kicked off his covers and lay naked and shivering in her bed. Nidawi set down the water jars and moved to his side, piling furs across his middle. "Shhh," she said as she stroked his shoulder to calm his thrashing.

He called out, his face pinched in a frown.
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