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  Dedication


  To all women. You’re stronger than you think.


  Chapter One


  [image: Picture 2]


  The smell of burning flesh lingered in my nostrils and stuck to the back of my throat. My stomach churned, and I squeezed my eyes closed, focusing on breathing through my mouth. Father kept pushing the scorching steel against my arm. I growled like a bear to fight the pain, and onlookers returned my call. Beads of sweat trickled down my temples and cooled my skin. Father removed the glowing iron that bubbled with the remnants of my flesh. I braved a glance at my shoulder, eyeing the raw wound. Soon, it would scab and turn into a bear claw scar to match Father’s.


  But before then, I would take part in the Bestial Passage tomorrow, competing against the firstborn of four other tribe leaders. My tribe were known as the Bears, and thus I knew I would have to fight a bear and return with a limb or bone from it. I didn’t know exactly which part or how I was to kill it.


  Father made me stand up. I met the eyes of warriors, mentors, counsellors, and other Bear kin who served my father directly. The cries and shouts of other tribes emanated from other parts of the city encampment, which consisted of several wooden huts, a council hall, and thousands of large tents. Flames from a nearby bonfire licked at the first stars penetrating the afternoon sky.


  ‘They believe in you, Klawdia,’ Father said. He smiled at me and stroked my arm lovingly.


  His nearness put me on my guard. From him, closeness usually meant a threat of some kind. Mother had died giving birth to me and so had never borne sons. Behind closed doors, Father condemned me for her death, but tonight, for the sake of presenting a united front to my people, he acted like a loving father.


  The mountain pass between my home, Vilseek, and the ocean was silhouetted in the warm reds and oranges of the setting sun. To the left, the Death Peaks were stark and breathtaking. The largest of the mountains disappeared into the clouds. They towered so high people said climbing them would take you to the stars. That was where I would be tomorrow.


  A reveller jumped through the fire, and one of his feathers caught alight. He landed clumsily on the ground while his friends stomped at his pants, laughing and pointing. Father’s upper lip curled at the spectacle. The city overflowed with tribes from across Ruxdor. They had journeyed here through the snow for weeks to witness this momentous event, but Father had tired of the noise and the constant partying from dawn ’til dusk.


  Despite the disruption to my city, the Bestial Passage was vital. The Bear tribe had ruled all others for centuries, and now I had to fight for my right to rule Ruxdor after Father’s death. If I had been a boy, this would not have happened, but since I am the first and only child, and a girl, I must prove my worth.


  ‘You’re deep in thought, my daughter,’ said Father. ‘Even though you are the youngest of the challengers, you are the best with a dagger. Your tenacity and agility make you deadly, but still the Wolf will be crafty and the Lion silent and swift.’


  Praise from Father was rare. Following my first steps as a child, Father put a dagger in my hand then had scolded and criticised me since. I’d learned from the best warriors, listened to the wisest men, and hunted many animals. I was strong now, determined, swift, and deadly. I couldn’t lose.


  Daylight loitered while the slush on the ground froze in the icy winds. The bonfire grew as more people added wood. Dancers jumped and kicked and twirled. The moon rose behind the Death Peaks, bathing them in a soft white light. The greentimes were ending, and the snowtimes would soon smother the land, and the people of Ruxdor would struggle and fight over the limited resources.


  ‘I do not fear the others,’ I said to Father. I knew these lands as well as I knew the swirls and lines etched into the hilt of my dagger. I’d spent years studying the snow bears. I knew how they fed, slept, and played. They were like us in many ways. They preferred to live peacefully but, under threat, would fight to the death. And soon I would face and kill a bear.


  Father moved away to greet the tribes gathering around the fire. They filled the gaps between the huts and tents. The other competitors stepped forward: Skelkra of the Wolves, Jeykal of the Hawgrald Birds, Ketnal of the Lions, and Lild of the Snakes. Skelkra was dressed in a cape with wolf headdress and tail. He wore a hardened expression. Tribal girls gathered about him, fetching him wine and feeding him meat. I watched them with envy until Father returned to my side.


  ‘Tell me your plan again.’ Father wanted me to reassure him I was truly ready. However, I was insulted that he would even ask. Fighting was as natural to me as breathing and blinking. From the age of two, I had spent thirteen years of my life mastering every skill. To say I was ready was an understatement.


  I lifted my face to the sky. ‘I will follow the sun and moon until I find the bears’ feeding grounds in the valley of the Death Peaks. I will kill one and fight the elements to return home quickly.’


  Father clasped his hands and looked down at the snow made yellow by firelight. I studied his worn features; the harsh weather of our lands had taken its toll on his once-smooth skin.


  ‘Remember, do not challenge a mother bear. Find one without young to protect; their fight will be weaker.’


  I took an arrow from a nearby quiver and twisted its wooden shaft in my hands, thinking how the lines of the steel resembled the ridges of a mountain. Both contained a deadly tip. ‘I could rule now. I would see us through the winter fed and safe. Why should I prove anything?’ I glowered for a moment. I rarely lost a fight, and I’d been with Father to every diplomatic meeting. I knew how to govern my people.


  Father stared at me. His twilight eyes had paled with age, and his once-fiery hair had greyed to the colour of the moon. Tonight, he wore a cape made from the white pelt of a snow bear. He also wore a circlet of bear teeth around his forehead, and his hands were painted white like bear paws. The Wolf leader, Skelkra’s father, wore a necklace of wolf teeth. The Snake clan leader wore the fangs of snakes. The Lion leader wore the soft white furs of the snow lion, and the Hawgrald leader wore the jade-coloured feathers of a hawgrald, a deadly bird known for terrorising Ruxdorians.


  ‘Women serve men, and you must prove that you can be a man before you may lead.’


  ‘I know,’ I said, unable to keep the bitterness from my tone.


  Gevilka, Ruxdor’s oldest medicine woman, stood dressed in a black robe before my four challengers. Her frizzy white hair blew across her face in the strong breeze. Her hips had hardened with age, and she walked as though she were crossing a rocky stream. The large crowd fell silent.


  With two slender arms, Gevilka raised her hands to the sky. ‘And so it begins! The challenge of the five strongest tribes: Bear, Wolf, Lion, Snake, and Hawgrald. Come forth, challengers.’


  Placing the arrow back in its container, I joined the others. Every eye fell on me. I puffed out my chest, took lengthy strides, and kept my chin high. It felt degrading to act like a strutting man, but I did what I must to win the respect of my people. The others lined up beside me. We grasped each other’s hands. Gevilka shuffled closer. Five plates of blood were placed before her. She picked up mine first; I knew it contained bear’s blood. She marked my forehead. Next, she marked Jeykal, Lild, and Ketnal. Lild and Ketnal were seventeen and Jeykal sixteen. Gevilka moved to the oldest challenger, Skelkra, the next leader of the Wolf tribe. Skelkra and I had hunted many times together. We’d grown up having snow wars and hunting rabbits in the greentimes.


  He caught my eye. I swallowed. My body tingled as he continued to stare at me. My attention fixed on his large fingers twitching around mine, the movement engulfing my senses, making the unexplored areas of my body burn with desire. I thought about rubbing my fingers across his, but decided against it. We’d flirted, and we’d wrestled, but he’d given no certain indication he felt as deeply as I did.


  His chest rose and fell in the firelight. His nipples hardened from the icy breeze, and my notice of it flooded my body with a strange sort of energy. I turned away for a moment, collecting my thoughts. His hand flexed over mine. Memories of our play fights flooded my mind, both of us grappling for the advantage in a scrap. On occasion, I’d pinned him to the snow, only to have him pin me back again. One day he’d hovered over me, ice in his hair, mud on his face, and I was sure he would kiss me. He hadn’t.


  We were destined to bond one day, bringing the Bears and the Wolves together. Everyone expected it, and over the past few weeks, we’d grown closer; my heart swelled with the memories of our hunts. I tried to steal a glance at his face, but he caught me and smirked. My cheeks warmed with embarrassment. I turned back in time to see Gevilka leaning toward me. I flinched a little.


  She whispered in my ear, ‘Beware the wolf that shows you his fangs.’ She lowered her head, and a cautioning look replaced her sombre expression.


  A wolf? I looked back at Skelkra, and he smiled at me, showing his teeth. Did she mean him? Skelkra had worked with my father and his father to negotiate an alliance between our country and the country of North Senya, just south of our borders. Why should I be afraid of him? When we were bonded, he would rule alongside me. I should not fear.


  To my right, Jeykal, my closest of friends, squeezed my hand to get my attention. He was small, but Lild, the Snake boy, was smaller. Jeykal was an expert marksman, which made sense given that the only way to kill a bird was to shoot it down. His bow sat diagonally across his torso. He’d made it himself. It had taken him a year, but he’d finally finished the beautiful weapon.


  Intricately carved vines wound around the bow’s top and bottom. Two golden wings stretched from the grip. The silk bowstring gleamed under the firelight. Someone had started the rumour that Jeykal had been born with a bow in his hand. I’d later joked that he’d probably been born clutching his nether regions. Well… at least I’d found it funny. I owed everything I knew of archery to him.


  ‘Nervous?’ he asked me, squeezing my hand again.


  I shook my head. ‘Never. You?’


  He snorted, but his gaze fell on something afar. ‘Wonder where I’ll wake up?’


  ‘Base of the cliff face. No doubt they’ll make you hunt a hawgrald. The imeks have flown south, and the pekats are too far north. I’m sure of this. You’ll be scaling the cliffs, so be careful.’ I worried about him. While he had the lean figure needed to climb the Death Peaks, the hawgralds were aggressive and would happily devour him if they could. Not to mention he’d be easily carried off.


  Jeykal rubbed his hands together, and his decorative feathers swished. ‘Haven’t been to the nesting grounds since my father took me last year. Do you know what you have to bring back?’


  I shook my head. ‘A claw, I bet, or a head maybe.’


  Jeykal bit his lip. ‘I hope it’s a claw.’


  I agreed with him. A bear head would be heavy, maybe weighing a sixth of my own body weight. A claw would be easy to bring back.


  Gevilka raised her hands again and spoke a prayer to the surrounding world. ‘Let these cubs, pups, chicks, and snakes return home whether they bring their prizes or not.’


  ‘Here comes the bad part,’ Jeykal whispered from the corner of his mouth.


  Gevilka held a tree-shaped goblet. The Cup of Sleep. It hadn’t been used since the last Bestial Passage. People gasped and whispered as she gripped it with two bony hands.


  Tomorrow we would wake, cold and alone, our heads pounding with headaches, and we’d be constantly stalked by Watchers, select elders from other tribes who watch to make sure we don’t cheat. Watchers wouldn’t intervene—not even to save our lives. I wondered who’d follow Jeykal, though. Someone plagued with the stiffness of age would never be able to climb the cliffs with him.


  ‘Who’s your Watcher?’ I asked him.


  ‘Don’t know. You?’


  I shook my head. ‘I don’t know either.’


  ‘Been many years since the last Bestial Passage. At least two hundred.’


  ‘Yes.’ I thought of Mother. I had never known her, but I was sure I would have liked her. She’d favoured the arts over fighting and worked for peace and cooperation between the tribes. Father had said she’d brought many of them together. In the north, tribes such as the Fox and the Boar clung to ancient grudges. They kept their distance, but we knew the ice valleys in which they dwelt brought them suffering. Mother wanted them to move south to live in Vilseek, but the idea only angered them.


  I looked around at the other challengers. Ketnal, the Lion boy, seemed confident; Lild, the Snake boy, appeared focused. Lild stared at the ground, and I knew he was considering his plan. Tomorrow, I might be forced to kill one of these challengers. I didn’t want to, of course, but if they threatened me, I would fight back.


  Ruxdor’s armies consisted mainly of Bears, Wolves, and some Lions. The rest of the Lions focused on hunting and trading. The Snakes and Hawgralds ran Vilseek’s farms, organising produce and wares and managing the workers. Those workers consisted of people from the Frog and Goat tribes that served the rest of us, not by choice but by force.


  I felt Skelkra’s sea-blue eyes tugging at the back of my head, and I turned around. He was smirking at me again, and I was distracted by the curves of his strong body. Did he want me? I closed my eyes. Love. I’d been tossing that word about in my mind for the past week. Did I love him? A Wolf and a Bear, once bonded, would be a strong alliance for my people.


  We moved into a circle and passed the Cup of Sleep around, taking large gulps. The liquid tasted of salt and sap; the smell of it overwhelmed me. A common game among the tribes called Strength of Somnus involved taking bets on who could fight the effects of Devsod, the drug I was ingesting. Gevilka took the cup away, and we stared each other down while the effects took hold on our minds and bodies. My thoughts grew sluggish, and I noticed other challengers’ limbs buckle, then straighten, and then bend again. Amusement germinated inside of me. Heads sagged, eyes rolled, and I fought the drug. A smile touched my lips as I looked at Jeykal, whose legs trembled.


  Skelkra fell to the side of me, and I chuckled, but then my own body began to buckle. I fought my heavy eyelids, my numb fingertips, and my weakening legs. My knee bent for a moment, but I straightened it. Lild and Jeykal were on the ground trying to sit back up. Ketnal, Skelkra, and I remained upright, although Skelkra fell to his knees. Slowly, I did the same. I decided to play dirty and make the others laugh.


  ‘Floppy and wobbly,’ I said, knowing my tongue was slack, which made the words sound like child speak.


  Ketnal laughed the hardest, and his legs gave way. Once on the ground, his body went limp. Skelkra gave a small chuckle but stayed kneeling.


  And then everything went dark; I couldn’t see. I knew I was still on my knees. My eyes were open, and I was awake. When Skelkra fell into me, I knew he’d passed out. From behind, someone pulled me to the ground. For a moment, my vision returned, and Father’s face stared down at me.


  ‘Win,’ he said, and I sank into blackness.


  Chapter Two
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  Thump. Thump. Thump. Pain throbbed in my temples. Something moved beside me. I sat upright, and the world rushed by as if someone was spinning me about. I shut my eyes and grasped at my aching jaw. My ears ached too, and my nose. I peered to the side. A woman sat nearby, her gaze steady. It was Thixal from the Lion tribe, my Watcher. When I was young, Thixal had told me stories of my mother to help me sleep. I hadn’t seen her in months, and now I knew why.


  ‘Greetings, Watcher,’ I said through gritted teeth. The ache in my head overwhelmed me.


  She moved closer and handed me a square of something fibrous. ‘For the pain. Eat.’


  The dry herbs stuck to my mouth, and I swirled my tongue around, trying to dislodge them. She threw a knapsack at me. I searched for water and found a half-filled skin. I slurped at the contents and rinsed my mouth. I gauged my location, recognising the mountains in the distance, the summits nearby, and the trees in the valley. I resumed digging through the bag, hoping to find boots or cloth, anything to wrap around my feet.


  Impatiently, I dumped the contents into the snow. I glanced at Thixal hovering over the fire. She ate bread, and her face glowed as she faced the rising sun. I looked down at my body. My shirt and pants had been taken, leaving me with undergarments that did little to cover my skin. I fumbled with the knot of a smaller bag and accidentally ripped its sides. I cursed, took a breath, and slowed my movements. Mistakes were often made in haste.


  I lined up my items: dagger, skinning knife, bow, salt, water pouch, small pot, and a piece of parchment with a drawing on it. It showed a bear’s head severed from its body and the picture of the knife that lay on the snow before me. I picked up the weapon and touched the tip with my thumb. A droplet of blood swelled and trickled down my finger. I wiped it on my undergarments, grabbed the cord of the main bag, and slid the blade along it. It split apart in one stroke. A bear’s skin was tough to penetrate, but once it was pierced, only a soft insulating layer remained.


  I stared up at Thixal. ‘Anything else? ‘


  ‘You must kill the bear with the knife. Other than that, no.’ She placed a finger over her lips, signalling the end of any further communication.


  I looked up at the blue sky. With the sun peeking over the eastern mountains, long morning shadows stretched across the lands. Clouds were scarce, and the fog had mostly lifted. I was amongst the Death Peaks, close to Death Valley. The bear they’d drawn was specifically a snow bear; other bears could not survive in our harsh climate, anyway. Most of the snow bears would have found caves to hibernate in. The rest would be gathering food at the river. Their bodies would be slowing for the long sleep through snowtime. They’d be slow and sluggish, making them slightly easier to fight.


  I put the items back in my bag and headed for the frozen streams. I passed through crevices and scaled mountainsides, supporting myself with pine trees and boulders. Snow shook loose as I swung on the limbs of trees. I’d been here many times before. I knew the quickest way in and out of the valley. I stared up at the incredible mountains, each one higher than the one before it until the tips disappeared into the mountain mists.


  To my right, gently sloping hills created a bowl shape where water collected and turned into a half-frozen river. I placed each foot carefully as I descended. My ankles and toes ached from the cold. I had spent many years exposing my body to frozen lands, but the desire for warmth could never be completely overcome.


  At the bottom, fluffy pillows of snow sat on the frozen crust. I took out my dagger and stabbed the ice. Crack. Broken fragments parted, revealing the liquid underneath. I scooped some into my mouth. No unusual flavours registered. After boiling, the water would be drinkable.


  I stepped around the thinnest parts of the ice and made my way back to the embankment. Snow bears lived on rabbits, fish, and other small creatures; they also ate snowberries and roots. Because the snowtime was so close, the bears favoured fish. The Death Valley River travelled south through the mountains. In order to follow it to the ocean, one had to cross the peaks, which had never been done. Fish were heading downstream to the ocean before the river completely froze. In order to catch the fish, the bears had to find parts of the river that had not frozen over.


  I looked farther ahead. Trees covered the lower parts of the mountainsides. As the sun moved across the sky, it bathed the smaller peaks in a yellow light, and water droplets glistened on branches nearby. I’d always loved morning time. A fresh day felt clean and new.


  I walked along the river until the sun sat overhead and ice no longer covered the river completely. The snow was turning to mush, and brown dirt peeked between patches of white. I heard a crack and watched a block of ice move downstream. I snapped the straightest, longest branch I could find, sat, and carved and sliced until I’d cut the stem into a smooth shaft and sharpened the end. I jabbed at the ice, knocking away large slabs. Fish swam by, and my stomach growled. I stabbed at one. Missed. Stabbed again.


  A freshwater spotter flopped on the end of my spear. I rested the stick beside me and yanked off the fish, a decent meal for one person. I smacked it against a rock until it stopped flapping and tucked it away for later.


  I kept moving.


  A wolf howled in the distance, and I crouched and cocked my head, holding my breath and listening. Thixal watched me from afar. I thought about Skelkra. Contestants could only kill each other after they’d claimed their prizes, but the point of the challenge was to get back to Vilseek first. Of course, the others could always make the challenge more difficult. They didn’t need to kill for that, and I, being the biggest threat, would be a likely target.


  I looked east towards the hawgrald nesting grounds approximately a quarter-day walk away. The clouds were low, and I couldn’t see the cliffs, let alone the birds. I knew Jeykal was there. The others would be near, too. Lild, the Snake boy, would be after a water snake. Hard to catch. I wondered if he was already downstream where the river ran stronger. He’d have to swim in the river.


  I’d rather kill a bear, I thought.


  Then I heard the familiar growl that rippled through my body like lightning, heightening my senses. A bear! My heart raced. My muscles flexed, and goose bumps dotted my skin. I crept into the tree line away from the river, went up the mountain, and kept in the shadows. I used roots and shrubs for footholds. Then came a more subdued growl. Definitely a snow bear. I stepped between the trees, keeping my footing light and my mind calm. After a hundred or so paces, I saw a white figure playing in the distance.


  As I neared, five more appeared. Cubs sat in the shallows, swatting at the water and biting each other. When they grew more boisterous, a boar pawed and growled at them, as they were scaring the fish away. I chuckled, and for a moment, I felt sad at the idea of killing one. Ruxdorians respected all animals and never hunted for pleasure, only for survival. Although some men took pleasure in the hunt, they used every part of the animals’ bodies.


  Another sow appeared, her fertile stomach swollen. Sows gave birth during the snowtimes, and the cubs suckled safely in a cave until springtime, when their mother took them on their first hunt.


  I moved closer. If I had arrows now, I could easily hit one, but an arrow would only hurt the bear. If it was tipped with poison, then the bear might fall. Regardless, my bow was for hunting food for myself, like rabbits and deer. Somehow, I had to kill a bear with my dagger. That meant getting dangerously close. The thought put my stomach into knots. Snow bears were large, with feet the size of my head and claws sharper than my dagger.


  ‘Pssst,’ someone said.


  I turned to see Skelkra looming in the shadow of a pine farther up the incline. Like me, he wore no shoes, and his only clothing was a loincloth. When I found myself staring, I looked away. Something lustful stirred within me—the same desire from last night—and distracted me. I frowned. I needed to win. I had to keep focused on the fight.


  Snow crunched as he stepped closer, and I remembered the words of Gevilka, the medicine woman. Beware the wolf that shows you his fangs.


  ‘What is your prize?’ I asked, noticing he had a hunting knife lodged in his cloth. His other belongings were nowhere to be seen.


  ‘Wolf head.’


  ‘Me too. A bear.’


  He frowned. ‘They expect you to carry that all the way back to Vilseek?’


  I shrugged.


  He took another step towards me, and I tensed. Could I trust him? A twig snapped to my left, and I narrowed my eyes to see Abel, an elder from the Snake tribe, making his way down the mountain behind Skelkra.


  Skelkra smirked at me. Thixal moved up to join Abel. They whispered to each other.


  ‘I’ve been walking all day,’ Skelkra said.


  ‘Me too.’ I guessed that meant he hadn’t killed a wolf yet. For the moment, I relaxed and refixed my gaze on the snow bears. He wouldn’t try to sabotage my efforts, knowing how challenging my quest was already. And besides, we’d trained many hours together, and I was fairly sure he liked me.


  ‘How are you to hunt your beast?’ I asked, nodding at the knife lodged in his loincloth.


  ‘I must strangle it.’


  I threw him an incredulous look and scanned his body. His upper torso bulged with muscle. His shoulders were broad, the muscles in his neck tight.


  ‘How are you to kill yours?’ he asked.


  ‘With a dagger.’


  His eyes widened, and he took a deep breath. ‘You’ll die.’


  I flexed my fingers and glared at him. ‘No, I won’t.’


  ‘Of course you will. Look at you. A bear is three times taller, two times wider and a hundred times stronger than you. You will have to kill it in one blow. That’s impossible, even for me.’


  ‘Well, I’m not you.’


  He looked down at the bears and moved beside me. I focused on our nearness, which both exhilarated and worried me. My hand slid to the knife at my hip, sitting out of his view.


  ‘Why did they give you a bow then?’ He nodded at the weapon strung across my body.


  ‘To hunt food, I suppose. I don’t know.’


  ‘Do you have a plan yet?’


  I scowled at him. ‘Of course I do!’ However, my umbrage was short lived as I gazed into his eyes. My face softened, and I wanted to smile. ‘A cub won’t do. A sow would be too ferocious. Like you, I will set a trap. For a male maybe two or three years of age.’


  He smiled, showing me a straight row of teeth. ‘Good.’


  Strangely, he moved behind me. His chest brushed against my back, his face floated over my left shoulder in the corner of my eye, and his breath tickled my skin. Ecstasy held my body captive. I couldn’t move. My legs trembled… my skin tightened.


  ‘I could help,’ he whispered against my ear. He placed his right hand over mine, unwrapping the fingers that clutched the hilt of my dagger. He stroked each one as he did. I closed my eyes and imagined his hands on other parts of my body. His breathing quickened. It was warm and sweet, and I fought the urge to lean back into his arms.


  I scrunched my eyes, took a deep breath, turned around, and pushed him away. ‘No. I don’t want your help.’ I swept my eyes to the Watchers, who’d stopped talking to observe our closeness. While their expressions were unreadable, I was sure they disapproved of what was blooming between Skelkra and me.


  ‘It’s not against the rules to work together,’ he said.


  ‘I know. But I need to do this alone.’


  ‘I worry the bear will…’ He looked away. His mouth pressed downwards, his eyes dulled.


  ‘I’ll be fine,’ I said, angry that I had to reassure him. Did he think I was weak?


  Frustrated by the conversation, I took two steps forward, away from him and closer to my target. I considered the different options for the traps I could set. I could dig a hole, cover it with sticks and snow, and then encourage a bear to chase me over the trap. That would take a while. It would fall into the hole, and I could attack it from above. Alternatively, I could lay a meat trap. Food being scarce, the bears would be desperate for anything they could get their paws on. While it ate, I could kill it.


  I removed my bow and plucked the string. I searched the hillside for saplings.


  Skelkra knew what I was thinking. ‘I’ll help you make the arrows. In return, you hunt down food and bait. Agreed?’


  I nodded. We scaled the massif. The trees grew thicker, and I chose three saplings with straight stems. Rabbits ducked under brush, and I heard a wolf cry in the distance. Skelkra angled his head to listen, and hunger formed in his eyes. I gave him a knowing smirk, and he smiled back. We found some flat ground and scraped away the snow. A cliff hung overhead, providing us a temporary shelter.


  ‘Why are you helping me?’ I asked. ‘I know how much it means for you to win.’


  He rubbed his hands together. ‘We’re not enemies. The true test is in surviving the elements.’


  ‘That doesn’t make sense. We all know the hard part is killing the animal.’


  He looked at the sky. ‘Snowstorms are coming. We’ve nothing to eat. No shoes. Our feet will freeze off, eventually. Our lungs could seize. I don’t want to die, and I don’t want you to die. Don’t you see the danger?’ Skelkra pulled out a flat, dry piece of pine. ‘Found this before. Good for a fire plank.’


  ‘They didn’t give you flint?’


  ‘No. You?’


  ‘No.’


  He looked at my feet and sniffed. ‘I thought so.’


  My mind processed our previous conversation. Something niggled at me. I just wasn’t convinced that his concern for my life came from a place of genuine care. I knew he was attracted to me, but he had a reputation with other girls, too. Maybe it was both. Maybe he liked me, and he needed my help.


  ‘What else did they give you?’ I asked.


  ‘Not much. I am stronger than all of you, so it makes sense they’ve given me nothing.’


  Hidden in that statement was a taste of the arrogance he was known for. But arrogance was expected in the future leader of any tribe. Confidence inspired confidence, and in terms of raw strength, yes, he was the strongest. However, he was slower than I was, heavier, and less flexible. When we’d wrestled, he could pin me, but I always managed to slip out of his grasp.


  I snapped my spear in half, took the fire board from him, and carved out a groove. I picked up the broken stick and rubbed wood against wood. Minutes later, when I touched the fireboard, it was warm. I took the small sack from my bag and wrapped it around my hands to protect them from friction.


  I continued to rub the stick back and forth while Skelkra made arrows. The wood became hot, so I frayed the edges of my knapsack, cut away the fibres, and scrunched them into a soft ball. I pushed them into the hollow of the pine. Skelkra took over for me, and I watched the muscles in his back tighten and relax as he worked the wood. I found some twigs to start the fire.


  He observed my collection of twigs. ‘We’ll need something bigger than that.’ The wood smoked, and he stopped to blow on it.


  ‘Everything’s wet.’


  ‘Go farther up the mountain, then.’


  I took two steps forward and then hesitated. My eyes swept back to Skelkra and then to my knapsack. Technically, we were in competition, and his comfort with our companionship during this experience made me cautious. Would he really take my things? I decided I would risk it, and I climbed up the incline. I found a dead tree sticking out over a ridge. I kicked at it until it snapped and dragged the log back to the fire, which had grown to a hand-sized blaze.


  ‘We need more twigs,’ he said.


  This time, I went down the hill. I heard a loud splash in the distance. For a moment, I thought a bear had jumped in the water, but then I saw Lild, the Snake boy, pulling himself from the river. He clutched at his half-naked body and marched on the spot, trying to get warm. Water snakes were difficult to catch if you didn’t have a net. For a moment, I felt sorry for him, but then noticed he had a blazing fire nearby. They must have given him flint.


  Skelkra flicked my back, and I spun around to find him very close. ‘You’re not focusing. Don’t worry about him or the others.’ His eyes settled on the boy.


  ‘Or you?’ I mused.


  ‘Well, that’s different.’


  Splash. I turned back to watch Lild. ‘He has it hardest.’


  Skelkra shook his head at me. ‘You have a knack for underestimating your own danger.’ He touched my arm. ‘At least let me stand watch while you fight your bear. I can intervene if your life is in danger. Death is worse than shame.’


  ‘And what about your shame? If your tribe learns that you helped me, they won’t trust you to lead. You’ll never bond to anyone.’


  He grinned playfully. ‘Perhaps.’


  His smile made my heart do little flips. Then he moved in, reaching two hands to my waist. His fingers were cold on my skin. I shuddered, but at the same time, heat enveloped me, and my chest tingled. I traced his collarbone with a fingertip, not sure whether to pull him closer or push him away.


  I became self-conscious and looked at Thixal and Abel, who were staring at us. ‘They see.’


  Skelkra’s eyes opened wide, his mouth parting slightly. ‘You’re ashamed of me. Of course you are.’ He stared at his feet. ‘You are the Bear. You could have anyone.’


  I desperately needed to reassure him. ‘No, it’s not like that.’ I touched his face, gently raising his chin so our eyes could meet. ‘I must win, and my win must be flawless.’


  He stroked my hair and cupped his hand around the side of my head. I nuzzled it.


  ‘Either you or I will win. Of that I’m certain. And it doesn’t matter which one of us, for eventually we’ll both rule together, won’t we?’


  My eyes flicked to his. ‘You mean that?’ I held my breath. Finally, I was his, and he was mine.


  His fingers traced around my waist and moved up my spine. He bent his elbows, moving in even closer. I closed my eyes, immersing myself in the feeling that satisfied me yet made me want more.


  He stopped at my shoulders, grabbing them with firm hands. ‘Yes.’


  Gently, I grasped his wrists and pushed his hands away. I pointed back up the mountain. ‘Before the fire burns out.’


  He smiled, took my hand, and pulled me back up the mountainside. I laughed. I was so happy. I couldn’t stop smiling. Everything I’d wanted had come true, and together, we would win the challenge.


  Back on the ridge, the fire grew. I placed a log on the hot coals, making them crackle and hiss. I took one of the saplings Skelkra had collected, skinned the main stem, placed it over the fire, and heated it. When the stick had heated, I removed it from the fire, worked out the bends and curves of one section, and placed another section over the heat. I repeated this until the stem was dead straight.


  ‘Here.’ Skelkra took it from me. ‘I’ll do the rest. You find deer, goat, anything.’


  I left him to make the arrows and began to track game. Thixal followed far behind. I stepped along the mountainside, carefully inspecting trees, mud, and snow. Eventually, the slope levelled, and I could walk in a straight line. The next peak ascended beside me. The trees thinned, and I spotted rabbits ducking under the brush. Horn-shaped prints in the mud showed me the direction a deer had walked. On the ground beside them were half-chewed leaves. I touched them: still moist. The deer were close.


  I ran back to Skelkra. ‘Deer prints to the south, up the mountain,’ I said.


  He passed me the first bare-shaft arrow.


  ‘Don’t you want to hunt?’ I asked him.


  He frowned. ‘They gave the bow to you. Only you can use it.’


  I groaned, snatched the arrow from him, and ran back to the hoof prints. The sun had moved down towards the western horizon, and the forest animals would be on the move. I stood for a moment, listening. The wind wailed around the cliffs and trees. Tiny birds chirped. In the distance, I could hear the faint splashing from Lild and the growls of the bears. Closer, a twig snapped. Pine needles rustled, and a tree rat jumped from one tree to another. I heard a loud thump to my left, followed by a whoosh. I crouched and crept toward it.


  I came to a clearing surrounded by rock. For a moment, my eyes swept the area, and then I heard a hawgrald cry, which sounded like a squawk and a roar mixed together.


  The bird of prey rose from the trees. Dagger-length talons grasped a stag. With each flap of its long emerald wings, trees swayed, birds fled, and rodents scampered. I watched the predator continuing to rise. It spotted me and screeched, the sound almost deafening. It dropped the deer, tilted its wings, and dived at me, claws spread.


  Chapter Three
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  Sharp talons dug into my shoulder. I cried out in pain and swung my fist, knocking the bird across the head. My knuckles throbbed, but a surge of energy allowed me to run. While darting between trees, I took out my dagger. The bird hovered above the trees, following me as I ran, keeping close to the trees. Cover was sparse, and the hawgrald beat its wings faster and faster. I waited for it to grab me and drag me into the sky. My shoulder stung. A wound so early would not bode well for my bear fight.


  I came to a clearing, removed my bow and nocked the arrow on the bowstring. I turned, aimed, and let go. The arrow lodged under the hawgrald’s wing. It screamed, and my ears rang from the loudness of it. It continued towards me, but the wing trembled and eventually drooped. The bird hit the ground, spraying snow into my face.


  Skelkra ran up behind me and lunged at the bird’s neck with a knife. The beast gargled for a moment and thrashed its head to the right, knocking Skelkra against a tree. Its eyes wide and panicked, the bird stretched its head, gasping for air. With each gulp, its eyelids closed a little more until it collapsed to the ground. Blood trickled from its beak.


  Skelkra stood and wiped his knife on his loincloth. ‘Well, it’s no deer, but it will do.’ He chuckled.


  My legs still trembling, I sank to the ground. And to think, Jeykal had to kill one of those.


  Skelkra touched my shoulder where the hawgrald had scratched me. ‘The wound is shallow, but you should wash it anyway.’


  Blood ran down my arm. If the other challengers knew I was injured, they might be tempted to take advantage of my weakness. Skelkra hauled me to my feet. Our bodies touched, and for an instant, I forgot my injury.


  ‘You’re a good shot,’ he said.


  ‘Jeykal taught me.’


  He ran a finger along my jawline. ‘That boy has a thing for you?’


  I shivered. ‘And you don’t?’ I challenged him.


  He regarded me for a moment and smirked. A smile forced its way onto my lips too, and I snorted, shaking my head. We walked back to our encampment. Skelkra dragged the hawgrald’s carcass.


  We spent the next hour cutting the bird in half. We cooked some of the leftover meat not intended for bait and ate. Our feet had started turning blue, and we warmed them by the fire. Mine tingled as the feeling came back into each toe. I massaged my feet, squeezing and pushing until they reddened with blood flow. I cooked my fish from earlier. Skelkra went to the river to fetch water. Upon returning, he cut his knapsack in two and used one half to store his belongings and the other to dab water onto my wounds. He washed hawgrald blood from his body, and water dripped down his legs.


  ‘Aren’t you cold?’ I asked.


  ‘No more than you would be.’ His gaze lingered on my stomach and moved up to my breasts.


  The back of my neck tingled, and I ached for his fingers to stroke my skin. Distracted again.


  I shook my head and met his eyes. ‘The day is closing. I must set the trap now.’


  He gripped my arm fervently. ‘You are injured. Rest tonight and hunt tomorrow.’


  ‘No.’ I rose from the ground. ‘Now is the time for me to strike.’


  I packed my things, grabbed a portion of the bloody hawgrald carcass, and moved across the mountain. Thixal walked behind me, stopping when I stopped, climbing when I climbed. I aimed for a ravine ahead, where I would lure the outermost bear to the meat. I hoped I could find one far enough away from his friends that our violent embrace would go unnoticed.


  A hand went to my shoulder. I spun around.


  ‘You’re going to die out there,’ Skelkra said.


  I shrugged away from him. ‘Leave me now. Make your own way.’


  He seized my arm again. ‘Let me help.’


  ‘Leave me!’ I shoved him back, but my efforts were wasted on someone his size. Annoyed by my weakness, I stomped away. My heavy steps turned soft as I crept towards the bears’ fishing grounds. I checked behind me. Only Thixal followed. Thank the stars. I held her gaze for a moment. A smile touched her lips, and I knew she approved that I had left Skelkra behind.


  As the sun plunged behind the mountains, the clouds dropped. Most of the bears had moved downstream. A young male stayed behind, determined to catch the last of the fish. He panted and snorted, batting the water with his claws. His tenacity made me pause with regret from knowing I would soon take his life. While he was young and enthusiastic, he was the size of an adult. On all fours, he stood taller than Skelkra. On two feet, he would tower above the younger pines.


  The clouds greyed, blocking the sunlight and darkening the valley. In the distance were pulses of light, and I knew a storm was brewing. A strong wind blew, and the air grew colder. With each gust, snow fell to the ground. I timed my steps with falling clumps.


  The bear tired, his swipes less powerful, his gaze flickering here and there without focus. He sniffed the air, finally noticing the change in weather. I had to act now. I ran as fast as I could with the heavy carcass dragging behind me. I slid down the mountainside into a ravine, placed the bloodied meat on the ground, and climbed back up the icy cliff. My fingers searched for a stone in the snow. I found one, aimed, and threw it at the bear, hitting him on the backside. I ducked down as the beast twisted around, irritated eyes sweeping the landscape.


  He lifted his snout, twitched his nose, and balanced on his hind feet. His body elongated as he stretched towards the sky, searching the landscape. I hoped the wind wouldn’t mask the smell of the meat. Suddenly, he growled, went down to all fours, and cantered towards the ravine. I crawled to the edge and peered over the side, being careful not to make a sound. I slowly slid my dagger from my clothes, gripped it with my right hand, and waited. The bear raised its eyes for a moment, and I ducked, tightening my grip on the dagger before peering over the side again. I heard the sounds of ripping and tearing. Perfect.


  My veins swelled with blood, my senses heightened, and the world crawled to a stop around me as I contemplated my advance. I had to attack from the side of the entrance, or I’d be trapped against the mountain base. I allowed the bear to eat for a while, so he would be caught off guard. It would be relaxed, unaware, enjoying its undeserved feast. I stretched my fingers and then eased them around my dagger, ensuring my grip was faultless.


  I counted the beats of my heart, knowing every one brought me closer to my fate. I licked sweat from my lip, closed my eyes, and pictured exactly what I had to do. When I opened them again, I brought my legs up underneath me, putting my feet flat on the ground. I crouched low, keeping my eyes fixed on the beast. My eyes dried; I blinked. The bear raised his head, taking a break, white nose covered in blood, feathers scattered around him.


  I inched closer and closer. A bird whistled in a tree to my right. A fish splashed in the river. Thunder clapped in the distance. The breeze cooled my forehead.


  Now? I asked myself. My muscles twitched, but my mind remained still. I had to trust my intuition. It would tell me when the time was right. Father had taught me that. I steadied my breathing, managing my heart rate. Too much excitement would make my movements shaky; too little, and I would miss my target. As I watched, the bear lowered its head and collapsed to the snow, continuing its meal on its belly. It emitted satisfied grunts. I allowed him a few more moments of pleasure, as he was a magnificent animal.


  Now! I leapt from the ridge, flew through the air, and landed on the bear’s back. He reared, throwing his head towards the sky. Its shoulders shuddered, almost throwing me off. I brought my arm down and stabbed its neck as hard as I could. The blade went in, but I’d missed the artery.


  The bear thrashed, claws fully extended, each talon the length of my hand. I gripped the animal’s neck and squeezed with my thighs. I brought my hand back and stabbed again; blood sprayed my face and neck. I let go and fell to the ground. The beast turned to face me, its cloud-white fur stained crimson.


  The bear rose into the air, growled at me, and then struck out. I rolled backwards, feeling wind brush against my back. I sprang to my feet and sprinted away from the ravine. Feet pounded on the ground behind me. I knew I couldn’t outrun it, so I dodged and jumped, but the snow was too soft and slowed me down. Then the bear struck me down from behind. I fell to the snow, my back soaked with blood. I rolled over, and the bear stared me down. It swiped again, and I scrambled back, but its claw caught my thigh, exposing red flesh.


  When it leaned down to bite me, I kicked up and thrust my dagger into its neck. More red sprayed over me, and the bear groaned, shaking its head. The blood leaked out in rhythmic spurts; I’d hit an artery. It took two steps back.


  I clutched at my leg. Unsteadily, I moved across the snow, pressing down hard on my wound. The bear walked off, grunting and moaning. I lay on my side, keeping my back and leg off the ground. I clutched at myself, unable to move and bleeding heavily. I was going to die.


  ‘Klawdia,’ Sklelkra said.


  I arched my neck to see him sliding down a nearby hill. He pulled off his loincloth and ripped it into shreds to soak up the blood on my back. I looked away.


  ‘Sorry,’ he said, ripping my breast cloth from my body and tying it around my leg. Then he ran to the river, skidding on the ice and almost falling in. He broke off a chunk of ice and came back to press it on my leg.


  I flinched at the pain, yelling through gritted teeth.


  ‘Keep still,’ he said.


  I moved my head and felt as if I were a floating cloud. ‘Did you get your wolf?’ I asked in my dazed state.


  ‘No. Stop talking.’ Putting his hands under my arms, he lifted me and dragged me across the snow deep into a gully. I stared up at a cliff edge and saw the grey clouds above it. ‘We’ll be out of the wind here. Squeeze the skin together to stop the flow of blood.’


  I did as he said and cried out at the pain.


  ‘I’ll be back, I promise,’ he said and ran off.


  For a long time, I lay there alone and in agony. Snow fell, and the flakes were small and light, but then they grew larger, and the wind blew them here and there. My leg throbbed with pain, my back also. I pressed hard on the ice on my leg, and it began to melt; pink water trickled down my leg.


  When Skelkra returned, he had both our knapsacks and the wood from the fire we’d lit earlier. He made a fresh blaze, took my bow and arrow, and left again. I curled my body into a bow shape alongside the hot logs. A while later, he returned again with three dead rabbits and a fox.


  He took my knife and skinned them. I hoped the Watchers wouldn’t penalise him for using my weapons, but given that I had made the attack all on my own and was very injured, they’d forgive me. The smell of cooking meat made my mouth fill with saliva.


  Skelkra checked my wounds. ‘The bleeding has slowed.’ He sighed with relief. ‘The cuts on your back aren’t deep, but your leg is bad. You’ll need to keep it wrapped. You will return home in the morning.’


  ‘No!’ I said, sitting up and then wincing at the pain. ‘I have to find the bear. I have to cut off its head.’


  He tried to push me back down, but I used my arms to push myself onto my knees and balanced against the rocky wall. I grabbed a protruding stone and pulled myself to my feet. Blood leaked from my wound again. I ignored it, grabbed my knife from my bag, and hobbled forward.


  Skelkra muttered something and pushed me back to the ground. ‘Fine. Stay here, and I’ll track it down.’


  He left me again, and I stared at the meat browning with burnt edges. I pushed it off the fire and put it on a rock. My stomach growled. I ripped off pieces of meat and shoved the tender morsels into my mouth. Small rocks fell over the cliff, and I looked up to see Thixal staring down at me.


  ‘I’m alive,’ I said, shoving more of the food into my mouth. I grabbed my water skin and slurped.


  Skelkra reappeared. ‘The tracks lead this way.’


  He lifted me and carried me a long way until we came across a corpse. The large pool of red meant the bear had bled to death. I collapsed to the ground. Thixal and Abel came up beside us.


  ‘We have decided not to disqualify you, Skelkra of the Wolves, for using the weapons of another challenger to hunt game before you’ve obtained your own prize. Klawdia fought bravely, so we will overlook this. However, she must cut the bear’s head from the body.’ Thixal presented me with a cleaver. ‘For its head.’


  I sat beside the bear, keeping my injured leg straight, and swung the cleaver. Every movement made my back twinge and my wounded leg leak blood. The landscape was almost dark when I finally reached the bone. I looked back at the gully and worried about our fire.


  ‘I’ll take care of it,’ Skelkra said and left.


  I bashed the blade through the bone and used the last of my energy to twist the head around, snapping it from the body. I rolled the head into a bag and lay down on the snow, letting the cold numb my body. Too exhausted to keep awake, I closed my eyes and fell asleep.
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  I lay on a bed of leaves, leather, and canvas. A naked Skelkra crouched near a flickering fire. The bear’s head sat nearby, its eyes lifeless, its jaw open revealing a row of large teeth. I closed my eyes, basking in the warmth and safety. Even the pain had lessened.


  ‘Thank you,’ I whispered to Skelkra.


  As he turned to meet my gaze, his hair shimmered in the firelight. He tended to the fire, and then he crawled across the ground towards me, like a lion meeting his mate. His muscles flexed and swelled, and I glimpsed what swung between his legs. His thighs were thick from training, and his lips spread into a smile as he neared me. He angled his hips away from me as he sat and brushed a strand of hair from my face.


  My breath caught in my throat. I closed my eyes, concentrating on his rough hands on my smooth cheeks. To my surprise, soft skin touched my lips, and I opened my eyes to see Skelkra kissing me. As if they were possessed, my hands rushed to his body, desperate to touch what I had always admired. My fingers found the edges of his shoulder blades, the curve of his spine, and finally his firm backside.


  He moved against me, his warmth pushing away the frigid air. Leaves rustled underneath us as his hands found their way to my breasts and my left leg pulled at him, urging him to be on top. His own leg fell between my thighs and pushed against my throbbing ache. It did little to satisfy me, and I moved myself against it. His tongue explored my mouth, and my own pushed back. I felt a strong throbbing against my leg, and I instinctively edged to lie underneath him. He lowered himself between my legs, and his hardness flicked against my wetness, making me moan.


  I kissed him harder. Then his mouth was at my breasts, the tip of his tongue flicking over them, and then, moving up my neck, he sucked. I twitched involuntarily and was reminded of my injuries. Blood leaked from my bandage and smeared across his skin.


  ‘Oh,’ I said, looking at the mess.


  He followed my gaze, smiled, and then resumed his deep kiss. He crawled forwards, keeping his gaze fixed on mine and pushed himself in, finally satisfying the ache in my groin. I arched my back to accommodate his length. Heat spread throughout my body, and pleasure erupted below. I cried out, digging my nails into his back. His own body tensed, and he gasped and moaned over and over. I felt him swelling within me until his release.


  Afterwards, he kissed me tenderly and then collapsed onto his back, being careful not to knock my leg. He propped himself on one arm and ran his hand along my stomach, kissing my shoulder and nudging my ear. I pushed my face against his. We lay there for a while, revelling in our bliss. Soon after, the pain returned to my body, and I felt how much we had disrupted my injury. I looked down and saw the blood running. I adjusted the bandage, and Skelkra jumped to his feet to find more ice.


  After the bleeding stopped, I said, ‘You must hunt your prize tomorrow.’


  He stared out into the snowy night and swatted at a rogue snowflake that managed to make it under the cliff.


  ‘I will. I cannot return empty handed. Although…’ he trailed off to stare at me. ‘My hands have already found everything I’ll ever need.’


  My cheeks flushed with heat, and he smiled back, cupped my chin with gentle fingers, and kissed me. ‘Now, you need sleep before I damage you again.’


  I closed my eyes. I had the bear head. I had Skelkra. Tomorrow, I would start the journey home.


  Chapter Four


  [image: Picture 2]


  I awoke to birds chirping. I parted my eyelids and stared upwards, my gaze finding mist. Overnight, the fire had extinguished. My skin tingled under a cool breeze. I blinked a couple times and shifted my legs. Instantly, I felt the aches and pains from the previous day’s injuries. No surprise there. Then, the memories of my entanglement with Skelkra came to mind. I smiled, basking in the leftover sensations of our embrace.


  I touched my lips and thought of his kiss and his hands running along my body. I rubbed my face and lifted myself up to my elbows to look at him, but my eyes found nothing. No weapons, arrows, or bear’s head, and most noticeably, no Skelkra.


  I looked towards the river. Thixal had set up camp by the ice; she’d dragged down a log and sat on it by a small fire. Her eyes flicked to me and away again.


  ‘Where is he?’ I shouted.


  She pursed her lips, and then I knew. No! I thought, getting to my feet. My leg throbbed. I felt my hip. The hunting knife was still there. He had taken everything except the knife. He’d betrayed me.


  I hobbled over to Thixal. ‘He tricked me, didn’t he?’


  ‘A good ruler leads with her head as well as her heart.’


  I scowled at the elder. How dare she imply I hadn’t been using my head? Skelkra had never given me any indication of insincerity. He’d worried I’d be killed by the bear. He’d stopped my leg from bleeding and given up his own clothes to do so.


  I kicked at the snow, and it sprayed over Thixal’s fire. Not waiting around to see her disapproval, I stormed back to the gully. I looked down at my feet and saw they were discoloured. I also noted that my chest was bare. I grabbed the canvas Skelkra had covered me with and used it to conceal my breasts. I sighed and walked back to Thixal. I plonked myself on the log beside her, edging my feet as close as possible to the hot coals.


  I put my hand to my head. I could try to kill another bear, but my injuries were serious, and another attack would see me dead, especially given that my skinning knife was nowhere near as piercing as my killing dagger. I’d never take a bear down with that. My eyes watered, and I swatted at them angrily. I lifted my face to the sky. The sun had not yet risen over the mountains. Clouds crawled through the valley.


  ‘He planned this the whole time, didn’t he?’ I asked.


  Thixal regarded me for a moment and put her finger to her lips, signalling she could no longer discuss the matter.


  I pounded the snow with my fist, stood, and hobbled weakly to the gully. I checked for footprints. Many sets led in and out, but his were the largest. One of his sets was deeper than the others; they were fresh. They led downriver, and as I followed them, I spotted drops of blood. I leaned down and pushed my finger into the red ice. A fresh layer of snow had fallen overnight, and the blood seemed fresh. Skelkra wasn’t injured, and so I concluded the blood must be from the severed bear head. Why would he travel in the opposite direction of Vilseek?


  I followed the prints and occasional droplets of red. I tried to crouch as I moved up the mountain, but the pressure on my wound became too great, and I was forced to straighten my leg. I moved the bandage slightly, seeing the sticky pink flesh. Yellow tinted the edges. The wound festered, but I didn’t care. I would gladly lose my leg if it ensured I won the challenge.


  The prints continued. I heard a splash in the distance and took note of the tracks leading into the tree line and moving downriver. Around a bend, I found Lild. He’d broken a section of the ice and ducked underneath it. Nearby, his fire had grown larger. Lild pulled himself from the river and immediately huddled by the flames. I heard the faint cry of a hawgrald in the distance.


  Jeykal! Then I wondered if it was possible that he’d venture so far away from the hawgrald’s nesting grounds to hunt here where the birds were scarcer. Then came another screech, and when I neared the commotion, instead of Jeykal, I saw Skelkra. He had a hawgrald pinned to the ground; his legs pushed down on the bird’s wings, his arm on its neck. He raised my dagger and slashed at the beast. One of its talons caught him across the chest and pushed him to the snow. Feathers and blood scattered. The predator’s wings fell back, its eyes half closed. Skelkra seemed unaffected by the gash on his torso and crouched low to the ground, ready to strike again.


  While he was distracted, I searched for his belongings. I slinked to the right, keeping my eyes on the battle. I followed some footprints, but they led over the side of a nearby cliff. Finding no supplies, I moved behind dense bushes and waited for the fight to finish. Skelkra delivered the last blow, and when the hawgrald slumped to the ground, Skelkra dragged the bird into the open and cut it to pieces. He slashed this way and that, allowing entrails to spill onto the ground. He’s setting a trap.


  Skelkra moved into the woods about ten steps away. I ducked behind the bush and held my breath. His feet crunched loudly and then softly as he moved away. I followed, skirting around to the side to make sure he wouldn’t see me. I took out my hunting knife, gripped it, and moved closer. Then it dawned on me that Abel, Skelkra’s Watcher, was nowhere to be seen, but I continued to follow Skelkra through the trees. We arrived at his new camp. Judging by how well established it was, I knew it had been there for some time. I saw my bow leaning against a tree, and I trembled with anger. When I spotted the bear head, I almost attacked him.


  I scanned the trees to see if Thixal watched. She did, and I marvelled at how she could always see me yet stay silent and hidden.


  Skelkra struck at his own body, his chest, his legs, his face. He slapped and punched and growled at the trees; he jumped and flung his arms around. He was maddening himself for the fight. The Wolves often did this to prepare themselves for battle. A wolf howled in the distance, and Skelkra focused his gaze to the woods. He gripped two trees with his hands and waited. At a second howl, his shoulders swelled and flexed.


  My knife still in hand, I cautiously moved around behind him. With his attention absorbed by the howling of the wolves, I might have a chance. My heart thumped in my chest; the sounds of the forest crisped. I focused on my knife, the snow underfoot, and the smell of the leaves, anything to ignore the pain in my body. I crouched down and cringed. It didn’t matter that I was injured; I had to win. I took one step forward, silencing my breath, silencing my movements. I took another. The wolf howled again, closer.


  Yes, I said in my head to the animal. Distract him.


  Skelkra moved to my stolen items, and I noticed he’d bloodied a sack. I remembered the fight with the bear. It was five times larger than Skelkra. I had won, and I could win again. I lowered myself and then sprang from the ground, raised my hand, and brought the handle of the knife across Skelkra’s head. His body went limp, and he slumped to the ground.


  Yes!


  A sob escaped my lips, and I dropped to my knees with relief. I heard snarling and the ripping of hawgrald flesh. Skelkra had let down his guard, distracted by what he loved most: hunting. Quickly, I took his wrists and dragged my ex-lover to a tree. I tied his hands with a combination of ripped cloth and vine. That would keep him there for a while. I hoped Abel would find him.


  I picked up my bow and four more arrows he’d made. ‘Thank you,’ I said to the unconscious Skelkra. I noticed his large collection of tools, including an axe, flint, boots, and a shirt. He’d lied to me about that, too. I put on the shoes, took off the scratchy canvas, and pulled on the shirt. I surveyed the three bags on the ground. I rolled the bear head into one of them and lifted. Blood seeped down my leg, and I tightened the cloth over my wound. I needed Gevilka, the medicine woman.


  After gathering the items, I climbed down the mountainside, keeping to the tree line that ended several paces before the river where the bears had been playing in the water. As I continued north, I heard Lild splashing about. When he got out, he crept along the fragile ice. He looked tired, his fire dwindled, and he jumped into the river, coming up empty-handed. He growled and punched the sky.


  Impulsively, he ventured to the most dangerous parts of the ice. Before I could call out to him to stop, the ice cracked beneath him, and he sank beneath the water. The river swept him away, and he came up for air in a small gap in the ice downstream. He struggled against the current, spluttering and coughing. I dropped my bag and half-ran, half-limped towards him. I searched for his Watcher and saw that Sanket, the Wolf elder, watched him from the north. He was on the same side of the river as Lild.


  I waved him down. ‘Save your challenger!’


  The Wolf elder regarded me, not even blinking at my request.


  I yelled to Lild, ‘Pull yourself up!’


  I searched for a place to cross, but the ice was weak, and I feared falling in as well.


  ‘Help!’ Lild cried. Panicked blue eyes fixed on me. His face was pale, his hair matted against his face.


  ‘Sanket, save him!’ I screamed at the Watcher again, but the elder chose not to interfere. They had always been hard. They accepted death however Mother Nature chose to take it.


  ‘Move across!’ I shouted at Lild.


  If he could move more to the right, he could avoid the most forceful rushing waters. He managed to shuffle closer to the bank, moving one hand and then the other, but his hands slipped, and he disappeared under the surface. Two beige hands pressed against the ice underneath. I searched farther downstream, but the ice didn’t break before the river disappeared around a bend.


  I covered my mouth with my hand and looked to Sanket for help. The old man lowered his head in acceptance and moved away. I noticed Lild’s things across the river and made the long trek upstream. Sanket walked far ahead but stopped when Thixal moved from the treeline to join him. I glared at them both as I crossed the river, taking care in the middle. My injury slowed me down, and when I looked into the water, I saw one of the snakes, long and blue, slicing and cutting against the current.


  A single tear slid down my face. I hadn’t known Lild very well, but I felt responsible for his death since I was the reason this competition was happening in the first place. I picked up Lild’s bag, hoisted it over my shoulder, and found it too heavy given that I already carried the bear head and the other items I’d taken from Skelkra. I rummaged through Lild’s bag, taking only what I needed: clothes, flint, and of course, the instructions showing a snake being captured by bare hands as proof that he’d died. Why hadn’t they set him an easier task? The snakes were poisonous and quick, and the water deathly cold. Lild was a skilled snake-catcher, but his death spoke of the dangers involved in the Bestial Passage.


  I dressed myself in Lild’s thick leather pants and a wool-lined coat. I almost cried at the luck of being fully dressed. I hugged myself, basking in the pleasure of it. I rolled up the extra knapsack, stored it away, and made my way back upstream with the intention of confronting Lild’s Watcher. Thixal and Sankat were talking as I approached. Thixal’s body language was tense, and I knew she disliked the other elder’s lack of action.


  I drew my dagger. ‘Why didn’t you intervene?’


  Sanket looked at me, his mouth set in a hard line.


  I’ll give you a challenge! I put my blade to his neck and drew a little blood. ‘Why?’ I shouted in his face. Blood rushed to my head, and my legs wobbled. I wanted to slice the blade along the man’s neck. Heartless Wolf.


  ‘Do you want to forfeit your chance to win?’ The man kept his tone even as he spoke. ‘Jeykal scales the cliffs, and Ketnal has found a lion’s lair. You must get back if you wish to win.’


  I spat in his face, trembling harder. Thixal placed a hand on my shoulder. I shrugged it off, glared at her, and stalked away. The rules of the Bestial Passage disgusted me. However, Sankat had said one thing that pleased me. Jeykal was still alive.
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  Snow fell again, and winds swept it horizontally across the valley. Some of the gusts snapped twigs from trees, and the snow stung my back and face. My red hair tangled and caught on my cracked lips. I stopped to drink from my water skin; only a half portion remained. The walk back proved difficult while my wound festered; soon I would have a fever.


  I walked for many hours until I emerged from the valley and saw the snowy landscape stretching out in front of me. In the distance, the woodlands called to me. The sun lingered in the sky, but I knew darkness drew near. My stomach growled, so I set out for the trees and promised myself food and fire once I was within their safety. That night, I would rest and then rise early in the morning to travel by the stars.


  By the time I reached the trees, I was dragging the sack containing the bear head behind me. I collapsed to the ground and lay there for a while. Eventually, the snow grew heavier. I needed to make a fire before it grew worse. I took the flint from my bag and scraped my blade against it. Sparks flew from the rock, and I unwound thread from one of the knapsacks and rolled it into a ball. With the last of my energy, I chopped down a dead tree with the axe. I collected twigs and branches and noticed the right leg of my pants was wet. My wound was bleeding again; I must have knocked it. Slowly, I pushed the material aside, and my skin tore a little. The cold air stung the raw flesh.


  ‘That’s festered,’ someone said.


  I flicked my head to see Jeykal emerge from the woods, and I was overcome with relief. His slim body was bare except for a small loincloth. He moved towards me and grabbed my shoulder. He had his knapsack with him.


  ‘Did you..?’ I asked him, staring at his bag.


  He frowned, all happiness gone from his expression. He hadn’t managed to kill a harwgrald.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, throwing my arms around his neck. He stiffened for a moment, and when I pulled away, I saw that his cheeks had reddened. ‘Sorry.’


  ‘I’ll live.’ He grinned, but then his eyebrows dipped as he looked at my wound. ‘Besides, I can hunt again tomorrow.’


  ‘What are you doing here?’


  ‘I was at the top of a mountain and saw you stumbling across the snow plains.’


  ‘I’m glad you’re here.’ I stared at my failed attempt to start a fire and straightened my injured leg, cringing as I fell onto a snowy patch.


  He reached out to help but stopped. Jeykal’s expression darkened. ‘It needs maggots now.’


  ‘I know.’


  He indicated to the bear head. ‘That looks heavy.’


  ‘I’ll survive.’


  ‘I’ll help you get home.’


  Still, what would happen then? If he arrived empty-handed, he would shame his people, they would not respect him as a leader. No, he needed to prove his worth.


  ‘No, you won’t. I’ll wait for you to be done,’ I countered.


  He picked up the axe and split a large log. ‘You deserve to rule. The only reason any of us are here is because you’re female. The whole thing is unfair to begin with.’ His eyes narrowed, and his upper lip twitched.


  ‘But I am weak.’ I didn’t want to tell Jeykal how I’d stupidly fallen for Skelkra’s act, how Skelkra and Thixal had helped me to survive and how I’d been too injured to save Lild. ‘Do I really deserve to become the next chieftain?’


  ‘Of course you do.’ He snorted with astonishment. ‘You’ve the heart of a bear. I see that you achieved your goal despite your wounds. How did you survive?’


  I frowned. ‘I met the Wolf boy.’


  ‘Skelkra? He helped you? But that’s a disqualification. How could—’


  I cut him off. ‘I killed the bear without him. He stopped the bleeding.’


  Jeykal paused. ‘I’m glad he was there. And now? Where is he?’


  ‘Tied up. The Snake boy drowned.’


  Jeykal looked at me with astonishment. ‘Huh? Lild drowned? But he was a nice lad. How?’


  ‘Fell beneath the ice. I tried to save him, but as you can see…’ I looked down at my leg.


  ‘Wait, you said Skelkra is tied up. Did you tie him up?’


  I knew what he was hinting at. He wanted to know if I’d betrayed Skelkra because I had my prize.


  ‘Yes. I tied him up. But this morning, I awoke to nothing. He’d taken it all, pretended to help when he’d only tricked me. I hunted him down and knocked him unconscious.’


  Jeykal beamed at me. ‘Good. He got what he deserved. I never liked the boy.’


  At that moment, I felt foolish. I couldn’t believe I’d had such strong feelings for Skelkra. He was the first man I’d ever allowed to touch me. I’d trusted him and given him my body, only to have him betray me. I knew then that I never wanted to be bonded to another. If I had been fooled once, I could be fooled again.


  ‘You liked him, though. I could tell by the way you looked at him.’ Jeykal dragged half the log beside me, and we both moved up to sit.


  ‘Not anymore.’ I scraped my skinning knife against the flint, trying to make a spark. A small fire caught alight, and I loaded on kindling. We piled on more sticks, leaves, and branches, and I burned the bandage on my leg. The wound needed exposure to the air and flies.


  The fire grew, our stomachs rumbled, and we made plans to hunt. We were disturbed by the thwack of an arrow hitting a tree beside us.


  ‘Good evening,’ said Ketnal, the Lion boy.


  Chapter Five
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  He aimed another arrow at Jeykal. I eyed my knife lying a few feet away on the snow. Why had I put it down?


  ‘What do you want?’ I asked Ketnal.


  Jeykal didn’t move except to say, ‘Have you…?’


  ‘Nope. I’m jesting.’ Ketnal lowered his bow and laughed hard, leaning over and grabbing at his belly.


  I snatched my knife and pretended to throw it.


  Ketnal ducked and then laughed some more. ‘You won’t kill me. I know you, Klawdia.’ He snorted.


  My heart thrummed because I had truly thought Ketnal would shoot Jeykal. ‘That wasn’t funny,’ I said.


  ‘Oh? I thought it was.’ He sat down and warmed his hands near the flames, stealing a glance at my bear’s head. ‘Well done. Although I see it came with a price.’ He nodded towards my leg.


  I became aware of the exposed flesh again and felt the pain. ‘Yes.’


  ‘So, you two travelling back together then?’


  Jeykal and I looked at each other. Without his prize, Ketnal couldn’t kill us, but he could find other ways to sabotage our efforts. I noticed the four Watchers convening in the distance. Thixal, Tasz of the Hawgralds—who I knew was Ketnal’s Watcher because Jeykal wouldn’t have a Watcher from the same tribe as him—and Emarkasa of the Bears.


  I smiled at Emarkasa, and she gave me a big grin and waved at me. Some time ago, Emarkasa had instructed Father in herbalism. Sankat joined the group last, and I observed that Thixal stood farther away from him than the others. She definitely didn’t like him. Then Sankat’s eyes met mine, and I glared at him. I would never forgive him for just allowing Lild to die.


  ‘Did Skelkra or Lild die?’ Ketnal asked, nodding towards the group of Watchers. Given that four of them convened in one place, but only three of us were here, it seemed obvious someone had.


  ‘Lild fell into the river. He’s dead,’ I admitted.


  ‘And I suppose you pushed him?’ Ketnal said. ‘Now that you have the bear head, you could kill me, too. And Jeykal.’


  ‘She wouldn’t,’ Jeykal said. ‘I’m surprised you don’t have your prize yet.’


  The Lion boy grimaced. ‘I’m to kill it with an axe, but someone stole mine. In fact, that axe there looks familiar.’


  I’d taken the axe from Skelkra. ‘This was given to me,’ I said.


  Ketnal narrowed his eyes. ‘Yet it has the mark of a Lion metalsmith.’


  I frowned at Jeykal. I didn’t want to tell Ketnal about Skelkra, too. Tasz and the others came to warm themselves at the fire. They threw each other glances, and I tried to decipher their silent conversation.


  Ketnal tapped the edge of his bow against my wounded leg. ‘When did this happen?’


  ‘When I captured my prize.’


  ‘Surprised you survived that one. Have you seen Skelkra?’


  I changed the subject. ‘When did you lose your supplies?’


  ‘This morning. Early, too. Seems I may as well give up. I’ve no chance of winning.’


  I hid my relief. Skelkra must have taken Ketnal’s possessions sometime between last night and this morning when I’d found him fighting the hawgrald. That meant Skelkra was still tied to the tree.


  ‘You will disgrace your parents if you do not bring back your lion…’ I realised I didn’t know what part of the lion Ketnal was supposed to bring back.


  ‘Tail,’ he finished for me. ‘If you had been a boy, I wouldn’t have to fight a lion at all. I could become leader by fighting the other boys, not ferocious beasts four times my size with disembowelling teeth and claws.’


  I stared into the flames. He was right; my birth had initiated the Bestial Passage. ‘You will find another place to camp tonight,’ I stated.


  ‘I have nothing except my bow. Not a knife to create arrows with. Nothing. I won’t be trouble.’


  ‘I can’t trust you.’


  ‘Why? Did someone else already fool you?’ He smirked, and I considered the knife in my hand.


  ‘No. You could steal my knife, make your arrows, kill your lion, and start your journey back tonight, travelling by the stars.’


  ‘Fantastic! A good plan! I wish I’d thought of it,’ he teased. It took effort not to smile along with him.


  ‘Go,’ I said, standing; my injury complained.


  Ketnal froze and regarded me for a moment, his smile turning to a smirk. ‘Fine,’ he said and walked away into the darkness. Tasz sighed and followed.


  I sat back down. ‘We won’t sleep tonight. Our enemies snap at our backs.’


  Jeykal nodded. ‘The Lions are crafty. He’ll be back.’


  I whispered, ‘I took some arrows from Skelkra; I’ll go hunt.’


  As I rose, Jeykal touched my arm and looked at my leg. ‘I’ll do it.’


  I was relieved he’d offered. While I’d be willing to hunt, the stress from the day’s events and my sore leg would make me ineffective. Jeykal took the bow and moved away, and Emarkasa followed him. I heard the crack of a twig somewhere in the forest. I angled my head to listen. Silence. I marvelled at Jeykal’s skill. I hoped he would find something to satisfy our appetites.


  While Jeykal was away, I offered the Watchers the axe, and they made their own camp away from ours. I didn’t want Sankat near me anyway.


  Soon after, feet squeaked in the snow nearby, and Jeykal appeared, lugging a deer. Emarkasa settled back beside Thixal and Sankat. I skinned the beast, carved off the steaks for the fire, and placed them on the coals. The meat bubbled, and a delicious aroma filled the air. My mouth watered as I watched the food cook.


  ‘I’m wearing two shirts; let me give you one,’ I said.


  Jeykal nodded and eagerly took the clothing.


  I looked at Jeykal’s feet and noticed his left small toe looked very blue. ‘Is it…?’ I pointed at his toe.


  ‘I think so.’


  ‘Here.’ I unrolled one of my sacks and cut it up into two strips. ‘Use these for your feet.’ ‘After I warm them up first.’ He sat back and put his feet near the flames.


  ‘Please. Let me share in your meal,’ Ketnal called from the surrounding trees.


  I snatched up my dagger, and Jeykal grabbed his bow and arrow.


  ‘Go!’ I yelled.


  ‘But I’m starving,’ Ketnal complained. Tasz appeared behind him.


  ‘Starve or die right now? It’s your choice.’


  Ketnal stepped out of the trees, hands spread, mouth turned down.


  ‘Are you mad?’ Jeykal asked incredulously.


  ‘I merely want to eat.’


  At that moment, a spear flew through the air and was imbedded in Ketnal’s chest. His hands clutched the spear, and blood flowed from his mouth. I dropped and spun at the same time, facing the direction the spear had come from. The Watchers all stood too. Emarkasa looked scared. I kicked snow on our fire. The embers hissed and glowed, and smoke filled the air. Tasz stepped back into the trees.


  ‘Murderer,’ I cried into the dark.


  Jeykal crouched, bow aimed at the trees.


  ‘Show yourself,’ I shouted.


  Skelkra appeared before us, shadowy and tall. He lugged a bag. My eyes snapped to the bag, to his clothes. Where had he gotten the supplies? I knew he carried the entire body of a wolf inside the bag. I wondered if the kill was fresh.


  He smiled at me. ‘I am following the rules. I can kill you now if I wish.’


  ‘I’m surprised you didn’t do it this morning.’


  Skelkra tipped his head in the direction of the Watchers. ‘Evening.’


  Thixal and Emarkasa frowned. Sankat, the Wolf elder, widened his stance and smirked.


  ‘I should kill you,’ I said.


  ‘Oh, but you won’t. You gave yourself to me. Remember?’


  Jeykal sniffed beside me. I couldn’t see his eyes in the dark, but somehow I knew Skelkra’s revealing our entanglement had hurt him. I’d long suspected his feelings for me. Why was Skelkra here? Why had he killed Ketnal?


  Jeykal shook, his arrow drawn far back, the bowstring taut. If he let go, Skelkra would die. However, I knew Jeykal’s heart. He would only kill in defence, and Skelkra had not tried to kill us… yet.


  I glanced at Ketnal’s corpse. ‘What do you want? Go back to Vilseek and claim your prize.’


  ‘Both of you are my competition. I think I’ll stay here for now. You’re not going to kill me, are you?’


  Once again, I could not see Skelkra’s Watcher. ‘Where is Abel?’


  ‘Oh, he fell down a cliff. The snow collapsed underneath him. I tried to save him, but it was too late.’


  Was he lying? My eyes darted to the bloodied bag on his back and tried to figure out what he needed from me… other than to kill me.


  Thixal and Emarkasa stepped forward. ‘We must question you on this, Skelkra of the Wolves.’


  He made a sweeping motion with his hand. ‘Of course.’


  ‘Did you kill Abel, the Snake elder?’


  He pointed at his chest. ‘I would never do that. I only wish to win this competition. I would never kill an elder.’


  Sankat relit the fire with twigs and leaves. When the light returned and the Watchers were better able to read Skelkra’s expressions, the questioning continued.


  ‘Can you prove that you did not kill him?’


  Skelkra hardened his smile. ‘Is this how it’s going to work? Guilty until proven innocent?’


  ‘It looks bad, Skelkra,’ Thixal said.


  ‘I know, but I honestly didn’t.’ He took three steps towards the elders.


  I saw two wooden stakes lodged in the back of his clothing. Then I realised where his clothes had come from and to whom the bag belonged. They hadn’t been Ketnal’s; they’d been Abel’s. ‘Watch out!’ I cried.


  Skelkra pounced, embedding two handmade spears into Thixal and Emarkasa. Faces in shock, they fell to their knees. Blood stained their clothes and dripped onto the snow.


  I grabbed at Jeykal’s bow with the intention of putting an arrow through Skelkra’s heart, but my ex-lover jumped on me, punching my wounded leg. I screamed at the pain. Jeykal took my knife and sliced Skelkra’s arm. Skelkra groaned and caught Jeykal across the cheek with his fist. Jeykal dropped the knife near me and fell to the ground, clutching his bloodied face. I stretched my fingertips towards the dagger. Then Skelkra brought up his leg and stomped down on my arm.


  I heard a sickening crack and screamed as the bones broke. Suddenly, Skelkra was gone. I couldn’t move. Jeykal’s face hovered above mine. Blood from his face dripped onto me, and with my unbroken arm, I pushed him away.


  ‘I’ll be back,’ Jeykal said. He returned with a straight stick. He went to the two Watchers’ bodies and ripped at their clothing.


  Sankat rose from his seat, looked over at the two dead elders, stole one last glance at Jeykal and me, and wandered off.


  ‘And you do nothing again! You’re in on this, aren’t you?’ I screamed at the old man. If not for my inoperable arm, I would have thrown my knife, hitting him in the lower torso so his stomach acid bled internally, giving him a slow and painful death.


  Before he disappeared into the night, he turned to me. ‘All is fair once the prize has been captured. I cannot intervene.’


  Jeykal took four determined steps and shoved the elder to the ground. Sankat glared at Jeykal. Jeykal had never been one to lash out selfishly, but this situation called for it.


  ‘Jeykal, check if they’re dead?’ I nodded to Thixal and Emarkasa.


  He touched my Watcher’s face. ‘Thixal’s alive, but she won’t last long.’


  Then I heard a cry from the woods. Tasz! Skelkra had killed Ketnal’s Watcher. I closed my eyes and felt fear take hold. ‘Go for help or something,’ I told Sankat shakily. ‘We don’t even know if he killed that wolf himself, and besides, the challengers aren’t allowed to attack elders!’


  Sankat rose and dusted himself off. ‘There are no rules that prohibit it.’


  ‘You protect your own!’ How could he stand by and watch this slaughter?


  Sankat bowed and slunk back into the night.


  ‘We have to get back,’ I said to Jeykal, who returned with shredded cloth to splint my arm.


  Finally, he secured my arm to my body so it wouldn’t move. Then I noticed one of our daggers was missing.


  ‘He took a knife. He’s got a wolf’s body in that bag. He has to cut off the head to win.’


  ‘I’ll find him,’ Jeykal said, gripping the bow and pointing towards the forest.


  ‘No, wait. Vilseek is a day’s walk from here. I can make it.’


  Jeykal regarded me for a moment, then nodded. ‘All right.’ He packed up our gear.


  We ate the burnt meat still left on the fire then followed the stars into the night.
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  Snow fell hard, blocking out the stars and making it almost impossible to see where we were going. I kept worrying that Skelkra was lurking in the forests. Every noise had me spinning around and peering into the dark. I waited for a spear to fly through the air and kill me. The wind howled, yet we pressed on through the blistering breeze. I’d oriented myself in relation to my city of Vilseek earlier that evening. My father taught me to navigate our lands from a young age, but the weather was so bad I couldn’t be sure we headed in the right direction.


  My leg ached with every step. Thanks to my broken arm, I struggled to carry the bear head and lagged behind Jeykal. He stopped and tried to take the sack from me, but I looked at him defiantly.


  He shook his head. ‘The Watchers are dead. There’s no one here to prove yourself to.’


  ‘You’re here,’ I said.


  ‘But I already think you’re strong.’


  ‘I’m fine.’


  He ignored me and snatched the bag from my hands anyway.


  ‘But you’re already carrying so much,’ I said.


  ‘I can handle it,’ he replied, continuing onwards.


  My left arm cramped for a moment but relaxed after a while without the weight on it. The storm subsided, the clouds cleared, and the stars came out. I sighed with relief; someone was on our side.


  My eyes found the guiding stars. ‘We’re off course.’


  Jeykal looked up. ‘Yes, that way,’ he said, pointing diagonally.


  The moon moved across the sky, and a soft light turned the black sky grey. It neared sunrise.


  ‘Let’s camp for a while,’ Jeykal suggested.


  ‘No. We need to keep going. We have to get to Vilseek today. We have to keep—’ I stumbled, banging my knee on a rock.


  Jeykal dropped the bags and ran to me.


  I pushed him away. ‘I’m fine, really.’


  The side of his mouth pulled upwards. ‘Are you sure?’


  ‘Yes.’


  He hauled me to my feet, his hand lingering just a little too long on my arm.


  We managed to walk until daybreak. Flies swarmed my leg. The wound itched a little, and I struggled not to scratch. Rays of sunlight trickled down through spindly treetops. Snow reflected the crisp morning light.


  ‘Stop. I have to relieve myself,’ I said, focusing on the fullness of my abdomen.


  Jeykal smiled and nodded.


  I found a log behind some thick brushes, removed my pants, and sat. When I looked down, I noticed blood on the crotch. It was mine. I thought back to when my last bleeding had occurred. It had only been a week and a half ago. Odd, I thought. I wasn’t due for a couple of weeks, although I had heard that stress on the body could bring it earlier. I went back to Jeykal, and we decided to hunt. I slurped at my water skin, noticing it was almost empty. I took out a pot, collected snow, and boiled water. I built a fire and started it with my knife and flint. Jeykal returned a while later.


  ‘Only this,’ he said, showing me a single scrawny rabbit. ‘Snow’s deep; animals are scarce.’


  ‘We’ll be at the plains tonight. Should be better hunting there.’ Between the Death Peaks and Vilseek were large stretches of grass where deer fed. ‘Any sign of Skelkra?’


  Jeykal shook his head.


  ‘I’m slowing us down,’ I said, knowing Skelkra and Sankat would get back to Vilseek before us. Jeykal sat close, and I leaned my head on his shoulder. My eyes felt heavy, like a branch weighed with snow, warm snow that lulled me to sleep. I jerked awake when Jeykal moved.


  ‘Here.’ He passed me some meat.


  I ate quickly. We extinguished the fire and cleaned up. It felt strange without the Watchers observing our every move.


  Even with Jeykal, I felt alone without Thixal. The forest felt larger, deeper, as if it would go on forever. I thought about the Watchers’ bodies just lying there on the ground—how we’d left Thixal alone while her life slipped away. Their passing deserved more respect, a ceremony with kind and praising words, and then they should be buried next to their families in the earth. I wondered if Father would believe our version of the events.


  Tiny white grubs moved around in my wound. I couldn’t feel them yet, but knew in two days’ time the wound would hurt and itch, indicating it was healing. The yellowing had deepened, and if not for the maggots, a fever would set in, and I’d die.


  In late afternoon, we came upon the grass plains, which, because of the heavy snows, had turned into an endless stretch of white. On the horizon were grey, moving blobs that swayed from side to side. I stopped walking and watched them; they seemed to be getting closer. I wondered what they were. They didn’t look like animals. Jeykal saw them too, and both of us stared. Eventually, we heard the thumping of hooves. Horses. Jeykal took out his bow and loaded an arrow. I took the bear head sack from Jeykal, clutched a knife, and waited. My people were coming, and it wouldn’t be a friendly reunion.


  


  



  


  



  Chapter Six
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  ‘My daughter,’ Father said as his horse sidestepped towards me.


  Accompanying him were the leaders from every tribe, about half the tribal council. My eyes settled on my father and then Jeykal’s. The air grew tense.


  ‘Great leader,’ I replied, bowing my head low. I lugged the bag with the bear head to the feet of his horse. ‘Here is my prize.’


  Father stared at the blood on my pants where my wound was; next, his gaze fixed on my damaged arm. I glanced between the leaders of the tribes. Some smirked, and others frowned. Skelkra’s father glared at me.


  ‘Skelkra has already returned,’ Father said, and I could see the many questions behind his steely gaze.


  ‘Cheaters often win the battle but lose the war,’ I replied.


  Skelkra’s father spat at the ground. ‘She lies. My son is no cheater. She offered herself to him; he rejected her. Unrequited love stings the pride, and she is proud like her father.’


  The chieftain twisted in his saddle to stare at the Wolf leader. ‘We will deal with this in the city hall.’ Father threw me a penetrating scowl and kicked his horse to a gallop.


  A warrior rode up, leading two horses. Jeykal helped me onto mine and fastened our supplies to the saddles. He swung his leg up and settled into the seat.


  I smiled at him encouragingly; dark circles had formed like rain clouds around his blue eyes. He smiled back and whipped his reins. His horse trotted forwards. I kicked my own mare with my left foot, and the animal jolted, causing pain to shoot through my weakened body.


  We galloped across the plains and slowed when we reached the woods that would eventually break way to Vilseek farmlands. I was happy that I did not have to walk, or limp, the entire way. Sleet fell from the sky, the cool flakes catching in my horse’s mane. Field workers watched us cross towards the tall, log fence, the tops of which had been carved into spikes. Atop them sat skulls from enemies of the past. Interspaced towers holding archers and scouts broke up the mountainous background. Looking at the skulls again, I wondered what Skelkra had told the elders.


  Jeykal’s father led him to his hut.


  Father took me to his. ‘Get out!’ he yelled at Delsa, his personal slave.


  She dropped the cup she’d been cleaning and fled the room in panic.


  ‘There’ll be a meeting. Tell me what happened, now.’


  ‘Well, mainly betrayal,’ I said.


  ‘Did you really throw yourself at the Wolf boy?’


  Fatigue had taken my will to lie, to deceive; only truth was left. ‘No. Well. It was different than he says. He kept following me while I tracked the bears. I told him to go away. He said he thought I’d die if I faced the bear alone, but I did, and I killed it, Father.’ I smiled at him, showing my pride.


  Father looked down at my leg. ‘Your wound is from a bear claw. Did the bear break your arm as well?’


  ‘No. Skelkra broke it. Let me finish. After my fight with the bear, I passed out. He took care of my wounds, made a fire, and then later we lay together.’


  Father clenched his fists. ‘You bonded with him?’


  In the past, Father had beaten me many times. The memories of those times surfaced, making me wary of our proximity. ‘I’ve always liked him, Father. We’ve been destined for each other since we were born.’


  ‘But you’re fifteen. He took advantage of you. You were injured.’


  I shook my head. ‘No. I wanted it.’


  Father cringed and turned his head. ‘So you did throw yourself at him.’


  ‘No. We were together; it was gentle. No anger or rejection. But the next day, when I woke up, he was gone. He’d taken my belongings. He’d taken everything except my knife. I tracked him. Knocked him out. Tied him up. Took everything of mine and his and left.’


  ‘What then?’


  I sighed. ‘I headed home. I went via the river and witnessed Lild’s death. He became trapped under the ice. Sankat was his Watcher. The Wolf elder. Skelkra killed all the other Watchers, and he left Sankat alive. I saw it.’


  ‘The Watchers swore an oath to reveal the identity of cheaters. Skelkra said that you killed the other Watchers and Ketnal. Sankat supports his claim.’


  I wiped my face with my hands. ‘It’s not true.’


  Father grabbed me by the neck and pushed me up against the wall. ‘Do not lie to me, daughter.’ The pressure against my throat made it hard to breathe. Father’s face glowed with anger, and he gritted his teeth.


  ‘I promise you on Mother’s grave, Father, I am not lying. Skelkra put a spear through Ketnal, and then he killed Thixal and Emarkasa.’


  Father loosened his grip at the mention of the Bear elder’s name.


  ‘And Tasz the Bird elder. Skelkra cheated. I bet the wolf he claims to have caught was already dead. His challenge was to strangle the beast. I bet he trapped it or stabbed it. He knew I had the bear head; he had to find a way to beat me.’


  Father punched the wall beside my head. ‘If he has bonded with you, then he will rule anyway.’


  ‘But he would share power with me. I would rule over him. He doesn’t want that. He wants everything.’


  ‘It’s your word against his.’


  ‘Wrong. It’s Jeykal’s word and mine against his.’


  Father stepped towards the middle of the room, his movement aimless and lost. ‘Jeykal is popular. Many believe him to be honest and good. The elders will believe his words over Skelkra’s, I am sure.’


  Several warriors burst into Father’s hut, interrupting our heated exchange. ‘We’ve been assigned to guard your daughter,’ the first man said.


  Father nodded.


  ‘Guard me? You mean make me a prisoner,’ I said.


  ‘In case you are found guilty.’


  ‘And is Skelkra under watch too?’ I raised my eyebrows at Father.


  He sighed. ‘I will tell the other leaders of your story and insist he also be placed under watch.’


  I crossed my arms. ‘Give him to the Lion tribe. When they hear how Skelkra speared their next leader, they’ll make sure he behaves.’


  ‘Take her back to her own hut,’ Father said to the warriors. He took one last look at me and left.
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  Later that day, my own servant, Corilksa, washed the blood from my body and dressed me in new clothes. The medicine woman, Gevilka, came to treat the wounds. She brought a large case of remedies.


  ‘Not broken. But very bad. Rest for six weeks.’ She presented me with a proper sling. ‘I will visit in several days to remove the maggots.’


  I watched the tiny grubs crawling about my flesh. She made me remove my shirt. Then she wiped my back where the bear had scratched me. She also cleaned the wound where the hawgrald had clawed my shoulder and my upper thigh where the larvae wiggled.


  ‘You need food. Water. Now.’ She ordered Corilksa to bring me a meal. Before Gevilka left, she turned to me. ‘See, I warned you about Wolves baring their teeth.’
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  After a meal of pork and vegetables, I bathed, pulled on clean clothes, and readied myself to face the tribe council, the elders, and the humiliating accusations Skelkra would reveal to my people. My stomach did a little flip at the idea of seeing Jeykal, as he was the only person who would truly know that I told the truth.


  I made my way outside, where the sun sat low behind the dividing mountains, casting long shadows over the muddy street. People stopped to stare, gossip, and scowl as I made my way to the council hall. The warriors who’d been guarding my hut followed close behind me. I turned to look at them. One sneered, a Wolf warrior, and the other, a Lion warrior, seemed equally prepared to slit my throat.


  Inside the large hall were thirty men and two women—the mothers of the dead. Both glowered at me. I gulped.


  My father whispered softly to the Lion leader, and both regarded me with sombre expressions. I moved to Jeykal. His eyes were red, his face puffy, and his arm swollen with bruises. Someone must have roughed him up. I touched the back of his elbow, and he took a deep breath.


  ‘It will be well,’ I said, trying to reassure him, but my voice held little conviction.


  Jeykal didn’t look at me.


  The room filled with people—a sea of red hair and blue eyes. Some shoved and pushed, while others ducked and weaved to get a clearer view of Skelkra and me. The more passive onlookers settled around the doorway; behind them, heads bobbed up and down, and necks stretched. There were only the five main tribes there; the lesser tribes were not permitted to witness or to be involved in diplomatic decisions. I’d always hated that rule and believed that every person had the right to partake in the dealings of punishment.


  Father addressed the room. ‘Welcome, my fellow tribesman, elders, leaders, mothers, daughters, sons, brothers, sisters. The last Bestial Passage occurred three hundred years ago. And for the last two days, sons from the Wolf, Lion, Hawgrald, and Snake have competed against my daughter for the right to rule. Unfortunately, cheating has occurred, and laws have been broken. For the first time in our history, Watchers, our wise elders, were killed.’ Father paused to let the information sink in.


  Murmurs and whispers rose from the crowd. Bodies shuffled, and heads twisted this way and that.


  ‘My greatest sympathy to the families of Thixal, Abel, Tasz, and Emarkasa. Those wise men and women were our guides. Without them, we will find ourselves lost.’


  Father rubbed his hands together while his eyes scanned the room. I followed his gaze, finding some with heads lowered and others sobbing. The Watchers were often peaceful, knowledgeable, spiritual, and wise. Their deaths were a great loss. Only Sankat had survived. My eyes fell on the elder, his long beard falling across an arm that gripped a walking stick. He appeared harmless and grieving but for his empty eyes and turned-down lips. Skelkra stood to his right, his arm around the elder’s shoulder. I would expose them for what they were—liars and pretenders!


  Father continued. ‘What is not uncommon in the Bestial Passage are challenger deaths. Regardless, their deaths are no easier to bear. We mourn the loss of Lild and Ketnal, who also died.’


  Father straightened and raised his chin and his voice. ‘Now! We must discover the truth of what happened in the Death Peak Valley.’ He glanced at me, and my stomach rippled with fear. ‘My daughter, Klawdia of the Bears, has been accused of cheating by Skelkra, son of the Wolf pack leader. And she in kind has relayed her own version of the events. And lastly, there is Jeykal. We will now hear them speak in their defence. Jeykal’—Father looked at my friend—‘you will speak your recollection also.’


  Jeykal nodded.


  Father gestured for Skelkra and me to stand on either side of him. I caught the eye of a Lion warrior, and his hand tightened around his spear. He sneered at me. I knew what he thought. He expected me to kill Skelkra right here in the room. For a moment, I wanted to do it. No, I had to be calm.


  I moved centre stage, all eyes on me and Skelkra. Some shook their heads, others curled their lips, and one man bared his rotten teeth. My stomach knotted and churned; I felt lightheaded and took a deep breath.


  ‘Skelkra, so far the winner of the challenge, will speak first.’ Father stepped aside, and Skelkra took Father’s place and raised his hands. ‘My fellow tribesmen, I am here today to give you the truth. There is a reason women shouldn’t rule; they do not understand leadership. A true leader does not betray, manipulate, cheat, or lie. And Klawdia has done all of these things.’ He pointed at me.


  I gripped the sides of my pants. The crowd stared at me, most eyes judging, some unsure, some wild with hostility.


  ‘I met with Klawdia soon after waking at the Death Peaks. I knew Klawdia would probably die in her attack against a bear. So I wanted to help her. Together, we hunted prey to tempt one bear away from its pack. After she attacked the beast alone, I saved her from her injuries.’


  I could feel the maggots crawling inside my leg wound. They were growing.


  ‘During our pre-passage training, Klawdia showed signs of her growing affection for me. I did not feel the same. When I tended to her wounds in the valley, she allowed her immature passions to become aroused. Her injuries scrambled her mind, and she forgot her own sense. Wearing little already, she began to undress, tempting me with her body. I refused. I do not care for her that way, and I never will.’


  My heart felt as if it would burst. He had flirted with me, embraced me, taken care of me, and then made love to me. All of it had been a lie. I was a fool. I gritted my teeth, keeping composure in the face of such hurtful words. I wanted to kill him, and maybe I would get my chance.


  ‘Not wanting to lead her heart astray, I left Klawdia by a warm fire. I covered her with cloth that I needed for myself. I wanted her to live and return home safely.’


  Some of the girls in the audience batted their eyelashes at him. They were welcome to him—if I didn’t kill him first.


  ‘And then, the next day, she attacked me, tied me up, and stole everything I had. My Watcher disappeared. After hours of pulling and tugging at my restraints, I finally managed to get free.’ Skelkra held his wrists up to the crowd, showing the red scars of his struggle.


  The audience gasped, and I wanted to roll my eyes. I thought about my near-broken arm. No one had shown me sympathy for that. I eyed Skelkra’s wounds, feeling somewhat smug that I’d hurt him.


  ‘Afterwards, I tracked my Watcher’s footprints and found him dead at the bottom of a steep mountain cliff. Part of it had collapsed. I climbed down to the body and buried it in the wild snowlands by the river where the snakes lived. He was a Snake, after all.’


  I looked over at the members of the Snake tribe; they had lowered their heads. How could Skelkra tell such lies? Where was his heart? Skelkra hung his head for a moment as if to join in the Snake tribe’s mourning. I bit down on my tongue. I turned to Jeykal and saw the fear in his eyes.


  Skelkra lifted his head and threw a meaningful look across the crowd. ‘I found a sharp rock, used it to carve a spear, found a deer, killed it, and set my trap. Soon, a wolf came along, and I killed it with my bare hands, choking it to death. This was my quest. I removed the head with a sharp rock and aimed for home. On the way, I met with Sankat, who told me of Lild’s death. We decided to return together. That night, we travelled by the stars and saw a wood fire. Knowing it was likely one of my fellow challengers, we moved closer to listen to their conversation. Ketnal was there.’


  People shuffled forward in their chairs upon Skelkra’s mention of the Lion boy.


  ‘He asked Klawdia and Jeykal for food, shelter, and the warmth of their fire. Ketnal admitted to having lost his supplies. He had nothing, and they had everything. But Klawdia and Jeykal turned the Lion boy away.’


  Angry mutters rose from the Lion tribe. Lion warriors stared me down. My eyes swept to Ketnal’s family, and the mother’s eyes turned demonic as she muttered under her breath. She whispered a curse, and I suddenly felt claustrophobic, as if death were nearly upon me.


  ‘Suddenly,’ Skelkra said, swishing his hand, ‘Klawdia threw a spear at Ketnal. It killed him instantly. But we must remember she had already captured her prize, the bear’s head. It was her right to kill another challenger. But her next action is unforgivable. She killed every Watcher within her reach, slashing at them with a dagger in each hand. Tasz managed to get away, but soon after, she took a bow and arrow and hunted the old man down. Later, I found him dead.’


  The holes in his story gave me hope. First, I was too injured to run and slash at anything. Second, anyone who visited the scene would know that the Watchers died from stakes, not knives. I itched for my turn to talk.


  Skelkra lowered his head, and in a sad voice, said, ‘I… I wanted to stop her. But I couldn’t. I was afraid she might kill Jeykal; he was terrified, too. She’s bullied him into being her friend. I wouldn’t trust his word.’


  ‘This is unfair!’ I shouted. ‘He’s telling everyone not to believe us. How will they hear our story fairly if he poisons their minds?’


  My father raised an eyebrow at me and turned back to Skelkra. ‘Stick to the story, boy.’


  Skelkra bent forward. ‘Yes, Chief.’ He turned back to the people. ‘Afraid for the life of Sankat, my people’s revered elder, I made him return home with me immediately.’


  ‘Is that everything?’ Father asked him.


  Skelkra paused for a moment and then nodded.


  ‘Then it is Klawdia’s turn to talk.’ Father gestured at me.


  I took a deep breath and moved to stand on the spot Skelkra had previously occupied. I stole a glance at him as he returned to his mother and father. They patted him on the back, and his mother kissed his cheek. Skelkra caught me looking, and his eyes lightened. He was enjoying this! How could I have ever let him touch me? My hands shook, and my knees wobbled. I took a deep breath. I raised my eyes to meet the hateful gazes of my people. They’d already condemned me—I had nothing to lose.



  Chapter Seven
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  My mind went blank, and my words caught in my throat.


  ‘Go ahead,’ Father urged.


  I could see the panic in his eyes. I worried that these people didn’t want the truth. Maybe what they wanted was a male chieftain. Maybe what they wanted was to be led by the Wolf tribe.


  ‘She’s guilty! See how she stalls,’ someone shouted from the crowd. ‘She’s thinking up lies.’


  The crowd broke into angry mutters, but Father silenced them.


  I closed my eyes for a moment and centred myself. When I opened them, I spoke. ‘Skelkra has lied to you today. My family has ruled over Ruxdor for generations. I have my mother’s blood. My father’s blood. They are honest people, and so am I. Clear your minds of Skelkra’s words and hear mine as fresh and real. Listen to me, for if you judge me wrongly, your next leader will be a murderer and a liar. In opening your hearts to me, you will discern the truth.’


  I rubbed my sweaty palms on the sides of my pants and met the many eyes of unconvinced tribe members. Some of them had softened, and others nodded. That gave me hope—confidence reignited in my gut.


  ‘I followed the Death Peak Valley River. On my travels, I saw Lild hunting for his prize. I did not interfere, and he did not see me. I tracked the bears only. On the mountain, Skelkra found me, flirted with me, and followed me. He did not leave me alone and convinced me that when I attacked a bear, it would kill me. He played on my fears and made me need him. I let him stay close. I had been given a bow, so Skelkra and I made arrows, and I killed a hawgrald for us. We cut it in half so he could trap a wolf and I could lure a bear.’


  I paused for a moment. Soon, I would tell them of my shame, of how I’d given myself to Skelkra. I could think of no other way to show the truth. I breathed in sharply. ‘The sun set, and a determined young snow bear hunted fish. I lured him with the fresh meat to a ravine, where I lay above, waiting. He ripped at the meat, and while he was distracted, I jumped on his back and stabbed him twice, hitting a blood vessel. The bear clawed my back and my leg, but I survived. Skelkra stopped the bleeding, and even though I was weak and dizzy from loss of blood, I cut off the bear’s head. I woke up by a fire. Skelkra had already cooked and hunted for us. We ate together, and later, we were close. We kissed, and we bonded.’


  The crowd whispered. Some people shook their heads, and a couple argued over the details. I had cast some doubt on Skelkra’s story, and that made me more determined to reveal every single fact.


  ‘While I slept, Skelkra took everything. He’d planned it from the beginning.’ My shame was great as I admitted to my people that Skelkra had been smarter and more cunning than I was. I hated him for that. ‘Later, I found him. I knocked him unconscious and tied him up. I could not see his Watcher. I believe Skelkra had already killed him. So I took Skelkra’s belongings as he had taken mine. But I had my prize. He did not have his.’


  I looked at Skelkra’s father, whose arms were tightly linked with his mate’s. Her hand grasped the hilt of a knife. She wanted to kill me. Well, she would have to wait.


  ‘I decided to return home. I made my way up the river, limping and staggering from the pain in my leg. Thixal was close by, and I saw Sankat, Lild’s Watcher. Lild had grown frustrated. He hadn’t yet caught a water snake. He edged onto the thinnest part of the ice and fell in. He became trapped in the current. I tried to help, but I couldn’t run, and he was dragged under the ice, where he drowned.’ The memory sat heavy in my heart. ‘Sankat didn’t even try to help him.’ I took a moment to glare at the Wolf elder. ‘I took some of Lild’s things.’ I reached into my pocket and retrieved the drawing I’d taken from Lild’s knapsack, the instructions to catch his prize.


  Father took the paper from my hand and presented it to Lild’s mother and father. They no longer looked angry; instead, their eyes watered, and grief buried itself in their hearts.


  ‘I wanted to kill Sankat for dismissing Lild’s death. Instead, I made my way home. That night, I built a fire, and Jeykal found me. He had not caught his prize, and he decided to help me get home. Ketnal came to our camp. He’d been hunting in the woods. He was desperate, asking us for help. Having been betrayed once by Skelkra, I did not trust Ketnal’s intentions. I only trusted Jeykal because I knew his heart.’ I spared a brief glance at Jeykal.


  ‘In the meantime, Skelkra had gotten loose. He must have made a spear, because out of the dark, one flew through the air and embedded in Ketnal’s chest. It killed him instantly. Then Skelkra killed Emarkasa and Thixal with stakes. After that, he jumped on me, seriously injured my arm, and took my dagger into the woods. Moments later, I heard Tasz scream. Skelkra had killed Ketnal’s Watcher. He has no honour. He is a cheat.’


  Skelkra’s mouth hung open as he pretended to be flabbergasted by my words.


  ‘You can step back,’ Father said. I did, and he added, ‘Jeykal, come forward.’


  Jeykal moved to where Skelkra and I had stood. He looked weary, tormented, and scared. He told a story identical to mine except his started the night we’d met up.


  Afterwards, the leaders and other elders whispered to each other.


  A group of Father’s council stepped forward. ‘We will discuss what we have heard here today. Everyone will wait for our verdict.’


  Eyes darted between me, Skelkra, Jeykal, and Sankat. People threw up their hands, shook their heads, and shuffled out of the hall. Their confusion was obvious. No one seemed certain who was responsible for the deaths of the Watchers.


  ‘Take them,’ Father said to the guards, and Skelkra and I were pushed to the doorway.


  Once outside, I sat down on the stairs of the great hall to rest my leg. Warriors kept the more aggressive people away.


  ‘Tainted,’ an old man said and shook a fist in my direction, his old skin jiggling with his accusation.


  I glanced up at Skelkra beside me leaning against a pole. Tainted meant I had bonded without a ceremony. As the chieftain’s daughter, people expected me to act appropriately. I hadn’t and would now face life as a social pariah.


  ‘Did you ever care for me at all?’ I hissed at Skelkra.


  He crouched behind me and said, ‘What do you mean?’


  I kept my voice low. ‘You know exactly what I mean.’


  ‘You Bears will do anything to keep control of our country.’ He threw a charming smile at the girls adoring him from afar. They swayed under his influence.


  I made a choked noise, and Skelkra looked hurt.


  ‘Oh, please,’ I said. ‘Haven’t we always done what’s in the best interest of our people: built houses, traded with the southerners, ensured a constant supply of food in the snowtimes?’


  He took a seat next to me. The women in the crowd looked appalled at our closeness, although their glares were all aimed at me. I shifted away, and he followed, mocking me with his movements.


  ‘Yet here we are, Klawdia. Our borders unexpanded, our people still grappling over farmable land. Your family are the old ways; the Wolves are the future.’


  I huffed and focused on the mists that swirled around the distant mountain peaks. The sun had almost set completely, the stars twinkled, and the wolves howled in the distance, signalling the evening hunt.


  Moments later, Father emerged. ‘We have decided.’


  He gave Skelkra a sideways glance and gestured for us to follow. We entered, escorted by our guards. The doors to the hall closed behind us, and I heard the disappointed moans from the crowd outside.


  When we reached the back of the hall, Father pointed to the front row of seats. ‘Sit down.’


  I looked at Jeykal, who’d been allowed to stay inside while the leaders deliberated. Jeykal pursed his lips, and I feared the worst.


  Father rubbed his clothes with his hands and lowered his head. His shoulders slumped. ‘You will face each other in a fight.’


  I looked over at Skelkra. He was larger and older, and he was a boy, naturally stronger. I’d always been built like my mother, petite and trim but quick. In hand-to-hand combat, he would defeat me.


  I stood and spread my hands. ‘Weapons?’


  Father raised his eyes to mine. ‘One dagger each.’


  My mouth dried, and I sat. With a dagger, I had a chance.


  Skelkra crossed his arms like an impatient child. ‘I want a sword.’


  ‘No. You must be equally matched. In size, you already have the advantage, Skelkra. The dagger is Klawdia’s preferred weapon.’


  The elders and leaders nodded their heads. I used my eyes to give them all a silent ‘thank you.’ Thixal’s bonded mate, now one half of a whole, smiled at me, and I knew what that smile meant—he believed I hadn’t killed Thixal. I returned his smile and placed a hand over my heart out of respect.


  Skelkra stood, his hand brushing mine as he did, and my body reacted with interest. I cursed myself internally. Regardless of what he’d done, my body still wanted him. I flinched away.


  ‘When do we fight?’ Skelkra asked.


  ‘Five days. Enough time for Klawdia’s injuries to improve.’ Father shifted his eyes to the side, keeping something unspoken.


  I took a step towards Father. ‘Why wait so long?’


  He looked at the other leaders. A silent exchange passed between them, and they nodded.


  ‘We’ve sent out scouts to look for the bodies of those murdered. They will return in three days. If they cannot ascertain the elders’ cause of death, you’ll fight each other. If they discover evidence that one of you has lied, the other will be banished. Forever.’


  I swallowed. They would find the Watchers’ bodies and see the embedded stakes. They would know Skelkra had lied. Skelkra would leave Ruxdor; that part I was happy about. My heart raced, and I couldn’t help but smirk at my enemy. His expression wavered under the recognition they would catch him out.
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  That night, in my hut, I stared up at the roof. My leg itched wildly. I tossed and turned, trying to ignore the sensation. When the itching turned to pain, I wanted the maggots out. Eventually they settled down, and the lessened discomfort distracted me from my thoughts but also allowed me to sleep. I drifted off.
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  Father stayed away for the next three days. I knew he was still angry with me. Jeykal didn’t visit either, but I was certain his family kept him from me. The only company I had was Corilksa and the two guards. The men were Bear warriors and far less hostile than the Lions or Wolves. I was happy to see Gevilka when she visited me that afternoon.


  ‘Good, good. Dead flesh is gone. No more pungent smell. Any pain?’ she asked with withered lips.


  ‘A little. Can you take them out?’


  She pulled down my pants and inspected my leg. ‘Yes, they are ready.’


  She washed her hands and dug out each maggot with her long fingernails. She placed them in a container. My gaze went to the crotch of my pants as I looked for blood. A few days earlier, when Jeykal and I journeyed back to Vilseek, I’d bled a little. No more had come, so I knew it must have been caused by stress. The last thing I needed was for my body to show weakness. It had to be strong. I had to be strong.


  ‘There is much on your mind.’ She pinched my skin between her fingernails, and I breathed in sharply. She paused to appraise my level of discomfort before continuing to remove the maggots.


  Something about her glance made me want to speak. ‘I wish I could see the future. So I would know how to act.’


  She chuckled. ‘The future is made, not discovered. Consider your choices carefully, and you will know what happens.’


  I considered that for a moment. ‘Will I be able to fight?’ I lifted my arm, indicating I was most worried about the bone.


  She bit her lip. ‘You should not use it. But if you do, I will give you something for the pain.’


  She stood and handed me a vial of dragonclaw. ‘Two drops at most. It’s strong, and it will make you drowsy, so don’t take it before the fight.’


  She handed me two other concoctions. The lids were loose, and I could smell the sour brews. One of them was a greenish-yellow colour, sort of like cow cud mixed with urine. My stomach churned, and I put the vial down. But my disgust reached my stomach, and I hobbled over to a nearby bucket and vomited. I wiped my mouth and peered up at the old lady as she tipped her head to regard me.


  ‘Are you sick?’


  ‘Weak stomach,’ I said.


  She narrowed her eyes. ‘Are you lying?’


  I frowned. ‘What do you—’


  ‘About killing the Watchers,’ she interjected.


  I stared at her in astonishment, but I supposed it was a fair question. I stole a glance at the liquid in the bucket. Everything I’d eaten that day was in there. I’d never recover at this rate. I clutched my irritable stomach and sat down on the floor. ‘No. What I’ve said is the truth. It is Skelkra who lies.’


  She shook her head. ‘Sad. Pathetic. He deserves to win. Look at you. You’ve no fight in you. You’ve never had to fight for anything. In snowtimes, you’re fed before others, and you’re the warmest, most comfortable, and best dressed. In greentimes, you get first choice of lambs. Skelkra is a warrior; you are a dog panting at its master’s feet.’


  I clenched my fists. Forgetting my stomach, I stood, feeling powerful as I loomed over the small woman. She stared up at me, defiance in her eyes and smugness on her lips.


  ‘You know nothing,’ I spat.


  ‘Tell me, oh great future leader of the Bears, did you jump into the river to save Lild? Did you feed Ketnal when he was desperate? Did you help your friend Jeykal hunt for his bird claw? As soon as Skelkra, the master of your heart, showed you interest, your pride swelled, and you let your feelings control your mind. You’re weak.’


  She scooped her things into a bag and turned back to face me. My mind tripped over every response I tried to devise. Instead I made a strange blubbering noise.


  ‘If it comes to a fight, you must take risks. You must be ruthless.’ And with that, she left.


  Suddenly feeling lightheaded, I returned to the bucket, and my knees buckled. Corilksa tried to comfort me, but I sent her away. I held the edges of the pail and threw up over and over again. I wiped at my mouth, revelling in the stillness that followed. I didn’t have a fever or a sore throat or chest. Perhaps the vomiting was another reaction to my distress or my wound. I eyed the new pink flesh that had taken the place of the crusty yellow.


  Father entered the hut, and I jumped to my feet, causing pain to shoot down my leg.


  ‘The scouts are back, and they have news.’ He turned to leave, and I followed.


  Chapter Eight
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  A crowd gathered around the great hall. When we entered, I saw that the tribal leaders and elders had moved the chairs into a horseshoe shape. The doors were closed behind Father and me. Skelkra and Jeykal were already there. Father sat in a large chair at the head of the group, and I stood beside him.


  The scouts moved forward to address the chieftain. ‘Sir, animals had been at the bodies. Ketnal’s form remained intact. There was a spear through his chest. The other bodies had been dragged through the snow, their limbs removed and spread around the campsite. It was difficult to tell what had killed them.’


  Father’s face darkened. For a moment, his eyes met mine, and they flickered like fire reflecting off a blade. He moved his gaze to the other side of the hall and beyond. He shook his head, and I placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder—he knocked it away.


  ‘Don’t,’ he said. He stood and left the room.


  After everyone had left, Jeykal came to me. ‘Are you prepared?’


  ‘To fight Skelkra? I can hardly walk. My arm is still injured. How can I prepare?’


  ‘That’s your attitude? Come with me.’ Jeykal grasped my wrist and led me to the edge of the city and beyond to the woodlands. A bow and quiver were slung across his body. ‘You have to cheat. Think, Klawdia. You must win.’


  I sifted through my fighting knowledge. Catching an opponent off guard was a key tactic in hand-to-hand combat. My right arm, my good arm, was useless. I would be holding the dagger in my left. While I had always trained with both hands, my left was worse when it came to throwing knives.


  I was famous for my deadly knife throw, but because I would only have one dagger, and I was sure we would be fighting to the death, I couldn’t risk letting it out of my hands.


  ‘I could kick snow into his face,’ I said.


  Jeykal nodded approvingly. ‘Don’t use the knife unless you can really do some damage.’


  ‘Jeykal, I’ve been using knives since I was a child.’


  ‘You are still a child,’ he said.


  I threw a stick at him. He ducked and lunged at me, grabbing my arms in his hands.


  He held me still. ‘You’ve always been a fair fighter. This time, you must take advantage any way you can. Skelkra can’t win, and your body can’t take any more injuries.’


  ‘I could ask them to postpone the fight until my right arm is better.’


  Jeykal cocked his head. ‘They might, but I doubt it. Will you take dragonclaw for the pain?’


  I nodded. ‘Gevilka already gave me some. As well as other unhelpful advice.’


  Jeykal chuckled. ‘Oh yeah? What did she say?’


  ‘That I was weak and pathetic. That I’m not a true warrior because I’ve never struggled. Do you think that’s true?’


  Jeykal shook his head. ‘Of course not. Look how you handled yourself in the Bestial Passage. You beat a bear!’


  I thought about that for a moment. Many men had died trying to kill a bear, yet I’d done it. Surely that counted for something. So why had Gevilka been so hard on me then?


  ‘What did she say about your arm?’


  ‘It’s not broken, just bruised, perhaps the bone a little split. I will leave it out of the sling for the fight.’


  Jeykal frowned. ‘No you won’t. You’ll keep it tied up, or he’ll use it as a weak point.’


  ‘Weak point? That reminds me...’ I allowed a grin to spread across my face.


  ‘Oh, no. What have you done?’


  ‘No, I mean, Skelkra is tall, right? And he’s a man. I’ll have access to some of his weak points, if you take my meaning.’


  Jeykal cringed. ‘See? You can fight dirty. Just don’t try that trick on me.’


  ‘I promise,’ I said.


  When Jeykal looked towards the horizon I stuck one of my legs between his, hooked my boot on his shoe, and stepped into him, knocking him off balance. He almost grabbed my injured arm but stopped when he realised what he was doing. He fell to the ground.


  ‘Seems you can’t fight dirty, either,’ I noted.


  His face lightened. ‘There’s no chance you’d kill me. If I thought you would, I’d let my inner hawgrald out to play.’


  ‘You mean your inner sparrow?’ I teased.


  He jumped to his feet, leaped, and knocked me into the snow. I laughed hard as his limbs entangled me. I fought back, trying to get the upper hand. Eventually, I had him on his back, his legs held down by my legs, and my free hand held both of his wrists.


  ‘Gotcha!’ I said.


  But Jeykal just stared at me, his smile slowly disappearing. A hunger replaced his jesting, and all but his chest turned still. His pupils expanded as his eyes softened.


  I relaxed and fell to the ground beside him. ‘I need to train,’ I announced, eager to escape the awkward moment.


  Jeykal just lay there, staring up into the trees. His long neck drew my attention down to protruding collarbones that stopped at a taut chest. A vein pulsed under his jawline, and for the first time, I saw Jeykal the man, not Jeykal the boy. I considered my feelings for Skelkra. They were confused and ugly, contorted by his deceit yet persistent because of the moment we’d shared. I was doing my best to rid myself of him and my feelings. I knew what it felt like to be used, and I wouldn’t do that to Jeykal.


  I hadn’t noticed him staring at me. His arms relaxed underneath his head. ‘I don’t mind.’


  ‘Mind what?’ I replied.


  ‘That you were with him. You know.’


  I tilted my head. ‘And?’


  ‘I just wanted you to know. I don’t care that you were with him.’


  ‘I wouldn’t care if you minded anyway. It’s my life, and it’s my decision.’ Feeling foolish, I got up and stormed off through the woods.


  Jeykal didn’t follow.
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  I spent the afternoon throwing a knife with my left hand. Out of every five times, it hit three. Curse it! I couldn’t risk throwing the knife at Skelkra with those odds. The times I missed, the knife tipped forwards or backwards, hitting the target with the handle or the side of the blade. I became angry and threw the knife harder and harder. Each time I missed, I became angrier. My frustration boiled inside me, and I cursed myself over and over for my weakness. I hated myself. I grabbed the knife and considered dragging the blade across my skin. For a moment, I stood there, breathing heavily, dagger clenched in my left hand, ready to draw blood.


  Then I shook my head at my absurdity and reckless emotions. The medicine woman had been right. I was no warrior. I collapsed to the snow, dropped the blade, and buried my face into my hand.


  I was going to lose.


  Then I passed the knife into my right hand. I gripped it softly and then harder until my arm ached, but the pain wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be. I untied the material that held my arm to my body. I straightened my elbow, and it creaked a little as the joints regained their mobility. I stretched out my fingers, but the splint held my wrist in place. Holding the knife, I raised my right arm and felt pain shoot down my forearm. When my arm was all the way back, I threw the knife, and the pain knocked the air from my lungs. I clutched at the splint, doubling over in the snow.


  Tears streamed down my face, and I regretted the effort. When I looked up, I saw the knife embedded in the target and smiled. I stood and hobbled over to the tree to remove the knife. I had to try again. I had to see if I could make a perfect strike with my arm in a splint. I clenched my jaw and cried as I released the knife again. I heard a small crack, and the sharp ache caused white spots in my vision. I swayed to the side and bent down to the snow again. My brow drenched in sweat, I put the sling back on and clutched at my arm, shaking and swaying back and forth. Nausea rose in my stomach again, and it cramped over and over, trying to empty its contents. But I’d eaten nothing since Father had found me crouched over a bucket earlier. I wiped the film of wetness from my brow, stood, and checked the target. I’d hit it again. I had a plan.
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  Back in the city encampment, when I entered my hut, I found Father sitting on my bed, head resting on his hands.


  ‘You look tired,’ he said, standing. ‘You must rest for tomorrow. Or we will lose, and I’ll be forced to live with the shame of losing the Bears’ place as first tribe.’


  ‘You’d still be leader of the Bears,’ I said.


  He punched a nearby wall. ‘The Wolves will ruin us! They don’t know how to run a country.’


  ‘Neither did you until someone taught you.’ I didn’t know what was wrong with me. I wasn’t trying to provoke Father; I just didn’t care if I did.


  He moved towards me slowly and stopped with his face inches from mine. ‘Are you trying to anger me? You want me to injure you so you don’t have to fight. Don’t you?’


  I knew any answer I gave would result in violence, so I said nothing.


  He scoffed. ‘Women are not meant to lead, and if I’d had sons, I would’ve been relieved not to have to pass headship to you.’


  I brought my eyes to his and clutched the hilt of my knife in my left hand. Father or not, his words called for an argument. If I were a man, we would be in a scrap, jabbing with elbows and fists. I had never fought my father physically, but I wanted to. ‘Leave. Me. Alone,’ I said through gritted teeth.


  Father grabbed my damaged arm and squeezed. I suppressed the scream that welled within me. Tears trickled down my cheeks, and my legs turned to mud, but I kept my eyes on his. When his grip loosened, my glare returned. I would not let him intimidate me. How I longed to sleep, and I considered taking too much of the dragonclaw herb. The sleep would be endless and all my worries gone. When Father let go, he showed no hint of remorse.


  I sat on my bed, my right arm throbbing and aching, and my vision blurred.


  Father sighed and took a seat beside me. ‘I am afraid,’ he admitted.


  I could produce no sympathy for him. A virtuous leader does not control by hurting the people who love him. I stared at a sketch of Mother and wondered if he’d ever hurt her. ‘I will fight the best I can,’ I said.


  He shook his head. ‘No. I mean, I am afraid he will kill you. You are a disappointment, but I do not want you to die. You’re all I have left of her.’ I followed his gaze to the wall and thanked the stars he’d loved Mother so much. For if he hadn’t, I might be dead. Then again, if he hadn’t, maybe he wouldn’t continue to take out his grief over her death on me.


  ‘I know why you hurt me. You blame me for her death. I don’t care if you are the chieftain—I know you’re a coward.’ I stood up. The room moved, and I swayed a little. My stomach swelled and churned like an animal had nested inside of me and was now trying to get out.


  Father grabbed my wrist again, and I waited for him to squeeze. He trembled, and his fingers tightened slightly. I glared at him and raised my chin, encouraging his rage every way I could. Come on, hurt me, I thought at him.


  ‘I will fetch the medicine woman,’ he said and left.


  I blinked a couple of times and collapsed onto the bed again. The pain kept me awake. I looked over at the black vial of dragonclaw. One drop soothed most aches, four drops for severe pain. I tipped half the bottle into my mouth.
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  Skelkra faced me across the Fighter’s Circle, a place used mostly for training and sparring. Vilseek citizens crowded around the outside and leaned against sturdy railings, shouting either my name or Skelkra’s. Thirsty, excited eyes flicked between the Wolf boy and me. They wanted blood; they wanted to know who their next chieftain would be.


  My right arm hung at my side, throbbing. I gripped my dagger in my left hand. I felt a little foggy from the dragonclaw I had taken the night before, but the aches in my body were faint and bearable.


  Father stepped towards us through the snowy mush. The clouds had darkened overhead. No snow fell, yet the wind had grown dry and cold. Snowfall was coming.


  The chieftain shouted, ‘You must cut your opponent three times! Only cuts from a blade count as points. No deadly strikes. If one dies, neither wins, and Jeykal of the Hawgralds becomes the next ruler.’


  My eyes slid to my friend watching anxiously from the side. He made a fist with his right hand and pummelled his left. He was telling me to fight strongly. To fight dirty. One part of me knew Jeykal would make a great leader, but he was passive. When it came to war, he’d falter under pressure.


  Our country bordered Senya, and ever since the civil war that split it in two, the Queens of the north had grown strong. No one knew what they wanted other than the biggest army they could muster. This was a time that needed a leader with fire in the belly. My father had that, but sometimes the flames consumed his better sense, and those around him, like me, got burnt.


  ‘The referee will raise a flag with each score. Anything goes. Begin!’ Father strode to the side and climbed over the fencing. The referee sidestepped and moved as Skelkra and I circled each other.


  Red body paint and ash covered his torso in the shapes of paw prints, moons, and wolves. For a moment, I admired his physique and noticed how a necklace of wolf fangs sat perfectly aligned with his shoulders. He wore shorts and blunt-spiked boots.


  I wore loose cloth that stretched with my movements, including long sleeves and pants to add another layer of protection to my skin. The sun emerged from behind dark clouds. People in the crowd chanted, ‘Bear’ or ‘Wolf.’ A part of me considered taking Skelkra’s life and allowing Jeykal to become the next ruler, but my father had worked hard to keep his place as leader, and while I found myself angry at him a lot, I respected the realm he’d built.


  Skelkra ran at me, swiping his hand from left to right. I skipped to the side, feeling the blade whoosh past my ear, and then I rolled further out of the way. Cold mud stuck to my arms, and Skelkra lunged again, aiming for my throat. I leaned back and sent my foot up into his groin. It connected.


  He groaned and hunched his body. I swiped my blade across his arm, and the crowd cheered as the Wolf’s blood stained the snow. I wiped the blood from my blade on my right arm so he could see. He growled, and my heart raced with my success. My veins, skin, mind—everything was consumed by the buzz of the fight.


  ‘Cheat,’ he hissed.


  ‘Yes, you are,’ I replied, enflaming his fury so he’d make more mistakes.


  He sprinted at me, holding nothing back. I shuffled backwards as he raised his arm to strike, my eyes on his knife held high in the air. He kicked, and the spikes on his boots hit the wound on my right leg.


  I cried out and reached for my leg. Something bit my left shoulder. My sleeve fell from my arm, and the referee raised a flag. I turned my head to see fresh blood staining my shirt. Skelkra smiled at me, and we moved back to the middle of the Fighter’s Circle. His leg dragged slightly, and I knew my kick to his groin continued to affect him.


  I tried to stand up, but my thigh had cramped and was throbbing. My clothes stuck to my back and chest. I put my hand up to signal I needed a moment, and the referee raised his flags, granting me the time.


  I leaned over to catch my breath. The crowd indicated their impatience with me by shouting and cursing at me. A single fight broke out between a Bear and Wolf warrior, which distracted the others for a while. From my leant over position, I looked up to meet Skelkra’s eyes.


  Skelkra snickered at me, crossed his arms and looked around to the Wolves in the crowd. A few people chuckled and cheered. Annoyed by his disrespect, I threw snow at him. The crowd roared with laughter as he did a stupid dance dodging each one of my throws. A lump splattered on his face, more mud than snow. He wiped at it, the smile gone from his face.


  The referee raised his flags signalling the fight had resumed and I hurled more and more, and he began to throw some back.


  When he bent to pick up a handful, I tossed the knife into my other hand, pulled back my injured arm, snapping the sling, and threw the knife at him. I heard a crack in my wrist, followed by excruciating pain that broke through the effects of the dragonclaw. The arm dangled at my side like a hanged man. I heard a thwack, and Skelkra groaned as the knife stuck into his upper thigh. He howled and grabbed at it, trying to pull out the blade, but it was in too deep. I ran forward and jumped at him, landing two feet against his chest. He fell over backwards, and I landed beside him. He’d dropped his own knife, and as I reached for it, he snatched it away and cut my left armpit, right where the fold stretched.


  The referee raised two flags. The crowd went wild. Dammit, still tied. Bears and Wolves taunted and mocked one another. The rest hooted, booed, or clapped. They’d wanted blood, and we’d given it to them. The cut stung, but nothing hurt more than my now-broken right arm.


  People climbed onto the fence, punching their fists into the air. A few men exchanged coins; they were taking bets.


  I squeezed my left arm to my ribs and noticed Skelkra held both daggers, although he struggled to stand. I ran, putting distance between us. The pain in my thigh made my steps awkward, and spots formed in my eyes with each beat of my heart. The sky had darkened, and thunder clapped in the distance.


  Skelkra rose to his feet, blood gushing down his leg, and I noted we had matching wounds. He bent forward at the waist. I crouched, my body screaming for rest. I picked up my sling from the ground and wrapped it under my left arm to stop the bleeding. If I used my left arm, the rip in the skin would worsen, and the cut would never heal. I would be badly scarred.


  Skelkra stepped shakily towards me. I stood and backed away before stepping around the edges of the circle. He darted at me. I moved to the side, and as he swerved, I dropped down into a backwards roll, bringing my feet up when he lunged. My feet caught his chest, and I pushed him over me into the fencing. I scrambled to my feet, completely covered in mud. Skelkra stood, roared, and came at me again. I ran.


  The crowd laughed as he chased me around. Whenever he got close, I switched directions, and my thigh seized, bringing tears to my eyes. He swiped at me and missed. The side of his body became exposed, and I kicked him in the ribs. He fell. I kicked him in the head. Then his thigh. Then his ribs, over and over until he coughed and rolled away, still clutching the two knives. I was afraid to get close. One misstep would see him cut me again, and I’d lose.


  I went to kick him again, but he rolled onto his backside and jumped to his feet, clumsily throwing a dagger at me. It wobbled through the air, and the handle banged against my shoulder. The knife thumped to the mud, and again the crowd laughed. Skelkra ran at me, trying to stop me from picking up the dagger. He swiped, and I veered back. Once, twice, three times, I was too quick.


  He leaned over to catch his breath while I tried to keep standing. His breathing sounded laboured, and he clutched his ribs. I must have broken one. I saw my opportunity. I hooked the toe of my boot under the dagger and flicked it into the air. As I reached out to grab it, I felt a tickle across my nose. Skelkra had managed to clip me again. Anxiously, I brought my hand to my nose and checked my fingers for blood.


  Chapter Nine
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  No blood. The referee stopped the fight, and Father and another elder jogged towards me. They bent my head back, twisting it this way and that. My legs wobbled, and I clutched at Father for support. Father pulled me close, supporting the entirety of my weight. They shook their heads at each other.


  Father hissed in my ear, ‘Win.’ He glared at me before turning away.


  When he let me go, I stumbled a bit. The crowd cheered as the referee signalled for the fight to resume. Skelkra breathed out, frustration covering his face.


  I decided to wait for him to come to me. He’d always been the aggressive type. That was why Jeykal had lectured me to fight dirty. I had no taste for conflict. Besides, I’d always been better at defence. Skelkra straightened, crossed his arms, and flexed them to make himself look bigger and stronger.


  ‘Come on then!’ I yelled. ‘What’s wrong? Is a Wolf afraid of a big bad Bear?’ I felt more confident since I had one of the knives again.


  The crowd booed. Skelkra howled to the sky. Not surprisingly, the other Wolves from his tribe joined in. The Bears growled to compete with the noise, and soon the air was saturated with the calls of every tribe. Father shouted for silence, and the racket stopped.


  I splayed my fingers and placed my hand over the top of my head, imitating the shape of a cock’s comb. ‘Cluck, cluck,’ I said and then poked my tongue out at the Wolf boy. I wanted him to attack me. The Wolf tribe snarled and howled. I poked my tongue out at them too. Skelkra lowered his head and bared his teeth. I thought of Gevilka and the night we had drunk from the Cup of Sleep.


  ‘Beware the wolf that shows you his fangs,’ she’d said.


  Sensing his coming attack, I tried to move my right arm, but it wouldn’t budge. I glanced at Skelkra. He lowered his head and shuffled his feet, and his right biceps bulged as he gripped the dagger. Here it comes.


  His chest flexed, and he stepped towards me. We danced for a moment, our footsteps moving and changing depending on the other’s. He came from the right, and I couldn’t block him with my arm, so I leaned back, and the blade moved past me. As his arm swung around, I kicked it, and his body twisted, revealing his back. I swept his legs out from underneath him, and he fell to the ground.


  I jumped at him, and he rolled once, twice, keeping his dagger between us. I couldn’t get close, and seeing the opportunity, I lifted my left arm and flung my dagger at his shoulder, willing it to hit the target. When he saw it coming, he sat up, and I gasped as the blade embedded in his left lung. His eyes moved to his chest, and a gurgling noise escaped his lips.


  ‘No!’ Father roared.


  Angry shouts rose from the crowd, and they surged into the ring. I collapsed to the ground and leaned on my left arm. He’d moved into my throw; he would die. I stared up at the sky while the Bears pushed the Wolves off me.


  Skelkra’s father and his warriors broke through the crowd with a stretcher. They lifted the Wolf boy onto the leather and rushed him away. I tried to get up, so I could stagger after them.


  ‘No! You do not follow my son. Harlot!’ Skelkra’s mother slapped me across the face, and a woman from my tribe stepped in to restrain her. My skin prickled from her touch.


  ‘I didn’t mean…’ I started, but my throat was dry and hoarse. Hardly a whisper came out. Still, I managed to stand and fell forwards. Jeykal appeared beside me and held me up. He knew where I wanted to go.


  I stumbled beside Jeykal as we walked to Skelkra’s family abode. At the hut, I could hear sobbing and wailing coming from inside. When we entered, I saw blood on the bed beside Skelkra’s body. His breath came in laboured bursts, and I feared I’d punctured his lung. Jeykal would rule. Relief washed over me as I considered my friend bringing order to our country.


  Father stepped in and stood beside us. Outside, the town had gathered, and snow fell heavily. I wondered what everyone thought. Was I Klawdia the killer or Klawdia the really bad throw? They probably thought I’d planned the whole thing. I knew that Jeykal should detach himself from me. We should no longer be friends, as my presence in his life would bring mistrust to his position as chieftain. They probably suspected us of being lovers.


  Father touched my shoulder. ‘I’m glad you’re alive.’


  When I looked up at him, he averted his eyes and moved to Skelkra’s bed. I’d disappointed him. I’d disappointed everyone. I crossed my left arm over my body.


  ‘Dragonclaw,’ I whispered to Jeykal.


  He nodded and left. Minutes later, he returned and put the vial into my hands. I looked at the small bottle. I’d killed a man. I’d let the Watchers die. I smashed the bottle on the floor. I deserved my pain.


  Jeykal grabbed me. ‘Why are you doing this to yourself?’


  I stared at him blankly, no fight left in me. He pulled out another vial and put it to my lips. I swallowed a little then moved my head away.


  ‘Traitor,’ Skelkra’s mother hissed at Jeykal.


  ‘Do not speak of what you don’t know!’ he spat back.


  I shook my head at him. ‘Don’t. It’s not worth it.’


  We stood outside at the base of a surrounding verandah. Angry voices rose within the hut. Father emerged with a hard expression. Feeling tired, I sat on the hut’s stairs. Every time the medicine woman came out, I questioned her.


  Gevilka’s answer was always the same: ‘I don’t know.’


  I’d wanted him to die, hadn’t I? I’d told myself I hated him. I wanted to kill him.


  Jeykal tried to take me back to my own hut. He insisted that I had to rest. I had to eat. However, I merely shook my head. He left me there, and as I watched the sun crawl down the western sky, three riders on stunning white geldings trotted up to the stairs.


  Two of the riders wore yellow robes. The middle wore shimmering gold, and she pushed the hood back, revealing the red hair of a Ruxdorian. The sun behind her put her face into shadow. As she neared, her cloak and hair glimmered. I gasped when I saw her eyes; they were as gold as the sun.


  I shook my head. Had I taken too much dragonclaw? Then I remembered the tales. She was a healer. When I was four, Ruxdor had been pulled into a war between North and South Senya. We had sent warriors to fight for the legendary Queens of North Senya. They occupied the city of Meligna. For some reason, the plague that had affected Senya had not affected the Ruxdorians in the same way. Father didn’t trust healers. He said they’d betrayed their own people, leaving their king to die.


  ‘Hello,’ she said. ‘You should get seen to.’ She nodded at my arms.


  My mouth hung open as I stared into eyes the colour of flames. I didn’t know what to say. I watched her golden cloak drape over the plain wooden steps leading into the hut. I listened for the conversation inside, but the dragonclaw replaced my senses with a strange humming feeling. I lost track of time for a while. Someone shook me.


  ‘He lives,’ Father said, smiling.


  ‘So that means?’


  ‘You got the last blow. You won the fight.’


  ‘But without the healer, he would have died.’


  ‘The rules are clear. ’ He gave me a forced smile and walked away.


  Gevilka emerged from Skelkra’s hut. She glared back at the building, muttering under her breath. Then she noticed me. ‘Oh, child, come on, let’s get you fixed.’ She practically picked me up, and I was surprised at her strength. ‘You fought well. I hope you didn’t try to kill him because of my angry outburst the other day. I’ve always thought you a good fighter.’


  I sighed. ‘I didn’t. I mean, I didn’t try to kill him. He moved at the last moment. Not that anyone will believe me.’


  ‘I will.’ Jeykal appeared beside me and helped Gevilka carry me home.


  My legs wobbled with each step. I’d never felt so helpless. Inside my hut, the corners and sides blended into one another.


  ‘Is my mistress well?’ Corilksa asked.


  ‘Be away with you,’ Gevilka said.


  Footsteps left the hut, and Gevilka shook her head at me. ‘Too much dragonclaw in too little time.’


  She treated the cut on my shoulder. My skin was numb except for the sensations of cold and hot, and everything seemed slow, as if I were underwater, until she began to stitch the skin of my armpit. I clenched my jaw. Each stitch reminded me of the time a prickle rat had embedded its spines in me.


  Gevilka grabbed my face and turned it toward her. ‘Pay attention, dream girl. If you get a cut in the corner of your mouth, and you speak, the cut will reopen. Won’t it?’


  I nodded slowly.


  Gevilka smiled. ‘It’s the same with your arm. You must keep it still.’


  ‘She refused dragonclaw before until I made her take some,’ Jeykal said.


  The medicine woman gave me a disapproving look. ‘Self-pity will not serve you well as our ruler. For that is what you will be now.’


  Then I realised I was upset that Skelkra had lived. Not because I had wanted him to die, but because I was to become chieftain. I didn’t want to lead. ‘I don’t want it. I wish Skelkra had died so Jeykal could lead.’


  She laughed and regarded my friend. ‘Jeykal, you are a good boy, but a leader you are not. You are no master.’ She turned to me again. ‘Klawdia, take up the challenge. It’s meant to be you.’


  She opened a container, and a warm, putrid smell wafted out. My nausea returned. My mouth filled with saliva, and my stomach swirled.


  I put a hand to my mouth and leaned away. ‘Close that.’


  Gevilka frowned. ‘Why?’


  ‘It stinks. Take it away.’


  ‘I can’t smell anything,’ Jeykal said.


  ‘Smells like rotten meat. Take it outside!’


  Jeykal and Gevilka looked at each other and then back to me. Gevilka passed Jeykal the container, and he took it away. I closed my eyes, trying to make the feeling of motion go away.


  ‘Did Skelkra hit your head?’ she asked me.


  I thought back to the fight. ‘I don’t think so.’


  She grabbed one of my breasts.


  ‘Ouch,’ I said, pushing her hands away.


  She yanked up my shirt and inspected my nipples.


  Of course, Jeykal came back in at that awkward moment. ‘Oh, er…’ He made a choking noise and left again.


  ‘Come back here, boy. I’m done.’ Gevilka pulled down my shirt. ‘A child grows inside of you.’


  Suddenly, the fog in my head cleared, and my thoughts raced. It’s Skelkra’s. The bleeding. The bleeding was from our bonding. The nausea is from the conception.


  ‘It’s only been seven days,’ I said.


  ‘When did you last bleed?’


  ‘Two weeks ago. I bled a little the next day… you know, after...’ I stopped and looked at Jeykal.


  He rolled his eyes. ‘Klawdia, it’s all right. You guys bonded; I get it. Stop worrying about my feelings.’


  Gevilka smirked. ‘I’ll get an herb to make you miscarry. No one can know. You’—she pointed at Jeykal—‘don’t you utter this to a single soul.’


  Jeykal’s expression hardened. ‘I won’t.’


  Gevilka patted my hand, stood, and rushed from the hut. Skelkra’s child grew within me. I put a hand to my stomach, and it was as if the child inside knew I was planning to kill it because I felt sick again and vomited on the floor in front of me.


  Jeykal stifled a groan. ‘Don’t move. I’ll clean that up.’


  I threw him a thankful look. I knew he wanted to leave. He was pale again, and his shoulders were hunched and his movements lethargic. Jeykal fetched the bucket sitting next to a rack of weapons. He sprinkled lavender oil to mask the smell.


  I lay down on my side and watched him work. ‘I can’t believe it.’


  Jeykal fixed me a cup of water.


  ‘I have to end this, don’t I?’ I asked him.


  Sad eyes regarded me. ‘If anyone knew…’ he trailed off and froze, looking into some internal, distant horizon.


  He closed his eyes, and I tried to consider what he thought. Killing a child, whether born or in the womb, was considered taboo. My people harboured strong feelings about life and death. Not to mention that conceiving without being bonded to a man rendered you a social outcast. I had won the right to rule, but the child who grew inside me would never be accepted. I’d be loveless and alone.


  My hands shook, and I reached out to Jeykal, desperate for him to solve the problem. He stepped towards me, pulled me into a hug, and held me while I trembled.


  ‘It’s a child. Inside of me. It has hands and feet and—’


  ‘It’s too early in the conception. It hasn’t grown to have knowledge or to have arms and legs.’


  I put my hand over my stomach, and suddenly I was flooded with a warmth and conviction so strong I could scarcely draw breath. My mind could only think one thing. Save your child. Had Skelkra put the child inside me on purpose? I snorted. That would be giving him too much credit. One thing seemed certain: I would have to leave Vilseek, and Skelkra would become the next chieftain.


  ‘Jeykal, I—’


  Gevilka returned. She handed me four black pits. ‘Seeds to kill Skelkra’s seed. Take them only when you are ready.’ She brushed a tear from my face with wrinkled fingers. ‘You must take them.’


  I nodded weakly. I hardly noticed her leave as my thoughts wrapped me up in possibilities, futures, and hardships. I grabbed Jeykal’s hand, and he squeezed mine.


  ‘If you decide…’ He ran a hand through his hair and looked away. ‘Ugh.’ He struggled to continue. ‘I mean… if you give birth, I’ll help you. You know? Take care of it.’ He bit his lip.


  I let my fingers intertwine with his. ‘No. I can’t ask you to do that. You’d be giving up your life. Who would rule your tribe?’


  ‘The child is innocent. It has no father. I would take that role… if you let me.’


  I froze. Jeykal wanted to be a father. But that would mean… ‘I can’t bond with you, Jeykal.’


  ‘No, no. I mean… not yet, but… maybe in time.’


  I shook my head. ‘I just don’t feel that way about you.’


  His cheeks reddened, and he inhaled deeply. ‘Yet you felt that way about the monster who almost killed you.’


  I turned away. Why was he trying to make me feel ashamed? I knew my feelings were unreasonable, stupid, and untrustworthy. I would never trust them again. The love I’d felt had been a lie.


  Jeykal put his hands to his face. ‘I’m sorry.’ He reached out and placed two fingers on my arm. ‘It’s not my place to judge you.’


  I played with the black seeds in my palm. I only had to swallow them, and it would be done.


  Skelkra would answer to me and only me. Once it came time for me to take Father’s place as chieftain, I would strip Skelkra of his title as leader of the Wolves. Father would die a happy man, knowing the Bears were still in power.


  Then I considered the unborn child, full of love and purity, a life ready to be lived. A person still unnamed. A girl like me, like Mother, or a boy like Father or Skelkra. No, I wouldn’t let him be like them. From a young age, I’d teach him right from wrong. He’d be kind, loyal, and compassionate. I could make sure of that.


  ‘I need to be alone,’ I said.


  Jeykal sighed and said, ‘Seek me out if you need me.’ His movements were slow as he rose and moved away.


  I leaned forward and hooked a finger in the top of his pants. He turned around.


  ‘Thank you,’ I said.


  He threw me an awkward smile. ‘Anytime. You’d do the same for me if I was with child. I know it.’


  I smiled and later realised that Jeykal was the sort of person I’d want my daughter to bond to and for my son to become.


  Chapter Ten
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  Every passing moment saw my mind curl in on itself as I became more and more torn between my child’s life and my position as chieftain of Ruxdor. With Skelkra as leader, Ruxdor would be taken in new directions—harmful and cruel directions that would put us in the line of war. Should we invade Senya and take hold of their lands? The leaders had argued over that question for a century. Since the Death Plague, there had never been a better time to strike.


  Father had never liked the idea. Despite his volatile nature, his views on war were unwavering. We should not attack those whom we could align with. The Bears had always wanted peace, while the Wolves wanted land and war. Invading Senya seemed logical. Senya had five months when snow did not fall. Ruxdor had only three. Their pastures were fertile and their mountains filled with useful rock and stone. The Queens of North Senya had finally agreed to trade with us last year, allowing us to flourish. Already we struggled to feed the masses, and one day we’d be forced to give the Queens everything they wanted.


  The Queens had never been shy about desiring our warriors, our fighters, our men. Thousands of years had seen our people perfect the sword, bow, and dagger. The Queens had taken one city, and now they wanted more, not Vilseek but Juxon City in South Senya. Obviously, Skelkra would try to form a strong alliance with the Queens, and we would lose our traditions, our rituals, and saddest of all, our identity.


  However, if I ruled, I would form an alliance with the South Senyans. I would bypass the Queens, visit King Erageo, and help him take back Meligna, for the city rightfully belonged to him. The Queens had stolen it from him, and we, at the time, had helped them. The Queens deserved to pay, but my conscience whispered to me. Lured me into weaknesses of the heart that I had never known.


  Everything became about my love for my unborn child. Soon it would germinate, grow, and flourish within my warm belly and worship the beating of my heart.


  Since the Bestial Passage had ended, I’d learned to suppress my feelings for Skelkra. However, knowing about what grew in my belly had resurfaced those feelings that I tried to free myself of. They’d grown into whispers of attachment, and my adoration for Skelkra loudened and multiplied. We’d created a life together. I shook my head.


  Stupid, sentimental girl.


  I shifted my legs to the side of my bed and cringed at the pain; my entire body ached from the fight. In the scuffle, I had cut my hands and bruised my knees and elbows. I wanted more dragonclaw, but knew the substance would pollute my mind. I needed my wits. My child needed me to be alert. A haunting feeling spread through my mind and ran the length of my body, causing my skin to tighten. My wounds pulsed. Thoughts taunted me. I was losing my mind. I punched a wall.


  My knuckles reddened, and tiny cuts leaked blood. I wiped my hand on my clothes, and my eyes fell upon the black seeds on a table beside my bed. I moved towards them, taking small steps. I crouched, took one in my hand, and considered its power. I could end my torment just by slipping it into my mouth and swallowing. I shook my head and paced to the entranceway.


  The morning illuminated patches of snow that had settled on rooftops. People went about their business as usual, as if they’d completely forgotten the fight, the Bestial Passage, and the loss of Vilseek’s wisest men. How I envied them; they never had to carry the weight I did. I stepped into a cool breeze and headed for Skelkra’s hut. People smiled and clapped at me as I moved amongst them—some even bowed their heads confirming their acceptance that I would rule after Father died. Their lack of contempt made me reconsider taking the seeds in my hut. Finally, they had accepted me, and I could rule without further question. As I neared the ramp to Skelkra’s dwelling, my father came up beside me and placed a hand on my shoulder.


  ‘Leave him.’ Father looked unslept. His hair was a mess and his eyes bloodshot.


  ‘Is he well?’


  Father pursed his lips.


  I smiled. ‘Then I will see him.’


  Father dropped his arm and stepped aside. I shuffled up the ramp awkwardly, for my knees would not bend. I pushed aside the leathers etched with the marks of his tribe and entered. Sitting at his bedside was his mother. She jumped to her feet and clenched her fists.


  ‘You are not welcome here.’ She looked at Skelkra’s sword leaning against his bed.


  I wanted her to take it and thrust it into me. Come on, end my pain. Instead, she took two steps towards me, raised her hand—I didn’t move—and then stopped. In that moment, I saw the wolf inside of her, snarling, claws grasping at the floor, ready to pounce.


  ‘Let her in, Mother,’ Skelkra said.


  When my eyes went to his, I couldn’t hide my shock. He sat shirtless on his bed, legs crossed, not a scratch or bruise on him. In fact, he’d never looked healthier, and he even seemed… I shook my head. No, it couldn’t be possible. He looked younger.


  ‘It’s true.’ I gaped at the improvement.


  ‘It is true. The healers are gifted with magic… as you can see.’ He brought his arms up, and for a moment, I saw innocent joy in his eyes, and it reminded me of when we’d hunted together. Then I remembered how he’d stomped on my arm and killed the Watchers. I hardened my expression.


  ‘Make this heartless Bear leave,’ his mother said to him, and then I understood her perfectly. A good mother protected her child and would never give up on him, even when he chose to do evil. I traced a fingernail across my stomach.


  ‘Leave us,’ he commanded her.


  She obeyed, her eyes ice-cold as she passed me.


  ‘Here to finish the job then?’ He smiled as if we’d never fought, as if he’d never ripped my heart in two. He didn’t care at all. ‘I doubt you’d even get a punch in. I’ve never felt better or stronger. You, on the other hand, look terrible.’ He chuckled.


  I looked down at my clothes. They were filthy, and I’d tracked mud into the hut. Feet shuffled behind me, and I peered over my shoulder to see Wolf guards enter. Skelkra raised his hands, and they stopped and leaned against a wall.


  ‘I never cheated,’ I hissed at him. My tone was shrill and bitter, like a disgruntled lover. Shame prickled at my neck when I realised that was exactly what I was.


  ‘Your one weakness. And strength.’ He got out of bed, picked up a flask from a shelf and drank from it. He came closer and offered the refreshments to me, but I declined. He frowned for a moment. Social convention declared it an insult to refuse a drink from a Ruxdorian.


  ‘So, you’re here to check up on my health. How sweet. I’m lucky you have such depth of feeling for my well-being. Even after everything we’ve been through. That’s the mark of a good couple, you know. It would make for a strong bond. Oh, but wait, we already bonded. Is there any point now?’


  I clenched my jaw. I considered re-inflicting his injuries. Then it occurred to me that I’d won. Skelkra was using my feelings against me, but in truth, he felt shame over losing the fight to a girl. Laughter burst from my mouth, and I muffled the noise with my hand. Regardless of my smugness and joy, I despised a person who revelled in someone else’s defeat, and I was doing just that.


  He took a step back, clearly caught off guard by my laughter. He tapped his foot, waiting for me to speak, but I couldn’t stop chuckling until I forced the amusement from my mind. I cleared my throat. I’d beaten him, and nothing he could say or do would change that.


  ‘Did you ever care for me?’ I asked.


  He sniffed. ‘Sure I did. You’re a good fighter, a sturdy girl and, most importantly, the heir of the Bears. How could I not want you?’


  For the first time since Gevilka had told me I was with child, I considered telling him about his child. ‘That is not caring. That is hunting. I am not prey.’


  He put down his wine flask and took two steps towards me, slowly and cautiously like a predator. My body urged me to move into a fighting stance, but I suppressed the feeling and waited patiently.


  He took another step forward, closing the gap between us. ‘I have failed in my hunt. I did not kill you. So I will let you go, for now.’


  I could feel his breath on my face, and I stared up at him defiantly, but my body tingled with excitement because I thought he might touch me or try to kiss me. Would I let him? In all ways except for ritual, we were bonded from a moment of ecstasy and passion and purity that we would never experience again, at least not with each other. I closed my eyes, breathing in his scent, the warmth emanating from his skin. I remembered his lips on mine.


  I snapped open my eyes, and he had stretched out his fingers to the point of almost touching my face. With my left hand, I grabbed his wrist and twisted. I felt some of the stitches in my arm tear.


  ‘How dare you touch me?’ I turned on my heel and exited the hut, but then stopped, took three paces back inside, and said, ‘If I were you, I’d start focusing on my farming skills.’


  His lip curled, and he smacked the wine glass across the room. ‘Get out!’


  I left, feeling more powerful than I ever had.
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  Corilksa insisted on keeping me company when I returned to my hut, but as usual, I sent the small timid woman away. She constantly fidgeted with long spider-like fingers, and her fussing irritated me. Besides, I didn’t agree with keeping slaves. Once in power, Father had introduced that law, and I’d always resented him for it. Strangely, Corilksa often seemed insulted or fearful when I didn’t need or want her help. I believed she thought I was displeased with her service, that she’d failed me, or that I would sell her to someone else.


  Alone in my hut, I placed the seeds in my hand with the intention of consuming them. Tears rolled down my cheeks as I considered my child dying inside of me, but I had to take them. I have to!


  I brought my hand to my mouth and pulled it away again. I put the pips on the table and stamped the floor with my foot.


  ‘Do it!’ I screamed. I picked them up again and put them in my mouth. They tasted acerbic and burned my tongue. I spat them across the room, and they disappeared in the cracks of the floor and under furniture. I rushed to a barrel of water and scooped the liquid into my mouth, rinsing out the taste.


  I trembled from what I’d almost done. So much life had been taken. Why take more? Then I knew what I had to do. I went to my doorway. I saw a warrior and made him bring me Jeykal. I went back inside and waited.


  Jeykal flew through my doorway and scooped my hands up in his. ‘What is it? What’s wrong?’


  ‘Calm down.’ I looked out the door to make sure no one was near. ‘I’m going to tell Father,’ I whispered.


  His features twisted. ‘About…?’ He looked at my stomach, and I nodded. ‘Madness. He’ll kill it. He’ll kill you!’ He reached out and slid his fingertips under my shirt. I shuddered at the sensation, but it wasn’t lust or desire; it was reassurance. He felt the place where the bump would soon form. Maybe a month, maybe two. I would no longer be able to hide my secret.


  ‘I have to. I can’t let Skelkra rule. And I can’t kill this child. I want both.’


  ‘It’s impossible, Klawdia.’ He put a hand to my face, but I pushed it away.


  ‘Don’t try to talk me out of this. I must have peace. Much rests on my shoulders. I have to do the right thing. Will you fetch him for me?’


  Jeykal rubbed his face and hair and spun around with agitation. He strode back to me. ‘Wait! If you’re sure about this, then we must prepare for his response.’


  ‘You can’t know what he’ll say.’


  Jeykal bit his lip. ‘If you’re going to keep acting this wild, then you need to prepare for the consequences. Pack a bag of anything you need to survive. And I mean survive in the mountains, for if your father desires you dead, then the only refuge you’ll find is in the Death Peaks.’


  ‘Jeykal—’


  He held up his hand. ‘Just do it for me.’


  I regarded him for a moment. He’d never spoken to me with any sort of authority before.


  ‘Now!’ he urged.


  I obeyed and found a knapsack. I stuffed it with clothes, medicines, thread, a mallet, a chisel, a flint, a water sack, and other items I might need.


  Jeykal tapped his finger on his temple. ‘Your father will respond one of four ways. One, he’ll accept your baby and hide it from the city somehow. It will live, and you’ll rule. Two, he’ll force the other leaders to accept the child as legitimate, and you’ll still become leader. Three, you’ll be able to keep the baby but not lead, not even your own tribe, and four—which seems the most likely—he’ll force you to kill it. Or he’ll kill you.’


  I stopped packing to stare at him. Would Father really try to kill my child? He could be cruel, I knew that, but murder? Or even murder me? It disturbed me more that I couldn’t even answer that question. ‘That’s five,’ I said.


  Jeykal frowned at me. ‘The last one counts as two. For I believe that if he kills your child, a part of you will die with it. Either way, it’s a bad outcome.’


  I sighed at his melodrama, but Jeykal was right. Losing my child would be like losing my very soul, and I would never forgive Father. In fact, I might even want revenge.


  I unhooked my dagger from the back of my pants and stared at the clean blade. ‘What if I killed Father?’


  ‘I know you, Klawdia. You would never. Even if you could, no one would follow you.’


  ‘I wouldn’t in cold blood, but sometimes Father can be…’


  ‘I know.’ Jeykal looked at the floor. ‘I’ve known you a long time. It wouldn’t be the first time he’s hurt you.’


  I shook my head. ‘No.’


  We both jumped when Father threw open my door. He stared at me, and my heart raced in my chest. I felt exposed, as though he could hear my thoughts. His eyes flicked to my dagger. Jeykal looked startled; he’d never been very good at hiding his feelings. For a second, I wanted to punch him for it.


  Father loomed over me. ‘You will tell me what I’ve interrupted here.’ He looked back at the trembling Jeykal. The chieftain of Ruxdor’s face grew red and dark, and his eyes flicked back to the knife clutched in my hand.


  Chapter Eleven
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  I bowed my head. ‘Father, you’ve not interrupted—’


  ‘I came to tell you of the initiation ceremony that will happen under the light of the next full moon.’ Father took the dagger from my hand, placed it on the table, and stared at Jeykal, then at me, a question on his face. I could see the fierce storm brewing inside of him; he didn’t like to be trifled with.


  I swallowed. ‘Father—’


  ‘Yes?’ He crossed his arms. Somehow he knew what I was going to say would displease him.


  Jeykal moved towards my weapons rack. What was he thinking? I glared at him and then quickly put on a fake smile for Father.


  ‘I…’ I struggled to get the words out. I feared his anger, but not for my own sake. I feared for my child’s life. I had to protect it. ‘I’m with child.’ The words tumbled out of my mouth like an avalanche, and I waited for the impact.


  I watched as realisation flashed across his face. His features hardened. ‘Then I will fetch Gevilka; she will end the conception.’ His movements were stiff as he uncrossed his arms and turned to leave.


  I glanced at Jeykal. He’d moved even closer to the weapons rack, obviously knowing as well as I did that this would not turn out well.


  ‘No, Father. This baby will live.’ I put my hand to my stomach.


  The greatest man in Ruxdor froze, straightened, and turned around. ‘Impossible. The Bear pride—’


  ‘I know, but—’


  ‘How can you expect to rule with Skelkra’s child? You must bond with him.’


  ‘He is not fit to rule. He is heartless.’


  ‘And you are reckless!’ Father moved towards me. ‘Why have you done this to me? Why?’


  From the corner of my eye, I saw Jeykal move his hand to an axe.


  I knew Father’s question required no answer. He saw the child as a personal attack on him. ‘I did not mean to hurt you.’


  ‘No? Yet here we are. You have a habit of hurting me, don’t you?’ He talked of my mother. His life mate. His everything. I had destroyed his every happiness and brought him no joy through my existence. I only reminded him of what my birth had taken from him.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, tears running down my face.


  Father grabbed my shoulders. ‘You will halt this birth. No son or daughter will be born out of bondage to another. Understand?’


  I pushed his hands away, shaking my head. ‘I won’t do it.’


  Father breathed out, his face red. Beads of sweat formed on his brow. He reached for me, then stopped and moved his hands to his own face. ‘You disobey me?’


  ‘Yes.’ I knew what I wanted. A leader commands, not asks or requests. I had to be leader.


  Father lunged at me, grabbed me by my hair, and pushed my face to the floor. He squeezed my broken arm. Instead of crying out, I focused on the smell of the dry dust and oak that irritated my nostrils. Then, he hauled me back to my feet, squeezed my neck, and pushed me towards the door.


  ‘People will see us,’ I cried.


  But Father was in a rage so fierce he could not speak, let alone hear. He pushed me into the wall beside the entranceway. My cheek hit the wall, and then he pulled me back again.


  Suddenly, Jeykal jumped on him from behind. Father took two steps back, ripping a hunk of my hair from my head, but I was free. Father grabbed a nearby broom and swung it at my friend. I considered knocking Father across the head.


  ‘Jeykal! No! Father!’ I cried at them both, but they ignored me.


  Jeykal ducked and darted.


  ‘Go, Klawdia,’ Jeykal yelled and nodded towards the knapsack I’d packed.


  I shook my head.


  ‘Go!’ he cried again and grabbed an axe from my rack.


  ‘Don’t kill him.’ I didn’t know who I spoke to. I picked up my knapsack, strung a bow across my body, grabbed my dagger, and fled from my home with no hope of ever returning.
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