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Dedication

To all those who fight for clean air

and water and advocate for creatures

who cannot speak for themselves
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Chapter One

Home Waters

My first memory is the sound of water. The warmth of the sun. The smell of my mother. The touch of her tongue on my skin, and the horizon a great circle around me. My second memory is the urge to run. It comes in one breath before I even have the strength to stand. I shake the wet off my mane. Mother licks me from ears to hooves. The wind carries smells sharp and fresh and sweet: piñon trees, sagebrush, and water.

The horses of my family band lift their heads. Turn their ears toward me. Each auntie holds me in her deep brown gaze. Each one breathes me in.
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“He’s a small one,” Auntie Gale says.

Auntie Rain noses along my legs as if to look for more of me. “He’ll get bigger,” she says firmly.

Auntie Gale nudges the white splotches on my chestnut coat. “Cloud marked,” she says. “Like our stallion.”

“May he grow to be a fighter like him,” Auntie Rain says.

“We will call you Sky,” Mother decides.

The aunties crowd together to block the wind that makes me shiver. But they let the sun shine through to dry me.

“We are your shelter for as long as you grow,” Mother says.

“Stay close,” says Auntie Rain.

“We will watch for danger,” Auntie Gale says.

I take in the sight and smell of my family. Mother’s bright chestnut coat. The shining black of Auntie Rain and the rich earth smell of Auntie Gale.

Sagebrush shades my resting place. Golden clumps of grass bend over in the wind. Yellow and brown birds flit from shrub to shrub. I gaze up at the blue curve of sky and pale clouds running, running, running. Already I want to be running like them.

Mother and the aunties browse slowly.

Reach. Bite.

Look to the trees.

Chew. Flick ears forward.

Sniff. Chew.

Look to the horizon. Chew again.

Flick ears to the back.

Turn. Sniff. Check the hillsides.

Reach. Bite.

Our stallion, Thunder, stands on the ridge above, black-and-white against the blue sky. He watches, listens, waits for danger. Burros graze all around him, and farther away, the slender and shy deer. Birds swoop in. Their high voices float on the breeze, but the moment a dark shadow sweeps across the ground, they all go as silent as little brown stones.

A silver shimmer in the valley below catches my eye. The shimmer spreads out like the web of a spider. Bands of horses come to the water to drink in turns. Pronghorn too. All the many scampers come to the water, the big one who catches fish and the tiny ones who hide in burrows. Fiercer creatures come to the water alone, and crowds of swimming birds never leave its ponds and puddles and streams.

“Your home waters,” Mother says, looking across the broad valley. “All your strength will come from it.” She comes back to lick me again, firm and steady.
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I untangle my legs. Press the front pair deep into the dirt and push until they are straight, and I’m sitting up. A pale gray yearling comes near for a sniff. She gives me a playful nudge that rolls me over onto my back. I blow a frustrated snort at her, and she snorts right back. I work my way to belly down, and she nudges me right over again!

“Storm,” Auntie Rain says. “Sky is new. Give him a chance.”

Rain’s filly is skinny and long legged. She’s gray as a moonbeam and bold as a bolt of lightning.

“Back legs first,” she says. “Hurry up!”

She springs away from me, races around our mothers, and comes back. I want to run like her so much! I shake my stubby mane and try again. I stretch my front legs out straight and think about the back two.

I bend. Straighten. Push. Wobble.

Mother stands at my side, steadily crunching. Letting me figure it out for myself.

Storm is one long string of advice.

“Push harder!”

“Nope.”

“Both legs.”

“Bend first and then push.”

“That will never work!”

“Try again.”

“He’s not getting it!”

Mother stays beside me, steady and silent.

Auntie Rain flicks a disapproving ear in Storm’s direction.

Auntie Gale presses her lips together hard.

Storm huffs out a disappointed snort. Then she turns and buries her head under Auntie Rain’s belly. Suddenly there is the most delicious smell. I don’t know what it is, but I want it!

One final heave with the back legs, and they go straight. I sway. Push my legs out wider to steady them. Then I bend my front legs, hooves down, and take a breath.

Push!

My head rises up, level with my rump. Legs shaky but up.

Up!

I look from foot to foot, hardly believing they’re holding me. The wind dries my damp skin. I blink against the blowing dust. Auntie Gale inspects me closely. Nudges gently at my hips and shoulders. I try to hold steady, but I wobble at the slightest touch.

“Stay close!” she commands.

“Can’t we rest? Just for one day?” Auntie Rain says. “I don’t hear danger.”

“The howlers will smell it,” Auntie Gale says. She looks sternly at a lump of something dark red and sticky on the ground behind Mother. “They’ll come with their yipping and yowling. They’ll hunt him. You know they will.”

“Hush,” Mother says softly. She moves closer. I lean against her for balance. “No need to speak of hunters yet.”

I don’t know what it means to hunt, but I shiver at the sound of it.

Auntie Gale and the stallion move to higher ground, where they can listen in all directions.

I look down at my home waters and then beyond them to where the mountains and sky meet—a frost-white line between the gray and the blue. Though it’s far away, I feel the tug of that horizon calling me.

A gruff cry rings out. The shadow of a huge bird races across the ground. Little squeakers nibbling the grass dive for their holes. I duck under Mother’s belly.

“The hunter bird does not hunt for you,” Mother says.

I shake off the jolt of panic with a toss of my head. I’m hungry. So hungry! Now that I’m standing, the wonderful smell is even closer. I nose along Mother’s belly with the sound of her lifebeat in my ears. And then I find it—milk. Better than the best thing I’ve ever eaten since. I drink until I cannot swallow more.

“I am your first water,” Mother says. “And you will always find strength in me.”
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I breathe in her smell and the feel of her skin and the sound of her voice and slide to the ground to sleep.

In my dreams I see the gray-blue horizon. In my dreams I can already run toward it. In my dreams I hear the call of the hunting bird. And then I’m awake. Wide-awake. Blinking. Lifebeat racing. Not knowing why.

On the wind comes the sound. Yip yip ooooooo!

“Follow!” Mother commands.

I spring to my feet, walking . . . trotting . . . running after her in the moonlight. The aunties and Storm run beside me. Thunder behind and the howlers behind him. We run together under the stars. One band. Safe and strong.
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Chapter Two

Growing Up

We outrun the howlers that first night. We outrun them again the next night. The morning after, the howlers come again, and our stallion turns and fights. After that, the pack moves on.

“Speed is strength,” Thunder says to me. “Never fall behind.”

[image: image]

The pack doesn’t chase us again, but I remember their smell and their snarl and the dying groan of the deer they take instead of me. The deer who is not fast enough.

Don’t fall behind is my first thought when I wake. Even in my sleep I listen for Mother calling me to follow.

Storm wakes me most days.

“Let’s go!” she says. “Follow me!”

In a whirl of dust she’s gone, me sprinting after her. Together we trace the edges of every stream and puddle and pond of the vast wetland that makes up our home waters. We splash into the shallows and scare the fisher birds into the sky on their broad white-and-black wings.

“Look at that!” she says, flushing a scamper out of its hiding place. “Look at this!”

We find a big wrinkly lizard lifting its head and tasting the air. It’s basking in the midday sun on a flat-topped rock.

“Bet you can’t catch it!” Storm says.

I can never resist her dares. I walk toward the lizard as slowly and quietly as I can. I don’t know if a lizard can smell. I’m careful not to let my shadow fall across it. Even so, it guesses I’m coming. The lizard scampers into a crevice between the boulders. I lunge and seize its thick tail in my teeth, but it has already blown up its body to wedge itself in tight. No amount of tugging works it free.

Storm laughs and all the little burros laugh with her, but I can’t be mad. Who could guess that a lizard could grow so big in an instant?
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Storm moves on to her next bold adventure. One day she picks fights with a badger. The next we race with the yearling burros. She dares us all to jump over streams and tumbleweeds. A willing band of yearlings, horses and burros alike, follow her everywhere. Old Jack, the stallion of the burros, has harsh words for her when she leads us to where he cannot watch over his own. I’m afraid of Old Jack’s temper, even though I’m as tall as him by the spring of my first year.
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But even in the face of Old Jack’s scolding, Storm is fearless. And so fast! I dream of running as fast as her. Season after season, I struggle to catch her. I blink away the dust she kicks up. I stretch my short legs to match hers. I get faster every day, but I never catch her.

I should be practicing my punches and kicks with the colts of other bands, but they are all so much bigger than me. Speed is my strength.

Long-legged Storm is glad to spar with the colts. She has a spin-kick they never see coming. The mares scold Storm for her bluster, but I adore her and wish I was as bold.

Sometimes Mother takes the band saltward to where the water comes bubbling out of the ground, hot as the sun and bitter to taste. We hunt for salty rocks while our stallion wades into the steaming waters, grumbling about his aches and pains.

When thick black clouds blow in, we climb to the ridgetops and call down the rain and sleet and wind that come from stormward. We lick icicles and dance in the snow. We watch the stars walk from one horizon to the other.

When the warm winds come up from saltward and the frozen ground goes soft, the grasses around our home waters turn yellow and red, pink and purple, white and blue with flowers. Their sweet and sharp smells swirl around us. We listen to every buzzing thing and chase the orange and yellow flutters from one bloom to the next.
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“Be careful!” Mother says. “Save your strength.”

“Do not eat the purple flowers,” Auntie Rain reminds us. “They will make you fall and never get up.”

“And watch for the claw beast!” Auntie Gale adds. She nips us both on the rump—but mostly Storm, who is not the listener.

Auntie Gale gives the trees around us a hard stare. While she does, I steal a look at the thick fight marks running side by side down her back. When she was a filly no older than Storm, a claw beast jumped on her. She bucked and spun and kicked until the claw beast let go. Afterward Mother and Auntie Rain stayed by her side night and day. They helped her heal and find her courage. When Auntie Gale cries in her sleep, Mother is always there. When Auntie Gale shivers from nose to tail over a yowling in the night, Auntie Rain is right beside her.
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“Sorry, Auntie,” I say, giving her neck a nibble.

“I looked! I smelled!” Storm says with an impertinent twitch of the ear. “No claw beast. I promise!”

Auntie Gale snorts at her for being so impulsive, but then she leans in to her. Storm rocks with her as trees do in the wind.

“I will always stay beside you,” Storm says.

Auntie Gale heaves a grateful sigh.

I wish I could say the same. It’s not a promise a colt can make. Fillies are born to stay with the mares of their family. Colts are meant to move on, whether they want to or not.

But not yet . . . not today.
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Chapter Three

On the Ridgetop

Seasons pass, and I become a good runner—almost as fast as Storm. But I’m never as daring or as tall. She climbs ridges. Digs up frogs just to see them churn their tiny back legs until they are covered in gravel again. I think she would pick a fight with the prickly weasel just for the thrill of it. We find new paths. We wake in the dark to watch the night bird fly in complete silence.

    
    [image: image]

Best of all, we find the hidden spots where fresh water comes bubbling out of the ground, cold and delicious. We blow softly upon the water for thanks whenever we find springs. We need them in the dry season, when bears and packs of howlers come to our home waters for relief. We share the water, as all creatures must. But in the dry season, it’s good to have hidden waters for refuge. We guard the secret of them.

One summer day when the grasses are fading from green to yellow gray, I run with Storm to the very top of the hills. It takes all morning. We are dusty and sweaty by the time we reach the spine of the hills. But I don’t care. From the ridgetop, the whole world spreads out before us. The sunrise side of the ridge has a river, wide and sparkling. It curves through the hills. Humans and their draggers walk along the river. The draggers have thick necks and broad shoulders. Their short antlers go out to the sides instead of up. They drag all manner of odd loads behind them. Usually humans head toward the snow-topped mountains on the sunset horizon. But today, we see humans leave the river and come up our hill. They set down their loads and stay.
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“What do you think they are doing?” I ask.

“They must be here for the trees,” Storm says.

In summers past, humans came to our home waters, buckskin-dun humans with black manes. Big ones and little ones together. They took the cones off the piñon trees. Picked them from the ground and from the low branches. They boosted the little ones on their shoulders to pick from higher up. They shook seeds out of the cones. They broke off bits of sage and bundled them together. A few days later they left, carrying the seeds and sage away with them. Nobody knew why they did this. Not Mother, not any of the aunties. Even the burros did not know.

“They always come in the summers,” Old Jack told us in that gruff, shouty voice burros have. “Humans do strange things,” he added. “None can understand them.”

I tried a piñon cone once, in case it was food.

It was not.
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The humans coming up our hill today are not the piñon gatherers. But they must be here for the trees. What else could it be?
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Storm and I keep an eye on them as we hunt for the sweetest flowers. The pink ones that hug the ground are my favorite. Storm likes the spicier yellow ones. Mother and the aunties follow us, keeping pace with Frost, our newest foal. Our stallion tops the ridge and finds his usual place—grass to eat and a view of his whole band. He glares at each treetop where the claw beast might be waiting to pounce. He searches the horizon for roving stallions come to steal the aunties from him. His coat holds many fight marks from all the dangers he’s driven away.

Someday soon I will have to fight him. Mother says it has always been this way. The fillies stay and settle. The colts fight or leave.

“Sometimes the colt wins and stays,” Storm likes to remind me. I can’t imagine driving our stallion away. One challenger after another has come to fight him—all of them bigger than me. He always wins.

A shiver runs through me at the thought of it. I don’t want to fight anybody.

Storm rears up and gives the air a few strikes with her front feet.

If I were danger, I would be afraid of Storm.

The stallion tosses his head to remind her—again—that fillies don’t fight. She rears up one more time just to be contrary, then gives me neck nibbles. I close my eyes as she nibbles away my itches and my worries.

“You’ll be stronger than him someday,” she says.

I rub against her neck in thanks, but I don’t believe her. Our stallion is so tall. And he never, never, never gives up. I don’t want to leave. I want to stay here by my home waters, with my mother and aunties, with my Storm. But the only way to stay is to fight the stallion and win. To drive him away and take his place.

I will never be that brave. I’m sure of it.
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Summer 1860
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Chapter Four

Piñon Trees

All summer long, Storm and I watch the far side of the hills. More humans come every day—red-maned ones and brown and gray. They crowd in like bees in a hollow tree. They move rocks. Dig holes. Entire bands of horses run away from the diggers. They come to our side of the hills. They take a share of our water. For the first time in my life, I wonder if my home waters hold enough for us all.

“Stay away from these humans,” Thunder commands. “Don’t let them see you.” He guards the paths to the ridgetop and nips us when we try to sneak around him.

But Storm and I are much too clever for him. He likes to rest when the sun is high. Mother and the aunties doze too, their heads resting on each other’s hips and shoulders. Frost sleeps in their shade. Storm and I pretend to drowse. Sometimes we get sleepy ourselves, to the steady hum of bees and the shush of dry wind through pine needles. But today I give Storm a silent nudge, and we slip away.

We approach the ridgetop carefully. We listen for the odd clangs and sharp brays the diggers make as they work. We see a human walking toward us. A burro follows him. The burro is being pulled along with a line around his neck. I’ve never seen such a thing.

Old Jack is a fighter. He’s every bit as scarred and grouchy as our own stallion. He’d never let a human take one of his own. This must be some lost burro with no family to protect him.
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The human stops by a particularly tall and spreading piñon tree. He swings a stick at the trunk. Birds burst from the branches and whoosh away over the top of the forest. The stick has something on the end of it, something sharp like a tooth or a claw. The human is fighting the tree!
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Old Jack is right. There is no understanding humans. Why fight a tree who can’t fight back? A tree who has never done you harm? We watch blow after blow land hard and bite deep. With a sickening crack and a burst of sharp smell, the tree falls. The entire thing, as if a great winter storm has toppled it. The human ties the tree to the burro. Together they walk away, dragging the tree behind. It leaves a long fight mark in the dirt.

I’ve seen things die before: birds and flowers and fish. I’ve seen the bones of deer and horses gone to the earth, as all of us must go when we grow old. But this killing of a tree—a tree that has done nothing but offer shade and shelter all its long life. I do not understand it.

When the human is gone, Storm and I go to the fallen tree trunk. My lifebeat throbs as though I’ve been running. The crunch of cones that circle a piñon trunk echo into the newly empty space. Clear, sparkling tree blood oozes down from the broken trunk. I will never forget the smell of it, sharp and bitter like anger.

“Terrible,” Storm says.

“Worse than danger,” I agree.

We run from that place all the way back to our home waters. But our waters are never the same again.
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