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Prologue

			“Life is too busy,” Neotoma observed. “We need to slow down. And downsize. Our house is too cluttered.” She glanced at her husband and continued. “Our hair is turning gray. Even yours a little bit. We are getting old.”

			“Just well seasoned,” Llano explained. “Just cause there is snow on the roof doesn’t mean there is no fire in the furnace.” He grinned, turning his head to see her reaction.

			“In your dreams,” Neotoma snarled, pretending to be annoyed.

			They drove on for a few more thoughtful miles.

			Then Llano spoke, “I’ve noticed we’ve been getting along better the last few months.” He waited for her to reply.

			“In the past year we’ve lost loved ones, like my sister and brother. And my dad and yours, as well as my mom some time ago. And yours recently. Both of us have had siblings with cancer. It makes me think a lot. Any day it could be one of us. It makes me try to get along with you better. I dread the thought of you passing away before me. I don’t think I could go on without you.”

			“Don’t worry,” Llano assured her. “Only the good die young.” He was trying to cheer her up. He hated seeing her sad.

			“It’s the little things in life that are important. Like us spending time together and going to the cabin.”

			Llano agreed wholeheartedly. “I know. The more time we spend together, the better we get along.”

			As they drove onto a long bridge over a wide river, Llano asked, “Remember when we canoed down this river and the large rapids? You sure were scared.”

			Neotoma snapped, “Well, you were too. I thought we were gonna go over the waterfall. That would have been fatal, I’m sure.”

			Soon after crossing, Llano asked, “Wanna go visit that old, abandoned stone house again?”

			Neotoma thought for a few moments.

			“It’s getting close to supper time and I’m hungry. Maybe next time we come to the cabin.”

			“Okay. I can’t wait to eat your yummy food. It’s why I married you; you know.”

			“Very funny.”

			It was a simple plywood cabin that Llano had built years ago before he was married. They had added onto it several times as their family grew, becoming their special getaway place where they could relax, hike, boat, quad, and hunt.

			They carried their cooler and other bags inside, settling in quickly. It was early summer with all the trees and bushes thick with green leaves, and it was comfortably cool inside their cabin.

			“I just love coming here,” Neotoma cheerfully announced as she busied herself in the kitchen. “I’ll make supper.”

			“What are we having?” asked Llano as he looked around to make sure nothing was amiss in their little abode.

			“Salmon and rice.”

			“Oh good.” Llano beamed. “I love it when you make that.”

			“I know it pleases my man.” She smirked.

			“That’s one thing you do that pleases me.” He grinned as he gingerly patted her backside.

			“Oh, settle down,” Neotoma warned. “You’re not as young as you used to be. Don’t start something you can’t finish.”

			“I know.” Llano sighed. “But at least we still have our long-term memories.”

			Neotoma lit a propane camp stove on the countertop and proceeded to cook the fish and rice.

			Llano used kindling and small pieces of wood to build a fire in the fireplace to take the chill off. They loved having a warm fire to lounge in front of. It was so soothing and calming. Much better than watching television.

			They ate their meal on a table close to the fire, soaking in its warmth. And nothing was tastier to Llano than fried salmon in butter with lemon juice and salt sprinkled on top. They savoured every juicy bite, washing it down with chilled wine.

			After eating, Llano threw more wood on the fire, and they walked outside. Tall saskatoon bushes and thick, short rose bushes grew all around in abundance. Small spruce trees around waist high grew around their cabin, which they had planted several years ago.

			“They will be a nice height by the time we are dead,” Llano observed solemnly.

			“Then our kids will be around to enjoy them.” Neotoma tried to think positively. “Same with the apple trees we planted. Hopefully, we’ll be able to pick a few apples off them this fall.”

			“We should have planted trees years ago. Oh well. Someone else will get to enjoy them.”

			The view of the lake through the thin stand of trees was inviting, so they walked to the shore where a canoe was upside down and sat down on the grass. A few ducks were floating silently on the shimmering blue water, and a muskrat swam by close to the shore, its slender tail swiftly waving from side to side. They hoped to see the deer walk down to the water to have an evening drink.

			“It feels like we’re on a different planet when we’re here,” Llano stated.

			“I know,” Neotoma quickly agreed. “When we are here, all our cares and worries seem to disappear. It’s great.”

			“If things get bad enough in this evil world, we can escape here,” Llano told her. “We could live off the land. Just like the Indians did.”

			“You mean First Nations,” Neotoma corrected, then added, “yes dear.” Neotoma grumbled, “That’s all you talk about when we come here. Living like the Natives and Cave People.”

			“I guess it’s in my blood,” Llano defended. “I’ve always loved nature and animals. That’s why I wilderness camped before we met. All those years ago.”

			“I think it’s getting into my blood too,” Neotoma confessed. “I’m liking it more all the time too.”

			“You’ll be my cave woman.” Llano beamed, putting his arm over her shoulder and pulling her close.

			“Yes, I’ll be your good woman and do all the hard work.”

			“Of course,” Llano joked. “You’re starting to get the hang of it. It was really unfortunate what happened to the Indigenous Native North Americans. They lived in harmony with all of nature and the buffalo. Then the white settlers started coming and slowly choked them out. Killed all the buffalo and took over the land. Broken treaty promises too. Totally destroyed their very unique way of life forever. What a shame. Only some of their oral history remains, their stories, and most of the elders are long gone. And their history with them.”

			Neotoma added, “I often wish I could step back in time to before any settlers came. To when there were only Natives, buffalo, and tipis. No overpopulation or pollution. What would it have been like to live back then?”

			Later that evening just as the sun was about to disappear behind the western horizon, Llano had a large fire blazing in the fireplace inside the cabin. They lounged close in front of it on lawn chairs, enjoying its soothing radiant heat. Nothing felt better than natural wood heat. They both gazed dreamily into the orange dancing flames. It seemed to bring back various memories from days past when they used to bring their children here. Warm pleasant memories.

			“It sure is nice to be here by ourselves again.” Neotoma smiled as she reached out to grab her man’s hand, then added, “I love our kids, but this is nice. We need quiet alone time once in a while.”

			“We do,” he agreed. “It gives us a chance to think and talk.”

			They watched the fire as it snapped and a shower of tiny glowing sparks flew up toward the chimney, reminding them of the stars sparkling alive in a dark evening sky.

			“The world is getting really bad,” Llano said. “Hopefully the end will come soon.”

			“But what if it doesn’t.” Neotoma groaned.

			“Then the entire world will be destroyed.”

			“We could always come here.”

			“We wouldn’t last much longer here. They would find us.”

			“Hopefully we’ll be gone before it gets too bad.”

			“If the end doesn’t come soon, I wonder what the world will be like?” Llano wondered out loud. “Maybe it will go back to the caveman days, or like the Indians before the white men came. Like starting all over again.”

			“How could that happen?”

			“If people kill each other off and there is no more power, gas, or grocery stores, then the few who are left, surviving the wars, famine, and diseases would have no choice but to start all over again. Hopefully, the Earth could heal itself if humans haven’t destroyed it too badly.”

			“I see. That’s interesting. That could be one of the possible futures ahead of us. You like writing. You should write another story about that.”

			“Hmmm. Maybe I should. Someday I might.”

			Neotoma squeezed his arm. “Let’s not talk about this anymore. It’s depressing.”

			“Sure. Whatever you want.” Llano grinned into her smiling face. He liked seeing her face glowing in the light of the fire. After all these years he still enjoyed gazing into her deep green eyes. Sometimes he felt like he was being sucked in. But he didn’t mind.

			It made Neotoma feel special. She sighed.

			“If only we could start our lives over.”

			Later that evening they climbed into their bed at the back of the cabin. It was cooler there, but they warmed up quickly under the blankets. Llano lit a small candle lantern on a narrow shelf at the head of the bed.

			“I just want to be able to see your face,” he told her.

			“Ah. You’re so sweet.” Neotoma smiled, her eyes sparkling. Then she added, “Well, at least when we’re at the cabin.”

			“Hey. I’m always sweet,” he countered with a mischievous grin as he snuggled next to her. They always tried to end their day laying skin to skin.

			Neotoma said, “It was a good day. Alone at our cabin with my hubby. I seriously don’t know what I would do without you.”

			Llano beamed. “I don’t think I could keep on living if you weren’t here anymore. What would be the purpose?”

			Neotoma turned on her side facing away from Llano. He shuffled snuggly against her back, their legs intertwining, and his hand on her soft breast. They felt like they were one person. Like nothing could separate them. The warmth and closeness were intoxicating for both of them. This was their favourite time of day. Llano thought at this very moment their lives were perfect. Well—almost.

			Llano began thinking about Neotoma again, and what if something were to happen and she wasn’t here anymore. What would it be like? How could he possibly live on without her? All their married years were spent together through the good times and bad. They depended on each other. Like two separate halves making a whole. They had raised five kids together who were now adults with young ones of their own. The last several years had been spent helping their kids out and enjoying time with the grandchildren. It was the focus and highlight of their lives.

			Llano closed his eyes and prayed to God. Suddenly he realized what they both had to live for. Most importantly, God was always with them. They could feel it strongly like it was an inseparable part of them. And if one of them was to die, their friends, kids, and grandchildren, along with all their memories would keep them going. All these things brought them great pleasure. They definitely made life worth living.

			Llano was excited. He opened his mouth to eagerly share his revelation to Neotoma. But he could hear her slow breathing and could sense that she was asleep. He wanted to wake her up to tell her, but reluctantly chose to wait until the morning. Instead, he listened to her breathing, along with some snoring, enjoying the closeness and warmth of her body.

			That night he dreamed of a land and time many years into the hazy future.

			Early the next morning Llano opened his eyes. He could tell by the dimness inside their cabin that the sun had not risen yet. He could feel Neotoma’s soft skin against his. It was warm and comforting. She was breathing softly. He was reluctant to get up but felt an urge to do so. He wished it was another urge he felt.

			But he rose up out of bed carefully, hoping not to wake her. He wondered why he had woken up so early. He usually slept for another hour or two. Oh well. He had to go outside and water the grass anyway.

			It was chilly outside. A dense fog hid the lake, but soon it would lift to start another day. Llano shivered, turned, and quickly walked back inside their cabin, closing the door quietly. He saw a small wooden plaque on the wall that had been there for years, but he could not remember the last time he had noticed it.

			When you were born, you cried, and the world rejoiced. Live your life so that when you die, the world cries and you rejoice.

			Llano saw a piece of blank paper on the table. He sat down on a chair, picked up a pen, and began writing. He was wide awake now, so he might as well make good use of his time while Neotoma slept.

			He began writing . . .

			 



	

CHAPTER I

			The Beginning

			“We are a long way from home,” Dolo stated as he threw another piece of wood onto their small campfire, illuminating the darkness that had silently crept over them.

			“Are you complaining?” another bearded hunter asked.

			Several men sat circling their fire as they gazed into the dancing flames.

			“Six days away is a long way,” Bonn, one of the older hunters said. “Never before have we been this far from home. It is not safe. Danger lurks in the shadows.”

			“You mean Scoals,” Llano snarled, then continued, “it has been several years since we have fought them, and our memories are still fresh. But we can’t keep hiding close to home like scared children.”

			“Yes, young man,” another hunter agreed. “We must expand our horizons to find other bands to trade with.”

			“And to find more women,” another chuckled.

			“Yes,” Bonn agreed. “We need new women and men to keep the bloodlines pure. This is important for our band. And other friendly bands for support and safety. We have heard stories about the Cave People. Hopefully, we will find them.”

			“But they live in a cave,” Dolo sneered. “What kind of people would live in a hole in the ground?”

			“Don’t be quick to judge,” Llano warned. “Perhaps they are friendly people willing to help.”

			“If we’re lucky they will give us all their women and send us on our way.” Dolo laughed.

			Llano frowned. “You can have the ugliest one. I think you need a mate.” Llano brushed off a glowing spark that flew up and landed on his leather pants.

			“Yeah. That’s all you think about,” another man warned. “Keep focused on our mission. And don’t place your bow so close to the fire. And sharpen your spear. You’ve been jabbing it into the ground too often.”

			“It will be totally dark soon,” one of them observed as he glanced at the distant western horizon where the sun had silently disappeared. In the dimming light, bushes were darkening, and the hills were just dark outlines against the gray sky.

			“We should have enough wood for the fire,” Bonn stated as he nervously looked around their night camp, knowing that dangerous animals and humans inhabited their world. They had many encounters with both, over the years.

			“We will keep our eyes alert,” Llano assured them. “Our band sent out ten of their best hunters, and we are well armed. We should not have to worry.”

			Dolo spoke, “Unless a hungry bear sneaks up on us while we are sleeping, or a horde of Scoals stumbles onto us.”

			“There will always be one of us awake to keep watch,” Bonn said, trying to make them feel more at ease. “We have fought them several years ago and know what to expect. Our fighting skills may be rusty, but our hunting skills have kept us sharp, I’m sure. If the time comes, we should be able to hold our own against such vermin.”

			Another one added, “And we have many arrows with sharp stone points. Our best spears too.”

			All the men sat encircling their snapping and crackling campfire, gazing thoughtfully into the yellow flickering flames. They were close enough to be soothed by its warm radiant heat. It gave them comfort and peace. It was one of the central focal points in their lives.

			Bonn spoke to break the silence, “We live in primitive times. Stories have been told over many years of a time long ago when many more humans inhabited our world. With advanced technology. It was so long ago that very few signs of it are to be seen.” He paused, noticing all the others staring into the fire but listening intently. He continued, “We have some paintings drawn on the walls to give us clues, like flying machines and carts with wheels to move people around.”

			“I wonder if life was easier back then?” Dolo wondered out loud.

			“It’s hard to say,” Llano spoke. “But it is said that there were evil people, wars, and famine. Perhaps it was worse than the world we live in now. I guess most must have died off.”

			“How could it be worse than now?” Dolo complained. “It seems like all we do is hunt and gather for food, and wood for fires to help us make it through the long cold winters.”

			“You’re still a young man,” Llano told him. “Life is tough and challenging with many difficulties and hardships. But we need to learn to appreciate the good things we have. Focus on them.”

			“You’re right,” another man agreed. “And we are striving every day to make our lives better. Like this quest we are on now. To find other friendly bands of people.”

			“And we will succeed,” Llano assured them. “We have walked several days from our home, our families. They are depending on us. Our search will continue. We will complete our mission.”

			“That’s the spirit,” Bonn praised. “May our God pour His blessings down on us and keep us safe.”

			The men were tired from another long day of walking. More sticks of wood were placed onto the fire to enliven it. They laid down onto the hard ground on hides, pulling them over themselves to keep warm. It was early summer, and the nights were chilly. Stars slowly appeared in the black sky, soothing them into sleep. Somewhere in the distance a coyote howled its lonely call, and then there was silence.

			They woke early as the rising sun warmed their bodies. The big sky was blue and clear, promising a fair-weather day ahead of them. They quickly gathered their belongings for another day of searching. With bows and spears in hand, they started off at a brisk pace, chewing pemmican as they walked. The green grass was wet with the dew, quickly soaking their moccasins. But it made walking quiet, which they liked. It was easier to sneak up on animals to hunt for food as they travelled, to liven up their boring diet.

			The land was covered with gentle rolling hills and flatlands, covered with green grass, shrubs, and poplar tree bluffs, with the occasional small body of water and streams. They enjoyed listening to the birds chirping and singing as they flew around in the bushes. Nature’s music, they liked to call it.

			As they walked to the top of a small hill, Dolo suddenly stopped. Quickly grabbing an arrow from his quiver, he drew it back in his bow, poised to shoot.

			“Don’t shoot,” Bonn said. “It is a small deer. We have some meat from our last kill. Most of this meat would spoil before we could eat it.”

			“But it’s so close,” Dolo complained in his youthful excitement, knowing that the deer was just a few paces away and would be an easy target. He reluctantly lowered his bow as they all watched the tan coloured deer gracefully bound into some trees and disappear.

			“A small rabbit or partridge would be okay,” another hunter spoke. “I’m tired of eating pemmican and jerky day after day.”

			“Quit complaining. Go back home and cry to mommy. Shoot yourself a squirrel or gopher.”

			“Or a skunk,” someone else blurted out, causing a few chuckles.

			As they continued, the bright sun warmed their bodies, and a breeze started to wave the tall grass and bushes. Llano stopped, turning his head into the wind, causing his long hair to part from his face.

			He sniffed the air and said, “I smell smoke.”

			All the hunters halted, glancing around nervously. Smoke meant a forest fire or campfire. They could not see smoke billowing up from a forest fire anywhere on the horizon.

			“I don’t smell smoke.”

			“Me either.”

			“Everybody stay alert,” Bonn warned as he clutched his spear firmly in his hand. “We don’t want any surprises.”

			“Yeah. There are good people and bad people out there.”

			They covered several more hills, stopping at a small stream to quench their thirst and fill their water bags. The water was clear and cold. Refreshing.

			“Hey,” they heard Dolo speak and turned to look. He was holding his bow again, cocked, and ready to fire an arrow.

			“Another little deer? Leave them alone, boy.”

			Dolo snapped his head toward them and hissed, “It’s not a deer. It’s people.”

			“What kind,” Bonn asked, sounding a little annoyed.

			“Well how should I know? They’re in the bush a ways off.”

			They all gathered around Dolo, peering into the trees, trying to identify the figures in the distance.

			Llano spoke up, “I told you I smelled smoke.”

			“Are they Scoals?”

			“They’re moving. Are they coming our way?”

			“Maybe we have found another band. Friendly I hope.”

			“But how do we know?”

			“Looks like there are quite a few of them.”

			“Hush,” Bonn ordered as he pointed. “Look. They are walking out into the open, heading toward that ridge.”

			“Let’s walk to the other side of the ridge and maybe get a better look at them,” Llano suggested.

			“Okay,” Bonn agreed. “Let us go men. Be quiet and careful. This is our chance. It’s what we came here for. Follow me.”

			They made their way to the bottom of the ridge and started walking slowly to the top.

			One of them whispered, “We haven’t seen them yet. Maybe from the top we can spot them.”

			Bonn warned, “Yes, but be careful. They might be close, and we don’t want to surprise anyone.”

			They walked slowly, placing each moccasin foot carefully with each step, their wooden spears ready. They had often snuck up on deer this way, getting a close easy shot. Only the game they were hoping for this time was human. The hunters walked side by side until they reached the top of the grassy ridge, then suddenly froze in their tracks.

			Several of them gasped. They all raised their spears instinctively, bracing themselves. Battle formation. Just in case.

			Just a few paces in front of them stood a group of armed men, staring back at them.

			Then Bonn’s deep voice thundered to shatter the silence.

			“We come in peace. We mean you no harm.”

			“They look like dirty Scoals,” Dolo sneered, hoping the strangers would not hear him.

			One of the strangers spoke, “We are in control of this land. Who are you? We have not seen you before.” He waited for a reply, his other men shuffling nervously, clutching their spears tightly.

			“We are the Zambies. We are from several days walk from here. We come searching for other bands to trade with. We come in peace. Which band are you?”

			“We are the Scoals,” came the reply. “We have fought one another before.”

			“Yes,” Bonn snarled. “Many years ago. We fled farther from you to escape your evil controlling ways. To live in peace. We were hoping you would have disappeared.”

			“Or been trampled to death by a herd of buffalo,” Llano added angrily.

			“Things have not changed. We will continue until we control all the bands of people here. Then, there will be peace and prosperity.”

			“Then there will be slaves and masters,” Bonn hollered, raising his spear above his head in a threatening manner.

			“Submit to us now, or fight!” came the challenging reply, as all the strangers raised their spears and shouted.

			The Zambies looked at each other in disbelief. How could things have turned this bad so fast? They did not wish to fight, which would result in injuries or deaths. But they did not want to turn and run like cowards.

			Bonn spoke up again as he glared at their opponents. “We came in peace, and we will leave in peace. No harm will come to any of us.”

			“Then we must fight!” the Scoal declared with a scowl, as all his gang shouted and charged forward.

			There was no time for bows and arrows. It was wooden spears, stone knives, and hard fists. The Zambies were slightly outnumbered but fought for their freedom—and their lives.

			“Kill them!” Bonn hollered as he hurled his spear, which jabbed into a Scoal’s shoulder, knocking him to the ground.

			Llano lunged forward, blocking an approaching spear with his own, then swung at his opponent with a clenched fist.

			Dolo screamed when a knife scraped his side as he wrestled with his opponent.

			Llano straddled a man lying on the ground, throwing punches into his face as arms tried to block them, then heard Dolo’s scream. He quickly rose and dashed toward Dolo, knocking a Scoal to the ground. Llano raised his knife high and plunged it into his victim’s chest, then felt a hard object hit his head. It caused him to roll onto the ground.

			Llano lay on his back, struggling to keep from blacking out. He opened his eyes, squinting through the pain, seeing only blurred figures moving about. He managed to slowly rise to his feet, struggling to keep his balance. Llano could see one of his own lying on the ground with someone crouched over him with flailing arms, so he staggered forward and grabbed one of the arms. Then, Llano felt a fist slam into his face, and he fell backwards landing heavily onto the ground.

			He felt himself rolling down the slope, yet unable to stop himself. He could hear the shouting and screams from above him on the ridge as he rolled and rolled. He thought it weird that he could feel no pain. A small willow bush finally stopped his descent. He felt its branches scraping into his skin. He struggled feebly to escape its clutches, but the bush was too thick.

			Llano felt weak and faint as he laid on his back. His head throbbed. He swiped his hand across his face and looked through his blurry eyes, seeing blood. He could faintly hear the voices high above him, and he desperately wanted to go and help his fellow hunters. But his head throbbed in pain and when he closed his eyes, he felt an overwhelming urge to sleep. How the heck could he sleep when it was still so early in the day? His fellow hunters needed him.

			Visions of his family back home flashed through his mind. They had been sent out on a mission. He had volunteered to go along to escape a tragic loss. He thought at the time that it was the right thing to do. Now he wasn’t sure. Perhaps it was okay to fall asleep for a while. Then this nightmare would end, and his life would get back to normal.

			Llano felt his body becoming numb. He couldn’t move his limbs. Then blackness.

			



	

CHAPTER II

			Lost

			A lone figure appeared as a black speck on the crest of a large hill on the distant horizon. The upright creature strolled wearily through the tall damp grass. The invading dew chilled his skin through his tattered leather leggings, prickly burrs clung stubbornly to their frayed edges. Disturbed biting insects flew up from the grass, landing on exposed patches of skin to sink their stingers and feast on the warm-blooded being. It did not matter to him that he was their host, or that he was becoming chilled by the cold night air. He was lost, cold, and tired. It was quickly becoming dark, and he wanted more than anything to rest and wait for the first welcoming rays of sunlight to streak across the land.

			Llano heard a long eerie wail to his right over a ridge of jagged rock. It sent a shiver down his spine. He stopped short, breathing quietly. His muscles tensed. As he instinctively reached for a pocket in his leather shirt, he let out a long soft breath through clenched teeth. If anything in this strange place was going to get him, it would have to put up a fight. He crouched down and quickly shuffled along the stoney earth, nervously glancing over his shoulder with every other step. A group of trees was outlined against the dull orange sky.

			Llano turned and cautiously headed toward it.

			Birdlike sounds came from the swooshes in the air above his head. Scattered bushes rustled as he brushed past them. All around him black shadows loomed high in the sky, and faint rustlings came from the small animals scurrying in the dark. A pair of large eyes blinked from their perch high in an invisible tree. A human-like scream echoed in the silence. Llano stopped and listened. He wondered how sounds could travel so well in the blackness. He wished he could wash this frightening nightmare from his mind.

			As he strode warily along, his foot caught on something that sent him sprawling onto the ground. Then a loud squeal pierced the calm night. Llano jerked himself up to a sitting position, holding up a torn and bleeding hand. He shuddered from fright and pain as he clenched his injured hand, listening to some creature scampering away.

			Llano was weak and tired, feeling faint. He carefully laid down on the ground on his back and closed his eyes.

			Llano opened his eyes, and a flood of light enveloped the earth before him. The bright yellow sun was a few inches into the blue sky and a faint breeze could be heard playing in the treetops. Animals chirped, whistled, and sang all around him in the bushes, and the sound of running water danced like music in his throbbing ears. He shivered and closed his eyes for a second. When he opened them again, everything was the same. He was bewildered. The night before had been filled with fear and nightmares. Now it was as if he had opened a door and stepped into paradise. How could it change so fast? Where was he? What was this strange place he found himself in? What dangers lay ahead?

			Llano was becoming worried. His mind was playing awful tricks on him. He could not remember how he had become separated from his hunting party. What circumstances had brought them to this seemingly strange part of their planet? He reached up, gently touching a bump on his head and winced with pain. He lowered his other hand to the ground to shift his position and discovered an even greater pain.

			He held up his blood-caked hand and examined its torn swollen palm. His head hurt and his hand ached. Leaning back against a tree, he wondered where else he was injured. His muscles were also stiff and sore. He was in no hurry to find out. So still sitting, he reached into a pouch inside his shirt, pulling out a long thin piece of dried meat. Biting a chunk off he chewed.

			Llano gazed around at his surroundings. The plants and bushes looked strange. The trees were taller and bushier. The earth was more rocky and rugged. The sun seemed to rise more to the south. Was he dreaming? Maybe he was dead.

			Llano finished chewing, brushed crumbs from his beard and carefully rose to his feet. He looked around and saw through the maze of trees, a body of water. He felt a water bag tied to his waist. It’s two sides touched together. He walked slowly at first due to his aches, but quickly hastened his pace as he neared the water.

			As he emerged into a clearing, a small pond appeared. Llano walked along its rocky shore, discovering a stream running into it on its west end. He knelt where the water flowed into the pond, pushing his water bag until it touched the pebbles on the bottom. The water was crystal clear. Llano could see his reflection looking back at him. As he stared into the water while letting his water bag gurgle full, he fought to remember how he had arrived here—alone. Where were his fellow hunters? Had they deserted him, or had he gone mad and wandered off on his own like some mindless child? Had he done something so bad that they had kicked him out of their group?

			Perhaps I am dead. No. I can see myself in the water.

			Llano lifted the water bag and tied it shut again. He sat it down on the ground to dry, wondering how long it would last him. He felt the palm of his hand, then washed the caked blood off with water and coarse sand. He reached into a pocket inside his shirt and pulled out another strip of dried meat to fulfill his hunger. There were only a few more left, and in another pocket were several small cakes of a dried meat and berry mixture.

			Most of his tools and weapons were gone. He felt naked without them. He suddenly realized that if he didn’t find his hunting party soon, he would have to find his own food.

			A large hawk fell from the sky, swooping down into the tall grass on the far side of the pond. Then the large bird quickly reappeared, slowly flying off with a mouse dangling wildly in its great talons.

			That is what I’ll have to do, Llano thought as he watched the bird fly to the edge of the bush.

			The sun was rising quickly into the cloudless sky. Llano watched it as he bit off another chunk of meat, then looked upstream to where the flowing water disappeared around a corner between two large hills. Where would it lead him, he wondered, as he picked up his water bag and rose to his feet. He turned his head to the east and saw over the treetops and high rocky hills, more hills with scatterings of bush. To the south—the same, except for one miniature mountain jutting abnormally high into the sky. To the north were more gentle hills. He could not see far past them. He was curious.

			Llano suddenly felt lonely for the first time. He realized he was very vulnerable with no weapons to defend himself or hunt for food and he felt like he was the only living being on his own private planet. Why had his people, the Zambies, deserted him? Or had they? Maybe there were other humans nearby, and if there was, he hoped they were friendly. He had often heard stories about cannibals and mean vicious people living not so far away, and it made him shudder uncontrollably. Blah—they were only stories. Perhaps there was not much truth to them.

			Which way to go, he wondered. He tried to think of where his friends would be, and what they might be doing. I don’t even know the country he thought in disgust. How would I know where to look for them?

			The two large hills swallowing the stream looked inviting, so he walked carefully alongside the flowing body of water. He was still hopeful. The day had started out so fine, but there was a nagging feeling deep inside that yearned to escape. He stepped lightly as every movement sent a throbbing pain through the bump on his head.

			The bulging water bag slapped against Llano as he walked along. He was glad of it, for it might take most of the day to find his party. They must be somewhere near, and he would find them no matter how long it took. One thing troubled him though—the land seemed different. Maybe they had never hunted this far west before, though they had often travelled great distances in all directions in search of plentiful game.

			He was lost.

			Llano used his good hand to help pull himself up the steep bank of the stream. He had been walking for quite some time and when he saw a high rock outcropping on the left bank of the stream, he could not resist the sudden urge to climb it. When he finally reached the top, he was breathing heavily, feeling faint from the pulsating, throbbing pain in his head. He laid down, propping himself up on one elbow. His eyes were closed and his teeth gritted. A gusty wind from the south-east lapped at his long brown hair, parting it awkwardly on the side of his forehead. He didn’t know why but he felt like crying. He hadn’t cried since he was a boy.

			Llano had been walking for several hours. The sun shone high noon. He had not seen any signs of human habitation, let alone his own band of people, the Zambies. He was worried, hurt, and hungry. What would he do if he couldn’t find his people? Another gust of wind blew across his well tanned face. What made me even think of not finding them! Of course, I will find them if it takes—

			Llano glanced around at the unfamiliar hills, valleys, and trees. He reached under his shirt and pulled out another strip of dried meat. He held it at arm’s length, gazing at it like it was a poison mushroom, then returned it to its pocket. He would save that and his dried cakes of meat and berries until later in case he needed them. He would find something else edible for dinner. He rose to his feet after his head cleared and walked briskly down a long declining slope, through a small stand of poplar trees, then into a small meadow bordered on all sides by a few scraggly willow clumps and small stands of trees.

			The sun was blazing brightly in the clear blue sky but starting its downward plunge toward the hazy horizon when Llano finally stopped at the edge of a large grassy clearing to examine his catch. He knelt down, emptying the contents from a large lower pocket inside his leather shirt. Setting them carefully on the ground he studied them.

			Llano was a hunter. Some trips following herds of bison would carry them much further than expected. Thus, gathering and preparing food had become a sort of second trade for him, as well as the other hunters. It was simply a matter of surviving with what the earth could provide. Identifying plants was easier for the women as they did most of the food gathering chores, but many days out in the uninhabited wilds had taught Llano at a glance what plants were edible, and most importantly, which plants made one sick if eaten. It had become an easy task for him, and now he used it wisely.

			With a crude, hastily made wooden digging stick, Llano had dug out roots of various plants from the soft rich meadow soil. From a small slough on the other side of a nearby ridge, he gathered a handful of the young shoots of cattail plants. It reminded him of what visitors had spoken to them. They said all plants are our brothers and sisters. They talk to us and if we listen, we can hear them. Llano wished they would talk to him now.

			An unwary duck had fallen victim to a well aimed stone—not nearly as tasty as ptarmigan, which he sometimes got, but he was not too fussy. A duck would do just fine. Llano silently gave thanks for all living things. He dug a small pit in the ground a foot length deep and half again as wide, lining the outside with stones. He then gathered a large handful of dry shredded bark, grass, and moss for tinder. He reached for two small stones from his shirt, holding the flint stone in one hand and striking it sharply and rhythmically with the other one. Several strikes produced flying sparks, and soon a thin wisp of smoke rose from the ball of dry tinder. He bent over, blowing where the column of smoke rose from the dry mass until a tiny flame burst forth. Llano smiled. He blew several more times to make sure it had caught good, then put the flaming ball into the pit. He slowly added small dry twigs until they were fully ablaze, then added larger sticks until he had a small fire burning. Then he placed on the flames a small handful of the sweet-grass he had picked. Aromatic smoke rose up and Llano breathed in deeply with closed eyes. It instantly soothed his soul as he thanked his Creator for all His bountiful provisions.

			Fire! His friend and comforting companion. Fire chased away dangerous animals, which slinked in the darkest of nights. It cooked food and made him feel safe and warm, even in the middle of the day. Many nights were spent around a campfire meeting old friends and telling tales. Fire was a gift from heaven. It was the one most powerful force on Earth.

			Llano kept adding more sticks onto the fire as he skinned and cleaned the bird. When he thought there would be a thick enough bed of coals, he let the fire burn down between the circle of stones. After only a pile of glowing coals remained, he scraped most of them out with two sticks, then threw some green grass in the pit. He placed the duck, roots, and cattail shoots onto the grass and covered them with more green grass. Next, he opened his water bag and poured water over the pit. He covered the pit with more of the warm rocks, then heaped dirt over the top to seal it.

			He sat down and looked at the mound of dirt, taking a drink from his water bag before tying it back onto his waist belt. He heard a hawk scream its deadly siren from somewhere high above the peaceful meadow and swatted aimlessly at a pesky mosquito flying around his head.

			Why was he here and where were his people? Behind the large sharp ridge to the south in the string of bushes leading eastward toward the large bare hills? He couldn’t even remember what direction he had come from—west or south? The Zambies nearly always travelled south-west to hunt bison on the large grasslands. Was he south-west from home? Oh well, it was only a matter of time before he found his party, or they found him—if they were looking for him at all.

			Llano rose to his feet, glancing once more at the mound of dirt that was his cooking pit before starting down the gentle slope of the meadow toward the bush on the far side. He walked lightly and warily, not his usual ground-covering pace that most men had trouble matching. His mind was full of strange illusions. He would have thought himself dead except he felt more alive now than ever.

			Over the crest of every hill and around every bush he expected to meet up with his hunting party. When he stopped on the lip of a large deep gully where years of spring flooding had worn a deep path, he felt sure that this time he would finally spot his friends and holler out to them with joy and relief. He looked both ways down the deep gorge, which melted into level land again far to the south just below the horizon. And to the north it curved gently into the ground and disappeared. A second glance told him a scraggly clump of willows was not standing figures. And a dead log, fallen and crumbling on the ground was only a dead log. Long shadows that the falling sun cast upon the ground held nothing revealing to his searching eyes. Except that it was time to head back to his cooking pit and fulfill his gnawing hunger.

			The food was hot and steamy when Llano returned and dug it out. He ate ravenously, letting morsels dangle and fall from the corners of his mouth, some catching on his short beard. There was no one here to watch him, to check his childlike manners. He had not eaten much all day.

			When he became full, he leaned his back against a poplar tree, nibbling and picking at the remaining bones of the bird. He threw them in a pile beside him, then took a long satisfying drink from his water bag. He let the last minutes of sunshine soak into him as he sat listening to animal sounds and gentle breezes of the wind rustling leaves of the trees behind him.

			He woke with a start and stared into the dusk that made everything into large shadows. What had woken him, he thought as his eyes flashed around, searching the darkening landscape for pairs of gleaming eyes silently floating their way toward him. He also listened for heavy breathing or snarls from animals lurking nearby, drawn by his smell. Satisfied, he quickly jumped up and with just enough remaining light, gathered a small handful of dry bark and grass along with bigger sticks of wood. In a few minutes he had a small fire blazing and he left it to gather enough wood to last through the night. He did not want to spend another night alone without the comfort and security of a fire.

			It quickly became totally dark with the stars flickering awake in the moonless black sky. Llano could recognize some of the shapes and patterns they formed, especially the one that looked like a large cooking pot, as he sat beside his fire. From somewhere in the distant hills, a coyote howled its lonely siren, then several more answered from neighbouring hills. Then there was silence.

			Llano rose with the yellow sun the next morning. He stood and stretched, swinging his arms out wide. He scattered the cold ashes from his night fire, tidied his campsite until he was satisfied, then brushed off his leather shirt, leggings, and loin-cloth. The bump wasn’t nearly as big on his head and an ugly scab had formed on the palm of his injured hand. He was feeling better, except he was alone. He squinted into the bright sun, looking around him at the high rocky hills and the meadow that sloped in front of him, ending at the next bush.

			Birds fluttered and swooped in the air, teasing him with their freedom.

			He hated being alone. He had never been totally alone in his life. There was always someone at the same fire, or at the next one, or at least in the same village. There were always old people around if everyone else happened to be away, and he had come to like and respect them. Sometimes their words were muddled, not making much sense, but they were wise, and they were company. He never thought he would think it, but he wanted their company now. How he longed for them, their ancient forgetful ways, their wrinkled faces and shaking shrivelled hands telling repeated stories of love, hate, and faraway places where people longed to go but never did. They talked of hunting the great bison and of the skillful hunters that stalked them like a pack of hungry wolves.

			He was a hunter. A good one like the other hunters. He could match their speed, skill, and stamina. He could outrun most of the others and was tough as a willow bow. He was not heavy-set, but his muscles were hard from lots of use. Hunting and preparing meat were no easy chore. He was a hunter to be looked up to and respected. He would survive.

			Llano walked west, away from the lifting sun, searching every new fold and turn in the land with swivelling eyes. He stumbled now and then on solid rocks jutting dangerously out of the ground, and almost stepped into a freshly dug badger hole. He should be more alert he thought as he wandered on, paying closer attention to his chosen path, which now twisted through bush on the downward slope.

			He spotted a few choke-cherry bushes and stopped to break one off.

			The one he chose was straight, free from knots, and at least twice the thickness of his finger. When one end was set on the ground at his feet, the other end almost reached his shoulder. It would be long enough for a bow he thought, as he picked the stick up and walked on.

			Later that afternoon, Llano was back close to where he had spent his first night. He had walked a long way making a large semicircle in hopes of finding the Zambies. He had not seen any clues. It was like they had vanished into thin air, leaving him alone—deserted in a big empty land. He remembered one of the old men telling him once never to be afraid to be alone. He was alone now but was more worried than frightened. Crazy thoughts ran through his head that he would never see his people again. He was lost, never to be found. Dying as a lonely miserable hermit. No one would miss him, and he would be gone forever.

			What bothered him the most though was not remembering how he had got the painful bump on his head, and why he couldn’t remember how he had become separated from his hunting party. Were they all dead? Maybe a band of the dreaded Scoals had fought with them and now he was the only surviving one left. Were they after him now? A shiver ran down his spine as he looked suspiciously around him as if he was being watched by unfriendly eyes.

			Llano had filled his water bag with fresh water at a small creek he had crossed, and now was eating the remains of his cooked roots and cattail shoots. He finished off his meal with one of his dried cakes and a large drink of water. He had not bothered to take time off to gather food today, but tomorrow he would have to. And he would also have to start on his bow so it would be easier to obtain fresh meat—even venison he thought with a hopeful grin.

			When the sun had lowered itself, until it seemed dangerously close to the hills on the horizon, Llano walked down to the creek where the water flowed gently into the pond. He washed his face and hands in the cold clear water, thinking that soon he would have to have a bath. He heard ducks quacking noisily from somewhere on the water, and small black birds flew and landed as they sang amidst tall cattails at the watery edge. Back up at the meadow, nighthawks croaked in their dives as the western sky was aglow in brilliant orange and red.

			Not a breath of air dared to stir and as Llano sat on
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