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Memories

La'oh-koh-hai'a
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"Using only the breath from his nose to gently stir the surface of the Flatlands pond, Coyote cautiously sniffed the air above the brackish water.  He could tell that the alkaline-tainted pool was Cho-roh-Oko-pah—unsafe to drink.  So despite his growing thirst, the wily Trickster carefully backed away from the inviting coolness of the sky-reflecting water.  Then he intently stared across the desert Flats.  What Trickster saw made him very, very happy.

"Nichi-Rah-Ni'i, Little Rabbit, having just sipped water from that very same pool, was beginning to wander in ever-widening circles.  She was feverish from the Tak-pah aka-tah-ne'oh—dark-water—that she had lapped up to sate her thirst.  As would be expected from having taken water from such an unsafe source, Little Rabbit was not only confused and disoriented, she was completely lost.  Quite sadly, she would not be able to find her way home.  Soon, there would be no life left in Nichi-Rah-Ni'i.

"Coyote knew that if he continued to patiently wait, his supper—just as he had always and forever wished—would come to him, served up, one might say, by the great hand of fate.  And he would not even have to work for it..."

Illikahn Eagletree ~ Telling a Kah-ta'i Tale, "Do'o'cho-ko-ja-jeh-che'a e'a Noh-la-na'a Cho-roh, Coyote and the Black Brackish Pond," to Nichi Iya and Nichi Te'o-Hai

Black Water

Cho-roh-Oko-pah

Nearly half an hour had passed since Iya-Ko-Naya and her younger sister-cousin Te'o-Hai had entered the Shadow-filled domain of the Ancient Ones.  There was no end in sight to the deep, spirit-haunted clefts and the narrow byways that spread out in front of them across the High Mesa traces.  But the disorienting nature of the deeply eroded passageways did not at all dissuade the two determined little travelers from attempting to reach their goal.

Higher up, the canyons would be eroded capstone, and Iya knew from previous treks that the intersecting clefts would be tricky for them to climb, but still entirely traversable once they reached the top of the massive outcropping.  For now, the relatively flat, sandy trail was easy enough to follow.

Iya was hopeful that the arid, southwestern breeze that for hours had tossed their waist-long hair, and had buffeted their backs and bared shoulders, and had seemingly encouraged the two little girls by gently pushing them up the steeper parts of the High Mesa trail, would somehow also blow away some of the foot-stirred dust as they climbed.  And if fortune were to truly smile upon them, Iya-Ko-Naya resolutely considered as she squinted her dark-lashed eyes against yet another dust-tossing gust of southwesterly wind, then somewhere, in-between the up-Canyon mouth and the highest traces of the mesa where they were headed, they would soon find water.  And if they didn't?  Well...Iya shook her head...that wasn't an option.

Mach'no-ko-pah.  Thirsty, Little Te'o-Hai had signed to her older sister-cousin, which caused Iya to pause beside their trusty Mastiff-Lab companion Big-Dog.

Confirming what Iya-Ko-Naya had already suspected—that there would be only a few meager, entirely insufficient drops left in either of the two tightly plugged water-gourds that they had packed for their up-Canyon journey—Iya obligingly jiggled the gourds before slowly shaking her head.  Silently offering Te'o-Hai the last few tepid drops of water that remained in the pair of empty containers, Iya shrugged a far too inconsequential apology to her younger sister-cousin.  Spirit knew that Big-Dog had worked harder than either of the two little girls, occasionally pulling Sweet-Star on the dried-stick travois that they had made, but he, too, would now have to wait.

Heaving a deeply frustrated, self-recriminating sigh, Iya swiped away a thin layer of dust from beneath her nose.  She was fiercely upset with herself that she hadn't better anticipated their needs—not to mention that now her dearest little sister-cousin was going to suffer because of her lack of foresight.

Be'ech'teh neh-keh-ah dah-ta.  How far? Te'o-Hai trustingly inquired as Iya-Ko-Naya's six-year-old companion skillfully moved her fingers in sister-sign.

Nichi-neh-keh-ah.  A little ways, Iya signed back.

Reaching to put her arm around Sweet-Star, Iya gazed with devoted, ever-encouraging, spirit-inspired confidence at her beloved little friend.  Tah-Nak-Te'o-Hai was nearly identical in appearance to her slightly older, dirty-shift-wearing sister-cousin.  The two were so much alike, not only in stature, but in their spunky, youthful demeanors as well as their tattered and baggy, much-in-need-of-laundering, wide-strapped, berry-stained dresses, that had the two girls been the same age, one would have been entirely indistinguishable from the other.  The affectionate squeeze around her shoulders caused Te'o-Hai to smile back.

Glancing skyward, Iya tilted her head toward the towering, spirit-shrouded clefts of the High Mesa.  The young clan-sister was in awe of the gigantic rows of flaming-red, sun-hardened sandstone walls that towered above them.  Like rows upon rows of Earthmother-stacked, fiery-red play-blocks, the canyon walls rose straight up on either side of the two adventurous little girls.  But even more astonishing to Iya was the familiarity that she felt toward the Shadow-wrapped, spirit-haunted abode of the Ancient Ones.

"Come to us," the ancient voices inaudibly whispered.  The silent voices caused Iya to shiver.  "Come with us.  Come stay with us." 

With a self-reassuring nod, Iya-Ko-Naya raised her arm and pointed toward the most prominent of the upwardly reaching crevices where the silent whispering was most discernible.

"E'o."  There, Iya whispered to her companion.  "E'o bak-ta haya."  That's where we're going.  "The ancestors...are calling us."

As they drew closer to their High Mesa goal, Tah-Nak-Te'o-Hai turned her head and peered upward over her shoulder.  Squinting into the growing darkness of the narrow, dusky canyon, Sweet-Star nervously stared at the gigantic walls of the deep cleft, which now completely dwarfed the two sister-cousins.

"Are you sure?" Sweet-Star quietly whispered.  "That this is the way?"  Tilting her chin upward as they came to yet another sharply forked split in the soaring, darkened passageway, Te'o-Hai stopped and questioningly peered at her sister-cousin.

T'eyta-pish-teh.  Absolutely, Iya-Ko-Naya signed as she gazed into the quiet depths of the narrow, rocky gap that had unexpectedly appeared.  The sag of Sweet-Star's shoulders as they rounded yet one more meandering curve in the sunless, spirit-shrouded duskiness within the narrow canyon was telling—of both the physical toll from their uphill trek, as well as Te'o-Hai's increasing thirst.  Biting her lip, Iya nodded, and reached to grasp Te'o-Hai's hand.

Oh'to-lah-mak-sah.  Rest, Iya moved her fingers as she gestured toward the stick travois that was securely tied with cloth and leather strip bindings around their canine companion's stout, muscular frame.  Iya insistently nodded as Te'o-Hai stared back at her and frowned.  The younger Sister barely shook her head as she quietly objected to Big-Dog having to pull her again.

"It's flat," Iya whispered as she indicated the sandy trail. "He'll be happy to do it," Iya nodded.  With a gentle squeeze of Sweet-Star's fingers, she quietly assured her sister-cousin.

The quiet, enthusiastic whap of the canine's thick tail against the two girls' sides as Iya-Ko-Naya reached and scratched behind Big-Dog's ears was, at the very least, heartwarming—if not altogether convincing.  With a reluctant sigh, Sweet-Star quietly acceded to Iya-Ko-Naya's gentle demand.

Enjoying the luxurious comfort of being drawn along in the bumping, dried-stick frame of the rickety travois, Tah-Nak-Te'o-Hai leaned back and rested her head against the Dog-drawn frame.  With exuberant, childish abandon, the slightly younger of the two Nichi-ti hai'a, little girls, closed her eyes to enjoy the sensation of effortlessly being drawn along the rock-lined, sun-shaded corridor.  But she had only relaxed for the briefest of moments before her fledgling, Medicine-touched senses were inexplicably assailed by an overwhelming flood of ancient images.

Having been raised on the Mountain of the Ancestors, and being the more presciently gifted of the two sister-cousins, Sweet-Star was no stranger to such visions.  But the clarity and depth of such an unexpectedly lucid encounter—complete with all the smells, sights, and sounds of an entirely different, not-of-this-world realm, which to that point Te'o-Hai had only previously encountered as she had imagined herself standing within her Grandmother's stories—completely overwhelmed her.  With perfectly attuned starsight, Te'o-Hai stared upward at a jet-black, nighttime sky that had seemingly opened wide above her.  The magnificent, vision-sent view of the starbrightened sky was littered with so many stars that even if she tried, Sweet-Star knew she would never be able to count all of the brilliant, dark-sky-scattered sparkles.

If nothing else, the view was distracting, and little Tah-Nak-Te'o-Hai's thirsty, travois-riding body was entirely forgotten as she was drawn upward, deep into her starsighted vision.  As Sweet-Star basked in the captivating vista, an uncontrollable flood of warmth surged through her limbs.  Had Tah-Nak-Te'o-Hai been even the slightest bit older, she might have more fully grasped the significance of the fervid, fully grownup intention that suddenly filled her youthful chest and belly.  With an audible gasp—no less startled than having unexpectedly been flung into an icy, up-Mountain stream—Te'o-Hai sat up.  As she blinked and tried to sort out the sensation, her view suddenly returned to real-time.  But the images, and the feelings, continued to flare outward, all the way to her fingertips.

Deep within that brief vision, her adult-curved hips and her bared, perspiring torso had been passionately pressed against the Medicine-strong, Shadow-wise grip of a brawny, hard-muscled Maktah, warrior.  But...Sweet-Star frowned.  Then she smiled.

...it hadn't been any warrior.  It was one she intimately knew.  And loved.  The feeling that Sweet-Star had experienced—and was still experiencing—was at once both inexplicably discomforting, and...Te'o-Hai clenched her eyes and shuddered.

...incredibly desirous.  It was grownup-girl stuff, Te'o-Hai dismissively considered.  She of course had never personally experienced such touching.  But she had observed some of her older up-Mountain Sisters and Brothers kissing and touching—just like that, she supposed.  Gingerly touching her sides, Sweet-Star dryly swallowed, then blew out a slow, contemplative breath.

Keh'le-tah Neh-keh-ah dah-ta.  Far-sight, the tiny clan-sister understandingly nodded.  It was future-seeing.  Or Keh'le-ta'oh-hai, starsight, as their Grandmother called such prophetic abilities among the Sisters of the Mountain.

Not wanting to draw attention to herself, Tah-Nak-Te'o-Hai barely shook her head as she futilely tried to chase away the images.  And yet, despite her youthful age, there was no way Te'o-Hai could erase the intensity of the emotions, however misplaced they may have been.  Nor could she easily dismiss the re-Awakening touch of that fleeting, outside-of-time memory of Star-Man—which, she was assured, was yet to come.

"I'll do what Grandmother taught me," Sweet-Star quietly whispered to herself.  Surrendering to the feelings, Tah-Nak-Te'o-Hai lay back and blew out a slow, reconnecting breath.

Starsight deeply lived within the two girls' up-Mountain lineage.  It was one of their legacy-gifts.  But Iya's foresight, as Te'o-Hai knew from having discussed the differences in their skills, only came to her in dreamtime.  Sweet-Star's, on the other hand, came to her in real-time—often when she heard their Grandmother Nora-Feather singing.  Or, when she listened to an up-Mountain Legend.  But occasionally, places, and people, and events—like being carried along by a Dog-travois deep into the High Mesa canyons—could also trigger visions.

Still tightly held in the upwelling throes of her brief vision, Te'o-Hai recalled how her far more mature body had not only flushed, but had tingled from the nearness of the hard-muscled, handsome warrior as he had pressed against her.  One feeling in particular now stood out from all the rest.  Sweet-Star had reacted to the intensity of the handsome Maktah's grip around her waist by pressing toward him—and not away.  And what she recalled from the sensation that remained deep in her chest—and in her belly, and in her still-tingling limbs—was that it was not only Bash-teh, good, but it was Bash-teh-ipa-hai-nu, very good.  And even...Sweet-Star blew out a tiny breath to stifle her nervous giggle...Bash-ta'ia-hai'a Bash-teh.  Far too good.

Having already been taught by her Grandmother Nora-Feather to avoid lingering in her starsight, Tah-Nak-Te'o-Hai shyly retreated from the vivid memory of her future encounter.  "If you start chasing your visions too early, you'll never catch up with them," Nora-Feather had gently warned her second-eldest, but equally precious, legacy-carrying granddaughter.  "Instead, you need to let them come to you."

With no less seriousness than ceremoniously shutting a pair of doors and turning the lock after replacing a sacred book back into its cabinet, Te'o-Hai once again attempted to set the vision-sent images of the handsome warrior-brother aside.  But they wouldn't leave.  In fact...they clung to her.  Madly.  Like dried Burdock-burs tangled within her hair.  Or...like Bog-tar.  Or sticky herb-root sap, which lay colored and stained under one's fingernails after having earnestly helped with a difficult harvest.  Try as she might to be rid of the vivid images, the memories of Te'o-Hai's future-encounter with that handsome Maktah, warrior, stuck with tenacious vivacity to Sweet-Star's youthful hands...and to her arms...and to her legs...and deep inside her little-girl chest.

It was one thing to have an ephemeral vision about a place, or a time, or a person—which may have been triggered by a familiar experience.  Those kinds of images were easy to dismiss.  It was quite a different challenge, however, to have such a lucid, physical feeling—one that had been unwrapped by the ancestors, and then, quite literally, dropped into one's lap, limbs and torso—and to then expect an emotionally vulnerable, inexperienced little girl to immediately forget what she had experienced.

Sweet-Star stared upward, unmoving, before quietly blowing out yet one more breath.  Even though the vision had fully subsided, Te'o-Hai couldn't help but marvel at the difference between her diminutive, child-bound size and the fully adult body that she had momentarily inhabited.  She was most vividly struck by just how confined, and by how completely constrained, she now felt inside her own relatively tiny body.  The wondrously mature, much older physique that Te'o-Hai had inwardly experienced made her feel as though she were going to explode.  Pressing herself back in the makeshift travois as it bumped along the trail, Little Sweet-Star once again gazed upward.  This time, however, her starbrightened eyes were met by nothing more than the deep-azure, starless ribbon of daytime sky that stretched eastward along the meandering, rock-lined avenue.  The sky...

Sweet-Star marveled at the depth.

...it reached past...forever.  Exactly as Nora-Feather might have declared in the telling of one of her up-Mountain Legends.

A Legend.  That's it!  Te'o-Hai, in that moment, was convinced that was where her vision had originated.  It wasn't at all from the canyon.  Nor was it from the rocks.  But...

Sweet-Star gazed upward, stretching her senses as far above her as they would reach.

...it was...from somewhere...out there.  Farther than the imagined reach of her fingertips, deep, deep, ever so deep inside the land of the Legends.  Far, far...far away.  But nonetheless...it was real.  She could feel that rightness in her limbs and gut.

"Koh...bash-ta'ia neh-keh koh-hai'a."  From...beyond forever, Little Te'o-Hai whispered as Big-Dog came to an abrupt halt alongside Iya-Ko-Naya.

Tah-Nak-Te'o-Hai, quickly anticipating that the husky, broad-shouldered canine would already have grown tired from having pulled her even a short distance, quickly rolled off the side of the rickety, dried-branch carriage, and stood up.  She knew better than to overburden the rusty-dusty, ever-so-loyal family Dog.  But despite the shortness of Sweet-Star's respite, she was immensely grateful for Big-Dog's unselfish tolerance.  

Iya had indeed been right.  That extremely short rest of her childish legs was all that she had needed to feel refreshed.  Walking, Sweet-Star silently affirmed, was far more than fine—if, that is, she wasn't tired.  Which, she smiled, she no longer was.  Glancing ahead, Te'o-Hai hurried to catch up with her sister-cousin.

The reddish-colored dirt that lined the bottom of the close-walled sandstone cleft was made up of several layers of soft, finely washed sand.  And if one weren't careful...

Sweet-Star considerately slowed her pace to prevent the windswept dirt from puffing up and becoming airborne.  If she moved too fast without raising her feet, or if she shuffled a bit too hard as Iya had earlier fretted at her, then the stiff, up-Canyon breeze would yet again lift the eye-irritating dust and turn it into another perfectly annoying, fluffed-up billow.  Even the very first time that Nichi-Te'o-Hai had stirred up that powdery dust, she had realized it was a mistake.  She now knew better than to disturb the elements.  But...she wistfully quickened her steps...the sights...and the sensations...

Once again the little girl glanced upward at the enthrallingly narrow, brilliant-blue view of the sky.

...all those novelties had distracted her.  And they still did.

Their Grandmother Nora-Feather would definitely have been upset to know that she had disrespected the ancestors by frivolously skipping, and by playfully plopping her feet into the softness of that powdery, undisturbed sand.  And that didn't even take into account the number of times that Sweet-Star had, on purpose, cavalierly stomped with both feet, and had sent all those curious, ghostlike puffs of drifting dust flying ever-so-high into the updrafted canyons.  For a brief moment Te'o-Hai had been giddy with delight at seeing all those powdery, flying billows.  At least...until Iya had warned her not to do it.

"No one," Iya had reminded her in a reverent whisper, "should be shuffling that heavily.  Not so close to Shadow.  And definitely not on purpose.  A Sister of Light walks silently into Darkness, Hai-'ta," Iya-Ko-Naya had used the most-familiar form of Sweet-Star's name to quietly admonish her little sister-cousin.  "Besides," Iya had disapprovingly scowled at her most-beloved of all blood-relations, "what if that's white dust from the bones of your own ancestors?" 

Te'o-Hai had meekly shrugged.  But she had also dutifully minded her older clan-sister, and had returned to practicing quiet-walking, along with staring upward at the sedimentary rocks.

The smooth, extremely narrow, up-Canyon walls had been endlessly abraded by countless tumblings of water.  And all those eons of roiling, flood-borne turbulent eroding of the canyon walls, followed by endless polishing of windblown sand through the High Mesa clefts, had carved a myriad of ghostlike shapes and indecipherable messages into the ancient sandstone.  The curved walls alone were nearly as compelling as the powdery sand beneath her feet.

As she stretched out her arms, Little Te'o-Hai was convinced that many, many hands, including her own—both in some prior time, as well as in that future time which she had just seen—had brushed, and would brush, and would trail their fingers, and maybe even their toes, along those walls, just like Sweet-Star was doing.  With her senses still saturated with the lucid images that had come in her vision, Sweet-Star once again reached out and laid her palm against the coolness of the High Mesa rock.  More than anything, Tah-Nak-Te'o-Hai loved the texture of those time-worn walls.  And even though the stalwart little Sister didn't have the stamina to continuously walk without occasional rests, her actual preference was to faithfully amble alongside her sister-cousin.

As Te'o-Hai reached out toward her, Iya-Ko-Naya warmly grasped her hand.  The two sister-cousins had trekked most of the distance into the canyons just like that, hand-in-hand, encouraging each other with the steadfast, Shadow-enlivened touch of their fingers, which only they, with their blood-shared closeness, could ever truly share.  The intrepid pair had tirelessly examined every trace of pottery, broken rock shard, or anything that even remotely resembled a tooled remnant of stone, regardless of whether it was sharp, or smooth, or only recently shattered, or was long-since tumbled, or was rounded into some indistinguishable lump of sand-worn, hardened-clay schist.

The two girls had searched and scanned every square inch of dust and sand and hard rock that had touched the soles of their soft-moccasined feet, which perhaps explained the fact that the better part of the day had been spent on what Iya had insisted should have been a much shorter trek.  But as any number of travelers might similarly attest, achieving their actual destination would have marked the e'teh'a, end, of their journey.  And just like listening to one of Nora-Feather's adventure-filled Legends about the High Mesa, neither of the two little girls wanted their up-Canyon trek to be finished.

As they once again paused, Iya and Te'o-Hai both stared down and carefully repeated what had become an endless ritual of delicately brushing their toes across the path as they examined another tiny piece of chipped flint and a broken bone.  High above their heads, the ancient stone walls were graced with stone-etched, ancient glyphs—La'oh-koh-pah-nu Man-kah hai'a, or spirit-writings—which constantly shifted in appearance in the changing light.  Many of the etchings clearly conveyed ancient messages of hope.  Some were ancient blessings, as Iya enthusiastically explained to her younger sister-cousin, and others were messages of discovery.  A few even offered warnings.

Fully aware of Sweet-Star's insatiable curiosity about all things ancient, if Iya-Ko-Naya couldn't decipher one of the glyphs, then she simply made up a story.  But yet, when she did, despite the inventiveness of her explanation, only the tiniest fraction of Iya-Ko-Naya's made-up tale was entirely untrue.

Most of the hand-carved glyphs held at least a vestige of spirit-sent intention from the up-Mountain people who had created them—if not truly living images.  A few of the sacred, stone-marked La'oh-koh-pah-nu Man-kah hai'a, spirit-written, symbols had even caused a shadowy chill to race down Iya-Ko-Naya's arms as she craned her neck, and twisted, lithely contorting her upper body to intently peer upward as she deciphered the "older-than-old scribblings" of the Ancient Ones.

The soft, upwardly slanting, sand-covered bottoms of the deeply carved clefts occasionally rose up and quickly ascended into gigantic platforms of more smoothly polished, or sometimes unevenly stepped, or sharply inclining, water-worn bedrock.  The trail was difficult in those places.  But in the deepest of those alcoves, and in some of the narrowest cuts of the windswept mazes of intersecting passages, the curved, swept-rock floors rose like huge, meandering, human-made slides as they arched, and sliced, and wound through layers upon layers of solid brown, yellow, or white-veined and rusty-red, sedimentary rock.

In several other passages—ones that perhaps had never before felt the silent stepping of two quite-as-adventurous little girls—Iya and Sweet-Star were far more surprised than dismayed as they encountered massively sheered, slip-faulted walls that were far bigger than the two little girls' abilities to even attempt to scale as the narrow clefts abruptly came to an end.

Often giggling at their thwarted attempts to navigate those cuts in the natural, cluttered-with-dead-spirits maze, Iya, Te'o-Hai and Big-Dog immediately doubled back, only to once again turn and undauntedly resume their upward climb.  Never once were they deterred or disheartened as the narrow, ancient clefts confusingly intersected, or split apart again, before fully rejoining.

At other times, the merging of the narrow canyons was only partial, and they could squeeze through.  Other passages, equally intriguingly, had eroded and had completely fallen, but over time those selfsame clefts had once again been swept clean, and had created even more passages—not to mention even smaller arches and senses-distorting, sharply converging angles in the myriad of water-worn, ages-weathered, often black-lichen-covered crevices.

High above them, the sky had become a reckless morass of intersecting ribbons.  Not one single cleft, all by itself, Iya soon learned, would lead them upward toward their destination.  There were many, many passages.  Tens upon tens—if not hundreds—of carved-rock passageways all intersected along the narrow route that Iya had chosen.  And yet, only one of those passages held the path that Iya-Ko-Naya had walked in her dreamtime vision.  And only that specific passage, winding and random as it may have seemed, held the soul-compelling, ancient secret that Iya was convinced both she and Te'o-Hai were destined to find.

The two young girls had more than once heard the whispers of the Ancient Ones as the Shadow-walking spirits had brushed against their youthful legs and arms.  But now, with increasing regularity, the soul-chilling voices called out to them from Otherworld.  Some of them were even audible.  Or at least, it seemed so.  And yet, never once did the two legacy-carrying sister-cousins feel threatened.  With their hands securely clasped together, the two Nichi-ti-hai'a, little girls, ever-so-purposefully continued to make their way into the naturally darkened, shadowy cuts of the High Mesa.

"We are...so close," Iya quietly whispered.

The confining, dimly lit cleft seemed to amplify her voice.  Quiet as she had tried to be, Iya's whisper unintentionally sped toward the shaded walls and spirit-darkened crevices.  With an eerie, clear-as-day scraping sound—as though she had drawn all of her fingernails across a smoothed sheet of up-Mountain slate, Iya-Ko-Naya felt a slew of images stir, then twist, then quickly spin toward her as they attempted to play with her real-time memories.

"This way," Iya thought she heard.  "No.  That way."

"Two turns more."  Iya-Ko-Naya kept her words muffled as she squeezed her eyes shut and willed away the unwanted voices.

"How do you..." Te'o-Hai asked, her voice quieter than a whisper as she leaned close to her sister-cousin, her eyes wide with youthful innocence, "...know that?"

Koh oh-na'a-lo Ta-ta-nakhana.  From my dream, Iya smoothly moved her fingers in sister-sign.  Oh-na'a-lo-hai'a Ta-ta-nakhana.  From our dream, Iya smiled as she corrected herself.  Both little Sisters had touched that secret in their dreams.

Little Te'o-Hai smiled as she ever-so-trustingly nodded.  Shared, their dream may have been, but it was Iya-Ko-Naya who had insisted that they follow it.

Once again glancing upward at the overhead ribbons of deepening, indigo-colored sky, Te'o-Hai frowned.  Even young as she was, Sweet-Star knew from the gradual, darkening shift of color in the overhead sky that the day had progressed far past the time that they had allotted for their journey.

"Half-day," Iya had promised.  "That's all.  There and back."

But what, Sweet-Star wrinkled her forehead, truly was a half-day?  Was it half of available sunlight?  Or did it mean...she squinted her eyes...half an entire day?  As in...Te'o-Hai suppressed a giggle...walking from sunrise to sunset?  Or walking all night?

Mantah koh Mantah.  Sweet-Star shrugged as she inwardly voiced that timeworn, forever spoken up-Mountain adage, which meant that everything, no matter what the outcome, would be exactly as it was intended—or, more accurately, how Dah'jeh-le-vah, the Mountain of the Ancestors, decreed it to be.

Te'o-Hai dismissively pouted her lips.  Then she sighed.  She felt safe enough, sandwiched as she was between her two journeying companions.  And to Sweet-Star, or to any Sister of Light who walked upon the Mountain, safe-passage was the only thing that mattered.

In less time than Nichi-Te'o-Hai could have twice counted to a hundred, the two sister-cousins arrived at a hollowed-out, weather-eroded basin that was filled with surprisingly clear water.  The recessed pool lay tucked beneath an overhang on the southeast wall of the black-lichen-covered cleft.  The water was so still that its mirrored surface perfectly reflected the narrow expanse of up-Canyon sky.  An occasional, errant drip from the past-vertical, canted cliffside sent tiny, outwardly arching ripples over the reflective surface.

Because the basin was recessed and would have been difficult to directly access, Iya-Ko-Naya immediately reached for the water gourds.  But as she stretched to fill them in the shallow pool, her hand was abruptly stayed by her little Kah-ta'i-sister.  When Iya looked back, Sweet-Star vigorously shook her head.  The older of the two little sister-cousins frowned as she twisted away from Sweet-Star's grip.  But Te'o-Hai once again grabbed her sister-cousin's arm to restrain her.

"Mak-sah."  Stop, Tah-Nak-Te'o-Hai emphatically spoke as Iya-Ko-Naya once again shrugged off the tight, restrictive grip of Sweet-Star's hand, only to be met by an equally fierce, tight-fingered grab around her other wrist.  Undeterred from her need to prevent Iya from filling the gourds, Te'o-Hai anxiously placed her body in front of her sister-cousin and resolutely shook her sleek, raven-haired head and refused to let go.

"Pah-la-nah?"  What?  Nichi-Iya asked with a frustrated grimace as she wriggled free and spun around to face her sister-cousin.  "E'a poh-ne'ah?"  And why?

"Poh'ne'ah."  Because, Te'o-Hai emphatically huffed as she pointed to a deep mound of sand that had collected around the shallow basin of water.  The thick, albeit nondescript layer of red, brown and gray-white sand had drifted into a long, undisturbed pattern, which gradually rose up and continued its meandered in uncountable, interweaving rows across the up-Canyon floor.

"Nichi-bash-teh pah-cho-na."  Sand, Iya dismissively quipped as she ignored the insistent shake of Sweet-Star's head.  Reaching out her arm, Iya-Ko-Naya brusquely shouldered her sister-cousin aside and reached toward the water.  "So what?"

Ipteh-nah.  Wait, Tah-Nak-Te'o-Hai flicked her fingers, then once again gripped Iya by the arm.  Sweet-Star squeezed her lips together as she quickly glanced down, then up, the narrow length of the high-walled, up-Canyon cleft.

There hadn't been rain on the High Mesa in over six weeks, and although Little Sweet-Star didn't know exactly how long it had taken for that sand to drift, or to gather itself into such tidy, neatly patterned ripples, the disturbing, Shadow-sent image of twitching, dying animals lying about the narrow canyon floor wasn't particularly one that Tah-Nak-Te'o-Hai either wanted, nor could she easily dismiss.

"Koh-tal-ti nichi-bash-teh pah-cho-na."  Under the sand, Little Te'o-Hai swallowed, her voice barely a whisper.

Irascibly twisting away from Te'o-Hai's restraining grasp on her arm, Iya tried to force herself around Sweet-Star as the younger Sister wrestled with her.  Defiantly pulling the gourds away from her sister-cousin's grasp, Sweet-Star set her jaw and glared at Iya-Ko-Naya.  Small and youthful as she was, the diminutive, up-Mountain Sister wasn't about to let her own parched thirst blind her to what she—and so obviously not Iya-Ko-Naya—was seeing.

No sooner had that spirit-compelling warning been spoken by her Medicine-wise little sister-cousin than Iya-Ko-Naya, with a prescient, albeit distracted Shadow-sense that was just as keen as Te'o-Hai's, was met by the selfsame fleeting image that Te'o-Hai had seen.  Iya froze in place and carefully squinted her dark, starbrightened eyes at the sand that lay beneath their feet.  The unsettling images of hundreds of yellowing, bleached skeletons—some of them unmistakably human, which were lying alongside a huge assortment of smaller, some whole, but mostly broken animal bones—sent a tingling, shivering chill down the older Nichi-ti's spine.

Only...Iya squinted more intently and furrowed her brow...in her own brief vision, the sand lay differently along the narrow, sandy-bottomed gorge.  The ripples were shallower, and they curved outward, rather than inward, and they ran toward the opposite side of the narrow cleft.  The difference, as her Grandmother Nora-Feather had long ago taught her, meant that what she was experiencing wasn't a real-time vision.  But rather, it was a time-sent warning.  Someone, perhaps one of Te'o-Hai and Iya-Ko-Naya's own ancestors, had sent that message—along with the image that they had both just then experienced.  Or...Iya silently nodded as she looked up...the ancestors had attached that image...doh-e'ah.  To the place.

Craning her neck, Iya peered upward to see if she could spot some glyph, or a sign, or a warning mark, that may have been etched high above them on the canyon wall.  And if it wasn't there, the treasure-seeking clan-sister petulantly considered as she furrowed her brow into a tight, disapproving scowl, then it should have been.

Disturbed by how distracted, even momentarily obsessed she must have appeared to her little sister-cousin—enough to have missed a forewarning similar to the one that Te'o-Hai had so astutely felt—Iya-Ko-Naya cautiously bent down.  With her fingers, the Medicine-wise Little Sister cautiously scooped aside an ankle-deep pile of sand from what, at first glance, seemed merely to be a protruding white stick.  But, as Iya quickly discovered, it wasn't a stick at all.  It was a thin, bleached bone.

Iya quickly continued digging with her open hand.  A single, finger-width deeper beneath the surface of the drifted sand, Iya's hand touched the familiar, slick-white dryness of several more small animal bones.  Pursing her lips, the Shadow-sensing Nichi-ti, little girl, slowly stepped to the side of the narrow cleft and ran her soft-moccasined foot across yet another sand-heaped ripple.

One by one, Iya used her toe to cautiously push aside several more smooth, gently rounded piles of deeper sand.  Under each of the soft, gently arcing heaps of weather-polished grains of windblown sand lay the scattered, bleached bones of a myriad of smaller animals.  With a narrowing of her ebon-dark eyes and a thin, self-condemning grimace of her lips, Iya appreciatively nodded to her younger cousin.

"Don't trust your dreams, Iya-'ta," Little Te'o-Hai warningly offered as she slowly shook her head.  "Grandmother," she half-sighed, then shrugged, "says that they can blind us to the truth."

Iya's ebon-dark eyebrows knitted into a frown.  "Are you sure she didn't say...bind us to the truth?" the older of the two spirit-seeking Nichi-ti-hai'a questioned.

Te'o-Hai shrugged.  "I don't know, exactly.  Just..." Sweet Star thoughtfully pouted her lips.  Her gaze was filled with self-assured, youthful innocence, "...well, maybe that is what she said.  But..." Iya's sister-cousin shrugged again, "...I heard what I heard.  That's all.  And I think this," Te'o-Hai pointed, "right here.  This is what she meant.  Tah Toh-Po-Neh O'ea."  No animal tracks.  "We didn't see them.  And maybe we should have."  She glanced at Iya.  "Maybe we should have used less of our dreams," Sweet-Star shrugged, "and more of...our eyes?"

Feeling far more anxious now that they were even more seriously without water, Iya-Ko-Naya shrugged away the far-too-ancient, wisdom-filled voice of her little sister-cousin.  The older of the two legacy-bound girls cautiously pushed her Shadow-senses deeper into the up-Canyon clefts.  Even more determined to find water that they could safely drink, Iya-Ko-Naya inwardly listened.  But this time, she listened far less hastily, and she filtered her inner senses with a very real, growing physical need.  With a legacy-acquired, seemingly preternatural patience, the young girl silently waited.

In that unnaturally quiet, Otherworld-sensing space behind her jet-black eyes, Iya first unmistakably saw an image, and then heard the sound, of a small trickle of water.  Although the impression that Iya had received was of cool, thirst-quenching liquid, she had also sensed warmth—an inner warmth—which was far different from the soul-chilling touch of Darkness that suddenly shrouded the bright, sky-reflecting surface of the tiny pool that so enticingly lay directly in front of the two little girls.

Iya-Ko-Naya shivered.  She had nearly given that Tak-pah, poison, water to Te'o-Hai.  There was no doubt in her increasingly wilderness savvy, safety-discerning mind that she, too, would have drunk from that invitingly clear basin of up-Canyon water—as would have Big-Dog.  And then...Iya dryly swallowed...three more skeletons would have been added to the number of dry sticks and yellowing bones that lay buried beside that Darkness-tainted water.  Chiding herself for her carelessness, Iya-Ko-Naya leaned back and yet again peered upward at the tall, smoothly polished, sedimentary rock walls.

Tak-pah aka-tah-ne'oh.  Bad water, Iya moved her fingers in agreement, even as she felt the fleeting, concurring touch of the ancestors brush alongside her face and arms.  That's what should have been written there.  She moved her fingers again.

Mesh-tei'a.  Thank you.  E'a.  And...the older Nichi-ti, little girl, quickly signed as she looked at Te'o-Hai and contritely apologized.  E'peh-tah'e.  I'm sorry.

Iya's own mother had taught Iya-Ko-Naya how to discern good water from bad.  And Nora-Feather had also taught her about the clear, inviting Tak-pah, poison, that so often lurked in wide-open pools, just like this.  But Nichi-Iya had been so obsessed with her up-Canyon quest that she had all but forgotten those warnings.  Squinting with an irate frown at the polished sandstone walls of the narrow canyon, Iya grabbed Big-Dog's bandana and pulled the husky, rusty-black dog away from the shallow pool.  It was as though the confining passage itself had somehow deceived the two spirit-treasure-seeking Nichi-ti-hai'a, little girls.

Iya-Ko-Naya set her teeth and scowled.  She was upset with herself that she hadn't been the one to have been vision-touched enough to have felt that warning, and also that she had not been the one to have acted more responsibly.  But it wasn't a jealous ire that flushed through her veins.  Instead, it was an immense feeling of shame.

Iya-Ko-Naya reached out and took her little sister-cousin's hand.  Then she disappointedly gazed at the telltale streaks of red, white and gray-green alkaline salts that had dried in the thin cracks where the tainted water had seeped out of the canyon wall.  The crooked, dried and chalky, green-tinged natural marks were so plain, Iya continued to chide herself, that anyone with even half a spirit-seeking eye could have clearly discerned such unmistakable signs.  And yet...she had missed them.

Frustrated with her own inadequacy as a caregiver to her younger sister-cousin, Iya started to walk away.  But she was stopped as short as a tethered Puppy as she felt a cool, ancestral touch lightly press against the back of her neck.  The dark-eyed Sister spun her head around and uneasily glanced over her shoulder in the direction of the imagined faces that she felt critically peering down at them from the rim of the up-Canyon wall.  Iya-Ko-Naya guiltily shivered.  She knew, from that ancient, visceral touch, that she should already have etched a warning into the ancient, time-worn rock above that basin of poison-tainted water.  But...she hadn't.

Impulsive little Iya-'ta, Iya gritted her teeth.  That's what her mother always said about her.  And maybe, Iya shrugged, she's right.

Not wanting to be further rebuked by the ancestors that lurked in the narrow canyon, the ways-loyal, Medicine-seeking clan-sister diffidently reached down and picked up a broken, palm-sized, sharp-edged shard of jasper-stone.  Someone with far less up-Canyon experience—especially those who lacked starsight, or who did not have the skills, nor the legacy-imbued Shadow-sense that both she and Te'o-Hai had been gifted—might come walking along that very same ancient path.  Even one of her very own Kah-ta'i-sisters or up-Mountain-bothers.  So, Iya begrudgingly sighed, no matter how thirsty she and Sweet-Star and Big-Dog were, they needed to wait a bit longer while Iya-Ko-Naya paused to mark the canyon wall.

Duty, Iya despondently dropped her shoulders as she quietly acceded to the living, ponderous weight of her birthright—which, she burdensomely acknowledged, was no less than someday, far in the distant future, becoming the Daughter of the Mountain.  Even if no one passed through that narrow cleft in a hundred or even a thousand or more years they might at least sense the Medicine-wise Nichi-ti's protective intention—the same way that little Te'o-Hai had first experienced her own inner warning.

"It...wasn't the dream, Te'o-Hai," Iya apologetically whispered to her little sister-cousin as she stood on her tiptoes to reach a flat spot above the deceptively clear, sky-mirroring, alkaline-tainted up-Canyon pool.  The Medicine-wise clan-sister continued to whisper as she carefully carved the symbol for Kaya-dah-ta, long dead—a warning—into the softer, red-tan-and-white-streaked sandstone.

"It wasn't the dream that was Koh tah he'ia," a lie.  "I just..."  Iya heaved out an onerous, albeit heartfelt sigh, "...didn't see it the way I was supposed to see it.  That's all.  I just..."  Iya-Ko-Naya stepped away from the wall and moved her fingers.

O-na'a che-bak-ta-pe'a-hai Tah-le'a-nah.  I was stupid, Iya signed to her sister-cousin.  Then she smiled and reached out, and once again offered her hand to Sweet-Star.

Te'o-Hai gladly accepted the reassuring grip of her sister-cousin's outstretched fingers as the two girls simultaneously turned to cautiously make their way still deeper into the narrow, spirit-haunted canyon.  They were committed now—both to the reliability of Iya-Ko-Naya's Shadow-sense, but even more, because of the distance they had already covered.  If they turned back now...Iya held back a determined shake of her long-haired head.  She didn't even want to consider what could, or more likely would, happen to them.

After hiking another quarter mile, the two little Seekers of Medicine came to a trickling stream that cascaded down the north side of the towering, sandstone cleft.  The cool water splattered into a wide, misty spray as it hit a ledge high above them, and then arced outward, splashing into a sparkling, welcome-to-behold sprinkle of droplets.  The tiny stream, which was no wider than one of Te'o-Hai's wrists, emerged from a cut on the cliff's face, then slipped and tumbled along the rock wall all the way to their feet before disappearing into a broken pile of rubble in the center of an invitingly dark stand of thick green undergrowth.

"Na'a-lo keh-le-lo na'a."  Watch yourself, Iya said as she restrained both Te'o-Hai and Big-Dog from impulsively running toward the water to slake their throat-parched thirst.

The reactive frown on Te'o-Hai's brow did not need words to convey her displeasure at the tight grip that Iya-Ko-Naya maintained around the smaller Kah-ta'i-sister's wrist.  Te'o-Hai momentarily wondered if Iya was spitefully paying her back for her own earlier restraint.  The younger Nichi-ti opened her mouth to object, but her sister-cousin raised her hand.

Nam-pah'k-sah-te'a, Iya-Ko-Naya moved her fingers.  Snake.

Te'o-Hai read Iya's warning sign, but paid no further heed, even as she felt her sister-cousin let go of her arm.  No more had Iya released Tah-Nak-Te'o-Hai's wrist than the older of the two girls had to grab Te'o-Hai's wide-strapped shift as the younger of the two sister-cousins once again stepped toward the water.

"Tah Nam-pah'k-sah-te'a hai'a!"  There aren't any snakes! Te'o-Hai retorted in a subdued hiss as her thirst-driven puzzlement quickly turned to annoyance.  Te'o-Hai swung her arm as she pulled away from her sister-cousin's firm hold on her pullover dress.  Then she pointed upward, toward the narrow ribbon of cloudless, blue sky.  Sweet-Star could clearly see that the shadow from the southern edge of the two-body-length-wide gorge came only slightly farther than halfway down the north-side wall.  And Tah-Nak-Te'o-Hai believed, as well, that Snakes didn't crawl around in the dark, cool shadows of any up-Mountain canyon.

"Tah Chuma-Hai!"  No sun! Te'o-Hai exclaimed with adamant conviction.

Iya smugly raised the corners of her mouth.  Then the Medicine-wise, slightly older sister-cousin solemnly shook her head.  Raising her arm, Iya pointed to the inviting depths of a small, alluring pool of water that lay below the droplets that sprayed over a huge pile of sloughed-off rocks.  The bright-eyed Little Sister moved her wrist and again pointed, this time to indicate the tiny rivulet of water that ran toward the middle of the narrow cleft where it once again disappeared into the rocks and sand.  The temperature in the canyon had neared its peak, and Iya knew that if there were any Snakes to be found it was now, during the hottest part of the day, that they would venture out from their burrows.

Oko-pah.  Water, Iya-Ko-Naya signed.  Bash-teh oko-pah.  Good water.  E'a...pah-ku he'e-teh.  And...danger.  Then she spoke.

"Tah-che-bak-ta tah-na-te'a."  Don't be careless, Iya continued.  Her spoken words were filled with genuine concern as she cautiously reached and picked up a long, weather-polished stick and probed the underbrush.  Then she flicked some small stones with the stout tip of the dried branch.  As if on cue, the older of the two sister-cousins lifted her chin to indicate the long, fat girth of a Diamondback that slid out and away from the dense thicket not twenty feet in front of them.

Big-Dog lunged forward—the sound of his gruff, throaty woof reverberating through the narrow canyon.  But Iya reactively grabbed the muscular Mastiff-Lab's bandana collar and firmly held him with both hands against her bared leg.  Then she raised her hand and pointed at a dark, recessed shadow that lay a couple body lengths above the tumbled pile of rocks.

"It came...from there," she tipped her head sideways as she watched the Snake slither into a crack on the far side of the cleft.

Behind the thick, dark-green, saw-toothed Manzanita leaves, and only just visible a half-dozen steps past the splattering, wet-rocked bottom of the drizzling waterfall, Iya spotted another deeper, much larger opening.  Stepping forward to glance around the bushes, the cave's mouth gaped down at her—unthreateningly, but with the intensity of an eyeless, toothless face as it peered back at her from the up-Canyon wall.

Surprisingly, when Iya had pushed her Medicine-senses deep into the canyons in search of a source from which to safely drink, it had been from inside the cave that Iya had inwardly listened to the gentle trickle of water—and not from the splashing cascade of water that fell from the wall.  Nor had she inwardly envisioned the water in the middle of the trail where the rivulet disappeared.

Once again, Iya inwardly reached out and sensed the soul-protective warmth that gently rippled outward from the sun-shaded mouth of the darkened grotto.  Sometimes, Iya allowed as she swallowed back her excitement, Shadow-senses were deceiving.  But something...she nodded as she felt her heart race...was definitely there.  Just inside the cave.  And it certainly wasn't harmful.

"Chi'ik-ke-pah tah Mantah."  Safe, Iya said as she reached with almost ceremonious slowness to carefully slip the huge, little-sister-minding Mastiff-Lab out of his makeshift harness.  With a firm pat on Big-Dog's shoulder, she let go of his dark blue, paisley bandana collar.

With an exuberant lunge, Te'o-Hai and Big-Dog playfully shouldered each other as they raced to be the first to drink from the refreshingly cool, High Mesa water.  They nudged and pushed against each other, and tried to shove each other to the side as their mouths, lips, Te'o-Hai's hands, Big-Dog's paws, and both of their noses first plunged, then bubbled, deep into the shallow pool of water.  Sweet-Star jubilantly laughed and the husky canine barked before splashing into, then across, the shallow pool.

Iya patiently waited to let the water clear before she bent.  Cupping one of her hands, she drank a mouthful for herself before carefully filling the pair of gourds.  Whispering a heartfelt prayer of gratitude to the great Maker-of-all-things for the life-sustaining blessing that they had just received, Iya-Ko-Naya tightly seated the wooden plugs back into the openings on the two gourds.  Only then did the increasingly Medicine-savvy Sister of Light slowly bend down to sink her own dark lips into the delightfully refreshing, more-than-welcome coolness.

Intrigued by the sound that she had inwardly heard—coupled yet again with the soul-nagging memory from her dreams—Iya-Ko-Naya motioned to Te'o-Hai.  Realizing that they had indeed arrived at their destination, Iya-Ko-Naya carefully placed the gourds on the rocks beside the pool.

The actual opening inside the shelf-like hollow in the cliff lay some fifteen feet above the sand-covered floor of the canyon.  But Iya was not disheartened.  There were fallen rocks haphazardly stacked on either side of the cascading water, which would make their ascent easier.  With only the slightest effort, aided by the addition of a thick, dried branch that they had found lying nearby, the two girls easily managed to make their way upward along the eroded, lichen-blackened face of the cliff.  Not to be left behind, Big-Dog scrambled up beside the two clan-sisters.

"Na-lah-koh oh-na'a hai'a bak-ta haya?"  Where are we going? Little Te'o-Hai asked as Iya reached and helped to pull, then push, her little sister-cousin onto the dusty ledge just below the shallow cave.

"I told you there was Man-kah Ca-ha'ya," spirit-treasure, "somewhere up-Canyon.  And I think..." Iya-Ko-Naya paused as she once again listened.  "No..." she whispered with a dismissive shrug, "...I know this is the place."  Iya confidently smiled as she crawled up beside Te'o-Hai onto the natural outcropping.

"You've been here before?" Te'o-Hai whispered.

Koh Ta-ta-nakhana.  From dreamtime, Iya-Ko-Naya quickly signed.  She shook her head and twisted to sit on the landing.

The curved, eroded hollow made what seemed to both girls to be a very fine, welcoming veranda from which they now had an unobstructed view of the narrow canyon.  The older of the two dark-haired sister-cousins momentarily restful reverie was abruptly interrupted, however, as Big-Dog enthusiastically shoved his muddy-pawed, wet-sided frame in-between the two Nichi-ti-hai'a.  Heedless of how drenched and dirty he had just gotten the two girls, the big Mastiff-Lab thrust himself with unfettered, nose-sniffing canine curiosity, deeper into the hollowed-out opening.

Iya raised her hand in protest, but the broad-shouldered Dog paused only long enough to shake the sand-coated remnants of Big-Dog's exploratory dip into the shallow pool from his back and shoulders.  Iya and Te'o-Hai quickly covered their faces as a brusque, unappreciated spray of muddy droplets coated not only the curved wall of the cavern, but the two Nichi-ti-hai'a.  Iya, however, was unfazed.  In fact, she laughed.

This is bash-teh-me'a, better than good, Iya nodded to herself as she happily swiped her face and arms.  The dreamtime-obsessed Nichi-ti continued to smile and giggle as she reached to brush the wet, muddy splatter from Sweet-Star's face.

Hai'no, Nam-pah'k-sah-te'a.  If there are any Snakes...the adventurously Shadow-wise, dark-eyed girl moved her fingers in sister-sign...kah-ke'o-pe'a-hai Do'och-no-dah-ta Ik-sah-kah ta'pe'a-hai...then Big-Dog will chase them out.

Iya used the ample, indirect light in the dust-blown, long-deserted cavern to ensure that the space was indeed free from any threat.  Then she glanced around the periphery of the small, naturally formed cave.  The soft sand toward the back of the grotto was windblown, and merely a residue of recent storms.  But the dirt, as Iya scuffed it with her foot, was both dry and powdery on top, and tightly packed below.  The roof of the shallow cave was discolored from ancient fire.  But none of the blackness was recent.  As Nichi-Iya stood staring up at the discolored, overarching rock of the ancient cave, she once again heard the distinct sound of trickling water.

Iya glanced over her shoulder.  To the legacy-gifted Kah-ta'i-sister, the mysterious noise was nearly indistinguishable from the Ne'ah-koh ipa-nu, real-time, sound of the falling water outside the hollowed-out cave.  But it was much closer.

The spirit-seeking Nichi-ti glanced down.  Only powdery, yellow-gray dust lay beneath Iya-Ko-Naya's soft-moccasined feet.  With deliberate, inwardly listening caution, she slowly brushed the sole of one foot along the hardened schist.  The entire cave was dry.  There was no wetness.  As Iya quietly turned, she intently focused on the gentle, unseen whisper of dripping water, which came most strongly from the back of the cave.

With a reactive brush of her palms, Iya-Ko-Naya quickly rubbed away the hairs-raising shiver that wanted to race along her arms and shoulders.  She had heard stories from older warrior-sisters about finding their way into the darkness of the Cave of Mists in Otherworld by using only their ears to guide them.  So maybe...Iya thoughtfully considered as she closed her eyes...she could also pretend to be searching.  Just like them.

Iya quietly listened for a moment, then opened her jet-black eyes and gazed up at a narrow ledge that skirted the tall, upwardly ascending, rearmost wall of the shallow cavern.  The deep, angled crack pinched itself into a precarious, but still-accessible, narrow opening that reached upward all the way to the overhanging ceiling.  The steeply angled, shoulder-wide crack had once been blocked off with layered rocks, which now lay in a tumbled, haphazard heap below the ledge.

At one time, the astute little clan-sister imagined, someone probably was buried there.  The thought intrigued her.  But...Iya shivered against the unsettling thought as she cautiously scanned the floor to look for bones...they're not resting there any longer.  Except for dust and tumbled stones, the cavern was completely empty.  Iya turned and once again closed her eyes.  The inward, trickling sound of the water grew louder as the adventurous Nichi-ti slowly approached the rock wall toward the rearmost part of the cave.  And then...she saw it.

Without hesitating, the spunky, spirit-driven Nichi-ti, little girl, dropped to her knees and began to quickly brush the powdery sand and the settled, windblown dirt away from the sound that seemed to originate from beneath her fingers.  The sensation of flowing water was so strong that she considered the possibility of a hidden stream running beneath the sand, just like it did in the bottom of the narrow canyon where the Snake had disappeared.  But, to Iya's surprise, what she found when she brushed away the dirt was not water.

Beneath Iya's outstretched fingers lay the just-visible curve of an ancient, glyph-covered clay container.  From the size of the heat-fired urn, she estimated that the entire piece was no bigger than both of her fisted hands.  The ancient, apparently fully preserved, glyph-marked relic lay on its side with the rest of the urn firmly packed into the time-hardened dirt.  To Iya, there was no doubt that the relic was the very same spirit-treasure that she had been shown in her dream.

"I need a chi'e-neh," stick, Nichi-Iya called out as she glanced around the floor of the narrow cave, which made both Te'o-Hai and Big-Dog look up.

Big-Dog's thick, black-brown tail suddenly whipped against Te'o-Hai's leg.  The uncontrollably happy, animated wagging of his quirt-like tail markedly stung the little girl's jumper-covered thigh, and then her bared leg as she protectively raised her knee.

The huge canine momentarily froze, but then expectantly raced toward Iya.  The big Mastiff-Lab poked his nose into Iya's side, his whiskers tickling her armpit, which caused her to tuck her arm close and shy away as Big-Dog anxiously whirled away from the older Nichi-ti and excitedly sniffed around the cave.

Although Iya hadn't actually meant for Big-Dog to get her a stick, in less than what would have been two hands of counting, Do'och-no-dah-ta was standing beside her—a huge stick lying in front of the expectantly playful Mastiff-Lab's huge, webbed toes.  Slobber fell from Big-Dog's drooling lips and his dark red tongue flopped as he panted.  His tail continued to enthusiastically wag as he anxiously stared at Iya.

"You...got this from...outside?" Iya laughed as she reached and wrapped her arm around the canine's thick neck and briskly rubbed his back and shoulders.  "You silly Dog," Iya muttered.  She giggled as the Mastiff-Lab licked Iya-Ko-Naya's face and leaned against her as his entire body continued to wag in delight.

If it wasn't obvious before, Big-Dog clearly had made an insistent, frolicsome point:  He loved playing fetch.  Especially with sticks.  But Iya, much to Big-Dog's unfortunate, puzzled chagrin, was not in the mood to play.  Instead, she ignored him.  Even worse, the treasure-obsessed, thin-limbed girl forcibly shoved the big Mastiff-Lab away before grabbing the broken, sharp-ended stick from beneath the huge dog's paws.  But that meant only one thing to Big-Dog:  It was playtime.

Avoiding Big-Dog's exuberant, sportive lunge, Iya twisted to protect the stick from the sudden, slobbering snap of the huge canine's jaws as she held onto, and then curled her body over, the thick, arm-long branch.  With an over-the-shoulder, dismissive fling of her waist-long, raven-black hair, which flopped across Big-Dog's panting face, Iya-Ko-Naya began to carefully scrape away the dust-covered, eons-old, sand and clay sediment.  The narrow neck of the clearly marked, beige-colored clay urn was barely exposed.  But Iya knew what it was.  To have found an ancient artifact intact...she almost cried with excitement.

Not to be thwarted, and still thinking that he was somehow involved in Iya's digging game, Do'och-no-dah-ta pressed close.  With increasingly earnest interest, Big-Dog excitedly began to scratch, then to dig, and to quickly paw at the ground.

Iya tried to shove the huge, Mastiff-Lab away with her shoulder, but Do'och-no-dah-ta countered with a thrust of his huge, muscular frame as he attempted to press even closer alongside her.  Once again, Do'och-no-dah-ta began to dig—only this time with added vigor.  With heedless abandon, the rusty-black, play-excited canine began to dig, and to hurriedly scratch with both of his front paws, which sent sand and dirt flying behind him.  The flurry of backwards-flung dirt made Te'o-Hai shield her eyes and face with both hands.

Fervently spitting, and trying to recover from the unexpected shower of dried dirt and clay, Iya's little sister-cousin repeatedly had to turn away as the fine dust and larger chunks of dirt from the cave floor flew in a stinging arc, both upward, and then to the side.  Sputtering as the flying grit flew directly at her face, Sweet-Star coughed, then quickly batted at the dust with her hands.

Iya once again shouldered Big-Dog away.  But the large canine persisted.  The broad-chested Mastiff-Lab relentlessly dug and clawed at the ground.  Then he playfully pawed at Iya's knee, and then at her wrist as he tried to force his head under her arm.  Fearing the worst from Big-Dog's mindless, hyper-enthused scraping of the cavern floor, the dark-haired Kah-ta'i-sister quickly dropped to the hard-packed surface and protectively curled herself around what she already knew to be no less than a perfectly preserved Man-kah Ca-ha'ya, spirit-treasure.

The tiny Sister desperately tried to keep the delicate urn away from Big-Dog's impulsive digging.  But the big Mastiff-Lab even more forcefully pawed at Iya's shoulder, and then at her back.  Desperately wanting to be an active part in Iya's discovery, Big-Dog increased both the forcefulness and the speed of his prodding as he shoved, then pawed, then playfully nudged at her.  He nuzzled at her calves and ankles, then behind her thighs, his whiskers tickling the backs of her knees, and then her armpits, which made her giggle, and even laugh.  As she curled into an even tighter, half-hysterical, half-humored, increasingly desperate, treasure-protective knot above the tiny urn, Big-Dog changed tactics and playfully chewed at her arms.

"Mak-sah keh-nah pah!"  Stop it! Iya cried out as she drew her arms over her knees and curled even more tightly around the Medicine-touched, far-too-obviously sacred, half-uncovered relic.

"Te'o-Hai!" Iya-Ko-Naya yelled.  She was half-laughing, but Iya was still terrified that Big-Dog would break, or scratch, or even completely destroy, the dreamtime-divined treasure that she had found.

"Teh-ah oh'to-lah-lo Mak-sah!"  Make him stop! Iya called out, which caused Little Te'o-Hai to grab and pull at the big Mastiff-Lab's bandana collar.  Still coughing and sputtering at the flying dirt and the drifting dust, Iya's sister-cousin managed to drag Big-Dog back and momentarily turn his neck.  But with an effortless, twisting shove with his massive shoulder, Big-Dog easily brushed Te'o-Hai to the side.  Then he immediately lunged back.

Re-engaging even more purposefully, the massive canine once again sent dirt flying between his back legs.  To little avail, the two little girls tussled and shoved at Big-Dog.  As forlorn and worried as Iya and Te'o-Hai both were, neither of the two girls could prevent themselves from giggling and laughing—and at the same time almost crying, since Iya's concern over the possibility of Big-Dog damaging the tiny vase was far more than real.  Both girls knew that such an intact find was extremely rare, and Iya couldn't bear the thought of what the eager flurry of Big-Dog's dirt-tossing paws and toenails would do to the tiny, perfectly preserved, delicately inscribed urn.

Vowing to endure all of Big-Dog's scratches, bites and playful paw-drops across her back and sides, Iya continued to resist his insistent, little-girl-bruising lunges.  In an even more desperate attempt to preserve the integrity of the tiny vase, Iya-Ko-Naya pressed her face against her fists and tightly curled herself over the clay-embedded piece of pottery and waited.

It was in that frenzied moment, when the two struggling, mischievous Nichi-ti-hai'a, little girls, along with their rambunctious, equally playful dog—all three of whom had momentarily fallen into a reckless disregard of the Dark Beings that they knew, but had momentarily forgotten, could lurk in those up-Canyon traces—suddenly froze.  Without making a sound, the three turned their heads.

Even though the upper rim of the mouth of the cave lay in the full light of the sun, it was as though an ice-cold shadow had covered the opening, and had quickly fallen onto the sloping, cracked wall along the shadow-darkened back of the cavern.  As they craned their necks to peer toward the mouth of the cave, Iya and Te'o-Hai suddenly felt the unmistakably chilling wash of Shadow as it flooded across their skin.

Disbelieving that any Minion of Darkness would venture out in the middle of the day, Iya-Ko-Naya and Tah-Nak-Te'o-Hai both strained to first outwardly listen, and then inwardly push their senses toward that domain of Shadow.  To their heart-stopping dismay, both sister-cousins once again felt, even more than heard, the shrill, unbelievably visceral, gut-twisting call of one of the most-feared Dark Beings that could ever have set foot upon the Mountain of the Ancestors.  Feeling their stomachs reactively tighten as the hairs involuntarily rose along their arms, Iya and Sweet-Star found themselves hoping that what they had just heard had not been the soul-chillingly guttural, fear-mongering cry of a Nagaro Kah-ni-ta, Dark Hunter.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2
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Do not turn away, my Brother,

When the dark wind blows.

Even a single pebble

Thrown into a Shadow-storm

Can blind a Dark One's leap.

And when all seems lost,

There still remains your Little Sister,

Who will forever stand beside you,

Fighting the Dark Ones

With her own strong hand.

From "When the Dark Wind Blows," a Song of the Warrior-Guardians of Dah'jeh-le-vah ~ Sung by Iya-Ko-Naya and Sweet-Star to the Elder Warrior Illikahn
Dark Hunters

Nagaro Kah-ni-ta Hai'a

The Nagaro Dag'che's blood-curdling, gut-wrenching scream not only tore through the two girls' willowy, terrified frames, but the Otherworld yowl unnervingly grated along their ribs, and their leg-bones, and their arms, and all the way to the very tips of their fingers.  No other sound was more feared by warriors and the clan-folk who lived on the Mountain of the Ancestors.  The dark-Medicine-touch of the Demon Dog's yowl was so strong that the horrendously visceral, Shadow-wrapped scream made even the most battle-hardened Shadow-fighters recoil and want to vomit in terror.

If ever there was a time to run, it was then.  But with nowhere to retreat, the two terrified little girls could only bravely grab each other's hands and press themselves tightly against the floor of the cave.  Not daring to even breathe for fear of alerting the Dark Beast to their presence, Iya forced herself to carefully uncoil her trembling body from its protective curl above the precious urn.  With a horrified, disbelieving stare, she quietly raised her torso to peer in the direction of the now-half-lit opening to the shallow cavern.

Big-Dog's scrappingly ragged, fight-torn ears, the result of a years-earlier encounter with a "scrawny-tawny Mountain Lion," as Iya had thenceforth referred to the fiercely fought, snarling scrap that Big-Dog had decisively won, were laid back against the nape of his thick neck as the huge, brown-black Mastiff-Lab cautiously crept forward.  Big-Dog's legs and shoulders anxiously quivered as the scarred, muscular canine remained poised in a tense half-crouch.  A low growl rumbled in the back of his throat as every iota of the little-sister-protective Dog's being strained to hear the approaching, barely audible scuff of sharp claws against rock.

The confidence-shattering, terrifying yowl of the Nagaro Hai'a, originating as it had from a denizen of Otherworld, had no true real-time source.  Any Dark One that slipped into real-time from Otherworld was forever shrouded in a timeless, uncanny mix of mystery and truth.  To a disbeliever, which included nearly everyone who didn't live on the Mountain of the Ancestors, the existence of Dark Ones was doubtful, and even more unbelievable were the greatest of the storytold Beasts of Legend.

Dark Hunters, the disbelievers would argue, were unlikely to exist outside anyone's imagination.  Still, there were those who believed in Legend—and in the tales of the Maktah-hai'a, the Shadow-fighters, who every night told stories about the Dark Beasts that roamed in Otherworld.  Indeed, those up-Mountain warriors would insist, Dark Ones did stalk little ones.  And they also pursued Seekers of Light.  To the warrior-guardians of Dah'jeh-le-vah, the Mountain of the Ancestors, there was no greater threat.

Iya and Te'o-Hai had both listened to the tiny gatherings of warrior-sisters and Maktah-brothers as they laughed around their campfires, and whispered those stories.  Dark Beings, Iya and Sweet-Star also knew, made for great story—simply because they terrified both the littlest and the most timid, and even the biggest and strongest, among the up-Mountain clan.

As granddaughters to one of the most noteworthy storytellers on the Mountain, Iya and Sweet-Star were extremely familiar with the notoriety of the Minions of Darkness.  And death—and a horrible one at that—was the only certainty when facing such a savage enemy from Legend.  To be assured, the only mission of a Darkness-filled beast, as Nora-Feather was wont to endlessly warn her little protégées, as well as those who chose to listen to her tellings of the Legends, was no less than the wanton destruction of any light—especially the light that so brightly glimmered in the hearts of legacy-holders, just like Iya-Ko-Naya and Tah-Nak-Te'o-Hai.  And Dark Hunters...

The two little clan-sisters continued to shiver.

...they were the worst, and most savage, of all Dark Beasts.

As the Otherworld Beast drew nearer, both Big-Dog, as well as the two defenseless little Sisters, could instinctively sense the thickness of the ancient Medicine that wrapped itself around the Dark One.  Nowhere was there any place more dangerous on the Mountain of the Ancestors than the up-Canyon traces.  The veil between worlds was thinnest in those narrow canyons, which was the very reason the High Mesa had been chosen as the timeless burial grounds of the Kah-ta'i-hai'a, their own people.  But, it was also through that thinness in the veil that the Nagaro Dag'che hai'a, Demon Dogs, were able to stand in real-time, and to draw on so much Darkness.

In one sense, a single Dark Beast was no different than any real-time predator.  They were inherently skittish of being caught out in the open.  Earlier that morning, Iya's mother, with her own legacy-re-Awakened talent, had stood in that grayness between worlds, with both little girls wrapped in the folds of her long skirt.  Her presence alone had been enough to send the Dark One scurrying away from the dense cover of an up-Mountain thicket near their up-Canyon home.  But...an Otherworld Nagaro Dag'che, Demon Dog?

This was altogether a different story—one that belonged in their Grandmother Nora-Feather's up-Mountain Legends, and not in real-time.  A Great Beast like the one that was now threatening Iya, Sweet-Star, and Big-Dog, lurking as it was in the thinly veiled shadows of the High Mesa canyons, could leap at any moment across that invisible boundary between worlds.  But...

Iya swallowed.  It was a big but.  She wished she could alter what she knew to be true, and somehow change it.  But things weren't right.

...it was midday.  And that, she shuddered, was problematic.  It wasn't even night—when no one in their right mind, nor even half a mind, would ever consider entering the canyons of the High Mesa.  And yet, here the Dark Ones were, smack dab in the middle of a sun-brightened day.  And even though Nagaro Hai'a shouldn't have been there...well, they all-too-apparently were.

Do'och-no-dah-ta quietly whined.  With his hackles raised, the wrinkled-browed, wide-muzzled Mastiff-Lab nervously turned and cast a worried glance in the direction of the two horror-stricken girls whose hands were clutching at each other's arms in white-knuckled, reactive panic.

Other than that single, menacing yowl, coupled with the slight shift in light at the mouth of the cave, there had been no indication of any further real-time threat.  But even as he crouched, Big-Dog instinctively reacted to the Shadowside touch that menacingly lay poised between worlds.  The stiff, dark hair on Big-Dog's broad, muscular shoulders and bristling neck jutted outward as fiercely as the dark-tipped quills of an angry Porcupine.  Curling back his lips and snarling as he bared his wide, bare-toothed jaws, Big-Dog sidled toward the outer edge of the cave.

Oblivious to any other purpose than the immediate defense of the two Nichi-ti-hai'a, little girls, and even though the Dark One could not yet be seen, Do'och-no-dah-ta reactively hurled his brawny, guardian-dog girth at the massive, half-visible, standing-in-both-worlds silhouette that the up-Mountain canine could sense lurking just outside the opening to the cavern.

Iya-Ko-Naya's nose literally stung from the acrid stench that suddenly filled the cave from the hulking, menacing presence of the Otherworld beast.  Frantically groping alongside her own and Te'o-Hai's legs—but keeping her terrified, night-dark eyes fixed on the cave's dim, half-lit opening—Iya-Ko-Naya impulsively reached for anything that might be useful to protect herself and her equally panicked sister-cousin.  The normally spunky, but now terrified, little Sister of Light at last felt two cold stones meet her clawing, adrenaline-filled fingers—one that was narrow, sharp and slightly smoothed along its edges, and the other considerably larger and far more ragged.

Bash-teh.  Good, Iya hastily considered as she firmly gripped the improvised weapons.  At least, the little clan-sister courageously affirmed as she tightly gripped the pair of dirt-covered stones, we won't lose our lives without a fight.

As Big-Dog viciously slammed into the side of the Nagaro Hai'a, Te'o-Hai reactively screamed.  Reacting to Sweet-Star's scream, and following her own Little-Sister-of-Light-defending impulse, and with her heart pounding in her throat, Iya-Ko-Naya leapt to shove her sister-cousin toward the back of the ancient wind-swept cavern.  Spinning toward what she intuitively recognized in that reactive moment as a miniscule amount of safety, Nichi-Iya felt a cold, menacing wave of Darkness brush against her leg.  Without looking, Iya reflexively swung the longer of the two stones behind her.

The fiercely arcing, instinctive thrust was met with a bone-jarring jolt, and then...two high-pitched howls...as Big-Dog and the Great Dark Beast locked jaws and teeth against each other's throats.  In a fearsome tangle of thrashing legs, cavern-dust-coated, snapping jaws, matted-haired backs, and
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