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			Dedication

			To the One Who is eternal, without beginning or end.

			To my mother and father, who both hold my love for eternity. 

			To my beloved Holly, who came into my life and brought me a moment in eternity.

		

	
		
			A Moment In Eternity

			Not even a whisper of the chilled night air rippled through the brooding stillness.  Far from the canyons and high mesas to the west, the open plain spanned to the horizon beneath the unveiling moonlight.

			Spread prone against the ground, Hongvi kept motionless, silently watching the huge, shadowy forms a short distance ahead.  Positioned on the outskirts of the sprawling buffalo herd, he risked great danger to himself. 

			The slightest disturbance could frighten the herd and send the entire mass of the creatures thundering in his direction.  With nowhere to run or hide, Hongvi stood almost no chance to avoid becoming trampled, if a stampede were to unfurl toward the spot he had chosen to observe the herd from.

			Though an exceptional hunter, Hongvi was not stalking the buffaloes.  Rather, the creatures were the bait that would lure what he had trekked a far distance to witness.

			Disciplined and patient, Hongvi waited as time crept onward.

			Then, deeper into the night, the ground suddenly rumbled beneath his prone body.  

			The initial tremor spurred the buffaloes into a frenzied charge that swiftly engulfed the entire herd.  In scant moments, the plain shook with the pounding of thousands of hooves.

			To Hongvi’s relief, the herd surged toward the south and west, the angle of their direction placing ever more distance between the young warrior and the charging multitude. 

			Though the spectacle of a vast herd in rapid motion was incredible to behold, Hongvi’s attention riveted upon a conspicuous sight manifesting off to his right.

			Towering over the plain, and silhouetted in the moonlight, the giant, bipedal figure bearing down fast on the herd loosed a guttural roar.  The being’s enormous stride rapidly closing the distance to the herd, every heavy footfall reverberated through the ground. 

			Heeding his instincts, Hongvi shifted his eyes to the left, fixing them on the area about to be flooded with the terrified creatures.  Just a few moments after, his suspicions proved true.  

			In front of the oncoming herd, two more of the two-legged colossi loomed, displaying nimble, dexterous movements that Hongvi did not think possible for creatures of such tremendous size. 

			Their abrupt presence splintered the panicking herd apart, leading to chaos, as the creatures in the forefront tried to evade the giants in their path. 

			Hongvi’s eyes widened in astonishment as both giants leaned over, each of them sweeping an arm down and snatching a buffalo off the ground.  Bellowing and struggling, the ensnared buffaloes could not break the hold of the giants. 

			Hongvi looked back in time to see the other giant seize a running buffalo.  Carrying the hapless animal at its right side, tucked beneath its massive arm, the creature tromped toward its companions.

			All around them, the terrified herd scattered into the night.  A few drew close to where Hongvi lay, but he remained unscathed, as they hastened away from the ambush. 

			The shaking of the ground gradually abated, ebbing until it dissipated entirely.  Hongvi remained in place, keeping his eyes fixed on the three living juggernauts. 

			Their voices deep, resonant, and gruff, the creatures spoke to each other for a few moments, in a language Hongvi had never heard before.  After the brief interaction, they trudged off to the north with their still-living quarry.     

			Cautious, Hongvi stayed motionless, long after the giants had departed from view.  Wanting to make certain that nothing stirred on the plain before he got up from the ground, he watched for the slightest movement.  

			He could not refute the stark witness of his eyes.  The incredible tales of giants long captivating his people, the Shinumu tribe, had proven genuine in nature.  Roving the great eastern plains, giants were encroaching on tribal lands.

			The tidings of giants in the world had been one of the causes driving the Shinumu to construct the cliff dwellings where so many now resided, including Hongvi’s mother, Hehewuti, and the others prominent in his life.  For many years, the giants remained in the tales, their existence something to either believe or not.  

			When entire hunting parties had gone missing during the past year, Hongvi had chosen to undertake the journey alone, to get to the root of the mystery.  A part of him had clung to the hope of discovering a human cause behind the disappearances of the hunters.  The last thing he wanted to find were giants drawing close to the Shinumu lands.

			With the worst scenario confirmed that night, Hongvi would have to bring a dire warning back to his people.  A lone messenger bearing an irrefutable truth, he had to survive the journey back, and he could not afford to make any mistakes.

			When he was satisfied that nothing lurked in his immediate vicinity, Hongvi slowly got up to his feet.  A light breeze brushed against his face, lifting strands of his long black hair as he stared out into the night. 

			Raising his head, he peered at the bright moon. Thinking about the Sky Father, he wondered why such an existential threat to humankind was allowed to exist.  

			No spear or arrow could bring one of the enormous beings down.  Any village located on open ground stood entirely vulnerable to the creatures, whose massive fists could batter through any wall.  

			Standing quietly beneath the glimmering stars spanning the vast firmament above, Hongvi was grateful for the foresight of the tribal elders who had initiated the building of the cliff dwellings.  Accessed by the narrowest of trails or climbs that only humans could make, the lofty edifices in the faces of the high escarpments provided the only viable refuge were the giants to prowl the canyons and mesas within tribal lands.

			Rumors abounded that the shamans among the Shinumu had been given visions, but Hongvi had not heard anything from a single one of them.  Nevertheless, he had no doubts that they would be keenly interested in what he had to tell them, upon his return. 

			Turning to the south and west, Hongvi took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  With a stride, he began his long journey back home. 

			***

			For the next couple of days, Hongvi traversed the open, grassy plain.  The folds in the land provided him enough cover to stalk quarry, including the hares and plains burrowers that populated that region.

			A couple of skillfully aimed arrows brought him enough meat to stave off hunger and replenish his energies.  While the meat of plains burrowers was not as desirable as that of antelope, buffalo, or deer, Hongvi welcomed the sustenance and gave thanks to the Sky Father for both of the kills.

			Sleeping under the open sky, he wrapped his cloak of soft, tanned deer hide close about him to keep out the chill.  The nights passed quietly enough, with only the distant howls of wolves carrying through the air. 

			On the morning of the third day since the night where he had seen the giants, Hongvi drew close to the higher elevations marking the end of the plains and the boundary of tribal lands. 

			***

			Entering the broad valley flanked with high mesas, Hongvi’s spirits lifted.  Before the sun reached the midpoint of its daily journey across the skies, he would reach the outermost village of the Ashiwi people; a place where many Shinumu hunting parties had received hospitality in the past. 

			With a shared language and common spiritual beliefs, the Shinumu and Ashiwi had long lived in harmony with each other.  Hongvi could expect a friendly reception at the village, with the provision of food and shelter for the night.

			Thinking of a full meal and a respite from having to choose a suitable campsite for the coming night, Hongvi’s gait quickened.  Few clouds drifted through the silken blue skies, enabling a mounting heat as the sun bathed the valley in its golden light.

			All around him spread flatter terrain filled with scrub, brush, scattered trees, and various cacti.  Rugged and arid, the land reflected the toughness of the people that dwelled within it.    

			Other than the light crunching of his footsteps on the dry ground, the cries of an eagle soaring across the upper heights, and the occasional rustling of the breeze through the hardy foliage about him, were the only sounds to reach his ears for much of the morning.

			The extended solitude left Hongvi to his thoughts. He looked forward to hearing the first hints of voices coming from ahead, most likely the shouts and laughter of children at play around the Ashiwi village. 

			The pervasive quiet persisted, even when his eyes caught the first sight of the high structures of the village.  Further, there were no signs of movement, anywhere in the vicinity of the buildings.  

			Frowning, and with a heightened wariness, Hongvi continued toward the village.  His grip becoming firmer on the shaft of the spear held in his right hand, every instinct within him sensed that something was gravely amiss. 

			Nothing disturbed the weighty stillness, even when he approached the forefront of the stone-built complex of dwelling chambers, kivas, and storage rooms.  Everywhere he looked, the place had an air of abandonment. 

			Ready to wield his spear in an instant, Hongvi proceeded forward, entering the village complex through one of its entrances.  Inside the front wall, he looked across an open space with the mound-like, earth-covered roof of a prominent kiva set in the middle. 

			Nothing stirred, and he passed his gaze slowly around at the tower dwellings overlooking the village plaza.  The windows on the upper levels remained dark and empty.  

			Turning right, Hongvi strode beneath the sheltered entrance of a tower dwelling and entered it.  The mystery deepened as he searched through living chambers, peered into storage rooms, and descended the ladders of other kivas within the village.

			Eventually, he found his way to the largest kiva in the open plaza.  Hongvi entered it, climbing down the ladder set within an opening piercing the kiva’s roof.  

			Standing in the midst of the circular, underground chamber, he pondered the disconcerting situation.  For the moment, he eschewed taking a seat on the stone benches lining the curving walls.  

			The ceiling above him, supported on large wooden posts, crossbeams, and narrow sticks, was covered in layers of mortar, rock, and dirt that helped maintain the cooler air within the subterranean chamber.  Though given relief from the relentless heat outside, Hongvi took no pleasure in it. 

			Nothing had been taken from the village.  From storage rooms full of corn, to pottery implements, articles of clothing, weapons, and other items, the people of the village seemed to have left everything behind. 

			Hongvi found nothing that explained the abandonment.  There were no signs of fighting.  It was as if the entire village had simply walked away and left everything behind.  

			Growing increasingly uneasy and agitated at the lack of answers, Hongvi climbed up the ladder and exited the kiva.  A flicker of movement above him to the right, in a small, square window on the second level of a tower dwelling, snatched his attention. 

			Showing no outward reaction to the movement, Hongvi feigned keeping his attention on the structures in front of him.  Using his peripheral vision to keep a watch on the area where he had detected the movement, he made his way forward, until he was inside one of the other terraced buildings used for family dwellings. 

			Once out of view from the window in the other building, Hongvi worked his way to the higher levels using the timber ladders that connected them.  Similar to the dwellings he had searched earlier, he passed through more chambers containing full arrays of items belonging to their former occupants.

			Once Hongvi had reached the fourth level of the structure, he enacted the plan that had formed in his mind.  Climbing to the roof, he began working his way across the top of the tower dwellings.   

			At last, he found himself on the roof of the tower dwelling with the window that he had espied movement within.  Noiseless in his slow, methodical movements, Hongvi worked his way down through two levels, until reaching the edge of the opening with the ladder giving access to the second level, where the window he sought was located.

			Peering down, he saw nothing.  Gripping the ladder, nimble and silent, he descended into the second level chamber.  

			Finding the living space there empty, he took up a watch at the same window that he had come to investigate.  Keeping to one side of the square opening, his exposure minimal, he peered outward, all the while listening for the slightest noise. 

			Just below him, a small form emerged from the building.  The young girl looked back toward the building that he had entered after exiting the kiva.

			Keeping her eyes fixed in that direction, she began making her way slowly to the left.

			Hongvi pulled away from the window opening and hastened to the ladder descending to the first level, and quickly made his way down.  Feet upon the ground level, he trotted over to the exit and looked outward.

			Her posture brimming with wariness, the girl had not yet reached the front wall of the village. 

			Stepping into the open, Hongvi addressed her in a calm voice, speaking in the Ashiwi tongue, “I am not an enemy, do not run.” 

			At the sound of his voice, the girl whirled to face him, her eyes wide and reflecting fear. 

			Hongvi stood in place and continued to speak in a lower, relaxed tone of voice.  “I just traveled here, to seek shelter.  I do not know what has happened here.  I am one of the Shinumu, friends of your people.”

			At his pronouncement, the girl appeared to ease a little, but he knew she stood poised to run at any moment.

			“What has happened here?  Why is the village abandoned?” Hongvi asked the girl.  After a pause, he added, gently, “Please, tell me.  I must know” 

			Staring at him, the girl began to tremble.  Hongvi waited patiently, making no move that might cause her to flee.

			“They ... they took them all,” the girl stammered, breaking the impasse.

			“Who did?” Hongvi asked, keeping his voice low. 

			After a lengthy silence, the girl mustered a response. “The ones ... from the south.  Dinay.” 

			“The ones that serve the foreign shamans?” Hongvi said, filling with apprehension at her words.  

			Continuing to tremble, the girl nodded. 

			Hongvi received the news with great dread.  Many years ago, a group of shamans from a mysterious and foreboding realm far to the south had taken authority in a city called Throne of the Sun.

			The Dinay tribe, long hostile to both the Shinumu and the Ashiwi, had fallen under the shamans’ authority.  The shadow of the foreign rulers had spread to other tribes, including a tribe related to the Shinumu and Ashiwi.   

			The shamans used the Throne of the Sun as a nexus for their expanding power and influence.  Laboriously created pathways across the land radiated for great distances from the city, connecting the Throne of the Sun to the territories and people succumbing to the authority of the shamans.

			As of yet, the nascent, spreading empire had not reached the tribes such as the Shinumu and Ashiwi, but it had drawn close enough to become another primary reason causing Hongvi’s people to build the cliff dwellings.  To hear from the girl that the malevolent empire had reached the threshold of tribal lands dismayed the young Shinumu warrior. 

			“I am very sorry to hear this,” Hongvi said to the girl, harboring great sympathy for her plight.  “They took your mother and father away with them, yes?”

			At the mention of her mother and father, the girl’s eyes welled up with tears that began trickling down her face, just a few moments later.  “Yes, they took them ... they took my ... my grandmother ... they took ... everyone.”

			“The ones from the south are filled with wickedness,” Hongvi replied, his face shadowing over with anger at the thought of the ones who had taken the girl’s family.  “But it is good that they did not find you.”

			“My father ... told me to hide,” the girl managed to say, between heaving sobs. 

			“Are you the only one still here?” Hongvi asked her.

			“I am,” the girl answered, nodding to him.  “And I can not leave here.  It is too dangerous ... I must warn you, too.”

			“Warn me of what?” Hongvi responded.

			“A great wolf ... much larger than any I
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