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Chapter One
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Eyes glared at him from the entrance to his bolt hole. The big ones at an angle belonged to the largest of the three beasts who wished to pry him out of the sanctuary of the small cave. The larger creature’s elongated eyes shone with a greenish glow. Two smaller sets could be a half-grown yearling and a new hatchling. Those yellow eyes blinked when the birds gnashed their beaks together. 

The fire at the mouth of the space he had so painstakingly enlarged held them at bay. Sooner or later the big night predators would move away. The antelope he killed lay in the back of the rock shelter. The meat, he, and the dog were safe. 

A long undulating sound broke the silence of the night on the other side of the fire. Before the last wavering note died, another sounded. A pack of lobos prepared to hunt. 

The dog behind him stirred with a nervous whine. It pressed against his back in search of confirmation of their safety. Even the largest of the wolves couldn't reach them on this ledge. He'd been very careful when selecting this place. They were secure. 

If the pack brought prey down, the birds would leave sooner. Chasing the pack from their kill would provide the owls with a good meal. It was far easier to let the lobos take game than to hunt for themselves. He understood the promise of a meal was better than sitting on the ledge outside the cave, hoping he would leave its shelter. 

An elder once told a story about the animals in the Before Times. The birds were a great deal smaller then. Another creature which grew much larger was the rat. He had no reason to worry about any of the animals hunting tonight. They were safe in this hole and would bide here until morning. 

When the new day dawned, he would lower himself and the dog to the floor of the canyon. Once he had butchered the antelope, they would take the trail home. By mid-day they should be in the home place. The family would be glad of the carcass he brought with him. Fresh meat was always welcome. 

A scrabbling sounded on the ledge at the cave mouth. Pebbles and small rocks slid down to the ground as the birds prepared to take off. Behind him, the dog thumped its tail on the dirt floor of the cave. 

Nightwind adjusted the large pieces of wood he had arranged in a spoke-like formation, pushing them further into the heart of the flame. When he woke in the night, feeding the fire would require just a push of his hand or foot on the thick branches. 

Before leaving to go back to the family, he must restock the pile of firewood at the rear of this sanctuary. It wouldn't do to have too little wood to keep the fire going all night if he needed to stop here again. 

Hunters didn't last long if they neglected to prepare well. The family lost several in the last few years; he didn't intend to be a casualty. Most hunters lived for the glory given to each when they returned with meat for all. The adulation they sought when bringing in a kill wasn't his way. 

Becoming a hunter was his means of avoiding the family. He didn't wish recognition. Not accepted by those he lived with, he escaped by choosing to leave the protection of the cavern at an early age. 

One hunter, Darkthing, proved receptive to taking a youngster out with him for training. At first, the older hunter merely tolerated him as a spare pair of hands. As time passed, the barriers of age and silence faded. 

Nightwind eventually learned the other man became a hunter for the same reason, escape. They were not like the others. The light-skinned members of the family shied away from those with darker skins than themselves. Nightwind was far darker than the older hunter. If he stripped entirely, he became another shadow among shadows once the sun went to rest. 

Darkthing still lived, but took a hard fall. Damage to a leg put an end to his long tenure as a hunter. Other hunters roamed the land surrounding the family. Of the four who sought to supply meat for all their family, he was second to youngest, but far more experienced. Darkthing taught him from boyhood. 

He inherited the older man's sanctuaries when Darkthing could no longer hunt. Nightwind added to those bolt holes until he could stay out for several days. His range far exceeded those of other hunters. 

Adding to the places he could hide for the night allowed him to roam up to the plateau which lay at the base of the mountains. Shortly, he would have another safe place to wait out the nights. 

He must deliver the antelope meat to the family. Task accomplished, he and the dog would return to the farthest sanctuary in his string. The newest place he had prepared would enable him to hunt an area none of the hunters had ever seen. 

Lying on his back on the thick-woven blanket, he bunched the end up and shoved it beneath his neck. When leaving the plateau two days ago, he spotted something. The sun, low on the horizon, cast a beam across the flat land and he caught a glint of sunlight from a shiny object. 

Not able to go searching for what had made that quick flash, he hastily committed the location to memory before he continued running alongside the dog. They had to reach their shelter. If caught out in the dark, his status would change from hunter to prey for the things that stalked the night. Hunting during the day was dangerous enough without taking an unnecessary risk and exposing oneself to night predators. Tomorrow, he and the dog must get off the canyon floor and into the cave as soon as possible.

This evening he and the dog reached shelter with little time to spare. In the brief interval of time between sundown and nightfall, they had hurried to get to shelter. Removing the rope and grappling hook from the pack on the dog, Nightwind tossed it up over the lip of the ledge above his head. When it caught, he gave a hard tug to set it and walked up the rock face to the ledge. The toe holds he carved previously helped him scramble up quickly. 

Below him, the dog whimpered. It sensed something but kept silent as trained. After slipping out of the pack, he went back down for his animal. Slung across his shoulders, the dog sighed as they scurried up the rough rock wall.

The kill came up last. Nightwind could find another antelope if this one went to a predator; he and Mouse were far more valuable. He scrambled down the rock face again. After trussing the antelope with his second rope, he hurried back to the ledge. He harnessed Mouse to the line holding the body of the antelope. Together, they both strained to pull the dead weight up to the cave. 

The shelter he occupied resembled several others he used. High enough off the ground not to be accessible to predators from below, all he must protect them from were flying creatures. Only owls posed a threat to a full-grown man.

In his thoughts, the flash of light once again slid across his eyes and blinded him for a few steps. Polished metal made a glint, such as the one he had seen. He wondered if something from the Before Time waited out there for someone to find its treasures. The Before Times possessed many items that required an electrical charge of some sort. The wind energy the family used to bring water to the surface for the garden wasn't of the proper kind to work most of the old things. 

A light rabbit skin blanket lay at his feet. Drawing it up, he pulled it over his body. The night turned colder. Nightwind thought snow might fall within a few days. Here in the upper elevations, enough snow could drop to make travel difficult. When the sun rose, the snow would melt and turn the ground into a muddy mess that made running impossible.

He understood the hazards winter would bring. None of his bolt holes were at the limit of his strength. Nightwind knew of other places to hide. Those he hadn't set up as each of his caves, but they would keep him and the dog alive. 

All signs pointed to a cold winter. At least a rainstorm didn't seem to be an immediate threat. That relieved one source of anxiety. He had planned to travel using the bottom of the canyon when heading for the family's cavern. But that could change depending on what the day brought.

A flash flood triggered by rain high in the mountains would kill him and the dog, as any predator might. A prudent man and a curious one, he had no interest in becoming carrion. 

The thing on the plateau called to him. He intended to see what had reflected that beam of sunlight back into his eyes, but now he needed to rest. The dog against his back warmed him. It cuddled close in the cold air of their rock shelter. Turning on his side, the dark young man lay facing the fire. Eyes closed; he allowed his body to relax. When dawn came, he must be up and ready to move.
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In the morning, he and the dog shared strips of meat he cut from the antelope and charred on the coals. While eating, Nightwind planned his day. Close to this location, a clump of debris had lodged behind several boulders. The hunks of wood washed down from the mountains above in the last flood. Dry wood burned well, but no trail led to the tumble of jagged rocks which held the debris. 

Nightwind gave a hand signal to Mouse to guard the kill. He removed his moccasins as it would be a finger and toe climb. But the flotsam was close enough to the ledge for him to throw the wood down to the cave below. 

That chore dealt with; he must process the antelope he took the previous day. After killing the animal, he gutted it and left the entrails to whatever creature got there first. 

A glance at the sky revealed a bank of clouds to the north had formed, changing his plans to use the trail through the canyon. Today, he must eliminate a portion of the weight from his pack. The narrow upper trail didn't lend itself to carrying the whole carcass up and over it into the village.

He surveyed the bottom of the canyon from the ledge and saw nothing dangerous. With the dawn, night hunters sought hiding places of their own. It was time. He transferred the antelope first. When nothing immediately flew out of hiding to attack it, he lowered the dog. Nightwind hurried to the rocks below, repelling backward. 

With his pack secured on the dog, he squatted and pulled the kill onto his shoulders. His last action dislodged the grappling hook from the rocky ledge, and he trotted off with the dog beside him. Nightwind made for a pile of rocks he knew well. 

Several trees grew out of the side of the canyon wall on the edge of a talus slope. Sturdy old trees, the twisted pinion pines clung to a section of the canyon wall. The young man pitched the grappling hook upward to catch around a limb. He told Mouse to guard after removing the pack from her back. 

Nightwind scrambled up the debris to the small patch of dirt which supported the stunted pines. After depositing his burden at the base of one tree, he slid back down the incline and ferried the dog up on his shoulders. The antelope came next. Nightwind hurried to the canyon floor and secured the carcass to the other end of his second rope. 

Back on the ledge at the base of the tree, Nightwind slid the rope up against the tree trunk. With one foot against the rough trunk, he used the thick lower branch to pull the dead weight of the kill to the top of the slope. 

He must hurry to get the meat ready to travel. The first step took the most time; peeling the skin from the flesh. That finished, he draped the hide over a shrub. After quartering the animal, he removed the largest and heaviest bones as fast as possible. 

With a whine, the dog alerted him to the limited time he had left. Predators were casting about for the location of the scent. After stuffing the hide into the pack, he shoved the meat inside and used some of his precious water to wash the blood from his body. 

The bones went over the far side of the pile of rocks, and he took up the pack. With it secured on his back, the hunter made a hand motion to Mouse, indicating they must move. A flip of his wrist dislodged the second rope, and he coiled it as they sprinted away from the trees toward the other exit. 

They would have to jump from one boulder across a deep cut in the rock wall to another talus slope. On reaching the litter of loose rocks. Nightwind slid downward amid a shower of dirt and rock with Mouse on his heels. 

Tossing out the bones had bought them time. He hoped it would be enough to allow them to reach the bottom of the ravine. A slight trickle of water flowed through the bed of the stream. They would walk through it to help kill their scent. When the water again went underground, he and Mouse would begin the climb to the lip of the canyon. 

To get home, they would go upward, close to the edge of the canyon, but not quite to the land above. He planned to enter the cavern from the top. Mouse wouldn't like the route they took, but the dog would manage it as she had before. Nightwind preferred to enter the living area near the quarters he shared with his mother and younger brother without attracting attention or drowning should a flash flood happen.

Once safe in his mother’s place, he would have Summerwind take the meat to the elders for disposition. There would be something in the stew pot at home. He craved a hot meal. And he looked forward to a night spent with his mother and brother with no need to keep the fire burning. 

Come morning, he and Mouse would be off. If not for the angle of the sun, he might have missed that one bright flash. It begged to be explored. To get to its location, he must have a safe place to wait out the night. 

This time, he wouldn't be hunting. Another sanctuary would be necessary so he could access the country beyond the canyon. A new place to hunt and to explore was the goal. The saddle of land had captured his attention. 

Until now, three days was the limit he could travel with fresh meat and expect it to remain infestation free. If predators discovered his hiding place, they might wait him out and attack. That possibility became greater if they spent too many days on the trail, as the smell would lure other hunters. 

His Mother might have an idea about which herbs he could use to confuse their scent trail. Perhaps she would consider the matter when he went back out into the wilds. 

Shortly after mid-day Nightwind stood beside a large rock outcrop that concealed the route he intended to use. Mouse stood beside his left leg with her gray tail low between both hind legs. 

The dog understood what would come next and didn't like it. This route required Nightwind to lower her down to the ledge some fifty feet below. With a quick snap of his tongue against the roof of his mouth, Nightwind called the dog to attention.

Mouse had someone to lower her, Nightwind didn't. He must jump from rock to rock and then to the ledge. A rope harness fashioned for the dog, he squatted beside her. The animal trembled a little when he secured the last knot. 

"Shush," he told the dog as he stroked one hand from between its ears to the broad shoulders. After a few seconds, the shaking ceased. Nightwind lifted her muzzle and smiled at Mouse. "A warm meal, a soft bed, and you won't mind taking the shortcut instead of going the long way around."

Mouse's tongue curled out, and she opened her jaws in a doggie smile. Comforted by his touch, he could now lower her to the ledge. A tiny little whimper floated up as he settled her on the narrow shelf of rock. He tossed the coil of rope down to land beside her. 

Turning to face the cliff, he used fingers and bare toes to feel for the crevices he used to traverse the cliff face. The last maneuver required him to jump across an open space. With the heavy pack on his back, the procedure required all his concentration. 

On landing alongside the dog, he flattened himself against the rock and took several deep breaths after making the leap. With his back still to the void behind him, Nightwind stepped over Mouse to the far side of the narrow trail. 

The backpack wouldn't fit on the ledge with him unless it faced the drop-off. It was a trip he had made many times, as had the dog. Not a safe route, he treated each trek as he had the first, with great caution. 

As always, Mouse must follow along, pulling the rope with her until the rock shelf widened out enough for him to slide down and grab it. This short stretch he dreaded more than any other. If the rope somehow caught on something, Mouse might panic. 

Hands flat against the cliff, he slid his bare feet to the side and shuffled down the dusty rock toward a large boulder. To anyone else, the ledge seemed to disappear. Nightwind recognized it was an illusion, a trick of light and shadow. With barely enough room for him to hug the bulging rock face, he slid around the corner. 

Lower to the ground, Mouse could turn the corner under the edge of the boulder. On the far side, the ledge widened. Nightwind turned toward Mouse and squatted down. She immediately came to him. 

The young man took hold of the end of the lariat tied to his dog. The dangling end must be retrieved. Nightwind pulled it away from the drop-off behind Mouse. As he reeled it in, he made a small coil. Having everything properly dealt with, he rose, turned, and walked down the shelf. The banded rock broadened out into the huge open cavern carved out long years previously. 

No one living had knowledge of how long people had sheltered beneath the massive, curving wall of stone overhead. The old tales said the rock shelf beneath the arc lay deserted for a span of time no one could compute. During the bad times when chaos and hardship caused many to die, a few families had rediscovered the old place and the shelter it provided. 

Several generations occupied the cavern once again. Below, on the flats at the base of the cliff, the garden sat in the fertile soil. An elder, a woman, had escaped with seeds. The size of the plot she first planted grew as the need increased. It was far larger than the original, having expanded several times over. 

The gardeners continued to adhere to her instructions to keep the land healthy. The soil supplied their needs. With care, the family always produced enough vegetables to dry for winter. All who lived here helped in any way possible. 

Making no noise, the young hunter walked to the end of the row of rooms. At the stacked stone wall of his home, Nightwind ducked inside the open door past the tied back blanket. A big clay pot balanced on several large flat rocks to the side of the fireplace. The thick legs and the rocks they straddled allowed hot coals to be raked beneath it to keep the pot bubbling. 

From the scent which filled the room, Nightwind guessed he and the dog would soon be eating. His Mother sat on a pile of blankets in front of her loom. As she passed a shuttle of yarn through a shed, she didn't look up at the slight sound he made when he tossed the pack to the floor.

"Summer?" she inquired.

"No. Mouse and I are back."

After pulling the wooden shuttle from the far side of the shed, she turned to glance over her shoulder with a broad smile. "You were gone longer than usual. I was worried."

A few steps took him to her side. Nightwind squatted beside the thin woman and placed one hand on her shoulder. "There's no need to fret. I've been expanding my safe places. Now that game is harder to find, I'll need to go farther. But I have meat, an antelope. Would you like to keep the head and the hide?"

With a wiggle, she turned around and reached for him. After giving him a hug, his mother nodded. "I'll tan it for you. You need to take the kill to Staghorn for processing. I'll dip up a bowl for you and Mouse while you do so."
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He rose and extended a hand to her. "I hoped Summer might take it in." Nightwind tugged his mother to her feet.

With a shake of her head, Sage stared at him. "Summer is busy in the garden now. They're bringing in the last of the harvest. You must take it to the elder yourself. Everyone should understand who brings in the meat that fills their cooking pots. I know what you go through to bring this home."

Nightwind avoided her knowing look by glancing at the floor. "Perhaps he will return soon?"

Her strong fingers dug into his shoulder. "Your brother is a farmer and busy with those chores. When the plots are bare, he must make them ready for winter. There's much for Summer to prepare. I don't expect to see him before the sun is below the canyon wall. The meat must be divided before it goes rancid. You killed the animal; you deserve the recognition."

"I do what is necessary, what I trained for under Darkthing. Praise isn't what I want."

"Ah, son. I'm aware of what you seek and what you wish to avoid. You have dodged this part of your duty too many times. Leave the head here. Take the pack and go. Be done with it."

Unease swept through his spirit. With a sigh, he gave in. She would badger him until he did as she requested. "I'll go. Do you know of herbs that can lessen a blood aroma? Three days on the trail means two extra days to evade those creatures trying to steal from us."

She glanced at the pot; small bubbles broke the surface of the stew. "Creosote Bush, if bruised, might help. But," she walked over to the pack and untied the flaps, "ask the herbalist. He knows more about it." 

Sage lifted the antelope's head from his bag and placed it to the side. "Go, and when you return, I'll make fresh tortillas for the stew."

Turning the meat over to Staghorn was the part of homecoming he hated the most. He almost never returned without having made a kill. Others were not always so fortunate. Resentful looks always followed him. When Staghorn insisted on having the people on the list come forward to receive their share from him, he wanted to run. 

Nightwind bounced his pack from hand to hand as he strode to the central plaza. Staghorn, a valued elder, kept the distribution records. The Record Keeper's dwelling sat in the middle of the apartments which towered above the square. People working on projects requiring more room than available in their rooms crowded the space. And there stood the man himself.

Nightwind hurried forward and called out to the older man. "I have something for you. Shall I unload inside?"

His hand tightened on the leather straps of the pack, and he forced himself to continue moving. In the slanting rays of afternoon sunlight, women lifted their heads and stared at him. Knitting needles ceased all movement, and people fell silent in the afternoon sun. 

From the corner of his left eye, he saw Bellflower rock back on her heels. Heat filled his face. Because of his dark skin, only he knew of his reaction to her. For once, he didn't resent his darker color. Nightwind lifted his chin upward a fraction as he negotiated the maze of cloth and leather laid out in the sunlight. 

For all the last summer, he sought to avoid a public meeting with Staghorn. And standing before the elder in full sunlight gave him a different view of matters. Time had worn the old man down. Staghorn no longer stood proudly upright. 

It appeared he had grown. Nightwind lowered his eyes to those of the old man he stood several inches above. "Staghorn, I have a kill for distribution. Mother took the head, and I wish the skin. Where do you want this?"

A grin lifted the corners of Staghorn's mouth. The elder looked around and pointed at Bellflower. "Come, girl, I have a job for you." He turned back to Nightwind. "Go inside. We shall drink tea. I wish to talk with you."

Inside the dim room, Nightwind moved to the side of the door opening and waited. Back rigid, muscles tense, he listened to the soft sound of Bellflower's voice as she responded to the instructions given to her by the elder. 

His heart's blood pounded in his temples, and he wondered if there might be any other family he could find a place with, as his father had. This question, one he asked himself before, received the same answer—no. His only brother lived here, as did his mother. And if another family allowed him to join them, would he be any better off? Would his color deny him acceptance? 

He fought the sadness and anger which threatened to reduce him to the intractable angry child he had been. Darkthing had taught him to be an expert hunter. His contribution to the welfare of the group was undeniable. The choice had been his to make. He refused to go backward. 

The woman's soft-voiced agreement to the elder's words was like a bug's sting to his heart. Her agreement was what he always hoped to hear from Bellflower. Instead, Stoutbow got her yes. Not once, from the day of his first memory, did the woman acknowledge him. He might be a slight buzzing in her ear, an insect to be ignored or crushed. 

"And you will take Nightwind's pack to Sage when finished. Leave the hide within when you return it." 

There was a brief silence before she responded to that order. "Yes, elder."

Ears attuned to the sounds of the wilderness caught the slight hesitation in her words. She wishes to ignore my family. The sting eased somewhat. Nightwind wondered if acceptance of the truth had reduced her ability to wound him. 

When Stoutbow took her to wife, he attended the ceremony with his mother. She pointed out to him the girl's lack of feeling for the man she chose. Sage took him away to the rock shelf behind their room, far from the celebration. 

As mother and son sat on the ledge, legs dangling over the long drop to the canyon floor below, they shared a pipe. Together, they watched a sliver of moon slide up over the rim of rock as the smoke floated away on a gentle breeze. 

His mother's observations took him by surprise at first. She mentioned Bellflower wasn't a happy person and contentment foreign to her nature. The girl believed herself too beautiful for the life she lived and felt buried in this existence. 

Bellflower hung on the old tales; stories of the times before when magnificent cities fashioned of steel and glass stretched across the land. Those were the things she thrived on. Not Stoutbow nor Nightwind could ever satisfy the woman. Bellflower was a disturbed person who longed to be elsewhere. No man held the cure for the woman's misery. Born out of time, she hungered for the past. 

It was a conversation he ran through his mind often while lying in various caves and bolt holes while hunting. The long nights spent in the wilderness gave him plenty of time to turn the problem over in his mind. His mother correctly assessed Bell. The girl he once hoped to mate with refused love from anyone. He speculated on Stoutbow's life with her. Companionship and love were things Bellflower’s husband might find lacking in his life.

The other man acknowledged Nightwind. Stoutbow always had a kind word for him. He wasn't part of the pack who teased Nightwind without mercy whenever they caught him in the village.

Staghorn entered the room, glanced around, and spotted him leaning against the outside wall next to the door. "Come and sit. There is tea. We will drink and talk."

The young man strode over to the wall opposite the door. He folded his legs under him and sat. Staghorn took a leather bag from the rafters and turned to Nightwind. With the toe of his right foot, the elder caught a stool and slid it next to his guest. A groan accompanied the elder’s movement to the seat. 

Droplets of moisture covered the bag’s leather sides. Sewn from the hindquarters of what appeared to be deer skin, a stopper in one thin leg section sealed the container. The old man removed the plug, tipped his head back, and poured a stream of liquid into his open mouth. 

Nightwind took a drink from the bag, replaced the stopper, and handed it back to Staghorn. "Sir, what is it you wished to ask me?"

With a slight smile and a wag of his head, the elder removed the plug and took another drink. "There are times courtesy helps grease relationships. Take another drink and we will talk."

"I'm not good with idling."

"A matter I'm aware of, my young hunter. But it won't hurt to drink a little more."

The skin appeared in front of him again and Nightwind took it. After a long drink of the cool tea, he sealed the skin and returned it to Staghorn. 

"Better? I hope you have lubricated your throat sufficiently for me to get more than your usual brief answers."

"To what?" Nightwind asked the old man.

"Are you having more trouble locating game? The reason I ask is that the other hunters are finding it vastly more challenging. If we increase the sheep herd, butchering more of our flock would lessen our dependence on wild game. However, the predators have multiplied, which leaves us with a problem; how to increase the number of animals without losing them."

The view from Staghorn's door let Nightwind see out across the large garden. It stretched from side to side across the canyon. Fences enclosed different patches of land. Layered stone guarded the walls made from cat claw branches, ocotillo, and any other plant with spines or barbs. 

"I'm not sure the predators are increasing. Perhaps they're being forced from other hunting grounds to ours." He saw small knots of people busy removing the last of the vegetables from the enclosures in the garden below. 

"Why do you think this? What's your reasoning?" The raspy voice didn't take his gaze from the scene below. 

Nightwind shrugged. "I'm not sure. I haven't explored enough to know."

"Will you explore farther? I understand you spend more days out than any other hunter."

Somewhere below, his brother labored alongside the others. As soon as the woven baskets were full, the workers would carry them over to the base of the cliff to get pulled or carried up to the cavern. Soon, every flat surface would hold something drying for winter. 

"I'm going out again tomorrow. I didn't plan another hunt until later. There's a game trail that traverses the cliffs where the canyon begins. I intend to dig out another safe place there. Above the head of this canyon is a large flat bench at the base of the mountains. I need to see what is there."

"Have you knowledge of something out there? Something unusual?" 

The reflection darted across his memory. "No. It's nothing but a feeling. I need to survey the land. If I can construct another sanctuary at the base of the mountains, I'll investigate."

The old man's hand landed on his forearm with a light touch. "Don't wander so far away that you never return. I have plans for you, young one."

His head whirled away from the scene below. "Plans? What do you want from me? I hunt, I return with meat for everyone. What more is there?"

"There is much more. Stoutbow thinks we can increase the sheep and butcher more if we didn't bring them up here for safety every evening. He says the small side arroyo below the garden, the dead end one, could hold a large flock."

Nightwind pictured it in his mind and nodded. "It's possible if one built a covering," he pointed with his chin to the garden below, "such as guards the garden. The high side of the ravine is steep and easily bridged. But a few guards must stay with the animals at night if kept there."

"As I wondered. There is also the matter of pasture. Sheep can denude the land within a few days."

Nightwind agreed. "But with shepherds and dogs couldn't they venture out to new pasture each day before they destroyed the grazing?"

Staghorn smiled. "That's what I mean young hunter. You possess knowledge of the animals and the land, it's time to put it to greater use. It appears you and Stoutbow agree."

Staghorn rose from the stool and walked over to rehang the skin. "In ten days, there will be a family meeting. In times past, you have used hunting to avoid such things. You will be here for the next session. Before it takes place, I want you and Stoutbow to discuss how to implement this plan of yours."

Anxiety flooded him. "This plan is his alone."

"No, it isn't. Stoutbow didn't see the possibility of protecting the sheep at night with only a few men. I wondered if a roof constructed in the narrows might help. You have confirmed my thought. And if anyone knows how to keep the predators from our food source, it's you. You're not to avoid it this time. I'll send Summer or Darkthing to find you if need be. Journey in safety young hunter."
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Chapter Four
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With nothing to hold, his hands curled into fists. Meeting with the herbalist wouldn't happen this time. Unable to think past the anger, Nightwind didn't believe he could spend the night in the village. His rage seemed to increase with every step. 

After discovering a way to cope, it seemed his family now wanted to remove it. Plans for him? What sort of things did they expect of him now? He no longer did anything termed relaxing. Either he was hunting or avoiding predators who wanted to pursue him. 

Could becoming drenched with sweat as he dug out holes in the rock and earth be considered artistic? The weapons he made, could someone hang them on a wall like one of his mother's fine blankets? Nothing amused him or lightened his spirit. Everything related to the hunt somehow. 

Jaw set, his moccasins caused eddies of dust to swirl as he hurried home. It made no sense for him to wait for Bellflower to return his pack as upset as he felt. Another backpack, one he constructed from elk hide sat in the basket at home. 

He would load it; get the additional items on Mouse he wanted to take and leave. The ravine Staghorn mentioned would make an excellent place to stay the night. A small fracture he and the dog could squeeze into split a section of the far right wall. It had been several years since he spent a night there, but he would find the fissure. No serious rock falls had taken place in a long time.

If anyone brought up this latest idea of the elders to keep him tied to the cavern, he might lose his composure. Nor did he want to see Bell's face. Her judgment of both him and his immediate family burned like salt in a sore. 

No better than anyone else in this place, the woman lived in an illusion. They were all refugees from what had been. If they didn't work together, the family would come apart and fall prey to the creatures seeking a good meal. 

One of the best hunters in the family, he did his part. Daily, he risked becoming maimed or killed so others might eat. Never once had he carved off the choicest bits for his small family. 

But it's not enough! They'll strip the measure of peace I have found in the wilderness from me to do what? Reaching the room he shared with his mother and brother he almost forgot to lower his head at the doorway. His shoulder hit the wall as he stumbled inside. 

"Son?" His mother rose from her position by the fire where she squatted, heating tortillas on a flat rock. 

Coming upright, he took a step toward her. "Did you know what Staghorn wanted?"

"Nightwind, what are you talking about?" she asked while backing away from him. 

That movement caused him to close his eyes. He rocked backward. When he looked at her again, she bent to flip one piece of flat bread. "Sorry, Mother. I didn't mean to frighten you."

When she looked up again, her eyes met his. "You startled me that's all. I didn't think you meant me any harm. But I want to hear what has upset you."

"Another time," he went to the big basket where he kept his things. "Mouse and I are leaving as soon as I'm ready."

"I thought you might spend the night, eat with your brother and me. It has been more than a full week since I have had both my sons here."

"Staghorn said he has plans for me, and I am to be at the family gathering in ten days. He had Bellflower take the pack and divide the meat. When she finishes, she is to bring the hide and my backpack to you." As he spoke, he gathered up his weapons and stuffed several new arrows into his quiver. 

"Ah, Bell. The woman will do as Staghorn instructed. She can't hurt you."

It would be colder soon, and as he expected snow in the higher reaches, he pulled out a leather shirt and pants from the basket. Those items and a second blanket went into the dog's pack. 

"It's not a question of fresh hurts, but of aggravation to ones already inflicted. That woman resented being asked to do anything for this family."

His mother filled a wooden vessel with stew. Sage pushed the stopper in and placed it to the side. After gathering up a handful of the tortillas and wrapping them in a square of cloth, she picked them up with both hands and looked at him.

"Where do you want to put these? In Mouse's pack or your own? Why do you care what Bell thinks or says? You allow her to pick at your wounds."

"I've no patience with Bell or her mouth. I don't wish to... to..." Unsure what to say, he turned and took the things from her hands. 

"When are you going to stop running, son? You're too old to let a stupid young woman drive you away from us."

After fastening the pack closed, he slung it over his shoulder. With one arm, he reached for his mother and drew her into a quick embrace. "Tell Summer I'm sorry I wasn't able to wait. She isn't all of it; it’s the entire pack. They picked at me like lobos on a slow elk. I'm no longer frightened of them; I'm afraid of what I might do if they set on me once more." 

After placing a kiss on her forehead, Nightwind released her. With a signal to the dog to follow, he strode out the door. Far down the plaza, he caught sight of a figure walking toward him. Bellflower strolled toward his home. Nightwind knew if he hurried, he and Mouse could get down to the second level on the trail. They would need to wait there for the platform as Mouse must use the lift, being unable to use the hand and toe holds that comprised the remaining two-thirds of the trail. The distance was too great for him to lower her. He doubted Bell would follow him to return the pack.

Instead of Bell, Nightwind found her man on the platform. Stoutbow used a shepherd's crook to urge six ewes off the lift. 

It was an ingenious system one of the first settlers had devised. The goats down below wound the rope up on the drum there and the platform, through a system of pulleys, hauled things up to the second level. 

"Nightwind! I had hoped to meet with you on the matter of the sheep. Did Staghorn bring that up when you dropped off your kill?" 

Stoutbow was pleasant enough. Nightwind wanted to learn what the other man knew. "He said you wanted to talk about expanding the sheep herd. Did any of the elders have suggestions about how we might manage an expansion?"

With a sharp whistle, Stoutbow directed his dog to move the animals away from the platform. The other man touched Nightwind's shoulder and directed him off to the side. "Cornsilk wants to see if what I propose is possible. If it is, we will bring it up to the rest of the elders before the meeting."

"I plan to spend the night in the ravine." Nightwind looked toward the central square on the level above them. If Bellflower turned up, he might use the old path and wait for Mouse at the bottom.

Several people made their way upward from the floor of the canyon. Each carried a basket filled with produce. Supported by tumplines around their heads, every individual paid careful attention to the path. The trail, used by the young and agile, was dangerous. The traffic all went upward as the day ended.

Stoutbow smiled. "Ah, then you will assess the matter for us. Good, good!"

With his nerves humming, Nightwind turned back to Bellflower's man. "It'll be dark soon. I must get settled before the sun sets. If you send Mouse down on the platform for me, I'll take the old trail."

"If you wish. But," the other man glanced at Nightwind's pack, "if you leave your bag, I'll see it gets on with the dog."

Nightwind shook his head, causing his hair to dance in the freshening breeze that signaled sunset would soon happen. "I must keep the pack with me. Please send her down as soon as the platform is empty."

"Yes, I'll see to it." 

Without further comment, the hunter moved to the far end of the landing. A small break occurred in the upward string of people on the left side of the trail. He eased down to the first toe holds. Nightwind began the journey down to the canyon floor. He believed Stoutbow would do as he promised. 

Three-quarters of the way to his destination the noise of the windlass turning alerted him to the descent of the platform. One jump took him the last few feet to the ground. Nightwind stood to wait for Mouse. 

With one sharp bark, she ducked under the gate and dove off the platform. He didn't reprimand her for the one bark. In response to his hand signal, she fell into line behind him. 

Nightwind took off at a trot with Mouse on his heels. The sun slid behind the rim of the canyon. Full dark would soon settle over the land. Fingers of shadow rapidly replaced the daylight as he made the turn at the mouth of the box canyon. 

All landmarks led him to the place he remembered. A crack in the wall near the back of the canyon still provided a small bolt hole. A quick inspection of the crevice showed it to be clear of animal occupation. 

A hurried glance didn't reveal any snakes although they could hide in the rocks. Scorpions were another matter. The small stones littering the floor of the crack could conceal the insects. With no time to check further, he must chance it. 

Feet first, he slid backward into the small space. When he was as far back as possible in the makeshift shelter, with a click of his tongue Nightwind called Mouse to him. As he had, she scrambled backward to lie next to him. 

With no way to reach the blankets in the pack, he and the dog would keep each other warm. Come daylight, they would explore. He would think about a plan for the sheep enclosure as they traveled north again. 

Silent, the man and the dog cuddled together as full dark covered the land. It would be cold, but together they would manage. In the morning, he and the dog would eat the food his mother sent along. 
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Chapter Five
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On his way north, he thought about the changes they must make to the small canyon to protect the flock. The need to keep the animals in the village at night limited any increase in the size of the herd. 

By tradition the stock the family kept, both the sheep and goats, stayed in one place. If they continued to do so with the flock in the canyon below... something about the idea bothered him. Keeping the flock safe was the most important part of any plan. To increase the herd, they needed a safe pen. Unwilling to chance the loss of all the sheep and goats, he thought about ways to guarantee the survival of their animals.

If a small group of breeding stock continually remained in the main living area that would guard against the loss of all the herd. Maintaining the flock was far easier than rebuilding the herd. Several generations of the family had struggled to provide what they now possessed. One attack by a pack of rats or lobos could leave them with no live animals if the entire herd gathered in one place. Nightwind was not ready to take the chance and hoped the elders would agree. 

Unencumbered by the need to search for game, a day's travel took them farther up the canyon than usual. In the morning, he must hunt for Mouse and himself. The stew had filled them both, but they were using too much energy to go without food for two full days. 

He didn't want to burden himself with a big kill. He had no intention of bringing down anything as large as an elk or deer. A rabbit or even a big snake would do. Nightwind wanted something quick and easy to kill and prepare.  

A plan formed in his mind for the canyon sheep and goat pen. The roof must be able to withstand a full-grown owl attack. Building a wall to keep out lobos or rats was far easier. They would need thick poles to support what he knew to be necessary. Getting those poles would mean a journey to the forest to the northwest.

All of it required cooperation. The men working to cut down the trees would need protection. Three large trees would function as posts to hold up the roof. Three additional trees, a little smaller, would serve as beams. 

As Nightwind tallied the necessities, he could see where three trips would be necessary to gather enough material to get the project accomplished. That meant nine men would be absent from the village for at least eighteen days. 

A bump against his leg signaled the dog had seen or heard something. After a quick glance in that direction, he darted over to the left side of the canyon. Nightwind scrambled up a short scree covered incline and took cover behind a large rock. 

Peering around the edge of the boulder between the branches of a paloverde tree, he glanced in the direction Mouse stood with her muzzle lifted as she sniffed the air. The first to come into view was a big buck mule deer. The herd which followed hurried along in the shade of the canyon walls. The deer usually came down into the southern regions once summer waned. 

If he were hunting, this would be an excellent opportunity. But at this moment, he didn't need the extra load of a kill. Once the herd slipped past, he signaled Mouse, and they continued traveling north. 

When the sun was fully overhead, they took a break in the shade. He made a cup of his hand and gave the dog a drink. After a small sip from the waterskin, Nightwind took a pebble from his bag and put it in the side of his mouth. He sucked on it and that would keep his mouth moist with saliva. 

Once the sun moved on, they would continue following the canyon upward. He already knew which sanctuary they would use at the close of the day. First, he would stop on the fringes of a ground squirrel colony nearby to hunt. 

It wasn't any of the little animals he intended to eat that night. Nightwind planned to find something else. One predator never tired of trying to bag a baby squirrel. An aggressive snake would take a baby squirrel if available. Due to the vigilance of the adults and their immunity to the snake's venom, that rarely happened. Only foolish young squirrels fell to rattlesnakes. 

He wanted to kill a big rattlesnake. There would be far more meat on the snake, and they were easier to take. A snake kill left less waste. He would bury the head after cutting it from the body. The tail and skin wouldn't take up much room in his pack, and he would tan it later. 

The hunt wouldn't be free of risk. The snakes often wandered around the edges of the ground squirrel colony hoping the little creatures would bury them in dust and dirt. Then the rattler would lie in wait, camouflaged until larger and more vulnerable prey came along.

Stepping on a concealed snake could cause a bite. That could lead to being horribly ill or if the snake was large enough, death. Much like crossing a stream on rocks, he knew where various steppingstones sat around the colony.

By sundown, the hunter, and his dog chewed on cooked snake before the fire in the sanctuary. They traversed the distance with time to spare. Tomorrow, he hoped to reach the last of his bolt holes in the canyon. 

With the rat packs and lobos roaming the land, shelter after dark was essential. The great owls were easier to thwart. Diving under cover of anything with spines deterred them. That strategy didn't work for ravenous lobos or rats. 

Up close to the swale between the two peaks, he had spotted what might be a cluster of rocks. Even if there were rocks there that didn't mean a place to hide for the night existed. Once they were out of the canyon and up on the land above it, he had no reliable information.

Legs crossed, he sat before the fire that burned at the entrance to his sanctuary. Darkthing had dug it out years ago. Together, they expanded it when he was a young boy, a hunter in training. 

The narrow entry way opened into a large living area. Only a small fire was necessary to keep predators at bay. He had to bend nearly double to get into the hollow under the overhang of rock. Not an important thing unless one ran for their lives and had to dive headfirst into the entrance. 

He had managed that feat a time or two. With a pack of the huge rats nearly on him, it had been close. But he didn't widen the access. That might encourage a bold predator to try slipping past the fire. 

He placed several sticks of wood into the heart of the flame and opened Mouse's pack. It would be cold. The extra covering would conserve body heat. They must rest. 

Smoothing out the old blanket, he stretched out on it. More wood to feed the fire sat close to hand. The dog curled up against his back, and the young hunter lay listening to the wood crackle. They were safe for the evening. In the morning, as early as possible, he and Mouse would continue to explore.
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The head of the canyon had two ways out and up onto the plateau. The first involved a long, slow climb across a fractured rock face. He knew the way having climbed both up and down before. Mouse’s presence prevented the use of that route. That left the game trail which tortuously switched back and forth down the far right-hand side of the rock wall. 

It would be better to attempt the upward journey in the heat of the day. Other creatures would take shelter out of the sun's rays then. But that would put him on the tableland above far too late in the afternoon. When he walked up to the foot of the trail, Mouse followed with her tail between her legs. She seemed to understand the danger. 

Turning, he looked up the switchbacks. The dog leaned against his leg. With a motion of his hand, he urged her forward as he began the ascent. Mouse followed behind. 

Not wanting to alert predators, he tried to make as little noise as possible. Any unusual sound would alert animals like deer and elk of his passage. That wouldn't be so bad. He didn't want to encounter a herd on the narrow trail. It might also give away his presence to the others. 

Periodically his view of the winding path above him got blocked by rocks or brush. After a stressful time negotiating the faint track, Nightwind gained the benchland above the canyon. Hummocks of grass and brush covered the plateau. 

Splashes of bright green broke the monotony of the landscape. The light green color came from the paloverde trees growing there. Tall cactus thrust bent arms out into the blue sky above. Slowly, he surveyed the area. The great tumble of rocks he spotted before near the base of the hill farthest from him might offer shelter to him and the dog. 

Tufts of grass grew all over the dun-colored land between the base of the pass and the head of the canyon. This area could support a large flock if some protection were available. 

The information got committed to memory, but what he hoped to find, what he intended to search for still eluded him. The thing that produced the flash didn't stand out. Until he found a place for them to spend the night in safety, no further exploration could proceed. 

Nightwind marked the position of the game trail in his memory before breaking into a trot toward the rocks. Shelter for him and the dog took precedence over everything else. Shortly before mid-day, he reached his goal. 

A quick survey of the rock pile had him shaking his head. What appeared large from the lip of the canyon didn't live up to expectations. To get a safe place for himself and the dog, he must dig to create a bolt hole. A partial solution, pushing other rocks down wouldn't provide what they needed. None of the rocks near the top of the pile were large enough to keep the biggest of the predators from moving them aside to reach their prey. 

The brush that littered the area would do well enough for firewood. Not one piece he saw would serve as a lever. So, he dug as far under two rocks lying against each other as possible. He and the dog would be cramped in the small space, and the fire would be just in front of the entrance, not inside the dugout. 

Left with little time to investigate, Nightwind motioned the dog to follow and ran off in the general direction of the site he had memorized. With a glance, he noted the position of the sun. He understood how limited the time for exploration was. 

Square and squat, the structure's color was the same as the land surrounding it. A cursory look at the building revealed the cause of that flash. A covering had partially fallen off a hole in the wall facing the lowering sun. 

Some shiny material he was not familiar with filled the aperture. When he tapped it gently, the stuff made a pinging sound. A careful inspection failed to give him an entry point through the opening. That he must leave for another time. Nightwind walked around to the other side of the building. 

Someone had joined planks of wood to form a large panel. A round metal thing stuck out from the wood. He grasped the metal and tried to lift it, and nothing happened. Above the thing he thought must be a handle, a strap of metal folded over a loop. 

Another piece of metal thrust through the half circle might be a fastener. A skinny opening in the strap looked as if the loop could pass through the slit. The dagger-shaped hunk of metal held all closed. With two fingers, he touched the top of the closure. After giving it a small wiggle, he lifted the knife-shaped piece free. 

The loop slipped through the opening. After removing the fastener, he pushed the strap to the side. A strange sound much like a hunting owl, a harsh screech, caused him to freeze for an instant. Fearing things would get no better, he quickly moved the strap aside and pulled on the wood with his other hand. It made a loud squeal as he tugged the panel open. Nightwind stepped inside. 

The air was cool and the interior dark. Dust floated out of the open entryway and sunlight slid through the opening in front of him. He motioned the dog inside, then turned to shut the door. A long metal rod leaned against the wall. 

Brackets set on either side of the wooden frame and two more fastened to the door alerted him to the bar's function. With the rod, he could secure the door to keep predators from entering. He doubted the door itself would keep a determined pack of rats out. But they would need to work very hard to gain entry. 

The metal fastener he
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