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​Part One: Before the Fences

​Chapter One: The Memory in the Blood
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She did not know she was ancient.

She knew the wind. She knew the way it came off the basin floor at dawn, warm and tasting of alkali and sage, carrying the scent of the dry lake three miles to the south where the white crust glittered in the first light like a second sky laid flat against the earth. She knew the way the wind shifted in the afternoon when the clouds built themselves against the Tobin Range to the west, stacking in white columns that turned gray and then violet and then broke apart without delivering rain, as they did most afternoons in summer, promising everything and giving nothing. She knew the evening wind that came down off the high country after sunset, cold even in July, pooling in the draws and drainages like water running downhill, and she knew the winter wind that did not shift or pool but came straight and hard and horizontal across a hundred miles of open basin, pushing snow before it in sheets so thick a horse could not see ten feet, and she knew to put her hindquarters to that wind and wait.

She was a blue roan, the color of distance, the color of the mountains when the light goes out of them at dusk. Fourteen hands at the withers, which is small by the standards of the domesticated world but right by the standards of the country that had shaped her. Her dam had been a blue roan. Her dam's dam had been a grullo, the color of a mourning dove, with a dorsal stripe running from mane to tail and faint zebra markings on her legs, markings that the old horsemen called primitive because they recalled something ancient in the blood, some trace of the original Spanish stock that had come off the ships four centuries ago. The mare did not know about the Spanish ships. She knew that the color of her coat helped her disappear into the sage at dusk, and that this was good, and that the things she needed to know about survival were held not in her mind but in the long muscle memory of her body, in the tendons and the bones and the deep electrical architecture of a nervous system that had been calibrated, across more generations than she could count even if she could count, to this exact landscape.

Her hooves were black and hard as obsidian. They had never been touched by a rasp or a farrier's knife. The volcanic rock and the gravel and the hardpan of the basin kept them worn to a natural shape that was round and dense and balanced in a way that shod horses often were not, the frog wide and calloused, the sole thick, the walls smooth. She could cross a field of lava rock at a trot without favoring a foot. She could stand in snow for hours without the cracks and abscesses that plagued stabled horses because her hooves expanded and contracted with the temperature the way hooves were designed to do when left alone.

A scar ran the length of her left shoulder, a raised white line under the roan hair where the skin had healed shiny and hairless. She had gotten it from a mountain lion when she was three. The cat had come at dusk, out of a juniper draw on the south side of the ridge, and it had hit her from above and its claws had opened her shoulder in a single downward rake. She had screamed, which is a sound that a horse makes only in extremity, a sound like metal tearing, and the scream had done two things simultaneously: it had alerted the band and it had startled the cat. In the half second of the cat's hesitation she had spun and kicked and felt her hind hoof connect with something solid, and then she had run. She had run three miles through the sage with blood sheeting down her leg and the cat had not followed, whether because of the kick or because the herd was now moving and a single horse among many is a harder target than a single horse alone. The wound had taken weeks to close. She had favored the leg for a month, grazing on the easy ground near the seep while the other mares ranged wider. The stallion had stayed close to her during that time, not out of affection exactly, but out of the instinct that tells a band stallion to keep his mares together, to patrol the perimeter, to stand between the injured and the dark.

She did not think about the scar. She did not think about anything the way a person thinks, in words and narratives and chains of cause and effect. But she remembered. Horses remember everything that matters, and they remember it with their whole bodies. The draw where the cat had come from was a place she avoided now, even in daylight, even when the grass there was green and the rest of the range was dry. She did not avoid it because she thought about the cat. She avoided it because when she approached that draw, something in her body, some signal below the level of thought, said no. Said turn. Said go another way. This is how a prey animal stays alive. Not by thinking about danger but by feeling it, by carrying it in the nervous system like a map drawn in electricity, every bad place marked, every safe place marked, the whole landscape rendered in the body as a network of approach and avoidance that updated constantly and never forgot.

Her range covered roughly sixty square miles of basin country in the northern part of what humans called Nevada. She did not know it was called Nevada. She knew the shape of the land the way a person knows the shape of their own house, every room and hallway memorized not by looking but by living, by moving through it a thousand times until the knowing is so deep it does not require attention. She knew the basin floor where the big sagebrush grew in stands so thick and silver-green that from a distance it looked like a sea, which is what the old botanists called it, the Sagebrush Sea, four hundred thousand square miles of Artemisia stretching across the Intermountain West. She did not eat the sagebrush. Horses generally do not. The leaves contain terpenoids that taste bitter and sharp, and horses, unlike pronghorn and mule deer and sage grouse, have not evolved the digestive chemistry to break them down. But she lived in the sagebrush the way a fish lives in water, moving through it, sheltering behind it when the wind came, bedding down in the spaces between the plants where the ground was soft with shed leaves and the sage canopy broke the wind and held the warmth.

She knew the grasses. Bluebunch wheatgrass in the higher draws where the soil was deeper. Indian ricegrass on the sandy flats near the dry lake, its seed heads bending in the wind like tiny fishing rods. Sandberg bluegrass, early and green in spring, the first good grazing after the long winter. Needle-and-thread grass, its seeds twisted into spirals that could work their way into a horse's gums and cause abscesses if the horse was not careful about what it ate, but the mare was careful, as all mustangs are careful, because a mustang that was not careful about what it ate did not survive to teach its carelessness to the next generation. She knew winterfat, the low shrub with pale woolly leaves that stayed green longer than the grasses and was worth seeking out in late autumn when everything else had gone brown. She knew saltbush in the low alkaline flats. She knew the bitter green of rabbitbrush in September when it bloomed yellow and the whole basin smelled sweet and sharp.

She knew where the water was.

This was the most important knowledge she possessed, more important than the location of grass or shelter or the boundaries of her range. In the Great Basin, water is the measure of all things. It determines where life can exist and where it cannot. It determines the size of a herd and the extent of a range and the distance a horse will travel in a day. The mare's range contained three reliable water sources: the seep below the rimrock on the north side of the ridge, where water emerged from a crack in the volcanic basalt and collected in a shallow pool no larger than a bathtub; a seasonal spring in a draw on the east side of the basin, which ran from March through June in most years and sometimes into July if the winter had been wet; and a stock tank on the southern edge of the range, a metal trough fed by a windmill pump that had been installed by a rancher decades ago for his cattle and that the horses used too, though not without risk, because the cattle and the horses did not always share water peaceably, and the rancher did not always welcome the horses.

The seep was hers. It was the water her dam had shown her, and her dam's dam before that, and the knowledge of it passed through the generations like a quiet inheritance, mothers leading daughters to the place where the rock was wet and the water tasted of minerals and the mud at the edge held the tracks of every animal that drank there: coyote and jackrabbit and mule deer and pronghorn and sage grouse and the occasional bobcat and, always, horses. She went to the seep every morning. She went at dawn, when the light was gray and the air was cold and the basin was quiet, because dawn was the safest time, the time when the mountain lions were finishing their night hunts and the coyotes were denning up and the human world, the world of trucks and helicopters and men on horseback, had not yet started its engines. She led the band to water. This was her role. Not the stallion's role. The stallion's role was to follow behind, to keep the band together, to stand watch while the others drank. The lead mare's role was to know where to go.

She had been the lead mare for four years now, since the old lead mare, a bay with a blaze and three white socks, had been gathered in the last roundup. Gathered was the word the BLM used. Taken was the word the mare would have used if she had words. The bay had been drinking at the stock tank on the south edge of the range when the helicopter came. The mare had been on the ridge, a mile away, and she had heard the sound and she had turned and run north, away from the trap, into the junipers above the rimrock where the helicopter could not easily follow. Half the band had followed her. The other half, including the bay, had been driven south toward the flat where the metal panels waited. The bay was gone. The mares that had followed the bay were gone. Their foals were gone. The band stallion at the time, a big sorrel with a star, was gone. When the helicopter left and the dust settled, the mare had come down from the junipers and stood on the ridge and called. She called for an hour. No one answered. The basin was empty except for the horses who had followed her, seven mares and three foals and a young stallion who had been on the edge of the bachelor group and had run the right way by chance.

That young stallion was the band stallion now. He was a dark bay, almost black in winter when his coat grew long, with no markings. He was not the kind of horse that would catch a human eye. He was not tall or flashy or unusual. He was compact and dense-boned and heavy through the jaw, with the short back and deep girth and sloping shoulder of the Spanish type, and he moved across the basin with a kind of contained efficiency that wasted nothing, each stride exactly as long as it needed to be, no more. He had been a bachelor when the roundup happened. He had not yet fought for mares or proved himself against other stallions. But when the old stallion was taken and the band was reduced and the mare needed a protector, he stepped into the role with a seriousness that suggested he had been preparing for it his whole life. He patrolled. He scent-marked the perimeters. He stood on the high ground and watched. When bachelor stallions approached, which they did in the spring, drawn by the mares' estrus, he drove them off with a display of arched neck and bared teeth and, when the display was not enough, with a violence that was brief and total, rearing and striking and biting at the neck and shoulder until the challenger broke and ran.

The mare did not choose him. Or perhaps she did, in the way that mares choose, which is not the dramatic contest the stallions believe it to be. Recent research had begun to show what horsemen had always suspected and scientists had been slow to confirm: that mares are not the passive recipients of stallion
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