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			Dedication

			To the One Who created all realms of existence, above and below

			To my mother and father, who taught me discernment and the wisdom of looking deeper into any situation before me. 

			To my beloved Holly, who accompanies me on my journeys, wherever they may lead.

		

	
		
			AS ABOVE, SO BELOW

			“You have yet to cross the mountains to the west, Hongvi,” Hehewuti said.

			Finishing the last of the hominy in his bowl, and not about to leave a trace of the delectable fare within the clay vessel, Hongvi lifted his eyes and gave his mother a smile that echoed the one already resting upon her face. “You will never share the mystery of why your hominy exceeds that of all others.”

			Hehewuti laughed in a carefree manner that Hongvi always savored, given the arduous trials deep in her past. “Why should I? If it is known by others, then I will have no means of making you come see me often.”

			Hongvi smirked and shook his head. “If you made the worst hominy in the Village of the Sky ... no, in all of Shinumu lands ... I would still come to see you as often.”

			“You are still not going to learn my hominy secrets, even if you are my only son,” Hehewuti said with another merry laugh. After pausing for a moment, she continued, her tone becoming a little more serious. “You still did not respond to what I said. You have been far south, and far to the east, and even to the north ... but you have yet to travel across the mountains to the west.”

			“And what brings this to your mind?” Hongvi replied, setting the empty bowl down and becoming curious about her inquiry. “I have no reason to journey west. There is enough to keep our attention here with the Dinay under the spell of the shamans that rule from the Throne of the Sun.”

			A little of the merriment sifted from Hehewuti’s eyes. “Throne of the Sun,” she said with a caustic edge. “It is more like the Pit of the Netherworld.”

			Her response reflected the disposition of all the Shinumu people, ever since the Dinay had taken Ashiwi captives intended for slavery in the large city to the south. Hongvi had undertaken a harrowing journey alone that saw them freed. Nothing had threatened since, but few were delusional enough to think that the dark shamans would not try to expand their power to the north. 

			Shinumu eyes were everywhere, watching over the Great River, other tributaries, and any passage through the great canyons and mesas that constituted the heart of their tribal lands. Dinay war bands or scouting parties were anticipated at any time, if not expected, and the Shinumu were not about to lower their guard in the wake of Hongvi’s rescue of the Ashiwi captives. 

			Further, the rest of the Ashiwi had departed their villages and settlements in the great valley to the east, taking refuge among the Shinumu in their high cliff dwellings. 

			“Malice guides their minds,” Hongvi replied, thinking upon the shamans that had come into the Dinay lands from much farther to the south, arriving with their dark sorcery and penchant for ritual consumption of human flesh. “But they are not reckless. It will take a great force to threaten Shinumu lands. Any that try to invade will be constrained in the canyons and on the higher pathways.”

			“I fear that they are capable of bringing together such a force,” Hehewuti said somberly. “And there is no telling what allies they may call upon ... allies that are not of a human nature.” 

			Unable to dispute her insight, Hongvi nodded. He had already set his eyes on the giants roaming the plains to the east.  Perilously close to tribal lands, the towering beings represented a grave threat; one that had long ago justified the massive undertaking on the part of the Shinumu in excavating, building, and occupying the cliff dwellings where they now resided. 

			“Then you know why I have not had a speck of urge to journey west,” Hongvi said. 

			“I do not think the Village of the Sky or the other villages in our lands will fall under the shadow of the wicked shamans for a little while yet,” Hehewuti replied. “And the Shinumu have need of you, to journey west across the mountains.”

			“Have need of me?” Hongvi responded with a lilt of surprise. 

			“A group of our people is to journey to the west, to the lands of the Aaku,” Hehewuti said. “With the giants roaming so close to our lands, it is too dangerous to travel north to obtain salt there. Sacred feather offerings will be taken to the Mother at the Salt Lakes.  With her blessing, they can return to us with an abundance of salt.”

			“Other than the things that stalk the wilderness, there are no great threats to the west,” Hongvi said. “Any skilled Shinumu warrior could protect them.” 

			A look of worry rose on Hehewuti’s face, and her voice lowered. “Chosovi wishes to make the journey. She wishes to see the Mother, and to speak with her. My heart would rest easier knowing that you are with her ... and with Lomahongva.” 

			Hongvi understood his mother’s concern at once. Only Hongvi held a place deeper in Hehewuti’s heart than Chosovi and her husband, Lomahongva. 

			The two had welcomed Hehewuti and Hongvi into their family long ago. Chosovi and Lomahongva had given Hehewuti and her newborn son the sanctuary and home they had needed at a time rife with sorrow, pain, and fear.  Across the years, ties stronger than those woven of bloodlines had been fashioned and strengthened between all of them.

			As infancy passed into childhood and then adolescence for Hongvi, Lomahongva had become the father figure that he would not otherwise have had, and Chosovi had always been like another parent to him.

			Though advancing in years, Lomahongva was still hale of body and heart. A skilled warrior, he was more than capable of protecting his wife on such a journey, but the prospects of both of them leaving the Village of the Sky for the open wilderness undoubtedly represented a great burden to Hehewuti’s spirit and mind.

			“I will go and watch over them,” Hongvi stated firmly, looking his mother in the eyes. The anxiety present in her gaze eased at his response. 

			“It is not that Lomahongva is incapable,” Hehewuti said. “But I can do nothing for them on such a journey, even if I were to go. My place is here, and I do not wish to stray far from our lands.” 

			Hongvi watched the flicker of deeply embedded fears pass through her eyes. The violation and trauma that she had suffered those many years ago still resided within her, and it took little for the wounds to her spirit to bleed once more. 

			It pained Hongvi greatly that nothing could be done to heal her completely. Even worse, it never left his mind that his birth and entry into her life came about from that grievous horror inflicted upon her. 

			Hehewuti’s eyes glistened, and vulnerability crept into her voice. “I am never at rest when you are away, and it is not easy for me to ask this of you.”

			Hongvi uncrossed his legs, moved over, and embraced his mother. “I understand, I do. I will see that they are both kept safe and returned to you here.”

			Hehewuti did not speak for several moments, leaving her face buried into Hongvi’s left shoulder. At last, she raised her eyes to him. 

			“I know that you will,” she said in a low voice. 

			Releasing his embrace, Hongvi smiled. “I will also bring you some salt, as I know you have a certain measure of it that you use to make your hominy.” 

			A spark of merriment returned to Hehewuti’s eyes. “That is true. But I will not tell you how much.” 

			The two broke into laughter, the look on her face like the sun emerging from behind a dark rain cloud. 

			“I love you, Mother,” Hongvi said, gently. “I will always do all that I can to be the son that you deserve.”

			“You are a son beyond what I ever could have dreamed of,” Hehewuti replied, a beaming joy rising in her eyes and spreading across her face.    

			***

			With the light of dawn filtering into the far depths of the canyon, casting a crystalline glittering along the surface of the Great River, the small party started forth along the narrow trail leading out from the Village of the Sky. 

			Hongvi and Lomahongva, the two most experienced warriors among the group of ten men and five women, marched at the lead.

			Many cycles of the moon had passed since Hongvi had returned from the Throne of the Sun with the freed Ashiwi men and women. Other than shorter hunting forays in the canyons and along the trails near the Village of the Sky, Hongvi had not undertaken any extended travels.

			Striding along the rocky path, a dizzying fall a little more than an arm’s length to his left, Hongvi found that he was looking forward to the lengthy journey. 

			Across the mountains to the west, places awaited him that he had never seen. Most of all, he looked forward to setting his eyes upon a figure that occupied a revered, sacred place in the lore and tales of his people. 

			A blessing of the Sky Father, the Mother of the Lakes was an immortal being whose presence at the salt lakes spanned all the ages that the Shinumu and the tribes akin to them existed. Said to have the form of a beautiful woman, the Mother presided over the abundance of salt that the lakes provided to generations of tribal people. 

			A multitude of thoughts swirled within Hongvi’s mind. He wondered what it would be like to speak with such an ancient, powerful being, one that had taken a physical form and dwelled among humans. It made Hongvi a little nervous and excited to think about the questions that he could ask  her, if he gained the opportunity to do so.

			He wondered what her demeanor might be like, having witnessed such a vast passage of time. Her laughter was said to be melodious to the ear, and most accounts of those who had sought her out reflected a gentle and compassionate nature. 

			Yet there were other accounts that told of her great powers that the Mother of the Lakes had wielded against the wicked, the deceitful, and the myriad things of darkness that plagued the world. 

			Benevolent, generous, and nurturing, the Mother was also a protector and guardian that adversaries of the Aaku had come to fear. 

			Only one other individual within the party likely had more questions churning in his mind than Hongvi. One of the youngest shamans at the Village of the Sky, Mochni was also Hongvi’s closest friend.

			Mochni’s inclusion in the party gladdened Hongvi. With the elder shamans unable to take on the physical hardships endured in a longer journey through wilderness terrain, Mochni carried the responsibility of observing any ritualistic needs on behalf of the party. 

			Part of that solemn duty involved the collection of sacred eagle feathers that one of the women traveling with them, named Aponivi, carried within a basket woven of cornhusks. When they reached the salt lakes, the feathers would be presented to the Mother in a ceremonial fashion, to seek her blessing and consent in receiving a measure of salt from the bounty of the lakes.

			All within the group understood that if the Mother were to refuse the presented offering, they would return to the Village of the Sky empty-handed.

			Though spirited, and sometimes reprimanded for the impetuousness found in younger men, Mochni did not represent a gamble or weakness in the group. Hongvi knew that his childhood friend held the confidence of the elder shamans in carrying out the task placed upon him. 

			For his part, Hongvi was grateful to have Mochni to assist in approaching the Mother. He did not wish to blunder in any way that might cause offense to the legendary, hallowed figure.

			Hongvi did his best to put his curiosities, anxieties, and speculations regarding the Mother to the farther recesses of his thoughts as the morning advanced. Working their way along the slender, and easily defensible trails that navigated the high mesas, the group worked their way down into the canyon where the Great River flowed in all of its majesty. 

			Reaching the banks of the broad, meandering river, they followed its course in a general, northern direction, coming to a place shallow enough to ford shortly after midday. Hongvi and Lomahongva called for a short rest before they crossed the river to the opposite bank. 

			There was no need to press too hard, and with a few members of the group having reached advanced years, Hongvi knew that it was best to avoid a strenuous outset. They would need to conserve some strength for the crossing of the mountains, with their higher altitude and thinner air. 

			“A good enough of a start, we have yet to lose any from the group,” Lomahongva jested, as he walked with Hongvi down to the water’s edge. 

			Hongvi laughed at the older man, who was a mentor and father figure to him.  “I would hope it would be this way, as we are still in Shinumu lands.”

			“If only we had a means of sending messages to your mother,” Lomahongva remarked. “It is not lost on me that she wants you to watch over me, and also Chosovi ... nor is it lost on me that her mind will dwell upon thoughts of you, until she sets her eyes on you again.” 

			“Those who she counts as family are not great in number,” Hongvi said, squatting down at the water’s edge. Cupping some of the cool liquid into his hands, he splashed it onto his face. Blinking, he savored the refreshing sensation of the water as it trickled down his face and dripped to the ground, carrying sweat and dust off his skin. He glanced over to Lomahongva and added, “Nor are those I count as family great in number.”

			Lomahongva nodded and smiled. “It is why I shall watch over you, as well.”

			“You always have,” Hongvi replied, the words a testimony to nearly the entirety of his life. 

			Then, Hongvi glanced away, looking toward the rest of the party. Five of the other men were warriors. Another was a man younger than himself, who had taken the path of a shaman and was now under the watch and tutelage of Mochni. The last was a village elder, of about the same age as Lomahongva and still robust in body. 

			Of the women, there were two similar to Chosovi in age. The remaining pair were younger women, of about the same years as Manu, the one who held Hongvi’s heart in her care.

			Other than the inevitable worries that his mother would struggle with until they all returned to the Village of the Sky, Manu was the only other prominent weight upon his heart and mind. 

			He smiled as he thought of the previous night. Hongvi and Manu had slipped out of their living quarters under the cover of darkness and scaled the rest of the cliff facing, reaching from the village to the top of the mesa, where the village’s crops grew.

			There, under the stars and moon, they had given themselves over to the fires of passion. There had been an ebb and flow between tenderness and vigor; the former sweet and gentle, and the latter brimming with an urgent intensity.

			Slaked in sweat and exhausted when they finished, the two had lain quietly in each other’s arms for a long while. Hongvi longed for the day when they would be husband and wife. While his mind knew that day was, in truth, not far into the future, it always felt impossibly distant.

			Manu wished that she could accompany Hongvi on the journey, but she yet lived under the roof of her mother and father. While they were fond of Hongvi, and his interactions with them had always been pleasant, and even warm in nature, they forbade her from going on the journey. 

			The justification that her mother and father gave was the duties that Manu had to her family and the village, but Hongvi knew that fear for her safety in a dangerous wilderness constituted the genuine reason. He could not fault her mother and father for their reticence, as he would have been the same if the situation had involved a daughter of his own.

			Nevertheless, the decision chafed Manu’s fiery spirit and angered her. Strong-willed, she expressed a mind to defy their wishes, but Hongvi counseled her to heed them. It would not be much longer before they were married, and he did not want to do anything that might create a rift between him and her family.

			Still, he wished that Manu had been able to accompany him, to experience the journey together. There was no telling when another such excursion could take place, not with the shadows encroaching from north, south, and east upon Shinumu lands. 

			“I think it is about time to cross the river and continue,” Lomahongva announced, jarring Hongvi from the depths of his thoughts. 

			Hongvi nodded. “We can cover a fair distance by nightfall. How long do you think it will take to reach the end of the canyons?”

			“At least the rest of this day, and perhaps another half of a day,” Lomahongva said. “Then it will take a couple of days to cross the Plain of the Ancient Sentinels, to reach the Mountains of the Setting Sun.”

			“I have always wanted to see the Ancient Sentinels,” Hongvi remarked. “The tales of them always provoked my imagination.” 

			“They are a sight to behold,” Lomahongva said. “Though the plain holds its own dangers that we will have to keep wary of.” 

			Hongvi’s gaze drifted across the other warriors who had come with them. They were counted among the best fighters in the village, and all of them were skilled hunters, an indication of the importance of the journey.

			“I do not think any of those here to protect will allow their guard down,” Hongvi said. 

			“All hold my confidence, but there is always the unknown, and unforeseen,” Lomahongva said, with the edge of wisdom to his tone that came with great experience and years of reflection. A slight grin then spread on his lips. “But you already are well-acquainted with those things.”

			“I have had my share of unexpected encounters,” Hongvi replied, with a low chuckle. 

			“We can always petition the Sky Father to help us avoid those,” Lomahongva said. 

			“I do,” Hongvi said. “But the Sky Father allows much to happen in the world, even if I find it difficult to understand why at times.” 

			“That is a question that comes to the minds of the wisest among us,” Lomahongva said. 

			“I often think it is something that we have to learn to accept in this life, in the absence of answers,” Hongvi replied.  “Perhaps we will gain understanding in the life to come.”

			“You are wise beyond your years, Hongvi,” Lomahongva said with the air of a proud father.

			“I do not think it is so,” Hongvi said. “I realize how little I know the longer I live.”

			“Again, you carry wisdom in you,” Lomahongva said. Straightening up, the older man turned toward the others. “But I think we should cross the river now.”

			“Agreed,” Hongvi replied, turning his thoughts to the resumption of the journey. 

			***

			No higher than knee-deep to anyone within their group, and gentle in current, the river proved to be no impediment at the site they had chosen to ford. Hongvi and the others crossed the river easily enough and resumed the trek along the opposite bank. Late in the afternoon, they came to a narrow ravine splitting off from the canyon and leading westward. 

			Steep and towering, the jagged facings, riddled with crags and nooks, hemming them in to either side offered no refuge should a lethal threat manifest or a flooding rush of water catch them within the ravine’s confines. Endeavoring to get through that portion of the journey faster, Hongvi and Lomahongva pressed the group a little harder. 

			Despite the quicker pace that they set, dusk arrived long before they reached the end of the lengthy ravine. The light waned much earlier than if they had been in open ground, and they chose the most suitable place that they could to set camp for the night. 

			That night, they relied on the foodstuffs that they carried along with them to offset the pangs of hunger in their bellies. Small, dried corn cakes containing a variety of seeds and nuts, and a thin, light, cornmeal bread called Piki, comprised a majority of the available fare. There was also a modest supply of dried strips of meat, both rabbit and venison in nature, and some small, dried patties made of cooked, mashed beans. The full day of marching had tired all but the warriors to the degree that many went to sleep shortly after dark. 

			Watches were arranged, with three warriors on the first watch, including Hongvi, and four on the second, Lomahongva among their number. The village elder Tawakwaptiwa volunteered to assist in the early watch, so that there were at least four sets of eyes watching out for the group. 

			The chill deepened in the air as the stars emerged into view through the slender gap above them, spanning between the ravine’s lofty sides. Hongvi’s watch passed in silence, the lone disturbance a small scorpion that scuttled across a short stretch of open ground, navigating the rocky detritus littering the ravine floor. 

			Grateful for the uneventful watch, Hongvi fell into a light sleep after the second group took over the night’s vigil.

			When the sky lightened with the return of dawn, everyone slumbering was roused, given a short time to heed calls of nature, and then the group set forth once again. 

			Hongvi and Lomahongva set the faster pace they had taken after entering the ravine, and they came to its end on the threshold of midday. 

			After traveling in the narrow confinement of the ravine for a large portion of one day and another half of one, the sight that greeted Hongvi’s eyes appeared vast.  To the left and right, as far as his vision reached, an open plain began, spreading into the far distance to the west where the distinctive outlines of mountain peaks beckoned. 

			The plain was not empty. Rising from the surface were the natural structures for which the plain had received its name: the Plain of Ancient Sentinels. 

			Some like towers, others conical, others like hills, the rock formations scattered across the plain broke the flatness of the terrain. Patches of hardy scrub clung to the dry soil all over the extensive tract, along with an assortment of cacti that also could survive within the arid climate. 

			Despite the inhospitable appearance of the scene before him, Hongvi knew that it was anything but devoid of life. If anything, many kinds of life forms inhabited the land ahead. A broad range of creatures, including reptiles, insects, and animals, dwelled, and even thrived, within the kind of harsh, unforgiving terrain and conditions like that meeting his eyes. 

			The group would have to be careful and wary at all times while crossing the Plain of Ancient Sentinels. 

			Water and food would be sparse and require diligence to procure during the crossing of the plain. Perhaps some good fortune would come to them in the form of smaller animals that inhabited the plain, of the kind that a hunter’s skill could bring to a cooking fire, but nothing could be guaranteed. 

			Leaving the canyon behind and stepping into the open ground, Hongvi became conscious at once of the feeling of being exposed and assuming a more vulnerable state. Just as he could see for a far distance to both sides and ahead, so could something be looking in their direction.

			He and the other warriors would have to keep their eyes out for any hints of larger movements in the desert landscape. Once they had proceeded deeper into the plain, there would be nowhere to run to, and no place to hide, save for the possibility of one of the Sentinels. 

			Conversely, Hongvi did not know what manners of fauna, or beings, might inhabit their heights, with an elevated vantage point able to detect the tribal people coming from afar.

			Scattered all over the parched surface, low scrub anchored to the rocky soil accompanied a smattering of high, branched cacti that broke up the monotony of the landscape around the lofty Sentinels. While the scrub and cacti did not represent the kind of obstacles that would stymie the group’s progress to any significant degree, Hongvi and the others would nonetheless have to wend their way through the terrain on their general westward course. 

			“The sooner that we reach those peaks, the better it will be for all of us,” Lomahongva stated, peering across the great expanse as he walked alongside Hongvi. 

			“You will find no disagreement from me on that,” Hongvi stated. 

			“We will find some respite at an oasis in our path, but we must not delay for long when we arrive there,” the older man replied somberly. 

			Advancing deeper into the rugged landscape, the two warriors set a pace not much slower than the one they had maintained in the ravine behind them. Hongvi took care to keep his eyes out for anything of a threatening nature lying in their path, as a careless oversight could find the fangs of a rattlesnake injecting its venom into the legs of one in their party.

			The sun bore down without mercy upon the party as they trod forward. The empty skies provided no cloud cover to give any respite from the unrelenting heat.

			Hongvi took care to keep his eye on the older members of the party, including Lomahongva, to see how they fared. Though acclimated to such environs, the exertion of their march would eventually have the oldest in the group in a precarious state.

			All within the party made sure to take periodic sips from the water skins they carried along with them. Despite the promise of an oasis ahead of them, they did not drink any more water than necessary, as nothing could ever be taken for certain in the harsh, parched environment. 

			As the day progressed, Hongvi saw that they were headed directly for one of the Sentinels. A squat formation with a flat, circular summit and alternating ridges and furrows running up its sides, the Sentinel had the appearance of an immense tree trunk. 

			It staggered Hongvi’s imagination to contemplate the size of such a tree in its fullness. He conjectured that a tree of that scale could touch the clouds themselves.

			The group paused briefly for some sustenance in the form of dried meat strips and cornmeal, but none wished to tarry for long while in the open ground. Hongvi could see the signs of fatigue and strain accumulating on the older ones in the group, but they remained stalwart and offered no complaint, as the day slogged onward in the battering heat. 

			Though a little daylight remained when they neared the massive Sentinel, Lomahongva called for the group to set camp there for the night. A shallow lee in the rock on the eastern slope of the towering rise offered shade and concealment with the approach of dusk. 

			Hongvi, Lomahongva, and the other warriors, with the additional help of Mochni and the young man in his tutelage, did a careful search for rattlesnakes or anything else that could be a threat. Not wishing to provide a beacon to anything roving the desert, they set no fire as darkness settled in, and the heat of the day was soon overtaken by the deepening chill of night. 

			Lomahongva and Hongvi took the first watch of the night. From the outset, Hongvi noticed his mentor and father-figure gazing skyward, where a glittering canopy of stars held dominion. The look on Lomahongva’s face conveyed focus and intent, as if he were searching the night skies. 

			“What is it that you are looking for?” Hongvi asked him in a low voice, curious about the older man’s evident wariness. 

			“It will not be long until you see them,” Lomahongva replied evenly, without taking his eyes away from the moonlit sky. 

			“Them?” Hongvi asked. 

			“Out there, in the open ground, the danger at night is much greater,” Lomahongva said. “I have only set my eyes on them once, but that was enough to know what scours for prey throughout the Plain of Ancient Sentinels from the skies above.”

			It was not long before the threat that Lomahongva described came into view, its shadowy form outlined against the backdrop of starlight. Wings spread, the creature glided through the skies with elegance and command, in the manner of a hawk or eagle. 

			With a broad wingspan, the creature had a large, narrow head, and its slender body was short in proportion to the rest of its form. A slim tail extended from behind it. 

			Gauging the distance to the flying creature from where he stood, Hongvi estimated it to be much larger than any eagle that he had ever beheld. 

			Farther away in the skies, another came into sight, and then off to the left, yet another. Spread far apart from each other, the creatures drifted over the arid terrain with the steady, deliberate manner of airborne hunters.  

			Two others of their kind soon came into Hongvi’s field of view, bringing the number of flying hunters roving the heights to five.

			“Not something we need to contend with, if we can avoid it,” Hongvi remarked to Lomahongva in a low voice, watching the creatures with great interest. 

			Also keeping his eyes fixed toward the gliding quintet, Lomahongva nodded quietly at Hongvi’s side.

			Not long after, Hongvi observed one of the creatures undertaking a steep dive, hurtling toward the ground. The distance was too great for him to see what had drawn it, but the burst of activity drew the attention of one of its companions. 

			After the second one descended to investigate, it was met by grating screeches that told Hongvi that the first one had secured its quarry and was in no mood to share the fresh kill. Rebuffed and assailed with further cries from the successful hunter, the interloper returned to the air, flapping vigorously to gain altitude.

			The four creatures in the air remained in the vicinity of the Sentinel for a little while longer, before flying onward. Heading southeast, their diminishing forms eventually became indistinct, blending into the depths of the night skies. 

			Eventually, the fifth of the group, having finished with consuming its meal, took to the skies once more.  Flying in the same direction that the others had taken, it soon disappeared from view.   

			Other than the flying creatures, Hongvi saw nothing more over the course of his watch. When it finally came to an end, he took a place deeper in the lee of the rock to lie down. Wrapping his mantle snug to his body, to ward off the edge of the night’s bitter chill, he relaxed his mind and let his body settle. 

			Close to him, the women of the group were sleeping huddled together for added warmth. Listening to their steady breathing, he began to drift from consciousness. Even with the uneven, hard surface that he lay upon, Hongvi did not take long to fall asleep. 

			***

			Awake at first light, Hongvi partook of three dried strips of rabbit meat from the pouch he carried before the group set out for the day’s march.  Few and far between, the scattered wisps of clouds drifting through a vast, silken ocean of blue provided no cover from the blazing sun that took dominion of the skies.

			The mountains ahead of them drew a little closer, little by little, but the distance to them was too great to reach the entrance to the pass through them before the sun lowered from view on the western horizon.  

			The day held no unwelcome obstacles, and the group pressed forward with only a few brief halts for rest.  They made their camp a little early at the base of another Sentinel.  The towering formation, conical in shape, like the tooth of a great beast jutting up from the rocky surface, it had a low overhang that had just enough space beneath for all in the group to shelter within. 

			Once more eschewing setting a fire, the Shinumu men and women girded themselves for the cold embrace of another desert night.  As he had done the previous evening, Hongvi took the first watch, joining Lomahongva and Tawakwaptiwa.

			After darkness fell, he espied a couple of the flying hunters that he had witnessed the night before, but they were too far away to observe anything more than their distant silhouette against the stars.

			Other than periodic slivers of wind sweeping across the terrain, nothing disturbed the encompassing stillness for the duration of Hongvi’s watch.  When it came to an end, he found an unoccupied place among those slumbering, lay down, and once again let himself ease from consciousness into the depths of sleep.

			***

			The following morning, the group set out to cross the last stretch of ground remaining before the entrance to the mountain pass.  

			All in the group exhibited eagerness to reach the pass and leave the open terrain behind them. Once through the pass, it was not a far distance to the Salt Lakes and the refuge awaiting them among the Aaku people.  

			“We have traversed more ground than I anticipated by now,” Lomahongva remarked as he strode along with Hongvi at the head of the loose column. 

			“None have faltered,” Hongvi said. “And I know it has not been without burden for some.”

			“They intend to get rest and their strength restored once we reach the Salt Lakes,” Lomahongva said. 

			“I intend to get a cooked meal,” Hongvi replied with a grin. 

			“I think we all do,” Lomahongva replied. “Dried meat and cornmeal cakes are not enough for me, at my age.”  

			“Nor mine,” Hongvi retorted, as the two warriors shared a laugh. 

			“What am I missing up there?” Mochni called up to them from behind. 

			Hongvi glanced back to Mochni and called back, “I think we are all desiring some of my mother’s hominy right now.” 

			“I can agree with that,” Mochni replied to him, as other vocal affirmations rose from the group in response to Hongvi’s statement. 

			“Not too much talk of that, I do not wish to think of other food until we are at the Salt Lakes,” one of the elder women, Talasi, said with a merry lilt.

			“That is wise counsel, Talasi,” Hongvi replied to her with a smile.

			“It is not practical to dwell upon what you can not have in the present moment,” Talasi said, returning his smile. “But neither can I deny that a few thoughts of hominy or other fare from a warm cookfire helps to spur these aged legs forward.”

			Hongvi chuckled and said, “Believe me, those kinds of thoughts give strength to my legs too.”

			 Hongvi then looked ahead, eyeing the line of mountains spanning the horizon, and looming ever closer.  

			“How long will it take to cross through the pass?” he asked Lomahongva. 

			“Even if nothing slows us, we will have to make camp in the pass tonight,” Lomahongva answered.  “But we will be out of it tomorrow, and then it is not far to the Salt Lakes.”

			“So, there is a chance that tomorrow I will see the Mother of the Lakes,” Hongvi said, a sense of awe settling over him at the open mention of the possibility. 

			Lomahongva nodded. “If all continues as it has, then yes, that will happen.”

			“I still do not know what to say to her,” Hongvi said.  “What do you say to one who has witnessed generations of our people, and generations of those kin to us through blood?” 

			“Just say what comes to your mind and heart,” Lomahongva said.  “She is gentle in demeanor to those who come to her in a spirit of friendship and goodwill.” 

			“That is good, because Mochni is likely going to ask her more questions than there are drops of water that fall in a storm,” Hongvi remarked, drawing another laugh from Lomahongva.  

			“I imagine that he does carry that many questions in his mind,” Lomahongva said.  “I also imagine that the Mother will be patient with him, and that he will learn much from her before we return home.  She is known to slake those with a thirst for knowledge.” 

			 “I hope to learn what I can from her as well,” Hongvi said, with an air of humility.  “Though I may not know the questions to ask.” 

			“You have always shown an ability to listen, when most others simply hear,” Lomahongva said.  After a few moments, he glanced over to Hongvi and added, “And you understand the difference.”

			“One must listen, if one is to take in any wisdom that is offered,” Hongvi said. 

			“Listening is the planting of the seed,” Lomahongva said. “Reflection and contemplation are the watering and sunlight that brings what is planted to sprout and grow to full harvest.”

			“And our actions show if we have nourished ourselves with the bounty of that harvest,” Hongvi responded. 

			A broad smile spread across the face of the older man.  “I wish that I understood that when I was your age.  I would have had fewer lessons taught to me in my youth through calamities brought about through unwise choices.” 

			Hongvi smiled, but he did not know how to respond to the candid, high praise coming from the man who had taken such a fatherly role throughout most of his life.  

			Before Hongvi could say something in reply, Lomahongva turned his eyes back toward the mountains and said, “It is not much farther now. We can take a short rest at the mouth of the pass, and then we shall try to advance as far as we can before nightfall.”

			***

			When they reached the mountains, Lomahongva called for a brief respite at the entrance to the pass. The short rest allowed everyone in the party to drink a little of their remaining water, consume some dried meat and cornmeal, and see to their bodily needs. Once finished, they began their advance into the pass. 

			No longer in the open terrain, they gained some protection from the sun’s rays.  High, craggy slopes rising to each side, the pass itself was narrow and had a modest, upward incline. 

			Though they were no longer exposed to view from afar as they had been in the open terrain behind them, Hongvi was not about to let his wariness ease.  Not even for a moment. Mountains harbored different kinds of dangers, and there were a lot more places for a predator to conceal itself or set an ambush.

			Most predators would avoid attacking a party as large as theirs, but some might stalk the group and patiently wait for an opportune moment to catch an individual that strayed a little too far from the others.  Hongvi and Lomahongva reminded those who were not warriors to stay close together, in all circumstances, while they were traveling through the mountain pass.

			At the forefront of the column, Hongvi stayed alert for any hint of movement or sounds among the rocks and brush to each side of them.  

			Along the way, they came upon several openings to trails leading away from the pass, to both sides. Running deeper into the mountains to the north and south, the trails tugged upon Hongvi’s deep-rooted impulses to explore and investigate when crossing through new lands. 

			He wondered what the trails led to, and what kind of game dwelled in the mountains they were passing through.  Were it not for those he had been charged to protect, he might have entertained a thought to divert from the journey for a little while, to rove the trails and learn more of the mountains and all that they harbored.  

			The urges had to be pushed aside, as he and the other warriors had been entrusted with safeguarding the lives of several men and women from his village, including his dear friend and lifelong companion, Mochni.  Though all of the other warriors shared fully in the task, he embraced, at a personal level, the added charge that had come from his mother, to protect two members of the group in particular. One, the man who had stepped forth in his life to become like a father to him, and the other, the woman who had been akin to a second mother to him, both held unassailable places within his heart.  He would give his life without hesitation to see that they both returned unharmed to his mother at the Village of the Sky. 

			With no possibility of crossing through the pass before nightfall, Hongvi and Lomahongva eased the pace of their march, lessening the burden on the weary, older members of the group.  No longer in the direct sunlight, the heat was less severe, further alleviating the difficulties being suffered by them.

			They all would have continued at the former pace without protest.  Not one of them had uttered a single complaint, but there was no sense in making them endure any more than was necessary. The following day would see them out of the mountains and approaching the Salt Lakes, and the welcome of a tribe that shared blood kinship with all of them. 

			When the shadows began to lengthen, and the light started to fade within the pass, the group halted and set to making camp for the night.  This time, they gathered dry brush and material for kindling and dug a shallow pit to build a fire. 

			Three of the warriors headed from the pass with bows in hand to see what they might discover in the vicinity, pertaining to hunting or foraging prospects.  When they returned, they carried along with them the carcasses of two sizeable lizards that they had come upon and felled with arrows. 

			The lizards did not provide enough meat to constitute a bountiful feast, but Hongvi welcomed the cooked fare and the portion he was allotted.  The fresh game and fire lifted the moods of all within the group, and Hongvi enjoyed listening to the conversation and laughter among them as the skies darkened and night fell across the mountains. 

			Hongvi and Lomahongva took up the first watch with Tawakwaptiwa, as the others settled into their chosen places around the fire.  Before long, the men and women lying on the ground were sleeping peacefully enough.

			It did not seem all that long before Hongvi’s watch came to an end, without anything of concern drawing his attention.  Even the skies visible above the pass remained clear and devoid of the flying beasts they had seen out among the Sentinels on the arid plain.

			Hongvi found a clear spot close to the firepit, and lay down.  With the warmth of flames providing some comfort against the night’s chill, Hongvi took little time in falling into a deep, restful sleep. 

			***

			A gut-churning cry of raw terror jolted Hongvi out of his sleep.  Alert in an instant and up to his feet, he took up his bow, quiver, and spear quickly, donning the former two items and gripping the latter in his right hand. 

			A guttural, inhuman roar ensued, reverberating off the rocks of the slopes about them.  Another human cry broke out, the second one filled with agony.  Other shouts rose into the night air, urgent and fearful, and all who still remained prone around the fire scrambled as quickly as they could to get to their feet. 

			Hongvi headed in the direction of the bestial and human cries. He did not get far before he slowed at the sight of a massive figure silhouetted in the shadows. 

			Over three times the height of a man, the figure standing a short distance from him was massive, with thick, brawny limbs and a wide girth.  Other than the long, scraggly locks descending from its broad head, there was little else about its features that Hongvi could make out in the darkness. 

			It gripped one of the Shinumu warriors, a younger man named Tokori, in its huge right hand. In its left, the towering figure brandished an axe that, while short-hafted in proportion to its immense stature, any man would have had to use two arms to wield.

			“Flee, down the pass!” Lomahongva cried out behind Hongvi. 

			The giant lifted the warrior clutched in its right hand higher, and another shriek came from the ill-fated man just before a sickly, cracking sound pierced the air.  Tokori became silent, and his body slumped and became limp.

			One of the other warriors, Wahleah, loosed a spirited war cry and attempted to assail the giant, launching a spear through the air at the monstrosity.  The spear lodged into a spot above the giant’s left breast, but the following roar of the being held no pain within its tenor.  

			Rather, the tone brimmed with rage.

			The giant tossed the dead warrior in its right hand to the ground unceremoniously.  With a long stride forward, and speed that Hongvi never would have anticipated from such a massive being, the giant swung its huge axe and cut the body of Wahleah in two. 

			“Fall back, Hongvi, we must flee from here!” Lomahongva called to him from behind. 

			Hongvi stood in place as the gaze of the giant fell upon him, and enveloped him. 

			Knowing that certain death awaited him if he were to recklessly attack the immense creature, Hongvi turned about and heeded Lomahongva’s words. 

			The surviving warriors had gathered around Lomahongva, and they retreated together in a cluster, weapons in hand and keeping watch on the giant.  Hongvi joined them, holding the spear in his right hand, raised up, and set in position to throw.  

			The giant did not give chase.  Instead, its attention appeared to be fixed on the remains of the warrior’s body that its axe had cleaved in half.  The giant slipped its axe into a place at its waist, leaned over, and took up the upper torso of Wahleah’s body in its left hand.

			Then, the giant turned, stepped over, and reached down with its right hand to pick up the body of the other warrior, that of Tokori, that it had discarded. 

			Hongvi and the other warriors continued to fall back, putting growing distance between themselves and the giant. 

			“Run, now, and catch up to the others while it is occupied!” Hongvi urged the group. 

			All of them turned and loped swiftly down the pass, heading westward in the direction that the others had fled in. 

			A flood of thoughts raced through Hongvi’s mind as he ran.  Foremost among them was the alarming thought that there might be more giants in the pass, and that he and his fellow Shinumu companions were heading straight into their massive clutches. 

			No cries had come from ahead of them, though, but that meant little.  The feet of the warriors pounded on the dry, hard ground as they sprinted forward.  

			It was not long before they caught up with the others.

			“We must go as far as we can!” Lomahongva exhorted them.  “Move forward, with all haste!”

			All in the group hurried along the mountain pass, though the warriors remained careful to slow their pace enough to ensure that no one was abandoned behind due to their physical limitations.

			Labored breaths soon rose from a few within the group, as they trotted through the darkness.  Under the dire circumstances, and uncertain of what lay ahead, they could not maintain any degree of stealth.  The thuds and scrapes of their footfalls on the gritty surface would betray their approach to anything hostile in the pass before them.

			Hongvi thought about the possibility of finding a place for them to hide, for the time being, but there loomed the danger of becoming trapped should the giant behind give pursuit and find them, or other giants manifest. 

			They pressed as far as they could before the bodies of the older members of the group finally reached the cusp of giving out.

			Slowing at last, the air filled with the sounds of heaving breaths as all took up a walking gait.

			“Giants ... to the west also?” Hongvi remarked to Lomahongva, in between gulps of air.  “I thought it said ... they had only been sighted ... on the plains to the east.”

			Lomahongva, also exhibiting strained breathing after the extended run, replied, “Shadows encroach our lands ... from all sides ... it appears.”   

			 Taking in the troubling implications, Hongvi fell into a lengthy silence.  A foreboding darkness was positioned all around Shinumu lands, in a way he had never seen before. 

			Making matters worse, the giant they fled from now loomed a terrible and lethal obstacle on their route of return.  A longer, circuitous path home stood a possibility for the warriors, if they had been on their own, but the mountain pass was the only route that he was aware of that the older men and women were capable of traversing. 

			Further, the giant had slain two warriors, leaving only three others in the group, in addition to Hongvi and Lomahongva.  At the least, none of the survivors had suffered injuries in the attack, but the group had suffered a heavy blow that left those who were not warriors more vulnerable than before. 

			Five warriors, even of great skill, stood little chance of surviving a direct clash with the colossus that had assailed them in the night.  

			The sheer strength of the creature was staggering to comprehend, but Hongvi could not deny his witness of the monstrosity cleaving through the midsection of the hapless warrior in a single blow.  Neither could he dismiss watching the giant crush the other warrior’s body in the grip of its massive hand. 

			Even more worrisome, the giant had demonstrated great speed, and agility, when it swung its axe.  The creature was anything but plodding and cumbersome in its movements, despite its tremendous size.  

			There also remained the matter of whether the creature was alone or not.  During the journey to the eastern plains, prior to the events that had led to his excursion to the Throne of the Sun to free the Ashiwi captives taken there, Hongvi had witnessed no less than three giants hunting buffalo in the moonlight. 

			There was no telling how many giants there might be in the area.  For all that he knew, the group was heading directly, and unwittingly, toward others of the giant’s malevolent ilk.

			Hongvi forced the daunting thought from his mind.  They had to keep going, no matter how tired they became.  

			Hongvi positioned himself at the rear of the group with Lomahongva, to keep watch for any signs of pursuit. The other three warriors took the lead, staying alert for the slightest hint of threats in the shadows ahead of them.

			Mochni, the younger shaman, the male elder, and the five women in between the warriors walked without complaint as the night advanced.  None of them spoke a word, and a grave silence encompassed the group as they continued forward. 

			Hongvi, for his part, detected no traces of pursuit.  Perhaps the giant had been satisfied for the time being with the two kills, and held no interest in coming after the rest of the group that night. He did not wish to think of what the creature intended for the bodies of young men that he had known all of his life; individuals he had trained and sparred with, hunted with, and come to have bonds of comradeship with. 

			To think that the creature was likely gorging itself with the bodies of the slain warriors repulsed and sickened Hongvi; but all the tales of giants that had ever graced his ears spoke of their fondness for the taste of human flesh.

			While it was a struggle to keep darker thoughts at bay in the wake of the horrid attack, Hongvi set his mind on reaching the Salt Lakes.  Perhaps the Mother of the Lakes would have some insights that might help them evade the giant and find their way back home.

			His breath returned in full, Hongvi strode forward, casting periodic glances back to see if there were any movements in the pass behind the group.  To his relief, each time, nothing but stillness met his eyes.

			***

			When sunlight filtered into the pass and the shadows receded, daybreak found the group weary but persisting in their westward march.  No one in the group asked for the slightest respite, and Hongvi sensed that all of them were eager to be free of the pass and the grave threat that it harbored.

			The ground underfoot took a slight, downward angle, bestowing a little relief on the older members of the group.  

			They reached the end of the pass close to midday.  The mountains came to an end, and a vast tract of low, rolling hills spread out before them.

			“It is not far now,” Lomahongva declared, staring into the distance.  “The lakes are within these hills.”

			The terrain itself looked a little more welcoming than the arid plain they had crossed on the other side of the mountains.  Increased foliage, including trees, rose out of the hilly ground everywhere Hongvi looked, offering numerous places for shade and concealment, in addition to providing better foraging prospects.  The majority of the trees were a kind of mesquite tree, modest in height and rugged in appearance; the mature ones covered with dark, rough bark, the younger ones having bark of a smoother texture and reddish-brown hue.  Exhibiting many branching offshoots growing in irregular patterns from their trunks, the robust trees were of a type well suited for a region with sparser rainfall. 

			Hongvi welcomed the hills and trees, and the cover that they offered to the group.  

			The group continued a little farther out from the end of the mountain pass, before taking an extended rest.  With their destination close, the members of the group consumed the remaining foodstuffs and water that they carried, to gird their strength for marching the final stretch. 

			The warriors, along with Mochni, and Tawakwaptiwa, kept watch as many of the others took to slumbering for a short while, succumbing at last to the mental and physical exhaustion that the arduous, harrowing night had inflicted upon them.

			Hongvi did not like having to rouse the weary Shinumu men and women to continue the march, but the journey had to be resumed in order to reach the Salt Lakes, and the Aaku people dwelling there before nightfall. 

			Not one of the men or women complained after being awakened, though Hongvi did not fail to notice the winces on their faces and hear the low groans as they contended with aching joints and stiffened backs and limbs. 

			Keeping to a moderate gait, the group pressed forward through the hills, taking a meandering path around the bases of the squat elevations.  In addition to watching out for potential threats in the immediate vicinity of the column, Hongvi paid close heed to the position of the sun crossing the skies on its journey toward the western horizon.  Determining that more than enough daylight remained at the pace they were maintaining, Hongvi allowed the group to slow a little, to ease the burden on those straining the most.    

			The shadows had just begun to lengthen amid the trees when the deeper-pitched voice of a man, coming from a short distance ahead of the group, brought all of them to an immediate halt. 

			“Peace to you, our kin from the east!” 

			The speaker stepped into view, along with several other men, all of them bearing weapons.  Their attire similar to the warriors in Hongvi’s group, a few of them had bows, while others held spears, and they all had the poised calm of well-honed warriors. 

			“Peace to you,” Lomahongva replied, giving the other man a bow of his head. “We come from the Village of the Sky, on behalf of the Shinumu people living there, to seek the blessing of the Mother and the gift of the Lakes.”
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