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Chapter One

Sahara awoke to a pounding inside her head.
Thundering. Loud. Was it rain against the tent? Rain would bring
relief from the dust and the smothering heat. She blinked, rubbing
sleep from her eyes. She heard nothing. The sound must have been
from the dream, the dream she had again and again.

Hooves thundering. Fleet feet, countless feet
pounding against the earth. I am among them, fingers locked into
flowing mane for balance, wind whipping in my face, flying across
the earth. I glide, meld into one being, I ride.

“Come, girl,” cried Laurel from outside. “Up,
now. Build the fire and keep the camp.”

Sahara sat abruptly, scratchy blanket sliding
from her thin body. She reached for the comfort of her dogs’
snuggly fur, but felt only air. They must be outside
already.

“Now, Sahara, not tomorrow.”

Sahara pulled the rag shirt over her head,
tucking the silver medallion she wore around her neck down inside.
She shoved her feet into her boots, tied them crookedly, and
hobbled out to the fire. Sahara hated being treated like a baby.
She was almost thirteen.

“I’m here, sister.”

Laurel appeared anxious to be off. “We have
little meat. I will go down along the dry river bed and look for
rabbits again. Stay in camp, start the fire, and don’t forget to
stir the stew.”

Sahara made a face. Stay in camp. Build the
fire. Stir the stew. Her chores were so boring. She wished she
could do something important. Why couldn’t she have adventures like
her older sister?

Laurel was a huntress, and good at her job.
Standing straight as a rod, her long braid pulled neatly behind her
head, she twirled her weapon, a short rope with stones attached to
each end.

“I will return, little sister.” She tucked her
trip cord into her belt and headed out with long
strides.

Sahara slunk over to the stew-pot,
finger-combing tangles from her unruly brown hair. It was early,
and few people from the camp were awake. No other fires warmed the
cool morning air. A makeshift variety of tents and shelters, built
from salvaged tarps, skins, and old pieces of corrugated metal were
set up helter-skelter along the edge of a dry river bed.

Sahara’s dogs, Banner and Blitz, strained at
their ropes, yipping with hunger. For two days there had been no
meat to spare for the dogs, only dried pieces of squash and
potato.

“Hush now. Behave,” Sahara whispered. The dogs
immediately quieted.

Sahara went to them, hugging each one and
absorbing the warmth of their long fur. Her belly rumbled. “God
speed,” she breathed, but her sister was already gone.

She wished she could ask Laurel about the
creatures in her dream. Fast like a deer, but larger. Swift and
powerful. I was among them, floating across the earth, astride.
But Laurel would make fun. Her older sister was way too serious to
think about dreams. Ever since their parents died in the flu
epidemic, Laurel had taken on the responsibilities of both mother
and father. Grandfather had helped at first, but now he was older
and unable to do much.

Sahara shivered in the brisk morning,
calculating how long before the sun rose over the parched earth.
She stirred the coals under the battered pot that held the
leftovers from last night’s meal. At the first flicker she poked
dry kindling into the flame, then balanced two larger sticks on
top. Just enough fire to warm the dank vegetable stew that would
serve as morning and evening meal.

Sahara hoped Laurel’s hunt would be
successful. Rabbits and small game were scarce this season. Deer,
too. She could barely remember the last time she’d eaten venison.
Coyotes yodeled in the distance. She cursed them silently. They
hunted, too, but at the expense of her full stomach.

At the smell of food, the dogs whined, never
taking their eyes from Sahara. She spooned a bit of thin stew for
them into a cracked plastic bowl. Reaching into the pot for two
large chunks of potato, she threw each dog a piece. Blitz grabbed
his in midair, gulping it immediately. Banner, the female, was more
patient. She pulled small bites from hers, taking her time, her
tail wagging in pleasure.

“Oh, my doggies. Maybe we’ll have fresh rabbit
tonight, huh?” Sahara spoke to them in a sing-song voice, mimicking
the way parents talked to their babies. The dogs’ tails wove
fiercely back and forth, as if they understood the
words.

“Talking to the animals again, my
girl?”

Sahara startled. Grandfather could sneak up on
anyone. He had been a skilled hunter in his youth, tracking game to
its den with his quiet stealth.

“It is a rare gift you have, to soothe the
beasts as you do,” he said.

Sahara patted the makeshift bench beside the
warm fire. “Sit, Grandfather. I will share my stew.”

“No, you eat, daughter of my son.” Grandfather
eased his spare frame down alongside her. “You are still growing,
and I hear your stomach grumbling all the way across
camp.”

“You must have good hearing,” Sahara
chuckled.

“What I cannot hear, I can imagine,” he said.
“And I imagine you will be glad if your sister is successful
today.”

Sahara nodded. “Will we move our camp soon,
Grandfather? There seems to be so little to eat here. My poor dogs
are hungry, and Banner is carrying babies in her belly.”

“I believe we will. Nehalem will make that
decision soon.” He shifted his weight on the bench, resting his
walking stick across his bony knees.

“I’m more than ready to go. I am tired of
rabbit. And squash,” said Sahara, shoving her thick brown hair
behind her ears. She slurped a spoonful of thin broth from her
bowl. “I remember corn, and melon. Maybe the Gardener’s Camp will
have peaches again, too.”

“Hmm. Peaches.” Grandfather’s watery eyes
crinkled at the corners. “Those are my favorite also.”

“Even winter greens would taste delicious
right now,” said Sahara. “Don’t you think?”

The old man wrapped a long skin about his
frail body and stood, using his stick for balance. The dogs stood,
too, and began to whine.

Sahara motioned to them with hand signals,
asking them to lie down and be quiet, which they did.

“I am impressed with the way you have those
animals trained,” said Grandfather.

Sahara wrinkled her nose. “You
are?”

“Your sister cannot make the dogs behave like
that, can she?”

Sahara grinned. “No, they barely listen to her
at all. Sometimes it makes her a bit angry. She says I spend
way too much time with them, and I should be doing other,
more useful things.”

“Well, keep in mind that you and your sister
are not the same person.”

“I know that,” said Sahara. “In fact, we seem
more and more different all the time. Sometimes it’s hard to
believe we are even sisters. Laurel is the practical one, and she
thinks I’m too much of a dreamer.”

“Too much of a dreamer,” sighed Grandfather.
“Well, everyone is entitled to their own views. But in my opinion,
this world could use more dreamers.”

“Anyway, Banner and Blitz don’t care,” said
Sahara. “Do you?” she chirped to the dogs. Their eyes followed her
every move, tails thumping in the dirt. “They like me just the way
I am.”

“I believe that is true,” Grandfather agreed.
“Perhaps your skill with animals is something special—a
gift.”

“A gift?” Sahara knotted her brow.

“A rare gift,” murmured
Grandfather.

A gift? Maybe she should ask
Grandfather about her dreams—filled with the same animals, over and
over. Sahara closed her eyes for just a moment and heard again the
steady thunder of hooves. Dust swirling, balancing upon the
creature’s back…Grandfather might know. He was born right after
the Dark Days—a time in the past no one ever talked about. But how
could she ask without feeling foolish?

“Grandfather—” she began.

But he was gone before she could form her
question, hobbling stiff-legged toward the other side of
camp.

People milled around now outside their crude
shelters, starting fires and preparing the morning meal. The few
children of the camp still slept soundly, except for young Ash,
whose happy voice broke the silence as he ran in circles, playing
chase with his neighbor’s dogs. Sahara stifled a smile watching
him, shoved her strange dreams to the back of her thoughts, and
reached for soggy vegetables to add to the stew. Grandfather’s
words still echoed in her mind.

A rare gift.


Chapter Two

The sweltering heat lingered as Nehalem
gathered the clan a few days later. Sahara watched as everyone
crowded close together. Besides Laurel and herself, quite a few
older people, a handful of hunters, a few couples with babies and
young children, and several young men and boys made up the entire
Trader’s Clan.

Voices rose and fell in nervous anticipation,
awaiting their leader’s words. Sahara found a spot close to her
sister, on a log behind Grandfather. Laurel had snared one small
rabbit two nights ago, and none yesterday. The stew pot was almost
empty. Sahara hoped this meeting signaled a change.

Nehalem, a tall, rangy man with a beard
graying at the edges, stood to speak. He was a thoughtful man, and
he’d been the leader of Trader’s Clan for as long as Sahara could
remember. The entire clan quieted to hear his words.

“We have been traveling now for many months.
Thanks to our hunters, we have a good stash of skins.”

The crowd murmured in agreement.

“And we’ve been fortunate this year”—Nehalem
spread his arms wide—“to have such a load of scavenged and reusable
goods. As much as our dogs can pull. But now food runs out. Game is
scarce. Tomorrow evening the full moon will light our way as we
begin. We will leave for Gardener’s Camp, where we will trade our
bounty for greens and vegetables. We will travel in the cool of the
evening, and rest during the heat of the day. Let us pray for a
safe journey. Let us pray for rain.”

Heads bowed and lips mumbled the well-known
words.

Keep us safe. Let there be rain.
Keep our families safe and keep us healthy. Let us live and
prosper.

“Let us live and prosper,” Sahara
finished.

She thought of her history lessons from Camp
School, which she had attended for a short while before the teacher
had taken ill and died. More people than anyone could possibly
imagine had inhabited the world before the Dark Days. They had
lived close together in cities—with strange names like Nu-York,
She-caw-go, and Baw-ston. Then came the Dark Days—the cold times,
when crops did not grow. Famine, disease, and death had followed.
Then the climate changed again, and now there were days and long
months with sweltering sun. Little grass grew with the shortage of
rain, and people suffered once again with the lack of
food.

Let us live and prosper, Sahara prayed
to herself, shuddering. She could hardly wait to be at Gardener’s
Camp again. Set near a small spring, the water was transferred
through a system of canals to grow crops year round. Sahara
remembered the sweet fruits and vegetables she had tasted there, as
well as goat meat, so different from rabbit and ground
squirrel.

Sahara rushed home to their tent to tell the
dogs of their upcoming journey and to help Laurel pack their meager
belongings. Banner and Blitz would pull a heavy cart loaded with
trade goods, their tent, water jugs, and cooking pots. Everywhere
she looked, families readied for the long trip.

By dusk of the next day, the heat began to
dissipate. Sahara inspected all the straps and fittings used to
harness her dogs to their cart, and laid them out on the ground.
Those people lucky enough to own larger dogs, like Banner and
Blitz, would tether them in front of a variety of make-shift carts
and sleds. These were piled high with reusable items from the
past—before the Dark Days. Found on the desert during their
travels, there were metal pots and shovels, plastic containers and
pottery dishes. Even some well-worn but still useful lumber. All
made good trade items for the people at the Gardener’s
Camp.

Those without dogs would have to walk,
carrying their belongings on their backs. The going would be slow,
and the path dusty from so many months without rain.

“We are lucky to have these good dogs,” Laurel
said, knotting a rope as she pulled it taut.

Banner and Blitz were some of the strongest
pullers in camp, and the most well behaved. They stood quietly and
watched, while Laurel and Sahara loaded skins on the cart, and then
made a place for Grandfather to sit when he became
tired.

“Do you remember the dog distemper?” asked
Laurel.

“Not very well. I was too young,” said
Sahara.

“It was an awful time. Dogs sneezed and
coughed and wouldn’t eat. Then they would get horribly sick and
just—die. We lost so many, and no one knew what to do. It’s sad
when a dog dies, but then we were stuck and could not move our
belongings.”

“So what did everyone do?”

“Some tried shouldering the carts themselves,
putting the straps around their chests. But it didn’t work very
well. You don’t remember that?”

Sahara shook her head, trying to imagine
pulling one of these heavy carts by herself.

“Oh, well you were just a few years old. But
the clan didn’t move far that year. We could not even get to the
Gardener’s Camp.”

Sahara shuddered, imagining Banner or Blitz
becoming so sick. “Could that happen again?”

“I don’t know. I think the sickness came from
the wild dogs that hung around camp. But not all of our dogs died.
Banner and Blitz were born from a strain that survived, so maybe
they are safe.”

Sahara hugged Banner fiercely. She understood
how important the dogs were to her family’s welfare. Sahara could
not imagine a night without falling asleep against the warmth of
Banner’s long black fur. Banner and Blitz were strong dogs, useful
to the clan for their pulling power. But to Sahara, they were her
loyal companions and friends.

“Safe from what?” Ash raced into their camp,
stopping to ruffle the dogs’ fur and scratch their
bellies.

“A dog sickness,” answered Sahara. Laurel shot
her a glance, but Sahara shrugged her shoulders. Ash was only nine,
but surely old enough to hear about the realities of
life.

“So they aren’t sick, then?” he
asked.

Sahara shook her head. “No,” she said, a slow
smile spreading across her face. “Except they can probably see how
big this load is they must pull tonight. They might get sick
thinking about that.”

“Blitz doesn’t care,” said Ash. “He’s strong.
And fast. Watch this,” he said, finding a short stick on the ground
and tossing it. “Get it, Blitz.”

Sahara grinned, watching the big dog romp
away. Ash was Nehalem’s grandson, and although he liked the dogs,
he was really too young to be a playmate to Sahara. Except for
Banner and Blitz, she had no close friends in the clan. Maybe that
was why she spent so much time with her animals.

“I think we have this lashed down as well as
we can,” said Laurel. “We’ll be up most of the night traveling. Are
you getting excited?”

Sahara nodded.

“My mother says I have to take a nap before we
leave,” said Ash, “but I’m not tired at all.” He dashed away across
the busy camp.

A slight twinge of jealousy ran through
Sahara. She could not remember her mother. Anyway,
I’m way too old for a nap, she thought. But she sat in the
shade of the loaded cart and closed her eyes anyway, trying to
recall the route to the Gardener’s Camp. It was several weeks’
journey, mostly evenings traveling slowly by the thin light of the
moon, or rising at cool dawn on the nights with a moonless sky. And
long days spent waiting out the heat in strange terrain.

Thundering. Thundering. Hoof-beats
thundering. Sweat gleaming against long necks, sides heaving, and
long tails flung in the air. One of the animals snorts in alarm and
the whole herd stops as one. Heads turn as they search across the
prairie for danger. Then, in one motion, they gallop in another
direction, sweeping out of vision, and they are gone…


Chapter Three

“Sahara, are you awake?” Laurel stood above
her. “Let’s harness the dogs. Nehalem says it’s cool enough to
leave.”

Disoriented, Sahara scrambled to her feet. A
dusky rose sunset spread to the west. She had only closed her eyes
for a moment, but now she heard dogs barking excitedly as people
hurried to hitch them to their loads.

“Banner. Blitz,” she called automatically,
patting her leg. Her brain churned with the creatures charging once
again through her dream. Not dogs. Not antelope, or any animals
she had ever seen.

Blitz whined and wiggled impatiently as she
fastened the makeshift harness across his chest and secured it
under his belly. Sahara never minded her chores with animals. She
was good with animals because she felt comfortable with them. They
never judged her, or ordered her around, or thought of her as
silly.

“Just wait,” she crooned to Blitz. “Don’t be
in such a hurry. You’ll be tired soon enough.” Banner stood calmly
while Sahara worked, licking her hand when she finished.

Laurel balanced the load while Sahara finished
hooking the tugs.

“Let them walk forward a few steps and see if
they can handle it,” Sahara said.

Gingerly, with Sahara’s urging, the dogs
lunged against the tight ropes. First one and then the other, then
both working together they began moving the load.

“Come, dogs. I know it’s heavy,” said Sahara.
“But we’ll take lots of rest breaks.”

Slowly, laboriously, the entire clan inched
forward. Some with teams of dogs pulling carts, some with single
dogs harnessed to poles in a V-shape laden with lighter loads, and
some with packs on their own backs. The only ones allowed to ride
were the very old and the very young. Everyone else walked. In
deepening darkness, through the rising of the moon, Trader’s Clan
began the long journey across the desert.

Sahara had no time to think about her dreams
of strange, beautiful creatures with flowing manes and tails. She
worried about her dogs every single minute. The load of recycled
goods on their cart was heavier than anything they had ever pulled.
Sahara walked ahead of the dogs, encouraging them, aware of their
tired panting as the night grew deeper. Laurel walked behind,
helping Grandfather negotiate the rough path. Someone moaned from
near the back of the line of carts, and with much relief, Sahara
heard Nehalem signal for a halt.

Sahara immediately found a jug of water, and
before taking a drink herself, she emptied some into a bowl for her
thirsty dogs. Banner and Blitz lapped eagerly.

“You are such good dogs,” she said, stroking
them behind their ears. “I’m sorry you have to work so
hard.”

After a short rest, the awkward line of
animals, carts, and people began moving again, and it was several
long hours before Nehalem signaled to break for a meal. “Leave the
dogs harnessed,” he said, “but undo them from their loads. And
let’s build a small fire to warm some food.”

Sahara’s stomach churned at the thought of
food. She felt exhausted from traveling through the night and
worrying about every step.

“How is Grandfather doing?” she said, as she
approached the back of the cart.

“Good,” said Laurel. “He walked by himself
most of the way, and just now sat on the cart.”

“I’m fine,” Grandfather boasted, setting his
feet down on the parched earth. “Let me eat just a little, and I’ll
be able to walk again for a while.”

Two older women built a fire using dry
mesquite branches as kindling. “We could use more firewood,” one of
them hollered.

Sahara, walking quickly away, used the
opportunity to relieve herself in the darkness. Then, in the
flickering light, she searched for larger branches to keep the
flame going. Gathering an armload, she dumped them close to the
fire. Ash’s mother and another woman took turns stirring a large
pot of broth for all to share.

Sahara picked up a pointed piece of wood and
aimlessly scratched in the dirt as she waited for her food. She
drew a long animal head, with a big jaw and sharp, alert ears on
top. Idly, not sure what she was doing, she added eyes, but they
didn’t look right. She scratched them out and tried again, making
them bigger. There, that was better. Then she added a neck. Long,
sloping, with a wild, tangly mane floating upward.

“What are you drawing?” said Ash, suddenly
appearing behind her.

Sahara startled, as if caught doing something
wrong. She hastily began scratching over the dirt drawing, but Ash
grabbed her hand.

“Wait,” he said. “What is that? I’ve never
seen an animal like that.”

“Shhh,” said Sahara. “Neither have I,
actually.” Should I tell Ash about my dreams? “I mean, not
exactly.” To Sahara, the animals in her dreams were like a secret
she wasn’t quite ready to share.

“Broth is ready,” Ash’s mother called out to
everyone. Sahara walked toward their cart to gather her family’s
dishes. Laurel was in some sort of discussion with Dojo, one of
their best hunters.

Sahara watched them keenly. Why were they
standing so close? What were they whispering about?

“The broth is ready,” Sahara hollered, a
little louder than necessary, just to make sure that Laurel would
come and eat with her. “Do you have our bowls?”

“I’ll bring them,” said Laurel sharply,
looking like a startled rabbit. Laurel never acted that way. “Dojo
and I were talking about…hunting. Go and find Grandfather, and I’ll
be right there.”

Maybe the strain of traveling, or the long
miles ahead, is just making everyone edgy, thought
Sahara. She pulled her shirt around her tightly to ward off the
night’s chill, and felt her ribs protrude sharply against the thin
cloth. She hoped Laurel would hurry with the bowls. Her stomach
growled.


Chapter Four

Just at dawn during the third week of travel,
Sahara switched places with Laurel. Her sister walked in front with
the dogs for a bit, while Sahara balanced Grandfather on the cart,
his bony legs finally too tired to walk. A baby cried from the
family behind her. Traveling was hard on the old and the young, and
the wind blew harsh and relentless.

How much farther until the Gardener’s Camp?
Sahara pushed aside a desire to hop up on the cart next to
Grandfather. They had already traveled many miles that evening, and
even her small weight would be an extra burden to the dogs. Surely
Nehalem would find a place to stop soon.

Shading her eyes, Sahara squinted into the
rising sun, following a cloud of dust streaming across the horizon.
Could it be a Wanderer? Once in a great while a solitary traveler
wandered into their camp. Usually these interesting people shared
stories and information, but did not stay long.

But this movement appeared to be a group of
animals traveling at a good clip. She strained her memory. Deer?
No, they glide through the willow breaks without sound. Elk? No,
Laurel said they had not been seen for many moons.

Dojo and some of the other hunters cried out.
“Look! Up ahead!” The entire clan came to a halt and stopped to
stare. Some men and boys, including Ash, darted to the front of the
group.

“What is it?” Sahara called out. Laurel had a
better view, and she probably knew which animals raced across their
field of vision.

Sahara checked quickly on Grandfather, then
hustled toward the front of the cart. Far in the distance, she
could just make out legs and feet pounding through the cloudy haze.
Large and small, wild manes whipping above long, sloping necks,
tails flowing in wild abandon, it appeared to be a group of mixed
ages. The animals looked almost like her stick drawing in the dirt.
Could it be? Could these be the creatures in her dreams? But what
were they?

Sahara pushed her way forward, hoping to get a
better view. She gazed into the dust, focusing her eyes on the
horizon.

“Horses!” someone called out.

Sahara had heard the word. Horses—rare
creatures hardly ever seen since the Dark Days. A chill went
through her body. Something stirred deep within her that she could
not comprehend. Although this was the first time in her entire
twelve years that she had seen real horses, they felt achingly
familiar.

Dojo, who prided himself on his hunting
prowess, pumped his fist in the air and shouted. “Hurry! After
them!” Tossing his long hair from his face, he gestured with his
spear. “There goes enough meat for the entire clan.”

Sahara shook her head. As the tangle of wild
legs disappeared quickly into the horizon, she felt a thrill, a
sense of recognition. Not a hunter’s thrill, not a
meat-in-the-stewpot thrill, but a closeness, a feeling of kinship
and protection.

Nehalem put up a hand for silence. “We have
been traveling all evening. Let us stop for a rest, and we will
discuss this.”

“Discuss it?” argued Dojo, pacing back and
forth, becoming more agitated by the minute.” What is there to
discuss? If we stop to rest we will lose the herd. Let me take the
swiftest men to run them down.”

Sahara’s stomach churned. Something was not
right. The sight of horses melting into the horizon, the dust, the
running herd, these were the creatures in her dreams. But in
her dreams, she was not hunting a horse. She was not spearing a
horse, or cooking horsemeat over an open fire.

In Sahara’s dreams, she was often on the
horse’s back, feeling the wind in her face, becoming one with the
thundering hooves beneath her, racing wildly across the
plains.

Sahara shook her head, trying to snap back to
reality. Her belly growled with hunger. Surely if Dojo and the
hunters wanted to go after the herd it would be a good
thing.

No! A voice inside her spoke.
No!

Nehalem looked directly at her. Had she spoken
aloud?

She couldn’t believe the word had come from
her mouth. But a feeling stronger than any she had known told her
it was wrong for Dojo to hunt the horses.

“Did you speak, young one?” Nehalem looked in
her direction. “Do you have something to say?”


Chapter Five

Sahara sensed many eyes turn toward her.
Suddenly shy and unsure, an answer welled up inside, but she bit it
back. She glanced toward the far hills, where the haze of dust
stirred by the horses still lingered. Surely if Dojo and the men
were successful in their hunt, the clan would eat and gain
strength. Sahara shrugged her shoulders, doubting her own foolish
thoughts. They had come only from a dream.

“N-Nothing,” she said, her eyes downcast. But
the feeling lingered, and she raised her head towards the horizon,
hoping for one last glimpse of outstretched legs and flowing
manes.

As Nehalem suggested, the weary clan stopped
to rest. Sahara stroked her dogs, loosening their harness so they
could lie comfortably. Her belly cramped from lack of food, but she
told herself to be strong.

Dojo and a few other young hunters continued
to pace the edge of the make-shift camp, restless. Nehalem stepped
to the center of the group. As he cleared his throat to speak, all
heads turned toward him.

“Those were horses that crossed our path,”
Nehalem said. “Surprisingly, a whole herd of them. They have been
scarce these past years, with so little grass. How many of you have
never seen them before?”

Hands shot up. Sahara started to raise hers,
but put it back down.

A shout came from the back. “We should give
chase!” cried Dojo. A few other young men muttered in
agreement.

Nehalem ignored them, continuing.

“Although some may disagree, I have made a
decision.” Nehalem looked directly at Dojo. “We are only one day’s
travel from the Gardener’s Camp. I don’t think it is wise to split
up the group. And, speaking from past experience, horses are known
to be too difficult to hunt. They are fleet of foot, swifter than
the fastest of our hunters.”

Sahara listened with great intensity.
Horses, fleet of foot. Just like in her dream. How could she
dream of something she had never seen until now? The fleeing
animals, gone now in the swirling dust, were the first horses she
had ever been close to, and it had only been a brief glimpse. Why
did they feel so familiar?

“Our bellies ache. Our children and old ones
suffer,” Nehalem went on. “Let us rest for a while, and then
continue our journey—all of us together.” Nehalem glanced sternly
at the young hunters.

Dojo and the others grumbled among themselves,
but seemed to accept the decision. Sahara breathed a sigh of great
relief. She did not understand why she felt so protective of the
animals that she had barely seen.

Laurel wandered near. “Was that your first
sighting of horses, sister?”

“Yes.” Sahara nodded. Not counting my
dreams. “I can’t believe how fast they can run.”

“Once, long ago, I spotted a small band of
them, high on a ridge of juniper.”

“You never told me,” said Sahara.

“Well, they were gone before I could coil my
weapon.” Laurel smiled. “They sensed me, or smelled me, and they
vanished like the wind.”

Sahara wanted to tell her sister about the
dreams. But Laurel was a huntress, and something inside told Sahara
to keep silent.

“Nehalem did the right thing,” said Laurel.
“Grandfather, and some of the older clan members, are worn out from
the trip. They don’t want to admit it, but we should keep everyone
together until we all get safely into camp.”

Sahara nodded. She blinked, sleepy from the
long night of travel. She unhooked the harness from her dogs,
leaning back against Blitz while idly stroking Banner’s soft coat.
The sun began its climb into the cloudless sky, and the warm air
lulled her.

Emerging from a thick forest, the
herd stampedes in front of me. Black manes flowing, tails
outstretched as they widen the distance between me. One female lags
behind, hesitating, looking back. I follow her gaze to the broken
rock wall protruding from the soil. Something is trapped there,
struggling. Shh, I say. Shh.

“Come, child.”

“Hmm, what?”

Grandfather was standing over her, watching
her closely. “You were talking in your sleep, dear. Hurry, the camp
is departing.”

Sahara heard the dogs whine. Her fingers
fumbled with their harness. As she rushed them toward the path
where the clan lined up, she tried to recapture the feeling of the
dream. It was still fresh in her mind. She was talking in
her dream. She was comforting something—a wounded creature. A baby
horse.


Chapter Six

The Gardener’s Camp was noisy and boisterous.
Children played stick ball. Buildings fashioned from weathered wood
and large scraps of metal were set up in a permanent fashion and
decorated with painted designs. Sahara breathed in delicious aromas
as they approached. From the eating hall, the smell of baking bread
and spicy herbs mingled with the odor of many humans.

There were corrals off to the right, with
barns for goats and chickens, as well as rows and rows of
neatly-tended crops in the fertile earth behind the
camp.

Entering the Gardener’s Camp was a joyous
affair on all sides. They would be welcomed here, trading skins and
recycled goods, helping with chores and other camp functions. As
the overburdened dogs pulled their loaded carts into camp, children
stopped their games and ran to greet them. Adults streamed by,
eyeing the goods carried on the dog carts.

Young Ash, full of energy, darted off to meet
his friends. Sahara stayed close to her dogs. She watched the
activity all around her, but her shyness kept her from venturing
out into the crowd. As strangers came by to pet the dogs, Blitz
wagged his tail foolishly at the attention. Banner was a bit
standoffish, looking to Sahara for approval. Sahara’s belly rumbled
again, but agreeably so, knowing they would soon be able to eat
more fully than they had in weeks.

Laurel helped Grandfather down from the cart,
and Sahara unhooked her tired dogs. “Shoo, go away.” Sahara clapped
her hands at two over-friendly camp dogs, chasing them away from
Banner and Blitz. What if these strange dogs carried the dog
distemper? She told herself to stop worrying. These were not
wild dogs.

Sahara gazed through the crowd, searching for
someone she knew. Would anyone remember her? It had been
almost an entire year since her clan had departed last fall. She
remembered helping in the summer gardens, pulling weeds and chasing
baby goats away from the fragile plants. She had carried the errant
babies back to their keeper, an older boy named Evan.

As she looked for Evan now, scanning the
depths of the crowd, someone rudely brushed past her, almost
knocking her down. Dojo.

“We would not still be waiting for our supper
like beggars if Nehalem had allowed me to chase the horses.” He
talked loudly as he passed, as if trying to impress her.

Dojo was full of himself. Normally she would
let such a comment slide, but the thought of him actually killing a
horse made her shudder.

“Nehalem says they are too fast to hunt,” she
said.

“Bah,” spit Dojo. His shirt hung open in the
front, revealing his lean, muscular chest. “He knows I am the
fastest hunter in the entire clan, and he did not even give me a
chance to catch them.”

“Perhaps it is not meant for us to kill them,”
she said. The words came out in a rush. “They are so
beautiful.”

“Spoken like a silly girl who knows nothing. A
horse would stock the winter larder. It would feed our young
children and your old grandfather. A young horse would be
especially tender and succulent.”

Not a young horse. Sahara
shivered.

“Sahara, come on.” Laurel was motioning to a
large table being spread out with food.

Sahara needed no urging, and jumped at the
excuse to end this conversation with Dojo.

As the food was passed out—vegetables, goat
meat, cornbread, and warm mash—her stomach churned with
anticipation. People of her clan ate heartily, firing questions at
their hosts, and talk began in earnest.

“Has the lack of rain hurt the crops? Have you
seen much wild game nearby?”

Sahara had not eaten so much in a very long
time. Laurel sat on one side of the table, smiling. Grandfather
seemed to gain strength with the welcome variety of food, and with
sharing stories and news with old friends around the long
tables.

Finally sated with food, Sahara stuffed some
bits of meat into her clothing for Banner and Blitz. As she stood
to leave she heard Dojo, his angry voice rising above the
crowd.

“Have any of you seen the horses?” he asked
loudly.

No one from the Gardener’s Camp answered.
Sahara breathed a sigh of relief. She still felt strangely
protective of the animals she had only glimpsed from a
distance.

But a male voice answered from the back of the
crowd. “Why do you ask about horses?” Sahara could not see who it
was, but the person sounded familiar.

Dojo seemed caught off guard by the reply. “A
herd of horses crossed our path yesterday, on the way to your
camp.”

“So?” The speaker now emerged from the
shadows. Evan. He had grown taller since the last time Sahara had
seen him, and his voice was huskier than she remembered.

“If the horses are lingering near camp, we
should go in search of them. Such a large kill would provide plenty
of meat. More meat than ten of your goats.”

Conversation in the dining hall dwindled down
to a whisper, as all eyes focused on the two young men.

“Hunting horses is a fool’s game. A waste of
energy,” Evan said.

Dojo walked up and down in front of Evan, as
if sizing him up. “That is just one man’s opinion,” he said. “The
opinion of a goat herder.”

Evan shrugged.

“We are all responsible for the welfare of
this group,” said Dojo roughly. “For providing meat and food. If
you have seen any horses you must tell us. It is your
duty.”

Evan’s response came quickly. “I owe you no
duty.”

The words seemed harsh against such a festive
atmosphere. Dojo held his spear tightly, maintaining a piercing
gaze at Evan. The crowd grew totally silent, waiting for the
outcome of this standoff.

Sahara stood transfixed, watching the two,
wondering how the talk of horses could have turned so ugly so
quickly.

Evan held Dojo’s stare, speaking not a word.
Finally he opened his hands wide. “Who knows where the horses go?”
he said, grinning broadly. “They go the way of the
wind.”

As if to make a point, the wind itself
suddenly billowed down the long table, upsetting dishes and
flopping tent-flaps open. People jumped up, wildly grabbing food
and plates, and laughter returned to the crowd. Dojo slunk off,
hunching his shoulders and ducking quickly out the door.

The way of the wind, Sahara thought.
What did Evan know about horses?


Chapter Seven

“Shh, darling. Shh, baby.” I make
myself small and creep slowly forward. “Shh—don’t be scared.” The
young thing trembles and struggles against the rocks trapping its
leg. Its coat soft and fuzzy with baby hair, hooves and legs
delicately formed, I sense the sheer energy inside. Mother calls
frantically, pacing a circle nearby. They are marked alike, solid
black with white streaked down the face. I crawl the last few feet,
whispering “hush, now.” The baby calms as I touch it, trembling
under my hand. The rock is heavy and won’t budge. I stand and push
with all my strength. When finally it moves, baby jumps up,
whinnies, runs to mother’s side with a slight limp. I rise to see
them crest the hill, the young one bobbling with a jagged stride,
trying to catch up with the herd. Its downy coat still tingles
against my palm.

Sahara woke with her arms wrapped protectively
around Banner. The sky was just beginning to lighten. She
immediately rose and scanned the horizon. But there were no horses,
only smoke from the fires at the Gardener’s Camp. She looked at her
arms, her palms. She could still feel the baby horse’s fear, feel
it calm as she soothed it with voice and touch. She had touched
it.

She dressed and found Grandfather warming
himself by the fire. His body frail and hunched, he seemed older
every day. Bringing him tea in a chipped cup, she sat
close.

“Grandfather, I’ve been dreaming.”

“Yes, we’ve established that you are the
dreamer in this family,” he said, his droopy eyes twinkling. “At
least according to your sister.”

“No, I mean dreaming about serious things,”
she said, unwilling to joke. “Things…I have no knowledge of.”
Sahara drew a breath. A thousand questions floated in her head like
butterflies. How to ask him?

“Go on.”

Sahara raced through her mind, finally
capturing the most important question: “What do you know about
horses?”

“Horses?” He thought for a moment. “They were
quite a sight the other day, weren’t they? Gorgeous creatures, with
their manes floating in the wind, feet stirring up the dust. It’s
been years since we’ve seen them. Not enough grass for them, I
suppose.”

“Have you ever known one—up close?” Sahara
continued. “Or touched one?”

“No, child. I’ve seen them only a few times in
my life, and only from a distance.”

“I dreamed of them, just now, before I woke,”
she said. “I dreamed a baby horse was caught, his feet trapped. It
struggled, and I moved the heavy rock holding him.” She looked at
her palm. “I can still feel his soft coat on my hand.”

“Often we dream of things still stirring
around in our minds,” said Grandfather. “Were those on the trail
the first you had seen? They made quite an impression.”

Sahara shook her head. It was important that
he understood. “No, not my first,” she said. “It was the first time
I’ve seen real horses. But I’ve been seeing them over and over in
my dreams for many months now.” She stooped to the fire and spooned
warm mash into two bowls. Would Grandfather think she was
addle-brained? “I even dream of being astride the fleeing
creatures.”

Grandfather did not laugh. He sat quietly,
warming his hands on the bowl, as if searching for a
memory.

“When I was young,” he said, “just after the
Dark Days, a traveler came through our camp. He was a Wanderer—an
old man with lots of stories. He came from far behind the mountains
to the west and went by a strange name. Cow-Boy, I think it was,
but he wasn’t a boy at all. He was tough and grizzled, and had
survived the sickness that took so many people.”

Grandfather paused and sipped his
tea.

Sahara tried not to fidget. Grandfather took
such a long time in his telling.

“He used to talk about riding horses, as if
such a thing were possible. People thought the sickness had made
him a bit mad, off in the head. It did that to some people, you
know.”

“Riding horses?” asked Sahara. “You mean up on
their backs?”

Grandfather nodded. “I suppose that’s what he
meant. Few people had seen a horse in those times, and most people
thought he talked nonsense.”

Sahara blew on the hot mash in her bowl. “Do
you think my dreams are nonsense?”

“Not one bit.” Grandfather paused, looking
deep into her eyes, as if he were going to tell her something
important. “Sahara, I have told you that I think your way with
animals is a gift. Maybe your dreams are part of that
gift.”

She pondered his words. Dreams.
Gift.

Grandfather leaned in close. Sahara could see
every line, every wrinkle etched in his ancient face. He held out
his bony hand to touch her necklace, the one she wore always.
“Perhaps your mother…” he began.

“My mother?” Sahara’s hand went to the silver
medallion, also. “She gave me this, didn’t she?”

Grandfather nodded. His eyes crinkled, smiling
at the memory. “You used to finger it as a baby, when she wore it
around her neck. It’s only fitting that you wear it
now.”

“I barely knew our parents,” said Sahara,
anxious for any information. “What were they like? I don’t remember
her at all.”

“Your father was my son, Roland. A good
hunter.” Grandfather cleared his throat, obviously distressed at
the memory. “A good…man.”

“I’m sorry,” said Sahara. She never meant to
cause Grandfather pain, reflecting on sad memories. But she longed
to know more. “And my mother? Was she pretty? Did she like
animals?” Maybe that’s who I got my skill with animals
from.

“She—”

But Laurel broke the spell. “There you are,”
she huffed. “I’ve been looking all over. They’re going to assign
camp chores for us. Come on, hurry.”

Sahara rose quickly, biting her lip. She
followed her bossy sister mutely, still mulling Grandfather’s
words. What was Grandfather going to say about their mother? And
how could her dreams about horses be a gift?


Chapter Eight

Sahara’s assigned job the year before had been
pulling weeds. She had worked outside amongst the rows of neatly
tended vegetables which grew behind the Gardener’s Camp, watered
from a string of hand dug canals. Hens with broods of baby chicks
pecked bugs from between the plants as she had worked. That was the
first time Sahara had noticed Evan, as he bounded quickly over the
rows to free a young chick trapped in the jaws of a stealthy barn
cat. As he had gently placed the fluffy baby back with its frantic
mother, a warm feeling had swept over Sahara.

What a kind person, she’d thought,
to care so much for a tiny creature.

When Sahara was given her job this year, she
was pleased to be outside again, caring for the goats and feeding
the chickens. She worked in the barnyard every day, near Evan. The
goats were kept in a fenced area made of logs stacked tall and
tight. Part of her job was to chink the logs with mud. If a goat
got a toehold, it would climb right over the fence. The baby goats
were separated in the morning, bawling and complaining, while Evan
milked their mothers. When he was done he nodded to Sahara, and she
released the young ones to nudge and poke their mothers for what
was left in the udders. No matter how much milk Evan took, the
nannies always seemed to have more left for the babies.

Sahara loved to watch Evan’s nimble fingers
prod milk from the goats. “Fanny and Nanny, sweet Biscuit, sweet
Triscuit, Marilda, and Tilda, you sweet girls, come here.” His
voice, soft and comforting, put the animals at ease. Sahara peeked
over her shoulder while she worked, trying to catch sight of him.
His sandy-brown hair just touched the collar of his blue work shirt
as he leaned his head against the goat’s belly, intent on his
work.

Evan was closer in age to Laurel, but her
sister took no interest in him. She was too absorbed in practical
matters—hunting and fulfilling her duties as head of the
household.

But as Sahara listened to Evan sing to the
goats, it was hard not to daydream. She was too young to have an
actual boyfriend, but there was something about Evan that put her
at ease. Maybe he has a gift with animals, also. He
certainly is gentle with them.

One morning, Sahara reached to grab for an
unruly young buck, but the youngster broke loose and raced back
across the pen. Jumping and rowdily butting his mother, he knocked
over the jug of milk Evan was trying to fill.

Sahara ran to catch the kid. “Sorry,” she
said, the back of her neck tingling with embarrassment. She trapped
the young renegade in a corner, but he ducked under her elbow and
escaped again, racing madly in circles around the two of
them.

Evan laughed heartily. “He’s a wild one, all
right.”

“I always have trouble catching this one,”
Sahara admitted, crouching down to try to grab him on the next
round.

“He’s a fast one, that’s for sure. Runs like a
horse.”

Sahara’s eyes widened. “Have you seen
horses—watched them run?”

Evan opened his mouth to speak, but hesitated.
“A time or two.”

Sahara longed to ask more questions. Where?
When? But she had learned a trick from watching Grandfather.
Sometimes when she thought he was finished talking, he still had
more to say. So instead of asking more questions, she kept her
mouth closed and listened.

Evan reached out and with a quick flick of the
hand caught the errant goat. Walking to the extra pen and carefully
shoving the youngster inside, he answered Sahara with a question of
his own. “Have you seen horses?”

“Only once in real life,” she said. “When the
herd ran in front of us, the day before we arrived.”

Evan nodded, but did not speak. Maybe he knew
how to listen, too.

“But it seemed like I’d known them forever.”
She hesitated. “I’ve seen them many times at night, in my
dreams.”

Evan watched her intently. Grandfather was the
only one Sahara had shared her dreams with. But Evan worked with
animals every day, and somehow that made Sahara feel comfortable
talking about it with him. Maybe he would understand.

“I’ve not only seen them running—I’ve felt
them. Under me. I’ve been astride one, felt it thundering beneath
me. And I’ve even rescued one.” She drew a breath. Have I said
too much? But Grandfather believed me. “I freed a young baby
from a rock holding its leg trapped. It panicked and struggled, but
I talked to it, quieted it. All in my dreams.”

Evan settled the nanny on her stand. He said
nothing as he milked, not even soothing words to the
goat.

Oh, why did I talk so much?
Prattling on about dreams…Sahara’s face stung, and she felt
it turning pink. She wanted desperately to run and hide in her
tent, but she was not yet done with her chores. When Evan finished
milking, Sahara raced to open the gate that held the kid goats. As
they sprinted to find their mothers, she tried to slink
away.

“Wait,” called Evan. “Come back. There is
something I’d like to show you.”

Sahara hesitated. Show me what? How to
chink the fence better? How to catch the fast little goats? Or how
to stifle my mouth from rattling on?

But Evan spoke calmly, in the same quiet voice
he used to settle the goats. “Come tonight, after supper. Meet me
behind the goat shed, just at dusk.”

Unsure what to say, Sahara nodded just once,
then escaped on swift feet, like the frightened young horse trying
to catch up to its mother.


Chapter Nine

Sahara shifted from side to side on the long
bench in the dining hall. Why is supper taking so long?
Laurel didn’t seem to notice her impatience, but Grandfather peered
at her keenly from under his wrinkled eyelids. As the last dishes
were cleared away, Sahara sprung from the table.

“I’m going to look around camp,” she said.
Without a glance back, in case someone might voice opposition, she
darted out the opening and raced toward the goat pens.

She saw no one at first, except for Ulu, a boy
about the same age as Ash, whose job was to clean the animal sheds.
In the dying heat of the day, Sahara sought shade at the back of
the goat barn. Where is Evan? Maybe he was only teasing? How
long should I wait for him? Absently, she ran fingers through
the strands of her thick brown hair, combing imaginary
tangles.

Finally she recognized Evan’s long strides
moving purposefully toward her. “I’m glad you came. I wasn’t sure
if you would,” he said. “Let’s go.” And without another word, he
turned and strode away from camp.

Sahara quickstepped to keep up, following
mutely. Where are we going, and why is he being so secretive
about it? Clambering up a steep cliff just to the south of the
camp, she cast a glance upward. As they climbed further, she
noticed they approached a small dwelling, imperceptible from
below.

The hovel set hard against the rocky hillside.
No topsoil here and nothing grew. The rest of the Gardener’s camp
spread out dreamily below them, fecund and rich with the smell of
growing things.

A few pale strands of light lingered to the
west. Evening approached rapidly, and Sahara almost lost her
footing on the rocky shale. Evan grabbed her elbow and
pointed.

“Not much further.”

Sahara looked back over her shoulder. The camp
below dissolved into the twinkling lights of the
campfires.

Ahead, someone pushed open an ancient door and
spoke into the darkness. “Who’s there?”

Sahara shivered.

“It’s me, auntie.” Evan didn’t sound
scared.

“You and who else?” The voice was rusty like
the hinge of the door. Sahara could just make out a bent figure
standing cautiously in the doorway.

“A friend.” Evan nodded his head toward
Sahara.

“Hmmmph.” With a guttural noise, the thin
figure disappeared into the dark dwelling.

Sahara hesitated. “Are you sure?”

Evan took her hand, tugging slightly. Her
fingers trembled at his touch, and she tried not to
blush.

“Come on,” he said. “It’s fine. My aunt is
older than the hills, and hardly anyone visits her.” He ducked
through the doorway, pulling her along behind.

It took a moment for Sahara’s eyes to adjust.
A musty smell prevailed, even over the aroma of stew from the pot
bubbling on the small hearth. An old woman sat stirring, and by her
side lay a rag-eaten collie. Sahara thought she saw a cat slink to
the dark corner, but her eyes weren’t quick enough to be
sure.

“Hungry?”

Evan shook his head. “Thank you, but we’ve
eaten at the camp.”

Sahara stood quietly. She had no idea what she
was doing there. Is it something to do with my
dreams?

The woman stood, offering the one chair. “Sit
down, then?”

Sahara glanced at Evan. Surely she was not
expected to take this poor woman’s only chair.

“Thank you. We will.” Evan motioned for Sahara
to sit, and he sat cross-legged on the ground next to
her.

“And what brings you all this way, at this
time of the evening—” she cocked her wizened head toward Sahara
“—with your young friend?”

“We…” Evan bit his tongue. “Auntie—do you
still have the books? The ones you used to show me?”

Sahara’s eyes widened. In her camp, there were
one or two faded books with beaten covers. Her teacher had shared
them during classes. Torn and dirty, only a few pages had been
legible, and most of the words were unknown to her. Generations
ago, her teacher said, people used to keep their knowledge in
books. But Sahara had never learned to actually read.

The woman squinted at Evan. “They are still in
the same place as the last time you were here,” she said. Her bony
arm pointed to the back of the small space, bathed in
shadows.

Evan stood. “I remember looking through them
with you,” he said, grinning. “When I was younger.”

The woman hummed to herself. It was hard to
know if she had heard or not. “This modern age,” she grumbled. “No
one seems to think books are important. Everyone experimenting with
new things—ways to grow crops and make shelters. No one comes to
the old woman on the hill anymore.”

“We are here now, auntie,” said Evan, gently.
“This girl has dreamed of horses.”

“Horses?” The wizened woman turned her gaze
upon Sahara, as if seeing her for the first time.

A chill passed through Sahara’s body. Tense
and unsure of herself in these dark quarters, the warmth of
afternoon seemed far away. What could an old woman who lived in
such a place possibly know about horses?

The woman stood. Her quickness surprised
Sahara. She seemed animated and alive now. She grabbed a lantern
from the wall and walked closer to Sahara, looking deep into her
eyes.

Sahara flinched, but forced herself to meet
the gaze steadily, unsure of what to expect.

Finally, as if satisfied, the woman motioned
toward the back of the small room, filled with shadows. “Come here,
girl,” she said. “Let us look.”

Sahara let Evan go first.

The roof of the small hovel sloped sharply
towards the back, and Evan ducked his tall frame to fit. Sahara
trod carefully on the uneven floor. She followed the lantern light
as the woman cast it toward the back wall. Sahara gasped in
surprise.

Books. Shelves and shelves of ancient books
standing upright, leaning against each other. More books piled in
stacks leaning unevenly against the stone walls. The air was heavy
with dust and a moldy smell, and Sahara covered her nose and mouth
with one hand, keeping the other on the wall for balance. Sahara
had never imagined so many books existed in one place.

Evan grinned at her. “My aunt is Keeper of the
Books,” he whispered.

Sahara nodded, mute with surprise.

The old woman ran her bony fingers lovingly
over the faded covers. “This is the one,” she croaked, pulling it
carefully from the shelf and handing it to Sahara like an
offering.

Sahara reached gingerly for the book. Its
cover was crooked, the back held together by string. She traced her
fingers over the markings on the front. They were worn and hard to
decipher. She held the book in front of her, catching the light
against its surface, wishing she could understand what the letters
meant.

“What does it say?”

The old woman knew the answer without looking.
“Horse Training.”


Chapter Ten

Can a horse be trained? Is it possible? But
they are wild creatures, faster than the fleeing deer, impossible
to catch, gone at the first sight of humans. Even in her
dreams, they trembled at her touch.

Sahara held the book cautiously, unsure what
to do next. The woman, Evan’s aunt, seemed to sense her
discomfort.

“Go and sit,” she croaked, motioning to the
chair. “More comfortable.”

As if holding valuable treasure, Sahara
settled herself in the chair. The book was so old it was falling
apart. As she opened the cover, the first page crumpled into a heap
of small pieces. She glanced up in horror.

“Careful,” Evan said.

Sahara nodded, then willed herself to caution.
She turned each page slowly, with great care. Many were filled with
words. Sahara glanced at these but kept going. Soon she came to
drawings and pictures. She saw a horse standing perfectly still,
while a man adjusted equipment on its back. A large leather seat,
with a blanket underneath, rested on the horse’s back, held down by
straps under the creature’s belly. Several pages later, the
pictures showed a man astride a horse, just like in her dreams. The
horse and rider were making turns to the left, turns to the right,
even backing up.

Sahara looked toward the back of the book. A
horse again, this time hooked to a large cart with straps and
harness, similar to what she used on Banner and Blitz. Could horses
be used to pull their recycled goods? Surely they could pull more
weight than the dogs. Sahara had a hard time concentrating on just
one picture. She wanted to study all of them, understand, learn.
Had people from the past, before the Dark Days, before the famine
and sickness, actually done these things with horses? Were her
dreams real, not something she had invented in her head? Were they
memories? And why would these dreams come to her, a girl from the
Trader’s Clan?

Sahara was so absorbed in the pictures and
images that she scarcely noticed Evan, who had crept closer to look
over her shoulder. Now, sensing his presence, she stole a glance
backward.

He looked serious, puzzled. “You have dreamed
these things?” he asked, pointing to the pages in the
book.

“No, not exactly. Not how to do these things.
I only dreamed of being on a horse’s back. How it felt when it was
running.” She closed her eyes, remembering. “The wind in my face,
the feeling of floating, going so fast it felt like
flying.”

“Like a memory?”

“How could it be a memory?” She shook her head
in disbelief. “If it’s true that people did ride horses in the
past, how could I have these memories?”

The old woman, Evan’s aunt, had been silent
throughout this whole conversation. Now she stood, her fragile body
clinging to the warmth of the fire. “Perhaps the memory has been in
you always. Perhaps you were born with it. Perhaps it shows up now
for a reason.”

“What reason?”

Her answer, if any, was lost to the commotion
below. Shouts and hurried commands echoed through the night. The
sound of dogs pursuing a quarry raised an eerie prickle on the back
of Sahara’s neck. Carefully setting the book down, she rushed to
the door of the small dwelling, where Evan peered into the
darkness.

“What is it?”

“It sounds like Dojo, and it looks like a
group of hunters.”

Sahara pushed past him, trying to see. She
heard the frantic voices of dogs, and saw torch lights moving
quickly down the valley.

“They have gathered the chase hounds for a
hunt,” said Evan. “He has been boasting all over camp about going
after the horses.”

“No!” cried Sahara, her heart racing. “We have
to stop them.”

Evan shook his head. “I tried to tell
him…”

But Sahara was not listening. Pictures from
the book still swam in her head.

Now she knew her dreams were not
fantasies—things she had imagined. Humans had ridden horses.
Humans had trained horses. There was a book to prove it.
They must not hunt them. They must not kill them. She
had to stop Dojo. Without thinking of a plan, she pried the creaky
door all the way open and rushed headlong down the steep hillside
into the night.


Chapter Eleven

Sahara stumbled on the sharp stones. Brushing
herself off, she kept a brisk pace, treading more cautiously. The
light was nearly gone, and she had to hurry. She heard the keen
baying of the dogs below. She knew what the chase hounds could do:
drive their quarry to exhaustion, until the hunters arrived with
arrows, spears, and knives. What if there were young horses—or
babies, like in her dream? They would be no match for the
long-legged hounds.

A rain of pebbles slid past her. Evan had
followed her down the rock-strewn slope. She stole a glance at him,
and broke into a run.

“Wait, Sahara,” he called, but she plunged
ahead. She must catch up with the hunters!
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to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
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tmp_223c289b38ea6f25c2c49aad8e549c7a_zp328k_html_5ca26eb7.png





cover.jpg
Linda Benson 3





