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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


10:05 p.m., September 14

 


Moonlight coaxed the wrinkles out of the
asphalt around the high school and bleached the color from a stand
of nearby poplar. Tommy Spottedhorse leaned against a white Bronco
with tribal insignia and waited for Brenda Begay to get out of
night class. He’d asked her out for coffee and she’d said, “Maybe.”
Not too encouraging but something. So he said he’d drop by and help
her make up her mind. Was he pushing too hard? He couldn’t tell.
All he knew was he wanted this woman to give him a chance.

He ducked down to check his image in the side
mirror and ran his palms along the bristly sides of a new burr
haircut. Slick black strands stood straight up in front giving
length to an angular, but rounded face. Summer sun had burned his
skin a rich red-brown that contrasted sharply with his pale khaki
shirt and slacks. He adjusted his badge and grinned. Overall, not
bad if he did say so himself. He sucked in his stomach and stood
sideways.

“Don’t hurt yourself.”

“Brenda.” Her name swooshed out with exhaled
breath. She had managed to walk up behind him and now stood two
feet away. She was small boned and short enough to have to look up
at him, and he couldn’t help but notice how her jeans hugged her
body. She wore a blue chambray western shirt with the collar turned
up, and etched silver loops hung from her earlobes. Long thick
black hair, caught at the neck by a ribbon, cascaded down her back.
Beautiful, Tommy thought to himself, just plain beautiful. And he’d
throw in smart, too. She should almost have her degree by now.

“I thought there was an offer of coffee, but
if Narcissus is busy …” Her laugh was quick and genuine. There was
a word in his language for a woman with a laugh like bells. He’d
have to remember to ask his sister.

“Well?” She was leaning toward him, dark eyes
sparkling in an oval face.

“Yes, well, uh, coffee …” The words didn’t
seem to want to form a pattern. Again, that tinkling laugh. She was
already opening the door on the far side of the Bronco before he
moved. Quickly he climbed behind the wheel. But then the two-way
squawked and he reached for the receiver.

“Need some backup this side of Smith Lake,
you free?”

“Yeah.” His voice must have given him away.
He looked at Brenda and she mouthed, “Rain check.” He listened to
the details of a possible hit and run involving a van full of
vacationers and a half-ton full of chickens. Then assuring the
dispatcher he’d be there in under 15 minutes, he turned to
Brenda.

“I think this is one of those Murphy things.”
He shrugged. She was already slipping out of the front seat.

“Listen, it’s okay. Here’s my number at
school. Call me tomorrow. I need a date for our fall festival. A
hundred and fifty elementary students and their parents—think you
could handle that? We have a cake-walk.”

“Hey, cake-walks are my specialty. If it’s
angel food with orange icing, it’s got my name on it.” Stupid, but
she laughed.

He watched as she climbed behind the steering
wheel of Elmo the Rabbit Chaser, then turned toward him to wave. He
remembered that truck from his high school days when he ran around
with her brother—if he’d just been smart enough to have made a move
then. Hindsight, nothing he’d ever majored in. He turned the key,
pumped the accelerator and peeled backwards before laying rubber up
the incline that put him on the highway.

 


10:25 p.m., September 14

 


Brenda couldn’t stop smiling. Men could be so
vain. But she liked Tommy—wanted him to like her. Still, there were
complications, maybe insurmountable ones.

“Damn.”

She slammed on the brakes and clutched the
steering wheel until the bald tires bit into the pavement, and the
pickup sashayed to a stop. That was close. The furry flag of a tail
carried parallel to its body had barely moved as the coyote trotted
across the highway. She watched as the thick plume disappeared into
the brush. She could swear that he knew she would stop. And it had
been a male; she was sure of that, too. Who could miss the jaunty
nonchalance? That hit-me-if-you-dare attitude? What stupid bad
luck. The animal had crossed her path and now, ten-thirty at night,
she’d have to double back and take a two-rut dirt road some forty
five miles out of her way.

Unless she wanted to brave the consequences.
Her Anglo friends would laugh, but didn’t they have their black
cats and ladders and cracks in the sidewalk? And it wasn’t so much
that she was afraid; it was her mother who would know because
something would happen—maybe the baby would get a sore throat—and
silently, not in words but in looks, her mother would upbraid her.
And she’d be right. It never failed. Ignore a taboo and the
Ancients got the last laugh.

Luckily the coyote had been moving right to
left, traveling south. Had it been the other way around, had he
been heading in the northern direction of evil spirits and
darkness, she would have had to retrace her steps and cancel her
journey. No way. She had to get home; there was work tomorrow. And
besides, the coyote crossing her path was mostly an omen—dangerous
only if she ignored him altogether. She was showing him deference
and putting herself out—surely that would be enough. Sometimes the
Ancients just had to cut a person a little slack.

She looked at the tangle of books and papers
that had flown off the seat when she stopped. Child Development 410
taught by Dr. Ben Pecos, psychologist from Crownpoint—the last
class she needed before graduation. She felt a blip of excitement.
With a B.S. in elementary education from the University of New
Mexico, Gallup Branch, her life was finally about to begin. Living
in a trailer behind her mother’s hogan, sacrificing, always
thinking of Mariah first …

Thoughts of the baby’s father drifted across
her memory, and she pulled down those invisible shades that kept
her from dwelling on something she couldn’t have. Yet, he was
coming for a visit. His squadron would be moving to New Mexico for
maneuvers in a couple months. He’d been vague about the mission,
something about testing aircraft. He’d be stationed at Holloman Air
Force Base near Alamogordo, a good five hours drive southeast of
Gallup. But he seemed close just being in the same state. Frankfurt
had been half a world away. Mariah was three and this would be only
the second time he’d seen her. But he sent money. A lot of men
wouldn’t even do that. Yet, if she had any sense she’d go out with
Tommy Spottedhorse and give their friendship a chance to turn into
something.

Brenda pushed the gearshift into reverse and
stepped on the gas pedal. The truck, now old and more than a little
tired, whined its discontent at being forced to back up. The
windows were down and the breeze felt good. There had never been
air-conditioning, but she’d put in a radio powerful enough to pick
up Albuquerque, even out here. And she’d splurged on a CD player,
too, with speakers in the doors. The guy who put it in suggested
that her sound system might be worth more than the truck. He said
it tactfully and added that he’d be glad to transfer the system to
a new automobile when the time came, no extra charge. She thanked
him. She hoped the transfer wouldn’t have to happen for awhile.
She’d grown up seeing the truck’s tan hulk parked in front of the
house. Parting wouldn’t be easy.

She jolted to a stop, turned, then
accelerated slowly watching for the dirt road that left Highway 666
and angled to the east. She hummed along with Reba McIntyre,
tapping her fingers on the steering wheel. The September night was
mild without a hint of fall. What breeze there was ruffled her
hair, pulling wisps across her forehead.

Abruptly, the radio faded, fizzling like a
sparkler before going mute. She fiddled with the knobs. Its lights
glowed reassuringly above the push-button dials. That was strange.
It was on, but she couldn’t bring in a station. Then from nothing,
a faint static rippled and skipped over the airwaves; its jarring
staccato a far cry from the Country music she’d been listening to.
She stopped once again on the edge of the highway before she would
nose the truck down a short incline to join the barely discernible
tracks that led home. It had to be the antenna. Maybe it had
jiggled loose.

She pulled the emergency brake, tugged the
gearshift into neutral and jumped out. But that wasn’t it. The
antenna was fine, firmly fixed to the fender and extended to its
limit. Odd. The truck might be twenty years old but a radio less
than two months old wouldn’t just quit working. Brenda frowned. It
was bad enough that she was committed to driving an extra two hours
out of her way, but it didn’t seem fair to have to do it in
silence.

“Merde.”

The word slipped out. Her mother hated her to
curse. She hardly spoke English, but she recognized those words. It
was better if the word went unrecognized; so, “shit” in French it
was, had been since she’d learned the word at boarding school. She
didn’t know when she’d find the time, but she’d have to take the
truck into Albuquerque and have the radio fixed.

She climbed back behind the steering wheel,
the wooden bead seat cover snagging her jeans. She popped the
emergency brake and eased the truck into gear. Hopefully, she could
nurse the truck along another year and have a good paying job
before she had to junk it and buy a new one.

“Ow.”

Her head grazed the roof of the cab as the
truck slipped sideways and bounced heavily across a rut cut deep by
last year’s runoff. The road itself was just the sandy bottom of an
arroyo some thirty feet across with a three-foot rim. The
once-a-year riverbed was usually smooth, only occasionally littered
with boulders or other debris stranded by high water. She would
need to pay attention; she hadn’t come this way in awhile.

But it was the scenic route. That brought a
chuckle. With the full moon sparkling across the packed sand, and
the air carrying the scent of piñon and juniper, things could be
worse. She started to hum, then stopped to watch a jackrabbit try
to outrun her. Which wasn’t difficult to do. Top out she could only
go about twenty-five miles an hour on the infrequent straightaways,
much less than that around curves. The rabbit cut in front of her
at the first corner and was gone.

The blast of static startled her. She quickly
snapped off the radio then realized that the sound wasn’t coming
from the dash. It was higher, overhead. She stuck her head out the
window and scanned the sky. Could they have put high wires,
electrical transformers of some kind out this way? But who were
“they”? The tribe wouldn’t have tried to electrically annex this
part of the Rez, miles of sheep camps and the once-in-awhile hogan?
It wasn’t economically feasible. And since Anglo-introduced,
bottom-line thinking had invaded the reasoning of the elders, she
knew it had to be something else.

Flashes of light danced across the eastern
horizon. Lightning? She didn’t think so. Lightning didn’t move
horizontally, zigzagging along the top of a mesa in short-lived
bursts of illumination, like little explosions. She’d never seen
anything like that before. Well, maybe, on the Fourth of July.

Now, she was curious. She slowed until the
pickup rolled to a stop. She tugged on the emergency brake, shut
the engine off and just sat there. Something didn’t feel right. The
air was prickly, charged like before a rain. But there wouldn’t be
rain; there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. And this was the end of the
normal monsoon season. Any moisture was highly unlikely. Yet, there
was a feeling, something in the atmosphere. The windshield was too
bug-laden to see clearly; so, she stepped out into the night.

She felt herself frowning and tried to relax
as she listened. Nothing seemed really out of sync. The sounds of
chirping insects were melodious and soothing. But it struck her
that their cadence was hurried, frantic even, much too fast for a
normal night—a night that wasn’t overly warm. In fact, there was
too much activity in general. She should never see rodents
scurrying about in the open. Normally, they would seek the
camouflage of low bushes. But there were no owls, or nighthawks.
With all this furry food out in the open, not one winged predator
swooped down to take advantage. It was like someone had taken a
giant stick and stirred up the ground around her but didn’t tell
the birds of prey.

She gasped and clapped her hands over her
ears as a sound, faint, high above her, difficult to define but not
unlike the hum of a tuning fork, reverberated across her eardrum in
a finely modulated shriek. Then as she scanned the moon-bright sky,
an object, black wings aimed back ward along its sides, glided
across the broad flat surface of the moon that was suspended above
the mesa to the east, and for one microsecond in time its shadow
looked for all the world like the Batman insignia.

She burst out laughing. Could she be lucky
enough to have Val Kilmer or George Clooney pop out of the
sagebrush needing a ride to town? Probably not. And the smell. The
air was filled with the pungent odor of fuel. She cupped her hands
and hooded her eyes to rake the horizon. The hum was so distant now
that she didn’t trust her ears. Could it be only the remembered
sound that seemed to vibrate in her head? Certainly the mysterious
aircraft had been swallowed by the night. Or maybe it hadn’t
existed at all.

Her gaze swept across the horizon to the
east, angled to the west, then she froze. Squarely in her vision
was this … thing. What could she call it? It had to be a plane of
some sort. But not one that you’d see everyday. It was just a
wedge, a black triangle with chopped angles and a sharp, pointed
nose flying low, maybe five hundred feet above her. She watched it
bank slowly to its right before leveling, wings dipping slightly,
then straightening to accelerate toward her, lower, and lower …

She screamed and dove under the truck.

Even sticking her fingers in her ears
couldn’t deaden the sound, this whining roar that felt like an axe
was splitting her skull. Then the sound stopped in a grinding
screech of metal and whoosh of wind that peppered the hood of the
truck with sand. Then this, too, stopped. She waited. The silence
was stifling but she didn’t dare move. Not until she was certain
that the thing wasn’t coming back.

Finally, she inched her way on her stomach
toward the front of the truck. She tried not to think of scorpions
or centipedes or snakes—the desert’s normal inhabitants that didn’t
take kindly to intruders crawling across their territory. Taking a
deep breath, she peered out.

In the distance the air was cloudy with dust
that swirled upward in a rolling blanket of grit obscuring her
view. But one thing was certain, something had landed just beyond
the rise at the edge of the arroyo.

She rolled out from under the truck, pulled
herself to her knees and stood as a flare burst above her, the
reddish phosphorous glow hanging only a second in the desert sky
before quickly blinking out. Was someone in trouble? The pilot. Of
course. What if he’d been injured?

She half crouched, but ran the thirty feet to
the edge of the embankment, then scrambling upward she threw
herself under a thick green mass of chamisa, rabbit brush thick
enough to hide her flattened body as she stretched against the
sandy rise.

There it was, and it was a plane. Probably, a
Stealth Fighter. She’d bet anything that she was looking at the
radar defying plane that was usually kept under wraps. It was
awesome, even with a twisted mass of cholla cactus hanging rakishly
from one swept-back wing. The pilot had landed in a belly flop that
had torn the undercarriage, peeling away the sheet metal and
tilting the plane to the right. He’d been lucky not to have gone up
in flames.

But where was the pilot? He must be close by.
Someone had sent up a flare. She started to stand when the muffled
but persistent chugging of an engine pushed into her consciousness.
Instinctively, she crouched before looking to the west, away from
the plane. A large, closed-bed truck was slowly picking its way
down the arroyo opposite of the way she had come.

Brenda watched as it bumped over foot high
rocks and flattened cactus and brush. The star and circle Mercedes
emblem, centered on the grill and big as a pie plate, bobbed and
ducked then popped into view as the truck collected its strength to
push over the arroyo’s rim and roll to within reach of the plane.
Its hooded headlights cast light directly in front of the front
wheels and nowhere else. Brenda absently wondered at such a unique
feature. Certainly not standard issue, she guessed.

She shrank against the sand. Doors on the
back of the truck flew open and five figures jumped out and ran
toward the aircraft. Their excitement was apparent. She didn’t need
to see their faces to know that. And she couldn’t see their faces,
anyway. Flexible black suits that looked like ribbed rubber covered
every inch of their bodies ending in hoods pulled well down over
foreheads. Their goggles were some kind of wrap-around type like
the shades favored by senior citizens. Boots and gloves were also
black and snug fitting as skin. And not one person was under six
feet tall.

Yet, it was the language that stumped her.
She couldn’t understand a word they yelled back and forth. Then one
person vaulted up a slanted wing to the cockpit, but it was quickly
apparent that he didn’t find what he’d expected. It was also
apparent that he was angry. Gesturing wildly with a large hand-held
weapon, the man yelled at the others until two men quickly
scrambled up beside him.

Then the man with the gun repeatedly slammed
the butt of the weapon against the canopy but to no avail; it
didn’t budge. Finally quieted by whatever the men said, he slid to
the ground leaving the two to work on the Plexiglas—but he wasn’t
quiet for long. He paced up and back in front of the plane and
shouted at the others.

Brenda strained to understand. Surely she
would recognize English, Spanish—a little French or German—but this
language was unintelligible. She propped herself on her elbows,
brushed her bangs out of her eyes and continued to listen to words
that had no meaning.

But there was very little talk now, just
grunts and pointing as four men formed an anthill assembly line to
pass along pieces of the instrument panel. There was one man inside
the cockpit now who dismantled what looked to be gauges and display
screens and handed the pieces quickly to waiting hands who in turn
passed the chunks on; the last man in line racing with his parcel
back to the truck. They worked fast; Brenda had to give them that.
They were redefining the word efficient. She’d heard that
carjackers could do this—strip and run in less than two
minutes.

She pulled her body in close to hug the sand.
She didn’t quite let the thought surface, but at some level she
wondered what would happen if someone saw her. She risked a peek
over her left shoulder. She could clearly see her can pickup
bleached by the moonlight to blend with its environment, and she
almost laughed out loud. From this distance, Elmo looked like he
had been junked, dumped out on the Rez like a hundred others to
rust, ashes to ashes, dust to dust. With the drooping bumper,
missing tailgate, crumpled fender and primer-spotted paint job, who
would think he had gotten there under his own power, and recently,
even? She was suddenly absurdly happy she drove a vehicle that
wouldn’t attract attention.

A burst of rat-a-tat-tat brought her head
back with a snap. The one who was so angry was spraying a
180-degree area of the ground with bullets. He stood in front of
the plane pointing the machine gun away from where she was hiding
but he was turning slowly; his body spasmodically jerking with each
round of fire. She pulled her elbows into her body and willed
herself to become small and one with the embankment as bits of rock
skipped and zinged through the brush coming her way. She’d been
right. Her life depended upon not being seen. Then abruptly the
shooting stopped.

She was afraid to even breathe. Had she given
herself away? Were they walking toward her right at this very
moment? Her heart thudded in her ears and she squeezed her eyes
shut. Time dragged and even in the cool night, perspiration formed
on her upper lip and at her hairline and her underarms were clammy.
She practiced taking soft, shallow breaths, exhaling with her mouth
open.

But the quiet wasn’t interrupted; even the
talking had stopped. She inched her left arm to within a few inches
of her face. The luminous dial on her watch said 10:43. She fought
an urge to peek over the edge. Then she heard the slam of a door,
once, twice … and the hiccupping start of an engine. They were
leaving. Could that be? Slowly she raised up. The truck was backing
at a snail’s pace, angling away from the plane while two figures
dragged a third man, someone not wearing a head-to-toe black
cover-up suit and flopped him face down under the cockpit. Had they
found the pilot? But why were they leaving and not helping him? He
was unconscious.

Or maybe he was dead. She sharply sucked in
her breath. Yes, of course, that made sense. The man with the
machine gun killed him. Brenda felt a stab of dread. But what if he
was only wounded? She watched as the men jogged back to the truck
and jumped into the back. The last man in lowered a black, fringed
skirt that skipped across the sand-packed arroyo and flicked up
bits of gravel erasing all evidence that they’d been there.
Suddenly, the truck accelerated, turned and jolted over the arroyo
edge picking up speed as it disappeared.

She didn’t move until the chugging
persistence of its motor had faded to a low-decibel, diesel throb.
Then carefully she stood, dusted off her jeans, tucked in the tail
of her chambray shirt and all the while eyed the ransacked plane
and its limp companion. She looked around her. Things seemed to be
back to normal. The frenzied activity of wildlife had slowed, only
a Coahuila scorpion scuttled out from under a boulder to disappear
under another one. Still, she couldn’t make herself move toward the
man on the ground.

She rolled up the sleeves of her shirt,
slipped the ribbon off of the heavy knot of hair drawn back at her
neck and tucked the wisp of plaid into her pocket. Then she fluffed
her hair, running the fingers of both hands up and through before
hooking the thick mass behind each ear. There’d better be enough
water to wash when she got home or she’d look like a mess
tomorrow—the kids would tease her unmercifully. But wasn’t there an
old saying about only ghosts washed their hair after sundown?

Why was she stalling? She knew she had to
help—try at least. She glanced again at the man on the ground. He
hadn’t moved. She couldn’t leave without seeing if he was alive.
Yet, she was reluctant. She couldn’t get the picture of the
black-suited man with a machine gun out of her mind. She knelt and
retied the laces of her right Nike running shoe, then stood and
surveyed the plane again. Oh, this was being silly; she couldn’t
put it off any longer. She took a deep breath and stepped out of
the shadows.

In the next instant she was flying through
the air. The explosion was so powerful that she was thrown
backwards into the brush, blinded for a brief second by an
apocalyptic flash that could have heralded the end of the world.
The tongue of heat that rolled out from the plane seared her
forehead and left her gasping on her knees. And her ears ached from
a sound so shattering that Brenda feared permanent damage. But she
was alive. Black oily smoke swirled above the flames that had burst
from the mid-section of the plane. She could still see the man on
the ground. He wasn’t touched by the fire, not yet, anyway.

Without giving her safety another thought,
Brenda sprinted toward him. The heat was staggering but she dropped
to her knees and crawled the last ten feet, her face just inches
above the ground. There was a burp of sound and she covered her
head with her arms and braced for another blast of fire, but none
came. So far she was lucky, but she had to hurry.

The man was stretched out on his stomach. She
tugged at a shoulder but couldn’t roll him over; he seemed stiff
and the flesh was puffy above the collar of his shirt. She didn’t
expect a pulse, but she placed two fingers on the carotid artery.
Nothing. That was no surprise. Yet, there was no apparent cause of
death, no blood anyway. He was just a man, mid-thirties, Anglo,
clean-shaven in a crisply pressed blue shirt and slacks, parts of a
uniform sans jacket … and he was very, very cold. There was nothing
she could do—she had to get out of there. She didn’t even want to
think about the taboos of handling the dead. Had she upset the
man’s spirit? She’d seek help later.

She backed away, still crouching, then
stumbled in haste, her hands stinging from the blistering heat of
the sand. She clapped her hand back over her mouth. She didn’t dare
look up and risk breathing in any more of the toxic fumes than she
already had. She should have tied something around her mouth and
nose. But it was too late now. There was a rumble somewhere above
her, and the plane lurched to its side in a shower of sparks.

She stood to run but was rooted to the spot
by a hand that clamped down on her shoulder. She jumped and
screamed, throwing her head back hoping to connect sharply with her
captor’s chin, as strong arms crushed her chest pinning her arms to
her sides. She wiggled forward and aimed a couple well-placed kicks
upward and back that only served to make her lose her balance. But
she didn’t fall. Her assailant simply picked her up and didn’t
flinch at lifting one hundred and fifteen pounds cleanly off the
ground and running with it. Her screams died in the rough glove
pressed against her mouth while terror rode up the back of her
throat in vile-tasting phlegm.

Her captor slipped down the lip of the arroyo
and threw her facedown knocking her breath out, then slammed his
body full length on top of her. The popping and crackling of the
fire seemed close. She gasped and tried to turn over but she was
pinned to the ground. Behind them a series of blasts rocked the
earth, and she could feel his hot breath on her neck and his chest
heave as he fought to breathe evenly. Brenda spat sand and
sputtered to get the dirt out of her mouth; then, she suddenly
wrenched her head to the side, looked into the eyes of her captor
and almost fainted. She blinked, willing her heart to stop
pounding. How could it be? This sort of thing only happened in
movies. But this wasn’t Hollywood. Were her eyes tricking her?
Couldn’t this just be her imagination? With a moan she let her head
drop forward and didn’t feel the hand encircle her neck and squeeze
the pressure points that brought on blackness.


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


10:25 p.m., September 14

 


Amos Manygoats slept outside because his wife
was a capitalist. And a shrew. But it was his daughter he blamed—a
graduate of a business school whose senior project was to offer her
family’s traditional hogan as a bed and breakfast. At first, he
couldn’t believe his wife would even listen to such irreverence.
But there had been a business plan, a budget, even a forecast. Her
professors had praised her as “innovative, daring, entrepreneurial
in spirit.” So, as a sacrifice for his daughter receiving an “A”,
he left them alone.

He didn’t even help with the second outhouse.
Or enlarging the cold box in the juniper that acted as a fridge in
the winter. She named her family hogan, Tse Li Gah Sinil
Hospitality—Two White Rocks Hospitality and sent out flyers. His
daughter advertised that the traditional Navajo hogan was built
around four posts, each representing one of the sacred mountains of
her homeland. She’d added that the door of the hogan faced east;
men sit in the south; women, north; and guests, west. Her
professors encouraged her to add other bits of lore—whatever she
could say without incurring censure. So she chose the story from
the Blessing Way of how the first hogan came into being.

Reluctantly, Amos helped her with it. Wasn’t
it better to know what was being told? To make certain she didn’t
over-step boundaries? He helped her tell the story of how the first
hogan was built by Coyote who had gotten the logs and instructions
from the Beaver People. The first hogan had a fork-stick frame. The
first two logs were a fork-tipped and a straight one. The male
straight log was joined at the top with the female forked log. This
symbolized a strong union of husband and wife. This first hogan was
a very holy place. Precious turquoise, white shell beads, obsidian,
jet and abalone were buried under the frame and songs were sung in
its honor.

His daughter’s professors were thrilled with
the flyers. They assured them that the hogan and breakfast idea
would be popular, a one-of-a-kind experience that hundreds would
want to try. Amos wasn’t so sure. He’d balked at the hand painted
sign above the door but lost.

The first to come were anthropologists,
strange lanky men who wore pants with many pockets. And like
tonight, had kept him busy with questions. A man and his son had
wanted to make Navajo arrows and learn about the rites of passage.
The two other men were foreign. Even his daughter had trouble
understanding their English. But each had paid $125 and extra for
the child to sleep on piled sheepskins, in the octagon shaped hogan
of rough-cut logs bonded by cement. The roof was covered in green
tarpaper; the opening for the stovepipe allowed a glimpse of sky.
The winter nights were often bitter. Yet, their visitors came all
year round. One hundred and twenty-five dollars. Amos marveled at
the money.

Dinner was almost always a savory mutton stew
and warm fluffy fry bread. He had to admit that he ate better on
weekends. One Saturday night he’d come into the hogan to share the
evening meal, and a visiting anthropologist got him talking about
the squaw dance, a coming-out ceremony that his daughter had taken
part in. The man even knew that originally it had been an important
ceremony, the Nda or Enemy Way—a celebration for warriors
returning from contact with the enemy. Since the man had known so
much, it hadn’t seemed wrong to correct him here and there. After
that, his daughter subtly advertised that Amos was part of the
package. Conversation with an elder. Better than a textbook, wasn’t
that what his daughter had said?

The mornings would usually bring blue-corn
mush but sometimes bacon and eggs—he guessed this group would want
the latter. He licked his lips. He almost didn’t care that he’d
have to throw down his bedroll behind his sweat lodge. Tonight
everyone had gone to bed early. No talking until the sky stretched
pale across the earth’s edge. Even his daughter and wife retired to
the half-finished hogan behind the house—the one he’d started to
build for his daughter and her husband. Then the husband got a job
in Albuquerque.

It didn’t help his arthritis, this sleeping
on the ground, but it helped his general constitution. He was
seventy years old—or young as his daughter would tease. He didn’t
really feel old. Still, to have to stay outside, it wasn’t
right.

He rolled his blanket, tucked it under his
arm and walked past the entrance of his hogan. Outside he motioned
four times away from his body and toward where the sun had set.
He’d been instructed to do so as part of the Blackening Way, a
ceremony that would restore hozho, the balance between
harmony and peace.

But how could there be peace? It was
unnatural, a hogan and breakfast. And the money didn’t make anyone
happy anymore—not Pansy, and, most of all, not him. His daughter
stayed away from her husband longer and longer. That would bring no
good. But the worst? The business was making Pansy crazy. She was
having spells.

When he’d mentioned her problems to his
daughter, she’d insisted that her mother see a doctor. What she
called “a real doctor” over at the clinic. Amos knew she didn’t
believe in the tribal rituals. She didn’t even speak the Navajo
language very well—her own language by birth—at least not as well
as Amos thought she should. When she didn’t want to take the time
to explain something in her native language, she’d just throw in an
American word. It hurt his ears. But she’d offered to come all the
way from Albuquerque to take her mother to Crownpoint. And Pansy
had agreed to go. That in itself was an achievement.

The doctor gave Pansy some pills, but she’d
fed them to the Billy goat when she got home and the goat colicked.
So Amos had to agree with her that maybe those little pale pink
pills weren’t the answer. That big black and white goat could eat
anything. But it still left Pansy with her spells.

When he traveled the forty miles to the IHS
clinic in Crownpoint and told the young bilagaama doc from
back East what had happened, he’d just laughed and said not to
worry, they were placebos anyway. Placebos. Amos had looked the
word up in a dictionary from the library on wheels. But then he
knew for sure that the doctor had lied. There was no way on this
earth he would believe that “nothing” had made that goat sick.

The doc had joked that that’s what he got for
marrying a younger woman. But Amos didn’t think that twenty years
made that much difference. It was obvious the doc wasn’t going to
be able to help. So Amos stayed away from the hospital even when
the young doc suggested he make an appointment for his wife to see
Ben Pecos, the doc who worked on your mind. If a real doc’s
nothing-pills almost killed a goat, what could a doc do who only
talked to you? It didn’t sound good to Amos at all.

And then the doctor said he wanted to try
hormones. That Pansy’s problems might just be menopause, and then
had poked him in the arm, winked and said something else about a
younger woman. Amos had looked up that word, too, menopause.

But it was confusing. If that’s what she had,
the sickness that made her scream and throw things and stay up all
the night, then she needed a cleansing, a ritual that would cost
five goats and a couple hides. And Amos better set about finding
someone to do it and not waste his time running across the country
getting bum information.

Then things had quieted. Pansy had taken to
ignoring him. Sometimes she’d fix food for the two of them,
sometimes she’d just wander off. She’d closed the hogan &
breakfast and his daughter had taken her into Albuquerque for a
week. That seemed to work wonders. Pansy had dressed in her best
skirt and blouse, took her squash blossom necklace out of her chest
of clothing, and fastened thin polished slabs of turquoise to her
ears. She’d already been back ten days, and her good humor was
wearing off. But she still stayed to herself, didn’t bother him
much. She did all the cooking for the guests but never stayed for
that.

There was lots of work to be done around the
hogan—haul water from a nearby well, keep the cooking fire going,
tend the goats Pansy still kept up. It was just the moods she got
in. Like she was possessed. Which always seemed to bring him full
circle. He needed to inquire about a cleansing and not put it off.
But didn’t he already know what was wrong? And wasn’t it possible
that it could never be righted? Pansy had sold a sand painting.
Guests had been curious about one they had seen and had asked how
such a painting was made. She demonstrated and made a small
painting for them. But its theme was sacred—holy to the Old Ones
and now they had made her sick. Sometimes if he needed money, Amos
would also sell a painting. But he knew how to make changes. Only
exact reproductions of ancient designs invoked the anger of the
deities. So he would leave out a snake, or a lightning rod or a
kokopelli—usually he just put in the wrong number of
feathers or changed the color scheme. But to sell a sacred sand
painting, correct in every detail, robbed the Holy Ones of strength
and drained power from their religion. It was a serious
offense.

Tonight was a quiet night. Pansy had gone out
to bring in the small herd of sheep that she doted on. Amos waited.
She was gone overly long, he thought. Sometimes their guests would
trudge along—experience bringing the flock to shelter. But not
tonight. Their visitors had begged off.

Amos picked his way around the cars parked to
the right of the hogan. One a black, bullet-shaped oddity like he’d
never seen before; the other a rented SUV, like the hundreds he saw
in Crownpoint. Both expensive. He knew that. He’d had an old truck
one time. Ran until it just gave out and he’d walked home. He’d
never needed another one.

He peered into the darkness. There wasn’t
anything that should be keeping Pansy. The night was warm and dear
with a full moon to guide her. Yet, he worried and gathered up his
bedroll to follow. It was always possible that an animal had gone
lame and had to be carried.

The going was slow, but he was only a mile
from his hogan when he saw it. Well, heard it first to be more
exact. But the shape he’d recognized, those swept back wings that
could flutter at the tips, a beak turned toward the earth. Black,
proud, swift as the eagle, and magpie-clever in its dealings with
man.

And the noise. Amos grinned. Nothing on this
earth could make noise like the Thunderbird. The sound of the wind
with the force of a storm behind it that made his ears tingle. He
watched the bird fly overhead and paused. Should he go back and
wake the visitors? This would be something they had never
experienced. But what if he lost it? No, it would be better to
follow.

He saw it dip low in the distance and he
struggled to keep up. Lightning skittered across the top of a mesa
to his right. Yes. Male lightening. He could tell. Then the huge
bird popped up on the horizon, seemed to wobble and dive toward the
earth. Food. It must have swooped down to catch something. Amos
hurried toward the point where he’d last seen it.

But he had trouble finding the bird. Even in
the moonlight, he was confused. Too many ravines and places for the
bird to hide. He called out assuring it that he meant no harm. And
he got an answer. A clucking beckoned him toward a clump of piñon
some thirty feet away.

“I greet you.” He spoke the words of his
ancestor’s, sending them out and up to the tops of the scrubby
piñon. He hitched up his new, board-stiff jeans and stumbled
forward over the dry sand only to stub his toe on the point of a
half-buried chunk of granite. He tried to imitate the sound that
he’d heard by clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth,
but his tongue managed to slip out the hole left by the loss of an
incisor and its two neighboring teeth; so, the sounds he made were
little more than saliva punctuated sputters.

He paused and waited to hear the clucking
again. And there it was coming from a knoll with five small pines
growing together at its top, trunks gnarled and twisted. He leaned
his bedroll against a low branch and sank to his hands and knees
and crawled forward. It was a good place for a bird to hide, a
canopy of short thick needles overhead and a cushioned mat of dry
grass underneath.

He didn’t see the blow coming. He simply felt
the wind leave his lungs as the blackness swept over him. And he
lay there—a long time it seemed to him because when he awakened,
there was no bird. A hundred feet to the west was a smoldering
mass, wisps of black smoke lazily drifted upward before dissipating
in the night sky.

And the smell. So acrid that his eyes were
burning. Had lightning struck something—brush stacked and waiting
for someone to claim it before winter? But that didn’t explain the
smell. Maybe an old sofa or tires. All kinds of things were dumped
out here. But still … Amos didn’t have a good feeling about what
had happened. He thought about looking for the Thunderbird, but
concluded that wasn’t a good idea. Hadn’t the great bird thumped
him a good one when he’d gotten too close? It was obvious that the
bird hadn’t been calling to him. He stood, but wobbled when he took
a step. Then the first coughing spasm rocked him, and he grabbed a
branch to keep from falling while he spat and sputtered trying to
clear his throat. His lungs ached. The air was unhealthy. He
couldn’t even smell the fragrant piñon with his nose an inch from
the branch. His head seemed clogged and it was difficult to
think.


CHAPTER THREE

 


10:30 p.m., September 14

 


The night was perfect. He chuckled when he
thought that he might be mistaken for the chindi. If someone
saw him in his black cape, running close to the ground, twisting
erratically, sometimes tripping over the suede booties that
engulfed his shoes, and then looked for prints in the morning,
they’d find none. He was thorough. He never left a trail. But he
didn’t venture onto the reservation often. Tonight there would be
multiple incidents. That’s what the paper would call them
incidents. As good as anything because they wouldn’t have a
clue.

His bag of instruments jangled unnervingly.
He didn’t have time to stop and repack the scalpels and hemostat,
wrap them in the yards of gauze neatly tucked into his pockets.

He needed to make good time. In and out in
under an hour. That was almost a motto. It’d worked over the years.
No one suspected. And he’d profited handsomely from the hoax.

Yet, tonight he was vaguely bothered by
something—something he couldn’t name. Just a prickly feeling, some
sixth sense warning that shivered up his spine. He slowed to a walk
and then stopped. The air felt different, close, deadly calm. He
never carried a flashlight, didn’t want to tempt himself to use it.
He relied on moonlight and the cover of darkness to protect him.
But what he wouldn’t give at this moment to scan the brush, pierce
that
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