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Prologue

I slid around the corner of the
building, breathing in hushed bursts. I convulsed as I tried to
silence my breath, tried to minimize every sound I made. I wanted
to disappear, to become a breath of wind, silently sighing as I
made my way along.

I felt the sweat trickle down the side
of my face, partly from exertion, the remainder a product of fear.
Bile rose in my throat and the acrid mixture forced a sharp cough
as I drew it into my lungs.

So much for silently
sighing.

The parking garage was dimly lit, and
I was able to merge into the dark shadow of night rather well,
although I regretted the shirt. It was light blue, a color I
favored, but not right now. The shirt gathered shards of light from
the surrounding air and fluoresced, a small patch of pale blue
beckoning from the surrounding gloom.

I waited, straining to hear. You know,
it’s funny how you know that you can’t improve your hearing by
exerting yourself, but you can’t help it, you have to
try.

Especially in times like
these.

My breathing slowed, and I wasn’t
gulping for air anymore. As I felt my breathing even out, I relaxed
a little bit. I convinced myself he hadn’t seen me after all. I was
actually beginning to think I was going to make it. That I could
escape.

I waited a few minutes
more, just to be safe and gingerly stepped away from the wall,
stepping lightly, noiselessly. I sidled down the passage, keeping the wall
close, and I maintained contact with it, brushing my left hand
lightly down it as I moved towards the corner.

The air noticeably brightened as I
advanced, and soon I was at the corner. This is where the lightly
used hallway merged into the regular confines of the garage, and I
stopped, considering my next move. I knew I couldn’t stay here
forever. I needed to move on, to get out of the parking area and
into the apartments above.

I sighed softly and steeled myself. I
poked my head out briefly, making sure to minimize the time my head
would be visible. I didn’t see anything, just the dull gray
driveway slanting upwards to my left. I hesitated. I still didn’t
see anything. The garage was deserted. It felt as if it were ripped
from our universe and was deposited on the farthest shore of time
and space. The desolation, the loneliness, was palpable. I took
this as a good sign and moved slowly forward out into the
light.

I took a few steps when I heard a
strange noise. It was a clicking, a sharp noise that burst towards
me in a staccato that shattered my sense of relief, my fear
returned in a rush that created a wrenching sensation through my
whole body. I was frozen, unable to move, and any chance of escape
became irrelevant.

The clicking soon transposed itself
into the reality of a set of two hairy feet ending in sharp claws.
The feet were canine in basic shape and form, and the only aspect
of them that was abnormal was that the creature strode on them
upright. Coyote was striding towards me, a casual maelstrom of
power and malevolence.

I froze, indecisive. No use running.
He would just catch me anyway.

“What do you want?” I
barked. “How did you find me here?”

Coyote stepped softly towards me,
stopped, just out of reach. He was clad in the same outfit as
before. A red blazer and bowler hat, strangely incongruous, both
were worn as if they were part of a designer outfit. He didn’t have
the ivory pipe though. His eyes caught mine, and they gleamed with
a feral ferocity only matched by his intelligence.

“Do you have any idea what
you’ve done?” he inquired softly. “Now I’m going to have to wake
up, again. I haven’t been awake, not really, not for a long, long
time.”

I stared at him, a strange mixture of
stark terror and curiosity running through me, chilling the marrow
of my bones.

“What are you?” I managed
to blurt out. “What were you doing down in that canyon? I’ve never
seen anything like it before.”

“You’re never going to see
anything like it again,” he responded quietly. “You weren’t meant
to see that. It is for us, not you. Humans aren’t allowed, aren’t
supposed to know.”

“What are you talking
about?” I demanded. “Why wasn’t I meant to see it? What do you mean
when you say, “wake up”? You were awake that night, weren’t
you?”

Coyote grinned at me. “You’ll find
out,” he responded calmly. “All things will be clear. You’ll
understand what you’ve done. One more thing,” he added. “Don’t come
back to the canyon, ever.”

He bared his teeth at me in a garish
caricature of a smile and gave a short bark. He took his hat in
hand and bowed to me, a gesture both mocking and
derisive.

I felt a rush of anger hit me. I
literally saw red, and a quintessential moment passed over me. I
lost control of my emotions, which I rarely do, and the finely
balanced scale between fight or flight crumbled, landing squarely
on the side of fight.

I rushed him, and while my plan wasn’t
really thought through very well, the basic idea was good. I hoped
to deliver a crushing blow and disable his main weaponry, a
mouthful of baleful, extremely sharp teeth.

As I closed within arm’s reach, I
delivered a slap to the side of his head…or what I took to be his
head. My arm sliced through empty air, and I panicked as I lost my
balance and tumbled to the cement floor. I rolled and came up
ready. I’m a brown belt in a Philippine martial art known as Arnis,
so I recovered very quickly and raised my arms in a defensive
stance.

Nothing. Coyote was gone, vanishing
into thin air like a wisp of steam, gently losing cohesion and
fading away like the last breath of light on a winter’s day. The
space was too open to account for his abrupt disappearance. I moved
a couple of steps over to where he had been standing a couple of
seconds before. I thought I might find a couple of claw marks in
the paint on the floor. I investigated all around me carefully, but
there was nothing. Instinctively, I sniffed the air. A faint smell
of…something. It was a raw, pungent odor that elicited a feeling of
the primeval forest.

I shook my head, trying to clear the
funny smell. The garage was empty. I was shaken and afraid. I
stood; my mind aflame with one burning question. How had this
creature found me?

I gave up on finding him and slowly
headed upstairs to my apartment. I unlocked the door and cautiously
entered. It seemed like my normal, regular, reassuring living room.
Nothing was out of place, and I didn’t see any evidence anyone had
visited. Maybe I was being paranoid but seeing Coyote downstairs
had given me the creeps.

I tossed my jacket on the back of the
couch and headed to kitchen to make some coffee. I always like
coffee in the evening; I find it somehow completes the
day.

I was nearly to the fridge; actually
extending my arm to grab the handle, when I suddenly paused. A
faint aroma wafted its way into my nostrils, insinuating its way
into my conscious. I recognized the smell from downstairs in the
garage. I hesitated and turned, whirled, and ran into the bedroom.
I touched my finger to the safe I keep on the dresser. It sprang
open, and I grabbed my handgun. I knew it didn’t help the last
time, but it gave me the feeling of security I needed, here and
now.

I crept back into the living area and
searched the whole apartment carefully. I opened all the closet
doors and returned to the bedroom. I steeled myself and crouched
down quickly, checking under the bed. After all, Coyote might make
a perfect monster to terrorize young children. The only thing I saw
was a reminder I should vacuum once in a while.

Resting easier now, I returned to the
kitchen and made my coffee. I kept the gun with me, though. The
whole experience had really unsettled me, and I needed the pistol,
a security blanket that allowed me to push back the thoughts that
assailed my peace of mind, as if a piece of metal could somehow
banish the monster in the closet and shine a light on the dark
corners where evil dwells.

A few hours later, I crawled into bed.
I tossed and turned for a bit, brief visions of Coyote suddenly
stepping out of the closet, assailing me, these thoughts nipping
every chance of dropping off to sleep like a Blue Heeler hard on
the heels of an unfortunate cow. These thoughts whirled for a bit,
but my mind finally cleared, and I drifted off to sleep.

~ * ~

The ancient man was
carefully making his way along a trail that threaded along the edge
of a steep cliff. He cautiously navigated the final scramble up a
rock slope towards his home. The intricate patchwork of stone and
clay formed a cliff dwelling, and a wooden, handmade ladder formed
a final defense against any enemy that might assail the tribe, as
they lived in their aerie. Pulling the ladder up behind him, he
effectively left any approaching enemy with the unenviable task of
climbing straight up a sheer cliff to enter the dwelling area. He
approached the funny key-shaped door that offered the only entrance
to a set of rooms that formed his personal living area. The whole
village complex formed an incredible feat of engineering. It was
only approachable by following the narrow ledge that yawned over
the canyon below. With the ladder pulled up, no human could ever
enter the village. It was safe, even from an enemy much more agile
than any human. He shivered and fervently hoped it was
enough.

~ * ~

I woke with a start and a strange
feeling. My head was covered in beads of sweat, and my heart raced.
I wasn’t sure what happened; I just knew the dream was vivid, and
the fear the ancient man felt as he prepared the dwelling for the
night was intensely real.


Chapter 1

Two Weeks
Previously

I couldn’t believe it! I was off on an
adventure I’d been anticipating for a long time. I had been
planning a trip out into Southeastern Utah. I got the time off work
and was now driving towards Blanding. My Jeep is perfect for a trip
like this, and I was enjoying the drive between Monticello and my
destination. This road stretches up into the lower foothills of the
Abajo Mountains, and the fields by the highway are always littered
with mule deer. It isn’t too unusual to see a hundred deer on the
short drive between these two small towns.

I idled along with the cruise control
set at sixty-five. I didn’t feel any need to speed, as the whole
area is beautiful, and it’s nice to see a cop and not worry about
being pulled over. As I drove, I thought a little about my life and
where I was going, and where I might end up. I was still young,
only thirty-two years old, and I had a good job. I loved my life on
the whole and loved the freedom the wide-open spaces of Colorado
and Utah gave me.

In a mirror, I would see an
average-sized guy, five foot ten, and one hundred eighty pounds.
I’ve always been athletic, and I keep myself in shape by going to
the gym and playing racquetball. I have light brown hair, and blue
eyes that sometimes have a hint of green in a certain light. I
guess I wasn’t handsome, but I wasn’t ugly either. I’d say I got a
pretty good deal of the cards when it came to the physical side of
my life.

I felt differently about my social
life. While I did have friends, I had been raised by parents who
were strict, and used religion as a weapon. They picked and chose
the aspects of the Bible they wished to follow. Mostly they
considered society in general to be lacking in moral values and as
such they severely limited my social interactions, especially with
school functions and situations that would allow me to develop
social skills. So, I was awkward and shy around people in general
and girls in particular.

Even so, life was good, and while I
was occasionally frustrated with my social life, I still had hopes
for a brighter future.

I pulled into Blanding around three
PM. On the phone, I found the Airbnb I had reserved and navigated
the small streets of the town, searching for it. I know it might
sound strange to want a whole house for just one person, but I
enjoy the privacy and the spacious feeling a house provides.
Besides, it was my vacation, and I wanted to enjoy
myself.

I found the house no problem. The
access code worked. I threw my stuff on the couch and headed out to
get food. Not a whole lot of options in Blanding, but I was fine
with just a burger, and I’d head over to the market for some food
for the place—and some last-minute supplies for my hiking
trip.

I fueled up at a local joint that
offered gas, shopping, bowling, and a fast-food chain, all in one.
The food wasn’t bad, and I headed down to the market for a few
items for the house.

I had most of my supplies for the
hiking trip already, so I confined myself to purchases like cereal,
milk, and some stuff to drink. And, of course, the fixin’s for
coffee. I love to make coffee my way.

I headed back to the house and spent a
little time packing. It was just an overnight trip, so I didn’t
need a lot. I made sure my sleeping bag was packed, along with
plenty of water. A few packets of food from a sporting goods store,
along with some water purification tablets in case of water in the
canyon. I also checked for my sunscreen. It can get hot in the
canyon, and the sun can really burn if you’re not careful. I packed
one last item. I put in my 9mm semi- auto. I couldn’t imagine
needing it, but I like to carry it, just in case.

I woke up in the morning early. I
always wake up early. A family curse. I lay in bed for a little
while, trying to will myself back to sleep and gave up.

I fixed some coffee, had a bowl of
cereal, and surfed the net for a bit. I went ahead and put my gear
back into the Jeep. It was time to head out!

I know some people probably wouldn’t
enjoy a hiking trip by themselves. I can go either way. I really
like going out with other people, but I also don’t mind an
occasional trip on my own. Being on your own is more immediate and
refreshing. I find anytime you’re with another person you
automatically tend to create a little world of your own, whether
hiking in a canyon or visiting a foreign country.

Any time you go somewhere on your own,
this little shield against the forces that surround you is gone,
and it makes you both more vulnerable and more open to new
experiences. I guess this can be good or bad, but it’s definitely a
big difference.

I spent a couple of hours driving and
swung off the main road and onto a rugged, single lane dirt lane
that hardly deserved the name. I twisted my way through the tree
limbs that overhung the seldom used path, navigating my way over
ruts, large rocks, and places where one side of the track had
washed away.

I was hoping for a way that led to a
canyon I had visited with some friends a few years before. We had
just been exploring the country, taking different roads and finding
out where they went, when a certain road led us to the rim of a
magnificent canyon. It was typical Utah landscape; the canyon was
steep, with rugged rock- strewn slopes that often ended on the edge
of a cliff with a sudden drop of a few hundred feet to the canyon
floor. The vista and the grandeur of the place was amazing. Huge
red rocks were perched on small pedestals, and even a breath could
displace them. The sky was blue and clear, and the piñon and
juniper trees interspersed with huge outcroppings of rock created a
vivid and striking display. Not only was it beautiful in a stark
way, but it also evoked a feeling. The canyon drew me to it. I
remember knowing I would be back at some future date.

I continued to make my way towards the
canyon. Occasionally I would pause at a crossroads, trying to
recall which branch of this old road led to the canyon. I would
rehash old memories and turn left or right and once again creep
nearer to my destination.

A couple of hours later, I reached the
rim of the canyon. I parked the Jeep over at the side of the road,
mostly surrounded by rocks, except for one small juniper tree.
There was no real need to park in a special way, as this was the
end of the road, with no sign any other people had even been here
in the last few months. I did it anyway. I shouldered my pack,
locked the Jeep, and picked my way down the steep slope of the
canyon.

The way down was rough but navigable.
I’d hate to have to do it in the dark, but that wouldn’t be an
issue, as I was planning on sleeping in the bottom. It would be a
little scary, spending a night out in the middle of the wilderness
with no other human beings for miles around, but it would also be
memorable.

I continued down, and as I approached
the bottom, I found myself in a small wash. I followed it towards
the canyon floor, and as I continued on, the wash grew steeper. I
found myself treading between two rock walls.

The wash grew narrower as it
approached the main streambed, and I was between two walls higher
than my head. The walls tightened even more. I could reach out and
touch them on either side of me as I broke out of the wash and into
the main portion of the canyon.

At mid-afternoon, I stopped for a few
moments to rest. I found a couple of rocks nearby that could serve
as a chair and table. The best part was they were also in the
shade. I took out one of my water bottles and finished half of it.
I had a granola bar and an apple. It was enough for now, and I
wanted to find a comfortable place to bed down for the
night.

I chose to go down the creek rather
than up. After all, it’s always easier to go downhill, right? I
eased around a gentle bend in the canyon, navigating around various
rocks and small trees that were in the way. The creek spilled down
a dry waterfall, and I had to find a way around the steep drop off,
as it was about ten feet from the top of the large boulder to the
floor below. A deep pool of water nestled in the cavity below, and
I shivered as I peered down at it. I can’t swim, and I had a flash
of unease as I thought about what would have happened if I had
slipped off the rock and into the pool. I went ahead and skirted
the drop-off into the pool, finding a narrow trail that led around
the body of water, and I continued on in the dry
streambed.

The canyon narrowed and deepened for a
couple hundred yards, hindering my view. The walls of the gorge
dropped away, propelling me out into a large open area. The creek
split, and a sage brush infested mesa like area rose in the middle
of the canyon. It was about twenty feet above the creek, and I had
to clamber a bit as I struggled up the steep area that abutted the
small streambed. I broke out over the top. The tabletop of land was
about one hundred yards wide, and it extended down the canyon a
quarter of a mile. The mesa was composed of a large area of brush
on the upper end, where I stood, and it transmuted into an area of
juniper and piñon trees towards the other end. Some small pot
shards were scattered around the open areas of sage brush. No doubt
the Anasazi used this as a farming area. One painted piece caught
my eye and I knelt to examine it more closely. The brilliant
geometric patterns, black on white, made for a fantastically
beautiful piece, and I took out my phone and snapped a picture of
it.

I spent the remainder of the afternoon
exploring the mesa. It was a beautiful area, large and open, yet
surrounded by the rugged red and white variegated cliffs that the
Utah area is famous for. The brushy area was really flat, but the
treed area was slightly more rugged, with a small hilly area just
before the mesa started to narrow down. I climbed to the top of the
last hill and stared down at an interesting area at the end of the
land mass. The hill sloped gently down to a space that was mostly
devoid of vegetation.

The mesa started to fade away here, so
it was only about a hundred feet wide, and the uplift was flat once
again. The few morsels of brush that grew in this area were small,
only about eighteen inches tall, and widely interspersed with a
smooth rocky area. The rocks were smooth here though, rather than
the usual sharp-edged ones that littered the rest of the canyon. I
also noticed the stones were all dark in color, a light black.
Maybe a geological aberration, I thought. The rocks had been burnt
slightly, maybe by some type of volcanic action.

The sun dipped near the edge of the
canyon rim. It would be getting dark soon, so I climbed back up the
hill and headed toward the main part of the mesa. I searched for a
good place to make camp and found a nice opening in the trees at
the top of the small hilly area. I would have a good view of the
whole canyon from here. I planned on watching the sun set and
return on the other side of the canyon in the morning.

I laid out my small air mattress and
smoothed out my sleeping bag on top of it. I had a small,
one-burner camp stove, and I heated up a can of stew to enjoy with
the setting of the sun.

The sky turned a
magnificent purple-like color as the darkness set in around me. The
temperature rapidly grew cooler, as it often does in the high
desert. I might as well turn in. No smart
phones here, no books, no TV. Of course, I could watch a video I
had on my phone. But it seemed somehow
“wrong” to do that in this area, so devoid of any sign of the world
in which I lived. So, I settled into the bag, wriggling a bit as I
tried to find a comfortable position for sleeping. I found my
“spot,” sighed softly, and drifted off.

Suddenly I was jarred from sleep. I
felt confusion, as the sleep fogged my brain. Where was I? I felt
for the light I kept on the nightstand in my apartment. I searched
for the digital clock I keep as well. I like to know what time it
is when I wake up in the middle of the night.

Slowly my brain cleared, and I
remembered where I was. There was no nightstand, just a large flat
rock. I relaxed for a moment, trying to figure out what woke me. I
knew something had interrupted my slumber.

I heard it. Coyotes were howling down
the canyon. It’s an eerie sound when you’re all alone, in the dark,
miles from civilization. Yet it was also beautiful, in a way, and I
curled up in the sleeping bag, listening to the haunting music of
their cries.

Something changed. I didn’t pick up on
it at first, but I slowly noticed a strange rhythm to the howling.
Normally one coyote will start to howl, and others will join in.
They’ll continue for a bit and slowly trail off into silence. But
this was different. I noticed a very measured cadence to their
cries. This wasn’t just the sounds of animals doing their thing.
This was planned out. It was almost music, as if they were
performing a piece by a famous composer. Ludwig Van Coyotehoven, I
found myself thinking, ridiculously. Perhaps not.

I continued to listen,
entranced by it all. Their howls became more structured, as if they
were finding their groove. A few howls would begin the song, very
soft and low, and they would slowly add voices to the composition,
ending in a crashing crescendo. The crazy thing is that a definite
sense of timing went on. Da da-da-da, da-da-da, da-da-da…DA-DA… Up
and down they went, their refrain bearing a bizarre resemblance
to Figaro. I
couldn’t stand it anymore. I got up, dressed, and put on my pack. I
was insanely curious to get closer to these animals and to maybe
see them. After all, the full moon was out, and enough light for me
to move around as long as I was careful.

I moved towards the sound, picking my
way down the slope of the hill. The light of the moon cast cold
shadows around me. The rim of the canyon towered above me in the
distance, and the whole canyon was resplendent in the soft
illumination. Glittering with darkness, the stark beauty around me
was incredible.

I made my way around a small patch of
trees, the sound of the coyotes drawing me ever onwards. I stepped
into a small ravine, and I remembered the unusual clearing of black
rocks that formed the end of the mesa-like uplift I was on. I knew
that’s where they had to be, the open area a perfect place for a
gathering. I clambered up towards the final barrier between the
ravine and the clearing. A few trees right at the crest of the hill
formed a natural border for the clearing. While I climbed, I
noticed a flickering light: yellow and orange, inhabiting the top
branches. It had to be coming from the clearing. What was
it?

I slowed my pace instinctively, not
wanting to make any noise even though the coyotes were busy
creating their music. I was excited by the thought of what was
happening in the clearing, but in the back of my mind, the lizard
brain, so to speak, I felt a sudden rush of panic. Something was
telling me to run, to retreat. Ancient memories were bubbling to
the surface. I stopped, indecisive. I wanted to see what was in the
clearing, but I also didn’t want to see. I stood, pondering, but I
thought to myself, “If you leave now, you’ll be kicking yourself
for the rest of your life. You’ll always wonder what was happening
with the coyotes, and you’ll regret not looking.”

So, my front brain took charge of my
hindbrain, and I eased up the slope, drawing nearer to the small
copse of juniper and piñon in front of me. I used the trunks and
low hanging branches to shield myself, and I worked my way through
a small thicket of young trees. I carefully eased my head over the
small juniper and peered out into the clearing.

The scene in front was bizarre and
unbelievable. A large bonfire brightened the middle of the open
area. Three smaller blazes were burning at the edges of the space,
lighting the whole expanse in a lurid glare of burning embers.
Coyotes were everywhere. Some were on all fours, but others not.
Some walked upright on their hind legs. Many howled, adding their
voices to the orchestra. Others just stood, both on two and four
legs, appearing to enjoy the festivities. Still others danced
around the large fire in the center of the glade. They danced on
two legs only, and they whirled and swayed, all in unison, like
waves passing through a wheat field, driven by the wind.

I gazed out across the clearing, numb
with shock. I was having a hard time believing what I was seeing. I
just stared for a few minutes, taking it all in, trying to grasp
what I saw, attempting to accept the fact that in front of me
things were happening that were “impossible”.

One coyote caught my eye. He was
standing upright on a large white rock. He stood to the left of the
large blaze in the center, just outside the dancers. He was larger
than the others, much larger. He was the same height as an adult
human, close to six feet tall. I couldn’t tell for sure because
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