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      There is a longing that Truth cannot tell,

      a yearning that Fact cannot satisfy,

      a thirst that only Myth may sate.

      There, is a Valley.

      

      – El Viejo
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      Located in the human soul in a place accessible only by those so invited, lying physically in a region of northwestern New Mexico, exists an unearthly dimension, tucked up close to majestic mountains, so unlikely located at the edge of a barren flatland.   Unidentified except by those who visit there, it is unknown by most who drive by the insignificant dirt road entrance that leads to a world Beyond.

      A world of grace and living, a small world and lovely.

      A world that waited all my life for me to find it.

      A world that waited for me.

      A world that waits for you.

      A world that waits forever.

      There, is a Valley.
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      Where was the mystery?

      From where I was standing on the hotel verandah, nothing strange was visible, only the mystical beauty of an enchanted summer evening in high desert New Mexico  – tall, blue-tinged mountains, billowing white clouds, and the light brown of low-lying Spanish-style adobe buildings blending into the landscape.  I breathed deeply of the scented winds, felt the oncoming coolness of evening, and wondered what the night would bring.  Something more substantial than breezes, I hoped.  Maybe an explanation for why I was there?

      Go to the Plaza in Santa Fe for the Summer Solstice celebration, the e-mail message had read.   There you will meet a man wearing white pants and a blue shirt.  He will give you what you need to know.

      I hadn't been able to trace the sender of that terse command, and curiosity as usual had the better of me.  So here I was in “The City Different,” about to visit the site of that celebration, hopefully to meet an unknown man and obtain unknown but interesting information.  Whatever any of that meant.  I walked down the broad stairs and started toward the Plaza, the center of town, my old friend and sometime investigative partner, Ol’ Zack, keeping up with my stride.

      Invisible torrents of sweet-smelling wind continued to sweep through the shadowed streets, cascading down from the Sangre de Cristo mountains to the east, bringing with them a promise of impending rain.  The English translation of that melodious name, Sangre de Cristo, is “Blood of Christ,” an appellation incongruous for such a beautiful locale.  The Spanish place names, in their resonant syllables, today mask the stark and brutal mindset with which the early Conquistadores viewed the magnificent landscape, assessing their reign only in the value of gold and blood and slaves.  However, a few dedicated priests, more concerned with immortal souls than transient riches, had at least moderated the material with their spiritual designations.   Good old guys, I thought.  Their ethereal nomenclature had outlasted the rusted steel of the warriors' swords.

      “The color comes from the evening light,” Ol’ Zack (he always insisted I call him that, which I inevitably shortened to just “O.Z.” a strangely appropriate abbreviation at times), said, “Sunset turns these mountains a really pretty red.”   I nodded.  Further to the south, in Albuquerque, where my plane had landed, they had named their mountains to the east for the same rosy phenomenon but with gentler names, “Watermelons” and “Apples,” again, in the much more lyrical Spanish, “Sandias” and “Manzanos.”  What a world of difference in cultures, in language; no Anglo settler would have called them anything like that.  They would have been the “Lincoln Mountains” or “Teddy Roosevelt Mountains.”  I marveled at this history lesson; it was a wonder that with such diversity of backgrounds the human race co-existed as well as it did, wars and all.  At least here in New Mexico’s rugged rocky peaks there were no Spanish equivalents of the French Gran Tetons!

      That morning I had picked up a rental vehicle at the airport in Albuquerque, an SUV big enough to warrant its nickname, “Suburban Assault Vehicle”, driving it to Santa Fe, and leaving it at the hotel about six blocks from the center of town.  Zack had met me there, giving me a brief report on his findings.  “O.Z.” was a tall, lanky old codger with sun-darkened skin, brown and wrinkled like the mountains, dressed in jeans and denim jacket like a working cowboy.  He had emerged from one of the overstuffed brown leather chairs in the hotel lobby as I came in.

      “Haven’t been able to find out much, pard’ner,” he said, a puzzled visage crackling the topography of that face.  “Nobody’s expecting you that I could find out, no special welcome for the famous New Age writer and all that, and nothin’ unusual about a guy in a blue shirt and white pants.  That’s a few thousand folks out this way.  And that valley you asked about?  Hell, there’s hundreds of them out here in all directions.  Take your pick!”   I had thanked O.Z., looking over the two typed sheets he handed me.  All that was happening in Santa Fe today was the Summer Solstice celebration, probably just another excuse for real New Age believers and their wealthy Santa Fe groupies to throw a party and market or buy some esoteric items.  I never had seen why people believed in drumming and dreamcatchers and crystals and such, but my own unusual experiences all over the world had taught me not to judge others’ values.  I learned to agree at a gut level with Shakespeare when he said “There are more things in Heaven and Earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy, Horatio.”  And that festival was the reason I came, after all.  That was all the mysterious email revealed.

      “Be real busy downtown tonight, sir,” the desk clerk had said.  “A big party, no place to park.  Might want to leave the vehicle in our parking lot.”

      O.Z. said he had mostly enjoyed the previous two days in Santa Fe, although he hadn’t been able to uncover any data for me.  I always enjoyed the old man’s company.  O.Z. and I had a history; more than once he had dug around (sometimes literally!) for me, investigating some bit of Southwest or Native American history, mystery or legend or other when I was doing books and articles and TV productions on various New Age nuances.  He was used to my peculiar ways of doing business, and it suited him fine.  He’d retired as a rancher in southern New Mexico a few years before we met, and always enjoyed (paid!) outdoor research,  particularly liked coming to the “City Different” once in a while “to absorb some culture,” he put it.

      So because of our other “adventures” at the fringes of archaeology and history, O.Z. didn’t think it crazy for me to travel halfway across the United States on the basis of one strange e-mail.  Or at least he didn’t act like he thought so.  He was being paid, after all.

      “I’ll check out the celebration tonight,” I told him over a cold beer in the hotel bar.  “If anything happens, I’ll look into it a bit further.  Hopefully, an article or book can come out of it, with all the recent interest in Native American legends and tales.  If not, then it won’t be the first time I’ve been led on an unfulfilled quest for untamed fowl.”   Smiling, O.Z. seemed satisfied with that.  Myself, I would have been full of questions.  I was already full of questions for myself.  Maybe he saw something about my look of resignation and decided that was enough.  Or maybe that was just the Western way – few comments, no questions.  I hadn’t been out this way in several years; back East was a lot noisier and nosier.  We set out from the hotel to find our destiny.  Or at least, mine.

      From the sidewalks, Santa Fe was a wonder of nicely-maintained brown adobe buildings and sparsely spaced trees.  As we walked, O.Z. waved his hands this way and that, a long cigarette drooping from his bottom lip, telling me tales about the good ol’ days in the state capital, “Back when Santa Fe was a nice little old Mexican village, afore the jet-setters prettified it, and afore the crystal-gazers oozed in from ever’where.”

      The Springtime afternoon was already becoming twilight, sliding rapidly into Summer with low shadows of the buildings and trees somber omens that, cloudy or not, sunset was less than an hour away.  The sky grew ominously darker, a mottled blue dome animated by scudding gray clouds in the west and deeper darkness in the east.  A few dark blue patches of western sky emanated golden rays of sun, but these soon closed shut.  Far to the south, graceful dark curtains drooped from the cloud-line, signaling summer showers.  The breezes were cooler now, and the long sleeves on my shirt felt good.  The smell of imminent rain was a friendly reminder of the impending “monsoon season,” when New Mexico would receive over half its annual rainfall within a three month period.

      I answered O.Z.’s unspoken question, whether to satisfy myself or him, I couldn't have said.  “You saw the e-mail.  All I know is I’m supposed to meet a guy here in the Plaza this evening some time, somebody with a blue shirt and white pants,” I told him as we arrived at the Plaza.  “Let me know if you see any particular suspects.”  I couldn’t figure whether he was as convinced as I was that the mysterious message had any meaning.

      “It’s party time, pard’ner,” he replied between puffs of his cigarette.  I’d long since given up tobacco, but the pungent smell of it sometimes aroused a long-dormant sensory apparatus, and the addiction struggled to break loose.  Sighing, I suppressed the urge to bum one from O.Z., if nothing else just to hide the nervousness I felt, an apprehensiveness about what was to come.  O.Z.  frowned slightly at my hesitancy, but smiled and patted me on the shoulder.  “I’ll be around here quite a bit, pickin’ up on whatever makes sense.  But I’ll keep an eye out for ya.  And for our friend with the blue-and-white.”  I smiled and he walked away into the gathering crowd, greeting this one and that.  He was never without friends, even new ones made on the spot.  I envied him that ease, something I’d never quite been able to accomplish.

      Located in the center of town, the Plaza was one full block square, shaded by a few dozen trees, mostly mature ash.  The plaza square, set off by red brick streets, was surrounded on three sides by brown, faux-adobe buildings of the style derisively called “Adobe Disneyland” by the locals, featuring touristy art shops, upscale restaurants and souvenir shops jammed side by side.  On the north side, a fairly new bandstand or stage faced the ancient Palace of the Governors across the street, the latter a low-lying adobe structure featuring a series of brown wooden posts supporting a massive shaded porch – portal, in Spanish – that maintained a quiet dignity in contrast to the festivities now commencing in the Plaza.

      Among the rows of canvas-sided, bazaar-like booths, diagonal sidewalks of faded red brick converged onto a circular pavement at the center of the square, culminating in a fenced-off garden containing a concrete pedestal topped by a ten-foot stone obelisk on a rectangular base.  Intrigued, I took a couple of digital pictures of it.  An inscription on the north face of the pedestal read “This monument is dedicated to the Army troops that fought” – here a word was chipped out of the recessed inscription, probably “wild” I thought, shaking my head, or “savage”? – “Indians...”  I smiled; here in Santa Fe, political correctness involved using a chisel.  Similar testimonies commemorating other battles – both political and Civil War – marked the other three faces.

      To my astonishment, a newer plaque on the south side apologized for the derogatory terms used by the early settlers for their Indian opponents and by the Union victors for the Confederate (“Rebel”) troops they had fought nearby at Glorieta Pass.  I wondered which of today’s popular sentiments future generations would be apologizing for.  On the other hand, the shape and size of the obelisk seemed totally appropriate for the New Age-y activities advertised in some of the Solstice booths.  With some hieroglyphics here and there instead of English lettering, the monument would have fit right in with those I had visited at Luxor and other sites in Egypt.

      

      This festival time, the Plaza was decked out in strings of tiny white lights scattered like curtains of stars, or perhaps flights of fairies.  Ordinarily, the walking paths and dark-green iron benches would host a few dozen people out for a stroll or a smoke or lounging on the grassy areas.  But today, in honor of the Native American and the New Age holiday, it was filled with a couple of dozen booths of colorful fabric stretched on aluminum frames, some selling beer and fast food, some displaying local Indian and other art work and handicrafts, some curtained with strings of crystals and other occult curios, some still in various states of assembly.

      Amidst novel odors of cooking food, mixed with a rainbow of fragrances from smoking incense sticks and vases, I wandered around, admiring what art displays were visible among the crates and cartons and pickup trucks.  The streets on the west and south sides of the block were blocked off for pedestrian traffic and more lines of booths.  A steady stream of bumper-to-bumper traffic filled the streets to the east and north, the murmured deep engine noises punctuated by random bursts of rap music, Mexican mariachis and even a few twingy-twangy East Indian New Age instrumentals coming from the booths, each genre competing in volume for my ears.  Only in America, I smiled to myself.

      At the western end of the plaza, a very attractive, dark-skinned Indian or Hispanic woman, dressed in tight black jeans and a bright red sweater, was struggling with a large rectangular package as she attempted to unload it from the back door of a white minivan.  “Can I help you?” I asked politely, approaching her.  She turned and smiled, revealing a perfect brown face with rosy cheeks framed in black hair, and dark eyes full of infinity.   I was instantly in love.  “Sure,” she said in unaccented English, not commenting on my sudden intake of breath, “This carving is a lot heavier than I thought it would be.”

      The package measured about three by four feet by about six inches thick, wrapped in brown paper.  I gave her a hand, and we wrestled the – heavy! – carving onto the sparse grass.  “This really is heavy, isn’t it?”  I said, panting.  “Must be a couple of hundred pounds.  Strange for a carving.”

      “Well, they said it would be unusual when they brought it over.  And thanks, amigo, for the help.”  In her mid-twenties and only about five feet tall, her upturned face was all smiles.  “Maybe you want to come see it when we get it all set up over there at my aunt’s booth?”  Over there was a white cloth-sided display booth chocked full of Indian artifacts and sculptures, almost a yard sale of prehistory.  While I stared, a couple of Hispanic men in cowboy gear came over with a rubber-tired steel dolly and transported the carving to the booth.  I wanted to ask this young woman why they hadn’t helped her unload it to start with, but when I turned she was gone, the white minivan disappearing around a corner a block away.  Oh well, I mused, this must be the direct Western way of getting things done – without ceremony.

      I wandered around the Plaza, tuning out the joyful hubbub and the enticing odors, but kept looking at the one real building across the street on the north side of the Plaza: the four hundred year old adobe palace where a Civil War General, one Lew Wallace, while Governor of the New Mexico Territory, had hand-written the famous novel, Ben-Hur.  I saw the movie, I thought, but never read the book, thinking back on the famous chariot race sequence.  I was impressed that the man had written such a magnificent story by hand.  I imagined long nights with a quill pen.  Or did they have steel points then?  No printer, not even a spell-checker!  There’s a lot of history around here, maybe thousands of years of it.  The Message came to mind.  A lot of history and some mystery, too.

      After an hour the sky was dark, but the Plaza was aglow with arrays of festival lights, accented by the raucous strains of a mariachi band playing classic Mexican and American songs from the bandstand on the north side of the square.  More odors of cooking food wafted through the air, some meaty ones of beef and pork, some other pungent ones I couldn’t identify, and I was getting hungrier by the minute.  By now a few hundred people milled around, their conversational noise adding to the air of fiesta. A convoy of low-rider cars, their boomboxes sounding a deep Thump! Thump! Thump! drove slowly around the two open streets, providing a primitive accompaniment.  I shrugged it off; I was young once, too.

      Buying a beer, I used it to wash down some delicious but unknown concoction of fiery chili peppers, chunks of beef and hot tortillas.  From time to time I checked on the Indian artifact booth and the heavy “carving” I’d helped unload, continually strolling the Plaza looking for my contact.  O.Z. orbited past me a couple of times, a couple of chicas on his arms, smiling and acknowledging me by a nod, but with a shrug that said, Still no sign of any guy with a blue shirt and white pants.

      The Message had made that clear:  Go to the Plaza in Santa Fe for the Summer Solstice celebration.  There you will meet a man wearing white pants and a blue shirt.  He will give you what you need to know.   If I could trust an enigmatic e-mail message, believe it enough to travel halfway across the USA to check it out, I could afford to hang around the Plaza until something happened.   The multicultural Southwestern ambiance itself was enjoyable enough to justify the trip; I'd always enjoyed my trips to “The Land of Enchantment.”  Sometimes, it truly was just that!

      An hour before midnight the sky erupted with lightning flashes, the winds bringing a surprisingly cool breeze along with an intermittent drizzle, not even enough to bring out the umbrellas, a little bit of wet only serving to enhance the party atmosphere.  I made another round of the plaza, dodging this and that partying couple or inebriated group of celebrators, occasionally whiffing various mixtures of smoke, legal and otherwise.

      Nearby a couple were arguing about the lively industry of new prophets making a living from ominous events yet to come.  Something to do with Mayan and Hopi prophecies of the end of the world.  I was just happy that mankind was still plodding along on a mostly upward path, even though terrorism had threatened us all for a while before being slammed down fairly hard.

      Thankfully, the prophecies of wholesale supernatural disaster just hadn’t ever panned out and probably never would.  But sometimes they could be fun to read about.  Over the years I had written more than a dozen articles about the prophesied end of the world.  Who knows?  Maybe one day one of them would come true, but then who would be around to appreciate the warning?  An old Spanish saying came to mind:  If it is going to happen, why worry?  If it is not going to happen, why worry?

      Que será será.  So why worry about it at all?

      Another beer had made my mood a little more somber, a bit lonely for some like-minded friends back home who would be having cozier gatherings this night.  But such was the price of following one’s own heart.  Too bad the Message hadn’t specified a Fall celebration, when the forests of New Mexico would be clothed in their special glory.

      Suddenly, there it was, the “carving”! – unwrapped, back in the corner of the artifact booth.  As if in a trance, I stumbled through the crowd to the booth, weaving in and around the standing displays of squash blossom necklaces and Storyteller pottery, to view the astounding contents of the young woman’s package.  Propped up in a corner of the booth, it was actually a bas-relief carved from a solid piece of grayish flint-like rock, its rough-cut edges indicating the slab had been crudely chiseled from a larger stone.  A quick inspection showed the slab about two inches thick at its edges, tapering to a depth of about four or five inches at the very back, a roughly pyramidal shape when viewed from the top or sides.  It had to have been hacked out from the edges inward.  But why?  And from what?

      Incredibly, as if illuminated from within, occasionally the stone appeared to be of different colors – shifting, iridescent, ghostly – depending upon which angle I viewed it from.  Other times it was a flat gray.  Haunting and beautiful, it was like nothing I had ever seen.

      And there in front of me as I bent down to look, were a pair of full-sized human palm prints imprinted in the rock, as if they had just been pressed into liquid stone only moments before, the palms themselves exquisitely detailed, the fainter imprints of the fingers only barely visible above them.  If they were sculpted, it was incredibly detailed and beautiful work.  Below the handprints, and half their size, a dozen or so etched or painted, primitive petroglyph figures of – what?  Whatever the images were, their crude beauty and their primitive, almost hypnotic and vaguely geometric symbols perfectly complemented the imprints above.  My God, I thought, what a lovely disjointing of cultures!  What could it all mean?  Certainly this was not a painting, maybe not even a sculpture.  But what was it?

      As I kneeled down to take a closer look, a hand rudely grabbed my left shoulder and jerked me, spinning me around to see – a fist on its way to my face!  Trying to dodge the surprising attack, I turned my head to the right, dropping as I did.  Too late!  The fist connected with my left cheek, slamming me forward into the bas-relief, knocking it to the ground and banging it into the other displayed objects, scattering them around the booth.  Falling, I was able to wriggle free of the man who was holding me.  My assailant leaned forward, shouting something and waving his fist at me.

      My first impulse was to jump up and pound on the idiot who had attacked me for no reason, but then I saw his larger friend, a rough-looking blonde Anglo, the one who had grabbed me, holding his fists ready as well.  Still lying on the ground, I shook my head, rubbed my left eye socket – blood! – and said through clenched teeth, “Hey, man, I don’t know who you are but you’ve got the wrong guy!  I don’t know you.”

      “Solana.  You talked to her?”  The dark skinned kid was raving mad.  “What did she tell you about the Indian rock here?  Tell me now!”

      “I don’t know any Solana, you punk,” I yelled back, getting back up on my feet carefully, all the while eyeing Tall Guy.  “And what difference does that make anyhow?  Who the hell are you?”  Tall Guy put his arms down and unclenched his fists.  I took a look at the enraged attacker before me.  About five-five and 120 pounds, the wiry youth looked to be in his early twenties, with dark eyes blazing from his red face, dark hair glistening where it protruded from his skull-covering blue bandanna.  His tattooed arms were waving wildly, wrinkling his dark T-shirt so that I couldn’t read the white lettering across it.

      “Solana, she’s my chica.  She said a real friendly Anglo helped her unload a package right here, today!”  He waved a hand around the booth.  “What did she tell you about it, gringo?”

      Maybe it was the insult, maybe the beer, maybe it was the fact that the left side of my face was hurting like Hell and I was furious, but with my left hand I quickly grabbed this punk by his T-shirt, backhanded him with my right hand, knocking him backwards.  As he fell, I suddenly felt cold steel on my right forehead.  “Listen up, dude,” Tall Guy said, holding a Saturday Night Special against my head, “This wasn’t downtown in a crowd, I’d empty your head right here, right now.”  His accent said Tidewater Virginia; his eyes said Death!

      “OK, dude,” I said, moving back slowly, holding my hands up, palms forward.  “I didn’t start this, OK?  Your little friend down there, maybe he should pick on somebody his own size?”  Tall Guy glanced toward the fallen punk, now scrambling up from piles of fake Indian jewelry, then back at me.  He lowered his pistol and it disappeared into a jacket pocket.  Incongruously, his scowl broke into a quick smile, blue eyes seeming to sparkle.  “You’re right, aren’t you, dumbass?” Then his face settled back to an ominous passivity. “But get the hell away from here,” he hissed.  He gave a hand up to his friend, and whispered something to him.  A crowd of people was gathering around the booth, and I heard someone using a smartphone to call the police.

      The punk wiped involuntary tears from his eyes where I had slapped him.   Calmly he said, “You’re a dead man, Anglo, hijo de zorra.  I will find you tomorrow, me and my homie here.”  He gave me the sign of the finger and left, Tall Guy following him.  I watched as they disappeared into the night streets.  Smoothed out on his muscular back, the T-shirt read, Coyote – Santa Fe.

      As if it were a photograph suddenly projected into my consciousness, I realized that the punk’s T-shirt was dark blue, and his pants, though now stained with the mud of the Plaza, were white.  The Message had said a man dressed like that “...will give you what you need to know.”  What did I need to know from a bruised and bloody cheek?

      Pop!  Pop!  Pop!  At the loud noises, I dropped to the ground, scratching my right hand on the rough edges of the bas-relief.  “Fireworks!”  somebody yelled.  “Happy Summer Solstice!”  What a way to begin the Summer!

      

      I awoke in the first dawn of that new Summer, quickly checked the morning news programs on my smartphone, and did my weekly review of investments; the market’s fall had hurt things a bit but wasn’t financially fatal.  The local Santa Fe news didn’t report any disturbances at the Summer Solstice Festival, which was fine by me.  I always like to keep a low profile of my own making, and being involved in a public fight is seldom good for a writer’s image, unless you’re an Ernest Hemingway type.  And look where it got him!

      After checking out of the hotel, I drove downtown to the Plaza but found all of the booths gone.  The cleanup crew had no idea where any of the exhibitors were.  “Solana’s Palms,” as I now thought of the mysterious sculpture, was niggling at my mind.  Something very unusual was contained in that rock carving, but I couldn’t quite place it.   Taking stock of what I knew about the situation, I walked absentmindedly through the long porch of the Governor’s Palace, taking in the sights of beautiful Indian jewelry laid out by the half dozen Indian vendors, hundreds of wonderful silver and turquoise designs displayed on dark blue velvet, like galaxies of brilliant stars in dark night skies.  As I passed someone spoke to me.  “Señor?” he said, “You were the one who was hurt last night by the cholo?”

      I stopped and turned around, my eyebrows raised.  The speaker was a wizened, dark-skinned old man, Indian or Mexican I couldn't tell, but apparently one of the vendors, an elderly figure dressed in a blue velvet pullover shirt and threadbare white pants, sitting on a window ledge overlooking his array of sale items on the sidewalk.  Silver and turquoise jewelry adorned his shirt.  I recognized a squash blossom silver necklace of intricate, almost hypnotic, design.  The old man’s face was shadowed by the columns of the Governor’s Palace, but from his quavering voice I had the feeling that he was not only old, but very old.  Managing a smile, I rubbed my black and blue cheek, “Well, I did hit him back, if that counts.”

      “You were looking at the –” he said a word I didn’t recognize, one that sounded like ah teen “– when he hit you?”  I nodded.  I hadn’t known there were any witnesses.

      I must have looked puzzled.  “You want to know more about the atiín?”  He pronounced the word slowly, clearly.  As my eyes became accustomed to the shade, his face resolved into distinctive features:  the high-cheeked face was dark and ancient, crevasses of wrinkles like canyons, a topographical map of a long life spent in the wind and sun of the high desert.  Eyes of dark obsidian, a deep wisdom evident.  I couldn’t tell his specific racial background, but Native American was in there, and Hispanic too, and more than a touch of Oriental.  I’d seen someone very much like him somewhere before in my travels around the world, but couldn’t quite put my mind to the exact place or time.  “The relic, the stolen thing, you were looking at,” he emphasized.  “You want to know more?”

      “Yes, I do.  What can you tell me?”  My hand inside my jacket pocket, I switched on the mini voice recorder that I always carry for interviews.  I usually asked subjects for permission, but the old man had initiated the conversation and this was too important to miss.

      “There is a valley –” he began.  At these words, my heart nearly stopped, but if the old man took notice he didn’t pause a breath “– a few hours driving from here.  There is where the atiín came from.  And that is where it must be returned!”

      “What is that atiín, anyhow?  And why must it be returned?”  This was making no sense to me, but I decided to play along with the mystery, adopting even his patterns of speech for the moment.

      “The atiín is a holy pathway, a thing of wisdom, from The Valley.  It was brought here by those who would despoil the sacred order.”  His eyes drilled deep into mine, as if plumbing the depths of my soul, testing me.  “The girl you helped was –” he paused “‒ is a relative of mine.  But Solana does not know what evil she did, bringing it here to be sold.”

      The old man never bothered to give me his name, but told me that the punk kid Coyote and his tall friend had somehow obtained the holy relic to sell in Santa Fe to rich Anglo collectors from around the world.  “To people who do not care how it came to them.  And not aware of what harm it brings to those who misuse it.”  He told me where the atiín was being stored.  “Not far from here, easy to get to.  We can go there together, my Anglo friend, I will show you.”  He pointed off into the western skies, “And I will tell you how to return it to its rightful place.”

      “Whoa, old pal,” I objected, “I’m not into transporting stolen goods.”

      Ignoring my statement, he said, “It must be returned to the Valley.  I believe that   is why you came here, to find The Valley?  I can tell you the way.”

      Bingo!
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      The next morning found me in my rented SUV, a retrieved (or re-stolen?) historical or archaeological relic ensconced behind the rear seat, under a canvas tarp and covered with my luggage.  I was heading south from Santa Fe, to the little town of Bernalillo, where the old man had told me to “turn right and keep going.  You will know where to go from there.”  I wanted O.Z. come with me but he had begged off, speaking on his smartphone to a woman.  He’d had an overnight guest in his room.  The old Casanova! I thought.

      Thinking over the last twenty-four hours, I shook my head.  The timing of this whole affair was exquisite, just one unbelievable coincidence after another.  What if I had not seen Solana and her package?  What if I hadn’t stopped to scrutinize it?  What if – I shuddered – Tall Guy had used that Saturday Night Special on my head?  Well, at least I would now be experiencing the AfterLife, whatever it turned out to be.  But that is one thing I can wait for, I told myself.  If it’s there – and I believe it is – it’s probably going to last a long time!

      Long ago in this business I learned to take coincidences in stride, as if I were being led by the Universe.  If mere Chance alone had led me into some of the adventures I’ve been blessed to have, it is certainly a fateful Chance.  Time after time such journeys have happened for me.  This decision or that.  Door Number One or Door Number Two?  The Lady or the Tiger?  So far nothing had led to Tigers or other disasters, just to interesting and profound experiences.  Hence my faith in Truth, and let the coincidences fall where they may.  I certainly never could have planned this course of action all by myself!

      As the featureless high desert rolled past, I listened absentmindedly to the soothing instrumentals of a Santa Fe guitarist on the SUV’s satellite radio, and recounted my latest steps.  Last night, as darkness fell on Santa Fe, I had driven the old man through a maze of back alleys and courtyards somewhere near Canyon Road on the east side of town.  He pried open a shed door, hoisted the sculpture onto his back by himself, and brought it out to my rental SUV.  We wrestled it into the back storage space.  Then he vanished, just like that.  I had no sooner shut the rear door and turned to ask him if he needed a ride somewhere, and he was gone!  Just like Solana.  Must run in the family, I thought.  Certainly not the Anglo-American way, parting without so much as an “adios.”

      My thoughts came back to the present.  So, was I transporting stolen goods or merely returning them to their rightful place, as Old Man said?  I decided not to worry about it; Fate or Chance had put me on this road and I was willing to go along for the ride for a while.  The day was typical New Mexico – an absolutely clear blue morning sky overhead, just a bare wisp of cloudy whiteness near the western horizon.  Other than the Interstate highway, the power lines and the occasional auto or billboard or Indian reservation, it probably looked this way a hundred years ago.  Maybe a thousand years ago, maybe even longer than that.  Mankind hadn’t changed the landscape all that much.  Barring more volcanic activity, the mountains here would be around when Mankind was either extinct or safely settled out among the stars in the Milky Way.

      As the brown slumped shapes of the Sandia Mountains came up to my left, I made the first exit to Bernalillo, which appeared to be a collection of fast food restaurants and service stations with a small city in the distance.  I gassed up the SUV and stopped in at a fast food joint for a quick burger before heading out to God knows where.  While munching down on the piquant mixture of hamburger, cheese and chili peppers, I spotted a lime-green low-rider car arriving.  So bright as to be nearly luminous, the metallic 1980s-era Chevrolet was chopped so low that it barely cleared the highway.  In its own way, the glowing vehicle represented a kind of maniacal beauty, with so many coats of paint that the surface appeared to be inches deep, polished so brightly that an occasional sparkle of light almost “pinged” off the finish.  Various flame patterns, swirling around the wheel wells, gave the rolling art show a final touch of frenetic energy.

      Prowling the parking lot like a predator, the car to me represented an attitude, a threat to established order.  I always figured such cars were for lowlifes who had little else to do with their drug revenues, but a couple of young Anglo girls in the next booth were oohing and ahhing over the “classic Española look” and speculating on which contest it was going to be in that day.  Whatever that look was, I mused, it must be something to be appreciated in this area.  But not by me, for many reasons.

      On a more ominous note, the spectacular paint job was set off by the contrasting, absolutely black windows.  I wondered how the occupants could see out, and if the police really liked stopping such cars because of the danger; they couldn’t see if bad guys inside were pointing guns at them.  The rear window was thickly lettered in chrome-bright pseudo-Gothic script:  Coyote – Santa Fe.  I felt a chill; that was the nome de T-shirt of the punk who attacked me two nights before.  Were they here, now, come looking for me?  For the atiín?  I tried to shake off the thought, but the car stopped and the instantly-recognizable Tall Guy got out, going over to look around my SUV.  Damn, I thought, this is getting serious.  But the punk shook his head, got back in the low rider, and the car peeled out of the parking lot, heading west.  I breathed easier, glad that I had covered the atiín slab so well under the luggage.  I decided to take my time leaving the restaurant.  There was no telling what could happen in the desolate areas to the west of here if I ran into those two alone.  The maps didn’t show any towns of any size for the next hundred miles, and I didn’t have a gun for protection.

      But somewhere out there was where I hoped to go.  I thought back on the words the old man had told me.  “Turn right at Bernalillo.  You will know where to go from there.”

      After killing an hour poring over a newspaper and consuming several more cups of coffee, I headed west, hoping the whole thing wasn’t a wild goose chase.  At least Coyote and his pal hadn’t come back this way looking for me again.  I never had received any directions from that guy, and hoped I never would, blue shirt and white pants or no.   In the back of my mind, the old man’s image coalesced.  I never did learn his name, but he’d been dressed in a blue velvet shirt and off-white pants!  I sighed; was that the standard dress code out here?  At least he’s given me fairly specific directions so far!  I wasn’t sure what might happen next.

      The four-lane divided highway unrolled over the Rio Grande through a thicket of trees called the bosque, and then out past a monument park named for the Spanish conquistador Juan de Coronado, who had come this way in the early 1500s.  And not a happy camper was he, I remembered.  He went on a wild goose chase all over the Southwest and as far east as Kansas, looking for rich magical cities that he never found, following fanciful stories told by an old Indian called “the Turk.”  Maybe better to call that a wild turkey chase?  I laughed aloud.  Was I doing about the same thing, five hundred years later?

      Then the next famous – or infamous, if you read the comments by local pueblo historians and politicians – conquistador was Don Juan de Oñate, another wild man.  He killed and mutilated and enslaved so many Indians, potential slaves and prospective converts to the Church, that Spain itself recalled and exiled him from Nuevo Mexico.  After all these centuries, Oñate yet stirred up controversy even today; the Acoma Puebloans mutilated the left foot of his statue down in Albuquerque about as often as it was repaired, to protest his left foot amputations of their ancestors.  But in my view, as bad as these guys were, at least they had introduced European ideals and literacy into these desert civilizations, and probably better the Spaniards than some Asiatic warlords of the same time.  I often enjoyed playing intellectual “what if?” games; alternate histories were a favorite pastime of mine, since actual history was often so brutal and genocidal.  For example, there were probably none of the aboriginal English or Irish left, and about zero in any other European region either, so things could have been worse.  But I knew the locals here would always feel otherwise.

      My own intentions hereabouts were a lot more modest – just get the stolen artifact back to its rightful place and not get hurt or arrested in the meantime.  What I was doing would make an interesting non-fiction account, especially if I could figure out its history, the culture that produced it, and find the place it came from.  Just where that place was, and how I was going to put a heavy slab back into a chiseled-out hole somewhere out here in the desert, I was not at all sure.  I hadn’t thought to bring any mortar or epoxy.

      After leaving the burgeoning town of Bernalillo, the topography surrounding the road varied immensely.  To my left, southwest, the dusty desert gave way to rolling, nearly flat land, covered at this rainy time of year by thin green grass.  In the far distance beyond, a stark black butte stabbed upward from the horizon.  To the little boy in me, it was the perfect Western movie land and I would not have been surprised to see Indians and cowboys racing across it.  Miles to the right rose the dark forms of the Jemez Mountains.  Somewhere in those hills
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