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  Dedication


  To Trish


  TIME CATCHER


  Prologue


  Canyon-1


  Charles Wilcox moved faster and faster through the terrible heat that baked the canyon. His parched throat screamed for water, his pack felt like it was filled with concrete. He didn’t know how much longer he could keep going. But he didn’t want to stop, not now, not with the intruder stumbling along in front of him. Even though his weapon was pointed at the man’s back, even though a single bullet from the Glock would shatter his spine, Wilcox feared that if he stopped, Will Lansa somehow would overpower him.


  “So, Lansa, what were you doing on that tourist truck?” Wilcox snapped.


  “Taking the tour, like everyone else. Hey, man, can we stop? I need a drink of water.”


  Stop, water, yes, yes. “Sit down where you are and lock your hands on top of your head.”


  Lansa glanced back. “How the hell am I going to drink anything if my hands are on top of my head?”


  “Do it!” Wilcox shouted, and fired the Glock once, at Lansa’s feet.


  Dirt flew up, pebbles rolled away, Lansa wrenched back.


  “Okay, I’m sitting. I’m clasping my hands on top of my head.” Wilcox was struck by his Native American features—the high cheekbones, dark eyes, thick and shiny black hair. But no facial hair. A slender, muscular build. By contrast, Wilcox had khaki hair that poked out from under a straw hat. He wore a scarf, now drenched with perspiration, the same bright red as his sunburned neck. His middle-aged face, he knew, would win no prizes. Even though he was thirty pounds heavier than Lansa and, at six feet two inches, several inches taller, Lansa looked more fit.


  “Stay just like that,” Wilcox told him, and reached into his pack for one of his water bottles. He opened the top plug with his teeth, never taking his eyes off Lansa. He squeezed a stream of warm water into his mouth, twisted the plug back down into the opening. “Lansa, catch.”


  Wilcox tossed the bottle toward him and Lansa’s right arm snapped upward fast, effortlessly, and caught it. Wilcox watched him unplug it, tilt the water bottle to his mouth, and gulp. In spite of the heat and the raw, harsh landscape around them, Lansa seemed to be in his element. But Wilcox couldn’t find anything in this miserable canyon that fit his experience—sterile offices, multiple flat screen monitors, air conditioning. He hated Lansa for that advantage.


  “You’re no tourist,” Wilcox said. “Who sent you here to follow me?”


  “No one.” Lansa wiped his forearm across his mouth, pushed the plug into the water bottle, and held it up.


  “You want this back?”


  “Of course I want it back.”


  Lansa tossed it and Wilcox barely caught it.


  “Look, man, I don’t give a shit who you are or why you’re down here,” Lansa said. “Just let me go back to the truck. I won’t say a thing.”


  Wilcox saw a cloud of dust rising in the distance. “Too late. They gave up on us and left. And the name’s Charlie. Charlie Wilcox.”


  “They’ll send out park rangers to look for us.”


  “Thanks to you.” Wilcox shook his head. His plans were getting complicated now. “You’re a local, a Navajo, right?”


  “No.”


  “Apache?” He scrutinized Lansa as if he were examining a steak in a butcher shop. “With some white blood, I bet.”


  Lansa just stared at him, saying nothing. Then he blurted:


  “You want my pedigree, is that it? I’m Hopi on one side, German and Swedish on the other.”


  “Good for you. Now tell me what you were doing on the truck.”


  “My college roommate is a park ranger. He was leading the tour, okay? He’ll be back as soon as he drops off the tourists. You can count on it.”


  Decision time. What to do with him. “You’re coming with me.”


  “Why? What’re you doing?”


  “You’ll see. Maybe there’s a reason you joined me. Maybe I’ll need your help.”


  “I didn’t join you. You kidnapped me, which already puts you in very deep shit. Unless we just walk out and say we missed the ride back.”


  “We’re beyond trouble. Way beyond.”


  “What the hell is this about?”


  Wilcox knew he should talk to Lansa, perhaps even confide in him. He needed an ally now. But where would he begin? There was no starting point that would sound reasonable, nothing that would convince Lansa to join him, help him. Not a man like this. A Hopi. A half-Hopi. Christ. Why couldn’t he be just some regular white guy with an open mind? Why Hopi?


  “You don’t need to point that gun at me, Charlie. I’m not going to attack you.”


  “You’re irritating me, Lansa. But since you walked into my mission, you’re now a part of it. Can’t be helped.”


  “But I don’t want to be part of it.”


  He stabbed the Glock at him. “Move, just move. Start walking. We’re going to visit a ruin.”


  Lansa threw out his arms, a gesture that took in everything around them—the canyon, the sheer rock cliffs that formed it, the dried riverbed that snaked through it, the strange striated color of the sand, the heat. “The entire place is a ruin, okay? Got it? This is an archaeologist’s wet dream, deader than dead. And the deeper you venture in here, Wilcox, the tougher it gets.”


  “Move!”


  But Lansa hesitated here beneath the brutal sun, hesitated here where the cliffs already rose several hundred feet. Wilcox fired at the ground in front of him again. Four shots. He counted them. The first two caused dirt to fly up and shower over Lansa’s boots. The third shot nearly took off the toe of his boot. And the fourth shot whistled past his knee.


  “Okay, okay, have it your way.” Lansa threw up his hands and patted the air quickly, as if he were trying to calm a wild cat. Jaguar. Puma. Something fast and lean, something hungry. “Put your gun away. I’ll move forward if you put your gun away.”


  “You’ll move forward because I’ve got half a dozen bullets left and all of them have your name on them.”


  “You have eight bullets left. That’s a thirteen-shot Glock and you’ve wasted five already. I sure hope you’ve got another clip, Wilcox. Between here and wherever you think you’re headed, you’ll need a lot more than eight bullets. For protection. From the snakes, the coyotes, the…”


  “Nice try. Just move your half-Hopi ass,” Wilcox shouted, and brought a second clip from his pack and waved it in the air. “I’ll worry about what’s out there.”


  Lansa’s arms dropped to his sides. He glanced out at the vast canyon desert in front of them, rolled his lower lip between his teeth, shook his head. “Jesus, only crazies set out across this place. Like this. You’re not crazy, Wilcox.”


  Wilcox laughed. “Yeah, I think I actually am. Now move, start walking, and then I’ll put the gun away.”


  “Or shoot me when my back is turned.”


  “You have my word I won’t do that.”


  “Your word,” Lansa repeated, and laughed. “Right. Your word. How comforting.” But after a few moments, he turned away, offering his back to Wilcox, and started walking, his shoulders hunched, as if he expected a bullet to slam into his neck any second now. Wilcox finally put his gun away, but kept it close, like a dream, where he could reach it.


  They continued walking for fifteen, maybe twenty minutes, through the dirt, the heat, past the piles of smooth, mysterious stones, deeper and deeper into the canyon, farther back in time. And then they would go forward again, Wilcox thought, to the end of time.


  PART ONE‌


  THE LOST DAY


  That time, the emergence into the Fifth World, is not far off. It will come when the Saquasohuh (blue star) kachina dances in the plaza. He represents a blue star, far off and yet invisible, which will make its appearance soon.


  —Frank Waters


  The Book of the Hopi


  Chapter 1


  Stick to the present moment. That was the answer to all the ominous predictions, Will Lansa thought as he pedaled his mountain bike along a narrow trail amid a tight forest of ghostly white aspens. The warm December morning air brushed across his cheeks and arms; the earthy scent of composting leaves and humus filled his nostrils. Beams of sunlight filtered through the canopy, dappling the trail ahead. Yes, there was no time like now to enjoy life.


  After all, the day after tomorrow was Friday, December 21, when the Mayan/Aztec calendar, which began five thousand one hundred twenty five years ago, would end. The finality of the day fit snugly with longstanding biblical apocalyptic revelations, and reflected the chaos created by a series of natural disasters that even disrupted the death and destruction from on-going warfare. The popular theme of the day was that Planet Earth was under siege and fighting back. He’d even read a letter from a ten-year-old girl who had compared the planet to a flea-ridden dog that was about to get a long overdue treatment with a powerful insecticide.


  In spite of it all, most people continued on with their everyday lives, as if everything was normal, and Lansa was confident the world would survive next week. The sun would rise Saturday. Period. If he was wrong, it wouldn’t matter. So why not enjoy himself? Apocalyptic considerations aside, he had good reason to get away.


  He’d finished fall semester at Colorado Mountain College and left Carbondale early this morning with a sense of purpose and urgency, a need to refresh and revive. At thirty-one, he’d been teaching cultural anthropology for six years. He enjoyed the lectures and discussions and academic life, but as soon as he’d finished his last class, the small town seemed to close in around him, a prison harboring uncomfortable memories.


  Even after three months without Kristin, his townhouse on Vito’s Way still felt empty. The more miles behind him, the farther she would be from his thoughts, or so he hoped. He needed new scenery, long trail rides, and relaxing evenings far from home. He would forget her and all that happened. For the next week, he would escape his life, flee his everyday world, and shut out the continuous battering of bad news from television, radio, and newspapers.


  A knee-high pile of logs, stacked like fuel for a campfire, blocked the trail in front of him. Lansa picked up speed and bunny-hopped the jump, then slid to the back of his seat to avoid catapulting over the handlebars as the bike dropped down on the far side. He turned sharply as the trail veered.


  The turns were so frequent and the landscape so wooded that he rarely could see more than ten or fifteen feet in front of him.


  He and several friends had built Secret Trail, as they called it, on Aspen Mountain one summer several years ago. Every spring and fall, he and the crew got together for a workday to maintain the trail, repair the jumps, and upgrade or expand stretches of it. The trail wasn’t listed in any guide to Colorado mountain biking. It began near an old silver mine, called the John Wayne Tunnel, a place of some notoriety from Lansa’s youth when he’d discovered a drug lab within the mine.


  He vaulted over another stack of logs, then glanced at his wrist heart monitor, which read one-sixty. Even though he wasn’t going fast, in comparison to road cycling, the jumps and turns required coordination and concentration, and inevitably elevated his heart rate.


  He continued on, twisting and turning, jumping and dipping. A film of perspiration covered his brow and the warming day combined with his exertion wrapped an invisible cloak of heat around him. Until a couple of years ago, he’d never ridden trails in December. But now it was unbelievably warm, hitting the mid-to-upper 70s day after day this month. But then the weather was out-of-sync everywhere—as were a lot of people.


  This morning as he’d left home he’d automatically turned his gaze toward nearby Mount Sopris. The thirteen thousand foot peak dominated the skyline, an elephant in his backyard.


  It was a comforting constant, a strong, silent ever-present companion. But Sopris should’ve been covered with snow by now. Instead, a few anemic patches of gray spotted the mountain near its peak. Melting glaciers were old news and even now the “pollution lobby”—as some called those who rejected climate change—argued that the temperature spikes and flooding in coastal cities were a natural cycle, unrelated to global warming. Meanwhile, hurricanes had wreaked havoc as far north as Nova Scotia and earthquakes battered cities on every continent.


  The mountains were the best place to live, but Colorado was getting too crowded, and the state was taking drastic measures to stop immigration. For the past six months, it was illegal for most businesses to hire anyone who hadn’t been a resident for at least two years. Anyone driving a car with out-of-state plates was given thirty days to leave.


  Focus. Stay in the present. Lansa concentrated now as he neared a dangerous stretch of trail, a two-foot-wide ledge that extended for two hundred yards. The landscape dropped steeply to his left into a forested valley and rose sharply on his right. Deadman’s Ledge, as they called it, was not for beginners and it was one of the reasons he and his friends kept the trail secret.


  Ten yards onto the ledge, he braked momentarily, distracted by a glint of light reflecting off something shiny in the distance. He gazed across the forested valley to the far ridge where a lone, toy-sized pickup sped along a winding dirt road, then disappeared from sight. He turned his attention back to the ledge. He’d long since gotten over his nervousness about the crossing. It seemed about as difficult as riding along a narrow sidewalk. But, now, oddly, he felt uneasy and suddenly wanted to get to the other side as fast as possible.


  Halfway across, the ledge curved, blocking his view of the trail. He never liked this part, definitely the scariest stretch. There was always the possibility that a piece of the ledge would break away, and leave a deadly gap. However, Diego, one of the trail’s co-creators, emailed him yesterday to say that the entire single track was in good shape, the ledge open and clear of debris. Then the bad news. He couldn’t go. Too busy. Next time.


  Yeah, fuck you, Diego. If the world ends, there won’t be a next time. Hell, he’d planned to go on his own in the first place, but Frank, his other regular riding partner, said Will needed companionship after his breakup. The three agreed to go together, although Frank said he’d have to limit his journey to three or four days. A week later, he opted out. At least he didn’t wait until the last minute.


  Another fifty yards, he told himself, and imagined riding into the safety of the forest. At that moment a dark form, a black hole, filled his vision. He clamped down on the brakes and instinctively veered away. Just a couple of bike lengths in front of him a black bear rubbed its back against the wall.


  Lansa’s breath hissed through his teeth as the front tire skidded over the edge, and he sprawled over the handlebars. Everything moved in slow motion, his feet flew over his head, the tops of the pines blurred far below.


  I’m screwed.


  He was about to tumble down the mountain, breaking bones, ripping flesh. No one would find him, not for days, not while he was still alive.


  He clung to the handlebars; his back banged against the steep terrain. He expected the bike to flip over on top of him, but the back wheel caught and he found himself hanging precariously, his feet dangling in mid-air. He pulled himself up several inches, hoping the bike would hold him. His heels dug into the earth, loosening a landslide of fist-sized rocks. Spiny brambles clawed into his back as his feet found purchase.


  He gasped for air, tasted dirt. His heart raced off the scale of the heart monitor. For a few moments, everything spun, the world listed to the right, then left. He winced at the pain, then squinted up to see the wheel hooked on a broken root.


  Stay calm. Don’t move.


  He waited until his breath slowed, then made a mental sweep of his body. Actually, he wasn’t so bad off, he told himself. His leather gloves had protected his hands, and his camel pack with its seventy-two ounce water bladder had saved his back. He felt bruised, but nothing was broken.


  Slowly, he eased sideways and reached for a hanging root with his free hand. He made sure that the bike was secure before he released his grip on the five thousand dollar Stumpjumper. If he was worrying about the bike, he must not be so bad off, he told himself.


  Carefully, he started to climb the rugged wall. His head was about six feet below the ledge. If he were riding with Diego and Frank, one or both would be reaching for him now. Once they’d found he wasn’t seriously injured, Diego would ask why he was showing off, and Frank would want him to do it again so he could video it on his cell.


  His breath hitched in his chest as a dark form hovered above him, sunlight radiating around its head. Oh shit, the goddamn bear. He froze, clinging to a broken shrub, pressing his cheek against earth and rock, hoping the bear would saunter away. A sickly, putrid odor, like rancid meat, reached his nostrils. Its raspy breath assaulted him. He’d only seen one other bear on this trail, and it had crashed off into the underbrush. But bears had become a common sight in Aspen and Carbondale, especially over the past few months, and everyone had stories of bears pawing window screens, smashing flowerpots, tossing trash. A nuisance by day, a fright at night, the bears prowled through town at will. They should be off in their dens, hibernating for the winter, but the mild temperatures were keeping them active.


  A minute passed, then another. How long was it going to stay there? He still sensed a presence above him. Or was he imagining it? Slowly, he craned his neck, then ducked back down like a turtle snapping into its shell. The creature was there, hunkering over the ledge.


  There was something odd about the bear, though. It wasn’t moving and the horrid smell and raspy breath were missing. Suddenly the bike shifted; the root gave way. He grabbed the frame, clinging to the bike with one hand, gripping the corner of a buried rock with the other. He steadied himself, gathered his strength, and shoved the bike upward toward a sapling just below the ledge, hoping to secure the handlebar around its slender trunk, and maybe scare away the bear. The front wheel bumped up against the sapling; the bike slid back.


  Shit. Stay calm. Don’t lose the bike, don’t fall.


  He gathered his strength and tried again, pushed harder, and this time the handlebar hooked around the supple trunk. The sapling bent, but held it in place. Fortunately, the frame was carbon fiber, tough and lightweight. His heart was pounding again.


  He looked up, measuring the bear’s reaction, and nearly lost his grip. The creature still hovered over him, but it wasn’t a bear. The head was shaped like a cylinder and painted red and blue and yellow, and three feathers protruded out of the top. It had button-like eyes and mouth. The legs were wrapped in a kilt and a cloak was draped over its shoulder. A trickle of blood rolled down from the eyes and the corners of the mouth.


  Lansa squeezed his eyes shut, praying that it would vanish. Tension crackled in the air. Nothing like this had happened since his teen years. Masau’u, god of the underworld, a symbol of death, often appeared to Hopis in a time of crisis. Hanging from a cliff no doubt qualified, even if he was a lapsed Hopi. Then he realized that Masau’u was talking to him, whispering, but not with his voice. Lansa didn’t hear any words, but felt them taking shape inside of him, as though he were a blind man reading Braille.


  You almost died, but you still have more time. That’s why I’m here. Every human comes into the world with a certain amount of time. Some come with a short time and quickly leave. I am not here as a human. I have no time. So I must steal it.


  Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door played in his jacket pocket, but he wasn’t about to answer his cell phone. He felt a sense of release, raised his gaze again. Masau’u was gone. Had he really been there at all?


  He waited another minute, then slowly, cautiously, crawled to the ledge. To his relief, he was alone—no bear, no kachina god. He leaned over, grabbed the handlebar and pulled his bike up. He sat down and ran his hands over his arms, legs, back. He touched the side of his head just below his helmet and winced. A scrape here and there, sore ribs, nothing serious. He was damned lucky he hadn’t broken a leg or arm.


  In spite of the fall, he felt more shaken by the encounter with Masau’u and wondered what his message meant. The appearance of a kachina, according to Hopi elders, could be one’s imagination or it could be a flesh and blood entity. He’d never been sure what he’d seen during his initiation into the Fire Clan or later, after a concussion while playing high school football. He wasn’t any more certain now. The kachina had looked as real as the bear, but he’d fallen off a ledge, was looking up from below, and his judgment might’ve been impaired.


  Suddenly, the cell went off again. He slipped off his camel pack, unzipped a pocket, and reached inside. He didn’t recognize the 561-area code, then the location popped up: West Palm Beach. He didn’t know anyone who lived there and wondered if it was a telemarketing call.


  “Hello,” he whispered hoarsely.


  “Will Lansa? Is that you? Oh, good. I’m so glad I got you.”


  He didn’t recognize the woman’s breathy voice, but figured it was a student calling from her parent’s house in West Palm Beach, probably something mundane, a late paper or a grade.


  “Who’s calling?”


  “It’s about your grandmother, Vina.”


  “What? Who are you?”


  “Oh, sorry. I’m…”


  “Hello … hello. Shit.” The battery had gone dead. He’d forgotten to charge it last night. He stuffed it into his pocket. Nothing to do but finish the ride and plug the phone into his dashboard. He walked the bike along the rest of the ledge, keeping an eye out for the bear. Fifteen more minutes, he told himself, and he would be back to the parking lot.


  His grandmother must be dead or dying. What else could it be? She’d never wanted to see him, wouldn’t even help him with his research. His father had apologized for her, explaining that it was about him, not Will. Vina was a traditional Hopi and she’d disavowed her son when he married a white woman. He was the police chief of the Hopi nation, a job that previously had always been held by non-Hopis, and Vina didn’t like that, either. She’d called Will’s father quochata, meaning he was no longer Hopi and it was a shame.


  She had a similar sounding name for Will. He was quachata, simply a white person. That designation was especially true after his parents were divorced when Will was just three. He’d grown up in Aspen with his mother, the daughter of a wealthy silver mining family.


  He’d made several visits to the reservation while growing up, had spent a summer, and his senior year at Hopi High. He’d always felt like an outsider, though, even after he was initiated into the Fire Clan, even after he’d encountered Masau’u. Maybe that feeling was connected to the way Vina had treated him as a child, or maybe it was just his own sensitivity that made him feel more like an observer of the Hopi rather than one himself.


  As soon as he was off the ledge and back into dense forest, he crouched down and studied the soft earth. Fresh bear tracks penetrated the soil and humus and headed down the trail. He climbed onto his bike, grimaced at the pain in his ribs and legs. He shifted to a lower gear so he could proceed slowly. He figured the bear would turn off the trail within a few yards. He cruised past droppings and caught the acrid scent of urine. What if the bear was waiting for him? The path was narrow and it would take several seconds to turn around. He stopped, uncertain what to do: ten minutes ahead to the parking lot, or forty minutes back, including another crossing of the ledge. Then he noticed paw prints disappearing from the trail. Broken twigs marked the bear’s new route. Suddenly, he heard a thrashing sound from the underbrush.


  Get out of here! Now!


  He leaped onto the bike and pedaled ahead as fast as he could, quickly leaving the bear—or whatever it was—behind.


  What a way to start off his winter break. Maybe there was no escaping the chaos that had seized the world, not even out in the woods. Maybe it really was the end … the end of something, or the end of everything. And what about his grandmother, the keeper of legends? What role, if any, did she play in his future?


  Chapter 2


  As soon as he reached the vacant pine-shrouded parking area below the mine, Lansa threw his bike onto the rack at the back of his Electro-X, secured it, then opened the back door and reached for a clean towel. He wiped the sweat and dirt off his face, then slowly peeled off his water camel pack and riding duds until he was down to his underwear. He poured water from a jug onto one end of the towel and washed himself, moving carefully over the tender spots. He would be sore tomorrow, but he was lucky it hadn’t turned out worse. He dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, then attached his cell phone to the power cord and plugged it into the cigarette lighter.


  He decided to call the West Palm Beach number right away. The woman who’d left the message had sounded young, but not a kid, and he could tell from the few words she’d spoken that she was probably white and from an upper middle class family. So what the hell was she doing with his grandmother, of all people? One thing he knew for certain. Vina was not in South Florida. In her eighty or so years, she rarely had left the reservation, and was proud of it.


  He knew that from his cousin Stacy, who worked at the cultural center and served as Lansa’s eyes and ears on certain tribal and cultural matters related to his research. They exchanged emails, and Stacy mentioned recently that she’d taken Vina to Flagstaff to visit an opthamologist. She’d added that it was the first time in more than twenty years that Vina had left Black Mesa.


  Maybe Vina wasn’t dead, but dying and had had a change of heart and wanted to make amends. Say goodbye. Doubtful, though, since she’d never really said hello. He guessed the woman who’d called was a visiting nurse, and she’d called on her cell from Vina’s home in Oraibi. Otherwise, she probably would’ve used a hospital phone line.


  He checked his messages, and found one.


  “Hello, Mr. Lansa. My name is Marne Wilkins. I’m a VISTA volunteer on the Hopi Reservation. I work for Hopi Health Services. First, I want to say that your grandmother is not sick, but she’s disturbed, and she wants to see you. You’re the only one who can help, she says. Then says it again, over and over. By the way, you probably won’t be able to call me back. I had to drive like forty miles just to get a signal. Please come to Oraibi as soon as you can. Your grandmother is waiting.”


  Great. What the hell did that mean? And what the hell should he do about it?


  As he descended Aspen Mountain Road, he replayed the message. Yeah, right. Drop everything and run off to the rez to see his crazy grandmother, who probably would tell him to get lost. He drove into town, found a parking spot off Main Street and headed over to his mother’s real estate office. The posh shops and restaurants were doing a brisk business. The pleasant weather had brought out the tourists, but not the usual winter skiers. They were older folks and families, the summer crowd. The skiers, if they were here, were probably sulking in the bars, cursing the endless summer.


  He’d promised his mother he would stop by for a mid-morning cup of coffee before he continued his trip. Since she’d gotten into real estate a few years ago after selling her boutique, she was so busy that he had to be fit into her crowded days, inked in on the month’s calendar. He was happy that she was doing well, that life was still good for her. Marion Connors met him at the door of Aspen Realty and took him by the arm. “C’mon, let’s go. I’ve got a showing in Snowmass in an hour, just enough time for a latte at the bakery.” She wore a bright blue business suit and her blond hair was tied in a ponytail. At fifty-two, she looked a decade younger, trim and fit and youthful.


  “So, you’re off on another biking adventure. Where are you going this time?”


  “I’m driving to Telluride today, then tomorrow I head out on a week-long trail ride along the San Juan hut system. I end up in Moab, then catch a ride back to the trailhead.”


  “Sounds fun, but weren’t you going with Diego?”


  “Not any more. He bailed. It’s all right, though. I’ll meet people along the way, especially in the evening at the log cabin huts.”


  She nodded. “You and Kristin are definitely done?”


  “Yeah, yeah. She moved to Denver. It’s over. The last thing she told me was that she was filing divorce papers.” He’d never told his mother the details of the break up and wasn’t ready to do it now. He didn’t want sympathy; he just wanted to get past it.


  “I know. I’ve seen her reporting the news. She looks good.”


  “I’ve been avoiding that station.”


  They turned on Main Street and walked into the bakery where the air smelled good enough to eat. Lansa eyed the pastries, but his mother wasn’t done with Kristin. “I never felt close to her, Will. It was as if she had something to hide.”


  Good guess, he thought.


  She touched his cheek. “Is that a bruise?”


  He pulled back. “I took a little tumble up on the mountain. It’s really nothing.”


  “I swear that sport is like football on wheels.”


  “We don’t really tackle each other, but we wear helmets.”


  They placed their orders, both of them limiting themselves to coffee.


  “If I had known you were going alone, I would’ve asked Jack if he wanted to go with you. He was bragging to me that he’s got a ten-thousand dollar titanium mountain bike, the best available, but I never see him riding it.”


  “How is Jack?” He was Marion’s current companion, a successful movie producer who commuted between Hollywood and Aspen. They’d been seeing each other nearly three years.


  “Jack is Jack. Nice guy, kind and generous, especially for someone in his industry. He’s honest and straightforward, pleasant to be around. But I’ll never find anyone like your father. He was so damned inspiring and dedicated to his work and his people.”


  “I really miss him, Mom.” Mention of his father reminded him about the call regarding his grandmother. He was about to mention it when their order appeared.


  After they sat down with their coffee, Lansa took out his cell phone. “I want you to listen to this message, Mom, and see what you think.”


  Lansa watched his mother’s face shift from puzzlement to surprise while the message played. When it ended, she looked up. “Well, I don’t know what to say. Your grandmother was never fond of me and she never even wanted to see you after you were born. Finally, Pete and I took you over to see her on your first birthday. That old bitch wouldn’t even look at you much less pick you up or talk to you.”


  Lansa set down his cup. “She seems to want to make up for lost time.”


  “Well, don’t feel committed by any means. She could be demented for all we know.”


  “I know, and I don’t want to lose my vacation, either.”


  “Then don’t go.”


  He sipped his coffee and thought it over. “On the other hand, I am a cultural anthropologist who lectures on the Hopis, and I haven’t been on the rez since Dad died. I should go back.”


  She pushed her cup away, glanced at her watch. “Well, Vina is a reservoir of knowledge about the traditional ways. If she’s still mentally competent, she might give you an earful.”


  “Yeah, I know. Thanks.”


  “For what?”


  “You just helped me figure it out. I’m going to go see her, spend a few hours, then go for the bike trip. If I lose a couple of days, so what. I just won’t make it all the way to Moab.”


  She smiled, stood up. “I think that’s a good plan. Let me know what happens, but don’t feel bad if you change your mind again. Call me regardless, Will.”


  He laughed. “You know me too well.” He hugged her, then walked off.


  Aspen seemed to exist in a world of its own, free of any association with the disasters, havoc, and death that plagued other places. Food and fuel were more expensive, but if you lived here you could afford it. The only thing that Aspen’s wealthy residents couldn’t avoid was the changed weather. They whined all winter about the lack of snow. The number of skiing days had diminished each year until last winter when no one skied all season. In years past, they made snow when there was a lack of it in winter. But not any more, not when the temperatures day after day hovered forty or more degrees above freezing. It wasn’t Aspen anymore; it was Has-Been.


  He headed out of town in a light rain and wondered where to stay tonight. Maybe he’d spoken too soon when he’d told his mother he would visit Vina. She was probably delusional and calling for him because his name was stuck somewhere in her memory banks. She would forget all about it tomorrow. If he showed up, she might just ignore him, as she’d always done. Why should he change his vacation plans on the basis of a call from a health service volunteer, especially since he couldn’t even contact her?


  He’d driven barely ten miles and was already changing his mind. Christ. That was what Kristin hated about him. He could always see both sides of the story and argue either way. She called him indecisive, but that wasn’t it at all. It had more to do with moving between two cultures and not fully identifying with either of them. Or maybe it was just in the stars. An old girlfriend at college, a hippie-type into astrology, had another opinion. You’re a typical Libra, Lansa. Just accept it. Colorado-82 wound through the mountains, the rain stopped, then started again by the time he reached I-70. He drove west to Grand Junction, then continued on to Moab, arriving late in the afternoon. He occupied himself en route listening to the audio version of Nicholas Evans’ novel, The Divide, something Kristin had left behind. That allowed him to avoid thinking about his plans for tomorrow.


  He checked into a motel on US-191, flopped onto the bed and stared at the ceiling. He thought back to his conversation with his mother. He wished he hadn’t brought up the topic of his research. Admittedly, he’d become ambivalent about his Hopi side, yet he took advantage of it whenever it helped bolster his credibility. Oh hell, maybe he should go. Walk your talk, Lansa.


  Besides, it would be an interesting time to visit the reservation. The Hopis didn’t possess a calendar like the ancient Mayans and Aztec, but they had their own scenario about the end of the world. Pahana, the lost white brother, would make his appearance at the close of the Fourth World and lead the chosen people, those who stayed on the sacred land, into the Fifth World. Pahana would prove his identity by showing up with the missing half of the Hopi’s sacred tablet.


  There was something else, too, something eerie and mysterious, that made him think twice about ignoring Vina. The appearance of Masau’u had coincided with the call, which in turn had coincided with his perilous predicament on the ledge. The entire event bore the earmark of a wake-up call from the universe.


  What the hell, he thought. At least, he got to ride this morning. Maybe a seven-day trek was too ambitious, anyhow, especially after his fall. Yeah, he’d go see Vina and get his fill of the Hopi vision.


  Chapter 3


  He left Moab after breakfast and headed south, the mountains behind him, the desert and heat upon him. Lansa drove for miles beneath the blue dome of the Four Corners sky and never saw another car. There was only the desert, a vast, flat sweep of dust and juniper trees, of sage and pinyon. Now and then the road dipped and he passed washes, arroyos, cracked riverbeds dotted with saguaro cactus. Waves of heat shimmered from the black asphalt road, fracturing the relentless light and altering the texture of the landscape. Then the road ascended again, rising between the violent upheavals of sandstone.


  A camera in his head snapped mental photographs of the jutting spires, the cliffs that had been chiseled and sculpted through centuries of wind, the surfaces that looked as if they had been painted. The stone vibrated and pulsed with color, variegated with dark reds, rich browns, bluish greens, horizontal streaks as pale as butter. This forbidding scenery, the landscape of his birth, the territory of his youth, never seemed lonelier. Had the congestion of a college campus, the intimacy of classes, and years of urban life left him alienated from the land of his ancestors?


  By mid-morning, a new plan had formulated. He would stop in Chinle to visit his old college roommate, Dan Hatathey, now a park ranger, then continue on tomorrow to Oraibi and Vina. Why not spend the last hours of the Mayan Calendar with Hatathey. He was sure Hatathey would bask in the irony.


  He spotted someone in the distance walking along the side of the road. Did someone actually live out here, without a car? The stick figure shimmered like a mirage in the peculiar December heat as he approached. A quarter of a mile away, Lansa touched the brake, wondering if the person needed help. A tall man in a baseball cap turned and raised a hand. Lansa passed him, then pulled over. He checked his rearview mirror, expecting to see the man loping after him. The road was empty.


  A tap on the side window startled him. The man was leaning over, peering in at him, smiling. Maybe he’d stopped closer to him than he’d thought. He lowered the window.


  “What are you doing out here?”


  “Waiting for you,” the man said and smiled. “I’m going to Chinle; how about you?”


  “Yeah, me too. Get in.”


  He slid into the seat, dropped his modest-sized pack on the floor, and slammed the door. His head nearly touched the roof, his knees were bent, and his shoulders were level with Lansa’s ears.


  “You can push the seat back,” Lansa said as he accelerated away.


  “I’m quite comfortable in your machine.” The man spoke with an accent that Lansa couldn’t place. It sounded Germanic, but with a Gaelic lilt. His skin was ivory white, as if he spent very little time in the sun; his eyes were a pale blue like faded jeans. Straw-like blond hair stuck out from under his hat.


  “Paul Hana.”


  “What?”


  The man extended a hand that was surprisingly dry and cool, and repeated the name.


  “Will Lansa.”


  “Yes, the bicyclist.”


  Huh? Of course. He’d seen the bike on the back gate.


  “Yes, I do some trail riding.”


  “And you fall on occasion, too.”


  Lansa touched his cheek. Was it that obvious? “Where are you going?”


  “Into the canyon.”


  “Canyon de Chelly? You’ll need a guide, you know. Access is limited.”


  Hana didn’t seem concerned. “There are some strange things going on in the canyon now.”


  “Like what?”


  “You can see for yourself, Will, if you go.”


  “What will I look for?”


  Hana laughed. “Who knows, maybe it’ll look for you.”


  He doesn’t know himself, Lansa thought, just speculation, rumor … bullshit. “Actually, I may take the truck tour of the canyon this afternoon. An old friend of mine is a park ranger, and leads the tour. I’ll ask him about the strange stuff, see what he knows.”


  “Wonderful.” He laughed again as if the situation was hilarious.


  “Where are you from, Paul?”


  “Here and there. Here and there. Where do you want me to be from?”


  Lansa didn’t respond to that. The guy was creepy and he was relieved when the town of Chinle appeared suddenly in the distance. He’d be rid of Hana in a few minutes.


  Cottonwoods sprang up, part of the belt of green where the Chinle River emerged from its deep canyon recess and transformed the land. Farms proliferated here. The main crop was corn, but not like the stuff grown in Kansas. This was small, stunted, dwarfed, and came in different colors, like candy. Indian corn was yellow and blue, red and white. Each color had a particular significance and represented a different direction. The corn, like the earth where it was grown, was considered sacred.


  Lansa could still taste the blue corn pancakes his father used to make when he visited—the sweetness, the odd texture, the thickness, the shade of the blue submerged beneath syrup. He remembered some of the other traditional meals less fondly. Badufsuki, a pinto and hominy soup, and nokquivi, a Hopi stew of corn and lamb, came to mind. He grudgingly had eaten the meals, but had let his father know that a hamburger would’ve been fine.


  “Do you think they have corn dogs in Chinle?” Hana asked.


  Lansa glanced sharply at him. “I don’t know. Why do you ask?”


  “I’m sure they have corn here, but would the Navajos put it on a hot dog? If not, maybe a hamburger would do.” And then the laughter.


  The quicker this guy left his sight the better. Not only was his banter and laughter disturbing, but he smelled like burnt plastic.


  He slowed as he approached the sprawling Navajo town. He turned off Highway 191 onto Indian Route 7. “Okay, here we are, Paul Hana,” he said as he pulled into the parking lot of the park service office near the entrance to the canyon. “The canyon is straight ahead, but if I were you, I would check with the park service before you go down there.”


  “But you are not me, and don’t forget it.” He laughed and slammed the door as he left.


  Fuck off, dude. He turned off the engine, closed his eyes, slumped down in the seat, suddenly feeling exhausted. He didn’t even bother looking to see which way Hana went. He just needed a five-minute nap, and he’d be fine. As he drifted off, an image of Paul Hana flashed in his mind’s eye. The smiling man vibrated like a mirage, then blinking off and on like a light that wasn’t screwed on tight.


  When he woke up, Lansa rubbed his face, yawned, then glanced at his watch. What the hell! Four o’clock. Shit. He’d slept all afternoon, right through the canyon tour. How’d that happen? It felt as if he’d just dozed off minutes ago.


  Maybe he could catch Hatathey before he left for the day. He’d really like to see him before he headed for the reservation. They’d kept in touch with holiday cards and occasional emails, but they hadn’t seen each other since his last brief stop here en route to his father’s funeral, and Lansa hadn’t been in a very jovial mood.


  As he crossed the parking lot, several Navajo women were packing up their jewelry and trinkets they sold from booths to the tourists. Inside, a dozen or so people wandered about the various exhibits or stood at the counter talking to a park ranger.


  He waited his turn as the tall, silver-haired ranger with wire-framed glasses explained to a young couple accompanied by two restless kids that they could take a tour of the canyon in the morning in a tourist truck that carried up to fifteen people, or they could drive along the rim and make stops at the overlooks.


  Lansa remembered that Hatathey called his truck excursion the Shake and Bake Tour because of the heat, especially during the summer, and the bumpy ride. Finally, it was Lansa’s turn, and he asked his question. The park ranger nodded. “Not a problem. If you turn around, you’ll see Ranger Hatathey talking to a couple of kids over in the exhibit area.” Lansa smiled as he spotted the tall, muscular Navajo in his park service uniform. They’d gone to college in Boulder together and both had graduated the same year from the U of Colorado. Lansa had nicknamed Hatathey ‘Tava’, short for Tavasuh, a derogatory term for Navajos that meant head-pounder, and referred to the way Navajos had once killed their enemies. Hatathey, for his part, called Lansa ‘Sazi’, short for Anasazi, a Navajo word that meant ancient enemy. The two had been inseparable pals, who kept each other out of trouble, out of bars
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