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      “Blending archaeology and Native American mythology, “Wolf Catcher” by novelist Anne Montgomery is an original, exceptionally well written, and compelling work of historical fiction…” – Midwest Book Review

      

      “The author’s ability to interweave the past and the present was masterful. The characters were complex and interesting, especially with the underlying theme of rethinking the history of worldly human migration … A real page turner and I am wondering when the movie is going to be made!” – Alicia Williams Goodreads

      

      “The story is very well-paced, reaching a page-turning, action-packed climax to the end. This story has all the elements of a great suspense drama centered around a historical mystery.” – Heidi Slowinski Author

      

      “I was deeply and thoroughly embroiled in this imaginative novel… (that) melds seamlessly much of fact with fiction. Totally recommended! “ – V. Williams Vine Voice

      

      “What a journey! What a story! A truly epic tale that grabs you by a throat and moves your soul. Highly recommend for the readers of all age groups.” – Marina Sardarova Author

      

      “Boy, didn’t this one grip me quickly and keep me glued to the pages! Loved the cliff-hanging chapter endings. Well researched, well-plotted and paced…Trust me, you’ll love it. Totally recommended and out now!” – Rosepoint Publishing

      

      “Once again the author has created a beautiful story with a powerful message. She took a piece of history and brought it to life. I just can’t say enough good things about Wolf Catcher.” – Megan Salcido Wildwood Reads
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        The history of man can be summed up in one word: migration.
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      In 1939, on the last day of excavation, a shovel broke through the floor of a pit house at the Northern Arizona site archaeologists called Ridge Ruin. The burial chamber overflowed with fabulous funerary objects: four hundred and twenty carved arrowheads, twenty-five decorated pottery vessels, a large collection of minerals and crystals, reed tubes filled with pigments, myriad baskets, and shells from the far-off Pacific Ocean. Then there was the man, bedecked in fine turquoise jewelry and intricate beadwork, his body positioned near a dozen wooden swords—two with handles carved in the shape of a human hand. The Hopi workers stepped back from the grave, knowing what the Moochiwimi sticks meant. This man, buried nine hundred years earlier, was a magician.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

          1098 A.D

        

      

    

    
      The azure sky revealed no signs of the violence that had changed the world. Only a pine-scented breeze pressed through a gnarled stand of junipers that stretched along the wash. He closed his eyes and remembered the ragged band of refugees, the lingering sulfur smell of them, and the story they told. The ground, they said, had heaved and broken open, a fissure splitting the earth in a roar of steam and brilliant flames that shot straight into the high desert night sky. The horizon burned with a rainbow of fire—not just orange and yellow, but greens and blues—the heavens saturated with blazing pillars. Red clouds rose up, then settled upon the earth, building the mountain. Thick clods of burning stone burst forth, raining on the terrified people who had tried to save the sacred corn. Tongues of flame battled with lightning strikes that zigzagged across the sky, and streams of orange liquid ran in burning rivers, devouring everything they touched. Had the villagers not moved a good distance away earlier, they would certainly have been consumed by the creature living beneath the earth, angry perhaps that the People had been behaving badly.

      A brightly colored blue jay squawked and alighted onto a twisted branch above him. The bird jerked its head, glaring with an obsidian eye. The man smiled at the creature, then turned his thoughts back to the volcano where his father had instructed him to go—the place he was to make the offering. He glanced at the western sky. The journey from his village had been a difficult and lonely trek.

      An animal’s howl reverberated off the stone slab on which he sat and melted away grisly visions of his village and the people he had left behind.

      He howled back, the sound indistinguishable from that of the animal. Moments later, a huge snow-colored kwewu bounded up the boulders to his side. The beast raised her snout and sniffed the air.

      The man pointed to the northwest where he hoped to find the Volcano God’s home. “We will go that way, early in the morning.” He scratched the animal between the ears.

      A short time later, he spread his bedroll in a shallow cave fronted by a dry wash and a small, twisted pinyon. He placed the bundle of carved sticks to his left and the shiny stone blade to his right. Clutching the leather bundle he wore on a thong around his neck, he silently renewed his promise to complete his quest and then prayed to the dead for their help.

      When he finished, he stretched out in the soft sand, closed his eyes, and reached one last time for the blade. The kwewu turned in three circles before dropping down at his side.
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        * * *

      

      Two men were crouched close by, silent behind a thick screen of prickly pear. The scarred one—the right side of his face bisected from forehead to chin, the result of a long-ago battle wound—had watched the man and animal go into a cave, unsure of whether the vision was real. The massive white creature was unlike any wolf he had ever seen. Its sleek, snowy fur and thickly muscled body seemed all the more incongruous because it walked beside the man. He, too, was different. Exceptionally tall with fawn-colored skin. And, before the sun had set, the scarred one witnessed an odd light shining from the stranger’s eyes.

      The two watchers nodded to one another and moved off to the far side of a short hill, careful to remain downwind, lest the animal catch their scents on the breeze.
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        * * *

      

      The kwewu stirred, lifted her head, then raised her snout and sniffed at the breeze. A low, malevolent growl came from deep in her throat. In one motion, she rose and surged toward the sound.

      Once the wolf rounded the knoll, she tackled the scarred watcher from behind, leaping onto the man’s back, knocking him to the ground. The warrior rolled and fought to protect himself but was unable to reach the blade he wore secured in a sheath at his waist. The animal’s teeth tore a bloody gash in his forearm. He tried knocking the white wolf away, but her weight pinned him to the ground. The warrior forced his mind to slow as he faced the beast, keeping his chin down to protect his neck.

      “No! No!” a voice called out. “Stop!”

      Instantly, the wolf froze, pink drool oozing between lethally sharp teeth whose sole purpose was to rip flesh.

      “Come!” the tall, pale man ordered. But a moment later, his world evaporated—a stone-headed club ending his attempt to call the animal off. A sickening thunk sounded, and he rode the high-pitched cry of the kwewu into the darkness.
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          Flagstaff, Arizona 2005

        

      

    

    
      Kate Butler and Jack Cooper met in the lounge of the Hotel Monte Vista.

      “I got the Bon Jovi Room.” She smiled and held up the key card to room 305. “It seems he once slept there.”

      Cooper smiled and tried to remember the last time he’d seen Kate. “I’m in the Zane Grey Suite. There are copies of his book covers all over the walls, and⁠—”

      “I once read Riders of the Purple Sage.” Kate eyed the offerings behind the bar.

      Cooper motioned to a twenty-something woman drying glasses. Even in late May, tinsel and brightly colored Christmas lights decorated the room. A jukebox was positioned near one wall, and a round glass machine filled with Reese’s Pieces sat on the bar. The dispenser delivered a handful of candy if fed a quarter. Humphrey Bogart’s sagging mug stared from a Casablanca poster.

      After the drinks were delivered, Cooper sipped a twelve-year-old Scotch on the rocks. The Yuma County Deputy Sheriff leaned back on the stool. “How long has it been, Kate?”

      “I can’t remember, Coop.” She sipped her beer from the bottle.

      Cooper fingered the rim of his glass. “So, fill me in on your archaeologist friend. Will Doctor⁠—”

      “Perkins. Dr. Perkins.” Kate didn’t notice she’d cut him off. Again.

      “You didn’t let me finish.”

      Kate dropped her head to her chest. “I’ve been trying to stop interrupting people, Coop.”

      Cooper twirled the ice in his drink with a small red plastic straw, cubes clinking against the glass, and gave her a wry smile.

      “Really! I’ve been practicing. Taking a breath. Pausing before I jump in.” The former television reporter seemed sincere.

      “I’m guessing your well-honed ability to cut in served you well as a journalist.”

      “Sometimes.” Kate’s blue eyes flashed. “Especially in press conferences. If you didn’t ask fast, your question didn’t get answered. But those one-on-one interviews were always hard for me because I⁠—”

      “Was always finishing other people’s sentences?” Cooper raised both eyebrows and leaned his chin on one hand. “Go on, Butler. Fill me in on what I’m doing here.”

      Kate took a breath. “I’m in Flagstaff to work on a freelance magazine article. I thought you might be interested in doing some … research.”

      She was fibbing. Cooper grinned, admiring Kate’s simple white T-shirt, straight faded black jeans, and well broken-in cowboy boots. A pair of silver earrings inlaid with turquoise and black onyx dangled down her neck. “Is it my interest in archaeology or something else?”

      Kate frowned and took a deep breath. Then she shrugged. “I’m still adjusting, Jack.”

      “I can’t believe they fired you.”

      “I’m too old.” Kate laughed, though she sounded sad. “I’m no longer pretty enough to be on the front end of a camera.”

      “What about all those Emmys for investigative reporting, Kate?”

      “They’re gathering dust in my closet. I just have to face it, Coop. Women broadcasters have a shelf life, and like a loaf of bread, mine has expired.”

      He shook his head and smiled broadly. “And then you missed me?”

      She fiddled with the label on a sweating bottle of Coors.

      When Kate didn’t respond, Cooper let her off the hook. “You mentioned something about a magician?”

      “Yes!” The spark returned to her eyes. “But let me backtrack a little. I worked with Dr. Perkins on my last story, the one about the ballcourts.” Kate took a quick sip of beer.

      “I’ve read about ballcourts. As I recall, Native Americans in Central and South America played games with their enemies’ heads.”

      “That depends on where they were playing. They think the ball game comes originally from Mesoamerica. In fact, when the early explorers arrived from Europe, they found the Indians playing with rubber balls, all decked out in their padded uniforms and helmets. An entire team was escorted back to Spain to play for the king and queen. And there’s evidence that some of those vanquished in the ball game did, in fact, lose their heads and had them booted around the court.”

      “To the raucous cheers of the victors!” Cooper pumped his arm into the air.

      “No doubt,” Kate said. “But here in the U.S., there’s nothing that points to that ever happening. In fact, for a long time, no one even thought there were any ballcourts here. Archaeologists had only found them in Mexico and farther south. They’ve now identified almost two hundred ballcourts in Arizona, and there are probably many more. They’re really hard to find sometimes.”

      “I’ve seen the one at Pueblo Grande Museum in Phoenix.” Cooper took another drink of Glenfiddich and pictured the anachronistic Hohokam ruin that rested near Sky Harbor Airport in the eastern section of the city. “It kind of looks like an oval swimming pool without the water.”

      “That one is pretty typical. A ballcourt is a depression carved out of the ground and plastered with a stucco-type material to make the floor and sides smooth. But there are also some made of stone. The ballcourts average about eighty feet wide and are sometimes longer than a football field. The walls are about nine feet high. There are different types of goals at each end. Think basketball or hockey.”

      Cooper smiled.

      “What?”

      “I like your hair,” he said.

      Kate reached up, tucking her shoulder-length auburn hair behind her ears.

      “Back when you were covering the police beat for Channel 10, your hair was short. I liked that, too.” Cooper grinned. “When we get back to Phoenix, I want you to point out the guy who said you’re too old and not attractive enough to be on TV. I think I’ll have a friendly chat with him.”

      Kate blushed. “Don’t do anything you’ll regret.”

      “Of course not. Now, go on. Tell me more about this game.”

      “From what we can tell, the players had to pass a ball—sometimes rubber or leather, or even stone—through the goal. Dr. Perkins is the one who took me out to Ridge Ruin to see the ballcourt.” Kate remembered the day she’d learned about the man she was now unable to forget. The site of the ruin was about ten miles east of Flagstaff. Cold raindrops fell on the scattered junipers, their piney scent mixed with rain-dampened earth. The ground was rocky, a mixture of small chunks of red basalt and black cinders left from the eruption of the Sunset Crater Volcano almost nine hundred years earlier, but it was the man-made objects that had captured Kate’s imagination. Though the remains of Ridge Ruin had been backfilled to keep what was left of the pueblo hidden from view and safe from looters, the ground was littered with beautiful pottery fragments: potshards with ornate black-and-white patterns, pieces scattered everywhere that Kate knew she wasn’t even supposed to touch.

      She looked at Cooper and, for a moment, lost her train of thought. After all those times she’d picked up the phone and put it down again, she’d finally called and invited him to join her. Was it a good idea? Maybe not.

      “And?” Cooper rubbed his finger around the edge of the rocks glass.

      “And … that day at Ridge Ruin, Dr. Perkins explained what little we really know about the ballgame. I tried to imagine the people back then, excited, urging their favorite players on. And then he turned and pointed to the hill behind us. ‘That’s where The Magician was found,’ he told me. ‘Who?’ I asked. Then the rain started falling really hard, and we bolted back to the truck. We’ll meet with Dr. Perkins tomorrow and see The Magician’s funerary objects.”

      “I don’t want to bother you while you’re working,” Cooper said. “I see my role as faithful puppy, following around adoringly at your heels.”

      His blue eyes twinkled. They perfectly matched his cashmere sweater. Jack Cooper was the best-dressed cop she’d ever met.

      “Why don’t you tell me what you know about The Magician, so I can pretend to be your assistant.”

      “I thought you were tired of undercover work, Coop.”

      “Don’t want to let those valuable skills just rust away, darlin’.” He signaled to the barmaid for another round.

      “No more beer for me,” Kate said. “I’ll have some tea. I have to work tomorrow.”

      “However, I do not.” Cooper grinned and ordered their drinks.

      A short time later, Kate filled her teacup from a round white pot. No sugar. No cream. Kate Butler, unlike her Irish ancestors, liked her tea—which she was as devoted to as any soda or coffee drinker was to their beverage of choice—black and straight.

      “After Dr. Perkins pointed out The Magician’s burial place at Ridge Ruin that day in the rain, I forgot about it for a while. No, forgot isn’t the right word. I put him in the back of my head because I had the ballcourt story to write. And I had classes since I was working on my master’s.”

      “I’m proud of you.”

      “Proud?”

      “Yes, Kate. Going back to school. Getting a master’s degree. Not an easy thing for an average middle-aged American.”

      Kate frowned. “Let’s drop the middle-aged reference, shall we?”

      Cooper patted her hand. “Tell me about The Magician.”

      “I did some research to see if I could get the magazine to let me do a story on him,” Kate said. “I found a paper by John C. McGregor titled ‘Burial of an Early American Magician’ that was presented to the American Philosophical Society in 1943.”

      “I think I’ve read about McGregor. He was an archaeologist?”

      “He was. He led the group that exhumed The Magician in 1939. So, he was there at the discovery of the tomb. I’m not sure of his official title at that time, but when he presented the paper, he was the Archaeologist and Curator of Dendrochronology at the Museum of Northern Arizona.”

      “Ah, dendrochronology.” Cooper sipped the single-malt Scotch. “Dating past events through the study of tree rings. Lots of rain—thick rings. Drought—thin rings. Archaeologists count the rings to determine the tree’s number of growing seasons and the weather patterns during that time. Right?”

      “Is there nothing you don’t know something about?”

      “I am a Renaissance man, Kate.” Cooper grinned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

          1098 A.D

        

      

    

    
      The bighorn ewe lifted her head from the delicate green spring grass that sprouted between jumbled rocks. Her two tiny lambs had come early, and though they were smaller than normal, they were healthy; she allowed them both to nurse. The lambs were nestled tightly in a crevice, so predators—eagles, cougars, and coyotes—would have a difficult time finding them. Despite not smelling any of these creatures on the wind, she was uneasy. The others of her kind, spread out on the mountainside, gave her some sense of comfort.

      A sound came from below; a slide of small rocks scattering on a red sandstone outcropping. The ewe turned and faced the noise, her white-tipped muzzle set off by a sleek, dark-tan coat, clear brown eyes, and two slightly curved, grooved horns.
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        * * *

      

      Deer Runner grimaced and motioned to his partner to stop, as the last of the falling stones went silent. Woodrat, still young and inexperienced at hunting big game, spread his hands in apology. The hunter pointed, and the boy glimpsed the ewe. Deer Runner placed his fingers to his lips. He signaled for Woodrat to stay where he was, then crept up the mountain.

      The ewe had gone back to eating, exposing her thick, muscular flank. Deer Runner, crouched behind a small boulder, was within range. He recited a brief prayer, asking that his arrow fly straight and hit the mark squarely, dropping the animal quickly and without pain. He held the bow taut, arrow pointed down, then raised himself up and righted the arrow at the same time. In an instant, he sighted the ewe along the barrel, then released the projectile.

      But something startled the animal and she bounded away. The arrow passed harmlessly through the spot where the sheep had been grazing.

      “Eiee!” Deer Runner called out. He dropped the bow to the ground and threw his hands into the air.

      Woodrat crept up behind the hunter. “I am sorry, brother. I just wanted to watch. I tried to be quiet.” The boy looked up from beneath lush black eyelashes and tousled hair that always seemed to spring free from the thong their mother used to tie it back.

      Deer Runner let out a sigh, squinted hard at Woodrat, and then smiled. “Go and gather up my arrow, then. We will see if we can catch a rabbit or two for the stew pot.”

      Woodrat grinned, showing a mouthful of crooked teeth. “I am good at rabbits.”

      “I know you are.” Deer Runner gazed at the mountain where not a single sheep remained. Luckily, there was enough food in the village. Had this been late fall or winter, the boy’s mistake might have proved fatal.

      Woodrat hobbled up the rocky hillside and found the arrow in a grassy patch. Though he was only a short distance away, the boy never saw the newborn lambs that slept undisturbed.

      Hunting with a bow had not been easy for Woodrat. He was used to setting snares for the long-eared jackrabbits or fashioning small bird traps, but Deer Runner had insisted he continue hunting with the bow and arrow. The fact that many younger village children easily killed game with the weapon embarrassed the boy.

      That afternoon, Woodrat’s arrow finally hit its mark. He yelped and ran to retrieve the animal. Deer Runner didn’t mention that the rabbit was obviously old and appeared to have a previously damaged leg, which had surely slowed the creature. Instead, the hunter clapped the boy on the back and congratulated him on the kill.

      Woodrat should have easily been able to take a healthy rabbit with a bow at his age, but the boy was unusual. The birthing woman had explained that the child was damaged the moment Woodrat emerged from his mother’s womb. But it was the way of the People to nurture any child who was able to survive. Spirits inhabited those who were born different, and one could not know what duties they might eventually perform that would benefit the group. Still, Deer Runner worried about the boy’s future.

      Woodrat grinned as he tied the rabbit’s back legs with a leather strap and slung the bloody prize over his shoulder. Deer Runner hugged the child. While he had his doubts about Woodrat’s ability to eventually provide for a wife and children in the traditional way, the boy was not without talents. Woodrat carved and painted wooden sculptures of living creatures so real they appeared they might gaze at a person and blink. And few in the village could paint the animal likenesses the boy produced on their mother’s pottery. Deer Runner surmised that Woodrat’s skill was attributed, in part, to his inexhaustible ability to quietly observe living animals as they went about their daily lives. The big hunter creased his brow and wondered why the child could not stay quiet during a hunt.

      “Look, brother!” Woodrat pointed up a small rise. “Pinyon. Can I go check to see if there are any nests?”

      “It is late,” Deer Runner said. “We should be getting back.”

      “Please.” The boy stared with earnest dark eyes. One reason Woodrat had earned his name was because of his constant rummaging for serviceable pieces of carving material. The other was pinyon nuts.

      “Mother loves the nuts and the rats might have stored some for me.”

      “Go ahead, little brother.” Deer Runner motioned up the hillside. “But don’t take too long.”

      “I won’t.” Woodrat dropped his jackrabbit. “You’ll see! I’ll find some nuts for Mother.”

      The boy struggled up the hill. Woodrat’s strides were awkward. One leg was much shorter than the other. Deer Runner squatted in the sandy wash that led back to the Village on the Ridge. To the west, the late afternoon sun kissed the red-orange dome of the Volcano God’s home. The People had witnessed the eruption that created the mountain, and there had been many discussions about the being that lived there.

      Despite the fire and ash and ground shaking, the god had provided for them. He was the reason crops would soon fill the fields, because he’d sent ash that made the land fertile. He’d allowed the shallow lake to form on the plain by the village, providing the People with a new source of water, and they were grateful.

      Woodrat crawled on hands and knees as he checked between sandstone slabs for telltale signs of rat nests. He perched beneath a particularly asymmetrical pinyon tree—the result of often meager and erratic rainfall—and eyed the stick-mound nest of his namesake. The boy grasped a dried branch and mashed the animal’s home, poking through it to make sure none of the furry creatures were present. Given more time, he might have hunted a few of the rodents, as they were a significant source of meat for the People. The rats were small but plentiful, and children especially enjoyed finding new ways to capture them. But, right now, Woodrat was only interested in locating the pinyon nuts the animals often tucked away in their nests. He tossed the branch aside and used his hands to sift through the dry leaves, grass, bark, twigs, sticks, and even small stones that made up the rat’s dwelling. Occasionally, he might also find bits of woven fabric and other man-made items the animals had carried home. He grinned when the first nut lay nestled in his palm. Then he found another. And another.

      When Woodrat had a handful of pinyon nuts, he silently prayed for the tiny creature that had collected them. Then he dropped a few back into the nest to thank the animal spirit for this bounty.

      “Let us go!” Deer Runner called. “I am hungry, little brother.”

      “I am coming!” Woodrat jumped to his feet.

      Grasping the nuts tightly in his hand, Woodrat stepped from under the pinyon’s scraggly canopy and limped down the hillside. He never saw what tripped him. As he fell, the brown nuts scattered to the rocky ground. The boy slammed into a prickly pear. Several spines drove deep into his forearm.

      But that was not what made Woodrat scream.
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      The Museum of Northern Arizona was located three miles from downtown Flagstaff on North Fort Valley Road. The unobtrusive building, situated in a stand of tall pines, was a square structure composed of the brown volcanic malpais rocks that littered the area. Surrounding a central sandstone courtyard, the building was topped with a reddish-brown tile roof. The entrance had a few stone steps leading to a simple pair of recessed double doors edged by blue-gray columns, and a small balcony fronted a high window, an arched opening tucked beneath the eaves. The whole effect was more camping lodge than renowned museum. The building lacked pretense, which Kate found comfortably appealing.

      “First things first.” Cooper approached the front desk. “Where are your restrooms?”

      “Into Geology, turn right at the dinosaur,” the stocky, sixtyish woman behind the counter said in an obviously much-practiced response.

      Cooper reached for his wallet.

      “No.” Kate placed her hand on his arm. “This is my party.”

      Cooper paused. Something in her eyes made him ease the billfold back into his pocket.

      “Yes, ma’am. Be right back.”

      Kate paid for both of them, took the receipt for her records, and asked where the early Native American artifacts were located.

      She entered through an archway under a wooden sign bearing bright orange letters that read Archaeology. High above, huge pine beams clung to the ceiling. Skylights allowed natural light to saturate the long rectangular room. Kate sat on a white padded bench that could have comfortably accommodated twenty people. Plexiglas cases lined the walls and filled the center of the room. A wall panel listed local Indian cultures according to date. The timeline began with Paleo-Indian 15,000–8,000 B.C. and moved to Desert Culture 8000–100 B.C., but those were too early. Kate got up, walked along the wall, and stopped before the panels listing the Pueblo Cultures. Pueblo II extended from A.D. 900 to 1150. Pueblo III was defined as A.D. 1150 to 1300.

      “You lived during Pueblo II, I think,” she said out loud, though there was no one in the gallery around to hear. She was speaking directly to the man whose identity she sought. “Lovely. I’m talking to a guy who’s been dead maybe nine hundred years.”

      Kate crossed the quiet, airy room and searched the cases for objects from the Pueblo II era. She’d brought a copy of McGregor’s paper, which showed twenty-five of the various pots and vessels that had been exhumed with The Magician back in 1939. Kate hoped she might find a few here in these cases, actually see some of The Magician’s funerary objects on exhibit. In fact, she expected to see most of them. But after searching the cases—which took over an hour—she hadn’t located a single piece identified as coming from Ridge Ruin.

      Kate stood before a small case that held a tiny bird amidst a tableau of stone and brush.

      Cooper came up behind her. “Find anything interesting?”

      “Where have you been?” She checked her watch.

      “All over. I thought you needed some alone time with your … man.”

      “My man?”

      Cooper smiled. “There’s some fabulous stuff here. Have you seen the gallery where they have the therizinosaurus?”

      “Let me guess. It’s a dinosaur.”

      “But not just any dinosaur. It’s a big, clawed thirteen-footer with⁠—”

      “With what?” Kate interrupted.

      “Feathers!”

      “I’ll get there. But give me some time. And hey, look! I’ve got some feathers right here.”

      Cooper followed her gaze to the contents of the small case on the wall. The little stuffed bird stood near a rock. A branch stuck out of the sandy soil and some seeds were scattered around it.

      Kate read from an explanation on a plaque nearby. “While eating, the bird gets its foot caught in a slipknot loop made of human hair. As the bird tries to escape, the knot gets tighter.”

      Kate and Cooper both peered at the diorama. Human hair encircled the creature’s tiny feet.

      “It says they used human hair rather than plant fibers because hair was more slippery,” she said.

      “Fascinating.”

      Kate detected a hint of sarcasm in Cooper’s comment and squinted at him.

      “No, really. It is. It’s just not the same as the therizinosaurus. See you in a bit.” And he was off.

      Kate worked her way around the room again. She faced a clear case with twenty-four fist-sized compartments. In each, there was a miniature vessel—tiny painted clay pots and bowls bursting with red, white, and black designs. Some even had beautifully painted tiny animals scurrying around their sides. She read a sign above the case. For every type of pottery, there seems to be a miniature. The plaque explained that no one knew the purpose of these vessels. History was full of enigmas. Here was one more to add to the list.

      Kate checked her watch and folded her notebook. It was time for her appointment with Dr. Perkins, so she walked to the front desk.

      A short time later, Cooper, carrying a stack of books he’d just purchased in the museum store, found Kate on the white bench inside the archaeology room. The only other person around was a janitor emptying a trash can. “How’d your interview go?”

      Kate threw her hands up. “We’re done here.”

      “What about Dr. Perkins?”
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      John Mosby splashed a bucket of gray water into the sink and wondered about the woman reporter who only a few minutes earlier had been whining about her canceled appointment with Perkins. She’d practically begged to be allowed to look at The Magician’s artifacts, but the curator’s assistant had assured her those objects were now out of circulation and no one was permitted to see them.

      What was the woman’s interest in The Magician? Could there be something new that might pay off for a guy like him? He poured some cleaning solution into the now-empty bucket, turned on the tap to refill the plastic container, and sat on a nearby pine bench to think.

      He knew all about The Magician, thanks to Uncle Harry—his recently deceased maternal uncle, Harold Whims—who’d raised Mosby after his parents died in a house fire. His uncle had taken him all over the Flagstaff area, investigating ruins while he was growing up. He didn’t realize this poking around was pretty much the family business until he got older. Still, he couldn’t deny that coming up with a pot or two or a piece of old Indian jewelry—if you were lucky—was a hell of a good way to supplement one’s income. That’s why Uncle Harry had helped him get the job at the museum.

      “It’ll be great, kid!” Uncle Harry had said, slapping him on the back. “Who looks at the maintenance guy? Shit! No one pays you a bit of attention unless something breaks or needs cleaning. It’ll be perfect.”

      Early on, Mosby had balked at the museum idea. He was sick of Flagstaff, where all the locals knew each other and were always sticking their noses into everyone else’s business. He wanted to get out, but he’d had no options, something Mosby did his best to blame on everyone but himself. He’d dropped out of high school just before senior year. Teachers were stupid and he couldn’t find a single thing that interested him, except for girls. However, none of them showed the slightest interest in the short, pudgy, nondescript boy, who—once a painfully shy adolescent—had turned into an angry and sometimes violent teen. He’d tried the military but got into fights with other soldiers, battles in which he generally came out on the more bruised and broken end. Then one day he popped a sergeant.

      “What an asshole!” he said to no one, recalling the noncom’s smug expression when Mosby was dragged off by the MPs. That had ended his stint. He was given an ELS—Entry Level Separation—from the Army, granted to those who are dismissed before they perform one hundred eighty days of service, with no comment about the person’s performance, good or bad. The Army could do without John Mosby.

      He lifted the bucket from the sink, retrieved the graying string mop from a peg, and went out to wash the museum’s flagstone courtyard. Despite the pines closing in around the building, the early afternoon sun streamed through the branches, warming the air. Mosby swabbed the mop across the patio, quickly working up a sweat, and wished he could take off the green Museum of Northern Arizona polo and strip down to his T-shirt. Perkins wasn’t around. Still, this job had proved way too valuable to rock the boat.

      The previous day, Mosby had listened in on a one-sided phone conversation. He’d taken his time repairing a light outside the archaeologist’s office.

      “Look, she’ll be here tomorrow,” Perkins said into the phone. “I’ve worked with her before. I don’t⁠—”

      Mosby peeked into the book-lined office.

      “Yes, I understand the policy about not displaying funerary objects or remains and maybe her story can be a way to reflect those desires.”

      Perkins looked toward the doorway, as Mosby quickly turned his attention to the broken light fixture.

      “No, of course I don’t want to lose my privileges in regard to researching sites on Native land. It’s vital to my work.” He sighed heavily then hung up.

      Even Mosby understood the problem. The Hopi could grant and rescind an archaeologist’s rights to dig on their land. An archaeologist had to tread carefully or they’d be banned from doing onsite research.

      A short time later, the archaeologist closed and locked his office door, leaving a note on his assistant’s desk.

      When he was sure no one was around, Mosby read the message. It said Perkins would be away for a few days and to reschedule his appointments. It also gave instructions to inform Kate Butler that Perkins would not be available to be interviewed for her story and that no one at the museum was to permit her to view any of The Magician’s artifacts.

      Later that evening, when everyone else had left the building, Mosby let himself into the archaeologist’s office. He’d cleaned the space so often he was well aware when anything new appeared. He often checked which books Perkins had removed from his floor-to-ceiling shelves, read the man’s mail and memos, and even examined the big wall calendar that marked the archaeologist’s appointments. He still hadn’t been able to break into Perkins’s email account. He missed the old days, before the museum had become computerized. Information was so much easier to get back then. Still, Mosby had access to everything else in the man’s office, even what was locked away in the desk drawers.

      After sitting in the black, high-backed swivel chair, Mosby propped his feet on Perkins’s desk, just because he could. In the process, he knocked over a framed photograph of the archaeologist dressed in a plaid flannel shirt, khakis, and a hat that would have made Indiana Jones proud. Perkins smiled in the picture, holding an extremely valuable black-and-white Anasazi pot—one that was whole and almost without damage and would fetch a fortune on the black market. Instead, it sat worthless in a case at the museum.

      Mosby splashed more water on the courtyard tiles. He thought of all the incredibly valuable pots and jewelry he passed every day. Some pieces were tucked away in the storage room on dark shelves, antiquities no one would miss if only he could get them out the door. He rolled the mop through the wringer, squishing grimy water back into the bucket, dreaming of the good life those old pieces of clay and stone could provide.

      Just as he dumped the last of the dirty water, a pigeon flew over, unloading a bluish-white blob that barely missed his shoulder and splattered on the clean floor. The bird flapped its wings and eased into the corner nest where its baby, which appeared to be as big as the mother, opened its mouth, waiting to be fed.

      “Damn bird! Your time will come!” Then he looked around to make sure no one had heard him.
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      Woodrat’s scream jolted Deer Runner. He sprinted toward the stricken boy and found the child staring at an unconscious man whose face had been severely beaten. Dried blood glued the man’s eyes shut, and his features were a blurred mass of swollen tissue. He’d fallen on his side, his right arm twisted grotesquely, a bone poking out halfway down the inside of his forearm.

      Deer Runner rolled the man onto his back and placed his palm on the man’s chest. After a few moments, he stared at Woodrat. “You stay here, little brother. I will get help.”

      Woodrat gaped at the broken man, then closed his eyes. “No! Don’t leave me here alone!” The boy started to cry.

      Deer Runner held up his hand. “You will stay!” he commanded in a tone he rarely used with the child. Deer Runner could not get back to the village quickly with Woodrat shuffling behind him. “I must run or the man might die.”

      Woodrat gazed again at the stricken man. When he looked up, Deer Runner was already gone, doing what he did best. His brother had once run down a full-grown mule deer and stabbed the animal in the neck with his lethally sharp black obsidian blade, after approaching the animal wearing the skin and head of a previously killed deer. The story had been told many times around the fire. No one in the village or even in those nearby could catch Deer Runner in a footrace.

      The man groaned. Woodrat scurried away and caught his foot under a flat sandstone slab, but this time he righted himself and avoided falling. He squinted. “I am going to get my rabbit. I will be waiting in the wash.”

      Later, the sun had almost been gobbled up by the western mountains; still, sufficient light illuminated the high desert, for which Woodrat was grateful. While he certainly should not still be afraid of the dark, he sometimes was. The boy listened, hoping to hear Deer Runner and the others approaching, but the only sound was a breeze soughing through the junipers. He rose and stretched his cramped legs, careful to stay a good distance from the damaged man. Woodrat limped up the southern bank of the wash to the remains of a fallen juniper that had been struck by lightning. He often used the wood of the evergreen for his carvings. The tree was of great importance to his people. Because the juniper provided food, tools, medicine, firewood, and structural material for their homes, they often limited the harvest from individual trees and even protected them from fire when possible, and from the animals that ate the plant’s greenery and berries. As was his habit, Woodrat searched the ground for bits of wood he might use to carve his figures. He did not sense the eyes on him, eyes that with the setting of the sun burned green in the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      The white wolf had dragged its damaged hindquarters into the dark hole and was now wedged beneath a sandstone slab, the rocky earth providing little in the way of comfort. The animal panted as the boy examined a piece of wood, turning it over, weighing it in the palm of his hand. The kwewu looked toward the other side of the wash to where the man lay. A growl rose in her throat, and she tried to push herself up. She needed to get to the man, but her hip was damaged. She laid her head on the unforgiving ground, breath coming in shallow gasps, and closed her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      The sun had long set when Woodrat finally heard them coming. The People made little noise as they moved; still, even Woodrat could usually tell when someone or something was approaching, especially if the wind was blowing the right way, carrying the sounds and smells.

      Deer Runner appeared with four other men, three young hunters and Mul, the most dominant healer in the village. Woodrat now understood why it had taken them so long to get back. While Deer Runner and the other hunters could have quickly covered the trail, the old man was lame, had been since a childhood fall from a cliff. The healer walked with the aid of a carved juniper stick bearing a polished turquoise knob on the top, which no one was ever allowed to touch.

      “Over here!” Woodrat called out.

      Deer Runner was in the lead carrying a stitched blanket of deer hide. He moved to the man’s side.

      “Wait!” Mul glared. “I will see this man first. He may not be someone we want in the village.”

      Deer Runner took a breath and leveled his gaze at the lame healer. Slowly, he dropped the hide and stepped back.

      Mul bent down, pushed his wrinkled face close to the injured man, opened his eyes wide, and scanned the face and body. Determining where this man might have come from proved difficult. Mul saw no tattoos or marks that might identify him as a foreigner, nor was his simple loincloth enough to provide a clue as to his clan or tribal affiliation. The only ornamentation on the man was a single shimmering blue-green earring in the shape of a coiled lizard.

      One of the young men whispered to Deer Runner, “I am starving, and my sister has my favorite stew on the fire. The one with rabbit and⁠—”

      “Silence!” Mul scowled. “You will wait until I have made my decision.” Leaning heavily on his stick, Mul picked his way down into the wash and squatted in the sand.

      The hungry young man began to protest, but Deer Runner held him back. Then, with a cutting glance, the hunter instructed the others to sit and wait.
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        * * *

      

      Mul licked his dry, cracked lips and wished he had some animal fat to moisten them. His leg throbbed. Still, he ignored the pain and considered the problem. Should they bring this stranger to the village? They could always use another able-bodied hunter, but would this man become a provider, or would he be disabled and have to be taken care of, stealing provisions from the People? True, food was more plentiful now that the animals had reappeared from their long winter sleep, and young green shoots were sprouting up everywhere, giving the promise of coming crops, thanks to the Volcano God’s gift of ash. But might this man be an enemy who, once healed, would prove to be a spy for his own clan, those who might be jealous of the rich life the People now enjoyed?

      Many clans in the area coveted the land around the Village on the Ridge. The year-round stream, even though it was now often not much more than a trickle in the heat of the summer months, always provided water—sacred, life-sustaining water. And the added benefit of the shallow lake that had appeared after the Volcano God spoke proved the People and the village were blessed.

      The People had fought off interlopers before and, no doubt, would face that challenge again, especially if change did not come. The summer rains and winter snows had been light again, and while the lack of snow made the lives of the People easier during winter months, the eventual outcome could be disastrous. The snowpack, when it melted slowly, trickled water into the ground and kept the earth moist for the crops and fed their stream. The healer thought again of the shimmering blue lake but was unsure whether the People should count on its bounty. The water had appeared almost overnight, so might it not simply disappear just as quickly if the People were to anger the Volcano God?

      Mul clamped both arthritic hands on the smooth turquoise knob of his stick and pushed himself up with a grunt, still thinking about the decision that was his to make. He considered the possibility that the injured man might prove to be a pleasant addition to the tribe, a humble, hard worker, grateful that the People had saved his life. On the other hand, he might be annoying. The healer couldn’t help envisioning his daughter’s husband, a man so obviously ignorant Mul could barely stand being in his presence. Damn his wife for forcing him to accept that union.

      Mul sniffed and pointed his broad nose toward the night sky. The injured man might prove intelligent and strong, a leader, perhaps. Mul huffed and made his decision. “Leave him!”

      Deer Runner cocked his head as Mul turned and proceeded down the wash in the direction of the village, stamping his stick hard into the ground with each step—not out of need, but to emphasize his ruling.

      “Are you sure?” the hunter asked.

      Mul whirled, wearing his most practiced withering gaze. “You question me, Deer Runner?”

      “I am just trying to understand.” The hunter raised his palms upward. “Is it not the way of the People to take care of one another?”

      “This man is not of the People!”

      “True,” Deer Runner said. “But we often entertain strangers, traders, and those passing through, people from other villages who come for the ballgames and festivals. We are all taught as children to treat these strangers as if they are family, are we not?”

      Mul grunted.

      “How can we, in good conscience, leave him here to die? This is not our way. He has done us no harm, done nothing that should make us abandon him to the coyotes.”

      “Nothing you know of!” Mul’s squeaky voice echoed that of a petulant child.

      Deer Runner met the healer’s gaze. “What then shall we tell the People when we return? Will word spread that the People on the Ridge show no compassion for an injured man?”

      “There is no need for anyone to know!” But as soon as the words left his mouth, Mul knew the men standing before him would keep no secrets. The healer looked at Deer Runner, who stood resolute before him. “Fine, bring him.” Mul leaned in toward the hunter and lowered his voice. “But do not expect me to waste my time and cures on this man. I will have nothing to do with him. He is your problem.”

      Deer Runner eyed Mul and nodded. “Thank you. I am sure, as always, your decision is correct.”

      The hunter called the other men together. They cleared away the loose sticks and rocks around the injured man, then rolled him onto a stitched hide. The soft, clean leather pressed against his bloated skin, and the man startled the group when he uttered a string of unintelligible words, his voice strained and hoarse from the swelling around his throat.

      “He is obviously not from around here,” one of the men said as they wrapped the hide.

      Deer Runner helped hoist the man. “Wolf. I think I heard him say wolf.” All the men glanced around, but none of them saw a wolf.

      Just before leaving the wash, Woodrat made a discovery that kept him puzzled throughout the trek home. After the others bundled the man, the boy walked again by the spot where he’d tripped. One of the men had probably grasped the thing and, not looking, just tossed it to the side. But Woodrat, true to his name, spied the wooden carving. He retrieved the stick but dropped the object abruptly when he saw what was on the end.

      Lying on the ground, silvery in the moonlight, was a carving of a human hand.
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      Cooper pulled the Blazer off the blacktop onto an unpaved side road and parked in the dappled shade of a grove of tall pines. Kate got out and slammed the door. Cooper followed.

      “I just don’t get it!” She paced, hands on her hips. “We had an appointment. He couldn’t call and cancel? And why did he refuse to reschedule? That’s just … unprofessional, especially since we had to drive all the way up here.”

      “I don’t have an answer, Kate.”

      “I should have known something like this might happen after I got that letter⁠—”

      Cooper leaned against the rough trunk of a massive Ponderosa pine whose towering branches spread high above. “What letter?”

      “The one concerning the DNA test that got the Hopi leaders mad at me.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Kate stared at him, then walked back to the truck and rummaged through her black-zippered work folder. She extracted a three-ring binder, sorted through the pages, popped open the rings, and removed the letter.

      “Here.” She handed the paper to Cooper. The document was printed on stationery bearing The Hopi Tribe letterhead.

      Cooper read the letter out loud.

      
        
        “Dear Ms. Butler,

        This letter is in response to your correspondence to the Hopi Cultural Preservation Office, requesting assistance in gathering information for a story you’ve been commissioned to produce for Arizona Highways magazine. Native American human remains and funerary objects are subject to the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act of 1990. Therefore, your request for independent and destructive analysis of human remains culturally affiliated with the Hopi Tribe is inconsistent with the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act and cannot be approved by the Museum of Northern Arizona or Coconino National Forest.”

        “Furthermore, Native American human remains—regardless of their state of deterioration—are no longer on display in reputable institutions. The things you are suggesting are indeed out of the question.”

      

      

      Cooper paused and stared at Kate.

      “All I wanted was a little bit of tooth. A DNA test might explain why The Magician looked different from the people who buried him,” she said. “He was about five-foot-eight. That was pretty darn big back then. And it’s not like he’s ever going to need that little bit of tooth again. Go ahead and finish.” Kate resumed her pacing.

      
        
        “In addition, the Hopi Cultural Preservation Office respectfully requests that the Editor of Arizona Highways not publish articles on, or photographs of, Native American human remains. Thank you for your consideration, which we hope will lead you to respect our wishes.”

      

      

      “It’s signed by the Hopi Cultural Preservation Office Director.” Cooper stared at Kate. “What are we doing here? It’s obvious they don’t want you to do the story. You must have known that before you came.”

      Kate hoisted herself onto the front of the truck and sat on the now sun-warmed hood. “I’m here because I have an assignment. As you can see, my editor got a copy of the letter.”

      “As did Dr. Perkins.”

      “Yes, but when I called the editor, he said go ahead and do the story. He didn’t seem to think it was important that the Hopi were angry. And Perkins said he’d talk to me. I just don’t understand why this is such a big deal. The man has been dead almost nine hundred years. Who’s it going to hurt if I find out where he came from?”

      Cooper walked over and gave the letter back to Kate. “You don’t understand? You know how the Native Americans have been treated. We forced them off their land and gave them blankets that had been used on smallpox victims to kill them with disease. We kidnapped their children so we could raise them to be servants. We dug up their dead and stole their burial objects. How would you like it if someone exhumed your parents and took Mom’s favorite necklace and wedding ring?”

      Kate jumped off the hood of the truck. “Of course, I know this stuff. But I’m not trying to hurt anyone. I’m trying to enlighten people.”

      “Really?”

      “I never did any of those things to the Indians!” Kate grabbed her cellphone and called her editor.
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        * * *

      

      Kate and Cooper pulled into the parking lot of a Denny’s, went inside, and slid into a faux red leather booth. Despite her lingering anger, she was starving. They both faced the huge Denny’s menu.

      “I can’t find a single thing to eat here,” Cooper said straight-faced.

      Kate opened the laminated, multi-page list of options, dozens of choices assaulting her. “I, too, lament the long-gone days of simplicity.”

      After the waitress arrived with their identical orders of blueberry pancakes, eggs over easy, and sides of crisp bacon, Kate told Cooper the new plan.

      “Beats me why my editor doesn’t seem the least bit concerned that the Hopi are unhappy about my assignment. When I told him Perkins was a no-show, he gave me the name of a friend of his at Northern Arizona University. They went to school together. In any case, Dr. Crane said he would be happy to give me an interview this afternoon.”

      “Wonderful! Now I have a question I wanted to ask earlier.”

      “Shoot.”

      “What was the thing with the DNA test? If The Magician lived here nine hundred years ago, can we not be pretty damn certain the man was a Native American of some kind?”

      Kate held up her finger. “Hold on.” She took a bite of pancake and washed it down with some hot black tea. Then she reached to the seat for her work folder and eventually produced a copy of McGregor’s original article on The Magician. “McGregor, the archaeologist who was in charge of the dig, found some anomalies in regard to the man’s appearance.” She leafed through the pages. “Here it is. ‘The head was marked by posterior deformation.’”

      “He had a flat head?” Cooper asked.

      “Extremely flat. Now, that can be explained to some extent because infants were often carried around in hard cradleboards which caused the backs of their heads to flatten, but hold on.” Kate located the right spot in the text and continued. “‘The next most prominent characteristic was undoubtedly the long slender nose, long for any American Indian and markedly so for any Southwestern Indian. The root of the nose was narrow, as well, and the bridge was high, so that with the addition of the nose plug, the impression of an exceedingly long nose was inescapable in life.’”

      “The man wore a nose plug?”

      “I’ll explain that later. Right now, I want you to try to picture his face.” She returned to the document. “‘To match the narrow nose, the face was rather long, a feature that was accentuated by the fact that the cheekbones, the malars, were not prominent, but were unusually flat.’”

      “I’m trying to see him, but I’m struggling,” Cooper said.

      “Let me finish. ‘In fact, in this respect, the face suggests some European types.’” Kate dropped the document on the table.

      Cooper raised both eyebrows. “Let me get this straight. You’re saying there was a man buried here nine hundred years ago who came from Europe? I’m pretty good at history, Kate, and that seems awfully far-fetched, don’t you think?”

      “I’m just reading what McGregor wrote. He was a scientist. And there was also the issue of The Magician’s height.” She picked up the document again and flipped through pages she’d marked with multi-colored sticky tabs. “Here it is. ‘From careful measurement of the long bones, it has been possible to determine that he was of more than average height, about five feet eight inches.’”

      “A veritable giant!”

      “Sarcasm noted. But consider that the average height of the adult males he lived with was about five foot three. Today, the average American male is about five ten. Doesn’t that mean he was about six foot three, comparatively speaking?”

      “I see your point. He was probably a commanding presence.” Cooper drained his coffee cup. “So, you were hoping the DNA test would prove where The Magician came from.”

      “Don’t you want to know, Coop? DNA testing is so incredible now. Chemical analysis of tooth enamel can actually tell you where someone grew up. I read that enamel stores a chemical record of a person’s living environment, including geology and local climate. Did you ever hear of The Archer?”

      Cooper shook his head.

      “The man was found in a grave a few miles from Stonehenge in England. Archaeologists figured he’d been buried about 2400 B.C. They named him the Amesbury Archer. Like The Magician, his grave was filled with fascinating objects—gold jewelry, flint tools, copper knives, and two polished archer’s wrist guards made of stone. But the most fantastic thing was what they discovered from the DNA tests on his molars.” Kate paused.

      “Please, tell me.” Cooper gazed with bright blue eyes.

      “The Archer had grown up in the foothills of the Alps in an area that is now somewhere in either Switzerland or Germany.” Kate placed both elbows on the table and clasped her hands together.

      Cooper sat back. “I agree. That is fascinating.”

      “Now, I know we’re talking about a much longer trek here. But if The Magician was even partially of European descent, a DNA test could certainly help prove it.”

      “But that’s not going to happen, Kate. It’s obvious there will be no test on the man’s remains. The Hopi Tribal Government has made that abundantly clear.”

      “Well then, we’ll have to find out where he came from some other way.”
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