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Prologue


On a remote Chilean mountainside, the parish Jeep slowed to a stop. Clutching his rosary, Father Clemente stepped from the vehicle, moving cautiously to inspect the unexplainable. A frightened man had come to him that morning from a nearby village, continuously repeating that none of the people who lived at the pagan commune could be found.


“Padre, come please,” the man had pleaded with him, his voice trembling as he constantly made the sign of the cross. “Satan must have taken them. All gone—all destroyed.”


A veil of heavy clouds was dissipating. In this region at ten thousand feet there was little but rock and stunted scrub covering the mountainside. Flames still flickered from the blackened hulks of several of the community’s buildings. The trucks and cars that belonged to the members remained parked in their customary spots.


Climbing the stone steps of the main building that served as the commune’s temple, Father Clemente saw that the doors were shattered and partially torn from their hinges. Just in front of the doors lay the body of Bacco, the large dog that had always played so gently with the children. He knelt and examined the dog, searching through the thick black fur for wounds. He found none. A lone crow sailed across the sky, its cry puncturing the silence.


Father Clemente had been here many times since the group had arrived from the suburbs of Santiago and founded their spiritual community some eight years ago. At first, he tried to warn them of their misguided ways and the dangers of ignoring the Catholic Church. He was deeply troubled that educated people would reject salvation through Christ. But as the years passed, he had come to know, respect, and love these people. Now this—as if some Biblical scourge had descended upon them.


For the last six months, the community’s leaders had vigorously confided to the priest that a great danger was coming.


“Father, they are spirits—ones not of this world,” Hernando, the commune’s elder, had warned.


Hernando had implored him to pray with all his conviction—for them, for the people of his own parish, for all God’s creatures.


Although somewhat troubled by their sense of urgency, Father Clemente had decided to dismiss their warnings as superstition. How like the simple country people of the Andes they had become, he thought. But now, something horrific had indeed occurred.


Father Clemente searched the rest of the compound, looking in vain for something, besides smoldering buildings and a dead animal, that might explain how twenty-eight adults and thirteen children could have suddenly vanished in the night.





Chapter 1



Just a Filmmaker


Carson Reynolds surveyed the landscape through the bug-splattered windshield, wondering why the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota had been chosen for this event. The bland prairie lacked the dramatic setting of the Southwest that he would have preferred. The July sun beat down with little mercy on the litter-strewn parking lot of Big Bats store and filling station, their appointed rendezvous.


He felt somehow different being on this Lakota land. A strange, vaguely disturbing sensation stirred within; or was it just the climate change from California?


Lucas, his longtime soundman, sat beside him in the front of their rented van, reading an article on mountaineering in China while snacking on trail mix and downing gulps of Snapple. A sun bleached metal sign proclaiming, Permits Sold Inside, flapped in the wind.


Once again, Carson questioned whether he should be here. He had promised himself and others, especially Allison, that he would stop accepting documentary projects that were financially marginal. After all, his career was at a stage where he was supposed to be making respectable money and not just collecting awards for artistic achievement. He was hard pressed to justify taking on another documentary that paid little.


A dust-coated Chevy pickup pulled up next to Carson’s van, once again disturbing the paper litter that occupied the parking lot. Out stepped Jimmy White Stone.


“Carson, you scoundrel, you made it,” Jimmy called out, adjusting the heavy-framed eyeglasses resting on his nose. “I was starting to get a little worried.”


“Sir James, keeper of the mighty pen of righteousness, good to see you, my man,” Carson replied, climbing out of the van.


The two men embraced. Carson pulled back to better take in his old college friend.


“Damn, how long has it been since we last saw each other?”


“About four years, I believe,” Jimmy answered. “That night we had dinner together in San Francisco. That Vietnamese place on Valencia?”


Carson slapped his leg. “Mind like a steel trap. Never forgets the details.”


Jimmy, a tall man with a lean build, dressed in a weathered corduroy sports jacket and faded jeans, looked all the part of the bohemian professor. Now well into his forties, he wore a braided ponytail streaked with gray. His expression conveyed his usual pensive mood, one that had become familiar over the years and that signaled a certain intellectual proclivity of Jimmy’s that both attracted and annoyed Carson.


“Well, you must be doing all right,” Carson said. “Every time I pick up a magazine, it seems your name is under the title of some article. Right? Read you in Time, the Smithsonian, Rolling Stone.”


Jimmy shrugged. “Yeah, I suppose being a journalist has worked. Or maybe it’s just having an Indian slant on things that allows me to get in print. Hard to say.”


“Don’t be so fucking modest, you know you’re damn good.” Carson laughed, slapping Jimmy on the back while directing his attention to the young man emerging from the van. “Now, Jimmy, I know he doesn’t look like much, but this is my dear associate and trusted soundman, Lucas.”


“Welcome,” Jimmy said.


“Thank you. Good to be here,” Lucas replied, stepping forward, a crown of dreadlocks, gathered in a loose bundle, cascaded from a faded, backwards-facing baseball cap. “Hope we’re not real late. We got kind of delayed at the airport getting all our gear through baggage claim, and then there’s getting here. Damn, this place is out there, dude.”


“Don’t worry, we won’t start shooting until tomorrow, if then,” Jimmy said casually as he studied the young man. “Besides, time moves at a different pace here than in the rest of the world. I only requested that you get here today so you could settle in. But let’s go over to where we’ll be filming, check out the generator we rented for your lighting. We can do some of the preliminary setup and planning. It’s in sort of an isolated part of the rez, a special power spot.”


“This project is so awesome,” Lucas said, adjusting his baggy cargo shorts up to his waist. A down vest, cotton sweatshirt, and work boots completed his film crewmember look.


“Awesome?” Jimmy paused, surveying the rolling prairie. “Well, that’s to be determined.”


“From what you’ve told me, I still can’t believe you talked your elders into letting us film this thing,” Carson said.


“It wasn’t easy,” Jimmy said, narrowing his eyes craftily. “An intertribal medicine circle of this caliber is a major event. But it’s imperative to capture this on film, a way to preserve what remains of the old ways.”


“Well, we’ll see what we can do,” Carson responded. Despite the questionable monetary rewards, he felt honored to have been asked to make the documentary by a committee of Lakota elders. Jimmy, who had collaborated with him on films when they were both undergraduates at UCLA, had helped negotiate the commission. Carson was looking forward to working with his old friend once more.


As they rode through the reservation, Carson couldn’t help but notice that conditions were far from romantic. Nearly every house or trailer beckoned for repair—cardboard patches over broken windows, blue plastic tarps wrapped over roofs, sagging foundations, and practically no evidence of anything having been recently painted. Carcasses of abandoned automobiles and trucks dotted the prairie. Many people suffered poor health, too, Jimmy explained—diabetes, tuberculosis, and alcoholism fed upon the community with little restraint.


Despite the apparent hardships, however, some young people strolled about with iPods and cheap new hip-hop-inspired attire. Expensive, late-model pickups sat in front of a number of homes, often alongside satellite dishes standing like great metallic mushrooms. To Carson the reservation presented a ragtag community caught in poverty and consumerism.


Early the next day, they drove out to the filming location, a flattened plateau at the end of a box canyon, surrounded on three sides by sandstone mesas. A band of rich green shrubs and cottonwoods ran around the plateau’s perimeter.


Even though they had Jimmy’s four-wheel-drive truck to haul the equipment, everything had to be carried up a footpath the last hundred yards. To power the lighting they strung large electrical cables along this path from a trailer-mounted generator stationed below.


While Lucas busied himself with the audio equipment, Carson took Jimmy through a refresher on running the second camera and the two-way radios.


“You don’t need to worry about the battery pack; you’ll get a warning readout in the eyepiece if it’s getting too low,” Carson explained. “Nearly everything is digital now. Not like the old days.”


“Got it,” Jimmy acknowledged. “Say, Carson, I again want to thank you for holding the crew to an absolute minimum. I realize having me on the second camera isn’t how you’d prefer to work, but this is such a sensitive ceremony. We really need to be as unobtrusive as possible.”


“No problem,” Carson replied, giving Jimmy a pat on the back.


Later in the morning the medicine men began to arrive, amid great excitement from the growing audience of Lakota people who stood along the edges of the site. Jimmy had explained that hosting this medicine circle had charged the reservation with pride. Carson wondered if it was also a rekindling of old hope.


“What are they doing now?” he asked, watching the medicine men sprinkle water over each other and apply copious billows of smoke over one another’s bodies from bundles of smoldering sage.


“Purification,” Jimmy answered.


“Oh, fire and water, that’s cool,” Carson said, his eye locked on the camera’s eyepiece as he filmed the scene.


Whenever he could free himself from the technical preparations, Carson took the opportunity to scan the gathering’s array of faces. Many of the participants wore some form of traditional jewelry, moccasins or headgear, composed of beading, feathers, silver, and leather. They casually blended these items with everyday contemporary clothing: blue jeans, t-shirts with silk-screen prints of eagles or medicine wheels, fleece pullovers, and cowboy boots. But his eye was drawn to the quiet intensity of their faces, sculpted by age and a form of wisdom not acknowledged by modern Western culture.


In contrast to these medicine men, Carson’s own appearance reflected mainstream America: khaki shorts and shirt, a safari vest. He looked as though he had stepped off the pages of a Territory Ahead catalogue. He found himself feeling self-conscious, hoping he wouldn’t stick out too badly among these purpose-driven people of grit.


He edged over to Jimmy. “Colorful group you’ve got here, Mr. White Stone,” he said.


“Thank you.” Jimmy laughed. “We had some Hollywood costume people come in and create these outfits just for your film. Glad you like them.”


“No, seriously, this is going to look good,” Carson replied, sweeping his arm in front of the gathering of medicine men.


Jimmy turned to face him. “Well, that might be, but the film shouldn’t be driven by just the visuals. These people aren’t simply caricatures.”


“I know, I know,” Carson apologized without meeting Jimmy’s eyes. “Just speaking as a filmmaker, that’s all.”


“These men have come from across the country, including a few from Canada, and that guy over there is from Mexico.” Jimmy pointed. “There are about 140 of them. The majority of them are elders.”


“So who are those young guys I see?”


“Apprentices who are especially gifted in medicine work,” Jimmy answered. “You know, traditional healers. The guys who engage with spirit forces and such.”


Lucas walked over and joined them, changing a set of couplings on the end of a cable while he listened.


“Care to explain anything else we should know about, like what to watch for as this thing gets going?” Carson pressed.


“Well, obviously nothing about this gathering is scripted,” Jimmy said. “At least nothing has been revealed to me by my elders. I’m not sure they even know themselves exactly what’s going to happen. Our charge is simply to film what unfolds here as best we can.”


Jimmy pulled the thickly framed eyeglasses from his face, cleaning the lenses with a handkerchief in a concentrated manner. “Some of the language used in the singing might be of a special kind, perhaps known only to that individual medicine worker, a language given by the spirit world,” he said cryptically.


“Well, we don’t know Lakota from Latin, so it’ll all be the same for us,” Carson said, nudging Lucas’ arm sportingly. “Right, my man?”


Lucas laughed. “Hey, whatever they say, I’ll record it. No worries.”


Jimmy paused, choosing his words. “I should let you know that there’s much more going on here than just this documentary. There’re certain …” Jimmy stopped. “Oh, never mind. Anyway, you’re fortunate that most of the discussions will be in English. After all, it’s the common language for Indians, too. So no worries, as Lucas so aptly puts it.”


Around midday, with no discernable protocol as far as Carson could tell, men began to seat themselves on the ground, forming a large circle. An audience of three to four hundred Indians gathered behind, surrounding the medicine men. Carson, Lucas, and Jimmy positioned themselves between these two human circles, poised to move about as needed.


Carson was too busy panning to notice exactly how the ceremony began. But before long, someone was singing, and a large accompaniment of native drums and a host of supporting singers joined in.


To Carson, the songs felt haunting, a mixture of simple melody and indefinable melancholy, blended into a chant paced by primal rhythm. He focused his camera on the long-stemmed, leather covered pipes that began to be passed around the circle. The sacred smoke of tobacco melded with the scent of sage, leather, and sweat.


As the ceremonies progressed into the afternoon, the drumming intensified, penetrating into everything that composed the physical surroundings—people, cameras, rocks, sky. The trance inducing rhythm pulled at the confines of Carson’s consciousness, teasing him to forget the demands of his camera. Various medicine men took turns leading the ceremonies with songs or dances, weaving their tribal tongues into an exotic spell over the plateau. While he could not understand the languages of the various ceremonial songs, Carson felt shaken to his core, as though his soul was loosening from its mooring. He had to truly concentrate to even stay focused on his job.


The ceremonies ran late into the night, resuming the next morning. Carson spent some of those early hours filming various medicine men in interviews with Jimmy and meeting many of the honored guests. With little time for sleep, he began to run on adrenaline, fully aware that he was documenting something extraordinary. But by the third and final day, exhaustion was over taking him.


“Everything about this gathering has been going very well so far,” Jimmy said before they started that morning. “And there have been serious concerns that it might be quite the opposite. It even appears the spirits are well pleased by our filming or otherwise they would have caused trouble.”


“That’s cool.” Lucas laughed. “Don’t want any of those dudes pissed off.”


Jimmy took off his glasses again, wiping them nervously. “Well, sometimes you can only know that for sure if you make it home safely.”


Shortly before dusk, the drumming suddenly stopped. With little said, those in the audience gathered themselves and silently walked away, vacating not only the plateau but also the surrounding area. Meanwhile, the medicine men gathered in small groups for prayers and once again smudged themselves with sage smoke. There was little sound other than the distant rumbling of departing cars and trucks.


“What’s up with those people leaving?” Carson asked Jimmy through the two-way radio.


“The medicine men will do something special tonight,” he answered, “a closed session, no audience.”


“Oh, okay,” Carson said, preoccupied with preparing for the night’s work. He had little more than an hour before dark to make lighting changes, swap battery packs, load new video, do sound checks, and inspect cables. He longed to sleep but readied himself for this last push.


The special, closed ceremony began shortly after dark. Carson could discern little difference between this one and all the others—there was drumming and singing, only no dancing. But after about a half hour, the drums fell silent and the medicine men sat in quiet meditation.


Carson took the opportunity to check his equipment. Everything appeared to be functioning properly. He spoke softly into the two-way radios, checking in with Jimmy and Lucas. All was in order.


Suddenly there was movement; a handful of medicine men began moving around the circle, passing out small, leather pouches, amulets and feathers to the other attendees. They spoke softly among themselves, apparently exchanging some form of blessing.


The medicine men returned to their meditation.


Carson briefly moved out of filming range. “I hope they do something with a little action soon,” he whispered over the radio. “This sitting in silence stuff is about as riveting as watching snow melt.”


“Yeah,” Lucas replied. “Jimmy, how much longer will they do this?”


“Until it’s no longer time to do it,” Jimmy whispered back.


Carson resumed filming.


Charlie Singing Wolf, a Blackfoot from Saskatchewan, finally broke the silence. “Brothers, we have made the prayers and sung the songs. We have shared much of our ways here; the medicine has been strong. Now it is time to speak of the great struggle.”


His words took on an ominous edge. “The battle for the Great Mother is soon to come. More and more of those who wish to do harm are gathering; some even now walk upon Her bosom’s surface. Others are hiding in Her belly while the rest continue to gather, hovering above. She is calling Her children to come together and defend Her life. It is by Her breath and blood that life flows to all Her creatures, to all plants and trees, to the rocks and mountains, to the rivers and oceans. She is in great danger. Those who wish to abduct Her are powerful beings. We must join with Her allies in this great battle. Is it not so?”


The hairs on the back of Carson’s neck stood up. Without really understanding what Charlie Singing Wolf meant, he intuitively sensed the graveness of the man’s prophecy. His hands began to tremble, causing the handheld camera to shake. He had to force himself to keep steady.


Charlie went on. “As you all must know, it is for this purpose that we have gathered here. Many of us have been receiving messages that speak of such things. And it is not just Indian people. We have heard it is the same for others from many parts of the world. Those of you who have met with the traveling ones from Tibet, those they call lamas, have privately spoken of these things. My own granddaughter has recently returned from a conference in Nepal. She tells me that there the Hindu medicine women, the yoginis, are preparing for this time. And my friend Ralph Wetspoon, a university professor from Vancouver, a member of the Gitksan tribe who went to Siberia last summer, tells me that even there the Tungus people, our old relatives, are talking this way.”


The elder nodded, indicating he was finished.


An old Crow medicine man Carson had learned was from Montana began to speak. “I, too, have heard these things, Charlie Singing Wolf,” he said. “This past fall, I was invited to go with some of the Christian people from my tribe to a gathering outside New York City. It was one of those events they call an ecumenical council, which is supposed to welcome many other ways of knowing spirit. You all know about those gatherings?”


Snickers emanated from the circle.


“One evening, after the regular program, I spoke with a woman from Haiti who practices the voodoo medicine, and also with a medicine man from the west coast of Africa. Our conversation turned to this matter. They, too, prepare for this crisis; they know of it in those lands. Of course, I only spoke of this among such medicine people, not with any of the others attending, and certainly not with those Christians from my own tribe.”


“But there are some Christian whites who know of these things,” interrupted the young Zuni, Luther Redbone, whom Jimmy had interviewed the day before. “I know a couple; they’re Episcopal missionaries who work in South America. They visit my pueblo on occasion, and on their last visit they spoke with me about these things. They are the ones who told me that the curanderos in the Amazon are doing medicine work to defend our world from this danger.”


“Enough, we agree that this threat is real,” said Owl Eyes, the old Nez Percé medicine man with the commanding presence whom Jimmy had introduced Carson to that morning. Carson had somehow suspected it was Owl Eyes who had been silently in charge of the proceedings throughout the entire three days. While filming, Carson had observed the other medicine men watching this man, as if getting instructions from him. And on the breaks, Owl Eyes had been often sought after by other medicine men, always appearing to be in deep conversation with his peers. Carson clearly sensed that whoever the man was, he was a person of high authority among the group.


Owl Eyes reached into his medicine bag and tossed something that resembled sand toward the center of the circle. “The words of Charlie Singing Wolf and the others are true. I know it is so because in a dream I had this winter, I was visited by Wounded Paw, who told me of this danger.”


A murmur spread among them. Carson wondered who or what Wounded Paw could be.


Owl Eyes lifted his hand, signaling silence. “This time we must not fail as we did when the whites came to this land. These powers that threaten us are far more dangerous. And even the white people will have to learn their forgotten ways of spirit if they wish to survive. With our people and allies, we must combine our powers in this struggle. We must unite these powers, weaving a giant blanket to cover the Great Mother. This is how it must be. Tomorrow we return to our homes. If the spirits allow and we have the courage, we will meet again.” The drums began once more.


The Indians’ prophetic words caused Carson’s stomach to tighten with an indefinable fear. But the sensation didn’t last; his rational mind regained control and began putting his thoughts back in order. “Whatever these Indians mean, they’re only speaking metaphorically,” Carson told himself. “And your job, Mr. Filmmaker, is just to document this stuff, not interpret it.”


He immediately felt better, reassuring himself that he had his role in the world and the Indians had theirs. Redirecting his attention back to the job, he checked his camera.


“Goddamn it,” Carson sputtered in disbelief. The camera wasn’t running.


“What’s the matter?” Jimmy White Stone whispered, appearing beside him.


“I can’t believe it—I don’t think I got any of their talk. Somehow the camera stopped. Thank God you were filming.”


“Nope,” Jimmy said flatly.


“What?” Carson hissed.


“No way, my friend; that stuff wasn’t for the cameras. I turned mine off. I guess the spirits stopped yours. Believe me, it’s better for you this way. I would’ve been very worried for you if you’d left here with that footage.”


Lucas ran over. “Carson, man, you aren’t gonna believe this, but somehow my equipment wouldn’t record any of that stuff.”


Fear once again pulled at Carson. “Evidently, it wasn’t supposed to,” he replied, shaking his head in resignation.


Jimmy White Stone nodded and returned to his camera.


Rain clouds gathered on the fourth morning, erecting dark walls in the western sky. Carson and Lucas hurriedly packed, throwing their gear into the rented van for the return drive to the airport. Carson was looking forward to getting home, to his own bed—to where he belonged. He felt more than weary, and a strange dream from the previous night still churned unresolved in his mind.


“So, Carson, about ready to get out of here?” Jimmy White Stone called as he strolled toward them, adjusting the thick eyeglasses on his nose.


Jimmy had been busy all morning, helping the various visiting medicine men with their homeward departures. Many had left before dawn. When Carson learned of this, he half wondered if they had done so because they thought they needed to slip away unseen by evil spirits.


“Well, Jimmy, quite an interesting soirée you girls throw,” Carson said, attempting to be more lighthearted than he felt. “There’s going to be some brilliant footage to work through.”


“I knew you two would do a good job for us,” Jimmy said, handing them each a small leather pouch decorated with beading and fringe. “My brothers want me to thank you and Lucas for keeping the space sacred for their work.”


“What’s this?” Lucas asked.


“These are medicine bags for you to take with you, to keep you safe on your journey home, as well as to keep in your home for protection. It’s one of the ways we wish to thank you. But don’t open them until you’re home, and keep the contents in the pouch.”


Carson nodded in appreciation. “It was an honor to be asked here. Thanks for these gifts.”


The three of them stood together in a moment of silence as a brisk wind swept through, signaling a change in the weather.


“So when do you want to fly out to California and start adding the audio? And who’s going to do the narration?” Carson asked.


“Oh, I’ve got several people I’d like to use,” Jimmy said confidently. “I’ll let you know in plenty of time. But first I have to write an article about this gathering for Tribal College. After that, I’ll get started on the audio material for you.”


“I still wish we could have got that footage from last night’s little powwow,” Carson grumbled, heaving the last duffel bag of cables into the back of the van.


“White folk.” Jimmy laughed.


After a round of good-byes, the filmmakers drove off the reservation, joining the two-lane highway that would guide them back to a more familiar world. Carson eased back in his seat, glad to have Lucas at the wheel.


An hour later and miles away from the Lakota nation, a violent thunderstorm beat down upon the highway, whipping sheets of angry rain against the windshield. Carson, overcome by fatigue, fell into a restless sleep. The troubling dream from the previous night presented itself once more.


The large beast called to him, beckoning him to come, come inside a hidden place, there among the remains of so many who had lived long before, there, surrounded by knowledge that was forbidden and dangerous.





Chapter 2



Bear Dreams


Six weeks later, Jimmy White Stone was sitting in Carson’s living room. He had flown to California to view the footage and start adding the narration, bringing drafts of text and a selection of musical feeds.


Their phone conversations since the filming had been charged with creative excitement. Word of the medicine gathering had spread across much of the Native American community and Jimmy had been asked to do an additional article, this time for Native Peoples Magazine.


Having already done the preliminary editing, Carson was anxious to show the product to his friend. Both men realized that they were riding something extraordinary with this film.


Yet Carson was troubled. Ever since returning home to Santa Cruz, he had been emerging from sleep exhausted by something possessing his dreams. Regaining a full sense of normality seemed to take half his morning. Privately, he feared his condition was somehow connected to filming on the reservation.


“So, aren’t you gonna show me some of the footage tonight?” Jimmy asked, relaxing on the sofa shortly upon arrival at Carson’s.


“No, let’s start fresh in the morning,” Carson answered. “If we get into it now, we’ll be up half the night, and I’m already pretty shot.”


He pulled out a bottle of Scotch, poured glasses for them both, and quickly downed a large gulp. Bringing the bottle with the glasses, he walked over and handed Jimmy a glass before taking his seat in the overstuffed club chair.


“Been working too hard?” Jimmy asked.


“No, maybe just drinking too much. Feels like I need to wash something away.”


Jimmy remained silent, peering at Carson.


“In truth, Jimmy, I need to ask you something, man,” he said, leaning forward and looking directly into Jimmy’s eyes.


“Ask,” Jimmy replied.


“All right, I got something my mind can’t seem to let go of.” He paused, taking another generous swallow of Scotch while fiddling with the bottle’s label where it sat on the coffee table. “What was all that talk about on that last night of the medicine circle, the stuff you said the spirits didn’t want me to film?”


Whatever meaning that night held, something had been eating at him. Yet hearing himself ask the question seem to spawn an unexpected sense of relief.


“Well, you heard it as well as I did. What did it mean to you?” Jimmy responded.


“Damn, Jimmy, maybe you should’ve become a therapist instead of a journalist. What a total flip of my question.”


“I’m not trying to be obscure, Carson,” Jimmy responded. “I’m trying to get you to bring it out in your own words, to say what it is that you understood from that night.”


“Now you sound like a goddamn lawyer,” Carson muttered irritably, pouring himself another glass. “Look, something is bothering me around this thing, and you’re the only one I know who can possibly help.”


“I understand,” Jimmy said, continuing to stare at him unmoved.


“All right, here’s what I think they meant,” Carson blurted. “They think something bad is going to happen, probably globally. Am I right? Like, what, nuclear war or a new plague? Or some unpredicted environmental crisis, like the ozone falling into the ocean and the ice caps melting? And they think they can see this thing, this coming crisis, and the rest of us can’t, but they’re going to try to do something about it. Am I right?”


Carson stopped, hoping that whatever impending global doom loomed ahead, Jimmy would confirm that it was one of these usual scenarios.


Jimmy placed his drink on the coffee table, pausing for an awkwardly long time in Carson’s opinion. Finally, he asked, “Anything else?”


“Jesus, does there need to be anything more? I mean, isn’t any of that bad enough?”


Jimmy remained silent, apparently turned inward with his own thoughts.


The same fear Carson had experienced that night on the Lakota reservation began to creep over him again. He suddenly understood: there was something more. The medicine men had been speaking of the coming of something unimaginable.


For several minutes, both men sat in silence. Carson struggled with his realization while Jimmy, frozen as stone and eyes shut, prayed silently.


Eventually, Carson found the courage to speak.


“So, what is it exactly that we’re talking about, Jimmy? I mean if we’re all going to encounter some kind of Armageddon, I’d like to be in on what we’re dealing with. Maybe stock up on a few extra batteries.”


“I’m not sure I can really explain it to you,” Jimmy answered.


“Well, try, for God’s sake.”


“I could say that there are forces from spiritual dimensions involved, but that’s just too simple,” Jimmy began hesitantly. “It’s a very complex matter. It’s not just spirits; these are other beings. You would have to learn much about other ways of knowing to comprehend what this means.”


For a moment, Carson relaxed, reconciling that whatever this coming crisis, it would be dealt with by those people accustomed to such matters. It would have negligible impact on the everyday life of the modern world; that much he assured himself.


“Other beings?” Carson inquired sardonically. “Oh, you mean like UFOs and creatures from outer space? Or is it just all the weird people here already? I see plenty of that type on the streets of Santa Cruz every day. Is the great white buffalo or some such going to show up? Just what the hell do you actually mean?”


“Well, some of all of that, in a way. But again, it’s not that simple,” Jimmy answered. “Look, we could talk all night and you wouldn’t understand any of it without having been initiated into this way of knowing.”


There was a long pause. Carson replenished his glass a third time, his rational mind attempting to downplay it all as just some Native American hocus-pocus. In fact, he was even a bit embarrassed, thinking he had stupidly taken on someone else’s drama without any real reason. Yet he remained curious and inexplicably troubled.


“Okay, Jimmy, I’m a reasonable man. I’ll accept that this is outside my capacity to comprehend. But I have one last question, and after that I’ll try not to harass you any further with my curiosity.”


“What is it?” Jimmy asked.


Carson leaned forward. “So, old friend, just how do I get myself initiated into this way of knowing?”


Jimmy laughed. “I don’t think you know what you’re asking.”


A bolt of anger surged through Carson, heating the back of his neck. He shook his head in agitation, downing another gulp of Scotch.


“Hey, of course not,” he replied acerbically. “I’m just some dumb white bastard; what do I know? You guys want to keep all the goodies to yourselves, hey, fine. That’s your business. Can’t blame you; we stole about everything else from you. Better hang onto something, for Christ’s sake. Still, if this thing is as big as it sounds, you’re gonna need all the help you can get. Better sign up all the recruits you can. Myself, I’d be down at the mall right now trying to get people to enlist.” Carson laughed caustically, attempting to release the building frustration of the past six weeks.


“I hear a lot of alcohol talking,” Jimmy said. “We can speak more another time.”


Suddenly recognizing his hostility and rudeness, Carson felt ashamed. After all, it wasn’t Jimmy’s fault that something was gnawing on his psyche, nor was it Jimmy’s responsibility. This was no way to treat an old friend.


“I’m sorry, Jimmy. I’m being an ass,” he apologized. “It’s late and I’m about wasted enough, hopefully, to assure myself a regular night’s sleep. Jesus, if I could just not have one of those dreams where that goddamn bear’s talking to me again. What is it with that son of a bitch anyway?”


“Excuse me, what did you just say?” Jimmy asked, almost coming off the sofa.


“Jimmy, man, if I insulted you by calling some spirit a son of a bitch, I’m sorry.”


“No,” Jimmy interrupted, sounding alarmed. “Did you say something about a bear?”


“Hey, again, I apologize. I called it a goddamn bear because I may have had a bit too much Scotch, but no disrespect meant. I’m just a little …”


“These dreams you have,” Jimmy interrupted again, “a bear talks to you?”


“Yeah, and he’s a big mother, too.” Carson laughed, suddenly needing another sip of Scotch. “So what the hell does that mean, anything?”


Jimmy sat back slowly. Carson knew the look on Jimmy’s face. The one that said he was going into one of those pensive modes, no longer really present. Jimmy could be that way for hours, just thinking, meditating, processing.


“I can see you’re off in your thoughts, my friend. Care to share any of them at this time?” Carson said, hoping to break Jimmy’s silence. “Well, I’ll leave you to them.”


Carson downed the last of his glass and staggered toward his bedroom.


Jimmy White Stone sat in silence.


The following morning, Jimmy was already up when Carson stumbled into the living room, fumbling with a bottle of Tylenol.


“Top of the day to you, Jim, me lad.”


“I bet it doesn’t feel like that for you,” Jimmy said.


“I would be grateful just not to feel, period,” Carson said, laughing through his hangover. “Coffee will be on in a few minutes. You hungry?”


“I’ll take you out for breakfast if you promise not to order any alcohol,” Jimmy replied.


“Promise—at least not until this evening,” Carson said. “But I need to take a shower and down a couple of pills with at least one cup of mud just to get out of the house. When I wake up these days, it’s as if my dreams are still running inside the back of my head. Meanwhile, I’m operating at half speed like some zombie.”


“More dreams last night?” Jimmy asked as the two of them entered the kitchen together.


“Yeah,” Carson said, locking his bloodshot eyes onto Jimmy’s.


“That bear again?”


“None other,” he answered.


Only the gurgle of the coffeemaker cut the silence.


“Pour us some coffee, Carson, I’ve something to tell you.”


“I hope you like it black,” he said, trying to steady his shaky hands.


“That’s fine,” Jimmy responded, avoiding eye contact.


They moved to the living room, Carson taking his usual seat in the large club chair. Jimmy followed, positioning himself back on the sofa. They sat quietly for several moments, sipping coffee. Finally, Jimmy began.


“Carson, things like this are very unlikely. I mean, it’s really unusual, but sometimes the medicine has a way of going into others for whom it is not intended. I’m not sure, but I have a strong suspicion this might have happened to you that last night at the medicine circle.”


Carson stiffened, a mixture of fear and anger brewing inside. “So, you’re saying that some kind of spirit stuff is mucking with me?” Carson asked, rocking forward in the big chair. “Well gee, Jimmy, that’s just fucking swell.”


“Listen, I’m sorry for whatever you’ve been going through,” Jimmy said with a sigh. “We knew the spirit energy would be very strong that night. In fact, the whole time you were there the medicine men had created a protective shield around you and Lucas so that your spirits would not be disturbed by being so close to the medicine.”


“Well, if that was the case, it didn’t work too well, did it?” Carson snapped. “Your shield must have had a hole in it. Where’s your goddamn quality control with these things?”


Placing his coffee down on the table, Jimmy removed his eyeglasses and began cleaning the lenses with determined strokes. “Hey, Carson, I can understand this being very upsetting, but I’m trying to help.”


“I suppose it’s just one of those unseen professional hazards they never tell you about in film school. Or maybe I slept through the class on knowing how to check for malfunctioning protective shields. Do you have any suggestion as to how to turn this shit off? How I can get my life back?” He struggled to control his bewilderment and rage at the Indians.


“Carson, as I tried to explain, I can’t be sure if what I’m saying is correct,” Jimmy said hesitantly. “But if I am correct, well …”


“Well, what?” Carson demanded, his voice starting to shake with emotion.


“Carson, there was no hole in the shield.”


“So how did this stuff get into me?”


Jimmy shifted forward, clearing his throat. “Listen, I may have this all wrong. I really need to get one of the men from the medicine circle to confirm what I’m saying.”


“But if you’re right, if there was no hole, then what the hell’s happening here?” Carson pleaded, his desperation growing.


“Carson, I am not a medicine man, okay? There’s a huge difference between what these men know and do, and what I know and do. I’m closer to your world than theirs. I just happen to know enough through my culture to understand that it’s real. I don’t actively operate in it. I’m a passive participant, at best.”


“I don’t know why I’m even listening to this shit. I could do better with my kid’s Ouija board,” he said, clawing the arm of the big chair with his fingernails.


“I’m sorry, my friend, but if I’m correct, we need to address this immediately. Your life may be in very real danger,” Jimmy stated, extending his arms toward Carson, beseeching his friend to take him seriously. “There wasn’t any hole in the shield; it doesn’t work that way. If you were reached by the medicine, it means you were somehow, well, chosen. It’s a sign.”


“Oh, great, Jimmy. And what if I don’t want to be chosen?”


“I’m afraid that’s outside my sphere of expertise. Either way, you stand to be at great risk. We’ve got to call in someone who can properly deal with this.”


Carson shook his head. “I can’t believe I’m continuing to listen to this. I mean, if you aren’t knowledgeable in your own people’s magic, where do you get off telling me that I need to be getting help from one of your medicine boys? How do you know you’re anywhere close to right on this thing?”


Jimmy looked down at the table, cautiously rearranging the position of his coffee mug as though needing to find the perfect alignment for the handle.


“It’s because of your dreams; the talking bear that comes to you,” Jimmy said, pacing his words cautiously, needing Carson to heed them.


Carson fought a sudden wave of nausea. In the depths of his soul, he realized that Jimmy White Stone was right.





Chapter 3



An Undesired Outcome


Three days later, Carson and Jimmy were waiting in the San Jose airport to meet two men, from the medicine circle that had taken place some six weeks before.


Luther Redbone, the young Zuni medicine man, was first to arrive. Carson stood back while Jimmy greeted Luther as he came out of the passengers only gateway. Carson again wondered what he was doing by consenting to this arrangement.


Inside the airport, Luther seemed somehow more ordinary. With his long, jet-black hair neatly held in a ponytail, his linen cowboy shirt, a stylish black vest adorned with sacred symbols, and pricey, Swiss, hiking boots, he looked more like the poster boy for Indian chic than a man of magic. Aviator-style sunglasses hid his eyes but Carson could feel them locked onto him. Luther and Jimmy approached.


“Carson,” Luther began, “nice to see you again.”


Luther’s words seemed too formal, too un-Indian or something, he thought. Also, he felt as though some unspoken exchange was underway between them, more Indian trickery, no doubt. Or, he wondered, were his reactions to Luther simply expressions of his agitation with this whole screwy Indian business?


“Yeah, thanks for coming,” Carson responded with vague enthusiasm while wondering what now?


“Come on, let’s get your luggage and go over to meet Owl Eyes’ flight,” Jimmy said, trying to rally camaraderie. “He’ll be landing within the hour.”


“I’ve got all my gear with me in my backpack,” Luther said, continuing to look Carson over.


“Well, that makes things simple. Good!” Jimmy said cheerfully. While waiting for the other flight to arrive, Jimmy busied Luther with news of their progress on the documentary. Luther seemed to express a genuine interest and for a while Carson was able to relax. But as Owl Eyes’ arrival approached, he could feel his stomach ratcheting up once more.


As a cluster of people emerged into the waiting area, Carson spotted the elderly Owl Eyes. Carson watched him step away from the flow of fellow passengers momentarily, standing silently off by himself.


“Air travel causes a disturbance in his energy field,” explained Jimmy. “He’s collecting himself.”


After a few moments, Jimmy and Luther approached Owl Eyes. As Carson watched, the three greeted one another without handshakes, soberly exchanging words beyond Carson’s hearing. Jimmy pointed in Carson’s direction and the old man looked over. He scanned Carson as though to take in his essence.


Carson thought that Owl Eyes looked awkward in his street clothes. He was wearing an old, white dress shirt buttoned up to the neck, a pair of ill-fitting dark brown pants, and worn tennis shoes. His gray hair hung in two braids beneath a sun bleached, nylon baseball cap that sported the AIM logo of the American Indian Movement. Carson guessed his age to be in the mid-seventies. He figured that Owl Eyes had once been a man of great physical strength, by the size of his physique and shoulders.


Jimmy waved for Carson to come over and join them. Ambling in their direction, Carson pondered how he should address this venerated man. He was preempted.


“My friend!” Owl Eyes exclaimed suddenly.


“Yes!” Carson responded forcefully, surprised to hear himself react in such a positive tone. Something inside him was rushing to engage with the old Indian.


“We have much to talk about, I believe,” Owl Eyes said, smiling for the first time.


Driving away from the airport with his party in tow, Carson felt heartened. Owl Eyes had extended a promising feeling of support. Yes, it all would soon be better, he thought. These guys would straighten things out, free him from whatever it was that had infected him. Oh, these crazy fucking Indians.


Carson focused his attention on the road, hoping to beat the afternoon commute back over Highway 17. Jimmy sat in the backseat with Owl Eyes, chatting with Luther about everything except the purpose of their trip. Although Carson was preoccupied with driving, he couldn’t help but feel that he was under observation. Having Owl Eyes sitting directly behind him was particularly unnerving.


“Do you have enough legroom back there?” Carson asked, tilting his head to address Owl Eyes. “I can move my seat forward or we can move you up in the front.”


Also, he wondered if driving a Jeep Cherokee was in some way offensive to his riders.


“No, I’m used to this SUV,” Owl Eyes responded. “My grandson drives one, took me to the airport in it. Has the Grand Cherokee model, the Laredo package, nicer than this one—leather interior.”


He would be glad to get them to their motel. And from there, the plan was simple; they would all go out together for an early dinner and then return to Carson’s house to interview him. If he were indeed “infested” by something, then these men could exorcise it away and that would be the end of it.


Imagining that soon all would be well, Carson consoled himself with thoughts of a couple of vodka martinis. He owed himself that much. These Indians owed him, too, but all would be forgiven. It would be over.


“Just wait in the car,” Jimmy instructed Carson as they pulled into the motel parking lot.


Carson felt impatient, resenting not being more in control. They were on his turf after all.


The three Indians strolled into the motel office only to return shortly and climb back into the car.


“We need to leave here,” Jimmy said.


“What’s wrong?” Carson asked, assuming something was amiss with the reservations he had made.


“Nothing,” Luther answered with a big smile. “We just decided to make a little change. Let’s go to your house.”


“My house? As in, you want to stay there?”


“No, we’ll stay at this motel, but we want to go to your house now,” Luther insisted.


“Okay, but what about dinner? Aren’t you guys getting hungry? I thought we were going to eat first,” Carson said, growing concerned.


“We’ve changed the plan,” Luther said.


“We eat later,” Owl Eyes echoed.


Further discussion seemed clearly out of the question. Carson resigned himself to the change and started the engine.


Walking through the house slowly, the medicine men proceeded to absorb the atmosphere. He followed along behind them as they ran their hands across his furniture, opened closets and cabinets, picked up books and framed photographs from his desk. They pulled back his shower curtain, opened his refrigerator, felt along the edges of his windowsills. On a shelf in the dining room, Owl Eyes paid particular attention to the leather medicine pouch that Carson had been given upon leaving the Pine Ridge Reservation. Without picking it up, he placed his hands over it several times.


Finally, the two medicine men concentrated their survey on the place where the dreams took place. Carson found observing these men, standing in silence in his bedroom, unsettling.


When at last they returned to the living room, Carson remembered his role as a host.


“Can I give you guys something to drink?” he offered. “I’ve got about everything: wine, beer, hard stuff, juice, colas, coffee, or just water, if you prefer.”


“I’ll have some red wine, if it’s open,” Luther replied.


“Jimmy, what about you and Owl Eyes?” Carson asked.


“I’ll join Luther with the wine,” Jimmy answered.


“Bourbon. Straight,” Owl Eyes said.


“Bourbon, straight up, no water, no ice? Man after my own heart. I think I’ll do the same,” Carson said.


“No! No alcohol for you,” Owl Eyes stated flatly.


Carson was taken aback. Drinking had become his only escape during the last six weeks. How could they deny him this?


The four men sat in the fading light of evening enjoying their beverages, while Luther entertained them with a story about his dog, Tweeko’s, love affair with his neighbor’s goat. They laughed hard as Luther imitated some of the lovesick wails his dog would make over the beloved goat—which turned out to be a billy by the name of Roosevelt. Carson tried to laugh, too, occasionally sipping from a glass of unsatisfying grapefruit juice.


“Coyote medicine is working around your house, Luther,” Owl Eyes teased his young colleague.


“Yes, it’s shameful,” Luther responded. “But Tweeko sure likes it!”


Their laughter settled into silence, closing the portal to the profane world. Owl Eyes motioned that he wished to go out on the patio. The others followed. He sat down on the tiled surface and began to pull out objects from a bundle he had brought. Luther sat down next to the elder Owl Eyes and then looked up at Jimmy, giving a nod.


“We need to leave them in private for a while,” Jimmy explained to Carson. “They have to prepare themselves.”


Carson dutifully followed Jimmy back inside to the living room, where they sat quietly. He felt uneasy. Soon drumming, then softly sung chants came from the patio. Carson looked over to Jimmy for some sign of reassurance, but Jimmy’s eyes were vacant, as though he were far away. The scent of burning sage drifted into the house. When the drumming stopped, Jimmy motioned for Carson to follow him back out to the patio.


Once Jimmy and Carson were outside, Luther approached. He smudged them with smoldering sage while whispering a prayer.


“Come here, Carson,” Owl Eyes instructed. “Sit across from me; Jimmy, you here beside me. We’ll form a small circle.”


The two men did as requested, sitting on the patio tiles. Luther began drumming. The three Native Americans seemed to fall quickly under the spell of the drum but Carson, in his anxiety, remained fidgety. Yet when the singing commenced, he noticed that he felt lighter, as though his body were expanding. His skin felt warm and electric against the night air. Just as the singing and drumming were flowing into a timeless resonance, Owl Eyes signaled for it to stop.


“Carson,” Owl Eyes said. “Jimmy White Stone has told us that you have dreams where a bear comes and speaks to you. Is this so?”


“Yeah, I suppose,” Carson responded hesitantly. “I don’t know how else to describe it, really.”


“What does the bear say?” Owl Eyes continued.


“That’s sort of the weird part.” Carson hesitated. “Well, it’s all weird actually. But these dreams feel different from most. They’re sort of an abduction or something. I mean, I know that sounds weird, too, but—”


“Just answer as directly as you can,” Luther interrupted.


“Okay. This bear, and it’s a really big bear, tells me I have to come with him. At least I think it’s a him. He stands up on his hind legs and talks to me like he’s a person. I don’t know if he’s speaking English, or bear talk, or what, but I can understand him.”


“Come with him where?” Luther asked.


“To where he lives,” Carson said.


“Does he show you where he lives? Do you go there with him?” Luther probed.


“No, I don’t think I have yet, although I can kind of look around him and see something that resembles a cave. There are lots of white sticks inside.”


“Does he say why?” Luther pressed, careful to make no expression or gesture that might influence Carson’s descriptions.


“Kind of, but I don’t get it,” Carson responded. “He wants to show me something, or maybe it’s more like he has something to tell me, or teach me. I don’t want to go with him because I have my own things to be doing. But the bear keeps insisting, keeps telling me I need to come with him. Even after the dream is over, I’m left in this struggle for what feels like the rest of the night. I’m trying to get away or back home, while I can still feel this bear beckoning me, even if later I’m dreaming about something else.”


“And this happens every night, this dream with the bear?” Owl Eyes inserted.


“I can’t remember when it hasn’t occurred. Seems he’s always there. When I wake up in the morning, I can still feel the dream, like it won’t let me free to be back in my own world. Hey, maybe this winter he’ll have to hibernate and we both can get some sleep,” he remarked, needing to inject humor.


The others remained silent, expressionless, and serious.


“Think hard about this,” Owl Eyes said. “Does this bear warn you in some way?”


“Like how?” Carson said, tossing his arms up to convey his frustration.


“By saying that you must come with him to avoid danger or sickness,” Luther suggested.


“Oh that, sure. He’s been saying that from the beginning, but I think that’s just a trick to get me to follow him. You see, I know that if I go with him, he’ll try to take me over. I will have to become something different—not a bear maybe, but something other than who and what I am.”


The medicine men reflected silently for some minutes on what they had heard. This only added to Carson’s anxiety.


“If this is some spirit guide or something from your world, I would really appreciate your taking it back to where it belongs,” he blurted out. “I mean, I was only out there to make this film for you guys, not to get involved in your religion.”


“What else happens in the dream?” Luther said, ignoring Carson’s plea.


Carson sighed. “The main theme that plays out every night is that I’m supposed to join the bear in his cave, to respond to his calling. Then I get glimpses of really weird things, lost worlds or something, maybe sort of like science fiction scenes. There seem to be lots of white sticks all around. But all that stuff gets blurred in my memory when I wake up. The only really clear thing I can remember is the bear itself. And, oh yeah, something I almost forgot, seems that one of his paws is hurt, like he got injured in a fight or something. Yeah, he’s wounded.”


Owl Eyes and Luther immediately looked at one another. Carson observed their exchange, his concerns growing by the moment.


“So what do we need to do here, fellows?” Carson began, trying to get things quickly resolved. “How do we get the bear to go away? Maybe all this bear needs is just some medicine to fix his paw. Mercurochrome or something!”
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