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CHAPTER ONE
 
With fear shooting through his veins and his pulse hammering in his head, Matt Cahill twisted the key and tromped the gas, hoping he wouldn't flood the engine of the two-and-a-half-ton truck. It cranked a couple of times with a maddening lack of results, then caught with a rumbling growl.
Horrific, decaying figures that had been normal people only a short time earlier swarmed around the vehicle, howling with rage and blood lust. Several of them lunged in front of it, trying to cut off Matt's escape route.
Matt didn't hesitate. He slammed the truck into gear and sent it lurching forward. The woman on the seat beside him screamed as the rotting creatures caught in front of the truck scrambled to get out of its way.
Some of them made it, but one man wasn't fast enough. He threw up his arms and shrieked as the truck ran him down. Matt felt the bump as the heavy wheels passed over the body. Nothing could survive that.
And just like that, Matt was a killer again, through no fault of his own, and he had to ask himself if it would ever stop.
But it wouldn't, he knew, as long as he was a player in this game with no rules, this endless bloody chess match against the nightmarish figure that haunted him.
Mr. Dark.
# # # # # #
One day earlier
Matt remembered a time, not so long ago, really, when it seemed like he would never be warm again.
Spending three months buried under an avalanche, tons and tons of snow and ice, probably accounted for that. Once you'd survived something like that—somehow—you had to expect to be pretty chilled.
But now all it had taken to convince him that, yes indeed, he could be warm again, was a summer day in New Mexico, in the high, dry desert country of the Four Corners region.
More than warm. As hot as blazes, actually.
The heat came up from the asphalt of the highway's narrow shoulder through the soles of his boots and seemed to bake his toes. Pigs in a blanket, he thought.
The trucker had dropped him off a couple of miles south of here, where the two-lane state blacktop crossed the interstate. Matt had intended to ride all the way to Gallup with the man, but when he had seen the red sandstone mesa rising from the desert to the north, something had told him that was the direction he needed to head. He had grown accustomed to following his hunches, even though they often led him into trouble.
"Not much up that way," the trucker had warned him, "and not much traffic on that road."
"I can walk," Matt had said, feeling confident that he could. Ever since he had returned to life after being frozen for three months under the avalanche, he had felt stronger and more vital than ever. "I want to take a closer look at that mesa."
The trucker had given him a sideways look but hadn't asked for an explanation, which was good because Matt couldn't have given him one.
What Matt hadn't reckoned on was how fast the blazing sun would leech all the juices and all the energy from a man. A dozen times while he was trudging along the blacktop, he had asked himself if he was crazy to be doing this.
And the answer, of course, was yes. He was crazy. But not just because he was walking up a New Mexico highway in the hot sun with a duffel bag slung over his shoulder that seemed to increase in weight with every step he took.
He was crazy because he saw things that couldn't be there, like the laughing, maniacal face of his personal nemesis, the creature he had dubbed Mr. Dark. He saw the rotting horror of evil on the faces of those touched by Mr. Dark.
Crazy or not, he knew in his heart those visions were real. They had led him to leave his native Pacific Northwest and wander the country. He didn't know why or how he had been brought back from death, but his instincts told him it had to have something to do with fighting Mr. Dark, doing his best to ruin the hideous creature's plans.
So that's what he had been doing for months now, following his instincts, and when they told him to check out that majestic mesa in the distance, he didn't try to talk himself out of it. He just started walking.
And scorching in the pitiless sun. He was used to nearly unending rain and cool, piney woods, not this . . . this oven that called itself a state. 
He slowed as he spotted something on the side of the highway up ahead and realized it was a truck of some kind. The heat-distorted scene seemed to swim in front of Matt's eyes for a second. Distances expanded crazily, stretching out so that it was a mile to the truck, a mile he could never cover, the shape he was in.
He had been out in the sun too long. That was all there was to it.
The truck offered some shade, anyway, and maybe the driver had some water he'd be willing to share. Matt forced his feet to keep going, telling himself that it wasn't as far as it looked.
When he came closer, he saw that the truck's hood was open. Somebody else was having some bad luck today.
As Matt approached, somebody stepped away from the front of the truck. The sun's glare made it hard to distinguish details, but the figure's shape told Matt it was a woman. When he finally stepped into the blessed shade cast by the tall canvas cover over the truck's bed, Matt paused to let his half-blinded eyes adjust.
The woman was in her thirties, good-looking, with honey blond hair pulled back into a ponytail. She wore jeans and a T-shirt with a university logo on it.
And she was watching Matt with the wary look that any woman would display if a stranger came walking up to her in the middle of nowhere, miles from any help.
Matt stopped beside the rear of the truck, not wanting to crowd her and make her any more suspicious than she already was. He lowered his duffel bag to the ground and asked, "Having trouble?"
"Something's wrong with the truck," she replied, "although I suppose that goes without saying. Do you know anything about engines?"
"A little," Matt said. "I'd be glad to take a look at it for you."
She hesitated, clearly still unsure whether to trust him completely, but the idea of being stuck out here must have overcome her nervousness. She turned her head and said, "Andrew, why don't you let this man take a look at it?"
So she wasn't alone after all. The man she called Andrew muttered something and stepped around the front of the truck, where Matt could see him. 
The man was about forty, broad shouldered and sandy haired, wearing a khaki shirt and blue jeans. Rotting skin peeled away from his broad forehead, and where his nose should have been there was only a festering, oozing hole in his face.



CHAPTER TWO
 
Not here, Matt thought. Please, not here, too.
And yet he wasn't the least bit surprised. Nearly everywhere he had gone since leaving Washington, he had encountered these manifestations of evil. Most of the time he believed that was why he had been brought back from death. Some unknown force was guiding his steps to them.
Matt didn't show any reaction to the grotesque sight that met his eyes. He had gotten used to hiding his feelings. And the woman didn't react to the terrible sores on her companion's face, of course, because she couldn't see them.
Matt was the only one who could.
"It didn't overheat," the man said, drawing Matt's attention back to the truck. "It just stopped."
That seemed like a pretty mundane concern for a guy who was slowly being consumed by evil. Matt's pulse hammered faster as he moved forward and said, "I'll take a look at it."
He watched the man from the corner of his eye as he circled around to the front of the truck. If either of them noticed his caution, they gave no sign of it.
The truck was built high off the ground, on big tires. Matt stepped up onto the front bumper so he could get a better look into the engine. He came from a family where the men were expected to be able to work on just about anything mechanical and often did. He checked the wiring first and saw the problem right away.
"You've got a loose wire on your alternator," he said. "You've been running on your battery. Didn't you notice that on the gauge?"
The man scoffed. "I'm not a mechanic. The man who should be taking care of such things quit on us; otherwise, I wouldn't be driving this behemoth back out to the mesa."
They were on their way to the mesa? The same mesa that had drawn him to hike up this desolate road?
Considering the rot that he saw on the man's face, Matt wasn't surprised there was a connection.
"Your battery finally went dead," he said. "I can hook up the alternator again, but without any juice to start the engine, you're still stuck."
The woman said, "I think there's another battery in the back. Our driver . . . our former driver . . . said it was a good idea to bring along a spare, since we'd be so far from anywhere at the mesa. Come on, let's take a look."
She seemed to have decided that he wasn't a psycho killer. He followed her to the back of the truck, where she pulled the canvas cover aside and held it for him while he climbed in. The truck bed held a number of bags and boxes that appeared to be full of supplies, and sure enough, in the front corner, a spare battery.
"You're in luck," Matt told her. "I'll need some wrenches."
"There's a tool kit behind the seat."
In a matter of minutes, he had taken off the dead battery and replaced it with the spare, as well as hooking up the wire that had come loose on the alternator. The work was hard enough in this heat that it caused beads of sweat to break out on his face.
Better than what was breaking out on Andrew's face, Matt thought as he sleeved away some of the sweat.
"All right, try it now," he said.
Andrew climbed into the truck and turned the key. The engine turned over for a moment, then caught. Matt jumped down from the bumper and went to the open door. In other circumstances he might have stepped up onto the running board and leaned in past Andrew to check the gauges, but he didn't want to get that close to the rotting man.
Instead he said, "Leave it running and let me take a look."
He stepped back to give Andrew plenty of room as the man climbed out.
"Looks good," Matt said after he'd peered in at the gauges. "You ought to get where you're going now."
The woman said, "Obviously you have experience with trucks like this."
Matt shrugged. "I used to work at a sawmill. I drove a few trucks back there."
"Would you be interested in a job?"
Andrew said, "Wait a minute. We don't know anything about this man, even his name."
"It's Matt Cahill," Matt said.
"I'm Dr. Veronica Dupre," the woman said. "This is Dr. Andrew Hammond."
So they weren't married. Matt had figured as much from the lack of wedding rings.
"As I mentioned, the man we hired to be our driver and mechanic decided to quit without any warning. We dropped him off in Gallup when we were picking up supplies. We could use a replacement."
Matt was hoping she would say that. They were going to the mesa, and ever since he'd seen it from the interstate, something about it had reached out to him with an undenable compulsion.
Not only that, but the festering sores on Dr. Andrew Hammond's face told him that something bad was probably going to happen on top of that mesa.
Unless he could stop it somehow.
Matt cleared his throat and said, "And I could use a job. I accept."
Hammond frowned, which made more pus ooze from the sores on his face, and said, "Ronnie, I'm still not sure about this."
"Do you want to drive the truck and keep all the equipment working?" she asked him.
For a moment, Hammond didn't say anything. Then he snapped, "Fine. Consider yourself hired, Cahill. The job doesn't pay that much, though."
"I'm not worried about that," Matt said, which was true.
His real reward would be the opportunity to cross swords with the evil that he stalked.
And that stalked him.



CHAPTER THREE
 
Matt put his duffel bag in the back of the truck and climbed behind the wheel. Dr. Dupre slid in beside him, and Hammond sat beside the window. In the close confines of the truck's cab, the stench coming from Hammond made Matt want to gag. If he'd been sitting as close to the man as Dr. Dupre was, he probably would have thrown up.
She couldn't smell the stink, though, and for that she ought to count herself lucky.
Matt put the truck in gear and started it rolling along the blacktop. "Are you folks medical doctors?" he asked.
"PhDs," Hammond said. "Doctors of archeology, in fact."
"We're working on a dig on top of Blood Mesa," Veronica Dupre said. "There's an Anasazi settlement up there, or rather there used to be until it was abandoned about twelve hundred years ago."
"Blood Mesa?"
"That's what it's called. Because of the red sandstone, you know. When the sun hits it just right early in the morning or late in the afternoon, it's the color of blood."
That was a nice, cheery thought. He couldn't very well explain to her that he was here because he had felt the mesa calling to him in some way. She would think he had lost his mind.
"Are you familiar with the Anasazi?"
"I've heard of them," Matt said. "Disappeared mysteriously, didn't they?"
"For a long time that's what people thought. The name means ancient ones or people who came before, which certainly has a mysterious connotation to it." Like any teacher, she was warming to her subject. "Recent theories lean more toward the possibility that the Anasazi were simply absorbed into other tribes like the Navajo and the Hopi, but some of their cities do seem to have been abandoned rather abruptly, including the one on top of Blood Mesa. That's why we're here, to see if we can uncover any evidence of why they deserted this particular settlement."
"Sounds fascinating," Matt said.
Dr. Dupre laughed. "No, it doesn't. It sounds dry as dust to most people, and I know it. And I'm sorry I started lecturing."
"Don't worry. I like to learn new things."
He had learned more about certain things in the past few months than he ever wanted to. Things like evil and tragedy and degradation. The thought made him glance over at Dr. Andrew Hammond, who had his head turned away to look out the window on that side of the truck cab. Because of that, Matt couldn't get a good look at the rot on the man's face, but he knew it was there.
He drove along the two-lane blacktop for about a mile before he came to a dirt road that turned right off the highway and led toward the mesa. Dr. Dupre pointed to it and said, "That's where we turn."
Dust billowed up behind the truck as Matt slowed and wheeled it onto the dirt road. As he turned, he glanced at the big side mirror just outside his window.
Matt caught his breath as he saw the tall, skinny figure standing at the edge of the blacktop. The figure lifted an almost skeletal hand holding something—a lollipop, Matt knew from previous encounters—and waved it slowly in a mocking farewell.
Then the cloud of dust rolled over the asphalt, and Mr. Dark was gone.
# # # # # #
The mesa was about a mile from the state highway. The dirt road leading to it was rough, forcing Matt to grip the steering wheel tighter as the truck bounced through the ruts toward the base of the mesa. The red sandstone cliffs rose a couple of hundred feet and loomed over the truck. From the top, it probably looked like a toy.
The dirt road circled part of the way around the mesa and then angled straight toward it. "That's where you want to go," Dr. Dupre said, pointing to a trail that was little more than a broad ledge rising and curving out of sight around the mesa. Matt figured the ledge must spiral all the way to the top.
"Still think you can handle it?" Hammond asked. "There's no place to turn around. Once you start up, you have to go all the way to the top or else back all the way down." He shook his head, causing the strips of rotten skin hanging from his face to sway. "I wouldn't advise that."
"We'll make it," Matt said.
The road up the side of the mesa, if you could call it that, was even rougher, making Matt grateful for the big tires, and steep enough in places that the truck's engine growled and labored as it climbed. Matt kept a close eye on the temperature and oil-pressure gauges. The truck seemed to be handling the effort all right.
The ledge was narrow enough that when Matt looked out, he couldn't see anything except empty air on that side of the truck. And on the other side loomed the red cliffs, bulging out in places so they overhung the ledge. It was a little nerve-wracking, all right. As a rule, though, his nerves were pretty steady.
"What's up there on top?" he asked. It was a natural question for someone in his position, even somebody who couldn't see the festering sores on Hammond's face.
"There's not much left of the pueblo itself," Dr. Dupre explained, "just a few walls still standing, and the kivas, of course, although some of them have collapsed in on themselves. But there are enough ruins so that when the wind blows through them, it makes a sort of wailing noise, like there's someone up there crying . . . I know, that probably sounds crazy."
Matt shook his head. "Not at all."
"Of course I know that no one lives up there and hasn't for hundreds of years, but there are times I catch myself looking over my shoulder, like there's somebody behind me. But nobody's there. You know what I mean?"
"I do," Matt said. All too well.
As they approached the top, Dr. Dupre pointed through the dust-covered windshield and said, "There's the Indian's Head. We're not supposed to call it that, even though that's what the few people who live around here have called it for years and years. The university doesn't want anybody to be offended."
Matt saw right away what she was talking about. A huge chunk of rock poised at the edge of the mesa, above the ledge. Centuries of erosion had carved it into a shape that roughly resembled a stereotypical Native American profile.
"It's a hard landmark to miss," she went on. "When you see it, you know you're almost at the top."
Sure enough, a couple of minutes later the trail emerged onto the mesa's top, which was approximately half a mile wide and three quarters of a mile long, Matt judged, and laid out in a roughly rectanglar shape, although there were no sharp corners anywhere.
After climbing all the way up the trail, it felt good to be back on relatively level ground again. Stretches of grass grew here and there, along with an occasional stunted bush, but mostly the ground was a mixture of sand and rock. Jagged crevices sliced in from the rim and would have to be avoided. A fall into one of them could be fatal.
As Matt drove across the mesa, he spotted in the distance the ruins Veronica Dupre had mentioned. Some of the eroded walls that were still standing had windows in them, and that probably accounted for the wailing wind she had talked about.
It struck Matt that those openings also looked a little like eyes, watching them approach.
"People actually lived up here?" he asked.
"Oh yeah, several hundred of them. Maybe as many as a thousand."
"How did they get water? What did they live on?"
"They dug cisterns underground and rigged sluices to carry the water down to them when it rained. It doesn't rain much here, as you might imagine, but when it does it's usually a downpour. There are also some springs within walking distance, and they could carry water back from them if they had to. They were able to grow some corn, and hunting parties went out and brought in fresh meat. Getting enough to eat had to be a problem, though. That may be one reason why they finally abandoned this city. They made it work in other places, though. Acoma, southeast of here, is the oldest continually occupied settlement in North America. People still live there." Dr. Dupre laughed. "And I'm lecturing again. Occupational hazard."
Lecture or not, none of what she said explained why the crawling sensation along Matt's spine had gotten even worse since they reached the top of the mesa. He looked around for Mr. Dark but didn't see the scrawny son of a bitch.
Several pickups and jeeps were parked near the ruins. Matt saw a few people moving around, scattered here and there on the mesa. They all appeared to be young, which was no surprise since graduate students did most of the grunt work on archeological digs like this, while the professors just supervised.
A pudgy young man with curly brown hair came toward the truck as Matt brought it to a halt near the other vehicles. Matt opened his door and slid down from the high bench seat.
The young man stopped short and looked at him in surprise.
"Who're you?" he asked.
Drs. Dupre and Hammond had gotten out of the truck on the other side. As they came around the front, Dr. Dupre said, "This is Matt Cahill, Jerry. He's taking Alberto's place."
"What happened to Alberto?"
"He quit," Hammond said with scorn in his voice. "Claimed he was too frightened to come back out here. You know how these uneducated Indians are. Afraid of evil spirits and hogwash like that."
Dr. Dupre frowned at her colleague's comment but didn't say anything.
"Oh. Okay," the young man said. He extended a hand to Matt and grinned as he introduced himself. "Jerry Schultz. I'm glad to meet you, Mr. Cahill."
"Call me Matt," he said as he shook hands.
"Jerry, can you help Matt unload the supplies?" Dr. Dupre asked. "We're going to talk to Dr. Varley."
"Sure, I'd be glad to."
"Jerry can fill you in on anything you need to know about what we're doing up here," Dr. Dupre went on.
"And welcome to Blood Mesa," Hammond added, although the look on his rotting face didn't appear welcoming at all. "I hope you enjoy your stay with us."
Matt doubted the sincerity of that sentiment.
And he had a very strong hunch that he wouldn't enjoy his time on Blood Mesa at all.



CHAPTER FOUR
 
A number of tents were set up near the parked pickups and jeeps. Matt and Jerry began carrying the supplies into a large one that Jerry identified as the mess tent.
Matt had to move his duffel bag to reach one of the crates, and as he set it down, something in the bag made a slight clunking sound as it landed on the truck bed.
"What was that?" Jerry asked.
"Just some of my gear," Matt said.
He didn't explain that it was the ax he had brought with him from the sawmill when he started on his personal odyssey.
The ax that he ought to take out of the duffel bag, carry over to the tent where Dr. Andrew Hammond was talking to an older man with white hair, and bury the keen edge of the blade deep in the evil motherfucker's rotting face.
That would put an end to the trouble before it even began.
But it would leave unanswered the question of why he felt such a compulsion to journey to the top of that mesa. Was there something even worse waiting for him up there, something only he could stop?
Matt didn't know, but he had to find out.
"So you're a graduate student," Matt said to Jerry, just making conversation while they worked.
"Yeah. I'm doing my doctoral thesis on the linguistics of the Anasazi, so I'm hoping we'll find something that'll tell us more about their language, which seems to have been primarily Uto-Aztecan in nature."
"Uh-huh," Matt said.
"Plus it was supposed to be a chance for me and April to spend some, you know, quality time together."
"April?"
"My girlfriend. We came out here together, but we . . . uh . . . sort of had a fight."
"Oh." Matt hoped that Jerry wouldn't feel compelled to share all the details of that disagreement. He didn't really have any interest in grad student soap opera.
"But then that damned Scott Conroy had to come along, too," Jerry continued. "I hate guys named Scott."
"Let me guess," Matt said. "He's . . . April's ex?"
"Yeah. They broke up four months ago. I finally get a chance with her, after all this time, and it looks like things are gonna go my way at last, and then . . . then Scott comes along and starts makin' noises about getting back together with her, you know, and I thought maybe April would tell him to take a hike, but she said she couldn't be rude to him after all they'd been through together, so she had to listen to him, and that just made me, well, you know, that's not something a guy like me wants to hear, since Scott, he's this good-lookin' guy and I'm, well, you can see for yourself what I am, and his name is Scott, for God's sake—"
"So you've known April for a long time?" Matt asked, figuring that if he didn't stop the flood of words somehow, Jerry might pass out from lack of oxygen, especially at this altitude.
"Since a seminar on ancient civilizations in our sophomore year. I looked at her across the room, and suddenly I didn't give a shit about the Hittites anymore."
"Yeah, I know what you mean," Matt said. "So are they going to get back together?"
"April says no . . . but I don't really believe her."
"And she figured out that you feel that way."
"Oh yeah. Pissed her off, too. She said if I didn't trust her, then maybe we shouldn't be together after all."
"Well, there's something to that, I suppose," Matt said.
"Yeah, probably. Anyway, we're sort of stuck up here now, so I guess we'll have to make the best of it. You'd think we'd be more, you know, mature about everything. I mean, we're graduate students. We should be past all this stuff."
Matt just grunted and didn't say anything. He didn't know much about grad school or the whole world of academia, but he had knocked around enough in his life to know that anytime you put a bunch of males and females together, it was junior high all over again.
To distract Jerry from the subject of romance, he said, "This Dr. Varley . . . I take it he's some sort of hotshot in the archeology field?"
"You've never heard of him?"
Matt shook his head. "I don't travel much in academic circles."
"Yeah, he's one of the top men," Jerry said. "He's written a bunch of books and been running the department for years and years. This is gonna be his last dig, though. He's retiring pretty soon."
"Dr. Hammond's going to replace him?"
Jerry laughed, then shook his head. "Don't tell anybody I said this, but Dr. Hammond just wishes he was going to replace him. Dr. Varley's picked Dr. Dupre to take over."
"Does Hammond know that?"
"Yeah, and he's not happy about it, either. This is between you and me, right?"
Matt nodded. "Sure. My word on it."
"Hammond figured when he was running things, he'd be able to hook up with Dr. Dupre. He's been tryin' to get in her pants for a long time, and let's face it, who can blame him? But now she's gonna be the boss, not him, so he's not gonna have any leverage, you know what I mean?"
"Yeah. Tough break for him."
And maybe the anger and resentment that had grown in Hammond's heart because of it was what had drawn Mr. Dark to him.
At first Matt had wondered if the evil he saw on Hammond's face was caused by that skeletal, lollipop-sucking bastard, or if the man had started to rot, inside and out, without being touched by Mr. Dark.
The momentary glimpse Matt had gotten of Mr. Dark as they left the state highway, though, convinced him that something on this mesa had drawn the creature here, just as Matt himself had been drawn. There had to be a reason they kept winding up in the same places. Mr. Dark had a history of manipulating humans to get what he wanted, and Matt had a hunch that Hammond was one of those tools.
The more information he had, the better he might be able to fight whatever was lurking up here. He said, "Tell me about the other members of the expedition. Is that the right word for it, expedition?"
"Sure, whatever. We're all graduate students in archeology . . ."
For the next few minutes, Jerry rattled off names and random facts about his fellow would-be archeologists, mostly concerned with the relative hotness of the female members of the group. All of them met with Jerry's approval to some degree. Matt knew he wouldn't be able to remember all the names, at least not until he got to know them better, so he didn't really try.
By the time he and Jerry finished unloading the supplies, Matt was tired. The heat made a man sweat, and the dry air sucked up all the moisture almost immediately. It would be easy to get dehydrated out here.
He turned to look around. The mesa had a stark beauty, and from this height he could see for twenty miles or more in every direction. Miles and miles of nothing but miles and miles, as the old saying went. But the red and brown and tan landscape was dotted with other mesas, too, as well as slender, towering rock spires and other formations in odd, twisted shapes.
"What do you think of it, Mr. Cahill?"
The voice belonged to Dr. Veronica Dupre. She had come up behind him without him hearing her.
"It's something," Matt said noncommittally as he turned to look at her. "And you might as well call me Matt, too. Mr. Cahill still makes me look around for my dad."
She laughed. "All right, Matt. And you can call me Ronnie. I know I should stand on ceremony, like Dr. Varley and Dr. Hammond, but I've never quite been able to do that. I suppose that comes from years of working to put myself through school."
"What did you do?" Matt asked, curious about this woman. She was attractive, but that wasn't it. There wasn't really anything flirtatious about her attitude.
"Waitressed, bartended, you name it. I even worked in a lumberyard for a while."
That was it, Matt thought. She might have transformed herself over the years, but she had started out in the same blue-collar world he came from. In fact, some of the boards in that lumberyard where she worked could have come from the sawmill where he had worked for so many years.
"That's why I was interested when you said you'd worked in a sawmill," she went on. "We're a lot alike in some ways."
"I suppose so," he said.
But they really weren't, not anymore. She had become a professor, and he had become . . . something. He wasn't sure what. But he wasn't an average joe anymore, no matter how he might wish that were the case.
Ronnie laughed. "Come on. If you're through unloading, I'll show you around. There's a little daylight left, but when night falls out here, it falls hard and fast."



CHAPTER FIVE
 
The supply tent and mess tent were full of bottled water, crates of food, cases of toilet paper, tents, and supplies that would be used in the dig, such as stakes and rolls of twine for marking off grids, mallets for hammering the stakes into the hard ground, framed screens for sifting dirt, boxes and bags for storing artifacts, and portable lights that ran off the generator that also was in the back of the truck. Matt had already seen all of that, but Ronnie Dupre pointed it out to him anyway.
Then they roamed around the ruins and Ronnie showed him the three dig sites, which were separated from one another by several hundred yards. To Matt they just looked like holes in the ground, but as he stood looking down into one of them, he suddenly tensed.
The surrounding area was just a stretch of hard-packed ground with a few rocks littered around it.
But as Matt looked down into the excavation, he seemed to feel a pulsing under the soles of his boots, almost like the ground was alive, with a heart buried somewhere down there underneath its surface.
Whatever was down there didn't need to be dug up.
He couldn't explain that to these rational scientists, though, not in any terms they would understand or accept.
"Is Dr. Hammond in charge of this part of the dig?" he asked. Surely there was a connection between what he felt here and the sores he saw on Hammond's face.
"No, Dr. Varley is supervising this excavation," Ronnie replied.
"Oh." Matt was surprised by that answer.
"I'm sure he'd be glad to tell you more about it, if you're interested. I'll introduce you to him at supper, along with the others."
"Thanks," Matt said. He cast an uneasy glance over his shoulder at the excavation as they walked away.
Ronnie was right about night falling quickly. The members of the expedition gathered in the mess tent, which was lit by oil lamps, and she introduced him to everyone as she had promised.
The grad students all seemed like good kids, and even though he wasn't really that much older than them, Matt couldn't help but think of them that way. April Milligan, Jerry's former girlfriend, was the sort of sweet, wholesomely pretty young woman who reminded people of somebody's little sister. Scott Conroy was the handsome, athletic guy who had been the quarterback in high school and on the honor roll. Ginger Li was the smart, pretty Asian woman. Brad Kern was another former high school athlete, although with his lanky height he'd probably been a forward on the basketball team. With one exception, the rest still blended together in Matt's mind.
That exception was Chuck Pham, who looked Vietnamese. But when he opened his mouth, what came out was the good-ol'-boy drawl of a West Texas redneck. Matt figured that Chuck had been born and raised a long way from his parents' homeland.
Dr. Howard Varley was a soft-spoken man in his seventies, lacking in the arrogance that made Andrew Hammond such a prick, but he had an air of casual superiority about him. He gave Matt a limp handshake and said, "Glad to have you with us, Mr. Cahill. Andrew has told me how you helped out with that mechanical crisis this afternoon. You seem to be something of a godsend."
"I'm always happy to lend a hand," Matt said. He didn't bother telling Dr. Varley to call him Matt. He knew the man would never be that informal.
Supper was simple fare: biscuits and spam cooked on a propane grill, along with canned vegetables heated in a microwave powered by the generator. The members of the expedition ate by the light of the oil lamps, which gave the meal an old-fashioned feel.
Ronnie came over and sat down beside Matt, who was using a large flat rock as a seat. "You've worked really hard since we got here, Matt," she said. "Maybe Alberto's attack of nerves was actually a stroke of luck for us."
Matt shrugged. "The way I was brought up, when I see something that needs doing, I usually try to do it."
He was aware that Andrew Hammond was watching the two of them from the other side of the circle formed by the expedition members. Hammond didn't look happy that Ronnie was talking to Matt. Of course, to Matt's eyes it would have been difficult for Hammond to look happy with all that rotting flesh and those oozing sores.
Matt wondered what was in Hammond's mind to cause that ugliness. Sometimes when he came across the people Mr. Dark had touched, it took a while for the creature's plans to become clear to Matt. All he was sure of was that something bad was going to happen, and it was up to him to stop it if he could, or try to minimize the damage if he couldn't.
After supper the members of the expedition split up and headed for their tents. Technically, the two students in each tent were supposed to be the same gender, but Matt had a hunch there had been some mixing and matching since they'd been here. The three professors had individual tents of their own because they needed room to work. As Matt looked around, he realized that he didn't have a tent. When he asked Ronnie about that, she confirmed it.
"Alberto had been sleeping in the truck. There's a sleeping bag in the back, along with some extra blankets you can use for padding. Do you think you can get by with that?"
"Sure," Matt said without hesitation. "I'm liable to be more comfortable than the rest of you. I've never liked cots very much, and a sleeping bag on the hard ground can be pretty uncomfortable."
Ronnie yawned and said, "I know it's early, but I may go ahead and turn in anyway. It was a long day, driving all the way into town and back, and we're always up early in the morning to get started on the day's work."
"Good night, then," Matt told her.
She started to turn away from where he stood beside the truck, but she paused and looked back at him. "I'm convinced it really was a stroke of good luck when you came walking along that road, Matt. Good luck for us, I mean."
"And me, too," he said.
He pulled himself up onto the lowered tailgate and sat there for a few minutes, watching and listening to the night. The students had taken the lamps with them when they went to their tents. He could see some of them glowing through the canvas and around the entrances, but a couple of the tents were already dark.
Matt tilted his head back and looked up at the stars. To creatures with the short life spans of humans, they seemed unchanging. And they were merciless, he thought, shining down on good and evil alike. Maybe merciless wasn't exactly the right word.
The stars just didn't give a damn about what happened on this puny planet. Being out here like this made Matt uncomfortably aware of just how tiny the denizens of this world really were.
Tiny, maybe, but important enough for Mr. Dark to screw with their lives, for reasons of his own that Matt couldn't yet begin to fathom.
He was thinking about that when loud, angry words came from the other side of the camp and shattered the night's hush.
"Back off, dude, or I'll rip your fuckin' heart out!"



CHAPTER SIX
 
Matt dropped off the tailgate and hurried toward the sound of the disturbance. He heard a voice he recognized as belonging to Jerry Schultz saying, "Hey, take it easy, man. I just want to talk to April."
"She's got nothing to say to you, and she's not interested in anything you have to say."
"Well, I . . . I'd like to hear her tell me that herself."
Several other people had emerged from their tents in response to the commotion, including Ronnie, Varley, and Hammond, whose rotting visage was horrifying in the dim light, bad enough that it would have made a normal person run away screaming.
Matt, for good or ill, was no longer a normal person, of course. And even he flinched inside when he looked at Hammond.
Everyone gathered around a tent where Scott Conroy and Jerry stood facing each other in angry confrontation.
Actually, Jerry looked more scared than angry, Matt thought as he came up to the two young men. Enough light spilled through the tent's entrance for him to get a good look at them. The flap that normally covered the opening was thrown back. Matt saw April inside, sitting on a sleeping bag with her knees pulled up and her arms around them. She had her head down, as if she didn't want to see what was happening just outside the tent.
"What's going on here?" Varley demanded. "I heard shouting."
"It's nothing important, Dr. Varley," Scott said. "Just somebody nosing around where he's not wanted anymore."
Jerry swallowed. He was a little bigger than Scott but a lot softer. But as Matt watched, he saw Jerry's determination overcome his fear.
"I still haven't heard that from April herself," Jerry said. "You don't speak for her, Scott. I just want to talk to her."
"You've talked to her enough."
Hammond said, "We have important work to do out here. Very important work. We didn't come all this way just for you people to play adolescent games!"
Even though Hammond looked like a walking corpse, he was still a stuffy, pompous windbag, Matt thought.
"Sorry, Dr. Hammond," Jerry muttered. "I just want to talk to April for a minute; that's all."
"Oh, for—" Hammond stopped and looked through the tent's open flap. "Milligan, if that's what it'll take to put an end to this idiocy, get out here and talk to this fat cocksucker!"
The others stared at him, including Matt. Most of them seemed shocked. After a couple of seconds, Ronnie said, "Andrew, I'm not sure that's really the best—"
"I'm sorry," Hammond broke in. "It's just been a long day, and I'm tired." He summoned up an insincere smile. "Sorry, Jerry. I didn't mean anything by it."
"That's . . . uh . . . that's all right, Dr. Hammond," Jerry said.
Still smiling, Hammond held out a hand toward the tent. "April, if you would . . ."
Slowly, she crawled out of the tent and stood up. As she put a hand on Conroy's arm, she said, "It'll be all right, Scott. I'm fine, really."
"I just didn't want him upsetting you even more," Scott said.
April looked around. "Please, everyone, just go on about your business. We all need our rest."
"That's right," Varley said. "We'll be digging early in the morning."
As the crowd began to scatter, April faced Jerry. "Say what you have to say," she told him.
Jerry looked around. "Can't we have some privacy?"
"Scott can hear anything you have to say to me."
"Then it's true? The two of you really . . . really are back together?"
"That's right. I'm sorry, Jerry, but you never really trusted me, and because of that, you kept pushing me away."
Matt started drifting back toward the truck. The way this was going, somebody was going to start saying "XOXO" any minute, and he didn't want to hear it.
One of the other grad students fell in beside him. "Almost had a good show back there, didn't we?" the guy said.
Matt glanced over at him, trying to recall his name. Rankin—that was it, he thought. Rick or Rich Rankin; Matt wasn't sure.
"Yeah, I guess," he said.
"Poor April's bound to lose either way."
"How do you mean?" Matt asked.
"Well, she's way out of Jerry's league. She'd be lowering herself to hook up with him. And Scott . . . well, Scott's just trying to convince himself that he's not gay. That's a losing battle. Believe me, I know."
"Okay," Matt said. He didn't care who coupled with whom among this bunch, but listening to Rankin was probably the easiest way to get him to go on his way.
"He'll figure it out sooner or later," Rankin said. "Good night, Mr. Cahill."
"Good night," Matt said. Rankin veered off toward one of the tents, and Matt headed for the truck.
When he got there, he looked back at the tent where Jerry and April still stood. Jerry was gesturing and talking earnestly. April just shook her head and turned toward the tent. Scott Conroy stood nearby, his arms crossed and smugness radiating from him. He said something to Jerry and then followed April into the tent.
The entrance flap fell closed, cutting off the light.
But Matt could still see well enough to see Jerry standing there, his shoulders slumped in defeat. Matt recalled the line from some poem about it being better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.
Sometimes, poets didn't know shit.
# # # # # #
The rest of the night passed quietly enough, although Matt was restless, his dreams haunted by visions of Mr. Dark and all the evil he had witnessed in recent months. He woke up sweating a couple of times, even though the dry, high desert air grew rather chilly before morning.
Everyone would be responsible for cooking, cleaning up after meals, and all the other mundane chores that kept the camp functioning while the dig went on. This morning two of the young women, Maggie Flynn and Astrid Tompkins, were preparing breakfast. Matt accepted a cup of coffee from Astrid, a young black woman with a killer smile.
Thinking back to his high school days, Matt recalled that most of the really smart girls had also been pretty good-looking. He didn't know why that was, but obviously that was still the case. Jerry was right: all six of the female grad students were attractive.
After breakfast, which was over by the time the sun had risen much above the horizon, the members of the group scattered to three dig sites. Dr. Varley headed toward the spot where Matt had felt that eerie, unpleasant sensation the previous evening. As Matt trailed behind him with an armload of tools Varley had asked him to bring, he said, "Excuse me, Doctor, but are you sure this is a good place to dig?"
Varley stopped short and turned around to look at Matt with an irritated expression on his lined and weathered face. "And exactly how many books on archeology have you written, Mr. Cahill?"
"You know I haven't written any," Matt said.
And I've never even read any, but I know a bad place when I see it.
"Well, then, I think we'll leave those decisions up to me," Varley said.
Matt nodded. "Sure, Doctor." What else could he say? 
April and Scott assisted Dr. Varley, along with Sierra Hernandez and Chuck Pham. Hammond's excavation was a couple of hundred yards away. He had Brad Kern, Rich Rankin, Noel McAlister, and Maggie Flynn working there with him. Still farther away, almost on the other side of the settlement, Ronnie was excavating one of the collapsed kivas with the help of Jerry, Ginger, Astrid, and Stephanie Porter. Matt circulated among all three locations, fetching equipment and tools for the scientists and helping to haul away chunks of rock that were too big for one person to handle.
Hammond was as ugly as ever with the rotting sores on his face, but they didn't seem to be getting any worse, which surprised Matt a little because he had expected some progression. He kept a close eye on the others as well, in case sores began to pop up on their faces, but so far that hadn't happened. He didn't really like some of them, but he knew it was possible for people to be assholes without being truly evil.
Matt kept drifting back to Varley's excavation, convinced that if anything happened, it would be there. Varley had used stakes and twine to lay out a rectangle with a large rock at each corner. As Matt studied it, he realized how symmetrically the rocks were placed. They appeared to be markers designating an area about eight feet by fifteen feet.
When Matt stood there next to the excavation, he still felt the definite sense of unease that had cropped up inside him when he was here the night before. He wished he could talk Varley out of digging here, but every time he even broached the subject during the day, the elderly professor cut him off short.
About the middle of the afternoon, Ronnie scrambled out of the kiva, looked around, and then waved her arms at Matt, who was over by the truck. He had already spotted her as she emerged from the hole in the ground and recognized a sense of urgency in her movements. He started trotting toward her even before she signaled to him.
She motioned for him to stop and called, "Round up everyone and bring them over here, Matt! We've found something they need to see!"
Matt couldn't tell from her attitude if the find was something good or bad, but Ronnie certainly seemed excited. He gave her a thumbs-up and headed for the other locations to spread the word.
"What's this all about?" Hammond asked irritably when Matt told him Ronnie wanted to see everybody at the kiva. "Did she tell you what she'd found?"
Matt shook his head. "Afraid not, Doctor. She just said everybody should go over there."
"All right, all right," Hammond muttered, adding to the students working with him, "Come on."
Everyone gathered around the kiva. The stone wall of the well-like structure was still partially intact, but it had collapsed in places and over the centuries allowed dirt to spill in and fill the hole. Ronnie and her helpers had dug down, exposing the broken top of the circular wall and emptying some of the dirt from the lower part of the kiva. Matt knew vaguely that the Indians had used these places in their religious ceremonies, but that was the extent of his knowledge.
Ronnie had gone back down the metal ladder that rested inside the hole. Ginger and Astrid were down there with her, but Jerry and Stephanie were on the ground outside the kiva with the others.
"What is it, Dr. Dupre?" Varley asked. "A significant find?"
"I think so," Ronnie said. She took something that Astrid handed her and came up the ladder to show it to the other members of the group. What looked like a dirty brown stick about a foot and a half long was really something else, Matt sensed as the unease grew inside him.
When Ronnie reached the top of the ladder, Hammond practically snatched the thing out of her hand.
"Good Lord," he said. "That's a human femur."
"Look at the markings on it," Ronnie said.
Everyone leaned in except Matt. He wouldn't have known what he was looking at.
He didn't have to wait long to find out, though. April made a face and asked, "Are those . . . teeth marks?"
"I think so," Ronnie said. "It looks like something has gnawed all the meat off that bone."
"Not something," Hammond said with excitement in his voice. "Someone. No wild animal did this. Those marks were made by human teeth." A grin stretched across his rotting face. "What you've found here, Dr. Dupre, is indisputable evidence of cannibalism!"
He didn't have to sound so damned happy about it, Matt thought.
Then again, considering that Hammond's face was rotting off his skull, maybe he did.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
They were all excited by the discovery, even the ones like April, who were grossed out by it.
"We've uncovered several other bones with these markings," Ronnie said. "Also marks that look like they were made by flint knives or axes."
"Excellent, excellent," Varley said. "Continue with your excavation, Dr. Dupre. Do you need some extra help with cleaning, identifying, and tagging the specimens?"
Ronnie shook her head. "No, my team and I can handle it, at least for now. But I thought you'd all like to know."
"Of course," Hammond said as he handed the femur back to her. "This is very exciting."
They all stood around talking about it for a while; then Varley said, "We should get back to work."
The other teams returned to their digs, leaving Ronnie, Jerry, Ginger, Astrid, and Stephanie to work in and around the kiva. Jerry spread out a tarp on the ground and arranged all the bones they had found so far on it.
Matt watched him for a minute and then asked, "Are you going to try to reassemble the whole skeleton?"
"No, not here," Jerry said. "That's a job that'll have to be done back at the university. Anyway, there may be more than one skeleton down there. We're still pretty high up in the kiva."
Matt frowned. "You mean there could have been a whole bunch of bodies in there?"
"Sure." Jerry sound cheerful about the prospect, which Matt supposed meant that he was a true scientist. The evidence left behind was more important than all the people who had died to provide it.
"The Indians normally didn't use these kivas as burial pits, did they?"
"We don't really know everything they were used for," Jerry said. "The later Puebloan tribes used them primarily for ceremonial purposes, but the Anasazi and the other early peoples in this region had them, too, and we don't know why. I don't recall reading about anybody ever coming across evidence of them being used as burial pits . . . until now. And what happened here wasn't exactly a burial, you know."
Matt frowned. "What do you mean?"
"Well . . . you heard what Dr. Dupre said about all the meat being gnawed off the bone. When you finish with a chicken wing, what do you do with the bone?"
"Throw it in the garbage," Matt said as a hollow feeling crept into his gut. "This was a garbage dump for cannibals."
"Looks like it might've been," Jerry said.
"Jerry," Astrid called from down in the excavation. "We've got more bones here!"
"Coming," Jerry said.
Matt felt a little sick and just wanted to get away from there. Ancient cannibal Indians . . . just one more indication, as if he or anybody else needed it, that human evil wasn't a recent invention.
By the end of the day, the tarp Jerry had spread on the ground was covered with human bones, and another one had been filled as well. Matt stood looking at them as the sun went down and thought about the incredible amount of human suffering they represented.
Ronnie came up beside him. "Pretty impressive, isn't it?"
"In a gruesome sort of way, I suppose."
"Well, yes, there's that to consider, of course. I'm not an expert in forensic archeology, but even I can tell that these people were killed, hacked apart, and eaten, probably raw. The ends of the bones where they were dismembered don't show any signs of charring, as they would if they'd been cooked."
Matt started to take a deep breath, then stopped abruptly because of what he might smell. Then he realized that the stench of death was long gone from this place. It just smelled of dust.
"How many people are we talking about?" he asked.
"Again, I'm not an expert in that field, but I would guess somewhere between two and three dozen. And it's likely we'll find even more as we continue to dig. There's no sign of the pile ending anytime soon."
"Dozens and dozens of people," Matt murmured. "Murdered and eaten."
"I know, it's terrible. You're probably asking yourself what could cause such an atrocity."
He looked over at her.
"Actually, it ties in with something we've come to believe about the Anasazi and why they abandoned these pueblos. There's evidence to suggest that the region was hit with a whole string of disastrous droughts and crop failures. In an area that doesn't get much rain to start with, the margin for error in such things as growing corn is very small. And when there's a severe drought, the animal population is always affected, too, and becomes smaller. So if both hunting and raising crops didn't produce enough food to feed the people who lived here . . ."
"They started eating each other," Matt said.
"Yes, and then of course the ones who did survive probably wouldn't want to stay in those places that reminded them of what they'd done. So they moved away and the result is this."
Ronnie waved her hand to indicate the ruins around them.
Matt shook his head as he slipped his hands in the hip pockets of his jeans. "No offense, but I don't know if I completely buy that explanation," he said. "For this many people to have died so violently, it seems more like a bunch of them went crazy. Like an orgy of killing. It wouldn't have gone on and on like a gradual thing."
"Mass hysteria?" Ronnie asked with a frown. "That's more likely to manifest itself in group suicides, like in Jonestown or that comet cult in California. Not in mass murder. Anyway, if you don't mind my saying so, Matt . . . it sounds almost like you're speaking from personal experience."
He shook his head. "I just know what I've read in the papers and seen on TV," he lied. He had seen how evil could spread like wildfire through a group of people, though he wasn't sure he had encountered it yet on this scale.
"Well, we'll keep digging," Ronnie said. "Maybe we'll turn up some positive evidence of what happened."
He noticed that she was standing a little farther away from him than she had been a few minutes earlier. Great, he thought. Now she thinks I'm a psycho killer. He supposed he had sounded a little crazy.
But she didn't know the things he knew, couldn't see the things he could see. If she could, she would be a lot more worried.
# # # # # #
The work continued at all three digs the next day. Hammond and his group hadn't found anything worth noting, but Dr. Varley's team had dug down far enough to reveal that the four "rocks" at the corners of the rectangle were actually the tops of four pillars. Matt paced around the excavation worriedly.
Varley wasn't doing any of the actual digging himself, due to his advanced age. Scott and Chuck did most of that while April and Sierra sifted through the dirt for artifacts.
"What does this look like to you, Doctor?" Matt asked Varley.
"Those pillars are supports for a roof," Varley said, pointing to them. "The irregularities on the tops indicate that they were broken off at some time, so it's safe to assume that originally they were taller. Not all kivas were underground, you know, nor were they all circular. Many of them were square or rectangular and built partially or completely aboveground. I believe what we have here are the ruins of a large, partially sunken kiva with stone walls and a roof."
"You haven't found any bones here, have you?"
Varley smiled and shook his head. "No, no bones. Those seem to be confined to Dr. Dupre's excavation."
If that was the case, Matt wondered why this place bothered him even more than the one that contained evidence of murder and cannibalism.
Late that afternoon, Scott and Chuck uncovered something else. Matt was hunkered on his heels near the edge of the excavation as the two young men leaned over and brushed dirt away from what took shape as a large, smooth, flat stone surface. This wasn't sandstone. It gleamed black, like obsidian.
"Dr. Varley, look at this!" Scott called.
Varley, April, and Sierra came up to the rim of the pit and gazed down into it, along with Matt.
"What is it?" April asked.
"Keep digging," Varley ordered. "We need to determine the object's dimensions."
Shovels bit into the dirt. Scott and Chuck scraped it away until the stone had been revealed down to a depth of several inches. Its edges were square cut. It was about three feet wide and maybe seven feet long.
"It's an altar," Varley said in a hushed voice.
"Like for religious ceremonies?" Scott asked.
"Or maybe for human sacrifices, like in the movies," Chuck said in his West Texas drawl.
Sierra took him seriously and said, "I didn't know the Anasazi sacrificed people."
"We didn't know they practiced cannibalism until now, either," a new voice said. Matt glanced up and saw Andrew Hammond standing near the excavation, a smile on his disfigured face. "This is exciting, Howard, very exciting."
Varley nodded. "Yes, it is."
Scott was feeling around at one end of the altar. He said, "Dr. Varley, something's carved into the stone down here. I can't tell what it is."
"Uncover it," Varley ordered as he leaned over and rested his hands on his knees so he could peer more closely into the pit. "Dig the dirt away from it before we lose our light."
Scott and Chuck wielded their shovels with even greater enthusiasm. Matt felt coldness growing inside him as they uncovered more and more of the altar at one end.
"What is that?" Varley muttered. "The stone is so dark it's difficult to see the markings."
He straightened and started for the ladder. Matt stood up, too, suddenly even more anxious than he had been.
Varley motioned to April and Sierra. "Girls, come with me. You've been part of this, too. You deserve to see what we've found."
Matt felt something wild growing inside him. He started to reach for the elderly professor's arm, not knowing what he would say but feeling a growing need to stop this.
Hammond got in his way. The man's rotting lips drew back from his teeth in an animal-like snarl as he said, "Leave them alone, Cahill."
Suddenly Matt wished he had gotten his ax out of his duffel bag and split Hammond's head open that first day, like he had thought about doing. He might have been hauled off and arrested for murder, but that would be better than what was about to happen here.
"Get the hell out of my way," he said.
Hammond laughed. "You're too late," he told Matt. "Too late."
It was true. Time was screwy somehow. Varley, April, and Sierra had climbed down into the excavation and were crowded around the altar with Scott and Chuck. Matt stepped around Hammond so he had a good view as Scott knelt and brushed the last of the dirt away from the lines carved into the stone.
In the garish red light of late afternoon, the lines formed an unmistakable image, one that Matt had seen all too many times in the past few months.
It was the face of Mr. Dark, and just above it was another striking, sinister image, a snake eating its own tail.
And as Dr. Howard Varley murmured, "Fascinating," a huge blister formed on his cheek, burst, and oozed bilious green pus that trickled down and dripped off his jaw.



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
"Get out of there!" Matt yelled. "Get out while you—"
But it was already too late. The four grad students reeled back from the altar, and as they did, sores appeared on their faces as well.
Something slammed down on the back of Matt's neck, driving his face against the ground. Blood spurted from his nose. He twisted to look over his shoulder and saw Hammond looming above him. The professor's hands were clubbed together and lifted to deliver another blow.
Matt shot an elbow back into Hammond's belly. The impact knocked Hammond to the side and gave Matt the chance to roll away from him. As he did so, he lifted a booted foot and caught Hammond under the chin with a kick that sent the man sprawling.
Matt scrambled to his hands and knees. He saw Varley climbing out of the pit. The elderly professor's face was covered with sores now, the red marks standing out in stark contrast to his snow-white hair.
"Doctor, get away from that thing!" Matt yelled as he came to his feet.
Varley roared, "Shut your motherfucking mouth!" He stepped off the ladder onto the ground at the edge of the pit and pointed at Matt. "Get him!"
Scott was right behind Varley on the ladder. With almost superhuman agility, he leapt out of the excavation. He had brought his shovel with him, and he gripped the handle and swung the blade at Matt's head with blinding speed.
Matt ducked under the swinging shovel and stepped in to slam a punch into Scott's midsection. The blow sent Scott staggering back a couple of steps, but he caught his balance quickly.
Chuck was out of the pit by now, also armed with the shovel he had used to help unearth the altar. He raised it high above his head, unleashed what sounded like a rebel yell from his throat, and brought the shovel down. Matt leapt aside from it. The shovel clanged loudly on the ground.
April reached the top of the ladder. Her wholesome beauty was gone now. Sores had erupted all over her face. Green corruption dripped from them, and strips of rotting flesh peeled off her nose and chin. She screeched curses as she ran at Matt with her hands extended in front of her, the fingers hooked like claws.
He grabbed her arms and flung her against Chuck. The two of them got tangled up together. Matt needed that respite because Scott was coming at him again. He caught the shovel before the blade could bash his brains out. His foot snapped out in a kick that caught Scott in the left knee and made the young man's leg buckle. Matt shoved him to the ground.
The yelling had gotten the attention of the others on top of the mesa. From the corner of his eye, Matt spotted several of them running toward him to find out what was wrong.
He waved his arms at them and yelled, "Get back, get back!" He didn't know how far-reaching the effect given off by the altar might be. Even though it hadn't changed him as it had the others, he could feel it, radiating from the carved face of Mr. Dark like ripples in a pond.
This was what had happened to the people who lived in this pueblo almost a thousand years earlier, he thought. Madness had spread from the altar and washed over the mesa, leading to a frenzy of slaughter and depravity.
Blood Mesa was a good name for the place, all right. It had been drenched in blood in those long-ago days . . . and soon might be again.
"Get in the truck and the pickups!" Matt shouted at the others. He didn't know if the vehicles would provide any safety, but they would be more secure than the tents. Maybe if he could get the rest of the group to flee, he could stay behind and deal with the ones who'd been changed by Mr. Dark.
That meant he'd probably have to kill all of them.
Or be killed by them. While some mystical force seemed to protect him from the touch of Mr. Dark, he could be harmed by those who had been prodded into evil by the creature.
Brad Kern and Noel McAlister were the closest of the grad students from the other groups. They had run ahead of Maggie and Rich. Suddenly both young men stumbled and clapped their hands to their heads as if they had been struck by migraines at the same instant.
Brad fell to his knees and clawed at his face. Chunks of flesh came away, shredded by his fingernails. Noel managed to stay on his feet, but sores were appearing on his face, too. Matt watched in horror, wondering if waves of evil had reached out from the altar and touched them, too. Was there any way to stop this, to reverse what was happening, to save these people?
Hell, was there any way for him to save himself?
Noel's unsteady gait strengthened. He lowered his hands, laughed, and charged at Matt. Behind him, Brad surged to his feet and joined in the attack.
Like a football lineman, Matt went low and threw himself at their knees. They crashed into him and tumbled out of control over him. Matt slapped his hands against the ground and pushed himself into a roll that carried him past the two fallen grad students.
Maggie and Rich had stopped and were staring at Brad and Noel, clearly confused about why they had attacked Matt. Matt hurried to his feet, grabbed their arms, and urged them toward the truck.
"Go! Go!"
Behind him, terrified screams filled the night. Matt and the students swung around and saw that Astrid had stumbled into the path of Hammond, Varley, Scott, Chuck, April, and Sierra as they gave chase. Varley had hold of her and clawed at her face as she screeched.
"Kill her!" Varley cried. "Kill the fucking cunt!"
Scott and Chuck shoved him aside and started flailing at Astrid with their shovels. Her screams were cut off short as the two young men battered her to the ground.
The horrific scene had distracted Brad and Noel. They ran to join in as everyone who had been affected by the altar swarmed around Astrid and began tearing her to pieces.
After seeing that, Maggie and Rich didn't need any more urging to make a run for it. They dashed toward the truck.
Matt ran behind them, glancing over his shoulder as he did so. He realized it wouldn't do any good to seek shelter in the pickups. Scott and Chuck could just shatter the windshields and windows with those shovels.
The truck might be a different story. It was taller, the windshield and windows not as easy to reach, and he had the keys to it in his pocket. If he could get in the truck and get it started, he might be able to use it as a weapon.
Ronnie and the students who had been with her ran up to Maggie and Rich. Matt was close behind them.
"Hide in the ruins!" he told them. "Grab some shovels or something to use as weapons! Go!"
Ronnie clutched his sleeve as the others scattered. "Matt, what . . . what's happened?"
"They killed Astrid!" Maggie said with a hysterical sob. "They tore her to pieces, Dr. Dupre! They're crazy!"
"You need to get out of here, Ronnie!" Matt said. "And don't go anywhere near Dr. Varley's excavation!"
The pursuit should have caught up to them by now. Matt looked over his shoulder and felt cold horror go through him. Hammond and the others hadn't resumed the chase. They were gathered around Varley, who was carrying Astrid's head, which had been hacked raggedly from her neck with the blade of a shovel.
"My God," Ronnie said in a voice hushed with awe and fear. "They're . . . they're insane."
She couldn't see the evil taking physical form on their faces the way Matt could, but she could see the results of it still dripping blood as the head swung back and forth in Varley's hand as he held it above his head and the others circled around him in some sort of macabre dance.
Matt took hold of her arm and began to back toward the truck. "Remember the bones in the kiva," he told her. "The people who lived here went mad and turned on each other. That's what's going on."
"I don't believe it!"
"You can see it for yourself, damn it! Look what they did to Astrid!"
"Something must have caused this. We have to help them—"
"We can't," Matt said. "All we can do is try to keep them from killing us."
Ronnie shook her head stubbornly as she backed away beside him. "That's not possible. It's some sort of disease. We need to get them to a hospital—"
Matt wouldn't have expected any other reaction from a rational, highly educated person. To people like Ronnie, there was always a scientific explanation for every problem, and there was always a way to fix it, too.
Matt knew better. "Rational" had nothing to do with it. He was looking at pure chaos in human form, and so he wasn't surprised when the circle suddenly broke apart and Chuck screamed and charged at him, waving his blood-smeared shovel.
"I'm gonna bash y'all's fuckin' heads in!" he yelled, spittle flying from his mouth.
The others followed his lead, dashing toward Matt and Ronnie as they screeched obscenities.
"Run!"
Matt sprinted toward the truck, keeping his hand clamped on Ronnie's arm so he dragged her along with him. Terror soon had her running just as fast as he was. What she was seeing might baffle and offend the scientist part of her, but the human part was smart enough to be scared shitless.
Jerry, Rich, Ginger, Maggie, and Stephanie had disappeared into the ruins of the ancient pueblo. Matt didn't see any of them, and he was glad of that. Night was coming on, and they might be able to hide.
On the other hand, the darkness would make it more difficult to see the things that were stalking them.
And that was the way Matt thought of them—as things. The people they had been were gone. He wondered if Andrew Hammond had been human at all, the whole time they had been up here.
Their feet pounding on the hard-packed ground, Matt and Ronnie reached the truck. Matt yanked the driver's side door open and boosted Ronnie into the cab with one hand while digging in his jeans pocket for the keys with the other. As Ronnie slid across the seat, Matt vaulted into the cab after her. He pulled the door shut just in time for it to stop the shovel blade that Chuck swung at him. Metal clanged against metal. Matt used his left elbow to push down the lock button while he jammed the key into the ignition with his right hand.
"Lock your door!" he yelled.
"Got it!" Ronnie said. She flinched away from the window as Sierra climbed onto that side of the cab and started slapping at the glass while yelling frenziedly.
Chuck was trying to pull himself high enough on the side of the cab to get a good swing at the window with the shovel. Matt twisted the key and tromped the gas, hoping he wouldn't flood the engine. It caught with a rumbling growl as Hammond, Varley, Scott, and April threw themselves in front of the truck.
Matt slammed the truck into gear and sent it lurching forward. Ronnie screamed as the people caught in the vehicle's path scrambled to get out of the way. Hammond, Scott, and April made it, but Varley just wasn't fast enough.
The old man threw up his arms and shrieked as the truck ran him down. Matt felt the bump as the heavy wheels passed over Varley's body. Nothing could survive that.
"My God, my God!" Ronnie cried. "You killed him!"
"You saw what they did to Astrid," Matt said. "I wish I'd gotten a couple of the others, too."
"You're crazy! You're as crazy as they are!"
He kept his left hand on the wheel as the truck bumped around several partially collapsed walls. With his right hand, he grabbed her shoulder and shook it.
"Look at me!" he told her. "Look at me, damn it! You saw their eyes. You saw their faces. Look at mine!"
He turned his head to look over at her. Ronnie stared at him with wide, panic-stricken eyes for a moment, then drew in a deep, shuddery breath.
"All right, maybe you're not quite as crazy," she said. "But did you have to kill Dr. Varley?"
"Yes," Matt said. "I'm sorry. I know they're your friends, Ronnie. But there's no way we can help them. All we can do is try to save ourselves and the others who haven't gone mad."
"We can get the others and drive away! As long as we're in the truck and moving, Dr. Hammond and the others can't stop us."
Matt nodded as he clutched the wheel and tried to keep the truck under control. "That's what I'm hoping. We need to get off this mesa."
But at the back of his mind lurked another thought. That altar was uncovered now, and its evil had already begun to spread. How far would it go? And if Hammond and the others who were affected by it were left to venture out into the world, what damage would they do?
Matt didn't know the answers to those questions, but he was pretty sure they wouldn't be good. He wanted to save Ronnie and the unaffected students, but ultimately the most important thing he could do here was stop the others and somehow destroy that altar, which might, just might, reverse the effect and keep him from having to kill them.
Yeah, he thought. That was all he had to do.



CHAPTER NINE
 
Matt switched on the truck's headlights and leaned on the horn, sending a long, strident blare over the top of the mesa.
That would help the crazed ones track them, but it couldn't be helped. He wanted to draw the unaffected students to the truck. It would be better for all of them to be together.
He had to come up with a plan, and he thought it would be a good idea, too, to get Ronnie's brain working, to distract her from all the confusion and horror she had to be feeling. Besides, she was a highly intelligent woman. He could use her help.
"Listen to me," he said as he sent the truck bucking and bouncing through the ruins. "It's too long a story to tell you how I know this, but believe me, it's true. The reason this is happening is because Dr. Varley and his group uncovered a sacrifical altar in their excavation."
"A sacrificial— What are you talking about? The Anasazi didn't practice human sacrifice."
"April said the same thing . . . just before she started trying to kill me. They changed right before my eyes, Ronnie. I swear it."
He didn't tell her that Hammond had been evil all along. That detail would just complicate things unnecessarily. Let her think Hammond had been affected along with the others. In the end, it didn't matter.
"You're saying this is some sort of supernatural thing? That they've been . . . possessed, for want of a better word?"
"Corrupted might actually be a better word. They've been changed."
"And they can't be changed back?"
"If there's a way to do that, I don't know it," Matt said. "And I've tried."
She looked over at him sharply. "This isn't the first time you've seen something like this?"
"No. I know it sounds nuts, but it's true."
"You aren't here by accident, are you?"
Even under these circumstances, he couldn't hold back a laugh. "No. I'm not."
"You sound like one of those people who wear aluminum foil on their heads to keep the government or the aliens from controlling their thoughts."
"I know. But ask yourself this: how long have you known Dr. Varley?"
"Seven years," Ronnie replied, her voice catching a little.
"In all that time, he never tried to kill you or hurt anybody else, did he? He never danced around with a dead girl's head in his hand."
Ronnie gave a little moan and choked out, "Of course not."
"Then it's obvious something changed."
Silence from Ronnie for a moment, then, "You're right, Matt, something changed. But I can't believe that story about the altar. It's . . . it's a virus or some sort of toxin. It has to be."
If she wanted to believe that, fine, he told himself. It didn't change what they had to do.
Before Matt could say anything else, a shape darted toward them from the right. Matt took his foot off the gas as he recognized Ginger Li. She screamed, "Help! Help me!"
Matt hit the brake. The truck skidded and screeched to a halt. Ronnie started to open her door, then stopped and looked at Matt. He nodded to her. Ginger's face was still clear of sores.
Ronnie swung the door open and said, "Get in here." Ginger crowded in beside her as Ronnie slid closer to Matt. They might be able to get one of the other young women into the cab.
"Close the door," he told them. "We need to keep moving." Ginger slammed the door. "And lock it," Matt added unnecessarily. Ginger was already pushing the button down.
Once that was done, she collapsed in a shuddering heap against Ronnie, who put her arms around her. "I . . . I saw what they did to Astrid," Ginger said. "What's wrong with them?
"Something bad has happened to some of the others," Ronnie told her, which seemed like the understatement of the year to Matt. "We don't know exactly what it is, but we have to stay away from them until we find everybody who's all right; then we're getting out of here."
"I want to go home!" Ginger wailed.
"Soon," Matt told her. "Soon, I hope."
Ronnie comforted Ginger while Matt continued searching for the other grad students who had scattered through the ruins. After a few minutes, Ronnie looked over at him and said, "I've been thinking. If you're right about that altar—and I'm not saying you are—would destroying it put a stop to this madness?"
"I don't know. Maybe."
Matt didn't hold out much hope that destroying the altar would save those who were already affected, but at least that might stop the evil it contained from spreading. Whether that evil was caused by Mr. Dark—or had created Mr. Dark—he didn't know. That image of the snake eating its tail, what was it called? Ouroboros. The name leapt into his head, recalled from some otherwise forgotten book.
It was a symbol of something endlessly dying and being reborn. In this case, something that had haunted the dreams and lives of humanity all the way back into antiquity.
"Then we should blow it up," Ronnie said.
"Blow it up? How do we do that?"
"With some of the dynamite we brought with us."
"Dynamite!" Matt repeated. "Nobody said anything to me about having dynamite around!"
"Just one small crate of it, in case we needed to do any blasting in the excavations. It's in Andrew's—Dr. Hammond's—tent. He's handled dynamite before, so he brought it with him."
Matt took a hand off the wheel and scrubbed it over his face. If he had known that Hammond, with the evil already in firm control of him, had brought dynamite along, he would have been even more worried. Of course, things had already gone pretty bad anyway, almost as bad as they could—
Dusk had started its rapid descent on the landscape, and from the corner of his eye Matt saw the sudden spurt of fire in the gray gloom. At the same time, he heard the roar of an explosion. He braked again and looked across the mesa toward the spot where a cloud of smoke and dust billowed into the air.
"Oh my God!" Ronnie said.
It was too much to hope that one of the other grad students had gotten hold of the dynamite and blasted the altar into a million pieces. The others didn't even know about it yet. Someone else had used the explosives.
And Ronnie had just said that Hammond had experience handling dynamite.
"Shit!" Matt said. He goosed the accelerator and cranked the wheel as he swung the truck toward the site of the explosion.
The headlight beams lanced across the mesa and lit up the cloud of dust as it drifted apart. Matt knew what he should be seeing now, but it wasn't there anymore.
"The Indian's Head," Ronnie said. "It's gone."
"The Indian's Head?" Matt repeated. "That big rock?"
She nodded. "The one that sat just above the trail up here. If it's not there anymore, that means Hammond used the dynamite to blast it apart. The pieces must have fallen on the trail and blocked it."
"If that's true, we can't get down. We're trapped up here," Matt said.
That made Ginger let out another frightened wail.
"Hammond may be crazy, but that doesn't mean he's not smart," Matt said. "Yeah, we're stuck."
Ronnie swallowed. "On top of a mesa with seven lunatics who want to kill us, and it's going to be dark in another few minutes. Is that what you're trying to tell me?"
Before Matt could answer, a shape hurtled from the top of a partially collapsed wall and smacked into the hood of the truck. Brad Kern grabbed hold of the truck and pressed his leering face against the glass of the windshield.



CHAPTER TEN
 
Ronnie and Ginger both screamed. Matt whipped the steering wheel back and forth, swerving the truck from side to side in an attempt to make Brad lose his grip and fall off.
But he hung on, and with his long arms and legs he resembled a giant insect attached to the windshield.
Matt wasn't sure what Brad intended to do. He didn't appear to be armed, and he couldn't get into the cab as long as Matt kept the truck moving.
A second later, Matt got his answer. Brad drew his head back on his neck as far as he could and then slammed his forehead against the glass.
The windshield was too thick for Brad to shatter it, but that didn't stop him from smashing his head against it again and again. Blood began to smear the glass. Matt sensed that Brad would continue to ram his head against the windshield until his skull fractured and he bashed his brains out. He was that desperate to get at them and kill them.
Ronnie and Ginger both screamed as Brad butted the glass again. Matt tried a different tack and stood on the brake. The truck jerked to a sudden stop.
That was enough to dislodge Brad. He flew off the hood and landed on his back. His face was already a bloody ruin, but whatever was in control of him now kept him from feeling any pain. He started to climb to his feet.
Brad appeared not to see the bulky figure that loomed up behind him. All his attention was focused on the truck and its occupants.
So it must have taken him by surprise when Jerry Schultz slammed the big chunk of rock against the back of his head. The impact drove Brad to his knees. Moving with frantic speed, Jerry hit him again. Brad fell on his face. Jerry dropped on top of him, digging both knees into Brad's back to pin him on the ground.
Then Jerry hit him again and again until Brad's head was just a gory lump of misshapen flesh and bone.
Jerry dropped the bloody rock and reeled to his feet. He stared at the truck, so Matt got a good look at his face in the headlights.
Not a single sore. Jerry had killed Brad to defend himself and the others, not because Mr. Dark had made him crazy.
Matt cranked down his window and called, "Jerry, get in here!"
With relief washing over his face, Jerry ran toward the truck. Ginger opened her door for him.
Jerry paused just outside the vehicle. "Are you guys all right?" he asked.
"We're not crazy, if that's what you mean," Ronnie said. "Get in, Jerry."
He shook his head. "No, it'd be too crowded in there. I'll ride in the back. We're getting out of here, right?"
"We can't," Matt told him. "That explosion a few minutes ago blocked the trail down from the mesa. We're just trying to stay away from the others."
"What's wrong with them? What happened to them?"
"Explanations later," Matt snapped. "Climb in the back and let me know when you're ready."
Jerry nodded. He hurried away from the cab, and a moment later Matt heard him call, "Okay, I'm in!"
"Hang on!"
Matt started driving again. He glanced at the gas gauge. The tank was a little more than half full, enough for him to keep driving for a while.
But where was he going to go? He needed to do something besides run. That wouldn't stop the evil emanating from the altar.
The interstate was only about three miles away. Was it possible the effect could reach that far? Would everyone driving by on the highway go insane? A nightmare scenario played out in Matt's head in which the altar's effect spread across the entire Southwest. And if that happened, where would it stop?
Would it stop?
He shook those thoughts away. Concentrate on the here and now, he told himself. Deal with the danger close at hand.
Stay alive.
"I see somebody!" Jerry yelled from the back of the truck. "It's Rich and Maggie!"
"Where are they?" Matt shouted.
"Behind us! Trying to catch up! Slow down and they— Shit!"
"What is it?"
"The others are after them! We gotta help 'em, Mr. Cahill!"
The smartest thing might be to speed up and let Rich Rankin and Maggie Flynn fend for themselves. Matt knew that.
But he couldn't do it. He braked again, bringing the truck to a shuddering halt.
Ronnie grabbed his right arm as he used his left to swing the door open.
"Where are you going?"
"To help them. Get behind the wheel."
"I can't drive a truck like this!"
He pointed to the clutch and the gear shift lever sticking up from the floorboard. "Push that down, push that over there like that, and hit the gas. You'll figure it out."
"Matt!"
But he pulled away from her and dropped to the ground. He ran to the back of the truck. The flaps of the canvas cover were tied back, and the tailgate was down.
"Jerry, toss me my duffel bag."
Jerry threw the bag onto the tailgate. Matt reached inside it. As he did so, his eyes cut toward the figures running toward the truck. Rich and Maggie were in the lead, but Scott and Chuck were close behind them, followed by April, Noel, and Hammond.
Matt pulled his ax from the duffel bag.
"Shit!" Jerry said. "What're you gonna—"
Matt strode out to meet them. He was damned sick and tired of the killing, tired of being forced to take lives in order to save lives. But once again, he was in a position where he had no choice. He lifted the ax and held it in both hands.
"Get in the back of the truck," he told Rich and Maggie as they sprinted past him.
Then he stepped forward and swung the ax.
Fixated on Rich and Maggie, Chuck didn't even try to avoid it. The keen edge of the blade caught him cleanly in the throat. Matt felt it shear easily through flesh. The blade caught a little on the bone, but only for a second before cleaving right on through it.
Chuck ran out from under his head as it popped in the air.
The body, geysering blood from the suddenly empty neck, ran several more steps before it collapsed. Chuck's head thudded to the ground at about the same time.
Matt was already pivoting, trying to continue the same swing and take Scott down with it. Scott's reflexes were too fast, though. He blocked the ax with the shovel he still carried. The collision almost knocked the weapon out of Matt's hands. He hung on, twisted away, and tried a backhanded slash. Scott avoided it.
That brought Scott's guard down enough for Matt to kick him in the stomach. As Scott doubled over, Noel charged past him. Matt clipped the young man on the side of the head with the ax handle. Noel lost his balance and went down.
Hammond and April, unable to run quite as fast as the athletic young men, had fallen behind. Hammond stopped and motioned for April to stay back. He wore a backpack now, and Matt wondered if it had more of the dynamite in it.
"Give it up, Cahill," Hammond said. More of the rotten flesh sloughed off his face as he grinned. "You can't get away. I took care of that. All you and the others have to do is join us, and you'll be fine."
Matt backed away as he gripped the ax. "I don't think so, Doctor," he said. 
He didn't take his eyes off Hammond and the man's remaining allies. He couldn't look behind him, but he knew he was closer to the truck, which was still idling. The engine's growling rumble was the only small shred of comfort available to Matt right now.
"You're going to die screaming," Hammond promised. "Just the way she did."
Matt knew he shouldn't say it, but he couldn't stop himself.
"She?"
Hammond slipped the backpack off. It was already open, so all he had to do was plunge his hand into it and pull out Astrid Tompkins' battered head. It was barely recognizable.
No one would ever see the young woman's beautiful smile again.
It was all Matt could do not to launch himself forward like a berserker, to lay into them, hacking right and left with the ax. But they still outnumbered him four to one, and if he fell now, that would leave Ronnie and the others on their own. Matt knew that without him around to help them, Hammond's group would hunt them down, one by one if necessary, and slaughter them.
And probably eat them, he thought, remembering the "garbage dump" Ronnie had uncovered.
The truck's engine suddenly revved. Matt had to glance back. He saw it rumbling toward him in reverse.
"Stop him!" Hammond yelled.
Matt turned. The truck was close enough now that he was able to leap forward and land on the tailgate. Jerry was there to reach down and grab his shirt, making sure Matt didn't tumble out of the vehicle.
"Got him!" Jerry shouted.
With a grinding of gears, the truck lurched forward again, leaving Hammond, Scott, April, and Noel behind. Matt scooted deeper into the bed.
"Who's driving?" he asked.
"Rich thought he could handle it," Jerry explained.
The cab was pretty full by now, with Rich and Maggie added to Ronnie and Ginger. Rich seemed to be doing all right driving the truck.
"Was . . . was that Astrid's . . ." Jerry couldn't bring himself to say it. "Was that Astrid?"
"Yeah," Matt said. "I'm sorry."
"This is crazy."
"That's the word for it," Matt agreed. He couldn't see Hammond and the others behind them anymore. Night cloaked the mesa. The cones of light from the truck's headlights provided the only illumination other than the stars.
He went to the front of the truck bed and called, "Rich, stop!"
When Rich had brought the truck to a halt, Matt dropped off the tailgate and hurried up to the cab.
"I'm driving again," Matt said. "Rich, stay up here in case I need you to take the wheel. The rest of you, get in the back with Jerry."
"What are you going to do?" Ronnie asked.
"We'll head back to the camp," Matt explained. "There are picks and shovels there we can use as weapons, and I want to see if maybe Hammond left some dynamite in his tent. I'd like to see what blowing up that altar would do."
Ronnie must have explained to the others about the altar, because they seemed to know what Matt was talking about. She said, "So we're going on the attack?"
"That's right. We outnumber them now, six to five."
Ginger spoke up, saying, "Where's Stephanie?"
In a quivering voice, Maggie said, "The last time I saw her, she was with Astrid."
That wasn't good, Matt thought, but there was nothing they could do about it now. If Stephanie Porter was still alive, she needed to crawl into a hole and hide. That was the best chance she had of surviving this bloody night.
Ronnie said, "Maybe we should vote—"
"We're not voting," Matt broke in. "We're going to get whatever we can lay our hands on to fight with, and we're taking the battle to them."
For a second he thought Ronnie might argue with him. The tolerance and diversity of the academic world were all well and good, but tolerance didn't mean shit when you were faced with somebody whose only goal in life was to kill you, and possibly gnaw the flesh off your bones.
Ronnie must have realized that, because she jerked her head in a nod and said, "Fine. Let's go get the bastards."



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Matt circled around the ruins, heading back toward the camp. He wished he could drive without headlights, so Hammond and the others couldn't tell right where they were, but it was too dark for that. He couldn't risk driving into a hole and busting an axle.
Ronnie, Ginger, and Maggie had climbed in the back with Jerry. Rich rode in the cab with Matt, the ax lying on the seat between them. He glanced down at the weapon and asked, "You . . . ah . . . carry an ax around with you, Mr. Cahill?"
"I used to work in the timber business," Matt replied, as if that explained it. "My whole family did. That ax belonged to my father, and his father before him."
Rich didn't press the issue. Instead he said, "At first I didn't really think they were dangerous. They just looked sort of crazed, you know. But then they started chasing us, and I knew that if they caught us, bad things would happen."
"That's putting it mildly," Matt said.
"And then they caught Astrid . . ." Rich couldn't go on for a moment. "You think it's all because of some altar that Dr. Varley's group uncovered?"
"I'm pretty sure that's the case."
"That's what made the Anasazi go nuts and start eating each other?"
"Does it matter?"
The tents loomed in front of them, the canvas bright in the night as the headlights swept over them. As Matt slowed the truck, he called to Ronnie and the others in the back, "I think we've beaten them back here, but stay inside the truck until I've taken a quick look around."
"Be careful, Matt," Ronnie called back to him.
The truck had stopped. Matt left the engine running and picked up the ax. He said to Rich, "If anything happens to me, or if you and the others are in danger, don't wait for me. Just grab the wheel and get the hell out of here."
"And then what?"
"Keep moving, I guess. You'll be on your own."
"Mr. Cahill . . . what Dr. Dupre said. Be careful. Please."
"I intend to," Matt promised.
He swung down from the cab. The night was quiet except for the rumbling of the engine.
Then a wind blew across the top of the mesa, and he heard the wailing that Ronnie had described to him earlier. That was just the wind moving through the ruins, he told himself. It wasn't the wailing of lost souls.
He wished he could believe that a hundred percent.
Most of the expedition's supplies were piled near Dr. Varley's tent. Matt didn't remember exactly what was there, but as he looked over the supplies he had a feeling some of the picks were gone. That probably meant Hammond, Scott, April, Noel, and Sierra were armed now.
A couple of picks were left, though, and several shovels. After scanning the night intently for several moments as he stood there gripping the ax, Matt called to the people in the truck, "All right, come grab a shovel or a pick. Make it fast."
Jerry was the first one out of the truck. He picked up one of the long-handled shovels and heaved a sigh.
"I feel better now," he said as he brandished the shovel. "At least we can fight back."
Matt remembered how Jerry had smashed Brad's head with that rock. "I'd say you've already done that."
"Yeah." Jerry's face twisted. "I . . . I can't believe I did that. I was just too scared to stop hitting him."
Jerry had done the right thing, Matt thought. Maybe he would understand that one of these days. If he was lucky enough to survive the night.
The others armed themselves. Matt handed one of the picks to Ronnie and told her, "Give that to Rich. It's shorter than the shovels, so it'll be easier to carry in the cab."
"What are we going to do now?" Ginger asked.
"Stay together and keep your eyes open," Matt said. "I'm going to check Hammond's tent and see if there's any dynamite there. If you see or hear any of the others, let out a yell. Jerry, come with me."
Jerry swallowed hard. Clearly, he would have preferred to stay with the others, but he didn't argue. He hurried along behind Matt toward Hammond's tent.
Matt had the ax ready as he approached the tent. Nothing was moving around it, though. He used the ax to push aside the canvas flap over the entrance.
He halfway expected some horror to come exploding out of the tent at him, but nothing happened. He had matches in his shirt pocket—useful for lighting oil lamps, campfires, and such—so as he stepped inside he fished out one of them with his left hand and snapped it into life with his thumbnail.
The match's flickering glare revealed that the tent was empty. So was the small wooden crate that sat beside Hammond's cot. Matt didn't recall seeing it before. It was possible Hammond himself had unloaded the crate and stashed it in here the first day atop the mesa.
Hammond had already been touched by Mr. Dark at that point. Had he had the whole plan in mind from the beginning? Matt couldn't help but wonder.
He was about to turn away from the empty crate in disgust when he spotted something sticking out from under Hammond's cot. The match burned down to his fingers, and he had to drop it. The flame went out.
Matt knelt and felt around on the ground with his free hand. His fingers closed around some sort of cylinder. It had a slightly greasy feel to it. Matt's hand tightened around the thing.
He knew he was holding a stick of dynamite. It must have fallen on the ground and rolled under the cot while Hammond was scooping the rest of the explosives out of the crate to take with him.
Feeling a little nervous about holding the cylinder—he recalled hearing how unstable dynamite could be—Matt checked both ends of it. The dynamite didn't have a blasting cap attached to it, and no cap meant no fuse, assuming Hammond had even brought along any fuse. Most blasts were set off electronically these days.
So what good was it going to do him? He remembered seeing movies where the hero set off dynamite by shooting at it, but was such a thing even possible?
Anyway, he didn't have a gun. As far as he knew, there wasn't one anywhere on top of the mesa.
Maybe there was some other way. He tried to remember everything he'd ever read or heard about dynamite. The explosive in it was actually nitroglycerin, which was much easier to detonate. Sometimes some of the nitro would sweat out of a stick of dynamite and form a slick coating on it . . .
Sort of like the greasy surface of the stick he was holding.
Matt's heart pounded harder. If some of the nitro had sweated out of this stick, a hard blow might be enough to detonate it and set off the rest of the explosive soaked into the cylinder. Hitting it with a shovel or pick might do the job.
But in order to do that, a man would have to be close enough that the resulting blast would take him out, too. Using this stick of dynamite to blow up the altar would be a suicide mission.
It might come to that, he thought.
For now, he pulled the blanket off Hammond's cot and used the ax to cut off a piece of it. Then he carefully wrapped the dynamite inside the blanket, rolling the fabric around it several times before he slipped it inside his shirt. If he didn't jostle it around too much, and if nobody walloped him with a shovel in just the wrong place, carrying it that way ought to be reasonably safe.
He didn't think he would find anything else useful in here. He was about to step out of the tent when he heard Jerry exclaim, "Mr. Cahill! Somebody's coming!"
Matt pushed the flap aside again as Jerry went on, "Oh my God! It's Stephanie! She's all right!"
Matt stepped outside as Jerry hurried to meet the figure stumbling toward them. Starlight reflected off Stephanie's blond ponytail.
Some instinct warned Matt. He called, "Jerry, wait—"
Too late. Jerry had almost reached Stephanie. Suddenly she sprang forward, her arm shooting out. Starlight winked on the blade of the knife just before she plunged it into Jerry's chest.
Stephanie let out a screech of demonic laughter.
Jerry dropped his shovel and stumbled back, pawing futilely at the handle of the knife buried in his body.
"I got him!" Stephanie screamed. She rushed after him, grabbed his arm, and sunk her teeth in it.
Footsteps rushed at Matt from the side. He twisted and brought up the ax with all his strength. The head caught Noel McAlister in the abdomen and ripped on up his torso, opening up his stomach. Noel screamed and ran into Matt, who pulled away as he felt the hot gush of blood and innards spilling out of Noel's body.
Matt wanted to try to get to Jerry, but Scott had appeared out of the darkness, and he and Stephanie were already between Matt and the luckless grad student.
All too aware of the stick of dynamite nestled between his belly and his shirt, Matt turned and ran instead. He had to get back to the truck and then to the excavation where the altar was located. The dynamite was his only real chance to end this.
And he was the only one who could do it. If any of the others got too close to the altar, they would be affected by the evil coming from it, too. He was the only one who seemed to be immune. He wondered why that was, but there was no time to figure it out now.
"Matt!" Ronnie screamed before he reached the truck. He spotted struggling figures around it. As he came closer he saw Ronnie, Ginger, and Maggie slashing wildly at April and Sierra in an attempt to hold them off.
Sierra didn't see Matt coming in time. He swept up the ax and brought it down in the back of her head, sinking the blade deep into her brain. He tried to jerk it loose as Sierra collapsed, but the ax stuck in her skull. He had to plant a foot in her back and wrench it free with a crunching, sucking sound.
April screamed, "You fucker!" and ran off into the darkness.
"Get in the truck!" Matt told Ronnie and the others. "Go!"
He ran to the cab and jerked the door open. Rich was already sliding out from behind the wheel.
"I told them to get in the truck so we could get out of here, like you said for me to do, Mr. Cahill. But Dr. Dupre wouldn't come. Not without you."
Matt nodded as he laid the ax between them. It was sticky with Noel's guts and Sierra's blood and brains.
Such a cost. Such a horrible, tragic cost, because none of the people he had killed tonight actually deserved to die. They hadn't done anything wrong except for being there. Because of that, their blood was on his hands, along with the blood of far too many other people. It would never wash away, either. Only his own death would wipe out the stain.
If things went as he planned, that death might not be too long in coming.
"Everybody in back there?" he yelled.
"We're in!" Ronnie called back. "Go!"
Matt put the truck in gear and tromped the gas. The big truck barreled ahead.
"Where are we going now?" Rich asked.
"To Dr. Varley's excavation," Matt said. "We're going to put an end to this."



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Matt wasn't halfway across the mesa when the sudden blaze of lights up ahead made him hit the brake.
"What's that?" Rich asked.
Matt bit back a curse. "Hammond's been busy. He must have used one of the pickups to haul those portable lights and the generator over to Dr. Varley's excavation."
"Why would he do that?"
Matt shook his head. "I don't know."
"Matt, what's wrong?" Ronnie asked from the back of the truck. "Why did we stop?"
"Hammond's got the altar lit up."
"Do you think he's going to have a . . . a sacrifice?"
Matt closed his eyes for a second and tried not to groan. He hadn't thought about that, but it made sense. That's what sacrificial altars were for, after all.
And even more worrisome, if he succeeded, what effect would it have on the altar's power? Was it possible the evil and the madness could get even stronger?
Matt moved his foot from the brake to the gas. At this point, all they could do was plow ahead and hope for the best.
Before he had gone another fifty yards, though, something roared up on the right and smashed against the fender on that side of the truck. Matt caught a glimpse of one of the pickups, running without lights, just before the collision. Then the impact jolted him and made him let go of the steering wheel.
The truck slewed across the ground. It weighed a lot more than the pickup, but the attack had taken Matt by surprise, and striking the truck at an angle like that, the pickup had forced it to veer to the left. The headlights suddenly played across one of those deep crevices that extended in from the edge of the mesa.
Matt grabbed the wheel and hauled hard on it. The pickup had backed off a little, but now it rammed into the truck again, trying to force the truck to plunge into that crevice.
Matt was ready this time. He managed to hold the truck on course . . . which was still going to take it much too close to the brink. He twisted the wheel some more, going on the attack.
With a furious grinding and clash of metal, the truck struck the pickup on the driver's side. In the backwash of lights, Matt saw Scott Conroy behind the wheel, his face contorted by insane hate. Scott struggled to control the pickup, but Matt sent the truck slamming against it again.
The pickup went over, flipping and rolling across the rugged, rocky ground.
Matt hoped it would catch fire and explode, but he didn't have time to see if that happened. He spun the wheel some more, turning away from the crevice just in time. The truck's left wheels missed the rim by less than a yard.
Flipping on the dome light, Matt glanced over at Rich and studied the young man's face. No sign of sores yet, but he knew he couldn't get much closer. If he did, he ran the risk of exposing the people with him to the altar's effect. If they were corrupted, too, the odds against him would be that much higher . . . not to mention the fact that even more innocent blood might wind up on his hands.
He braked. Rich asked, "Why are you stopping?"
"Everybody out!" Matt called by way of answer. He threw the door open as the truck shuddered to a halt.
Taking the ax with him, he climbed out and joined the others at the rear of the truck. He looked at them as closely as he could in the starlight. Everyone seemed to be all right.
"This is as close as you get," he told them. "Rich, the wheel is yours. Everybody else, stay ready for trouble."
"Matt, I don't like the sound of this," Ronnie said. "What are you going to do?"
He smiled and touched his shirt where the cylinder of explosive rested. "I've got a stick of Hammond's dynamite here. I'm going to use it to blow up the altar and see if that will put an end to this."
"You mean you're going to throw away your own life?"
"Not if I can help it," Matt lied. "I'll set the fuse and get the hell away from it before it blows."
What he said wasn't a complete lie. There was no fuse, but he didn't consider giving up his life for this cause to be throwing it away.
"Andrew will try to stop you," Ronnie argued. "We need to go along to give you a chance to set off the explosion."
Matt shook his head. "You can't do that. If you get any closer to the altar, you'll be changed, too."
"And you won't?"
"I was there when the damned thing was uncovered, remember?" he said. "For some reason, it doesn't affect me. This is the way it has to be, and we can't afford to waste any more time. I'm going. Take care of yourselves."
He turned to walk toward the lights.
Ronnie caught up with him, took hold of his sleeve to stop him. As Matt turned toward her, she leaned in and kissed him, the sort of urgent, passionate kiss that would have shaken him all the way down to his toes under other circumstances.
He was a little too scared for that right now . . . but the kiss helped. No doubt about that.
"I'll say a prayer for you," she whispered.
"Can't hurt," he said.
Then he strode forward again, the ax clutched in his right hand.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
The generator coughed and chattered as Matt approached, providing the power for the lights that threw their stark, brilliant glare down into the pit. He dropped to a knee before he reached that glowing circle and wished he could see what was going on down there without having to crawl right up to the edge.
That was the only way, though. He started forward on hands and knees. The rocky ground was hard on his palms, although his jeans protected his knees to a certain extent.
So far he hadn't been able to hear anything over the racket of the generator, but he began picking up voices now. Were they chanting something?
Matt edged closer, so he could see over the rim of the pit. He knew that what he saw shouldn't have shocked him—he should have been prepared for almost anything—but even so his guts clenched.
Jerry Schultz's body lay on the black altar. A crimson flower of blood stained the front of his shirt. Scott hadn't been killed when the pickup flipped, because he was back in the pit now, standing at Jerry's right while April was on the left. Andrew Hammond was at the foot of the altar, where the face of Mr. Dark was carved. He was facing away from Matt and had taken off his shirt, exposing his pale and somewhat chunky torso.
Hammond's hands were in the air above his head. He was chanting something that was gibberish as far as Matt was concerned, although he supposed it was probably the ancient Anasazi language. Scott and April looked like they were about to have orgasms from listening to Hammond. He held out a knife. "Spread his steaming guts around him and let the blood flow freely," he intoned in English this time.
Scott started to reach for the knife, but April leaned forward and snatched it from Hammond's hand.
"Let me," she said with a huge smile on her face that chilled Matt almost as much as those tons of snow and ice had. The New Mexico heat seemed far away now.
April tore Jerry's shirt open, baring his chest and belly. Matt stared down into the pit, his eyes narrowing suddenly as he saw a tiny red sore on Jerry's cheek. A few more were scattered here and there on the young man's face.
Of course Jerry was still alive, Matt realized, no matter how dead he looked. If you were going to have a sacrifice, you had to have a living victim.
Matt had planned to wait until the three of them were busy with their grisly work, then leap into the pit and flail around with the ax until he had cut them down. But if Jerry was still alive, he couldn't wait. Maybe, just maybe, he could get Jerry away from here, away from the effect of the altar, before he blew it up.
But as he tensed his muscles, ready to spring into action, Hammond called, "Now, Stephanie!"
Shit! He had forgotten Stephanie Porter.
Matt rolled to the side just as the pick wielded by Stephanie dug into the ground where he had been lying a shaved heartbeat of time earlier. He kicked up, burying his boot heel in her belly. With a heave of his leg he sent her flying over his head, into the excavation.
As Matt rolled over and scrambled to his feet, he saw Stephanie land on the edge of the altar at the far end. Her back hit its sharp edge first, and even over the generator he heard the crack of bone as her spine snapped. She fell to the ground beside the altar, her upper half writhing frenziedly while her lower half lay limp.
Before Matt could move, Scott came up the ladder with superhuman speed and tackled him. They rolled across the ground and slid over the edge into the pit. The sudden drop took Matt's breath away. He crashed down with Scott on top of him. The ax flew out of his hand. Scott's fist slammed into his jaw, stunning him.
Matt fully expected Scott to beat him to death, but Hammond's voice rang out, ordering, "Don't kill him yet! We'll sacrifice him, too."
Scott dragged Matt to his feet and held him from behind with one arm looped around Matt's throat. At the far end of the altar, Stephanie had stopped twisting around and lay there with her breath rasping in her throat. April still had the knife, and at Hammond's gestured command, she raised it again over Jerry's stomach.
With a weak flutter of the lids, Jerry's eyes opened.
"A . . . April . . . what are you . . . April, I . . . I loved you—"
"And I loved you, Jerry, or at least I tried to," April said as she smiled down at him. Then her lips drew back from her teeth in a hideous grimace. "You were just too fucking weak!"
She plunged the knife into Jerry's belly.
He screamed. April yanked down on the knife, slicing him open. The knife clattered on the black stone of the altar as she pulled it out of his body and dropped it. Her hands plunged into the gaping wound she had created in his midsection and brought out shiny, blood-smeared coils of intestines. Jerry kept screaming.
Matt's mind was racing. Jerry still had the tiny sores on his face, but for some reason the power of the altar wasn't affecting him as strongly as it had the others. Since Jerry still clung to a shred of his humanity, maybe he could put that to use.
"Fight back, Jerry!" Matt yelled. "Fight!"
He thought Jerry might be too close to death to muster any strength, but somehow Jerry's arms lifted and his hands shot out, taking April by surprise. He grabbed her wrists and threw her toward Hammond.
At the same time, Matt leaned back against Scott, lifted his feet, and planted both of them on the side of the altar. He could feel its heat even through the soles of his boots. Straightening his legs and kicking as hard as he could, he propelled Scott back against the wall of the excavation.
That impact was enough to jar Scott's grip loose. Matt twisted free, scooped up the ax he had dropped a few minutes earlier, and swung. The blade caught Scott in the forehead and split his skull, cleaving bone and brain almost all the way to his shoulders.
Matt pulled the ax loose as April, screaming obscenities, came at him. He poked the ax in her stomach and caused her to double over. Turning the blade, he came up with it and caught her under the chin.
There was enough force behind the blow that it sliced her whole face off.
April collapsed, probably trying to scream through a mouth she didn't have anymore. Matt turned toward Hammond, but the professor was already practically on top of him. Hammond caught Matt around the body, pinning his arms to his sides so he couldn't use the ax, and forced him back against the altar.
The black stone's searing heat stabbed into Matt's back and made him yell in pain. He head butted Hammond. Rotten flesh split. Hammond reeled back. Matt butted him again. Maybe it was real, maybe it just looked that way to Matt's eyes, but the flesh was peeling away from Hammond's face now, revealing the skull beneath. Matt broke the man's grip and shoved him back against the side of the pit. Hammond had time to scream, "No!" before the ax began to rise and fall, rise and fall.
Matt didn't stop until there was nothing left but quivering chunks of something that had once been human . . . but not anytime recently.
Breathing hard, Matt swung around toward the altar. He saw Jerry lying there, trying feebly to stuff his guts back inside his belly. Matt went to him, got an arm around his shoulders, and said, "We'll get you out of here."
"No . . ." Jerry's voice was a weak whisper. "I can't."
"You've got to. I have a stick of dynamite. I'm going to blow this damned pit to hell, and everything in it."
"Can't . . ."
"Dr. Dupre and some of the others are still alive and all right," Matt said. "They can take care of you, Jerry."
Jerry shook his head.
"There's no choice. I have to be here to set off the dynamite."
Jerry looked up at him. "You'll . . . blow yourself up."
"That's the way it's got to be."
One of Jerry's hands clutched at him. "No! I'm . . . as good as dead . . . anyway. Let me . . . set it off."
"I don't think you're strong enough. You'd have to hit it pretty hard with a pick or a shovel."
Somehow, Jerry managed to smile. "Gimme . . . a chance. If I can't . . . you can always . . . come back and do it."
He had a point, Matt realized. By all rights, Jerry should have been dead already. He couldn't have more than a few moments of life left. But maybe that would be enough.
"Let me help you sit up," Matt said.
Jerry groaned as Matt pulled him to the far end of the altar and helped him into a sitting position. Some of the loops of intestine still rested on Jerry's thighs.
As Matt started to get one of the picks lying in the excavation, Stephanie reached out and clutched weakly at his leg with one hand. Matt looked down at her and said, "I'm sorry." He meant it, too.
That didn't stop him from splitting her skull with the pick.
Then he handed the tool to Jerry. He reached into his shirt and pulled out the blanket-wrapped stick of dynamite as he went to the lower end of the altar, the end where the face of Mr. Dark was carved.
"You won't be laughing much longer, you son of a bitch," Matt said as he unrolled the fabric from the greasy red cylinder.
He placed the dynamite on that end of the altar, where the blast would totally obliterate the carving when it went off. "Can you reach that with the pick?" he asked Jerry.
"Yeah . . . I can do it . . . Mr. Cahill." Jerry took a deep breath. The movement caused the guts that had spilled out of him to squirm a little. "You better . . . get out of here."
"Give me a minute or so to put some distance behind us," Matt said. "But only if you can. If you feel yourself slipping away . . . go ahead and hit that sucker as hard as you can."
"I will," Jerry promised. He summoned up a faint smile. "Blood Mesa. Good name . . . for the place."
Matt was in awe of the strength that filled the mild-looking young man. The strength not only to fight off the effect of the altar but also to cling to life for this long when he was so badly hurt.
"So long, Jerry."
"So . . . long. Tell Dr. Dupre . . . I expect . . . a good grade."
"Top marks, Jerry."
Matt went up the ladder, taking the ax with him, and sprinted toward the place where he had left the others with the truck.
He had run several hundred yards when he slowed, stopped, and turned to look back. Nothing had happened. He drew in a deep breath. It seemed like he might have to go back and set off the dynamite himself after all. Maybe Jerry had died before he could strike the blow, or maybe Mr. Dark had finally taken complete control of him . . .
The blast was so powerful it jolted Matt off his feet and threw a ball of fire into the air above the pit. Matt rolled onto his belly and covered his head with his arms to protect it as chunks of rock began to rain from the night sky. Several of them thudded into him. They would leave bruises but no permanent injury.
Finally the last of the gravel that had been flung into the air by the blast stopped pattering down around him. He climbed to his feet. The explosion had destroyed the generator and the portable lights, too, so again only starlight washed down over the mesa.
Then the truck's headlights clicked on. Matt turned and walked toward them, gripped by a huge weariness that made him stumble and almost fall.
Then Ronnie was beside him, running to meet him and put an arm around him and help him. "You did it, Matt!" she said. "You did it! It's over."
"This time," Matt said, so quietly he didn't know if she heard him or not. He didn't say it again.
# # # # # #
Sheer terror was utterly exhausting. The other four survivors slept the rest of the night while Matt stood guard. When dawn had grayed the sky enough for him to see, he took the ax and went back to the excavation.
The blast had caused the pit to collapse on itself, burying not only the altar but also the bodies of Jerry, Hammond, Scott, April, and Stephanie. The toll was high, but it would have been higher if he hadn't been here, and if Jerry hadn't destroyed the altar. Maybe as high as the whole world.
He walked back to the trail that led down from the mesa. As he expected, he found that the broken remains of the Indian's Head blocked the path. It would take heavy equipment to clear the trail.
But a person could slide through some of the narrow gaps and climb over the other obstacles. The interstate was only three miles away. Ronnie and the other three survivors could walk it, especially if they got an early start before the day got too hot. They would be footsore when they got there, but they would be alive.
He went back to the truck and got his duffel bag. The others were still asleep. He changed out of his blood-drenched clothes, put the ax in the bag, and closed it, slung it over his shoulder. It would be better for all concerned if he was well away from here before they woke up.
His luck ran out as he was about to walk away. Ronnie pushed herself up on an elbow and whispered, "Matt?"
He motioned for her to be quiet. She got to her feet, and they walked out of earshot of the others before she said, "What do you think you're doing? You're going to abandon us here, after everything we've been through? You can't just walk away."
"I have to. The sort of thing we've just been through . . . that's my life now, and it's better if I face it alone."
"What are we supposed to do?"
"Walk back to the interstate and call for help. If I was you, though, I wouldn't tell the authorities exactly what happened up here. Just tell them it was, I don't know, a drunken brawl that got out of hand."
"With eleven people dead, do you really think anybody will believe that?"
"They're more likely to believe that than the truth," Matt said.
Ronnie wasn't able to argue with that. She just stared at him for a long moment and then said, "Damn it, Matt, it's not fair. You save our lives, you stop God knows what sort of even worse thing from happening, and then you just walk away and don't tell anybody?"
"That's the way it needs to be. The way it has to be."
"It's just not fair," Ronnie said again.
Matt thought about everything that had happened to him in the past year and said, "Not much in life is."
# # # # # #
An hour later, an elderly rancher in a pickup stopped to give him a lift as he trudged along the two-lane blacktop.
"Where you headed, son?" the old-timer asked.
Matt nodded toward the windshield. "Thataway."
 



THE END
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PROLOGUE
 
1965
It was a mom-and-pop grocery store, too small to be air-conditioned, but the shade was still a welcome relief from the blazing heat of the Texas summer afternoon outside. The man stopped just inside the screen doors, pushed back his hat, and pulled a handkerchief from his pocket to mop away the sweat from his forehead. His tie hung loose around his throat, his coat was slung over one arm, and the sleeves of his white shirt were rolled up. He looked around. A square formed by waist-high wooden counters filled the center of the big room. The cash register, an old-fashioned model with a pull handle on the side, stood behind the counter facing the doors. In front of that same counter was a red metal box shaped like a coffin, with COCA-COLA written on it in white letters. A metal spinner rack stood at the right end of the soda pop box, and a sign on top of it read HEY KIDS! COMICS! Two little boys were turning the rack slowly, studying intently the array of colorful comic books displayed on it. The fat one wore glasses that constantly slipped down on his nose and had to be pushed back up. 
Shelves full of canned goods, bread, bags of flour and sugar, cans of motor oil and dog food, and bags of potato chips ran to the right and left, forming precise aisles. Shovels and fishing poles hung on hooks on the right half of the store's rear wall. To the left, with room to walk behind it, sat a refrigerated, glass-fronted butcher case full of hamburger meat, steaks, ribs, and chickens. The door that led to storage rooms was in the center of the rear wall. Somewhere back there, a swamp cooler banged and rattled.
"Howdy," said the man who sat on a stool behind the cash register. "Come on in out of the heat, mister. What can I do for you?"
The stranger moved deeper into the almost cavern like interior of the store. He was slender, dark, intense, a vivid contrast to the burly, genial man behind the counter. The storekeeper's hair had been brown once, but nearly all of that hue had faded away with the years, leaving the thinning strands silver. The stranger figured the storekeeper was at least seventy.
"Mighty hot outside," the stranger said.
"Got popsicles in the box back here," the storekeeper said, turning on the stool to gesture at another metal box next to the rear counter. "They'll cool you right off. Got Cokes in the front box if you'd rather have that."
"Thanks." The stranger hung his coat on the back of a wicker chair at the left end of the Coke box and dropped his hat on the seat. He lifted the lid of the box, reached in, pulled a six-ounce bottle from the bed of crushed ice. An opener was attached to the front of the box. He used it to pry the cap off, then lifted the bottle quickly to his mouth as the drink inside began to well out of the neck. The stranger sucked greedily on it, then sighed in appreciation as he lowered the bottle a moment later. "Half-frozen. Can't beat that."
"Not even with a stick," the storekeeper agreed. He grinned, then glanced over at the spinner rack. "You boys figured out which o' them funny books you want yet?"
"Just about, Mr. Matthews," the fat kid replied. 
The stranger took another swig of the melting Coke and said to the storekeeper, "You must be Drew Matthews."
"That's right. We haven't met, have we?"
"No, sir."
"But I know who you are. You're one o' them newspaper fellas, ain't you?"
The stranger smiled. "Does that bother you?"
"Nope. One o' you boys shows up about every ten years or so, when they figure everybody's forgotten again about the Tacker Gang."
"Are you willing to talk about it?" asked the reporter. "Especially the part about the war? I understand it's quite a story."
Short, silvery bristles stood out on Drew Matthews's jaw and chin. He lifted his hand and rubbed it over the stubble, making a faint rasping sound. "I suppose I could reminisce a little," he said. "If you're really interested, that is."
The reporter nodded. "I am. And I think my readers will be too."
"Well, since business ain't very brisk this afternoon— and ain't likely to be until after it starts to cool off a little— why don't you pull up that chair and sit down while we talk?"
The reporter picked up the wicker chair and carried it over by the side counter. As he did so, the two little boys brought a stack of comic books to the counter on the other side. "Can we get these and a couple of root beer popsicles, Mr. Matthews?" one of them asked.
"How many funny books you got there? One, two, three, four, five of 'em, at twelve cents apiece, that's sixty cents, and them popsicles are twenty-five cents each . . .."
"I got a dollar," the fat kid said.
Matthews nodded. "Close enough for gover'ment work. Get your popsicles and go on out on the sidewalk while you eat 'em, so you won't be drippin' on the floor in here."
The boys got their popsicles from the freezer and hurried out, arguing over which one of them would get to read the new issue of Spider-Man first. 
When the screen doors had slammed behind the boys, Matthews leaned back a little on his stool and said, "Thought it might be a good idea if them little fellas left before I started tellin' you about what happened back in the old days. Some of it wasn't very pretty, you know."
"Whatever you want to tell me," the reporter said, "I want to hear it."
"You understand, I wasn't there for everything that happened. Most of it, but not everything. Course, I heard all about it later from the other fellas. I'll just tell it the best way I know how. I reckon the whole thing started in Nevada, in a little place called Flat Rock . . .."



CHAPTER ONE
 
We were double-crossed, plain and simple. If not for what Murph Skinner did, might not any of it would have happened the way it did. But it did, and before we knew it, it was way too late to change things. That's always the way, seems like.
But I'm getting ahead of myself. It was a while after we all got together in '17 that the real trouble started. The first few months the Tacker Gang rode, things went just fine. We walked into that bank in Flat Rock as bold as brass and smooth as silk, and nobody inside dared move a muscle when we drew our guns and Roy said in a loud voice, "This is a holdup. Everybody just stay still, and nobody gets hurt."
Seven of us went into that bank. Roy Tacker, he was our leader, and the oldest one of the bunch, around forty-five years old. Tall and a little on the skinny side, with as much gray in his hair and mustache as black, but I'd as soon tackle a wolf with my bare hands than get in a fight with Roy. Then there was his little brother, Jace. Half brother, really, since Roy's mother had died a long time before and Roy's daddy up and married him a younger woman when he was getting on in years, and they had Jace. 
But that never affected the way Roy felt about Jace. They were as close as any full-blood brothers you ever saw.
Aaron Gault was from California—Bakersfield, I think. He'd drifted east after some trouble out there, just like I'd drifted west from Texas, and we both wound up in Nevada and fell in with Roy. Aaron was a good-looking fella with blond hair, and the gals all loved him as soon as they saw him. That never gave him a big head, though. He was down-to-earth, and a good man to ride with.
Big Boy was with us too, of course. Wherever Roy was, Big Boy wasn't far off. His real name was Alfred Guinness, but he never cared for it—the Alfred part, I mean. And Big Boy suited him just fine, since he was so tall and wide we used to rib him by saying it'd take a man on horseback a day just to ride around him. He'd been riding with Roy the longest, even longer than Jace.
The last two who went into the bank were the Gunderson brothers, a couple of Swedes who had just joined up with us. This was their first job. Outside, seeing to the horses, was Murph Skinner. Roy never gave that chore to a new man. It was too important. Being able to keep a cool head while you were inside a bank robbing it was pretty important too, but you sure as hell wanted your horses to be there waiting for you when you came out. And Murph was cool-headed, right enough. A treacherous son of a buck, but not prone to panic.
So we all had our guns out, but there were more of us than there were other people in the bank. A manager, a couple of tellers, and an old man standing at one of the tellers' windows were the only folks there, and they were all gawping at us like they'd never seen a gang of outlaws in dusters and Stetsons, with bandannas tied over their faces, before.
And maybe they hadn't, since it was 1917, after all, and most people thought the Wild West was dead and buried. Some of the streets were paved now, even in a little burg like Flat Rock, and there were gaslights on every block. Flivvers were parked along the boardwalks, instead of buckboards. 
But there were still hitching posts along the street too, because this was ranching country and a lot of cowboys still rode their horses into town on payday—which was, of course, the very next day, and that was why the bank was full of money today.
"Nobody gets hurt," Roy said again. "All we want is the cash."
The bank manager was a dried-up little prune of a man, and he puffed up like a toad and said, "Well, you can't have it, you hooligan."
Roy pointed his gun at the man's face and said, "You best think about that for a minute, mister, but no longer, 'cause we ain't got the time."
The bank manager swallowed hard as he stared down the barrel of that Colt. Then he looked over at the tellers. "Give 'em what they want."
"Figured you'd see the light of reason," Roy said.
Big Boy and the Gunderson brothers holstered their guns and took canvas bags from under their dusters. They went behind the counter and started emptying the cash drawers in the tellers' cages. While they were doing that, Roy said to the manager, "You'd best open the vault now."
"I . . . I can't. The key's not here—"
"Sure it is. I never saw a banker yet who couldn't get into the vault whenever he wanted. I'll bet you like to go in there and just look at all those greenbacks. Makes you feel all nice and tingly inside, don't it?"
The bank manager heaved a disgusted sigh. Roy had him pegged, all right. "The key's in my pocket," he said. "I'll get it out."
"You do that."
The fella reached into his coat and brought out a gun instead of the key to the vault. I don't know what he thought he was going to do with one piddling little pocket pistol against four Colts, but he never got a chance to do much of anything. As always, Roy had told us that there wouldn't be any shooting unless it was to save our lives, so he jumped at that bank manager and cracked the barrel of his gun across the gent's scrawny little wrist. The manager yelped and dropped his pistol before he could even come close to getting a shot off. Roy whacked the little gun with the side of his boot and sent it sliding across the floor, well out of reach.
"That was a damned stupid thing to do," he told the bank manager, who was bent over holding his broken wrist and whimpering. Roy reached into the man's coat, found the vault key, tossed it to Jace. Jace opened the vault door, and Big Boy went in there with his sack, leaving the Gundersons to finish cleaning out the tellers' cash.
Big Boy came out a few minutes later and held the sack up to let us know he was finished. Nobody ever talked while we were pulling a job except Roy. That was the rule, and we followed it as closely as possible.
That day, though, Aaron had to break it, because he had backed off to keep an eye out through the bank's front window, and he said sharp-like, "Men coming."
Roy stepped back so he could look out the window too. "They're still a block away. Let's go."
Those of us still holding guns holstered them, and Aaron opened the door. Roy looked at the bank manager and the other three men in the room and said, "Just remember, we could have killed all of you." Then he turned and went out onto the boardwalk, not hurrying. The rest of us followed him.
There was a time, I suppose, when the sight of a bunch of masked men in dusters coming out of a bank would have instantly alerted the folks in a town to what was going on. But like I said, nobody expected such a thing to happen in this modern day and age, so the men down the street just stopped and stared at us in confusion for a few seconds as we mounted up. Then one of them yelled, "Hey! What the hell!"
The bank manager popped his head out the door and squalled, "Stop them! They robbed the bank!"
Roy palmed his Colt out slick as you please and put a bullet in the doorjamb about a foot above the manager's head. The fella screamed like he'd been shot and vanished back inside the building. More yelling came from down the street, but we didn't pay any attention to it. We just put the spurs to our horses and rode like blazes out of there.
Most of the side streets weren't paved. Roy swung into the first one he came to, and almost before you knew it, we were out of town. The street we were on petered out into a broad, open fiat covered with short-grown sage. On the far side of the flat was a line of green trees that marked the course of a creek, and beyond the creek the terrain started to slope up toward the Prophet Mountains, which rose gray and purple against a blue sky. As I rode along with the others, I pulled down my bandanna so that the wind could blow in my face.
God, what a beautiful day!
Where we went, there weren't any roads. Sooner or later the people back in Flat Rock probably came up with the idea of getting together a posse on horseback, but by then it was too late, of course. They were used to turning to the law for help whenever there was trouble, instead of handling things themselves. Flat Rock had a deputy sheriff stationed there, but he was the sort who didn't like to go anywhere that he couldn't get to by automobile. Roy had checked into that before we decided to hit the bank. The deputy likely ran around for a while like a chicken with its head cut off, trying to figure out how he could use his car to chase us into the mountains, and by the time he realized he couldn't, we were long gone. We never saw any sign of pursuit at all.
We took a little over sixteen thousand dollars out of that bank. Two thousand a man, share and share alike. Everybody was happy.
Well, nearly everybody.
We made camp that night way up in the high lonesome of the Prophets, not lighting a fire just in case somebody was looking for us, and as we sat around gnawing on jerky and biscuits and washing it down with whiskey, Roy said to Big Boy, "How much did you leave in the vault this time?" 
"Don't know for sure," Big Boy said. "Four or five thousand, I reckon."
Roy nodded. "Good. That ought to be enough to tide folks over."
Murph spoke up, saying, "I still don't see why the hell we have to leave anything. We were robbing the damn bank, f' Christ's sake. You ought to've just cleaned it out."
"If we had, then every cowhand around Flat Rock would've had to do without a whole month's pay," Roy said. "How much credit you think the bartenders and the whores would extend to them under those circumstances? This way, when we leave a little cash behind, at least they still get a couple of bucks to jingle in their pockets. It ain't much, but it's better'n nothin'."
Murph shook his head. "Still seems mighty wasteful to me. What do I care whether or not some cow nurse can buy a drink or a whore?"
"You were never a cowboy," Roy said. "I was. I know what it's like."
And he did. Roy had ridden for several spreads in Colorado and Wyoming before heading out to Nevada to become a badman. He and Big Boy had punched cows together on one of those ranches, which was how they met. Roy didn't talk about himself much, but I'd heard some yarns about those days from Big Boy. It seemed that Roy had found himself with an almighty powerful crush on the daughter of one of the men he'd worked for, and she felt the same way about him, but that rancher hadn't been about to let his little girl get hitched to some no-account line rider. So Roy took off, and Big Boy, being Big Boy, went with him.
Roy had always had a bit of a reckless streak, and if he'd been able to do anything in the world that he wanted to, he'd have ridden with the Wild Bunch. But by that time, Butch Cassidy and Harry Longbaugh, the one they called the Sundance Kid, had already sailed off to South America with Etta Place, and the Wild Bunch was no more. Roy and Big Boy rustled a few cattle and robbed a store now and then, but they did some honest work too, prospecting and the like. I figure that in the back of his mind, Roy always thought that he'd hit it big somehow and then go back to Wyoming for that girl, but the years went by and he never did. His folks died back in Kansas, taken by a fever, and Roy and Big Boy went to see about Jace, who rode back to Nevada with them, not much more'n a kid, but with the same wild streak that Roy had. They must have gotten it from their old man.
I don't know who first came up with the idea to rob a bank. I've got a feeling it was Jace, after he'd been listening to Roy talk about Butch and Sundance and the old days, the days that Roy had been born just a little too late for. Big Boy told me that Roy pondered over the idea for a long time before they finally did it, and it was during that time that Roy came up with the rules he had for bank robbing, such as how nobody talked but him (so that if there was ever any question about it, the law couldn't prove that any of the rest of us had even been there), and how there'd be no shooting unless we just had to, and how we'd always leave a little money instead of cleaning out the vault entirely. Some might call him good-hearted for thinking up those rules, despite his being a bank robber, but that wasn't really why he came up with them. He just didn't think it was fair to do things any other way.
Aaron and I met up with Roy and Jace and Big Boy about a week apart, as it happened. Each of us had pulled a few small jobs on our way to Nevada, but we weren't what you'd call hardened criminals. We were just young fellas down on our luck, and to tell you the truth, neither of us saw much wrong with lifting a few bucks from a store owner now and then. We were crooks, right enough, and I know now we were in the wrong, but it didn't seem that way at the time. Everybody carries their past around with them, and there's not a blasted thing anybody can do to change it.
Other gents came and went, riding with Roy and the rest of us for a while and then going their own way. Murph Skinner had been with us for a few months when we robbed the bank in Flat Rock, and like I said, the Gunderson brothers were new. The Swedes never said much, but Murph complained all the time, and I was already getting tired of it. So was Roy.
"That's enough," he said when Murph started in again a few minutes later about leaving some of the cash behind in the vault. "You know the way we do things, Murph. If you don't like 'em, you're free to leave. I never forced a man to ride with me, and I don't intend to start now."
"Never said I wanted to leave," Murph groused. "I just don't see any point in losin' out on an extra five hundred bucks a man."
Big Boy shoved a bottle in Murph's hand. "Here. Have a drink and quit your bitchin', why don't you? I don't know about you, but I feel downright rich."
So did I. I couldn't remember ever having two thousand dollars in my pocket before. It seemed like just about all the money in the world.
Wanting to keep peace in the gang, Roy came up with an idea that I figured was aimed mainly at making Murph happy. He leaned forward, and I saw him grin in the moonlight. "Why don't we pay a visit to Harrigan's place?" he suggested.
That brought a grunt from Murph, but when he spoke he sounded happily surprised. "That's a damned good idea," he said.
One of the Gundersons asked, "Vat is this Harrigan's?"
Big Boy laughed and gave him a friendly little slap on the shoulder, which nearly knocked the big Swede off the log where he was sitting. "You'll see," Big Boy said, "and you'll be mighty pleased when you do."



CHAPTER TWO
 
We had a regular hideout in the mountains, an old stone house that had probably been built by some rancher fifty or sixty years earlier. Something had happened to make him abandon it, though, and it had been deserted for a long time. The roof had fallen in, but the walls were still standing.
And thick walls they were too, which was what had attracted Roy to the place. The old house was the closest thing to a fort you could find in the mountains, and if ever a posse tracked us there, they'd have a tough time trying to root us out as long as our food and water and cartridges lasted.
Not a one of us thought much about dying in those days, unless it was Roy and Big Boy, because they were older. Jace and Aaron and me, we were young bucks and likely thought we would live forever, if we thought about it at all. But there was always a chance our luck would run out and we'd wind up on the wrong end of a bullet. It was just part of the game.
A couple of days after robbing the bank in Flat Rock, we reached the hideout, riding single file through the twisting, sheer-walled slash in the rock that was the only way in and out of the high mountain valley where the old stone house was located. This was our Hole in the Wall, and while it was never as famous as the one the Wild Bunch used, we were all proud of it.
We didn't stay long, though. Everybody was anxious to get to Harrigan's. We hadn't kept the Gundersons in suspense; it would have been downright cruel not to tell those Swedish boys about all the good things they had to look forward to.
Harrigan was a failed rancher too, but unlike the fella who had built our hideout, he had done something to salvage the situation. He'd turned his place into a whorehouse.
We left the hideout after stashing a little of the loot there, and spent a day riding down out of the mountains into a greener, more gentle land. Harrigan's ranch house sat on top of a small hill surrounded by pines. It was a sprawling, two-story place built of logs. To one side was a big, open-fronted barn where visitors could leave their mounts if they came in on horseback. Sometimes Model A's were parked there too, because there was a road leading south from Harrigan's that connected up with the highway between Elko and Reno, and Harrigan regularly got folks coming up there from the cities too. His whores were young and pretty and his whiskey wasn't watered-down and his poker games were honest, and what more could you ask for in those days?
I'd only been there once, but that had been enough to make me look forward to another visit. I'd gone upstairs with a redhead named Becky, and she'd managed to seem totally innocent while showing me some of the dangedest tricks you ever did see. I wanted to spend some more time with her. I sure hoped she was still working there.
A few cars were parked in the open area in front of the barn when we rode up. A Mex who worked for Harrigan came out of the barn and took our horses, promising to look after them special-like. Being from Texas, I spoke a little of his lingo, and I said, "Muchas gracias,'' and flipped him a silver dollar.
Murph leaned his head toward the cars as we walked past them and said to Roy, "You reckon any of the folks who came up here in those are lookin' for us?"
"Not very likely. It's been almost a week since we were in Flat Rock," Roy said. "Besides, Harrigan's got a deal with the law. They don't come up here."
That was another good thing about the place. Harrigan greased enough palms so that the authorities left him alone. Of course, he could afford to, because he knew his customers weren't the sort to balk at the high prices he charged for everything he had to offer.
He met us at the door, a big man bald as a cue ball. I never saw him when he didn't have a suit and tie on, and he didn't look anything like a rancher. I doubt if the way he looked had anything to do with the fact that he had been a piss-poor cattleman, but maybe it had. All I knew was that he was damned good at running a whorehouse.
"Hello, boys," he said as he pumped Roy's hand. He shook with each of us as we trooped into the big, high-ceilinged main room. It was furnished mighty fancy, with soft rugs on the floor and heavy furniture scattered around. Some old rifles were hung on the walls, along with a couple of moose heads, and a huge stone fireplace took up nearly one whole wall. A long mahogany bar sat on the other side of the room. In between were tables for the games of chance and the drinking. Stairs in the back of the room led up to the second floor, where the girls who were circulating through the room did their real work.
Not counting us, I could see twelve men in the room: Harrigan, the bartender working behind the bar, and ten men sitting at the tables. Of those ten customers, six of them were drinking and laughing and talking with some of Harrigan's girls. The other four were all sitting together at one table, playing cards. Three of them were wearing range clothes, like us, and the fourth cardplayer sported a pinstriped suit and a derby hat.
Some of the whores were wearing silk dressing gowns, while the others had lacy getups that left them more bare than not. My eyes went right away to one of them with plenty of reddish-orange hair and fair skin dotted with freckles. I could see a lot of that skin because she wasn't wearing anything except some frilly black step-ins and a band of black silk around her breasts. She saw me too, and let out a squeal as she jumped off the lap of the man who had been cuddling her and ran over to me. I just had time to see that the gent who'd been deserted didn't look too happy about the state of affairs, and then Becky was grabbing onto me and practically jumping up into my arms like a puppy. She damned near knocked me over, but I caught myself as she wrapped her legs around my hips and just sort of hung there as she kissed me.
Well, with my arms full of a pretty, nearly naked, redheaded whore, I didn't think much about anything else for a few seconds, but then I heard Roy say, "I'd just let it go if I was you, mister." The sound of his voice told me plain as day that there might be trouble.
I'd closed my eyes while I was kissing Becky, but I opened them now and turned a little so that I could see. The man she'd been with was standing up and glaring at me and her. His hands were balled into fists, and his shoulders were set for a fight. Roy stood a few feet away from him, his left hand raised slightly. The gent looked like he couldn't decide if he wanted to take a swing at Roy or come after me and Becky first.
Then, before anybody could do anything, the cardplayer wearing the town suit spoke up and said, "If you boys are going to fight over that young lady, why don't you do it outside? We're playing poker here, and the ladies in my hand are demanding even more attention than the one in that young cowboy's arms."
Now, I don't believe for a minute he was actually holding any queens in his hand. I think he just said that to throw off the other fellas in the game. Or maybe he did, I don't know. But it sort of broke the tension anyway. The man Becky had deserted so sudden-like said, "Hell, a whore's a whore. There's always another of 'em."
That wasn't really fair to Becky, and I wouldn't have blamed her a bit if she'd taken offense at it, but she just giggled and rubbed herself against me some more, and I sort of lost interest in everything else again. Aaron told me later that Harrigan gave the gent a couple of free drinks and steered one of the other girls over to him, and that satisfied him just fine.
Roy and the rest of the gang went over to a big table in the corner, but I was already heading for the stairs, carrying Becky with me. Jace looked back over his shoulder at us and called, "Drew, are you comin' or not?" and that made everybody else hoot with laughter. I didn't bother answering.
I just took Becky upstairs to see if she'd learned any more tricks since the last time I'd been there.
Turned out she had, but I've always prided myself on at least trying to be a gentleman, so I won't go into that. I'll just say that I was a tired son of a buck when I came back downstairs a couple of hours later. Becky had told me she was going to take a little nap, but she made me promise before I left that I'd be back later.
Night had fallen while I was upstairs, and the big room was lit by the glow of several kerosene lamps. The air was smoky from the lamps and the cheroots clamped between the teeth of several of the customers, as well as Harrigan himself. Big Boy, Jace, and Aaron were sitting at the same table where they had been earlier. Big Boy had a blond whore sitting on his lap. She was small to start with, and cuddled up next to such a big fella like that, she looked even tinier. Aaron had two girls with him—no surprise there—one on each side. One was a redhead, but her curls were a darker shade than Becky's hair. The other was a Chinese girl, with long straight hair black as midnight flowing down her back. A girl was sitting next to Jace too, on a chair pulled up next to his, and she was a brunette with just a little paint on her face, which was unusual for a girl like that. Even Becky, who was young enough and pretty enough not to really need it, painted herself up. It was just the way of things.
The table was littered with glasses and empty whiskey bottles. As I came up, Big Boy waved a hand in greeting and said, "Pull up a chair. Drew." 
I looked around. "Where's Roy?"
Big Boy nodded toward one of the other tables. "Over there."
I looked and saw that Roy had joined the same poker game that had been going on earlier. One of the players had dropped out, but the dude and the other two were still there. Roy had his hat shoved to the back of his head. A glass of whiskey sat at his elbow, but it didn't look like he had touched it. Roy wasn't much of one for drinking when he was playing cards. He liked to be clearheaded whenever he was doing anything important.
"What about Murph and the Gundersons?"
"Upstairs," Aaron said. "Those Swedes' eyes got so big when a couple of Wing's cousins got hold of them, I thought they were goin' to pop." He patted the bare thigh of the Chinese girl, who had to be Wing.
"Where's Becky?" asked the brunette sitting with Jace.
"Still upstairs," I told her. "She said she was going to take a nap."
That brought a laugh from the others. The little blonde on Big Boy's lap said, "Wore her out, did you. Drew?"
I grinned and said, "She's an enthusiastic girl."
Aaron reached for a bottle with a few inches of whiskey still in it and poured some of the hooch into a glass. He slid it over to me. "Here. Get your strength back."
I felt like I needed more than whiskey, but I knocked it back anyway, then said, "What about something to eat?"
"Harrigan had his cook fry us up some steaks earlier," Big Boy said. "Not all of us were so danged impatient that we didn't stop to eat first."
"Well, I'm about ready to go upstairs, Big Boy," said the blonde. "From what I hear from the other girls, you live up to your name."
Damned if he didn't blush a little when she said that.
Big Boy and Aaron scraped their chairs back and stood up, and Aaron solved the problem of deciding which girl to take with him by taking both of them. I just shook my head in wonderment as they all headed up the stairs. 
Jace and the brunette were still sitting there at the table, though, and I realized then that Jace hadn't said a word since I'd come downstairs. His jaw was set tight, in fact. The brunette looked at him, then looked at me, then said, "My name is Cecilia, by the way." She stuck her hand out.
I shook it and said polite-like, "Pleased to make your acquaintance, ma'am. I'm Drew Matthews."
"I know who you are," Cecilia said. "You and your friends are the famous Tacker Gang."
I shrugged. I didn't know how famous we were, but I suppose a few people had heard of us. The newspapers had gotten hold of Roy's name somehow and tagged it on the whole bunch, since they didn't know our names.
"I've read about you," Cecilia went on.
"That's one thing about the newspapers," I told her. "You can't believe but about half of what you read in them. If those reporter fellas don't know what they're writin' about, they just make something up."
Now, I know that was maybe overstating things a mite, but I was young and I was talking to a whore, so I didn't really mean anything by it.
She talked to me for a few minutes more, mostly about nothing, but I wasn't really paying attention. I looked over at Jace and when Cecilia gave me a chance, I asked him, "Are you all right?"
"Sure," he said tightly. "I'm fine. Why wouldn't I be?"
"Well, you haven't said nothin' since I came down, and you're still sittin' here—"
He didn't let me go any further. He reached over and grabbed Cecilia's hand and said, "Let's go."
"There's no hurry," she said to him. "Just whenever you're ready—"
He interrupted her too, pushing back his chair and standing up as he said, "I'm ready now."
Cecilia glanced at me, and this time it was her turn to shrug, and then she let Jace lead her over to the stairs and up to the second floor. 
I caught Harrigan's eye and asked him if I could get a steak.
"With all the trimmin's?" he asked.
"Damn right."
We were rich, after all.
I ate the steak, along with a mess of potatoes and biscuits and gravy, washing it all down with beer instead of whiskey. Then I went over and watched the poker game for a while so that my food could set a spell before I went back upstairs to Becky. While I was doing that, Murph Skinner and the Gunderson boys came downstairs with their whores to fortify themselves with some more liquor before going back up for another bout.
Some cardplayers don't like it when anybody watches them, but others don't seem to mind. This appeared to be an easygoing bunch. The fella in the pin-striped suit was called Ford, and he was from Los Angeles, over in California. The other two men were ranchers, which was what I had pegged them for from the first. It didn't take me long to figure out that Roy and Ford were the best poker players in the game. They won the biggest pots, about half going to Roy and half to Ford. The ranchers settled for raking in some of the little ones.
I'm not much of a cardplayer myself. Give me some dominoes and a good game of Forty-Two. So it didn't take me long to get a little bored watching Roy and the others play. By that time, I was feeling a mite stronger, and I figured Becky had gotten enough sleep to last her a while. So I drank the last of the beer in my mug and headed upstairs again.
Becky was awake and waiting for me, and she said she had dreamed about us. She started showing me some of the things she'd been dreaming about. I allowed that those must have been pretty nice dreams, and she was showing me just how nice when the door of the room suddenly burst open and a stark naked, sobbing woman ran into the room.
I surely do hate it when that happens.
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CHAPTER ONE
 
Near DRY WELLS, NEVADA
Friday 8:12 AM
 
"Help! Over here!"
Matt Cahill shaded his eyes. Even this early in the morning the fierce Nevada sunshine slammed down like a giant metal press. The desert was flat and freckled with flat rocks. Clumps of blue sage sprouted here and there, tiny flowers open and gasping with thirst. Matt had jumped off a flat bed truck when the driver turned east figuring he'd easily catch another ride, but no one had passed this way in over an hour. He'd started walking, and was completely lost. Now he wondered if he was also hearing things.
"Help!"
A male voice? Then
Matt spotted the boy, who was jumping up and down, waving frantically. Also saw a shirtless, sunburned man in overalls nearby, walking in circles. He took in the two racing bicycles resting against the side of what appeared to be an old, boarded up mine located on some scruffy ranch property. Matt dropped his backpack, his grandfather's ax and his worn bedroll. He sprinted in that direction. 
Matt jogged past a sign that read KEARNS PROPERTY LEAVE SHIT HERE. As he got closer to the boy, the situation clarified itself. The redneck man was shouting and cursing, delusional or completely drugged out. He had some mining tools and bottles of water, ropes and a few sample sacks. Perhaps he'd been prospecting in the mine when something collapsed. The two bikes were top of the line, the kind used for long distances. 
One of the riders was missing.
Panting, Matt arrived at the spot. The boy, a thin kid with freckles wasn't as young as Matt had first thought, maybe late teens. He had been crying. "She's down there, my kid sister is down there. Do you have a cell phone, mister? I called our Dad for help but mine just up and died. I'm not even sure he heard me."
Matt shook his head. "Sorry, I don't. What happened?"
The boy said, "We were daring each other just screwing around. My kid sister went down in there as a joke and something collapsed. Now I can hear her calling for help, but there's no way down."
"No way down?" Matt looked at the miner, a wreck of a human with missing teeth. "How do you get down in there, friend?"
The man screamed and batted at his own clothing. Speed freak, maybe. He looked useless. Spit flew from his mouth.
The kid said, "I tried to crawl in, but it's straight down, something fell apart. This old bastard won't tell me what to do."
Matt stepped closer. He looked into the mine shaft. The kid was right, behind the ring of rocks everything just dropped away. He heard the girl calling for help. Matt stepped back. The miner had a lot of equipment, much of it modern. He'd clearly been down below many times. There were small cutting tools, extra strength ropes and a pair of night vision goggles. The guy was just too stoned out to help. Matt walked closer. The miner grabbed a claw hammer and threatened him.
"Easy, old timer. Are you Mr. Kearns? Look, I just need to borrow some of your gear," Matt said. 
"The fuck back!" Kearns bellowed. He swung the hammer at Matt's head. Matt stepped inside the blow, knocked it up and away with his left hand and punched twice, once over the heart and once in the side of the neck. Kearns sank to his knees, red faced and retching.
"Stand back. What's your name?"
"Jeb Pickens"
"Jeb, you keep an eye on that crazy son of a bitch. If you have too, hit him in the balls with something."
Matt Cahill grabbed some rope and a bottle of water. He examined the night vision goggles. They seemed easy to work. He took them too. He moved quickly to the mine entrance. Here goes…
Matt secured the rope to a boulder near the entrance. He lowered himself into the cool, dark mine. The air thickened. Small things scuttled away. A rattler stirred and expressed annoyance. Matt tried to move slowly and deliberately. His strong arms supported him. The movements weren't that foreign to him, he'd climbed up and down hundreds of trees as a lumberjack. Working with one rope wasn't all that different. The sunlight shrank above him and his eyesight gradually failed.
""I'm coming down," Matt called. "Try to step back out of the way."
"Okay." A female voice. Below him, close now.
Matt paused for a moment. He slipped the goggles on and experimented. After a few seconds he found the right switches and the gear clicked on. The world turned green and black, images distorted and weirdly flowing, but he could see. Matt lowered himself, hand over hand. He looked down.
She stood at the bottom of the trench and to one side, a teenaged girl in denim shorts and a loose man's tee shirt. She carried herself well, seeming more scared than injured. That was good, because Matt had to help her climb back out. He dropped down next to her. Her eyes glowed strangely in the ultra violet light. He'd almost forgotten that she couldn't see a thing. He touched her arm and she jumped.
"Are you thirsty?"
She nodded. He opened some water and fed her a few sips, then drank some himself. It was warm but delicious.
"My name is Matt Cahill," he said. "What's yours?"
"Suzie."
"Well, Suzie, I'm going to lead you to a rope. Can you climb?"
She nodded in the dark. "Just get me out of here, I've never been so scared in my entire life."
"Take my gloves," Matt said. "They will help you get back up." He took Suzie's hands gently, helped her tug on the working gloves. Matt led her to the rope, almost banging her head with the long nose of the NV goggles. Strange contraption, but remarkably effective. Matt thought, no wonder our soldiers have such an advantage in combat.
The girl found the rope. Matt guided her feet to the first foot holds. He looked up and described the climb as best he could. He put his hands on her waist and gave her a good start up the wall, then stepped back. 
"Just keep going, Suzie. You'll see the sunlight soon. If you have to stop and rest, take your time. I've got some gear on, I can see okay down here."
Matt decided not to tell her he hated spiders.
Eventually the girl reached the top, Matt could hear the boy screaming for joy. Matt tested the rope and began to climb back up. Without the gloves, it cut deeply into his hands, but they were calloused from years of physical labor. He kept his eyes on the rock face, just to make sure nothing slimy or furry was planning on a sudden assault. Boards and rock groaned and moaned around him. The walls were closing in. Matt felt claustrophobic. He wanted to get the hell out of the place before something else collapsed. He was born for the mountains, not for a dark cave in the desert.
As he reached the top, the world went white. Matt suddenly couldn't see!
He cursed, almost let go off the rope. He'd forgotten to turn off the goggles. The sudden appearance of sunlight at the top momentarily blinded him. Matt found foot purchase in the rock. He let the NV goggles dangle around his neck. He blinked feverishly then kept his eyes closed for a while. His muscles trembled. White spots gradually turned dark again. Matt opened his eyes. His vision had returned to normal. Satisfied, he climbed the rest of the way out. Relieved and panting, Matt rolled out into the hot sand.
"Mister, we are so damned grateful I can't tell you!"
Matt sat up. The miner had crawled away and was sitting near a cactus, cradling his claw hammer. Matt waved, "Sorry about that, mister."
"It wasn't my fault," the man said. A crafty look crossed his pocked features. "That evil Dark Man did it, pushed her down there. He does all kinds of bad shit."
Matt Cahill felt a chill in his bones. Mr. Dark? Here?
Before he could ask any questions, the two teens started screaming and waving. Someone was coming from the highway. Their father at long last. He was driving a battered white police cruiser.
It said Dry Wells Sheriff on the side…
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