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ACT I


The gloom is like a weight on one's shoulders, and our flashlights and candles only make the darkness blacker. Imagination can revel in conjectures and ungodly daydreams back through the ages that have elapsed till the mind reels dizzily in space.

G.E. KINKAID
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April 5th, 1909

GRAND CANYON, ARIZONA

Kinkaid’s left hand shook like a gambler who’d just missed his card as he gripped his notebook. The worn leather cover wore smudges of pale pink mud and dust. Dark blood dripped from the edge where he held it.

He crouched behind a statue of a cross-legged man with a protruding belly.

Buddha?

The walls around him bore intricate symbols and hieroglyphs he recognized as Egyptian. He could not read them but imagined they must have been a warning.

Without daylight, it was impossible for him to calculate how long he’d been in the cave. His best estimate was eight to ten hours. The cool, musty air of the tunnels only served to chill the sweat dripping off him.

His brown stub of a pencil slipped between his fingertips. He worked as fast as he could in the dim glow of the numerals on his wristwatch. His fingers cramped as he raced to record the details before they reached him. Dust mixed with the blood oozing from under his broken fingernails smudging his work, but he persisted.

He knew this was likely the last entry he would record in the notebook.

After that…

He froze when he heard them come around the corner. There was almost no ventilation in this chamber and it smelled like death — rotten, putrid, ancient, and still. For some reason, as he documented it, the words a deadly, snaky passageway were the best he could come up with to describe the place. His normally precise handwriting was now a jagged scrawl, but time was of the essence. He struggled to slow his breathing, afraid they would hear him.

In the infinite blackness of the chamber, he heard the inhuman scraping and thumping coming closer… closer…

… Closer.

He felt hot tears fill his eyes from fear and from the thick, acrid stench of death surrounding him. He was not ashamed that he relieved his bowels — it was involuntary, after all — just terrified that they would smell it.

The sounds went still.

They’re here.

He could almost imagine their massive heads swinging back and forth, tongues flickering in and out. And then the slow, deliberate scraping sounds of their bodies were impossibly close.

He placed the notebook on the floor with infinite care not to make a sound. As gently as possible, he slid it under the statue in front of him, hiding it as well as he could in the blackness. It would probably be buried here forever, his incredible discovery and the dangers of this temple.

His last fleeting hope as they entered the room was that whoever found his journal would be the kind of person to respect and understand the significance of his find.

Perhaps his name would live on… though he would not.

When they finally took him, he thrashed and kicked in a desperate last attempt to survive the horror.

He tried to escape, but they were far too strong.
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Present Day

YUMA, ARIZONA

Leah Stone felt the Cobra two-way radio shatter in her hand before she heard the rifle’s report. It splintered into a thousand sharp pieces, three of which embedded into her palm. Surely she was shot. How could the shooter have missed? Maybe he’d missed on purpose. She threw herself down on the hardscrabble ground scanning the area for cover.

There.

To her left, she saw a boulder the size of a small car. A second shot whizzed by and pelted into the ground ten feet away. She rolled hard to the side and found her feet. She lunged forward and ran for the rock. The third shot hit almost as soon as she heard the report of the second.

He had fired three shots in the space of five seconds and had missed all three. Either he wasn’t very good, or he was a long way off. She didn’t care which it was, but it offered her hope that she might still make it out of there alive.

She dove behind the rock and waited, her heart pounding and her lungs aching. Her workouts were tough, but nothing compared to the stress and adrenaline of being shot at. She struggled to calm herself and realized the shots had stopped.

Was he reloading? Was he moving closer, improving his chances? The reprieve was long enough for her to assess the situation. Luckily, her hand only trickled blood. The bullet had missed her but shattered the radio leaving plastic bits of shrapnel buried in her palm, but nothing too serious.

She winced as she pulled the pieces of plastic out and tossed them aside. Given the circumstances, she counted this as a lucky break. Her pack was still on her back, but the top lay unzipped and flapping. She pulled it off and realized that she’d dumped almost all its contents in the sprint to elude her assassin.

Her water bottle sloshed in the bottom of the pack, but her first aid kit was gone. She glanced back across the dusty hill and saw it. The small red and white box had broken open, its contents strewn about like a broken piñata. And inches beyond it lay the notebook.

Dammit.

She eased her head around the far side of the rock and the shot was almost instant, splitting the edge of the boulder. Splintered shards of rock grazed her cheek and she fell back behind her cover.

She was pinned.

There was nothing she could do but wait for nightfall and try to get the journal back. She wouldn’t be leaving here without it. She opened the half-empty bottle and took a measured sip of the warm water.

She glanced down at her watch. She had at least two more hours to wait for dark. She was in a no-win situation. If she made a break for the notebook now, she would be exposed in broad daylight, even if the shooter wasn’t so good.

If she waited for sunset and the cover of darkness, she would be harder to see, but it was highly likely the assassin was making his way down into the valley… closer and closer. She figured he might not know she was unarmed and would be cautious.

Nighttime might even things up, if only slightly. She lay down in the shadow of the rock and waited.
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When the blazing orange sky began to dim to red and then to purple, she rolled back up to her hands and knees. The cuts on her hand had stopped oozing, but they still hurt something fierce.

The notebook was still lying in the dust, its pages fluttering in the evening breeze. The air had chilled, sending goosebumps over her parched skin. A fact she was thankful for since she’d emptied her water bottle over an hour ago.

It wasn’t dark enough to make a break for it, but she wondered how much the man tracking her had changed his position. She scooped handfuls of sand into the water bottle and twisted the lid back on. She took a deep breath and tossed it out from behind the boulder.

It bounced once, but before it could hit the ground again, it exploded in a loud crack.

Yup, she thought groaning inwardly, he’s still out there, and judging by the speed of that shot… he’s pretty freaking close. That’s not good.

But the fact that he hadn’t charged her position gave her a glimmer of hope. He must think I’ve got a weapon. A stronger wind rose up and caught the cover of the notebook, flipping it over once. Another shot rang out and sand sprayed up in front of it.

“Don’t shoot the damned thing,” Leah hissed as the leather cover eased shut.

Thankfully, it looked to be intact. He hadn’t hit it.

She realized her eyes were wet and she was now truly terrified. She was going to lose the notebook and maybe even her life. She reached down and touched the pendant around her neck, thinking of her parents. The pain of losing them was still fresh even after seven years.

“Just go, you two,” she had said to them all those years ago. “It’ll be fun. Don’t worry; I’ll be fine!”

It was her freshman year at Arizona State, and she’d had to work hard to convince them that she could take care of herself while they were gone.

Finally, they had relented.

That was the last time she’d seen them alive. The plane flying them to Saint Thomas had taken an unexplained nose-dive into the ocean, killing everyone on board.

Her parents’ bodies had never been recovered.

Leah hadn’t flown since.

Her parents had left behind condo, which Leah now lived in, and a house in Grand Rapids, a temple of not-quite-vintage furniture and the ridiculous crystal knick-knacks her mother had collected over the years.

Thankfully, they’d bought their condo in Arizona outright and deeded it to Leah, so there wasn't any legal wrangling to be done there.

But their last will and testament had been drawn up back when Leah was a minor, so her uncle Blake had been named conservator. Although he had used their Michigan house as a home base of sorts in the States, Blake had only made one trip to Grand Rapids for the funeral.

He had cleared their bank accounts and given all the money to Leah before hopping on a plane to Africa. The house had been locked up ever since.

Her Uncle Blake called himself an archaeologist, a world-traveler, uninterested in staying in one place for too long.

More accurately, he was a treasure hunter. Always overseas searching for the world’s long-lost relics and ancient secrets — especially the ones he could cash in.

Now that she was older she saw him for what he was, and though she didn’t consider him a bad person, she knew he was a bit rough around the edges. Not the sort of guy who’d make a good fatherly stand-in, so she hadn’t tried keeping in touch with him over the years.

After her parents’ funeral in Michigan, the only thing Leah had brought back to Arizona from their home was her mother’s ankh pendant. The ankh, shaped in the Egyptian symbol representing life, was also called the “key of life.” It looked like a loop of thread, with a crosspiece in the center. Her mother had worn the pendant for as long as she could remember on a cheap gold-plated chain.

Strangely, the pendant was not alone on the chain. At some point, her mother had added a key to it. Leah replaced the tarnished chain with a simple leather cord, but kept the ankh and key in place, as a memory and homage to her late mother.

Sometimes when she felt the tingling of anxiety creeping in, she would trace the symbols etched into the metal surface of the ankh, as well as the jagged break on the bottom. The ankh had always been broken. Her mother said she liked it that way.

“Makes it more authentic, Annaleah,” her mother had said as she brushed her hand through her daughter’s long black hair, a knowing smile on her face. “Not everything worth having is perfect or pristine. Sometimes it is the imperfection that makes it so much more treasured.”

She figured one day, she might get up the courage to go through all the things they left in the Grand Rapids house. And if Blake ever made his way back here, they could organize an estate sale to get rid of the rest and sell the house. The money from the bank had been enough to buy a crappy old Land Rover — one she now affectionately referred to as Betty after her grandmother.

And then there had been the key… the key paired with the pendant. It didn’t take her long to discover that it was a safety deposit box key, but it had taken a little over a week to find the bank in Scottsdale that held the box it opened.

The haughty woman that took Leah back to the vault had been dressed in a hard-creased, light-blue pantsuit. She had glared at her under thin, harshly penciled eyebrows, making judgments about the young, thin, and clearly not wealthy woman who had entered the bank.

Leah got the distinct impression that the woman was scrutinizing her so she could accurately describe her to the police after she tried to rob the bank.

“I’ll be waiting right outside,” the woman had sniffed as she opened the vault door a little wider.

“How about you run out front and get me a cup of coffee while you’re waiting?” Leah smiled, batting her eyelashes.

She had never been one to shy away from a fight — a virtue her father often called ‘dangerous stubbornness’ — but Leah wasn’t about to let some bank lady give her the evil eye without getting an earful.

The woman had stared, slack-jawed at the obviously wayward and now rude criminal that had wandered in, but she finally huffed and stomped away.

Rolling her eyes, Leah turned back to the box. The key clicked and there was an odd sucking sound inside the rectangular metal case. Leah had never even seen a safety deposit box before, but she was pretty sure they weren’t airtight or vacuum-sealed as normal practice.

She remembered the feeling of excitement as she lifted the silicon-lined waterproof lid off the box. This must be how Blake feels all the time, she’d thought. No wonder he’s constantly chasing this rush.

The adrenaline had worn off quickly, though, when she realized what was inside.
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It’s just… a book?

Inside the box, she had found a small leather notebook. It was a couple of inches larger than a mass-market paperback novel. She picked it up and flipped a few pages.

Nothing special, just a journal. It looked to be pretty old, but she didn’t recognize any of the names or places inside.

It wasn’t George Washington’s diary or anything cool like that.

“What is this?” Leah had asked aloud, looking in the box again to be sure she hadn’t missed anything. But she hadn’t — besides the little notebook, there was no money, no stock certificates, no bonds, nothing of any value.

She reset the lid on the box and clamped it shut again, disappointed, and slid it back into the empty slot in the wall. The woman in the pantsuit had returned then and was standing outside the vault door.

Amazingly, she was holding out a Styrofoam cup, offering it to Leah. She jerked it out toward Leah, some coffee dribbling over the edge.

Her lips were pursed in a bloodless frown as she waited for Leah to take the cup of Joe.

“You drink it,” Leah said, holding up a hand. “I don’t really like coffee.”

The woman scowled at her as Leah brushed past.

“Have a nice day,” the woman said through gritted teeth.

“Yeah,” Leah said, raising the journal up and showing it to the woman. “Seems I’ve got some reading to do. Thanks, um… ” Leah made a show of searching for a name tag on the woman’s jacket.

“Martha,” the woman said, not pronouncing the R sound, affecting a thick Bostonian accent.

“Ah. Thank you, Mahhhtha,” Leah emphasized the accent. “Tell all the lovelies at the vineyard that I said toodaloo.”

She wasn’t sure there were vineyards in Boston, or if that was a New York thing, but she figured she had gotten the point across.

The woman’s face turned red and she looked ready to burst, but Leah was already walking away.

Across the street, she found an independent coffee shop. Screw Martha and her instant crap, she thought, weaving her way across the road.

A chalkboard sign out front promised the best mocha lattes this side of the Rio Grande. She ordered a large — none of those stupid Italian sizes in this place. She found a table with two stools by the window and opened the notebook.

For two hours, she pored over the journal and decided that it was indeed... worthless.

Though her mother had had the key to the safety deposit box around her neck, the journal turned out to belong to Uncle Blake. She huffed into her coffee. Some inheritance, mom.

She and Blake were never close and she hadn’t kept up with him after her parents died. But she had overheard her dad complaining about his exploits enough to know he had never been one-hundred-percent on board with his treasure-hunting behavior.

She shrugged off the thought and flipped through the pages again.

Most of the entries mundane, and had nothing earth-shattering to say. There were a few maps and some strange sketches of things Leah didn’t recognize, though they were obviously archaeological in nature.

His handwriting was atrocious and barely legible in some places, though he would probably tell her that it was because he’d been hanging off a cliff or running from a lion when he made the notes. Blake’s stories were always larger than life, and Leah figured mostly untrue.

Several sections of the journal seemed to have large jumps in time. Examining the book closer, Leah could see that there were missing sections. The spine was coming apart and the journal was shedding pages.

She’d spent the rest of the afternoon in that coffee shop, sipping and poring over pages, flipping through the accounts of her enigmatic uncle Blake. Nothing had stood out to her at the time — nothing in the journal seemed… suspicious.

Certainly nothing inside seemed important enough for her mother to have saved the journal by locking it up in a safety deposit box with a scary woman named Martha guarding it.
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The crunch of boots on the rubble nearby snapped her awake to her present situation — huddling under a rock to keep from being shot by an assassin.

Night had fallen in the desert and she shivered in the chill air. She must have made a noise because the footsteps stopped. In the starlight, she could still make out the shape of the notebook. It taunted her lying a few tantalizing feet away, out in the open.

Dammit, Leah, she thought, did you fall asleep?

The first hint of dawn was creeping over the horizon. She had to do something — and fast. Her plan to use the cover of darkness to get the journal was only good if the shooter couldn’t see her. If he were close enough, the dark wouldn’t be enough to conceal a mad dash to grab the book before he shot her... or would it?

She rolled over as quietly as she could, tucking her legs under her. They ached from being still for so long and she felt as if her joints might crack alerting the assassin. But they didn’t, and a gust of wind rustled the brush behind her, masking the sound as she rose to a crouch.

She felt like a high-school track runner preparing for a sprint. Her heart rate, which had slowed to a crawl as she rested now picked up the pace to something just below cardiac arrest. She was certain the man who had been shooting at her had his gun on this very spot, waiting for her to come out.

Jack had warned her about following the trail left behind by Blake. Jack was part of the archaeology establishment, the academics that frowned upon the treasure-hunting styles of people like Blake Stone. The Stones of the world didn’t follow academic archaeology’s prescribed rules, so they were automatically considered quacks and wannabes.

But far more sinister in the world of real archaeology were the less savory people, the treasure hunters who didn’t care who or what they hurt to get what they wanted.

Jack didn’t have many kind words to say about her uncle’s ways, but his warning had been about the other sort of people — the people who would follow her out there, steal whatever it was she’d found, and leave her for dead.

She had scoffed at the thought.

“No one will even know I’m out there,” she had told him then.

Oh, if only Jack could see me now.
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One Week Earlier

ROGER’S CANYON RUINS

Leah yawned as she watched Jack Parrish pick single grains of sand and dirt off the pottery sherd he’d uncovered near the back of the cave. She wouldn’t have come on this expedition, but Jack had recently taken the appointment to interim director of the University of Arizona’s archaeological department.

On paper, that made him her boss and he’d leveraged that fact to get her out here. She had missed her morning workout to get here early, apparently only to watch Jack move at an absolutely glacial pace — just slightly faster than a three-toed sloth.

However, there was still a stack of exams on her desk that needed grading, so she wasn’t upset about leaving those behind.

“You know,” he said without looking up at her, “I can hear you yawning.”

“Sorry, boss,” she sucked air across her teeth as she said it. She stretched her arms into the air, her back aching from leaning over watching him work. “Must be the excitement wearing me out.”

He turned and looked up at her. His blue eyes became huge orbs behind his field glasses. If he’d been wearing a lab coat and telling her the merits of his new invention called Flubber, she would not have been surprised.

“First, don’t call me boss, Leah. You know I hate that.” He flipped his glasses up and pushed them back on his head. His wavy black hair nearly swallowed the magnifiers completely. “And second, you and I both know that archaeology isn’t always about discovering the Ark of the Covenant or the Holy Grail. It is a disciplined study of the past as recorded in what is left behind by a society. We put the pieces together as best we can to form a picture of what came before us. And if we break those pieces — ”

“All is lost,” she said, finishing his well-worn first-year speech. “You know as well as I do that I appreciate what you do. It’s just not my style.”

Jack raised an eyebrow. She knew his unspoken question: What is your style? Is it your uncle’s style?

Leah crossed her arms and huffed. “Look, this cave has already been picked over by so many amateurs and hacks. There’s nothing left in here of any significance. Hell, there’s even a sign out front that effectively says please don’t climb on the walls and break shit.”

“That’s because people like you come in, guns blazing, and break shit,” he said.

She laughed. “I don’t have any guns. Wait.” She made a show of striking a bodybuilder’s pose. “You mean these guns?”

Jack shook his head. “You know I wouldn’t be here either if this wasn’t something important. And you know as well as I do that some finds are complete and utter accidents, discovered even in places already excavated. The Terra Cotta Army, for example.”

She nodded. “I know. It was discovered by men digging a well, on land they thought they knew well.”

Jack continued as if she hadn’t even spoken. “Contractors renovating an old French fort found the Rosetta Stone. And it wasn’t until 1947 that a young boy looking for his lost goat found the Dead Sea Scrolls. So we have no idea what significance this piece of the puzzle will have until we put it with all the others.”

“Wow. Thank you, Mr. Peabody, for that riveting journey through the history of archaeology. You do know that I’m also an archaeologist, right? And forget this thing — it’s a piece of pottery. A sherd,” she drew out the word and jutted her chin out at him. “It’s just an ancient coffee cup.”

The archaeological community insisted on calling a piece of pottery a sherd — with an ‘E’ — while the rest of civilization would have called it a shard. Sometimes she’d say sherd in front of him, because the way he corrected her was charming — at least that’s the way she took it.

He smiled. She would hate his smile if it wasn’t so darn cute, all stupid perfect teeth and dimples.

And he had a pretty good tan going right now, too.

“Here.” He pointed down at it and snapped his fingers. She realized with a jolt that she had been staring at him. Thankfully, as always, he seemed not to notice. Too intent on the work at hand. “Use your phone. Get a close-up.”

Leah sighed and pulled her cell from her back pocket. She opened the camera app and pinched outward to zoom in. A blurry brown image filled the screen, so she tapped the center to adjust the focus. In the super close shot, she began to make out the familiar black, hatch-mark designs common to Salado Indian artifacts. She snapped a pic.

“And up here.” She followed his magnified finger toward the top of the sherd.

The image refocused and she gasped.

“Wait. Is that… writing?”

“Maybe. Need to get it in the lab. Clean it up, do some verification. You know, all the boring, tedious stuff that real archaeologists do to help our finds fit the puzzle. But yeah, I think it is.”

The Salado Indians had inhabited the area near the Roger’s Canyon Ruins approximately six hundred years ago and had a distinct polychromatic style.

But no one had ever found pieces with any sort of writing or glyphs painted on them. This particular sherd had a few very distinct symbols embedded in the thick, black lines of the design. It looked like they had been drawn on and then painted over. Time and weather had eroded the top layer of paint so that the message was visible.

Barely.

Leah snapped a few more pictures from various angles. “So? What’s it say?”

Jack inhaled. “Abandon hope, all ye who enter here.”

“Huh,” Leah jerked her eyes up to meet his. “What?”

Jack grinned and bounced his eyebrows up and down. “Kidding. I have no idea. The symbols look more Egyptian than I would’ve thought, but who knows, this thing could’ve been dropped here by a tourist.”

As if on cue, a group of people walked through the entrance of the cave. The man in front gasped and the others oohed and ahhhed as they stumbled down the path. A nuclear family of father, mother, daughter, and son looked around as if they’d been transported to another planet.

Leah could remember the first time she’d been in a cave with archaeological ruins with her Uncle Blake. She’d been twelve at the time. The little girl looked like she might be about that age. She was probably just a year out from getting a phone and then all hope of scholarly interests would be buried under a mountain of social media apps.

The girl tugged on her dad’s shirt and Leah overheard her telling him — accurately — the time period represented by the striations in the cave’s sandstone walls… it was actually pretty cool. Maybe there was hope for the youth today. She wished she could recapture that joy of discovery again.

“Come on,” Jack said, reaching a hand up to her. “Help me up and let’s get back to the lab.”

Leah clasped her hand around his wrist, her forearm smacking into his palm. She heaved and Jack jerked up onto his feet. She’d lifted him easily and his eyes revealed his surprise. Now it was her turn to grin.

“Geezus, Leah,” he exclaimed. “You been working out?”

She felt his eyes drift down her toned biceps and down her legs. It was the quickest flash, but she saw it and she didn’t hate the sensation of him checking her out.

She would file that away for later processing.

“Hey! Keep your peepers up here.” She pointed two fingers at her eyes. “Now get your pot and let’s get going. I’m getting hungry.”

“No doubt, Wonder Woman.” He placed the sherd into a collection bag, tossed it into his backpack, and slung it up on his shoulder. “I think I have a snack in here if you want?”

“Sure. And it’s Warrior Fit, by the way.”

“Huh?”

“You asked if I’d been working out. And sure, I’ll take the snack.”

“Oh, right. That new gym down by the campus that promises to make you a warrior by having you lift and throw big heavy things. Very unscientific and not healthy. You know that stuff’ll kill you.” He held out a chocolate donut with strawberry icing and rainbow sprinkles.

She arched an eyebrow at the sweating donut and shook her head. “No. That stuff will kill you. Keep it. I might have a granola bar in the truck.”

Jack chuckled and took a bite of the donut. “All work and no play… ”

When they reached the green pickup truck emblazoned with the University of Arizona seal on the door, Leah turned the key through the open driver’s side window and cranked up the air conditioning.

“Gonna let it cool down before we get in.”

Jack wasn’t listening, but didn’t move to his side of the truck. He had already pulled the plastic bag with his piece of pottery out. He examined it with his magnifying glasses, turning it over and over. He laid it on the hood of the truck and pulled out his cell.

“I swear I’ve seen these before,” he muttered under his breath.

Leah took his hand and pulled the remaining bite of the donut from his fingers. He didn’t protest, lost in his examination of the markings. She took a bite and winced. It was hot, sticky, and sugary.

“Ugh, how can you eat this crap?”

“Ah, got it!” Jack ignored her question and pointed at his cell phone. “Don’t these look like the same pictographs?”

Leah tossed the last bite of the donut away and looked down at his phone. Sure enough, he had a picture of some similar symbols pulled up on the Internet.

“Impressive,” she said.

“Isn’t it?”

“Impressive that you get a signal out here.”

“For crying out loud, Leah.” He frowned. “I’m serious.”

“Okay, okay.” She almost grinned as she said it. She jutted her chin toward his phone. “So, what does that mean? Where are those images from?”

Jack looked up at her and paused. “Cairo.”

She opened her mouth, but he interrupted her. “I wasn’t far off when I said abandon hope. More literally, it says something along the lines of death comes or maybe death slithers. I don’t know exactly.”

“In Egyptian?”

“Well, the markings look strikingly similar to Egyptian hieroglyphics anyway.”

“Cool. Ready to get back to the lab?”

“Leah, don’t you realize how incredible this is?”

“I do. But it’s hot as hell out here and you still can’t be sure that isn’t some kind of modern piece that was dumped in the cave by ma and pa tourist.”

“Fair enough, but you could have a little respect for the — ”

“The dead?” she interrupted him. She waved her hands around and moaned like a ghost. “Ooooohhhh, the dead are coming to get us and they’re ssssslitheringgggg.”

Jack rolled his eyes. “I was going to say respect for the ancient civilization that might be represented in this piece.”

“I do. Really, I do.” Leah sighed. “But let’s do the rest of the research back at the lab where we have high-tech gizmos and stuff.”

And air-conditioning, she thought. Jack said nothing. He slid the sherd back into the plastic bag and sealed it. He walked around to the other side of the pickup truck and slid into the cab. Leah backed them out and eased along the dirt road to get them back onto the highway. Jack was quiet, deep in thought. He stared out the window, his eyes focused on nothing in particular.

“Hey,” Leah said. “I know how much this means to you, but I think you might be letting it affect your judgment.”

Jack turned to look at her. “Leah, these things we’re digging up, these pieces of ancient civilizations, they’re important. You and I should respect them and their culture. Even if it’s a slithering death warning.”

“Jack, I —”

“You know I don’t think much of these warnings. They’re found in every tomb, sarcophagus, and gravesite in the ancient world.”

Leah didn’t say anything.

“Not to mention the danger inherent in any archaeological dig too. Tutankhamen’s curse killed eight people who excavated his tomb.”

“Jack, you know that’s all just — ”

“And what about your uncle and that episode he had down in Antarctica? Could’ve killed millions.”

Leah shrugged. “But it didn’t. All the headlines say it all went fine and civilization is still here. Apparently, Uncle Blake was some kind of hero in all of that. Precautions are taken. And you can’t seriously be equating King Tut and whatever it was Uncle Blake found with this piece of a pot.”

“No. No. I’m not.” He took a deep breath. “But a find like this under my watch at the university could make my career.”

“You know, you didn’t mention all the Nazis that died when they opened the Ark of the Covenant.” She smiled as she said it and punched his shoulder. “Could’ve all been saved if only they had closed their eyes.”

“Who could forget about them?” he laughed.

“Now, be a dear and reach under that seat. I think I have a granola bar under there.”

Jack leaned down and reached his arm down between his legs. A hiss and a rattling sound pierced the air.

“What the hell was that?” Leah demanded.

“I’m gonna need a little help here,” he said and sweat droplets immediately formed on his forehead.

Leah leaned forward and looked under him. His hand was two inches away from a vicious looking rattlesnake.

“Shit.”

“It’s a rattler, isn’t it?”

Leah nodded, but she didn’t need to. The telltale rattle sound built in volume immediately after Blake asked.

“Big one?”

She nodded again, slower.

“Awesome,” he whispered.

“Jack, I’ll slow the truck down. Do not make any sudden movements or he’ll think you’re a threat.”

“Seems like he already thinks I’m a threat. And I have to pee.”

“Not a great time for that. Listen, when we come to a stop, I’m going to crawl out of my window — don’t want any sudden noises to scare him — and come around to your side. I’ll open your door as quick as I can and you jump out. Then we can let him come out on his own.”

“This is a fantastic plan, Leah. Did you think of this just now? I am going to die, aren’t I?”

Leah didn’t answer. She eased her foot off the accelerator and the truck began to slow. She pulled over onto the shoulder, trying hard not to hit any bumps in the road. Crunching along, the pickup came to a full stop.

“He’s not rattling anymore,” Leah said. “That’s a good sign. And even if he does bite you, I can get you to the hospital and you’ll be fine. Sick as a dog, but fine. Any respectable clinic will have antivenin on hand, especially around here.”

“Should I move my — ”

“Absolutely not,” she said quietly, but firmly. “I’m going to climb out. Stay calm and try not to move. As long as he doesn’t feel threatened, he’s not likely to strike.”

She crawled through the open window like molasses oozing from a jar and eased herself down on the pavement. She flashed a you-okay thumbs-up and he gave the slightest nod of his head. Sweat was pouring down his temples. She skipped around the front of the truck and grabbed the handle of the passenger’s side door. She looked into Jack’s eyes and mouthed: one, two, three.

In a swift jerk, she jerked the door open. Jack half rolled, half jumped out and the rattler became enraged at the disturbance. Leah watched in slow motion as the snake coiled and lunged. She didn’t have time to plan this, so she kicked out with her foot as fast as she could. Jack hit the ground and began crab-walking backward away from the truck in an awkward scramble.

Leah's boot connected with the large snake’s head and it snapped backward into the road, flopping like a fish. It scooted back farther, its rattle shaking with rapid violent convulsions as it considered its next attack.

And that’s when the tractor-trailer speeding by turned it into a rattler-pancake.

Jack stopped crawling and flopped backward in the dust. Leah walked over, sat down next to him, and laughed. She shook off a slight shiver of fear and smacked Jack on the chest.

“Now, how’s that for slithering death?”

Jack was shaken, but recovering. “They teach you that at Warrior Fit?”
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Present Day

YUMA, ARIZONA

Leah shook off the memory of sitting in the Roger’s Canyon Ruins as the shuffling footsteps in the dirt grew closer.

Sounds like he’s right behind this boulder, she thought. Dammit. Sloppy Leah. You’re like a toddler in a toy store. That almost made her smile. It was exactly the kind of thing Jack would say about her field work, but she would save that for later.

If she managed to escape being shot out here.

She scanned the area nearby. The sun was threatening to peek over the horizon. She’d waited too long and now her plan to use the darkness as cover was fleeing quickly. The scruffy vegetation and the flat mesa top offered nothing in the way of cover.

Her best bet was to try and get past him. Her only chance to do that would be to surrender the notebook. But he would probably just shoot her first, then collect the notebook. A no-win situation if ever one existed.

Doesn’t this just suck?

Another footstep crunched in the rocky soil in the other direction. Then there were more.

Crap. He’s not alone, Leah thought with a scowl on her face. Sounds like he’s got at least three men, maybe four.

She guessed that he was being cautious thinking she had a gun. Lucky for him, she wasn’t the gun-carrying type. But this situation was making her reconsider her aversion to them.

She was sure he must know where she was camped out. There wasn’t another hiding place around for miles. She recalled the famous scene of Han Solo chasing the small group of Storm Troopers through the Death Star.

Maybe if she jumped out and made enough noise, she could surprise them into inaction. This might give her the precious seconds she would need to run past them. She shook her head remembering how the Storm Troopers had figured out Han’s ruse and turned around to chase him.

I’m going to die out here, she thought. And the notebook will be lost. Lost to Axel LaFitte. Ugh, what a slimy bastard he is.

She took a deep breath and steeled herself.

“Axel?” she called into the night air.

There was no response.

“Seriously, Axel. I know you’re out there.”

There were a few shuffling sounds. The henchmen were closing in on the sound of her voice. She glanced over and saw that the notebook was still sitting in the dirt. Maybe they didn’t know it was there. Someone had shot at the motion of the flapping pages before, but maybe they’d been too far away to see that it was the notebook.

Her mind raced with new possibilities. She began to concoct a story about how she’d thrown the notebook over the mesa’s cliff edge and dove behind the rock. She’d convince them to let her go and they could climb down and get the notebook. Of course, they’d search her, but she was wearing a tank top and shorts that didn’t offer many places to hide anything.

Yes. It could work. She would come out on the opposite side of the boulder with her hands raised. They would circle her. She would tell her story. They would run off and search for the notebook. They would leave one person behind to guard her, but she figured at least that gave her better odds of getting away.

Perfect, she thought with a glimmer of hope. And then, to her horror, she saw the man reach down and pick up the notebook. His skin was ruddy and tan and he had jet-black hair. He shook the notebook and sand flew from its pages.

That’s not Axel, Leah felt her eyebrow rise as she thought it. Where the hell is —

“Leah Stone?” The tenor voice sang her name.

And there he is. And then, God, he even sounds like a weasel. She inhaled and stood up from her crouch.

Her knees cracked as she did and the man with the notebook snapped up his rifle. It was short and stubby. It had plenty of firepower to shred her in seconds. But it was definitely not the gun that had made the long distance shots earlier. That henchman was probably still up on higher ground, his crosshairs ready to settle on her.

“I know what you are thinking, Leah.”

Highly unlikely, she thought.

“You are thinking that you can somehow distract us and get away. I assure you, this is not possible.”

Okay, so maybe you do know what I’m thinking. His speech carried a very slight French accent that sounded as if he’d gone to great lengths to shed. It made sense. He used to be some kind of French Special Forces and then, all of the sudden, he wasn’t.

And then for whatever reason, he’d shown up in the desert following her wherever she went. This wasn’t the first time she’d had a run in with him, but there had never been so many guns. Things had escalated this time around.

“You may come out now,” he said. “And do not try to shoot. We have you surrounded and you will not make it out alive. The scavengers around here will have your bones stripped of flesh before morning.”

So, he does think I have a gun. Her mind raced. Was that worth anything? She might still use that information, but she didn’t know how.

Either way, the notebook was likely lost. The notebook. He had it now. He didn’t need her anymore.

“You got what you want, LaFitte,” she called out. “Why don’t you go on home and we’ll go our separate ways?”

His high-pitched voice cackled in the darkness. Several voices chimed in with laughter after the fact. His henchmen didn’t know why he was laughing, but they must have thought it best to join the boss in his mirth.

“You’re a funny girl, Annaleah,” he said.

Annaleah? Only my mother could call me that.

“We will be holding on to you until we verify that this is, in fact, the Kinkaid diary.”

Another glimmer of hope snuck into her mind. Maybe, just maybe, the henchman was holding the notebook upside down. If he was, it would appear to be the not-so-famous journal of Blake Stone. Not particularly valuable.

“Fine.” She crossed her arms and glared at the henchman with the machine gun. He still hadn’t looked up at her. “Flip a few pages. See what you’ve got there. I can wait.”
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Amoment of silence hung in the air. It seemed he was slightly confused about what to do next — an odd thing for LaFitte. Then she heard his voice hissing to his henchmen.

“Bring it,” he said.

More silence.

“The book, you idiot,” he growled, and then he said something in another language.

She’d caught a word or two of what he’d said, but wasn’t sure what language he was speaking. Somehow she’d recognized some of it.

A submachine gun-toting henchman walked out of view with his hand outstretched. Whomever he was handing the notebook to was out of sight behind the boulder. Probably LaFitte.

She took a deep breath and waited. The light crinkle and scrape of pages turning merged with the chirping and buzzing of night bugs around them.

“Mmhmm,” he murmured. “Very interesting, Annaleah.”

He cleared his throat and she heard the metallic clinking sounds of guns. She tensed and waited. The sun had finally made its appearance and an insanely bright sliver of it was rising beyond where she thought LaFitte might be standing.

“I am growing weary of this silliness.” His voice was much closer now, only five feet away around the rock. “I do not care about the musings of this man, Blake. I will not leave until I have the diary.”

She gulped. The henchman had held the notebook out with Uncle Blake’s diary right-side up. The Kinkaid notebook was on the opposite side with no writing on the backs of the pages. And apparently, nobody had thought to turn it over.

“I shall give you to the count of three, and then my men will close in on you and you will be shot many, many times.”

Footsteps crunched toward her.

“Wait!” she said. “Just wait. I don’t have the notebook with me.”

She felt her pulse race and held up her hands.

“When I saw you coming, I threw it over the cliff.”

The barrel of the first man’s machine gun peeked around the edge of her hiding place.

“I’m going to come out now,” she said. “I’ll help you find it if you promise not to kill me.”

He cackled again. “You are in no position to bargain, Annaleah.”

Ugh. Slimy bastard, she thought. I’m going to punch him one extra time in the nose for calling me that.

She took one step and heard Axel blow two quick breaths across his teeth. She took another step and was thankful that two quick breaths across the teeth must have been bad guy shorthand for don’t shoot.

And there he stood. Axel LaFitte. Six men, all Native American, flanked him. Three stood on his right and three on his left. One of them grabbed her shoulder and shoved her to her knees in the dirt. She winced, feeling a sharp jab and then the trickle of blood on her left knee.

“I see you’ve brought your tribesmen with you,” she said. “A wise choice.”

“Ah, Annaleah. Funny even at the end. These men are from the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Nation.”

Quechan, she thought. Of course. Shew knew something about them from a show Jack had recommended. Though it wasn’t her usual fare, she had watched it and it had turned out to be fascinating. That’s why I recognized the language.

“Naturally,” she said, sarcasm dripping in her tone. “And you’re obviously of Quechan descent.”

She almost made herself laugh at that. LaFitte was about as far from Native American as anyone could be. He stood about five-foot-five. His skin was olive, but not dark. His eyes were pale blue, but they were almost as white as his hair, which was slicked backward under a straw Fedora. His suit, an incongruous outfit for the desert, looked like something left over from the television show, Matlock. Over his shoulder hung the longer, more sinister-looking rifle that might have been the one taking shots at her from the distance.

He didn’t take offense, but arched an eyebrow.

“I have told these men all about your efforts to disturb the holiest site of their ancestors. We’re very near it, you know. Ah, but you didn’t know that.”

Leah did know that. Jack had grilled her after she’d watched the documentary called Tribal Justice. She made a mental note that she hadn’t watched it in a long time and that she would pull it up on Netflix for a re-watch when she got home — if she got home.

Axel turned his head back and forth toward the men as he spoke in their language. In random, quirky movements, he jutted a finger toward her as he spoke. She couldn’t pick out whole sentences, but a few words revealed that he was reiterating his lie about her desecrating their temple.

One of the Quechan men was nodding his head and grinning. This one was built like a marathon runner, tall and wiry. His eyes snaked up and down her body and she thought he might have even licked his lips. She caught a phrase that revealed LaFitte intended to turn her over to them after he had the Kinkaid notebook in hand.

Okay, that’s not happening, she thought. Got to get out of here. She let her eyes wander as Axel continued to abound on how evil she was. Her search confirmed that there was no escape. No way out past the men. They would shoot her before she got ten steps. And behind her was the edge of the mesa, a sheer cliff to the river below. She shielded her eyes agains the sun that had now climbed up beyond the edge, nearly blinding her. She had no idea how far down it was, but it was likely too far to survive jumping over. And besides that, she’d be jumping into water. However, Axel and his men would be staring into the sun. She would be a moving target and hard to see. At least there was that.

She shivered with fear. Should’ve taken those swimming lessons back at summer camp, she thought. Too late for that now. Axel finished his speech to the Quechans and took a step toward her. He was two steps in front of the men and Leah hoped it was enough to block their fire. He drew a gigantic pistol from a holster on his hip. She admired it for a second. It was a beautiful Smith and Wesson .44 Magnum. She didn’t know a lot about guns, but she thought this one looked exactly like Dirty Harry’s.

Without hesitation, she reached up and grabbed the gun. LaFitte was caught off-guard and she wrenched it free from his grasp. His eyes went wide and he opened his mouth to shout.

She didn’t wait to hear what he was going to say. She bolted toward the edge of the mesa toward the blinding sunrise and leapt as far out into the air as she could.

And then she was falling.

The rattling sound of gunfire echoed all around her. One shot whizzed by her ear and she jerked her head away from the sound.

She hit the water hard and felt the air leave her lungs.
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As it turned out, Leah was fortunate that the bend of the river at the bottom of the mesa was the deepest section. Her feet did scrape the bottom when she plunged in, but only enough to spur her into action.

She lunged hard toward the surface of the water, but the river swept her along in a vicious current. She rolled over a few times and became disoriented.

Her vision began to dim. In her terror, she was thirteen again and learning to swim. Or as fate would have it, not learning to swim.

Summer camp was not a great experience for Leah Stone. In recent years, she had developed a lean, muscular physique from her Warrior Fit classes, however, she was once heavy enough to have to buy clothes inhumanely labeled husky or plus. As an overweight teen, who hadn’t quite blossomed yet, the thought of being in a pool with her peers was terror. Leah spent a long month before camp trying to figure out how to forget her bathing suit.

But in the maddening way adults have of downplaying a kid’s biggest fears, her mother had insisted. The skin tight, one-piece was packed and shipped off with her to camp.

Pool time at camp happened every day after lunch. Great, fill up the fat kid, get her into a spandex suit and shove her in the pool, Leah had thought. Her plan had been simple: hang out in the shallow end by the steps and pretend she wasn’t interested in swimming.

This had gone well until she heard about the end-of-the-week evaluations. The brochure had promised parents that their children would be lifeguard material when the week was over. As such, they would have to swim the length of the pool and back. Easy.

Leah worked on getting too sick to swim by Friday, but the counselors would have none of it. To her horror, the other kids went one by one down the pool and back — all right in front of each other.

She’d thought she’d never make it. She was sure she’d be dead at the bottom of the pool, murdered by camp counselors keen to make a point. They’d started with Matthew Allen, then Julie Aguilar, and after that, Billy Arnold.

Soon it dawned on Leah that they were going alphabetically and suddenly, right after Alicia Stanfield, she was next. Her heart raced in her chest. She stood and felt all the blood rush out of her face. And then, to her horror, she felt her throat constrict. Before she could run away and escape the humiliation… she barfed.

Chunks all over the pool deck. She’d never been so happy to puke in her life. Now she wouldn’t have to swim. Right? Wrong again.

The counselors, who meant well at the time, urged and coerced her into the pool. “Conquer your fears” and all that crap.

Leah took her time getting the nerve up to give it a try and some of the other kids were starting to laugh at her. The shallow end of the pool was just fine. She was able to manage something between a dog paddle and a frog swim until her toes lost their purchase on the bottom.

Panic began to set in, but she looked down the pool and she saw that she had covered a no more than half the distance to the far edge. She scrambled to keep her head above the water and inched along at a turtle’s pace.

By the time she reached the wall, she was completely exhausted. All the counselors were cheering and urging her on. She’d never been happier to reach up and grab the wall.

“Not so bad, right?” she’d said looking up at the cutest of the lifeguards standing there.

He shook his head and pointed back toward the shallow end.

“Not half as bad as the return trip.”

Oh, shit, she thought. She’d forgotten that she had to go down to the deep end and then back. Her arms and legs ached. Her lungs burned. The kids were all laughing now at the portly girl flailing in ten feet of water.

“Let’s get to it, Stone.” The cute counselor guy was clapping his hands together like a football or baseball coach.

She steeled herself, took a deep breath, pushed hard off the wall trying to get as much distance out of the surge as possible. She sank straight to the bottom. Her first instinct had been to sink all the way down to the floor of the pool and push herself back up.

But ten feet was more than she had bargained for. Icy tendrils of terror began to seep into her mind as she sank farther and farther. Above her, the rippled surface of the pool looked so far away. Her feet found the concrete floor of the pool and she bent her knees and pushed as hard as she could.

As strong as she was, she was still no match for the distance and about half way up, her lungs screamed and let go. Bubbles rippled all around her as she breathed out. She scrambled hard with her arms and legs, but made no progress. In fact, as the air rushed out of her chest, she sank faster.

The edges of her vision began to close in around her. A circle of darkness threatened to slam shut over her eyes. I’m going to die in the pool at summer camp, she’d thought.

The next thing she knew, she was lying on the pool deck coughing up water. The cute, yet overzealous, camp counselor was pushing on her chest. She tried to tell him she was okay and that he could stop his CPR efforts, but he was too focused on saving her.

To her horror, in the middle of a circle of kids who were both terrified and amused, he bent down and locked his lips on hers. He blew into her mouth hard and the air filled her stomach. More puke and water rocketed up out of her belly, spewing into his face and open mouth. He leaned back and gagged as the kids — who now realized she wasn’t dead — began to laugh and jeer.

Even though that had been the last day of summer camp, she would carry her new nickname with her forever. Volcano Lips. For years after, she tried hard to dodge going to camp, but her father insisted. She was excused from the swimming portion of the activities from there on out. Leah spent those days lounging on a deck chair reading all her mother’s books about ancient history and her idol, Cleopatra. She liked to imagine the Egyptian queen had grown to hate the water as well after watching her brother, Ptolemy, drown in his golden armor.
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She was recalling all this while tumbling in the black water at the bottom of the mesa.

She had no idea how long she’d been under. It couldn’t have been more than a minute — as strong and fit as she was, she couldn’t hold her breath any longer than that. She tumbled along with the rapid current, unable to tell which way was up. She was terrified to think that she might die with no cute lifeguard to resuscitate her. The same circle of darkness closed in.

And then he was there, her savior. The cute lifeguard with his lips pressed to hers, breathing in the gift of life. Her eyes fluttered open and she was shocked to see that he was now redheaded and pimply-faced.

She slapped the kid in the face and crab-walked away on her butt as fast as she could. Looking around, she realized that she was not at summer camp with her adorable savior. She was sitting on a rocky shoreline with the rushing river behind her.

“Ma’am, are you okay?” The barely post-adolescent kid took a step toward her.

She reached a hand up to stop him. “I’m fine. Stay back.”

His eyes went wide and she followed his gaze to her waist. Somehow, even with a long fall and a tumble through the river, she’d managed to tuck LaFitte’s gun into her pants. She looked back up at the kid who now had his hands up to surrender.

“Oh, that?” She nodded down at the gun. “It’s nothing to worry about, kid. It’s for the snakes.”

He said nothing, but he gulped hard and took a step back from her.

“How’d you get out here, ma’am?”

If he calls me ma’am one more time, I just might shoot him on principle. She glanced around and saw more curious onlookers. Near them sat neat piles of life jackets and oars. Several rafts lay on the riverbank. A rafting trip, she thought. These people were camping on an overnight river excursion.

“I was,” she coughed for effect, “in the group up ahead. Fell out when we hit that turn back there.”

She was completely faking, but figured it was worth a shot. She waited for a response. Finally, the red headed kid reached a hand out to help her up.

“Your guide should’ve known better than to let you ride without a life jacket, ma’am.”

Leah realized that she might be getting someone in trouble.

“Oh, I had one on.” She pointed a thumb back up the river as she said it. “It got hung up on some rocks under the water. Had to ditch it.”

He nodded with what looked like suspicion in his eyes.

“Well, I think we have an extra to get you back into town.”

“Perfect.” Leah clapped her hands together.

She looked over her shoulder in the direction of the mesa she’d hurled herself off. It looked to be several hundred yards away. She couldn’t see LaFitte or any of his cronies following her nor did she hear any gunshots.

Though she spent much of the rest of the day hanging out at various points along the river with the rafting tourists, she didn’t say much. She found it hard not to keep listening for the sound of approaching henchmen.

As the afternoon turned to evening, it became clear that this was an overnight venture. She realized she’d have to find accommodations as tents began to spring up at their next stop. Seeing her dilemma, an older married couple invited her to share their tent. They’d been fine with doubling up in a single sleeping bag and made strange sounds throughout the night. Leah felt it best not to let her imagination get hold of the noises they made. She couldn’t be sure what time it was, but before the first light of dawn, she exited the tent to give them some privacy.

She walked down to the misty gray river and stood on the bank looking out over the water. Taking stock, she realized how much she’d been through in the last twenty-four hours. Axel had the notebook now — Uncle Blake’s notebook. Worse than that, he had Kinkaid’s journal. The one that had promised to lead her to Egyptian relics lost somewhere out in the Grand Canyon. She’d been on the trail for so long now, following the map to the Promised Land left in the safety deposit box by her parents. She didn’t know what to do next. That treasure hunt was over. She wondered if Uncle Blake felt the same after each —

“I know you’re not from the other group.” The voice startled her out of her thoughts.

The guide was walking up from the camp. She started to insist that she was, but he held up a hand.

“It’s okay. Whatever story you want to tell the others is fine. Just promise me you’re not on the run from the law or whatever.”

Leah couldn’t help the left corner of her mouth from smirking upward.

“I’m not on the run from the law.” She said.

On the run from a rabid French grave robber maybe, but not the law, she thought. Definitely, not the same thing.

“I’m an archaeologist,” she added. “I work at Arizona State. Pretty harmless actually.”

The kid’s gaze trailed down to the gun stuffed into her waistband.

“Uh huh,” he said. “And that’s for snakes, right?”

Leah shrugged. “Okay. You’ve got me there. It’s for protection. I mean, a defenseless girl out in the desert alone has to be careful.”

“Righhhtt. You don’t look defenseless to me.”

She appreciated the comment, but wasn’t sure what to say next.

“We can take you the rest of the way on our trip, but I’ll have to drop you off before we hit the next checkpoint. They’ll check our rosters and you’re not on mine.”

“Sounds good to me, kid.”

“Oh, and, if it’s all the same to you, we’ll keep your cover story the same for the other rafters.”

“Perfect.”

In less than an hour, the rest of the camp had been struck and they were shoving their rafts into the river. The rest of the morning was an amazing ride down the river and Leah was reminded how beautiful the land around the canyon was. They eased onto shore a little south of the checkpoint and the kid — whom Leah found out was named Randy — let her off. She tossed him the life jacket and helped push them back into the current.

And she was alone again. She wasn’t completely shocked to realize she missed Jack.
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God, Mondays suck.

Leah rolled her head around her neck. It had only been a couple of days since she found her way back to civilization, but her entire body ached from dodging Axel’s bullets and leaping off a mesa into the raging river below.

And on top of that, she still hadn’t gotten over the fact that the notebook was gone. That weasel LaFitte had stolen it.

It didn’t matter that he thought it was only a worthless copy of Uncle Blake’s journal. She was sure he would soon figure out that the reverse side was the diary of G.E. Kinkaid, complete with clues to the location of a long-lost temple — a temple that might contain Egyptian artifacts.

Images of pyramids, sphinxes, hieroglyphs, and mummy-filled sarcophagi filled her mind.

The biggest discovery in modern archaeology slipped through my fingers.

She sighed and realized she had been staring into space. She thought it sad none of the forty-seven students sitting in her Cultural Resource Management and Modern Computer Cartography class seemed to notice — or care. Three of them were snoring.

“So, anyway,” she tried her best to inject some inflection in her voice, “as you can see from the diagram on page two-hundred and twenty-three, the physical layouts for each of the top ten major discoveries of the recent decade have been mapped. Temples, pyramids, underground cavern networks, everything. They were all retroactively entered into the C.A.T.S.C.A.N. program created by our own Patrick Donovan.”

She motioned toward her graduate assistant in the front row. Patrick stood out in the sea of students. His hair was almost albino blonde and his eyes were dark brown — almost black. His skin matched his hair, so his look was ghostlike to say the least.

Add to that the fact that he was a strict vegan and ran marathons on a regular basis, making him the definition of lanky. He looked like a skinny white wraith sitting in the front row. Some of the students had even complained that it was hard to look at him.

She ignored these comments. His saving grace was that he was beyond genius-level intelligence according to most testable charts. He had a penchant for archaeological mapping and he was a gifted programmer as well. He complained about fantasy video games that used unrealistic maps and sensationalistic television shows that assumed alien intervention had a direct influence into ancient construction.

However, he was a Sasquatch believer and felt nearly certain that aliens had landed in New Mexico in 1947. As such, he had few friends outside the department. To Leah’s knowledge, he only had two friends inside the department, her and Jack.

His Ph.D. thesis had resulted in the cartography program called C.A.T.S.C.A.N. The acronym stood for Cartographic Area Topographical Survey and Cultural Aggregation Nexus.

Leah wasn’t one-hundred percent sure she knew what all that meant, but the results Patrick was able to get out of his program were stunning. He could plug in any writings or recordings found at any dig anywhere in the world and the AI-assisted computer would plot out what the civilization looked like on a map.

As in, map out precise streets and building locations. It could also determine if the society was likely to have had temples and tunnels and caves and such — and estimate a map of what they would look like as well.

It was crazy to watch it draw out previously known cities with uncanny accuracy.

To test this program, the Archaeological Institute of America had sent Patrick every bit of sociological and ecological data they had on the Mozan/Urkesh Archaeological Project in Syria without any photographs or drawings of the site. His program recreated the dig’s layout with startling accuracy. It even predicted where they would find new buildings that had not yet been excavated.

Arizona State University had been eager to hire Patrick to keep him and his program proprietary to them and not in a competitor’s archaeology department.

Leah wasn’t sure, but she guessed he might have a higher salary than she did.

Patrick liked to say that his program would have made things a lot easier for Indiana Jones and Alan Quartermaine. He often said he could have found the Crystal Skulls or the Lost City of Gold in less than thirty minutes given the information presented in the films.

Aside from his odd appearance, comments like that ostracized him from his peers and the other students. And there was also the fact that he suffered from a persistent cold or allergies and wiped his nose to the point of it bleeding often.

Leah opened her mouth to continue, but her classroom door creaking, grabbed her attention. Jack poked his head in.

She realized just then that he was the exact opposite of Patrick. He ate meat, he ran only if it was raining, and he was good-looking in a Land’s End catalog sort of way.

The girls in the class all turned and stared at him. She couldn’t help but smile as some of them bolted upright in their chairs when they saw him in the door. Leah cocked an eyebrow at him.

He mouthed the word — sorry — and waved her to come over to the door.

“Okay, um,” she glanced around at her snoozing classroom. “Patrick, take over.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He jogged to her podium, opened his briefcase, and spread several binders out on the table to the side.

He was happy to have any excuse to expound on his program. Leah was sure she heard a few groans from the students as she walked to the door. Patrick launched into the most technical mumbo jumbo she could imagine complete with graphs and charts projected overhead and she rolled her eyes at Jack. He laughed and opened the door wider for her.

As they stepped into the hall she asked, “What’s so important that you have to drag me out of class? Couldn’t wait to see me again?”

“Uh huh. Like you need an excuse to get out of that snooze-fest.”

“Hey!” She punched him on the shoulder.

“Actually, Leah, this might be kind of serious. There are some people here who asked to see you.”

She stopped walking. “People here to see me?”

Jack put his hands on his hips. “Yeah. They look official. Government types. But just like park rangers or something.”

“Park rangers? Jack, what the — ”

“They just want to ask you some questions about the journal.”

“How do they know about that?”

Jack shrugged his shoulders. “No clue. Why don’t we go talk to them and we can find out?”

“I don’t like it, Jack.”

“They look harmless, official or not, Leah. Come on.”

He waved his hand in front of her. She followed, but felt her stomach tighten.

“I still can’t believe it.” Leah walked like a student on the way to detention, or a prisoner heading to the electric chair. “It’s gone. I worked so hard on that thing and now that bastard LaFitte has it.”

Jack stopped and put his hands on her shoulders. She still ached all through her body, but somehow his touch didn’t hurt her. His grip was firm, but his tone was soft.

“That’s all in the past now, Leah. And I say good riddance.” He slid his arms down onto her biceps. She had to fight hard to keep from flexing her muscles. “Oh, and I’m pretty sure I tried to talk you out of traipsing around in the desert on your own.”

His eyes flitted back and forth from her arms to her eyes. “I know you’re strong, Leah, but from what you’ve told me about LaFitte, he’s not a man to be trifled with.”

“Did you just say trifled?” Leah smiled and arched an eyebrow. She overdid a British accent. “Next you’re going to be inviting me to tea and crumpets. Cheerio, old chap.”

“Leah, I’m serious. You could’ve been killed. It sounds like LaFitte and his cronies were shooting to take you out, but you tried to beat them to the punch by leaping off a cliff into a rushing class four rapid.”

She shuddered as she thought back to the harrowing dive off the mesa and the ensuing tumble down the river.

“Well, none of that matters now. LaFitte has Uncle Blake’s notebook. Worse yet, he’s got the Kinkaid journal. If he ever figures out to flip the book over.”

“I think this is a sign.” Jack tilted his head down. “The gods are telling you to stop running around in the canyon, searching for a temple and a treasure that doesn’t exist anyway. Someone would have found it already.”

She shook her head and squeezed her lips tight. “Someone did find it. Kinkaid. And if the god’s wanted me to stop chasing it, then why the hell did they give me the journal in the first place?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “I have no idea. Maybe they were trying to get you to reconnect with your uncle? I mean, when was the last time you actually saw him or talked to him? Ever tried to look him up?”

Leah shook her head. “He’s not exactly the Facebook type, and the man’s lived off the grid for so long we all lost track of him.”

“But he was in the news so much back when the whole Antarctic thing almost killed us all. I figured you might’ve made contact.”

“Nope.” She kept her voice flat and emotionless. No need to stir this pot right now.

“Okay then. I won’t bring it up again.”

“It’s better that way.”

For a long moment, their eyes were locked. Leah felt a stirring inside, a strange, foreign sensation that she didn’t quite recognize. Was this what it felt like to have feelings for someone? She realized that he was still holding her arms and she looked down at his hands. He must have followed her gaze and realized that he still held onto her. And like he always did when they edged into this odd territory, he made a joke.

“Jesus, Leah.” He squeezed her biceps. “How much do you pay for these steroids?”

She wished he hadn’t ruined the moment, but she appreciated the joke. She found herself curious to see where it would lead, if they played it all the way out. But to save face, she played along.

“Ha!” she blurted. “It’s called working out. Maybe you should try it sometime.”

“Warrior Fit is not working out. It is self-inflicted torture. I’m not a fan. I’ll stick to my strict diet of Dunkin Donuts and Starbucks, thank you very much.”

He let go of her arms and she reached out an index finger and poked him in the stomach. She was surprised to find it wasn’t as flabby or soft as she had expected. She wondered if he was as averse to exercise as he put on.

“Feels like you skipped a few times last week. Can’t let this get too tight.”

His face flushed, but he laughed. “I’ll grab a dozen on the way home tonight.”

“Save one for me,” she joked. “I need to give this new diet a try.”

“Really?” he seemed genuinely taken aback.

She punched his shoulder and grinned. “No, Jack. Not really.”

Their footsteps echoed as they started walking down the hall again. Jack motioned toward the auditorium door.

“In there?” Leah asked. “How many guys did you say there were?”

He put his hand on the heavy steel door and pushed. “Like twelve or so.”

“Twelve?” she asked in shock.

The large room of descending rows of chairs was nearly empty and dim. Only a few spotlights down by the stage lit the way. A group of men were huddled around the front row. Some of them were standing, propped up against the stage. Their hushed voices carried in the empty auditorium, but she couldn’t quite make out what they were saying. Jack walked in front and she struggled not to take his hand. The hair on the back of her neck stood up and she wondered if this was what Spiderman felt when his Spidey-Sense tingled.

The men noticed them coming and their voices died into complete, velvety silence. And that’s when she recognized them.
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Leah felt the fight-or-flight, biochemical surge of hormones flooding her nervous system.

Her immediate thought was to turn and run as fast as she could, but Jack was right behind her, blocking the aisle. Scanning the gentle downhill slope of seats in the auditorium, she almost dove for cover.

But in the next few seconds, she realized that no one was moving. No one was making any moves to grab her or attack her. And from what she could tell, no one was armed.

She found her left hand had subconsciously reached up to clutch her mother’s necklace. She liked the comfort it brought her. It centered her in a way she almost couldn’t explain.

“Leah?” Jack whispered. “You okay? You’re shaking.”

She nodded but didn’t move. The group of men waiting for her at the stage was the same group of Quechan Indians, including the would-be marathon runner who had ogled her.

He didn’t look as dangerous here. Leah attributed that to the academic setting and also the fact that he was wearing a neck brace and a sling on his right arm. She wondered what had happened to the man.

He wasn’t grinning now, but instead wore a grimace of pain. But now, in the air-conditioned comfort of the auditorium, they smelled of patchouli and spice rather than sweat or blood.

They weren’t alone. Dr. Roberts, the current president of the university, was leaning against the stage looking a bit more like a 1930’s ad man than an administrator. If he had pulled out a cigarette and lit it, she would not have been surprised. Next to him stood a younger woman with long black hair and very tan skin. She might have been a student, but Leah didn’t recognize her. She was pretty in the way an “after” model is in an acne commercial.

“Hello, Ms. Stone.” Dr. Roberts stood up straight as he addressed her. His hands shoved into his pockets and he fidgeted with some loose change or his car keys or maybe that imaginary cigarette. “Thank you for joining us.”

“Dr. Roberts. What’s this about?” She didn’t retreat, but she didn’t get any closer to the group of men. She thought it in her best interest to keep space between herself and the men who had tried to shoot her.

“Our friends at the Quechan Council asked for a private audience with you.” He motioned toward the men. They exchanged nervous glances and Leah realized they didn’t understand what Dr. Roberts was saying. This group of men seemed completely different from the ones who were terrorizing her just days ago. Something had changed since their standoff on the mesa.

As if on cue, the younger woman began speaking to the men in their language. Must be their translator, she thought. A couple of them nodded as she spoke to them. The lanky man spoke to the translator. She turned to Dr. Roberts and seemed hesitant to deliver the translation.

“Sir, it seems they would like a word with Ms. Stone in private.”

The man who signed her paycheck arched an eyebrow and turned to Leah. “You okay with that?”

She opened her mouth to protest, but the men truly did look harmless. Almost like wild dogs who had been beaten down. Then again, mistreated animals could lash out if they felt threatened.

And on top of all that, she was curious. She wondered if they could be a link back to LaFitte and the notebook. Finally, after a few awkward moments of silence, she relented. She put her hands on her hips and motioned her head toward Jack. “Sure. He stays though.”

A short conversation in Quechan and the man in the brace and sling who appeared to be the leader nodded his assent. Dr. Roberts stood looking back and forth between his staff members and the group of men. He seemed unsure of the situation and Leah thought he might call the whole thing off. With a long, slow breath, he shrugged and gave in. As he walked past Leah, he whispered to her.

“I’ll be right outside.”

“We’ll be fine.”

They watched as he walked up the aisle still jingling the contents of his pockets. The heavy auditorium door whooshed behind him and bumped twice before closing.

“Okay,” Leah felt herself stiffen into an almost defensive posture. “What is going on here?”

She spoke with her mouth toward the translator, but her eyes never left Mr. Tall and Skinny. Though the conversation went through a proxy the whole time, Leah could pick out just enough of their language to speed up the process. Eventually, she realized the man could understand enough of her words to skip the translation all together.

“We have come to apologize to you, Mrs. Stone,” he said, his English better than she had expected.

“Uh huh. And I’m not Mrs. Stone. That’s my mother.”

He blinked a few times and looked at the translator who had stopped paying attention now that she was cut out of the conversation. He didn’t seem to catch the barb.

“Call me Leah,” she added to explain.

He nodded his head. “Thank you, Leah. I am Richard.”

“Richard? Really? I expected something more… ” She let the thought die with the confused look on his face.

“As you may know, we were the men who chased you through the desert,” he continued.

“And shot guns at me.”

“To be fair, we never shot at you. That was only Mr. LaFitte.”

“And forced me to jump off the mesa.”

“At least you chose that path for yourself.” The man called Richard reached his good hand up and tugged at the brace on his neck.

“Oh, my God,” Leah said. “Did he push you off the… ”

Richard dipped his head once.

“Okay, well, whatever.” Leah crossed her arms, still unwilling to give reprieve to these men who had nearly killed her.

“That is why we must apologize to you. We were misled by that evil little man.” Richard bowed and the other followed.

Leah almost smiled at him calling LaFitte little, but said nothing. She knew full well how LaFitte had taken advantage of people before, making grandiose promises in return for their help in leading him to sacred temples and treasures.

“We have come to you because we need your help. Mr. LaFitte promised to deliver the journal to us, but once we liberated it from you — ”

“Stole it from me,” Leah corrected him.

He hung his head like a scolded child and took a deep breath. He was a far cry from the villain who’d pursued her in the desert. “Yes. He swore to deliver the journal to our people once we had taken it from you. He went back on his word. He has disappeared with the book in his possession.”

“So what? It’s just a diary. It belonged to my uncle, Blake Stone. What’s the big deal?”

The man turned toward the others. Leah thought she saw a flash of recognition on his face. Did he know Blake? He certainly seemed to react when she said his full name. He seemed hesitant to go on. One of them nodded assent and he turned to look back at her.

“Please, Mrs. Stone. It is so much more than that,” he began. “You may not have realized that the flip side of the journal was not your uncle’s.”

Leah stiffened. She did know that, but decided to keep that a secret for now.

“Go on.”

“It is the notebook of a man named G.E. Kinkaid.”

Leah stole a look at Jack. His face was unreadable. Apparently, he had a better poker face than she knew. Okay, cards on the table, Leah thought.

“I did know that,” she said. “But, I’m not sure what that has to do with you. Though the journal means a lot to me, it’s not exactly worth getting worked up about. Most scholars chalk that whole Kinkaid thing up to a hoax perpetrated by the Arizona Gazette. I’m only interested in the side that was written by my Uncle Blake.”

The Quechans exchanged more furtive glances before Richard spoke again.

“That is what we had hoped. That most of the world would think it a joke, a hoax as you say.”
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At this point, Jack perked up.

She was sure he thought the entire article by G.E. Kinkaid had been a fake designed to increase readership in the Arizona Gazette.

The standards of newspaper reporting had changed a lot over the years. Though something like the incredible story of an Egyptian cave hidden in the deserts of Arizona would be fine back then, it would be considered criminal in the modern world if it were not clearly labeled as fiction.

“So,” Leah shrugged. “What are you saying?”

Richard took a deep breath. “Mr. Kinkaid’s article was not a fake. He and his team discovered a temple that is sacred to my people. The things he recorded in his journal are only a hint of what is really there. The history of my people, the Quechan people goes back much further than is recorded in our public documents. The true story of the Quechan Tribe is intertwined with civilizations found in Egypt. That history — the sacred history — of my people is hidden in Mr. Kinkaid’s cave.

“Revealing this to you breaks an irrevocable trust my ancestors shared with us. A trust I must now break in the hopes that we can save the desecration of our history from a man like LaFitte.”

Leah felt her jaw drop. This seemed to be confirmation of all that she and her uncle before her — Blake Stone — had hoped was true. It was all true. The temple discovered by G.E. Kinkaid and detailed in the Arizona Gazette in 1909 was real. The implication of an Egyptian temple being found in the Western United States was beyond massive.

Leah heard Jack suck air across his teeth behind her. He knew the story and the ramifications of such a discovery were not lost on him. She opened and closed her mouth several times, unsure of what to say next. Finally, she settled on the obvious.

“First of all, thank you for sharing this with me,” she said. “I have believed the story was true ever since the journal came to me. To finally hear that Kinkaid’s discovery was real, that the cave is really there… I... have no words to express the joy I feel about that. But, I’m not sure I understand why you’re here. Now that the journal is gone, what does this have to do with me?”

Richard raised hands, palms facing the sky. “You know what Mr. LaFitte will do to this temple should he find it. You know what we have only recently discovered about the man. He has no respect for history and tradition. He only wants the gold.”

She could feel Jack’s eyes widening at the mention of it. She realized that this was likely the reason her Uncle Blake was looking for the cave as well. If it was anything like the finds in Egypt, there would not only be gold, but also massive stores of priceless archaeological artifacts.

“I do know what he will do. But again, what does this have to do with me? Why not have your people guard the temple and if he gets close, run him off? Hell, shoot him if you have to. You were’t too shy about trying to shoot me.”

Richard swallowed hard. “For that I am deeply sorry. You must trust me when I say that we missed you on purpose. As for guarding the temple, therein lies our problem.”

He paused and licked his lips. His eyes darted back and forth amongst his companions. “We don’t know where it is.”

Leah felt the confusion wrinkle her eyebrows. “Are you saying that... this sacred temple, this significant piece of your people’s history, this century’s long dedication to protecting this secret location and... you don’t know where it is?”

“Exactly.”

Leah paced back and forth along the front of the stage trying to make sense of what she was hearing.

“Okay, let me just wrap my mind around this for a minute.” She steepled her fingers and tapped them against her lower lip. “You’re telling me that this temple with the Egyptian artifacts, a link to ancestors of the Quechan Indian Tribe, really exists as described by Kinkaid?”

The men exchanged worried glances. Finally, Richard shrugged his shoulders and exhaled.

“We don’t know that for sure. We never had access to the journal and over time, our people — most of them anyway — forgot the history. If you were to ask the kids on our reservation about this, they would have no idea what you were talking about.”

Leah considered this a moment. It made sense. There were so many things that were once common knowledge that had been lost to the seas of time. Even her own knowledge of all things archaeological and ancient were not as comprehensive as they could be — and she was deep connected to such things.

He continued with a wave toward the other Quechan men. “We are those tasked with defending the secret. Until the journal was discovered, we were sure no one would ever find it.”

She shook her head. “And you’re worried that LaFitte is going to defile this temple — which may or may not actually exist?”

“Oh, it very much exists. That much we know.”

“You’ve lost me. How do you know this if you’ve never seen it yourself?”

“Let me try to explain,” Richard said. “The Quechan tradition goes back centuries and most likely has ties to ancient civilizations. But to be honest, we are not historians. Do you know your own ancestral traditions back that far?”

Leah did know her family’s history back seventeen generations, but she took his point. She shrugged.

“Whether or not the cave has Egyptian artifacts or not, I do not know, but there are those among our people who keep those traditions as handed down from our ancestors. These stories passed down about the cave and the temple… we know without a doubt are real and true.”

“And who keeps these traditions?”

“The Quechan Preservation Board. They know everything there is to know about the temple and the Xiikwíir.”

Leah didn’t recognize the word. She glanced at the translator who had been idly tapping away on her phone. The clicks echoed in the auditorium and the girl realized the room had gone quiet and looked up.

“Xiikwíir?” Leah asked her.

“Oh, uh, loosely translated: snake.”

One of the men shook his head to indicate this wasn’t exactly right. He said a few words to the translator. She turned back to Leah.

“He says it’s the serpent.”

“Okay. Snake. Serpent. Whatever.”

“No. Like… the serpent. Adam and Eve, the apple, and all that.”

“Ah, that serpent.”

Another man rattled off some more information and the translator obliged. “The board is comprised of members who study the legend all the way back to creation. They know where the temple of Xiikwíir is.”

He paused. “And they know everything that’s in it.”
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Leah looked back at Richard. “Well, there you have it. If these people know all about it, why don’t you ask them or have them guard the temple or whatever?”

More odd looks passed between the men. Judging by some of their reactions, Leah thought she may have hit on a sore subject. It seemed as if they were not telling her everything. Richard cleared his throat.

“When we discovered that you were in possession of the Kinkaid journal, we did exactly that. We dispatched the members to protect the temple from you.”

“Hold on a second. First how did you know I was in possession of the journal?”

“We did not know the notebook existed at all in the beginning. However, your uncle apparently came into possession of it and had approached us to see if we knew more about the location of the temple.”

“Blake was here?” Leah asked, shocked.

Richard nodded. “Many years ago. The Preservation Board refused to tell him anything and in fact, tried to... liberate the journal from his possession.”

Leah let this sink in for a moment. She shook her head. “Liberate it from him?”

“They offered a great sum of money to him, but he refused. Claimed he had gone through too much and that the potential discovery of what was detailed within the journal was too monumental for him to give it up.”

Leah knew this was true. She did not know how much they had offered, but she knew the value of such a find would be priceless. She had to side with Blake on this one.

“Thus the board took precautionary steps when he left.”

“Precautionary steps?”

“We had him followed,” Richard said. “But we lost his trail somewhere in Peru.”

He looked her in the eyes and swallowed.

“I am sorry to say, we hoped he had died there and the journal had gone missing with him.”

Leah turned to Jack. “I’m done. Let’s get out of here.”

She took Jack by the elbow and began to lead him up the slope of the auditorium to the exit.

“Wait, Mrs. Stone,” Richard pleaded. “We did not know what kind of man we were dealing with. Our only knowledge of him was what we read in the papers.”

This stung a little. Leah knew her uncle was planted firmly in the gray area between archaeologist and plunderer. That fact was part of why their relationship was strained at best.

“And that is when we learned from LaFitte that the journal had been passed on to you.”

“How exactly did LaFitte know that?” Leah demanded, turning to face them. She took a few steps back toward them.

Richard shrugged and held his hands out. “I do not know. But he told us you were just like your Uncle Blake. You would desecrate the sacred lands of our people. We had to join him to protect the temple from you.”

She huffed. “You joined a scumbag like LaFitte to protect it from me?”

“We needed his help. We did not know your intentions at that point. You might’ve been a grave-robber like your uncle.”

Ouch, she thought. She wasn’t positive Blake had ever done anything like grave robbing, but she couldn’t be sure he hadn’t either.

"Your kind has not proven to be tactful or respectful in such endeavors,” he said, swallowing again.

“My kind?”

“Archaeologists.”

She glanced back at Jack. “Touché.”

“In our desperation, we believed his lies.”

“LaFitte?”

“Exactly. He promised he would turn the journal over to us once he had liberated it from you. He swore his intentions were pure and that keeping our sacred sites unmolested was his ultimate goal.”

“Bastard.”

Richard’s brow crinkled in confusion. Apparently, he was unfamiliar with the word in English. He looked at the translator who immediately translated the word for him before Leah could stop her.

“The relationship between my mother and father is not a matter for this meeting. I am not sure why you think it is relevant.”

“I was referring to LaFitte.”

He opened his mouth to speak, but then closed it again.

“Let’s get back on track here,” Leah said. “So, LaFitte stole the journal from me, went back on his word to deliver it to you, and you’re worried about him finding it, right?”

“Yes.”

“But you had already sent the board members out to protect the temple anyway, so what’s the big problem? Won’t they be there when LaFitte finds it? If he even does.”

“We knew they arrived at the temple safely. We knew this because every Friday, they would send Dorinda — an elder on the Preservation Board — back to our village to replenish supplies and update us on the security of the temple.”

Leah held up a hand. “Let me guess, Dorinda didn’t come back this week.”

“Actually, she’s been absent for more than a month. We have no way of checking on their safety, they are the only ones who know the location of the temple.”

“And that’s why you needed to secure the journal?”

“Exactly.”

“Look, I would love to help out. But I’ve read that thing a hundred times and it doesn’t tell where the temple is located. There have been scores of articles and stories written about potential locations, but none of them ever proves to be right.”

“It must be near,” Richard said. “Though Dorinda would never reveal the location, it was clear she was not traveling more than a day or two at the most. Without the board to tell us where it is, the Kinkaid notebook was our only hope. Now all that is lost with the evil man we hoped would save us.”

“I’m sorry about that. Truly, I am. But I have no idea what I could do to help. I mean, even when I had the journal, I didn’t have a clue where to start looking. I was getting close, I think, but — ”

A loud buzzing sound interrupted her. Richard slapped his pocket. Apparently, he’d forgotten to silence his cell phone.

“My apologies. Go on.”

“I was saying that — ”

The buzzing stopped her again.

“It’s okay if you need to get that,” she said.

“I’m so sorry,” he said as he pulled the phone from his pocket.

The exchange on the phone was in Quechan and too fast for Leah to understand completely, but she could tell from his tone something big was happening. He shoved the phone back into his pocket and stood.

“We must go. Thank you for your time, Mrs. Stone.”

With that the group of men started walking briskly up the slanted aisle toward the door.

“Wait,” Leah called after them. “Where are you going? What’s going on?”

Richard turned to look back at her. “It seems that Dorinda has been found.”

“Great. She can lead you to the temple. Problem solved.”

Richard shook his head. “She was unconscious and has been in a coma ever since they brought her back.”

He turned around and the men filed out of the auditorium. Leah looked at Jack. He arched an eyebrow.

“Well, are you just going to let them walk out like that?” he asked.

She sighed heavily. “You’re right.”

Leah ran after them. Jack was already in step with her when they slammed open the heavy double doors.
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Leah stood in the corner watching the myriad of Quechan doctors tend to the elderly woman who lay comatose in a not-so-new-looking hospital bed.

Through a few overheard conversations and some eavesdropping out by the coffee machine, she discovered that Dorinda Iron Horse, the seventy-six-year-old chair of the Quechan Preservation Board had been found unconscious and barely breathing. A traveler who had been hitching his way north along I-8 saw a person lying underneath the bridge over the Colorado River.

He thought perhaps it was a fellow traveler getting out of the blistering heat. With the sun beating down at well over 115 degrees, he decided he could use a break too.

That’s when he realized the person was passed out with her feet dangling in the water. He pulled her out and waved down a passing pickup. Officers were on the scene in minutes.

Leah thought of a few questions she’d like to ask the hitchhiker, but he was still down at the police station giving his statement.

Maybe later, Leah thought. Once the authorities had discovered that Dorinda was a member of the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe, she was immediately delivered to the Fort Yuma Health Clinic. Even though it was more of a broken arm and flu shot type of clinic, they would have the first examination of her.

If her injuries were determined to be more severe, she would be taken to Yuma Regional Medical Center. From what Leah could see over the shoulders of the nurses and doctors attending to the woman, it seemed that trip would be coming soon.

But three hours later, she was still there and apparently stabilized. Must be a strong woman indeed, thought Leah. She had only seen the woman in a state just above death, but she liked her already.

The swarm of medical professionals around her had quieted down and now only Leah, Jack, Richard, and Dorinda’s nephew remained in her room.

Her nephew was on the phone non-stop cursing at someone. Leah wasn’t one-hundred-percent sure, but he seemed to be demanding to know why his seventy-six-year-old Aunt had been allowed to undertake the expedition to the temple.

Leah wondered the same thing. Even though this woman was clearly a strong leader and an exceptional human being, the desert was a very harsh place.

Eventually, the nephew ended his tirade and shoved his phone into his pocket. He eyed Jack and Leah like they were scammers out to get the woman’s bank account information. Eventually, the nephew stood and walked to look out a window. He groped at his pockets. Leah thought the kid was going to fire up a cigarette, but he eventually found a pack of gum and shoved two sticks into his mouth. For a long time, no one spoke and the only sound was the constant beep of medical machinery.

“So, Richard,” Leah broke the near silence and motioned toward the woman with wires and tubes draped over her body, “sending her with the expedition to the temple seems a bit dangerous. What gives?”

He sighed heavily, his eyes darting over at her nephew. “We tried to stop her, but she insisted. As a member of the Preservation Board, she is responsible for the protection of our culture, responsible to the point of giving her life. She did not see this as a trip into the wilderness, but as a defense of all this is sacred to our people.”

Leah looked at Jack and he shrugged over his crossed arms. The kid by the window’s phone rang and he began another round of cursing at someone new on the other end of the line.

Leah persisted. “I get that. But, she’s over seventy. I mean, seeing as how this board was the only group who knew about your sacred secrets, maybe she should’ve stayed behind as a precaution. Even the legendary three-hundred men of King Leonidas sent one guy back.”

“Believe me,” Richard glanced over at her nephew who was still on his phone, “contrary to what Freddie thinks, we begged her not to go.”

Leah watched as the young man, Freddie, gestured wildly, alternating back and forth between yelling and near sobbing. She felt sorry for whoever was on the other end of the conversation.

The kid was nothing like what Leah's stereotype would have believed a Quechan Indian would be. He wore a short-sleeved red polo and dark blue jeans. His shoes were burgundy leather loafers and his hair was short and clean cut. He looked like every other American twenty-something frat boy she saw at the university on a daily basis. He wore a Timex Ironman watch on his left wrist and several leather bracelets on his right. His arms were big from what was probably obsessive upper-body lifting, but he obviously skipped leg day. His phone looked like the latest iPhone.

Freddie was just a typical…

Leah's thoughts came to a screeching halt. Phone, she thought, a GPS-trackable phone.

She jerked her head back toward Richard. “Did Dorinda have a cell phone?”

He was startled and looked confused. “I suppose, um, yes, I am pretty sure she did.”

“Where are her things? What did they do with her belongings when they brought her in?”

“Uh, I don’t know. I guess.”

“Leah? What’s this about?” Jack asked.

She didn’t answer. She jogged out of the room toward the nurse’s station and almost crashed into an intern walking down the hall. She didn’t stop to apologize. The nurse on duty didn’t look up as she slapped both hands on the counter.

Leah waited a few seconds. The woman, a rather large woman with a serious scowl on her face didn’t look up, but continued to click away on her keyboard.

“Ma’am, I was wondering — ”

The nurse held up one finger interrupting her and kept clicking away with the other. After a few more seconds, she finished what she was typing.

She leaned back, closed a nearby file folder, stood up, and walked back to a bookcase with several thousand similar files. The large woman clearly had been enjoying a few too many buffet lines at the nearby casino. She shoved the folder in its slot and turned back toward her chair.

“Well?” the woman crossed her arms and waited.

“Oh, yes. Thank you. The woman in room 4B — ”

“Dorinda Iron Horse?”

“Yes, ma’am, that’s the one. When she was brought in, did she have belongings? Things in her pockets? Wallet? Phone? Anything?”

The woman smiled, but it was the kind of smile that came from a condescending place high above its recipient. Leah felt as if an adult was speaking and she was the child.

“Now, sugar,” the nurse swiveled her chair and sat down in it, “even if she did have those things with her, which she did, you must know that we would never ever tell anyone about those things due to privacy and such.”

Sugar? Leah thought. Did she just call me sugar?

“Listen here, lady,” Leah felt her hackles rising, “I’m here to help find out exactly what happened to the people who were sent out to protect the Temple of Xikiwiki or whatever it’s called and what I don’t need is a wannabe — ”

Leah felt a hand slap down on her shoulder. She turned to see Jack and opened her mouth to protest the interruption, but he wasn’t looking at her.

To her surprise, he was smiling at the nurse. She recognized it as his best smile, the one he reserved for the multi-million-dollar donors to the archaeology department at the university. She saw a hint of Tom Cruise, or maybe it was Brad Pitt, in that smile. Was he chewing gum all of the sudden? She was shocked even more when she turned to see that the nurse was smiling back at him.

“Mrs.,” Jack glanced down at her name tag, “Mrs. Lumas, what my friend here is trying to say is that we’re on a particularly sensitive mission. A mission at the request of the Quechan Bureau of Indian Affairs to seek out the criminals who did this to Dorinda and preserve her legacy as a protector of Quechan sacred ground.”

The nurse beamed at Jack. “Well, why didn’t you say so? Sugar, when she got here, the police had already collected everything she had on her but her clothes. I’m sure they’re keepin’ it for evidence down at the station house.”

“Thank you so much, Mrs. Lumas.” Jack reached out a hand and Leah saw the woman’s face flush.

“Call me Shirley, honey.”

“Okay, Shirley honey.” Jack’s smile grew bigger and brighter.

Leah felt herself gag and promised to rib Jack mercilessly about this when they got back to town. Jack took her by the elbow and Leah let him lead her away from the nurse’s station.

“Really? Shirley honey?” She mimed poking a finger down her throat.

“And you don’t think that’s better than ‘listen here, lady’?” he grinned.

Leah raised an eyebrow. “Point taken.”

“Anyway, I called the QPD while you were jousting with the head nurse and they said they have her things and as long as we’re with family, we can check them out.”

“They have their own police department?”

“Of course they do. They have their own everything. Have you really never had any experience with a tribal organization?”

Leah shrugged her shoulder and realized Jack was still touching her arm. A slight tingle of exhilaration spread out from his hand on her elbow. She shook it off. Later. Time for that later, she thought. Jack reached out with his other hand and pushed through the exit.

“Okay, so what are we going to do about the whole family requirement?” Leah asked as the front doors of the medical center swung closed behind them.

As if on cue, a black Ford Mustang eased up to the curb. A door swung open and Leah could see Freddie inside leaning over the passenger’s seat. She thought she could smell the faintest odor of marijuana or maybe patchouli wafting from the car.

“Hop in,” he said. “I hope you like The Doors.”

She looked back at Jack.

“You ride with him. I’ll follow in your Land Rover,” he said.

Leah couldn’t help but wonder if this was where they broke on through to the other side.


ACT II


Life is a walk to the edge of a cliff. Every day we get a step nearer

and what lies over the brink, no one can tell.

DEEPAK CHOPRA


16


The Quechan Police Department was small and seemed more like a waystation for local youth who may or may not have had a bit too much to drink the night before.

It smelled a bit like bleach with a hint of urine and vomit, or maybe a motel pool. However, the officers were professional and thorough. They seemed to be going out of their way to provide any information that would help. One of them mentioned that they knew Leah was working with the Quechan people to protect their culture and sacred ground.

Word travels fast on the reservation, she thought. She wondered if Richard had been the bearer of that news or if it had been Freddie.

Dorinda either traveled light or whatever bulk she’d been carrying had been offered to the desert gods when the trail got too rough.

There was a small fanny pack containing a key ring with two Toyota keys, an empty bottle of water, an empty tube of sunscreen, and a Band-Aid. No driver’s license or wallet. No map to the temple or golden idols. Nothing that would lead them to the location of the rest of the Preservation Board members, if they were still alive.

“Sorry, ma’am, but that’s all she had on her when she was found,” the officer in the evidence locker said upon seeing the discouragement on Leah's face. He handed her a pair of latex gloves and made a motion toward the paltry pile of things laid out on the card table in front of her. It was all tagged and bagged and even still, it wasn’t much to look at.

It made plenty of sense that she’d be traveling light, but a woman like this surely would’ve known to carry more water. Or maybe she had been carrying more and had discarded the other bottles along the way.

Leah shook that thought away. Dorinda didn’t have the look of a woman who would desecrate the land she saw as sacred with anything other than an apple core — she might not even go that far. Then something occurred to Leah. The hitchhiker. She turned to the cop still pecking away at his computer behind the chainlink cage.

“And you searched the hitchhiker to be sure he hadn’t lifted anything?”

“Naturally.”

Leah used her phone to snap a photo of the belongings and then tucked them back into their Ziplock baggies. She pulled off her gloves and tossed them into a nearby trash can.

“Well, that was a bust,” she said to Jack.

He had his arms crossed in front of him and took a deep breath. “Yeah. Not much to work with there.”

As she, Jack, and Freddie walked back toward the front of the police station, the phone on the desk rang and the officer answered.

“Oh, yes, they’re still here. Why?” Leah heard him say.

The officer put his hand over the receiver. “Hey, Freddie, it’s the hospital.”

The young man took the phone and put it to his ear. His face melted as the person on the other end spoke.

“Okay,” Freddie nodded to no one. His face went ashen and his jaw clenched hard as he listened. Leah could see he was trying hard to keep it together and she knew it must be the worst kind of news. “Yes. Yes. I’ll be right there to make arrangements.”

He hung up the phone and his eyes welled with tears. “She’s gone. The doctors say her heart rate spiked, she jerked upright in her bed screaming, vomited a terrible amount, and then dropped dead.”

“I’m so sorry,” Leah touched his arm. “I truly wish I could have met her. I know I would have liked her.”

He nodded and took a deep breath.

“I need to go. I’ll catch up with you later,” he said, turning away.

Leah waved after him as he jogged out of the station.

“That’s odd, don’t you think?” Jack said.

“Huh?” Leah said. “What’s odd?”

She recognized the look on his face. He was in full curiosity mode. He often looked like this when he found something strange at a dig site. His best quality might not have been his test scores, the number of published articles he’d written, or even the finds he’d made.

No, Jack Parrish’s best quality was his complete dedication to the facts before him. He would often contemplate something, come to a conclusion, and then ask questions to see if you would come to the same. She knew that was exactly what he was doing now. It was almost as if Sherlock Holmes had appeared and was engaging in one of his clever games. In the end, he would shout, “Aha!” And then they would both know the answer to the mystery before them. She had no choice but to play Dr. Watson.

“What’s odd?” She asked.

“What? Are you serious? Dorinda goes all Exorcist and dies and you don’t think that’s strange?”

“I mean, I guess it’s sudden, but given what she went through, it just might have been too much for her to handle.”

“You don’t think just falling away in her sleep would’ve been more likely? Perhaps a dip in blood pressure, then cardiac arrest, but — ” Jake pantomimed jerking upright and throwing up. Then he rolled his head over to his shoulder, closed his eyes, and stuck his tongue out.

“You have a gift,” Leah said, shaking her head at him. “But that’s not all that uncommon out here. Those symptoms sound like a — ”

Leah froze mid-sentence. Her eyes drifted away from Jack and she stared into space beyond him.
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“Go on.” She wasn’t looking at him, but she could feel his eyebrow arching and his grin widening. “Earth to Leah. Sounds… like… what?”

“A snake bite,” she said.

“Aha!” He said.

The drive back to Richard’s office was a quiet one. Leah tried to make sense of all that had happened in the last few days.

Axel LaFitte had stolen Kinkaid’s — and Uncle Blake’s — journal from her with the help of the Quechan Indians. They had helped the slime-ball because he promised to respect their sacred sites and culture.

He’d also sworn he would return the notebook to them. And then he’d shown his true colors and stolen the journal and was likely searching for the temple now.

The Quechans had dispatched the Preservation Board, the only people who knew the temple’s location, to guard it and they had disappeared. Leah wondered if Axel had gotten there and killed them all — except for Dorinda. That might explain why she had so few things with her if she had hurried to get away.

But it didn’t explain the whole snakebite symptomology she had exhibited before she died. Leah had called the hospital and asked if they had found any bite marks on the old woman, but they had not. She asked if they had run a WBCT20 to detect venom in her blood. They had not. Why would they without the presence of bite marks? Good point.

Richard sat at a conference table with several other men and women whom he introduced as the elders of the tribe. All were somber and quiet. Richard seemed to be the chosen spokesperson for the tribe as they talked.

He placed a thick white envelope on the table and looked to his right at the oldest man sitting at the table. The man nodded so slightly that Leah almost didn’t see it. Richard slid the envelope toward her. She placed a finger on it and pulled it closer to her, but she didn’t pick it up or open it.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“We have pulled together the resources we are blessed to have from the casino fund. We hope this will be enough.”

“Enough for what?”

“For your expedition, of course.”

Her eyes flicked to Jack, but he didn’t react.

“I’m sorry. What expedition?”

The oldest man stood and bowed his head toward her. His English was broken, but Leah could understand his meaning. His voice sounded as if it was an echo coming through time. It was soft but carried the full weight of his people. She noticed the other elders had bowed their heads as he spoke.

“You are the one who must find the Temple of Xiikwíir and protect it from the evil man.”

Leah shook her head. “But I have no idea where the temple is and even if I did, LaFitte is already — ”

The old man held up a hand. “It is the way of the weak to make excuses.”

Leah’s mouth hung open. She blinked away a tear. That one hit a little close to home.

She started again. “I would truly love to help. I really would. But, Axel has the notebook and he will surely find it if he’s not already there.”

“Miss Stone,” the man said, his eyes now locked on hers, “this is your destiny. Your family has been brought to us in a way that would never have happened without the influence of the gods. I know you see that, too.”

She opened her mouth to reply but found no words. She felt her fingers trembling and clenched her fists.

The old man smiled and nodded noticing this. “You have studied the journal far more than any of us. If there was a path to the temple in it, you will know it.”

“I… Jack… ” her voice was barely a whisper. “Help me out here.”

Jack said nothing and shrugged his shoulders.

“Please, Miss Stone,” Richard said quietly. “We have no one else to turn to. Without your knowledge of the notebook, we have nothing. Our temple is lost to the defilers.”

Her mind raced. Images of scrawled notes and drawings came back from the pages of the notebook. She could see them with crystal clarity. But as she saw them, they began to fly past her vision like lines of undecipherable computer code. She had no idea what they meant or where the temple might be… if it actually existed at all. Up to this point, they had no real confirmation that it did.

“What if it’s not even there? What if it doesn’t — ?”

The older Quechan man slammed his fist down on the table. Several of the elders gasped at his sudden anger. “Do not defile the sacred word and duty of our people by denying the existence of our holy sites.”

Leah opened her mouth and shut it, trying to decide what to say. She took a deep breath and asked herself what Jack would do. He would listen to the facts. He would not make a hypothesis or a judgment without all of the facts.

“But, I don’t even know where to start.”

The old man waved his arm indicating the elders sitting around the table. “That is why we have come here to speak with you. We know the legend — the true legend — of the temple. With its telling, we hope you will find a clue, something to guide you on your way.”

Leah swallowed. She pulled her phone out of her pocket, tapped the voice memo app, and started recording.

“Okay then. Let’s start at the beginning. Tell me all about the temple.”

The old man, whom she learned was called Manfred Running Dear, turned toward the woman on his right. She bowed her head toward him and then spoke to Leah.

“Our people have creation stories, much like every culture on the Earth. Yet, you will get as many different versions as the number of people you ask. Most will tell you of Kokomaht, the Father and creator of all things good. Others will mention Bakotahl, the creator of all things evil.”

Leah looked at Jack, he nodded and smiled. He probably would’ve gotten to this faster than she had, but he had stayed out of her way. This was her journey, not his. The old woman continued her tale.

“But very few will tell you the story of Xiikwíir. The mention of his name is said to bring bad fortune to those who utter it.”

Manfred interjected, “Xiikwíir is what your creation story might call… the serpent.”
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“Well, I don’t exactly believe in all — ”

Jack reached out his hand and laid it on her forearm. “Not now, Leah.”

The old woman smiled and her eyes twinkled as she spoke. “Young woman, whether or not you believe in Xiikwíir will not save you from his evil.”

Leah felt a shiver run down her spine. “I’m… sorry. Please, go on.”

“Much like the stories you know, the serpent tempted the new people of the Earth with knowledge of all things. And taking on this knowledge, the pure and innocent beginnings of men were shattered and would live forever stained. And our land was burned in the funeral pyre of Kokomaht.”

“Wait. Funeral pyre?” Leah asked, shaking her head. “So, the creator was killed? Did Xiikwíir kill him?”

“No, he was killed by Hanyi, the frog among the people.”

Leah looked back at Jack. He shrugged. He sure was doing a lot of shrugging here. But if she knew him, he had probably already studied most of these legends. This was his way of letting Leah discover it for herself.

“I’m officially lost,” she said.

“Child,” the woman reached across the table and patted Leah's hand, “Some of us never fully grasp the spiritual world around us. But the details are not important to your quest.”

Leah swallowed back a myriad of questions choosing to hear the old woman out before she interrupted again.

“Our land was burned up, scorched to the dry, harsh desert we live in today by the pyre of Kokomaht.”

“The creator?”

“Yes, child. And Xiikwíir took refuge in that desert knowing that the son of Kokomaht had abandoned it after his father’s funeral.”

“So, the serpent still lives here?”

“Sealed in his temple by our people.”

A light bulb went off in Leah's brain. “The Quechan’s are the guardians of the temple of Xiikwíir.”

The old woman nodded.

“You’re the keepers of the devil?”

Manfred cleared his throat. “Our people have kept the serpent from wreaking havoc on the world. He has been a prisoner in the temple since time began.”

He paused and looked around at the other members of his tribe — the elders of his tribe. Leah could hear the hiss of the air-conditioning and the ticking of a clock. No one moved.

“This is why we must keep the location of the temple a secret, even to our own people. That kind of knowledge in the wrong hands would mean the end of the world. Darkness. Evil. Death. All would be released,” the elder said, his soft voice piercing through the room.

Leah leaned back in her chair. The air seemed sucked out of the room. Chairs creaked as the weight of the story settled on them.

After a moment, Leah said softly, “But now that Dorinda is gone, none of your people know where the temple is, so isn’t it safe?”

Manfred shook his head. “Not while the evil man has the journal.”

Shit, Leah thought, that’s right. LaFitte has the only remaining information on where the temple might be.

Out of nowhere, Jack spoke. “May I have a word with Miss Stone in private?”

The woman nodded and ushered the rest of the elders out of the conference room. Manfred stopped in front of Leah. He took her hands in his.

“The gods of my people have brought you here,” he said, smiling at her. “You will do the right thing.”

He shuffled out with the woman holding him by the elbow. As soon as they were gone, she threw her hands up. “Jack, I can’t do this. You know I’m immune to all this magic, mythical, mumbo-jumbo. I mean, there’s no serpent in the temple and no evil to be released on the people of Earth.”

“Don’t be so quick to judge, Leah.” He tapped the envelope. “Look at it this way, they are funding an expedition to seek out and explore the lost temple of G.E. Kinkaid, Egyptian artifacts and all. And besides that, remember, it turned out that the Ark of the Covenant was real.”

“That was a movie, Jack. We don’t even know where to start looking.”

“You only need to find the most scorched part of the desert, burned in the Koko dude’s funeral pyre.”

“Like that’s not a needle in the world’s biggest haystack.”

“Actually, I thought Patrick might have a way of helping us with that.”

Leah almost felt the invisible hand smack her forehead. “That’s right! His program. It might help us get started.”

Jack winked at her. “Aha. Now you’re thinking.”

Leah picked up the envelope and opened it. She whistled as she ran her thumb over a thick stack of hundred-dollar bills.

“It’s gotta be like five grand.”

“That’s better funding than you can get from Uncle Sam.”

Leah stood and opened the door into the hallway. The elders were all standing around, some of them smoking cigarettes. It seemed smoking indoors was still allowed on the reservation.

“Okay,” Leah said. “I’ll do it.”

The old woman put her hands on Leah's cheeks and kissed her. “I knew you were the one who would save the world.”

Leah opened her mouth to reply but closed it quickly. No point in contradicting the woman. As she and Jack walked out of the building, she handed him the envelope.

“Hang on to that,” she said. “And call Patrick. Tell him to meet us at the Perk downtown. I need a drink.”
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“I’ll have your biggest white chocolate mocha latte, please,” Jack said to the teenage barista behind the counter at the Desert Perk Café.

“You want the whipped cream?” the kid asked.

“Absolutely.”

“Seriously?” Leah rolled her eyes at him.

“What?”

“Jack, the way you eat, you’re gonna lose this waistline,” she poked his stomach as she said it. But it didn’t feel very flabby at all.

“Nah, it’s delicious.”

Leah ordered her usual Chai tea with added Matcha powder. When her cup was delivered, Jack shook his head.

“Looks like you’re drinking a cup of dirty water.”

“Don’t knock it till you try it.”

Jack took a slurp of his latte leaving a whipped cream mustache on his upper lip. “No thanks.”

They took their cups and sat down at a nearby table flanked by one long red vinyl bench along the wall. Above them hung various framed photographs showing the building known as Old Main, the first structure built on the University of Arizona campus. Leah knew it well. She had been to the office of the president on more than one occasion. Jack continued to slurp his way through his creamy latte while Leah watched, shaking her head. She wondered if he sometimes did things like order this fattening drink and chow down on glazed doughnuts to get under her skin. He didn’t look like he had been overdoing it in his diet. He looked up and caught her staring at him.

“What? You want some?” He licked his lips and smiled.

“I can hear your fat cells expanding as we speak.”

“Uh huh,” he said glancing down at her cup. “The dig site called. They want their dirt back.”

Before Leah could retort with another jab, a young man walked up to the booth. Patrick often wore a hat in public. She thought it might be to reduce the shock of seeing his platinum hair. His choice today was a Nantucket red ball cap with an embroidered hand holding up two fingers for peace — or victory — Leah supposed it depended on one’s experience with the symbol. She was pretty sure Patrick would think of it as a peace sign. He shoved in next to Leah and slid his laptop bag onto the table unzipping it as he sat.

“What’s up with you two lovebirds?” He grinned at Jack and then at Leah.

“Shut up, Patrick,” she smacked him on the back of his head.

“Hey, watch it,” he protested. “Hello, Jack. Nice to see you.”

He emphasized the word you and glared at Leah. Patrick was their quintessential third wheel, but Leah was often glad for the buffer of comic relief between her and Jack.

“You want a fresh one?” Leah raised her hand and spoke with an awful New York accent.

“Jelly! What's the matter with you? We never discuss Mr. Vitti's health outside the family. You know better than that. Sit down. Sit down.” Patrick answered with the quote from Analyze This starring Billy Crystal and Robert DeNiro.

Much of their friendship had been born from their love of movie quotes. Usually, one of them would start with something to see if the other would recognize it and answer with the next line or a corresponding quote. In the five years she had known Patrick, she had never stumped him with any movie quote. Jack was almost always lost when they started their back and forth. He would try his best to jump in, but never quite rose to their level of expertise.

“Fuhgeddaboudit,” Jack spat in his also poor attempt at a Jersey or New Yorker accent.

Patrick and Leah stared at him. Jack shrugged his shoulders and went back to work on his latte.

“So, what do you have for me?” Patrick turned his cap backwards and flipped open his laptop. He was attempting to be nonchalant, but Leah knew he was drooling at yet another opportunity to show off the genius of his program.

“The Kinkaid temple. We need to know where it is.” Leah said tapping the edge of his screen.

Patrick threw his hands up. “It’s in the minds of whichever Gazette staff writers made that crap up. It was a stunt, Leah. Like an April Fool’s joke.”

She glanced over at Jack. He looked more serious now.

“Actually, we have reason to believe that it might really exist.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” he said rolling his almost black eyes. “It was a fabrication. Never existed. Nobody named G.E. Kinkaid ever worked for the Smithsonian. And he sure as heck never found an Egyptian temple in the Arizona desert.”

Leah didn’t say anything. Patrick looked over at Jack. “Seriously? Jack, tell her. It ain’t real.”

As Patrick scoffed, Jack shrugged and Leah began to wonder if that was all he could do. He had been doing it a lot lately and she planned to call him out on it later. Grow a backbone, man, she thought. She snapped her fingers in front of the silver MacBook Pro sitting in front of Patrick.

“I need you to concentrate, concentrate, concentrate. Hello, hello, hello. Echo, echo, echo,” she said.

“Looks like I picked the wrong week to quit smoking,” Patrick answered with an appropriate Airplane quote.

“I know what you’re thinking, Pat.”

“Don’t call me Pat.”

“Okay, I know what you’re thinking, Rick.”

“Funny.”

“I had his journal. His diary. The book that had all the answers to the whole damn mystery.”

“Whose diary?”

“Kinkaid’s. My parents’ will wasn’t updated, so my uncle became the executor. It pretty much left all their stuff to me, but my uncle is always out of the country, so we’ve never sold any of it. The house and all that stuff is just sitting there. But my mom’s necklace had a key to a safety deposit box. And inside I found Blake’s journal.”

Patrick blinked, his eyes tracking invisible text trying to follow the chain of ownership. “Wait. Blake who?”

“My Uncle Blake.”

“This story is getting wilder than wild… rice. I’m lost.”

“Patrick, that’s Uncle Ben, not Uncle Blake.” She took his face in her hands and looked into his eyes. “My uncle got the Kinkaid journal. It looks like he didn’t know it then and used it as his own diary on the reverse side. Anyway, to make a long story short, I had the journal at one time.”

“The Kinkaid journal? As in a journal written by someone claiming to be the G.E. Kinkaid of the Gazette hoax piece?”

“Yes,” Leah said, exasperated. “Patrick, just for a moment, suspend your disbelief. Let’s play this out.”

Patrick sat back and steepled his fingers in front of his chin. “Okay, I’ll play along. But why was this journal in a safety deposit box that your mother had the key to open?”

Leah opened her mouth to answer, but then closed it. She hadn’t thought about that. She had no idea why her mother would’ve had the journal. Maybe Blake had left it at her parent’s house and they had put it in a safety deposit box. But her mom and dad wouldn’t have known it was worth protecting. More likely, Blake put it in the box and then left the key in Grand Rapids for safekeeping. That made more sense. She shrugged and began to see why Jack was so fond of doing it. It was a way to answer without actually answering. Noncommittal to the end.

Patrick continued. “Let me see if I have this all correct. Your Uncle Ben — ”

“Uncle Blake,” she corrected him.

“Right. Your Uncle Blake found the Kinkaid journal, but perhaps didn’t discover it was the famed Kinkaid journal until later. Then, for reasons we don’t yet understand, he put it in a safe deposit box in Grand Rapids and left the key with your mother who put it on her necklace?”

“Yes, and — ” Leah started, but Patrick held up a hand.

“And then, you took the necklace when you went to Grand Rapids for your parents’ funeral. After this, you found the safety deposit box and retrieved the journal.”

Leah nodded. “That’s about the size of it.”

He looked at her expectantly, but she had nothing more to add.

“And you need me because you don’t have the journal anymore,” he said, his face brightening in the moment of discover. “That’s what it is. You need me because you lost the journal.”

She took a long, slow breath. “I didn’t exactly lose it. But, yes, I need you because I don’t have the journal anymore and I think we could use your program to help us find the location of the lost temple.”

“It’s a long-shot,” Patrick said, “But that’s a risk I’m willing to take. So, where do we think the notebook is now?”

“In the grimy hands of a man named Axel LaFitte,” Leah said, her jaw tightening.

“Wow,” Patrick said in a hushed voice.

“What?” Leah asked at his unexpected awe.

“Axel LaFitte,” he breathed, “That’s a fantastic name! He sounds amazing. I’m betting he’s a snappy dresser, isn’t he?”

“Shut up and focus, Patrick.” She smacked him on the back of the head again. “Long story short, he’s a bad man and he’s probably on his way to the Temple of Xiikwíir to desecrate it and rob it of every important Egyptian artifact it contains.”

“And we need to stop the bad man?”

“Yup.”

“Your C.A.T.S.C.A.N. program is the perfect tool to get us in the right neighborhood to find the temple before LaFitte does.” Jack said, using a straw to wipe out the last of his drink.

“It’s possible,” Patrick said, tapping the aluminum laptop in front of him, “but it’s not magic. You can’t just expect it to put a pin on a map without information. I need data to plug in. It needs a cultural and geographical starting point to work with.”

Leah tapped his keyboard and said, “Start with the Quechan Indian Tribe.”

It was Patrick’s turn to arch his eyebrow. “Really?”

She nodded and he clicked the keys. “Okay, what else?”

Leah looked at Jack. Another shrug. She almost smacked him for good measure.

“I need more than that, guys,” Patrick said. “With that, you get the basic location of the reservation and the area surrounding it where their ancestors lived. But that’s a pretty massive piece of the desert.”

Jack pulled a small pad and pencil out of his back pocket. Always a researcher, Leah thought. He placed them on the table in front of Leah and jabbed the pad with his index finger.

“What can you remember about the journal, Leah?”

“Uh, oh, right.” She was caught off guard by the question for a moment. But within a few seconds, the pages began to come into focus in her mind. She didn’t have what some called a photographic or eidetic memory, but she was close. Her mind saw patterns in things and could recall a lot of detail about the whole by recognizing that pattern. The way most people could easily recognize a square or a circle, she could recall much more information as if it were a simple shape. She concentrated on the patterns she had seen in the journal and once she was in the flow of it, it all came back to her.

She scribbled a few passages and some rough line drawings. In fifteen minutes, she had filled a few of the small pages with notes, but nothing else would come.

“It’s too much pressure. I can’t remember it like this.” She dropped the pencil on the table.

“It’s okay, Leah,” Jack reassured her. “Keep the pad handy. Jot down anything that comes to you in the next couple of days.”

He turned to Patrick. “In the meantime, let’s you and I get the gear.”

“Gear?”

“For the expedition.”

“The expedition?”

“Yes. We’re going into the field, Patrick.”

The pale young computer genius looked down at his screen and swallowed hard. He suddenly looked like a kid who’d been picked last for a game of dodgeball.

“This field, this game, is a part of our past,” Patrick murmured.

Jack grinned and leaned back in his chair. This was one movie quote he knew well.

“If you build it, he will come.”
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Cold sweat covered Leah's forehead.

She felt feverish under her blanket and her pillow was damp from the heat. Her dreams came fast and furious. A single moment of lucidity allowed her to realize she was mixing up different anxious scenes from her life.

She was back at camp flailing in the water and giant snakes were circling around her as she struggled.

LaFitte and his men were firing their massive rifles into a churning pool. Several times she saw the bullets slice through the waves right next to her.

And then an airplane — somehow she knew it was her parents’ doomed flight — came crashing down beside her. Fireballs and sparks rained all around as the nose of the plane plunged into the water. She was carried along riding the rogue wave up and out of the pool.

But G.E. Kinkaid was there to catch her before she fell. In his breast pocket, she could see the notebook. As he caught her, the journal went flying and pages fluttered to the ground all around them. Each one exploded in flame as they hit the dirt. One of them fell on her arm and bathed her skin in white-hot fire.

She screamed and jerked upright in her bed. She fought to slow her breathing and calm her racing heartbeat. She clutched her arm where the lingering burn dissipated.

She reached over to the bedside table, clicked on the lamp. The time on her vintage analog alarm clock read 3:56 a.m.

Great, she thought. I’ve got another hour until the first workout starts at the gym. She flung her head back on her pillow and found it was cool — or more accurately — wet with sweat.

Yuck. She sat up and tossed it off the bed. It clipped the edge of her bedside table and sent the small pad and pencil Jack had sent with her flying. That strange déjà vu feeling struck her as she watched a couple of the credit card-sized pages flutter to the ground. She had seen the same thing in her dream.

The notebook. There were missing pages. The day she’d gotten it from the safety deposit box, the journal had shed a couple of pages. She’d found that several more sections were missing as well. Maybe if she could track down the lost pages… But where to look? As far as she knew the journal had been in that box at the bank for a long time. Before that, it was probably at… She grabbed her phone and tapped the call button.

“Seriously, Leah,” Jack’s groggy voice answered, “for the umpteenth time, I don’t want to go to Warrior Fit with you at five o’clock in the morning. I sleep at five o’clock in the morning like all the other normal people out there.”

“Twin Falls,” Leah said.

“Um… what?” Jack’s voice was heavy with sleep. She wished she could sleep so soundly.

“We have to go to Twin Falls,” she said.

“As in Idaho?” He was waking up, but he was clearly not fully comprehending her words yet. “Are you hungry for potatoes?”

“Yes, Jack. Get up and pack a bag. We’re going to Idaho.”

“Today?”

“Yes, dammit. Like now!”

“Leah, I don’t know what this is about, but I cannot go to Twin Falls, Idaho with you today. I have a meeting with the Starlingtons.”

“Oh, that’s right.” Leah swore to herself. The Starlingtons were the single largest private donors to the University of Arizona. She started to ask if he could postpone it. But the type of donations the Starlingtons made could keep the archaeology department in the black for the next five years. Putting that meeting off would likely send their giant check to another esteemed school of higher learning.

“Okay. Okay. No problem.” She struggled to organize her thoughts. “Listen, can you have Patrick cover my classes today. I’ve got to go.”

“Wait. Leah. What’s this abo — ”

She hung up the phone before he finished. No time to explain. She jumped up and grabbed her backpack from its hook on the back of her bathroom door. She jerked open the top drawer of her dresser and stuffed a bunch of random, likely mismatched clothing into the bag. She ran toward her bedroom door, but then skipped back into the bathroom. She tossed her toothbrush into the bag and zipped it closed.

In ten minutes, an Uber driver pulled up to the curb and she hopped into the bright red Toyota Prius.

“Where to?” the man, who might’ve been Quechan, asked.

“Airport,” her voice ached with early morning dehydration. She wished she’d made tea. But she’d grab a water or a coffee before boarding.

“Yes, ma’am.”

He started her trip meter and entered the address of the Yuma International Airport.

“Where are you flying today?” he asked looking into the rearview mirror.

Leah almost told him Idaho, but then for some reason changed her mind.

“Aspen,” she said.

“Mmmm,” he said through a smile. “California.”

Leah cocked her head to the side and huffed out a laugh. “A movie buff, eh?”

“Can’t get enough of ‘em,” he said. “I’ve got a top five list that’ll knock your socks off.”

“Me too.”

“Well, I hope you enjoy your vacation, ma’am.”

“Thanks.” She didn’t bother to explain that it was’t exactly a vacation, more like a scavenger hunt. She only hoped she would find what she was looking for when she arrived.

Leah's phone showed five missed calls from Jack. She hoped he wouldn’t worry, but knew he would. It warmed her heart to think of him missing her. She didn’t call him back, but clicked the phone off to save the battery and leaned her head against the window as the dawn light began to shine on the highway. She hadn’t been home since the funeral. She’d been waiting on Blake to show up so they could execute the will, though she wasn’t exactly sure what she would do after that. The house held a lot of beautiful memories for her, but it was also an empty nightmare. It represented the hole that had been ripped open in her soul when her parents’ plane had crashed. After discovering the key and the journal, she realized there was a lot in that house she didn’t know about. Even now, she wasn’t sure what she would find there.
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The best flight Leah could book was a rambling four-city journey over the course of an entire day. She made her way through random layovers and brisk airport jogs through Phoenix, Las Vegas, Los Angeles, and finally Boise, Idaho.

“We’re landing in Boise, Idaho, but you already knew that.” Leah wasn’t sure why airplane pilots all spoke in that strange small monotone voice and tried to be funny, but this one did as well. “The local time is 5:45 p.m. and the temperature is a balmy eighty-seven degrees here. It will be eighty-seven tomorrow as well, and it’ll be the same the day after that, and the day after that. As the state motto says, esto perpetua.”

Leah huffed as she dragged her backpack out of the overhead compartment. It had taken her over twelve hours to fly what would’ve taken only fourteen hours to drive.

To add insult to injury, her multi-stop flight was followed with a rental car debacle putting her in a late model, beat-up, puke-green Ford Fiesta — economy class — for a two-hour drive down to Twin Falls. And the radio didn’t work. Ugh.

At 8:23 p.m. she was deliriously giddy to see the sign: Welcome to Twin Falls Idaho. Home of the Arbor Day Foundation’s Tree City USA award four years running.

She mused that it might just as well have said: Home of Blake Stone. He was famous in these parts, or perhaps infamous. As she cruised through the city square, she bathed in all the small-town quaintness that endeared the place to so many. It had been a few years and things had changed.

Some places were new and tried to latch onto the new millennial vibe to attract young people to live and work in Twin Falls — Twin Beans Coffee, Exotic Guppy, Glanbia’s Cheese Marketplace, and the Ooh La La Boutique.

But Leah knew the age discrimination ran backward in the sleepy little town. The older residents, the God-fearing ones, preferred their town to remain stuck in the past.

As her glorified go-cart sputtered out of downtown, she saw White Mortuary, Rosenau Funeral Home, Parke’s Magic Valley Funeral Home, and Reynolds Funeral Chapel. From the looks of their buildings, business was booming. Cue her inner Groucho Marx.

After all, people are dyin’ to get in there. Rimshot and applause. Then she passed Rose’s Mortuary where they had memorialized the Stones. Tears threatened to spill from her eyes, but she’d already had that breakdown a long time ago.

Her phone spoke up to let her know Creek Mesa Drive was up ahead on the right. It had been so long that most of the roads had changed on the way to the old house.

In a daze, she realized, she’d reached her destination. A shiver ran up her spine. As she pulled into the driveway, the gray and white house immediately took her back to her childhood. To her surprise, the place looked good, her parents’ estate must’ve provided for upkeep.

The red door was the same though the columns were missing the massive ferns her mom had hung between them. She’d spent years of her life out on the wraparound porch reading all the books Uncle Blake brought when he visited. Like all things remembered, the house was smaller than she remembered, the rocking chairs were gone from the porch, as were the ferns.

Suddenly, she recalled that Blake was around from time to time. But he was always too preoccupied to play with his brother’s kid. He toss her some trinket he’d picked up in some third-world airport, then disappear up to the loft.

He never know it, but she would sneak up there and watch as he studied old maps and books on his hands and knees. Knowing what she did now, she was sure he was searching for the next big treasure hiding beneath the sands of time.

Something he could steal.

And then he would be gone again and the promise of adventure would fade into the fall when she went back to school.

Leah had half expected to see a For Sale sign out front, but there wasn’t one. She figured the house would be hers to do with as she pleased once the will was executed. But apparently Blake could’t be troubled to take care of such things. She wondered how long it had been since he had visited the house.

She moved the first landscape stone at the edge of the front walk and there it was: the Burger Stop keychain with a single key attached. She looked around, grabbed the key, and put the rock back in its place.

Everyone here knew about the key, but it was the kind of neighborhood where that didn’t matter much. Bunch of retirees and seniors waiting around for Bingo night down at the church.

Hell, it was only nine o’ clock. She didn’t see any lights on in any of the neighbor’s houses — grab a tapioca, watch a little Judge Judy and some Wheel of Fortune and turn in for the night. That crazy Pat Sajak, what would he do next?

Leah turned the key in the lock and swung the door open. She was almost disappointed that the hinge didn’t squeal like it was starring in a horror movie. She reached her hand over on the wall and brushed up, catching the two front room light switches. Nothing happened. She could see through to the kitchen where a digital time display glowed green. Power was on, but no light. She walked into the great room and could see the chandelier above had no light bulbs.

The ghosts of various pieces of furniture sat around the room with sheets and blankets draped over them. But there wasn’t a lot of dust in the air or on the covers.

Peering over the shades, she found that none of the lamps had bulbs in them either. She wondered why it hadn’t occurred to her to bring a flashlight.

Because, when you’re visiting your deceased folk’s house, you aren’t really thinking about there not being lightbulbs.

She pulled out her phone and clicked on the led light. The bluish white glow stabbed into the room and all at once. It felt much more like the horror movie she’d pictured when she walked in.

Without knowing what she was looking for, she peeked under a few sheets and opened a few drawers. Silverware, paperclips, tape, a few pennies — the junk drawer. She felt a little nostalgic when she found a menu to the Rice King. Her stomach growled, but she was pretty sure her dad’s favorite Chinese takeout place had been closed for years.

She moved up the stairs and was finally rewarded with a couple of creepy creaking sounds. The photo collection of the Stone family had been removed from the stairway.

All that was left were the faint dirty outlines of where the frames had hung. She wondered if Blake had done that, or if someone else had packed it up. At the top of the stairs, she could see down the hall of open doors. It looked like each room’s contents had been boxed and labeled — Leah’s room, Mom and Dad’s room, dining room, and so on.

She found a bunch of boxes in the guest bedroom labeled: Blake. He’d always used the Stone house as his home base and the evidence of his travels was stored here in nondescript cardboard containers.

Eleven boxes later, she was right back where she started with nothing new. She was pretty sure she wouldn’t find what she was looking for in the other bedrooms either and she just didn’t have the mental fortitude to rifle through her parents’ things yet.

All in good time.

The hallway led her to the stairs and she looked up into the darkness, her phone light barely piercing the gloom. Somehow she knew she would find what she was looking for up there.

The loft.
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When Blake was here, he was in the loft. He would show up with an armful of books and after dinner would disappear up the stairs. He was a young man then, but still had no time for his niece.

Once he’d discovered her looking over his shoulder and had immediately dismissed her back down the stairs. She could remember hanging out with her neighborhood friends, staring up at the tiny windows wondering what in the world he was doing up there.

She knew now and it tainted her childhood hero worship of him. Then again, Blake was the sole reason she had taken an interest in archaeology. He was a big part of the reason she had become who she was today.

As she climbed the narrow stairs up to the loft, she clicked off her phone light. She didn’t need it here. The moonlight peered through the windows with bright curiosity.

The loft didn’t have a door, the stairs just climbed up into the converted attic room. She rounded the rail at the top and was surprised to find the space nearly empty, except for the shelves that lined the walls. The square room had a bank of three high windows on each wall framed with built-in shelves, and all of them were stuffed full of books.

Likely, these were all Blake’s. She couldn’t remember her mother or father storing anything up here. Leah was angry that Blake was using this as his own personal storage unit. But then she softened as she looked around. Either that or he was leaving an anchor in the only home he’d ever known… something to keep his ties with the place intact.

Two of the walls had benches under the windows. Leah could picture a younger Blake sitting on one of the benches with a giant book about geography or geology in his lap. She realized they were a lot alike in that respect. They both had insatiable curiosity about ancient things.

She scanned the shelves and found everything from Plato to Stephen King. Blake had textbooks and decades overdue library books mixed in with action adventure thrillers like Kevin Tumlinson stories and classic gunslinger westerns from Louis L’Amour.

There must be a thousand books in here, she thought with a sigh. I don’t want to look through all of them.

She wracked her brain for a way to narrow her search. Finding a couple of loose pages from the journal would be like finding an honest man in Congress. They were there (maybe,) but they were hard to track down. She furrowed her brow and tsked her teeth a couple of times. The moonlight streaming into the windows fell on the far bench. A light haze of dust motes hung in the air like twinkling stars in the beam. Inspiration struck her, and she walked over and sat down.

She was surprised to see a picture taped to the side of the bookshelf. She reached up and pulled it down. Shining her phone’s flashlight on it, she felt a smile blossom on her face. It was a picture of Blake sitting on the front porch of a cabin she didn’t recognize.

But it wasn’t a picture of the young man she remembered pestering in the Twin Falls home. It was an older Blake, maybe in his thirties or even forties. His feet dangled over the warped porch boards and he was smiling in the bright sunlight.

It was a look she hadn’t seen on his face… ever.

He was happy. In this remote, wilderness cabin — wherever the hell it was — Blake was truly happy. She flipped the photo over and there on the back in what must be Blake’s scratchy handwriting were the words: Lyman Lake.

She had no idea what or where that was, but a quick search on her phone and she was startled to find Lyman Lake in Arizona. She turned the picture over and studied it again. It was a small lake-front log cabin with a green metal roof. The porch had a two-person swing hanging on the side and an old straw broom propped in the corner behind it. And then she saw the sign on the door.

His name — and her name — burned into a plank of wood with rounded corners and heavy, gloss varnish: Stone. She drew a long breath in across her teeth as she took in the details.

“So, you had a cabin on the lake in Arizona?” she murmured out loud. The room echoed oddly and she heard a knock on the front door downstairs.

Who the hell could that be at this time of night?

She tucked the picture into her back pocket and jogged down the stairs. Opening the curtain beside the door, she saw the ancient, elderly Mr. Heskett from next-door peeking in. He had horn-rimmed glasses with huge black and white eyebrows bushing out over them. Tucked into the corner of his mouth was a smooth, dark-stained pipe.

When his eyes met hers through the window, a moment of confusion flashed in them. But a few seconds later, his dentured smile grew wide around the pipe.

She opened the door. “Mr. Heskett, it’s been a long time.”

“Annaleah? Can it really be you? All grown up? My, you’ve turned out to be a fine young woman.”

Leah wasn’t sure if he could see the blush on her cheeks in the dark.

“I happened to see the car in the drive and the light flashin’ around inside. Just thought I’d make sure nothin’ sinister was about.”

“No, sir.” Leah shook her head. “I’m only here the night on family business. Gotta find some paperwork for the… uh… the uh… ”

“The sale of the house?” he finished for her.

The thought of it spoken out loud took her aback. I mean, that’s what I’ll do eventually, but…

“Yeah. Something like that.”

An awkward pause floated between them. His teeth clicked on the wood of the pipe.

“Well, okay then,” he said suddenly and turned to walk away.

“Wait, Mr. Heskett.” Leah shrugged and held her hands out palms up. “Could I borrow a light bulb?”

His caterpillar eyebrows crinkled. Then seeing the dark house behind her, she smiled. He ambled his way next door on a leg that was frozen straight from an injury in the Great War. Ten minutes later, Leah was screwing the bulb into the fixture in the loft.

Annaleah Stone woke with the light of early morning shining into the windows over the bench where she’d fallen asleep. Her back screamed at her for keeping it curled up in the small reading nook overnight. A paperback copy of The Gunslinger fell to the ground as she stretched herself up to a sitting position. Beside her sat several photo albums she had discovered on one of the shelves. Most were family photos, vacation photos, seventies-style glamour shots of a family wearing seventies-style clothes. The glasses were thick and the collars were wide.

But some were photos that seemed to have been contributed by Blake later on. Unlike the others preserved beneath a sticky layer of clear plastic, these were loose and tucked into random pages in the album. She carried the heavy book down the stairs. They seemed much less creaky in the warm glow of morning. She dragged a finger over the cover of the photo album and laid it on the kitchen table. Her stomach growled and she realized she hadn’t eaten since devouring the peanuts on the plane.
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The pantry was bare of food, but she did find a can with a few leftover coffee grounds and fired up the Mr. Coffee on the counter. She was forced to drink it stale and black, but it had enough caffeine to burn off the haze in her mind.

She flipped through the loose photos studying each one. None of these had any writing on the back and seemed to show a middle-aged man, not the younger Blake she remembered. He was wearing what looked like a park ranger uniform, his chest stuck out with pride.

The background in of all these photos was pure Arizona or maybe Colorado — somewhere out west. They all displayed lots of orange and pink rock, tall, sparse pines, and junipers poking out behind him.

She kept coming back to the photo of Blake sitting on the porch of the Lyman Lake cabin. There were a few others like it and all showed her uncle in a state of relaxation and happiness. She didn’t remember that about him. One picture showed him lying on an old green couch inside the cabin with a book open over his chest. He had his hands interlocked behind his head with the same bright smile on his face.

“He’s got a lot of pictures there. Must’ve been a special place,” she murmured, and tapped the picture with a finger.

Pictures. Photographs. A visual record. Something snapped into her mind. A hazy memory of something she remembered reading in the journal. She opened a browser on her phone and ran a search for the famous Arizona Gazette article from 1909.

She found what she was looking for in the section of the article titled: Kinkaid’s Report.

During that trip I went back several hundred feet along the main passage till I came to the crypt in which I discovered the mummies. One of these I stood up and photographed by flashlight.

Leah traced her finger along the text on her phone to highlight it. Photographed, she thought. In a flash, it came to her. Blake had circled the word, photographed, in bright red pen, over and over, in his journal. And just below that he’d written one word: negatives.

Kinkaid had taken photos and to the best of her knowledge, no one had ever seen them. What did negatives mean? Did Blake find the negatives? She almost spilled her coffee running back to the stairs.

She spent the next three hours pulling every book off the shelves in Blake’s loft library. She flipped through the pages hoping something would flutter out and tell her what to do next.

Nothing. No negatives. No Kinkaid expedition pictures.

“Dammit, Blake.” She slammed the last book back into its shelf. “Where the hell are they?”

She slumped back on the bench and tried to fight the sinking feeling that she’d hit a dead end. Her phone rang jolting her out of her thoughts. The caller ID told her it was Jack Parrish. She felt a smile come back to her face.

“Yo. What’s up?” She always answered his calls the same way.

“Hey, Leah. You’ll be happy to know that I ordered one of your dirt tea drinks this morning instead of a latte.”

“Wow,” she said. “I’m impressed.”

“Yeah. I threw it out after one sip. I’m actually drinking a Coke right now.”

“Oh, geez.” She mentally smacked her palm to her forehead. “How can you consume all that syrupy, gooey, ickiness?”

He slurped loudly. “On ice. In a Styrofoam cup.”

Her grin widened.

“So? Are you still in Idaho? What’s going on up there?”

“Not much,” she said glancing around the room. “I’d forgotten how boring this town was.”

“Sorry to hear that. We’ll go out when you get back and scare up some excitement. Namely, the tequila-laden sour mix kind of excitement.”

She almost faltered at his borderline suggestion of a date, but recovered quickly. “Actually, I’m thinking I need some down time. I may take a few days before I come back. Seeing the house, processing it all. I’m not ready for this yet. Soon. But not right now.”

“I understand. Take your time,” He said. “Maybe a weekend at a cabin or something. Nice lake views, hammocks hanging between all the trees, fishing poles, no TV or internet. Heck, I don’t know.”

For all his archaeology-ness, he’s such a city boy, she thought.

“A remote cabin on the lake sounds — ”

She felt her mouth drop open. A few seconds passed and she heard Jack’s voice. It sounded like it was coming from the bottom of a well.

“Leah? Leah? Are you there? Hello, Leah?”

“Sorry. I’m here.” She stood up and made her umpteenth trip down the stairs. She grabbed the photo album and tucked it under her arm.

As she locked the door of the house, she said, “Jack, I know where I want to go. A cabin on Lyman Lake.”

“Wow,” he said. “That’s specific. Where did you come up with that?”

“Long story. I’m headed to the airport. Call Patrick. Pack a bag. I’ll fill you in later.”

She hung up and placed the key back under its rock. The Fiesta got her to the airport in one piece and she was happy to find that she could get a more direct flight this time, only two connections.

Sitting in the last row of the plane, with the sun streaming into the window and the stale air of the overhead vent blowing the loose wisps of her ponytail, she pulled out a photograph. It was the picture of Blake sitting on the front porch. The sign behind him that read: Stone.

I wonder what you’ve got hiding out there, she thought as the plane began to taxi. Anything? She realized this was her last resort. If she didn’t find direction there, she would tell the Quechan people they were on their own.
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Leah's dingy white Land Rover — that was more dingy than white — wore a proud coat of red dust.

Sometimes students at the university would trace out the words WASH ME in the grime on the back windshield. In the beginning, she had tried to keep it clean, running it through multiple car washes a week, but the dirt of Arizona was relentless and she had better things to do with her time.

Currently, that was navigating it down the bumpiest excuse for a road she had ever encountered — and that was saying a lot. After four hours on the interstate, they exited onto a road that was — best she could tell on the GPS — called RR47 or Rural Route 47. It looked as if it had never been anything but a dirt road. If there were any banjo-playing rednecks at the end of the narrow road, a U-turn would be nearly impossible.

On the phone, the caretaker of Lyman Lake Cabins had apologized for the poor condition it was in these days. The rainy season had worn them down like a miniature version of the Grand Canyon. Ruts that threatened to swallow Leah's wheels snaked back and forth along the road in everything but a straight path.

This would all be so much easier if I only had Blake’s number… or even knew where in the world he was living these days, she thought.

She made a mental note that this would be the year she would reach out to him and reconnect. He wasn’t the only archaeologist to make a slightly shady living from finding and “stealing” ancient artifacts. For that matter, she had no idea if he was still doing that sort of thing or not. People changed, maybe her uncle had become an upstanding member of the community. Probably not, but she would give him the benefit of the doubt.

Jack sat in the passenger’s seat with a clipboard on his lap, his cell phone in his hand, and a yellow pencil in his mouth. He had been flipping back and forth through the papers on the clipboard like a mafia boss’s accountant since the beginning of the drive. He scratched and scribbled notes in the margins. Every so often he would grunt and say something like, “it can’t be done,” or “how do they expect me to pull that off?” And then he would disappear back into a flurry of forms and figures.

After the first thirty minutes, the noise of his pencil scratching and paper shuffling drove Leah to toy with the radio dial like a safe cracker trying to find a decent station. Each time something threatened to play, it would fade into static seconds later. She gave up and clicked it off.

“You’re a terrible riding partner, ya know?” She rolled her eyes at Jack.

He looked up at her and spoke without taking the pencil out of his mouth. “Huh? What?”

She reached over and flicked the corner of the clipboard. “You haven’t looked up from that stuff for over four hours, Jack. I’m a ball of anxiety and excitement over here and you’re buried in paperwork.”

He shrugged. “Leah, the Starlingtons met with me yesterday about their plans for the endowment gift next year. They’re thinking about cutting it in half.”

She was shocked. In the few years she’d known about their contributions to the department, they had always increased the numbers on the check. Even a slight decrease would’ve been understandable, but to cut it in half — that would hurt. She wondered if her position was safe. Patrick was surely safe with his development of the C.A.T.S.C.A.N. program. That might put her on the chopping block.

“Ouch. Really?”

“Yes. Really.” He took the pencil out from between his teeth. She could see marks where he’d been chewing on it. “It would gut our program in ways that I can’t make up for no matter how many budget lines I reduce.”

She wasn’t sure what made it happen, but the look on his face made her eyes begin to sting. Leah hadn’t actually shed tears since her parents’ funeral, and even then, it had been subdued with the shock of it all. Most of the time it was while she was laughing at stupid jokes or watching Hallmark Christmas movies. There was no denying she had empathy for him, but lately, it was growing into something new.

“Hey, now. Don’t do that,” he said, sliding the papers back into place on his clipboard and tossing it into the floorboard. “I’m sorry, Leah. I can take care of this later. Hell, it’s pretty much a done deal anyway. And I know this has exposed the raw spots in your family history and all. I’m sorry I haven’t been a good listener on the trip.”

“On the trip?” Leah was surprised at the sound of her own voice.

“Okay, so I’m not a good listener at all. I’m sorry.”

He reached over and took her hand in his. She squeezed his and took a deep breath. She wasn’t like this. She usually kept her emotions in check. Jack was right, the whole thing with Blake and her parents on top of the stress of finding the temple had her on edge.

“I’m sorry, Jack. You didn’t deserve that,” Leah said. “It’s really not a big deal. I’m just so wound up by all this business with the Quechan Tribe and then this cabin comes up and then I’m worried about the funding for the department… I just don’t know what to do about it all.”

He took her hand and squeezed it. “Leah, your job is safe at the university. That was the first line I approved on the budget. And as for the cabin, it will be good for you to get away for a day or two. A perfect time to catch our breath.”

She nodded and smiled. After a minute of absorbing the comfort of his touch, she asked, “So, if I’m on the budget, what else will we lose?”

“That is a good damn question. It’s huge. I mean, the closest I can come to reconciling it is,” He craned his neck to look over his shoulder and hushed his voice, “if I fire Patrick.”

“What?” she demanded. “You cannot do that! I need him. I wouldn’t be able to get into the field if I didn’t have him to cover my classes.”

“Leah, if we can’t cut costs somewhere, there won’t be anymore trips into the field. We’ll be reduced to a couple of professors talking about other people’s digs.”

“But — ”

“I’ve been over it a hundred times, Leah. We were already running at a zero balance of funds.”

“Then we have to find it.”

“What?”

“The cave. We have to find it. If we do, the Starlingtons will triple our budget. It’s the find of the century.”

He shook his head and slapped his hands on his knees. “If we find that cave, we won’t need the Starlingtons. The Smithsonian will be our bankroll after that.”

“And I get to keep Patrick?”

Jack laughed and she couldn’t help but smile along with him. “Absolutely.”
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Agroan erupted from the back seat. Patrick Donovan sat up and stuck his head between the two seats in the front. His white blond hair was straying out in all directions. Dried drool plastered his pasty chin. He rubbed his eyes and yawned. He looked like a cat, a cat named Snowball or Sugar or something like that.

“Keep Patrick for what?” he asked and smacked his lips scanning the wilderness passing by the windows of the Rover. “Are we there yet?”

Leah looked at him through the rear view mirror. “Well, well, well. If it isn’t sleeping beauty. You, mister, are a terrible passenger, too. You slept the whole dang way.”

“A mind like mine needs down time, Leah.” He yawned again and stretched his arms out wide. “I am an intellectual. My brain is like a computer running millions of computations every single day. It needs to be powered down to clear out the cache from time to time. You wouldn’t understand.”

“He’s got you there, Leah.” Jack tilted his head and grinned.

“Don’t encourage him,” she said, glaring at Jack. Then she turned her eyes to the rearview mirror. “And you. Don’t make me pull this car over, Pat. You’re here right? You should be thankful I let you out of covering all those classes for — ”

She slammed on the brakes and Patrick was thrown between Jack and Leah into the front of the car.

“Hey! What the hell?” He said, pushing himself back into his seat.

She reached down into the pocket in the driver’s side door. Pushing aside the envelope with the Quechan money in it, she found the folder of photos she had organized from Blake’s photo album. She held up the picture of her uncle and stared out the window.

“What is it, Leah?” Jack leaned over and examined the photograph.

“We’re here.” She pointed out the window at a small cabin. On the porch sat a rickety old rocking chair next to a green hammock tied between two of the columns. The front door, tucked behind a screen door, was a deep red and over the top of it hung the sign Leah had seen in the picture. “Stone.” She’d made it to Blake’s cabin.

“So, are we gonna sit out here and stare at it all day?” Patrick asked. “Or should we go inside?”

Leah let out the breath she didn’t know she’d been holding. An odd mixture of relief, excitement, and trepidation grew in her stomach.

“Yeah,” she mumbled. “Let’s go in.”

“Are you telling me we drove four hours in your oh-so-smooth-riding, piece of crap Land Rover to find a cabin you had only seen in a picture?” Patrick was waving his hands around as he spoke. “And you don’t have a key?”

Leah shrugged. “I hadn’t actually thought that far in advance.”

“I can tell.” Patrick crossed his arms in a huff. “Tell you what, I’ll be in the car.”

Leah considered telling him that he was no longer allowed to get into her piece of crap Rover for calling it such, but decided against it. She had far more important things to think about right now.

“Leah, I hate to admit it, but I’m kinda with Patrick on this one.” Jack tilted his head to the side. “I mean, we did drive an awful long way and you’re just now realizing that you don’t have a way to get in?”

She held up a hand and scanned the long-dormant flowerbeds in front of the porch. “It’s okay. We Stones always have a contingency plan for unplanned visits.”

Jumping down the three steps, she found what she was looking for — a rock beside the lowest step. Not calling attention to itself, but not serving any purpose either, it was the perfect spot. She lifted the rock and bugs scattered in all directions. A lazy worm slinked along a single brass key. She flipped the worm aside and peeled the key from the moist dirt. She turned around and held up her trophy.

He didn’t say anything but nodded with a slight smile of respect. She was relieved to find it, but if it hadn’t been there, she had planned to use the rock to knock out a small window in the back and crawl in. She wasn’t going to waste this trip.

As she pulled open the rickety pine screen door and unlocked the heavier wooden front door, Jack pointed a thumb back to the Rover. “Should we get Pat?”

She could see through the back seat window that he had his head laid back and his eyes closed. “Nah. Let him sulk for a bit until it steams up in there.”

“Not nice, Leah,” Jack said.

“He started it,” she replied as she opened the door.

She pushed it open and walked in. The air was heavy with dust motes floating in spirals away from the fresh air she had let in. The warping silver wood of the porch seemed to continue on into the house with no break. The planks thumped and creaked under her boots.

To her right sat a red and green plaid couch with heavy mahogany arms in front of a flat stone fireplace. The hearth was black with soot and a couple of rotten logs sat in a pile to the side.

Under a coffee table made from an old window frame sprawled a brown bear rug, but it was obvious it wasn’t a real hide. Blake wouldn’t have one of those. Above the fireplace on the mantel, there was a collection of pictures in frames leaning against the stones.

Two of the photos were of her parents at their wedding. Blake had been Sam Stone’s best man. A much older photo was of the whole family including Gramps, Grandma, Blake and Sam. Felton Stone had his hands planted firmly on his sons’ shoulders — her dad and Blake wore enormous smiles. They were both so young in that picture — maybe ten or eleven years old.

Leah noticed for the first time that Blake looked like gramps. Her dad looked like Grandma and Leah, in turn, looked like both of them. The other three pictures were of an older Blake standing with people she didn’t know — a bunch of men with shovels and picks, covered in dust and sweat. There wasn’t much landscape to see, but it could’ve been Egypt or Syria.

“Hey, Leah,” Jack called from the kitchen. “The power is on and the fridge is stocked. Looks like we’ve got a jar of pickles, two shriveled and moldy limes, some hot sauce, and a bottle of Havana Club Rum — and it hasn’t been opened yet!”

“Nice. I know what’s for dinner.” Leah turned to scan the rest of the room.

A long table with eight mismatched wooden chairs filled the space behind the couch. Dusty Aztec rugs sat under each piece of furniture. Everything in the room smelled like smoke and looked like it hadn’t been used in a decade. Other than the occasional squeak of the screen door drifting in the wind and Jack’s feet shuffling in the kitchen, the whole place was quiet and peaceful. Leah loved it.

“Here.” Jack startled her and she turned to see he had a short octagonal glass outstretched toward her. A dark brown liquid swirled around leaving thick rings around the edge.

Leah glanced down at a non-existent watch on her wrist and arched a questioning eyebrow at him.

He grinned and thrust the glass into her hand. “It’s five o’clock somewhere.”

She tilted her head to the side. “I guess it is.”

She sipped the cold liquid and felt the warm, brown burn of an expensive rum sliding down her throat. Holding off the mandatory liquor shiver, she took another slow sip.

“Holy cow! That’s good stuff.” She held the glass out at arm’s length and studied the glass.

“I’ve never had it before,” Jack said. “I hope your Uncle Blake won’t mind.”

“I wouldn’t know,” she corrected him. “He wasn’t around very much and when he was, we didn’t spend much time together anyway. Big age difference.”

“Fair enough.” Jack held up the glass and clinked hers. “Don’t know much about him, but he sure knows how to pick good rum.”

“Yeah,” she said under her breath. “It’s weird that he hadn’t opened it.”
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Jack took a few more sips and saw the pictures on the mantel. He walked over and studied each one.

“Blake?” he pointed to one of them.

“Yes. He’s the older kid there. The one with the striped shirt.”

Jack raised his glass to the photo. “Thanks for the rum, Uncle Blake.”

Leah turned around and scanned the room. Besides the furniture and a few random pieces of driftwood, there wasn’t much here. A door beyond the table stood open and she could see a bed inside the room. Beside that, a small stairway led up into darkness.

The lady or the tiger, she thought to herself. Which path to check out first?

“I’m going to check on Patrick and bring in the bags,” Jack said.

“Yeah… okay… ”

In her head, Leah ran a quick game of eenie meenie miney mo and her eyes fell on the stairs. A vision of the stairs leading up to the loft in the house back in Twin Falls came to mind. There was a nice symmetry to it. For some reason, she knew she would find what she was looking for up there.

“You are it,” she said with a tightness filling her chest.

This time as she climbed the stairs, she was met with two things. The first was the nice horror movie-esque creaking of the wood. The second was all of the photos that had once hung in the stairway in Idaho, were hanging here. Blake had moved them here. He must love this place, she thought. One picture was her parents, maybe in their twenties. Her father looked like he always had, dark wavy hair, thick black mustache, and a tight, close-lipped smile. Her mother, sweetness personified in an auburn-haired debutante, was pregnant. She had one hand tucked under her belly. Leah's hand went to her necklace-the same broken ankh her mother wore around her neck in the photo-and her eyes filled with tears. She was in the picture too — a baby still in her mother’s womb.

She touched the photo briefly and continued the climb. The upstairs room was actually a loft. She was not surprised to find it similar to the room back in the Stone home. Three walls were lined with mismatched bookcases and the fourth wall was a waist-high rail that looked out over the living room. Pieces of pottery, desert-scorched stones, and a dozen or more hand-carved figurines that looked to be from the Middle East were scattered amongst the shelves.

“How’s the weather down there?” Leah said, looking out over the rail. No answer. Jack was still outside fetching Patrick.

In the middle of the room, in all its glory, was a chaise lounge that had to have been bought from a seventies nightclub going-out-of-business sale. It was covered with gold, velvety fur and sat on four black peg legs. It was wide enough for two people to sit on it and smelled like Lucky Strike cigarettes and Brut aftershave. Beside it sat a small round table with a tall half-melted candle and a book of matches that read: Reed’s Motor Lodge — A Country Style Motel with a Gift Shop! A gift shop? Sweet, Leah thought. Turning a circle in the room, she saw that there were fewer books here than there were in Idaho. In some ways it was a mirror of the loft back at her folks’ place, but in other ways, it was a shadow. Her search was still going to take a while.

She plopped down on the chaise and found it was plush and comfortable. Sipping the last gulp of rum from her glass, she placed it on the table. She picked up the matchbook and found that it had three matches left. She dragged one across the lighting strip. It popped and fizzled out. The second one she tried flared to life and she was able to light the candle. The room was filled with dancing shadows and she couldn’t help but feel like she had disturbed more than one ghost. She took a deep breath and tried to let the shelves tell her where to begin.

The shelves said nothing.

She stood, wobbled a bit, and discovered that she had a mild buzz from the rum. That’s some really good stuff, she thought and made a mental note to get some more before the boys drank it all. The bookcase on the far wall had larger books on it, so she decided she would start there. She grabbed a large leather-bound copy of Neil Gaiman’s American Gods and flipped it open. She read a few lines of the opening paragraph. She wasn’t sure this was her type of book. She held it up by the front and back cover and shook. Nothing came out. She slid it back into its spot on the shelf and pulled out the next book.

It took twenty more minutes before she came across Last Stand at Papago Wells by Louis L’Amour. She didn’t know the book, but she flipped it over and scanned the blurb. The basic story had a man named Logan Cates and a group of settlers fighting with an Apache war party. They were fighting over the water at a place called Papago Wells… southeast of Yuma. Leah felt her pulse quicken.

She pulled the cover back and there, inside the flap of the dust jacket, was a yellowed envelope and three loose pages of the journal. When she picked up the envelope, it made a soft clinking sound that reminded her of ceramic dominoes. She opened it and saw three plates of some kind inside. Flipping through them, she could see they each had three sections on them, but there wasn’t enough light to see exactly what they were. They didn’t look like standard film negatives, but they did appear to have photos etched on them. The pages of the journal were blank on one side, but on the other, she saw notes she recognized as Blake’s. She shoved the book back onto the shelf and took the envelope and pages downstairs.

She found Jack swinging gently in the hammock on the porch. His fingers where laced behind his head and he was snoring. She nudged his shoulder.

“Hey, Jack, wake up.” She shoved him a little harder when he smacked his lips, but didn’t open his eyes.

She glanced out at her Land Rover to see that Patrick was still asleep too. What is this, nap time at the lake? She thought. She pushed the hammock a little harder and Jack woke up. He must have felt his bed swinging to the side, because his eyes opened and he jerked his leg up to counterbalance the motion. But being a bit groggy, he moved too fast and the hammock flipped upside down dumping him onto the porch with a thump. Oops, Leah thought.


27


“Hey, what the hell, Leah?” He grabbed his shoulder that had hit the porch.

“Jack, listen. I found something.” She held up the envelope and shook it.

He crouched below the still swinging hammock. “What is it?”

“I’m not sure. Some kind of weird picture plates.”

“Picture plates?”

“Yeah. Like maybe some kind of old negative or something. I think this is what Blake meant in his journal.”

“Let me see.”

She opened the envelope and handed him one. He held it up and the dying sunlight filtered through. The images were much clearer and Leah knew immediately they had found them. G.E. Kinkaid’s photographs.

“Can’t tell what these are pictures of,” Jack said as he squinted his eyes at the negatives.

“Yeah,” she said. “We need to figure out a way to get these developed.”

Jack looked at her and pointed at her hand. “What are those?”

“Oh, I almost forgot!” She raised her hand to show him the loose journal pages. “I found some of the missing pages of Blake’s notebook.”

“What do they say?”

“Haven’t read them all the way through, but they reference a possible cave location. Blake must’ve stored them with the negatives for a reason. I think if we can get some kind of photographs made from these, we’ll have the location of the cave.”

“And the temple,” Jack said in a low voice.

“Exactly.”

“So, while you guys were out here checking out old family photos, you were gonna leave me to fry in the car?” A raspy voice interrupted them.

Leah whirled around to see Patrick standing at the bottom of the stairs leading onto the porch. His white-blonde hair stuck to the sides of his head and his shirt had a large wet horseshoe of sweat. He ran his hand through his hair slicking it back from his forehead. He looked like he’d fallen into a pool with his clothes on. Leah couldn’t help but laugh.

“It’s frickin’ hot out here,” he pointed at the cabin door. “Please tell me this place has A.C.”

Leah shook her head. “Sorry pal. But I’m sure it’s a lot cooler inside than it is in the Rover.”

He took his glasses off attempted to wipe the sweat from the lenses and finding his shirt soaked, gave up. He jutted his chin out at her. “Where’d ya get the sweet bromo-silvers?”

“The bromo whats?”

“The negatives. Those are bromo-silvers. Pretty early color photography technique.” He slid his glasses on. “Those are Prokudin-Gorsky plates.”

“And how in the world do you know that?” Jack asked.

“It’s called reading. You should try it some time. You do know how to read, don’t you?” Patrick stepped up to the porch and held out his hand. “May I?”

Jack handed him the plate he was holding. Patrick held it up to the light like Jack had before. “Oh, yeah. These are nice. If I had to guess, these are super early. Like maybe 1909 or 1910.”

Jack flashed a look at Leah. She nodded. Patrick handed the plate to her. She slid it back into the envelope. Patrick pushed past her and walked into the cabin.

From inside he called, “Is there anything to drink in this dirt box?”

Leah ignored him and said to Jack, “Those have to be Kinkaid’s photographs… or at least some of them. We’ve got it. We’ve got the best clue to finding that temple. And Axel doesn’t have it.”

“I think you’re right,” Jack agreed. “We need to figure out how to develop prints from these that we can examine.”

Patrick walked back through the door. He had one of the octagon glasses in his hand filled with an inch of the Havana Club Rum.

“I can do that,” he said and started to take a drink.

Leah reached up and stopped his arm before he could get the glass to his lips. “Patrick, are you saying you can make photographs from these negatives?”

“They’re not negatives,” he said as if speaking to a child. “They’re bromo-silvers.”

“Whatever. What do you need to make that happen?”

He scratched his chin. “Like… a CVS.”

“A CVS?” She asked.

“Or a Walgreens.”

“Seriously?” Jack raised his hands palms up. “A drug store? That’s what you need to develop negatives — ”

“Bromo-silvers.”

“Sorry. That’s all you need to develop bromo-silvers?”

“Yeah.”

Leah tossed him the keys to her Land Rover and showed him a GPS search she had pulled up on her phone.

“South a bit,” she said taking the glass of rum from him, “then west on 60. You’ve got your choice. There’s a CVS and a Walgreens.”

His eyes followed the drink as she took it. “So, you want me to go now? As in, right now?”

“Yup.”

He sighed and held out his hand. “Gimme some cash.”

Leah pulled a hundred-dollar bill from her back pocket from a stash she had taken out of the Quechan Tribe’s down payment to her. Patrick’s eyes widened and he jerked it out of her hand.

“I’ll be back,” he called over his shoulder as he jogged to the car.

“I’ll expect change,” she said through cupped hands. “And be careful with my Betty!”

She watched as her Rover kicked up dust pulling out onto the road.

“Think he’ll be okay?” Jack asked.

“Yeah. He’ll be fine. Come on. Let’s go inside and check out these pages. We might need to know what they say.”

Jack turned the glass up and swallowed the rum in Patrick’s drink. “Sounds good. I need a refill anyway.”
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Leah smelled the rainstorm coming long before the first drops began to ping and pang on the cabin’s metal roof.

The clouds turned the color of an angry bruise. Leah thought it was a perfect night for sitting inside by a fire, getting drunk on someone else’s rum, and examining the lost pages from a journal containing the secret location of an Egyptian temple hidden somewhere in the desert in Arizona.

One of the pages was a passage with the red ink circling the word photographed. It had several of Blake’s scratched-out notes on locations that might be pictured, what they might show, and then finally, how he had discovered the bromo-silvers at an old auction of Smithsonian artifacts.

“Wait. Are you telling me that the Smithsonian auctions off artifacts?” Leah looked up at Jack.

His eyes were beginning to take on the glassy, heavy look of intoxication. He smashed his lips together and nodded with one quick jerk of his head.

“Yup. They can’t house everything their collectors bring in. Sometimes they have to purge their warehouses to make room for new acquisitions.”

His last word slurred across his tongue. He held up his empty glass and clinked the ice around in it. Leah's glass was near the bottom as well.

“I’m not sure you need any more, Jack.” She stood and her head swam for a second. “I’m not sure I need anymore either.”

“Aw heck,” he said, “what’s the worst that could happen? We get drunk? There’s no TV, we get spotty cell service, and we don’t even hassshh a car.”

She sighed. “Okay. One more. And then we’re done. Deal?”

“Bedtime for Bonzo,” Jack stuck a thumb up in the air.

She shook her head and teetered her way into the kitchen. She opened the freezer where Jack had put the bottle to chill. She found it inside a decorative box proclaiming that it had won two different gold medal awards. She had to admit, it was some pretty amazing rum. Pulling the box from the freezer, she slid the bottle out and was surprised when a small card fell out onto the floor. It was moist from the slushy condensation on the outside of the bottle.

“Hey, where the heck is Patrick anyway?” Jack called from the living room. “Wonder what’s takin’ him so long.”

She didn’t answer. She was studying the writing on the inside of the card. The moisture had made the blue ink run a bit and some words were illegible, but the message was clear. Leah's hand started shaking as she read it.

Blake, you know as well as I do that dad would’ve been sixty today. Wasn’t sure if you were keeping track. Saw the news about… a big find. That is fantastic and… wanted to send you something to celebrate. Seems like only yesterday that… and I… I’ve got a trip planned for later this year… be out that way. Would love to see you if you have time. Save a glass… we’ll toast the old man… Love, Sam.

Leah's eyes filled with tears. A sob escaped her throat and the note fluttered to the floor. It was a note from her father to Blake on what would her grandfather’s birthday. It was dated two weeks before the plane crash took his life. Blake must have left this rum here when knowing he would never get a chance to share that drink with his brother — her dad — Sam Stone. And she and Jack had just gotten drunk on it. She slumped to the floor and dissolved into tears, holding her head in her hands. The dam had finally broken.

“Leah?” she heard Jack call from the other room. “Leah, are you crying? What’s wrong?”

She heard his footsteps clomping into the kitchen.

“Oh, God,” he said and she felt his hands wrap around her shoulders. “Leah, what’s wrong? Are you hurt? What happened?”

She couldn’t speak, but she motioned toward the note with her elbow. She heard Jack pick it up and knew that he was reading it. He mumbled the words as he read. He always did that when he was reading something to himself. She loved that about him.

“Oh, Leah,” he started in a soft voice, “I’m so sorry. I… I had no idea. I would never have… I never saw this note.”

“It’s okay.” She wiped the tears and her runny nose. “You had no way of knowing. Here, help me up.”

He pulled her up and took her in his arms. She was glad he said nothing and let her get a few more sobs out into his shoulder. When she was finally able to collect herself, she looked up at him. The sharp pain had receded and was back to the dull ache she was so familiar with. Losing her parents in such dramatic fashion was a wound she knew she would live with for the rest of her life. Most people lost their parents in old age or maybe even sickness, but not hers. No, they had to die in a plane crash — together. Her hand instinctively reached up to clutch her mother’s ankh necklace she wore on a leather cord around her neck. Besides the memories, it was all she really had left of her parents.

But she had long since learned to manage the pain. The trick was to drown it out with other things. In Leah's case those things were the incessant workouts at the gym, long trips into the field for research, and binge watching cult classic films from the eighties and nineties. That didn’t leave much room for what other people called a life, but it also protected her from the loss of her mom and dad.

“Well, I guess it’s up to us now,” Jack said.

“Huh? What’s up to us?” Leah asked with sniff, feeling her composure coming back.

“We have to toast them. Your father and your grandfather. We started it, so we have to finish it and do it right.”

“I don’t know, Jack. There isn’t much left in the bottle. Maybe we should leave it for Blake.”

“Have you looked around?” He said. “He hasn’t been here in years. Heck, he might not even be coming back. He’s probably off in Egypt somewhere.”

“Egypt?”

“In a tomb under a pyramid or a sphinx or something like that.”

“I think he loves this place,” she said. “He’ll be back.”

“But probably not tonight,” Jack said, raising his glass.

Leah took a deep breath and held out her glass. “Okay, if you say so. Pour the rest of the rum in our glasses. Let’s go out on the porch and watch the storm. We’ll toast two of the best men I’ve ever known.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

Presumably without thinking, he bent down and kissed her on the lips. She felt her eyes go wide, but she didn’t pull away. And then he must have realized what he had done. His muscles tensed and he jerked away.

“I… uh… ”

“Just pour the drinks, Jack.” She smiled and put a hand on his cheek. “And meet me on the porch.”

She turned and walked away from him before he could reply. Holy shit, she thought. Where did that come from? She was trembling again, but this time for a completely different reason. He’s not thinking straight. Rum. Has to be the rum.

She pushed open the screen door, steadied herself on the door jamb, and went out on the porch. The lighting lit up the night sky in the near total darkness of the campground. The rain was steady, but not so heavy that they couldn’t see the incredible light show in the distance.

“I see where the ruts in the road came from,” Jack said as he pushed through the screen door.

Leah was swinging out a slow rhythm in the hammock and Jack handed her a glass of rum. He slid one of the rocking chairs over next to her and slumped down in it. She held out her glass and he clinked his against hers.

“To men we lost too soon,” he said.

“And women,” Leah said.

“Mmhmm,” Jake said, sipping from his glass.

“To Grandpa and… ” her voice cracked as she echoed him. “And Dad. Too soon.”

She watched him as he rocked, his face in complete contentment. He was a good guy, a really good guy. And the kiss had been… fantastic.

“The rain smells so good, doesn’t it?” Jack said after a second or two of silence passed between them.

“Really, Jack?”

“What?”

“We’re gonna talk about the weather after all that’s happened?”

“Huh? What do you mean?”

She shrugged her shoulders and took another sip. “Never mind.”

Her cell phone pinged. She hadn’t had any messages all day as service went in and out.

Patrick: Almost done here. Should be back around midnight.

Jo: Sweet. We’re watching it rain. Ruts will probably be bad. Be safe.

She hit the send button, but the screen displayed the circling wheel indicating that it was trying-but failing-to deliver her message. She laid her phone on a nearby table figuring it would send when it could connect to a signal. Checking her watch, she saw the time was 10:07 p.m.

“That was Patrick,” she said. “Says he’ll be midnight-ish getting back.”

“Cool.”

“So, what shall we do with two hours and no connection to the outside world?”

“I dunno. You wanna play Truth or Dare?”

“Really, Jack?”

“Sorry. Must be the rum talking.”

She stared at the porch ceiling while swaying back and forth above her cursing herself for shooting down a game that was clearly a flirt in disguise. The rum threatened to put her to sleep, but she was determined to keep Jack talking. She wanted to know more about what had made him kiss her.

“How about just truth?” She asked.

“Huh?”

“We can’t pull off any good dares with the rain and all. And besides that, I’m too tired to run naked laps around the cabin anyway. So, how’s about we just play truth?”

“Wow,” Jack stretched in his rocking chair. “I was thinking about pushup and sit-up dares, but hey, naked laps would be good too.”

“Ha, you wish. You go first.”

“Ah, okay. Truth or truth?”

“Hmmm, I’ll take truth.”

“Mmkay, let’s see… who was the first boy you ever kissed?”

I like where this is headed, Leah thought. But then she realized the answer was more embarrassing than she had thought.

“Well, that would be Wayne Felkholter.”

Jack was silent for a second. “Wait. Wayne Felkholter. As in, Wayne — the third string kicker dude for the Wildcats?”

“Yup. Good old Wayne. We went to high school together. He thought going to prom was a free pass to third base.”

“Third base, eh? Dude had balls.”

“Not after I got through with him he didn’t.”

“Ouch.”

“Anyway,” she cleared her throat. “Same question for you.”

“You can’t do that! You have to ask a different question.”

Leah wagged her head back and forth. “My bad. I had no idea we had strict rules in place for this game.”

“Rules is rules, Leah.”

“Okay. Okay. How about this… who is the best kiss you’ve ever had?”

“Good one.”

“Thank you.”

“Oh, gosh,” Jack took a dramatic breath. “There have been so many, it’s hard to rank them all.”

Leah flung her arm out and smacked him. He laughed and grabbed hold of her hand. She squeezed it and then let it go.

“Ahhh, I guess I’d have to say Amy Jennings.”

“I have no idea who that is.”

“She was the hottest girl in the third grade.”

Leah sat up in the hammock. “Jack, seriously?”

“What?”

“Are you really pulling out some girl from the third grade as your best kiss ever?”

He shrugged. “Hey. You asked, I answered. Truth is there haven’t been that many good ones.”

“I mean, not like… ” His voice trailed off.

She could see few details of his face in the darkness, but she was dying to grab him and demand to know where she ranked. He seemed to be staring at her too, but she couldn’t tell. She fought the urge to shine her phone’s flashlight on his face and see what he was doing.

He cleared his throat. “Okay. My turn?”

“It is.”

For a long minute, he was quiet. “If I asked you, would you go out with me?”

And boom. The gloves are off now, Leah thought. But for some reason, her conscience decided this would be the best moment to retreat back into her psychological wall and ruin everything.

“Dude! Don’t be silly. You can’t ask me that!” She blurted with a laugh and immediately wished she could reel the words back into her mouth. She thought she might cry again. Twice in one day.

Oh. My. God. Annaleah, she thought. Are you really this bad at flirting with a man? She was glad he couldn’t see her face and the utter humiliation she was sure was plastered across it. Luckily, Jack seemed determined to get his answer.

“I can ask that and I did. It’s my turn and you have to tell the truth.”

She could hear him stop rocking in the chair and lean closer to her. She knew he was looking into her eyes now, she could feel it. Her heart raced and she was certain he could hear it beating. She took a deep breath trying to compose herself. This was the rum doing this to them. She was drunk, he was drunk, the morning would come and all of this would be an awkward, hazy memory.

“Yes,” she said, shocked by the sudden, quiet sound of her voice.

He didn’t reply. She was desperate to see him. She wanted to know his reaction. What the hell, Jack, she thought. Tell me what you’re thinking.

“Your turn,” he said and she could almost hear him grinning.

“I dare you to kiss me,” she said and was even more shocked at her boldness. Apparently, it was time to come out of her shell and see how serious Jack was. That rum was some good stuff. She would have to remember the brand and keep some around her place… just in case.

“Leah, I — ”

“Jack, shut up and do it.”

She could see his silhouette standing up from the rocking chair and leaning down over her in the hammock. A crack of lightning lit up the sky around them and she saw the residual image of his face moving closer and closer. She felt his hot, rum-soaked breath as he put his hand on her cheek. Her heart pounded in her chest and she reached up and grabbed the back of his neck.

“Are you guys really gonna do that right now?”

Leah bolted upright in the hammock at the voice. Jack stumbled backward and tripped over the rocking chair. He sprawled backward on his butt on the rough porch boards. Patrick Donovan stood on the top step walking up onto the porch. He looked as if he had stepped out of a pool. His hair was slicked down on his head, his clothes were soaked through, and his glasses were spattered with raindrops. Leah felt the pained groan escape her chest, but luckily the rain was too loud for anyone to hear it.

“Geezus, Pat!” Jack sat up and reached a hand around to rub his lower back. “You scared the crap out of me.”

“My bad, lover boy. I’ve been yelling at you guys for the last five minutes. I guess you couldn’t hear me over the rain.”

“Patrick, what the hell? Where’s my car?” Leah flung her arm out to point at the driveway.

“It’s back down at the bottom of the drive. There’s a new rut — actually, more like a ditch — the size of the Angel Falls, complete with waterfall, in the road. Rain washed it out. I couldn’t get past it. Seems your four wheel drive isn’t quite up to par. I had to park and walk up.”

“Oh, sorry. I’ve been meaning to get that fixed,” Leah said, regaining her composure. “Did you lock it?”

He took his glasses off and shook the drops off them. “ Of course I locked it. But if anyone wanted to break into it down there, we would never know anyway. I didn’t bring the slides up, didn’t want to get them wet. I’ve got a digital file in my cloud. I’ll email them to you in the morning. And on top of being drenched in this God forsaken thunderstorm, I dropped my Milky Way and Dr. Pepper about a hundred yards back. Is there anything to drink in there?”

He pointed toward the door of the cabin and Leah glanced at Jack. “Ah, no. I think the only thing we have is about a half a Diet Coke.”

“Good. I’m going to drink that and you can’t stop me.”

He pulled the screen door back and walked in. Jack took Leah's hand and helped her out of the hammock. They followed Patrick inside.

“So, what did the prints look like?” Leah asked.

“Oh, you know, the usual, desert vistas, mountain ranges, lots of trees, Egyptian artifacts… stuff like that.”

“Wait,” Leah said as he reached into the refrigerator and pulled out the half-full bottle of Diet Coke. “Egyptian artifacts? Were there really pictures of artifacts?”

“I have no idea,” he said as he noticed the empty rum bottle sitting on the kitchen counter. “I didn’t stop to examine them. I figured I’d better get to high ground before Noah came along in the Ark.”

He held it up the bottle and wagged it at them. “Seriously? You didn’t save any for me?”

Jack shrugged. “Sorry. We were killing time waiting for you.”

“Uh huh. Killing time locking lips. Look, I’m going to dry off a bit, drink the rest of this Diet Coke, and go sleep in the hammock on the porch.”

“Patrick, you don’t have to do that,” Leah said. “You and Jack can sleep in the bedroom. It’s a queen. Plenty of room. I’ll take the couch.”

“Please,” he said and held up his palm toward her. “I’m outside. You two take the bed. I wouldn’t want to be in the way.”

“Patrick — ” Jack started.

“Nope.” He turned to the door. “I’ll be in the hammock. You do whatever you want. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Leah sighed as the screen door slammed behind him. She looked at Jack. The moment, whatever it had been, was completely gone now. Instead of a warm, alcohol-induced glow, she was starting to feel a headache come on.

“I’ll take the couch,” he said. “It’s your uncle’s place. You sleep in the bedroom. Besides, this way, I can keep an eye on him.”

“You sure?” She touched his shoulder and tried in desperation to mentally will him into the room. “It’s a queen size bed. Plenty of room. I’ll be passed out as soon as I hit the pillow.”

“Nah.” He swallowed and smiled. “I’ll be fine out here.”

She felt the flicker in her heart go out as she closed the bedroom door behind her. She leaned on it and slid down until she was sitting with her back to it. She put her head in her hands cursing the rotten timing of it all.
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Jack Parrish stood outside the bedroom with his hand on the doorknob. Turn it, he thought. Just turn it and walk in. The signals were there, but he couldn’t bring himself to go in. He dropped his hand by his side.

All his life he’d been the guy who would never act first. He waited on the girl to ask him out, or to kiss him, or take his hand. It wasn’t going to get any more obvious than this. She said she’d go out with him. She said yes. Then again, there was their working relationship to think about. The university wouldn’t like it, but that was neither here nor there. This was just a date. One date.

He put his palm on the door and held it there. It felt heavy, like a stone to be rolled away from some ancient archaeological dig site. Besides that, the rum was starting to make him drowsy and he was certain his judgment was non-existent.

He thought heard what might be the sound of Leah crying on the other side of the door. She’d had a rough night. He pressed his ear against the door and listened, but heard nothing more. He guessed it was just his imagination. She would be fast asleep by now.

He turned around and put his back against the door and slid down until he was sitting. He wrapped his hands around his knees and wondered if this relationship was actually going to happen.

[image: ]


Leah Stone raised her head. Did the door just creak? She thought. She turned her head so she could put her ear on it and listened. Silence. She rubbed her eyes. She was going to have a hell of a hangover in the morning. She thought about Jack and wondered why he hadn’t come in here with her.

He had always been shy around her, but tonight she had done everything except grab his hand and drag him to her bed. She knew the whole emotional roller coaster ride with the note from her father to Blake’s, not to mention half a bottle of rum, was making her vulnerable. But these feelings about Jack weren’t new; she had liked him from the start. Recently, he had started dropping hints that he liked her too. I mean, the kiss leaves little room to doubt that, she thought. Rum or not, he kissed the hell out of me.

She felt a smile creep onto her face and took a deep breath. I’ll walk out there, take his hand, and bring him in here, she thought. But her body wouldn’t move. She felt her hands trembling and her heart speeding up again. She couldn’t remember the last time a man made her feel this way.

“You’ll run from LaFitte and his men with guns, and jump off a mesa into a raging river, but you won’t go get the guy of your dreams who happens to be sleeping on a couch in the next room?” She whispered under her breath.

When she said it out loud, she felt her resolve come back. She pushed herself up from the door and turned to face it. She filled her lungs and blew the air out slowly to calm her anxiety. She put her hand on the knob and turned it before she could change her mind. To her shock, Jack was standing outside her bedroom. He had his hand balled into a fist and seemed to have been knocking when she had opened the door.

“Oh, hey,” he said, the surprise clear on his face as well.

For a second, they said nothing, each staring into one another’s eyes. Leah was paralyzed. Her mind screamed at her to grab him, but her arms wouldn’t move. Unfortunately, her mouth was happy to jump in and ruin the moment, again.

“What do you need?” she said and tried to eat the words as they came out.

Jack opened his mouth to answer and then shut it again. He did that twice before finding his voice.

“Checking to see if you had any… toilet paper. So, um… you got any?”

“I, uh, I dunno. You can check if you like,” she said stepping out of the way.

Jack walked through the bedroom into the bathroom. He found a spare roll under the sink and held it up in triumph.

“Thanks. I’ll put it back in the morning.”

“Yeah, sure,” she smiled.

He stopped in the doorway and turned around to look at her. An odd expression crossed his face and Leah was sure he was both happy and tortured at the same time. He seemed to be searching for something else to say.

“Look,” he finally said, “about tonight.”

“Never happened,” Leah spat. “Too much rum.”

“Oh, okay. Right.” He nodded his head and coughed up a fake laugh. “Boy, the liquor can make a person do strange things. Am I right?”

“It can,” she agreed. “Best we sleep on it and we’ll get a fresh start on those photos tomorrow.”

“Photos?”

“Yeah. You know, the bromo-silvers,” Leah reached up and punched him on the shoulder. With a smile she said, “the temple awaits.”

“Ah, right. Bromo-silvers. The Temple of Kwikimart, er Kimichanga… or whatever it is.”

“You mean the Temple of Xiikwíir,” Leah grinned, surprised that she had pronounced it correctly.

“That’s the one.”

“Soooo,” she nodded to the front door as she said, “are you gonna go outside or what?”

“Excuse me?”

“The toilet paper. I figured you must need it for a… movement.”

He swallowed hard having failed to consider the ramification of asking for toilet paper at her bedroom door.

“Oh, that,” he sucked air across his teeth. “I think it must’ve been a false alarm. Here. You can put it back.”

“Why don’t you keep it, just in case,” she patted him on the shoulder and winked at him.

“Thanks.” He turned around to head back to his couch.

“Jack,” she said.

“Yeah?” His eyes were expectant and for a second, she thought she was going to ask him in.

“Have a good night.”

“Right. Thanks. You too.”

She closed the door. Her dreams were intense and gloomy that night. Every shadow was a snake and she searched for Jack in every dark room, but never found him. And then she was running. Running from something big and menacing, but she couldn’t see it. Her torch wouldn’t light and she screamed as she felt sharp fangs bite into her neck. Then the blackness took her down in a whirlwind of pain.
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Oh, Christ, Leah thought as she rubbed her temples with her fingertips.

Even the softest touch felt like sledgehammers pounding her head. The details of last night were hazy at best and she found herself trying to determine what had happened and what had been a dream.

She thought Jack had kissed her, but knowing this was a secret desire of hers, she couldn’t be sure. She sat up and immediately crashed back down on the pillow. The ceiling swam around and her eyes felt watery and full of sand. And that’ll be the last time I ever drink rum again, she thought.

When the room stopped spinning, she sat up — a little slower this time. She put a hand on the back of her neck and massaged the knot that had planted itself there.

Her mouth was cottony and her tongue felt like a swollen balloon. She stood and took a few hesitant steps and then realized her stomach was going to revolt. She bolted into the bathroom and barely made it to the toilet before the retching started.

After a tepid shower and a thorough brushing of her teeth, she finally felt somewhat human again. She rifled through the drawers and found an old bottle of aspirin. She opened it to find one pill rattling around in the bottom. She tossed it in her mouth and gulped it down with a palm full of water.

As she walked to the door, she decided to play off last night as a silly night of drinking. Nothing that happened on such a night could be taken seriously.

She took a deep breath, steadied herself, and opened the door. Jack was lying on the couch with his head hanging off the edge. His snores rattled into the air and his mouth oozed drool.

Smiling, she eased his head back onto the couch and he snorted a few times and rolled over. She didn’t envy what his neck was going to feel like after sleeping like that. She glanced around the room and saw no sign of Patrick.

Oh, wait, she thought. He’d said he was going to sleep on the porch in the hammock.

Thinking about the hammock brought a clear and certain memory to her mind of Jack leaning over to kiss her. Had he? Or did that happen in the kitchen? She shook her head and opened the door. She walked out on the porch. Even just after dawn, the heat of the day was already starting to ramp up. It felt like it was going to be a particularly hot one.

The hammock was hanging dead still — no wind to set it swaying. It was empty. No Patrick. Leah looked around and saw no sign of him. Did I miss him in the kitchen?

She walked back in the house. Besides Jack, there was no one there.

“Patrick?” She called.

No answer. She tilted her head back to direct her voice above to the loft. Maybe he had discovered the chaise and climbed up there to sleep.

“Yo, Pat. You up there?”

Jack stirred a bit, but still no answer. Weird. Maybe he went off somewhere to pee outside? She shrugged it off and walked into the kitchen. The refrigerator door sat slightly ajar, someone hadn’t closed it all the way last night. Inside, she found the remnants of last night’s drunkenness. A jar of pickles, lid off with only one pickle left, and a bottle of hot sauce. Breakfast of champions.

“That’s gotta be it,” she muttered as she closed the door. “Pat went to get some breakfast in town. I swear to God, I’ll kiss him if he did.”

She pulled out her phone to call him, but the top line of the screen said No Service.

“Leah?” She heard Jack’s voice groan from the couch. “Oh… my… God… What did we do?”

“Ha!” She walked into the living room and saw that Jack was sitting up with one hand on top of his head. The other was holding his stomach. “You don’t remember?”

“Ohhhh,” he moaned. “Not a thing. Everything is blacked out after we went to the porch to drink more rum. Geezus, my head.”

That’s good, she thought. He doesn’t remember.

“I recommend throwing up. I did and I feel like a champ.”

“Thanks, but no thanks. I’ll take my chances. Any ibuprofen in this place?”

“I took the last aspirin.”

“Ugh. I’m never drinking again.”

“Couldn’t agree more.”

He sat quiet and she sat down next to him.

“Hey, did Patrick wake you and say he was going into town or anything?” She asked.

“I don’t think so. Why?”

“He’s not in the hammock and I can’t find him.”

“He probably got up early. He didn’t have any rum, remember? Might be looking around outside.” Jack stood and stretched out his back.

“Are we talking about the same pale-skinned, computer geek?” Leah arched an eyebrow as she asked. “Wandering around outside doesn’t seem like his cup of tea.”

“Good point. I need water. Then we’ll figure out where our resident nerd has gotten off to.”

He stumbled into the kitchen, filled a glass with water, chugged it, and repeated the process three more times. He closed his eyes and swayed back and forth a bit. Leah could feel his pain. She was better now, but still a bit wobbly.

“Breakfast,” Jack finally blurted out. “Maybe, he went out for breakfast. If he did, he’s my new best friend.”

“I thought of that. Tried to call, but I got no bars out here.”

“Pancakes,” Jack muttered. “And eggs, and bacon, and hash browns, and biscuits, and gravy, and — ”

“Slow down there, mister cholesterol. Geez, Jack. We’ve really gotta work on your diet.”

“I could care less about my diet right now. I just need food to soak up what’s left of the devil drink in my belly.”

“I’ll see if I can get through outside. For now, get a few more glasses of water in you.”

“Mmhmm.” He already had another glass to his lips.

She walked to the porch again and down the steps into the cabin’s front yard. She held her phone up and turned circles hoping to catch a signal. The signal flickered, taunting her with a single bar, and then disappeared again.

I am switching providers when I get back to civilization.

She walked out to the muddy road and looked back toward the south — the way they had driven here. She could see a good distance, but not quite the more than hundred yards Patrick had said he walked last night. She’d have to trek down the road to see if the car was still there.

Looking up to the sky, she squinted in the sun. She figured it would be best to give Jack a while longer to compose himself, but she also didn’t want to wait until the temperature climbed up to full on baking desert heat.

She walked back into the house and found Jack sipping yet another glass of water at the kitchen table. His eyes were closed and he swallowed slowly. He was holding a granola bar in his hand and she could see the wrapper fluttering as he trembled.

“I see how it is,” She said. “Holding out on me. Where’d you get that bar?”

He didn’t open his eyes. “Out of your backpack.”

“Oh.”

“You want one?” He held it up toward her.

“No. It’s okay. I think you need it more than I do.”

She pulled a chair out from under the table and it screeched against the pine plank floor. Jack flinched and his head sunk low between his shoulders.

“Sorry.”

She sat down and waited for him to recapture his humanity. It took well over half an hour. When he had finally chewed the last bite and swallowed it, he squinted up at her.

“What happened last night?”

Leah laughed. “Well, of course you know we finished off the whole bottle of rum.”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

“Yeah. And we sat on the porch for a long time talking.”

He thought about it for a minute. His eyes flicked wider with what must’ve been the fleeting glimpse of a blacked-out memory. “Did we play truth or dare?”

She hesitated for a second, then decided to play it cool. “You wanted to, you sly devil, you. But I shot that down.”

“Good idea,” he smiled.

“We did play a little bit of truth.”

“Oh?”

She wasn’t sure how to proceed, but she was curious how much he remembered.

“Yeah. You told me all about Amy Jennings.”

His head jerked up and his smile faltered, but to his credit, he recovered. “Ah, yes. My first crush.”

“And first kiss,” she added.

He nodded and she saw something flash across his eyes. “Jo… last night… did we… I mean, did we — ”

Leah's heart was about to pound out of her chest, but her phone buzzed and saved her. She jerked it out of her pocket and checked the screen. The cell signal had connected long enough to deliver an email from Patrick. The digital images he’d been able to produce from the Kinkaid negative plates were attached. She clicked the file, but the service was gone again and she couldn’t get them to download. She looked up at Jack. The moment he had remembered about their kiss was gone.

“You feel up for a walk?” she asked.

“A walk?”

“Uh huh. We need to find out if Patrick took the Rover and went to town.”

“I think I can handle that.” He reached up and bumped his fist on her bicep. “Besides, if I pass out, I know you can carry me back.”

She fought the blush threatening to redden her cheeks with a joke. “Ha! Not if you keep eating all that junk.”

He nodded and stood up. “When this hangover is gone, I swear I will never eat any processed crap again.”

“Yeah, right. When that ‘hot ‘n ready sign’ lights up at the donut place, I know you’ll be first in line.”

“You got me there. Now, let’s go find your car and you can buy me breakfast.”

“Good deal.” She took his elbow and led him toward the door.
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Leah felt the first trickle of sweat slide down her back.

The sun was climbing high and she did her best to stay off the road and in the shade of the tall junipers near the road. They were sparse at best and didn’t offer much protection from the rising temperature. Jack ambled down the road in a mild stupor, his hangover not quite gone yet.

They had gone at least two hundred yards with no sign of either the car or Patrick. And on this section of the road, the deep ruts had eased up making it passable for her Land Rover. Surely, Patrick hadn’t stopped farther back than this, she thought. And she could easily see a mile, maybe two, back toward town. Nothing.

“Found it!” Jack blurted out.

Leah looked over to see him crouching down. He picked something up and held it out to her. It was Patrick’s Milky Way candy bar, unopened, uneaten, and now a gooey mess inside the wrapper. She jogged a little farther and found a disturbed area of grass on the side of the road.

Four distinct tire impressions.

There were several tracks leading away from the area. Coming or going, they were all headed the opposite direction of Blake’s cabin. Leah put her hand on her forehead, shading her eyes. The heat was starting to send wavy lines radiating up from the road.

“Well, I guess we don’t have much choice but to try to walk back to town.” She looked down at her phone and saw she still had no service. “Maybe we can call Patrick from there.”

“What about this?” Jack held out the Milky Way goop.

“I don’t want it. It’s all yours.”

“Very funny. I mean, do you think we should keep it? Throw it away when we get to a garbage can?”

“Sure. But you have to carry it. I don’t want that mess in my backpack.”

“Gee, thanks, Leah.”

She wasn’t sure how far they had walked when the stands of pines and junipers got a little thicker to the east. Shade was easier to find, if they ventured off the road — which was now a rough but paved, two-lane interstate. She knew they couldn’t be too far from the I-191 and I-60 junction, which would put them a mile or two from Springerville. But, if they stayed on the paved road, they’d be in the heat, which she guessed was now over one hundred degrees. She looked over at Jack and was shocked by his appearance. His face was slack and pale, his eyes were squinted to thin slits, and his shirt was soaked with sweat. His full and wavy dark hair was plastered to his head. She grabbed his elbow and led him off the road.

“Hey,” he mumbled through lips that were starting to crack. “Where are we going?”

“The river.”

“Huh? No,” he said and lifted his arm to point to the south. “Town is that way. We need to get to town.”

“You’re about ten steps from passing out and if you do, I won’t be able to carry you all the way to Springerville.”

“I used to love the Simpsons.” He smiled in a daze.

“Jack, that’s Springfield.”

“I know.”

“Okay,” she said and began to drag him to the east toward the Little Colorado River. “Let’s go. You need water and we both need shade.”

“Leah, definitely not safe to drink that water and you know it.”

“Well, if nothing else, it’ll cool you off.”

“Boil it.”

“Huh?”

“If you boil it, we can drink it.”

Leah pushed a few branches out of his way and found a decent path. Once he got into the shade, he became a little more coherent.

“Genius, Jack,” she said. “Let me just grab two sticks and I’ll whip us up a fire. Oh, and I’ll need the pot we don’t have with us, too.”

“Good point.”

As they got closer to the river, Leah could hear the churning sound of rapids through the trees. Apprehension seeped into her and she began to walk slower toward the water. No swimming, Leah thought. No need to panic. Just going to get some on him and cool him off. And then she heard the singing.

She froze. Jack took a couple of awkward steps forward and she grabbed at the back of his shirt. He stumbled and fell flat on his chest. A branch snapped under his weight and the voice stopped.

Jack started to lift himself up and she put her foot on his butt and pushed him back down. She had been on the other end of this maneuver at the gym when the trainer didn’t think she’d done enough pushups.

“Hey,” he blurted out. “What’s the big idea?”

“Jack, shut it,” she hissed.

“Hello?” the voice called out. “I can hear ya. No need to hide yerself. I’m just an old feller enjoyin’ the fishin’.”

The voice did sound like an older man. In fact, Leah had a hard time not picturing Gabby Johnson, the old prospector from the movie Blazing Saddles, even though this old man spoke with far more clarity. She peered through the trees, but still couldn’t see him. He sounded harmless, but in this part of the wilderness, in the middle of nowhere, she decided to err on the side of caution.

She put a finger to her lips to shush the still bewildered Jack. Then she pointed in the direction of the voice. He seemed to get the point and eased himself up to a sitting position. She held up a hand indicating he should stay where he was and she would investigate.

“Suit yerself,” the old man called out. “Long as you don’t mess with me, I won’t be messin’ with you.”

He started singing again. Leah moved with as much stealth as she could toward his voice. She pulled a branch back and peered through. The river was only fifteen yards away and upstream from them she saw him.

The man looked to be in his seventies, or maybe even eighties. His wild hair and beard were almost completely silver and he had it shoved under a brown ragged cloth hat. Whether it had been a Fedora once, or a cowboy hat, she couldn’t tell. His skin was almost as dark as his hat. Even at this distance, she could see the deep lines and wrinkles on his cheeks from many years in the sun.

He had a red bandana knotted around his neck and from time to time he would mop his forehead with it. It almost looked as if the man had made his own clothes from the remnants of blankets or quilts. She wondered if he was homeless. He was rail thin and had his hands down in the edge of the river.

As she watched, the man lifted his head and looked straight at her. She froze, but he smiled and nodded. Leah felt her mouth curl into a frown at the sight of his face. He only had one eye, and he hadn’t covered the empty socket with a patch or sunglasses or anything. His glare was unsettling. Though he was almost a living caricature of a jovial old pioneer, there was something about him that didn’t sit well with her.

“It’s okay, little darlin’,” he had looked down at his hands. “I see you. You see me. We’re all good now.”

She was definitely not feeling at all good about this man and almost bolted back to get Jack and run far away. But something made her keep watching. He was sloshing his hands back and forth. A few seconds later, he lifted a pan out of the water. He ran his fingers through the silt in it and then dumped it out on the shore with a grimace.

“Blast it,” he growled. “Nothin’ in these waters no more.”

He sat back and looked up at Leah. He waved and when she didn’t wave back, he shrugged his shoulders and stood up.

“Name’s Claude. Claude Knapp. If’n y’all ain’t here to arrest me, I reckon I got no beef with ya. I’ll leave you be, if you’ll do the same for me.”

Against her better judgment, Leah called out to him. “Arrest you? For what?”

He nodded toward his pan on the ground. “Ain’t exactly legal to be huntin’ out here.”

“Hunting? What are you hunting?”

“Gold, my dear. Gold.”

So, he actually was a prospector. Behind him, Leah could see his pack and tucked into the side of it, a clear bottle of water.

“My friend needs some water,” she said, hoping that this conveyed to the man they were friendly and also that she wasn’t alone.

“Dehydrated eh? Come on down. I gotta boil up some more anyway. Ain’t very cold, but it’ll do the trick.”

She walked the few steps back to Jack and found him leaning up against a tree. “Come on. I’ve found some water.”

“And a friend. I heard most of that. You think we can trust this guy?”

“Jack, he’s about eighty. I think I can handle him if he gets out of line.”

She held out her hand and he took it, the romantic jolt wasn’t there, this was all about survival. His hand was clammy and cold, a sure sign of heat stroke. Jack was in bad shape and needed the water. With his dehydration from a night of binge drinking and the rising heat, he would be in serious trouble without help. She decided that they would trust Claude Knapp for a few minutes. They would get some water, and then be on their way to Springerville. She longed for the gun she’d grabbed off of LaFitte’s Quechan henchman, which she had decided to keep as part of their arrangement to send her out to find the temple. But, it was in the Land Rover with Patrick, wherever it might be.


32


Sitting a few feet away from the banks of the Little Colorado River, Claude Knapp revealed that he was sixty-nine years old. Leah had thought he was older, but a hard life of prospecting must have aged him… a lot.

Jack’s head was resting on the man’s knapsack in the shade of a small stand of trees. His eyes were closed and his breathing soft and sure. Leah knew he was out of the worst of his heat stroke and needed to rest a bit.

She was still wary of Claude, but he had done nothing to give her any reason to doubt he was anything but an old guy wandering out in the desert prospecting. She knew that was illegal, but there were still some gray areas in the regulation.

And there weren’t any rangers or lawmen out here keeping the stragglers from taking a nugget here or there. Even if they saw Claude panning, they probably wouldn’t do anything about it. It was the operations that brought in trucks, backhoes, and massive mining machines they were likely to shut down.

Claude’s jaw worked on a clump of tobacco he had stuck in his cheek. His cinnamon brown teeth revealed that was probably a lifelong habit. He had a pot of water boiling over a small campfire to replace the fresh water Jack had gulped with fervor out of his jug. Proving himself to be a true naturist, he had caught three fish from the river in minutes and was cleaning them as he talked with Leah.

“Say you two were campin’ up at the lake?” he asked.

“Yeah.” Leah was careful to use facts she knew. “My uncle owns a cabin up there and we were here for the weekend.”

“Uh huh. The Stone place?”

Leah froze. How the hell does he know that? She worked hard to slow her breathing and keep her face from betraying her shock.

“That’s… I… well, actually… How did you know that?”

He shrugged and pointed back toward the north. “It’s the closest place up the road that way. Figured that’s where you come from. Ain’t it?”

Leah decided she wouldn’t question how he’d known they had been walking south. Had he been watching them? She wished Jack was awake. She nodded but didn’t say anything.

“Makes sense. That place’s been empty for a bit, I know. Most of the others are rented out all the time.”

He had finished trimming up the fish filets and removed the pot of boiling water from the fire. He produced a shallow pan and tossed the fish in. Leah was watching the whole time and never saw him add any seasoning, and when the meat was done, he handed her a piece to try. It was delicious. She thought it might be because she was so hungry, but she swore she tasted lemon, salt, and pepper.

“What’s a guy gotta do to get a piece of that?” Jack moaned, surprising Leah.

She leaned over and put her hand on his shoulder. He tried to sit up, but abandoned that idea and lay back down.

“Young fella,” Claude picked up the last piece of fish between two fingers and handed it to him. “You’re gonna be just fine, but you’ll be weak for a bit. Take her easy and we’ll get you up and goin’ in no time.”

Jack took the filet and wolfed it down in seconds. Claude handed him the refilled water jug. Even though it still had to be hot from the boiling, he swallowed half of it in three big gulps.

“Thanks, Mister um… ”

“Knapp. Claude Knapp.”

“Thanks for the help,” Jake said. His face was pale, but he didn’t look as ashen anymore. Leah thought that was a good sign.

“No disrespect to you folk, but I woulda done the same for anyone.”

Leah's phone beeped and both men turned to look at her. She was as surprised as they were. Taking out her phone, she saw that the file from Patrick had finally downloaded — the pictures from the Kinkaid negatives. Somehow sitting a few feet away from the Little Colorado River talking to a man who had come straight from the Gold Rush, her phone had connected and the photographs had been delivered. She clicked the zip file and watched as it unpacked.

The images that popped up on her screen were striking and vivid. The images were bright and clear, just as clear as if she had taken them with the phone she was holding. She scrolled through them and fought to keep her composure. The vistas in the pictures were clear and majestic, but they were hardly definitive. Desert landscape is often so similar that even seasoned hikers get lost out here. Without proper GPS equipment, death is almost inevitable.

The images showed a massive cliff with a cave entrance at the base — the entrance to the temple. There were no photographs of the cave interior. But there were a few close-ups of some pieces that presumably had been brought out into the light of day and examined. Leah's pulse quickened as she zoomed in and out of the photographs.

“Leah.”

“Huh?” She looked up at Jack. “What?”

“Everything okay?”

“Oh, um… yeah. All good.” She shook off the question. “You feel like you can walk now? We need to get into town.”

“I think so. A little water and some fresh fish — amazingly good fish, Mr. Knapp — and I’m good to go.”

“Great.” Leah stood up and held out a hand to help him up. He grabbed her hand and she heaved, but he got about two feet off the ground and she lost her grip.

Jack slammed back into the ground and as he did, he pulled Leah off balance. She lurched forward, but her instinct brought her hands down around him into a pushup position. She caught herself before she fell on top of him, however she dropped her phone. It bounced once and landed in Claude’s lap. The old man looked as if an alien spaceship had settled on his legs. He picked it up with two fingers like a hot potato. Leah licked her lips and smiled.

“Ha!” She climbed off of Jack and held out a hand. “Sorry, Claude.”

The man’s face crinkled as he studied the screen. As it flipped around, Leah could see that against all odds, the phone was still displaying one of the photographs from Kinkaid’s negatives was displayed in all its brilliance.

“Geez, Jack,” Leah faked a laugh. “What have you been eating? You’re heavier than I expected.”

Jack seemed to pick up on the fact that Leah was trying to distract Claude. “Yeah. Sorry. Too many late night pizzas I guess.”

The prospector had taken a firmer hold of the phone and his gaze was locked on the screen.

“You two been up to Devil’s Canyon?” he asked.

“Uh… ” Leah felt her eyebrows rise. “Devil’s Canyon? I’ve never heard of it.”

“Well,” he turned the phone around to display the screen. It showed a beautiful wide shot of massive desert mesa. The base of the tall tower sloped up like an upside down funnel. It ended in a wide flat platform high above the scruffy orange and pink wasteland surrounding it. The shape might have been familiar to someone who had been in the field more. To Leah, it looked like every other mesa in the desert. But this one was marked by dark splotchy formation at its base. From the angle Claude was holding her phone, Leah could see the shape in better detail. It looked like a long, narrow head with a pointed chin and two horns extending from its temples. It was the devil.

“So, what you’re saying is that you know this place?” Jack jabbed a finger at the picture on Leah's phone.

“Been there many a time, young man.”

“Where is it?” Leah asked.

Claude laughed. “Ya cain’t exactly tap it into yer GPS, missy. Ya gotta trek to that one with the stars guidin’ yer way.”

“Okay,” Leah shook her head as she said it. “I have no idea what that means.”

He twirled a stick between his teeth, chewing as he spun it over and over. “Means it ain’t easy to get there. It’s one of those places that don’t want to be found.”

Jack started whistling and Leah almost laughed as she realized it was the Twilight Zone theme. Claude snapped his head toward Jack faster than Leah would’ve thought he could. The man might look old and slow, but he moved like a viper, or a puma. Jack swallowed his tune back into his mouth.

“But you could find it, couldn’t you?” Leah asked.

The prospector cleared his throat, stroked his chin, and chewed on his stick. For a long moment, he said nothing. Leah began to wonder if he had forgotten the question.

“Reckon I might could.”

More silence — or at least as silent as the late afternoon and early evening could be in the desert. The crickets and cicadas were beginning to fire up. Their chirping sounded like a million kazoos and squeaking basketball shoes filling the air. Leah realized with a start that they had been out here all day.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jack open his palms skyward. “So? Will you take us there?”

“Jack, shut it.”

“No point in beating around the bush.”

She glared at him and showed him her palm. “I’ll handle this.”

He surrendered with a shrug.

“Devil’s Canyon ain’t a place to be trekkin’ off to for a day hike,” Claude said looking at Jack. “Desert’s rough enough as it is, but that place… It’s like the dirt opens up and sends all its snaky minions after you there.”

Leah was shocked to hear the man use the word snaky, but she did her best to keep from showing it on her face.

“Claude,” she said trying to figure out what she wanted to reveal to the man, “we need to get there. It could be a life or death situation.”

“Might be your life or death if you ain’t careful.”

“That’s a chance we have to take.”

He took a deep breath and looked upstream. He seemed to be staring in a way Leah thought was too specific. It wasn’t that far away, considering the options kind of stare. No, Leah thought, he knows exactly where it is. He stood up and started stuffing his cookware and panning equipment into a sack. He had filled two large pouches with water and slung them over his shoulder.

“I suppose we can make it a good ways tonight before dark if we head out now.”

“Now? You mean, hike there now?” Jack asked.

“Claude, we can’t go right now. Jack’s not in any condition to — ”

“I’m fine, Leah.” He interrupted her.

“Shut up, Jack. We have a car… if we can locate it. We can drive there.”

“Nope,” Claude said. “Car cain’t even get you close.”

“Not even a Land Rover?” Jack’s voice took on a slight hint of concern.

“Hell,” Claude spat. “There ain’t a car in the world can get you up there. No, ya gotta walk in. And that’s when the devil sends his — ”

“Yeah, yeah.” Leah said. “Snaky minions.”

“If I’m takin’ ya, we’re goin’ now. If not, I wish you the best of luck. Either way, I’m headin’ upstream.”

Leah looked at Jack, a questioning look on her face. Jack raised his eyebrows and shrugged. “We can do this. I’m good. I think we should go.”

“Okay, Claude.” Leah took a deep breath. “Let’s do it.”
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Some think the hardest part about hiking in the western United States is the heat. Leah knew that was only half of it. Daytime was a cauldron of lava-hot air that blew in your face from all directions like a super-sized furnace. Nighttime though, was freezing cold. But the crazy swings in temperature were only the beginning.

The heavy, pelting raindrops began to fall like miniature water balloons just as the sun was falling over the horizon. Claude did not carry a tent, as he preferred to forgo the extra weight in his pack. He did prove to be an expert at finding shelter, but not before they were all soaked to the bone. Leah was certain she had been dryer after her plunge into the river to escape LaFitte than she was now. The old man led them into one of the myriad of caves they passed. Jack had asked why they weren’t ducking into the first one they came to and Claude had said very little.

“Scat. Black bears, bobcats, coyotes, you name it. They’ll all be lookin’ ta get out of this deluge and if they’ve been in one of these caves before, they’ll be back. If you smell the droppings, pass it by. What we need is one that smells of humans.”

Leah shivered and couldn’t decide whether it was the plummeting temperature or the mention of wild predators at their heels that made her do it. She had no idea what humans smelled like — at least not out here — but Claude seemed certain, so she trusted his instincts. Once they had found a suitable cave to hunker down in, the old man took a few covered branches and sticks and had a fire going within seconds.

“Now that’s how you do it, Leah,” Jack said. “Man has a fire going before we can even get out of the rain.”

“Impressive, Claude,” Leah agreed. “How did you do that? Couple of sticks? Flint?”

He smiled under his dripping wet fedora and held up a Zippo with an engraved dragon on it.

“Oh,” Jack said, deflated.

“So much for your Boy Scout methods,” Leah said.

“Alright, kids,” Claude rummaged into his sack and pulled out two blankets. “Get outta them clothes. We gotta get ‘em dry before tomorrow.”

Leah looked down. Her clothes were stuck to her body leaving little to the imagination anyway. She put the blanket over her shoulders and began to strip out of them. When her shorts dropped to the ground, she noticed that both Jack and Claude were both staring at her. Jack’s mouth was the shape of an orange.

“Excuse me,” she glared at them and twirled her finger indicating that they should turn around as she said it. “Do you mind?”

“Oh, uh, ok… right.” Jack cleared his throat and turned away.

Claude did the same. When she was completely naked under her blanket, she looked over her shoulder to see that Jack was peeling out of his clothes too. First, Leah found herself imagining what Jack’s body looked like under his blanket. Then she wondered why the old guy wasn’t taking his clothes off. He was just as wet, but instead, he was tying a rope off to a couple of jagged edges of rock for a clothesline. He held out his hands and Leah passed him her pile of dripping clothes.

He tossed them over the line and did the same for Jack’s. She realized with a start that they were both now naked, in a cave, in the middle of the desert with a man they barely knew. A knife of terror shot up her spine. She inched closer to Jack.

“Okay, kiddos,” Claude hunched over the fire and rubbed his hands together. “Get down here and get dry.”

His easy demeanor calmed her fear a little, but a far away voice in the back of her head told her that’s what he wanted. She couldn’t rest easy around Claude, but Jack seemed fine with the old man. They sat chatting about the techniques he used for panning and for gutting squirrels until the night outside turned the cave entrance into a black hole. From another secret pocket in his pack, Claude produced a steel flask. He held it out to Jack. Luckily, Jack — still a little green from his heat stroke ordeal — shook his head no. He offered it to Leah and she kindly refused as well. She still didn’t feel quite up to one hundred percent after their rum party either. Claude shrugged and took a long slug from the bottle. He dragged his sleeve across his beard and his eyes watered as the drink — whatever it was — burned its way down his throat.

“So, Claude,” Leah began. “How far do you suppose we are from this… Devil’s Canyon?”

He thought about it for a second. “I guess by car, it would be four, maybe five hours.”

“But you said we couldn’t get there by car.” Jack popped into the conversation.

“Nope.”

“Then how long on foot?” Leah asked.

“Eh, twenty or twenty-one hours. Better part of a day, I’m guessin’.”

“A day?” Leah couldn’t help but blurt out.

“I reckon so, missy.”

“That’s not good. Look, you’ve been so helpful. But I think in the morning, Jack and I will make our way back to the road and see if we can locate our friend and our car.”

“Suit yerself,” Claude said and turned up the flask again. “Best thing now is a good night’s sleep. I’ll get ya up at dawn and get ya pointed in the right direction.”

Jack opened his mouth to say something, but she glared at him to keep it to himself. Claude tucked his flask away and lay back putting his hands behind his head.

“Nighty night, you two. I sleep like the dead if you need time alone.”

Jack raised an eyebrow and Leah elbowed him. His lip curled up on one side and she couldn’t help but return the smirk. There’s definitely something between us, Leah thought. But now is not the time.

The warmth of the fire and the dancing, flickering flames casting fluttering shadows on the cave walls hypnotized her after a while. She felt her eyelids getting heavier and heavier. She snuggled up against Jack and felt herself slide into sleep. The snake dreams threatened to come again. She was ready for them this time and fought them off with dreams of holding Jack tight.

An electronic chirp woke her and she almost bolted upright. The cave was dark; the fire had burned down to embers. Luckily, when she woke, Jack had his arms wrapped around her. This was lucky on several counts. Jack was still naked, as was she, so there was a fair amount of skin touching skin between them. She blushed in the dark as she realized his arm was curled over her bare stomach. But the interlude that should’ve been intense and romantic was interrupted by the odd grunting sounds coming from Claude.

Without a sound, he turned her head so that she could see the old man. He was hunched and she could see a bluish glow on his face. Wait… bluish? The embers wouldn’t cause that. Without warning, Jack started coughing and smacking his lips. Claude froze and glared over at them. His eyes weren’t so grandfatherly in the strange blue light. Jack settled down and unwound his arm from Leah's torso. He rolled over under the blanket to face away from the fire. She squinted her eyes and remained as motionless as possible.

When he seemed sure they were both still asleep, Claude went back to his hunched over posture. He grunted again and Leah saw him swipe his finger across the screen. My phone, she thought. He’s got my phone. He continued to swipe and then clicked a few more times. She heard the gentle swoosh of an email being sent. What the hell is he doing? She propped up to an elbow and opened her mouth to demand an explanation. As she did, she saw a shape beneath his shirt. He had a gun tucked in his waistband. She knew immediately that they were in trouble, but didn’t know what to do about it. Her pistol was back in the Rover. She eased back down and watched as Claude continued to examine the photos on her phone. Finally, he clicked it off and slid it back into the pocket of her hanging shorts.

Her mind raced and she didn’t close her eyes for the rest of the night. If he had planned to cause them harm, he would’ve done it already. He had a gun and they were both naked. She felt more exposed than she had before. The fear rushed back sending shivers up her spine.

As she watched, he pulled out a phone of his own and tapped the screen — so much for the technologically naive old man act. Over the roar of the driving rain, she couldn’t hear everything he was saying, but she thought she heard him say, “I’ve got them. No, you’re in the wrong place. It’s at Devil’s Canyon.”

Her blood turned icy in her veins. The cold of the night air and the sinister conversation he was having made her shiver and she thought her teeth might start chattering at any second. She gritted her jaws and crossed her arms tight over her chest. Who the hell is he calling?

He hung up the phone without further comment and tucked away his phone. He glanced over at them, then put his hands behind his head and lay down using his pack for a pillow. Dawn was beginning to glint through the easing rain, and Claude began to snore. Leah reached behind her and poked Jack. He didn’t move. She rolled over to get a better angle and poked him harder.

“Hey,” he blurted. “What’s the big idea?”

Leah slapped a hand over his mouth. “Quiet, you idiot.”

He grunted through her fingers and she looked over her shoulder. Claude was sitting up watching them. For one second, she thought she saw his true, devious intent flash across his eyes, but then it was gone.

“Oh good,” he said with a smile. “Glad you two are awake. Clothes are dry and rain’s a-slowin’. Looks like we can get an early start.”

“Fantastic,” Leah agreed.

Claude pointed to the improvised clothesline. “Go ahead and get dressed. I’m gonna scout out around and see if I can find anything we can fry for breakfast.”

Jack pulled Leah's hand away from his mouth. “That would be amazing. I’m so hungry!”

Then Leah had an inspiration pop into her mind. “Oh, yeah! That would be good.”

She knew her smile must’ve looked fake, but the old guy seemed not to notice. He nodded and walked out the cave entrance. When he was gone, Leah turned to Jack.

“He had my phone out last night. He was looking at the pictures.” Her hands were outstretched and she realized with a start that she’d let the blanket slip a bit. Her chest was half-exposed, but not more than a halter-top would’ve shown. She jerked the blanket back up.

“Nice tan lines, Leah,” Jack said.

She smacked his shoulder. “Jack, did you hear me? He was sending the photos to someone. And he made a call after that. Said someone was looking in the wrong place or something like that. He told them the cave was in Devil’s Canyon and that he had us.”

“Leah, are you sure? Yesterday he couldn’t tell what your iPhone was and now you’re telling me he was sending emails to someone from it last night?”

She pulled her shorts down from the line and thrust her hand into the pocket. She tapped the screen a few times and squinted at the display. Her eyes crinkled into a frown all the way down to her mouth.

“That’s weird,” she muttered. “The SENT mailbox doesn’t show anything going out.”

“See, I told you,” Jack said taking his pants down and sliding them on under his blanket. “Are you sure you didn’t dream all of that? I mean, this guy seems pretty harmless. And there are two of us, anyway.”

“He’s got a gun,” Leah hissed as Claude stuck his head back into the cave.

She froze staring at him. He flashed a brown, toothy smile and chuckled. “I sure do, young missy. You think I’d be travelin’ out here with the bobcats ‘n bears without one?”

He pulled a pistol out from his waistband. It looked like a long-barreled hunting pistol of some kind. He made a show of emptying it of bullets.

“Here,” he dropped them into his pack and showed her the empty gun. “Hope that’ll make you feel better about it.”

Leah was now completely uncertain as to whether she had dreamed the whole episode last night. Claude was doing everything right to put them at ease… but she was still wary. Jack pulled his shirt over his head and ran his fingers through his hair. He reached out and shook Claude’s hand.

“Mr. Knapp, maybe we should part ways here,” Jack said, seemingly sensing Leah’s discomfort. “We can get back to the road and we’ll let you get on your way.”

He smiled. “Whatever floats your boat. Don’t make no difference to me.”

Leah considered this for a moment. “We can make it to the Canyon today?”

“If we get started now, I believe we can,” Claude said.

“Jack, can you make it another few hours?” Leah asked him.

He stared into her eyes, a questioning look deep within them.

“I’m goo. But are you sure you’re comfortable with that, Leah?” Jack said in a low voice.

She studied the old man and saw no trace of the sinister look she had seen last night in the glow of her phone. And there was no evidence that he had even had her phone out. Maybe it had been on of her crazy dreams. Finally, she nodded her head.

“Yeah. I’m good with that.”

“Excellent,” Claude grinned and pulled two dead animals off the back of his belt. “I hope you two like rabbit stew.”
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In their fifth hour of walking, the sun had climbed to the center of the sky and turned the trail into an oven.

Leah’s skin felt crispy and brittle. Jack was doing okay, but his skin was still the color of honeydew melon. For all their suffering, Claude had been the perfect guide thus far leading them to passable trails and keeping plenty of clean water in his jug.

He walked twenty or so feet in front of them to check the trail and to watch for wildlife. With Leah's permission, he’d put a couple of bullets back in his gun, just in case. The heat would keep most animals hiding in whatever precious shade they could find, but it never hurt to be cautious.

In the sweltering air, Leah felt the sweat begin to soak into her socks and her boots began to rub on her toes and heel. It reminded her of that time she and Jack had stacked sandbags along the flooding banks of the Uruguay River to keep an important find from being lost. She knew if she went much farther, she was going to have blisters all over her feet.

“Claude, I need a break,” she called up to the old man. She pointed down at her hiking boots. “I gotta air these dogs out. Let my socks dry out some.”

He nodded and walked back toward them. “Good place to stop. We’ve got a pretty serious ridge comin’ up. Need you to be ready to do some climbin’ when we get there.”

Leah walked over to a tall pine tree and sat down at its base. As she pulled off her boots and stripped her socks off, Claude walked back toward them. Leah was still uneasy about him, but for the last few hours, he’d been silent, only calling out if there was something interesting to see nearby. He looked for all the world like he had one foot in the grave, but he hadn’t slowed or shown any sign of fatigue or weakness. It just didn’t track right with her. But, at this point, they were stuck together for better or worse.

“I’ll run another trap here and see if I can’t scare up a snack.”

“No more rabbit, please,” Leah said and felt bile threaten to surge up into her throat.

Jack smiled and plopped down beside her. “Aw, c’mon. I was getting used to the gamey, tough, furry taste.”

That almost put her over the top, but she held back the vomit. Jack laughed, Claude did not. His glare was not friendly. She shot lightning bolts out of her eyes at Jack and he swallowed his chuckle.

“Okay, then.” Claude said through thin lips and a tight smile. “I’ll be back soon enough. And I’ll rustle up something more vegetable for you, young missy. Plenty of other options out here.”

“I’m fine with rabbit, Mr. Knapp,” Jack said smiling at him.

“I’ll see what I can do.” Claude did not turn to look at Jack, only stared at Leah.

She looked away from his dark visage, pretending to rub her feet. He turned suddenly and disappeared into the scant stand of trees they were resting in.

“I don’t get it,” Leah said when he was gone. “I was sure I saw him going through my phone. I didn’t think I was dreaming. I mean, I am pretty sure… ”

Her voice trailed off. In the last hours of their hike, she had become less and less sure. She’d gone through every check she could think of and there was no sign that he’d ever been on her phone. And then there was his odd demeanor. It was as if he was wearing a mask and sometimes it slipped, showing his true face. She shook the thought away.

“Hey,” Jack patted her on the shoulder. “It’s been a rough couple of days. We were drunk as skunks the other night, hung-over all the next day, and both dehydrated — me more than you, of course. But the mind can do crazy things with all that in the mix.”

She let out a slow breath. “That’s true I guess.”

“Don’t worry, Leah. He’s just a weird old prospector guy. I won’t let anything bad happen.”

She smiled at him and touched his hand. “Thanks, Jack. So, are you saying that the part about you having your naked body up against mine last night was all in a dream as well?”

He opened his mouth to speak and got caught with nothing to say. She was happy to see him blush this time.

“Kidding,” she poked him in the stomach.

“That’s too bad,” Jack winked at her.
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After a few minutes, Claude came back with his hat stuffed full with a rainbow of different types of berries. He described each one and the flavor they could expect of each. Hackberries, Goji berries, and a few others Leah didn’t recognize.

They scarfed them down and chugged the last of the distilled water. It was a good sugar rush, but Leah hoped it wouldn’t have the same crash associated with processed sugar. If it did, they would certainly have to stop again.

“You reckon you can walk a bit now?” Claude asked Leah, his kindly old prospector mask back in place. “There’s a stream coming down outta that ridge up there. I think we can get some more water.”

“I’m good. Let’s get going.” Leah began to slide her socks up onto her feet. They weren’t dry yet, but she tied her boots as tight as she could to keep them from rubbing so much.

Claude boiled a jug of water and dished out a large serving into what Leah knew was a bladder from inside a box of wine. She was mildly disappointed with herself for recognizing it. She promised herself she would reserve some of the Quechan money for a really good bottle of wine when she got back to civilization, if she ever got back. Then the thought of drinking the rum last night made her stomach queasy and she thought maybe she’d forgo the wine.

Another two and a half hours had them close to the top of the ridge. From up here, she could see that the low mountain of rock was actually a spine that rose out of the desert floor like the neck of a dragon. An odd thought from last night sprang into her mind as she looked out over the mythical looking formation. What the heck was Claude doing with a Zippo lighter with a dragon engraved on it? That’s a weird thing for a guy like him to have.

The long, climbing ridge culminated in a huge flat mesa that ended in a sheer cliff dropping at least a hundred feet into a canyon below. Claude stood right on the edge of the vertigo-inducing drop off and shielded his eyes against the late afternoon sun. Leah preferred to stay back a few feet and was shocked that Jack walked right up to the edge and peered over.

“See it down there, son?” he pointed over the edge.

Jack scanned back and forth. He shook his head. “See what?”

“It’s upside down, but it’s right there off the left side of the cliff face.”

“I still don’t — wait a minute. I do see it!”

“What is it, Jack?” Leah called from behind them.

He looked back at her with a smile of wonderment on his face. “The devil. We made it, Leah. It’s Devil’s Canyon.”

“I reckon whatever cave yer lookin’ for is down there.”

“Holy crap, Claude,” Jack said, peering down over the cliff. “How do we get down there?”

“Very carefully,” the old guy clapped him on the shoulder. “Shouldn’t be too tough, but it’ll take a while. We’d better get a move on before dark. Wouldn’t want to be halfway when night falls.”

“Well, before we start our mountain goat training,” Leah said, “I’ve got to find the little girl’s room.”

“Don’t dilly-dally,” Claude said.

Leah mock saluted and scanned back down the ridge. There wasn’t much cover, but she started hiking back down toward a small group of trees. When she got there, she realized that both men could still see her. A larger stand was a little farther, so she walked on down. The hill eased up behind her so that they were just out of sight over the rise. She looked around and realized she was looking for Peeping Toms in the middle of the Arizona desert. She shook her head and squatted.

As she was finishing, she heard a yell back at the summit. It was Jack. What now? She thought and sprinted as fast as she could up the loose gravel trail. Should’ve never left him alone with Claude. The darkness was getting thicker and she couldn’t see more than ten feet in front of her.
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When Leah topped the ridge, she could see Claude’s back turned to her. He was still dangerously close to the edge of the cliff and hunched over looking down. There was no sign of Jack. What the hell happened to him? She sprinted toward the old man, unsure of what she was going to do.

Then Claude yelled out, “Jack! Jack!”

Her feet skidded to a stop and the realization of what had happened began to piece together in her mind. The prospector had something in his hands and as she got closer, she could see that it was Jack’s shirt — or at least a torn shred of it. No, her mind screamed. No, this isn’t happening.

“Claude! Where is Jack?” she called and heard more anxiety in her voice than she had expected.

He turned around and she saw the shock on his face. His mouth worked open and closed, but nothing came out. He held his hands up showing her the ripped pieces of cloth. She ran past him and almost stumbled off the steep edge of the mesa. A shower of rocks tinkled down the impossibly long drop.

“Jack!” she screamed. “Jack!”

Her knees buckled and she knelt down hard in the dirt. She screamed again and again. There was no answer as her voice echoed through Devil’s Canyon.

“Oh, God, no,” she whimpered as sobs began to wrack her body. She stood and began to pace back and forth looking for some kind of way to climb down, but the cliff was unforgiving.

She heard Claude shuffling up behind her and her emotion became rage. She whirled around and the man jumped backward. He stumbled and sat down hard a few feet away from her. His hands were still outstretched.

“I… I tried… I couldn’t hold him,” Claude mumbled, his voice just louder than a whisper. “He weighed too much. Would’ve pulled me over with him.”

“What did you do?” Leah demanded. Her fists clenched and she ground her teeth so hard she tasted a trickle of blood in her mouth. “What have you done, old man?”

“What? Me? I didn’t do nothin’. He lost his balance and just fell.”

Leah jabbed a finger toward his face. “You expect me to believe that? He just fell over the edge?”

Claude nodded his head. “He did. I don’t know why, but he walked right up to the edge. He wobbled a bit and then — ”

“Bullshit!” Leah interrupted him. “You’re lying. You pushed him. You killed him. You bastard!”

He scooted backward away from her, the tiniest hint of fear in his eyes. “No. No. That’s not what happened at all, young missy. I swear on my mother’s life, he fell off the edge.”
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She turned around and yelled into the air. “Jack!”

Walking as close as she could will herself to the edge of the cliff, she looked over the long drop. In the inky black night of the desert, she couldn’t see anything at the bottom. “How do we get down there?”

“Leah, that ain’t a good idea at all. Whatever’s down there won’t be pretty to look at.”

“I didn’t ask your opinion, Claude.” She whirled around and was sure daggers were going to shoot out of her eyeballs at any second now. “Take me down there. Now.”

“Girly, it’s too dang dark to be scalin’ this cliff. If we go now, there’s gonna be more than one person at the bottom.”

Leah said nothing. She walked toward him and realized she had killing on her mind. The man had killed Jack and she was going to have revenge. Claude must’ve seen it in her eyes, because he backed away, his lower lip quivering. His hand moved toward his hip and she stopped. He was reaching for his gun.

“No. Don’t,” he said. “I don’t want to do this.”

A coyote howled in the distance, breaking Leah's concentration. She felt her pulse racing, her heart a raging machine. “I’m going down there right now, with or without you.”

He nodded with resignation and dropped the pieces of Jack’s shirt. Scanning to the left and right, he finally raised his arm and pointed. That way will have the easiest path down. It’s rough going, but if we take it real slow, we have a chance to get down safely. Leah looked in the direction he was pointing and tried to work out how the hell he’d figured that out in the dark. At this point, she didn’t care. She started walking.

Two hours later, they had covered what Leah imagined must’ve been a mile. The moonlight shone on the cliff to reveal that they had made it down a hundred yards. The jagged rock and shear wall made moving painfully slow. Leah's fingertips were bleeding from the edges she clung to and her knuckles were raw from scraping everything on the way. Sweat trickled down her arms onto her palms turning her grip into a slippery proposition at best.

“This way.” Claude had taken the lead. He rounded a tall, jutting arm of rock and cried out.

Leah sprang into action. When he came into view in the pale blue light of the crescent moon, she could see that he was literally hanging by one hand off the edge of the path. A huge chunk of it had crumbled and fallen away and Claude was dangling over the abyss. She eased toward him, aware that more breaking might occur. His fingers began to slip and a part of her wondered if it would be best to let him fall. Maybe she had a dark side like her Uncle Blake.

“Please,” he moaned. “Help me.”

His voice sounded frail and weak. As the voices inside her head argued over what to do, she saw his fingers start to slip over. And the conscience she had been raised with finally won out. Her mother’s voice echoed in her ears. You are the protector of the Stone legacy now, do right by your name. She dove toward him and grabbed his wrists as his grip let go. He jerked down and dragged her until her underarms were the only things holding her on the trail. She dug in with her boots not able to see behind her. Claude was staring into her eyes. It was the look of prey caught by a predator. Terror. He was jerking back and forth, his feet clambering against the cliff face. Leah felt her toes scraping in the dirt and realized he was pulling her off the ledge. The sharp rock dug into her chest and she cursed her choice of the tank top over the thicker, long sleeve field shirt. Then again, she hadn’t known this was going to be an expedition when she had left the cabin.

“Claude! Stop moving!” She yelled at the silver-haired man. His hat had fallen away and she could see the moonlight glinting off his horseshoe of balding scalp.

For a second, she didn’t think he would hold still. Like a drowning victim that pulls the lifeguard under, she thought for sure he would drag them both to their deaths at the bottom of Devil’s Canyon. But then, he stopped. He hung limp and she could see that he was struggling to stay calm..

“I don’t wanna die, Leah. Please. Help me.”

She took a second to catch her breath. Her slippery grip was getting worse as sweat trickled down her forearms onto her hands. Attempting to assess the situation, she turned her head and saw that her feet were in a shallow crack in the rock. They were as secure as they were likely to get.

“I’ve got you,” she said. “When I tell you to, I want you to see if you can grab higher up on my arm. If you can get above my elbow, I can bend my arm and support you with my biceps.”

She knew her strength and he was as thin as a victim of a concentration camp. She was pretty sure she could hold him longer if he could get his weight up higher. She took a deep breath.

“Okay, Claude, on three. One. Two. Three.”

When she hit three, he thrust his right wrist through her grip and his hand wrapped around her bicep. She bent her arm and was able to curl upward a little. He did the same with his other hand. She clasped her hands together and was certain she had him until his fingers started slipping. Her biceps were bigger now that she had them curled up and he couldn’t quite get his fingers all the way around her arms.

She knew she had to move fast. Without telling him what she was planning to do, she rolled hard over to her side and pulled up. It was like a side plank working the hell out of her oblique. When she turned, it lifted him up. His elbow was now higher than the edge of the cliff and he hooked it on the path. Supporting less of his weight, she was able to slide away from the edge and grab hold of his other arm with both hands. She sat up and heaved and he inched up and onto the trail. When his legs reached the ground, he crab-crawled in a frenzy away from the edge and leaned his back against the stone wall.

He huffed so that Leah thought he might have a heart attack. But after a few seconds, his breathing slowed and he began to calm down. When he finally seemed to be his normal self, he looked her in the eye. There was something odd in his look. She couldn’t quite place it.

Finally, he said, “Thank you.”

She didn’t say anything.

“Leah, I know you don’t believe me, but I didn’t kill Jack. The poor fella got too close to the edge. He fell and I couldn’t stop him, curse these old bones.”

“If you’re lying, I swear to God, I will kill you.”

He held up three fingers in the traditional Boy Scout salute. “Scout’s honor.”

Leah got to her knees and began to stand up. Both of her calves cramped and for one terrifying second, she thought she might topple over the edge. Claude reached out and grabbed her shirt and she heaved herself toward the wall.

“I got you!” he said, dragging her away from the edge.

She scrambled over to sit next to him and rubbed her calves, trying to massage out the pain. She realized that the same thing could very well have happened to Jack.

“Thanks,” she said.

“Payback,” he reached up to tip his hat but it was gone. “Now we’re even.”

Not exactly, she thought. Not even. I lost Jack and will never get him back. She looked out into the canyon now lit with a million stars and the bright light of the moon. Her eyes felt heavy and her arms and legs ached.

“How much farther?” she asked.

“I reckon we’re about halfway to the bottom.”

“Geezus,” she groaned. “Halfway?”

“Maybe less. Maybe more. But yes, pretty much halfway,” he said, pointing along the trail. “Looks like there might be an indentation on the other side of that hole. If it’s a few feet back into the wall, it should be safe for us to rest. Ain’t likely to have any animals hidin’ out in there this far up. I’m thinkin’ we should camp out there for the night.”

Leah nodded. Her heart still hurt over losing Jack and she wasn’t sure she actually wanted to reach what might be left of him at the base of the cliff.

“You don’t roll around in yer sleep, do ya?”

“Not when I’m sober.”

“Good.”

Ten minutes later, Leah was sitting back in the cave. She tucked her knees up into her chest and buried her head to hide her tears. She wanted to keep going, though there was no chance for Jack to be anything other than dead. It was too great a fall for him to survive.

She heard Claude shuffling around gathering some nearby brush and a few larger branches that jutted out from the side of the cliff. A few minutes after that, he had a small fire burning.

“No way to get any food up here,” he said. “Pizza guy said it was too far.”

“I’m not hungry.” Leah said.

The thought of the pizza delivery boy made her think of Jack and how much hell she had given him over his diet. She clenched her jaw and wiped away another tear.
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The quiet chirp of her cell phone woke her from a dead sleep. It was the first sign of life she’d seen in the thing since they started their climb up the hill.

The old prospector was snoring next to the back wall of the cave they had taken up residence in. He was facing away from her, but Leah wondered if his sputtering noises carried all the way into the canyon below. He coughed and cleared his throat at the alert. She froze and waited for his breathing to slow and fall back into the rhythm of deep sleep.

She realized her phone was in her pocket under her left side. She couldn’t reach it without rolling over. As slow as she could, she turned inch by agonizing inch until she was lying on her back.

She tucked her fingers into her pocket and touched the edge of the Rocky Horror Picture Show case she had just bought for it last week. It buzzed again and she cursed the programmers who thought she needed to be reminded of the message a second time. She held her breath and waited.

Claude never moved. She grabbed the edge of the case with her fingernail and slid her phone out of its pocket. It lay on her hip, the screen shining bright blue around the edges of the screen in the dark.

The only other light in the cave was the glowing red and white of the smoldering fire near the edge of the cliff. She pulled the phone up her body, careful to keep the screen pressed against her to hide the light. When she got it up onto her belly, another alert buzzed.

Service! I’ve got service! Need to call Patrick.

Another notification buzzed loud in the silent cave. Crap! Claude. She felt along the side and clicked the button to silence it. But the damage was done.

With a groan and a few snaps and cracks in his bones, Claude rolled over to face her direction. She froze again and smashed the phone into her shirt to darken it. She watched through squinted eyelids as he looked around the cave.

She couldn’t see his eyes, but she could almost feel the confusion in his gaze. He stayed propped up on his elbow for what felt like an hour scanning the cave. Apparently satisfied that all was okay, he finally slumped back down to the rock floor. She waited an eternity before slanting the phone up away from him. She dialed the brightness down as far as it would go, hoping it was enough to hide the light.

Holding the phone at an angle, she could see a couple of emails had come in along with a text message. She clicked through the emails finding an invitation to Happy Hour at the Cafe Paleo Brio with two-for-one kale avocado smoothies. Her mouth watered at the thought and her stomach rumbled so loud she thought she heard it echo in the cave.

She scrolled through to find the second email was from the Quechan Foundation asking for an update on her findings. It indicated that they had tried to phone her several times, but her voicemail box was full and they couldn’t leave a message. Oops, she thought. Gotta delete some of those.

Then she tapped the text message icon and the loading circle began to spin on her screen. When it finally resolved, she saw it was from Patrick. About time.

The message just said: aumanbad

What the heck does that mean? She tapped a question mark in reply and hit send. The circle began to cycle in the center of the message. It cycled through about ten times and then the red-lettered warning popped up below her text.

Not Delivered.

She would’ve sworn at it if she hadn’t needed to be quiet. She tapped the message to retry sending it. The message tried hard, but it never went through. At the top of the screen she noticed that she had no service. His message must’ve snuck through when her phone grabbed a stray signal. She studied his message again wondering if it might’ve been a garbled butt text.

No, that wasn’t likely as these letters weren’t repeated and the vowel placement was too regular. She was glad she had an analytical mind and tried to sort out the patterns in the text.

Auman bad. A uman bad. Au man bad. Au? She thought. Gold? What the — Her mind froze on the meaning that Patrick must’ve been trying to convey in the quickest way possible. Gold man bad.

She glanced up from her phone to see Claude standing over her holding one of the smoldering branches from the fire. She opened her mouth to scream as he swung it down. She tried to turn away, but the stick slammed into the side of her head.

The light faded around her.
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Leah had thought she had been knocked out in the near total blackness of the cave. But she blinked away the pain and realized she hadn’t lost consciousness. She tried to roll away from a second attack, but Claude was sitting on top of her pinning her arms to her side. Her temple ached, but she realized that the light from her phone had shut off making it look darker in the cave.

His silhouetted arms were high above his head. She couldn’t make out his face, but he grunted and she felt his weight shift forward. He’s gonna hit me again.

One of the key components to the strength training Leah did at the gym was explosiveness. She had always loved the demands of such extreme plyometric workouts. And she was really good at them. Luckily, the stick he held above his head scraped the roof of the small cave and slowed down his swing. As a result, Leah had a split second to heave upward with her legs and hips.

Claude lost his balance at this unexpected move and flipped forward tumbling over her head. She was free. Unfortunately, she had tossed him in the direction of the cave’s entrance. He jumped up quicker than she would have imagined possible for a doddering old prospector. Something isn’t right about this old man, she thought. He still held the stick in his hands and she realized it was no more than a switch, as big around as her thumb and only a couple of feet long. No wonder he hadn’t been able to knock her out — he’d hit her with what could’ve been a riding crop.

“What the hell, old man? You trying to kill me with that thing?”

He didn’t respond, but took a step closer to her. She crouched low holding her hands out in front of her. She wasn’t much of a fighter, but if her life depended on it, she could hold her own. After all, she did work kicks and punches from time to time on a heavy bag at the gym. And then she saw the glint of something metal make its way into his hands.

He was now holding what must have been a big knife in one hand and his stick in the other. Leah's brain wanted to make a joke about bringing a knife to a stick fight, but the imminent danger thankfully kept her focused. Her eyes flitted around with only the glow of a few dying coals to cast orange shadows on the walls. I need a weapon, she thought. Anything I can use to even out this fight.

She could see dark shapes; bumps of what must be his bags, or maybe rocks lying around the room. Rock. Get a rock, she thought. Or the gun. Where the hell is the gun? With infinite slowness, she crouched a little lower and finally her hand touched the ground. Claude closed the distance between them with another step.

“Missy,’ he said, his voice strange with the tinge of some foreign accent. “This fight ain’t gonna go your way. Now, let’s just calm down and we can talk.”

“Talk? Dude, you freakin’ kidding me? You tried to kill me with a stick.”

“I have a knife and a gun,” he said. “If I had wanted to kill you, you’d be dead already.”

She opened her mouth to spit out a reply, but he did have a point. He could have stabbed her when he chose to hit her — with his non-lethal tree branch.

She brushed her hand around in the dirt at her, but she only found a golf ball sized stone. Well, he’s not exactly a Philistine giant from Gath, she thought. But you use what you’ve got to work with, I guess. She curled her fingers around the rock and decided to let him get a little closer. In the darkness, she wanted to be sure her throw connected.

He took another step and she could see him raise his knife — no, not a knife, it was much bigger. More like a machete, which made sense for a traveler out in the wilderness. None of this made sense. He had the Friday the 13th blade and a big gun, why hit her with the branch to wake her up and then try to kill her?

She took a long, slow breath in, filling her lungs. She exhaled and stood a little taller. The world around her slowed down. Each pulse of the red and orange embers looked like a creature breathing. She raised her fist, took her arm backward, and flung the stone with all her might at the dark shape of Claude’s head.

She heard a crack and saw his neck jerk backward. His scream and fall brought the scene back to real time. He thumped down on his back in the cave and wheezed out the air in his lungs. She heard a clang and hoped he’d dropped his machete.

She leaped across the cave planning to jump over the man’s body. At the last second, his hand bolted up and clamped down on her ankle. His grip was a vise and her momentum caused her to trip and fall forward over him. She kicked at him with her other foot and felt it catch the man’s head a couple of times, but she never landed a solid blow.

“Just hold still, dammit,” he said. “You might be strong, but I’m stronger.”

Every trace of the kindly old man was gone from his voice. Then he heaved her back toward him and she was shocked at his strength. He slid her across the floor of the cave with what seemed like no great effort.

In an instant, he was straddling her again. Only this time he didn’t have his stick or his knife. His left hand pressed down on her neck, cutting off her air supply. His right palmed a cloth of some kind. He slapped it down on her face covering her mouth and nose. She felt a crunch in her nose and the pain caused her eyes to tear up. She heaved with her legs and hips this time, but he was ready for it. He pressed harder with the cloth in his hand and the smell of ether was strong in her nostrils.

Chloroform, she thought. Terror flooded through her. Unlike the sudden blackout seen in movies, Leah knew it would take at least three or four minutes for it to knock her out. She heaved again and again and each time she did, old man Claude — or whoever the hell this guy was — clamped down harder on her face. And she realized as her muscles began to go slack, that she was going to die. She could just make out the outline of his face in the darkness. Dark fluid oozed down his left cheek. Must’ve gotten you good with that one. Good luck finding gold with one eye.

The black circle of unconsciousness, darker than the auburn glow of the cave, closed in around her. But why kill us. Why kill Jack and I? The cave. He had seen the photographs of Kinkaid’s cave and he knew where it was now. She had failed the Quechan Indian Tribe. Claude was going to the Temple of Xiikwíir and like LaFitte; he was probably going to rape it for all it was worth.

The last question, fleeting and dark, that swirled around in her mind was who would get there first? Claude Knapp or Axel LaFitte?


ACT III


The cave you fear to enter holds the treasure you seek.

JOSEPH CAMPBELL


37


Black. Inky black. Terrifying inky black.

That’s all Leah could see when her eyes finally opened. The pain in her head stabbed her like a hot poker shooting out of her temples. Her nose throbbed, maybe broken. Her body ached as if she’d fallen off the cliff when she passed out. No, she thought. I didn’t pass out. Claude put me out with chloroform, or something like it.

She lay still as a stone trying not to make a sound. Without knowing what her surroundings were, she preferred to keep a low profile. She realized she felt the clammy cold touch of stone on her legs and arms. The temperature was cold enough to make her shiver and the air smelled musty and acrid.

Her nose felt swollen and clogged from the pressure Claude had used holding the cloth on her face, but through all that, she was sure she smelled ether or natural gas. Or maybe that was the residue from the cloth. She arched her back and heard a few joints crackle in the silence.

With the speed of a snail, she reached her right arm out on an exploratory venture.

She found a cool wall of stone about a foot away. Her left arm found the same. She reached both arms up with her palms facing skyward push-up style. At about three feet they touched the ceiling.

More of the same rock encasement. A sliver of hot fear began to knife its way into her spine. She could picture the coffin of stone around her.

The instinct to kick and claw was powerful, but she fought to keep calm. She thrust her hands into her pockets and found that her phone was gone. She had no source of light at all. Her pulse raced and she felt the terror start to win over.

She reached up to find her mother’s necklace was still tied around her neck and felt a sliver of relief. Her hands jutted out past her head and they slammed into rock about two feet away. She rolled over and was able to get on her hands and knees. Her whole body shivered now, but she realized it was more from cold than fear.

She inched along the whole long, rectangular box running her fingers along every surface. She let out a gasp when she realized that the end where her feet had been was open. It didn’t have a wall and the edge dropped away beneath her.

How far down does it go? She wondered.

She patted the area near the opening and found a pebble. She held her breath and tossed it over the edge. For a tenth of a second, she thought it might drop forever and ever and she would never hear it hit. But it clattered against more rock a couple of feet down.

She crouched and eased her feet down until they found the ground below and she was out of the tube. A crypt, she thought in the flat blackness around her. It’s some sort of crypt. With her hands against the wall where her tube had been, she crept along and verified that she was indeed in some sort of room with several empty openings. Her mind began to draw a picture of a long wall with a honeycomb of tombs set in it. She could feel that there was a lower one, a middle one — like hers — and one above that. Higher than that, she couldn’t reach.

Without thinking, she shouted out. “Hey!”

Well, if there’s someone down here, they know I’m here now, she thought. It didn’t echo, but it did resonate some. She was in a large room, but not a vast, cavernous void. The image in her mind began to take shape as she eased along the wall examining it like a blind person might. After she passed five rows of the stone tubes, she found a metal ring on the wall holding what must be a torch. Her heart leapt and then dropped like a rock.

“No matches,” she whispered.

But she pulled the torch out of the ring and held onto it. If nothing else, she had a weapon now. The crypt wall ended in a corner and turned to the left. She eased along it and found that it was solid, no tombs. Her fingers slid over what must be etchings or hieroglyphs in the dark. She traced a few and felt sure she was tracing over ancient Egyptian symbols. Without seeing them, it was difficult to be sure what they were. But the farther she went, the more she was certain. She was somewhere in Kinkaid’s cave.

The empty wall ended when she had taken forty-seven steps. She guessed it was about one eighty or ninety feet. It turned a similar corner to her left and she began to trace along and found it had the same carvings. And then, there was a door.

It opened into an area still as black as before, there was no light of any kind here. She wondered how deep underground she was, burying the thought that she might not ever make it out again. When she was sure there was a floor beneath her boots in the doorway, she stepped through. She found this opening to lead into what felt like a hallway. With her arms outstretched and the torch in her left hand, she could reach both walls — neither of which seemed to have any hieroglyphics carved into the stone. She crept along, working her touch on the right side of the hall.

Hardly noticeable at first, she felt the floor start sloping downward. The angle was gentle at first, but then became steeper. Soon, she had to work hard to keep from slipping and tumbling down the long hallway. She lost count of her strides, but it took several minutes for her to reach the end. Forgetting her caution, she walked through the new opening and banged her head. This door was shorter than the others had been. Her chloroform headache throbbed around in her brain and she massaged what she guessed would be a pretty good knot on her forehead.

“Hello?” she said into the void.

No echo, no reverberation, nothing. This was a small room. Checking the threshold of the doorway, she determined that it must’ve collapsed some. The jagged stone hung down at odd angles. Not goin’ that way. She turned around and traced back through the hall. There were no other doors. Fifteen more minutes of feeling around the crypt room and she determined she had no other choice.

“Dammit,” she blurted out.

It was distant and faint, but with her sense of sight blocked, she heard a voice.

“Leah?”

She froze. It came from back down the hallway. She waited.

“Leah? Is that you?” the voice was weak and cracked with the effort.

“Who’s there?”

“Oh, thank God. It’s me. It’s Patrick.”

Leah felt a sharp gasp escape her mouth. She stumbled down the sloped corridor, her right hand dragging against the wall.
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Leah found Patrick by tripping over him. He was lying flat on the ground on his back. His clothing felt damp and his fingers were icy as he clung to her arms. She cradled him the best she could, but she was beginning to feel the chill of the frigid cavern air.

“How long have you been here?” Leah asked.

He sputtered and coughed and she heard him lick his lips. “A day maybe? I have no idea. After a while in here… in the dark… you lose track of time.”

A day? Oh, no, Leah thought. He’s been here a day already. We’ve been buried alive.

“But wait. Didn’t we lose you a couple of days ago?”

“Lose me?” He chuckled in a hoarse, hollow voice. “I was kidnapped, Leah. Old gold prospector guy. His name was Claude, I think. He got me with some chloroform or something like that.”

Sounds familiar, Leah thought. It seems like our kidnapping wasn’t a random occurrence after all. “The bad gold man, right,” she said. “I got your message, but it was a little too late.”

“Where’s Jack?” Patrick asked and she could almost picture him looking around the darkness.

Her voice weakened as she started to explain. “We were at the top of the cliff above this place. Me and Jack… and the man, Claude. I got separated from them and… ”

She stopped the sudden knot in her throat making it hard to speak. Tears welled in her eyes and she was glad Patrick couldn’t see her cry.

“Claude pushed him over. He says he didn’t, but after this,” she waved her arm around the room as she said it, though neither of them could see the gesture, “I know he did it.”

“Wait… what? Are you saying Jack is… ”

His voice trailed off and Leah felt a sob threaten to escape her throat. No time for that now.

“He’s gone.”

Quiet tears slid down her cheeks and she realized that her fear of Claude had been the dam holding them back. Suddenly, she felt her chest heaving but could do nothing to stop it. All of the feelings she had for Jack poured out and it felt good to let them flow.

For a long minute, neither of them said anything. Leah thought she might have heard a sniffle from Patrick. When she was able to fight back the emotion, she focused on their new goal — not letting Claude succeed in killing them all.

“So you’ve been here for a day? But where were you before that?”

“He must’ve carried me to a different cave at first, because I wasn’t here to begin with. I was a few miles away from here. They moved me to this lovely place yesterday… best I can tell.”

“They moved you here? Who is they?”

“Uh huh. Bunch of guys in black soldier gear. I didn’t see any faces when they dragged me out into the blinding sunlight. It wasn’t long after that they put the bag over my head.”

“That’s what Claude must’ve meant when he said they were in the wrong place,” she said under her breath.

“Yeah. Exactly. That’s what the men said when they carted me here. Said they missed it by a few miles or something like that.”

Leah's mind spun around all that had happened in the last few days. There was something about this whole thing that she was missing.

“Why you, Pat? Why did they kidnap you? I mean, we were all vulnerable — ”

“If by vulnerable, you mean stone drunk. Yes, I agree. I have no idea. I guess because I was the easy target in my sweet porch hammock.”

“We weren’t exactly shacked up in Fort Knox. If they were soldier types, they could’ve gotten all of us just as easily.”

She felt him shrug. “I dunno,” he said. “Maybe they didn’t know you were there? Or maybe they thought they could get what they needed with just me. I did have the bromo-silvers after all.”

“True. But, why bring you here? Why not just let you rot in the other cave?”

He coughed and she heard a rattling sound coming from his throat.

“Got me there, too,” he said when his fit had calmed down. “It’s not like I can help them find Kinkaid’s temple anyway.”

And the piece snapped into place in Leah's mind. “Patrick, that’s it. They still need us to help them find the temple.”

“But why?” he asked. “I mean, we’re here… right? We’re in the cave that Kinkaid described… aren’t we?”

“Claude sure seemed to think this was the place. When he saw the photos you emailed me, he led us straight here.”

“That must’ve been when the G.I. Joes took turns throwing me around and dragging me down the tunnels.”

“Anyway. I think they know this is the right cave, but they can’t find the temple. That’s the reason they need you. You have expertise that can help them solve the maze.”

“Not if I die of pneumonia and starvation and frostbite down HERE!”

He yelled the last word and Leah heard a strange new sound… an odd echo that reminded her of… a well. She wondered idly if this was how the hearing-impaired could identify objects around them.

“Well, Leah,” Patrick wheezed. “I never thought I’d go out like this, but I want you to know I have thoroughly enjoyed sharing these last few — ”

“Hey,” she interrupted him. “If you’ve been in caves the last couple of days, how did you text me?”

“Oh, they didn’t know I had my phone. It’s pretty much dead now, but the message must’ve slipped through when they moved me.”

“You have your phone?”

“Yeah, I was using it as a flashlight to look around for a way out. But I turned it off to conserve power a few hours ago. Why?”

“Give it to me!”

She felt him reach into his pocket and pull it out. He shoved it into her hand and she felt for the power button. She turned it on and the screen flared brighter than she could’ve imagined it would. Her eyes were shocked by the brilliant blue glare.

“Jeezus, Leah,” Patrick said, jerking his arm up to cover his eyes. “You coulda warned me.”

She didn’t speak. She waited until her eyes adjusted and panned the phone around the room. It was exactly how she had imagined it except for one detail — the massive stone statue of Isis sitting in the center of the room. She was kneeling and her winged arms wrapped around in a circle out in front of her. Leah's mouth dropped open.

“Oh, my God. It’s true,” she whispered. “Kinkaid’s Egyptian cave is real. It’s all true.”

“Awesome,” Patrick inhaled, seemingly unimpressed. “And now we’re buried with it.”

The light from the cell phone shut off leaving a glowing impression of the room in the sudden darkness.

“What the hell?” Leah pushed the power button in a frenzy of insistent clicks.

“I told you,” Patrick said. “I turned it off to conserve power. I guess it ran out.”

“Christ, Pat. You could’ve told me that.”

“I think I did actually.”

“Dammit!” Leah froze, hearing the strange echo again.

“Look, I’m pretty dazed from the couple of days I’ve spent buried, but I am almost one hundred percent certain that I did tell you.”

“Shut up.” Leah flung her hand out and thumped him in the chest.

With an oof, he went silent. Finally, Leah heard a faint sound. It was coming from the general direction of the statue. She strained and with the enhanced hearing of sightlessness, she heard the drip. Water was dripping from somewhere above and seemed to be falling into a puddle or pool. If water is coming in and we aren’t submerged, Leah thought, there has to be a way out.
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She knew what this meant.

Isis had her arms wrapped around the well she imagined a few minutes ago. And it was likely the well had an underground outlet somewhere else in the caves.

Fear spiked cold and sharp into her veins and she groaned. It was summer camp all over again.

Swimming. Why always swimming?

“Leah? Are you okay?”

“Pat,” she started, “how good of a swimmer are you?”

“You’re kidding right?”

Leah didn’t answer; she was already feeling her way over to the well. She found the wings of Isis and eased her hand down into the opening. Just as she suspected, she found a freezing pool of water.

Madness, she thought. This is truly madness.

“Pat,” she called over her shoulder. “You’re sure there isn’t another way out of here?”

“None that I could find,” he said. “And that’s entirely consistent with typical Egyptian tombs. Usually the exit is a downward path from the top of a pyramid. By climbing toward the heavens the people could put the Pharaoh closer to the… ”

His voice faded into the background as Leah considered what she was getting ready to do. She lifted her boots over the edge of the well and let them sink into the water. She sunk all the way in and realized the temperature was a little warmer than she’d expected. Her feet sunk in and eventually, she had her whole body submerged except for her head and outstretched arms holding onto Isis’s wings. She fought to maintain calm in the inky black of the cave and the feel of water surrounding her, but terror oozed into her spine. In the realm of scary situations, Leah couldn’t picture much worse than this… until she put her head under. The walls of the well were the same stone of the cave and Leah ran her fingers along it until she found what she knew must be there. It was a circular tunnel about the size of the crypt she had been in when she woke up.

And the faintest outline of… light. Holy crap! She squinted in the murky water to be sure, but there was definitely a distant silvery glow at the end of the tunnel — a very distant silvery glow.

Leah splashed back up above the surface of the pool and took in a few deep gasps of air. She was pretty sure she could hold her breath for just over two minutes, but she hadn’t tested that fact since her dive from the mesa into the river. And she also hadn’t tested it in extreme darkness in a cavern tunnel with no way to be sure how far her next air source would be.

“Leah?” Patrick called. “Are you okay?”

“Not really, no.”

“What’s down there?”

Patrick’s voice was closer now. He must be inching toward the well.

“There’s a side tunnel. I think I can see light at the end.”

He was silent for a second. When his brain had processed the information, he spoke in a low voice. “We’re going to try to swim out?”

“I don’t see any other way. I’m going to make an exploratory run first and see how far this might go.”

As she said it, the fear began to trickle its way into her mind. She had to go as far as she could, but save enough air to get back if she didn’t make it to the other end of the underwater tunnel. A moan escaped her throat.

“Leah, you don’t have to do this. We can look around. Maybe there’s something I missed… another way out. They had to get us in here somehow.”

“Patrick, you know as well as I do that there’s usually one way in and one way out in Egyptian temples. If you didn’t find it, they sealed it off. They have buried us alive.”

He didn’t say anything. Both of them seemed to understand the gravity of what she was about to do. If Leah miscalculated her swimming distance and didn’t find air, she would drown.

“There’s light down here. It has to be a way out, right?”

“Okay.” Patrick’s voice became professorial — probably his defense mechanism kicking in. “Here’s what we know. We’re in an antechamber that leads to a crypt chamber. The tunnel is likely a passageway the people used to bring in the dead. It’s possible that there are other branches to other crypts. If that were the case, they would slant up as well. There might be air trapped in them.”

Leah nodded and then realized Patrick couldn’t see her. “Got it.”

“Make a quick trip out, twenty feet or so. If there are other rooms, they’ll be close to us.”

“Good plan.”

“And Leah,” his voice echoed off the water of the pool. “Please be careful.”

She smiled, mostly to herself and took a deep breath. Short trip. Just a few feet. Swim out, swim back. Check the walls. You can do this, Leah. She concentrated on expanding her lungs as far as she could, taking in as much air as possible. And then she ducked her head below the impossibly black water.

She found the side tunnel and discovered that she could pull herself along with her hands out to her side. She worked as fast as possible, feeling along the sides of the stone for any branches in the tunnel. Nothing. She moved a little faster and fought to keep panic away. Her heart raced and she knew it was robbing her of precious air. The dancing silver light did not seem to be getting any closer to her as she moved and terror struck. She realized that the tunnel was too small for her to turn around in. She would have to make her way back to the pool moving backwards… likely a very slow process.

Her lungs tightened and she wondered if she had made a terrible miscalculation. The movie of her life and all of its swimming fiascos began to play in front of her eyes. The summer camp misery, the boating accident they’d had back in Twin Falls on the Snake River, and her jump from the mesa and the ensuing tumble down the river to escape LaFitte. All were filled with their own brand of fear… but none compared to this.

She realized she had stopped moving. She debated whether to push on and risk getting trapped too far down the tunnel, or to head back in a slow crablike crawl back toward the pool. She wasn’t sure she had enough air to make it.

Her lungs began to burn and she knew she’d gone too far. There was no going back. But the light that swam in the distance was out of reach. Go, Leah, she thought. Just keep swimming.

She let go of the sides of the tunnel and swam hard.

She kicked and her boots thunked against the ceiling of the cave. She was moving faster now with no hesitation. Her lungs screamed for air and she gulped back the carbon dioxide threatening to escape.

A trickle of water went up her nose and a harsh cough exploded out of her mouth. Panic of a whole new order set in and she thrashed forward.

Breathe! Her lungs yelled at her. Just take a breath.

She wrapped her hands over her mouth to clamp it shut and thrashed her boots. God, no, she thought. I don’t want to die like this. She inched forward without the use of her arms and she knew she wasn’t moving fast enough to make it out.

With all reason lost, she opened her mouth and screamed into the water.

Jack! I need you!

Her feet slammed into the ceiling over and over and then splashed.

Splashed?

She turned around and flung her hands up against the top of the tunnel. They broke through the surface into some kind of opening.

She thrust her head above the water and found air. She coughed and hacked, expelling water and mucus. She took a breath and vomited.

It was musty and had the strong smell of gas, but she didn’t care. It was sweet, sweet air. She hacked again and again and was sure she had taken in enough water to drown her.

She was sure she had been seconds away from death.
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Aminute later, her lungs happy again, she took stock of the situation.

She felt the walls of this vertical shaft and found it was roughly the same size as the tunnel she had been swimming in. Perhaps it was meant for climbing.

But she found no handholds in the walls and she couldn’t reach any kind of ceiling.

Air shaft, maybe.

If it was, it didn’t seem to be working well. The air smelled like it was more gas than oxygen. But she could breathe and that was all that mattered. Once she had exhausted her examination skills on the shaft and its walls, she realized she would have to go back to Patrick.

She was unsure of how far she had traveled into the shaft, but she knew it would be faster going without having to examine the tunnel as she moved. She was confident that she’d make it back without taxing her lungs.

She took a few deep breaths and mentally prepared herself for the swim. She plunged beneath the water again and raced back to the pool wrapped in the wings of Isis.

As she got close, she could hear muffled shouting. When she was near the well, she knew it was Patrick calling out for her. She broke through the surface and realized that she hadn’t actually traveled that far.

She guessed the airshaft might be twenty-five meters away, roughly the length of the pool back at summer camp. She shook away the thought.

If I make it out of this damn cave, I’m going to get a therapist, she thought. And swimming lessons.

“Oh, Jesus Christ, Leah!” Patrick yelled. “You were gone so long. I thought you were dead! Oh, my God. Thank God you’re okay!”

“I’m fine. I’m fine.” She found his arms reaching over the edge of the well. She pulled herself up out of the water and slumped down against the winged statue.

Isis, Egyptian goddess who helped people enter the afterlife, Leah thought as she caught her breath. You almost got me, old girl. If they were in Egypt, it would have made perfect sense that she was here at the entrance to the crypts, delivering the dead to the life beyond.

“I’ve been thinking,” Patrick said, breaking into her thoughts. “Where are the bodies?”

“Huh?”

“It’s obvious we’re in a crypt, but we haven’t found a single body.”

Leah thought for a second. “I dunno. Maybe they built it and never got a chance to use it.”

“Or maybe it was plundered?”

“Could be. But there doesn’t seem to be any of the paraphernalia associated with mummified bodies either. I think they built it and then maybe it flooded. They never got a chance to put their dead here.”

He was quiet for a time and then mumbled. “So, what’s the verdict? Are we stuck here?”

“No. The good news is there is an air shaft not far away.”

“And the bad news?”

“Well, the bad news is… I have no idea what’s beyond that. I saw some light, but it didn’t seem any closer when I reached the shaft.”

“If there was one shaft in a long tunnel like this, there will be others. It’s likely they are at equal intervals down along the way,” Patrick said with confidence. “The Egyptians — if that’s who built this crypt — are nothing if not precise.”

“You’re sure about that?”

“Who’s the expert here?”

“If you were such an expert, you would have found this shaft already.”

“Look. Let’s just get to the shaft. Then we can leapfrog farther down the tunnel and find out if I’m right. It’ll be easier now since you know what you’re looking for.”

He had a point. Since she knew she would be searching for another shaft in the ceiling, she wouldn’t have to waste time feeling along the walls. She’d be much faster this time. A chill ran down her spine and she realized she was shivering from being out of the cold water.

“Okay.” She stood up. “Let’s do this before I think about it much longer.”

With a splash, Patrick jumped into the pool. The cold water seemed to invigorate him. She followed him in and then grabbed his arm. She moved it to the side of the well above the tunnel.

“It’s down here, maybe five feet down. Then it’s twenty-five meters along the to reach the shaft. We’ll stop there, regroup, and I’ll find the next one.”

She was not one hundred percent sure there would be a next one, but she didn’t want to leave any room for doubt in her mind.

“Roger that,” he said and before she could add anything else, he plunged down into the water and was gone.

A minute and a half later, she broke the surface in the shaft and found him already there.

“That wasn’t so bad,” he said.

“No, not bad at all,” she said and realized she meant it. It was so much easier knowing what to expect.

She found the next shaft after that and two more after that. She broke through the last time into a much larger tunnel. The smell of gas washed over her like a blanket. She felt light-headed and weak, and she thought she might pass out. Patrick came through right behind her.

“Methane,” he said. “Smells like methane.”

She opened her mouth to agree, but shut it when she realized she could see him in a flickering green light. She turned around to find the source of the light. The new tunnel they had emerged in was at least ten feet across. The floor angled up slightly and led them up and out of the water into the much larger corridor.

The light flickered and danced on the walls and seemed to cycle from deep emerald green to pale yellows and brilliant blues. It reminded Leah of torchlight, but normal fire wasn’t green, yellow, and blue. The source of the light seemed to be around the edge of what looked to be a long gentle bend in the corridor.

“What part of the temple would this be?” she asked Patrick.

“Looks to be what we would call the corridor.”

“You don’t have to be a smartass.”

“No, I’m serious. This would be a main hall that would lead back into the burial chamber we just came from. It’s usually labeled corridor on maps.”

“Oh, gotcha. So what are we going to find at the end of this hall?”

“We'll likely find stairs. There are always grand stairs leading up to the corridor in Egyptian tombs.”

Patrick coughed and hacked. He pulled the collar of his shirt up to cover his mouth and nose.

“I’m not sure about the methane gas though. That’s a new one on me.”

“But this has to be the way out, right?” She pointed down the hall toward the flickering glow.

“Well… it should be,” he said in a tone Leah didn’t find reassuring. “But even if it isn’t, I’m not going back that way.”

“Good point. Okay, let’s do this.”

She started meandering down the hall, expecting to find a room or some stairs just around the bend. After several minutes of walking, she realized that wasn’t going to happen. The passageway bent back and forth in gentle S-like curves and around each bend, she saw the light reflecting on highly polished areas of stone.

“Mirrors,” she said, running her fingers along one of the smooth walls. “They created a mirror in the stone to reflect the light.”
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“Amazing,” Patrick whispered.

As they snaked through the corridor, Leah realized that this was familiar, too. At first, she wasn’t sure why, but she knew this was Kinkaid’s temple. And then the words from the journal came back to her.

There is one chamber of the passageway which is not ventilated, and when we approached it a deadly, snaky smell struck us.

Our light would not penetrate the gloom, and until stronger ones are available we will not know what the chamber contains. Some say snakes, but others boo-hoo this idea and think it may contain a deadly gas or chemicals used by the ancients.

No sounds are heard, but it smells snaky just the same. The whole underground installation gives one of shaky nerves the creeps. The gloom is like a weight on one's shoulders, and our flashlights and candles only make the darkness blacker.

Imagination can revel in conjectures and ungodly daydreams back through the ages that have elapsed till the mind reels dizzily in space.

The echoes of an expedition from long ago reverberated in her mind. She was traveling the same steps G.E. Kinkaid had taken in 1909.

The awe of it was almost enough to block the image of a chamber full of snaky and deadly gas. She took a deep breath and then stopped. Deadly gas. Are we breathing deadly gas? She thought. And if we’ve found the gas… where are the snakes. It’s a snaky tunnel, that’s for sure. But if the next room is full of snakes, I’m heading back to the water.

“Patrick, do you think the gas is going to kill — ” She held out her arms to stop Patrick.

He bumped hard into her. “Hey, what’s the big idea?”

“Is the light getting brighter?” she hissed.

She looked at him to see his eyes squinting ahead. He scanned the tunnel behind them.

“I can’t be sure about the light, but the tunnel is definitely getting wider. That would indicate that we’re nearing the next room. Probably a larger chamber of some sort.”

“What is the likelihood that we’ll find a room full of snakes?”

“Huh?”

“Never mind.” She strode forward and Patrick followed closed behind.

The hall ended abruptly at the top of a massive stone stairway. It wasn’t long, only twenty steps or so, but it was quite wide. Leah guessed it to be fifty feet wide spanning the entire width of the new chamber they were looking into. A similar stairway mirrored this one on the far end of the room. The effect was like standing at the top of some sort of coliseum or stadium.

The light seemed to be coming from above the stairs on the opposite wall. The chamber went on past the stairway into another massive, more roughly hewn room. It wasn’t square cut like the ones they had been in. It was more cave-like. The light flickered on the high rounded ceiling.

Leah walked down the stairs with slow deliberate steps. At the bottom, she stepped off the last step and her foot plunged a foot deep into more water. She yelped and jerked her foot back up to the stairs.

She swore in surprise. “Did not see that coming.”

The water had been so still that it had looked like the floor of the room. Leah watched as the ripples spanned out from her in larger and larger circles.

“How deep do you think it is?”

“Did you touch the bottom?”

She eased her foot into the water, quickly finding the bottom.

“Yeah, about a foot deep right there.”

“I’m guessing it’s the same all the way. This isn’t a lake. It’s a manmade room. The floor is likely level. But I’d take it slow, just in case.”

“Good idea.”

She lowered her foot into the water and found the solid ground. She stepped in with both feet and the floor seemed solid under her boots. She inched forward with slow shuffling steps and Patrick followed doing the same. After a time, she became more and more sure that there weren’t going to be any surprises and she picked up her pace a bit. The other side was an exact mirror of where they had come from. Twenty steps up. The only difference was the flickering light.

Leah looked back at the water filled room. “Is that normal? An indoor wading pool?”

“No. Probably just flooded. Maybe they built this place too low in the floodplain and water seeped in. They might have discovered their error and moved on. That would explain the lack of bodies back in the crypt.”

Leah shrugged and turned back to the steps. She climbed up and noticed that their footsteps were starting to echo more as they got closer to the large chamber above them. And then she heard something, a voice.

“What’d you say?” she asked Patrick.

“Huh? Me? I didn’t say anything.”

Leah put her finger up to her lips to shush him. She waited and listened. After a few seconds, Patrick shrugged his shoulders and stuck his hands out to the side, palms upward. Nothing. Just my imagination running wild down here.

“Sorry,” she said. “Thought I heard something. Let’s go.”

They reached the top of the stairs and Leah stepped up onto a massive platform. She was sure a football field could fit in the space.

“Holy moly,” Patrick said as he crested the stairs. “That’s big. This is most unusual. I don’t recall seeing anything like this in typical Egyptian architecture.”

“Well, where to now?” she asked.

“I’d say that way.” He pointed to the end of the cavern. “That’s where the light seems to be coming from.”

“Sounds good to me.” She started walking but immediately lost her footing, slipping and sliding..

Patrick was doing the same wild balancing act, his arms flailing about to steady himself. Leah lost her battle with gravity and fell hard against the slippery floor.

She swore as her left elbow went down hard and crunched through the ground making a hole. She jerked it out of the new opening and water seeped up through it. “Is this ice?”

A foul odor spewed out of the hole. She immediately covered her mouth and crab walked back away from it. Her boots struggled to gain purchase on the ground and as she scrambled she realized they were standing on a frozen lake.

“What the hell? Oh, my God. That stinks,” Patrick said.

“I know. It’s like methane and… dead animal.”

“Good grief. It’s worse than that. Geez, Leah. Why’d you do that?”

“Like I meant to fall and shove my elbow through the ice. Look, let’s just get away from it so we can breathe again.”

She reached out an arm and they shuffled away from the hole. As they got closer, she could see the ceiling rise up another hundred feet. This was the biggest cave she had ever been in. The green and blue flickering glow began to get brighter and she could see it was coming from above them, but she still couldn’t find the source. In the brighter light, she could tell the far wall was actually a hill sloping up and away from them. As they shuffled along arm in arm, what lay atop the hill came into view. Patrick must’ve seen it too because he stopped walking and stood staring up.

“Leah?” he whispered. “Do you see that?”

“How could I not?” she answered.

“Just making sure I wasn’t imagining it.”

“Stay here.”

She shuffled ahead of Patrick and found that the hill was farther away from her than she had thought. She got about fifty meters ahead and thought she heard a scuffling sound behind her. She turned and squinted back toward Patrick. She couldn’t see him.

“Pat? You okay?”

Her voice echoed around in the cave and then went silent. Leah heard a loud gasp and a voice that was clearly not Patrick’s exclaim, “Oh… mon… dieu.”

Someone else was out on the frozen lake with them. She would recognize that voice and slight French accent anywhere. And that man had just realized what was at the top of the hill.

She was looking at the Temple of Xiikwíir.


PART ONE
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Snakes. Why did it have to be snakes?

INDIANA JONES

Asps. Very dangerous. You go first.

SALLAH
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Leah turned to see a group of men dressed head-to-toe in black tactical gear.

Each one carried a mean-looking assault rifle and night vision goggles.

How in the hell had she not heard them? She realized as they moved along that they were quite stealthy. Still, she should’ve heard something, the click of a buckle, the creak of leather, the splash of a boot in the water… something.

One of them had Patrick by the arm and was shoving him along — the scuffling sound she’d heard a few seconds ago. Patrick was struggling against the man’s grip, but to no avail. The black-gloved hand seemed to have a vice grip on his bicep.

The soldier squeezed his fingers and Pat let out a high-pitched yelp and stopped moving. Studying them, she realized none of them appeared to be wet, meaning they had come from a different tunnel. There must be another way out, Leah thought. That’s why we didn’t hear them.

Axel LaFitte looked out of place in the group. He wore khaki pants with cargo pockets on the sides of each leg, a white linen shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and a red muslin cloth draped around his neck.

Instead of his usual white straw Fedora, he wore a desert pith helmet. Howard Carter, eat your heart out, Leah thought. Mr. Demille, I’m ready for my closeup. His gaze was frozen on the temple they had just discovered up on the top of the hill. His mouth hung agape, his tongue wagging against his chin.

None of the men were looking at her and she thought about making a break for it while they were distracted. But that would mean leaving Patrick behind and she was pretty sure that she couldn’t outrun the bullets from the mercenaries’ guns.

Besides that, they were all standing on a giant lake of frozen methane. One wrong step and she’d be plunged into another body of liquid and she’d had enough swimming for the rest of her life. She shivered at the thought.

“I must thank you, Annaleah,” Axel finally said and pulled his goggles off his face to dangle around his neck. “I doubted you, but Claude was right. He told me you would find the temple, and it appears that you have done exactly that.”

“You found it too,” Leah spat the words at him. “What do I have to do with all of this?”

“We were in the wrong place. Two point four miles north of this location.”

“You would’ve found it eventually.”

“Perhaps. But with your discovery of the Kinkaid photos, you have done what so many before you so woefully failed to do.”

“Well, I’m happy to help. Now, if you don’t mind, Patrick and I will be going and — ”

“Shh shh shhhhh,” LaFitte put his finger to his lips. “Hush now. No need to ruin this moment with idle talk of leaving. No, I need Patrick and his expertise to help us safely navigate the temple. Surely there will be pitfalls and dangers to avoid. No?”

He looked over at Pat who was slumping against the man-in-black’s grip. Patrick shrugged his shoulders and frowned. “Can’t say for sure. I mean… it’s possible.”

With blinding speed neither Leah, nor Patrick saw coming, LaFitte backhanded him across the cheek. He yelped in pain and grabbed his jaw with his free hand.

“Ow, dang, man. Not necessary. Not necessary at all.”

“You will speak only when spoken to, or my friend will tear your arm off of your body. Understood?”

To emphasize the point, the man holding him jerked his hand upward causing Patrick to wince in pain.

“Got it. Speak when spoken to,” he groaned. He held his other hand up and mimed turning a key to lock his lips.

Axel turned back to Leah. He reached into one of the pockets on the thigh of his pants. He pulled a black tactical flashlight out and tapped it into the palm of his hand.

“Now, Annaleah — ”

“How many times do I have to tell you?” She interrupted him. “It’s Leah. Not Annaleah. My mother and father were the only people allowed to call me that.”

LaFitte arched an eyebrow and his pink lips curled into a dark grin. “I do not feel that you are in a position to make any demands, Annaleah. Do you?”

Anger pierced her mind and before she could control it, she swung her leg around in a spinning high kick and her boot slammed into Axel’s face. Only, it hadn’t hit his face. It hit the man who had been holding Patrick. Incredibly, he’d anticipated her move and reached out to protect LaFitte. And to make matters worse, he had caught her foot and now had a gorilla-like grip on her ankle holding her foot up in the air. She hopped on her other foot a couple of times and realized the man had both hands on her leg. Just like the heavy bag, she thought. She jumped high into the air and kicked hard with her free foot against the man’s head. With no way to defend himself, her boot crunched hard into the man’s temple. His goggles flew off, broken bits and shards of the lenses clattering across the ice. His hands released her immediately and reached for his pummeled head.

He cried out in pain and Leah was stunned. She knew the voice and the language. When he regained his balance and turned to look back at her, her heart sank. It was Freddie, the nephew of Dorinda Iron Horse — the relative who had gotten them in to see the old woman.

A flash of guilt ran across his face as he realized that she recognized him but disappeared into sudden anger. “Do not judge me. My people have kept this secret too long. Our reservation is drowning in corruption and crime. The money this temple would bring could save our culture.”

Leah motioned toward Axel. “You really think he’s going to give the Quechans anything from this discovery? Make no mistake, he’s here to rob this grave, plain and simple. Your people will not see a dime of the — ”

An explosive bang interrupted her and she watched in horror as the gunshot slammed into Freddie’s chest. In the pale green light she saw the other men seemed stunned by this and Leah realized they must be Quechan too. For a fraction of a second, she hoped against all hope that he’d been wearing a bulletproof vest, however, the blood pouring onto the icy surface at his feet crushed that hope. She wondered if this would change their minds.

Axel laughed and said, “Good. Our spoils will be split five ways now, not six.”

A couple of the men laughed along, nervous looks in their eyes. Axel took a deep breath and pointed his flashlight up at the temple. He clicked it on and the world went white. The blinding light pulsed in Leah's eyes, burning ghost images in her mind.

“Now. Let us see what treasure we shall be sharing,” LaFitte said.

The other men flicked on more flashlights and bathed the massive cavern in blue-white LED light.
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For a few seconds, Leah's vision was blurred with dancing pulses of white and yellow circles.

The temple loomed high above on a mound that stepped up in wide platforms like an Incan pyramid. As her eyes slowly adjusted to the light, the sheer expanse of the ancient building came into focus.

The ice they were standing on appeared not to be just a lake in front of the mound, but it circled all the way around it… like a moat. It wasn’t as solid as she had thought and fissures here and there breathed heavy plumes of some sort of gas. The smell was stronger here and reminded her of the cloth Claude had held over her mouth to knock her out.

The temple building itself could have been something from a dig in Cairo. The walls were made of gigantic, rectangular blocks of stone with nearly invisible seams between them. They towered high above the mound into the darkness of the cavern. In the center was a tiny door flanked by two obelisks that had to be fifty feet tall.

She couldn’t tell from this distance, but she would’ve bet any amount of money that they would find hieroglyphics on the massive stone spires. Sitting at gentle diagonal angles on the outside corners of the walls facing outward from the door sat two sphinxes keeping watch. They were taller than the temple and still had their complete faces including their noses — unlike the one at Giza.

The headdresses were pharaoh-like and their eyes were the same long almond shapes found on Egyptian statues and carvings. Leah's emotions flooded hot into her cheeks and she realized she was crying. She hadn’t realized it, but she had begun to walk toward the temple. It was still fifty yards away, but loomed high over the icy moat.

She heard the group of mercenary types fall in behind her and looked over her shoulder to see they had let Patrick go and he was walking under his own power. He was gaping at the miraculous find as well.

“Absolutely beautiful, isn’t it Annaleah?” LaFitte’s voice floated into her ears.

She didn’t say anything, but nodded. How could you have any archaeological experience and not be dumbfounded by the sight? Hell, how could you be human and not be blown away?

A clattering sound broke the silence and Leah looked back to see that one of the men had slipped and fallen on the ice. It appeared he had put the barrel of his gun down to catch himself and it had punched through the dark, slippery surface.

Water seeped up out of the hole and the strong fumes caused the man to sputter and cough as he lifted himself up.

One of his comrades reached down to help him and he jumped back jerking his hand away. “Did you see that?”

He had his gun raised and was pointing it down toward the hole the other man had punched into the ice.

“What? What?” LaFitte’s voice sounded exasperated. “What is it now?”

Before the man could answer, he turned toward Leah. “Damn suspicious lot, these Quechans.”

“I… uh… I thought I saw something. There, under the ice,” the man said.

Axel walked back to them and shone his flashlight down on the spot he was indicating. The light shone down into the liquid beneath the ice and barely penetrated the blackness farther than a couple of feet.

“There’s nothing down there,” LaFitte snapped. “It’s your imagination. Now, let’s get going before I change the number of shares we all get again.”

The group turned as a whole to begin trekking toward the temple. It was slow going and they weren’t making quick progress at all. The booted men found they were able to move more efficiently if they shuffled their feet without lifting them from the ice. Leah decided she had better footing than they did, but decided to pretend she was having trouble as well. Some advantages were best kept secret.

As they got closer, Leah saw she was wrong about the two statues being Sphinxes. The famous Egyptian Sphinx found at the Giza pyramids has the head of the Pharaoh Khafre and the body of a lion. These creatures did have human heads complete with the sloped headdress hanging down over their necks.

Beyond that, they were completely different. In huge humps that could have been those of the monster of Loch Ness, the body of a snake undulated down behind them, flanking the sides of the temple. Both were in perfect shape with no missing stones or weathered erosion like the Sphinx in Cairo. Transfixed by this unexpected difference, Leah found that she had slowed her steps. She wasn’t sure if anyone else had seen this, but they were all silent except for the sound of carabiner clips clinking against guns and leather boots creaking.

Oh God, I wish Jack was here to see this, she thought. Thick emotion washed over her and she wondered if she would ever get over the pain of losing him. What was it they used to say, better to have loved and lost, than never to have loved at —

“There!” One of the men shouted, interrupting her thought. “I saw it!”

Everyone turned to see a different man pointing his gun at the ice. Axel opened his mouth to shut the man up, but before he could say anything, the man opened fire. He was screaming and spraying the surface of the frozen moat with bullets. Fumes and water spewed out of the holes and Leah thought the man was going to shatter the whole thing and sink them all.

She grabbed Patrick by the arm and jerked him away from the group and the cracks opening up in the ice. Bubbles began to fizz up from under the surface and pop when they found the new fissures. The smell of gas overtook them and some of the men started hacking and coughing.

The man who had shot the ice ran out of bullets and the cacophony echoed into silence. He raised the gun above his head and hurled it down at the spot he had fired on. She was shocked that he hadn’t punched a hole through and fallen in. With a terrified scream, he turned away from them and sprinted back across the ice the way they had come in, stumbling and falling along the way.

Jesus, thought Leah. Not a very manly mercenary.

“If anyone else discharges a weapon for any reason without my express consent, I will shoot them!” LaFitte’s outraged voice rang out in the quiet cave. “Is that understood?”

At that point, LaFitte seemed to realize that Leah and Patrick had put some distance between them. They were thirty yards away and shuffling fast across the lake toward the base of the temple mound. Leah looked over her shoulder and heard LaFitte laughing.

“Annaleah, why are you running? There is nowhere you can escape to, mademoiselle.”

“The name is Leah, asshole!” She yelled back at him.

“Yeah, asshole.” Patrick shook his fist in the air.

“Shut up, Pat.”

“Gotcha.”

Leah had experienced a few minor earthquakes when she’d hiked with friends on Eagle Mountain in California, she had been close to volcanic eruptions out in Yellowstone, and she had watched a tornado form across the plains of Twin Falls, Idaho. But none of those sounds quite described what she heard next.

It rumbled low and deep behind them. The cave shook. Dust and rock began to slide down from the distant cavern ceiling and plink on the icy moat. And it was getting louder.

“Leah,” Patrick said in a near whisper. “What the hell is that sound?”

“Hush.” She held her hand out to quiet him.

She cocked an ear into the air and listened. It sounded like something was moving. It had to be something big. Something big — really big — was coming toward them. The echoes in the chamber made it hard to tell where it was coming from.

“I don’t know.” She grabbed Patrick’s shirt at his shoulder and pulled him after her. “But I’m not sticking around to find out.”
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Running on the ice moat was not exactly easy. Leah felt the faster she tried to go, the more she slipped. Patrick fared worse moving along at a slow shuffle. She noticed his shoes were slick-bottomed boat shoes with zero traction.

“Pat, why are you wearing those shoes?”

“I wore these into town thinking I was making a quick stop to grab a drink and a candy bar while I waited to have some photos developed. My bad.”

The roaring sound behind them grew. Leah turned to peer back into the dark behind them. She could still see the group of men who had come here with Axel, but only in silhouette. They had all turned to shine their LED flashlights behind them toward the impending doom raging from somewhere beneath the Earth.

Leah's mind pictured a fiery, smoldering Balrog like the one that had taken Gandalf down in the Mines of Moria rising up out of the black beyond the frozen lake. He would devour them all in fire and brimstone. All fiction… wasn’t it? She thought. Gandalf, where are you now?

She shook the thought from her mind. This place was getting to her, making her imagine creatures from Middle Earth popping up all over the place. Earthquake, it has to be an earthquake.

“We’ve gotta get out of here, Pat. This whole thing is going to collapse.”

“I’m trying. I can’t get any traction!”

“Here,” she said, wrapping her arm around his shoulder. Let’s steady each other and move in unison. Drag your feet across the ice like this: left foot, right foot, left foot, right foot.”

“Got it,” Patrick said looking down at his feet.

Looking like two kids in a three-legged race, they began to move faster along the ice. And then a scream pierced the air around them… an inhuman, deafening scream. They both snapped their hands to their ears to muffle the insane banshee cry that echoed all around them.

“What the hell is that?” Patrick yelled at her.

The Balrog’s face disappeared in Leah's mind and was replaced by a Tyrannosaurus Rex’s open maw. The idea that this was an earthquake vanished and she realized that something alive was coming. Coming to get them.

“Go, go, go!” Leah shoved Patrick and he took three quick steps.

She did the same and darted out in front of him. He stumbled and fell and started to crawl along the ice on his hands and knees.

“Just go, Leah!” He cried.

She sprinted farther away from him and realized she was leaving him to be… devoured… by whatever was rumbling out of the deep. Her mind flashed back to the motto plastered all over her Warrior Fit gym: Never leave a friend at the bottom of the rope.

Her mind screamed at her in the cacophony of the rumbling and wailing that was getting closer by the second. Run, it demanded. Run for your life! She took a deep breath and started sliding back toward Patrick. She had gone a few steps when the roof of the cave above them cracked. A shower of dust rained down on them. She raised her hands instinctively to cover her head from the debris falling down.

An odd moment of silence followed the sharp whip sound of the crack. And that’s when she heard the voice. He was yelling incoherently and it was distant. Far, far behind them, past the ice moat, past the two sets of coliseum-like stairs, and past the larger corridor that had led them here.

The group of black-suited men all focused their flashlights on one spot. They had heard the voice too.

“Jack?” Leah whispered.

And then the rumbling started again, and it was closer than ever. Leah was transfixed and against every fiber of her being that told her to get away, she started to shuffle back toward the entrance to the cavern — toward Jack’s voice.

“Leah?” Patrick’s voice floated up around her, but it was distant. “Leah, where the hell do you think you’re going?”

The men with Axel all started to move toward the voice, too. They had their guns raised and flashlights focused on the doorway that must have led into the massive cavern. Leah thought their boots must have better traction because they were moving much faster than she was. She picked up speed and it seemed with every step she took the violence and the noise around her grew louder. It was like running into the epicenter of a massive earthquake with an F5 tornado overhead. She half expected to see a cow fly past her field of vision.

Then one of the men began firing his gun at the opening. The sound of the rifle was strange. It was muffled and low under all the other madness. The ceiling continued to rain down random pellets on them and Leah wondered how long it would be before the whole thing fell.

Leah felt a tension in her chest that she couldn’t define. The fear of what unseen danger was rushing at them combined with the hope that somehow — against all odds — Jack had survived. Then she realized they were shooting in his direction. They’re going to hit him! She started to scream at them to stop, but heard his voice again over the growing noise. She couldn’t make out what he was saying, but it was him. It was definitely him. The sound began to take on a strange throbbing pattern. It scraped and churned in waves, each one closer than the last. What the hell is out there?

The rifle reports echoed off the walls all around her and she heard Axel yelling over them, trying to call for a cease-fire. But his men were spooked and continued to blast the inky black opening of the corridor. It finally stopped when Leah heard several of the rifles start clicking, their rounds all spent. LaFitte screamed and the men finally stopped shooting. The door began to… swirl?

It was a strange sight to see darkness beyond the opening spin and rotate. Leah blinked her eyes, trying to resolve what she was seeing. It roiled and boiled and turned over and over until she saw the patterns taking shape. Odd diamonds of emerald, brown, gold, and yellow shined out in the glow of the flashlights. Leah felt the icy grip of terror slinking up her spine as she realized what was happening.

“Go,” she croaked over her shoulder at Patrick.

Her voice was a whisper and when she stole a glance over her shoulder at her companion, she saw that he hadn’t moved. The surreal scene unfolding in the cave had transfixed him too. The raining debris continued to pelt down on her shoulders and the ice around her. Patrick had his hands on his forehead, shielding his eyes.

“Go,” she said louder. But he still couldn’t hear her.

She opened her mouth to scream at him, but she was surprised to hear a different voice fill the air.

“Go!” A man’s voice broke through the cacophony. “Go! Go! Go!”

Jack. It’s him. He’s alive. She thought in a burst of emotion. She started running toward his voice. Elation filled her heart and tears stung her eyes. A beam of light glowed out from the distant moving door. It flitted back and forth, unfocused and wild.

“Jack?” She yelled, knowing he wouldn’t be able to hear her at this distance.

The group of men with the rifles stood still, empty barrels raised to direct their flashlights at the door. Leah saw that they had reached the edge of the frozen moat and had stopped at the top of the closer staircase. LaFitte had a hand balled into a fist and raised up beside his ear — the universal sign for hold.

And then he was there. Jack was there. Leah jolted forward three steps and fell to her knees. Sobs jerked at her throat and her hands reached out to him. Her heart pounded at the sight of him; she thought it might explode. She could even see his bright blue eyes from here. They were filled with… terror. His arms were flying up and down by his side casting stray beams of light all around. His feet never slowed as he burst from the door. He took the steps down on the far stairway four at a time, stumbling as he ran. When he hit the bottom of the stairs, she couldn’t see him, but she heard the splash of his boots in the water. Seconds later, his head jumped above the near side stairway and his arms were flailing in wide circles. He had his flashlight in his left hand and she saw now he had a pistol in his right.

“Run, you idiots!” His hands were waving them forward away from him.

LaFitte’s men didn’t move. The man still had his fist raised beside his head. Jack burst through their line without a step of hesitation and kept running. He turned and fired once into the corridor behind them without slowing down. The men didn’t turn to pursue him. They were focused on what was coming for them.

As he got closer, Leah could see his eyes. They opened wide when he saw her and his foot missed a step. He slid forward on the ice, his chest slamming down on the frozen moat. He rose up on his elbows and Leah sprinted toward him.

“No!” he yelled and held up a hand.

She ignored him and ran. That’s when the first head came through the door. Leah skidded to a stop, completely forgetting her resurrected love lying in front of her. She felt her eyes go wide. She thought she had been afraid before… She was wrong.
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“Jesus Christ!” she wheezed and skidded to a halt. “What in God’s name is — ?”

Her voice drowned in a hissing scream as a huge snake slithered through the door, rising high above the distant stairway. Only “huge” wasn’t a big enough word. The snake was massive, immense, and ginormous on a scale that still seemed to make those words seem small. Its body stretching out of the opening looked to be as big around as a sequoia and his head was the size of a Volkswagen Beetle. And he wasn’t alone. Another head jutted out of the hole beside him and bared its fangs.

LaFitte’s men began firing again. Jack had found his feet and wasn’t looking back. His boots slipped and shuffled across the ice. He was waving his arms and shouting again.

“Leah, get the hell out of here!” He yelled.

She started to tell him off, but then another head came through the door. And another. And another. Their bodies twisted together in a sick, snaky braid. The rumbling, roiling sound was their scales scraping against the stone and the sound coming from their mouths was like a banshee on steroids. Leah began to backpedal away from the horror in front of her when Jack reached her. He jammed his flashlight into his waistband and grabbed her arm. Jerking her around, he tugged at her as he ran.

Behind them, someone screamed. Leah knew it was a scream of pain. Against her better judgment, she couldn’t help but turn and look. The mass of giant snakes that had come through the door made her wonder if a King Kong-sized Medusa might be attached and headed their way. But their whipping tails flashed through the opening and she was relieved to see the stone staring gorgon was not attached. She almost laughed at the feeling of relief. What she hadn’t been pleased to see were the interlocking segments at the ends of their tails. Rattlesnakes. Huge, angry, knotted rattlesnakes, she thought.

“This isn’t happening!” She shouted. “It can’t be.”

The ball of snakes was moving at a speed that seemed impossible and they had reached LaFitte’s men. Two of them were waist deep into the snakes’ mouths. Blood sprayed as the fangs sank into them. A third man was scrambling backward in an awkward crab walk away from the horror, but another head got him. He was gone before Leah could comprehend what had happened.

“Don’t look, Leah. Just run!” Jack’s hand wrenched her arm again, pulling her away from the death behind them.

She turned away and ran as fast as the sketchy footing on the ice would let her. She tried to ignore the sound and the fury raging through the cave.

“What took you guys so long?” Patrick appeared out of the darkness.

“No time for banter, Pat. Let’s get the hell out of here.” Jack said.

The three of them started a jerking, halting lurch across the moat. Leah looked up to see that they had fifty yards to cover before they reached the mound leading up to the temple. Solid ground. They would be able to run faster there, but would they be fast enough? An angry hiss blasted up behind them, much closer than Leah had expected. She turned and saw one the mammoth rattlesnakes had charged ahead of the others.

It had all the typical markings of a crotalus cerberus — an Arizona black rattlesnake. He was dark brown, almost black, with darker circles along his back. His rattle was huge and shook angrily behind him. But his eyes were different from the ebony beady eyes she would’ve expected.

They were covered with a pale, translucent lens over the entire eye. She noticed that his mouth worked open and closed as he jerked his head back and forth. He’s blind, she thought. He can’t see us, but he can damn sure hear us and smell us. If this monster was anything like a typical rattlesnake, the Jacobson’s organs in the roof of its mouth would be super sensitive for finding prey — namely, them.

A dark piece of something hung from one of his sword-like fangs. Leah realized it was a shred of tactical clothing from one of LaFitte’s men. In a swift movement that seemed much too fast for such a large creature, the snake struck out at them. Beside her head, a loud bang erupted in her ear. She saw Jack’s arm raised up and smoke trailing out of the barrel of a gun… her gun. The one she had borrowed from the Quechan Indian who had chased her to the edge of the mesa just a week ago. The snake jerked back in pain and Leah saw the shot had pierced one of its eyes. Black fluid and gore oozed from its eye-socket.

“Run!” Jack shouted.

Leah didn’t need to hear the command twice. She sprinted forward with Jack and was happy to find it easier going now that the ice had a sheet of fallen dirt and rock on it. She ran hard and found that they were putting some distance between them and the snake. But we shouldn’t be. He should be much faster than we are. She didn’t let her curiosity get the best of her though and pushed her legs to move. The mound was so close now. She looked over at Jack and saw relief in his eyes too. She expected the same from Patrick. A grin almost formed on her face as she looked for him.

But he wasn’t there. Patrick was gone.
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Leah's head wrenched around to see that the blond haired man had fallen. To her shock, he was thirty yards behind them. And the snake was twitching back and forth above him. Why hadn’t he struck?

A hiss of gas sprayed up around Patrick and Leah realized the smell was disguising her unmoving colleague. He was lying on his back, staring up at the snake. Even from this distance, Leah could see him shaking. She tried to mentally will him to stay still and almost shouted out. But Jack slapped his hand over her mouth. He shook his head and pointed up at the temple mound. He mouthed the word go, and shoved her away. She started to say something, but Jack put his hand up to stop her. She was torn. Stay with her friend and the man she loved and likely die, or run away, leaving them to certain death-and probably dying herself anyway.

Jack jabbed his finger again. He held out his hand and Leah saw he was offering her the pistol. He tapped the cylinder and put up one finger. One bullet. There was one bullet left. His eyes said more than his voice ever could. Leah grabbed his face and kissed him. Her lips pressed hard against his and the taste of her salty tears mingled with his.

“Here’s lookin’ at you, kid,” she blurted, and wished she’d had time to come up with a better movie quote for the moment.

She turned away from him and ran.

Her boots hit the rocky dirt of the temple mound and a desperate laugh escaped her throat. She turned to look back and saw Jack leaning down to hook his arms under Patrick’s. The good news was that the snake was ignoring them. The bad news was that three more had joined them. They hissed and rocked their heads back and forth, scanning the moat.

Leah realized that they were hesitant, even scared. The ice. They’re scared of the ice. It made sense-most snakes had probably never seen ice and moving along it had to be difficult for a creature with no arms and legs. Though they weren’t backing down, they weren’t moving forward at the alarming speed they had displayed coming into the room. But they were still testing the air, flicking their tongues out in rapid pulses.

Jack was moving slow and steady, pulling Patrick to his feet. One of the snakes dipped his head low and they both froze. Leah heard a man’s voice yelling something and she wondered what the hell Jack was doing. What are you doing? Shut up! She thought. But the snake jerked its head away from her two friends. Leah saw the source of the voice and realized it was one of LaFitte’s men who had escaped the first feeding frenzy. He was running under the heads of the massive snakes and right behind him, arms flailing, was Axel. His trademark white Fedora was gone and his face was covered in blood. Leah couldn’t decide if she felt sorry for the man or not.

One of the snakes slammed its head down near the man dressed in the black fatigues, knocking him off his feet. He skidded forward in a dive on the ice. Axel jumped away from him and the snake darted down at him again. The man rolled to the side in time to avoid the massive serpent’s fangs. It slammed its mouth shut, but hissed and spat, realizing it had missed its prey.

The man found his knees and began to crawl away from the snake, but he was too slow. The yawning maw with daggers dripping venom clamped down on him. The blood-curdling scream was almost enough to make Leah cry out. Axel sprinted past the snake with his man in his mouth. The clicking of his shoes on the ice must’ve been loud enough for the other snakes to hear him because they all snapped at him as he ran.

He began to scream out and Leah did feel a slight tinge of pity for him. But she remembered that he had stolen her journal and had likely intended to let them die down here. One of the snakes found his mark and snapped him up by the leg. He was dangling upside down in front of the three monsters, but they waited. They didn’t eat him.

Strange, Leah thought. And then they slithered into circles and moved away from the center of the ice. Leah saw Jack and Patrick crouched down a few feet beyond them. They were still, but Leah could see the steam of their breath whirling up into the cool, dark air.

The snakes curled their bodies into spirals of snaky circles and their rattles began to fade. It was almost as if they were going to sleep or… It was so sudden, she could hardly believe it, but the cold was having an effect on them. They had expended a ton of energy in the attack and now…

Leah took in a sharp inhalation of air through her teeth as she realized what was happening. The cold. The ice was putting them to sleep. Holy crap, they’re hibernating. She blurted out a relieved laugh and then slammed her mouth shut. They were going to make it. If they could hold out a little longer until the beasts were completely asleep, they’d be able to walk out of here. The ground and ice under them began to rumble again, deeper, lower, and slower.

For chrissakes, Leah thought. What now?

And that’s when Axel started flailing and screaming in terror. She couldn’t blame him.

She was sure that would’ve been her reaction too when they all realized that these snakes-these massive, gargantuan, impossible snakes that had been chasing them were just the babies.
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Leah's body convulsed in terror when she saw the head that was three times larger than the others’ slide through the corridor. It filled the opening and scraped on all sides as it slid into the chamber.

This is impossible, she thought.

The bulk of its body was as big as a school bus and it kept coming and coming and coming. Xiikwíir.

The legendary serpent, the bane of humankind’s existence, and the monster of Quechan lore was here. Horror as icy and putrid as the frozen moat that surrounded the temple surged up her spine. The great bulk of the snake slithered into the main cavern and Leah saw that thousands of smaller — normal-sized — snakes covered its back. They coiled and recoiled in twisting fury. They hissed and darted at each other like petulant children seeking their mother’s attention.

For the most part, Leah didn’t care much about snakes. She wasn’t scared of them if she knew where they sat so she could give them their space. Most of them wouldn’t attack a human if they didn’t feel threatened. She wondered what in the world there might be that could make this creature feel insecure enough to strike. She didn’t think there was any such thing.

The snake’s head rose higher and higher into the cave and an impossible length of body followed it. The sheer size of her was almost ridiculous enough to make Leah laugh. She might have if she hadn’t been more terrified than she had ever been in her life. The plumes of steamy breath coming from Jack and Patrick worried her. The snake Leah began to think of as Mama might see them skittering around below her, but there wasn’t much they could do about it if she did.

Snakes of all shapes and sizes began to drop off the larger one and slink along the steps down into the water below the stairs. It seemed there were thousands of them and they formed a wave of slithering carpet, inching toward her two friends. For now, nothing was happening. She silently willed Jack and Pat to stand up and walk toward her, as she knew that any sound would be deadly for sure.

A strange gurgling sound echoed above her in the cave. It came in slow, rhythmic groans and got louder with each wave. What the hell is that sound? Shut the hell up! She thought. Her eyes scanned the direction of the rising sound and she finally saw its origin. Axel LaFitte. She had completely forgotten that one of the three snakes had grabbed him. But they hadn’t killed him. Leah saw that the man was dangling upside down, his formerly pristine pant leg impaled on a massive fang. All of the blood in his body was rushing into his head and his inverted body must have felt the strain of his current position. The snake that held him apparently heard his prey start to wake and shook him hard twice to subdue him. Axel cried out and then went silent. Mama seemed to hear this and started up the stairs toward the ice moat.

Leah realized the smaller snakes had caught the man as a gift for her — an offering for their queen. They weren’t hibernating, they were prostrating themselves — bowing in reverence — to their queen.

Her heart raced as she watched the giant snake slither toward them. She realized Jack and Patrick were in the center of her path as she eased onto the ice. Oh, God. As if they heard her thought, she saw the two men start an army crawl away from the beast.

The snake with Axel in its mouth lowered its head and hissed low and guttural as Mama neared. LaFitte seemed to finally notice what was happening and he began to scream. His fit appeared to rouse the other two snakes at the sides of the moat and they uncoiled and moved closer into the center of the ice-exactly where Jack and Patrick were heading.

The massive queen snake opened her mouth wider than Leah thought possible and the sound that came out was a horrible cross between a scream, a growl, and a roar. It was like nothing she had ever heard from any animal, let alone a snake. Somewhere deep in her mind, the analytical archaeologist inside her wondered if these snakes were descendants of some long-gone dino-serpent. The snake with Axel in its mouth shook him back and forth like a rag doll and the others rose up and screamed along with the queen.

The sound was so loud, it made Leah cover her ears and she was surprised to find that she was yelling along with them. Jack stood up and pulled Patrick to his feet and they began to shuffle faster as the danger escalated around them. Leah was happy to see that none of the massive creatures seemed to notice them. For a moment, it looked like they would make their escape. And then the floor behind them began to move in surges, like a tide rolling in over the beach. Is the water rising from the low floor below? Leah squinted into the distance and saw that it wasn’t water at all. It was the thousands of smaller snakes that had been clinging to the queen coming up behind her.

“Jack! Run!” She shouted. But the noise echoing through the cave was too loud.

The snake with Axel in its mouth flicked its head upward and the man flew off the fang and toppled up above its head. The queen lunged forward with lightning speed and latched onto the man. He screamed in agony and Leah watched as the snake’s fangs slid into his body. She wanted to turn away, but she was paralyzed with fear. Axel slammed his fists down on the snake’s head to no avail. She clamped down on him and Leah saw blood sliding down her chin. She flipped her head up and Axel slid farther down into her mouth. The blood curdling shrieks of a man facing his own terrible, horrific death rose above the din. And then he was gone. LaFitte was no more.

Leah was stunned and realized she was holding her breath. Her heart threatened to thump out of her chest and she thought the snakes might hear it if it got any louder. And then she heard his voice again.

“Run! Get out now!” Jack was yelling.

He pushed Patrick out ahead of him and turned to look back at the snakes. The mass of coiling death was now in full effect. Mama had all her minions wrapped around her and they had a new target.

She was heading toward the two men slipping and sliding away from her on the ice. Patrick hit a section of rocky debris that had fallen from the ceiling and his new purchase on the grit propelled him forward. He reached Leah and threw out his arms. She grabbed him and pulled him with her up onto the base of the temple mound. As they went up, Jack lost his fitting and fell back down the wide steps to the moat. He hit with a thud and didn’t move.

She screamed at the top of her lungs. “Jack!”

He turned to look at her and she could see him shout, “run.” But she couldn't hear him over the wall of churning snakes, closing in on their prey. And then, Jack did the impossible, he started running back toward the snakes. She watched in terror as he ducked beneath them, weaving back and forth, dodging their strikes. The ice cracked and split and more of the fluid underneath overtook the moat.

He’s leading them away, she thought. “No! Jack!” she cried out.

The beam from Jack's flashlight flickered three times, throwing everything into a strobe light horror show, and then it went out. The deep, impenetrable darkness that Leah had woken up in hours ago was back. She could still hear the snakes, but she couldn’t see them. She couldn’t see Patrick. She couldn’t see Jack. She couldn’t see anything but the inky blackness of Kinkaid’s cave. And hell was coming for them in it.
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Leah felt the world stop. The darkness was deeper and blacker than she could’ve imagined for a few seconds, until her eyes adjusted. The air was cold and her nose stung from the snaky gas smell around her. The musky odor of amphibious creatures was strong too, and then there was the sound. They were all hissing and howling in some low strange noises she thought might be communication. They were trying to find Jack. And they sounded so close she felt she could reach out and touch one if she tried.

“Jack? Patrick? Where are you?” She wheezed into the darkness.

In a few seconds, she became aware of a low green glow coming from behind her in the temple. She wasn’t sure what the light was or what was causing it, but in its glow, she began to see the coiling, twisting shapes looming in front of her. It reminded her of a sandstorm, barreling toward her with no hope of stopping it.

“Leah, we have to get out of here,” Patrick said suddenly, gripping her arms and pulling her up the mound.

“But, Jack… ”

“Leah,” Patrick said, holding her arm firmly. “He’s gone. And we’ll be gone too if we stay here.”

“But… Jack!”

Patrick’s grip tightened and he dragged her a few steps up the sloping mound toward the temple. The emotion she thought she would feel was not there. She had lost Jack again and she should’ve felt sad or hurt. But all that she felt was white-hot anger. Anger at LaFitte, anger at Claude, and anger at Xiikwíir — the snake.

Her mind flashed back to all her meetings with the Quechans. She wondered if they had known about the snakes. She wondered if the Preservation Board that had disappeared had accidentally awoken the snakes — and paid the ultimate price. And she wondered if Blake had known these monsters would be in the cave. Maybe that was why he hadn’t pursued it any further. She wondered if any of those men from the tribe had been dressed in the black fatigues working for LaFitte.

A loud hiss erupted from the dark and Leah stumbled backward and fell on her back. Patrick stooped to grab her and helped her up. As he put his hand around her arm, he stopped.

“I’m not that heavy, Pat. Now, let’s — ”

“Shhh!”

“Huh?”

“Shut up, Leah.”

He turned his head to the side and leaned his ear upward in the direction of the snakes. He was listening for something. And under all the cacophonous hysteria coming for them, she heard it.

Jack. Again. His voice was muffled, but she could tell it was him.

“Jack? Jesus, Pat. It’s him. He’s alive! Jack!”

Patrick put his hands around his mouth and started yelling into the dark too. Leah skidded down the loose detritus covering the mound until her feet came to the edge of the ice. She squinted into the blackness across the moat. A minuscule flicker of light bounced up and down, a tiny firefly dancing halfway across the frozen field.

At first, his voice was drowned out by the noise the snakes were making. And they were getting closer… much closer. The light grew bigger too, and seemed to jump up and down in an erratic pattern. And then Jack’s words broke through.

“Shoot it!”

Shoot what? With what? Leah thought. Her confusion fell away in an instant and she realized he had given her the pistol. She jerked it out of her waistband and looked down at it. She pushed open the cylinder and saw the last remaining bullet. Even though it was a .44 Magnum, she doubted it would do much to the behemoths chasing Jack. She clicked it shut and raised the gun up into the black air. Her breath caught at how close the snakes had gotten.

“Mother of God, “she whispered.

“Shoot it!” Jack shouted again, his boots sliding along the splintered ice on the moat.

Her eyes snapped down and she could see his outline sprinting in front of the snakes. Thousands of the smaller ones were slithering behind him, jabbing and striking at the air. His heels were out in front but it looked like he was losing ground.

She pulled the hammer back on the gun and aimed for the biggest head… the queen. She put the sights right on the snake’s milky left eye.

“No!” Jack’s voice stopped her as she was about to pull the trigger.

“What?”

“Not the snake! Shoot the ice!”

She didn’t react. She wasn’t sure what he wanted her to do. Shoot the ice? I don’t get it. Why does he want me to do that? Jack’s form resolved completely and in a strange moment of clarity, she saw what was making the tiny pinprick of firefly light: a silver Zippo. A lighter held high above his head.

“Shoot the damn ice, Leah. Do it now!”

“But why?” She said it low, almost to herself.

“The ice, Leah!”

As Leah watched him running, only a few yards away now, she saw the plumes of steam shooting up in various parts of the moat. The hiss of methane gas mingled with the unearthly noise the snakes were making as they closed in on Jack. Gas. The gas. He wants more gas to come up from under the ice.

Will that even work? She thought. Will it be enough to — ?

“Leah! Shoot the damn ice!”

She raised her arm and aimed the gun. And then a thought came to her as she watched Jack get closer still. She looked up and scanned the ceiling of the cave. It was almost black in the distance, but there were sharp points of stalactites poking down out of the dark. They don’t fall much and she knew most of them are held fast with wide, solid bases. But the cave had taken serious damage and even cracked a few minutes ago.

Leah picked one that looked precarious and even seemed to be swaying back and forth. She lifted the gun and aimed in the recesses of the faraway ceiling to where she guessed the end of the massive rock icicle might be. She held her breath and pulled the trigger. The world inside the Temple of the Snake seemed to stand still. The bullet flew from her pistol in slow motion and she could almost see it hurtling toward the roof of the cave.

It struck the stalactite and it shuddered and shook but nothing happened. The air in her lungs flushed out and despair rushed in. It didn’t work.

But then it trembled and began to shiver and shifted down a foot in a quick jerk. She had chosen wisely. It rocked back and forth two more times and then it let go. Her heart leapt with joy and then in a sudden fit of terror, she looked back down.

Jack was at the edge of the lake, his boot landing past the lip of the icy, methane moat. As he landed, he turned and hurled the Zippo lighter.

It flew through the air and Leah watched the flickering flame sailing toward the wall of serpents now only a few feet away.
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The stalactite fell faster and faster and struck the ice right in front of the queen.

She reared back and screamed. The jet of methane rose up around the stone spear in a shower of tsunami-like waves. The smaller snakes were swallowed in the flowering cracks in the moat, hissing and coiling as they sank into the murk.

The three larger snakes behind the queen were slipping down into the lake of gas, but a bit slower. Leah wondered how deep it was. Would it be enough to hold them?

The zippo skidded a few times on the ice in front of the jets of methane and then it caught. The cave became the center of the sun. A whoosh of blue-green flame rose in a ball and then ballooned ever higher and higher. The snakes began to scream and Leah was forced to cover her ears.

The smaller ones burned alive, turning into shriveled curls of black. The three larger ones were now covered in the methane and fire burned all over their writhing bodies. Leah was thrown backward in the initial ignition thump and she saw Jack and Patrick stumble past her, too.

The entire lake was starting to burn and all of the ice around the temple was cracking and sinking into the flames. Fire stretched toward the ceiling in huge plumes of blue, green, and white.

“Yippee ki yay, assholes!” Patrick was propped up on one elbow and shaking his fist toward the mass of fire in front of them.

Leah took a second to catch her breath. She realized she’d been holding it the whole time since she fired the gun. She sat up and watched as the three larger snakes began to fall into the lake. They were dying, too. The scene was surreal and terrifying, but it seemed like they’d done it. They had survived the serpent.

Leah stood up and reached a hand down to Jack. He grabbed her hand and pulled himself up beside her. He took a long slow look back at the dying masses of snakes.

“Nice shot,” he said without looking at Leah.

She smiled and put her arm around his waist. Now, without the terror of a Godzilla-sized snake, the flames were surreal and beautiful. Dancing hues of blue with a tinge of green at the edges.

“Pat,” she said, her eyes captivated by the fire. “You got that quote wrong. It’s yippee ki yay, mother fu — ”

Her voice trailed off. The twirling spires of flame looked a lot like snakes. One in the center even had milky eyes.

“Look out, Jack!”

As she said it, the queen’s head rose up over the fire and her mouth opened wide. Her fangs were dripping with burning gas and her tongue flitted out of her mouth as she dove out of the lake toward them.

Leah shoved Jack hard to the side and Patrick scrambled backward up the hill on his butt, his slick boat shoes clambering for purchase in the loose rock. The snake’s head slammed down on the ground and she rose up for another strike. Leah saw that her eyes were gone, replaced by empty gory sockets; the fire had burned them out. It was unlikely that she could hear them or smell them with all that was going on around them. But Leah wasn’t going to sit around waiting for a random, lucky strike to kill them.

“The temple.” She jerked Jack’s arm as she yelled. “Pat, run.”

He stumbled to his feet and ran after them up the temple mound. Above, the sphinx statues loomed large, serpentine guardians of the massive stone building at the top of the hill. Leah's legs burned as she ran. She passed Jack and Patrick, thankful for all the tough miles she had put in.

“Let’s go. Let’s go. Let’s go!” She urged them on.

Patrick was falling farther behind, stopping once to put his hands on his knees and take a few deep gasps of breath. Leah ran back and hooked her hand under his arm. She pulled him on and put her hand on Jack’s back to push him as well. Warrior workout got nothin’ on this, she thought. Behind them, the queen howled in anger and Leah could almost feel her coiling for another attack.

The large tapered walls of tan stone lit with an eerie green glow got closer and the ground began to level out at the top of the mound. They moved faster and were sprinting toward the open door in the center of the wall. Two massive obelisks flanked it on either side and Leah could see the hieroglyphs from this distance. She had a fleeting wish that she could stop and examine them. And then the second strike hit.

It was closer than the last, knocking all three of them off their feet. The ground shook and Leah wondered if they were going to survive this.

“We’re gonna die!” Patrick howled.

She glanced around to see Jack getting to his feet. All alive… for now. They sprinted toward the door and the queen snake struck again.

“Zig zag!” Leah called out and they all started to run erratic paths, avoiding a straight-line.

The door grew larger, but Leah could tell it would be too small for mama, if they could reach it before she got them. Her lungs ached and her calves burned. She sprinted with all her might and hoped Jack and Pat were doing the same.

She threw herself through the blackness of the doorway, not knowing or caring what lay beyond. It didn’t matter what danger resided there, it couldn’t be worse than the demon serpent hunting them. Then she was in the dark, the bright rectangle of light behind her glowed blue from the methane fires that were starting to go out. First Jack, then Patrick jumped through and stumbled into the temple. As Pat’s feet cleared the opening, the massive snake’s snout slammed into the door.

She reared back and charged again. She was far too big to make it through, but her tongue darted in and slapped Leah on the face. She stumbled backward into the hall and watched as the furious snake rammed herself into the opening over and over again. The walls shook and dirt and dust sprinkled down on them.

“Not sure how long that wall will hold up,” she said to the others.

Right on cue, a long, deep crack shot up from the top left corner of the door.

“Really?” Jack asked.

“It’ll hold her off long enough for us to get far away. Come on.” Leah turned into the long dark hallway that led into the temple.

They had taken less than ten steps when the deep, sonorous rumbling shook the ground almost enough to knock them down yet again.

“Was that her?” Patrick asked.

“No,” Jack said. “That’s deeper. We might’ve triggered an earthquake with our little fire.”

“Of course we did,” Leah said.
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As they got farther into the temple, Leah realized they could still see.

The tinge of the green glow she had followed into the main hall outside the temple was still shining around them. It flowed out above them though she couldn’t tell exactly where it originated.

The rumbling beneath their feet continued as they trekked down the hall. But it seemed the queen snake had taken a break from slamming her head into the small doorway they had escaped through.

Leah noticed that the hallway ahead took a ninety-degree turn to the right. She pulled out her gun, even though she had used the last bullet to rain fire down on the mass of snakes back in the ice moat cave. Something about the heavy steel in her hand gave her more confidence.

She motioned for the others to stop, and then peeked around the corner. No snakes, no statues, no nothing. It was a short hallway, the same size as the one they were in. It continued for about twenty feet and ended in a T. Leah strode toward it, gun raised. She leaned her back against the left wall and eased her head into the new hall.

It went left ten feet to a dead end. The right passage went twenty feet and ended in another T.

“It’s a maze,” Patrick said, coming up beside her. “We’re in some kind of temple maze.”

“Which way should we go?” Leah asked him.

“Pffttt. I have no idea.”

“You’re the expert mapmaker guy.”

“Leah, the whole idea behind a maze is that the makers mix it up to make escaping difficult, if not impossible,” he said. “No computer program can determine what is in the mind of the creators… yet.”

Jack put his hand on Leah's shoulder before she could make her next remark, which likely wouldn’t have been nice at all.

“Look,” he said, motioning to the next T in the maze. “Let’s get down there and see what choices we have. So far, we’ve only had one way to go.”

Leah agreed and headed down the hallway. For a time, she had her gun raised, but it proved completely pointless, so she stuck it back into her waistband. After what seemed like an hour of similar turns and choices, she realized that not only were they not getting anywhere, they were now lost inside the maze.

A sliver of fear crept into her mind. What if we never find our way out? What if we’re stuck here forever? She shook the thoughts away and concentrated on the maze.

“Is this the same hall we were in ten minutes ago?” Patrick asked, putting his hands on his hips and turning in a circle.

“They all look the same,” Jack added.

Leah had to admit, she wasn’t certain that they hadn’t been walking in circles. The walls all looked the same — obviously intentional by the makers of the maze — with no distinctive markings to help guide them. An idea formed in Leah's mind and she knelt down beside the nearest corner. She brushed her hand in the light silt, and found a small rock. She stood and used the rock to scratch a number 1 and an arrow pointing in the direction they were going.

“Good idea,” Jack smiled at her and winked as he said it.

They traveled another hour, Leah marking their route with a system of numbers. When she scratched out the number 47 and made the next left, Patrick reached out and grabbed her arm.

“Leah. Look.” He pointed to the corner opposite of where they were standing.

She almost collapsed when she saw her original scratching.

“Number one?” She groaned. “How is that possible? We’ve been careful not to alternate turns. We took all right turns when we could. That’s how you solve a maze, isn’t it?”

“It should be,” Patrick took a long slow breath and ran his hand through his white hair. “I don’t know where we went wrong.”

“Let’s go back to the last turn and take the left,” Jack said. “Problem solved.”

They did that and soon, they were staring at a dead end. Leah's fear began to solidify into something more like terror. What if there is no solution? What if there’s only one way out? Buried alive, she thought. They’ve buried us alive.

“No worries,” Jack said in his continuing optimism. “We’ll backtrack and keep up our search. This means that we’re eliminating all the — ”

The loudest rumbling sound they had heard interrupted him. The shock wave that hit them shook the ground so hard Leah stumbled and fell into Jack. They both rolled onto the floor and Patrick followed. When the tremor stopped, Leah checked with everyone to be sure they were okay. She realized they hadn’t felt any quakes for a while, but this one was close… right underneath them.

“Are we getting closer to the epicenter?” she asked.

“Sure feels like it,” Jack said rubbing the back of his neck. “That one was close.”

Another massive rumble drowned out their conversation. Dust and debris rained all over them. Leah had to cover her ears for this one.

“Look on the bright side,” Patrick said with a sideways grin. “At least we won’t die of starvation walking around in this maze.”

“We’d already decided to eat you first,” Leah said.

His grin froze and his eyes widened.

“She’s kidding,” Jack said, patting his stomach. “I’m clearly the obvious choice to eat first.”

Without explanation, he suddenly turned and jogged back to the T they had come from and headed back in the direction of their last turn. Leah and Patrick chased along behind him almost running. Jack peered at the wall examining Leah's last mark and turned in the opposite direction. He didn’t explain, but kept going in their uncharted territory. After two right turns, they were all surprised to find a stairway leading up.

“There. Easy.” Jack turned to them and held out his hands. “Up is the direction we want to go.”

“How in the world did you do that?” Patrick asked.

Another rumble shook the corridor.

Leah took his hand and started up the stairs. “A discussion for another time. Let’s get out of here.”

A flashback of the last stairs she’d been on reminded her that they were in the Temple of the Snake and she reached up and tugged on Jack’s arm.

“Not too fast,” she warned him. “We might have looped back on ourselves toward the snakes.”

He nodded and slowed his ascent. At the top of the stairs, they entered a room, about twenty feet square. Each of the other three walls had another door with stairs leading up. Leah looked around and realized this room had hieroglyphs on the walls. When she pointed it out to Jack, he beamed.

“We must be out of the maze,” he said. “Otherwise they wouldn’t mark it.”

“That’s not completely true,” Patrick said as he topped the stairs. “The more difficult the maze, the more intricate it would be.”

“Wow, check this one out.” Jack was tracing his finger along the edge of a group of sigils that looked like snakes wrapped around each other in loops. These loops combined together to make a mosaic image of a much larger creature.

“A dragon?” Leah asked looking over his shoulder.

She felt him shrug. “Looks like it. Or maybe a serpent. They show up in many ancient accounts. But I’m not sure I’ve ever seen one in any Egyptian ruins. Might be Far Eastern. I’ll have to look it up.”

“Yeah. Let’s put that on our ‘things to do if we ever get out of here’ list.” Leah pretended to write something on her palm. “But, let’s get to the more immediately important task. Which way now?”

“I’m thinking we start our right-turn-only plan again,” Jack said, turning away from the intricate carving of the dragon. “We’ll go into the door on the right every time we have a choice. You keep marking them and we’re sure to make progress. If we are truly out of the maze, then it should lead us out.”
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She agreed, and they all headed into the stairway on the right. The rumbling continued below them, but seemed to be getting farther away. After climbing through three rooms that looked exactly the same, they found a smaller chamber with no exits. At first Leah was disheartened, realizing that they would have to travel all the way back down.

But when the others joined her, she saw a scattering of objects sitting in the corner.

She knelt down to get a closer look and was shocked at what she found. She picked up a piece and held it up to the light — the same green glow that emanated from nowhere.

Phosphorescence, she thought. Has to be some kind of natural glow. In the low green light she could see that she held a sherd of pottery. Across the rounded flat surface, she saw the same markings she had found with Jack back at Roger’s Canyon covered in the signature black paint of the Salado Indians. Without magnification, she couldn’t tell what they said, but she could tell they were there.

“So,” Patrick startled Leah leaning over her shoulder. “Am I correct in postulating that because we found pottery, we’re getting closer to the surface? Are we going to make it out of here?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe.”

Patrick clapped his hands together and exhaled. “Thank the gods.”

“It doesn’t always mean that, Pat,” Jack said. “It could be that the people buried these with their loved ones. Can’t be too sure.”

His smile faded, but he kept his enthusiasm. “Well, let’s pretend it’s the former and get going.”

“Let’s head back down,” Leah pointed to the stairway as she tucked the sherd into her pocket. “We’ll take the next stairway to the right and work our way up.”

“Be sure to mark the door,” Jack said.

Leah scratched out the number and they moved to the next set of dark stairs. They made good progress climbing at least five sets of stairs without a dead end. At the top of the fifth flight, Leah found a room with two solid walls, a wall with another stairway, and an open wall with columns. Looking out, she saw they were high above a massive open cave. The air was heavy with smoke and methane.

“It’s the snake pit,” she said to Jack and Patrick as they entered the room. “We’ve come full circle, but higher up.”

“Wow,” Patrick walked over and put a hand on one of the columns and looked out over the edge.

“Careful, Pat,” Leah whispered. “I’ve already lost one of you to a cliff this trip and that looks like a long fa — ”

The head of the gigantic queen snake, covered in blood and gore, snapped into view. She reared back and slammed her head into the columns. The room shook and all three of them fell backward off their feet.

“Run!” Jack yelled, scrambling toward the door.

The snake hissed and spit and rammed her head into the columns again. Though she couldn’t reach all the way into the room, her head squeezed halfway through between them. Her fangs dripped with gore and venom. Her tongue darted out and slimed across Pat’s face. He screamed and Leah saw the dripping poison burning his cheek.

“Go!” She yelled, shoving him toward the stairs.

His feet struggled to find purchase, and he fell flat on his face. Leah stumbled forward and fell to her knees ahead of him. Jack stood in the doorway with his hands outstretched.

“Hurry!” He yelled.

Leah reached out and took his hand. He pulled hard and she was through the door with him. She turned back to see the snake coil back for another strike. She’s pissed, Leah thought. With inhuman speed, she smashed into the columns again and one of them collapsed inward throwing stone debris all around Patrick. He was clawing across the floor in a hysterical army crawl.

“My leg,” he screamed. “I think I broke my leg!”

Leah's heart froze and her blood began to chill. She watched in horror as the snake thrashed around the room searching for her prey. Her fangs scratched into the rock and Leah swore she saw neon green sparks flying from them.

“Jesus, Jack! We’ve got to help him.”

She looked into his eyes and saw the darkness there. She could see he thought Patrick was a dead man. She lunged out into the room, but he had a hard grip on her arm. He shoved her back into the doorway.

“You stay,” he said, his eyes calm and sure.

Without another word, he darted into the crumbling room. Leah heard a louder crack and looked up to see the stone ceiling was splintering. It was going to fall on them.

“Faster, Jack!”

She watched him sprint into the room and kneel down to Pat. He hooked the computer expert’s arm over his shoulders and heaved him up. The pain tore into Pat’s face and his mouth opened in a gasp. The snake had pulled back for a final strike. She was going to get them. She was too fast for them to escape.

And then it came. Then time slowed, allowing Leah to watch in horror as the scene unfolded. The snake’s head raced toward the men, fangs dripping, tongue darting out, hissing and thrashing. They were two steps from the door when the snake’s snout touched Jack’s back. Then the ceiling groaned and crashed in. It smashed down on the snake as Patrick and Jack flung themselves through the door.

The weight of the stone smashed the queen’s head flat and blood splattered out and showered them all. Leah stumbled backward, surprised by the sudden wash of gore all over her. She leaned over and vomited. Jack took two steps and dropped Patrick. He slumped to his knees and clutched his leg.

“It’s broken,” he cried. “It’s freaking broken! I’m never getting out of here.”

Leah wiped her mouth on the back of her arm. She did the best she could to wipe the blood from her face. The collapsed doorway had sealed off their light and the room was a black hole. She couldn’t see her hand three inches from her face.

“Calm down, Pat,” she said. “We’re all getting out of here, even if I have to carry you out.”

“Jeezus, it hurts,” he said.

“Let me check it.” Leah heard Jack shuffle toward the sound of Pat’s voice.

She listened in the darkness as Jack tended to their friend. She heard a few grunts and scrapes

“Good news, bad news,” he said, standing up. “The good news is it looks like his leg is not broken.”

“And the bad news?” Leah asked.

“His ankle is for sure. He’s swelling up like a softball.”

“Dammit!” Patrick slapped something. “I’m too young and smart and full of potential to die in a place like this.”

Leah would have rolled her eyes at his melodramatic outburst if there hadn’t been so much truth in the statement.

“It’s okay, Pat,” Leah said. “I told you I would carry you out of here and I will. I think we killed the biggest snake, so let’s take a second to get our senses together and we’ll get going.”

“Not too long, Leah,” Jack said. “The others might be pissed that we killed their mama.”

“Right.”

Leah scanned around squinting her eyes, searching for any trace of light. The ever-present green glow had gone away. She held her hands out and made a full turn searching for a wall. She found neither. She couldn’t see anything and she couldn’t feel any walls. And, to make matters worse, now she was completely disoriented and wasn’t sure which direction she was looking.

“Can either of you see anything?”

“Nope.”

“No.”

“Great.”

The room shook in another distant rumble and dust sprinkled Leah's arms. She took a deep breath and realized that something was different. The air no longer smelled stale and the constant odor of methane was gone.

“I think we’re getting close,” she said. “It’s fresher up here.”

She heard someone take in a deep breath.

“You’re right,” Jack said. “No gas.”

“Okay, you two stay here. I’m going to see if I can find a wall or something… or anything at all.”

“Not too far, Leah,” Jack said.

She took five careful steps with her arms in front of her before she found the torch.
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Her heart leapt with her discovery of a light for them and then fell as she realized she had no way to ignite it. But it made her feel more confident to have a big stick. She wasn’t sure what good it would do her in the infinite dark of the room, but it felt solid in her hand.

“I’ve got a torch,” she called to her friends. “Anybody got a match?”

“Looks like I picked the wrong week to quit smoking,” Patrick said.

Leah smiled at the quote. She remembered he’d said the same thing back when she had told him about the Kinkaid journal. Leah's brain clicked. The journal. Maybe she could remember something about the temple from Blake’s copy of Kinkaid’s notebook. She closed her eyes, and then realized how ridiculous that was in the dark. She pictured the pages, trying to recall the words and drawings she had seen there. Her mind kept turning her to the section regarding the shrine… or the temple. That’s where they were now, so it seemed fitting to find the clue she needed there.

There were many mentions of gray ore and glazed pottery and strange yellow stones. There were copper tools and charcoal and the tools of… smelting. Kinkaid believed these people had had knowledge of smelting the strange gray metal, and to engage in smelting, you need fire.

Leah put her hand on the wall where she found the torch, and moved along dragging her fingers as she went. She held the torch out in front of her as a sort of probing cane. She hadn’t gone far when she bumped into a smooth stone table. She discovered it was long and narrow and butted up against the wall. She searched the surface of the table and found several of the stones she imagined were the smooth yellow cat’s eyes Kinkaid had mentioned. Along with those, she found a couple of jagged stones that felt rough and jagged. She grabbed two of them and struck them together. She gasped as the sparks flew out from the impact.

“Ha!” She blurted out in near hysteria. Finally something had gone right.

“What was that, Leah?” Jack called.

“Flint,” she said. “I don’t think Kinkaid’s strange gray metal was platinum after all. I think it was flint.”

“Got anything for kindling?”

“Not yet, but there’s plenty of random stuff here. I’m sure I can find something.”

She continued to move along the long table, but nothing she came across was flammable. Most of it was stone or metal. She slapped her hand on the table in frustration. When she did, the ground rumbled and shook and the objects she couldn’t see on the marble began to rattle and jump. She grabbed the edge of the table to steady herself and realized they were still sitting on top of an earthquake ready to happen at any second.

“Geezus, that was a big one,” she said.

“I think it’s getting worse,” Patrick moaned.

“Leah, what about a cotton sock?” Jack asked. “Will that burn? It’s a bit sweaty, but it might be all we have.”

“It’s worth a shot.”

“Come get mine and see what you can do.”

She felt her way back toward him. In short order, she had his sock torn into threads and swatches and piled in front of her. She clicked the rocks against each other throwing bright showers of sparks down onto the kindling cloth. Seconds later, a single strand of the cotton sock began to glow. Leah leaned down and blew thin tendrils of air on it until it caught another and then another.

The bright orange smoldering grew into a small flickering flame and she held the edge of her torch over it. It caught fire in a whoosh and she had to shield her eyes from the bright light. It shone red and yellow through her eyelids and when she was sure her eyes had adjusted enough for a quick look, she squinted them open.

She gasped as the long, wide room came into view. The account recorded by Kinkaid in the Arizona Gazette in April of 1909 became real before her eyes.

"Over a hundred feet from the entrance is the cross-hall, several hundred feet long, in which are found the idol, or image, of the people's god, sitting cross-legged, with a lotus flower or lily in each hand… Surrounding this idol are smaller images, some very beautiful in form; others crooked-necked and distorted shapes, symbolical, probably, of good and evil. There are two large cacti with protruding arms, one on each side of the dais on which the god squats. All this is carved out of hard rock resembling marble.”

Studying the idol in the light, Leah realized Kinkaid had made an error in his examination. The cacti he referred to weren’t actually the common desert plants covered in needles — they were snakes. Of course.

Leah held the torch high and felt Jack’s presence come up to stand beside her. He swore in awe at the sight.

“Yeah,” Leah said. “I know. Beats the heck out of finding a sherd, eh?”

“Are you guys seeing this?” Patrick called out from behind them.

Leah didn’t answer. She moved around the massive idol inspecting the room. The implications of finding this here were staggering — even more profound than finding a giant, snake-filled maze. She was lost in the details, the urns of different shapes and sizes stored high on shelves cut into the walls, the glyphs carved into every surface she could see, and the glittering amber stones scattered everywhere throwing highlights across the room like a golden nightclub disco ball.

“Hey guys?” Patrick called again.

“Kinda busy here, Pat.”

“I know there’s a lot to look at, Leah. I’m in awe as well. But, my leg — ”

The rumbling under their feet brought her back to their current situation. She turned a complete circle and the familiar feeling of dread returned. Besides the caved-in entrance through which they had escaped the monstrous snake, there were no other doors, or windows, or openings of any kind. They were trapped. Again. She cursed the ancient Egyptians and their architecture. It seemed to her that doors were not in their grand plans.
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Jack and Leah searched every single inch of the large chamber while Patrick watched from his seated position. They found no evidence of any opening of any size. Nothing — not even a cockroach — was going in or out of this room.

Leah slumped down against the knee of the large Buddha-like idol that sat in the center with his massive smiling face taunting her from above. Patrick had long since started rambling about their ultimate demise and Leah worried that he was slipping into shock.

The torch lay propped up against one of the long and winding snakes that wrapped around the sides of the statue. The flame flickered in bright orange and white and Leah wondered how long it would last. She wasn’t sure if they would run out of oxygen before or after the light went out.

Something tickled the back of her brain. Oxygen. Fresh air. The canary in the coal mine. The torch showed no signs of slowing.

“We’ve missed something,” she blurted out.

“Huh?” Jack’s voice was distant. He was losing hope.

“The torch.” Leah got to her feet and circled around the feet of the Buddha. “There has to be air coming in from somewhere or the torch would be suffering by now.”

Jack opened his mouth to say something but then paused. He glanced around the room. “Leah, we checked everything. There’s no way out. Air must be seeping in through some cracks or through the rock or something.”

“You know as well as I do that — ”

She was cut off and thrown from her feet as a violent tremor shook the room. Dust and debris rained down on them again and the aftershocks drowned out Patrick’s moans. Rock continued to pelt down on the stone floor around them long after the earthquake dissipated.

Leah looked up to the top of the room. It was too far up beyond the torchlight to see it.

“The ceiling,” she said. “It’s the ceiling. We didn’t check up there.”

“I dunno, Leah,” Jack said craning his neck to look up. “I don’t see anything.”

“Here, help me get up on this guy’s knee. I can climb up on the snake and get up on his shoulder.”

Jack propped her up until she was standing on the statue’s leg. He handed the torch up to her and watched as she stuck it into the crack between its elbow and its arm. She wrapped her arms around the thick trunk of the snake and began to climb. It reminded her of a fitness challenge race she did a long time ago. The contestants had to climb a twenty-foot-tall tree up to the top and ring the bell to complete the race.

She had tried several times, but couldn’t reach it. She never got a stupid medal for that race and was still holding onto that grudge. But this was much easier than that had been. The snake’s scales were deep and would make for excellent handholds. She climbed it in seconds and pulled herself up onto the Buddha’s shoulder.

She leaned over and grabbed the torch and hoisted it above her head. A dust cloud still hung in the air above the statue’s head and she couldn’t quite make out the ceiling.

“I’m going up,” she called down to Jack.

“Be careful, Leah,” he said. “That’s a long fall.”

“I’m not worried. You’ll catch me, right?”

“Just don’t fall.”

She turned back to the task and found that the idol’s ear was an excellent place to stick her torch and climb up to the man’s head. She also found his head was quite flat on top and made an easy perch. She lay flat on her stomach and reached down to bring her torch up. It flickered and fluttered as she did. There was definitely air coming from somewhere up here.

She rose up to her feet and hoisted the torch above her head. The torchlight spread across the ceiling and Leah screamed.
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The ceiling was just above her but it wasn’t the stone slab she had expected to find. Instead it was a writhing, slithering, tangled mess of hanging snakes. Thousands and thousands of snakes hung like vines in different lengths covering every square inch above her. The only stroke of luck was that these seemed to be garden-variety snakes of “normal” size rather than prehistoric giants. But until she had shoved a torch into their midst, they seemed to have been asleep. She had woken them and they were not happy.

She screamed again as the snakes nearest to her began to lunge out at her and snap their jaws, trying to strike. Several fell to the floor, losing their purchase on the vines in the ceiling. She stumbled back down onto the head of the statue and came within an inch of rolling off. She threw the torch down from atop the statue and didn’t wait to see it land.

“Leah?! What’s wrong? What’s happening? I can’t see you,” Jake called out.

She flung herself down onto the shoulder and snakes began to rain down all around. One dropped around her neck and she grabbed it and flung it away without hesitation.

“Snakes. Lots of snakes!”

“Huh?”

She jumped down to the statue’s leg and then off onto the floor. The ground began to shake, but worse still, it began to slither. The snakes were falling all around them in a horror show of raining death. Leah grabbed Jack and jerked him away from a coiling rattlesnake next to his leg. Patrick shrieked and Leah turned to see him kicking away another large copper snake.

“I woke ‘em up. There’s a lot of them and from the looks of it, they’re all coming down.”

“Um, uh… ” Jack’s eyes flitted around the room. “Um, I dunno. The torch. We can hold them off with the torch.”

“There are too many of them, Jack!”

“Well, why the hell did you piss ‘em off?”

“I was just trying to see where they were coming from.”

She froze, her mind trying to shut out the horror and think this through. Patrick screamed again.

“Guys! Help!” Leah looked over to see the shock of his blond hair flopping back and forth and his hands clutched around the throat of long black snake.

It hissed and wrapped its tail around his arms and lunged at his face trying to strike him.

“Kill it, Pat. Rip its head off,” Leah yelled at him.

He gritted his teeth and squeezed. Gore and blood dripped around his hands and he screamed with the effort. The snake’s tail fell loose and hung around his wrist like a limp rope. He flung it away as hard as he could. Tears streamed down his face as he stared up at the living ceiling that was falling down on them.

The ceiling. Up. We have to go up. Leah thought.

“Get him on my back,” she said to Jack.

“What? Why?”

“We’re climbing. If they’re coming down, we need to go up.” She noticed that the writhing masses of snakes hitting the floor at the base of the statue couldn’t climb back up — the surface was too smooth.

“Good idea.”
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Jack went up first, clearly finding the ascent tougher than Leah had, but above the statue’s knees, the only worry they had was the snakes falling down on them.

Brushing them to the side wasn’t the hardest part; scaling the idol with sweat dripping from their bodies in the intense heat was tough. Leah heaved her hands one after the other, pushing from her quads. She wondered if she’d be able to make it back up to the head again. Step after step, she felt Patrick’s weight heavier and heavier, onto her back.

“I’m so sorry, Leah,” he groaned in her ear.

“Shut up, Pat.”

“You should’ve left me. We’re all gonna die.”

“If you don’t shut up, I’m going to throw you off.”

That seemed to do the trick. He was quiet for the rest of her slow ascent. When they got close, Jack grabbed Patrick’s arms and hauled him up off her. She felt lighter than air but exhausted at the same time. She flopped over on her back, lying on the flat area atop the statue. For the moment, it seemed the snakes had all fallen to the floor. She fought to slow her breathing and studied the ceiling in the dying light. The flickering glow of the torch faded a bit and Leah sat upright in panic.

“Crap. The torch.”

She saw it underneath a mass of winding, living ropes on the floor far below. They recoiled from it when it touched them, but there were too many of them to avoid it completely. It lolled back and forth, each time getting darker and darker. She got to her feet and reached up to touch the ceiling. Her fingertips brushed it when she stood on her tiptoes.

“You got a plan, Leah?” Jack asked.

“We need to go up. That’s where the air is.”

The ground began to shake violently, again trying to throw Leah off her feet. The pockmarked ceiling spilled dirt and dust on them and she shielded her eyes. When she opened them again, to her surprise, she saw light. A thin white shaft of light peered down at her through a new crack in the roof. For a few seconds, they all seemed to be measuring it in their minds, wondering how to use it to get out.

The earth shook again and the gigantic Buddha jolted and leaned to one side. Patrick rolled over twice and came to rest against the statue’s topknot. His face contorted in pain and he grabbed his ankle.

“Leah!” Jack shouted over the din. “Whatever we’re going to do, we have to do it now.”

Her mind raced as she tried to work out the puzzle. She looked up and pictured the ascent she could easily make alone. She looked down and saw her friends in no shape to do the same. If she went up, she left them behind. If she stayed behind to help them, they all died. She couldn’t carry them, and she couldn’t stay behind.

And then it came to her. It was the un-winnable circumstance, the catch twenty-two, the Kobayashi Maru, the maze with no solution. She knew how to get herself out… but not the others. A knot hardened in her throat as she mulled over the impossible choice.

“I can get out.”

“Awesome. Let’s go.”

“What I mean is, I know how to get out, but I don’t know how to get you and Patrick out.”

She studied Jack’s eyes, wondering if he would take her meaning. He swallowed hard and stared at her. His blue eyes, the ones that looked so big in his field glasses, pierced her heart. He reached out and took her hand. He nodded once and looked up at the crevice above them.

“Go,” he said quietly.

She turned away so he wouldn’t see the tears welling in her eyes. Can I really do this? Can I leave behind Jack, the man I love? Could I leave anyone behind to save myself? Would I be able to live with myself, knowing I’ve left them to die?

She looked down to see Patrick was staring at her from below.

“Tell my mom?” he said and smiled.

She dipped her chin once, then again.

“Okay, let’s get you up there,” Jack said.

She took a deep breath. “Lift me up. If I can get my feet against the sides, I can inch my way up.”

Jack put his hands on the sides of Leah's neck, pulled her lips against his and kissed her. The emotion in his touch was thick and heavy on her heart. For a second, she thought about staying here with him, Romeo and Juliet style — plus one with Patrick.

But before she could consider that, he hoisted her up. He was stronger than she thought and in a split second her arms were up into the crack and then her feet. She thrust her legs apart and her feet caught the opposites sides and held.

She was up.

At a glacial pace, she inched her way up toward the light that streamed down from above. Halfway up, a tremor shook the earth so hard that she lost her grip. Her feet slipped down the sides of the crack and she slid out of control. She tumbled out of the crevice on top of Jack. He fell down on top of the statue’s head, wrapping his arms around her to catch her.

Always the gentleman, she thought. The rumbling intensified around them and half of the ceiling slammed down and smashed the two sides of the crack back together. The light went out again and the darkness was complete.

“Well, that’s it,” Leah said. “It was worth a shot.”

“I’m just glad you weren’t smashed in there.”

Jack hugged her tight and she could feel his heart pounding in his chest. The shaking grew wilder and more violent and the statue they were on began to tip more and more. The hissing of the snakes below boiled over and they were almost as loud as the quake. And then they were falling. The ground had given way beneath the Buddha and the statue raced toward the reptilian death below them.

“Hang on!” Jack shouted.

But it never reached the ground. The head of the statue slammed into the rear wall of the room. In an explosion of stone and rock, it crashed through the top of the back wall. It lurched once and then rested at an angle like a ramp against it. Brilliant white light poured into the room and blinded them. But Leah didn’t wait.

“Go! Up! Run!” She shouted.

She grabbed hold of Patrick’s arm and heaved him up onto her back. Ruck run’s got nothing on this, she thought. I’ll never complain about a thirty-pound backpack ever again. She sprinted up the statue’s head and out onto the next floor of the temple. Fifty feet above them, huge columns reached into the sky with no roof above. The sun shone down in bright, wide beams and Leah realized her eyes were filled with tears.

“There’s no way up,” Jack yelled as they ran.

The walls around them were solid stone, as smooth as glass. No cracks or holes to climb. And there were no hieroglyphics, or drawings, or marks on any of the walls. The floor behind them began to crumble and fall away in the violent shaking beneath their feet. It raced after them like a flesh-eating disease, chewing and grinding the floor away into nothing.

“The whole thing is caving in,” Leah shouted.

“There!” He pointed to a door in the far wall.

They ran through and Leah groaned as she realized they were headed down again. This tunnel was different though. It didn’t have the squared geometry of the temple they had been in. This was round and smooth. It traveled a gentle angle down into the earth.

“Lava tube,” Patrick groaned from her back as she jostled down the slope.

As they ran, the tubes began to collapse behind them. If Leah didn’t know any better, she would’ve guessed the temple was trying to eat them. The farther they got, the more the tubes began to spider away. At least twenty tunnels split off into more and more lava tubes along the way. It seemed to Leah that Jack was trying to stay in the biggest ones as he navigated them into their second maze. A maze that grew darker with every step they took away from the bright light back in the atrium.

“Which way?” Leah yelled over her shoulder at Patrick.

“I have no idea!”

“You’re the map maker, which way is likely to be the exit?”

“This is nature, Leah,” he said. “There’s no way to predict which way the lava would — ”

He stopped short.

“Down, Jack,” he blurted out. “Follow the tubes that angle downward more… if you can tell.”

“I can do that. But we don’t want to go deeper, do we?” Jack asked.

“It’s lava. It’s searching for the easiest way to vent. Gravity pulls it down and ultimately out.”

Jack picked up his speed and Leah faltered. Her feet strained with the effort. One foot in front of the other. Do not stop, she thought. Her boots were heavier than ever and Patrick seemed to have gained a hundred pounds since they’d started into the tubes.

“I see something,” Jack called back to her.

Leah lifted her head and saw the light. The fabled light at the end of the tunnel beamed ahead. The floor of the tunnel lifted and heaved and threw her forward as it collapsed completely behind them. She tumbled into Jack and they were all three rolling out of into the light.

Grass and rocky dirt had never felt so good scraping and cutting her arms and legs as she rolled. Finally, she came to a stop, lying on her back with her eyes squinted shut against the sunlight. When she was able to open them, she saw red, orange, and yellow clouds high in the dusky sky above them. She laughed, uncontrollable, hysterical laughter. Soon, Jack and Patrick were laughing, too.
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Leaving Patrick to rest, Leah stumbled ahead of Jack climbing the hills that rose up above the lava tubes they had left behind. The ground still shook and heaved around her at times. She lost her footing more than once as she ran.

“Leah, this is crazy!”

“We have to find it, Jack. It’s this way. I’m sure of it!”

“Leah, you’re going to get us both killed. The whole freaking thing collapsed.”

“Jack, you and I both know it’s here.” She stopped running and braced herself against a nearby Juniper. “We need this. I need this.”

She stared into his eyes, pleading with him. “My whole life I studied that stupid journal, not knowing for sure or believing this temple was really here. The entire scholastic community thinks that article was a fake. Anyone who ever searched for it was laughed at, made fun of, or discredited.”

“So that’s what this is all about?” He asked. “Leah, it’s not worth dying for.”

“Yes it is, Jack!”

He swallowed back his next comment and she wished she hadn’t yelled at him. The sunset around them turned red, then purple, and then charcoal. The night sky began to wake up and fill with stars. The quakes settled down as they walked. By the time the found the path, all was quiet. They saw no evidence of any temple around them. It was as if the earth had swallowed it whole.

They walked a few steps farther and crested a hill. On the other side, Leah saw a rocky outcropping surrounding another cave. Her pulse raced almost as fast as her feet. She sprinted through the opening in the cave and was met with a series of dome-shaped lava tubes similar to the one they had just escaped. But these were different. They were much larger and well traveled.

“Hey,” Jack’s voice echoed down into the cave. “I know where we are.”

She slowed to a walk not far from the entrance, examining the walls of the tunnels. They were quite unremarkable.

“How could you possibly know where we are?” She called over her shoulder.

“Because I can read.”

“Huh?”

“Come take a look.”

She put her hands on her hips and took a deep breath. She hiked back toward the light and saw Jack pointing to something attached to the wall. As she got closer, she was able to read the sign.

“Lava river cave. A natural museum.” She read aloud. “We’re in Flagstaff? We came a long way.”

“We did. And these lava tubes are well documented. There’s nothing down here like what we saw.”

Her shoulders slumped as she traced her finger on the brass map engraved on the sign. She couldn’t help but think the long, winding path of the cave looked an awful lot like a snake. She stared at it for a long time before Jack laid a hand on her arm.

“Leah,” he said. “We need to get back to Patrick. His leg needs medical attention.”

“Yeah,” she sighed. “I guess we can always come back out here when the quakes stop.”

He ushered her out of the rocky cave opening and onto the path back toward their friend. He grabbed both of her arms and turned her to look into his eyes. “It’s gone, Leah.” He brushed his hand over her hair and smiled. “Remember that movie Carrie?”

“The one with Sissy Spacek at the prom covered in blood? Yeah. Why?”

“You kind of look like a dried out version of that right now.” His smile widened into a grin and a chuckle.

She punched his shoulder. “You’re looking a little crusty too, ya know?”

He looked down at his arms. Some of the blood from the queen snake was still flaking dark and brown on his skin. He shuddered at the horror of it all.

“You know what the difference is between you and me? I make this look good.” Leah reached up and hooked her arm through his.

He arched his eyebrow and answered her movie quote with one of his own. “I think this is the start of a wonderful friendship.”

She laughed and leaned her head on his shoulder. “Good try.”

“Huh? What do you mean good try? Did I get it wrong?”

“You were close enough.”

They walked through the wooded path with the stars gleaming above them. The sounds of the desert night began to wake up and fill the air all around. Leah couldn’t believe how peaceful this all felt after what they’d been through today.

“What do you think the chances are of us grabbing an Uber tonight?” The thought of getting back to civilization thrilled her heart. But then again, the part back in the cabin had been magical as well. Maybe they could come back and forget all about the temple and the snakes.

“The highway is about ten miles south. If we can figure out some kind of improvised stretcher, it shouldn’t be too hard to get there. We may not get an Uber, but I’m betting we can flag down a trucker or passing car.”

They hiked the rest of the way back to Patrick, only getting off track once. He was still sitting exactly as they had left him, propped up against the trunk of a larger pine tree. Even in the starlight, Leah could see his chin was resting on his chest and his breathing was regular.

She and Jack let him rest while they crafted their stretcher. Two longer branches and Jack’s shirt tied between them would have to do. Jack knelt down and shook the programmer.

“Well, well, well,” he smacked his lips as he said it. “Came back for the third wheel, eh? Where did you guys hike to? New York? Geez, it took you long enough.”

Leah laughed and shook her head. “Actually, we made it all the way to the Lava River Cave.”

“Yeah. I don’t know what that is.”

“A national park a little north of Flagstaff,” Jack said and waved his hand toward the stretcher. “And we’ve arranged for your transport to the nearest highway.”

“Any excuse to show off your abs. Right, Jack?” Patrick smirked and began to lift himself up against the tree.

Even in the dim light, Leah could see him blushing. She helped Pat settle into the stretcher and they picked him up. The trek was hard going, but they switched out turns dragging their injured friend. To Patrick’s credit, he never complained about the inevitable bumps along the way.

Three hours later, they reached the Bellemont Truck Repair and Towing garage. A truck driver with a dingy salt-and-pepper ponytail offered to take them as far as Flagstaff so they could get a room for the night. He played loud gospel music on the way and by the time they got there, Patrick was humming along with Jesus and Me Got Our Own Thing Going.

Leah called dibs on the bathroom and took the hottest shower she had ever taken in her life. She scrubbed her clothes in the tub to clean out the sweat, grime, gore, and blood. She hung them to dry over the back of the hotel desk chair, plopped down onto the bed. Jack took Patrick down to Flagstaff Emergency Physicians while she cleaned up. She was asleep before they got back and woke the next morning to find Patrick’s neon pink cast lying on top of her legs.

“Great color,” she said.

“It was all they had left.”

“Uh huh.”

The free breakfast in the hotel lobby was the best Leah had ever tasted and the three of them sat in silence while they scarfed down waffles, bacon, and eggs. Another three hours after that, their cab driver dropped Patrick off at his dorm and continued on to Leah's loft.

“So, you live at the Ice House Lofts?” Jack asked as they pulled into the lot.

“Yeah. Decent HOA’s and the pool is nice enough.”

“I thought they were expensive.”

Leah shrugged her shoulders. They were very expensive, but her parents had the foresight to purchase it in her name before they died. Her meager salary at the university covered the fees, but that was about it.

“Here, let me walk you up,” Jack said holding the car door open for her.

That’s not necessary, she thought, but then squashed it before it came out of her mouth. Her mind raced as they walked up to her door. Did I clean up before I left?

“This is me.” She pointed to the opaque glass door set back in the industrial metal siding.

Jack pinched his lips together and shoved his hands into his pockets.

“I… do you want to… ” Leah jabbed her thumb over her shoulder toward the door. “It’s messy in there. Um… but… ”

He opened his mouth to say something, but then he looked down at his watch. “Oh. I would, but I’ve got this meeting at the university.”

“Right. Right.” She laughed. “Starlingtons again?”

“Yeah. Actually it is. They wanted to meet about the grant proposal I submitted.”

“That’s good, isn’t it?”

He rolled his eyes. “I’m sure they want to slash it to bits, but eh, when the Starlingtons call a meeting, you go.”

A long moment of silence hung between them.

“Okay. So, well… ” Leah opened her door. “Then I’ll see you back at school?”

“Of course.”

“Ha. Right. Of course.”

Leah mentally slapped her hand to her forehead as she walked into her loft and closed the door behind her.

She leaned her back against the door and tried to slow her racing heart. What the hell? Am I Sandra Dee here? Do you want the guy or not, Leah?

Jack Parrish stood outside the door with his palm resting on the frosted glass. Knock, he thought. Just knock and walk in. He wasn’t sure why, but the strongest déjà vu sensation struck him.

His hand felt cold against the tooled metal and glass door. He listened for any sound, but heard nothing. He was certain she had collapsed into a deep sleep by now. He turned and walked back to the waiting car. He slumped into the back seat and told the driver where to go.

“That’s some girlfriend ya got there, mister,” the man said as he tapped the address into his GPS.

“Oh, ha. She’s not my girlfriend,” Jack said through a fake laugh. “We’re colleagues. We work together at the University of Arizona.”

“S’that so?” Jack could see the man’s eyes squinting at him in the rear view mirror. “Well, ya coulda fooled me. You two would make a nice couple.”

Yeah, Jack thought. Yeah, we would.

As they turned back onto the street and drove away, he didn’t see Leah open her door.


57


Leah came out of her daze as a student in the front row coughed. He had his hand raised to ask a question.

Images of pyramids, sphinxes, hieroglyphs, and mummy-filled sarcophagi filled her mind. The biggest discovery in modern archaeology had slipped through her fingers. She sighed and realized she had been staring into space.

Sadly, none of the forty-seven students sitting in her Cultural Resource Management and Modern Computer Cartography class seemed to notice — or to care. Three of them were snoring. Déjà vu all over again.

“Yes, Albie?” She motioned to the student with his hand raised.

“Referencing the diagram on page two-hundred and twenty-three, how exactly were these maps created without inputting coordinate data?”

“Patrick,” she nodded to the white-blond graduate assistant in the front row who had survived being attacked by gigantic mutant rattlesnakes. “You can field that one.”

He smiled and propped himself up on his crutches. From the look of it, he’d spent all night coloring over the bright pink cast on his leg with a black sharpie. More than one whisper fluttered around the room as he hobbled to the podium. As he began to explain the complex processes involved in the C.A.T.S.C.A.N. programming, Leah drifted back to the cave in her mind.

She’d been unable to think about anything else. She, Jack, and Patrick agreed to keep certain details of what they had been through on the down low. A lot of people had died in that cave including LaFitte, Freddie Iron Horse, and a few other nameless mercenaries. And then there had been the temple itself. Kinkaid’s temple. The Temple of Xiikwíir. So much loss. And the snakes, the massive prehistoric snakes. Had that really happened? She doubted herself, but all three of them had experienced that horror.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a soft knock on the door. Jack poked his head in. It was the first time she had seen him since they got back. He grinned, sending some of the girls in the class swooning. Without the nastiness of the cave all over him, he was back to his usual, ruggedly handsome self, if not a bit thinner from their ordeal. She smiled and walked out with a quick wave to Patrick to continue.

“My hero come to save me from the doldrums of that class again?”

“Not only that, you have visitors again.”

She stopped short in the hall. Looking around at the random few students and teachers milling about, she had to fight the urge to run away. Jack put his hands on her arms and squeezed.

“Again?” She asked. “I don’t think I can do this again.”

“It’s okay. Nothing sinister this time. It’s a few board members of the Quechan Tribe. I think they’ve brought you some more money or something.”

“Tell them I don’t want it. I didn’t find their temple. I didn’t save their legacy.”

“Leah, they’re here because they want to thank you.”

She stared into his eyes. She trusted him, but this was a tough one to swallow. She realized she was holding her breath and exhaled.

“They want five minutes,” he said holding up his hand with his fingers splayed. “And then I have something I want to tell you after that.”

She started down the hall with him toward the same auditorium that had started the whole sordid affair.

“Something to tell me? What is it? Jack, you know I don’t like surprises.”

He held the heavy auditorium door open for her and grinned. “You’ll have to wait.”

“Ugh!”

They walked down the aisle and found a younger-looking group of Quechan men and women sitting in the front row.

“Thank you for joining us, Ms. Stone.” One of the men stood up and bowed to her.

“Richard!” She grabbed him and pulled him into a hug.

He smiled and returned the embrace. He let go of her and continued. “We would like to express our thanks for your help in preserving our sacred land.”

“But… but I… we… ”

He held up a hand to stop her. “Though the outcome is different than what we expected, the result is much the same. Without a temple to rape, the bad men of the world cannot desecrate our ancestors. They will be at rest now, buried with their ancestors before them.”

He turned to one of the women. She looked so much like Dorinda Iron Horse that it stunned Leah. The woman stood and held out a black box the size of a drink coaster.

“This is the Honor of Our People,” she said. “The highest award that can be given to a non-Quechan person from our tribe.”

Leah opened the box and found a medal inside looped around a blue ribbon. The inner circle of the medal was engraved with the image of a Quechan tribesman in his full native regalia. The outer circle was a snake wrapped around it with its tail in its mouth, a never-ending circle.

Leah's throat tightened as she closed the box and she whispered, “Thank you.”

The woman hugged Leah and sat back down. Richard took an envelope from inside his jacket and handed it to her. She didn’t open it, but it reminded her of the first envelope she had received from him so long ago. It felt like the same amount of five grand she had found in the original stack of money.

“Richard, you don’t have to — ”

“It’s the least we could do. I have spoken with Jack about what you and your friends had to go through.”

She jerked her head around to look at him. He shrugged and held out his hands. They had agreed not to discuss anything that had happened in the cave with anyone.

“Do not be mad at him. I made him tell me.”

With a deep breath, she decided it was okay to talk to the Quechan people about it. They would want it to be kept secret as well. They made small talk for a few more minutes, but Leah's mind was elsewhere. For the last few days, her nightmares had been filled with giant snakes and her daydreams had been filled with pictures of the statue of Buddha that had saved their lives. It all seemed so long ago and the farther away they got, the more she was sure it hadn’t really happened.

“Hey,” Jack laid a hand on her back. “You okay?”

Richard and the rest of the Quechans filed out as the meeting came to an end.

“Not really.”

He wrapped his arms around her and held her close. She leaned her head back to look up into his eyes.

“So, what’s this big surprise you were going to tell me?”

“My grant was approved.”

It took a few seconds for the implications to sink in. He’d had his meeting with the Starlingtons to discuss the funding that would either keep their department in the black, or shut it down.

“How much did they cut?”

“They didn’t cut anything.”

“Wow, really?”

“Yes, really. In fact, not only did they not cut it,” he held her out at arms length. “They tripled it!”

“Oh… my… God… ” Leah's mouth dropped open. “Are you serious?”

He nodded and squeezed her biceps. “Dang, Leah, you need to get back in the gym.”

She punched his shoulder and smiled. “Congratulations. That is amazing. How in the world did they go for that?”

“Apparently, one of the cousins is a real computer nerd and he got wind of Patrick’s C.A.T.S.C.A.N. program. Wants to fund it out to full development and then market it to other programs around the country.”

Leah crinkled her eyebrows. “But Pat retains the rights?”

“Yup. And a pretty good percentage of the profits, too.”

“Nice!”

“I thought so, too. And there’s plenty of wiggle room in the budget for another adventure. See what I did there? Wiggle room?”

Leah crossed her arms and huffed with a wry smile threatening the corners of her mouth.

“Okay. Not my best pun. I’ll work on it.”

A quick silence jumped between them, but Jack was already going again. “Look, I’ve got to get back to some paperwork.”

“Oh. Yeah. Gotcha.” She gave him a thumb’s up sign.

He looked at his watch. “You want to meet me for a coffee after class? At the Perk? Say around five?”

“Sounds good.”

He jogged down the hall, his loafers clicking on the industrial tile.

“Don’t be so glum,” he called over his shoulder. “Who knows, maybe I’ve got another surprise for you.”
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Leah skipped her usual Chai tea with added Matcha tea at the Desert Perk Café, instead ordering a white chocolate mocha latte with extra whipped cream.

She took a sip and to her surprise, she enjoyed it. Usually she wasn’t fond of syrupy sweet food or drink, but Jack was right — this was tasty.

She opened her phone and found the saved webpage showing the text of the Arizona Gazette’s story from April 5, 1909. Explorations in Grand Canyon, the headline proclaimed. Mysteries of Immense High Cavern Being Brought to Light.

She scanned the article and could see the details jump off the page with her new perspective. She had been there. She had seen the snaky passages, she had breathed the methane gas, she had sat atop the idol, and she had been laid in the crypt.

For days she’d tried to shake the melancholy, but it held onto her heart like a vise grip. She could almost feel the journal in her hands, the dark, leather-bound book that had passed from Kinkaid, to Blake, to her, and then to LaFitte. And now the temple had taken it back. The journal had been with her for so long, it almost felt like she’d lost a friend.

And after the initial shock of the ordeal had worn off, she realized that they had brought nothing back — no evidence, no artifacts, no pictures, no nothing. They had literally nothing to prove that they had ever been in the Temple of the Snake as documented by G.E. Kinkaid. Almost everyone of any stature dismissed the article as fiction, but Leah knew better now. She had been there. She had almost died there.

The envelope that Richard had delivered to her from the Quechan people had contained exactly seven thousand dollars. It sat on the table in front of her. The money was nice, but it was nothing in the face of the discovery that they had made — the discovery they had lost in the desert.

Leah took a sip of her latte and found it lukewarm. How long had she been sitting here staring at it? She took a longer sip and shook the cup to swirl the contents. And to top it all off, she had lost Uncle Stone’s copy of Kinkaid’s journal. That alone would have been an incredible find once it had been verified. But she guessed that LaFitte had taken that with him into the belly of a giant snake.

She huffed and sat her cup down. At least she had no idea how to get a hold of Blake to tell him the bad news.

Sorry, I lost your journal. My bad.

She shook her head and looked up at the hummingbird clock hanging over the counter. Five twenty-one. Where the hell is Jack?

On cue, the bell tinkled and the door swung open. Dashing as ever, Jack Parrish walked in. She could tell he’d been meeting with the University’s Board of Directors because he had his professorial sport coat on.

It was the one with the tweed plaid design and leather patches in the elbows. He waved at Leah and went up to the counter to order. To her surprise, he ordered a dirty chai tea with added Matcha. And so the tide has turned, she thought.

He sat down at the table, his cup steaming. He noticed hers and she saw the surprise flit across his eyes upon seeing the whipped cream still floating around the edge.

“Hello, Professor Plum.” She arched an eyebrow and jutted her chin toward his chest. “You forgot your pipe. Were you just in the conservatory?”

He looked down at his jacket, took it off, and slung it over the back of his chair.

“Funny.”

“I thought so.”

“Sorry I’m late. The meeting ran over a bit, but I wasn’t about to run out on the people signing the checks. The really, really, really big checks.”

“No worries.”

Jack noticed the envelope on the table and glanced around the café. “You think it’s a good idea to have that out in here?”

Leah shrugged. “It’s not like anyone knows what it is. Besides, I don’t care anything about it anyway.”

“Don’t be like that, Leah. Those people are truly grateful for what you did.”

She sighed. “I know. It’s just that… we lost everything. We lost it all, Jack.”

“Leah, a few minutes ago I signed a contract that will fund our department — me, you, and Patrick — for a long, long time. You’re sitting here with an envelope full of cash. And then there’s… well… there’s me. And you. And us.”

Leah felt her mouth drop, but she recovered before giving her shock away. “Us?”

Jack blinked a few times and licked his lips. “I know that we haven’t really talked about it since we got back, but I felt like we had a few… moments.”

She swallowed and forced herself to keep her expression blank. She wasn’t ready for this. It was too soon. So much had happened and she wasn’t emotionally prepared for such a big step.

“Jack, I… ” she said, choosing her words with care. “We did share some moments, some really great moments. That kind of thing happens to people all the time in extreme situations like that. But I don’t know if I’m ready yet. I’m not saying ‘no.’ I’m just saying ‘not yet.’”

She saw the emotion fill his eyes. She hated to stall his first and only real advance toward her, but it just wasn’t a good time. Maybe soon, but not today.

He took a sip of his drink and she couldn’t help but smile at the slight scowl on his face. It was obvious he had never tasted chai tea before. He sat his cup down and wiped his lips on a napkin.

“That is vile and disgusting,” he said, the grimace still lingering on his mouth. “It’s like drinking liquid dirt.”

Leah laughed. “It’s an acquired taste. Wanna trade?”

“Gladly.”

They slid their cups across to each other. Leah took a sip of the tea. It was a good one, rich and frothy. She glanced out the window and was shocked to see a Land Rover pulling up to the curb.

“Betty? Is that Betty?” She jumped up and ran to the door. “How?”

She ran outside to find Patrick rolling the window down and waving to her. This was clearly not Betty. This one was much nicer, and a much newer model than hers. It was a gleaming pearl white — not the mud-covered matte white her Betty wore. The driver’s side door had a dark green logo on it with the words University of Arizona Archaeology Department circled around a blocky representation of the Giza Pyramids.

“You call for a ride?” he asked with a wry smile.

“Whoa, Pat. What’s this? Is it yours?”

“Not exactly,” he said opening his door and stepping down trying not to put any weight on his casted left leg. “Jack requisitioned a new vehicle for the department with our new grant.”

She glanced over at Jack who had walked out behind her. “Jack, this is nice. Wow.”

“Yeah,” he said. “You’ll be the primary driver, but we’ll need her every so often for department business.”

She wrapped her arms around him and kissed his cheek.

“Hop in,” he said. “Let’s see how she handles.”

Leah jumped into the driver’s seat and was immediately struck with the new car smell that scientists had deciphered was actually a combination of glue, solvents, and nylon fiber. But dang it smelled terrific.

Jack slid into the passenger’s side as she buckled her seatbelt. She was shocked to find the saddle brown seat wasn’t terribly comfortable. It was almost as if she was sitting on something she hadn’t noticed when she got in. She angled her body to the side and realized she was indeed sitting on something. She reached down and pulled it out from under her.

She froze in sudden recognition of the object she held in her hands. Though it was charred and the leather was stained in dark, black blood, she would have known this book anywhere. It was the notebook that had been Blake’s journal for a few years, and before that, it was the diary of one G.E. Kinkaid.

She looked up at Jack, tears welling in her eyes.

“How?”
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Jack smiled and sucked a long slow breath across his teeth. “Actually, it’s a really long story.”

He blew into his coffee cup and slid it into one of the generous cup holders.

Leah looked down at her wrist at an invisible watch. “We’ve got time.”

“Well, I guess you know I didn’t fall off the cliff when you walked down the ridge to pee, right?”

“Yeah. I gathered that.”

“Truth is the old man tried his best to push me over the edge, but I was strong enough to keep him from succeeding. The worst he could do was to shove me far enough to slide down the hill to the first ledge. I think he must’ve thought I went all the way down because he didn’t come after me.”

“Jesus, Jack.”

“I fell about thirty feet and landed pretty hard. I guess I hit my head on a rock or something, but at least I didn’t go the rest of the thousand feet down. However, I was out cold.”

Leah swallowed and could see Jack was lost in his story.

“When I woke up, it was dawn and there was no sign of either of you. I found a path that wound up and around and I was able to reach the top of the mesa in thirty minutes or so. I scoured the hill and the surrounding cliff as much as I could, but you were gone.”

He paused and she saw guilt flash across his face. She reached out and squeezed his hand.

“There was nothing you could do, Jack. I was already unconscious and being dragged into the cave.”

“That’s exactly what happened,” he continued. “I started to climb down the cliff, since I knew that Claude was heading to the bottom to find the cave. As I got close, I could see the posse of mercenaries in all their tactical gear. They had lots of mean-looking guns and I was outnumbered six to one.”

Jack paused again and rubbed his palms on his legs. “And that’s when I saw you. The old man had you on some kind of litter and he was dragging you up to the cave. I… I wanted to… I wanted to stop them, but… they would’ve killed me.”

“You did the right thing,” Leah said, staring into his eyes, willing him to believe that she understood his choice.

“And then they were all gone. They went into the cave and left their tents and trucks unattended. I ransacked everything I could: flashlights, your pistol, a backpack full of bottled water, and… the journal.”

He shrugged, “I couldn’t believe that LaFitte would leave it behind, but there it was so — I grabbed it. I followed their tracks as long as I could into the cave. It wasn’t long before the smooth stone floor made that impossible. I moved through the different rooms and tunnels deeper and deeper into the dark.

“My first flashlight died after a few minutes. I dropped the second one into a puddle and I was moving blind. It was slow going, and at that point, I still had my cell phone light. But within an hour, I was lost. The caves split off so many times, I lost track of my path in, so I pushed onward. I tried to find any sign of LaFitte and his crew, but they were long gone. And then I found the den. Mainly by following the methane smell.”

He paused and slurped his coffee. He took a long slow breath and Leah wondered if he intended to continue his story.

“The den?” She asked.

“Yeah. I crawled under a passage that might’ve been three feet wide. They were all sleeping.”

Leah felt a shiver climb up and down her spine. “The snakes?”

Jack nodded and she saw the same shiver flutter over him. “It was only the little ones at that point. I tried to crawl out of their den without making any noise. When I knelt to go back through the opening, I bumped my head on the low ceiling. I reached up to protect myself and I guess my phone slipped out of my hand. The crack of the screen was deafening in there.”

“Oh, hell.” Leah exhaled in a whistle. She was pretty sure she knew what happened next.

“I used to like my ringtone,” Jack huffed.

“Welcome To The Jungle?” Leah smiled as she asked him. He had used that song as his ringtone as long as she had known him.

“Uh huh.” He nodded and then started shaking his head. “Apparently, the snakes are not Guns n’ Roses fans.”

“What happened then?”

“I ran. They were still waking up, but I wasn’t going to wait until they had their morning coffee. I took off as fast as I could. They were all over me, but somehow I stayed one step ahead of them.”

“Yuck.”

“You’re telling me. After a while, I got tired and wasn’t able to outrun them.”

“But… they didn’t get you. Did you find somewhere they couldn’t reach you or something?”

“Not exactly.” He finished his coffee. “They were herding me.”

“Herding you?” She asked. Then understanding his meaning she added, “Oh, herding you to the big ones.”

“Yup. I didn’t know that at the time, but when I saw them, I bolted off down another side tunnel.”

“Yikes.”

“Soon after that, I started to notice the green glow. I found the main corridor and it led me to the ice moat — and to you.”

“And the rest is history.”

Leah found herself staring into the distance, images flashing through her mind — snakes, fire, hieroglyphics, statues, and deep dark caverns.

“So, are we gonna sit in this spot all day, or are we gonna give this baby a test run?” Jack drummed his hands on the dashboard.

Leah snorted and started the Rover. It rumbled to life in a deep satisfying growl.

“Sounds too manly to call this one Betty,” she said.

“And we don’t want to disrespect the old girl, wherever she may be.”

“True. Guess I’ll have to give that some thought.”

She put it into gear and pulled away.

“What about Patrick?” Jack said.

“Ha, no way. I’m not calling this amazing vehicle that name.”

“No.” He laughed. “I meant you’re leaving Patrick behind.”

Leah looked in the rearview mirror to see the associate professor’s shock white hair stumbling along the sidewalk shaking his crutch at them.

“Oops.”
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One Week Later

ROGER’S CANYON RUINS

Leah glanced up at Jack’s broad shoulders silhouetted against the outside of the low squat building. It was the largest remaining ruin left at the Roger’s Canyon cliff dwelling sight and they had both seen it a million times. She knew that there was nothing new to be found here, but Jack insisted.

“How many times have sites considered old and dead produced striking new discoveries? It happens all the time, Leah.”

“I’ve actually never heard of that happening.”

“Trust me, it does. All the time.” Looking over his shoulder he arched an eyebrow. “You should consider reading the peer reviews from time to time, you know?”

“I would, but I’m too busy most of the time watching paint dry.”

“Fair enough,” he said with a laugh, “Sometimes they are a bit dull, but I have found them to be quite useful.”

She looked at the ruin behind him. Even after six hundred years, the original wooden lintel still held the wall above the door. The log and mud roof on the right-hand part of the building was intact, but careless visitors likely used it for selfies and Instagram photo ops. The end of one of the logs protruded out from the building and she could see it was well preserved. They don’t build ‘em like they used to.

Jack pulled his magnifying glasses down over his eyes and turned back to his work. Leah took a deep breath and walked out of the cave.

She put her hand up on the side of the rough entryway and was immediately rewarded for her stupidity. Even a non-informed hiker knew the caves were formed from tuff — a fragmented volcanic rock combination of ash and cinders. She sliced her hand on the heel below her thumb.

“Crap!”

“Leah?” Jack’s voice echoed from inside the cave. “You okay?”

She clutched the cut in her palm. It was bleeding, but not too bad. She thought there might be a bandage large enough back in the first aid kit in Maximus.

Nailed it with that one, she thought.

After she and Jack had caught a drive-in showing of Gladiator, she’d decided the new Rover’s nickname would be Maximus. Patrick had explained that it was a terrible name, citing several diabolical historical examples, but even he was starting to call it Max.

She opened the back door and pulled a small first aid kit out from under the seat. She found a nice wide bandage and some antibiotic ointment. Closing the kit, she shoved it back into its slot. A gust of wind fluttered the pages of the journal sitting on the seat above it. Blake’s notebook, originally Kinkaid’s journal, sat there.

Try as she might, Leah still couldn’t shake the feeling that they had uncovered one of the most significant finds in the history of North America in the temple of the snake and lost it. They had no proof other than each other’s witness.

They had no evidence that it had ever existed. They had no pictures.

Even the mental pictures in her mind were starting to fade and it had only been a week. She had even come to believe that what they had really experienced was some sort of group hysteria triggered by the gas.

Several times she had tried to scrawl out a few drawings of what she could remember. The basic layout of the temple, a crude rendering of the building atop the mound, and the dragon mosaic they’d found in the —

Her thought screeched to a halt. She grabbed the journal and flipped it over to what she called the Blake Stone perspective. She thumbed through the pages until she found it. A solid page of hieroglyphics so well executed that they might have been a charcoal rubbing from the actual surface they were carved into. But they were too small for that. She held the page farther away with outstretched arms and she saw it.

The new perspective gave the image a whole new look. Some of the figures were drawn with darker, bolder strokes and up close, didn’t look like much. But from this distance, the image was clear. She ran back to the cave to find Jack still tickling the wooden beams with his brush. The two hairs and some air technique he called it.

“Jack!” She called. “Jack, you’ve got to see this!”

He turned as she vaulted into the cave. His oversized blue eyes, magnified in his glasses, blinked to adjust to the light behind her.

“You cut yourself?” He pointed to the bandage on her hand.

“Yeah. It’s fine.” She stabbed the journal out in front of him, holding the pages open flat to the hieroglyphics pages.

He leaned closer, touching his finger on the side of his glasses. A bluish LED light clicked on and he touched the page with his other finger. Leah reached up and tilted the magnifiers back on top of his head. He wrinkled his brow.

“No. Not like that.” She pulled the book back away from him a few feet. “Like this. Do you see it?”

His brow stayed furrowed and then slowly lifted until they were raised above wide round eyes.

“It’s the… the… it’s that wall we saw… the dragon!” He stammered.

“That’s exactly it. We have the drawing of the hieroglyphs we saw in the cave now!”

“What notes does Blake have about it?” He asked wiping the thin layer of dust from his hands.

“I, uh… ”

I hadn’t thought of that yet. She flipped to the next page and saw Blake’s tight, scrawling script detailing a story that she was very familiar with. It continued to the next page and was followed by a few drawings that might be a map.

“So,” Jack said. “You planning on sharing?”

“This is amazing,” said Leah. “There are notes here referencing so many lost antiquities. We could spend the rest of our lives searching for these things.”

“Oh my… ” Jack rubbed his temples. “Okay, but what does all that have to do with the dragon glyphs?”

“I’m not sure. There must be something they all have in common.” Leah reached up to touch her mother’s ankh necklace looped around her neck. She couldn’t believe it had stayed there all through their journey through the Temple of the Snake.

“Something someone might want to kill for?” Jack raised his hands out to the side.

“Probably.”

“Sounds fun,” he said, sarcasm dripping in his tone.

She scaled through the cave exit careful not to touch the sharp, jagged opening this time. She jogged past Jack.

“Come on,” she called back to him. “We’ve got a plane to catch.”

“Wait. What? A plane? To where?”

She turned to look back at him, a smile growing on her face. “To the Phoenix Art Museum, of course. They have a new exhibition on Egypt.”

“The Phoenix Art Museum… ” Jack rubbed his forehead. “And here I thought we were going to settle down.

Leah Stone laughed. “Someday, Jack. Someday.”
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The man sitting in the mud-covered white Land Rover that used to be known as Betty peered through the scattered stand of Junipers just down the hill from the National Park called the Roger’s Canyon Ruins.

He couldn’t see the two people getting into the shiny new Land Rover clearly, but he knew them… he knew them well.

The shotgun mic had done its job well. He heard them talking and knew where they would be headed. He would be sent after them for sure, and a quick call on the secure sat phone had confirmed it.

“Extreme measures,” the voice on the other end said without inflection.

“Understood.” His pretense at being a kindly old prospector was no longer necessary. He flung the stupid raccoon skin cap out his window.

He reached up and adjusted the patch over his left eye with a light touch. He still didn’t have sight in that one. The girl had gotten off a stupid lucky shot off with a god-forsaken sling of all things. He would enjoy removing the pretty brown ones from her skull. He fired up the rusty SUV and eased onto the highway behind his prey.
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THE END

To continue the journey and find out what’s next for Leah Stone, find The Lost Temple here!


FROM THE RECORD


The article mentioned in my story appeared in the Arizona Gazette on April 5th, 1909 detailing the explorations of G.E. Kinkaid is real. The debate continues as to whether it was an April Fool’s joke by the newspaper, a hoax to gain readers, or a publicity stunt.

If you do some research, you’ll find hundreds of articles claiming to know the location of the Kinkaid cavern — and you’ll find hundreds more debunking the whole thing. No record of Kinkaid exists in the Smithsonian’s archives, and no other corroborating expedition record has ever been found.

What is true is that it makes for a fantastic story. The text of the article appears below. Read it and decide for yourself.

EXPLORATIONS IN GRAND CANYON

Mysteries of Immense High Cavern Being Brought to Light

JORDAN IS ENTHUSED

Remarkable Finds Indicate Ancient People Migrated From Orient

The latest news of the progress of the explorations of what is now regarded by scientists as not only the oldest archeological discovery in the United States, but one of the most valuable in the world, which was mentioned some time ago in the Gazette, was brought to the city yesterday by G.E. Kinkaid, the explorer who found the great underground citadel of the Grand Canyon during a trip from Green River, Wyoming, down the Colorado, in a wooden boat, to Yuma, several months ago.

According to the story related to the Gazette by Mr. Kinkaid, the archeologists of the Smithsonian Institute, which is financing the expeditions, have made discoveries which almost conclusively prove that the race which inhabited this mysterious cavern, hewn in solid rock by human hands, was of oriental origin, possibly from Egypt, tracing back to Ramses. If their theories are borne out by the translation of the tablets engraved with hieroglyphics, the mystery of the prehistoric peoples of North America, their ancient arts, who they were and whence they came, will be solved. Egypt and the Nile, and Arizona and the Colorado will be linked by a historical chain running back to ages, which staggers the wildest fancy of the fictionist.

A Thorough Examination

Under the direction of Prof. S. A. Jordan, the Smithsonian Institute is now prosecuting the most thorough explorations, which will be continued until the last link in the chain is forged. Nearly a mile underground, about 1480 feet below the surface, the long main passage has been delved into, to find another mammoth chamber from which radiates scores of passageways, like the spokes of a wheel.

Several hundred rooms have been discovered, reached by passageways running from the main passage, one of them having been explored for 854 feet and another 634 feet. The recent finds include articles, which have never been known as native to this country, and doubtless they had their origin in the orient. War weapons, copper instruments, sharp-edged and hard as steel, indicate the high state of civilization reached by these strange people. So interested have the scientists become that preparations are being made to equip the camp for extensive studies, and the force will be increased to thirty or forty persons.

Mr. Kinkaid's Report

Mr. Kinkaid was the first white child born in Idaho and has been an explorer and hunter all his life, thirty years having been in the service of the Smithsonian Institute. Even briefly recounted, his history sounds fabulous, almost grotesque.

"First, I would impress that the cavern is nearly inaccessible. The entrance is 1,486 feet down the sheer canyon wall. It is located on government land and no visitor will be allowed there under penalty of trespass. The scientists wish to work unmolested, without fear of archeological discoveries being disturbed by curio or relic hunters.

A trip there would be fruitless, and the visitor would be sent on his way. The story of how I found the cavern has been related, but in a paragraph: I was journeying down the Colorado River in a boat, alone, looking for mineral. Some forty-two miles up the river from the El Tovar Crystal canyon, I saw on the east wall, stains in the sedimentary formation about 2,000 feet above the river bed. There was no trail to this point, but I finally reached it with great difficulty.

Above a shelf, which hid it from view from the river, was the mouth of the cave. There are steps leading from this entrance some thirty yards to what was, at the time the cavern was inhabited, the level of the river. When I saw the chisel marks on the wall inside the entrance, I became interested, securing my gun and went in. During that trip I went back several hundred feet along the main passage till I came to the crypt in which I discovered the mummies. One of these I stood up and photographed by flashlight. I gathered a number of relics, which I carried down the Colorado to Yuma, from whence I shipped them to Washington with details of the discovery. Following this, the explorations were undertaken.

The Passages

"The main passageway is about 12 feet wide, narrowing to nine feet toward the farther end. About 57 feet from the entrance, the first side-passages branch off to the right and left, along which, on both sides, are a number of rooms about the size of ordinary living rooms of today, though some are 30 by 40 feet square. These are entered by oval-shaped doors and are ventilated by round air spaces through the walls into the passages. The walls are about three feet six inches in thickness.

The passages are chiseled or hewn as straight as could be laid out by an engineer. The ceilings of many of the rooms converge to a center. The side-passages near the entrance run at a sharp angle from the main hall, but toward the rear they gradually reach a right angle in direction.

The Shrine

"Over a hundred feet from the entrance is the cross-hall, several hundred feet long, in which are found the idol, or image, of the people's god, sitting cross-legged, with a lotus flower or lily in each hand. The cast of the face is oriental, and the carving this cavern. The idol almost resembles Buddha, though the scientists are not certain as to what religious worship it represents. Taking into consideration everything found thus far, it is possible that this worship most resembles the ancient people of Tibet.

Surrounding this idol are smaller images, some very beautiful in form; others crooked-necked and distorted shapes, symbolical, probably, of good and evil. There are two large cactus with protruding arms, one on each side of the dais on which the god squats. All this is carved out of hard rock resembling marble. In the opposite corner of this cross-hall were found tools of all descriptions, made of copper. These people undoubtedly knew the lost art of hardening this metal, which has been sought by chemicals for centuries without result. On a bench running around the workroom was some charcoal and other material probably used in the process. There is also slag and stuff similar to matte, showing that these ancients smelted ores, but so far no trace of where or how this was done has been discovered, nor the origin of the ore.

"Among the other finds are vases or urns and cups of copper and gold, made very artistic in design. The pottery work includes enameled ware and glazed vessels. Another passageway leads to granaries such as are found in the oriental temples. They contain seeds of various kinds. One very large storehouse has not yet been entered, as it is twelve feet high and can be reached only from above. Two copper hooks extend on the edge, which indicates that some sort of ladder was attached. These granaries are rounded, as the materials of which they are constructed, I think, is a very hard cement. A gray metal is also found in this cavern, which puzzles the scientists, for its identity has not been established. It resembles platinum. Strewn promiscuously over the floor everywhere are what people call "cats eyes', a yellow stone of no great value. Each one is engraved with the head of the Malay type.

The Hieroglyphics

"On all the urns, or walls over doorways, and tablets of stone which were found by the image are the mysterious hieroglyphics, the key to which the Smithsonian Institute hopes yet to discover. The engraving on the tables probably has something to do with the religion of the people. Similar hieroglyphics have been found in southern Arizona. Among the pictorial writings, only two animals are found. One is of prehistoric type.

The Crypt

"The tomb or crypt in which the mummies were found is one of the largest of the chambers, the walls slanting back at an angle of about 35 degrees. On these are tiers of mummies, each one occupying a separate hewn shelf. At the head of each is a small bench, on which is found copper cups and pieces of broken swords. Some of the mummies are covered with clay, and all are wrapped in a bark fabric.

The urns or cups on the lower tiers are crude, while as the higher shelves are reached, the urns are finer in design, showing a later stage of civilization. It is worthy of note that all the mummies examined so far have proved to be male, no children or females being buried here. This leads to the belief that this exterior section was the warriors' barracks.

"Among the discoveries no bones of animals have been found, no skins, no clothing, no bedding. Many of the rooms are bare but for water vessels. One room, about 40 by 700 feet, was probably the main dining hall, for cooking utensils are found here. What these people lived on is a problem, though it is presumed that they came south in the winter and farmed in the valleys, going back north in the summer.

Upwards of 50,000 people could have lived in the caverns comfortably. One theory is that the present Indian tribes found in Arizona are descendants of the serfs or slaves of the people, which inhabited the cave. Undoubtedly, a good many thousands of years before the Christian era, a people lived here which reached a high stage of civilization. The chronology of human history is full of gaps. Professor Jordan is much enthused over the discoveries and believes that the find will prove of incalculable value in archeological work.

"One thing I have not spoken of may be of interest. There is one chamber of the passageway to which is not ventilated, and when we approached it a deadly, snaky smell struck us. Our light would not penetrate the gloom, and until stronger ones are available we will not know what the chamber contains. Some say snakes, but other boo-hoo this idea and think it may contain a deadly gas or chemicals used by the ancients. No sounds are heard, but it smells snaky just the same. The whole underground installation gives one of shaky nerves the creeps. The gloom is like a weight on one's shoulders, and our flashlights and candles only make the darkness blacker. Imagination can revel in conjectures and ungodly daydreams back through the ages that have elapsed till the mind reels dizzily in space."

An Indian Legend

In connection with this story, it is notable that among the Hopi Indians the tradition is told that their ancestors once lived in an underworld in the Grand Canyon till dissension arose between the good and the bad, the people of one heart and the people of two hearts. Machetto, who was their chief, counseled them to leave the underworld, but there was no way out. The chief then caused a tree to grow up and pierce the roof of the underworld, and then the people of one heart climbed out. They tarried by Paisisvai (Red River), which is the Colorado, and grew grain and corn.

They sent out a message to the Temple of the Sun, asking the blessing of peace, good will and rain for people of one heart. That messenger never returned, but today at the Hopi villages at sundown can be seen the old men of the tribe out on the housetops gazing toward the sun, looking for the messenger. When he returns, their lands and ancient dwelling place will be restored to them. That is the tradition.

Among the engravings of animals in the cave is seen the image of a heart over the spot where it is located. The legend was learned by W.E. Rollins, the artist, during a year spent with the Hopi Indians.

There are two theories of the origin of the Egyptians. One is that they came from Asia; another that the racial cradle was in the upper Nile region. Heeren, an Egyptologist, believed in the Indian origin of the Egyptians. The discoveries in the Grand Canyon may throw further light on human evolution and prehistoric ages.

THE QUECHAN INDIAN TRIBE

I made frequent references to a very real tribe of Native Americans that reside in Fort Yuma, Arizona. They are the Quechan Indian Tribe (pronounced Kwatsáan.) In fact, I visited their website to learn enough about their creation legend to include the Great Serpent and to get help in proper names for the characters I have created in this book. The Kinkaid article does not directly reference them, nor does it have any connection mentioned with the serpent known as Xiikwíir, but it was such a great coincidence that I had to mash them together.

I hope I have honored their people and their traditions with this really cool story! Find out more about them by visiting www.quechantribe.com/.


AFTERWORD


If you liked this book (or even if you hated it… ) write a review or rate it. You might not think it makes a difference, but it does.

Besides actual currency (money), the currency of today’s writing world is reviews. Reviews, good or bad, tell other people that an author is worth reading.

As “indie” authors, we need all the help we can get. We are hoping that since you made it this far into our book, you have some sort of opinion on it.

Would you mind sharing that opinion? It only takes a second.

David Berens

Nick Thacker
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