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  CHAPTER ONE


  THE TV CAMERAMAN flipped on the bright lights. Thirteen-year-old Josh Schmidt squinted and turned his head. In the studio of a local station, he shifted his feet, nervous at all the attention. He, his little brother Mickey, and their friend Alex Alvarez were the hottest news story in the Town of Eagle Mountain.


  The producer stepped in front of the camera and announced, “Ms. Connors is starting with the national headlines and will be here in just a few minutes. We’ll go on the air right after the commercial break. Positions everyone.”


  The interview would be on the noon news, a local TV celebrity acting as host. When the kids were told to take seats on tall stools, Josh gave Mickey a boost up, his legs too short to reach the footrest.


  An assistant clipped small microphones to their shirts, black wires trailing down their backs to an electronic box located out of the camera’s view. After a quick sound check, he gave a thumbs up.


  The producer motioned for the kids’ attention. “Remember, we’re broadcasting this live. Be sure to look into the camera, speak up, and answer Ms. Connor’s questions in as few words as possible. No rambling. Understand?”


  “Can I have a drink of water?” Mickey asked.


  The man frowned. “No time. Here she comes now.”


  Laura Connors hurried in and took the remaining stool. After brushing back a strand of blonde hair, she clipped a microphone to her red blazer’s lapel. She looked down her nose at the kids. “Ready?”


  Josh nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”


  “The last bunch of you kids clammed up on me. I need you to answer my questions just like we’re having an adult conversation.”


  An adult conversation? The producer had just told them not to ramble. Josh looked to Alex, wanting to know if she understood what they were supposed to do, but a red light glowed on the camera and Laura Connors turned toward it. She broke into a broad smile that didn’t seem to reach her eyes.


  “With us today are three of our local young people, survivors of an airplane crash in the wilderness of northwestern New Mexico. They are here to tell their incredible story.” She introduced them and began the interview, “So, Alex, how did you feel when you realized the plane was going to crash?”


  How did she feel? What kind of stupid question was that? Josh wanted to scream, ‘We were scared witless!’ Instead, his friend just smiled and said, “We were all pretty frightened. The engine quit and we knew we were going down. But my father’s a good pilot, so we figured we’d make it.”


  “We looked for a place to land and ended up in a dry creek bed between two mesas,” Josh added.


  “But weren’t you scared?”


  Alex rolled her eyes. “We crashed into a canyon. My father was knocked unconscious and we smelled smoke. It was too dark to see and we had trouble getting out of the plane. Yes, we were scared.”


  Josh watched the news anchor, wondering if that was more of an answer than she’d wanted. Since she showed no reaction, he couldn’t tell, but she directed her next question to him. “Tell about the smoke and how you survived.”


  “A brake got hot and the tire started burning.” He went on to tell how they put it out with a bottle of soda. After another question, he explained how they found shelter, used parts of the airplane to start a fire, and insulated themselves from the cold ground with seat cushions and cedar boughs. The news anchor seemed to be ignoring Alex, but she broke in and told how they found water and food.


  The reporter again looked to Josh. “And you did this all by yourselves?”


  Something about her, the way she smiled with her mouth but not her eyes, made him uncomfortable. He sat up straight, ready to tell of a mysterious man who’d helped them, one he imagined to be the last Anasazi. He glanced at Alex, who shook her head, and answered for him. “My father had a broken leg and a bad concussion. It was pretty much up to us to get by.” She paused, then added, “We found a piece of pottery filled with dried corn.” Grabbing the pot, she held it up for the camera. “As near as we can tell, it was left over from an ancient civilization.”
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  Laura Connors avoided looking directly at Alex, but took the clay container and turned it around in her hands. “It has such an intricate design… and you say it was filled with corn?”


  “That’s right,” Josh said. “Dried corn. We boiled it and ate it.”


  “But it could have been hundreds of years old. Scientists would want to—”


  “We were hungry,” Mickey said. “We’d been eating rabbits and squirrels Josh killed… and there was this mountain lion.”


  The reporter slanted her eyes toward the younger boy, obviously disturbed with his cutting into the conversation. “A mountain lion? Really.” She changed the subject and asked about digital pictures Alex had taken. They appeared on a monitor in front of them.


  “These paintings on the rocks were made centuries ago,” Josh said.


  “Hieroglyphics?”


  “Actually, they’re called petroglyphs.” The monitor changed to another photo. “And these were taken in a cliff dwelling we found when we climbed the mesa to signal a search plane.”


  “A cliff dwelling? How fascinating.”


  Alex grinned. “It was until Josh stepped in a bunch of rattlesnakes in their winter den. We got out of there fast.”


  The reporter continued to smile, but her cold eyes bored through them. “So how did you get rescued?”


  Whenever they got to a scary part of their story, she changed the subject. Either she didn’t believe them, or just wanted to get over the interview as fast as she could.


  “A helicopter from the Durango hospital rescued us, after we climbed the cliff,” Josh said. “And almost fell,” he added.


  He glanced at Alex, who again shook her head. They’d been saved when a grass rope dropped from the mesa’s rim, lowered by that mysterious man dressed in animal skins. Only Josh had seen him, but he hadn’t been able to convince her the character actually existed. And if the reporter didn’t believe them about the mountain lion or the rattlesnakes, she surely wouldn’t buy into a story about some strange human from the past.


  Laura Connors asked a few more questions, the interview ended, and the lights on the cameras went dark. She glared at Alex. “Don’t ever sass me like that on television again. That was so… so childish.”


  “Then don’t ask childish questions.”


  The news anchor stomped out and Josh exhaled, glad to get that behind him. Maybe now their time in the spotlight was over and things would get back to normal. At least, that’s what he hoped would happen.


  ***


  Boss Bloodstone ran a fence. Not a picket fence or a chain-link fence, but a place where burglars sold stolen items for whatever they could get. The loot was then moved to other towns and resold to unsuspecting buyers at great profit. Being in the Southwest, Boss made the big money from antiquities: ancient items, most of them robbed from the tombs of Native Americans. The trouble was, all the known graves were either under guard or already emptied. Except for one of his partners, an insider at a local university who stole from a collection there, Boss was getting very few treasures to sell.


  A clanging telephone pierced the dark shadows of his rundown warehouse. The newer models in the front office had caller ID, but not this old one. Thinking it might be one of his Eastern buyers, Boss used his best British accent. “Hello. Quentin Bloodstone speaking. How may I be of assistance?”


  “Vinnie here, Boss. Just got a lead on a new set o’ cliff dweller ruins.”


  He exhaled. This was a rat-faced dirtball who worked for him. No need to keep faking that accent. “Yeah? Where?”


  “A couple o’ rug rats claim they discovered it, somewhere in New Mexico.”


  “Well that narrows it down.”


  “No, wait, Boss. Southeast of Durango, maybe a hundred miles or so. It was just on th’ local news.”


  “So some brat says he found a cave and you get your shorts in a bunch?”


  “They had pictures. Like buildings in the side of a cliff… and a pot they found.”


  He paused. “A pot?”


  “Yeah, Boss. It was white, with like little black diamonds painted on it.”


  He ran fingers through his black hair, frowned, and wiped the resulting grease on his slacks. Slicking it back was a look he’d hoped would make him look high-class when dealing with his richer clients. That and a pencil-thin moustache patterned after some character in a James Bond movie. “A whole pot, not just a shard?”


  “What’s a shard?”


  “A broken off piece, you ignorant dolt.”


  “The whole dang thing, Boss. Just like the one you sold that Easterner last month. Said it even had dried corn in it when they found it.”


  “They showed that, too?”


  “No. The stupid kids ate it.”


  Boss glanced at the now-empty shelves where he kept his antiquities. He’d sold the last pot, similar to the one Vinnie described, to a New York collector for seven thousand dollars. One filled with five-hundred-year-old corn would be worth twice as much.  If this discovery was real, the ruins could hold hundreds of pots. A fortune, if he could just get his hands on them. “So where are these kids?”


  “Eagle Mountain.”


  “Where?”


  “Some podunk town just a couple o’ hours from where I’m at right now.”


  Boss grinned. The young rubes had no idea what they’d found, had no clue how to cash in on it. “Get a hold o’ those brats and squeeze ‘em ‘til they sing. I got buyers itchin’ for some pots. Prob’ly get ‘em into a biddin’ war.”


  “Look, Boss, after droppin’ off that loot, kind o’ short on cash. Think you could—”


  “Get them pots, Vinnie, and your money troubles are over. Got to grab ‘em before those yokels figure out what they’re worth.”


  “You seen what gas costs? Hardly have enough dough to—”


  “I said move it. Get back to me by Monday.”


  “Sure, Boss, sure. I’ll get right on it.”


   


   


  CHAPTER TWO


  DOCTOR MARGARET ORTEGA, the most popular archaeology professor at Sangre de Cristo University, required a lot from her students. Her tanned face and crinkled eyes told of years working in historical ruins, digging up one ancient treasure after another, all the while smiling beneath the bright Southwest sun. Each semester, college men and women stood in line hoping to be among those lucky enough to enroll in her classes. They found her passion for ancient artifacts, and the cultures that produced them, contagious.


  Although her official title was “Professor Ortega,” the students called her “Dr. Maggie.” They not only respected her as a great teacher, but loved her because she always encouraged them, just like a mom.


  A campus building in the style of Pueblo Indian dwellings held her office, not much bigger than a large closet. Shelves bulged with a collection of black and tan pots, tiny figures of red clay, and various sizes and shapes of arrowheads. Small tags coded with hand-printed letters and numbers hung from each artifact. Her desk took up most of the floor space, leaving just enough room for a computer table and two extra chairs for students or friends.


  Dr. Maggie hurried into the office but stopped and stared at the top shelf. She had left an Anasazi pot on loan to the university there yesterday afternoon. Now, she didn’t see it. She glanced around, wondering if she’d misplaced it. Not on her desk, or the other shelves. Missing. She shook her head. Another valuable artifact had disappeared. This seemed to happen more and more every day.


  Before she could look further, a graduate student burst through the door carrying a copy of a newspaper called the Eagle Mountain Sun. Panting, she waved it in front of her. “Dr. Maggie, they found a new Anasazi site!”


  “Please, Erika, sit down and catch your breath.” After the younger woman was seated, Dr. Maggie found her chair behind her desk. “Tell me about it.”


  “A little plane crashed northwest of here. I had to run tell you.” Erika gasped for more air. “Some kids survived and found a cliff dwelling. From the pictures, it looks like a huge find.”


  Dr. Maggie scanned the headlines and smiled at the young lady. The professor had worked with her during her first four years at the university and encouraged the bubbly student to enter the field of archaeology. Erika Olson had earned her diploma and returned as a promising graduate, now studying for her master’s degree. 


  “What the paper says, right here.” Erika pointed to the article. “It’s just what I need for my thesis.”


  “Let’s see.” Dr. Maggie tried not to sound too enthusiastic, knowing most leads were dead ends. She didn’t want to build up Erika’s hopes just to have them crash down around her if the site didn’t pan out.


  The eager grad student thrust the paper forward. “This is just the discovery I’ve been waiting for!”


  Dr. Maggie scanned the article and studied the photographs. She opened the top drawer of her desk, pulled out a magnifying glass, and held it over the paper. She peered through the lens and went over the photos. The pictures, although grainy and rough, provided enough detail to grab her interest. She smiled. “Let me think about this and do a little research. I’ll get back to you, but first I have papers to grade.”


  Erika shrugged, strode to the door, and turned on a heel. “Have you had long enough?”


  Dr. Maggie laughed. “I’m going to need just a little more time than that.” When the student left, the professor placed the newspaper under the desk phone, and with a sigh, turned to her task.


  She looked over the students’ exams, but her eyes kept returning to the folded newspaper. Maybe it was because it still carried the scent of Erika’s perfume, or maybe because of the headlines, she wasn’t sure. Unable to concentrate, she put the tests away and pulled the paper from beneath the phone. She read the article again, taking more time and studying the photos in great detail.


  Her heart beating faster, she understood why Erika had become so excited. If real, this discovery looked promising. The professor turned her desk chair to face the computer. She found the website for the Eagle Mountain Sun and, on Google Earth, located the town of Eagle Mountain. She pulled up the online telephone directory, entered the area code listed for the newspaper and typed in ‘Schmidt,’ the last name of the two boys in the article. Of course, being school-aged kids, there was no Josh or Mickey Schmidt listed, but there was a John Schmidt. Dr. Maggie hoped that in a small town, even if she called the wrong number, whoever answered could help her find the right party. Anyway, a discovery like this was worth a try.


   


   


  CHAPTER THREE


  THE BOYS’ MOTHER set down a pitcher of lemonade she was making and answered the kitchen phone. “Hello?”


  “This is Professor Margaret Ortega of Sangre de Cristo University. I’m looking for Josh and Mickey Schmidt in regard to some ruins they found.”


  “The boys should be home soon. I’m their mother, Anne Schmidt. Can I help you?” 


  Dr. Maggie cleared her throat. “One of my graduate students found a newspaper article about the discovery or some Anasazi cliff dwellings. We’d like to investigate further.”


  “You think it might be important?”


  “Only a thorough examination will tell. Could your sons help locate the ruins?”


  “I’m sure they’d love to. I’ll run them down and call you back.”


  “I would appreciate that very much,” Dr. Maggie said. “But please ask them to keep the location a secret. If others get there first, the site’s historical value could be greatly diminished.”  


  “Hadn’t thought of that. As a science teacher, I should have, though.”


  “Well, it’s good to talk with a fellow educator. Let me give you my contact information.”


  Mrs. Schmidt wrote down the number, hung up, and paused. If the ruins contained a large number of relics, grave robbers—people only interested in a quick buck—could trash the place before scientists learned its secrets. Whoever just called could well be one of them. She sat down at the computer and pulled up the website for Sangre de Cristo University.


  Finding a listing for the professor and confirming the phone number satisfied Mrs. Schmidt’s curiosity. She dialed the home of Alex Alvarez.


  After three rings, Al answered, out of breath. “Hello?”


  “Hi, Alex, are the boys there?”


  “We’ve been outside playing football.”


  “Could you come over here with them? A professor from Sangre de Cristo University wants you to call about the ruins you found.”


  “Sure, Mrs. Schmidt. We’ll be over right away.”


  “Be careful. Traffic might be bad this time of day.”


  “We will. See you in a minute.”


  Josh’s mom hung up. She’d been so worried when the kids were lost in the wilderness. She hoped they could tell the professor how to find the ruins and not have to go to the ruins themselves. In her mind, that meant going back into danger.


   


   


  CHAPTER FOUR


  VINNIE TOOK A different path than Dr. Maggie in finding the Anasazi site. He figured the kids he’d seen on TV were nothing more than a bunch of morons. They couldn’t find their way to a candy store, much less know where the plane had crashed. He was closer to Durango than Eagle Mountain, anyway. He started his search with a phone call to the rescue helicopter crew at the hospital.


  After getting in touch with the pilot, he said, “This is Franklin Smith, adjuster for Ajax Aviation Insurance. We hold the policy on a plane that crashed southwest of there just before Christmas.”


  “Yes, sir. I picked up the survivors. Good kids.”


  “We need the exact coordinates of the crash so we can recover what we can from the aircraft.”


  “They’re still in the GPS. Can you wait?”


  “If it won’t take long.”


  “Be right back.” When he returned, the pilot read a series of numbers, followed by, “Good luck. Bad as the crash was, I doubt you’ll get out anything of value.”


  Vinnie copied down the latitude and longitude and hung up. If he could get to the plane, he should have no problem locating the ruins.


  He found a sporting goods store in Durango and asked the clerk for topographical maps of the local area. After she led him to the cabinet and helped him find the one covering the plane’s coordinates, he said, “I’ll just look around, see what else I need.”


  “Okay. I’ll keep this at the front counter until you’re ready.”


  Darn. He’d planned on slipping the map under his shirt and sneaking out. Maybe even steal a warm parka, the way the weather was shaping up. He stalked around the store, ogling the hiking boots, gloves, and other gear. No telling how cold it would get, much less how much snow would fall, while he was out in the wilds.


  The clerk never seemed to take her eyes off him, so he paid for the map with his dwindling supply of cash and stomped out to his car. With a stubby pencil, he marked the coordinates given him by the chopper pilot with an X. Vinnie had grown up in the city where maps were mostly printed on plain white paper, streets covering every square inch. This one showed very few roads, but green and brown tints of various shades made it a lot more colorful. He studied the legend and found that different hues indicated changes in the ground’s height above sea level.


  A road ran within a few miles of the X on his map. The land between it and the crash site looked pretty rough, meaning he’d need some type of off-road vehicle. He had passed an ATV dealer earlier in the day and backtracked until he found it. Parking across the street, he sized up the business. On a Friday afternoon, it buzzed with activity, but a sign on the front door indicated it was closed Sundays. Several new four-wheel ATVs, as well as trailers, sat in a fenced-in lot out back, ripe for the picking. He’d come back Saturday night, hook to a trailer, and load up an ATV. Nobody would miss the stolen equipment before Monday.


  In other places he’d lived, a business like this would turn guard dogs loose inside the tall chain-link fence at night. Here, he didn’t see any pens to hold them during the day. Crime in this area must not be all that common. He grinned. For a big city crook like himself, this would be a piece of cake.


   


   


  CHAPTER FIVE


  JOSH, ALEX, AND Mickey pedaled up to the Schmidt home. They dropped their bikes on the brown winter grass and tore into the house, eager to find out more about the call from the university. The boy’s mother jumped when the kids and their dog, out of breath from the dash over, burst into her kitchen.


  “Mom, what happened?” Josh panted. Mickey and Alex nodded, eager to find out more.


  Mom folded her arms across her chest and glared. “Why don’t you all sit down and I’ll get you something cold to drink? Then we can discuss this in a more civilized manner.”


  Josh looked down and followed the others to their seats around the kitchen table. His mom, a teacher, always required order. In the excitement, he’d simply forgotten his manners. He wouldn’t do that again.


  Mom scooted Moose, their Golden Retriever, outside. After washing her hands, she took four glasses from the cupboard and a pitcher from the fridge. Josh and Alex got up to help, and soon, all sat at the table.


  Mickey gulped down his lemonade and looked like he couldn’t wait any longer. “So what happened, Mom?”


  “Professor Ortega, from Sangre de Cristo University, wants to know more about the ruins you found.”


  “Cool! I can email her the pictures,” Alex said.


  “She’d like that, but wants to go there herself, see what might be hidden in them.”


  “Wow, we’d have to show her how to find the place first,” Josh said. He really wanted to go back, find the last Anasazi, and prove to his friend the ancient man really existed.


  Mom shook her head. “I’m hoping Alex’s dad can tell her where you crashed and you could give her directions from there. You wouldn’t even have to go.”


  “Aw, Mom…”


  “I don’t want you going back. We were so worried when you were stranded out there in the desert.”


  “We made it okay, didn’t we?” He didn’t want to tell her they’d had help.


  “But it could be even more dangerous now.”


  “Because of the weather? We’ll be ready for it this time.”


  “No, but that’s a consideration.” She paused and looked from one to the other. “Now that the word is out about the ruins, dishonest people will want to steal from the site and sell what they find for a quick profit.”


  “Not if we get it all out first.”


  “You don’t understand.” She took a deep breath. “It could be worth a whole lot of money. They could be … ruthless.”


  Mickey’s eyes grew wide and he pushed up his glasses. “You mean like buried treasure, and pirates?”


  Josh laughed and covered his eye with a hand. “Arg, matey. Ye’ll walk the plank, ye will.”


  Mom frowned. “This is nothing to laugh about. We have to keep the location a secret, at least until archaeologists learn what’s hidden there. Otherwise, the scientific value could be lost forever.”


  The three friends looked at each other. “We never thought it could be that important,” Alex said.


  “We won’t know how important the site is until they survey it and determine its significance.”


  Josh finished his lemonade. “When should I call her back?”


  “There’s no time like the present. I’ll go first and then let you talk. Her name is Professor Ortega.” Mom picked up the kitchen phone and dialed the number. She introduced herself and handed the receiver to Josh.


  “Hello.” He was so excited his voice broke. He swallowed, cleared his throat, and continued. “Professor Ortega, this is Josh Schmidt.”


  “Hello, Josh. Call me Dr. Maggie. All my students do. I understand you and your friends have made quite a discovery.”


  “Uh, yes ma’am.” He looked to his mom, who motioned for him to continue. “We climbed a cliff and found some ruins there.”


  “The university would like to investigate. Could you help us find the site?”


  “It’s close to where we crashed.”


  “But you could find it again?”


  “All I know is we flew in, went down, and a helicopter picked us up. It’s out in the middle of nowhere.”


  “But if we located the plane, could you tell us how to find them from where it crashed?”


  “Maybe. I know we could show you, though, if we were there.” This was his chance to go back, see if he could find his strange friend. Josh glanced at his mother, who frowned.


  “Good,” Dr. Maggie said. “I’ll do a little research and find out where you went down.” She paused. “Are the ruins visible from the aircraft?”


  “Oh, no way. They’re halfway up a cliff. You can’t see them from above or below.”


  “That explains why they haven’t been discovered before.”


  They talked a while longer and he gave her Alex’s phone number. After another minute, he said, “That would be great. Bye.”


  Alex’s face lit up. “So what’s up?”


  “Dr. Maggie said—”


  “Who?”


  “That’s what Professor Ortega said to call her. She’ll phone your dad tonight and find out where we crashed. She wants us to help her find the hidden ruins.”


  “I want to go, too,” Mickey said.


  “Now wait just a minute.” Mom took the phone from Josh and hung it up. “We don’t know yet if anyone will be going. Your dad, Doc Alvarez, and I need to talk it over.”


  “But Mom—”


  “I don’t want you climbing up and down cliffs and such, especially if there’s people out there who might do you harm.”


  “We’ll be careful, I promise.” Josh really wanted to go back and look for his friend.


  “I know you will. But until I know more about who’s going with you and talk it over with your dad, we’ll just have to wait and see.”


   


   


  CHAPTER SIX


  LATER THAT NIGHT, Dr. Maggie phoned the Alvarez house and Doc answered. Alex had told him of the earlier call so he knew what information the professor needed. “I know the approximate location,” he said. “You could get the exact coordinates from the helicopter service at the Durango hospital.”


  “Could you and Alex go with us and help find the ruins?”


  “Not me. I broke my leg up there and it hasn’t had time to heal. And Alex goes back to school next week.”


  “Then maybe she and the boys can give us good directions and we’ll find them on our own. Thank you for your help.”


  The next morning, Saturday, Dr. Maggie called the Durango hospital and was connected to the helicopter pilot. Her question about the coordinates brought a strange response.


  “I have them right here on my desk,” he said. “A man called yesterday asking for the same information.”


  She sat back. “Do you remember who?”


  “An adjuster from the insurance company. Ajax Aviation Insurance, if I remember right.”


  She copied down the coordinates, thanked him for his help, and hung up. Ajax Aviation Insurance. Hmmm. Swiveling her chair to the computer, she Googled in the name. There were several companies with the name ‘Ajax,’ even an Ajax Aviation, but no insurance company. Possibly, the pilot had it wrong, or worse, someone else had already started to search for the ruins. She hoped Josh was right, that the site wasn’t easy to find. Grave robbers could well get there first.


  Dr. Maggie turned again to the Internet for an online map service. She entered the crash coordinates and found the location was on the border of two Indian reservations, the Navajo and Southern Ute. The actual Anasazi site could be on either, which complicated things. She’d need a permit from both, and that could take time.


  Dr. Maggie next dialed the appropriate government offices, but they were closed. There was no possible way to conduct any business, at least with the government, over the weekend. With a shrug, she hung up the phone, putting the search for the ruins on hold until Monday.


  ***


  Government office hours didn’t hold Vinnie back in the least. He had spent part of Friday afternoon searching pawn shops until he found a handheld GPS and pellet pistol. With that done, he drove his battered sedan past the ATV dealer after they’d closed and shot out both security lights over the storage lot. The owner wouldn’t be able to hire an electrician to replace them until after the weekend.


  Vinnie slept in his shabby motel room for the better part of Saturday morning until the phone rang. “Hello?”


  “This is the front desk. Check out time was a half-hour ago. Will you be staying another night?”


  Vinnie rubbed his eyes and glanced at the clock. 11:30. “Uh, no.”


  “We’re going to need the room, then.”


  “Yeah, yeah. I’ll be out o’ here in fifteen minutes.” He slammed down the phone and threw off the covers. On the way to the bathroom, he stopped. No way was he going to be treated like that by a desk clerk and do nothing about it. He grabbed some hand towels from the rack and stuffed them in his bag. “Take that, dirtball,” he muttered.


  He spent the rest of the afternoon driving the back roads, memorizing how they twisted and turned so he could leave town in a hurry when the time came. Well after midnight, he parked in a dark spot near the dealership. Under his thin jacket, he hid a pair of bolt cutters. He also carried a set of pulleys with rope strung between them. He wore thin leather gloves that left no fingerprints and carried a small flashlight with a red lens. It gave enough light to see nearby objects but was not as noticeable from a distance as a brighter one.


  He crept behind the dealership to the storage yard. Clouds filled the sky, blocking out any light from the moon. A stout chain and padlock held the double gate closed. After glancing around to make sure he was alone, he pulled the bolt cutters from beneath his coat and snipped through the chain. The gate groaned when he pulled it open just enough to slide through. Panting, his breath formed tiny puffs of steam in the winter air.


  He paused and listened, hearing nothing but his own pounding heart. The break-in had taken but a few seconds. Probably gone unnoticed. With the gate closed behind him and the security lights out, no one could see him creep around the shadowy storage lot.


  His first target was a utility trailer, one so new it smelled like fresh paint. In spite of the thin gloves, the steel chilled his fingers when he dragged it over near the gate and dropped it in front of a midsized ATV. Working in almost complete darkness, he lowered the loading ramp, attached one pulley to the ATV and the other to the front of the trailer.


  Something crashed. The hair on Vinnie’s neck stood on end. He froze. Maybe they had a pack of Dobermans inside after all. Vicious animals, trained to tear him to shreds. He hated dogs. Even when they only barked they made life miserable for burglars.


  He glanced toward the gate. His heart pounded even harder. If he ran now, he might get out before they got to him. But he needed the ATV to find the plane. He fumbled in his pocket for the flashlight. The red glow wasn’t bright enough. He couldn’t see but a few feet.


  He’d have to take off the lens, let the light shine bright. But that could draw attention. He’d have to chance it. Gloved fingers made it difficult to pry off the lens, but he fumbled it free and shifted the white beam around the lot. Three pairs of eyes glowed back at him. He held his breath, stood up straight for a better look. He dropped the pulley, ready to make a dash for the gate.


  One animal moved. He exhaled. A mother raccoon, along with two cubs, rummaged through the garbage. “You guys almost made me wet my pants,” he muttered. After shooing the fellow burglars away, he finished loading the ATV, raised the trailer’s ramp, and secured the four-wheeler with the rope from the pulleys.


  Next came the part where he was most likely to be caught. Opening the gate, he dragged the loaded trailer down a slight incline and into the street. He forced it to a stop beside the curb and, when it felt like it might roll away, dropped his bolt cutters in front of the wheel. Tugging the gate closed once again, he wrapped the chain and lock together. No one would know the burglary had happened until the store opened Monday morning.


  Shivering, he slunk back to his car. He shifted his gaze from side to side, taking in everything around him. He drove around the block twice and made sure nobody was watching. He could still make a quick getaway, the load not yet hooked to his auto. All looked clear, so he rounded the corner and parked in front of the trailer.


  Hooking it to his hitch took only seconds, as he didn’t bother connecting the taillights. He jumped back in the sedan and drove away, blowing into a closed fist to warm his numbed fingers. Although it seemed like half the night, the entire crime had taken less than ten minutes.


   


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  VINNIE MOTORED OUT of town and turned toward the road that led closest to the coordinates on his map. He passed a police car, but the officer was busy writing a ticket and didn’t seem to notice the dark tail lights. Snowflakes brushed against the windshield, a few at first, then more. At least it was dry snow. It might dust the roads, but it wouldn’t melt, then refreeze as ice. Over two hours later, Vinnie reached a secluded area near the X on his map. He dropped the trailer off behind some bushes, drove a quarter of a mile farther up the road, and pulled over to wait for sunrise. On the outside chance the police already knew about the burglary, he didn’t want to be caught with the hot merchandise attached to his car. His tires had left tracks, but the way it was snowing, they wouldn’t take long to fill. He tilted his seat back and snoozed for a couple of hours. Even if some cop came by, there was no law against him sleeping in his own car.


  When the sun peeked above the horizon, he shivered and sat up. He sucked in a deep breath, trying to wake up. The scent of fresh snow filled the air. Twice he’d awakened during the night and started the engine, just to get the heater working. Fresh powder covered his windshield, maybe two inches having fallen during the night.


  He cursed himself for not bringing something to eat and found a crumpled bag, half-filled with stale potato chips, in the back seat. He stuffed them in his mouth and wished for hot coffee. He washed the chips down with a gulp of soda from a plastic bottle that had rolled around the floor for several days. At least it still had some fizz left.


  He crawled out of the car, pounded his arms across his chest in an attempt to warm up, and slogged to the trailer. Hotwiring the four-wheeler, unloading it, and driving back to his parked car took but a couple of minutes. He pulled a can of gasoline from his trunk and poured its contents into the ATV’s almost empty tank. After consulting the GPS, he took off across the rough terrain.


  He goosed the throttle, but the wind cut through his thin jacket. Slowing down to a more comfortable speed, he bounced along beside a tall mesa and followed a rocky creek bed at its base. The farther he went, the rougher the ground became. He stopped, crawled off, and stretched his legs. Snow covered his clothes and his throat felt as dry as the desert itself. Should have brought some water. Stuffing a handful of snow in his mouth, he turned to climb aboard the ATV, but a rock rolled from underfoot and he twisted his ankle. Darn, that hurt. His rundown loafers didn’t provide any support, much less warmth. If that store clerk in the sporting goods store hadn’t been so alert, he’d have swiped some hiking boots. Warmer gloves would be nice, too.


  He crawled up on the four-wheeler and continued down the creek bed. Nearing a spot where the canyon narrowed, boulders covered the ground. Wind had whipped the snow into drifts and he could ride no farther. Another half-mile, according to the GPS, and he’d be at the plane. He’d have to hike from here.


  He limped along on his sore ankle, each step sinking into the drifts. Snow seeped into his shoes, froze his toes. Boss owed him for this. Big time. After another half hour, Vinnie found the hull of the crashed plane, its bent wing resting on the rocks.


  From his position, he could see a rock depression in the side of a cliff. He slogged over to the partial cave, more stones rolling from underfoot. Geez, he missed the city’s pavement and mowed lawns, but even more, a little warm sunshine. He spotted a ring of rocks that had enclosed a fire and the plane’s seat cushions spread out like beds.


  This was, no doubt, where the kids had camped. From the pile of black ashes, he figured the little brats had been toasty warm. Even left firewood. Not matches, though, or he would have started a fire himself. He glanced around, but found no sign of the ruins. He hadn’t seen anything resembling a cliff dwelling on the way in, so it must be up the wash a ways. Grumbling, he pushed farther through the drifts. Like he was an Eskimo goat or something. He tried to spit, but his mouth was so dry he couldn’t. His last mouthful of snow had given him such a brain freeze he’d decided it was better to be thirsty.


  Darn kids must have been lying. No way could they survive out here. Ahead, he spotted another alcove in the cliff, sort of like the one where he’d found the cushions. He’d check that out, see if he couldn’t at least get out of the bitter wind.


  He stumbled inside. Water dripped from the rear wall into a shallow basin. At least he could wet his lips. He scraped off a layer of ice and dipped his hand into the pool. Darn, that was cold. He held it to his mouth. Didn’t taste bad. He bent over and sucked in a drink. Oh, great. Here he was in the middle of nowhere, lapping up water from a frozen pool like a mangy dog. And glad to get it, at that.


  He sat back and glanced around. Painted figures covered the walls. People with spears, animals, something that looked like the sun. Graffiti. Maybe it had been there for centuries, but that’s what it was: graffiti. Must be what those brats on TV found. Probably copied pictures of a cliff dwelling off the internet and made the pot in some art class at school.


  He pushed to his feet and grimaced. He sure wasn’t getting any warmer, and that ankle wasn’t getting any better. He’d be lucky to make it back before it gave out altogether. Or he froze to death. Not knowing that just a few yards farther up the canyon, notches cut in the face of the cliff led up to the ruins, he headed back.


  Vinnie stumbled to the ATV, climbed aboard and drove straight to his car. He hid the four-wheeler behind some scrubby bushes. If the cops ever found it, they’d figure someone had stolen it for a joy ride and then abandoned it.


  Boss Bloodstone wasn’t going to like hearing there weren’t any ruins. Probably wouldn’t even pay him for all this trouble. Vinnie brushed the snow from the car’s windshield, climbed in, and turned the key. The motor turned over once, then died. He slapped the steering wheel. This was no time for a dead battery.


  Cursing, he cracked the hood. White corrosion covered the battery terminals and the red wire was loose. If he couldn’t get the engine started, he was flat out of luck.


   


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  AFTER HER FIRST class Monday morning, Dr. Maggie phoned the Bureau of Indian Affairs for a permit so the expedition could search on both the Navajo and Southern Ute reservations.


  “We’re pretty backlogged,” the agent said. “Should take at least sixty days.”


  “Sixty days? Pot hunters could well have the place cleaned out by then.”


  “Sorry, ma’am. That’s the best we can do.”


  “What if we just came up and looked around, tried to locate the ruins so you could put a guard on them?”


  He chuckled. “Guess you haven’t seen the weather forecast.”


  “We’re supposed to get some snow this week in Albuquerque.”


  “It’s already started up here. We’re in for a major blizzard tonight. No way can we post any guards. We’ll be lucky to dig out by spring.”


  “That’s terrible.” She thought a minute, then said, “But at least it’ll keep the grave robbers at bay.”


  “My thinking exactly. You’d best plan on coming no sooner than March.”


  She thanked him, hung up, and glanced at the array of artifacts on her office shelves, wondering how many new items they’d find in the ruins. And how many others would be lost before she could get there. But even with the bureaucracy holding her back, maybe Mother Nature would do the same for the grave robbers. She might as well plan the expedition for Spring Break.


  The phone rang and she picked it up. “Professor Ortega.”


  “Dr. Maggie, Pierre LaRue here. Those new ruins, the ones the kids found? I’d like to go along, help with the dig.”


  She raised an eyebrow. “How did you find out about that?”


  “Oh, just something in the wind.”


  She hadn’t told anyone, but Erika could have said something. “We’re just doing the preliminary work. Nothing has been decided.”


  “But you’ll let me know, eh?”


  “It’ll be a small party, an initial probe…”


  “I’ll pay my own way… whatever it takes. Really.”


  “Well, we’ll see.” Dr. Maggie copied down his number and email address. “If there’s an opening, I’ll let you know.”


  She’d meant to keep this a secret. The fewer people who knew about this, the better. Dr. Maggie dialed Erika’s number. “How many people have you told about the expedition?”


  “No one. Well, I did call home.”


  “But nobody here on campus?”


  “Well, only a friend or two.”


  Dr. Maggie frowned. Word had leaked out. “Let’s keep it quiet from now on. I’m going to call an outfitter, Jorge Ortiz, and see if we can’t set everything up for Spring Break.”


  “Not before then?”


  “Not with a blizzard setting in. I’ll make sure Mr. Ortiz keeps this under his hat, too.”


  “But if we don’t get up there—”


  “There’s a lot to get done before we can go, including waiting on the weather.”


  “Well, okay. But isn’t there anything we can do, like, right away?”


  Dr. Maggie sighed. “If you’re free, why don’t we drive to Eagle Mountain this weekend, meet with the kids, and pick their brains a little. Maybe we can get a jump on the grave robbers while we wait on the weather.”


  “That would be great, Dr. Maggie. See you then.”


  “Okay. Bye.” She hung up, wondering how word had leaked out, and who else besides Pierre LaRue already knew.


   


   


  CHAPTER NINE


  AN IDEA FORMED in Vinnie’s head and he snapped his fingers, the thin gloves making a muffled ‘whoof’ in the frigid air. Before he’d been fired from his job at a used car dealership, he’d seen a few tricks the crooked owner used to sell worthless junkers. Once, a guy towed in a car that wouldn’t start and traded it for next to nothing. Five minutes after he left, the dealer had it running. Maybe what he did would work here.


  Shivering more than ever, Vinnie found the bottle of soda he’d sipped at breakfast and poured what was left over the battery connections. Bubbles foamed from the terminals, the contents of the soda eating through the acid. He didn’t want to think about what that stuff did to his stomach.


  He waited a minute, wiped the terminals off with the stolen hotel towel, then tightened the clamps with rusty pliers.


  Vinnie tried the starter. The motor turned over twice, almost quit cranking, then roared to life. He pumped his fist and yelled. At last, something was going his way. Snow covered the roads, but not so much that he couldn’t drive out.


  He made his way to town by late afternoon and found a mall where he could sit inside and warm up. He delayed checking in with his employer, but after a while figured he’d better just get it done. “Boss,” he said after calling collect at a payphone. “I found the plane and looked all around. There was just some paintings on the cave wall. It was nothin’ we could haul off and sell.”


  “You shoulda stayed ‘til you found it, you dolt.”


  “But it was comin’ down, like in a real blizzard.”


  “Yeah, yeah, so you’re afraid of a few snowflakes? Get your worthless carcass over to that town, wherever it is those kids are at. Do what you have to, but make ‘em talk. Don’t call back ‘til you’ve got somethin’ useful.” Boss slammed down the phone, causing Vinnie to jerk the receiver away from his head as the loud clack thundered in his eardrum.
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  He slunk back to his car, unwadded a map, and found Eagle Mountain. After pulling into the drive-through of a fast food restaurant for a burger, drink, and fries, he hit the highway once again. At least he was headed south, where maybe the weather was warmer and he’d be out of the snow.


  He stopped at a rundown motel not far from Eagle Mountain, once again paying cash for the room. This was getting expensive, but he dared not ask Boss to refund his costs. Until he found the ruins, he was on his own.


  The next day, beneath a blanket of gray clouds, Vinnie drove the rusting sedan into town and found the middle school. Since he’d seen Josh and Alex on the television interview, he figured he’d recognize them. He parked near the campus, pulled some binoculars from the glove box, and waited for school to end.


  Drizzle speckled the windshield and he tried the wipers. They groaned across the glass and blurred the view, but at least it wasn’t turning to ice. Maybe he’d better get closer. He reached for the key, but a police cruiser motored past the school. Vinnie hunkered down, his gaze just above the dashboard. He couldn’t let the cop see him spying on the kids. After a minute, the cruiser turned the corner and drove out of sight.


  Vinnie exhaled, realizing for the first time that he’d been holding his breath. The bell rang and students streamed from the doors.  He sat up and watched for several minutes before he spotted the two kids from the TV interview leaving together. He cranked the engine and followed at a safe distance. His wipers rattled across the windshield.


  The two friends waved to each other and started off in different directions. Which one should he follow? The girl, of course. They liked to talk and were easy to scare.


  He trailed her. She crossed one street and walked down the sidewalk on the other side. She couldn’t live too far away or would’ve taken the bus on a day like this. Better get to her fast.


  He wheeled around the block, didn’t see anyone close enough to be a problem, and approached her from behind. Pulling up alongside, he rolled down the window. “Hey, have you seen a little dog around here?”


  Alex stopped and turned. “Excuse me?”


  “Lost my dog. Thought you could help.”


  She took a step toward the car. A grin tugged at his lips. Maybe she’d get in with him.


  “No, sir.”


  “He’s brown, a little puppy.” Vinnie dropped his hand, ready to jerk open the door. She’d have to get a little closer. “Got a picture. Maybe you’ve seen him.”


  She took another step. “I don’t think—”


  “Please. He belongs to my daughter. She’s, uh, heartbroken.”


  Alex’s eyes narrowed and she half turned away. “I’d better go. The weather’s—”


  Vinnie shoved open the door. It knocked her to the ground. She kicked away. He lunged through the opening, groped for her arm.


  Alex scooped up a fistful of sand. She hurled it. The clump hit just above Vinnie’s nose. He fell to his knees, threw up his hands and rubbed his eyes, the grit burning into them. He yelled and his lids slammed shut, grinding the sand deeper into his eyeballs.


  Alex rolled to her feet and her fingers closed on a baseball-sized piece of jagged concrete. She took off running, but Vinnie recovered and gave chase. Alex whirled on him. Two years before, as starting pitcher for the boys’ Little League team, her fastball had been clocked at over sixty miles per hour. The chunk of concrete was pushing seventy when it slammed into his forehead, cutting a deep gash and again knocking him to his knees.


  Vinnie put both hands to his face. The blow almost caused him to black out. Blood poured from his wounded forehead and dripped from the end of his rodent-like nose. Through squinting eyes, he searched for his victim, but all he saw of Alex was her fluttering pony tail and the flying soles of her shoes as she tore around the corner.


  Vinnie was in trouble. Big trouble. Had to get out of town, and do it now. He was a stranger who tried to kidnap a local girl. It didn’t matter that all he wanted was information. No jury in the world would let him off. Because of his criminal past, the sentence would be severe. Not that it mattered. Even convicts in prison had little tolerance for child abusers. And he wasn’t as tough as he let on. Prison is where he earned his nickname, “Vinnie the Rat.”


  He hated that handle, but hadn’t had the guts to confront those who tagged him with it. While in the joint, he’d seen what happened to inmates who hurt kids. Vinnie the Rat wouldn’t last a week.


  He staggered to his car and jerked the door closed with one hand, holding his forehead with the other. The wipers rattled across the windshield. The streets were getting slick. He fished around the back seat, found the towel used earlier to clean the battery terminals, and held it to his head. Acid burned into his flesh. He jerked it away, found a clean corner, and again dabbed at the blood.


  Vinnie stifled the urge to stomp the gas pedal, gathering his thoughts. Driving too fast was sure to draw attention. The girl had seen only the front of his car and there was no front license plate. It would take maybe an hour before the description of the sedan reached officers on patrol.


  He drove straight out of town and stayed as close to the speed limit as possible. Too fast, or even too slow, could be noticed. The drizzle turned to steady rain. He pushed on until the hour was almost gone, scanning his mirrors, watching for police and looking ahead for some place to hide.


  Vinnie left the main highway, turned onto a deserted country road, and pulled off into an area covered with tall weeds. At least it was wet. The exhaust pipe wouldn’t set it on fire.


  Better wait until dark. Then the cops couldn’t tell what his car looked like. He’d get back on the main highway and drive three hours back to his seedy apartment near Boss’s warehouse.


  Vinnie sat and fidgeted. The dashboard clock seemed to stop. He was still in a car the cops could recognize. Better get out, hide somewhere close. They might spot the auto, but if found empty, they’d figure it had been abandoned. If they didn’t find it, fine, he’d come back after dark. But if they did, he’d at least have a chance to get away.


  His head had stopped bleeding, so he tossed the towel into the back seat. After slamming the door, he searched for a more secure hiding place. A brushy creek bed led away from the road. Rain soaked his clothes as he followed it and climbed into a shadowy crevice beneath an overhanging rock. Water dripped down his neck. Centipedes crawled from their cracks and scurried across the damp stones, some slithering up his pant legs. He swatted at them, hoping scorpions didn’t live there as well. Or snakes. He hated snakes, even more than he hated dogs. At least dogs would bark before they tried to sink their teeth into his leg.


  Vinnie the Rat hunkered down, shivering. At least he was away from the road, from the car the cops would recognize. Had to wait until dark, until he could finish his escape. Unless a snake found him first.


   


   


  CHAPTER TEN


  ALEX TORE ALONG the street. No one was home at her house, but Josh wasn’t far ahead and he lived a lot closer. He was standing at the front door when Alex dashed up.


  “Help, Josh! Some man tried to pull me into his car!”


  “Huh?” He jerked his head around. “Al, are you alright?”


  “I… I’m scared!”


  “Quick, get inside.” He grabbed her arm. “Where? Who?”


  “Just around the corner, where we split up. A dirty looking man in an old blue car.”


  Josh shoved her into the living room, slammed the door, and picked up a stout piece of firewood from beside the hearth. He turned to leave. “He won’t get away with this.”


  “Josh, get back here!” Alex screamed.


  Mickey ran in from the bedroom. “What’s going on?”


  “Somebody tried to kidnap her. Call 911.”


  “Me?”


  “Just do it!” Josh dropped the log back on the stack and sat down next to Alex, who shook with fear. He put a hand on her shoulders and whispered, “It’ll be okay.”


  She burst into tears and buried her face into his chest. He put both arms around her and held her close.


  Mickey gave the address to the 911 dispatcher and reported the incident. “Yes, ma’am, it’s just us kids here,” he said.


  “What’d they say?” Josh asked.


  “They said don’t hang up. The police are coming.”


  “My iPhone,” Alex said. “Call Papa.”


  “Sure.” Josh grabbed the cell and called Doc Alvarez at his vet clinic.


  In spite of a leg still in a cast, he beat the police there by several minutes. Alex ran to him and sobbed, “I did what you said, Papa. Didn’t let him get me into the car. I knew if I did, I was dead.”


  Doc pulled her to him. “You did just right.” He held her close. “Should’ve picked you up at school, not made you walk home in the rain.”


  “But you have to work…”


  “Your safety comes first.”


  “You always put me first, Papa.” They held each other until the policeman arrived.


  Alex gave a description of the dented blue sedan, the man who attacked her, and answered the officer’s other questions. No, she had never seen him or the car before. No, she didn’t know why he singled her out, only that she was walking home and he stopped beside her. Said he was looking for a dog. Yes, he tried to get her into the car with him, but she didn’t see which direction he went. The only distinguishing mark she could remember was a gash the chunk of concrete carved into his forehead.


  The police officer scribbled it all down and said, “You’re a brave young lady, Alex. Fighting as hard has you did probably saved your life.” He held up the tablet with his notes. “I’ll put this out on the police net and every patrol car in the state will have it. We’ll do everything we can to get this guy off the street.”


  “What should we do now?” Doc asked.


  The officer looked at Alex. “Stay aware of your surroundings and the people around you. Don’t go anywhere alone for a while, especially after dark. I doubt this guy has it out for you personally, just thought you looked like an easy mark.” He grinned. “Boy, was he ever wrong.”


  This drew a chuckle from Josh and Mickey, as they had known Alex since she was a little girl. She wasn’t one to be pushed around.


  Alex smiled through the tears drying on her cheeks, happy to have good friends like these. But it would be many sleepless nights before she could put this day behind her.


   


   


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  JOSH’S FAMILY HAD just finished supper when the phone rang. Mickey ran to answer. “Josh, it’s for you.”


  He took the receiver. “Hello?”


  “Josh, Dr. Maggie here. I’d like to drive down and meet you and your friends. Maybe bring one of my graduate students along who’s interested in the ruins, too.”


  “That would be great, but you’d better talk to Mom.” He took her the cordless receiver and explained the request.


  After handing over the phone, he heard her say that she looked forward to the meeting and would make sure Josh, Alex, and Mickey were all there. After hanging up, she told of the rest of the conversation.


  “Professor Ortega is coming here this weekend. She wants the two of you, as well as Alex, to describe everything you saw.”


  “Josh said she’s bringing a graduate student. What’s that?” Mickey asked.


  “Someone who’s already been through college and wanted to stay for more schooling.”


  “Wanted to stay in school longer than that? Weird.”


  “Some areas require additional study. You can tell her what you saw in the ruins.”


  “But I didn’t see anything.”


  “Then you’ll just have to sit quietly and be on your best behavior.”


  Josh chuckled. “Like that’ll happen.”


  Mickey punched his arm.


  “You two will behave and not embarrass your father and me.”


  “Yes, ma’am… I’m gonna call Alex, let her know, too.” After dialing from the other room, Josh told of the meeting, only five days away. It seemed like such a long time, but with school every day, at least they had something to make the time pass quicker.


  ***


  Vinnie stayed under his rock until well after sunset. In spite of the damp cold, he knew he couldn’t come out until dark. When evening finally came, he crawled out, pumping his arms and legs to get his blood moving. His clothes soaked through, he hunched over and shivered on the way to his hidden car. He hoped the cops hadn’t found it, that it was still pulled back in the weeds.


  Spotting the sedan, he remembered the weak battery and frowned. He held his breath and twisted the key. The engine turned over once, twice, then rattled to life. As soon as he was paid, he’d get a new battery. Unless he could steal one first. He slammed the car in reverse, backed out, and wound around back roads until he reached the interstate. The heater took forever before his toes began to thaw. Although he tried to relax, his eyes kept shifting to the rearview mirror. He wiped his brow and groaned at the pain from his cut forehead.


  He drove to the back of a building where he rented a room and climbed the outside stairs. Hinges creaking, he swung open the door and the musty scent of dirty carpet filled his nose. He flipped the light switch and the harsh glare of a bare bulb shined on dirty laundry scattered about the floor. He pulled off his damp shirt and tossed it into a corner with the rest. He’d get to that mess tomorrow. Right now, he wanted a hot shower and a long rest.


  Vinnie wandered into the bathroom, glanced at the mirror, and gasped at his appearance. Caked blood covered his face and a jagged scab had formed on his forehead. He cursed the girl who had caused him so much trouble. “I’ll get even with that little brat,” he muttered.


  He twisted the shower’s knobs and peeled off his clothes. Having been damp all day, he shivered, waiting for the water to heat up. It never did. Darn, a cold shower. What else could go wrong? He’d give that worthless landlady a good chewing out. At least he would as soon as his teeth stopped chattering.


   


   


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  WHEN ALEX STEPPED out her front door the next morning, she found Josh and Mickey waiting for her. She tilted her head and raised an eyebrow. “What are you doing here?”


  Mickey, cleaning his glasses on his shirt tail, looked up at his older brother. “He thought you might need a bodyguard.”


  Josh blushed and he shoved Mickey’s shoulder. “It’s not like that, exactly. It’s just that after what happened yesterday, I, or we, thought you might like some company. Besides, I wanted to talk about the meeting this weekend with Dr. Maggie.”


  Alex wanted to tell them she didn’t need protection and that she could take care of herself. But she was still shaken up from the previous day. Her dad had planned to drive her to school that morning, only he’d received an emergency call and had to leave earlier.


  On second thought, having her two friends walk her to school would be pretty nice, but she wouldn’t admit it. “Then let’s go.”


  “When Dr. Maggie comes, you can show her your pictures of the rock paintings and the cliff dwelling,” Josh said.


  “Okay.” Alex said nothing else, the kidnapper still on her mind.


  “I’m going to walk you all the way home from now on. What happened yesterday scared me.”


  She slanted her eyes toward Josh. “Me, too… That would be pretty cool… I really mean it.”


  When he grinned, his face turned red. That made her smile.   


  ***


  Vinnie rolled over in his sheet-less bed and stared at the alarm clock through slitted eyelids. He had tossed and turned all night long. His head ached and he needed to report to Boss. It was time to face the music, something he dreaded more than anything. He had messed up twice already, and Boss didn’t accept failure. Ever.


  Vinnie struggled out of bed, shuffled to the sink and splashed his face. Still no hot water. He stared into the mirror, black and blue bruises forming around the ugly gash on his forehead. That would leave a nasty scar.


  Finding no clean clothes, he pulled on dirty pants and shirt and walked two blocks to the warehouse filled with stolen property. When he entered the office, a hulk of a man sat at the table, beefy arms hanging over the edges on both sides. He wore a white T-shirt covered with a leather vest. A black spider tattoo showed on one forearm, a coiled snake on the other.


  Although Vinnie could only see the back of the man’s shaved head and his bull-like neck, he gasped. It had to be Brock, the muscle of Boss’s operation. Of all times, why did that goon have to be sitting here in the office?


  Boss sat across the table from him, holding a steaming cup. “Vinnie, my boy. Come in and have some coffee.”


  Boss was never cheerful and had never offered him the time of day, much less a cup of hot coffee. Something was up.


  “Thanks.” Vinnie grabbed a mug and filled it with the dark brew. He looked around for sugar, but found none and sat down in a rickety chair.


  Boss pointed to the scab on Vinnie’s forehead. “What happened to you?”


  He squirmed, not wanting to admit a twelve-year-old girl had beaten him up. “I did what you said, Boss. Tried to grab one of those kids. Just as I got my hands on the brat, one of ‘em threw sand in my eyes. Didn’t see nothin’ after that.”


  Boss cocked an eyebrow. “So how’d you get that bang on the noggin?”


  “Man, they weren’t through. Somebody hit me in the head with a rock. When I came to, the last I saw of those kids was one of ‘em rounding the corner in a dead run.”


  “You didn’t go after ‘em?”


  “Are you kidding? School had just let out. There was people all around, so I high-tailed it out o’ there.” Vinnie stared at his cup, hoping there weren’t any more questions. He couldn’t tell if anybody believed his story or not.


  At last, Brock snickered. “Should’ve let me handle it, Boss. Any kid tried that with me would get his neck busted.”


  “Forget it. We’ll find out where the ruins are another way. Got eyes and ears on the inside at that college that’s tellin’ me everything.” He scratched his pencil-thin moustache. “As soon as we know where to go, we’ll move in. Brock can handle anybody who gives us trouble and leave no witnesses…Vinnie, why don’t you take a few days off?” He handed him an envelope stuffed with bills. “You look like you need some time to heal.”


  Vinnie’s shoulders sagged and he set down his cup, knowing his employer wanted him out from under foot. Might even be cutting him out of his share of the loot, should the pot-hunting operation eventually pay off. But there was no decision to be made on his part. If he whined, Boss would have Brock snap him like a twig.


  “Thanks.” Vinnie shrugged and sauntered out of the warehouse. At least he was still in one piece. First thing he’d do is get a new car battery, then wash some laundry. He shook his head, amazed at how lucky the day had turned out, all things considered.


   


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  THE DAYS SEEMED to drag by while Josh looked forward to the weekend and the meeting with Dr. Maggie. Each morning, he and Mickey waited at Alex’s door. She still eyed every passing car with suspicion.


  Saturday morning came, and they gathered at Josh’s house. At eleven o’clock, a white SUV with the letters SCU on the door pulled into the driveway. A woman who reminded him of his grandmother climbed out of the driver’s side. Her salt and pepper hair tied back in a bun, she extended a hand to Josh’s mom. “I’m Professor Ortega, but most people call me Dr. Maggie.”


  “Anne Schmidt. This is my husband John, my boys Josh and Mickey, and their friend, Alex Alvarez.”


  While they all shook hands, the passenger door opened and Josh almost fell over when a young woman emerged. Blond hair flowed down her back to a waist so trim he figured he could almost encircle it with his fingers. Blue eyes seemed to laugh when she smiled, brilliant white teeth glinting in the sunlight. Her tall figure, long legs, and fair complexion reminded him of a video game where Scandinavian princesses fought against marauding Vikings.


  Josh couldn’t contain a grin when he whispered to Alex, “Wow, look at her. She’s, like, so hot!”


  “Yeah, right.”


  Dr. Maggie said, “This is Erika Olson, the graduate student who’s part of the expedition team.”


  Josh stood motionless, still awed by the sight of Erika. He could barely get the words out when he whispered, “We’ve got to find a way to go, too.”


  Alex said nothing, just rolled her eyes.


  Mom invited everyone into the living room. When Josh couldn’t get his feet moving, Alex bopped him on the back of the head with an open palm and strode toward the house. “Let’s go, Romeo. And don’t trip over your tongue.”   


  Once inside, they took seats around the room and Mom brought coffee for the adults and soda for the kids. After visiting a while, Dr. Maggie pulled maps from her briefcase. “I was hoping you could pinpoint the cliff dwellings for me.”


  “Why don’t we spread these out on the kitchen table and get a better look?” Josh’s dad suggested.


  Once the maps were laid out, Dr. Maggie pointed to an X. “Here is where the helicopter pilot placed the crashed plane. These lines show changes in terrain, and when bunched together, it means it’s really steep.” She pointed to an area with no lines. “This is the top of a mesa where it’s flat.”


  They studied the map for a few minutes, and Josh jabbed it with a finger. “I think this is where we found the water and the rock paintings.”


  Alex looked at it a bit longer. “Yeah, that’s it. You can see how the canyon narrows, and here’s the bend where Mickey met the mountain lion.”


  The younger brother’s eyes grew wide. “That was scary!”


  “There was a mountain lion?” Erika asked.


  Mickey nodded.  “Alex threw a rock and scared it away.”


  Josh shrugged and tilted his head toward her. “Yeah, she has a pretty good arm.” He pointed to the map where the contour lines came very close together. “The ruins we found should be about here, if this is a cliff.”


  “It is,” Dr. Maggie said. “That’s the side of the mesa.”


  “Should we go in from the canyon or top of the mesa?” Erika asked.


  “There’s notches cut in the side of the cliff.” Josh puffed out his chest. “We climbed up from the bottom. It’s pretty tough, but we could do it again.”


  “I’d say from the mesa,” Alex said. “It’s a long way up from the bottom.”


  Josh exhaled. “Well, that’d be easier, I guess.”


  Dr. Maggie nodded. “And safer. We could use ropes and rappel down instead of climbing it unsupported.” She drew a circle on top of the mesa near a small road. “We’ll put our base camp somewhere around here, maybe a half mile or so from the ruins. I’ve booked an experienced outfitter who provides the safest equipment possible. We won’t take any chances.” 


  “Who else is going?” Alex asked.


  “Another grad student, Pierre LaRue. He’s French-Canadian.”


  Josh thought he saw a flicker of recognition and a frown cross Erika’s face when she heard the name. “We’d like to go too,” he said, looking toward his mom.


  “Now, I don’t think—”


  “We’d love to have them,” Dr. Maggie said. “Since they discovered the ruins, I’d like them to get a chance at exploring the site, too.”


  “But it wouldn’t be safe, climbing up and down those cliffs and all. And then there’s the winter weather.”


  “We’ve found we’ll have to put this off until spring. And as for safety, I can assure you we’ll take every possible precaution.”


  “Still…”


  Dad took his wife’s hand and looked to Dr. Maggie. “You said you have an experienced outfitter?”


  “Yes. He’s been with us several years. We’ve never had a mishap.”


  “What about school?”


  “With all the snowfall up there, we’ll plan to go during our spring break in March.”


  “Ours is in March, too.” Josh grabbed the calendar from beneath its magnet on the refrigerator door. “This week here.”


  Dr. Maggie pulled a day planner from her briefcase. “That’s the same time as the university’s… We’d love to have you go with us.”


  Mom looked to Dad. When he nodded, she sighed. “I guess Josh and Alex have to grow up some time.”


  “What about me?” Mickey asked.


  “I think eight years old is still a bit young. Besides, Pee Wee baseball starts that week.”


  “But Mom—”


  “I agree with your mother,” Dad said. “And since I’m your coach, I’ll expect you at practice.”


  Mickey frowned and folded his arms across his chest. “Josh gets to do everything.”


  Erika put a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll see if I can’t bring you back an arrowhead or something.”


  Mickey’s face lit up. “Really?”


  “Sure.” She smiled and mussed his hair.


  Josh glanced at Alex, who gave him a look that said, “Take that, lover boy.”


  “Then it’s settled,” Dr. Maggie said. “We can meet at my office in Albuquerque.”


  “What should we bring?” Josh asked.


  “Sleeping bags, climbing boots, and clothes for both warm and cool weather. In the spring, we could have either.” She paused. “There’s one other thing. We need a name for this discovery. Often, cliff dwellings are named for the archaeologists who find them. Since Alex and Josh found it, I suggest we combine their names and call it the ‘Aljo House’.”


  “Mickey should get some credit, too,” Alex said. “He took care of my dad when we were exploring. How about ‘Aljomi House’?”


  “Aljomi it is.” Dr. Maggie winked at a smiling Mickey. “There’s one other thing. Even though it’s snowed in up there, we still need to keep the location a secret.”


  “It’s safe with us,” Josh said.


  “I’m sure it is.”


  Soon, Dr. Maggie and Erika climbed in the SUV for their return to Albuquerque. “See you at Spring Break,” Erika shouted when they backed out of the driveway.


  Josh waved back, excited as a puppy. He closed his eyes and took in a deep breath. “She even smells like a goddess!”


  Alex waited until the SUV turned the corner, looked at him, and stuck out her tongue.


   


   


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  THE BOYS MET Alex every day for their walk to school. They had a little more light each morning as the sun rose earlier and winter crept toward spring. Their talks grew more excited as the adventure approached.


  “Remember that old guy I saw on the mesa?” Josh asked one day after dropping Mickey off at the elementary school.


  Alex sighed. “You’re not starting with that again, are you?”


  “But I did see him… he saved us from falling off the cliff.”


  “Look, if you tell Dr. Maggie about this, she’ll know for sure you’re nuts. Probably figure we imagined the cliff dwellings, too.”


  Josh set his jaw. “He’s real.”


  “Right. Probably something you conjured up from being too hungry. Just drop it, okay?”


  Josh didn’t answer. Until he could prove the guy was really there, he’d better just keep his mouth shut.


  The school days slipped by, and he spent all his free time on the internet and reading books, learning about the ancient people who lived in the area where they’d crashed. At least it gave him something else to talk about on the way to and from school.


  “I’ve been doing some research,” he said one morning.


  Alex chuckled. “You’re not going to set the science lab on fire again, are you?”


  Josh’s face warmed. “No. And I didn’t set it on fire. I’ve been reading up on the internet about the cliff dwellers.”


  She cocked an eyebrow. “And?”


  “Before they lived in the Mesa Verde area, they roamed around looking for food. They were ‘hunter gatherers’. Later, they built the cities like the one we found. I’ll email it. You can read all about it.”


  “Like I have time for that… Why didn’t they build the cliff dwellings right away?”


  Josh raised his shoulders. “Beats me. Maybe Dr. Maggie knows. Or Sazi.”


  “Who?”


  “That guy on the mesa. I decided to call him that until I learn his real name.”


  Alex stopped at the bottom of the school steps and rolled her eyes. “Not your imaginary friend again.”


  “He’s real.” Josh held the door open for her. “And I plan to prove it.”


   


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  JOSH SAVED HIS allowance and by two weeks before Spring Break had enough for a new sleeping bag. He packed leather gloves to protect his hands from the climbing ropes and, remembering the dark rooms in the cliff dwelling, a flashlight. Although the weather was growing warmer in Eagle Mountain, the nights could still get pretty cold up on the mesa. He threw in his parka, extra jeans, thick socks, and two pair of long johns. Dr. Maggie had said the outfitter would provide most of the other equipment.


  The first leaves of spring finally showed on the trees. Wildflowers budded in the fields, their blue and yellow blossoms nodding in the warm sunshine. At night, flocks of geese winged overhead, honking their way toward ancient breeding grounds somewhere far to the north.


  The morning of departure came at last. Alex and her dad drove up just as Josh tossed the last of his gear into the car’s hatchback. “You guys ready?” he asked.


  “Papa can’t go,” Alex said.


  Josh looked to Doc Alvarez. “Why not?”


  “A Springer Spaniel had a litter of puppies last night.” He paused and looked down. “The mother didn’t make it.”


  “But the pups, they’re alright?”


  “All but one. We’re doing what we can to help him along.”


  Mom, Dad, and Mickey joined them. “Sorry you can’t make it, Doc,” Dad said. “We’ll see Alex and Josh get off to a good start.”


  “Thanks.” Doc extended his hand. “I’d better get back to the clinic.”


  The Schmidts, along with Moose and Alex, piled into the car and backed out of the driveway. Five people and a large dog made for a cramped ride, especially when Moose jumped from one side of the back seat to the other trying to look out both sides at once.


  “If you can’t settle him down,” Dad said, “we’ll have to turn around and take him home.”


  “I’ll do it.” Mickey grabbed the dog’s collar and whispered in his ear. “You don’t want that, Moose.” He stroked his neck. “Now sit down and be still.”


  The big retriever took a few blocks to calm down, but at last rested his head on Josh’s lap, his tail slapping Mickey’s face whenever somebody mentioned his name.


  “Mom,” Josh said, “I read that before they became the cliff dwellers, those people wandered around, not living in any one place.”


  “So, you think they were looking for something?”


  “Don’t know.” He glanced at Alex. “What do you think?”


  She shrugged. “Maybe they were hungry.”


  “There you go,” Mom said. “They’d hunt out an area, then move on.”


  “Then how could they live in those cliffs so long?”


  “My guess is they learned how to raise crops and store them through the winter. Dr. Maggie will know. Why don’t you ask her?”


  “Thanks. I will.”


  They talked about what it took for a society to live in one place and thrive, which helped make the four-hour drive pass a little quicker. But the nearer they got, the harder it was for Josh to sit still.


  They finally made it to Albuquerque, and after passing several traffic lights, came to a granite-mounted sign noting the university’s founding in 1889. 


  Dad had to drive around a while to find a parking space, but at last he pulled into one near a bronze statue of a snarling wolf.


  “The Timberwolves,” Josh read on the base. “That thing looks pretty mean.”


  “Not as mean as a mountain lion,” Mickey said.


  With Moose on a leash, they strolled around the campus and found a brick walkway lined with maple trees. The map Dr. Maggie had emailed Josh showed her office was along that walk. He pointed to the building labeled ‘Department of Archaeology.’


  “It looks like it’s made out of mud,” Mickey said upon seeing the mustard-tan colored building. Younger kids gathered for a soccer tournament on a grassy area nearby.


  “It’s supposed to look like adobe,” Mom said. 


  “I thought that was dark red.”


  “It depends on what kind of clay they make it from.”


  Finding the room number on the second floor, Josh knocked and they entered Dr. Maggie’s office. She arose from her computer and extended her hand, a warm smile lighting her face. “I’ve really been looking forward to this day. I know you have, as well.”


  Josh and Alex nodded, but Mickey frowned. “Sure wish I could go.”


  “Moose would be all alone,” Alex said. “You wouldn’t want him to get lonesome.”


  Mickey sighed. “I guess not.” He eyed the hundreds of tiny objects on the shelves lining the walls of the office. “What are all those things?”


  Dr. Maggie picked up a small pot and held it out so he could see it better. “They’re from other dwellings of the Anasazi.”


  “The what?”


  “The Anasazi. That’s what the Navajo called the cliff dwellers. Some translate that as ‘ancient ones,’ others as ‘ancient enemy’.” She paused. “I guess it all depends on how they first met, and what happened next.”


  Josh stared out the window thinking of the mysterious man on their previous trip, the guy carrying a spear and wearing animal skins, the one he’d named Sazi. He had seemed friendly enough, even saved their lives. But Josh and Alex weren’t there to take his land or steal his food. He must have known that.


  “Why’d they live on the sides of cliffs?” Mickey asked.


  “They didn’t, not at first. These pots here are from what we call a ‘pit house’.”


  Josh nudged Alex and whispered, “I read about that.”


  “Later, they built homes of stones.” Dr. Maggie picked up another artifact. “We think this is a trowel they used to seal gaps between the stones with mud. They linked their houses to form villages with fifty or more families. Between 1200 and 1300 AD, they moved to homes in the cliffs, like the ones you found.”


  “Why?” Alex asked.


  “We don’t really know. One theory is that enemies moved in and they needed a more defensible place to live.”


  “It had to be a good reason,” Josh said, “as hard as it is get in and out of that place.”


  “That’s right. They must have really felt threatened.” Dr. Maggie gave them a brief tour of the other artifacts she used in her many classes. “All of these are centuries old and similar to what I hope to find at Aljomi House.”


  An older man knocked on the door and stepped in. “Dr. Maggie, we’re about loaded up.”


  “This is Jorge Ortiz,” she said. “Our outfitter.” After everyone was introduced, she asked, “Where are you parked?”


  “Out back.” He pointed toward the far parking lot. “With all the soccer games, it’s as close as I could get.”


  Dad reached into his pocket and pulled out his keys. “I’ll bring the car around and meet you with the kids’ gear.”


  “Go around the west side,” Dr. Maggie said. “It’s a whole lot shorter that way.”


  They left the office and found the other members waiting there. Josh and Alex already knew Erika Olson, so Dr. Maggie introduced them to Pierre LaRue. “He’s from Canada and has come to study with us here at the university.”


  “Glad to meet you,” he said. “You’ve made quite a discovery, eh?”


  Josh shook his hand. “I think so. When Dr. Maggie sees it, we’ll know for sure.”


  “Yes, we will.” Pierre stared off toward the north and grinned. “Yes, we will.”


  “Josh, you and Alex can ride with Erika and me in the SUV,” Dr. Maggie said. “Pierre, why don’t you go with Mr. Ortiz in his truck?”


  The four-wheel-drive pickup was loaded with all kinds of tents, poles, pots, and stoves needed for the adventure. “Sure thing.” Pierre grabbed the door handle and held up a road map. “I’ll navigate.”


  “Then we’ll follow right behind.”


  “Here comes Dad with the car,” Josh said. “As soon as we’ve loaded our stuff, we’ll be all set.”


  After throwing the gear in the SUV, Mom and Dad hugged Josh and Alex. Mickey said a tearful goodbye, holding Moose, who wagged his tail when the kids climbed into the back seat.


  Josh looked through the window at his family while they backed out. The last time he’d waved goodbye to his parents, he’d ended up stranded in the wilderness. He hoped this trip would turn out better.


   


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  THE TWO-VEHICLE caravan left Albuquerque and headed northwest along Highway 550. They drove through miles of high desert, clumps of grey sagebrush scenting the air. Barren stretches of rocks and sand extended in all directions, an occasional Russian olive tree visible along the dry washes. Distant mesas loomed above the desert floor.


  “Not many trees out here,” Josh said. “I guess ‘cause it doesn’t rain much.”


  “Maybe so, but I like it.” Alex pointed toward the hills beside the road. Patches of snow still dotted the ground, but on the vertical walls, layers of brown, purple, and rust-colored dirt sat atop each other, creating a natural mosaic. “Is this the Painted Desert?” she asked.


  “That’s in Arizona,” Dr. Maggie said. “But it looks a lot like this.”


  Erika couldn’t seem to sit still, taking in all the colors around them. “The land here is so different from Ohio, where I grew up. It’s almost like, well, magic.”


  Dr. Maggie smiled. “The Navajo have always looked for beauty all around them. The early explorers came from the East and only found a great expanse of desert. They couldn’t see the splendor of the sage, the rocks, and the blue sky above, all so loved by the Navajo.”


  Josh listened as the professor continued. “It has always amazed me that, for the first two hundred years after Columbus discovered America, the goal was to find a way around the New World so they could sail to China. The Europeans couldn’t see the importance of the discovery right under their feet, what we now know to be one of the richest continents on earth.”


  Josh had never looked at it that way. History class was something he endured rather than enjoyed. Dr. Maggie had a different way of seeing the past, a way to get into the minds of the people back then, to make them seem human rather than just names and dates from a book. “I read the Anasazi got their seeds from the Aztecs. Is that true?” he asked.


  She nodded. “Corn, squash, beans. They were quite the traders.”


  “Did they go all the way to Mexico on horses?”


  “Those weren’t here until the Spanish brought them. The early Americans walked incredible distances. We’ve even found sea shells brought in from the ocean, so we know some of them travelled to the coast. We think they used the shells like money.”


  A sports car pulled into the left lane, its engine whining as it passed both vehicles.


  “So what happened to them? I mean, the Anasazi?” Alex asked.


  “All the people moved from the Mesa Verde in a relatively short time, we think because of a drought that lasted twenty-three years.” Before Josh could ask how they knew that, Dr. Maggie continued. “We learned about it from studying the growth rings in ancient tree trunks. The crops dried up, and with the wildlife over-hunted, their food supplies were gone. They were forced to move or face widespread starvation. We think some traveled southwest into Arizona and became the Hopi and Zuni tribes. Others must have followed creeks that flow into the Rio Grande toward the southeast into what is now New Mexico. They became the Pueblos.” 


  Josh glanced out the window as they passed a roadside stand selling Navajo pan bread. A wisp of white smoke drifted from its chimney, and something cooking inside smelled sweet. “So they were the ancestors of all those tribes?”


  “That’s a puzzle we’re trying to put back together. They left no written history, only tales passed down through the generations. The hard information we get is through the study of the homes, tools, and weapons they left behind. Some historians want to change their name to ‘Ancestral Puebloans’.”


  “But you don’t call them that?”


  “I still call them the Anasazi. Until we know more, that they really are the ancestors of these other tribes, I see no reason to change.”


  “So this place we found, it could be important?” Josh asked.


  “The Aljomi House?” She glanced at him in the rear-view mirror. “If we can link this cliff-side village to both the cliff dwellers of the Mesa Verde and to the Pueblos along the Rio Grande, we could prove the theory that the Anasazi were, in fact, the Ancestral Puebloans.”


  Alex looked at Josh, eyebrows raised. “How could the place we found lead to something that important?”


  “I have no idea,” he said, “but if grave-robbers get there first, we may never know what happened to those people.” He squirmed and tugged at his seatbelt, wishing the SUV could go a whole lot faster.


   


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  VINNIE GRABBED THE seat back in front of him and ground his fingers into the vinyl, the truck’s tires squealing as the pickup rounded a curve. A spy traveling with Dr. Maggie had contacted the gang and given them the date of the expedition’s departure. On Boss’s orders, Vinnie had thrown together some camping gear from the warehouse, all of it stolen goods that would be sold as soon as the trip was over.


  Dust billowed behind Brock’s four-wheel-drive pickup, the black truck outfitted with high lift shocks and giant tires. Thick treads allowed it to go almost anywhere, even right over the top of smaller cars if the urge struck. Boss sat up front, Vinnie in the extended cab’s cramped back seat that was filled with tents, food, and lanterns. At least he didn’t have to ride outside with the rest of the gear.


  When they came to the place where he’d hidden the ATV, he pointed to the side of the road. “Right over there’s where I parked. The plane crashed a few miles down toward that mesa.”


  Brock jerked the wheel and pulled off the road, the massive tires crushing small bushes and everything else that got in his way. The truck bounced so high Vinnie’s head slammed against the ceiling. “Hey, take it easy.”


  “Don’t like the ride, sonny boy, bring your own truck.” Brock sneered at him in the rearview mirror. “Oh, I forgot. You don’t have one.”


  Vinnie clinched his jaw and glanced at ugly tracks trailing the pickup as they bulled their way through the brush. He wondered if a park ranger or some other kind of cop would come to check out who caused the damage. Then again, nobody in his right mind would mess with an ape like Brock. The truck continued to bounce along until they finally found the dry creek bed that led to the wrecked plane.


  “It’s too skinny up ahead to get through,” Vinnie said. “Have to go by foot from here.”


  “Pull up over there, close to that cliff,” Boss said. “Make it hard to see us from up on the mesa where they’ll be campin’.”


  “Right.” Brock almost scraped the rock wall before he turned off the key and the throbbing engine fell silent. “We gonna walk on in?”


  “Nah. We’ll let our spy find the ruins first.” Glancing at Vinnie in the back seat, Boss added, “See if you’re smart enough to get those tents up.”


  “Sure. No prob.” Vinnie crawled into the truck bed, his new boots rubbing at his ankles. Before, when he’d come to the mesa, he’d worn loafers and his toes almost froze. He wondered if he would be going home with blisters this time instead of frostbite.


  Boss sat in the thin shade of a Russian olive tree while the others set up camp. He glanced at his watch. “What’s takin’ so long?”


  Vinnie shrugged. “These tents ain’t got no instructions.”


  “So you’ve been outsmarted by a bunch o’ nylon and plastic poles?”


  “No, they’re just, uh, different.”


  “I’m surrounded by morons. How hard could it be?”


  Vinnie wanted to tell him to do it himself if it was so easy but knew better. He slid a pole into a nylon sleeve, at last having an idea of how it all went together, and hobbled around to the other side. “Now we’re gettin’ somewhere.” Several minutes later, Vinnie and Brock’s tent stood beside the cliff, its cloth walls sagging between the poles.


  “Put mine here, in the shade o’ this little tree…not too close to the other one.” Boss gave a flippant wave. “Don’t want to listen to Brock snorin’ all night.”


  “You bet.” Vinnie tied the guy rope to the Russian olive. He couldn’t drive the stakes into the hard ground, so he limped around the sides and tied the corners to large rocks. He made sure Boss’s tent didn’t sag as much as the other one, knowing he’d never hear the end of it. When finished, he asked, “Now what?”


  “Stow your gear and stay out o’ sight.”


  Afraid of moving in on Brock’s personal space, Vinnie unrolled his sleeping bag in a corner of the tent as far away from him as he could. Rocks poked up through the nylon floor and he figured a good night’s rest would be impossible.


  Once everything was stowed, Boss glanced at the setting sun. “You guys took long enough. How about some coffee?”


  “That sounds good,” Vinnie said.


  “So it’s gonna make itself?”


  “Oh, yeah. The pot’s in the back o’ the truck. May take a while to figure out the stove, though.”


  “Forget the stove.” Brock pushed to his feet. “I’ll start a fire.” He gathered an armload of branches, tossed them in a pile, and after pouring gasoline over them, threw in a burning match. A ball of blue flame engulfed him and he jumped back, tripping over a tent’s guy rope.


  “You idiot!” Boss yelled. “You tryin’ to get us all killed?”


  Brock glared back, his goatee and hairy arms smoking. He pushed to his feet and towered over his employer.


  For the first time ever, Boss seemed to back down. Whether it was because of Brock’s bulging muscles or the stench of his burnt hair, Vinnie wasn’t sure.


  “Get some water and wash your face,” Boss said in a softer tone. “I’ll get the fire goin’.”


  The flames died, leaving nothing but black, charred limbs. Intense as the heat had been, it didn’t last long enough to catch the large branches. Boss found some dried grass and twigs and nurtured them into flames, feeding in larger and larger pieces of wood. “Dealin’ with a couple o’ nitwits,” he muttered, but not before glancing around to make sure Brock was out of earshot.


  Once the fire was going, Vinnie shuffled over and balanced the coffee pot over flat stones on each side. “Won’t take long, Boss, as good as that fire is you built.”


  “Shut up.”


  Vinnie turned away and bit his lip. He hated working for this scumbag. He’d tried to find other jobs, but with his criminal record, couldn’t pass the background checks. As soon as he had his take from this grave robbing deal, he planned to move to some other town, get as far away from these two jerks as he could. Somewhere he wouldn’t have to wear hiking boots that blistered his feet.


  “What’s takin’ so long?” Boss snarled.


  Vinnie checked the pot. “It’s just now startin’ to perk. I’d say another five minutes.”


  “Then fetch some cups.”


  He rummaged through the back of the truck, and before he hobbled back, the water in the pot had begun to boil. It dribbled down through the grounds, and through the glass globe on top, he watched it turn from clear to dark brown. The aroma of fresh coffee filled the air and the others seemed to calm down a tad. When the brew looked strong enough, Vinnie filled two Styrofoam cups and passed them out.


  Boss took a sip and exhaled. “Better than nothin’, I guess.”


  “How long before we hear from your contact on the inside?” Brock asked.


  “Supposed to get in touch tonight, after they’re set up good.”


  “Won’t they see our fire?”


  “So what? We’re a mile or more away. No law against somebody else campin’ out, not that anybody with a lick o’ sense would want to.”


  “So what do we do in the meantime?” Vinnie asked.


  “Break out them cards. We’ll have us a little game o’ poker to pass the time.”


  He didn’t like that much, knowing how the others cheated. But until he could get away, he figured he’d better just play along. And at least he’d be off his feet.


   


   


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  THE OTHER VISITORS to the mesa set up camp, as well. Mr. Ortiz had brought two large wall tents for sleeping and a baker tent for cooking and eating. Dr. Maggie, Erika, and Alex shared one wall tent and Josh and Pierre the other. “I’ll just sleep in the cook tent,” Ortiz said.


  Once set up, the wall tents looked like little white houses with peaked roofs and faced each other across a small opening in the brush. The baker tent had three sides, a sloping roof, and a large awning extending from the open front. The outfitter had pitched them so the three tents formed a semicircle in the clearing. “Why don’t you kids start on a campfire right there in the middle?” he asked. “That’ll keep us warm at night and give some light, too.”


  “Yes, sir,” Josh glanced at Alex. “I’ll get the wood while you make a circle of rocks.”


  As soon as a cheery fire crackled in the stone ring, Mr. Ortiz handed each person a folding cot. “Put these up in the sleeping tents. I’ll break out some lanterns before it gets dark.”


  Josh unfolded his cot. Canvas held together a wooden frame. “How does this thing work?” he called to the others.


  “It’s an army cot,” Erika said. “There’s a trick to setting it up.”


  She pushed open the tent flap, bent over, and threaded the wooden sticks into the ends of the canvas. Pierre sat on his own cot and ogled her while she pieced it together, never making a move to help. Josh thought Erika’s face turned a little red.


  When finished, she stood and brushed back her hair. “There. I’ll go get mine now.”


  “Need some help?” Pierre asked.


  “Not from you.”


  “Oh, I’ll come,” Josh said.


  She gave him a weak smile. “No, go ahead and finish up here.”


  “Okay, but if you need anything—” She was already on the way to her tent.


  Josh shrugged, spread his new sleeping bag out on the cot, and grinned. Before, when Dad had taken the boys camping, they slept on the ground, zipped in a nylon dome tent. Every time Mickey rolled over, he kicked Josh and woke him up. This canvas tent was a lot bigger, almost as large as his bedroom back home.


  “So what’s for supper?” he asked after walking back to the cook tent.


  Mr. Ortiz had already started dinner. “You’re a picky eater, are you?”


  Josh shook his head. “Uh, no sir.”


  “Good.” The outfitter grinned. “Roast beef, gravy, beans, and salad.” He stirred the fire and adjusted a bubbling pot. “And for desert, Dutch oven cherry cobbler.”


  Alex sat downwind of the fire, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. “It sure smells good.”


  “And it’s just about ready. You kids grab some plates.”


  While they ate, Josh asked, “When do we go down to the ruins?”


  “We’ll start our search early in the morning,” Dr. Maggie said. “As much as I’d like to begin today, we don’t have enough daylight left to do it justice.”


  “Darn, I was hoping we could go this evening.”


  “And we still have to clean up after dinner.” Mr. Ortiz tossed down his plate and pulled out a red and white bag with the words “Beech Nut” plastered across the front. Upon opening the pouch, the scent of wintergreen mint filled the air. “Anyone like a chew?” he asked, holding the bag out to Josh.


  He frowned. “Not me.”


  Alex studied the chopped tobacco leaves and shook her head. Pierre’s face twisted into a snarl and Erika turned away.


  Dr. Maggie moved her hand over her mouth, seeming to hide a smile she couldn’t hold back. “I think we’ve all had our fill with this wonderful dinner.”


  Jorge shrugged, sealed up the bag, and stuffed it back in his pocket. “Maybe later, then.” He turned and sauntered into the cook tent.


  Once everything was stowed in the chuck box, they sat around the dying embers of the fire until well after dark. Alex told of their crash and rescue from very near to where they camped. Pierre listened to every word and interrupted the story several times. His French-Canadian accent sounded odd to Josh, who sat and listened while the others talked. He noticed that Mr. Ortiz stayed back from the fire, whittling a stick. Josh couldn’t tell if the outfitter was listening or not, but after a while, he figured the older man hadn’t missed a word. He glanced up when Alex said, “Oh, and there were snakes in the ruins.”


  Erika’s eyebrows went up. “Like poisonous ones?”


  “Rattlers.” Alex looked to Josh. “Right?”


  “Oh, yeah. We went in one of the rooms, looking for a way to the top, and I almost stepped in a nest of them.”


  “Like, how many?”


  “We didn’t stick around to count.”


  “They were probably dormant,” Dr. Maggie said, “in the middle of winter and all.”


  “So they’ll be more aggressive now?” Erika asked.


  “Snakes can get pretty testy in the spring, but we’ll be careful.”


  “There are other things to worry about, eh?” Pierre said. He went on to talk about falls from the cliff, a rat-borne disease called hantavirus, even bats that lived in dark places. Josh figured he was just trying to scare them and made up his mind that no matter what troubles they faced, he wasn’t going to act afraid.


  “That’s enough talk for tonight,” Dr. Maggie said at last. “We need to get an early start tomorrow.”


  “Okay.” Josh pushed to his feet. “Goodnight.” He glanced at Alex, wishing he had some time alone with her. He wanted to know what she thought of their outfitter, Jorge Ortiz.


  The campers shuffled off to their respective tents. Josh climbed into his sleeping bag while Pierre turned out the lantern and crawled into his own. Josh closed his eyes, but his excitement about the next day’s adventures kept him awake.


  An hour or so later, while he still couldn’t sleep, Pierre’s cot creaked when he got up from his bed, took something from his pack, and left. About thirty minutes later, he returned and slipped back into his bed roll. That seemed weird, but Josh didn’t say anything. He still wasn’t comfortable around the Canadian. He lay awake a while longer, and through the open door flaps, watched Jorge Ortiz sneak into his own tent a few minutes after Pierre had returned.


  What those two were up to, Josh didn’t know. They were either planning something together, or one was watching the other. He wasn’t ready to trust either. Darn, he wanted to talk to Alex, see if she was picking up on the same vibes he was. But with these two watching everything, he’d have to wait until morning.


  He lay awake a while longer and finally Pierre’s breathing became steady and deep. Soft snores came across the clearing from the outfitter’s tent. Josh decided they were down for the night and he’d better get some rest, too. Tomorrow would be a full day.


   


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  BIRDS SINGING IN the growing light of dawn woke Josh. By the time he got dressed, Mr. Ortiz was already preparing breakfast. Dr. Maggie sat in the cook tent with him, the aroma of fresh coffee filling the air. Engaged in deep conversation, they kept their voices low.


  When Josh wandered in, the discussion came to an abrupt stop. Whatever they were talking about, it wasn’t for him. Either Dr. Maggie was in cahoots with the outfitter, planning something they didn’t want him to know about, or they suspected something strange was going on, too. Josh wished his dad, one adult he could trust, was there with him.


  After an awkward minute, Ortiz poured a glass of milk and held it out to him. “How about some breakfast?”


  “That would be great.” Josh stared at the bowl of pancake batter sitting on the table, still wondering what was going on. Maybe if he could get the adults to talk, one of them would slip up and let out some secret. “That looks good. Make it from scratch?”


  “Thought you said you weren’t a picky eater.”


  “Oh, it’s just that my mother says—”


  Mr. Ortiz grinned and nodded toward the tent where Erika and Alex slept. “Better rouse the others.”


  “Yes, sir.” Josh walked over and called in a loud whisper, “Alex, you up yet?”


  She stuck her head out through the tent flap. “Be there in a second.” Wearing a sweatshirt and jeans, she soon came out and stood next to him. Her breath formed little clouds in the cool morning air when she leaned in close. “Josh, there’s something—”


  Before she could finish, Erika emerged from the tent, her golden hair shining in the breaking light of dawn. Heading for the fire, she smiled and waved. “Good morning, Josh. Sleep alright?”


  “Me? Oh, good… we’ll be right there.”


  “How can her hair look so good out here on a campout?” Alex whispered when Erika was out of earshot.


  Josh couldn’t help but stare. “That’s not all that looks good. She is so hot.”


  Alex tossed her head and stomped off toward the others. Whatever she’d wanted to tell him must not have been all that important. Or he’d just made her mad. His shoulders slumped and he followed, wondering what he’d said that set her off. 


  They were gathered around the breakfast table when Pierre strode from his tent into the growing sunlight. “Bonjour! It is a great day for discovery.”


  Although Erika’s face seemed to darken at his appearance, Dr. Maggie smiled. “Indeed, it is.”


  “Now that we’re all here, let’s eat.” Mr. Ortiz served up plates of sizzling bacon and hot pancakes smothered in melted butter and sweet maple syrup.


  Josh stuffed his mouth, thinking about how different this trip was compared to their earlier visit to the mesa. On that adventure, after crashing in the plane, the kids had huddled around the campfire in a small cave, wondering what, if anything, they could find to eat. Alex’s dad, injured in the crash, lay unconscious under their only blanket. It was up to Josh to get them through, and he’d wondered if he would ever see home again. If not for help from a mysterious man, who gave them a pot of corn and saved them from falling from the cliff, they wouldn’t have survived.


  Now he was surrounded by grownups, had a warm tent to sleep in, and plenty of food. Even though he had doubts about whom he could trust, he didn’t have to be in charge and take care of everybody else.


  Erika sipped on a cup of coffee, the warm brew making her moist lips glisten. “I can’t wait to see the ruins.”


  “We are going soon, eh?” Pierre said.


  Dr. Maggie nodded. “As soon as we finish eating and get the rappelling gear together.”


  “It’s all in my truck,” Mr. Ortiz said. “I can do that while you’re exploring. By the time Josh finds the way down, I’ll have everything ready.”


  “I can help,” Alex said.


  “No need.” The outfitter waved her off. “I’ll need a little peace and quiet after this noisy breakfast.”


  Alex looked to Josh, who shrugged. “Then let’s go,” he said. “When we were here before, we made a pile of rocks at the top of the cliff. It’s just above the ruins.”


  “And you can find them again, no?” Pierre asked.


  “Pretty sure. Especially if we can spot the plane from up top, then follow the trail back along the edge.”


  Josh led as the five explorers picked their way through the Gambel oak and fragrant Utah spruce growing along the flat top of the mesa. When he looked back, he saw Mr. Ortiz glance around and then disappear into the tangled brush. He was supposed to be getting things from the truck, not sneaking off again. Josh had no idea where the outfitter was going, but from the way he was acting, it couldn’t be good.


  The group reached the edge and Josh peeked down into the valley below. “There’s the wreckage.” He pointed to the twisted aluminum hulk. “That means we climbed the cliff and found the ruins somewhere off to our left.”


  He led along the mesa’s rim, seeking the mound of stones. It took a bit of searching, but after a time, he found it. Erika pulled a camera from her daypack and snapped pictures of the stone ladder. Dr. Maggie scribbled in her journal, recording the measurements and details of the objects in each photo.


  Pierre marked the position on both the map and the GPS receiver. “We can come back here anytime, eh?”


  “Sure.” When Josh looked to Alex, she was staring off into the brush. Darn, he needed to get her off by herself, see if she was picking up on the same weird things he was. And the way things were going, he’d better do it soon.


   


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  VINNIE CRAWLED FROM his tent, tried to work the kinks from his back, and moaned. “Didn’t get no sleep at all.”


  “Shut up and start the coffee,” Boss growled. The lack of rest seemed to make him even grumpier than usual. “Fix some breakfast, too. And make it fast.”


  Brock took a while longer to get up, but when he did, he made no offer to help with the cooking. He strode to his truck and grabbed binoculars from the door pocket. Scanning the mesa’s rim, he asked, “Hey, Boss, what’d your informant say last night?”


  “That they’d start lookin’ first thing this mornin’.”


  “That’s all?”


  “All I could make out. Them cheap walkie-talkies don’t work so good this far away.”


  “Sure ain’t nothin’ movin’ up there yet.”


  Boss shook his head and glared at Vinnie. “What’s takin’ so long with that breakfast?”


  “Can’t get the stove workin’. Have to heat it up over that fire again.”


  “Then get to it.”


  “Sure, Boss. Still some coals left from last night.”


  Soon, Vinnie had the coffee brewing. He rummaged around in the back of the truck for the food. He’d packed a dozen eggs and sausage in the cooler, but sometime during the ride in, it had turned over. Now the egg shells were smashed on the bed of the truck, their sticky yolks drying in the mountain air. A torn sausage wrapper lay nearby, some animal having ripped it open and eaten the meat during the night. The only thing still edible Vinnie could find was a flattened package of sweet rolls. He grabbed one and passed the others to Boss.


  “That’s it?”


  “Uh, yeah. Sorry. There’ll be somethin’ to wash it down with in a couple o’ minutes.”


  Boss bit into a sweet roll and frowned. “I’m workin’ with an idiot here.”


  At last the coffee boiled. Vinnie leaned across the fire and grabbed the pot. Smoke burned his eyes while he filled Styrofoam cups. Taking a sip, he grimaced. The others were no doubt going to let him have it over the bitter taste. He wanted to tell them that, if they could do better, they could make it themselves. But deep down he knew he wouldn’t have the guts to say anything at all.


  To Vinnie’s surprise, Brock devoured half the package of rolls, tossed down his coffee, and wiped the sugary icing from his mouth with the back of a meaty hand. “I’ve had worse.”


  Boss sneered. “This whole mess better be over quick. I wouldn’t be here at all if you two had the brains to know what loot’s worth somethin’ and what ain’t.” He stomped away and climbed into the truck. “Wake me up if anything happens.” He tilted back the seat and covered his face with an arm.


  Brock held the binoculars to his eyes and studied the mesa. “Hey, somebody’s movin’ around up there.”


  “Who is it?” Vinnie asked.


  “A whole bunch o’ folks walkin’ along the edge, lookin’ down this way.”


  Boss leapt from the truck. “Get out o’ sight, you morons.”


  Vinnie stumbled behind a thin Russian olive tree and stared at those on the mesa’s rim. He couldn’t tell one from the other, but two of the people were smaller than the others. Had to be those brats. And they were leading the others toward the ruins—and the treasure. Vinnie couldn’t hold back a grin. He was going to be filthy rich. And soon.


   


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  AFTER STUDYING THE rock ladder leading down the cliff, Dr. Maggie turned to the others. “Who wants to go back for the ropes and climbing gear?”


  “I will.” Josh looked to Alex, hoping she’d go, too. On the way, he could tell her about the weird things he’d seen and find out if she’d noticed the same things.


  Before she could answer, Pierre said, “Better let me get it.”


  “Need some help, then?” Josh asked.


  “I can handle it. Wait here with the others.”


  Pierre trotted off for camp before anything else could be said. That meant he and Mr. Ortiz were off alone again, just like the night before. Josh looked to Alex, who shrugged. Maybe he’d get a chance to talk to her later.


  Before long, Pierre returned with the ropes, harnesses, two helmets, and other assorted gear. “Looks like we’ll be taking turns. Who’s up, eh?”


  Josh glanced around, looking to see if the outfitter had come back with him. No such luck. Might mean something, might not.


  The older members of the group were experienced climbers, but Josh and Alex had only used rappelling equipment on an artificial rock wall set up at the county fair. When they climbed the side of the mesa before, they did it without the aid of proper gear.


  “Erika can go first,” Dr. Maggie said. “She’s our most experienced climber. And Pierre, you’re the strongest. Why don’t you anchor her descent?”


  “Sure thing.”


  “How do you do all that?” Josh asked.


  “This little ring attached to the harness lets the rope slide through,” Erika said. “To go down, hold onto the rope with one hand above the ring and the other down to your side, so the line’s straight. To slow down, pull the bottom hand up so the rope makes a vee. Put them together and there’s enough friction to make you stop.”


  “Sounds pretty hard.”


  “Just watch me.” Erika strapped on the helmet. “Explaining it all is tougher than doing.”


  Pierre tied the climbing rope to a tree and the safety line to Erika’s harness. He wrapped it around his back, just above his hips. “Have any trouble, Sweetcakes, I can stop your fall.”


  She glared at him. “I won’t have any trouble.”


  “Just a precaution. Right, Dr. Maggie?”


  “Right. University policy says we use the safety line.”


  Erika frowned and backed toward the rim, feeding out the line as she went. “Well, if you say so.”


  “You’ll find a ledge about half way down,” Josh said. “A little tunnel leads from there into the cliff dwelling.” 


  “I’ll watch for it.” Erika leaned back. “Getting started is the scariest part.”


  Josh and Alex crept to the edge of the cliff and stood where they could see. When the climbing rope was taut in front, Erika stepped backwards, easing her stance from vertical to horizontal. Once her feet rested against the cliff face, she made short hops, at the same time letting out rope. Descending five to ten feet at a time, she swung away from the wall and back, her feet and legs cushioning the impact. In no time at all, she stood on the ledge and unfastened the climbing rope.


  She looked up and yelled, “I’ll send the gear back up.” She removed the harness and fastened the leather gloves to the chin strap of the helmet. After tying it all to the safety rope, she gave two quick tugs.


  Feeling the signal on the rope, Pierre hauled it in. “Who’s next?”


  “I’ll go.” Josh strode over and Pierre helped him into the harness.


  “Not scared, are you?”


  Of course he was, but Josh shook his head. “You’ve got my back, right?”


  “Yeah. Just don’t look down.”


  His heart pounding, he backed up to the top of the cliff, trying to keep the rope tight. Erika had made it look so easy. He took a step back. His foot found nothing but air. He lunged forward, grabbed a tree limb. Gasping for breath, he turned and looked down. Geez, it was a long way to the canyon below.


  Pierre laughed. “Told you not to do that.”


  “I know… just couldn’t help it.” 


  “Keep the rope tight and lean back into it,” Dr. Maggie said. “Pierre has the safety line if anything goes wrong. Like Erika said, the hardest part is right at the start.”


  Josh swallowed, tried to breathe a little slower, and did his best to follow her advice. His boots slipped and pebbles rained down the rocks. He dug in his heels and leaned farther back. His heart pounded even harder.


  “Ease the rope out now,” Dr. Maggie said. “That’s it.”


  He stepped backwards. “Like that?”


  “Take little jumps, like Erika did.”


  Forgetting to feed out the line, his first hop didn’t take him anywhere. He tried again, but this time he let out too much. His heart leapt into his throat as he fell. He snatched at the rope, stopped his descent, and swung back against the rocks.


  “Easy now. Try about halfway in between.”


  Another hop. He dropped about three feet and swung back in.


  “That’s it,” Alex yelled. She leaned out from the rim, watching as he tried it again and again, each time dropping a few more feet than on the previous jump.


  Soon, he stood on the ledge next to Erika and tried to look cool about his accomplishment. But he couldn’t contain an enthusiastic, “Yes!”


  “Pretty fun, huh?”


  When she smiled at him, his knees felt like rubber. “Sure is.”


  “When I first started rappelling,” she said, “we’d look for the tallest bridges, cliffs, or anything else we could find just to practice on.”


  “I can see why.”


  “Let’s send it back up and let Alex have a try.”


  “Hope it goes okay,” Josh said. “Last time, she didn’t much like hanging off the side of the cliff.”


   


   


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  ALEX FUMBLED WITH the harness buckles, her nerves keeping her fingers from working right. Stumbling to the rim, she bit her lip, glanced over the side, and gasped. The canyon floor was over a hundred feet down. A bead of sweat ran down her neck as she backed up to the edge.


  “That’s it.” Pierre let out slack on the safety line. “Soon as you lean back a little and get settled, it’ll be easier.”


  Alex wasn’t so sure. She hated heights, would even close her eyes in the car when her dad drove over a tall bridge. The first time she and Josh scaled the cliff, they were maybe ten feet from the top when he slipped, almost knocking her off, too. Somehow, a rope had dropped from above and he climbed to safety, then helped her up. She never believed him when he said some man clad in animal skins, the last Anasazi, had lowered the rope.


  But that was then. She now wore a climbing harness, helmet, and gloves. There were both a strong climbing rope and safety line, along with experienced people to help her down. She leaned back. Her heels slipped and she gasped, grabbing the rope with both hands.


  “You’re doing fine,” Dr. Maggie said. “Lean back a little more and don’t look down.”


  Some advice, Alex thought. She wasn’t the one hanging over the side of the cliff. Alex inhaled and let out a little rope. Bending at the waist, she soon stood with both feet against the vertical wall, the rope pulled tight above her.


  “Take a little hop now. You’re doing fine, Alex.”


  A little hop. Away from the wall, into thin air. Geez, people did this for fun? She flexed her knees, pushed back. Her feet moved about three inches away from the cliff face. She held the rope with both hands. Didn’t go down at all.


  Pierre laughed. “Maybe I’ll tie off the safety rope, go back to camp for some coffee while you make up your mind.”


  She wanted to tell him to forget it, just haul her back up and she’d wait here. The others could explore the ruins just fine without her. Then again, since the kidnapping attempt, she hadn’t been comfortable when off by herself. She felt safer when others, especially Josh, were around. And since Erika hadn’t had any trouble, Alex was determined to do it, too. The grad student called from below. “You’re doing great. Jump at the same time you relax your grip. It’s fun, really.”


  Yeah, right. Alex took a deep breath and exhaled. She stepped back and eased out the rope, dropped a foot. So far, so good. Might as well go for it. She jumped, letting the rope slide through her hands. Grabbing it tight again, she swung back against the wall, maybe four feet lower than before.


  “That’s it, Al,” Josh yelled. “Five or six more of those and you’ll be here with us on the ledge.”


  She turned her head to say something but looking down made her dizzy. She gripped the rope, her heart pounding. She hopped again, dropped a few more feet. Okay, maybe this was a piece of cake, as long as she kept her eyes to the front. On the very next try, the rocks under one foot gave way when she pushed off from the cliff. Alex spun, swinging away from the rocks. She screamed and slammed back into the cliff. Her shoulder hit the wall rather than her legs. The helmet banged against the rock wall.


  She lost her grip. Grabbed at the rope. Couldn’t hold on, couldn’t keep from sliding. She screamed again, the heat of friction burning through the gloves. Her ankle caught in the rope. Flipping upside down, she locked eyes with Josh. Saw the terrified look on his face.


  The safety rope jerked tight. She slammed against the side of the cliff. Her head spun and she shook it, trying to figure out what had happened.


  From above, Dr. Maggie called, “Alex, look up here.”


  The helmet, knocked sideways by the rocks, blocked her view. Needing both hands to hold the rope, she couldn’t turn it back.


  “You’re okay, Alex. Pierre stopped your fall with the safety line. But I need you to listen very carefully.” When she nodded, Dr. Maggie continued. “Use one hand to adjust your helmet so you can see.”


  “Can’t let go!”


  “Pierre has the safety rope wrapped around a tree. You won’t fall. Use one hand to adjust your helmet, hold on with the other.”


  Alex moved it so she could see, but that only made things worse. She stared straight down at the jagged rocks below. “Help!”


  “You’re okay, Alex. Take a deep breath and relax.”


  Relax? Hanging upside down from the side of a cliff? Are you kidding? She inhaled and it seemed to help. But not much.


  “Good. Now, with your free hand, grab the rope above the harness, unwrap it from your ankle.”


  Free hand? Geez, she only had two. And they were both clamped onto the rope. “Can’t!”


  “I’ll climb up and help,” Josh called.


  He grabbed a handhold on the rock, but Dr. Maggie yelled, “Stop. Stay right there, Josh.”


  “But—”


  “She’s just fine. And I want her looking up here, not down there.”


  “You alright, Al?” he asked, his voice weak.


  Barely able to hear him over her own pounding heart, she exhaled. “I can do it, Josh.” She let go with one hand and grabbed the rope. She worked her ankle free.


  “That’s it,” Dr. Maggie said. “Now pull yourself upright. Good. With the other hand, take hold of the rope, past where it hooks on.”


  Alex felt below her and found the slack line. “Like that?”


  “Perfect. Now raise that hand up even with the other.”


  When she did, the rope formed a vee where it hooked onto the harness.


  “Just right,” Dr. Maggie said. “Put your feet against the wall like you’re standing up.”


  Alex did as she was told, her breathing beginning to slow as she got into a more comfortable position, her head up and her feet on something solid. Vertical, maybe, but solid.


  “That’s it. Now, Pierre, give her a little slack, but not too much.”


  “Here goes.”


  Alex eased down until the climbing rope grew taught.


  “Alright, now you’re going to have to try again. Just take it easy, though.”


  “I don’t think—”


  “Don’t say that. I know you can.”


  Alex exhaled, determined to get down. She didn’t jump, but let the rope out a little at a time, taking careful steps backward. At last, her feet landed on the solid ledge.


  “You gave us quite a scare,” Erika said while she and Josh helped remove the harness.


  “Geez, Al, you’re all sweaty. And you look like a ghost.”


  Maybe so, but she’d made it. She wanted to shout, pump her fist in the air. Or at least catch her breath. She glanced at the rope and realized it was the only way back out. Her legs turned to rubber and she sank to her knees.


  “Take her into the cliff dwelling and get her to sit down.” Erika handed Alex a bottle of water. “Take a few sips and try to relax.”


  “Relax?” She gasped for air. “And know the only way out is up that rope again?”


  “It’s slower going up, but safer. You’ll see.”


  Josh and Alex crawled through the short tunnel into the cliff dwelling. “You okay, Al?”


  Still panting, she took a sip of water. “I was ‘til I realized we’ll have to climb back up that stupid rope again.”


  “Why didn’t you just stay up there?”


  “Thought I could be some help… and didn’t want to be alone.”


  He tilted his head. “Still worried about the kidnapper?”


  She nodded, stared at the ancient city, and decided to change the subject. “It’s exactly like I remember.”


  “Huh?”


  “The cliff dwelling. Nothing’s changed.”


  “Oh, yeah.” Josh shook his head as if to clear his thoughts. “Think we’ll see that strange man this time?”


  Alex rolled her eyes. “I never saw him the first time… and don’t bring it up again. Here come the others.”


   


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  OVERWHELMED WITH MEMORIES of their last excursion into this ancient city, Josh and Alex waited while the three adults crawled in through the tunnel and stood in awe, staring at the rock buildings built into the side of the cliff. No one spoke. For centuries the ruins had remained undisturbed, waiting for humans to once again walk across the stone floors and stare into the dark recesses at its hidden secrets.


  After a few minutes, Dr. Maggie took charge. “Be very careful from this point on. We need to document everything as it was when we first set foot here. Erika, get all the pictures you can while I lead the way. Pierre, follow and write down the details of each photo.”


  The grad students nodded and dug through their backpacks for the needed items. Dr. Maggie turned to Josh and Alex. “You should be very proud. I have never, in all my years of archaeology, entered an area as well preserved as this one.”


  Josh winked at Alex, who beamed at the compliment. Maybe she was getting over the scare she’d had descending the cliff.


  Dr. Maggie went on. “But the trained members of the team must go in first. Disturbance of the ruins could hinder the recovery of whatever secrets these walls hold.” Turning, she carried a small flashlight and led the group farther into the village. A large open area lay near the edge of the cliff. Along the back wall, black openings showed between bricks carved from stone. She pointed to a circular pattern in the floor, a square hole gaping from its center.


  “Look, a kiva!” Erika shouted. “I’ve never seen one with the roof intact.”


  Josh looked to Alex, who lifted her shoulders as if to say, “Beats me.”


  Dr. Maggie explained. “A kiva was an underground meeting place. They were circular, with a fire pit in the middle of the floor and a vent hole off to one side. Heat from the flames rose through the entrance hole, which is this square opening right there in the center of the roof.” She paused, as if deep in thought. “As it went up through the hole, fresh air was drawn in through the vent. Deflectors made it flow around the walls so it carried the smoke away from those gathered by the fire.”


  “Kind of like central heat?” Josh asked.


  “But without fans and electricity. It was a remarkable piece of engineering for a stone-age people.”


  “But what did they do, all clustered up underground like that?”


  “We believe it was used for religious services.”


  “Like in a church?” Alex asked.


  “Right. It was also probably where the leaders of the settlement met, as we might use a town hall or boardroom. When the weather was cold they may have huddled there for warmth.”


  Josh shuddered. “Being cooped up in little places gives me the creeps.”


  Dr. Maggie seemed not to hear, her gaze still on the kiva. “This one is in exceptionally good shape. Maybe we can get a little closer to solving that mystery when we get inside.”


  “Get inside? You mean, like now?”


  Dr. Maggie smiled. “No, not on this trip. We have enough above ground to document. It will take years for scientists to go through what you’ve discovered.”


  “I plan to spend the summer here, digging through this dwelling for my thesis,” Erika said as she checked her camera.  “It’s all I’d wished for, and much, much more.”


  Josh couldn’t help but smile. He was especially glad Erika found the discovery so exciting. He looked to Alex, who frowned.


  “Glad you like it.” She shrugged and turned away.


  Maybe she was still worried about climbing back up that rope. Before he could say something to encourage her, Pierre grabbed his shoulder. “Can you believe that in other cliff dwellings they found pots of corn and beans that were still edible?”


  Josh nodded. “I think maybe we ate some the last time we were here.”


  Pierre lifted an eyebrow. “And it was in a pot, eh?”


  “Yeah. We gave it to Dr. Maggie. I think she put it in her collection.”


  “That right?” He looked to the professor. “Don’t remember seeing it.”


  “It’s not on display yet.” She cleared her throat and glanced at Erika. “Be sure to get some pictures of the kiva. Now, let’s see what else is hidden here.”


   


   


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  JOSH LISTENED WHILE Dr. Maggie dictated notes and led the group through the ancient city. “My guess is, from the number of rooms in the structure, over two hundred people lived here,” she said.


  “Wow. All at the same time? Weren’t they like, really crowded?”


  She chuckled. “The Anasazi didn’t need as much space as we expect today.”


  “But two hundred? That’s how many kids go to our school. It’s a lot bigger than this.” “And we don’t even live there,” Alex said.


  “That’s true. And the dwellers here had to put away enough food to get through the winter. See those rooms up there?” Dr. Maggie pointed to tiny openings along the upper regions of the rock alcove. “My guess is that’s where the stores were kept.”


  “So they lived in these rooms down here along the bottom?” Josh asked.


  “Probably. Let’s see what’s inside.” Dr. Maggie shined her flashlight through an opening. “Watch your head going in. They didn’t make the doors very tall.”


  “How come they shaped them like that?” Alex asked. “Kind of like a ‘T’?”


  “It’s called a ‘keyhole door.’ Because your feet don’t need as much room to get through as your body, especially if you’re carrying a load of sticks on your shoulder.”


  “So they made them as small as they could?”


  “Right. That kept the drafts down and made it warmer inside.”


  Josh followed the others into the dark room. A smell that reminded him of his brother’s dirty gym socks filled his nose and tingles ran up his neck. Ever since his last visit here, when he stepped in a nest of rattlers, he’d hated dark places, especially cramped ones. “Be careful,” he said. “Last time we found snakes.”


  With her flashlight beam, Dr. Maggie followed a furry animal that scurried across the floor. “Just packrat nests in this one, but it’s rodents like those that attract the snakes.”


  Josh’s skin crawled when he took in the cramped room. Parallel sticks spanned the low ceiling, strips of cedar bark hanging below them. They brushed his hair when he stood up straight. The grownups had to hunch their shoulders.


  He thought of the man dressed in animal skins he’d seen when they were stranded here before and wondered if he’d be able to stand up straight inside this cramped space. Alex had told Josh to keep that quiet, so he decided to ask about him in a roundabout way. “The Anasazi must not have been very big.”


  “Most of the adults weren’t as tall as you are.” Dr. Maggie turned to watch while Erika took pictures. “Getting all this documented, Pierre?”


  “Sure thing. Think we’ll find some pots?”


  “Can’t say for certain.” Dr. Maggie’s eyes narrowed. “No telling who’s been here in the last, what, seven or eight centuries?”


  “Well, yeah, there is that.”


  Josh glanced toward an opening in the rear wall. “How far back do these little rooms go?”


  “I don’t know,” Dr. Maggie said. “Let’s find out.”


  Josh swallowed, fighting down the almost overwhelming urge to run back outside and into the sunlight. He hated cramped spaces as much as Alex hated heights. But since she’d overcome her fears and rappelled down the cliff, he figured he could do the same and followed the others. He took a step and something rolled under his boot. It squirmed, cold scales rubbing against his ankle. “Uh, Dr. Maggie?”


  A black snake, as long as his leg, thrashed beneath his foot. The professor exhaled, reached down, and grabbed the reptile behind the head. “Just a king snake, probably after that packrat we saw.”


  Josh couldn’t breathe. It was all he could do to lift his foot. Dr. Maggie picked up the serpent and let it coil around her forearm. “They’re harmless, and considered beneficial.”


  He couldn’t believe she was so calm, letting a snake wrap itself around her like that. He again stifled the urge to turn and sprint out into the daylight.


  Dr. Maggie strolled to a corner and let the snake crawl into a crack. “Let’s see what else is in here.”


  Josh exhaled and tried to calm his nerves. He stayed behind the others, swishing his flashlight from side to side. Any more snakes and he would totally freak out. One tiny room led to another, a dark maze built into the side of the cliff. Even though the air outside was chilly, the inside was much warmer, almost stuffy. He felt like the walls were closing in, crushing his chest.


  They came to the next room, and sunlight streamed in through the keyhole door. He dashed outside, put his hands on his knees, and gasped in the fresh air.


  Pierre laughed. “Scared of the dark, are you?”


  Alex glared at him. “You didn’t have a snake under your foot.”


  “A little king snake?” He smirked. “That’s a problem, eh?”


  Josh ignored him, stood up, and inhaled. He was finally able to breathe, even though the air at 6,000 feet above sea level was much thinner than at home. Happy to be back in the sunlight, he stared at the ruins around him. They were like something out of an Indiana Jones movie. Even had snakes. And a bad guy. Well, that wasn’t fair. Pierre might act funny at times and liked to tease, but it didn’t mean he was evil.


  “Why don’t we document the outside?” Dr. Maggie said. “We can get to the interior later.”


  Josh exhaled. The outside was just fine with him.


  “But what about the relics?” Pierre asked. “Won’t they be in some of the rooms?”


  She nodded. “No doubt. But we’re not here just for that. Let’s start at the far end and work toward the entrance.”


  After getting pictures of the structures, Dr. Maggie glanced at her watch. “Where does the time go? We’re late for lunch.”


  “But we just got here,” Alex said.


  The professor chuckled. “We’ve been here three hours.”


  Josh believed it. The time they’d spent inside had seemed like forever. His stomach growled. “I forgot how hungry I was.”


  “We’ll come back after we eat, bring Jorge Ortiz with us and show him what we’ve found.”


  “But what if something happens? There won’t be anybody on top to go for help.”


  “As an outfitter, Mr. Ortiz takes hunting parties far into the wilderness. He’s set bones, bandaged wounds, and overcome difficulties I can’t even imagine. There’s not much he can’t handle. We’ll be fine.”


   


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  THE EXPLORERS RETURNED to the entrance ledge and Alex stared up at the rappelling ropes. Her heart pounded at the thought of again hanging from the side of the cliff. “You’re coming back right after lunch, aren’t you?”


  “We’ll go over our notes first,” Dr. Maggie said.


  “How about I wait here?”


  Josh nodded. “I’ll stay with her.”


  Dr. Maggie exchanged a glance with Erika and shook her head. “Not a good idea. We need food to keep up our strength.”


  “Maybe you could bring back a sandwich or something.”


  “All we should carry into the ruins is water. Dropped crumbs attract gnawing rodents that could destroy things.”


  “But there’s already packrats here.”


  “And we don’t need any more.” Dr. Maggie put a hand on Alex’s shoulder. “I know you had a bad scare on the way down, but it’s just like getting bucked off a horse. You have to dust yourself off and get right back in the saddle.”


  Alex mumbled under her breath. “I don’t like horses much, either.” She exhaled and her shoulders fell. “Well, okay. But I’m really not hungry.”


  “That’s a girl… Erika, why don’t you go first again and show us how it’s done?”


  “I’d love too.” After strapping on the harness, she hooked up the ascenders. “With these things, it’s really easy.” She showed how to clamp the device on the rope, then release it and slide it higher. “You use two, one for your feet and one for your harness. Just be careful and don’t get in a hurry.”


  Up she went. Alex had to admit that it didn’t look hard, nothing at all like when she and Josh scaled the cliff on their last trip.


  Erika disappeared over the mesa’s rim and soon dropped the harness and other gear back down. “I’ll work the safety line from up here. You’ll be okay. Trust me.”


  Trust her. Right. Alex had faith in keeping her feet on solid ground. But the sooner she was on top of the mesa, the sooner she could quit worrying. She slipped into the harness, exchanged a glance with Josh, and grabbed the rope. “Well, here goes.”


  The ascenders made it almost as easy as it looked. Extending both legs, she went up a couple of feet. Josh kept a hand on her boot, steadying her. She adjusted the clamp on her harness, lifted her knees, and reset the climber. She extended her feet and rose a little higher.


  Josh let go, no longer able to reach. “That’s it, Al. Keep going.”


  She nodded, careful not to look down. She climbed a little more and tried to slow her breathing. Glancing up at the rim, it looked a lot closer than before. As she rose, the safety rope didn’t go slack. Good. Even if she lost her grip, Erika would stop her fall.


  When Alex reached the top, Erika tied off the safety line and helped her over the edge. “Good job. Better this time, huh?”


  “A lot. Maybe this isn’t so bad after all.”


  They dropped the gear and Dr. Maggie climbed up next. Although a little slower than the younger climbers, she had no trouble.


  Josh came up and took off the harness. “Pierre said he’s staying.”


  Dr. Maggie raised an eyebrow. “He’s what?”


  “Said he wasn’t hungry, wanted to look around some more.”


  She called over the rim. “Pierre?” No answer. “You there?”


  “He was going back through the tunnel as soon as I started up,” Josh said.


  “But I wanted to go over his notes.”


  “Oh, I forgot.” Josh pulled the notebook from a coat pocket. “He said to give this to you.”


  Dr. Maggie leafed through the pages, sighed, and shook her head. “I hope we can read his writing. Drop the harness back down in case he changes his mind.”


   


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  A VOICE CRACKLED over the walkie-talkie. “Hey Boss, you there?”


  He grabbed it and mashed the talk button. “Yeah, what you got?”


  “Word from up here is the professor and whole bunch‘ll be in the ruins this afternoon.”


  “Everybody?”


  “Yeah. Play your cards right and you can trap them all inside at once.”


  Boss exhaled. “That’s a pretty big area up there, you know. How’ll we find it?”


  “I’ll give you the coordinates of both the camp and where the ropes leading down to the ruins are. They’re tied to a tree by the rim. Can’t miss ‘em.”


  Boss snapped his fingers to catch Vinnie’s attention. “Hustle up and get me somethin’ to write on.” When ready, Boss keyed the mike. “Okay. Give me the coordinates.”


  After scribbling them down on a sticky piece of cardboard left over from the sweet roll package, he grinned and held the radio to his lips. “How’ll we know when everybody’s in there?”


  “Give it a couple of hours. Keep the walkie talkie on. Listen for three mike clicks.”


  “Right. See you in a while.” He sailed the cardboard note to Vinnie. “Put these in your GPS. We need to be there in two hours.”


  “Right, Boss. I’ll tell Brock we’re leaving.” Vinnie piled into the truck’s back seat behind the others and braced himself. Once again, the engine roared and giant tires crushed the desert’s sparse plant life. They bounced across rough terrain, looking for a road up the mesa.


  ***


  Josh and Alex were eating when Mr. Ortiz said, “Oh, by the way. We’re supposed to have a front move through late this afternoon.”


  “A strong one?” Dr. Maggie asked.


  “There’s a chance of severe thunderstorms.”


  Josh talked around a mouthful. “We’ll be alright, won’t we?”


  “Down in the valley, there’s always a chance of flash floods, but up here on the mesa, lightning is the biggest threat. If the storms hit, we’ll be safer in one of the vehicles.”


  “But we’re going back to the ruins.”


  “That should be alright, too. Just don’t get caught out in the open.” 


  Pierre strode into camp and rubbed his stomach. “I was hungrier than I thought.”


  Mr. Ortiz handed him a sandwich and poured a glass of lemonade. “Dr. Maggie wants me to go with you this afternoon. Those ruins sound like quite a place.”


  “I insisted on it,” Dr. Maggie said, her expression grim.


  Josh thought her voice sounded shaky and a little higher than normal, like she was really nervous. Or scared. He doubted she’d asked Mr. Ortiz to go out of politeness. There had to be some good reason she wanted him along, like maybe to help with the climbing ropes. He did look pretty strong, and being an outfitter, no doubt knew how to safely get up and down cliffs. But the ropes hadn’t scared her before. Either she didn’t want to leave him on top alone again, or she was worried about getting caught by the storms.


  Josh wondered if he was imagining things, hearing something that wasn’t there. He again wished he could get Alex off by herself and see what she thought.


  While Pierre ate, Erika clicked through the pictures saved on her camera. “I didn’t see anything that looked like a burial ground.”


  “That would be either on the mesa or down below.” Dr. Maggie sounded a little calmer. “But if we find any human bones, we’ll get a DNA sample.”


  “What for?” Josh asked.


  “We’ll compare it to others from modern day tribes. That could prove the theory of the Ancestral Puebloans.”


  Erika smiled. “That would be the discovery of a lifetime.”


  “And what about pots, eh?” Pierre asked.


  The professor frowned. “You found some after we left?”


  “Oh, no.” He took a sip of lemonade. “I just thought—”


  “If we do,” Erika said, “we’ll look for those ancient strains of corn or beans that Josh was talking about.”


  “That’s right.” The professor nodded. “Strains from long before genetic engineering became widespread.”


  “And that’s good?” Alex asked.


  “It could be another path to fight plant disease. We’ll go through the upper rooms, see if any food is stored there. As soon as Pierre’s finished, we’ll head back.”


  He stuffed the last of his sandwich into his mouth. “I’m done. Let’s go.”


   


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  WHILE THE GROUP hiked toward the cliff, Josh made eye contact with Alex, tilted his head to the side, and indicated they needed to talk.


  She nodded. “Uh, Dr. Maggie, think I’m going to need a restroom break.”


  “Okay, we’ll wait for you.”


  “There’s no need for that.”


  “I’ve got to go, too,” Josh said. “We’ll hurry and catch up.”


  Dr. Maggie glanced down the trail, then back at the kids. “We’ll be at the ropes.”


  Alex wandered a short way off into the brush while Josh sat down along the trail. As soon as the others were out of sight, she returned. “Did you see how dirty Mr. Ortiz’s clothes were when we came back for lunch? It was like he’d been tramping around in the brush all morning.”


  “That’s not all. He and Pierre snuck out last night after we went to bed.”


  “They left? Where?”


  “Don’t know.”


  “Together?”


  “Well,” Josh thought a minute. “Not together, but they were gone at the same time. They went out and came back just a few minutes apart.”


  “But Dr. Maggie must not suspect anything. She seemed happy when Mr. Ortiz said he was going with us this afternoon,” Alex said.


  “Maybe so, but before you got up, she was talking with him, real serious like. When I came in, they clammed up. It’s like they were planning something.”


  “You suspect her, too?”


  Josh shook his head. “Don’t know, but something sure smells fishy. Mr. Ortiz didn’t spend all morning making lemonade and sandwiches.”


  “And that Pierre guy.” Alex shivered. “He gives me the creeps, like when he gave you a hard time once we were outside the ruins.”


  “It kind of bothered me, too. But he was just teasing.”


  “Still, let’s keep an eye on him… on all of them.”


  “Yeah, that’s what I thought… Guess we better get going. They’ll be wondering what happened to us.”


  The two friends caught up just as the others arrived at the ropes. Josh volunteered to go first.


  “Sure you’re comfortable doing that?” Dr. Maggie asked.


  “It doesn’t make any difference who’s first, does it?”


  “I guess not, with the safety line and all.”


  He descended the cliff like a pro and arrived at the ledge in just minutes. Alex came next, and this time had no trouble on the way down. She even smiled when she reached the ledge. “I think I could learn to like that.”


  Mr. Ortiz was next. Even though the oldest and heaviest of the group, he made it look easy.


  “He’s like a stuntman in a movie or something,” Josh said. “Look how far down he goes each time.”


  While they watched as the outfitter hung from the rope, the harness pulled up the back of his jacket. Only visible from below, the wood-colored grip of an automatic pistol stuck out from inside his waistband.


  Josh locked eyes with Alex, and from the surprised look on her face, she had seen it, too.


  Questions raced through his mind, but Mr. Ortiz was too close for them to talk. Who was this man, and why did he have a hidden gun? There were wild animals about, sure, like the mountain lion that stalked Mickey on their previous trip. Mr. Ortiz was hired as their outfitter, which meant part of his job was to protect them. After all, Dr. Maggie had warned about pot hunters and grave robbers. But from the way he’d been acting, this could be one of them hanging from the rope.


  Seconds later, Mr. Ortiz’s feet landed on the ledge with a thud. “That was exciting.” He grinned. “Bet you were still in diapers the last time I did any rappelling.” Josh didn’t answer, just nodded. He was beginning to have serious doubts about this man. After all, he had the keys to the truck, could trap them in the cliff dwelling, take any treasures they found and leave them stranded.


  Soon, Dr. Maggie came down the rope, but after Erika set foot on the ledge, Pierre called down from the mesa’s top. “Darn, I left my camera in camp.”


  “I have mine,” she said. “I can email you the pictures when we get back.”


  “I’d like to take some myself. You go on and I’ll be down after a while.”


  “We’ll go on in, then.” She looked at the others, shrugged, and tied the harness to the rope. “Don’t take too long.”


   


  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  JOSH SAW DR. Maggie exchange a worried look with the outfitter. “Let’s start at the front this time,” she suggested. “We’ll stay close to the entrance tunnel until Pierre comes back.”


  “How about in this first room, right here?” Alex asked.


  “I suppose so. We won’t go too far back.”


  Josh decided he’d stay outside in the sunlight, but before he could say anything, she ducked inside and shouted, “Hey, look at this.”


  The others rushed in and he followed them into the dark room. Dr. Maggie shined her flashlight on a piece of pottery Alex was holding, about the size of a grapefruit. A design of black diamonds ringed the circumference, the pot itself made of white clay.


  “It’s a lot like the one we ate the corn from,” Josh said. So interested in the discovery, he’d forgotten about his recent fear of small places.


  “Let’s not go too fast,” Dr. Maggie cautioned. “We need to number, catalogue, and record where we find each—”


  “There’s one over here, too.” Alex pointed to another pot. This one looked like it was made of twirled rope, the ancient potter having rolled clay into long cylinders and coiled them to form the sides.


  “Why is it so different?” Josh asked.


  “Made by a different potter.” Dr. Maggie knelt down and studied it, careful not to disturb the ground around it. “Maybe one from a different area. The Anasazi were great traders, you know.”


  “Is there anything in it?”


  She shined her light inside. “No. I’m sure they used whatever they traded for right away. But maybe we can swab the interior back at the lab, find out what it held.” She studied it a little longer. “This design is identical to several others in my collection from Mesa Verde.”


  “Think it could have been made by the exact same person?” Alex asked.


  “Or maybe a family member, like a daughter or sister. If so, what a discovery.” Dr. Maggie smiled. “If we find a lot like this one, more than they could have traded for, we’d have proof that either the person who made these, or her descendants, lived here after leaving Mesa Verde.”


  “Descendants?”


  “You know, her kids, maybe even grandchildren.”


  Josh lifted an eyebrow. “And that would mean?”


  “Another step toward proving the Anasazi moved this way and later became the Pueblos.” She took the camera and snapped a picture. “But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Be sure to log this in and document exactly where we found it. Then, if we find more in the same area, like in an adjacent room, we’ll know where this potter lived.” Dr. Maggie looked back toward the entrance and glanced at her watch.


  “What’s wrong?” Josh asked.


  “Oh, nothing. Just wondered what was taking Pierre so long.”


  ***


  About the time Alex found the second pot, Pierre was standing beside his bunk, digging through one of his bags. A high-lift truck roared into camp, and a man wearing a black trench coat jumped out.


  “You, in the tent. Get over here!” He jerked a sawed-off shotgun from beneath the coat and leveled the gun on the canvas door.


  Pierre stuck his head out, and seeing the shotgun pointed at his chest, raised his hands. “Hey, don’t shoot! It’s me.”


  Boss lowered the weapon and grinned. “Sorry. Couldn’t tell who was movin’ around in there. Can’t be too careful, you know.”


  “Wish you’d watch where you’re pointing that thing. It could get real unhealthy, real quick.”


  Boss sneered. “Ooh, I didn’t mean to cause an international incident, you being Canadian and all.” They both laughed. Pierre was no more from Canada than he was from the moon. “You findin’ any pots?”


  “Not yet. But I’d hoped this site was on private land, not the reservation. We’ll have to sell on the black market. Won’t bring anything near what they’re worth.”


  Boss waved the shotgun, its muzzle crossing Pierre’s chest. “As long as we get documentation sayin’ they’re found on private property, we can sell ‘em anywhere.”


  “But this is Indian land.”


  “So? I know this guy that married a rich lady who owns a humongous ranch. It’s filled with ruins. He doesn’t want her to know about the time he spent in jail.”


  “And?”


  “We blackmail him, get him to sign the documents, say these pots here were found on their land. That makes it all legal like, and nobody can trace it.”


  “Smart, Boss. Smart.” They had a whole village full of relics for the taking. “Come on. I’ll take you to our own El Dorado, the ancient city of gold.” Pierre ducked back inside the tent and rummaged through the bag, but rather than retrieve a camera, he came out with a large-caliber pistol.


  When Vinnie grabbed a rusted revolver from the truck, Brock reached behind the seat and pulled out a machete.


  “Didn’t you bring a gun?”


  “Nah. I like it up close.” He sneered. “And personal.”


   


  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  VINNIE SNEEZED WHEN the group of thugs took off from camp. “Must be some kind of pollen up here.”


  “It’s the junipers,” Pierre said.


  “The what?”


  “Those evergreens… those ropes are right over here, tied to one.”


  Boss looked them over, pulled off his trench coat, and hung it from a branch. “Can’t climb no cliff wearing that.” He looped the shotgun’s sling over a shoulder. “Pierre, stay here, up on top.”


  “You sure? Won’t you need help?”


  “Don’t want to tip our hand. If anything goes wrong, tell them others we tied you up, but you got away. You can stay here and work the dig, bring the loot to Albuquerque later. We’ll figure out how to market the pots there.”


  Pierre nodded. “Right. The ropes lead to a ledge, and from there, a tunnel goes into the ruins.”


  “Hey, this here climbin’ harness must o’ been made for some little kid,” Brock said. “No way can I get into it.”


  “Yeah. Let me rig something up.” Pierre fashioned another harness from rope. “Here, it ain’t much, but it’ll fit your fat carcass.”


  Brock glared at him. “Watch your mouth, Bub.”  After sliding down the rope, his jack boots landed on the ledge, but the explorers were too far into the ancient village to hear. With Pierre’s help from up top, the two others followed.


  “That’s the way in?” Vinnie asked.


  “Yeah. The tunnel Pierre was talkin’ about.”


  “He didn’t say it was that little.” Brock frowned and shook his head. “No way can I squeeze through there.”


  “Then stay here on the ledge.” Boss waggled a finger. “And make sure nobody gets out… Vinnie, get goin’.”


  “Me first?”


  “You got a problem with that?”


  “It’s just—”


  “Don’t make me bust that rat-faced nose o’ yours.” Boss glanced over the side of the ledge. “Or have Brock give you a flyin’ lesson.”


  Vinnie swallowed, the thought of being thrown over the side making him shudder. He shoved his gun into his belt and dropped to his knees. He inched through the dark passageway. “Eww. It smells like some animal’s been—”


  “Shut up and keep goin’,” Boss whispered. “They’ll hear your belly achin’.” He pushed the sawed-off shotgun ahead of him through the tunnel, its muzzle bumping against the soles of Vinnie’s feet.


  “Hey, watch where you point that thing.”


  “I said shut up.”


  They crawled from the tunnel and stood, studying the walls and dark holes that lined the back of the dwelling. Vinnie cocked his head and strained to hear the muffled conversation of the explorers ahead. He pointed and crept forward on cat-like feet, closing the distance between the tunnel opening and the voices. They grew louder as he neared.


  Vinnie whispered, “They’re in this room, right here.” He pressed his back against the wall, just to the edge of the door.


  Boss took the other side. “Here they come. Be ready.”


  Vinnie nodded, and hearing the others move his way, lifted his gun.


  Mr. Ortiz came out first, bent at the waist to squeeze through the small door. Right as his head appeared, Vinnie swung his gun, the barrel crashing into the back of the outfitter’s skull. He dropped to the floor and landed in a limp heap.


  “All right. The rest o’ you guys get out here, one at a time, hands on your heads… and don’t try nothin’ stupid.”


  Josh came out next, stooping to clear the doorway. He almost stumbled over the unconscious man. With the shotgun, his captor motioned him to step to the side.


  Alex followed, and when she saw Vinnie, her eyes widened in horror. “You!”


  He rubbed the scar on his forehead where she had smacked him with the chunk of concrete and sneered. “Yeah, it’s me, stupid. If you’d told me where these ruins were the first time we met, you wouldn’t be in this fix.”


  Dr. Maggie came out, cradling the pottery in her arms, followed by Erika.


  “Whoa, what have we here?” Vinnie eyed her long blond hair. “Didn’t know you guys had a hot chick like this along.”


  The look she gave him would have burned a hole through his heart. That is, it would if he’d had one. He answered with a cackle.


  Boss snatched the pots Dr. Maggie held in her arms. He looked them over and grinned. “This is what we came for, not babes.” He held up the one that looked like coiled rope. “There’s got to be a lot more of ‘em in that little room.”


  Vinnie nodded toward the captives. “Yeah, Boss, but what do we do with them?”


  He set the pots aside and grabbed the professor’s flashlight. Glancing around, he pointed to the opening in the top of the kiva. “What’s that over there?”


  “Looks like some kinda hole.”


  “No kiddin’.” He rolled his eyes. “Go check it out.”


  Vinnie scurried over to the dark opening and peeked inside. “Can’t see the bottom. Must be really deep.”


  “Perfect.” Boss motioned to the explorers. “Get over there. And drag that big ape with you.”


  It took all four of them to move the unconscious outfitter to the opening of the kiva. Boss handed his shotgun to Vinnie and grabbed Alex from behind, his arms tight around her waist. She kicked and screamed when he held her over the opening and let her go. She made a futile grab for the edge, but fell through the darkness, seconds later crashing onto the smooth rock floor with a shriek.


  “Geez,” Vinnie said. “Think she broke something?”


  “Yeah, who cares? You goin’ soft?”


  “But they’re just kids. Thought you were gonna use a rope or—”


  “Shut up.” Boss grabbed Josh, who glared at him. He fought, but didn’t let out a peep when he disappeared through the hole.


  The grave robber turned to Dr. Maggie, but she held up a hand. “Don’t touch me, you creep.” She eased herself into the hole and hung from the edge before he kicked her hands free.


  Erika needed no prodding. She squirmed away when Vinnie grabbed for her, dashed to the hole, and jumped in.


  Boss laughed. “You sure got a way with the chicks.” He shined the light in the hole, and Erika writhed on the ground, holding her ankle. “Thought you said it was deep. Ain’t more than maybe twelve feet down.”


  “They ain’t gettin’ out.”


  “Not for a while, anyway. Help me get that lout in with ‘em.” The thugs heaved the unconscious outfitter into the hole head first. If the others hadn’t been able to catch him and slow his fall, he would have broken his neck.


  Boss laughed as they walked away. “That ought to keep ‘em. Now let’s find them pots and get out o’ here.”


   


  CHAPTER THIRTY


  THE GRAVE ROBBERS headed toward the room where they had first found the explorers. Boss pulled Dr. Maggie’s flashlight from his pocket, hunched over, and waddled into the small space.


  Vinnie followed. “Geez. I thought that entrance tunnel was cramped. And it’s dark in here.”


  “What, you expected them pots to be sittin’ outside on a shelf, just waitin’ there for us to take ‘em?”


  He didn’t answer. Yeah, he figured they’d be sort of in a cupboard by a window, all lined up in a row.


  Boss ducked into the next pitch-black room and shined the light into a corner. “There’s a couple. Grab ‘em.”


  “Right.” Dust covered the pots. Not having a flashlight of his own, Vinnie hesitated. “Might be rats in there.”


  “So you’re afraid of meeting some o’ your relatives?”


  There it was again, his old nickname: Vinnie the Rat. He hated that tag, but just bit his lip. This wasn’t the time to get on the gang’s bad side. Boss, Pierre, and Brock wouldn’t mind if there was one less guy to split the cash with once the loot was sold. They’d found the ruins and all that was left was to get the pots out.


  He reached down. Pain seared his thumb and he jerked it back. The pot crashed to the floor in shards.


  “You moron!” Boss shined the light in Vinnie’s eyes. “Busted, they ain’t worth a tenth as much.”


  Vinnie danced around in the dark, trying to shake the pain from his hand. “Something bit me.” He stuck the thumb in his mouth.


  “There ain’t nothin’—” Boss shined the light into the corner. In the center of the splintered pieces of pottery, a black scorpion arched its tail above its back, poised to strike again.


  Vinnie sucked on his thumb. “Those are deadly. Gotta see a doctor, like right now.”


  “They ain’t deadly, and there ain’t no doctor around.”


  “What about that professor, Dr. Maggie?”


  “She ain’t the kind o’ doctor does folks any good.”


  “But she might know—”


  Boss glared at him. “You want to see her, I’ll make the appointment.”


  The thought of being thrown into that hole where they’d left the others made Vinnie shudder. “Nah, just forget it.”


  The flashlight beam fell on the other pot. “Grab that one, scrape up what’s left o’ the one you broke, and put it inside. You can glue it together once we get back to the warehouse.”


  “Sure, Boss. Sure. But you’re certain those bugs ain’t poisonous?”


  “Didn’t say they ain’t poisonous. I said they ain’t deadly. Now get a move on.”


  Vinnie’s stomach churned and sweat rolled down his face. He shooed the scorpion away with a boot toe and reached down to pick up the other pot, but his hand trembled like a puppy getting a hose bath.


  “Get back. Way you’re shakin’, you’re gonna bust the good one, too.”


  Vinnie couldn’t help it. His head spun and he leaned against the stone wall. “Gotta get outside, sit down somewhere.”


  Boss exhaled, his sour breath adding to the dark room’s musty smell. “Then do it. But you ain’t takin’ this flashlight.”


  Vinnie stumbled outside and fell to his knees. His thumb had already swollen to twice its normal size. How he was going to climb back up those ropes, he wasn’t sure.


  Boss made three trips from the darkened rooms, each time bringing out pots. He soon had eight lined up on the ground. “Keep a watch on these, case somebody gets outta that hole. Gonna make one last trip.”


  Vinnie, soaked with sweat and burning with fever, looked up through slitted eyes. “Boss, gotta get help. Can’t make it like—”


  “Quit your whinin’.” He glanced toward the rooms, back at the pots, and shrugged. “That’s all we can take up the cliff in one load anyway. Let’s go.”


  Vinnie struggled to his feet and the ruins spun around him. He steadied himself against a wall. “You’re gonna have to take ‘em.”


  “Then what do I need you for?” Boss slung the shotgun over his shoulder and gathered up four pots, as many as he could safely carry. “I’ll come back for the rest. Way you’re actin’, you’d drop at least half.”


  Vinnie staggered behind him to the tunnel and waited while his employer crawled through with two of the pots.


  “Where the blazes you guys been?” Brock snarled. “Was about to start climbing out on my own.”


  “Had some trouble back there… nothin’ we couldn’t handle, though.”


  “Where’s the Rat?”


  “Wimpin’ out on us. One little bug bite, and he’s worthless.”


  “Then why do we need him?”


  There it was again. Vinnie’s heart stopped. Why did they need him? He knelt down. “I’m comin’, right now. Feelin’ a lot better.” He crawled out onto the ledge.


  “You get them other pots?”


  “Uh, no.” He held up a hand that still shook. “Thought I might break one.”


  Boss glanced over the ledge. “You do and you’d better sprout some wings.” He crawled through the tunnel and came back with two more pots.


  “All this trouble for those little things?” Brock picked one up. “This one ain’t much bigger than an apple. Wouldn’t give you ten bucks for the whole bunch.”


  “That’s ‘cause you’re an ignorant dolt. These little pots will bring thousands, if you can find the right buyer. And you’ll need me for that, so keep your trap shut while a normal-sized person goes back for more.”


  Vinnie still wasn’t feeling well, but knew he’d better offer to help. “Want me to go?”


  “Nah. Don’t want to chance you breakin’ any more.”


  “You already broke some?” Brock towered over him. “Ought to wring that scrawny little neck.”


  Vinnie cringed, not doubting the big lout could do it.


  “Shut up, both o’ you.” Boss handed Vinnie the shotgun. “And don’t do nothin’ stupid, either one of you.”


  He felt better. At least he had a way to defend himself if Brock lunged for him. He cowered next to the wall and waited for what seemed like hours before Boss returned with the remaining pots.


  “So what do we put ‘em in so they won’t break going up the cliff?” Vinnie asked.


  “Where’s that backpack I told you to bring?”


  “You never said nothin’ about a pack.”


  “Sure I did.” Boss scratched his head. “Well, I meant to, anyway.” He nodded toward Brock’s leather vest. “We need that.”


  “Hey, nobody takes my vest.”


  “You want your split or not?”


  The giant jerked it over his beefy arms and threw it at Vinnie. “That gets scratched, you’re gonna pay.”


  Shaking even more than before, he laid each pot in the vest, zipped it up, and pinched together the bottom corners. “We need something to tie it with, make it like a bag.”


  Brock yanked out his machete and stepped toward him.


  “Hey, I didn’t hurt the…”


  “Peel off that shirt.”


  “Huh?”


  “Your shirt. Gonna slice it up into somethin’ to tie with.”


  “Quit wastin’ time.” Boss nodded toward the climbing ropes. “Just cut the bottom off o’ one o’ them.”


  Brock sneered at Vinnie, again making him shudder. The blade made a swishing sound when the big lug swung it, the razor-sharp blade slicing through the safety line. He tossed the cutoff end at Vinnie’s feet. “Woulda been more fun watchin’ you squirm.”


  Cowering before him, Vinnie tied off the vest and exhaled. “Now what, Boss?”


  “You know how to climb those ropes?”


  “Uh, no.”


  “Then a rat like you oughta be able to scurry up them rocks. Get to it.”


  Vinnie swallowed. His sore thumb was too swollen to be of any use, but he saw no other way out. He jammed a toe into a stone step carved centuries before and started up, climbing hand-over-hand against the rock face. Halfway up, he stopped to rest.


  “You gonna take all day?”


  Vinnie was too out of breath to answer. His thumb throbbed and every muscle, from his head to his feet, ached. Sweat trickled down his neck, under his arms. He sucked in more air and again resumed the climb. At the top, he grabbed a tree root and pulled himself over the rim.


  “About time,” Brock yelled. “Thought we’d be stuck here ‘til Christmas.”


  Vinnie lay on his back, gasping for air. After a couple of breaths, he rolled over and looked down over the edged. The others had tied the pot-filled vest to a rope. Darn, it was a long way down.


  “Pull it up and be quick about it,” Boss yelled. “But one o’ them pots breaks and I’ll have your head on a platter.”


  Vinnie pulled on the safety line, feeling the weight. Each time he took a new handhold, pain lanced through his thumb and up his arm. The vest lodged against a rock.


  “Careful. Let it back down some.”


  He eased out slack.


  “That’s it. Now swing it to the right. Just a little.”


  Vinnie moved his hand one way, then the other. The vest swung in a slow arc. If only he could get it up top, the cargo safe. He pulled the rope, inching it up the cliff.


  “Stop!”


  Vinnie held his breath, looked over the side. Ten feet below the rim, pots bulged from both arm holes. Any little nudge and they’d be history.


   


  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


  JOSH PACED IN the kiva, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. “Alex, you recognized one of those thugs?”


  “Yeah. The skinny guy. He’s the one who tried to drag me into the blue car.” She put a finger on her forehead. “That scar he’s got is where I hit him with the rock.”


  “So all he wanted was to know where these ruins were?”


  She shrugged. “Beats me, but that’s what it sounded like.”


  Josh stopped pacing, deep in thought. The guy must have seen the story about their discovery in the newspaper, or more likely, on television. He didn’t look like somebody who read a lot. Then again, he could’ve been sent by a criminal gang, with other members waiting up on the mesa. Unless Pierre was able to get away and go for help—


  Mr. Ortiz, unconscious on the hard rock floor, stirred.


  “He’s waking up.” Dr. Maggie folded her coat and placed it beneath his head. “Are you alright?”


  “What happened? Where are we?”


  “Grave robbers knocked you in the head and threw us into the kiva. One had a pistol, the other, a shotgun.”


  He sat up and glanced over at Erika, who nursed a swollen ankle. “You alright?”


  She winced. “Not really.”


  “How bad is it?”


  “I think it’s broken.”


  Ortiz looked up toward the entrance hole in the ceiling. “Are they still up there?”


  Dr. Maggie shook her head. “Don’t know. We heard men talking, but it’s been a while.”


  Josh again began to pace. His eyes were getting used to the dim light and the kiva’s rock walls seemed to be closing in on him. He took a deep breath and tried to slow his pounding heart. Ever since he’d stepped in that nest of rattlesnakes, he couldn’t stand dark, tight places.


  But that was on the previous trip. Now, two of the four adults were injured, another somewhere up on top of the mesa, maybe captured, maybe dead. And Dr. Maggie wasn’t exactly an athlete. No way could they climb through the hole above, centered in the ceiling like it was. And the group had nothing in the way of supplies. “What about Pierre?” he asked. “Maybe he got away, went for help.”


  “Don’t count on it.” Mr. Ortiz moaned and pulled out the battered tobacco pouch. He opened it, stuck his fingers into the chopped leaves, and retrieved a gold badge. “He won’t be coming back, not to help, anyway. I’ve been investigating the so-called Pierre LaRue for months.”


  “You’re a policeman?”


  “A detective. Bureau of Indian Affairs. Last year, the Pueblos loaned a collection of artifacts to the university. Dr. Maggie reported some of them came up missing soon after LaRue arrived. A background check showed the real Pierre LaRue is an archaeology student in Montreal. This local character stole his identity. We suspect he made off with several valuable items, many of which turned up on the black market.”


  “So why didn’t you arrest him?”


  “No proof, nothing that would hold up in court, anyway. And he doesn’t work alone. I posed as your outfitter in hopes of nabbing LaRue and his whole gang.”


  “So that’s why you have a gun?” When the detective lifted an eyebrow, Josh added, “We saw it when you came down the rope. I thought you might be a bad guy or something.”


  “I hid my badge in the tobacco bag, figuring nobody would mess with it. Even LaRue turned up his nose when I offered him a pinch. Didn’t think of the weapon showing while scaling the cliff.”


  “And where were you all morning?” Alex asked. “At lunch you had leaves and grass stuck to your clothes.”


  The officer sighed. “You’re quite the detective yourself. Went looking for others working with LaRue. Found their camp in a dry creek bed, just down the canyon a ways. They must have known we’d be somewhere in this area but didn’t have the exact location of the ruins. Near as I can tell, they contacted LaRue somehow and he gave them directions. My guess is he’s with them right now.”


  Josh looked toward the cedar trunks crossing the ceiling. Ancient spider webs spanned the gaps between them. He wished more than ever to be up in the sunlight, but what came in through the hole seemed dimmer than before. “What time is it?” he asked.


  Dr. Maggie checked her watch. “Just after four.”


  “So the sun’s still up?”


  “Yes, but it’ll be totally dark in here well before sunset.”


  Josh dug out his flashlight and tried the switch. “Darn, it broke when they threw me down that hole.”


  “Yeah, if we want light, we’re gonna need a fire.” Detective Ortiz tried to stand, but instead put a hand to his head and sat back down. “They hit me harder than I thought.”


  “I’ll see if there’s anything that’ll burn.” Josh scrounged around in the dark, and discovering the kiva to be larger than he’d originally thought, breathed a little easier. He found an old rodent’s nest of dried twigs and grass. A meager supply of wood lay about the floor that had either blown in over the years or fallen from the cedar boughs that held up the ceiling. He carried it to the rock circle at the kiva’s center where, centuries before, others had built a fire. “But how do we start it?”


  “I can help with that.” The detective dug out a disposable butane lighter and together they nursed a small fire to life. It provided just enough light for Josh to get a good look at Erika’s ankle.


  “Geez, that looks bad.”


  She grimaced. “It hurts worse than it looks.”


  “I’ll bet. Maybe if we wrapped it.”


  “But with what?”


  “My T-shirt. Give me a minute.” Josh shivered until he got back into his coat, then tore the white cotton into strips. “There’s more here than I need.”


  “I’ll wrap Detective Ortiz’s head while you two take care of Erika,” Dr. Maggie said.


  When done, Josh glanced around, the circle of light extending but a few feet from the flames. “Now what?”


  “We sit and wait.” Detective Ortiz checked his pistol. “Long as those guys have that shotgun, we’ll keep our heads down.”


  “But we don’t have any food, or blankets, or—”


  “Doesn’t matter. They’ve got us outgunned.”


  Josh plopped down next to Alex. He hated waiting, but the adults were happy to sit and do nothing. “We don’t even have anything to drink.”


  “I have some bottled water in my pack,” Dr. Maggie said. “But it won’t last long.”


  Detective Ortiz rubbed his head. “We’ll give it ‘til morning light, listen to see if they’re still moving around up there. If not, maybe we can find a way out.”


  Until morning? Josh didn’t think he could stand a whole night in the cramped kiva. He wanted to do something, anything, and do it now.


  Alex snuggled next to him. “I can just imagine a whole army, waiting right outside the firelight.”


  “An army?”


  “Yeah. Of spiders. Didn’t you see the webs? Must be thousands of them.”


  “Those?” He pointed to the roof. “Been there hundreds of years.”


  “Doesn’t mean there’s none still crawling around in here.”


  He couldn’t argue with that, but doubted the spiders would be a problem. That didn’t mean the group wasn’t in real danger, though. No human had entered this underground chamber for centuries, and none would come looking until they were overdue. That would take days, then maybe weeks to locate the ruins. The kiva could well become their tomb.


  He glanced up at the ceiling, trying to think of a way out. A shadow crossed the entrance hole and he held his breath. The tip of a spear showed for just a second, then pulled back. Josh exhaled and a smile tugged at his lips. Maybe some human had been here after all. Help was on the way.


   


   


  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


  VINNIE STARED AT the pots bulging from the vest and didn’t move. If either one of them fell, the big man would kill him. “What do you want me to do?”


  “Don’t screw up.”


  Vinnie didn’t intend to, but hadn’t a clue what to do next. He tried to think, make a plan. Pierre was still in camp, had no idea what was going on. If one of the pots fell, Vinnie would tie off the rope, run get him. Tell him the others needed his help. When LaRue charged off toward the cliff, Vinnie would hotwire Brock’s truck and scram. By the time Boss and the giant made it to the top, he’d be long gone. Empty handed, maybe, but alive.


  Vinnie lay still, tried to get his breathing under control. Ever so slowly, he pulled on the rope. The vest inched up a foot, the pots still caught in the armholes. Good. He pulled again. A pot moved, almost rolled out. His heart stopped. He waited for the vest to quit swaying. The cargo held. He pulled again. Could almost reach the vest.


  A piece of pottery slid farther through the arm hole. He reached out. Jamming his sore thumb, he caught the pot. It slipped. He lunged, almost fell. Frantic, he grabbed a tree root, held on. He juggled the pot, got a better grasp. Heart racing, he held his breath. Inching back up on solid ground, he set the pot on the ledge, held a hand over the vest’s other arm hole, and pulled it up and over the rim. He didn’t breathe again until certain the rest were fine.


  “What’s takin’ so long?” Boss yelled.


  Vinnie sat still for a second and didn’t answer. None had broken. He didn’t need to hotwire the truck and run for his life after all. He leaned over the edge. His throat was so dry his words came out in a croak. “They didn’t break.”


  “What?”


  He tried to swallow and moisten his tongue. “The pots. They didn’t break.”


  “That’s what I pay you for, ain’t it? Now help me up.”


  Boss already had the climbing harness on. Getting the pots up must not be all he figured he was paying for. With great difficulty, and with Vinnie’s help pulling on the safety rope, he made it to the mesa’s rim.


  Boss shrugged off the harness. “How’re we gonna get that gorilla up here?”


  “Beats me. Maybe if he climbed the cliff like I did, we could help pull him up.”


  “Yeah.” Boss leaned over the ledge. “Put on that rope harness and climb up the rocks. We’ll do what we can from up here.”


  “Don’t need no harness.” Brock tossed it over the side. He tied the safety rope around his waist, grabbed a handful of the climbing rope, and started the slow struggle to the top. The others tugged on the line to help.


  Brock’s heavy boots were too big to use the footholds carved by the ancient ones. His toe slipped. Gravel clattered down the wall and he slammed against the cliff. “Hey, you guys, pull me on up!”


  “My thumb,” Vinnie said. “Can’t keep this up much longer.”


  Beads of sweat ran down Boss’s forehead. “Shut up and keep tryin’.”


  Brock reached higher, grabbed a rock, and pulled. It gave way, bounced off his bald head. He slid, fell against the safety line. The rope slipped. Vinnie’s fingers burned. He couldn’t hang on.


  The descent began slowly, Brock clawing at the jagged rocks. He fell ever faster toward the unyielding rocks below. His great bulk, the weapon he’d often used to intimidate smaller men, now worked against him.


  Vinnie grabbed at the rope but couldn’t stop the slide. He wrapped a coil around a stump, friction causing smoke to billow from the bark. He leaned against the pull, his hands on fire. Brock’s fall slowed, almost stopped, but a rock flew from the bushes and slammed into Vinnie’s skull. He fell on his face.


  That bratty girl again? Behind him, feet scurried off through the thick brush. Out of the corner of his eye, he glimpsed, what? Animal skins and bare human legs? Couldn’t be.


  The rope’s end whipped past the stump. Boss, standing near the mesa’s rim, jerked away his burning hands.


  Brock’s freefall began. He let out a terrified yell, his shaved head and giant body bouncing against the rocks as he careened down the rugged cliff.


  His screams ended when his head smashed into the boulders below. Lifeless eyes stared into space. Brains oozed from a shattered skull. The machete’s gory blade stuck from his chest, the haft buried in his back. Crimson soaked the rocks around him.


   


  CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


  BACK IN EAGLE Mountain, Mickey had become more and more lonesome for his big brother Josh and their friend Alex. He tossed a stick for Moose to retrieve, but the dog didn’t seem as playful as usual. No doubt, he missed the other kids, too. “Let’s go inside, boy, see what’s on TV.”


  They wandered in through the kitchen door. “Mom, when are Josh and Al coming home?”


  “It depends on how long it takes to go through the ruins. At the latest, they’ll be back before school starts next week.”


  “Can we call and find out?”


  “You know there’s no cell service on the mesa. Josh will phone on the way back to Albuquerque, and we’ll pick them up there.” A truck pulled in the driveway, followed by a slamming door. “There’s Dad, and supper’s almost ready. Why don’t you wash up and help me set the table?”


  “Aw, Mom—”


  “We’re having chicken fried steak.”


  Mickey perked up. “With gravy?”


  “Of course.”


  That made all the difference. He scrubbed his hands at the kitchen sink.


  When the family sat down to eat, Mickey piled his plate with mashed potatoes. “Wish I knew how they were doing.”


  “Who?” Dad asked.


  “Josh and Alex.”


  “Why don’t we go find out?”


  Mickey looked up. “You mean it?”


  “Your mom and I already talked it over. We’ll load the car tonight and be on the road tomorrow at first light.”


  “We’re going to camp out with them?”


  Dad winked at Mom. “That’s the plan.”


  Mickey let out a whoop, gulped down his dinner, and ran upstairs. He gathered his sleeping bag, canteen, and flashlight. When he carried it all outside, the tent, lanterns, and other things they’d need for a night or two on the mesa were stacked by the car. The dog lay beside it, studying the pile with sad brown eyes.


  “Hey, what about Moose? Can’t he go, too?”


  Dad set down another load and wiped the back of a hand across his brow. “I talked with Doc Alvarez to see if he could take care of—”


  “But, Dad.”


  He sighed. “As I was saying, the vet clinic is filled up. Yes, Moose can go.”


  Mickey pushed his glasses up on his nose and pumped his fist. “That’s what I’m talkin’ about.” He hugged the dog, who was now wagging his tail. “You’re gonna love camping out.”


   


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


  STUNNED THAT BROCK had fallen, Vinnie stared down the side of the cliff. “Just couldn’t hang on.”


  “He was a goner,” Boss growled, “once you let go.”


  “Something hit me in the head, knocked me down.”


  “Yeah, right.”


  Vinnie wanted to point out that both of them had let go, but instead kept his mouth shut.


  Pierre ran up behind him. “Get Brock up here and let’s go.”


  Boss turned and scowled. “We lost him. Where have you been?”


  “Lost him?”


  He pointed at the bottom of the canyon, pulled on his trench coat, and sulked away toward camp. Pierre shot a fleeting look at Vinnie, who shrugged. “Brock fell. That’s him on the rocks down there.”


  “But he might still be alive.”


  “Not a chance.” Vinnie picked up the bundle of ancient pots and trudged off toward camp. Squinting in the bright sunshine, he wished he had a spare hand to shield his eyes but wasn’t about to let go and chance breaking a pot. A line of clouds billowed in the distance, too far north to block the afternoon sun.


  Back at camp, Boss jerked open the high-lift truck’s door. “Hey, we got lucky. The big ape left his keys.”


  Vinnie set the pottery-filled vest on the ground. “So you want to go down and find the body?”


  “Nah. Nobody’s gonna come that way for a long time. We’ll make one more trip to clean out the ruins in the morning, then head home. After sellin’ the pots we’ll take his truck to the chop shop. Oughta be worth quite a bit.”


  “So that makes one less person to split the profits with.”


  Boss slanted his eyes toward him. “You’re beginnin’ to think like me.”


  Vinnie swallowed, having seen that look before when his employer swindled unsuspecting customers. They now had a three-way split, instead of four. Losing one more would mean—.


  Pierre strode into camp and Boss started barking orders. “Vinnie, get in the truck. We’ll move our camp up here. LaRue, think you can get those pots packed so they’ll travel? Don’t want ‘em busted up after all the trouble we’ve gone to.”


  “Sure thing. I’ll use the chuck box and cut up the kid’s sleeping bag for stuffing.” He picked up the pottery-filled vest. “Won’t take long at all.”


  “Make sure they’re ready to ride, and leave some room, in case we find more tomorrow.” Boss climbed behind the wheel, but couldn’t reach the foot pedals until he moved the seat forward. Vinnie wanted to rib him about it, but wisely kept his mouth shut. No need to stir the pot even more, he thought as he sat in the passenger side. At least I didn’t have to squeeze into the cramped back seat for a change. With a spray of gravel from the giant tires, the truck bounced off down the trail.


  Once at their camp beneath the mesa, Vinnie pulled the sleeping bags from his tent, threw them in the back of the truck. He planned to toss his new boots in the trash as soon as he got home. Man, did his feet hurt. And his swollen thumb still throbbed from the scorpion sting. Would this fiasco never end? He glanced up. The line of clouds, now much closer, had turned dark. Lightning pitchforked across the leaden sky. Somewhere up on the higher ground, it was raining. He hoped the storms didn’t move this way, at least until they’d loaded the gear and were long gone.


  He was right about one thing. The higher ground was getting rain. So much rain the earth couldn’t absorb it. The water had to go somewhere, and a raging torrent roared down the canyon, sweeping trees and boulders along with it.


  Vinnie stopped gathering items, stood, and listened. “Hey, Boss. What’s that noise?”


  “Thunder from those storms. Get that stuff loaded before we get soaked.”


  Vinnie wasn’t so sure. He cocked an ear as the sound grew louder. The flash flood crashed around a bend, foam and tree limbs tumbling in the boiling current. He dropped the gear and made a frantic dash for higher ground. Scrambling over boulders, he clawed at the rocks in a desperate climb to safety.


  ***


  Boss was tossing his tent into the pickup, parked in the dry creek bed, when the wall of water slammed the Chevy. The truck rolled, knocked him over, pinned his leg between the bumper and the rocks below. Trapped beneath the roiling torrent, he held his breath, tried to pull free. Not until the truck rolled again did it release his shattered leg. Engulfed in raging waters, Boss swept downstream.
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  He sputtered to the surface and shrieked at the stabbing pain. Not much of a swimmer, his trench coat dragging him down, his head bobbed beneath the water more than above. A cottonwood swept past, and he lunged for the uprooted tree. Grabbing a limb, he crawled along it, dragged himself atop the floating trunk.


  He grimaced at the leg’s throbbing pain, the water’s icy cold. At least his head stayed above the surface and he sucked in clean air. A sneer crossed his lips. The pots were safe on top of the mesa. Once he’d ridden out the flood, he’d radio Pierre, have him hotwire the university’s SUV and pick him up.


  The cottonwood’s lower branches caught on rocks below. Boss squirmed to stay on top. More branches scraped the bottom, and the tree rolled. Gagging at the bitter taste of mud, he hugged the trunk. Rough bark gouged his face. A broken limb stabbed his back, tangled in his trench coat. He grabbed, tried to jerk it free. The tree turned, the snagged coat dragging him under. He shoved at the trunk. Tried to pull an arm from the sleeve. Air bubbled from his mouth, his screams lost in the surging roar.


  He popped to the surface. Sucked in more air. Almost freed an arm. If only he could get the coat off.


  The tree flipped. Trapped underwater, mud filled his nose, burned his eyes. A black void sucked at him. His vision tunneled. Just before the world went dark, he resurfaced, coughed brown water from his lungs.


  The trunk stopped, shuddered, turned the other way. He went under. Slower. Longer. Sunlight gleamed just inches away. Above the surface. In the air. Mud and water filled his lungs. His pain numbed against the cold. The world grew narrow, dark, black.


  The tree floated for miles, but he no longer cared. The flood at last receded, leaving the mangled cottonwood and Boss’s twisted corpse behind.


  On a shallow hillside, a man clad in animal skins raised his spear. Spirits of the ancient Anasazi danced around him.


   


   


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


  THUNDER ECHOED ACROSS the mesa. Josh put his arm around Alex when she moved closer. “You alright?” he whispered.


  “I’m scared, Josh. Really scared.”


  “At least being here in the kiva means we’re safe from the lightning.”


  “Not about the storms. About getting out of here.”


  “Yeah, me too.” He glanced around the dark kiva. “The way I see it, since we haven’t heard anything for a while, those guys climbed out. Until the weather clears up, they won’t be back.”


  “So they left us here to die?”


  Josh didn’t answer. Maybe they had. He turned to Detective Ortiz and kept his voice low. “Think they’ve gone?”


  “There’s a good chance.”


  “If I got on your shoulders, maybe I could reach the hole.”


  “I don’t think—”


  Josh folded his arms across his chest. “We need to try something.”


  “Well, okay. But don’t crawl all the way out. Just ease up enough for a careful look-see all around. Those guys might still be in the ruins, staying out of the rain.”


  Josh hadn’t thought of that. If they saw him, they would no doubt kick him back in. Or just shoot. He clinched his teeth and whispered, “Get down on one knee and I’ll climb up. Now let’s do it.”


  “Okay, but Dr. Maggie, Alex, you’ll have to help me stand once he’s set. I’m still a little loopy from that blow to the head.”


  Josh glanced up, not sure he’d be high enough to reach. He didn’t much care for sitting on some dizzy man’s shoulders, but figured it was their best chance. “Okay. One, two, three.” He climbed up and straddled the detective’s neck.


  “Good.” Ortiz put out his hands. “Now you two help me balance while I stand up.”


  He wobbled when he pushed to his feet, but soon steadied out. Josh was several feet below the ceiling. “Maybe if I stood up, too.”


  “You sure? That rock floor is awful hard. Believe me.”


  “Got to try. Give me your hands.”


  “Well, okay.” The detective held up his palms. “Dr. Maggie and Alex can help with your balance… and mine, too.”


  Putting his feet on the detective’s shoulders, Josh’s legs felt like rubber. He swayed forward, caught himself, and regained his balance. He was able to straighten them out, still bent at the waist.


  “Okay. Here goes.” Still shaking, Josh let go with one hand. He held his breath and steadied himself, waving an arm to help with his balance. After a few seconds, he stood up straight. The opening was a good two feet beyond his reach. “It’s too high,” he whispered.


  “Yeah, I was afraid of that.” Ortiz wobbled, took a step.


  Josh lost his balance, waved his arms, and fell backwards. Alex got underneath in time to slow his fall, but he banged a hip on the rock floor.


  “Are you alright?” she asked.


  “Yeah. Thanks to you.” Frustrated and sore, Josh didn’t get up. If only he could find something solid to poke through the entrance hole, something he could climb. One of the poles holding up the ceiling, maybe. No, they were stuck solid into the walls. And the fire was burning low, making it too dark to see. All he needed was another two feet. Might as well be a mile.


   


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


  VINNIE LOOKED, AND felt, like a half-drowned rat. He clung to a dripping boulder, his clothes soaked from the muddy torrent. Even though the icy flood waters had risen to his waist, he’d huddled among the rocks, their mass slowing the raging current. He’d watched in horror when Boss and the pickup bounced along with the surge. The canyon had gone from a dry, sandy desert to a churning flood in only an instant.  If not for the deafening roar and his closeness to higher ground, Vinnie would have joined Boss in his wild ride downstream.


  Water still ran through the creek bed, but now wasn’t much more than ankle deep. Vinnie wrapped his arms across his chest, remembering the night he’d spent beside another creek near Eagle Mountain while hiding from the cops. At least then his car wasn’t far away. Now he was stranded, miles from civilization with nothing but the wet clothes on his back and an old revolver. After the drenching, he doubted it would even shoot. He couldn’t climb the mesa and look for Pierre, not with darkness coming on. Shivering and famished, Vinnie faced a night alone in the wilderness. All he could think to do was wander down the canyon and see if he could find either Boss or the truck.


  He limped along, avoiding the remaining pools and the gurgling creek that moments before had been a raging torrent. Traveling a zigzag route, he searched for equipment or food spilled from the tumbling pickup. While he looked, something moved behind him. A musty odor, like wet fur, filled his nose. He turned, saw nothing. Must be his imagination.


  The late afternoon sunlight glinted off shiny metal. Hoping to find equipment from the truck, he sauntered over and spotted the front bumper, ripped from the vehicle. Couldn’t use that for anything. Turning back toward the creek, he froze. Mere feet away, a black bear crouched, ready to pounce.


  Vinnie held his breath. Trying to escape was stupid. No way could he outrun the wild beast.


  The giant animal’s teeth gleamed. Saliva dripped from their tips. Sharp claws dug into the sand. Vinnie was so close he could smell its sour breath. He was about to die. And be eaten.


  His hand brushed the revolver’s grip. A chance. His only chance. He pulled it from his belt. Pointed it. Unable to hold the gun steady, he grabbed the pistol with both hands. Jerked the trigger. Once, twice, again and again. Shots echoed down the canyon. The hammer clicked three times on spent cartridges. Only then did he realize he’d closed his eyes and emptied the gun.


  He peeked through slitted eyelids, afraid even that small movement would cause the beast to charge. Seeing nothing, he opened wider, searched from side to side. He sniffed, smelled only the rain-cleansed air. No sign the bear had ever existed. Something he imagined, or hiding behind the rocks, waiting to pounce?


  Vinnie swung open the revolver’s cylinder and pushed out the empties. He cursed himself first for shooting all his bullets, then again for not having more. He’d brought the gun to bully his victims. It never crossed his mind he could use it to defend himself.


  Shaking from both cold and fear, he grabbed a stout limb washed up by the flood. He held it like a club and crouched between two boulders, his back to another. At least the critter couldn’t come in from behind. Darkness spread across the valley and stars sparkled in the heavens above. Vinnie shivered through the never-ending night, not sure what he’d do when the sun again warmed the world.


  ***


  Josh knew to be careful with the firewood if it was to last through the night. He used the tiniest amount so the flames wouldn’t go out but still provide at least a hint of heat and light. He and Alex searched the edges of the kiva, shuffling along to kick up more wood in the dark.


  Josh glanced over at the others, huddled beside the tiny fire. Nobody seemed to know what to do, how to escape from the kiva, much less from those who’d thrown them in it. Dr. Maggie busied herself providing comfort for Erika, who sat by the fire and kept her ankle elevated. Detective Ortiz placed his jacket around her shoulders and sat down beside her.


  Josh exhaled. Just like on the last trip to the mesa, if they were going to survive, they had to come up with a plan. Maybe that’s what the others were doing, each in their own way. Then they could put their heads together, decide what would work. And in that case, he’d better have some ideas of his own. And come up with them pretty darn quick.


   


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


  HALF ASLEEP, ALEX stirred. The sound of gunshots pierced the darkness. They sounded far away, like down in the valley. She glanced at Josh to see if he’d heard them, but he was fast asleep. Shivering, she lay back against him. Wherever the shots came from, and who was doing the shooting didn’t seem to matter. She couldn’t do anything about it anyway.


  Unable to get comfortable, she half opened her eyes. Shadows from the fire danced around the walls and she remembered Dr. Maggie had said the kiva was where the ancient ones contacted the spirits. Snuggling closer to Josh in an attempt to stay warm, she couldn’t get comfortable. She stared at the dying fire.


  A breeze whistled in through the entrance hole. Shadows on the wall moved faster, then started to spin, around and around. Smoke rose from the dying embers, swirled about the dark enclosure as if caught in a whirlwind. Alex opened her eyes wider and stared into the kind face of a beautiful woman, a lady who appeared both familiar and concerned.


  Alex blinked, not sure if she was awake or dreaming. She was reminded of a photograph her father kept on the mantle, a picture of her mother who had died when Alex was three years old. This face, the one if front of her, was the same. She reached out, but the lady, dressed in a flowing robe, floated above the floor. “Mom, is it really you?”


  “Oh, Alex. I’m sorry I was not there to watch you grow into such a wonderful person.”


  “I missed you so much!”


  “And I have missed you.” Her mother smiled, and yet a tear rolled down her cheek as she spoke. “Now you’re in danger, but be brave. I have but a moment with you, so listen very carefully. To save yourself and the others, you must go through the keyhole.”


  “The keyhole? Like those funny shaped doors? There’s not any in here.” Alex again tried to reach out. Her arms seemed to be made of lead and her body so heavy she couldn’t move.


  Her mother smiled, lifted her hand in a parting wave. “The keyhole. Go through the keyhole.” She slowly faded away.


  “Don’t go. Don’t leave me!” Alex felt so helpless, so alone. She had grown up wondering about her mother, how her voice sounded. She missed the warm hugs and kisses. She had so many things to ask, so many to tell. Now, after only a few seconds, her mother was gone.


  Tears burned Alex’s eyes and rolled down her cheeks. The whirlwind died, the shadows slowed. She sobbed until her chin dropped to her chest. The fire’s tiny flames turned to coals and the shadows shrank, disappeared. Darkness filled the kiva, the breathing of those dozing around her a soft serenade. Alex eased back against Josh. “The keyhole,” she muttered. “Through the keyhole…”


   


  CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


  JOSH AWOKE AS the gray light of dawn crept into the small opening at the top of the kiva. All that remained of the tiny campfire was glowing embers. Not enough wood for another day, much less another night.


  One by one, the battered group of explorers stirred. Detective Ortiz rolled over and rubbed the knot on the back of his head.


  Erika sat up and stretched. Even though she didn’t complain, Josh could tell she was hurting. Every time she moved, she groaned. He took her the last of the water. “Here, drink this. We’ll get out soon. I promise.”


  Dr. Maggie awoke and stumbled around the dark interior of their underground prison, using the butane lighter for illumination. “These paintings here. They’re none like I’ve ever seen before.”


  “Anything we can use to reach the opening?” Josh asked.


  “Huh? Oh, nothing like that.” She turned back to the wall. “The sides are at least ten feet tall, the hole in the center, even higher. Remarkable work, both the art and the masonry.”


  Josh exhaled. It seemed all Dr. Maggie cared about was studying the ruins. If they didn’t get out soon, some future archaeologist would be studying their bones along with the art and masonry.


  Alex was the last to stir. Even before her eyes opened, she mumbled, “The keyhole. Through the keyhole.”


  He nudged her. “Alex? Wake up.” 


  “Huh?”


  “You were talking in your sleep. Something about a keyhole.”


  “A dream.” Alex sat up and rubbed her eyes. “At least I think it was. About my mother. She said ‘go through the keyhole’.”


  “The keyhole?”


  “Yeah. But I told her there’s none of those funny-shaped little doors in here.”


  “There’s another kind,” Josh said. “A keyhole kiva. This is one of them.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “It has a cutout on one side. If you look at them from the top, they look like, you know, a keyhole.” When she raised an eyebrow, he added, “It was in that internet article I wanted you to read.”


  “Oh… Dr. Maggie,” Alex said, “is that right?”


  “Yes, it is.” She put a finger to her lips, obviously deep in thought.


  Josh looked at Alex, then at the professor. “Why?” he asked. “Does it matter?”


  “The floor in the cutout is higher than the rest. We think Anasazi speakers would stand up there.” Dr. Maggie waved a hand, as if addressing a crowd. “Like on a little stage.”


  “But it’s not high enough to reach the ceiling, and it’s nowhere near the center hole.”


  “That’s not the point. In some of these kivas, a tunnel led from the platform to other underground rooms.”


  “The cutout’s over there.” Josh ran over and felt along the wall. “Here it is. But there’s no tunnel.”


  Dr. Maggie shrugged. “Some had them, others didn’t.”


  Alex hurried over through the darkness. “The floor’s higher. Dr. Maggie’s right about that.”


  Detective Ortiz brought his disposable lighter. After two tries on the flint striker, a blue flame hovered above the tiny nozzle. Using its dim light, he moved it along the sides of the keyhole. “Don’t see any openings, just square stones.”


  He slid it past a crack and the flame blew out. Josh put his hand on the wall. “It’s like wind, coming in between the stones. And it’s cold.” That breeze had to be coming from somewhere outside.  He moved his hand along the wall and found another crack where the air came through. “Here’s more, but it’s sure not from a tunnel.”


  “Maybe they walled it up,” Alex said. “No way can we crawl through it.”


  “Not unless we pry it open.” Josh pulled his belt from its loops and used the buckle like a chisel, picking away at the sand around a stone until he could get his fingers into the crack. “There’s more air, but the rock’s stuck.”


  “Try the other side.”


  He again dug at the sand with the buckle, harder this time. After a while, he could grasp the stone on both sides. “Hey, it wiggled.” He worked it back and forth, tugging at the same time. The air flow grew stronger and grit filled his eyes. He stopped twice to rub them, but at last the rock came free. He let it fall. Cool, fresh air entered the kiva.


  Detective Ortiz relit the disposable lighter, but the wind immediately blew it out. In the brief second of light, Josh made out an opening. He stuck his arm in the hole.


  “How deep is it?” Alex asked.


  “Deeper than I can reach. I think it’s the tunnel!”


   


   


  CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


  JOSH AND ALEX cheered. From where she sat with her twisted ankle, Erika called, “What is it? What’s the matter?”


  “Josh may have found our way out!” Dr. Maggie’s voice rose in pitch, revealing her excitement. “There’s fresh air blowing in, but it’s too dark to see.”


  After prying out more stones, Detective Ortiz tried to crawl through the opening. His shoulders wedged on both sides. “It’s too tight. No way can we fit through there.”


  “The Anasazi were little people,” Dr. Maggie said. “The men maybe not five feet tall.”


  Josh wanted to volunteer, but the memory of his encounter with the rattlers filled his head. No telling how far the tunnel went, or how small it was. There could be snakes, scorpions, or—


  “Maybe I can fit,” Alex said.


  Dr. Maggie frowned. “We don’t know where it leads. Or how secure the roof is, or what might be inside there.”


  “In those kivas where they found the tunnels. Where did those go?” Josh asked.


  “Other rooms, other kivas. We think shamans used them to appear and disappear unexpectedly, like magicians use trap doors today.”


  “So the tunnels couldn’t go too far.”


  “Well, no. But trying to squeeze through could cause a cave in. I can’t ask you to crawl through to who knows where, maybe get stuck where we couldn’t possibly pull you out.”


  “What other choices do we have?”


  “We keep looking for another way out, or wait to see if someone misses us and comes looking.”


  Josh didn’t say anything. He should be the one to volunteer. Sure, Alex was smaller, but not by much. And he was stronger. If anybody went in there, it should be him.


  Detective Ortiz relit the lighter, and using its dim glow, felt his way around the wall. “That’s it,” he said after a minute. “No breeze, no other holes. Nothing.”


  One and only one escape. Somebody had to try it.


  Alex put her fists on her hips. “My mother wouldn’t have come to me in a vision and talked about the keyhole if it wasn’t the way out.”


  “But it was just a dream,” Erika said. “Something you imagined.”


  Alex’s face fell. Knowing how much that must have hurt, Josh put a hand on her arm. He squared his shoulders. “I’ll go. I believe Alex. It wasn’t a dream. Her mom came to her, told her how we can get out, and that’s it.”


  “Then I’m going too,” Alex said. “Let’s quit talking and just do it.”


  He exhaled. “Right. Stay behind me, but not too close.”


  Ortiz handed Josh the lighter and boosted him into the tunnel’s opening. He spun the flint. It flared, then died. He tried again, using his free hand to block the airflow. No luck. Too much wind. He’d have to feel his way in the dark. If he’d known that, he would’ve thought twice about volunteering.


  The memory of those snakes was too fresh. Inching through that tunnel on his knees, a snake could bite him anywhere: hand, foot, head. But too late now. No way could he back out. He tucked the lighter into his pants pocket. “Ready, Al?”


  “Not until you get out of the way.”


  “Okay. Here goes.” He crawled forward, feeling ahead. Spider webs, some as strong as sewing thread, covered his hair, stuck to his face. He jerked back and kicked Alex.


  “What is it?”


  “Spider webs. They’re like everywhere.” He shuddered at the thought of eight-legged creatures crawling down his back, under his shirt. Hairy fangs dripping with poison, slinking their way—


  “Oooh. I hate those things.”


  “Me, too.” He could almost feel them creeping across his skin. But if anyone was going through that tunnel, it had to be him. He wiped the webs from his face and inched forward. “Stay here. I’ll go on a little farther.”


  “Not without me you won’t.”


  “When you get to the other end,” Dr. Maggie said, “you might come out in another room where the air’s calm. Then you can use the lighter.”


  “Let’s hope.” Maybe then he could see enough to brush off the spiders. Josh inched a little farther and heard Alex climb in behind him. Having her along made him feel a whole lot better. That tunnel was the darkest place he’d ever been. But at least he wasn’t alone.


  On hands and knees, he edged forward, bumped his head and dropped a little lower. If only he could see where he was going. “Al, still there?”


  “Still here.” She ran into his feet. “Why’d you stop?”


  “It’s getting smaller. I don’t think—”


  “Just a little further. They’re counting on us.”


  “Well, okay. If you say so.” Deeper into the black void he went, the walls closing in, the ceiling sinking lower. This time, it wasn’t his imagination. They really were squeezing down.


  Soon, he could no longer crawl on hands and knees. He fell to his stomach, inched across the rocky rubble like a caterpillar. Or a snake. Didn’t want to think about that. Couldn’t even spread his elbows. The blackness closed in, made it hard to breathe. Like somebody standing on his chest. His skin crawled. Tons of rock hung just above his head. Suffocated him beneath its crushing weight. He fought back an urge to cry out, stop, and wiggle back to the kiva.


  Alex bumped into his feet. “You okay?”


  He exhaled. If she could stand it, so could he. “Yeah. It’s just so small.”


  “I know you hate dark, tight places. I’m proud of you. And thanks for sticking up for me back there against Erika.”


  “Oh, sure. No problem.” He reached forward. Touched bristly fur. Something squealed, scurried up his arm and across his shirt.


   


  CHAPTER FORTY


  JOSH JERKED BACK. His head crashed on the rocks above.


  “Geez, what is it now?” Alex asked.


  “There’s something in here with us. It’s hairy. Ran down my back.”


  “Like, what?”


  “Like a big, fat rat.”


  Her words came out as a squeak. “And it’s between us?”


  At the sound of her voice, the thing ran back up his leg, across his neck, and off down the tunnel.


  He shivered. “Not anymore.”


  “Let’s go back,” Alex said. “If it touched me, I’d have died.”


  Josh lay still, trying to slow his pounding heart. He didn’t think he could crawl backwards in the cramped space. They’d come too far. “Maybe it was a ground squirrel, or chipmunk.”


  “I don’t care. Let’s go.”


  Josh sat motionless, listening. Except for his heart thumping in his ears, all was quiet. “It’s gone. Maybe that means there’s an opening not far ahead.”


  “You sure?”


  “No.” He had never been less sure of anything in his life. “But we can’t… can’t quit.”


  He slid forward and Alex followed, inch by agonizing inch. After what seemed like forever, he lifted his head, didn’t hit the rocks. He eased his elbows out wider. More room there, too. He lifted up, made it to his knees. “Hey, the tunnel’s getting bigger.” He crawled faster. The floor fell away and his face crashed into the rocks.


  “What is it? Another rat?”


  “No. I reached out and there was nothing but air. Really banged my chin.” He felt ahead. “Hey, I think we found the end.”


  “A kiva?”


  “Don’t know. Can’t reach the floor.”


  “See if you can drop a rock or something.”


  He scraped his hand along the tunnel until he fingered a small pebble and tossed it in front of him. It rattled across rocks almost immediately. Fishing the lighter from his pocket, he tried the flint starter. Enough air still flowed through the tunnel that the flame wouldn’t stay lit, but in the brief spark of light, Josh saw enough to know there was a room of some sort in front of him. He crawled from the tunnel.


  “I’m out. Come on. I’ll help you.” They moved sideways, away from the air currents. He lit the lighter and gasped. Not three feet away, a snaggle-toothed skeleton leered at him. In its bony fingers hung a rusty sword.


   


  CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


  JOSH JUMPED BACK, slammed his elbow. The lighter flew from his hand and rattled along the floor. Alex screamed when the horrid skeleton disappeared into total darkness.


  “It’s okay, I think.” His heart pounded like a jackhammer. “But I dropped the lighter. Gotta feel around and see if I can’t find it.”


  Alex grabbed the back of his jacket. “You’re going nowhere without me.”


  “Ow!”


  “Josh, what happened?”


  “Burned my fingers.” Careful to avoid grabbing the hot end a second time, he picked up the lighter by its sides. The room lit up when he spun the flint and a tiny flame pushed back the darkness.


  The skeleton seemed to jump out at them. Josh stared into the hollow eyes of a bony face, its mouth filled with broken teeth. When Alex gasped, he said, “It’s okay. He’s long passed hurting us.”


  “That’s not it. Look what it’s propped up against.”


  The skeleton wore a helmet shaped like one Josh had seen in a book on Spanish Conquistadors. It lay against a wooden chest. Iron bands held the sides together and an ancient padlock hung from a hasp. “Hey, that looks like the treasure chest from a pirate movie. What do you think’s in it?”
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  “Don’t know,” she said, “but we’d better get out before the lighter fluid runs out.”


  “But it could hold gold, or—”


  “I don’t care. I want to go.”


  Josh exhaled. “Yeah, suppose you’re right.” He led to a winding passageway and followed it as the tiny glow lit their way. The flame dwindled, smaller and smaller, at last giving up its struggle to stay lit. They sank into darkness. Josh, his heart pounding, tried the striker. No use. The lighter’s fuel had run out.


  Alex held onto his arm in a death grip. “Can’t crawl though that stupid tunnel again.”


  “Me neither. Don’t know if we could even find it, dark as it is.” He twisted his head, trying to see. Something was different. A dim, yellow light glowed ahead. “Look. What’s that, around the corner?”


  “A fire, maybe?”


  He nodded. If that was the case, the bad guys must still be around. But the thought of that black tunnel sent a chill up his spine. He couldn’t go back. “Have to sneak past.”


  He held her hand and crept forward, careful at each footfall to find a firm place to step. The passageway made a sharp left, then a right. The faintest hint of light lit the walls and he pulled her along. His back pressed against the rocks, he eased his head around the corner and peeked into the opening ahead. A torch hung from the wall, its light dancing across the rock floor. Beneath it rested a pot, identical to one filled with corn they’d found on the previous trip.


  “Come on,” he whispered. Josh tiptoed across the room and grabbed the torch. “He left it for us… Sazi, the man I saw last time we were here.”


  “Now don’t start with that…” She stared at the pot. “The design. It’s just like—”


  “See those footprints?” He held the torch close to the floor. “Same as the ones we found in the creek bed. And they go that way.”


  He followed them to a T-shaped opening. Outside, the bright morning sun blinded him. “We did it. Sazi helped, but—”


  Alex put her hands on Josh’s cheeks and kissed him full on the mouth. “You did it.”


  He stopped, stared, and held his breath.


  Alex turned red. “I… I’m sorry. I was just so… so excited.”


  His face burned. “That’s okay.” Then, after a few seconds, he grinned. “I really kind of liked it.”


  She punched him in the shoulder. “Let’s find the others. And if you so much as think about telling anybody, I’ll knock you halfway into next week.”


  She stormed off toward the kiva. Josh followed, a smile tugging at his lips.


   


  CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


  JOSH TOOK BUT a minute to find the hole in the top of the kiva where the others waited. He lay down on his stomach and held the torch over the entrance. When he eased his head over the opening, a cheer came up from below.


  “We made it,” he said. “Now we have to find something to drop down and get you guys out.”


  “Maybe the ropes we used to scale the cliff are still there,” Detective Ortiz said. “But be careful. No telling where the robbers went.”


  “Oh, yeah.” Josh looked all around, eyes darting from one crevice to another. He scanned every shadow and corner where danger might lurk. Turning to Alex, he kept his voice low. “Gotta go out on the ledge and get the ropes.”


  Her eyes grew wide. “What about that kidnapper, and the other man?”


  “Have to chance it. Wait here.”


  “No. I’m staying with you.”


  “Then keep behind me.” Josh led to the entrance tunnel, dropped to all fours, and crawled through the opening.


  “I’ll watch your back,” Alex said.


  “You bet.” He came out on the ledge, looked all around, then crawled back. “The men are gone. The climbing rope’s still there. No sign of the safety rope or harness.”


  “So what do we do?”


  “If we could cut off the extra length, we’d have enough rope to reach into the kiva.”


  “Yeah, but how?”


  Josh thought a minute. “The sword!”


  “But it’s back in that dark room.”


  “Now we’ve got the torch.”


  She glanced back toward where they’d propped it up beside the kiva. “It’s burning pretty low.”


  “Then we’d better hurry.”


  The yellow light made navigating the passageway a simple matter. In the dark room where they had emerged from the tunnel, the skeleton still looked scary, but not so much as when viewed by the lighter’s blue flame.


  Josh held the torch near the skull. “Hello, Fred. Long time no see.”


  Alex poked him in the ribs. “That’s not funny. Get the sword and let’s go.”


  “Not until we get a look inside that chest.”


  Alex squirmed and glanced back toward the entrance, but curiosity seemed to get the best of her, too.


  The torch, dim as it was, made it easier to see what the ancient room had hidden for hundreds of years. On the ground lay a metal chest plate. Chiseled into the wall behind it was the number 1541.


  Josh leaned the torch against the chest and brushed away centuries’ worth of dust and tiny rocks that had accumulated on top. With one strong pull, the lock fell from the hasp, and the hinges creaked when he lifted the lid. Not knowing what to expect, he held his breath and raised the torch.


   


  CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


  REFLECTING IN THE dying flames, silver and turquoise trinkets filled the trunk. “Hey, this really is a treasure chest,” Josh said.


  “But where’d it come from?”


  “My guess is the Spanish Conquistadors.” The torch flame dimmed even more and almost died. “We’d better get that sword and go.”


  “But what about the treasure?”


  “No time.” He grabbed one piece of silver and one of turquoise before snatching the rusty blade. The hairs on Josh’s neck stood on end when the skeleton’s bony fingers fell off and rattled across the floor. “Let’s get outside, like right now.” The flame went out, but not before they could see light streaming in through the door. He set the smoking torch by the entrance.


  “Won’t the bad guys see that and know we got out?”


  “Sazi may need it. Besides, I want to be long gone before they get back.” He trotted off toward the ledge.


  Josh and Alex crawled through the entrance tunnel and pulled up the excess length of the climbing rope. After coiling it behind them, he grabbed the sword.


  “Is it sharp?” she asked.


  He ran a finger along the edge. “Not really. But it’s pretty jagged.” He put the hilt against his stomach and, bending his knees, gripped the other end between his feet. Pulling the rope back and forth along its length, he sawed through it. “There. Let’s go.”


  Returning to the kiva, he called through the hole. “The safety line and harness are gone, but we cut off some rope.”


  “Drop it down and tie the other end to something solid,” Detective Ortiz said.


  “Right.” Josh backed to a rock wall, letting out rope along the way. He passed it in through a window, back out a door, and tied it off. “There’s a lot left over.”


  “Cut it off. We can help pull them up,” Alex said.


  “Good idea.” He sawed through the rope and returned to the kiva’s entrance. “That one’s tied on. We’ll pull on this one to help.”


  Detective Ortiz tugged on the line. “Dr. Maggie, why don’t you go first? I’ll stay below and help from this end.” He tied overhand knots in the secured rope and a loop in the other. “Use these knots for hand holds. Put this other one under your arms. Josh and Alex will pull from up top. I’ll do what I can from this end.”


  Copying what he’d seen Pierre do when anchoring the safety line, Josh looped the rope behind his back and leaned into it. He dug in his heels, moving away from the kiva. Alex grasped the rope with both hands and pulled with all her might. Dr. Maggie dragged herself up, hand over hand, while Detective Ortiz pushed on her feet. She soon rolled out on the top of the kiva.


  Josh and Alex dropped the rope and fell to their knees, panting. “Wow,” he said, “Who’s next?”


  “Erika.” Dr. Maggie gasped for breath. “It’ll take all of us to get Officer Ortiz out.”


  With Dr. Maggie’s help, Josh and Alex had less trouble getting Erika to the top. Even with the injured ankle, she helped pull herself up.


  “Now what?” Josh asked, thinking that Detective Ortiz must weigh twice as much as the others.


  Ortiz put the loop around his chest and grabbed the knotted rope. “Pull for all you’re worth.”


  Josh wrapped the rope behind him, Dr. Maggie, Erika, and Alex in front. “Okay,” he said, “one, two, three.”


  He leaned against the rope, pushed with his feet. His heels slid along the rocks, but he backed up, one inch, then another. Dust wafted from the rope where it scraped against rocks at the entrance edge. Josh moved a bit farther, his leg muscles on fire. Beads of sweat rolled down his forehead. A meaty hand appeared from the hole. He pulled harder.


  Another hand, then a head. With a final heave, Detective Ortiz rolled out onto the rock floor.


  Panting, he pulled the loop off over his head. “Good job, guys. Now we can…” His eyes fell to the rusty sword beside Josh. “Where in the world did you get that?”


  Josh and Alex spoke at once about a skeleton, a wooden box, and a treasure. Dr. Maggie looked from Ortiz to Erika and held up her hands for the two to stop. “This I need to look over, see if I can tell what century it’s from.”


  “But we need to go before the grave robbers come back,” Josh said. “And we don’t have the torch anymore. It’ll be too dark to see.” Afraid Dr. Maggie would want to spend the next two hours studying more of the ruins, he pulled the silver and turquoise from his pocket. “We found a whole trunk full of these. And the number 1541 was scratched in the wall. We saw a breastplate and helmet like Conquistadors wore.”


  “No kidding?” Dr. Maggie studied the items from the treasure chest. “Coronado traveled this area in 1541 searching for Quivira, a mythical city of gold. Blinded by greed, he tortured the Native Americans, trying to get information.”


  From the way her eyes fell and her shoulders slumped, Josh could tell she had a low opinion of the Conquistadors. “I don’t know if they found any gold, but the chest was filled with that stuff. Now let’s go.”


  “He probably stole the silver and turquoise from the Navajos or Hopis.” Dr. Maggie exhaled. “Sad as that was, the University will be thrilled. We may be able to link the disappearance of those who lived in these ruins to the Spanish Conquistadors.”


  “You mean they killed them with swords?”


  “Or through small pox or something like it. Native Americans had little resistance to European diseases.”


  Josh glanced toward the entrance tunnel, afraid the grave robbers would appear and end his life, along with all the others. He had gained a deep respect for a culture that built a city on the side of a cliff without the use of metal instruments or machinery. To think others had come here, and through greed or hatred, killed them off. It didn’t seem fair. He started to say something about Sazi, but changed his mind. No need to bring him any trouble. If he had wanted contact with the modern world, he would have done it by now.


  Dr. Maggie studied the silver and turquoise a little more. “I’ll report these to the Bureau of Indian Affairs and the Department of the Interior. Archaeologists from all over the world will gather here and learn all they can from the Aljomi House ruins. This is, indeed, a significant discovery.”


  “Dr. Maggie, we need to go.”


  “I agree,” Detective Ortiz said. “We’ll worry about that later.” He led to the entrance ledge. “The ascenders are where we left them, over there by the wall. But they’re no good without the harness.”


  “We could climb the handholds in the cliff,” Josh said


  “No way can I do that, much less Erika and Dr. Maggie.”


  “Alex and I did it before.”


  “But we almost fell,” she said. “Remember?”


  “Have to be more careful this time.” He looked toward the mesa’s rim. “I’ll go up first, see if I can find the harness.”


  “Keep a sharp lookout,” Ortiz said. “Those guys are up there somewhere.”


  All the way up the cliff, Josh imagined sticking his head over the side and coming face to face with the grave robbers. And if he couldn’t find the harness, no way could the others follow. Nearing the top, he slowed and eased his head over the edge.


  He hung there, watching, listening. No sound of anyone. He slid over the rim and spotted the harness hanging in the brush. He waved it over the edge so the others could see, but didn’t yell out. No need to make any noise until he was sure they were alone.


  He scouted the trail, found the tracks of three men who had come this way, then headed back. The return prints seemed to be on top of the others.


  Josh trotted back, tied the harness to the rope, and lowered it.


  Ortiz came up using the ascenders. Climbing out of the harness, he leaned in close. “Any sign of them?”


  “Just tracks, to and from camp. Looks like they came here and went back.”


  “Can you get the others up while I keep an eye on the trail?”


  “I think so.” Josh dropped the harness to the others. Alex came up next, followed by Erika and Dr. Maggie.


  Detective Ortiz had been watching from not far away. “Let’s head for camp,” he whispered. “I’ll go in first. And be quiet.” He pulled his pistol and slunk off through the brush.


   


  CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


  AFTER SURVIVING THE flood and a frigid night cowering from the mountain lion, Vinnie stumbled through scattered brush along the creek bed. He had no food, no friends, and no wheels. He was miles from the nearest town with not a dime to his name, not that there was anywhere to spend money anyway.


  He wandered along the base of the cliff and searched for a break in the rock wall. It couldn’t go on forever, but he could take hours, if not days, walking to the end. His feet aching, he sat down and tried to think.


  When he took that scouting trip out here before, he’d ridden the ATV around the end of the valley. That was maybe, what, another mile? No, closer to two. And from there, back to the mesa’s top, that would take… Wait a minute. The ATV! He’d hidden it not far from where he now sat. But he doubted he could find it, much less get the thing started.


  Figuring it was at least worth a try, Vinnie pushed to his feet. He passed dim game trails, some that looked familiar, until he came to a dirt road. There he found where he’d spent the night in the car. Down this way, just a little farther. It should be right over… a chrome mirror gleamed in the morning sun.


  He ran to the four-wheeler, straddled the seat. Bare wires hung from where he’d broken the ignition switch and hotwired the engine. Holding his breath, he wrapped them together, touched the starter button. Nothing. The battery. Dead.


  He slapped the seat. Of all the luck. He glanced down, spotted a black handle, like one for starting a lawnmower, sticking out from the engine. He reached down and tugged. It snapped back. Didn’t even turn over the engine. He laced his fingers together, and using both hands, yanked the rope.


  The engine didn’t start, but it sputtered. He pulled out the choke, once again used both hands, and tugged the rope. This time, the engine roared to life. He climbed back on the seat and pushed the throttle. He’d drive to the nearest highway and hitchhike his way home.


  After a couple of miles, the motor sputtered and went dead. He unscrewed the gas cap. Empty. He kicked the four-wheeler and trudged off, wondering how much farther to the highway. After an hour, he spotted a freight train, idling on a siding. Another train whistled in the distance. As soon as it passed, the stopped one would head in the other direction. He had no idea where the tracks led, but they had to go somewhere, and anywhere was better than where he was now.


  In spite of his blistered feet, he ran for the train, trying to get to it before it sped away. At least with the engine on the other end, no one would see his approach. Out of breath, he reached the last car and stumbled along the tracks, searching for a boxcar with an open door, somewhere he could ride out of the weather. The other train roared past and this one lurched forward. He grabbed for a rail sticking out from the nearest car, an empty gravel carrier. Climbing over the top rim, he tumbled onto the rusted iron floor. The train rattled along, picking up speed. A harsh wind whipped him and he huddled in a corner. Dust filled his eyes. He tried to blink away the burning grit, but it seemed to grind in even deeper and he kept his lids shut. The wind rustled through his clothes, still damp from the flood.


  The whistle blew when he crossed a country road, bells from the crossing arm changing pitch as the train clattered past. Vinnie curled into a ball, tightened his jacket collar, and tucked his hands up under his armpits. Across the landscape he rode, away from the spirits of the ancient ones, away from Boss’s and Brock’s cold, unmarked graves. In spite of goose bumps and chattering teeth, Vinnie felt lucky. At least he was alive. And he could still get even with those two brats. That is, if they ever escaped from the hole we dropped them in.


   


   


   


  CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


  AFTER WHAT SEEMED like days in the car, Mickey and his parents drove into camp. He jumped from the backseat, Moose right behind him. “Josh, where are you?”


  Dad pointed to the contents of the chuck box dumped on the ground “That’s weird… Alex, Josh! Are you alright?”


  Mickey wandered into the wall tent and found his brother’s bedroll cut into strips, its stuffing used as filler in a box of pots. “Dad, look at this.”


  He pulled back the tent flap and frowned. “That’s not right. Something is wrong. Very wrong.”


  Mickey, seeing Pierre charge with a shovel, fell back. “Look out!”


  The shovel crashed into Dad’s head. He dropped to the ground. Didn’t move.


  Standing beside the car, Mom screamed. She slammed the door and ran to her husband’s side.


  Mickey crawled behind a cot. Pierre lifted the shovel and drew it back, ready to strike again. A fierce snarl filled the tent. He froze, slanted his eyes toward the door. A ball of golden fur, sharp claws, and flashing teeth flew through the air, struck him in the back. His head smacked the hard ground.


  Moose, who’d become a growling beast, jumped between Mickey and the attacker. When Pierre moved, the dog lunged, snapped at an exposed arm. Pierre jerked it back, tried to squirm away.


  Moose would have none of it. He lunged again, tore flesh from a leg. Pierre crawled to a corner. He grabbed a flashlight and hurled it toward the dog.


  ***


  Josh cocked an ear. “Did you hear a scream? Sounded like Mom!” She shouldn’t be here, not with those grave robbers around. And that meant Dad, and probably Mickey, were at the camp, too. And they’d trust Pierre. No telling what he was capable of. Josh’s heart jumped to his throat and he tore off down the trail, Alex right on his heels.


  “Wait,” Detective Ortiz yelled. “Don’t go running off.”


  Josh dashed into camp. Barks and snarls came from the wall tent. He spotted his dad on the ground with his mother at his side.


  “Mickey’s in trouble!” She pointed toward the tent. “In there.”


  Josh ran to the door, spotted Moose holding Pierre at bay. On a cot, just feet from his grasp, lay a cocked pistol. The Canadian threw a hatchet, lunged for the gun. The hand axe missed and Moose forced him back into the corner.


  Panic on his face, Pierre grappled for something else to throw. Josh had to stop him, keep him from reaching that gun.


  “What do we do?” Alex yelled.


  Josh eyed the cast iron skillet, sitting on the cook stove. “Grab that.” He made his way around the wall tent, just outside the corner where LaRue crouched.


  Josh yanked out the stakes, pushed over the tent. He wrapped the canvas around Pierre’s covered torso, threw his arms around him. Turning in a circle, he wrapped the cloth tighter. The canvas kept Pierre from raising his arms, using them against Josh, who felt like he was wrestling a mummy, risen from the dead. It was all he could do to hold on. “His head, Alex. Hit him!”


  She swung the skillet. It clanged against Pierre’s cloth-wrapped skull. Once, twice. The mummy staggered, went limp.


  Mickey crawled out from under the other side of the tent, gripping Moose’s collar. The dog snarled when Detective Ortiz rushed up, his pistol drawn and ready. “You got him, son?”


  “Yes, sir.” Mickey tugged at the collar. “Stop, Moose. He’s on our side.” Josh ran over and helped drag the dog away.


  Detective Ortiz peeled back the collapsed tent and slapped handcuffs on Pierre. “You’re under arrest for theft, assault, and violation of the Antiquities Act.”


  “Yeah. And trying to hurt my dog,” Mickey yelled.


  “But I’m here with the University, exploring the ruins…”


  “LaRue, or whatever your real name is, you have the right to remain silent. I suggest you do just that.” Ortiz dragged him over to a small tree, pulled out another pair of cuffs, and slapped them around Pierre’s ankles, a leg on either side of the trunk.


  Josh and Mickey held onto Moose until Detective Ortiz stepped back. As soon as the threat ended, the Golden Retriever sat down and wagged his tail. He licked Mickey’s face.


  Pierre swore at the dog, then at the kids who’d helped get him arrested. Moose rose to a crouch, snarled, and bared his teeth. Pierre closed his mouth and looked away.


  “You’d better sit there and mind your P’s and Q’s,” Detective Ortiz said, “or I’ll turn my new deputy loose and let him finish the job.”


  Josh ran to his mother. “How’s Dad?”


  “He’s got a lump on his head, but he’s alright.” She exhaled and fixed Josh with a cold stare. “Every time you come up to this mesa there’s trouble.”


  “But, we found—”


  “You’re not coming back. And that’s final.”


  After helping Erika limp to a seat at the camp table, Dr. Maggie turned to Josh’s mom. “Mrs. Schmidt, I know your son and Alex have had quite an adventure, but what they found here is, well, remarkable.”


  “Really? How’s that?”


  “I think we finally have some answers about what happened to the Anasazi and why they moved away.”


  Something rustled in the brush and Josh spotted a spear tip moving off through the branches. He winked at Alex. Maybe not all of them had left. They just didn’t want to be found.


   


   


  EPILOGUE


  THE MAN POSING as Pierre LaRue, aka Brant ‘The Weasel’ Slaughter, was convicted of violations of the Federal Antiquities Act of 1906, identity theft, and assault with a deadly weapon. He is now serving fifteen years in federal prison.


  Vinnie the Rat rode the train until it stopped in Albuquerque. Where he is today, no one knows.


  Erika Olson recovered from her broken ankle and returned to Aljomi House where she helped with archaeological digs of both the Anasazi and Spanish artifacts. She later earned her doctorate and is now a college professor working side by side with Dr. Maggie.


  Detective Jorge Ortiz received a medal for his undercover work and arrest made in the case of stolen Anasazi artifacts. A year later, he married Dr. Maggie, who published a book on her findings at Aljomi House. The happy couple now lives in a condominium overlooking the campus of Sangre de Cristo University.


  Josh and Alex were awarded 10% of the skeleton’s treasure as a finder’s fee. Dr. Maggie convinced them to save it for college. As a special gift for their valor and determination, she also gave them each a shiny new dirt bike.


  At a party celebrating the discovery of Aljomi House, Mickey told an involved tale of how his brave dog saved the lives of his whole family from a dangerous criminal gang. When the guests looked his way, Moose stretched, yawned, and curled up by the fireplace for a well-deserved nap.
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  RETURN GLOSSARY


  Aka- abbreviation for ‘also known as’


   


  Anasazi- an ancient civilization that lived in what is now Utah, Colorado, New Mexico, and Arizona


   


  Archaeologist- a scientist who studies prehistoric people and their cultures


   


  Artifact- a handmade object or tool made by people of a previous culture


   


  Ascender- a device used to aid a person while climbing a rope


   


  ATV- abbreviation for ‘all terrain vehicle’- a small motorized vehicle designed for off road use


   


  Carabiner-an oval or D-shaped ring with a spring catch on one side and used for rope climbing


   


  Clad in- wearing, as in wearing clothes


   


  Conquistadors- Spanish conquerors who came to the Americas in the 1500’s


   


  Coordinates-the longitude and latitude of a specific place, used to locate it on a map or with GPS


   


  Cottonwood- a species of tree that often grows along rivers and streambeds


   


  Document-(verb)- to record the specifics of a certain object or event


   


  Fence- a slang word referring to a person or business that deals in stolen goods


   


  Flash flood- a sudden rush of water caused by a heavy downpour


   


  Keyhole door- a T-shaped opening often found in Anasazi cliff dwellings


   


  Kiva- a circular underground structure built by the Anasazi and used for ceremonial services


   


  Machete- a long, heavy knife used for clearing underbrush or as a weapon


   


  Outfitter- a person or business that provides gear and a guide service for those going into the wilderness


   


  Rappelling- a method used in mountain climbing for going down cliffs using ropes and other gear


   


  Relic- an object surviving from a previous time or culture


   


  Rodent- a class of small, gnawing animals that includes mice, rats, squirrels, and beavers


   


  Sangre de Cristo- a part of the Rocky Mountain Range found in New Mexico. Because of the reddish color of the rocks, early Spanish explorers gave it a name meaning “Blood of Christ”


   


  Shaman- a person who acts as a go-between for the real and spiritual worlds


   


  SUV- abbreviation for ‘sport utility vehicle’


   


  Topographic map- a map that depicts not only roads and towns, but also features such as mountains and valleys


   


  Trinket- a small ornament of little value


   


  Turquoise- a mineral of sky-blue or greenish color often cut as a gem


   


  Quivira- a fictional place thought by Conquistadors to contain the mythical Seven Cities of Gold
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  Did you find an error in this book?


   


  Fawkes Press strives to present a perfect product, but being staffed by mere humans, mistakes happen.  If you find something we missed, please visit www.FawkesPress.com and click on “bounty program” to submit your find and enter to win our twice-yearly bounty.


   


   


   


  [image: img6.png]

OEBPS/Images/GG_book2_ebook.jpg





OEBPS/Images/img4.png





OEBPS/Images/img3.png
S
oﬁ““«'“
-






OEBPS/Images/img6.png
b
=3

BAVWKES PRESS





OEBPS/Images/img5.png





OEBPS/Images/img2.png





OEBPS/Images/img1.png
FAVWKES PRESS





