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  Chapter One


  They were driving up a dirt road so narrow and steep they had no choice but to keep going. There was no way to back the Jeep down in reverse without one of the tires slipping on the loose shale, lurching over the edge, and pulling them over the cliff.


  Melissa looked over at Donny, his jaw clenched but a wild excitement in his eyes. It was crazy, but she had a strange faith in him, in his luck. He was so alive, so vital, so much the artist.


  Until she’d met him, she’d thought she was an artist. Oh, she had the aesthetic sense, perhaps, but she didn’t have Donny’s boundless curiosity and daring. The other students were in awe of him. He was older than most of them by a decade but seemed younger in spirit. He had real-world experience as a carpenter and was on a mission to get his master’s degree and teach art.


  “I want to go where the roads end,” he’d said the last time the full class met. “Who wants to go with me?”


  When no one else spoke up, Melissa surprised herself by raising her hand. It was her chance to get him alone, soak him up, and crawl over him and into him. To see the world as he saw it; to learn to live again.


  Where she saw a featureless desert, he saw an endless plain of wonder.


  This vision was what they’d been sent down here to see. When Melissa had been one of the five students chosen to go on the three-week field trip to the deserts of Utah, she hadn’t really wanted to go, but hadn’t felt she could refuse the honor. But when Donny had taken a seat next to her in the van on the way down, she’d started counting herself lucky. Until that moment, she’d been ready to quit the rigorous program, go back to the little cottage her parents paid for, and keep creating the cute, but uninspired, little pieces of pottery she sold on Etsy. Now, with Donny, she never wanted the course to end.


  Donny powered the Jeep up the last ten impossible feet of the slope. It was wildly exciting. Melissa couldn’t ever remember feeling this way, taking these kinds of chances. It was only momentum that kept them from toppling over; then they were at the summit. Despite herself, Melissa let out a big sigh of relief. Donny looked over and laughed.


  “Look,” he said, pointing at the two hills on the horizon. “Pyramids.”


  She could totally see it. Rising above the flatness of the rest of the terrain, the hills looked like giant structures built by an ancient people no one had yet discovered. That was the way Donny saw it. On her own, Melissa would have seen a couple of unremarkable hills.


  “Let’s walk there, little Owl,” he said.


  Melissa wore large, round glasses. From anyone else, she might have been insulted by the nickname, but Donny said it with such affection that she’d come to like it even when the other students picked it up. Petite and dark, Melissa knew she was beautiful, but she’d always hidden her body beneath baggy clothes and gone without makeup because she didn’t want the attention.


  Now, for once, she really wanted a guy to notice her.


  There was just enough room at the top of the hill to turn the Jeep around and point it back down the road. Melissa’s faith in Donny’s judgment was once again rewarded. He always seemed to be pushing the edge, but when you followed him there, you realized there was another edge beyond it.


  She reached into the backseat and grabbed her backpack. The hills were several miles away, at least. In the desert, distances could be misleading. She wished they could drive there, but it looked like Donny had indeed reached the place “where the roads end.”


  There was a deer trail that led down the other side of the hill, and they started descending. They hadn’t gone more than ten feet when they heard a noise behind them, the almost metallic clattering of shale sliding down toward them. Donny grabbed Melissa as she stood there with her mouth open and pulled her out of the way. The rockslide barely missed her.


  Donny held onto her, and she wanted to melt into him, but he looked distracted—and there was something in his eyes she’d never seen before: doubt.


  “Maybe this isn’t such a good idea,” he said. “Come on, let’s drive back down and see if there isn’t an easier way to get there.”


  She nodded, disappointed when he let go of her, but appreciative when he put his strong hands on her back and helped push her to the top of the hill.


  The Jeep was surrounded by pigs. Hairy, ugly pigs.


  Donny stopped, and his hand went to the knife at his belt. “Shoo,” he said to the animals.


  It should have been an enchanting moment, a brush with the local wildlife, but there was something odd in the way the pigs were arrayed: not at random, but almost in ranks. And there was a pig in front that was simply enormous, half again as big as the others.


  It grunted, and several of the smaller pigs trotted forward, coming directly at Donny. He pulled out his knife and waved it at them, but they keep coming. Then they were swirling around his legs. Donny stabbed downward, but didn’t seem to hit anything. Then he let out a cry of pain. Melissa wanted to run to him but was frozen in fear.


  Suddenly, Donny was on his knees. He’d dropped the knife and was clutching his ankles. Blood was welling over the tops of his shoes, soaking the yellowish slate.


  The big pig trotted forward, his head now at the same height as Donny’s. They seemed to be staring into each other’s eyes.


  Then Melissa heard Donny say defiantly, “Fuck you, pig.”


  The animal slammed into Donny’s midsection, and he slumped over. Something wet and pinkish-white and visceral sloshed onto the ground in front of him, and he let out a ghastly rattle as if he was already dead and his last breath was slowly being released.


  He toppled over and fell into two parts. The lower part of his body went backward, the top of his torso went forward, and the insides splashed wetly between them. Melissa saw a look of horror in his unseeing eyes. And then she was screaming and screaming. She must have started running, because she slammed into the rear door of the Jeep. Luckily, they hadn’t bothered to lock it, and she scrambled inside.


  She hid in the foot space behind the passenger’s seat, breathing hard, that last image of Donny frozen before her eyes. She began to cry and moan, her mind blank, feeling only terror. How long she quivered there she didn’t know but, eventually, she heard the animals outside, scratching at the Jeep as if trying to get in. She heard them underneath the vehicle, too, but she slowly realized they couldn’t get to her. That should have been reassuring but their purposeful efforts to get inside the closed Jeep were frightening. That wasn’t something animals would normally try to do.


  Then the Jeep lurched. Melissa cried out, suddenly remembering the steep sides of the hill and how close she was to the edge.


  The vehicle started sliding, and then her world turned upside down. Melissa was slammed against the Jeep’s roof, then back onto the seat, then against the roof again. She heard bones breaking and saw red blood splash against the shattered windows. She tumbled faster and faster, and the bottom half of her body was flung through one of the broken windows. The rocks of the hillside squashed her between them and the Jeep, severing her in two, and then only the top half of her was tumbling inside the Jeep, still conscious, until the vehicle landed on the flats below.


  Melissa wasn’t breathing any more, but she still had a few moments of consciousness—just long enough to see the huge pig staring at her from outside the wreckage, its intelligent eyes watching her die.


  She felt Donny’s spirit nearby and wished she still had the breath to say, “Fuck you, pig.”


  Chapter Two


  Lyle Pederson’s Last Will and Testament, besides making Barry and Jenny Hunter wealthy beyond their wildest imaginings, contained a clause that Barry had memorized, he’d read it so many times.


  “I want you to find out if we got them all. Every single Tusker. Because if we didn’t, it won’t be long before there are new litters of new Tuskers. So I’m asking you to track down any survivors and kill them. Don’t hesitate. Don’t try to capture them.


  “Just kill them.”


  Well, that was the question, wasn’t it? Barry ran the last few minutes of the conflict over and over again in his mind. Had they gotten them all?


  He was certain the Tuskers’ leader, Razorback, was dead, finished off by his own progeny as he lay mortally wounded. Barry had later retraced his steps and found the bodies of Reagan and Thatcher, riddled with bullets. Himmler had died with Lyle’s arrow buried deep in his body. Barry himself had killed Stripe.


  At least three Tuskers, including Vader, had followed Barry into the box canyon and been blown to smithereens. When Barry had returned to his home, he’d found another, unnamed Tusker in the bedroom, killed by Barbara Weiss before they had overwhelmed her.


  That was nine Tuskers in all: a large litter, but not unusually so.


  The question was…had they missed any?


  The days after the battle were so filled with activity that Barry didn’t have time to think about it much. He was released from the hospital after his second day there. He had a concussion, and the doctor told him to stay home for a few days. Other than a headache and the Tusker slash on the sole of his foot, which was healing, he was fine.


  Their home was completely destroyed, but even if he and Jenny could have restored it, he suspected that the odor of pig shit would always linger, at least in their imaginations.


  They lived in Lyle’s (now theirs) high-tech barn for those first few weeks. The old man’s house might have been more comfortable, but Lyle’s presence was too strong in there. They spent long days in the lawyer’s office. The will having been changed only a day before Lyle died made the whole thing somewhat suspicious. Even worse, the witness to the notarization of the will was missing. (The probate court ignored the strange, non-legal requests in the will, though the judge raised his eyebrows at them.)


  But in the end, the notary public, Bart Hoskins, vouched for the legitimacy of the document, and since Lyle had no known relatives to dispute the will, Barry and Jenny inherited over a thousand acres of prime Morrow Valley land and a bank balance that had a single large prime number followed by more zeros than they could count in one glance. All from a man they had barely known only a week before.


  “Don’t hesitate. Don’t try to capture them.


  “Just kill them.”


  Lyle had bought so many supplies in preparation for Hamageddon (which was what Jenny was calling it) that the Hunters didn’t need to go shopping for months. They stayed inside, licking their wounds, which were mostly psychic, not physical. As the days passed, the whole incident seemed more and more unbelievable, preposterous even.


  But they needed merely go up the spiral staircase to Lyle’s crow’s nest to find confirmation that it was all true, it had all happened. Even without using the telescope, they could see the blackened walls of the box canyon where the Tuskers had met their end.


  “I want you to find out if we got them all. Every single Tusker.”


  They took a couple of lawn chairs up there and sat for hours, inspecting their huge new domain.


  “I watched you every step of the way,” Jenny said one afternoon. “Do you know how many times they almost caught you?”


  “I was trying not to look back,” Barry admitted. “I knew they were close.”


  “When you disappeared over the edge of the canyon, I wasn’t sure what to do. I saw Lyle get tossed into the air and fall. He stopped moving. But what…what if he was still alive?”


  Barry shook his head. “He wasn’t. Believe me.”


  “I suppose I knew that,” Jenny said. “And I knew that Lyle wouldn’t have wanted me to abandon my post.”


  “How many Tuskers did you see?” Barry asked. “At the end?”


  “Through the telescope, it was hard for me to tell which were Tuskers and which were just normal javelinas,” Jenny said. “I mean, Razorback was hard to miss. He was twice as big as any of the others.”


  “But you saw the three that tried to get me when I was climbing?”


  “I couldn’t believe it. They seemed to be climbing the rope after you!”


  “They were propping each other up, babe. They weren’t actually climbing the rope.”


  She shook her head wonderingly. “Still…”


  Barry looked over at her and laughed. Jenny was tall and willowy, her hair still blonde though she was a couple of years older than him. In comparison, he was gray and balding, and out of shape—though less out of shape after all the recent activity.


  “Pigs don’t fly,” he said. “That’s the last thing I said to the one I kicked in the tusks.”


  Jenny joined his laughter but it was a little forced.


  Barry tried to keep his voice casual. “But you only saw those three, right?”


  She nodded. “Are you still thinking about that?”


  “It was the only thing Lyle asked for in return for all these riches,” Barry said. “…to make sure the Tuskers are all dead. Seems like the least I can do. Think about it some.”


  “But you’re thinking in circles, honey. We’ve had no sign that there are any still alive.”


  Still, something was nagging at Barry. He just couldn’t put his finger on it.


  “I want you to find out if we got them all. Every single Tusker. Because if we didn’t, it won’t be long before there are new litters of new Tuskers.”


  Barry jolted awake in the middle of the night.


  Genghis. The Tusker with the Fu Manchu-looking tufts of hair on his face. Had he been one of the last three Tuskers to follow Barry into the canyon? For the life of him, he couldn’t remember. But he had a sinking feeling that Genghis hadn’t been there.


  He looked over at his sleeping wife and thought about waking her up and asking her, but he doubted she could have seen that level of detail in the telescope.


  Genghis was still out there, Barry realized.


  “I’m asking you to track down any survivors and kill them.


  “Don’t hesitate.”


  Barry lay awake the rest of the night.


  Chapter Three


  In 1781, Spanish explorers (who were barely aware that a new country, what would eventually be called the United States of America, was being born on the other side of the continent, a country that would eventually overwhelm their descendants) became lost between Santa Fe and the new mission in Los Angeles.


  They camped in a steep canyon between two hills, where a small spring emerged and whose water saved their lives. They stayed there for a week, recuperating, before moving on to the west.


  Later, they could not say exactly where they had stopped. But one of the explorers, a young and naïve priest named Father Herrera, had spied some shiny pebbles in the waters of the spring and put them in his pocket. Upon arriving at his new home in Los Angeles, he pulled them out, tossed them onto a table in the great hall, and left them lying there.


  A day later, he found one of the soldiers assigned to the mission leaning over the table. When Father Herrera entered the hall, the man turned to him with round eyes. “Where did you get these?” he asked, holding up one of the gleaming stones.


  The good father told him about the spring between the hills.


  “Show me,” the soldier demanded, bringing out a map.


  Father Herrera looked over the map. He had no idea where he was, much less where he had been. But the man was insistent, so he took a wild guess and pointed at a spot.


  The soldier reached over and marked it with an X.


  So went the story, and when Martin Bleecker bought the map, along with the story, more than 230 years later, his friends laughed at him. But Martin had spent every dime he had on the map, so he took it to an expert on old books and manuscripts, who confirmed that the paper and ink were old enough to be genuine.


  Martin sold his car and every other possession that was worth anything, went to a gold mining store in Albuquerque, and bought the cheapest usable equipment he could find.


  “This stuff will work,” the clerk commented dubiously, “but it won’t hold up for long.”


  “If I don’t find something quick, it won’t matter,” Martin said.


  In the back of his mind, he suspected that he’d be better off taking his meager life’s savings and betting it all on black at a roulette wheel in Vegas, but this seemed like a more industrious way to self-destruct.


  This will take longer and hurt more, he thought. Just as I deserve.


  And if God wanted to save him and show him the gold, then that would be a sign that he deserved to live after all.


  Truth was, he’d always planned to disappear this way, to give people a legitimate reason why he’d go into the wilderness and vanish. That way, the life insurance company would have to pay up. Martin had been a lousy father, but he could do that much, at least. He was either going to strike it rich or disappear.


  He had just enough money left on his last viable credit card to rent a pickup from a local car rental place. The only vehicle he could afford that had a high enough clearance to handle the back roads was an ancient Ford F-250.


  As he bumped along roads that didn’t look like anyone had driven down them in years, Martin told himself it didn’t matter if the truck died now. He was so near the trailhead.


  He parked, gathered up his backpack and shotgun. He’d loaded himself up with food, but only enough water to get to his destination. If the spring wasn’t there, he was doomed.


  He took his cellphone out. It was running at 25 percent power, but he still had service for the time being. That wouldn’t last, not out here. He called the car rental joint. He was just as glad when he got the message service.


  “Hi, this is Martin Bleecker. Please take note. I’ve left your rental at a turnoff eighty miles down Fire Road 206. The keys are under the front seat.” He hung up, stashed the phone along with the keys, and locked the doors behind him. No second thoughts. No retreat. Burn all bridges.


  As he walked away, he felt bad about abandoning the truck. He’d always been a very responsible person. Always living by the rules. It had driven Julie crazy. Hell, it had probably driven Julie away. He was, “No fun,” she had informed him. Even Clarice had acted bored with him the last time he’d visited, and that had broken his heart. His only child had always been so happy to see him before. But she was turning into a teenager and seemed embarrassed by him now.


  Martin realized he’d walked far enough that he couldn’t see where he’d parked the pickup anymore. It wasn’t really that far, what with the undulations of the high desert and all, but he was already sweaty and grimy and tired. By his calculations, he still had at least twenty miles to go, probably more than he could travel on foot in one day.


  He took out the map and compass and oriented himself. The guy at the outdoor store had given Martin a crash course on orienteering, so he had a general idea of how to do it, though as he looked around on this cloudy day, he realized he might actually be heading in the exact opposite direction from the one he wanted to go in.


  The whole plan was half-baked and desperate. But then, Martin never would have undertaken the expedition if he hadn’t been that far gone.


  One night a few weeks back, he’d been lying awake, suffering buyer’s remorse for purchasing the map, when an idea had occurred to him. He’d thought at one point in his life of being a geologist. The math had proven too hard, but he’d learned enough to know that gold mining fields ran along certain topographical features.


  He got up and Googled the known gold deposits in the Utah area, and drew a line following them north to south. Then he drew a line showing the east-to-west route of the lost Spanish expedition. Where the two lines met, he was certain he’d find the lost gold.


  He showed his best friend, Rollie, his discovery.


  “Assuming your map is real,” Rollie said in his commonsense way, “the Spanish were lost and only guessing at the route they took. Then, assuming the story is real, it could just as easily have been a few gold placer deposits that didn’t amount to much. And finally, the point where these lines intersect is, in reality, probably a hundred square miles. You could spend the rest of your life searching an area that big.”


  “But I only have to find two hills close together, with a spring between them,” Martin objected.


  Rollie looked at him with pity. “Have you ever been out there? Even in the high desert, there are a lot of hills. How big are the two you’re looking for? How close together?” He shook his head. “You couldn’t have a more vague location, description, and story than what you’ve got.”


  Martin knew Rollie was right. Rollie was almost always right. His wild and crazy friend from high school had married his college sweetheart, Melanie, had a brood of kids, worked his way to an engineering degree, worked for the city of Phoenix for thirty years, and retired early with a passel of grandkids to occupy his time.


  For some reason, he was a faithful friend to Martin. He always had been. When Martin had been fighting depression during his senior year in high school, Rollie had come to roust him out of bed every morning and haul his ass to school. When Martin couldn’t find a job after college, Rollie had let him camp in his garage for a couple of months. (Melanie had rolled her eyes, but she loved her husband enough to put up with it.)


  To everyone’s surprise, Martin had made a career out of his geekiness, selling pop culture stuff in a downtown store. Even more surprisingly, he’d married a young woman later in life and had a kid.


  What wasn’t so surprising, perhaps, was that Julie had then taken him for everything he was worth.


  When Julie kicked Martin out of their house, Rollie came through again, loaning him enough money to rent an apartment. In fact, it was fear of becoming dependent on his friend that was responsible, as much as anything else, for this harebrained scheme.


  Martin checked his compass again, then walked due east, away from his past, into a desperate gamble of a future. Deer trails led in the general direction he wanted to go, and he followed them as much as possible. Inevitably, he needed to course correct by tacking overland. He waded through the sagebrush, certain that deer ticks were covering him from head to toe. He would need to do a thorough search of his body that night.


  No mirror, he thought. I should keep a record of how many things I forgot.


  Dust streaked his legs, and the bottom of his shirt was covered with burrs from a particularly nasty plant. He kept going until he found a single rock jutting out of the sand, and he rested there and took his first drink of water.


  Despite Rollie’s comment, there were no hills in sight.


  What do you know, Rollie was wrong about something.


  The landscape wasn’t exactly flat, though. It was filled with gullies and small rock outcroppings and the occasional slope that could be called a hill. It was exhausting, unpredictable footing, with every step slightly higher or lower than the last, and it was making Martin’s muscles tense up with every stride.


  He saw tracks along the deer trails that he was sure weren’t from deer, but he didn’t know what to make of them at first. Then he saw a pack of javelinas in the distance.


  He trudged on for a while, not thinking about it much, then stopped short. There, standing in the middle of the trail, was a large javelina. It was watching him…no, examining him, as if taking his measure.


  Martin slid off his backpack. He’d strapped his shotgun to it, and he now removed it. The javelina disappeared before he was through arming himself. Martin carried the shotgun as he continued down the trail.


  The backpack stopped chafing as much, and Martin was glad for that. But now the shotgun was getting heavy.


  The gun was almost an antique, hefty and ornate. The guy at the gun shop had offered him more money for the shotgun than Martin had gotten for his car, but there, Martin had drawn the line. It was the one possession of his father’s that he still owned. He had the gun guy clean it and fix it up, and bought a box of shells.


  He hadn’t really expected to run into any danger out here. (In the back of his mind, he’d wondered if he would resort to the shotgun in the end, if his slow demise was too painful.) But now he remembered the news stories from a couple of weeks before about rabid javelinas in the neighboring state of Arizona, in the town of Saguaro, and he was suddenly glad he had the weapon.


  Martin didn’t see any more wild pigs for the rest of the day. As dusk fell over the landscape, it became harder to gauge the hollows and depressions he was walking through. The wind picked up late in the afternoon and gusts blew sand in
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