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"VINCENT ZANDRI IS ONE of the most acclaimed thriller writers working today!" 
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“A tightly crafted, smart, disturbing, elegantly crafted complex thriller . . . I dare you to start it and not keep reading.”
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“A classic slice of raw pulp noir . . .”

—William Landay, New York Times bestselling author of Defending Jacob

Young Chase Baker and the Well of the Souls 

(A Young Chase Baker Thriller No. 2)

Vincent Zandri

“Death is but the doorway to new life. We live today, we shall live again. In many forms shall we return.”

—Egyptian Prayer of Resurrection   
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Rensselaer County, NY

Summer, 1979

It’s the largest archaeological dig ever attempted in Upstate New York. So the students working this dig tell me. But I think they’re just trying to impress a fifteen year old, five-foot-five kid, just because they can. It’s me, Chase Baker again, and this time, after hours and hours of pleading and outright begging, my Pops has allowed me to work as a sandhog on a real archaeological dig for the summer. And get this: I’m doing it not just for the cash, but for the adventure. 

Our mission? 

To excavate this thirty-acre site of what once used to be the home to the very first settlers who’d arrived here from Europe, namely England, back in the late sixteen and early seventeen-hundreds. The site is about to be turned into a museum and visitor’s center that will rival anything that’s come before it. Even the Albany Institute of History and Art, which is where all the grade school kids go for their fieldtrips. 

The site is as wide as it is long since the settlers, who were called Shakers, were mostly farmers and religious nuts. For example, they used to literally shake the devil out of their bodies. Thus the term, Shakers, get it? That must have been one hell of a sight to see, so no wonder they were all tossed out of their home country. Or made to feel very unwelcome anyway. 

Okay, stick to the subject, as my English teacher, Frank “FN” Nash likes to say when I go off on a tangent in his writing and comp course. In the course of our excavations, for which my dad and his number two man, Tommy Patton, provide the digging equipment and manpower, we’ve not only been pulling out pottery shards, eating utensils, brass buttons and the like, but also bodies. Seems we stumbled upon an unknown gravesite that is at least two-hundred years old. And according to the professor in charge of the dig, a tall, somewhat muscular, short-haired, brown Fedora wearing, Dr. Dallas Woodworth, each and every body must be carefully dug up, catalogued, photographed, preserved, identified if possible, and eventually, reburied in a new cemetery on the Shaker grounds which are located on the opposite side of the river. 

It’s all going to be a shitload of work, or so my Pops said, a smile on his round, scruffy face. Why the smile? Because he and Tommy negotiated a deal with New York State for Baker Excavating and Sandhogging to provide their services on a time-and-material basis, which means the more work there is, the more money that’s coming in. 

“It’s a win-win, Chase kid,” Pops said, patting me on the back with his worn leather gloves, the brim on that old green CAT baseball hat pulled down over his big brown eyes, his callus-covered hands thick, strong, and leather tough. “I can’t lose on a project like this.” 

He then told me to watch out for myself while working beside those university archaeology students. They were academic types who were ignorant of the many risks that can be involved in the excavation of old graves and structures. You never knew when you might uncover a secret chamber or crypt that can be many stories deep. In the course of my Pop’s excavation experience all over the world, he’d seen many men and even a woman or two fall to their deaths when the ground they were digging suddenly gave way, and their bodies fell into what seemed to be a bottomless black pit. Not a good way to die. He’d also seen men buried alive when the sides of the hole they were excavating caved in. “Not a good way to go, kid,” Pops insisted with a chilling shake of his head. “Trust me.”

My dad’s words of warning are embedded in my fifteen year old brain, but that didn’t mean my pulse didn’t elevate considerably when the shovel I’m using to dig away a layer of soil on a newly uncovered grave hits what feels and sounds like wood. 

“Hey Dr. Woodworth,” I call out. “I think I’ve got something here you should see.”

The archaeology students have already removed the old, mostly disintegrated casket, along with some pottery shards, and even the remnants of an old flintlock pistol. I was left behind to clean things up. So finding anything man-made underneath the actual grave comes as a bit of a shock, even to a kid like me. Chase the overly excited.

Woodworth makes his way to the hole I’m standing in. He looks down on me with a rather serious expression painting his stubble-covered face. Unlike me, who’s dressed in Levis jeans, Timberland work boots, and black t-shirt, the Beatles spelled out on front in big white letters, he’s dressed like an adventurer out of some 1930’s black and white cliffhanger. His boots are tall and made of leather, and his khaki pants are tucked into them. He wears a denim work shirt under a ratty old bush jacket. The pockets on the bush jacket are filled to capacity with all sorts of stuff, from his many notebooks and sketch pads, to the many little brushes he uses for dusting off even the most delicate of ancient objects and relics. He even wears a six-shooter on his hip. Why the hell he feels the need for a six-gun to protect himself on a dig in Upstate New York is a mystery to me. But then, the Professor is the kind of archaeologist who Pops refers to as a “dandy.” A man who lives as much in his own romantic made up world than he does the real modern world of cable TV, the brand new personal computer, and microwave ovens. 

He crouches at the knees. 

“Whatcha got there, Young Baker?” he asks. 

I tap the dirt floor with the blade on my shovel. The sound is wooden and hollow. 

“I think there might be a room under here,” I say.      

He shifts himself to the very edge of the hole. 

“You watch yourself,” he warns. “If you’re standing on some kind of two-hundred year old wooden trap door, it can give way at any minute. Something happens to you, your Pops would never forgive me.”

I tap the wood with the shovel tip again. 

“What if it’s another casket, Professor?” I ask. “Didn’t you once say that it wasn’t an uncommon practice back in the seventeen-hundreds for people to be buried on top of people? Especially family members that died together either from disease or maybe from a deadly attack waged by the Iroquois.” 

Truth is, this graveyard is filled with a men, women, and even children whose heads were crushed with tomahawks or split down the center with axes. It was a tough life then. From what Doc Woodworth tells me (and my New York State high school history teacher), most men and women didn’t live to see their thirty-fifth birthday, that is they survived being born at all.   

“You want I should clean the wood off some more, Doctor Woodworth?” I go on. 

He nods, but holds out his hands, and gestures like he wants me to take it slow.   

“Okay, son,” he says. “But you need to be careful. There’s no telling what might be beneath you. It could very well be another casket, but it could also be a chamber that leads to another chamber, and a chamber after that and so on and so forth. Who knows what we’ve stumbled upon?”

By now, a few of the students are gathering around the rectangular trench. I’m beginning to feel a little bit like a young rock star. This is my very first personal discovery on an archaeological dig of this size, after all. I’ve been to Peru with Pops, and even accompanied him on digs in the Giza Plateau in Egypt. But I was always the kid who was watching the action, never participating, which is why I would sometimes wander off and find my own adventures, or misadventures as Pops always called them. Like the time, I entered into the Third Pyramid all by myself, made my way down to the antechamber, and laid myself out in the now empty tomb. All would have been fine if the on-site pyramid workers didn’t lock me inside the pyramid by closing up the solid steel door and padlocking it. But I’ll save the rest of that story for another time. 

For now, I can feel my heart pounding. My mouth is bone dry, and my body is trembling. I can’t wait to see what it is I’ve discovered. 

“Remember,” the Professor says, “take it very slow, young Baker.”

Breathing in, I exhale, and begin to work the edges of the flat board with the shovel tip, peeling away the layers of thick, caked on mud and clay. As I’m working, I begin to make out the sound of cracking. It doesn’t register as anything to be concerned about at first. Just the sound of some old dry boards cracking beneath my feet. But then the cracking becomes louder, and the boards begins to feel like they’re sinking. The shovel gripped in both my hands I look up into Dr. Woodworth’s eyes. 

“Uh, oh,” I say, as the boards collapse beneath my feet. 
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Falling. No, that’s not right. More like sliding down a shaft made of stone until I land hard on my backside. I hear a scream and then the sound of a body much bigger than mine falling down the shaft. It suddenly occurs to me that if I don’t move out of the way, I’m about to be crushed. That’s when Doc Woodworth lands flat on his backside beside me. He rolls to his side to avoid the pile of dirt that follows. 

“The hole,” I say, my voice an octave higher than God and nature intended, “it must have caved in, Doc.”

He looks at me with a painful grimace, his face visible in the small square of sunlight that’s pouring in through the shaft. 

“What was your first clue, Baker?” he says grimacing in pain. 

Standing, he reaches into his bush jacket, pulls out a small black flashlight, or what Pops refers to as a Maglite. He turns it on, flashes the super bright light all around the room. 

“Are you okay Doctor Woodworth?” someone shouts from above. 

The Doc looks up into the shaft of sunlight.

“Yes, son,” he barks. “Send down some ropes when you can. We seem to have discovered some kind of old basement or series of chambers. We’re going to do a little exploring.”

“Be careful, Professor,” the student barks. “You don’t know what’s down there.”

“Not my first rodeo, kid,” he says. Then, waving his hand at me like he wants me to come closer. “Baker, come here.”

I go to him. 

“Listen, kid,” he says, “stay close to me. I’ve seen things like this before. There’s a few tunnels attached to this room. Some of them could run for miles. We get separated, don’t try and find your way out. Stay put and call out for me. I’ll come to you.”

“I’ll stay on you like underwear, Doc.”

“What?” he says, his brow scrunched. 

“Oh, my friends and I always say that.”

He smirks, shakes his head. 

“Kids,” he says. Then, shining the light on a tunnel that’s located directly across the room. “Let’s go exploring.”

The Doc makes his way into the darkness. I follow, not knowing what kind of danger awaits us. 

The tunnel is narrow. So narrow, the professor can barely make his way through it without getting stuck. He’s not a fat guy by any means, but he is muscular if not stocky, sort of like Pops. 

“The walls are clay, Baker,” he points out. “Somebody took the time to carve this network out of the underground with their bare hands, using simple tools.”

“Why?” I ask. It’s the obvious question. 

“These tunnels might have been carved out by the Iroquois many years before the Shakers we’re presently digging up arrived here. Much like other native tribes around the world, the Iroquois held a belief in the power of the inner earth. Therefore they had a desire to be closer to the god or gods that live and thrive inside the planet’s white hot, rapidly spinning core. The Mongolians believed much the same and the country is riddled with similar tunnels just like these.”

“You been to Mongolia, Doctor Woodworth?” I ask. 

“You betcha, young Baker,” he says. “It’s an inhospitable but lovely land.”

We walk further on until we come to another wide open room, much like the one we originally fell into. 

“Easy, Chase,” the Doc says, holding me back with his free hand. “There’s something not quite right about this room.”

“What’s that mean?” I say. 

He shines the light all around the room’s floor. The stone floor has got dozens of little round holes cut into it. Dead bodies or should I say, bones, litter the floor. Some of the bodies still contain the tattered remnants of their clothing. 

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Dr. Woodworth says more to himself than me. “I’ve heard about rooms like this before, but I never really believed it.”

“What kind of room are you talking about, Doc?” I ask, my mouth going dry and my heart beating against my ribs. “And why are all those dead bodies just lying around like that?”

“Because the Indians left them there to rot.”

“Why would they do that?”

“Because these Indians were either sacrificed to please the gods of either corn or water or both, or they were executed.”

“Executed.” It’s another question. 

“Yeah, just like we execute bad people who do bad things. Get it?”

“Oh, like the electric chair.”

“Exactly, Baker. Only the electric chair is a humane and easy way to die compared to this place.”

I feel my throat tighten up and my temples begin to throb. Suddenly, I’m very aware of standing inside a bad place. A place where many men and even women suffered terribly before they died. Fear fills me up like a Big Gulp at the K-Mart. Instinctually, I take a step back, then another, until my back presses up against the stone wall. But that’s when I feel my body weight pushing something into the wall. A piece of stone or hard wood. A loud banging comes from above, like a gear or series of gears dropping in place, and suddenly the stone floor is rising slowly upwards, a series of giant spikes emerging from out of all those little holes. 

“Jesus Christ!” Dr. Woodworth shouts. 

He grabs hold of me as if to drag me back out of the room. But the solid stone doors are rapidly closing on the opening we entered and on the one directly across from it. The Doc is just about to slip on through to safety at the last second, but I’m in shock and move way too slowly. By the time he tries to rescue me it’s already too late. The doors have closed, sealing us into the death chamber. 

Dr. Woodworth shines the light at the ceiling. That’s when we can see that it too is descending on us, an equal number of razor sharp spears protruding from it, and about to stab us in the head. 

“Backs against the wall, Baker!” Dr. Woodworth shouts. “Watch out for your feet!”

I do it. I’m so scared I can’t even speak. Some of the spears still hold the skull or skulls they impaled centuries before. A couple still have portions of skeletal bodies are held together with remnants of tattered clothing. With every second that passes, the closer the floor comes to meeting the ceiling. If we’re not impaled, we’re going to be crushed. 

The Doc is desperately looking for a way to stop the momentum of the ceiling and floor coming together. He’s shining the Maglite onto the mechanical stone devices that cause the floor to rise and the ceiling to fall. These are the vertical, almost zipper like lifts and pullies that are causing this place to collapse in on itself. 

“Chase,” Woodworth barks, “grab hold of that skull.”

He points to a human skull that’s resting on the rising floor beside a long spike. 

“That there?” I ask, the thought of holding the skull sickening. 

“Do it now,” he insists. “Or we die.”

“Okay, Doc,” I say, stepping forward, reaching out for the skull with both hands, grabbing it up. 

I hand it to him. 

He thrusts the skull into the works of the zipper. Suddenly, the gears jam up, and the room stops its deadly contraction. 

“Now,” he goes on, “yell. Yell for help.”

We do it. We scream at the top of our lungs for help. Then, a voice. It’s a man’s voice. Deep, guttural almost. A familiar voice. It’s my Pops. 

“Chase!” he shouts. “I’m gonna get you and the archaeology professor out of there,”

There’s a small hole in the stone wall beside the metal door that allows us to look out onto the tunnel. A ruddy face appears inside it. 

“That’s my Pops,” I say to Woodworth. “He says he’s gonna get us out of here, you better believe it.”

“Let’s hope so, Chase,” he says, his eyes glancing up at the skull which is presently straining under the pressure of the gears. “We don’t have a whole lot of time. Any second this place is going to collapse in on itself.”

“Holy mackerel,” Pops says. “Giant spikes and a collapsing ceiling. This is like something out of an action/adventure movie.”

“Great,” Dr. Woodworth says. “You can sell the idea to Hollywood. Just get us out of here first, Mr. Baker.” 

“I just have to find a cantilever that will reverse the contracting floors.” He pauses for a few beats while the skull begins to bend and warp. “I’m searching guys. Hang in there.”

Then, a pop, and the skull shatters into so many shards. The stone floors resume their contracting once again. Faster this time, or so it seems. 

“Pop, help!” I scream. “The floors are moving again.”

A new set of spikes rise up from out of the floor below me, running up the side of my leg. If I don’t shift myself at the last second, I won’t be having children when I get older. That is, I live through the day. Looking up, I see that the ceiling is so low now, the professor has no choice but to crouch. 

“Hold on fellas,” Pops says, “I think I found something.”

“Please, Mr. Baker!” Professor Woodworth screams. “This place is folding.”

“Going as fast as I can!” Pops shouts. 

Woodworth is shining his Maglite at the ceiling. I see something coming out of maybe a dozen holes that don’t have spears sticking out of them. Little creatures. They’re crawling out of the holes. They’re spiders. I hate spiders. 

The big, black spiders are descending from the holes by their webs. One of them lands on the Doc’s face. He screams and nearly knocks himself silly slapping the spider off his face. But then another lands on his chest. He slaps that one off. The spiders are landing everywhere. On our heads, on our shoulders, on our legs and arms. I’m going crazy slapping them off my body. 

“Pop, spiders! They’re all over the place. Hurry!”

“Almost there, Chase,” Pops shouts, his voice strained. He must be yanking on something that requires great strength to move. A lever of some kind, or maybe an old stone wheel that requires turning. 

Another spider drops from the ceiling, lands on my neck. I feel a short, sharp nip and I know I’m bitten. 

“Bastard!” I shout, slapping the spider off of me and crushing it with my boot heel when it hits the floor. 

By now the floor and ceiling have collapsed to the point where the professor has choice but to lay himself out on his belly, his hands locked over his head as if that will somehow prevent him from being crushed. I also have no choice but to lie down. There’s the trembling of the room, the sound of stone straining against stone, and my father’s voice repeating, “Come on, come on, come on you son of a bitch, move!” I picture him with his thick strong hands wrapped around a lever that hasn’t been moved in over two-hundred years or maybe a thousand years, but that now is becoming unstuck. Because after all, my dad is as strong as a bull, and he would never let me die under his watch. 

“This is it, young Baker,” Dr. Woodworth says, his voice desperate. “I wish you had more life to live. You’re too young to die.”

Placing my hands over the back of my skull, I wait for the two stone
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