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1: Prologue
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Two days earlier, in a 4-wheel drive Tacoma with fairly good clearance and a study skid plate, I and my friend, storytellers both, made our way down a steeply angled road that looked more like the roughshod, rock-clad side of a mountain. Michael Badouin, my friend, was the driver. It was his pickup. 

When he’s standing straight up, Michael is around 6’2” and probably 190 pounds. He’s trim, but not thin by any means, with a small gut that he’s earned with 67 years of living. He has a thick shock of silver-grey hair and none of it’s abandoned him. He keeps his face clean shaven. Most often, as on that day, he wears green camouflage pants, heavy hiking boots, and most often a blue light-denim button-down shirt. 

He also wears a western hat and, after we’re parked and settled, a 9 mm pistol in a holster at his left side, positioned for a cross-draw. He came to the desert a few decades ago after a career as a copywriter in advertising. Today he’s a ghostwriter for others and a storyteller in his own right. 

We’re quite the odd couple when Michael and I are standing side by side. I’m officially 5’8” but closer to 5’7” with the compaction of my 65 years. I’m stout at around 185 pounds. What’s left of my hair is brown with flecks of grey, but that’s mostly around the sides in a fringe. Lately I’ve kept it close-cropped in homage to my days in the Marine Corps. I keep a moustache and a goatee, both of which are solid grey. I most often wear jeans with running shoes and an olive-drab t-shirt with a black eagle, globe and anchor stamped on it beneath USMC in block letters. Being in the Corps was the finest time of my life.

As we descended, near the bottom of the hill we couldn’t even tell there was a left turn. A dry wash angled off to the right front and looked more like a road than the road itself. But we had been there many times before, so where the actual unmarked path turned a ninety degree angle to the left, Michael turned with it. 

The Tacoma bounced and jostled its way along imbedded boulders, dropped into a continuation of the wash we’d seen earlier, then climbed up out of it to the right. Thirty or forty feet later, the road, which was much more plainly marked in the stone-covered dirt, wound farther around to the right and then back to the left. Eventually it led to two other campsites. They weren’t distant—maybe a hundred feet to the first and another two hundred feet to the second—but they were established. Both had fire rings made of rocks, unofficial parking areas complete with tire tracks and busted rocks, and official National Park Service signs. Therefore they were less than desirable. 

At those campsites, other humans had parked, and they left the detritus of their visits. All around were the remains of shattered beer and wine and whiskey bottles. All around were tire-flattened cans peppered with bullet holes of various calibers. There were ancient rocks marked by ricochets and thousands of years old juniper stumps bearing bullet holes. No doubt those bullets had been fired by people who had no idea what they were doing and no business being in possession of firearms. And probably they were fueled by the aforementioned beer, wine and whiskey. 

I’m no big fan of such disrespectful humans. I wish fervently they would enjoy fast-draw competitions against each other instead. The desert would have reclaimed them soon enough.

But at the place where the road continued toward those other campsites, Michael hitched the Tacoma sharply to the left so it almost turned back on itself. Thirty feet later he parked the front tires of the pickup securely against two large rocks we’d positioned earlier just for that purpose. Then we got out and began setting up our camp.

From where we parked, to the left and behind us a bit some eighty feet away was a small cave notched out of an enormous rock. Farther in that direction—south—other gigantic boulders and slabs of rock had been stacked and leaned against each other by some unspeakable ancient upheaval.

From the front of the pickup, some forty feet away was a sheer drop of five hundred feet to the bottom of a gorge. The Gila River had carved it out of the rock over thousands of years. The gorge was the reason for the rocks against which Michael had firmly lodged the front tires. Across the gorge the land sloped up dramatically to a sawtooth mountain. In one of Michael’s books, he’d named it Dead Man’s Ridge. It was an appropriate name.

Behind us to the east, a conical, rock and brush-strewn mountain rose around five hundred feet to a rounded overlook. From time to time, maybe once or twice during each of our trips, a family or tour group would take a much easier road to that overlook. From there they would peer down at our camp. Often they would point, just as if they didn’t know we were looking back at them through binoculars. 

To the right a half-mile or so, a massive golden cliff rose five hundred feet from the east bank of the Gila to the level of the plateau we were camped on, then another thousand or so feet above that. All along both sides of the river, other huge rock formations towered all around. 

Despite all the magnificent scenery, it wasn’t much of an adventure, really. It was more a chance for adventure than an adventure in itself. A camping trip shared by friends who enjoyed telling stories. If regret can be defined as a compilation of risks not taken, some risks still are better left unchosen. We encountered one of those on our last evening.
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THERE HAD BEEN MANY such trips, and each was both itself and something within itself. It was never only camping, enjoying the absence of electronics and focusing on the gentler and more rugged things of life. There were chilly, quiet sunrises. Hot, cloud-crowned sunsets. The way the light danced across the distant cliffs like magic, turning them white one moment, red the next, gold the next.

The vistas were ever-present and ever-changing. But also there were the hikes over rugged terrain, the photo opportunities. Always the evenings were imbued with the kind of silence one hears when angels are holding their breath. Always, too, there was talk of storytelling, sometimes the oral traditions—we knew a little about those—and more often the written, for of those we knew a great deal.

Underlying all of that, for each trip a theme seemed to develop of its own accord. One time the theme was the music of our youth. Another time the films of a bygone era. Another, the bits devised for radio or television and delivered in 15- or 30- or occasionally 60-second snacks to sell the products produced by the sponsors of a given program. 

Sometimes, though rarely, the place itself determined the theme, as if it were a third storyteller who had grown weary of listening and chose to intrude. One of those intrusions had to do with the ancients who had lived nearby, specifically their shaman. He visited the camp one night, his ghostly figure creeping over the face of a crevasse to the south, then proceeding north to an ancient trail that led down to the river. We watched him go, and later we wrote stories about what he might have been doing.

On another day hell itself seemed to rise through the rocks. It released its fury in ferocious winds and a heaving Earth. We clambered into the truck that day, and for a time, despite the rocks, it was nudged nearer and nearer the edge of the gorge. 

Then the minions of heaven showed up with torrential rains and sleet and hail, all at one time. Pealing thunder and surging lightning bolts pummeled the winds of hell until they retreated back to where they had come. A few hours later, the day was won. 

The victor, as is his habit, hung a rainbow in the sky, then graced the whole thing with a once in a lifetime sunset.  

Those were the two extremes, but the themes were always present, and that should have been enough. It would have been for most. 

But they say the line between good men and bad is a narrow one that often wavers of its own accord. And they are right.

On the current trip, we—well, I—chose a very different theme. Or perhaps the tensions of the lives we’d survived conspired with the place and its proximity to population centers to choose it for us.
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A SMALL TOWN LAY TWENTY miles away, nestled between mountain ranges. However, the ranges were far enough distant and far enough apart that the town was considered a desert oasis of sorts. From our site, the town was a half-hour trip over roads so rough they would make a usually genial mule balk. 

The first day, as it often did, consisted mostly of hiking. Per our routine, we hiked several miles over rough terrain, covering a lot of territory and proving something to ourselves.

Also per our routine, we returned to the camp tired and read to sit, eat and do little else but talk and commune with our surroundings. 

We sat. We ate. We watched the magic draw the colors across the cliffs.

Now and again, one or the other of us rose to get another bottle of water from the ice chest, or to capture a snapshot. There’s a Picasso engraving on the face of the cliff across the gorge. A guy with two eyes, a misshapen nose and mouth. I have several pictures of it but that doesn’t keep me from taking more. Or I might snap a picture of the golden cliff or the canopy of cottonwood trees growing along the banks of the river in the gorge. 

Michael took several scenic shots too, and he enjoyed snapping pictures of wildlife. Especially a particularly annoying red bird that visited us and teased him on every trip. 

But eventually, as the sun went down, the blue bowl slipped over the west side of the globe. And the waning day gave way to night and a billion minuscule lights blinked on overhead, seemingly one at a time. That’s how time advances in the desert.  

To stretch our vocal cords in preparation for the night’s tales, we spoke in hushed tones, naming for the hundredth time Dead Man’s Ridge and The Golden Cliff and pointing out for each other where we were certain we’d seen a black jaguar on a ledge across the river, or a massive heart carved into a rock, or a Mayan chief carved into another. 

The second day was much the same as the first. We hiked in another direction, took photos in a long wash and even found an ancient dam. We hiked the length of the wash in both directions. When we got back to the river, we rested for a bit, then hacked our way through brush and back onto the trail.

Back at the camp, it was late afternoon. The sun would set in an hour or so, and full darkness would settle maybe a half=hour after that. 

We ate and talked, and I read for awhile. Michael drifted around taking more pictures.

Later, as we watched the western edge of the blue bowl begin to flame orange, I said, “I think we should do something different this time.”

Michael took a sip of his water. As he screwed the cap back on the bottle, he said, “Like what?”

I shrugged. “We’re storytellers. We should tell stories.”

“That isn’t different. We always tell stories.”

“No, we should tell real stories. Not stories we’ve watched develop from a safe distance and in which we are not characters. We should tell our stories.”

Michael frowned. “But I know about your life, and you know about mine.”

“Not all of it. Not really. But even so, we should tell stories of the things we considered doing, but didn’t. Stories we might never write down.” I paused, and for a moment he remained still. 

Then I gestured lightly with one hand, indicating the place itself. “Think of it, Michael. We’re here in a place without ears, and ours are the only voices. Here, where there is no one to hear, we should tell the stories we’ve kept locked away. The ones that frighten us. Or maybe even the stories of people we would like to have been.” 

Michael said, “Oh. You mean like the man in the darkened room standing over a crib with lopping shears as he considers the infant’s limbs.”

“No. If I had stood in that room with lopping shears, peered down at that infant, and then left without doing any harm, that would be right. But I don’t mean things we would never do.” 

Michael waited.

“I mean things we would do. Maybe things we’ve been tempted to do or have even approached doing—if we weren’t stopped at the last moment by the prospect of prison. Or mental images of Hell and our own fears that it might actually exist. Or, like I said, stories of what we would do if we had it to do over.”

“Do over?”

“Yes. For example, I enlisted in the Marine Corps. I wanted to go to Vietnam. I came out of boot camp as a machine gunner and was slated as a Third Marine Division replacement for the following February. But my orders were changed and I ended up spending most of my career stateside with a missile unit. But what might have happened to that 18 year old machine gunner? What would his story have been?”

“Ah, okay. Got’cha.” Then he frowned. “And what would we do with stories like that?”

I shrugged. “We could let them go the way of the oral traditions and disappear into the universe. Or we could publish them, perhaps under an obvious pseudonym. But none of that matters. What matters is that they are given life at least one time, at least for awhile.”

Michael nodded. “That might be acceptable. Let me think about it.”

And for a brief time, we both lapsed into silence.

Michael knew me well. He thought he knew exactly what I meant. 

I had spoken once before, during an earlier trip and almost in passing, about standing at the windy edge of the abyss through which the river flowed five hundred feet below. I talked about balancing there while facing the rising sun, my back to the gaping wound in the earth, and putting a bullet in my own head. A suicide, pure and simple.

Not because I was tired of living or depressed or for any other such dramatic reason, but simply because I was certain nobody else had done it before. At least not in that place or in that manner. Besides, I was certain my friend would retrieve my body, or cause it to be retrieved. And if he didn’t, well, the creatures whose existence depended on the river needed to eat too.

Michael was privy to my reasoning on that occasion, so he understood thoroughly the gambit I was posing now. And in the end, he said, “Okay, this might be a good idea. At the least, it would be a kind of purging. At the best, other story ideas might pop up. Stories that would be acceptable to write and publish.” 

But he wasn’t as sure as he sounded. So as not to set up a conflict, Michael did not say, “Okay, you go first.” But what he finally said amounted to the same thing. “Give me an example.”

After a moment during which several scenarios played themselves out in my mind, I decided any of them would be acceptable. 

“All right,” I said. “And I’ve had another idea. All of these stories are supposed to be about us, right? About things that frighten us or about something we might have done had life turned out differently. So I’m going to base all of my stories on a character’s name. For example, for this first one, I will tell you a story of the time when my name was Gabriel.”

And I began my first story.  
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2: A Matter of Survival
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It was a place where the sun minds its own business, barely filtering to the ground through the thick green canopy. A place where the wind only occasionally ducks from behind a tree, and only to whisper the secrets carried on scents. A place where, at night, even the moon glances down only on rare occasions, and always with a bit of embarrassment. 

Like all places on Earth, it was peaceful by default, calm in temperament, and dangerous only when chance or fate—call it what you will—took an interest.

This place was humid day and night, and most often thunder rumbled in the distance, but always from different directions. The leaves of the canopy dripped water constantly. 

At other times, as they had earlier this very day and for days previous, the column would move more slowly. At the front, Gabriel Orosco and Manuel Gallegos would take greater care to hack away more of the foliage with their machetes, making the passage easier and drier for the others. 

But there was no time for that now. Safeguarding the column was of primary importance.

Behind them in the third position, Juan Pedroza cleared whatever they missed, if anything. Next came the first segment of women, six in all. Then three more men, then La Abuela and two other women. El Abuelo and two other men brought up the rear. A c0lumn of eighteen. The survivors of a trip into the distant past. A trip gone horribly awry.

The brush through which Gabriel hacked and through which he and the others rapidly moved caught the drops and redirected them to the sleeves of jackets and shirts and the trousers and legs of the column of men and women. The streaks and blotches of water quickly darkened the khaki.

The women who wore trousers and shirts, which was most of them, suffered the same effect as the men. Those who wore skirts, wider and looser than the trousers, weren’t as bothered by the water, but in exchange they occasionally lost a bit of a skirt to a barren, snagging branch.

The roots crisscrossing the jungle floor caused the members of the troupe to stumble more than once, especially when they first started. But speed was necessary and they learned quickly to maintain a few feet of distance from one person to the next. That enabled them to move at a good pace. When one stumbled, the next would catch him, keep him upright and move him along.

The need to hurry was not something anyone had to say. Neither Gabriel, who was the leader of the troupe, nor El Abuelo, the chieftain in matters of philosophy and life, had uttered such an order.

An order had not been necessary.
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THE SUDDEN APPEARANCE of the massive creature in the tall-grass clearing a mile or so back provided its own impetus. The grass there, having ample sunlight, grew to the height of a man’s shoulders. The wide blades were as sharp as razors and as damp with the skyfall as the air itself.

When the thing stepped out of the jungle three hundred yards away to their right, Gabriel and the rest had stopped to rest. Fortunately, they were almost across the clearing when they stopped. 

Gabriel gaped as he stood, his eyes wide. Then he struck immediately into the jungle, and the others followed.  

Only El Abuelo waited at the edge of the clearing as the others passed him by. When only two men remained to follow him, he too plunged into the jungle. El Abuelo was the honorary rear guard. The two men would carry him if it became necessary.

The memory of the creature kept the sense of urgency strong, and the column moved without complaint. 

When the beast first crashed into the clearing from the edge of the jungle, it turned its head from side to side. Each time, its gaze passed above them, as if without seeing. 

But it could smell too. 

From a distance of close to three hundred yards, it pointed its snout at the part of the clearing where the humans had rested. It spoke only once, and its voice was a hiss that that might have issued from the depths of hell. 

It lifted one ponderous foot from the ground and started across the clearing, its goal the source of a scent. A six-foot-wide swath of grass fell before each sweeping footfall. But before the second one landed, El Abuelo and his minders had ducked into the jungle.

Only El Abuelo and the two men behind him had seen the creature focus on the spot where they had rested. Only they had seen it raise its foot and start in that direction. But the other, more focused images of the creature were just as vibrant and remained lodged in the minds of everyone in the troupe.

The creature had the head of a lizard, but it was at least two feet wide and thirty feet off the ground. The teeth in the yawning maw were as long as a man is tall and a fourth as thick. The tongue was evil, and forked like that of a snake. The eyes were cruel, glistening black marbles, the extended snout thick and knobby, the neck a thick, ridged connection to its torso. 

From the narrow upper torso dangled two small, misshapen and stunted arms. The claws on the end of those were half the length of a man’s legs and looked as sharp as those of a cat.

The back of the torso was ridged as well, and the whole thing slanted toward the ground like a long, stretched egg with the larger part at the bottom. To that were attached two thick legs, thick as the trunks of very large trees, with more claws at the ends. 

From the base of its torso, which still was several feet off the ground, extended a tail. Where it attached to the torso, it too was the size of a large tree. Toward the tip it dwindled down to the snapping end of a whip. With every swipe of that tail, the creature crushed twenty feet of grass in an arc.

At the head of the column, Gabriel walked quickly with a smooth pace in the necessary tempo of a forced march. The others variously walked and ran in an effort to keep up. He slashed with his machete with almost every step, quickly clearing the larger snags in the foliage. 

Behind him, Manuel slashed as well, clearing whatever Gabriel had missed.

Breathing heavily, Gabriel glanced over his left shoulder. “Are there sounds?” He paused for a breath. “Is it coming?”

Manuel didn’t respond, but glanced back and repeated the whispered question.

Behind him, Juan repeated the process, and so the question made it back to the middle of the column and beyond.

A long moment later, the response had made its way forward. 

“There are sounds,” Juan said to Manuel. “It is coming.”

Manuel repeated the message to Gabriel and added, “Can we outrun it?”

For a moment, Gabriel was silent, save his labored breathing. 

The creature was powerful. Its legs were strong, and its footing was sure. It would force its way through the jungle with its brawn. Little in the jungle would even slow its progress, much less snag it or cause it to take an alternate route.

The only good news was that they couldn’t yet hear the beast themselves. But for every seven or eight steps they took, the creature took only one. Eventually it would close on them.

He hoped the rear guard would do their best to protect El Abuelo. The old man’s wisdom would be a great loss.

So could they outrun it?

Quietly enough that only Manuel and perhaps Juan would hear, he said, “No.”
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GABRIEL CONTINUED TO hack through the brush as if he hadn’t heard the response and as if he hadn’t spoken. There was no time for more talk, and no necessity.

His forearms knotted and released as he repeatedly slashed with the machete and forced his way through the brush. His mind was filled with a hundred scenarios, a thousand conversations. He searched them for relevance and finally brought his mentor’s words to the front. They were delivered in his youth as the three secrets to winning a battle: 

Know who you are. It doesn’t matter who the enemy is if you know who you are. 

Know your own abilities and don’t overreach them. 

Be aware that most men will try to overreach theirs.

The three secrets were intended as advice for overcoming other humans, but there was no reason to believe they wouldn’t work against other creatures just as well.

The others had heard the sounds of pursuit earlier. Now the dimmest reflections of those sounds reached Juan. 

He touched Manuel’s shoulder. “Did you hear?”

Manuel nodded, and as he touched Gabriel’s shoulder, Gabriel said, “Yes.”

Gabriel fell silent, continued to hack his way through the brush and vines. He continued to run the scenarios through his mind. He thought of their pursuer. Most believe themselves greater than they are. 

The thing would not be deterred. It had their scent and it was following their path. 

But in a way, that was good. As he chose their path, so did he choose the creature’s path.

And he knew other facts. Few other creatures, if any, would stand in the way of the creature. Fewer still would attempt to deter it from a meal for fear of becoming a meal themselves. The thing was strong, and it was used to being unstoppable.

But that would give it a confidence that was at least partially false.

Most believe themselves greater than they are. Therein lies their weakness.

So what did he have that the creature didn’t? Only the ability to think. That and the agility and determination of one who was fighting for his life and the lives of others.

As he continued to hack with his machete, over his shoulder, he said, “Watch for a defensible position.”

The jungle was filled with rocky outcroppings and ancient temples, overgrown with vines. 

He formulated a plan, but it would require him to be taller than the creature. 

Had he been alone, he could easily climb a tree. He could easily attain a height taller than the thing that was chasing them. But there was no guarantee it would pass close enough beneath him. In the alternative, it might inadvertently ram the tree he was hiding in and jar him loose. And on the ground, he had no chance.

Besides, he might well be able to get himself, Manuel and Juan into a tree before the thing arrived, but what of the others? He was as responsible for their safety and defense as his own. And even if he had time and could get all of them into a tree, or even a few trees, doing so would render them nothing more than fruit. 

The creature would have the benefit of knowing where they were and the luxury of time to wait for them. They wouldn’t be able to outlast him. With a ready food source and taunted by their scent, he wouldn’t go anywhere. Eventually the humans would descend, or they would slip and fall. Or the creature might ram the trees repeatedly until he shook one or more of the humans loose. 

The members of the column would be nothing but live bait.

The benefit of knowing where they were. They would be live bait.

For a moment, he caught his breath, as if to continue rasping might dislodge the thought.

Bait. That’s exactly what he needed. 

He needed for the creature to be able to see the humans, but in a place where he couldn’t get at them easily. And he needed to be above the beast.

As he continued to hack his way forward, again he turned his head to one side. “A temple, maybe. A tall one. Or a tall outcropping of rock.”

Manuel reached forward, touched Gabriel lightly on the shoulder to let him know he’d heard him. “You have a plan?”

Gabriel nodded. “I know how to defeat it.”
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IT WASN’T EXACTLY WISHFUL thinking, but the statement sounded more confident than Gabriel felt. Still, if they were to have a chance, he would have to be above the creature.

Moments later, they plunged from the jungle into another, much smaller clearing.

Behind them, the sounds of the thing crashing through the jungle were louder, closer. 

The clearing was no more than seventy or eighty yards across. The grass was as high here as in the first clearing, the leaves as damp and sharp. 

Breathing heavily, Manuel tapped Gabriel’s right shoulder. “There,” he said. 

Gabriel looked to the right. On the far side of the clearing, no more than fifty yards away, was a heavy stone structure. Its base was far broader than its top, the sides angling steeply upward. But even taking into account the distortion provided by the distance, the top couldn’t be more than twenty feet high. 

“No,” Gabriel said. “Exactly like that, but twice as tall. Even a rock outcropping will do.”

From behind Manuel, Juan said, “Gabriel, go south! I recognize that temple. There are others to the south.”

In quieter times
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