There were flies everywhere.  They were on the walls like black balls of tar, yet there didn’t appear to be anything attracting them.  The buzzing was ominous and annoying.  An odd smell of musky animal scent and a sour urine odor wafted from the opening of the cave.


The three men stood by the dark entry, hesitant to continue.  Doug swatted at the pesky flies while muttering under his breath.  George peered inside the hole, trying to decipher how deep it went.  

“Wow!  I can’t see diddlysquat in there.  Maybe it only goes back a few feet.  It sure does stink.”


Rob crouched beside his friend.  The entry was fairly small and they would have to crawl to get inside.  The thought of squeezing through the snug opening was not very appealing, but it had to be considerably cooler inside.
“Okay.  Who’s going in first?” asked George.


“It’s my find, so I will,” Rob said.  “Wait until I give a holler before you join me.  And try not to kill each other in the next few minutes.”


He extracted the large Maglight (which was big enough to be used as a weapon, if necessary), then crouched down doggy style and pushed through the opening, which was bigger than it appeared.  After several seconds his eyes adjusted to the blackness.  

He lay in a supine position, fearful that he would crack the top of his head if he stood up.  During those few seconds a momentary panic engulfed him as he choked back a bout of claustrophobia.  Beads of sweat coated his forehead as he resisted the urge to scrabble back out crab-like to suck in gulps of fresh air.  Easy, Rob.  Don’t freak-out now.  His racing heart slowed to a comfortable pace, and he flicked on the light, taking in the dimensions of the cave.  It was surprisingly large.  The area above was heavily covered with stalactites, some containing pastel colors from minerals and calcite.  The walls were embedded deeply with a sparkling maze of Mica and crystals, shining and bouncing brilliantly from the beam of the flashlight like prisms on a disco ball.  The surreal beauty awed Rob.  He couldn’t believe that such a find was possible in the harsh surroundings of the desert.


“Yo, bro, are you alive in there?  Or did the bogeyman get you?”


Rob slowly stood, still mesmerized by the crystalline aura.


“Hey, you, with the face!  Did you discover Jimmy Hoffa, or what?” George repeated.


“Yeah, it’s okay.  You guys can come on in.  Wait ‘til you see it.  It’s really something!”  

Rob had a spontaneous urge to explore the main canal leading from the opening without waiting for his companions. It was almost a childish urge, the desire to be the first one to discover something really neat, like when he was a kid and found his first arrowhead.  What a treat!  But he resisted the temptation, realizing that there was danger involved in an adventure of this type.

There was no doubt that the cave had been untouched by man for centuries.  It reeked of prehistoric value.  There was an eerie captivation, as if it could swallow you alive.  Gooseflesh prickled Rob’s arms as the damp coolness enveloped him.  He shuddered while rubbing at the bumps, again feeling a surge of nervous panic trying to surface.  

George popped through the opening, closely followed by Doug.  The two men quickly extracted their flashlights and sent beams trailing across the ceiling and walls.  They both oohed and aahed like young boys seeing their first magic act.  Doug approached a large, bright green rock that was marbleized with veins of white.  He ran his fingers over the surface.  

“This is chrysocolla, though I have never seen such a huge mass before.”


George cast Doug a cursory glance.  “And, so what?  Is it valuable, or just another sex stone?”


There was a grating sound as Doug scraped at the rock with the back of his Swiss-army knife.  

“Well, it’s not of any real value, but it is definitely a sign that copper may be nearby.  And sometimes the properties of copper, silver, and gold are linked together.”


George was completely transfixed, and was anxious to learn more.  “Gold!  Did you say Gold?  If there’s gold in these hills, I definitely want to stake my claim.”


Doug chipped away at the mineral, dislodging a fist-sized souvenir.  “Don’t get too excited.  There’s no way of knowing whether a vein of gold exists or not, but there is an excellent chance that the area is worth mining.  I wouldn’t mind investing in a small claim myself.  It’d take some time acquiring, having to deal with the government and all, but in the long run it would be worth it.  Now, if you boys are interested in a partnership, I might be able to front you a small loan with a reasonable rate.  Considering that the location was discovered by Rob, he would receive a larger portion of the profits, say 30 percent.  You, on the other hand, would only receive 20 percent, and I would get the remaining 50.”


George’s temper began to flare again.  His fist gripped the flashlight like the handle of a hammer, ready to strike.  

“Say again, Doug.  Did I hear you right?  That I would only get 20 percent?”


“I don’t believe that I stuttered.  Perhaps your ears need a good cleaning, along with the foggy thought processes of your brain.  You have seemed a little slow lately, George.  Is it due to a case of stupidity, or early Alzheimer’s disease?”


As George lunged, Rob leaped between them, forcing George away.  “That’s enough!  I’m sick and tired of being a babysitter.  Both of you need to start acting your age!”


Doug smirked.  “Really, Rob?  You’re a regular boyscout, aren’t you?  And the last one to talk about acting our age, considering your desire to find an excuse to run out on the darling wife and explore the great outdoors.  I hear she’s quite the large one, really enjoys popping the bonbons and savors the soaps.  A real find.”


A deep heat penetrated Rob’s face.  George had rarely witnessed his friend this upset.  It stunned him into silence.


“Listen, you little impotent piece of crap.  Don’t you ever bring up my wife.  If you do, I swear…I’ll make sure you never make the same mistake again.  Is that understood?”


Doug whimpered.  It sounded like a muffled retort to Rob.


“What?” he snapped.


Doug jerked away.  His beady eyes began to bulge with fear.


“Nothing,” he meekly answered.


“Good!”


George patted his furious friend on the back.  “Down, boy.  I guess you can blow a fuse like the rest of us when you’re pushed.  Remind me to never piss you off, okay?”


Rob regained his composure as he nodded apologetically.  “Sorry about that.  I tend to get upset about my wife sometimes.  Let’s forget it and do some exploring.  This cave looks like it goes a long way back, and I’d like to see where it ends.”


Doug stared apprehensively at Rob, uncertain about the sudden Jekyll and Hyde attitude.  He decided to keep some distance between himself and both men.


George gave Rob a playful push forward into the opening.  “Onward Christian soldier!”


The men followed the main tunnel.  Throughout the maze-like corridor other passages branched off, creating a labyrinth of openings, which could have been confusing were it not for the fact that they were so much smaller than the main course.  The tunnel continued to zigzag, and George, being the tallest, cried out when he hit his head on protruding boulders.  The sound echoed throughout the cavern, which added to the eerie atmosphere.  

The air became cooler as they retreated further into the mountain, chilling them. Ever so often, Doug stopped to investigate another rock or mineral.  This slowed their progress, but since they were all curious as to whether or not gold was present they did not discourage him.

After an hour the passage opened up into another very large area.  Oddly, the rock formations were different from the original opening to the cave, smooth large boulders very worn from years of being sat upon.  In the center of the room was a small puddle of water.  Upon closer inspection, Rob discovered an underground artesian well.  It bubbled from below.  

“This is really strange.  The whole area looks lived in, well used.  Don’t you think?”


“Yeah, it does.”  George pointed his flashlight at the floor.  “And the ground is soft, like it’s been walked on a lot.”


“If you want to see something really interesting, take a gander at this,” said Doug.


Both men turned and followed Doug’s flashlight beam as it illumined a display of paintings along one wall.


“What the hell is that?” asked George.


“Appears to be petroglyphs, inscriptions on rocks by a long deceased tribe,” said Doug.  “There are certainly some interesting forms here.  I see a variety of snakes, lizards, hands, spears, and what resembles coyotes.  But I can’t quite make out this one.”  He pointed at a specific inscription.


Rob shuffled alongside him, then added the ray of his flashlight to the picture which was fuzzy and hard to interpret.  It depicted a large, furry being that had long claws and an impressive set of teeth lifting something.  The image was badly faded.


“Looks like a bear to me,” said George.  

Both men jumped, not realizing he was behind them.


“Knock that off, George!”  The hair raised up on the back of Rob’s neck.


“Sorry.  I was trying to shed some light on the subject, is all.  Get it?  Light on the subject?”

“Funny, George.  You’re a laugh a minute.”

Doug stared at the petroglyph, trying to identify the faint image.  “This is no bear.  It’s too upright to be a bear.  And there are no ears on it, either.  I must say, it’s a frightening thing.  Don’t you agree?”

“I say we’re getting the cave man willies.  I also say we eat some chow then head on back, since we’ve wasted the better part of a day in here.”

Rob followed George to a smooth rock perfectly formed into a chair big enough for two people.  They removed their backpacks and withdrew their hastily packed lunches.  Rob procured two tapered candles, which he lit and set into small puddles of their own drippings.

  “I brought these along so we could conserve our battery juice.”

“Good thinking.  I thought you were getting romantic on me.  So, where’s the champagne?”

Rob snickered.  “I don’t do threesomes.  I’m not into those sandwich things.  Sorry.”

“That’s okay with me.  We’ll just keep it between the two of us.  I’ll save Doug for later.”

“You unfaithful brute!”  Rob batted invisible eyelashes at George, enjoying the charade.

Ignoring them, Doug munched on his sandwich while admiring the petroglyphs.  The stories and details in the pictures fascinated him. The images wrapped around the wall into another dark opening, so he proceeded to follow it.

“Oh, my God!”  The strained, piercing sound of Doug’s voice was very disturbing.  “Oh, no!  Come over here and see this!  Now!”

There was a shaky urgency to his demand.  It made Rob feel ill.  He suddenly had an intuition that something terrible was going to happen, and it was going to happen soon.

George scooped up his flashlight and raced over beside Doug, who was staring numbly into the adjoining opening.  Both men stood rigid.

  Rob felt his bowels loosen.  The fear was overwhelming, and his gut instincts told him they should get the hell out of there.  Instead, he mechanically reached down and gripped the Maglight.  He approached the other men, feeling like a five-year-old who’s terrified of the dark and the creatures that stealthily hid behind every nook and cranny.  He so badly wanted to close his eyes and not envision what was waiting around the corner. But he wasn’t five anymore.


As if watching a horror movie, he took in the scene.  He stared at the walls, then worked his way down.  The vision was no less terrifying than if he had taken it all in at once.  Nothing could have softened the blow.  

Before the three speechless men was a massive pile of human bones.  White skulls of various sizes were deposited in a heap, shattered and broken.  Some of the skulls were from infants, while others were of young children and adults.  There must have been at least 100 bodies scattered about, like a pile of skeletons waiting to be put back together again.  A childhood tune reflected insanely in Rob’s head about how the hipbone connected to the backbone, and so on.  It was a nursery rhyme that he couldn’t forget, and surfaced during the least desirable moments.


Doug jerked away, doubled over, and heaved up what little he had eaten.  George was glued to the scene like he was seeing the best movie of his life and was afraid he was going to miss the climax.  Except he wasn’t enjoying it. There was a dull, lifeless sheen to his eyes.  He was seeing the real McCoy, and it scared the crap out of him.


“My God, Rob.  Where did they come from?  And why on earth are they here?”  George squeaked.


“I, I really don’t know,” stammered Rob.  “I’ve never seen a dead body before let alone this many.”


Doug began to make a clatter from behind.  Both men turned in his direction.


“I don’t know about you guys but I’m getting the hell out of this place.  I’m sorry, but I’ve had enough adventure for one day.  If there is any gold it can stay here. As far as I’m concerned, I never saw any of this.”


George walked over to Doug and pulled him upright by his shirt collar.  “What do you mean you never saw any of this?  Are you saying you’re not willing to go to the police and report this?  This may be the act of some serial killer. We may be saving someone’s life someday.  What’s the matter with you?”  


Doug’s eyes protruded like a fish.  He pushed George away, his round face gleaming with streams of sweat.  

“Keep your imbecile hands off of me!  You’re bonkers if you think you can manhandle me like this.  Don’t bother to show up to work on Monday because you won’t have a job.  I should’ve canned your ass years ago.  But no, I decided to give you a chance to prove yourself.  Well, that was a waste of my time.  And just so you know, even if you were the most qualified person in the company you would never have gotten the Supervisor position.  Do you know why?  Because I can’t stand you, that’s why!”


George unleashed his hatred like an endless fountain.  “Well, then.  That makes two of us!  I’d just as soon kick the crap out of you as look at your ugly face.  You’re such a slimebag.  I don’t know how you can stand yourself.  Everyone hates your guts, and if they didn’t need a paycheck so damn bad they’d all walk off the job tomorrow.  So screw you, Mr. Hard-ass!”


Despite George’s fury, Rob pulled him aside.  “Calm down, man!  This is getting way out of hand.  We have more important things to be concerned about than insulting one another.”


George grabbed his flashlight from the ground, shaking with anger.  “I just want to get out of this place.  The guy makes me sick.  I need some fresh air.  Come on. Pack your things and let’s go home.”


As Rob and George picked up their backpacks, a strange huffing sound emanated from one of the tunnels.  Doug was doggedly rearranging the items in his backpack and seemed unaware of it.  The two men glanced at each other, confirming that they had heard the odd sound.  They remained frozen, trying to detect every possible noise.  Doug continued to slam things about while muttering to himself.


Another sound echoed through the tunnel; a heavy shuffling, like someone dragging a broken leg. But there was something more, a largeness that filled the corridor.

  Rob’s mouth felt dry and he licked his lips.  He could feel that intuition egging him to get moving.  Unfortunately, his legs felt like they were filled with lead and stuck permanently in place. If he didn’t move soon, whatever was making that noise in the dark would do one of two things—either get him or go away.  He was hoping it would have to go away because he wasn’t making any noise.  At least, that’s how it worked when he was little.  He would be quiet and the big, bad monster would disappear.  They don’t get you if they don’t hear you.  Shhh, he thought.  Please, everyone.  Be quiet!

Apparently George was thinking the same thing, since he was also riveted to the floor.  His body was like a statue, solid and totally immobile.  Both men showed the whites of their eyes as they strained to observe the openings around the cavern.  


Another grunt vibrated in the tunnel.  It had an animal quality.  Rob clutched George’s shirtsleeve, and the two stared fearfully at each other. The creature was getting closer, but the echo made it hard to decipher where it was coming from.

Doug, on the other hand, was still oblivious to the sounds.  He continued to busy himself with packing.  He wasn’t even aware that Rob and George had been silent for several minutes.


“I’m ready to go now,” he announced.


Neither of them moved, which annoyed Doug even more.


“I’ve reached my limit with you two idiots.  If you’re not going to assist me out of this hellhole then I’ll manage on my own.” As he headed toward the opening he was suffused in a glowing, satisfied look.  “By the way, George.  You can collect your final paycheck Monday morning.  I’ll have Jeannie write it out for you.  And you better pray to God that nobody calls on your references.  Good luck, and good riddance.”

George and Rob remained silent.  They sensed the danger nearby and time seemed to stand still as they waited, praying for some sign that it was a figment of their imagination. Doug called out from the dark recesses of the tunnel.


“Hello.  Is that you, guys?  Don’t expect any apologies.  I certainly won’t…Wait!  Wait a minute!  Don’t come any closer!  Oh, my God!”

A horrendous, scream shattered the air, followed by howls of agony mixed with gurgles of pain.  The two men clung to each other, terrified beyond reason.  

Doug cried out for help and mercy, and another piercing shriek echoed.  There was a rip of clothing and a wet guttural sound like someone drowning.  Some more shuffling continued while feet kicked against the rock walls.  A shuddering moan—the death rattle a person makes with their last breath and a wheeze as it is released forever.


“Oh, Jesus!  We’ve got to get out of here,” whispered George, his heart pounding madly.  His face was sickly pale with terror.


Rob was every bit as frightened.  Never before in his life had he ever heard a man scream like Doug.  He was numb with fear, and couldn’t think straight.


“Dammit, Rob!  We have to move!  That thing is probably responsible for all of those bodies.  And it’s my bet that Doug is history, too.  If we want to get out of here alive we need to hide before whatever’s out there comes back to deposit Doug’s body with the others.”


Rob’s state of shock couldn’t be penetrated, until a heavy dragging sound emanated from the tunnel.  Rob jolted into motion.  

They moved further up into the main tunnel within hearing distance of the creature.  Rob discovered a series of step stones, enabling them to climb up near the top of the ceiling while providing a partial view of the room from above.  Oddly, the stones were also well used, as if the ancient tribe portrayed in the petroglyphs had created them to flee an adversary.  Quietly they waited, praying with all of their hearts that they would get an opportunity to escape Doug’s fate.  


After a few minutes the dragging became louder, moving persistently toward the room. Rob’s heart clamored erratically in his chest.  Another wave of nausea overcame him and he swallowed back the surging vomit, terrified about making the slightest noise that might give away their position.  His eyes felt like they were blood shot from straining to see in the shadows created by the flickering candles.  His thoughts focused on Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz, and he began to mouth the words ‘There’s no place like home,’ over and over, hoping that he would suddenly be free from this horrible nightmare.  Why couldn’t he wake up all snuggly warm in his bed, next to his comfortably fat wife, with the smell of coffee brewing in the automatic coffeepot? 


While Rob was trying to deal with reality, George was imagining the creature to be part animal and part Doug.  People like Doug never died, they just moved on, reincarnated into some other miserable thing.  And surely that’s what’s coming down the tunnel, a new version of Doug.  George was pretty certain he had soiled his pants earlier, because they felt awful soggy.  Under normal circumstances he would have been disgusted with himself, but these were far from normal circumstances.  The only thing that mattered right now was making sure that both of them survived.


The two men huddled together in a trembling mass.  Below them, dark shadows were cast along the ceiling and walls, with enough light to visualize the oncoming horror.  Seconds seemed like hours as they quieted their frantic breathing.  The sounds from the tunnel were frightfully huge, reverberating with grunts and groans, and a fullness unlike anything they had ever heard before.  Their eyes widened as an incredibly hairy being started to back into the cavern, dragging the limp form of Doug with it.


Rob gasped as the enormous creature moved backward, its’ teeth clamped indelibly into the dead man’s head.  For one brief moment it stopped, dropped the corpse to the floor with a disheartening thud, and listened for signs of intruders. 

Both men glanced nervously at each other, and swallowed deeply.  Time seemed to stand still as the being sniffed appreciatively, testing the atmosphere for unusual odors.   Satisfied, the massive being reached below and snatched up Doug’s body.  It savagely bit into the flaccid cheek and tore off a chunk of meat as though it were a turkey drumstick.  Huge, laboring huffs and snuffles echoed about as it indulged in another series of face chewing, chomping down on Doug’s nose and brutally snapping it off with a crunchy pop.
