
Whispers in the Dark 

by Kris Bock 

Chapter 1 

What had I gotten myself into?  

I closed my eyes. Yes, I was driving, but a moment of distraction seemed safe enough, 

since I hadn’t seen another car in half an hour. Even the jackrabbits and rattlesnakes were hiding 

in the shade, leaving the road clear of everything but rocks and ruts.  

I was starting an adventure. I had to remind myself of that—an adventure. I wanted to be 

here. I wanted to get away from the city, the classroom and office, the people. You couldn’t get 

much farther away than this, a tiny cluster of seven-hundred-year-old ruins in the Four Corners 

area of the Southwest. I had found the middle of nowhere.  

As I had wanted, I reminded myself. 

The car bumped into a pothole and my head smacked back on the headrest. Maybe I 

needed to pay more attention to the road after all. I had almost gotten used to the constant 

vibration from the rough dirt track, but I still got an occasional surprise from potholes as big as 

wading pools and ridges the size of speed bumps. 

The vast landscape drew my attention, the open space leaving me a bit breathless, a 

reverse of claustrophobia. At a glance the scene lacked color, a wash of parched tan that spoke of 

emptiness, drought, death. I clenched the steering wheel and breathed deeply through my nose to 

filter out the dust pouring through the open window. I’d shut off the air-conditioning hours ago 

to keep my wreck from overheating.  

It wasn’t like I’d have to live in this dusty wasteland forever. I wanted to test myself in 

unfamiliar terrain, face life head-on, and prove I had healed. Then I could go back to normal life, 

stronger and ready to face more ordinary challenges. I didn’t have to love it here; I only had to 

survive.  

But my eyes, adapted to New England’s green trees and grass, slowly started to 

appreciate this different palette. A painter probably could have named a dozen shades of brown, 

along with the soft reds—gentle shades of pink and orange and rust and purple—from the 

sandstone mesas. The scant vegetation added muted, dusty green. The rare patch of yellow 

wildflowers looked shockingly bright. And above it all lay the vast sky, incredibly blue and so 

bright it hurt my eyes to look up, even with sunglasses. 

I gave a low whistle. “You’re not in Boston anymore.” 

I saw a bump on the horizon, a tan cube that stood out against the undulating mesas only 

because of its straight lines and sharp angles. I took a quick breath and felt my heart rate speed. 

Almost there. I turned on the car radio, hoping for some distraction. The “seek” button scanned 



for five seconds before finally settling on a crackly voice. It sounded like a news program, 

something on tourists being careful about carjackings.  

I had to smile. This, a bad neighborhood? Maybe for the mice. 

I glanced around at the empty landscape. A black speck in the distant sky caught my eye, 

a hawk soaring in lazy circles. I shivered. I knew what it was like to be the mouse, helpless in a 

predator’s claws. 

But not here. I refused to be the mouse out here. 

I tossed my head to shake away the thoughts. I was an adult, twenty-four years old, very 

nearly a professional woman. I had survived two years living in one of the rougher parts of 

Boston—I ruthlessly pushed down the worst of the memories—so I could certainly handle a few 

months in the desert. 

I blamed the churning in my stomach on the spicy food from lunch and turned up the 

short drive to the visitors center.  

I had my choice of a dozen empty parking spots. I only saw one other vehicle, an aging 

pickup pulled around the side of the building. I spent a minute brushing my hair and pulling it 

into a ponytail, then slathered on lip balm. A glance in the rearview mirror told me that nothing 

but a long shower would make up for the dust and sweat turning my brown hair muddy against 

skin a little too pink from the short hike I’d taken as a break from the drive the day before.  

I wasn’t likely to get a shower for a while, but fortunately people expected archeologists 

to look grungy. Maybe today I’d avoid the raised eyebrows because I looked too young to be a 

real archaeologist. 

I couldn’t think of another excuse for dawdling, so I took a deep breath and stepped from 

the car. 

The heat hit me like a physical blow. I’d heard an earlier weather report of 94 degrees, 

but my mind hadn’t quite grasped the number. Sure, it was a dry heat—like an oven. I swayed 

for a moment and the building in front of me seemed to shimmer. I shook my head and crossed 

the few paces to the door. I hesitated on the threshold, my hand on the door handle. The building 

wasn’t much bigger than my apartment back in Boston, so why did I feel like I was entering a 

portal to another dimension? 

Maybe because I was entering a different world. 

“You wanted this,” I muttered. “Now take it and make it yours.” 

I drew in a deep breath, stretched up to my full five feet two inches, ignored my racing 

pulse, and pushed open the door. 

I took off my sunglasses and blinked as my eyes adjusted to the dim interior. Two steps 

in, a counter cut the room in half. A closed door behind the counter suggested a back room. A 



man stood behind the counter, tall, stocky, and with a bit of a paunch. He looked just like a park 

ranger should, with brown hair and a bushy beard. He belonged in an Alaskan rainforest, though. 

He would look more at home in flannel than the green T-shirt he wore. 

He smiled briefly, but his gaze dropped to the counter and he didn’t speak. 

I stepped forward. “Hello. I’m Kiley Hafford, the archaeologist.” I didn’t bother to add 

“student.” After my work here allowed me to finish my master’s thesis, I could claim the title, so 

why not start practicing now?  

His gaze shot up at me and then dropped again. “You—you’re early.” 

“Yes. I gave myself a week to drive from Boston, but things went so well it only took 

five days.”  

He didn’t answer, just glanced around as if searching for help.  

Would this be a bigger deal than I’d expected? I clenched my jaw to keep from 

apologizing. When he looked at me again I forced myself to smile and said, “I hope it’s not a 

problem.” 

“N-n-no. It’s fine. I’m—I’m J-Jerry.” 

My mouth dropped open at his terrible stutter. Fortunately, he was staring down at his 

hands so he didn’t see my surprise. No wonder he seemed so shy and nervous. I had to admire 

his courage for even taking a job like this, which put him in constant contact with tourists. 

I held out my hand and said warmly, “I’m pleased to meet you.” 

He shook my hand and gave me a shy smile. “W-what do you want to do first?” 

I glanced at my watch. Five o’clock. “I have time to look around the site before it gets 

dark, don’t I? And you have a camping spot for me?” When he nodded to the questions, I added, 

“I wouldn’t mind cleaning up a bit. There’s water at the campground, right?” I realized I was 

asking only yes or no questions to take the pressure off him. I hoped he didn’t notice and think I 

was being condescending. 

“Yes, but—” He waved me around the counter and opened the door. I went through to a 

small room with a sofa, card table, miniature refrigerator, and stacks of boxes. Jerry pointed to 

another door and I found a tiny bathroom. 

When I’d finished freshening up, I joined Jerry back at the counter. He gave me a tourist 

trail guide to the national monument and pointed out the ruins where I’d be working. He also 

gave me a pass to campsite 12 and let me know with a few words and some hand gestures that it 

was the best, large and set away from the others. 

“Will you be able to show me around tomorrow, if I need any help?” I asked. 



Jerry shook his head again, “D-d-danesh will do that.” 

I suppressed a sigh. Jerry was all right, but who was this Danesh, if I’d heard the name 

right? What kind of name was it, anyway—male or female? I hoped for a woman but it seemed 

weird to ask. 

“B-be careful at night,” Jerry said. “St-stay in camp.” 

I frowned. “Why?” When he didn’t answer, I asked, “Are there wild animals to worry 

about?” 

It took him some time to get out the word no, and add, “Just safer.” Again he seemed to 

search the room for help. I didn’t want to force him to talk, so I said, “All right, I’ll be careful.” 

Probably they were used to tourists getting lost or something. 

I thanked Jerry and headed for my car. Overall, I thought I’d handled the encounter fairly 

well. I thought I’d come across as friendly and confident, in charge even. And if my pulse was 

still jumping, no one could tell. 

I drove the short distance to the campground and found space 12. Only a few other spaces 

were full; obviously this site didn’t get the crowds of Chaco Canyon or Mesa Verde. All the 

better for me. Each site had a picnic table and a flat spot for a tent, surrounded by low scrub and 

trees. The campground even had a bathroom with flush toilets and sinks, but no showers. A 

pump outside the bathroom provided drinking water. 

I put up my tent, a bright blue nylon dome supported by flexible metal poles. I tossed my 

sleeping bag and pad inside to help weight the tent against wind. Then I remembered the radio 

warning about thefts. Should I lock everything in my car when I was away from the 

campground? Taking the tent down and putting it up each day would be inconvenient, though, 

and maybe just encourage someone to break into the car.  

Surely crime wasn’t a problem out here. The radio was probably talking about spots in 

town, like museum parking lots. I’d have to ask Jerry in the morning, or the mysterious Danesh. 

Until then, I’d take my chances. 

My watch said 5:40, and the sun was well above the horizon. I had enough time for a hike 

around the canyon. The map said the Towers Loop was only a mile long. I changed from shorts 

into sturdy tan pants, for protection against ticks and sharp brush, and tucked the cuffs into my 

hiking boots. I grabbed the map and filled a bottle of water, then started walking. 

On my way out of the campground, I passed a small RV behind a sign that said “Hosts.” 

An old couple sat at the picnic table beside it. The man stayed bent over his newspaper, but the 

woman looked up, and I waved. She waved back and called out in a surprisingly low, gravelly 

voice, “You going to the ruins now? Don’t be out too long. Once it gets dark, you could get lost 

or twist your ankle.” 

“I’ll be careful.” I kept moving, not wanting to get stuck in a conversation. I figured I had 

several hours of daylight. I hadn’t taken the time to properly outfit a backpack with a first aid kit 



and flashlight, but I was just planning to do a short walk on a trail designed for elderly tourists 

like those two. 

I hurried along the trail until I reached the canyon rim, where I stopped and grinned. The 

canyon cut across the land in front of me—maybe more of a ravine, really, several miles long but 

only a quarter-mile across and a few hundred feet deep. The bottom looked shady and cool, 

while the sun lit up the small ruin to my right.  

The now-roofless mud-brick structure wouldn’t impress anyone but an archaeologist—

except for the way it perched recklessly atop a thirty-foot boulder. The boulder sloped at a sharp 

angle, so it looked like the whole structure should slide into the canyon. And it had been there for 

over 700 years! I skimmed the pamphlet and confirmed what I remembered: Stronghold House 

was part of a large pueblo that once filled the canyon slope below. Ironically, the lower floors 

built down in the canyon had crumbled and been washed away, so now only the top story 

remained, safe on the enormous boulder.  

I spotted carved hand and toeholds in the rock, leading up to the low doorway. I tried to 

imagine the Anasazi living there centuries before, scrambling up the steep side of the boulder as 

easily as I walked up the stairs to my second-floor apartment. I half-closed my eyes to blur my 

vision and tried to picture the way it must have been before the walls crumbled and the roof 

collapsed. I imagined small, tanned people in loincloths, women on the roof, crouched over their 

work, children playing nearby, men returning from hunting or working their cultivated fields. I 

could almost hear their cheerful shouts. 

I opened my eyes and turned down the path along the canyon rim, humming with 

pleasure.  

The next structure, called Falling House, looked even less accessible. It clung to a rugged 

outcropping of rock separated from the canyon rim by a five-foot crevasse, as if a piece of the 

canyon wall had peeled away but stopped short of falling. Several ruined walls still stood, the 

jagged line of their crumbled tops silhouetted against the blue sky. A diagram in the pamphlet 

showed several rooms and a round kiva or ceremonial room.  

I couldn’t wait to explore further. Of course, regular tourists weren’t allowed to leave the 

trail, but one of the perks of being an archaeologist was special access. For the next few weeks, 

this would be my playground. 

The next site on the map was just a vandalized rock shelter, and the trail guide 

complained that people had torn down the walls before it could be excavated. Only part of one 

wall and a jumble of stones remained. But the guide also mentioned that the site might have 

yielded storage jars or food remains, had it been left for archaeologists. Since my interest was 

ancient food, I decided to creep down for a closer look.  

I moved carefully, so as not to disturb the loose rocks, and squatted near the biggest pile 

of rubble. I gently lifted a few pieces of broken brick, putting them back in the same place after 

I’d examined them. I couldn’t do much with the fragments, but as always, I marveled over 

touching something from the past.  



Tomorrow would be soon enough for scientific method, for testing and hypothesizing. 

Tonight I only wanted to touch the magic of this ancient world. I closed my eyes and tried to feel 

some ancient presence, to hear whispers from the past. The air seemed to tremble with 

possibilities. If only I believed in magic— 

A shout slashed the air. I twisted so fast I tumbled onto my backside. 

I gaped up at the man towering over me. Bare chest, muscular and bronzed. Black hair 

pulled back from a face full of sharp planes and angles. Dark eyes fierce under scowling brows. 

My heart jolted painfully. I’d come face to face with an ancient warrior. He was 

gorgeous. 

And furious.  

At me.
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