About 1, 880 words

CHAPTER 6:

TORTI LLA FLAT

Katy, the imovabl e technocrat, squirrel-kicker, had
spartanly accommodat ed | odgings. In fact, her apartnent
only seened slightly nore inviting, softer, cozier than did
the prison cell WIlliamHurt’s pederast character did a job
of decorating in Kiss of the Spider Wnman.

There were takeout containers strewn about the coffee-
table and in between the couch cushions, all rimed with
sauces in various stages of congeal nent--running the gamnut
fromcrusted to gel atinous.

“Nice lair,” said Mateo.

Katy grimaced.

“What? Still not talking to nme?”

“You lied to ne,” she seet hed.

“I know and |I’msorry.”
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“Because Al berto always got all the ladies and | just
want ed one for once.”

“You're thirty-five years old and you're worried |
woul dn’t |ike you as much as your brother? You re not kids
anynorel!”

She was | ooking deep into his eyes. Hers shone |ike
the sheen of an apple. He saw in them an al oof and haughty
beauty.

Mat eo nodded sheepi shly.

She relaxed. “Well, | feel very violated.”

“Where’s that |eave us? Are you going to kick nme out
the door into the arns of a thousand waiting deputies?
Speaki ng of which, we better get the hell out of here.”

“Where do we go, WMateo?”

“I know a place. It’I|l at |least be safer than here.”

ok

They drove to the Guadal upe Cenetery, Mateo tucked
back between the rows of seats. Katy wore a hat and
sungl asses, and drove slowy.

Aisle after aisle of graves junbled together in
haphazard nounds and clunps. Syncretic flavors of Roman
Catholic and Anerican Indian religiosity all at once.

Pl asti ¢ madonnas, candles, rosaries, plastic gens, and beer

cans strewn in the sacred interstices, the silent ground.



Unhal | owed, cheapened by trinkets and gaudy junk festooning
the graves. A hunble thrifty yet extravagant and pi quant
pl ace.

Once they had pl odded around, and were both thoroughly
depressed and odded out, Katy spoke, and she didn’t m nce
wor ds.

“There’s nowhere to go, is there?”

“Not unl ess you have a rocket ship.”

“I"’'mcold. Let’'s get a drink.”

Mateo sm |l ed. Maybe she wasn’t such a bad girl after
all.

n—_—

Lesdents flipped on the TV. He gasped. On every
channel, there were canera graphics of Positsoc security
footage, images of Mateo and his niece. The crawl bar
across the bottom of the screen referred to the two as
fugitives fromjustice. Inposters. A massive manhunt was
i n progress.

Lesdents call ed to Reggi e.

ok

The Una Luna was desol ate. The raspy vespers of
ci cadas sounded in the gloamng. Mateo was relieved not to
see Consuel a there.

“What ' I | you have?” asked the bartender.



They saw t hensel ves on the bar TV.

The bartender’s face seened set in stone, as if their
mugshots woul d be at hone above the back shelf.

“lI don’t know. Couple of shots.”

“You guys | ooking for trouble?” the barkeep asked, now
conparing themto the images constantly being zooned in and
out and rotated around the TV screen, as he stooped to take
a shotgun up from behind the bar.

“No, sir.”

“What’s Vick want with you two, anyway?” he asked
setting the gunstock and barrel before himon the varni shed
bar top. “As you can see, we deal with himwhen he cones
out here, but we try not to invite him” He smled
crookedl y.

“Look, no one knows we’'re here.”

At that nonment a bright blaring spotlight shone
t hrough the w ndow, highlighting Mateo and Katy in its
shadow- spl ayi ng beam

The barkeep | evel ed his shotgun at the cl osed door,
daring it to open.

“I's there any way out?” screaned Katy.

“Too late for that honey,” shouted the barkeep with
t he handl ebar noust ache.

“This is Vick’s Do de | os Miertes.”



“All the sane.”

“Go to the bathroomif you re scared and tuck your
head between your knees. Here’'s your shots,” he said
unl oading a round into the ceiling. “Hot |ead. Whoo.”

On the bar TV they saw a ring of blue and red fl ashing
patrol cars formaround the perinmeter of the old sal oon,
grow ng denser by the second.

Then the door tossed open as if thrust by a fell black
breeze and sl amred against the far wall. A snoke grenade
rolled into the mddle of the bar floor spewing a toxic
cl oud.

The Una Luna’ s barkeep started blasting at the door.

A voice shouted in Mateo’s mnd. The dreancatcher gl owed
gold effulgently in his pocket.

“To the roof!” shouted Mateo.

They rushed out the back door into the alley amd
gunshots bl asting behind them around them They scal ed an
iron | adder, rung by cold rusty rung, in a nad panic to the
flat roof.

Lesdents and Reggie were waiting outside the parked
chopper.

“How d you guys know we were here?” asked Mateo, as he
and Katy filed in. Shots whistled past the rotors as they

lifted off.



“Well, 1 was just sitting there watching sone TV when
this little voice in ny head told ne to cone down here...
Plus | just followed all the lights and sirens.”

np—_—

Katy sat at the bench before the baby grand piano
while the rest of them stood around her. She woul dn’t
respond to any threat to play.

“So you have added to your store of relics, then?”
asked Lesdents.

“And we’ve | earned that they have sonme quite unique
properties.”

“Yes, they do, so you see | wasn’t lying to you then.
Hell, 1 could have told you that. | fear we won't be safe
here for long.”

ok

The TV was on and they happened to | ook over.

“We know where you are and we know who you are,” said
Vick fromthe TV. He had recorded a taunting conmuni qué
and put it on a |oop, interspersed with shots of a force
massi ng outside the gates of Lesdents’s conmpound. Amd the
scrub brush and tanks, the scene | ooked nore |ike Fallujah
t han Phoeni x.

“Either conme out or we'll cone get you,” he slithered.



He was standing in front of Alberto’ s stripped and
fl ayed body, bent over a sawhorse. “Your brother’s alive
and he’s said you'd be in a mnd to negotiate.”

Lesdent s spoke.

“I know where they are. See that peak in the w ndow
behind Vick. That’'s Waver’s Needle. They’'re at Taylor’s
Ranch in Tortilla Flat.”

n—_—

This time Vick was ready and waiting for them Eneny
hel i copters appeared in the four cardinal directions,
surrounding their chopper. After they d been boxed in, the
| ead helicopter positioned itself alongside them A deputy
was pointing themin an easterly direction. “Better
follow,” Lesdents told Reggie, who was piloting.

They flew in an escort formation across the |ong waste
real ns of Apache Junction and then north over a swath of
the Superstitions and an eneral d jagged-arnmed | ake. Here
the helicopters paused in a holding pattern.

“Looks like we'll be joining your brother in the
torture room How charm ng!” said Katy, downtrodden.

A hel i copter now broke off and settled into place
ri ght above them

“I think they want us to go down.”



Down on the ground they were all handcuffed behind
t heir backs and marched to the ranch.

In the ranch, Vick was sonewhat indi sposed. He was
seated before a vanity bordered by globe |ightbulbs, like a
setup froma starlet’s dressing room But there the
conpari son ended, unless this starlet in question was al so
i kewi se m ssing her face. And where her face should have
been was a nmess of green grasping tentacles undul ating from
a pit in her face. Like a thick carpet of snaky seaweed
swirling in brackish water. Vick’'s “face” was slung over a
white marbl e bust.

Lesdents i mredi ately recogni zed the face for what it
was. He ejaculated in enraptured awe. “The Mask of
Quet zal coat | !”

“Yes,” said a disenbodied voice. The mask’s |ips were
nmovi ng, draped over the bust’s chisel ed scal p.

A thick suntanned hand grasped the mask and brought it
to Vick’s squirmng pitted face. The mask seam essly
defornmed to cover the tentacles |like a false skin. Now,
the famliar face of Vick spoke.

“Right you are.”

“So you had it all along, Vick,” said Lesdents.

“Yes, of course. You were blind not to be able to see

it. That was your choice.”



Vick eyed hinself in the mrror.

“So what have you brought nme?” asked Vick, rising to
his feet. He started pawi ng through Mateo’ s knapsack,
filled wth priceless relics.

Al berto slunped in the corner, barely aspirating.
Sonetinmes a | ow noban of pain escaped through his parted
l'ips.

Mat eo rushed to his brother’s side in aghast horror.

They coul d hear Vick screech off into the night.
“Winder where he’s off to?” said Mateo.

Lesdents choked on sone sputum “He knows where the
remaining relics are, but he hasn’'t got to themyet | don't
think. Oherwise, we'd be dead. He still thinks he may
need one or all of us.”

“For what?” asked Mateo.

“The relics only talk to certain people. They have
m nds of their own.”

“We got to get out of here.”

Vick returned later that night. He wanted to speak
with Mateo. They went on a walk in the desert in the cool
eveni ng. Surrounded by the black sil houettes of cactus and

t he nearby nountain ridge.



Vi ck seened somewhat fatigued and neasured yet his
face flowed with a subtle lum nous intensity.

“Have the relics told you anythi ng about the vault?
Tell the truth, now, or you and all your friends wll all
diel promse. Youll find I’mnot squeam sh around bl ood,
either. Nor do | often wax sentinental about the Geneva
conventions.”

Mat eo sighed. “I have dreaned of a gl ow ng green
door, but it was closed, and | didn't have the key.”

Vick smled. “Ah but you nmay.” Then he sighed. *“W
are near to discovering the vault. dd friend of yours is
actually. But we won't be able to drill intoit. W'II
have to go in through the front door, and my hunch is--with
the Aztecs nothing is ever easy--it’s going to be | ocked
tight.”

Mat eo deci ded to go fi shing.

“Where is it?”

Vi ck | aughed. “You’'re not as fucking annoyi ng as your
brother at |east, but dang I’m not fool enough to tell you
that. | wasn’'t born yesterday. Not even close.”

Mateo was torn. He knew Vick was pure evil and his
brother’s tornmentor but he could see how Vick’s nen | oved
and respected him Sonet hi ng human i nsi de himyet

r emai ned.



Vi ck sighed again. “The mask is holding out on ne.
You know you give your life to sonmething with all your
heart and you yearn to control it, but it ends up
controlling you.”

Mateo realized that this devil was trying to use his
faculty for synpathy against him So he sai d nothing.

* k% *

Back in the cell, Mateo told Lesdents what Vick told

hi m

“Drill, huh? | bet this vault is nearby then.”

He paused to think for a nonent, then he started
laughing. “It couldn’t be the Lost Dutchman, could it?
That woul d be absurd.but make sense.” He chuckled. “Lost

treasure of the Aztecs—the richest treasure in the whole
pl anet’s history--buried right here in the Superstitions.”

The next day they all awoke to a clatter of rushing
footsteps and rai sed voi ces outside their door, and a rain
patter of bullet-fire out the w ndow.

The ranch was under attack!

End Sixth Install nent...



