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A DELL BOOK

| dedicate this book to my entire family and most especidly to my beloved wife and partner, Kelly Dunn,
and the wonderful family we've started together.

Herelay Duncan,

His silver skin laced with his golden blood,;
And his gash'd stabs look'd like a breach in nature
For ruin's wasteful entrance.

— Machbeth, Act I1, Sceneiii, 117-120

1
A Death in the Andes

ASHE DID EVERY MORNING, NATHAN AZURE ROSE AT dawn, dressed, and shaved in the
musty canvas confines of his private tent, scrutinizing the aristocratic severity of hisMayfair faceina
travel mirror to make certain that not awhisker remained and that every strand of blond hair wasin its
proper place. He then opened the carved wooden box next to his cot and selected apair of leather
driving gloves from the dozens of pairsingde. Although he wore gloves as ameatter of habit, he donned
these with especid care, like asurgeon wary of infection.

He had not touched another human being's skin, nor alowed histo be touched, in more than a decade.

Seated on the edge of his cot, Azureidled away half an hour skimming Prescott's History of the
Conguest of Peru, lingering over passages that he had long ago committed to memory— those that
described the abundance of gold sixteenth-century Spanish explorer Francisco Pizarro and his
conquistadors had extorted from the Inca people, who tried in vain to purchase the release of their leader
Atahudpa. A king'sransom, indeed.

Azuré's gloves made it awkward for him to turn the pages, however, and he soon tossed the book aside.
After snatching the .45 automatic from beneath his pillow, he chambered around and shoved the gun
barrel-down into the hollow of his back between the waist of his dacks and his oxford shirt. He put on a
cream-colored linen jacket to cover the butt of the pistol and stalked out of the tent.



Outsde, the Andean air, thin and crisp, pricked the insgde of Azureswindpipe, asif hed inhded a
handful of asbestos. The sun had yet to ascend above an adjacent peeak to the east, leaving the mountains
inapall of predawn gray. Neverthel ess, the camp aready bristled with activity, Peruvian laborers bustling
to and fro with spades and sifters, men delicately brushing dust off bits of broken metal and stone at
makeshift tables. Azure had staged this dig with painstaking detail, accurate enough to fool an expert. Or
one expert, to be precise.

It was dl asham. Azure had bought the artifacts at auction and then planted them on this Andean dope.
The Peruvians held assembled to pose as his ass stants were actually mercenaries— some of them former
Shining Path terrorigts, others drug runners from the Hualaga Valey cocaine trade. Men whose loyalty
Azure could purchase and whaose silence he could ensure. Men to whom al work, whether menid labor
or murder, was the same, aslong asit paid well. Not unlike the conquistadors themselves.

The performance was proceeding as scheduled, but the audience— the expert for whom Azure had
crested this mock expedition— was missing. It seemed that Dr. Wilcox, the only true archaeologist on
the site, had chosento deepin.

The closer Azure drew to his prize, the more impatient he became with delay. Intent on hastening today's
dramato its climax, he made his way down the path his crew had cleared in the spiky brush that carpeted
the mountain dope. Erected wherever the ground leveled off for afew feet, the haphazard tent
encampment formed aterraced village of canvas and plastic, with Azure'slarge shelter at the hill's
summit. At its base, amedium-size tent rested near the edge of a precipice, where the mountainside
abruptly plunged into the valley below. Clouds blanketed the ddll, acomfortableilluson that hid the
screaming descent.

A bearded thirty-something man in a creased white dress shirt and chinos sat in adirector's chair outside
thislast tent, head bent over abook, legs crossed asif he were lounging at a Parisian café. He must have
sensed Azure's gpproach, though, for he dapped the book shut and hopped to his feet before the
Englishman arrived & the tent's entrance. A gringo like hisboss, he differed from Azurein nearly every
other respect: his hair and complexion dark instead of fair, hisface broad rather than narrow, his manner
expansve, not calculated.

“Lookslikel got up before you did today.” He displayed the book's cover, smiling. He smiled alot— a
monkey appeasing an dphamale. “Researching my role. See?’

Conqueror and Conquered: Pizarro and Peru read thetitle copy above an artist's rendering of a
composite face— haf Pizarro, the other half Atahual pa, the Incaleader he overthrew and executed.
Below the dud portrait was the author's name: Dr. Abel Wilcox.

Nathan Azure did not smile. He never smiled. “ Therell be plenty of time for that on the plane, Trent,” he
commented in a clipped Cambridge accent. “Do you have the cuirass?’

With exaggerated flair, Trent snapped hisfingers at one of the nearby laborers, who hurried up with a
mud-encrusted, rust-stained breastplate in his hands. The men had done an admirablejob of smulating
centuries of exposure to the elements. The armor had been polished to a museum-ready sheen when
Azure had obtained it from an underground “ antiquities dedler” in Lima— aglorified fence for grave
robbers and artifact thieves.

Azure noted that the center of the breastplate had been rubbed clear of dirt, reveding the ornate
engraving of afamily crest. Heregistered his satisfaction by withholding criticism. “What about Wilcox?”



Trent glanced at the tent behind him, shrugged. “ Still adeep.”
“Wakehim.”

Trent smiled again and pulled his own pair of leather gloves out of the back pocket of his pants. He put
them on and ducked under the black plastic flap that served asthe tent'sdoor. A drowsy grumble came
from ingde, followed by the shuffle and clatter of hasty activity.

A few minutes|later, Trent emerged with aman who could easily have been hisbrother. The latter sood
aninch or two taller and lacked Trent's muscular development, but they shared the same almond-shaped
eyes, high forehead, and dark widow's peak. Trent had grown the full black beard to downplay the
resemblance, but it was not a coincidence; Azure had chosen Trent for his appearance as much asfor his
acting skillsand had even inssted on certain . . . alterations in the confidence man's physiognomy. Trent
had demonstrated exceptiona dedication to his craft, doggedly researching his role during the monthsit
took hisface to heal from the surgery. Even now, he eyed the professor with avid attention, taking
advantage of hislast opportunity to observe his subject.

“Good morning, Dr. Wilcox,” Azure greeted the second man. “1 trust you dept well.”

“Until now.” A day's growth of whiskers darkened the archaeologist'sface, the fly of hisjeanswas only
half-buttoned, and his untied bootlacestrailed in the dust. He put on apair of ova spectaclesand
scowled at Azure. “I hope you have something worth getting up for thistime.”

“Perhaps.” Azure thought of the string of worthless daggers, swords, coins, and other flotsam he'd tossed
infront of Wilcox likeatrall of bread crumbs over the past month, gradudly Iuring him to thisremote
Andean peak. “We just found this piece, and it seems promising— very promising. Naturaly, | couldn't
wait to get your professiona opinion.”

He held agloved hand toward the cuirass, which the impassve [aborer ill held. Wilcox sniffed dubioudy
and glanced at the breastplate asif scanning the headlines of the morning paper. Ashe moved close
enough to seethe crest inscribed on it, his expression flared with stifled excitement— a prospector afraid
that the mother lode he's discovered is actudly fool's gold. He shot alook at Azure. “Where did you find
this?”

Azuresface remained asimmobile asabas-relief. He asked questions, he didn't answer them. “Isit
genuine?’

Wilcox pushed his glasses higher up on his nose, bent forward, and squinted at the armor'sinsignia.

“Wdl?lsit his?” The archaeologist's silence rankled. Azure knew at least as much about Peruvian
history asthisivory-tower effete, and yet . . . had he been wrong about the cuirass? Had he blown a
million quid on aclever forgery? If he hadn't wanted to be absolutely sure of the breastplate's authenticity,
he wouldn't have put up with Wilcox thislong. Although Nathan Azure would never admit it, he needed
to commandeer the man's knowledge as much as hisidentity.

The archaeologist did not respond directly to Azure's questions. Instead, he pointed to the design on the
breastplate, mumbling asif to himsdlf. “The family escutcheon . . . but with the black eagle and twin pillars
of theroyd arms. And here: an Indian city and allama. Charlesthe Fifth's sedl of gpprova for the
Peruvian conquest.”



“Butisit his?” Azure pressed. “Could one of his men have worn it?’

Wilcox shook his head, voice quavering. “Pizarro wouldn't have allowed anyone elseto weer it.”
“Then we can useit to summon him?’

“Yes” Thearchaglogist straightened. “Y ou have aViolet?’

Azurésface returned to its dour placidity, the closest he ever came to expressing pleasure. “We have
oneinmind.”

“But | thought al American conduits were controlled by the N-double-A-C-C,” Wilcox said, using the
popular acronym for the North American Afterlife Communications Corps.

“Not dl.” Azure pictured the photos held collected of Natdie Lindstrom, the classical contours of her
visage turned skeletal by her scalp, which she kept shaved so that el ectrodes attached to her head could
detect the presence of the souls that occupied her brain. Like al conduitsfor the dead, she had violet
eyes, weary yet intense.

Shewasthe only Violet he could find who was not in the employ of one government or another, and
Nathan Azure was eager to avoid attracting the attention of any government. Even Lindstrom, he knew,
was monitored by the NAACC, but it would take the Corps awhile after her disappearance to figure out
where sheld gone— long enough for Azure's purposes. To avoid wasting time, he had decided not to
bring her to Peru until he possessed a genuine touchstone for her to summon Fizarro. Now that he had
one, he knew that she would agreeto assst him. Especidly after good Dr. Wilcox helped draw her here
to these isolated Peruvian peaks. A pity the archaeologist would never get to meet the Violet . . . at leadt,
not until Azure had finished with her.

“If you're right about Pizarro's gold, this could be the biggest find since King Tut.” Wilcox's words grew
heavy with akind of lust. He did not appear to notice the two Peruvian workers who flanked him from
behind, gloved hands clenched into figts. “ Everyone's going to want a piece of it. Customs, the Peruvian
government— everyone.”

“I agree. That'swhy they mustn't find out about it.” With ashift of hiseyes, Azure sgnaled the men, who
seized the archaeologis'sarms.

Wilcox wriggled in their grasp, more from astonishment than fear. Then he laughed.

“Y ou can't be serious.” When Azure didn't samile, the archaeologist's own grin failed. “I'll be missed. If |
die, they'll bring me back. I'll tell them al about you.”

Azure sniffed to indicate hisamusement. “Y ou're under the mistaken impression that | care.”
He pulled the .45 from the smdll of his back and emptied it into Wilcox's chest.

Theimpact of the shots threw the archaeol ogist backward, but the men holding his arms kept his body
fromfdling. Wilcox lifted his heed, gurgling and hacking asif struggling to utter afina curse.

“Madre Maria,” one of the superdtitious Peruvians gasped.

In the instant before they dropped him, Wilcox spat in Nathan Azure'sface.



“Bastard!” Azurerecoiled, dropping the gun and dapping a the viscous spittle on his cheek. A film of
crimson mucus smeared the palm of hisdriving glove, and hetoreit off hishand and flung it in the dust at
hisfeet, nearly doubling over with nausea. Hed goneto greet lengths to avoid establishing any quantum
connection with Wilcox, but now the man's soul would adhere to him with the tenacity of alichen. Hed
haveto keep that dead-taker Lindstrom from touching him, or Wilcox's spirit might ruin everything.

The Peruvianslaid out the bleeding corpse while Trent rushed up to put his gloved hand on Azuré€'s
shoulder. “Y ou okay, boss?’

Azure swatted his hand away. “ Don't touch me!” He pointed at the dead archaeologist. “Find his
passport. Then get rid of him and everything €lse he came in contact with. We're moving camp by
nightfal.”

Trent essayed agrin, but his Method technique failed to conced his unease. Azure staggered away from
him, compulsvely wiping his contaminated cheek.

As commanded, Trent and the other men gathered everything Abel Wilcox had touched— histent, his
bedroll, his books and notes, his campfire cookware— and tossed it al over the cliff's edge into the
valey below. Last of dl, they pitched the body itsdf off the mountain. Before it dropped benesth the
cloud cover, the drifting limbs of the corpse spread-eagled in the air, asif the archaeol ogist were about to
tekeflight.

They never heard the body hit ground.

2
Wolves at the Door

NATALIE LINDSTROM DID NOT RECOGNIZE THE CORPS Security agent who followed her to
the movie theater that May afternoon: aman not much taler than she, of Southeast Asian Indian
extraction, with dick black hair and sdeburns. His gray suit seemed to blend chameleonlikeinto
whatever background he passed.

She sighed and pretended not to notice him as she purchased her ticket, for which she used one of the
few credit cards she hadn't aready maxed out. The N-double-A-C-C must be having higher turnover
these days, shethought. They must dso haveingructed their people against becoming overly familiar
with the Violets they were ordered to intimidate, for the new agents never spoke to her. She actudly
became nosta gic for the days when she at least knew the names of the three agents assigned to her:
George Langtree, Arabella Madison, and Horace Rendell. George used to share pizza and gossip with
Natdie during his surveillance shift, and had even helped rescue her daughter, Callie, from the serid killer
Vincent Thresher. George had since quit Corps Security, while Rendell had evidently been killed by
Thresher when the murderer kidnapped Calie. That left Madison, catty fashion diva, asthe only agent
Natdie knew personally.

But there was one advantage to having these namel ess rookies following her: they didn't know her tricks
aswell asthe veterans and so were easier to |ose when necessary.

Chameleon Man proved no exception. Nataie waited until the theater had lowered the house lights, then



took her seat during a scene when the screen went dark to make it difficult for the agent to see where she
was. The movie was one of those three-hour-plus epics Hollywood seemed increasingly fond of, and she
|eft to go to the women's restroom twenty minutes into the picture, the canvas bag containing her pantsuit
and aternate wig dung over her shoulder.

Satisfied that the agent hadn't followed her into the lobby, Natalie went into one of the stalsin the
lavatory and changed into her suit. With no hair of her own, she easily swapped her blond wig for the
chestnut brown one. Because her current clients demanded Soul Scan readings to prove that her
inhabitations were red, shed kept her head shaved, enabling her employersto attach the machine's
electrodes directly to her bare scalp and monitor the souls she summoned. Since she did not want Callie
to be ashamed of being aViolet, Nataie no longer hid her violet iriseson adaily basis, but today she
needed to operate incognito, so she completed the disguise with apair of contact lensesthat turned her
eyes aconventionad shade of brown.

As scheduled, the car from Daedalus Aeronautics awaited her in the cinema's parking lot— an unmarked
black Cadillac. The moment Natalie emerged from the theater, the driver started the engine.

Fifteen minutes|later, they arrived at atower of mirrored glass, hometo the high-profile law firm retained
by Natalie's client's company. After parking in the underground garage, they took a private, high-speed
elevator up to the structure's top floor. At one time, such aride would have made Natalie sick with fear
about what would happen if the carriage suddenly plunged twenty stories. But that wasn't the fear that
squeezed her scomach today.

| shouldn't do this, shethought, not for the first time. The North American Afterlife Communications
Corps had never forgiven her for quitting the service. You can forget about getting another job,
Delbert Sinclair, the Director of Corps Security, told her at the time. He had made good on histhredt.
The Corps blacklisted her from seeking conventional employment, and she found that even temp
agencies mysterioudy turned her down when, in desperation, she applied for ordinary office jobs. The
Corpsdso did everything inits power to keep her from obtaining fredlance Violet work in the private
sector, and if the organization discovered that her current job was not only unauthorized but dsoillegd,
she could end up injail. Or, worse, the Corps could take custody of Cdlie, forcing the girl to become a
new member of the NAACC.

Keeping herself and her daughter out of the Corps extracted an increasingly high price. Persond
summoning sessions garnered afew hundred dollars here and there, not enough to feed and house a
single mother and child. Natalie had aready taken out a second mortgage on the condo as a debt
consolidation [oan, only to run up new credit-card balances to make ends meet when she couldn't hustle
any under-the-table Violet gigs.

She watched the number on the elevator's digita floor counter rise to twenty, wanting to blame someone
for her present predicament. Sid Preston, that dimy reporter from the New York Post, had promised her
ax figuresfor aposthumousinterview with the victimsin the Hyland murder case. If held paid up, she
wouldn't have had to bother with the likes of Daedalus Aeronautics. Unfortunately, the journalist wasn't
satisfied with the headline-making revel ations she'd provided. When she refused to collaborate with him
on atell-al book about the Corps, Preston welched on her. The modest advance held given her hadn't
lasted long, so she had to scrape up what work she could. The Daeda us offer paid asmuch asa
hundred sessions with little old ladies who wanted to talk to their dead husbands, so shetook it, praying
that no one from the Corps recognized her in disguise.

Daedalus Aeronautics appreciated her discretion. The aircraft manufacturer, too, could lose agreat ded



if anyone discovered that it had employed Natalie Lindstrom.

The company driver led Natdlieinto alarge, dim corner office and shut the door behind her. Thetinted
windows that formed two sides of the room glowed with the sunlit panorama of the city twenty stories
below them. Three people sat at an elongated table, silhouetted by the aerid view, while afourth
hastened to greet Natdie.

“Ms. Lindstrom! Arnold Jarvis, Daedalus Aeronauitics. We spoke on the phone.” The man lifted hishand
asif to offer it to her but shied from her touch, choosing to smooth histhinning hair instead. “Um, did you
haveany . .. problems?’

“No.”

“Grest, great.” He did not introduce the three people at the table— ablond womanin a
shoulder-padded businessjacket flanked by two men in dark suits. “Well, we know you're on atight
schedule, and we're dl set to go.”

“So | see” Natdiecircled around to examine the chair heindicated. Positioned opposte the long table, it
resembled the chairs found in barbershops, only this one had been adapted for Sweeney Todd. Thick
leather beltswith metal buckleslolled from the chair's back, armrests, and footplate, ready to lash the
writhing occupant to her seat. On apushcart next to the chair rested an electronic device about the sze
of amicrowave oven, Six flat glowing linestracing acrossits green monitor screen.

A Soul Scan unit.

Jarvistook acoiled cable from the cart, plugged the jack into a port on the Soul Scan, and fumbled to
untangle the twenty jumbled e ectrodes at the cabl€'s other end. “If you want to make yoursdlf
comfortable. . .”

Natdie settled hersdlf in the chair and removed the wig from her shaved head. She was anything but
comfortable, though, particularly when it became clear that Jarvis had never dedt with either aViolet or a
SoulScan before.

“Ah! Sorry.” Heyanked off thefirst ectrode he'd stuck to her scalp in order to position it more
carefully over the tattooed node point.

She twitched asthe electrode's surgica tapetore a her skin. “Here, let me.”

Exhding gratitude, Jarvis handed her the bundle of € ectrodes. She applied them with the help of a
compact mirror from her purse, until her head resembled a bomb wired for detonation. The three backlit
figures at the table watched the procedure without comment, even as Jarvis Strapped Nataie to the chair
with flusered clumsness.

When hedd finished, Jarvis turned to the Soul Scan unit and smoothed his hair again, apuzzled look on his
face. Thetop three lines of the unit's screen now jittered with Natalie's brain waves, while the bottom
three remained dormant, awaiting the presence of the summoned soul's consciousness. “Um. . . the
manua said something about a button. Y'know, in case of emergencies.”

Natalie extended the index finger of her bound left hand toward the glowing red disc on the Soul Scan's
control panel. Commonly known as the Panic Button, it could jolt the electromagnetic energy of the



inhabiting soul out of her brain with aflood of eectric current.
“Only pushitif | sarttodie” Natdieingructed Jarvis.

He bobbed his head, blanching.

“Do you have atouchstone?’

“Huh?Oh. . . yeah.” Hedipped his thumb and forefinger into the breast pocket of his dress shirt and
pulled out asmall plastic pouch. “They used thisto identify the body. The Nationd Travel Safety Board
crash investigators summoned him with onejudt likeit.”

Before she could object, he turned her right hand upward and poured the object onto her pam. Small
and hard asapebble, it glinted with yellow metd, like anugget of stone laced with gold.

But this gold happened to be adentd filling and the pebble a human molar, its roots broken off and its
enamel blackened with soot.

Natalie wanted to drop the thing, to shout that she wasn't ready yet, that she hadn't even started reciting
her spectator mantra, but it wastoo late. Her fist closed on the tooth asif she'd just grabbed a
high-tension power line, and the bottom three lines on the Soul Scan screen zigzagged into spiky fangs of

panic.
The soul was dready knocking.

In an ingtant, Nataie forgot about Jarvis, about the office with its three silent observers, about hersdlf.
She now sat at the controls of an airliner, sticky with sweet, her breaths hot and rapid in the plastic cup of
the oxygen mask that covered her nose and mouth. Through the dust pelting the windshield before her,
she saw the plane's nose dipping as the cloudscape outside shifted to the right.

Next to her, the copilot jabbered distress messagesto air traffic control in between long drafts of oxygen
from his own mask. From the cabin behind them came the shrieking of men and women, the yowling of a
baby.

With her thick, hairy-knuckled hands, Natdie pulled back on the stick, turned the whed! to theleft, and
pushed down on the left rudder pedd. The plane leveled off, but continued to yaw to the right.

Tail rudder's out, shefound hersdf thinking. Can | straighten out if | cut thrust in the right wing
engines? Wait . . . | tried that before.

Natalie separated hersdlf from the dead pilot's desperation long enough to redlize what was happening.
The pilot wasreplaying hisfind strugglein endless variaion, confining himsdf to an eternd flight smulator
in which he sought away to rescue an airliner that had aready crashed.

Her objectivity restored, Natalie commenced reciting her spectator mantra:

Row, row, row your boat,
Gently down the stream.
Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily!
Lifeisbut adream. . .



The repeated verse enabled her to retain consciousness while the pilot's soul inhabited her and, if
necessary, to reassert control over her body if he refused to leave.

In the meantime, she could share the dead man's thoughts and perceptions. He opened her eyesto
discover Jarviswith his palm hovering over the Soul Scan's Panic Button, his face more pesked than ever.
“Ms. Lindstrom?’

“Lindstrom? My name's Newcomb.” The pilot righted her body in the chair, and Natalie groaned with
him at the twinge of a pulled musclein her back.

That's gonna hurt, she thought. The epileptic contortions of inhabitation must have been particularly
nasty thistime.

“Ah, Cgptain Newcomb!” Jarvis smiled. “We hoped you could answer afew questionsfor us.”

“Please. . . drop the‘Captain.' Cal me Bill.” Newcomb looked down at the female body in which he
resided, at the leather belts that immobilized hislimbs, then at the three figures who watched from the
shadows on the other side of the table. “For the love of God, can't you people leave me done? Haven't |
dready told you everything | know?’

“That'swhat we want to find out.” In his element now, Jarvistook aclipboard and pen from the
pushcart's lower tier and checked off thefirst of severd queries. “ Could you describe for us exactly how
the accident transpired?’

Nataie could fed Newcomb wither insgde her. They'd called him back from the dead only to have him
relive the same horror and guilt that tortured him in his persona purgatory.

Hedrew air into Natdie'slungs asif the room had suddenly become depressurized, and her voice
became gravelly with his sadness as he spoke. “As| told you before . . . we were climbing at an dtitude
of about eeven thousand feet when we heard aloud thump and the whole plane shuddered. | thought
something had hit us”

One of the men at the table picked up a sheet of paper and bent toward the blond woman, tapping the
page. “ Collapse of the rear lounge area.”

She nodded.

“When | tried to regain control of the plane,” Newcomb continued, “the rudder pedals became stuck in
the full left-rudder position.”

“And what did you do to try to land the craft safely?’ Jarvis asked, making another check mark on his
clipboard lis.

“Everything.” Newcomb let Natalie's head drop back against the chair's headrest. “We radioed Detroit
to clear usfor agradua descent and emergency landing. We dmost madeit, too. If | could have dowed
us more after we touched down . . .” He couldn't bear to finish the thought.

The blond woman consulted one of the papers the man on the left handed her. “ Captain Newcomb, do
you remember a preflight consultation you had with the maintenance supervisor in charge of ingpecting



your arcraft?’
“Vaguely.” The pilot remained distant, asif longing to disappear back into the void.

“And did the supervisor confer with you about a problem that one of his ground crewmen had securing a
cargo compartment door?’

Newcomb sat up. “Door?’

“Yes.” The blond woman read from the sheet in front of her. “ The investigators have concluded that the
cargo door blew off in flight. The rapid depressurization that resulted caused the aft passenger loungeto
collapse, thereby severing hydraulic linesto thetall and incapacitating thetail rudder.”

The pilot shook Natdie's head. “Hetold me they had secured that door.”

“The door itself, yes. But asmaler vent door within the larger door remained open a crack, even when
the crewman forced itslatch into the locked position.”

The vehemence of Newcomb's denid increased, but Natdie could fed hisfear tighten around her heart.
“The cargo door warning light never came on. | checked it both before and during the flight.”

“Nevertheless, the supervisor aerted you to the problem and you agreed to let him sign off on the
logbook to avoid delaying theflight. Isn't that correct?’

“Yes.” Natdie heard the screams of the passengers echo in Newcomb's memory.

The blond woman folded her hands, a prosecutor's pinpoint gleam in her shaded eyes. “ Captain
Newcomb, are you familiar with the term * pencil whipping— the ddliberate fasfication of airline safety

inspection reports?’

He sagged forward as far asthe leather restraints of the chair would alow. “Why couldn't you leave me
in peace?’

Natdie ached with pity for him. It's not your fault, shetold himin the mind they shared. They're trying
to blame you, but it's their plane that's at fault.

But she knew Newcomb would not be consoled that easily. Thanksto Daeda us Aeronadtics, he now
blamed himself not only for failing to save the plane but so for causing the accident in thefirst place.

“I think we've got what we need,” the blond woman told Jarvis.

He glanced from Newcomb's stricken expression to the Soul Scan's Panic Button asif debating what to
do. Natalie knew she had to send the pilot away before Jarvis zapped both of them.

You did your best to save those people, she reminded Newcomb, for whatever good it might do.
You're not responsible for their deaths.

Then she shifted from her spectator mantrato her protective mantra, the Twenty-third Psalm, and gently
nudged Newcomb'sforlorn spirit from her mind:



The Lord is my shepherd; | shall not want . . .

Natdlie regained control almost immediately; the pilot seemed only too eager to sink back into the Pit and
be forgotten. When she opened her eyes again, Jarvis smiled at her with evident reief.

“Ms. Lindstrom? Excellent work! Now, let's get you out of that chair . . .”

She barely noticed him as he carelessly ripped the e ectrodes from her scalp and unfastened her
restraints. Instead, she eavesdropped on the three anonymous figures at the table, who ignored her asif
she were acomputerized presentation screen that had just gone dark.

“You redly think thiswill shield usfrom liability?’ the man on the | eft asked the blond woman.
“Absolutely. If it goesto court, well pin it on maintenance and make it the carrier's problem.”

The man on the right, who had so far remained slent, pushed his eyeglasses back up to the bridge of his
nose. “What about the vent door latching mechanism? Shouldntwe. .. 7

“Well issue astandard service bulletin,” the woman replied. “If the airlineswant to fix the problem, let
‘em. Either way, we should be covered in case of another incident.”

“Incident.” Wasthat what they cdled the killing of more than a hundred people?

If another crash happens, I'll be as much to blame as they are, Natalie thought, and for amoment,
she shared the full weight of Newcomb's guilt. But she couldn't tell anyone without exposing hersdf to
prosecution, and Daeda us Aeronautics knew it.

“We can't thank you enough for your assistance.” Jarvis helped her to her feet and pressed afolded dip
of paper into her hand. “For servicesrendered.”

Shedidn't look at the paper until she sat in the black Cadillac while the company chauffeur drove her
back to the movie theater. A cashier's check, so it couldn't be traced directly to Daedalus Aeronautics or
itslaw firm. Fifteen thousand. Not bad for aday'swork. But not enough for selling her soul.

Natalie removed her contacts and changed out of her disguise in the theater restroom and sat through the
rest of the moviewithout realy watching it. Immediately afterward, shelet Chameleon Man tail her to her
bank, where she deposited the check despite a nausea that nearly made her retch. At least shed be able
to cover the checks sheld aready written.

* % %

Ordinarily, when Natalie had aViolet gig, sheleft Callie at the day-care center, but thiswas Tuesday—
“Ms. Tabby day”— so she drove directly from the bank to the professiona center in Orange. She vainly
hoped that, unlike every other Tuesday for the past year, some miracul ous progress had been made
today, for Ms. Tabby was rapidly becoming aluxury she and Calie could no longer afford.

Except the therapist wasn't aluxury. Natdie was afraid that, without counsdling, Callie might end up like
NoraLindstrom, Natdie'slate mother. A Violet who once worked for the FBI, Nora had spent the last
haf of her lifein amentd indtitution, psychologicaly ravaged by the spirit of Vincent Thresher, whom she
had hel ped to convict and execute. Thresher had since inhabited Cdlieg, filling her with the same horrors



that had driven her grandmother insane.

Natalie parked her geriatric Volvo in the professional center'slot and ascended aflight of concrete Sairs
to the second floor of the complex. Proceeding along the terrace past adentist's and an accountant's
offices, shearrived a adoor with asmall plague bearing engraved white words:

Carolyn Steinmetz, PhD
Preadolescent Psychology

The room beyond the door was as unprepossessing as the Sgn— walls of caming neutra colorswith
framed prints of fluffy anthropomorphic kittensin pastel clothing. On the waiting room's velour sofa
lounged two genuine felines— one along-haired, blue-eyed Persian, the other a striped tom that
provided Ms. Tabby with her nickname. A third cat, a black-and-white one, batted around a velveteen
mouse in the corner of the room. The lounge aso contained a plethora of games, toys, and storybooks to
keep the therapiot's patients entertained, which was especially fortunate today, since, in order to make
today's Violet gig, Nataie had to drop Callie off at the office dmost three hours before her gppointment.

Jon, the receptionist, sat at his desk wearing another in his seemingly inexhaustible collection of
cartoon-character ties. He smiled at Natalie as she entered. “ Callies fill in with the doctor, but they
should be done anytime now.”

He glanced toward the door into Steinmetz's office, which aways remained open. No doubt wary of
lawsuits, Ms. Tabby never dlowed hersdf to be done with her underage patients.

Through the doorway, Natdie could see the psychologist seated on the floor in the center of the room,
her legs folded beneath her, her long black hair held up by across of intersecting chopsticks. Sheinclined
her head far to the right as she murmured a soft question to Callie, who played listlesdy with plastic
animasfrom aNoah'sark set. Refusing to look up, she mumbled some answer that made Dr. Steinmetz
nod. The psychologist then noticed that Natalie was watching and led Callie out to greet her mother.

Natalie forced abright smile as she knelt to receive a perfunctory hug from her daughter. “Hey, baby girl!
Did you have fun with Ms. Tabby today?’

“No.” Cdlie stood with her handsin the pockets of her jeans, her violet gaze fixed on the door leading
outside. She was only seven, but she had aready acquired the prickliness of ateenager. Her mother
recognized the attitude for what it was— an armor against fear.

Natalie made an apologetic face to Dr. Steinmetz. “Honey, that's not anice thing to say— "

“That'sal right,” the psychologist said, her expression professondly placid. “ Calie, would you like to pet
Ddilahfor aminutewhile | tak to your mom?’

“Okay.”
Ordinarily, Caliewould have lavished attention on Delilah, her favorite among Ms. Tabby's cats. But

today she trudged over, plopped down on the sofa, and stroked the Persian by rote, asif performing a
homework assgnment.

She's like me, Natdiethought, her smilerapidly losing itswattage. Having been a sullen, frightened child
hersdlf, she had been delighted when her daughter seemed to possess alighthearted, boisterous good



humor— the same sort of sunny disposition that had made Nataiefal in love with Cali€sfather, Dan
Atwater.

But that was before Callie had endured the presence of Vincent Thresher.

Dr. Steinmetz motioned for Natalie to enter the office, then shut the door behind them. The officeitsalf
resembled a kindergarten playroom, the floor littered with toys, the only furnishingsalong table and afew
plagtic chairs. The psychologist pulled a couple of these out from the table and invited Natalie to Sit.

“I'm sorry if Calliewasrude,” Nataie began, but the psychologist cut her off.

“Not to worry. Actudly, the hogtility she's displaying isasign of progress.”

“Oh?’ Natalie hoped theword didn't sound as sarcadtic asit felt. Obvioudy, Dr. Steinmetz's definition of
“progress’ differed from hers.

“Yes. The anger isadefensve reaction— asimplification of emotions she can't understand or articulate
yet. But she's beginning to remember.”

A shiver kittered over Natali€'s skin as she recaled the visions of depravity that infested her mind when
Thresher had once possessed her: images of the victims whose torsos hed embroidered with bleeding
needlepoint sewn into the living flesh. The thought that he had stained Calli€'sinnocence with such filth
made Natalie sick with rage. “What has shetold you?’ she asked.

Steinmetz never seemed to blink, and the modulated quietness of her voice never changed, giving her the
unnerving imperturbability of agrade-schoal librarian. “It'sabit fragmented. Cdlie ill can't comprehend
the psychopathic mind-set to which she was exposed. She only knowsthat it was wrong. And yet the
inhabiting soul forced her to see things— to do things— that her ingtinctive mordity abhors.
Consequently, she fedls guilt about actions and thoughts that she experienced but over which she had no
control.”

Tell me something | don't know, Natalie thought. “What can | do?’

“Encourage her to talk about what's bothering her, evenif it meanswheedling it out of her. Particularly
about these dreams she's been having.”

“Nightmares,” Natalie corrected her. “And?’

Tiny frown lines appeared at the corners of the psychologist's mouth. “ She's dso harboring a certain
amount of resentment about the loss of her father.”

Natdieexhaed. “I know.”
“How about you?’

Dr. Steinmetz waited patiently for areply. Natalie didn't provide one. Shedidn't like being
psychoanayzed any morethan Cdlie did.

“I'm . . . not surewell be ableto makeit next week,” she said, both to end the discussion and because it
wastrue. “I'll call to reschedulewhen | can.”



But she didn't know if shewould. Not with so many other demands on her meager finances. If only she
could handle Cdlie's counseling hersdlf, the same way sheld taken on her daughter's home-schooling and
Violet training. That wasn't possible, however. Natdie could hardly help Cdlie with her problemswhen
she couldn't even solve her own.

How about you?

The question reverberated in the silent air as Natdie drove Calie back to their condo. She knew her
daughter missed Dan. He had died before she was born— dain while trying to save Natalie from the
Violet Killer— but Callies abilitiesas a Violet enabled her to know her father better than most ordinary
children could ever hope to know theirs. For thefirst six years of her life, she had been able to summon
her father'slove, attention, and protection whenever she wanted.

Then Dan went to the Place Beyond— arealm from which even Violets could not call souls back.

No matter how many times Natalie repeated Dan's reasons for leaving— that Daddy had moved onto a
place where he could be happy, that she and Callie needed to learn how to get along without him— she
never managed to justify to her daughter the sudden, gaping void intheir lives. In truth, shed never redly
satisfied hersdlf with those explanations, either. Nataie had never experienced such loss before, because
death had never severed ardationship the way the Place Beyond had cut her off from Dan. Only now
did she begin to understand what bereavement meant to ordinary people.

Always paranoid about the safety of her driving, Natalie waited for ared light before chancing aglance
toward therearview mirror. Ever since sheld read an articlein the L.A. Times about children getting
killed by exploding air bags, shed made Callie Sit in the backsest. In the mirror, Natalie saw her daughter
staring out the window, her face hidden by atumble of shoulder-length brown curls. Cdlie's stuffed bear,
Mr. Teddy, sporawled beside her, ignored, its fur nappy with age and hugged thin in places.

“What did you and Ms. Tabby talk about today?’ Natalie asked, trying to keep her tone conversationd.
“Nothing.”

“Oh, comeon. You said you liked to visit her.”

“Not anymore. She bugsme.”

“Honey, that's not nice.”

“Wadll, neither isMs. Tabby.”

“Cdliel” Traffic sarted to move forward again, but Natalie darted ashocked glance at her little girl.
“She'sonly trying to help you.”

“Then she should leave me done.”

“That's enough.” For thefirdt time, Natalie started to empathize with her father for putting up with her
own childhood rebelliousness.



“Areyou redly going out on a date tonight?’ Callie scrunched her face asif her mother had threatened to
serveliver and onionsfor dinner.

Nataie's mouth wrinkled. Frankly, she didn't fed like degling with her prospective date, either, but it was
probably too late to cancel. “Y ou should give Alan achance,” she said, as much to hersdlf asto her
daughter. “He'sanice guy.”

“That's what you said about Phil.” Callie accented the name with disgust.

Natalie pretended not to hear, but the thought of that fiasco made her dl the more apprehensive about
the evening to come. Like most of the non-Violet guyswho'd asked her out, Phil had an ulterior motive.
A forty-four-year-old real-estate agent, held lost hiswifein a car accident the previous year. It soon
became clear that he wanted Natdie as ameans of maintaining— and consummating— arelationship
with the only woman heredlly loved.

It's not fair she died so young. Natalie's skin crawled as she recalled the swesty heat of hishand on
hers, the thirsting manner in which he moistened hislips. You . . . you could give her another chance.
We could all be a family together . . .

She shook off the memory of Phil and tightened her grip on the Volvo's steering whed. “ Alan's different.”
“Maybe.” Caliewent back to gazing out the window. “But no one'slike Daddy.”

No, baby girl, no oneis, Natdie admitted, but only to herself. Shed tried to stop making that

comparison, but every man she met, no matter how appedling, she found lacking in one regard: he wasn't
Dan.

That same mixture of disgppointment and skepticism hung over her when she got home and found a
message from Alan on the answering machinein her kitchen.

“Hi, Nat.” He blithely abridged her name, asif he'd known her three yearsinstead of three days. “ Just
cdling to confirm tonight. | can't wait! | thought we could go to this great steakhouse | know—"

“Joy.” Shehit the SKIP button.

“Ms. Lindstrom, thisis Citibank Visacaling,” awoman's nasa voice intoned. “We need to spesk to you
regarding your account— "

“Down, girl. Youll get your pound of flesh.”
SKIP.
“Hey, kiddo,” the next message began. “How are my two favorite ladies?’

Dad. Nataie grimaced. She'd been so busy, she hadn't caled him in more than a month. At onetime,
that would have been norma; now it was inexcusable.

“Sorry to bother you, honey,” Wade Lindstrom continued, his voice hoarse. Despite their reconciliation,
he aways sounded vaguely ashamed when talking to her. “ There's been alittle problem, and | thought |
should let you know. I'm not at home right now, but you canreach meat . . .” He gave an unfamiliar
number that Natalie scrawled on the pad next to the phone. “ Ask the operator for Room 135. Tak to



you soon, sweetheart.”

The next message— a canned telemarketing pitch from the Corps— inquired whether she had
reconsdered enrolling Cdliein the Iris Semple Conduit Academy, the government school for Violets,
where Natalie had spent her miserable childhood. Nataie barely heard the spiel. She knew her father's
capacity for understatement. Wade Lindstrom's “little problem” would be anyone e se's dire emergency.

“Wasn't that Grandpa?’ Callie peeked into the refrigerator in search of a predinner snack. “Does he want
ustovigt?’

“I don't think so, honey.” Natalie snatched the cordless phone from its cradle and punched in the number
sheld transcribed, starting over when her quivering finger hit the wrong button. “Why don't you go
upstairs and get ready for the babysitter?’

Cdliedammed thefridge door. “I am ready.”

“Wdl, I'm naot. I'll come get youwhen | am.”

“Cant | talk to Grandpa?’

“No. Now go.”

She paced the kitchen, drawn-out ring-tones in one ear, angry girl-steps hammering up the condo's
daircasein the other. Natalie was horrified but not surprised when areceptionist for NashuaMemorial
Hospital finally picked up. The operator put her through to Room 135, but Natdie had to endure another
series of rings before her father answered.

“Yeah?” Thedim, out-of-patience tone of aninvaid.

The questions stumbled over each other in her haste to get them out. “ Dad? Are you okay? What
happened?’

“Oh! Hey, kiddo.” Wade cleared the fatigue from histhroat. “Now, it's nothing you should worry abott,
honey—"

“What isnothing | should worry about? What are you doing in the hospita ?’

“I had some minor chest pains” he said, asif talking about asmall earthquake or atiny flood. “But the
doc says 'l befine after the operation.”

“Operation? What operation?’
“Bypass. I'm supposed to go in tomorrow.”

Natdie didn't respond until she thought she could speak without having her voice crack. 1t must be
pretty seriousif they're doing it that soon. What's the prognosis?’

“Good.” He cleared histhroat again to strengthen hisvoice. “I'll be up to barbecuing and
blackberry-picking before you know it.”

He chuckled, but the reference to her daughter's favorite summertime activities only increased Natali€'s



anxiety. “Cdlieand | can betherein afew days. We can stay and help out while you recover from
urgery.”

“Look, | didn't mean to scareyou. I'll befine. That'swhy | called— to let you know I'm okay.”
“Don't beridiculous. Is Thursday soon enough?’
“Yeah . .. but don't fed like you have to drop everything on my account. | know you've got your own

problemsto worry about.” The dismissal sounded hafhearted, like ahungry diner who refuses a second
helping out of courtesy. “Uh.. . . there was something else | had to tdll you, too.”

She waited, but he couldn't seem to broach the subject. “Y es?’
“Wall, you know, business has been dower thanusud . . .

“I know.” Natalierolled her eyes. The government still blacklisted her father's climate-control installation
and service firm because she had abandoned her post with the Corps.

“... 90, to cut cogts, we switched to a cheaper health plan a couple years back. Naturaly, they buried
some clause about * preexigting conditions in thefine print, so I'm going to have to pick up the tab for this

thing mysdf.”

“Do you havethat kind of cash available?’

“Oh...yeeh. Little herg, little there— I'll scrapeit together. | wasthinking about salling theinfernal
business anyway, not thet I'll get much for it. And | can dways move back into the old house to reduce
expenses, snceit lookslike I'm stuck with the place.”

Hislaugh turned into a cough. The gloom of Natalie's guilt thickened. Her father couldn't sall hishouse
because Vincent Thresher had murdered Wade's second wife there, and no one wanted to purchase a
residence where atorture killing had occurred. Even Wade himsdf hadn't lived there since Sheila
Lindstrom's degth.

“...but that'sall my concern,” he went on, asif discussing abacked-up toilet. “Until | get things sorted
out, though . . . the next check may bealittle late.”

Atypical Lindstrom understatement, Natdie thought, her worry compounding tenfold. She knew
Wade would sooner survive on dog food than stop sending money to help with Callie, soif hisfinances
were that bleak, it meant he was the one who needed help . . . except Nataie didn't even have enough
cash to cover her own crises, much lessanyone el se's.

“Don't worry about us, Dad,” shesaid. “ Take care of yoursdlf.”

“I will, honey. Y ou do the same.”

| love you. The words cowered behind Natali€'s lips but refused to emerge, for she il felt like she
hardly knew her father. “ See you Thursday,” she said instead.

“Only if you can makeit. Thanksfor caling, kiddo.”

“Anytime”



They said inadequate good-byes and hung up. Without even setting down the phone, Natalie pawed
through the local Y ellow Pagesin search of atravel agent who could book their plane ticketsto New
Hampshire. She dided the first number she found, but at the same time the agent answered, the doorbell

rang.
“Hold on just asecond,” shetold him, and called up the stairsto her daughter. “Callie, Petti's here!”

She resumed her conversation with the travel agent, but a moment later the doorbell rang again and no
one cameto answer it. Natalie covered the phone's mouthpiece with her hand and shouted. “ Callie! Get
the door!”

Her daughter tromped down the stairs and yanked open the front door. She barely glanced at the figure
on the doorstep before she turned to her mother. “It's not Petti. 1t's some guy.”

Her duty done, Callie sscomped back up to her room. Natalie swiveled her head between her
disappearing daughter and the nonplussed stranger waiting at the threshold. “Hey! What are you—
Look, can | call you back?’

She hung up on the travel agent and went to the door to get rid of the “guy,” who most likely wanted to
sl her something.

Hedid not ook like the average sdlesman. Wearing a herringbone tweed suit and white shirt open at the
collar, the clean-shaven man stood with his hands behind his back and seemed to have no merchandise
or advertisng materialsto foist on her. His prominent forehead and ova wire-framed glassesgavehima
look of scholarly superiority as heflashed aamile. “Natdie Lindstrom, | presume?’

“Yes. Sorry about my daughter.” Natalie tossed awry glance toward the stairs behind her.
“Oh! No problem. She'sacutekid. Look, | have abusiness proposition I'd like to discuss—”

Ah, here it comes, Natdie thought. “1'm sorry, but you've caught me at a really bad time, and | don't
think I'd be interested in what you haveto sdll anyway.”

He chuckled. “I'm not sdlling anything. Permit meto introduce mysdlf . . .”

He dipped a hand into the inside pocket of hisjacket and produced abusiness card. “Dr. Abel Wilcox,
Stanford University. I'd like to recruit your services as aconduit.”

3
A Joyless Exercisein Futility

DESPITEHER ANNOYANCE AT THE INTRUSION, NATALIE took the man's card, which
repeated hisidentity and added that he was an “ Associate Professor of Archaeology.” It aso provided
phone and fax numbers.

She shook her head and tried to give the card back. “I'm sorry, Dr. Wilcox, but | can't help you. I'm no
longer with the N-double-A-C-C, and only Corps Violets are authorized to participate in historical



research. You'll haveto contact their Archaeology Divison.”

Wilcox left the card with her. “I'm well aware of the usud protocol, Ms. Lindstrom, but this expeditionis
asomewhat exceptiona case.” Helooked over his shoulder, then past Natdlie into the condo. “Would it
be possible for meto comein for aminute?’

1] NO-”

“| see” Hesmiled again. “As| wasabout to say . . . thisisaproposal of some urgency. Unlesswe hurry,
we may jeopardize one of the greatest discoveriesin history, not to mention the lives of everyone
involved.”

“And how am | supposed to change that?’ Preoccupied with the problems of her dad and her daughter,
Natdie did not want to dedl with this conversation.

Wilcox gave anervous laugh and pressed his hands together. “Y ou force meinto arather embarrassing
admission. The people I'm working with . . . their position israther delicate.”

“Youmeanillega.” Natdie recognized the tenor of this preamble. Arnold Jarvis had employed the same
circumspect manner in approaching her for the Daedal us Aeronauticsjob.

The professor conceded the fact with abob of his head. “For lack of a better term. But sometimeswe
have to defy the letter of the law to uphold its spirit.”

“Sorry. Not interested.” She moved behind the door to damit.

“Please, Ms. Lindstrom!” He leaned into the door frame in earnest appedl. “ Y oure an artist, aren't you?
Could you stand by while someone burnt the Mona Lisa or whitewashed the Sistine Chapd ?’

She held the door. “How did you know | was an artist?’

“We researched your history with the Corps before salecting you for this opportunity. The fact that you
worked for the Archaeology Division and gpplied for admission to the Art Division weighed heavily in
your favor. | saw some of your work and, for what it'sworth . . . | think the N-double-A-C-C made a
big mistake assigning you to law enforcement.”

“Uh-huh.” The memory of past disgppointments did not improve Natalie's mood. “ So is someone about
to burn the Mona Lisa or whitewash the Sstine Chapd ?’

“In amanner of speaking. Our digisin Peru, and you may have heard about the systemic corruptionin
the country's government. If any of these corrupt officials got wind of how vauable our finds are,
irreplaceable antiquities might be confiscated and sold or, worse, melted down for their metd before they
could ever be cata oged and studied. And theré's no telling to what lengths these thieveswould go to
keep the artifacts for themsaves.”

“You gill haven't answered my first question: What difference would | make?’
“Working with either a Corps conduit or a Peruvian Violet would force usto reveal and perhaps sacrifice

alarge portion of our find to the Peruvian government. Many of the most precious artifacts might end up
in private collections or destroyed. Since you no longer serve the Corps, you could help us get these



treasures to legitimate museums for study and preservation before the thieves find out about them.”

Nataie groaned and let her head |oll againgt the doorjamb. “L ook, it sounds like aworthy cause and dl,
but | just can't afford to— "

“We're prepared to pay you four hundred thousand dollars.”

She glanced up. * Excuse me?’

Wilcox drew adeep breath, asif discussng money made him uncomfortable. “We know how valuable
your skillsare, and we want to give you adequate compensation. We're offering you a hundred thousand
now and three when the job's done.”

“Too good to betrue, | would say.” Despite the queasy fegling the offer gave her, Natalie couldn't help
doing the math: pay off the second mortgage, clear out the credit cards, help pay for Dad's surgery, and
maybe have enough spare change | eft over for Ms. Tabby to treat her daughter's neuroses— all without
helping corporate criminals get away with dangerouslies. “Where would | haveto go to do this?’

“It'sfieldwork in the Andes, I'm afraid. But well provide you with full room and board and as many
amenities as we can. Red-carpet treatment, al theway.”

“Even when we get sent to a Peruvian prison?’

The archaeologist laughed. “ The expedition's sponsor has taken every precaution to prevent that
possibility. Y ou have nothing to worry about. And you'll help ensure that some of the greatest remnants
of Incan civilization end up in museums rather than in the hands of fortune hunters.”

Natdie sghed, irritated by her own temptation. “When would | Sart?’

“As soon as possible, but no later than the end of the week.”

“And how long would the job last?”’

“If we're lucky, only afew days. Certainly no more than aweek or two.”

Natadie curled her lips over her teeth and bit down on them to keep from answering too quickly. “1 don't
know. I'll need sometimeto think it over.”

Breaking eye contact, she saw Patti Murdoch, the baby-sitter, coming up the front walk behind Wilcox.
“Hey, Ms. Lindstrom!”

“Hey, Petti. Glad you could makeit.” Relieved, Natalie dismissed Dr. Wilcox with aflick of the busness
card she dtill held. “I've got your number.”

“Of course.” The archaeologist raised his hands, backed away. “ Fedl freeto deep onit. But please get
back to me as soon as you can. We must act soon if we're going to save these precious relics.”

He gdlantly offered Petti his place on the doorstep and strode down the front walk to the white Nissan
parked at the curb.



The stringy teenager, who'd only recently exchanged the grillwork of her bracesfor asngle-wireretainer,
watched him drive away with offhand curiosty. “Who wasthat?’

Natalie shook her head. “ Just some guy.”
But she dipped his card into the front pocket of her jeans anyway.

* % %

The news from her dad had provided Natalie with the perfect excuse to get out of that night'sjoyless
exercisein futility— aso known as her date with Alan. As soon as Wilcox left, she returned to the phone,
intending to call Alan and cancd, but she hadn't even finished entering his cell phone number before the
doorbell rang again.

“What ds2?’ She dammed down the receiver and marched back to the front door. When she yanked it
open, Alan grinned at her like amen's fashion advertisement, the deeves of hisdress shirt rolled to the
elbows with affected casualness.

“Hey!” Hismusky cologne preceded him as he entered without waiting to be invited. “Hope you don't
mind my getting here alittle early. Came straight from work to best the traffic.”

“No...of coursenot.” Natdietugged at thetail of her baggy pullover. “Hope you don't mind if | take
sometimeto get ready.”

“Takeaslong asyou like! I'll get to know thelittle lady here.” He sauntered over to the base of the stairs
and squatted at eye level with Calie, whom Petti Murdoch had finaly coaxed out of her bedroom.
“How'sthe prettiest girl in the world today?’

Cdliedidn't answer but glanced at her mother with her brows lowered. “I've got some homework to
do.”

Patti moved to stop Calli€'s escape back to her room, but Natalie shook her head.

Alan laughed off the affront. “ Smart kid.”

“I'll only be afew minutes,” Natdie told him, and followed her daughter up the dairs.

In the bathroom, she did a dapdash paint job on her makeup and changed into aknee-length skirt,
nylons, and hater top, al the while wondering why she took the trouble. She considered smply telling
Alan the truth— that her dad had just suffered a heart attack and she redlly wasn't in the mood for fun
tonight— but somehow the idea of revealing something so persond about her life and having to listen to

his trite fabrications of sympathy seemed even more wearisome than going through with the thing.

“You look great!” Alan gushed after sheld given Patti some hasty instructions and accompanied him out
of the condo.

“Best | could do on short notice.” Anxiety tightened Nataie's midriff as Alan opened the passenger-side
door of his cherry-red sports car for her. “ Seventies Corvette, isn't it?’



Alan beamed. “ Ah! The woman knows a classic when she seesit.”

“Oh, yes” Natdieknew it well from some of the automobile crash investigations she'd assisted: fiberglass
body, no air bags.

“Youlike cars?’ he asked asthey got in.

“No.” She strapped hersdlf to the seat with the safety belt and gripped the armrest asif bracing hersalf
for agpace shuttle launch.

* % %

Natdie had initially resorted to dating to disrupt her recurrent longing for Dan in much the same way she
would turn up aradio's volume to drown out her own thoughts. The scheme backfired, however, for she
inevitably compared each of her prospective beauswith her dead love.

Dan would have asked me something about myself by now . . . or at least told a bad joke, she
mused as she nodded and feigned murmurs of interest in the anecdote Alan was telling about hiswork.
Hed ordered primerib for both of them without bothering to find out that she was a health fanatic who
favored lean protein and loathed red meat. She l€eft the rare beef, untouched and bleeding, on its platter
and continued to nibble at her salad.

Liv, afriend who'd been her hairdresser back when Natdie still had hair, had prodded her into meeting
Alanfor thefirst time. You'll like him, Liv had promised. He's cute, and he's my friend Jo's brother, so
you know he's nat, like, some freak from the Internet or the personals or whatever. And Jo says
he's good with her kids. | told him about you, and he says that . . . you know, that it won't bother
him.

And it didn't bother him. On the contrary, Alan seemed ddlighted that she was a Violet— and perhaps
she should have seen that asawarning sign.

He finished expounding on the office politics at his company, dunked a chunk of beef in the cup of au jus,
and forked it into his mouth. “ So how's the ghost business going?’ he asked while chewing.

“Fine.” Natali€'s stock answer, even though the work was anything but fine. “It's nice to be
sf-employed.”

Alan chortled, his mouth full, and shook his head. “ Y oure just like me. We waste our talent working for
idiots.” Heleveled hisgaze a her. Unlike most people, he didn't avoid looking into her freakish eyes,
which she hadn't bothered to hide behind contacts. “ C'mon, Nataie. Don't tell me you haven't thought
how much money you could be making as a conduit.”

Natalie remembered Dr. Wilcox's offer, the fee sheld scorned that afternoon. Four hundred thousand.
“I do okay,” shesad.
“Yeah, and | make adecent living designing computer chips that make my bossesafortune. If | held

those patents, I'd be amultimillionaire by now.” Alan leaned forward, lowered hisvoice. “That'swhy |
think we should work together.”



Shoulda seen this coming, Natalie thought. “What do you havein mind?’ she asked, athough she could
eadly guess.

“Simple. Y ou have access to the greatest mindsin history— everyone from Archimedes and daVinci to
Edison and Eingtein. | have the technical know-how to make their inventions aredlity. We market the
results and— poof!— we own the next Microsoft.” He mimed alittle explosion with his hands and
smirked asif held performed amagic trick.

Natalie grinned, too, but not for the same reason. Alan evidently wasn't aware that the NAACC had
tried for decadesto exploit deceased scientists with only minima success. The problem wasthat even the
greatest geniuses of the past proved of little use when they'd missed a decade or more of technological
advancement. Summoning them for current research was akin to asking an aborigind medicine man to

perform brain surgery.

Natalie decided not to burst Alan's bubble— at least not until she'd toyed with him abit. For thefirst time
during the meal, she picked up the glass of merlot held ordered for her. Asarule, she never drank

a cohol— and not smply because she was paranoid about her hedth. If aViolet lost menta control while
intoxicated, she might not be able to defend hersaf against an unwanted inhabitation. However, Natdie
was not above using the drink as aprop. Pretending to sip the wine, sherelaxed in her chair and
smoothed the sardonic amusement from her voice. “Andthis. . . partnership of ours. Would it be
business or pleasure?’

“Both.” He gave her asuggestive ook, which he doubtlessintended to be charming.
“Y ou do redize tha there are risksinvolved with inhabitation . . .

He shrugged off the warning. “No swedt. I've read up on the Soul Scan. | can jerry-rig a Panic Button to
zap you if asoul sartsacting up.”

“How thoughtful of you.” Sheweighed thewineglassin her pam, peering into it asif it wereasmmering
cauldron. “But souls don't dwayswait to be summoned, you know. Sometimes they knock.”

He scooped a spoonful of baked potato from the ped. “Knock?’

“Oh, yeah. That'swhen— " Natalie let out amock exclamation of pain and set down her glass, putting a
hand to her forehead.

“Nataie?What isit?’

“It's nothing. Happens dl thetime.” She puffed severa deep breeths, eyes shut. “I can handleit.”
Shelad her pdmsflat on thetable, her arms shaking asif she Srained to steady hersdf. Aningtant later,
her right wrist lashed out and knocked over the wineglass. It doshed merlot on the tabletop, then rolled
off to shatter on thefloor.

Alan averted his eyes, saw that everyonein the steakhouse was staring at their booth, and looked back
at Natalie, more embarrassed than concerned. “L ook, if you're sick or something, we can—"

“No, I'mfine.” She dry-heaved and |et alittle spit dribble down her chin. “I .. . | summoned this ax
murderer once, and ever since—



She wrenched her head sideways, rolled her eyes up beneath her jutting brows. Their waitress
approached, accompanied by a busboy with amop, but the two of them shied back when Natdie gave a
glotta hiss.

“Let meIN.” Her hand patted the place mat, landed on the steak knife beside her plate, snapped closed
on itswooden handle.

Stll fluttering her eyelidsfor effect, Natalie couldn't fully savor thelook on Alan'sface, but she did enjoy
thelovely shades of green and white that blanched histan skin as he squirmed out of the booth and
scuttled away.

The waitressinched forward, asking if she needed an ambulance, but by that time Natalie wastoo
convulsed with laughter to answer.

* % %

A true gentleman, Alan not only ran off without paying for their aborted dinner, he also left Nataie
without away to get home. She picked up the tab and was about to call ataxi when ingpiration struck.

Bella, she thought with a crooked half-smile, and sauntered out of the restaurant.

ArabellaMadison, thelast of the original Corps Security agents assgned to shadow Natdie, waited
beside her Acurain the parking lot outside. Wearing a black minidressthat exposed legsaslong asa
gazdl€es, shelooked asif she, not Natalie, had ahot date tonight. The agent was evidently doing calf
raisesto kill time, balancing on one foot and repeatedly lifting the spike hedl of her patent-leather boot
from the pavement, but she stopped and grinned as Natalie approached. “I see you aready scared off
another one. Must be a persond record.”

“I'mworking on my technique,” Natdie replied. “ L ook, could you be adear and give me aride home?’

Madison acted asif sheld just chipped anail. “Y ou're kidding me, right?’

“Why not?Y ou're going that way anyway, aren't you?’ Natdie nodded toward the passing traffic on the
greet. “Or | could hitchhike, if you prefer.”

The agent gave her eyesaVdley Girl roll and unlocked the Acura. “Get in.”

“Thanks.” Natdie smirked as she plopped into the passenger seat. “ Gee, thisisamost like Girls Night
Out. Wannarent afew DV Ds and make some popcorn?’

Madison swung in behind the steering whed. “ Please. Once | get promoted, | never want to see you
again.”

“See? We have so much in common. | don't want to seeyou, ether.”
“Ha-ha. Y ou should be a comedian. Oh, wait! That's right— you can't get ajob.”

Natalie couldn't dredge up acomeback before they pedled out of the parking lot. The agent sensed that
she'd touched an open wound and swiftly started to rub sdt intoit.



“Employment situation redly sucks right now, doesnt it? Thereisjust nothing out there. We're so lucky
to have a steady paycheck— oops!” Bella put a hand to her cheek in mock distress. “1'm so sorry. How
forgetful of me”

Natalie ground her teeth and wondered if she should have hitchhiked instead. “ And you have to stab how
many backsto get this promotion of yours?’

“Hey, at least I'm trying to move up in theworld.”

“By punishing my family.”

“No, Natdie, that's your job— the only one you're good at, asfar as| can tell. My job isto make you
come to your senses and return to work for the Corps.” The agent gave her asidelong look, and for
once she sounded less like a harpy and more like aconcerned older siter. “It's time you stopped
thinking about yoursdlf and started thinking about your child'sfuture. Y ou might aswell accept the fact
that the Corpsisn't going to let you work for anyone else aslong asyou live. That's not my fault— it's
just theway things are. The sooner you recognize that, the sooner both of us can move on.”

What she said was far worse than her usud snide pleasantries and implied threats. Nataie could parry
those with awitty riposte, but serious advice struck straight to her heart, especially since it echoed her
own sdf-recrimination.

The Acurasqueded to astop in front of the condo, and Madison stabbed Natalie with another glare.
“Regardless of what you decide, | do not intend to spend the rest of my life parked outside your house
every night, and | will do whatever it takes to keep that from happening. Y ou can save both of usalot of
grief if you go back to the N-double-A-C-C. Chew on that, won't you?

“Yes. | will.” Natdie knew she was doomed to think about everything the agent had said whether she
wanted to or not. “Thanks for the ride, Bella. We should carpool more often.”

The sarcasm was toneless and flat. Nataie got out of the Acuraand trudged up the front walk to the
condo, aware that the home awaiting her would offer no shelter.

* % %

“You're back early,” Patti Murdoch observed as Natalie stepped through the front door. “How'd the
date go?7’

“Better than | expected.” Shedidn't smile.

“Oh.” The babystter followed her up the stairs. “I put Calie to bed about an hour ago. | don't know if
she's adegp now, though. | think she's having some more of those. . . dreams.”

“Mmm.” Nataie stopped outside Callie's bedroom, inclining her ear to the door. Through it, she could
hear her little girl's voice, murmuring with feverish quickness:

Now | lay me down to sleep,
| pray the Lord my soul to keep . . .

Cdliedid not continue with the verse “If | should die before | wake. . .” but instead repeated the first



rhyme over and over. It wasthe new protective mantra she'd practiced recently during the Violet training
sessons Natdie gave her. But whom was she trying to keep out? Thresher? Or did Cdlie smply imagine
that the killer was knocking, trying to infest her innocence with hisappalling lust?

The child's prayer ended with an abrupt, rattling gurgle, asif from athroat constricted by angry hands.
When Callie spoke again, she rasped with adult menace. “ You little minx! Do you know what you've
done to me?”

“I think you'd better go now,” Natdietold Petti, handing her the evening'sfee. She waited until the
babysitter departed before entering the bedroom.

Inside, Calie writhed in her crumpled teddy-bear sheets, spitting curses like cobravenom. Climbing onto
the bed, Natalie pushed down the small fists that pummeled her and straddled her daughter.

“Comeon, baby girl,” sheurged. “Fight him.”

Her somach pumping like ablacksmith's bellows, Calie huffed severa bresths and shrieked, “ Leave
me alone!”

The baby fat of her cheeks drooped into ajowly, hangdog growl. “Leave you done?’ Her voice
dropped to ahiss, mocking itself. “You killed me, youlittle freak!”

Natdiefought to hold Callie ill as another eruption of fury racked the girl's body. “ The mantra, honey.
Say the mantra.”

Her daughter's violet eyes popped open, and the face bunched in hatred. “ You. If it hadn't been for you
and your brat, | wouldn't be dead.”

The vitriol of the expression reminded Natalie of someone, but she couldn't decide whom. It didn't sound
like Thresher. What other soul would hate her and her daughter so much?

“Themantra, Calie” She peered straight into the glaring eyes, trying to speek to the mind behind them.
“Say the mantra.”

Cadliekicked her legs and attempted to twist her wrists from Natali€'s grip. Her chest heaved as breath
bubbled out of her in drowning gasps. Her face reddened, its expression flickering from angry to fearful,
like an optica illuson whose subject changes according to the viewer's perception. Findly, she coughed
out aphrase.

“| p-pray theLord. . .”

“That'sit, honey. What do you pray?’

“...mysoul ... MYsoul...tokeep!”

Thetenson melted from Caligslimbs, and she bawled asif awakened from anightmare she knew would
comeagan.

Letting go of her wrists, Natalie scooped Cdlieinto ahug. “It's okay, baby girl. HE'S gone now.”

“No, heisn't!” shewailed. “He's always here”



Natalie thought of the conversation sheld had with Dr. Steinmetz about Vincent Thresher.

... the inhabiting soul forced her to see things—to do things—that her instinctive morality
abhors. . .

“Whoisit, honey?’ sheasked. “Isit the bad man weve talked about?’

Callie shook her head, wiping mucus from her face. “Nope. It was the mean man. The one who took me
away when | was staying with Aunt Inez and Uncle Paul.”

Rendell. Now Natalie knew where she'd seen that expression of festering resentment before. A former
associate of ArabellaMadison, Corps Security agent Horace Rendell had plotted for yearsto pry
Natalie's daughter away from her in order to obtain the child for the NAACC— and a hefty bonusfor
himsdf. Hed finally resorted to kidnapping Calie while she wasin the temporary care of Natdiesfriend
Inez Mendoza and her husband, Paul.

“Hesays| hurt him.” Cdlie gulped air in between sobs. “ That'swhy he won't leave me done— ever”

You killed me, you little freak! Natdie had heard Rendell rasp with Cdli€s voice. “How did he say
you. .. hurt him?’

“He showed mehow,” Cdliesaid. “I stuck aneedleinto him, and it made him so sick and dizzy that he
fell down and went to deep.” She covered her eyes, asif seeing the scene again. “When hefdl down, |
laughed at him. Except it wasn't me! He was mean, but | wouldn't do that to anyone.”

“I know, sweetheart.” But Vincent Thresher would do that, Nataie thought. Thresher loved to stick
needlesin people and laugh a them asthey died. Renddll obvioudy didn't redize that akiller had
inhabited Cdlli€s five-year-old body, so he blamed her for his own murder— and seemed intent on
punishing her for it. That was one of the hazards of being a Violet. When people hated you, even death
could not end their wrath.

“He made mefed what it waslike,” Calie sniffled, her words hushed to awhisper. “What it waslike to
get sosck and. .. goto deep likethat. And what it waslike after that.” She pressed her face againgt
her mother's shoulder, her tears dampening the bare skin of Natalie's shoulder. “1'd never do that to
anyone.”

“I know you wouldn't, honey.” Natdie gently rocked her, brushing the tangled hair from Cali€s eyes.
“Have you talked to Ms. Tabby about this?’

She felt Calie's cheek wobble againgt her chest asthe girl shook her head.

“I think you should.” Natdie clutched her child moretightly, caculating the thousands of dollars Cdllie's
therapy would cost.

For amoment, she considered taking Bella's advice and going back to the Corps. If it had only been her
own freedom at stake, she would gladly have sacrificed it. But she knew that the Corps would not relent
until they had Cdllie, too.

Just one big payday, just to give me some time to regroup, Natalie thought, and wondered if she till
had that archaeologist's business card in the pocket of her jeans.



4
Travd Plans, Treasure Hunts

DR. WILCOX SEEMED QUITE AMUSED BY THE DISGUISE she woreto their rendezvousthe
following morning. “I likethe hair,” he said asthey took their coffee out to the café's patio. “Redisa
good color for you.”

“Thanks.” Natalie hoped red was good for her, since her cheeksfelt as hot and flushed as boiled
lobsters.

Sheld put on the coppery wig in order to lose Chameleon Man at the local mall. Before he died, Dan
always used to tease asmile out of her by saying that she looked good with whatever color wig she
happened to be wearing at the moment. One of the last things he told her before he went to the Place
Beyond was that, someday, another man would give her the same compliment. Though sheld been trying
to cut down on caffeine, Natalie took along sip of her latte, hoping it would clear her head of the
emotions aroused by the professor's flattery.

“I'm so glad you've chosen to consider our offer, Ms. Lindstrom.” Dr. Wilcox sat back, resting the
leather elbow patches of histweed jacket on the armsof hischair. “It'struly aonce-in-alifetime

opportunity.”

“Thank you for inviting me, Professor.” Relieved that he wasn't rushing her, Nataie scooted her own
chair over to move into the shade of the parasol above their wrought-iron patio table. “1 need you to
answer afew questions before | can make acommitment.”

“Absolutely. | want you to fee completely comfortable with your decison.” He cradled a cappuccino in
one hand and spooned milky foam into his mouth, dabbing his lips with a ngpkin when he set the cup
down.

Before setting up this meseting, Natalie had done some research on the Internet to make sure Wilcox was
legit. She ordered his book about the conquest of the Incas from an online bookseller and found his
picture among the staff profiles on the Stanford University Web site. He seemed to have put on afew
pounds since that picture was taken, but otherwise looked the same. Natalie had even phoned Stanford's
Archaeol ogy Department and asked to speak to Dr. Abel Wilcox, but the department secretary informed
her that the professor was on sabbatical for the semester.

Confirming his credentids only partialy reassured her, however. “University expeditions don't usudly
have hundreds of thousands of dollarsto throw around,” she pointed ouit.

Wilcox laughed. “ Al as, too true!”
“Wha's your sponsor?’
“Areyou familiar with Azure PLC?

143 NO_”



“Then perhaps you've heard of Nathan Azure himsdlf . . .”
Natalie shrugged and shook her head.

Wilcox prompted her, asif unable to believe anyone wouldn't know to whom he referred.
“Multimillionaire philanthropis? Heir to the Azure mining empire?”

“Forgive me— | skipped the last issue of Fortune.”

He chuckled. “Wéll, asit happens, Mr. Azure has dedicated hislife— and his considerable wedth— to
preserving Incan historica artifacts for posterity. We're lucky to have him for apatron.”

“No doubt.” Nataie swigged some more coffee, discovered that she'd already drained the paper cup.
“Who does he want me to summon?”’

“Ah! That's the most exciting aspect of this project. Y ou'll enable usto speak directly to one of the most
famous explorersin history— the conqueror of Peru himsdlf, Francisco Pizarro.”

“I'm honored.” Natalie had taken only high-school-level history classes at the Corps School, but what
little she recaled about Pizarro made her loath to make his acquaintance. Like Cortés and the other
Spanish conquistadors, Pizarro seemed to be arapacious, genocida predator intent on stripping the
weslth and freedom from any native peoples who crossed his path. Having summoned afew Roman
soldiersduring her brief stint inthe NAACC's Archaeology Divison, Natalie knew from experience that
there was no glamour in mesting killers from the past. Indeed, nothing dispelled the romance of war faster
than to rdiveitsdirty, fetid bestidity through the memories of those whose livesit had claimed.

Still, thework would be no more unpleasant than when she summoned murder victimsfor the West
Coast Crime Division, and the pay was far better— four hundred thousand for afew days of her time.
But the size of the fee only increased her unease about accepting it.

If it sounds too good to betrue. . .

“Why do | need to go to Peru?’ she asked Wilcox. “Why can't you smply bring the touchstone to me so
| can summon Rizarro here?’

The professor leaned over the table asif it were alectern. “Y ou have to understand— archaeology isan
art, not ascience. There were no global positioning systemsin Pizarro's day. There weren't even any
maps for him to follow or to record the location of his cache. He found hisway viathe landmarks and
geographical features around him. In order to relocate the artifacts, he may need to see that region of the
Andes again— through you. Therefore, we'll need you to summon him on aday-to-day basisto guide us
until we actudly pinpoint the treasuré'slocation.”

“And how long do you think that will take?’

“I'd be surprised if you'll have to remain in camp even aweek. With any luck, well have you back by
Memorid Day. Now, | must tell you, the conditionswill be abit primitive, but you'll have every comfort
and convenience we can provide during your stay.” He paused, asif anticipating another query. “Um. . .
not to put any pressure on you, but how soon would you be reedy to leave?’

Natalie tapped her empty coffee cup on the table, reluctant to give any sign of acceptance.



“Not before next week.” She refused to leave without first making sure Dad came through his operation
okay. “And, because of the unusud risksinvolved, | want haf amillion for my commisson.”

Wilcox gave anervouslaugh, shaking his head. “Mr. Azure is a generous man, but— "
“Up front.”

The professor puckered hislipsin sudden displeasure. “I'm afraid that won't be possible. I'm sureyou
can understand our position. As| said, though, Mr. Azure has authorized meto give you ahundred
thousand cash advance as atoken of good faith.”

His expression remained open, likethat of atennis player awaiting areturn volley. Natdie baanced the
risksand rewards. Even if Azure cheated her the way Sid Preston had, she'd still end up with ahundred
grand, which wasfive timeswhat she'd grossed from her fredlance work the whole past year.

“Five hundred thousand— two hundred in advance— or the dedl's off,” she said, half hoping Wilcox
would get exasperated and give up on her.

The professor steepled hishandsin front of hisface. “I'm sorry. We know you're worth ten times what
we can pay you, but four hundred thousand isall our budget will alow.”

“Two hundred in advance?’

Wilcox frowned but nodded. “I'll seeif we can accommodate you, but I'll need your commitment right
away. Arewe agreed?’

Natdlie drew adeep breath. Another bel ow-board fredl ance assignment, but &t least this one offered
more money and alittle adventure. Just one big payday, she thought— aline that had become another
sort of mantrafor her lately, oneto egg hersdlf on.

“ Assuming you keep your end of thededl . . . then, yes, I'll doit.”
“Splendid!” He extended ahand across the table. “ Then let me welcome you— "
Shedidn't move, and Wilcox lowered hisarm.

“There's a problem. Corps Security agents are assigned to watch me around the clock. Hence the
getup.” Sheindicated her red wig and green contacts. “If | hop aplane to Peru, they're bound to tell their
bosses about it. If they discover I'minvolved in anything illegd, they could take awvay my daughter.”

“Hmm. .. | don't blameyou for hestating. | wouldn't want you to do anything that might hurt your
family.” He pondered for amoment. “These agents, do you think they would respond to some. . .
financia incentive?’Y ou know— to report to the Corpsthat you're safe and sound a home during the
wholetimeyou'rein Peru?’

Nataie consdered Chameleon Man, ArabellaMadison, and the graveyard shift operative, whom sheld
barely seen. “1 know job dissatisfaction is high among them,” she said, “and the daytime stooges seem
pretty mercenary. Y ou'd have to bribe whatever agents were assigned to me when we left. The
graveyard guyswork from eleven at night to seven in the morning, soif they didn't see me, they'd
probably just assume | wasin the house, adeep. Y ou might not have to worry about them. But that
leaves Bdla”



“Bella?’ Wilcox waited for her to elaorate. “ A friend of yours?’

“Hardly. ArabellaMadison is one of the agents, and she's bucking for a promotion. Turning mein could
be the chance she's been waiting for.”

Nataie remembered Madison's voice snipping like shears. | do not intend to spend the rest of my life
parked outside your house every night, and | will do whatever it takes to keep that from

happening.

The archaeologist crooked his mouth in amischievous haf-grin. “ Suppose | told her | only wanted to buy
some privacy while | whisked you off for aromantic getaway?’

Natdie gave adry laugh. “ Sheld know you were lying. Y ou're far too normd, attractive, and intelligent to
beinterested in me.”

“Y ou do yoursdlf aninjustice, Ms. Lindstrom. Y our unique gifts aside, anyone would be delighted to
have such charming company.”

Natdi€e's pulse fluttered, whether from excitement or anxiety she couldn't be sure. “Uh . . . thisis grictly
a business rdationship, right?’

The professor raised hishandsto hat her train of thought. “Not to worry. | assureyou, I'll arrange
private accommodations for you for the duration and will keep our association solely aprofessiona one.
If you fed that | or anyoneinvolved in the expedition has mistreated you in any way, you may withdraw
a any time and keep your retainer as aforfeited depost.”

“Thanks”

An unexpected disappointment tinged her relief. To be honest, Wilcox was more normal, attractive, and
intelligent than any of the men she'd dated since Dan died— the only one, in fact, who didn't make her
want to fleein terror. And she couldn't help but notice that he didn't wear awedding ring.

Thisis strictly business, Nataie reminded herself as she stood to shake the archaeologist's hand. “1 look
forward to working with you, Dr. Wilcox.”

He rose to accept the gesture. “Please, call me Abe. If you call me Dr. Wilcox, | might mistake you for a
student, and we wouldn't want that. Andmay | cal you .. .. 7’

Shegmiled. “Natdie. Yes”

“Well, Natdie, if it would not exceed the bounds of propriety, I'd liketo treat you to dinner to celebrate
our agreement.”

AsaViolet, Natalie was accustomed to making other people uncomfortable with her gaze. Now,
however, shefound the professor's hazel eyes discomfiting, and she dug in her purse for her car keysto
avoid looking a them. “Gosh . . . Cdlieand | are going to New Hampshire in two days, and I've got so
much to do before then. And then I've got to take her to stay with her grandparents up in northern
Cdifornia—"

“Wherein northern Cdifornia? Close to the Bay Area?’



“Sort of. A three-hour drive.”

“Perfect! | can pick you up. Well have to spend the night in Frisco anyway in order to fly out the
following morning. If you'd like, I'll take you to my favorite vegetarian restaurant.”

No red meat, Natalie thought, impressed. She wondered if Wilcox wasredly as much of ahedth nut as
shewas or whether the Corps dossier he'd read included her eating preferences aswell as her interest in
art.

“That soundsgreet . . . Abe. Assuming you hammer out al the finad arrangements— and get those Corps
agents off my tail.”

“Don't worry about them.” He gave awinning smile. “1 can be very persuasive.”

5
Flying and Other Fears

WHEN BOOKING PLANE TICKETS TO NEW HAMPSHIRE, Natalie made sure that none of the
flights happened to be on a Daeda us Aeronautics jet. Despite this precaution, she spent most of thetrip
braced againgt the back of her sest, sucking shallow breaths as her old fear of flying reasserted itsdif.
Even the dightest shudder of the plane's fuselage made her wonder if the passenger cabin was about to
cavein, and when she closed her eyes, she again felt Captain Newcomb's panic as he fought to bring his
arcraft to hed, the clouds drifting past the windshield as the plane veered out of control.

Cadlie, who'd never been forced to participate in a crash investigation, had no such phobiaand insisted on
keeping the window shade up so she could see the scenery. “ Ooh! Look, Mommy— it'sthe Grand
Canyon!” she bubbled, pointing at the enormous pit 20,000 feet bel ow them.

Natalie dared aquick look out the window but the view made her hyperventilate. “ Y es, honey. It's
beautiful.”

She swiveled her head back toward her right, forgetting that ArabellaMadison sat acrossthe aide from
her. The Corps Security agent glanced up from acopy of Vogue and gave her an arch, quizzical look, as
if to ask whether she'd finally wised up. Whenever Natalie took atrip, the Corps aways sent one of her
assigned agentsto keep her under survelllance until acouple of the regiona Security people could cover
the other shifts. Asluck would haveit, she had to travel with Belladogging her, aconstant reminder of
their last conversation— about Natdie's selfishness and failure to provide for her family.

Only Cdlie's excitement made the trip bearable. After visiting her dad in the New Hampshire hospitd,
they planned to return to California, to Lakeport, where Dan's parents had kindly offered to care for
Cdliewnhile Nataie went to South America. The prospect of seeing so many grandparentsin such ashort
time had made Cdlieforget about Vincent Thresher and Horace Rendell for thefirst timein months. For
now, a least, she was Natalie's baby girl again— lighthearted and sweet-natured, just like Dan had been.

* % %

The good mood lasted only until they entered Intensive Care Unit #5 at NashuaMemoria and saw



GrandpaWade laid out like asamon on fishmonger'sice, atube running from hisarm to the IV bag on
one sde of the bed, wirestwining from his heart to the EKG monitor on the other side.

“Hey ... kiddo.” Unableto lift his head from the pillow when they camein, Wade Lindstrom durred his
greeting. Because his gaze drifted and rolled, Natdie couldn't be sure whether he addressed her or
Cdlie

“Hi, Dad.” She set the spring bouquet sheld brought for him on the shelf beside the IV rack. “How are
youfeding?’

“Better.” Theword dribbled from his mouth like half-chewed food. If his present condition was better,
Nataie was glad she hadn't seen him before the operation. His hair, once like spun silver, had tarnished
to ayellow-tinged gray the color of smog, and it lay matted and oily from not being washed. Although
held lost weight, deflated skin had buried the definition of his cheekbones, reducing hisfaceto the
consistency of putty.

Nevertheless, he made alimp smile and lifted aquavering hand when helooked at Cdlie. “How'smy . . .
favorite granddaughter?’

Cadllie stood back from the bed, asif afraid of catching whatever sickness her grandfather had. When
Wade cdlled to her, she sought guidance from her mother with aworried look.

“It'sokay, honey.” Nataie motioned her forward. “ Come say hi to Grandpa.”

Her daughter shuffled up to peer over the bedrail at Wade. “ Sorry you don't fed good, Grandpa.”

He maneuvered his hand over therall, asif positioning the claw in a prize-vending machine, and let it
drop onto the crown of Calieshead. The IV tubejiggled as he ruffled her hair. “I'll befine, honey. After
all, I'vegotta. . . beready for somebody's birthday in afew weeks. . .”

Hesmiled again, but his eydidsfluttered shut. Callie took his dackening hand in hers. “ Grandpa?’

When he didn't answer, Natalie gently touched his shoulder. “Dad?’

“Huh?’ Wade blinked, and his gaze took a moment to find her.

“The operation. How does the doctor think it went?’

“Oh...fine fine. No problem.”

“Then she doesn't think you're in danger of a heart attack?’

“Well . . . they did adouble bypass, and the doc said she'd keep an eye onit. Might have to go back in
and do aquad.” With hisleft hand, he made avague up-and-down motion over his chest. “Told her she
shoulda put in azipper.”

He chuckled but Natdlie didn't. More surgery would easily add another hundred grand or so to his
medical bills. “Where are you going to stay once they release you?’ she asked. “Do you need usto
hdp?

He shook his head. “Nah, nah. | got aroom at a convalescent home all lined up. Don't worry about me.”



“Isyour insurance going to cover that?’ Natalie thought of the money Abe— that isto say, Dr. Wilcox—
had promised her.

“If it doesn't, I'll just take out a second on the house. Let the bank keep the cursed thing.” Hislaughter
exhausted him, and he seemed to drop into deep.

“Dad?’ Natdie bent closer to hisear. “Calieand | haveto go away for awhile, but well be back as
soon aswe can. Y ou rest up and get better, okay?’

Heremaned ill.

With ajolt of apprehension, Natalie looked at the EKG monitor, but it still registered adow, steady
heartbeat. “1 think we'd better let Grandparest,” shetold Calie.

Standing on tiptoes, her daughter laid Wade's dack hand down at hisside. “We love you, Grandpa.”

The deeping figure didn't respond, but Callie stepped backward from the bed, asif afraid she might miss
hissmileif shelooked away. Natdie felt atwinge of both guilt and envy at her daughter's automatic,
unguestioning affection for Wade. Although his devotion and generosity to Calie had reconciled Natdie
to him, she hadn't told her father sheloved him since the day he'd left her at the Iris Semple Conduit
Academy, better known as the School— the gloomy Victorian mansion where indentured Violetswere
sent for NAACC training. She had resented the father who'd consigned her to Corps servitude so deeply
and for so long that she now became suspicious of her own tenderness toward him. They'd both changed
so much in recent yearsthat Natdie felt like a complete stranger to the man with amalfunctioning heart
who now lay in this hospital bed.

“See you soon, kiddo.”

The sound of Wad€e's voice, bright with its old vitality, hated Nataie hafway out the door, and she
pivoted back toward the bed. Her father remained motionless, an expression of bestific repose on his
face, asif arranged by amortician. Callie, whose hand she held, gave her aquizzica ook, apparently
oblivious asto why Natalie had jerked her to astop.

See you soon, kiddo. That was what her father dways said on those rare occasions when he cameto
vidit her at the Schooal, just as he was about to leave again. It dways meant he wouldn't be back for a

long, long time.
Natalie tugged her daughter on out of the room.

“Will Grandpabe okay?’ Callie asked, struggling to keep up as her mother walked down the hospital
corridor.

“Sure hewill, honey,” Nataie answered, though she wasn't sureat all.

6
Departure Date



DAN'SDAD COULD HARDLY HAVE PRESENTED A GREATER contrast to Nataie's own father,
especidly now. Always dender, Wade Lindstrom had thinned to Lincoln-like lankiness in the hospitd,
and hisfair Scandinavian skin had paled to talc whiteness. Ted Atwater seemed to have added afew
poundsto his beefy frame since Natalie had seen him last Thanksgiving, and a perennid midwestern
ruddiness reddened his complexion.

He looks like he'll live forever, Natalie thought as she watched him and Callie at work on his latest
woodcarving.

“Be sure to scrape the excess varnish off on the edge of the can before you use the brush.” Grandpa Ted
showed Cdllie how to coat the bristles of the paintbrush and dab the stain into the walnut carving's nooks
and crannies. A retired high-school shop teacher, held sculpted awhimsica rendering of Dr. Seusss
Horton the Elephant, Calli€'s favorite storybook character. Like aViolet, Horton could talk to people no
one else could see or hear. Thesetiny people were called Whos, and Callie often used that nameto refer
to the dead souls that troubled her, such as Vincent Thresher and Horace Rendell.

The"bad Whos’ had apparently |eft Calie done during the two nights she and Nataie had stayed with
Grandpa Ted and Grandma Jean— or perhaps spending time with the family had enabled Cdlieto forget
about the nightly vistsfrom Rendell, at least during daylight hours. Seated with Ted at apatio tablein the
Atwaters backyard, Callie painted the wooden e ephant with reckless delight, spattering more stain on
the spread-out newspapers than she actually got on the figurine.

Stepping up to survey the artwork, Natalie squeezed her daughter's shoulder. “How's it going, baby
agn?

Callie beamed. * Super! Look— I'm doing it all by mysdlf.” She dathered some more varnish on Horton's
back to demonsirate.

“So | see” Natdie exchanged awry chuckle with Ted, but frowned inside as she thought of what she
was about to do. She didn't want to shatter her little girl's fragile happiness. “ Can | talk to Grandpafor a
minute?’

“Okay.” Cdlie dunked the brush back in the can.

“Keep up the good work, Sprout,” Ted said, using the pet name held given Callie when he saw how
much shedd grown in the past few months.

Nataiewrinkled her nose at the acrid turpentine smell of the lacquer that clung to Ted asthey withdrew
fromthetable. “Isit safe for her to work with that stuff?” she asked.

He smiled away the concern. “ Oh, yeah. Plenty of ventilation out here.”

They reached the edge of the back lawn, where a man-made channdl flowed past the yard toward the
green expanse of Clear Lake. Below them, an old motorboat floated beside a graying, weathered dock.
Lacking the ease and polish in conversation that Wade Lindstrom had cultivated during hisyearsasa
sdlesman, Ted Atwater shoved his handsin his pockets and idly kicked one of the embankment's
wooden pylonswith hiswork boot.

“| guessit'sabout timefor you to head out,” he said &t last.

“Yeah.” Though the |late-spring sun was dmost uncomfortably warm, Natalie hugged hersdf asif chilled.



“| should only be gone aweek or s0.”
“Take aslong asyou need.”
“I redly appreciate your doing this. It'sabig favor to ask, and | ill fed like | barely know you.”

“You're doing usthefavor.” He squinted back toward Callie with a bittersweet haf-smile. “ Seeing her is
like having alittle piece of him back again.”

“I know.” Natdie glanced from her daughter to the man who would have been her father-in-law. Though
Ted'sface was plumper than Dan's had been, she could see the family resemblance in the line of the
eyebrows, the Atwater nose— the same brows and nose that Callie shared. Likewise, in Jean Atwater's
face, Natalie saw the shape of Dan's jaw, the warmth of his smile. Whenever she looked at any of
them— Ted, Jean, or Cdlie— it was like watching Dan inhabit a Violet, molding the conduit's festures to
meatch hisown.

But Dan would never inhabit anyone again. He had gone to the Place Beyond, and was aslost to Nataie
and Callieashewasto his parents.

Dan had not had the opportunity to ask Natdie to marry him. Their entire relationship had lasted less than
two weeks, most of which they'd spent either pursuing or evading the Violet Killer. Because Dan had
been killed while saving her from the murderer, Natdie had not had the courage to meet hisfamily for
amogt seven years dfter his death. She not only hesitated to tell them that she'd conceived achild with
Dan out of wedlock, she was afraid they would blame her for costing them a son. Instead, they thanked
her for giving them a granddaughter.

Though the Atwaters had welcomed her into their clan, Natdie felt that staying in their housewas akin to
degping on Dan's grave. His spirit may have moved on, but his essence gtill saturated the place. Theliving
room of the double-wide mobile home was averitable shrine to the Atwaters late son. His grade-school
science-fair trophy adorned the mantel of the faux fireplace, while framed photos festooned the walls:
Dan mugging for the camerain apublicity gill asthetitle rolein ahigh-school production of The Music
Man, Dan in dress blues as he graduated from the police academy, Dan here, Dan there, Dan
everywhere. The crushing weight of his absence made Natalie dmost eeger to leave for Peru, a place that
had never known any trace of Dan Atwater.

“Can | have afew minutes done with Callie?’ she asked Ted. “ To say good-bye?’

“Sure. I'll go seeif Jean needs some help with lunch.” He clomped back toward the house, pausing at the
patio table to admonish Calie. “Remember, Sprout— not too much lacquer on the brush.”

When held gone back inside and shut the diding glass door behind him, Nataie went over to the table
and pulled up achair next to her daughter's. Energetic amoment ago, Callie's brushstrokes became
listlessas Natdie sat down.

“You'regoing away,” she said before her mother could speak.

“It'sonly for alittlewhile. I'll be back soon.” With ahelpless, drowning feding, Natdie redized how
much she sounded like her own father had when abandoning her at the School .

See you soon, kiddo . . .



Cadlie threw down her brush, which bled stain onto the newsprint. “Why do you have to go now? Just
when we were garting to have fun!”

“Y ou can Hill have fun with Grandpa and Grandma. And when | get back, well take anice, long
vacation and do whatever you want. Okay?’

Cdlie scrunched her mouth, evidently unsure whether she should trust this promise. “ Okay.”

Watching doubt contend with hope on her daughter's face was too much like looking in amirror at her
seven-year-old self. I'mdoing this for you, Nataie thought. For both of us.

She averted her eyestoward the haf-varnished carving of Horton the Elephant. “Y ou know what to do if
the bad Whos come back, don't you?”’

“Say the mantrathing.” Callie droned the words asif writing them on a chakboard.

“Right. And if that isn't working?’

“Cdl GrandmaNora.”

“That'sright, honey.”

No one knows mor e about fighting the bad Whos, Natdie thought. If Cdlie summoned her
grandmother, Nora could help evict Thresher or Rendell from her brain. Natalie had worried about
leaving her daughter with non-Violetslike the Atwaters, and it reassured her to think that her mom could
protect Callie while she was gone.

The heavy diding glass door rumbled open again, and Jean Atwater stepped out onto the cement patio,
her joints swollen and skewed by rheumatoid arthritis. Despite her pain, she dways smiled, asif acutely
aware of what aprivilegeit wasto bedive.

“Natdie. . . therésayoung man at the door.”

Natalie nudged her daughter. “I've got to go, baby girl. See me of f?’

Refusing to look at her, Callie climbed down from her chair and trudged toward the door with rounded
shoulders. Nataie drew along, dow breath and followed her insde.

Standing in the living room with hisarms behind his back, Dr. Wilcox broke off hissmal talk with Ted
Atwater to beam at Natdie. “Hey! Hope | haven't kept you waiting.”

He gestured to the duffel bag and suitcase that waited by the front door.

She shook her head. “No, you'refine. | always pack aday early.”

“Wish | could say the same. | throw abunch of stuff in abag at the last minute, then end up athousand
miles from nowhere without any underwear. But | did remember to bring this.” Wilcox brought his hands
from behind him, revedling a stuffed anima with a plump woolen body, long neck, and black sheep snot.
Hehdd it out toward Cdlie. “Say . . . would you know anyone who'd like to have this?’

Cdllie sucked on aforefinger in shy skepticism.



Natalie smiled encouragement. “L ook, honey! It's one of the llamas we talked about.”

“An apaca, actudly,” Wilcox said. “Made from actua apacawool— the finest in theworld, so they say.
Fed how oftitis”

When Cadlie dunk forward to pet the toy, he gently transferred it to her.

She stroked the downy wool, her expression changing from sullen to thoughtful. “I want to see an dpaca.
Can | cometo Peru with you?’

To hiscredit, Wilcox did not laugh, but instead knelt beside her. “Maybe when you're alittle older. But
tell you what— when your mother and | come back, well take you to the best zoo we can find so you
can see some apacas and somellamas. Ded 7’

A smilethrestened to bresk out on Calli€sface. “Okay.”

Marveing at the exchange, Natdie was startled when Jean Atwater whispered in her ear with gossipy
girlishness, “ You didn't tell us he was so handsome.”

“Yeah.” During her previous meetings with the professor, Natalie had been too preoccupied with her
concerns to take much notice of his appearance. Now that she considered it, however, she had to admit
that he was good-looking in arefined, cerebrd way. But Jean implied that Natalie must have morethan a
businessinterest in the archaeologist . . . which she didn't, of course.

“I guesswe'd better go,” she announced to preempt further speculation about her lovelife.

Natalie crossed to the front door to collect her bags, but Wilcox got therefirst.

“Here, let me get these for you.” He shouldered the duffel and picked up the suitcase.

L eft empty-handed, she kneeled and opened her armsto her daughter. “Do | get agood-bye hug?’

Though Cdlie il clutched the dpaca, her face turned glum again as she draped her dack arms around
Natalie's neck. “I love you, Mommy. Come back soon.”

“I will, siweetheart.” Nataie squeezed and was relieved when Callie squeezed back. “Love you, too,

Natdlie collected farewellsfrom Ted and Jean as they followed her and Wilcox out to the driveway of the
Atwaters mobile home. Two carsloitered at the curb. One was the professor's rented Nissan.

The other was adlver Acura

Bella must've called every rental place in northern Californiato find a car like hers, Nataie
thought with grim amusement. She wanted to ask Wilcox about Bella, but he wastalking to the Atweters.
“It was great meeting you folks. | hope we have more of a chance to talk when we comeback . . .”

She glanced toward the open front door, where Callie stood sucking her forefinger and cradling her new
suffed animal in the crook of one arm. Natdie kept waving and blowing her kisses, but Cdlie did not
smile. The Atwaters bid them bon voyage and went back insde, shutting Cdlie in the house,



Wilcox popped open the Nissan's trunk, hefted Natalies bagsinto it. “| take it your account got the wire
transfer?’

“Yeah. Thanks.” Natalie had checked her savings balance at aloca ATM to make sure the promised
advance of two hundred grand had posted. She resisted the temptation to look back toward the house
again; if she saw Cadllie peering out through the window like astray dog in ashelter, she might not be able
to leave. “That was avery sweet thing you did for my daughter, bringing her apresent and al.”

The professor brushed aside the gratitude. “Actually, | brought the dpacafor you, but when | saw Cdllig,
| figured she needed it more. | know how hard it isfor akid to be separated from her mom.”

“Yeah...it'shard, dl right. | appreciate your concern.” When they got in the car and buckled their seat
belts, Natalie finally nodded toward the Acura. “What should we do about her? She's not even supposed
to beonyet.” Thelast time Natalie had seen a Corps Security agent working unpaid overtime was when
Horace Rendel| had plotted to kidnap her daughter.

Wilcox started the Nissan, glancing up with a perplexed expression, asif he didn't know what she was
talking about. “ Oh! Not to worry— it'staken care of. Bella and | have an understanding. Like the local
day-shift guy, shell tell the Corps you're staying with your daughter's grandparents for awhile.”

“You sure?’ In the Nissan's parabolic sde mirror, Natalie saw the Acura swing away from the curb to
tall them asthey drove off. “'Cause I'm not getting on aplaneif she'sflying too.”

“She'sonly following us for show, to keep Corps Security off her back. | promise you— if there's any
problem, I'll turn this car around and drive you right back to Calie.” He reached behind his car seat and
grabbed agreen bottle from asmall ice chest heéld placed there. “ Minera water?’

“Uh...thanks” Nataie accepted the chilled bottle, wet with condensation, smiling at his thoughtfulness,
nervous yet excited about her gented traveling companion and the adventure that lay ahead of them. But
many miles passed before she could tear her gaze from the reflection of the car that followed them out of
L akeport and down the highway toward San Francisco.

7
Livingthe Part

AUGUST TRENT BENT OVER THE BASIN IN THE MEN'S restroom of Chef Champignon— one
of San Francisco's best vegetarian restaurants, according to the Zagat guide— and washed away the
swest that had condensed on his brow and upper lip. Dabbing himself dry with a paper towel, he winced
at the ghost he saw reflected in the mirror.

It hadn't bothered him to wear another man's face before. As an actor, he was used to changing his hair
color and style, covering hisfeatures with makeup and latex appliances, even gaining or losng weight
when gppropriate. Plastic surgery was only a step beyond that and everyonein Hollywood did it anyway,
50 Trent had let Nathan Azure's surgeons pin back hisears, trim hisnose, and sculpt hiseyesinto their
present almond shape before he went to Peru. It had hurt like hell, but if De Niro could pack ona
hundred pounds for arole, then he, too, could suffer for hisart.



Ever since held seen Wilcox murdered in the Andes, however, the archaeol ogist's visage had begun to
fed like adeath mask that Trent could not remove. Every time he looked at his reflection, he expected it
to spit blood at him, the way the professor had spat on Azure.

Focus, hetold himsdf. Don't break character .

Using the yogaike Alexander technique held learned asadramamajor at UCLA, he straightened his
spine, inhaling through his nose, exhaing from his mouth. After he'd centered himself, Trent put on his
prescriptionless wire-framed glasses and practiced one of Wilcox's smiles. It struck him asfunny that his
job was the same as Natdli€'s, for he, too, had to channel a dead man.

* % %

August Trent was his stage name, not hisreal name. That had been buried a decade ago along with his
parents. Later, when Azure gave Trent the million held been promised, he would return to Hollywood
and change hisface again, dong with his name. He was thinking about “Lance’” something or other but
hadn't decided yet.

Héed tried Hollywood before, of course, dong with about a billion other wannabes. Relentless hustling
and auditioning had garnered him enough walk-ons and extrawork to earn him a SAG card, “SAG” in
this case sanding for “ Starving Actor's Gullibility.” By the time he was old enough to start lying about his
age, hewas dtill waiting tables and spending nights on afriend's sofa.

It was while he worked at Su Casa, a Mexican place on the Santa Monica Promenade, that he finally got
“discovered.” He was serving lunch to aman held never seen in the restaurant before, abigwig executive
type who dyed hishair on top but left adash of slver at each templefor an air of authority. When Trent
handed him his check at the end of the medl, the suit eyed him through sepia-tinted glasses.

“Hey, kid . . . you're an actor, right?’

“Yes, dr.” Pushing thirty, Trent wasn't sure whether to be flattered or insulted to be cdled “kid,” but he
had conditioned himself to smile at the condescension of his customers. Y ou never knew who might bea
producer or director.

“Y ou interested in some work?’ the man asked.

“Always. If therolefits, I'll wear it. What'sthe project?’

“It's corporate. Nothing glamorous, but it's easy money. | don't have timeto go into detail here, but give
meacdl if youreinterested.”

He handed Trent a business card with the company logo of Bilderburg Associates and ateephone
number on it. The man's name was absent, unlessit happened to be Bilderburg. The card had a paper
cliponit, and Trent flipped it over to find afolded hundred-dollar bill on the back.

He gave agenuine smile. “Thank you, gir. | look forward to working with you.”
Trent was excited. Some of hisfriends made big bucks doing voice-overs and industrid films. But the job

turned out to be alive performance: Trent would “ play” acompany executive as he went to abank and
Set up an account for one of thefirm's subsidiaries. “ Our staff'stimeistoo vauable to waste on thiskind



of paper-shuffling formality,” the man who hired him said by way of explanation.

Trent doubted that rationale but didn't much care. The gig paid two grand for asingle afternoon—in
cash, under the table, and wonderfully tax-free. He never found out what the bank account was really for
and never saw the man from Bilderburg Associates again.

Y et the man must have given his performance aglowing review, for Trent soon found himself inundated
with offersfrom an invisible network of string-pullers and mountebanks. One week he posed asthe CEO
of adummy corporation designed to hide the parent company's debt from its shareholders. The following
week he starred as a cutting-edge biochemist at a venture-capital presentation. The pay and risk
increased with each job, as did the adrenaine rush when he carried it off. Theimprovisation of illegdity
thrilled him with its high-wire defiance, its dance on the edge of disadter.

Within the past year, that dance had become more precarious than ever as Trent made his debut in
corporate espionage. An attempt to sted the latest drug data from a biotech firm had gone awry when his
insde man at the company got cold feet and wanted out. Although the guy swore up and down that he
wouldn't turn himin, Trent couldn't trust him, so he crested “Nick.”

Nick was a hard case— a cool headed, dead-in-the-eyes professiond, like Edward Fox in The Day of
the Jackal . When Trent needed to do ajob for which he lacked the ssomach, he went into Nick. Nick,
not Trent, had killed the potentia stool pigeon. Nick, not Trent, had burned the corpse's hands, feet, and
facewith acid and pulled its teeth with pliersto prevent identification of the victim, then bagged the naked
body in aplastic garbage sack and dumped it in a sewer culvert.

After that ordeal, August Trent was only too happy to let Nathan Azure change hisface and takehim to
the remote mountains of aforeign country. But with Azure as his boss, Trent knew that he would soon
need Nick again.

Perhaps sooner than he had anticipated.

That was the thought that had nagged him al during the three-hour drive from Lakeport as he chatted
with Natalie and smiled, smiled, smiled. It was the thought that had bedewed his forehead with swest
during dinner, requiring him to seek out the men'sroom to refresh himsdlf. A problem had arisen that he
had not foreseen and that might provefatd.

Heliked Natdie Lindstrom.

Of the people he had victimized in the past, Trent honestly believed that the rubes had only themsdvesto
blame. Rich bastards suckered in by their own greed who could well afford the fleecing he gave them.
Not so single-mom Lindstrom, whose financia desperation he had known— and counted on— when he
approached her for the Pizarro job.

If only Natalie hadn't looked so norma— so beautiful, in fact— with the long brown hair of her latest wig
and the warm cocoa color of the contact lenses she wore. And he was going to spend so much time with
her . . . more than he'd spent with any woman in years. His career had not been conduciveto

relationships of any duration.

He'd managed to keep her talking mostly about herself during the drive to the Bay Area. Although he had
researched Wilcox thoroughly before taking on the role, Trent wanted to answer as few questions about
the archaeologist's background as possible, so he gently pried open Natai€'s shell of reserve with casua



questions about her art, her family, her interests. He had perhaps succeeded too much, for the more she
prattled about her cute little daughter, the more he dwelled on the fate that awaited her once Azure had
finished with her.

Focus.
He smoothed his hair, smiled again at his Wilcox reflection, and | eft the restroom.

“You okay?’ Nataie asked when he returned to their table, which sat beneath a hippie-psychedelic
mura of asunflower. “I was about to send in a search party.”

Trent chuckled and patted his somach. “ Still abit carsick, I'm afraid. How isthe portobel|0?’

“Fabulous!” Sheforked another piece of roasted mushroom into her mouth. “Best medl I'vehad in
yws.”

“What did | tdl you?1 drive dl the way from Stanford just to cometo thisplace.” Heindicated the
remains of hisratatouille. “Alas, I'm sorry to report that such vegetarian ddights are dmost unheard-of in
Peru's northern sierra. But welll keep you fed.”

“I'm sure the loca food can't be any worse than what | eat every time Callie badgers meinto taking her
to McDonad's.” Natalietook asip of her mineral water and cupped theglassin her hand. “Um . .. I'm
embarrassed to admit that | haven't had a chance to read your book yet.”

“That's okay. No one else has, either.”

She giggled as he had hoped, but her expression soon became shadowed with worry. “Can you tell me
what to expect from Pizarro? Is he redly the genocida mongter | remember from high-school history?’

“Wadl ... 1 wouldnt invite him to an intimate vegetarian dinner, if that'swhat you mean.” Shelaughed,
and Trent grinned, grateful now that he'd had plenty of time to read about the conquistador during the
weeks held spent with hisface bandaged from surgery. “Hewasredly quite aremarkable man, in many
ways. He wastheillegitimate child of apeasant girl and an Extremaduran captain. Legend hasit that his
mother abandoned him on the steps of the church in Trujillo and that hisfirst nursemaid was asow.”

Nataie made aface. “Ugh! Isthat true?’

“Maybe nat, but an affinity for pigs might explain why he became a swineherd dmost from the age he
could walk. He apparently received no education whatsoever and at the end of hislife could not even
sggn hisname. Needlessto say, thislimited his career options, so, like many poor, illiterate youths of his
day, he became asoldier. Unfortunately, hisignorance and lack of socid standing kept him from being
promoted. Ditto for hisstint asasailor.

“About thistime, Hernan Cortés had returned from conquering the Aztecsin Mexico, bringing back with
him an unprecedented fortune in gold for the Spanish crown. He became an immediate folk hero, and
started agold rush to the New World of men seeking instant wealth and fame. Y ou didn't need book
learning or noble birth to be a conquistador. All you needed was absolute immunity to the fear of death.”

Natdierolled her eyes. “Oh, isthat dl?’



“Y ou see? Amazing, isn't it? Particularly when you consider that Francisco Pizarro didn't set out for
South Americauntil hewas past fifty.” Trent warmed to the Sory, asif heredly wereahistory
professor. “Now, thiswasin the sixteenth century, when the average life expectancy was. . . what?
Forty, maybe? Pizarro was lucky to be drawing breath at fifty, and here he was venturing into an
unknown continent of maaria-infected mosguitoes and angry natives.”

Trent was pleased to see Natalie set down her fork so as not to missaword of his story.

“If Pizarro hadn't possessed determination and fortitude that exceeded mere greed, his campaign would
have ended beforeit began. He and hissmall contingent of explorers hadn't even reached Peru when they
became trapped on atiny idand off the coast of Colombia. Lashed by ssormsand forced to live on
nothing but the crabs and shellfish they could scrounge from the shore, they starved, shivering from fever
and scurvy, for months. When a ship findly arrived from Panamato rescue them, Pizarro faced amass
defection by his demoraized troops, who hadn't received any of the gold or glory they'd been promised.

“Drawing his sword, Pizarro traced aline from east to west in the sand at the feet of his men, then
pointed across the line to the south.” Trent mimed the action, adopting the conquistador's proud bearing
and fierce stare. Hed been waiting to do this monologue for months— arolewithinarole. “
‘Comparieros,' he said, ‘ on that side aretoil, hunger, nakedness, the drenching storm, desertion, and
death; on this Sde, ease and pleasure. There lies Peru and itsriches; here, Panama and its poverty.
Choose, each man, what best becomes a brave Castilian. For my part, | go to the south.’

“Then he stepped across the line. Only twelve men followed him, but they led the conquest of Peru.”

Trent savored the frisson of Nataies momentary speechlessness. Hewasin hiseement, hisglory, and he
did not want the dinner to end. Particularly not when he thought of what he had to do afterward.

“Wow.” Natalie shook her head and applauded. “Y ou dmost make me want to get to know thisguy.”
“That'smy job.” Trent grinned. “ Dessert?”’

* % %

When they walked back to Trent'srental car after leaving the restaurant, ArabellaMadison's Acura
crouched in the space next to theirs like a patient Siamese cat.

“Sheknows something'sup,” Nataie muttered. “ That's why she's here. If shefinds out what I'm doing,
the Corpswill take Cdlie avay from me.”

“I would never let that happen. | told you, I've made all the arrangements.” Trent reviewed those
arrangementsin hismind. “ Shell be gone by morning.”

“Andif shesnot?’

“Then | take you back to Cdllie, just as| said.”

“You'd better. If you don't, I'm walking.” Relaxed and cheerful over dinner, Natalie dipped back into
tense despondency asthey got in Trent's car. Madison mugged at Nataie through the Acuras driver's

sdewindow, waving to her with abig, goofy grin.

Details, details, Trent thought asthe agent trailed them to the Winchester Regency Hotel. Hed chosen it



specifically because it was located outside the dense center of the city and therefore possessed adark
outdoor parking lot rather than awdl-lit underground garage. Parking at the outer perimeter of the
crowded lot, he was pleased to see Madison pull into aspace not far from theirs.

AsNatdie had surmised, Trent found that the Corps Security agent temporarily assgned to the day shift
had been easy enough to bribe. As an extra precaution, Trent had recorded the man's acceptance of the
payoff on tape in case it became necessary to blackmail him to maintain his silence. But Trent had not
approached Arabella Madison with an offer for fear she might blow the whistle on him. Instead, he had
made other plansto ded with her. Plansfor tonight.

To hisrelief, Natalie's mood seemed to improve once they entered the hotel and checked in. A smile
tinged with melancholy returned to her face,

“You likethe place?’ he asked when they arrived at the door to her room.

“Hmm? Oh, yeah.” She glanced around at the corridor's burgundy carpet, the doors brass handles. “The
last time | Sayed inaplacelikethis, | waswith . . . afriend of mine. Brings back old times.”

“Enjoy it whileit lasts. I'm afraid our Andean accommodations won't be quite so luxurious.” He handed
her the room'skey card. “I'm staying right across the hall. Get agood night's deep, and I'll meet you
downgtairsfor breskfast a six in the morning.”

Shewrinkled her nose, laughing. “Ugh! So early. But if you ingt, I'll drag mysdlf out of bed.” Her
expression sobered, but her eyes remained bright with amusement. “ Thank you for tonight. It wasfun.”

“For me, too.” Thefirgt words he'd said that night as August Trent, not Abel Wilcox. “I hope we have as
good atimein Peru.”

“I look forward to it. Good night, Dr. Wilcox.”

“Please! Abe. I'm il on sabbatical.”

Sheamiled. “Right . . . Abe. Night.”

“Good night . . . Nataie.”

He gave asmal bow and walked away.

Once he heard her enter her room, Trent's loose-limbed nonchaance gave way to arigid economy of
movement. He marched to his own room and locked himsdlf insde. A numbing detachment filled him as
he hefted his suitcase onto the bed and opened it. The sight of the reddish brown wig, false mustache,
and folded security guard's uniform elicited no emotion, nor did the long hatpin and smdl glassvid he
removed from a hidden pocket in the bag'slining.

Nick thought only of work. Of thejob to be done.

He swapped his striped oxford shirt for the gray button-up with the word SECURITY embroidered on
the breast pocket. Next, he set aside Wilcox's glasses and applied spirit gum to his upper lip to attach the

mustache, which matched the shade of the hairpiece he then put on. A billed cap and aleather bomber
jacket completed the outfit.



He checked the costumein the mirror, practiced hisvoice. “Excuse me, maam. . . are you aguest of the
hotd ?”

Trent lowered the pitch, made the tone more nasa. He was playing Nick playing a security guard. Roles
withinroles

With the easy part done, he donned his black leather driving gloves. For an instant, when he opened the
via and dipped the point of the hatpin into the viscous brown sap in the glass tube, Nick disappeared and
he became August Trent again, fretful and unsure. His fingers quivered as he rotated the pin to wrap the
goo around the pin'stip. Although he could have licked the poison up like honey without any harm, a
sangle pinprick could kill him.

Careful, hethought. A little dab'll do ya.

It looked and smelled something like dirty modd-airplane glue, and he gently blew on the syrup to dry it.
Alberto, one of Azure's Peruvian drug runners, had sold it to him. Ourari, heéld called it— a product of
the nearby Amazon jungle. Trent had requested it by its more familiar name.

Curare.

Even before returning to the States, Trent knew that his attempt to recruit Natalie might cause him to
tangle with Corps Security— armed agentstrained in self-defense. His best chance againgt them wasthe
element of surprise, and for that he needed aweapon that was quick, quiet, and deadly. Although
physiciansin the U.S. commonly used the substance as amuscle relaxant prior to surgery, sales of
medica curare were closdly regulated and monitored, and the drug lacked the potency Trent required.
He needed the “flying death” that Amazonian tribes used to tip their arrows and blowgun darts, apoison
that could drop awild monkey in twenty seconds.

Nick resumed control as he gripped the blunt head of the seven-inch pin and held itslength close against
the right deeve of hisjacket. In addition to his costume, he had brought a flashlight and afolded
industrial-size plastic trash bag in his suitcase. He shoved the bag in the pocket of hisjacket, hooked the
flashlight on his belt, and, with calm professionalism, checked the halway outsde hisroom before
grolling out of the hotel and into the dark parking lot.

Although he knew exactly where Arabella Madison had parked, he strutted between each of the
intervening rows of carswith an unhurried, flat-footed gait, sweeping the beam of hisflashlight back and
forth with methodica thoroughness, biding time until he was sure there were no witnesses around. He
saw her leaning against the driver's side of her car but let the light brush past her before swinging it back
to shine on her face. “Excuse me, maam. . . are you aguest of the hotel ?’

Flinching as the beam blinded her, she took one speaker of her iPod headphones out of her ear. “Huh?’
He kept the light in her eyes. “If you're not aguest of the hotdl, I'll have to ask you to leave.”

Madison pulled the headphones down around her neck with awaspish glare. “Back off, rent-a-cop. I'm
afederd agent on surveillance.” Shelifted aside one lapel of her jacket to reved her .45 pistol inits
holster.

“I'm sorry, maam, but unless you can show mesomelID..."

“Oh, for Pete's sakel” The agent reached into her inside jacket pocket. “1 could have you arrested for



obstruction of justice.”

Flicking off theflashlight, he raised the hand that held the hatpin, but his resolve wavered. What would
Natalie think? Trent wondered.

This chick has caused nothing but trouble for Lindstrom and her kid, Nick answered. You'll be
doing them both a favor.

When Madison flipped open her 1D, he jabbed the hatpin into her side.

“OW” She dapped her hand on the puncture wound, fingersfluttering aong the shaft of the pin. “Who
the hell do you think— "

The curare cut her off. Madison'seydidsfell and did not open, her facid musclestwitching asif she
struggled to blink. One hand flopped toward her gun, then dropped, dangling. Her expression became
immobile as the paralysis spread and her head dropped to her chest. Air leaked from her open mouth but
she made no sound.

Trent pulled out the pin and sandwiched her dack body between his and the car, restraining her asthe
neurotoxin took effect. He doffed his cap and tossed it in the car just asapair of headlights approached.
Bear-hugging her to keep her upright, he fondled ArabelaMadison asif making out with her, wondering
if shewas gtill conscious but unableto react. The curare had evidently aready paralyzed the digphragm
musclethat drew air into her lungs, for he fet no breath from her mouth. She might not be dead yet,
however, for curare did not affect the heart, and asphyxiation could take up to fifteen minutes.

Trent made sure that he did not touch her lips as he pretended to kiss her, nor did he dlow himsdf to
touch any part of her bare skin, for he didn't want to become a touchstone for thiswoman. In this case,
at least, he followed Nathan Azure's example, dthough he thought his boss took the no-touching thing to
aHoward Hughes-ike extreme.

When he was again sure that no one was watching, Trent— or, rather, Nick— shoved ArabellaMadison
bodily back into the car and climbed in next to her, damming the door closed behind him. Blocking the
view from the parking lot, helifted her legs over the gearshift and folded her body into the floor space
below the glove compartment, then spread his black garbage sack over the inert body like atarp.

Hefound the Acuraskey dready in theignition and drove the car to arun-down strip mal afew miles
away. He'd scouted the location the previous day and knew that the shops would be closed at thistime
of night. Steering the car into the dley behind the mall, he pulled up beside a Dumpster and stopped the

engine

After aquick survey to make sure that no homeless people had camped out in the vicinity, he stretched
the garbage bag over Madison's corpse. Moving around to her side of the car, he opened the passenger
door and rolled her body out onto the asphat so he could finish pulling the sack around her. He twisted
the mouth of the bag closed, knotted it, then hefted the bundle up to the lip of the Dumpster and tumbled
itindgde.

The waste container belonged to a Chinese take-out joint, and its contents reeked of rotting chow mein.
The bigger the stench, the better asfar as Trent was concerned. He climbed inside the haf-full Dumpster
and piled as much trash as possible over the plagtic garbage sack. Someone might eventually find the
body, but by then he and Natalie Lindstrom would bein Peru. Of course, there was the problem of the
girl, Cdlie. If the Corps connected Natalie's absence to Madison's murder, they might come for her



daughter . . . but Trent couldn't worry about that. That wasn't his concern.

The thought of Natalie continued to nag him, however, as he abandoned ArabellaMadison's Acurain a
grocery store parking lot a couple blocks from the hotel. Hed had a great time with her tonight, and she
seemed to like him. He wanted her to like him. Would shefed the same way if she saw him now? he
wondered, pedling off hisleather gloves before leaving the car. Or would she recoil from the touch of
these hands that looked so clean?

But hishands were clean, he thought, ditching the gloves and the rest of his security guard disguisein one
of the supermarket's outdoor trash cans. That was why he became Nick. Nick had done the job.

Trent strolled back to the hotel, breathing easier, looking forward to along, hot shower before bed.
Looking forward to becoming genial Abe Wilcox again for tomorrow's performance.

8
Landingin Cajamarca

“HOW ARE YOU? ¢COMO ESTA USTED?” THE MALE voice on Nataie's CD player enunciated
with kindergarten clarity. “I'mfine. Estoy bien.”

The pilot of thetiny twin-engine Cessna banked into aturn, the plane hiccupping from wind resistance,
and Natalie clapped a hand over her mouth to keep from losing the food she'd managed to edt in the past
twenty-four hours. Although she had indeed wanted to brush up on what little Spanish she knew, shed
actualy started the language lesson to focus on something besides the kazoo buzz of the propellers.

After thetripsto and from New England to visit her father and the flights from San Franciscoto L.A. and
then to Lima, she had amost becomeinured to air travel despite her phobia. But the craft Nathan Azure
had chartered to take them from Limato Cgamarcalooked like achild's toy compared to the passenger
jetsthey'd been flying, and Natalie amost wished she were on a Daedal us Aeronautics plane instead.

“Where do you come from? ¢De donde es usted? I'm from the United States. Yo soy de los Estados
Unidos.”

The Spanish teacher's measured phrases droned on in her headset, but Nataie scarcely listened.

Seated across from her, Abe smiled sympathetically and tapped one ear to Signa that he wanted to say
something. She nudged aside one of her headphone speskers.

“I know how you fed! Thesetrips dways make meill.” He patted his midsection, shouting to be heard
over the engineéswhine. “But don't worry! Well be there soon. Y ou might want to take out those
contacts before we land, though. The lower air pressure at this adtitude can change the curvature of your
corness and make the lenses uncomfortable.”

She nodded and put her colored lensesin the storage casein her purse. Although she appreciated the
professor'stip, it only increased her anxiety about arriving, particularly snce everyone who saw her
would know shewasaViolt.



* * %

At lagt, the tiny Cessna screeched to alanding on an airstrip in Cgjamarca, acity in northern Peru.
Natdieimagined faling to her knees and kissing the ground in gratitude, but the expected relief failed to
materidize. It waslate autumn here in the southern hemisphere, and the waning day was overcast and
cold as she descended the plan€'s fold-down steps. Natdie set her luggage on the tarmac beside her and
took severa deep bresthsin avain attempt to restore her equilibrium. At nine thousand feet above sea
leve, the oxygen-deprived air made her fed asif sheld arrived on the moon without a spacesuit.

In some ways, she might aswell have.

Theinternationa arport in Limahad comforted Natalie with its cosmopolitan familiarity. Theinevitable
McDonad's franchise greeted her as she entered the terminal, and the Peruvians she passed wore jeans,
tank tops, and fashionable blouses. She even saw onelittle girl inaMickey Mouse T-shirt. If it wasn't for
the shops sdlling miniature Peruvian flags and Incan souvenirsimported from China, the termina would
have been inditinguishable from the airportsin any other big city.

Natdiefound no outlets for multinationa retailers at the airfidld in Cgamarca, however, only asmal
control tower and termind building in the middle of an arid sheet of asphalt. Instead of the glass-plated
skyscrapersthat bgjeweled Limas downtown, she saw only asmall mosaic of flat whitewashed buildings
with tiled roofs. Beyond the town rose the foothills of the Andes, where she and Abe would be heading
tomorrow. The darkening clouds overhead turned the mottled green brush of the mountains black.

Thefew loca peoplein Natdie's view al seemed to be wearing wide-brimmed hats: the men in fedoras,
thewomen in adigtinctive hat with ahigh, cylindricd, flat-topped peak. Bareheaded but for her brown
wig, Natdiefdt acutely conspicuous, afraid that she might be violating some sartoria taboo. Although, as
aViolet, she was accustomed to being an outsider, she couldn't remember ever feding so dien before.

Natalie shivered and zipped up the front of her down jacket. Abe had cautioned her to bring
cold-westher ttire.

The archaeologist ducked through the Cessna's low door and descended to the runway, shaking the
kinksout of hislong legs. “Wdl, what do you think?’

Natdie brushed windblown strands of hair from her eyes. “Not muchtoit.”

“Moreto it than you might imagine. Charming town, redly. I'll have to show you around a bit before we
leave tomorrow. But right now I'm starved. How about you?’

“As soon asmy somach lands, | will be.”

“A good hot medl will take care of that.” He signdled a Peruvian man advancing toward them with his
back hunched againgt the wind. “Honorato!”

The man kept his head tilted forward as he approached and bent to pick up Abe's knapsack, his
expression nearly invisble in the shadow cast by the brim of hisfedora. Like many descendants of the
Incas, he possessad vaguely Mongolian fegtures, with sienna-tinted skin, dmond eyes, and full, broad
cheeks.

When he stooped to collect Natdie's suitcase and duffel bag, she grabbed the handles before he could.



“It'sdl right. | can takethem.”

For thefirgt time, he met her gaze, and his eyes widened. Natalie had grown used to such gawking since
she stopped wearing colored contactsto cover her violet iriseswhilein public.

“Nonsense! You're the honored guest. Let me carry those for you.” Abe beckoned, grinning, until she
relinquished the bagswith asmile. “ j Vamanos!”

AsHonorato and the professor led Natdie out through the terminal to the parking lot in front of the
arport, the Peruvian flicked surreptitious glances back at her asif to make sure she hadn't vanished ina
puff of smoke. A brand-new Range Rover awaited them, spotless but for afew mud spatterson its
fenders. In a city where battered pickup trucks and decades-old buses predominated, the SUV stuck out
like agtretch limo. Nathan Azure must have imported it just for this expedition.

The light-headedness that had led Nataie when she got off the plane grew more disorienting, making
her unsteady on her feet. She puffed deep breaths to counteract the sensation, yet till felt winded. By the
time she plopped into the Range Rover's backseet, the tipsiness imploded into migraine pounding,
sarburst shimmers obscuring her vison. Natdie ground the heds of her pams againgt her templesto

massage away the pain.
Abe occupied the seat beside her. “ Headache?’
She nodded.

“Me, too. That's soroche— dtitude sickness. With any luck, you'll be gone before you even have a
chanceto get acclimatized.” Pulling a plastic sandwich bag from his side coat pocket, he took out what
seemed to be adead leaf and fed it into hismouth asif it were astick of chewing gum. Thelesf crunched
between histeeth until his salivamoistened it to softness. “ Forgive me. | would offer you some, but I'm
afraid they're rather an acquired taste. When we get to the restaurant, though, I'll give you something
better than aspirin.”

Natalie would have asked him what on earth he was egting but the headache wrung al energy for
conversation from her. They rode in silence as Honorato drove them from the airport to the Plaza de
Armas, the large square in the center of the city. Twilight degpened to night outside the car, and the
whites of Honorato's eyes shone like crescent moonsin the rearview mirror every time he glanced at
Nataiesreflection. Self-conscious, she dug in her pursefor her contacts, then remembered the
professor's warning about the low air pressure.

The café where they ate dinner cheered Nataie abit with itswarm lighting and folksy ambience, itswalls
festooned with the colorful geometry of Andean blankets, hand-knitted tapestries of abstract birdsand
[lamas. However, she couldn't help but fedl the stares of the locals as she accompanied Abe into the
restaurant, and regretted the lack of her contacts more than ever.

“Bruja,” she heard one of the women whisper to her companion.

Nataie waited until she and Abe reached their table before inclining her mouth to hisear. “What'sa
bruja?

He chuckled. “A witch. Or, more accurately, a sorcerer. But don't worry— brujos and brujas are
popular here. They heal people, bless crops, and such.”



1] Oh.”

The scrutiny she received made Natalie doubt whether brujas were really as popular as the professor
seemed to think. Although her Spanish was sketchy at best, she attempted to eavesdrop on the
conversation of the men ogling her from the next table. At first, shefigured they must be speaking too fast
for her dow comprehension. Then she redlized that the words sounded al wrong, closer to some
Polynesian or Asian tongue than anything originating from Europe.

“What language are they speaking?’ she asked Abe, who was perusing the menui.
He ligtened for amoment. “ Quechua. Language of the Incas.”

“Of course. Y ou quoted some of it in your book.” Natalie resisted the temptation to glance at the men for
fear of making eye contact with them. “ Can you tell what they're saying?’

Helet out alittle laugh of embarrassment. “I'm afraid you've found me out! I'm not fluent— just another
book-learned, ivory-tower academic.” He cupped a hand around his mouth in amock whisper. “ Don't
tell the tenure committee.”

Hewinked and she giggled, but laughing made her head throb harder so she turned her attention to the
menu. After asking Abe to trandate the descriptions of severa dishes, she settled on a potato and
vegetable soup, figuring that was al her queasy stomach could manage. The professor ordered the same.
“Y mate de coca, por favor,” hetold the woman serving them, adding, to Natalie, “Thisl| fix you right

up.”

Unsure what hed requested, Natalie guessed that the server would bring her either a Coke or ahot
chocolate. Instead, the woman returned with the soup and a cup of steaming greenish tea. Natalie sniffed
it with suspicion, took atiny test Sp on her tongue. The warm liquid was very sweet with adight, but not
unpleasant, medicind taste, like aflavored cough drop. She swallowed a couple gulps of the stuff and
found that it seemed to shrink her swollen brain and to lift her haze of fatigue.

Abe's eyes sparkled. “Better?’

“Yeah. It helps.” Natalie peered down into the cup, discovered sheld already downed hdf the
concoction. “What'sin it?’

“Cocaleaves.” He pulled the plastic bag of leaves from his pocket with agrin.
She nearly spat amouthful of teainto her soup. “Y ou gave me cocaine?’

Abe held up his hand to placate her. “Don't worry. It's perfectly safe. And the best cure for soroche
thereis”

“Areyou nuts? Y ou want to get us arrested?’ Natdie glanced around the restaurant, scanning for anyone
inuniform.

He shrugged. “It'slegal. Everyone uses coca here.”

“And what if | get addicted?’



“It'sharmless, | promiseyou. It's not refined. Those lattes you drink are more addictive.”

“If you say s0.” But Nataie set the cup down and didn't pick it up again. Although she was tempted to
drink the dregs to ease her headache, she knew it would be just her luck to drop dead of atea overdose
on her first day in Peru.

They finished their meal and headed for the door, but the woman who had referred to Natalie asa bruja
accosted her on the way out. Dressed in a striped poncho and an ankle-length orange dress, the woman
held out the peaked, wide-brimmed hat she'd been wearing and motioned for Natdieto takeit.

Abe beamed asif he'd just solved apuzzle. “ Ah! She seesthat you aren't wearing ahat and wantsyou to
have hers. That's Peruvian hospitdity for you.”

Natdie gaped at the offering in awkward astonishment for amoment, wondering if the woman wasa
peddler. Sheld exchanged some of her dollars for nuevos soles at the airport in Lima, and she dug some
of the colorful paper currency out of her handbag and offered it to the woman. But the latter ignored the
money and used her calloused fingersto close Natdi€e's hands on the gift.

Still uncertain whether she was doing the proper thing, Natalie bowed her head. “ Gracias.”

The woman smiled and nodded her approva before returning to her companion.

“What wasthat al about?’ Nataie asked Abe when they left the café and returned to the Range Rover.

He shrugged. “Probably an attempt to buy your favor. Everyone here knowsiit's best to stay on the good
gdeof abruja.”

Honorato, who had evidently stayed in the car while they ate dinner, chauffeured them to their hostel a
few miles outside town.

“It'sworth thetrip,” Abe said. “I've stayed there a couple of times dready. The place has some unique
amenities— ah! There! You see?’

In the darkness outside the SUV's window, Natdie could make out asmall group of buildings clustered
around what seemed to be aset of public swimming pools of various sizes. A layer of wispy mist roiled
up from the waters.

“What isit?’ sheasked.

“The B&nos dd Inca Natura hot springs. They say Atahua pawas bathing here when hefirst heard that
the Spaniards were coming— strange men with white skin who ate gold.”

Nataie gave him aquizzica look. “ Ate gold?’
“Y es. The conquistadors had such an insatiable appetite for it, demanded so much of it, that the Incas

assumed the white men needed it for sustenance.” The archaeologist gave anironic smile. “Not so far
from the truth, actudly.”



Their hostel was located about a block away from the Bafios del Inca, but it piped mineral water from
the hot springs directly into the baths of each guest room.

“You'l see. Y our headache will vanish like magic,” Abetold Natalie as he checked in. He tossed her the
key to her room. “Enjoy! Seeyou at Sx tomorrow.”

She gave him aweary salute and went to seeif these mineral baths were as greet asthe professor
boasted they were. At present, she had to admit that nothing sounded as appedling aslounging in hot
water for an hour or so.

The baths must have been the hogtel's principal attraction, for the guest room's deep, tile-lined tub was
positioned right beside the bed rather than in the tiny spartan bathroom. Natalie dropped her bags on the
bed and turned the tub's hot-water tap on full. Minera-rich steam wafted up into her face, smelling faintly
like burnt matches.

Whilethe tub filled, Nataie undressed and removed her wig, pegling the double-sided tape from her bare
scap asif it were dead skin. She dtill fretted over what effect drinking that cocatea had on her; the
throbbing in her temples had subsided, to be replaced by an anesthetic fuzziness that seemed to spread to
her fingers and toes.

When the water level was still about afoot below the tub'srim, she shut off the tap, tested the
temperature with her foot, and added enough cold water to make the scalding bath tolerable. Needles of
hesat pricked her skin as she stepped into the tub and eased down onto the bath'sinner ledge. Grateful for
the drowsy numbness that envel oped her, Natalie rested the nape of her neck againgt the tub'srim and
shut her eyes.

The ginging pricklein her extremitiesintensified. She dropped into a haf-doze, her eydids pulsing with
the rapid movement of the corneas benegth them.

She sat up in the tub, saw the murky outline of her nude legsin the water below. But when she
stood, the body that emerged from the bath was a man's, pale, skinny and flat-chested, the black
hair on the arms and torso swept downward by the water that streamed off the skin . . .

Natalie snapped awake and discovered that she was, indeed, standing up in the tub, only now the body

was her own, its flesh speckled with goose pimples. A strong sense of d§avu seized her. Although she

had never seen thisroom before tonight, the dream she'd just had convinced her sheld been here before,
asifinapad life

She gasped with the redlization.

Someone was knocking.

| should have known better, Natalie thought. Hotel rooms could be powerful touchstones for past
guestswho had since died. If she hadn't been so tired, she would have remembered to use her protective
mantraearlier. Asit was, she'd let her guard down, and this soul had taken control of her body long

enough to make her stand up.

Fists clenched at her sdes, Natdie closed her eyes and recited the Twenty-third Psalm in her mind.



The Lord ismy Shepherd . . .

Unlike most of the random souls that attempted to inhabit her, this one fought her effort to exileit. It
clamped onto her consciousnesslike aravening hound, and the soul's visua sense-memory that had
begun while she was dozing continued.

She climbed, dripping, from the tub, and tied a bath towel around her waist. Leaving a trail of
foot-shaped puddles on the floor, she shuffled over to the room's dresser, where she saw a man's
blurred reflection— her reflection—in the mirror. Her eyes refused to focus, so she pawed the top
of the dresser until her touch located a pair of spectacles, which she fumbled to put on.

The face sharpened in the mirror, and Dr. Abel Wilcox stared back at her . . .

Natdie nearly forgot what verse of the psalm to say next. She must have been mistaken. The manin the
mirror couldn't be Abe. Abe wasn't dead.

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures,
Herestorethmy soul . . .

The knocking spirit did not yield, but its strength ebbed. At lagt, asif it would rather salf-destruct than
depart, it exploded from Natalies mind, leaving afind image seared into her memory: aman'sface, but
not Abe's. This man was blond, with a cold handsomeness, his jaw narrowing down to apointed chin
like the beak of some predatory bird. An incandescent hatred accompanied the man's visage, so that
Natalie'swhole body shook with sympathetic rage a the sight of him.

A frantic knocking— rea knocking, on her hostel room's door— jolted Natalie back to self-awareness.
With the rgpping growing ever more rapid, she clambered out of the bath, much like the man in her vison
had, and snatched up a bath towel as she scampered for the door.

“Hold your horses!” she shouted at the visitor, wrapping the towel around her torso for as much modesty
as she could manage. She unlocked the door but stood behind it, leaning her face into the crack she
opened. “Yes?’

Seeing Abe so soon after the unsettling reverie made her jump. He seemed equally startled to see her,
and Nataie recaled that he'd never seen her without awig before. He flinched back, but quickly
recovered.

“Oh! Natdie”

“Y ou were expecting the pope, maybe?’ Natalie shivered, water trickling down her half-naked body to
pool at her feet.

“Look, I'm sorry to bother you, but well have to switch rooms.”
“Why on earth—"
Abe put ahand to hisforehead. “Thisis so embarrassing.”

“It certainly is”



“When | findly noticed what your room number was. . .” He shook his head with anervouslaugh. “1 had
thisroom before, see. And there were fleas in the bed! They practicaly ate medive. | told the manager,
but | don't know if he ever did anything about it. Anyway, | checked the bed in my room tonight and it's
clean, so I'd fed better if you took that one.”

“Uh, sure, | guess.” Natdie dways had trouble shifting from the pressing concerns of the dead to the
petty complaints of theliving. “But won' thet leave you with the fleas?’

“Pahl” Abegrinned. “ They wont kill me.”

* % %

Though the professor's courteous gesture seemed unnecessary, Natalie dressed, gathered her things, and
traded roomswith him for the night. Thistime, however, sheinitiated her protective mantraright avay.
And athough she didn't know when she might enjoy the comfort of ahot bath again, she never set foot in
the new room'stub.

9
The Ransom Room

BY THE FOLLOWING MORNING, NATALIE WASREADY TO dismissthe prior night's
experience as adream. She was sure that someone had knocked, but the part about seeing Abe naked
in the mirror must have come from her imagination, aproduct of an oxygen-deprived brain and
coca-laced tea. Sheld been with the archaeol ogist dmost continuoudy for the past three days— and had
to admit that she found him attractive. Still, she couldn't believe sheld dready started fantasizing about
him.

Natdiefound it harder to explain the image of the blond man, whom she did not recognize, but maybe
sheld seen him on TV or in some magazine. Drugs could dredge al kinds of things out of your
subconscious, after dl.

Gray and glowering the day before, the sky had cleared to a cloudlessiceberg blue. Nataie hunched
ingde her down jacket to ward off the chill breeze as she waited for Abe along the curb outsde the
hostel's entrance.

At the appointed time, the Range Rover drove up and the professor got out on the passenger Side, then
offered Natalie his seat. “1 need to make afew arrangements here,” he explained, “so why don't you go
on into town and grab some breakfast at the café, and I'll catch up with you later.”

She agreed, dthough shefelt abit intimidated at riding alone with Honorato. Y esterday he could hardly
keep his gaze from straying toward her; today he gpparently made apoint of not looking at her.

Natdi€e'slimited command of Spanish made her timid about talking to the locals. Neverthdess, she
figured anything would be better than the oppressive silence that filled the car asthey left the hostd.

“Mellamo Natalie.” Shetapped her chest, asif there might be some confusion about whose name
shed said. Then she gestured to him with asmile abit too wide. “ Honorato?”



He darted aglance at her, his expression one of annoyance or pity or both. “ S.”

“d,” sherepeated. Her smile shrinking, she strained to think of something elseto say, but only came up
with phrasesfrom her language CD: ¢Como esté usted? jMuy bien!

She let the conversation die, and didn't even muster the courage to bid Honorato adios when he dropped
her off at the Plazade Armas.

In the bright light of the sun now rising above the Andes, Cgjamarcas central square became
picturesque. Topiary Ilamas populated its English-style garden, and paved paths like wagon-wheel
spokes led to the tiered water fountain at the garden's heart. Like the fountain, the baroque facade of the
cathedral that bordered the plaza had been sculpted from local volcanic rock. Filigreed with dense Old
World designs of grapes and leaves, the church's unfinished towers ended abruptly, asif some vengeful
Incan deity had decapitated their belfries.

The city's charm lifted Nataie's mood considerably. Her headache had diminished to a subdued smarting
behind her eyes, and the sun gilded her face with warmth as she admired the scenery.

Asgood asthe sunlight felt, Natalie knew the UV rayswould roast her beforelong in thisthin air.
Although sheld aready dathered her skin with SPF 50 sunblock, she was grateful to wear the hat the
woman had given her the previous night. It looked like an upside-down toadstool on her head, but at
least its brim shaded her face. Since she couldn't wear her colored contacts, she hid her eyes behind
sunglasses, but everyone she passed still gaped at her, for her T-shirt, jeans, and Doc Marten boots all
branded her as an American tourist.

When she got to the café, Natalie ordered breskfast aswell as she could with her fragmented Spanish.
She ended up with acouple of runny fried eggs and two sweet triangular biscuits, but she was famished
and ate every last scrap, mopping up the yolk with scraps of the bread. Ingtinct told her to eat as much as
possible now, since she had no ideawhat kind of food sheld be served at the archaeological dig upinthe
Andes.

To entertain hersalf while she munched, Natalie dug Abe's book, Conqueror and Conquered: Pizarro
and Peru, out of her canvastote bag and propped it open on the table in front of her. With everything
that had been going on, she had only managed to skim the first section, which detailed Francisco
Pizarro'srisefromilliterate pig farmer to discoverer of Peru, and theinitia contact the Spaniards made
with Atahuapa, the Inca, or king, of the native people.

She skipped ahead to Pizarro'sfirst face-to-face encounter with Atahua pa— the fateful meeting that
took place right outside the restaurant window, where the fountain now burbled in the forma gardens of
the Plaza de Armas. The conquistador had sent an intermediary to tell the Incathat he “loved him dearly”
and to invite him to Cgamarcafor adiplomatic parlay. Atahuapa accepted and came to the city with
more than five thousand men, intending to awe the invaders with hiswedth, pomp, and power.

Hundreds of servantsin red livery preceded theimperid train, singing songs of victory and sweeping the
ground with palm leaves so that not even a pebble would profane the feet of the nobility. Saves wearing
white carried golden vases and hammers of silver and copper. Pendulous gold charms distended the
earlobes of the diteroya bodyguards, who were attired in blue. Findly, at the center of the entourage,
the Inca himsdf rode in on a palanquin fluttering with parrot festhers— a platform supported by long
poles carried on the shoulders of prominent dignitaries. Seated on an immense throne of pure gold, the
monarch worethe borla, aritua red circlet, aswell as aheaddress of colored plumesthat fanned out



from his crown like a peacock'stail. Around his neck glittered acollar of brilliant emerads. Hisfacerigid
with regd indifference, he projected the unyielding ascendance of the Andes, the eternd supremacy of
the sun.

The Incas glory would be short-lived. He had paraded into an ambush.

Pizarro and ahundred and fifty of hisfelow conquistadors had hidden themselvesin the abandoned
buildings surrounding the plaza, cannons aimed at the courtyard, cavalry ready to charge. They sent a
hapless priest, Vicente de Vaverde, to confront Atahua pa aone. He exhorted the Peruvian monarch to
submit to the rule of King CharlesV of Spain and abandon his pagan sun worship in favor of Chrigtianity.
When the Incare ected this plea by casting the priest’'s Bible to the ground, Pizarro waved awhite scarf
to sgnd histroops.

Spanish horsemen and foot soldiers surged from their hiding places, lances pointed and swords flashing,
asartillery hailed cannonballs upon the crowd of unsuspecting Peruvians, fogging the courtyard with
smoke. Armed only with maces, dings, and bags of stone, Atahua paswarriors found that their blows
glanced off the Spaniards armor, while the conquistadors easily hacked a path through the throng.
Terror-struck, the Peruvians stampeded over the bodies of both the dead and the living, suffocating their
own countrymen in their panic to retrest.

Meanwhile, Pizarro himsdf sustained the Spaniards only injury of the day— asmall cut he received from
one of hisown frenzied warriors as he charged the Inca's palanquin. A painting in the book depicted how
Pizarro seized Atahudpaby the ankle and yanked him from the throne asif punishing an insolent child.

“| can save you thetrouble of reading that.”

Natalie glanced up from the picture to see Abe standing beside the table with his handsin his pockets.
She set the book aside. “ Sorry. Didn't mean to ignore you.”

He grinned. “No apologies necessary. I'm flattered you were so interested.”

“I thought | should know more about this guy who's going to bein my body. Would you liketo join me?’
She indicated her empty breskfast plate.

“Already ate. Look, we have acouple hourstill we hit the road. Let me giveyou alittle tour.” Hetossed
acouple of rumpled bills on the table to pay for her mea and led her out into the sunlit square.

Natalie wanted to tell him that she was perfectly content to read about the genocide of the Incan people
without visiting the actua ground where they were butchered. She had shunned the pleasant gardens of
the Plazade Armas asif skirting agraveyard, afraid of being assaulted by athousand daughtered souls all
knocking at once. But Abe shifted into lecture mode before she could object.

“In order to properly appreciate the significance of the artifacts we're seeking, you need to understand
who the Incas were, what they accomplished . . .”

The equatoria sunshine had turned hot, and Natalie took off her down jacket. To her relief, the professor
turned away from the gardens and guided her afew blocks down one of the avenues perpendicular to the
plaza

“To our modern sengbilities” Abe continued, “Inca society seemsrigid— atotaitarian regime. But to the



people of the culture, it was the natura order of things. The Incawas divine, the son of Inti, the sun god.”
Natalie dmost bumped into him as he stopped to gesture dramatically. “No one was permitted to look at
the Incadirectly, and when his most powerful nobles came to an audience with him, they stripped off
their sandals and carried a sack of earth on their backs as asign of subjugation to the monarch. Any
itemstouched or worn by the Inca— utensils of gold, velvety capes fashioned from the skins of bats—
were destroyed when he had finished with them to prevent them from being desecrated by profane
hands.”

“No laundry or dishwashing,” Nataie deadpanned. “It's good to be the king.”

The professor chuckled and walked on. “1t was a benign dictatorship, as far as dictatorships go. Though
the Incatechnically owned dl the land in the empire, each family received an acreage, or topo, to farm
for its own benefit. Instead of levying atax, the system required that, in addition to raisng their own
crops, the people al had to work for the state between the ages of twenty-five and fifty. After fifty, you
became award of the sate. The Inca nation kept large granaries to dispense food to the needy during
famineyears, so aslong asyou pulled your weight, the empire would take care of al your basic needs.
Think of it! For centuries, the Incas maintained a moneyless economic system virtually without
deprivation— no hunger and no homelessness. Besats the heck out of Socid Security, en?’

“Y ou forgot the part about ‘ no freedom.” Natalie was an embittered expert in compul sory government
service.

“Hey .. . you can't misswhat you've never had. There was no upward mobility in the system. Y ou were
either anoble or apriest or afarmer, and whatever you were your children would be, too.”

“I' know how that goes.” She thought of how the Corps had tried to railroad Cdlieinto its membership
just asit had railroaded her. “ So if this place was such a utopia, how comeit only took afew hundred
Spanish guysto overthrow it?’

“Ah! Quiteright. If twelve million Peruvians ganged up on the conquistadors, even their armor, horses,
and artillery wouldn't have saved them.

“But Pizarro lucked out in that he arrived at atime of upheava in the kingdom. The previous Inca,
Huayna Capac, had died only afew years earlier, and he made the classic King Lear mistake of dividing
the empire between his heirs. To Atahual pa, he bequeathed the northern portion. With its capitd at
Quito, Atahua pa's birthplace, the region included much of modern-day Ecuador and Colombia. To
Huascar, Atahua pas haf-brother, heleft the southern portion with its capita at Cuzco, encompassing
most of what is now Peru.

“Needlessto say, abloody war of succession soon flared up, awar that the brilliant and ambitious
Atahuapa started and won. Forcesloya to him had defeated hisrival's troops and captured Huascar in
Cuzco, but Atahuadpadid not have time to consolidate power before he learned of the strange
white-skinned, bearded warriors who had invaded his ream. He worried that these men might be the
descendants of Viracocha, the white-skinned deity who had created humans from stone and brought
them to life. Perhgps Viracocha had sent them to punish him for usurping his brother's throne.

“Pizarro quickly ascertained the palitical Situation and exploited it. He made overtures to both Atahua pa
and Huascar's loydists, knowing that neither side would want the Spaniardsto join the enemy in their civil
war. And once he'd lured Atahua painto histrap, Pizarro held him captive, using the Peruvians
reverence for the Incato subdue them . . . which bringsus here.”



Crossng asmdler courtyard, Abe and Natdie arrived at along, low structure whaolly different from the
Spanish colonid architecture that dominated the rest of the city. Stones of various Sizes had been shaved
to form enormousirregular bricksthat fit together precisdy to creste what looked like an ancient bomb
shdlter.

“No mortar. See?’ Abe pointed to the airless cracks between the stones. “ And yet, it'swithstood
hundreds of earthquakes. Incredible, isn't it?’

Natalie regarded the Incan construction with both amazement and unease, wondering if sheld be any
safer herethan in the Plaza de Armas. “What isthis place?’

“Before Pizarro, it was part of one of Atahua pa's palaces. Now it's known as the Ransom Room.”
The name gartled her. “The what?’
He grinned. “ Come take alook.”

Abe paid their entrance fee to the uniformed guard and conducted her through the open, flat-topped arch
of one of the building's doorways. The temperature cooled considerably as they stepped out of the sun
into the dim stone room, and Natdie put her jacket back on. Roughly seventeen feet wide by twenty-two
feet long, it was empty except for a couple of other tourists, who gawked at the masonry and read the
multilingual explanatory plagues mounted on the wall. The barrenness of the place added to its aura of
desolation.

Natalie shrugged off the chill that rippled up her back. “Not much to see.”

“It'snot what is here— it'swhat was here that makes the room specia,” Abe explained. “ After taking
Atahudpaadive, Pizarro imprisoned him here, because he knew the Peruvians would do anything to
rescuether king.”

He crossed to the rear wall and called attention to apainted red line about six feet above thefloor, asif
blood had flooded the room and left a high-water mark. “In exchange for hislife, the Inca promised to
thricefill thiscell to the height of aman with histribute: once with gold and twice with Slver.” Abesvoice
turned husky, asif he could see the hoard piled on the vacant stone floor around him. “And if you think
their masonry isimpressive, wait until you see their metalwork. That'swhat you can help usfind.”

Natalie grimaced. “If Atahualpamade good on his part of the bargain, what happened to him?’

“Pizarro trumped up some charges of treason against him and condemned him to be burned at the stake.
To get amore lenient sentence, Atahualpaagreed to convert to Chrigtianity. The Spaniards added insult
to injury by christening him * Francisco' before they garroted him to death.” He shook his head.

Natdie frowned and headed back toward the entrance. “As| said . . . not much to see.”

But that wasn't entirely true. A painting by one of Cgiamarca's most celebrated artists had been mounted
on thewadll by the door, and athough Natdie had passed it with barely aglance on theway in, it now
made her pause before passing through the archway.

Ontheleft sde of the picture, Francisco Pizarro gleamed in Sllver armor, his eyes blue, his beard white.



Red stained both Pizarro's furious countenance and the blade of his sword. An ironic cross topped the
wegpon's hilt.

Atahualpa peered out of the right corner of the painting with stoic resignation yet inextinguishable dignity.
Rendered in cam earth tones, the Incas proud Asian features reminded Natalie of Honorato's.

Abe noted how her gaze lingered on Atahudpa. “ Tragic, isn't it? He redlly was an extraordinary man.
After only two weeks of captivity, he could speak Spanish and learned to play chessand cards.”

“If hewas so smart, why did he let himsalf get taken to the cleaners?’ Natdie asked.

“Therésalot of speculation about that,” the professor conceded. “ Some historians believe Atahualpa
suggested the whole ransom idea smply to buy himself more time to regroup his generals for another
attack on the Spanish. Because the Inca had promised to have gold brought from every corner of the
empire, Pizarro alowed him to send and receive messages from hisloca officials.” Abe paused with
dramatic gravity. “He used one such communiqué to have his captive brother Huéscar drowned in the
Andamarca River to keep him from becoming an aly of the Spaniards.”

Natalierolled her eyes. “Great. Doesthis story have agood guy?’

The archaeologist let out alaugh. “Y ou've got apoint. In terms of Machiavellian tactics, Atahualpaand
Pizarro had agood ded in common.”

She shifted her attention back to the crimson avarice in Pizarro's expression. Thiswas the man they
expected her to dlow into her head, inundating her mind with memories of treachery, extortion, betrayal.
She dreaded his presence dmost as much asthat of Vincent Thresher.

“I...I'vegot to go— " Natdietore her gaze from the painting and lurched away from Abe. Afraid that
Pizarro or Atahuapaor both might start knocking, she hurried out of the Ransom Room into the sunny
courtyard, gulping lungfuls of thewarm outside air as she babbled under her breeth: “ The Lord is my
shepherd; | shall not want . . .”

* % %

When Natalie had recovered her composure, Abe offered to show her some of the city's other sights, but
she declined.

“I need to call some people,” she said, an excuse that happened to be true.
The professor nodded. “Best to do it here. There aren't any phones where we're going.”

Trying not to dwell on the implications of being cut off from al communication with the outside world,
Nataie asked Abeto wait in the square for her while she sought apay phoneto cal Calie. When she
findly located one, she squandered about ten minutes trying to figure out how to use her credit card to
pay for theinternational connection— listening repestedly to recorded ingtructions in Spanish she couldn't
quite trand ate— then gave up. Dashing into anearby store, she cashed in about twenty dollars worth of
her Peruvian money for coinsto feed as needed into the pay phone'sdot.

“Hello? Ted Atwater said when shefinally got through. A digital counter on the phone started ticking
down the amount of credit she had |eft.



“Hi, Ted. ItsNatdie”
A pause followed, the delayed response of asatdlliterdlay. “ Oh, hi! How'sthetrip going?’

“Sofar, so good.” Alarmed at how fast the first handful of coinsran out, shefed in therest. “Look, I'm
kind of inahurry. Can| say hi to Cdllie?’

“Sure, let me get her.”

Shewaited, irritated that she should have to pay the phone company so much for silence.
“Mommy?’ Calieanswered &t lad.

Nataie beamed. “Hey, baby girl! How areyou?’

“Okay, | guess.” Perhapsit wasthetime delay, but Caliesreply struck Natalie asflat, dmost robotic.
“Y ou sound funny. Where are you?’

“In Peru, down in South America. Remember? | showed you where it was on the map.”
“Y eah. Have you seen any dpacasyet?’
“Only the one Professor Wilcox gave you.” Natdie laughed. “1 missyou, honey. | wish you were here.”

“I don't.” The satellite transmission couldn't dull the edge of her daughter's resentment. “1 wish you were
here.”

“I will be, baby girl. Soon. And I'll bring you back some souvenirs. Would you like that?’

“l guess”

“Haveyou . . . had any problemswith the bad Whos?’

A longer pause. “ Some.”

“Did you haveto cal GrandmaNora?’

“Uh-huh.”

“Wdll, keep practicing your mantra the way | showed you. And be good for Grandpa Ted and Grandma
Jean, okay?’ Natalie rushed the words as she watched the liquid-crystal display counting down the last
of her money. It waslike talking into atime bomb. “I love you, sweetheart.”

Another maddening pause, this one seeming to stretch even longer. “I love you, too, Mom—"

The counter ticked down to al zeroes, and the connection ended in an abrupt dia tone.

Natalie dammed down the receiver and went to get more change.

Thistime she caled the hospita in Nashua. The operator put her on hold, and Nataie fretted that her
credit would dwindle to nothing before she was connected to Wade'sroom. | love you, Dad, she



rehearsed in her head while shewaited. | love you, Dad.

A femde voice answered. “Room 135. May | help you?’

“Yes. May | speak to Mr. Lindstrom?1'm his daughter.”

“I'm sorry, he'sresting now. Can | take amessage?”’

| love you, Dad. “Just ‘get well soon,’ | guess.”

“Can you cdl back in acouple hours? Hell probably be awake by then.”

Natalie glanced at the Andes Mountains that loomed behind her. “No. | don't think that will be possble.”

10
The Camp in the Clouds

ABE HAD NEVER SAID ANYTHING ABOUT RIDING horses— Natdie was sure of that. If he
had, she doubted that any amount of money could have persuaded her to climb on the back of an animal
that might, at any moment, buck her off its back and then stamp her head to a pulp with meta-shod
hooves.

“I'm afraid they're the only way to get where were going,” the professor replied when she complained.
He patted the Sde of his black-and-white mount, which snorted and shook its leather reins. “ But, redlly,
you don't need to worry. They're trained, and tame as anything. Y ou'll be perfectly safe. Honorato will
make sure of that.”

He gestured to Natalie and said something to the Peruvian in Spanish, and Honorato gave her a confident
nod.

Natalie clicked her teeth together as she gazed back down the rutted dirt road they'd taken to get here.
They'd driven afew hoursfrom Cgamarcato thistiny scattering of stone huts between the towns of
Celendin and Chachapoyas. In the process, they'd penetrated the cloud layer, rising from nine thousand
to more than thirteen thousand feet above sealevel. No trees grew at thisaltitude, only dry-looking grass
and scrub brush. Natalie's headache had come roaring back like a famished tiger, and she was tempted
to hitchhike back down that road rather than follow Abe and Honorato even farther into the stratosphere.

To her right, the man from whom Abe had rented the horses was dready covering the Range Rover with
awaterproof tarp. The professor had evidently paid him for the privilege of parking the SUV beside his
Hobhit-size house. Seeing the car disappear benegth its plastic shroud killed Nataie's hope of turning
back.

“Okay,” shegrumbled. “How do | do this?’

They loaded their gear into packs on the three horses and et Natalie take the smallest of them, a patient
gray mare barely bigger than apony. It failled to make things much easier. With Abe ingtructing her,
Natdie attempted severd timesto put her foot in theleft stirrup, lift hersdf into the saddle, and swing her
right leg over to the other stirrup. But the stirrup wobbled under her weight, she dipped against the side



of the horse, and the mare huffed and shimmied away. Each time Natalie lost her nerve and jumped back
to the ground.

Findly, while Abe held the mare's reins and camed the animal, Honorato grabbed Natalie around the
waist and lifted her onto the saddle. Once she was straddling the horse's back, the Peruvian put her feet
inthe stirrups, pushed her kneesinto position againgt the horse's side, and placed the reinsin her hands.
He then tied arope from the mare's bridle to his brown gelding's saddle, forming asmall horsetrain.

Spurring his own horse, Abe took the lead and Honorato clopped behind him. The rope became taut,
and the mare began to plod forward. Natalie's ssomach squirmed like a beached jellyfish as she bobbed
with the movement of the horse's powerful flanks. Her kneesfelt each swell of the mar€'s bregthing.

Natalie couldn't help but wonder if Dan could see her from his vantage point in the Place Beyond. If so,
he must be having agood laugh a her expense, given how much he'd had to cgole her just to get her to
ride afiberglass carousd horse. Terrified of losing her balance, Natalie gripped the pomme aswell asthe
reins, wishing that this mare aso possessed a brass pole she could hang on to.

They ascended the mountain ridge above them with painstaking downess, the steep path barely wide
enough to accommodate the horses. No one had ether the breeth or the inclination to spesk. Natdie
stared at the back of Honorato's seesawing head to keep from looking down at the edge of thetrall,
where the grassy dope danted down to a plunging chasm between the mountains. The horses picked
their stleps with care, Natdi€e's pulse stuttering every time her mare's hooves dipped on the loose gravel
and dirt. In afew places, thetrail grew so rocky and treacherous that the skittish animal's stopped
entirely, requiring Honorato and Abe to whip their flanks to urge them upward again.

If going uphill frayed Natali€'s nerves, going downhill shredded them. Asthey crested the ridge and
descended the other side, she did forward in the saddle, which shifted from grinding her tailboneto
chafing her crotch. Natalie now had no choice but to gape at the panoramacthet filled her view: green
pesaks floating on the puffed mist of clouds. The forward pull of gravity created a constant sensation of
faling, and the horses hunched back on their hindquarters to keep momentum from accelerating them into
aralling tumble. Whenever she started to hyperventilate in panic, however, Abe would flash Natdie a
reassuring smile over his shoulder, calming her enough to keep her conscious and dert.

Nataliesterror turned into tedium as they plodded for mile upon mile, and, to occupy her mind, shelisted
everything she could do with the money she'd get for suffering through this. First and foremost, she and
Cadliewould take along, long vacation, stay in comfortable, modern hotels, and refuse to enter any
building constructed before 1960.

It was nearly sunset when the ground leveled off into araked shelf overlooking the valley that divided the
pesk fromits neighbors. A smadl village of flimsy-looking tents occupied theincline, their canvaswalls
shuddering in the breeze. The scae of the surrounding mountain range made the camp resemble aflea
circus, with tiny specksflitting between the structures like mites.

Asthe horses approached the encampment, the mites enlarged into men, al engaged in some form of
manua labor: afew digging in roped-off pits, others sfting through buckets of soil. The lazy cardlessness
with which they toiled reminded Natdie of afew of the highway construction workers shed seen, who
did aslittle as possible while trying to appear busy until quitting time. When shetrotted into the village
behind Abe and Honorato, they each stopped what they were doing and stared at her. Nataie felt like
Lady Godivariding nude into Coventry. Not only was she a bruja here, she seemed to be the only
woman & al.



She wasn't the only one to notice the sudden quiet. The moment the sounds of activity in the camp
ceased, apale blond man in anavy blazer and blindingly white pants and shoes emerged from the largest
tent and awaited them at the center of the camp with the composure of ahost attending to his dinner
guests.

“You'vegot here at lagt, then,” he murmured to Abe in an officious English accent as the professor halted
and dismounted in front of him. “I was about to send Romoldo to hunt you down.”

Stff from the ride, the archaeologist limped over to him and strained to smile. “ Sorry to keep you waiting,
Mr. Azure. But you know you can dwaysrely on me.”

Nataie's inner thighs were so sore that she could bardly straighten her legs to support hersdf as
Honorato lifted her off the mare. It hurt to move, yet she had only amoment to regain her balance before
Abeled her over to the blond man while Honorato unloaded the horses.

“Natalie, may | present our patron, Nathan Azure?’

“Happy to meet you, Sir.” She put out her hand and, for the first time, looked into Azure'seyes. A
reflexive repulsion made her pull her arm back. Thiswas the blond man shed seenin her visonin the
bath at the Cgamarca hostel. The hatred attached to the memory flooded her with irrationa loathing for
Azure, aman sheld never met.

He did not seem offended by her reluctance to shake his hand. Indeed, he kept his own hands clasped in
front of him, hisleather driving gloves making it look asif held just climbed from behind thewhed of a
Jaguar. He acknowledged her with amartinet bow.

“Ms. Lindstrom— the pleasureismine.” But Azure looked more cross than pleased. Hisleft cheek
twitched, and he brushed it with his gloved hand asif shooing a mosquito. “We hope to make your stay
as pleasant as possible. I'll have one of the men prepare your supper directly.”

“Uh. .. thanks” During the journey over the mountain, Natalie's mind had been o filled with fear of
imminent disaster that it crowded out the concept of hunger. Now that Azure mentioned food, she
redlized that, yes, she was starving, but was aimost too exhausted to edt.

“Whileyou'rewaiting to dine, | thought you might want to learn abit more about why you're here. If
you'l be so kind asto follow me. ..” Although Nataie wasn't redly in the mood for another history
lecture, she accompanied Azureinto the large tent nearby.

To Nataie's surprise, Abe did not go with her as she dipped under the tent's low-hanging opening and
entered the dark interior. The dim light of dusk shone through the canvas like an X-ray, reveding the
skeletal structure of tent poles but leaving the shelter's contentsin shadow.

“I hear your family'sin the mining business,” Natalie said, hoping to cover her previous rudeness. “1'd
think you'd have easier waysto find gold than this.”

“Wemineborax,” Azureinformed her dryly. “ Keeping the world's toilets sanitized for your protection.”

The tycoon moved around behind asmall table to loom above the tent's only light source, asmall halogen
lamp that held turned upward to illuminate his face from below, asif he were avaudeville magician before



thefootlights. He had placed an object on the table, but in the darkness Natdie could only make out the
vague shape of ahuman face with oversize ears and abroad chin. The fact that she could see neither its
eyesnor itsexpression gave her the unsettling impression that athird person was slently witnessing their
conversation.

Azure peered at her over thelamp. “1 don't know how much the good Dr. Wilcox hastold you about
Pizaroandthelnca...”

“We got to the part where Pizarro killed Atahudpaafter shaking him down for everything he had,”
Natalie summarized.

“Splendid! Then you know what avast quantity of wealth we're concerned with here: nearly eighty-eight
cubic meters of gold, and twice that again in slver. But not merely gold and silver. Artworks of
transcendent beauty and inestimable value, irreplacesble relics of acivilization and culture as advanced
and refined as any spawned in Europe. Treasures such asthisone.”

He swiveed the lamp's bulb downward to illuminate the object on the table. Placed upright on awire
rack, the face of wrought gold irradiated the tent'sinterior with its opulence. The visage glowed with a
fluid sheen asif dill molten, itsflat-mouthed inscrutability suggesting the restrained ferocity of avolcanic
deity. Inlays of polished turquoise ornamented the arc of its headdress and itslarge circular ears, while
the stylized Asan eyes glowered with indigo discs of [gpislazuli.

Natdieforgot her hunger and fatigue. Before this, the most gold sheld ever seen firsthand wasin the band
around her father'sfinger.

Her mouth dry, she raised her hand toward the shine of the mask’s burnished surface. “May | ... 7
“I would rather you didn't, actudly.”
Natalie drew back, abashed.

Like amuseum docent, Azure waited for her full attention before continuing. “ The conquistadors
disdained such masterpieces as pagan idolatry and thought nothing of forcing the native goldsmithsto melt
down their own art into ingots for shipment to Spain. Icons from the Temple of the Sun ended up gilding
the atars of Catholic churches. Pizarro pillaged Peru so thoroughly that only a handful of preconquest
gold relicsremain. | paid more than amillion pounds for this buria mask at Sotheby's.”

| could retire on that, Natalie thought, coveting the metal with her eyes since she could not touchiit.
“What makes you think the Spaniards | eft any of these thingslying around?’

“Because Pizarro's greed was insatiable, and histreachery knew no limits— even when it cameto
stedling from hisown men.” Azure picked up athick tomethat lay on the table beside the mask and
opened it to abookmarked page, citing the text asif quoting Scripture. “In return for the patronage of
Charlesthe Fifth, the conquistadors customarily paid twenty percent of their spoils of war to the King—
the ‘royd fifth,' asit was cdled.

“But when he divided Atahud pa's ransom, Pizarro set aside more than three-fourths of the treasure for
Charles, ahuge tribute, ostengbly to curry favor with His Mg esty. The amount was so vast that neither
the King nor the conquistadors would have been the wiser if Pizarro had skimmed the cream of the hoard
and hidden it for himsdlf.”



“Maybehedid,” Natalie said. “ And maybe he spent it.”

Nathan Azure set aside the book, shaking his head. “ Pizarro could only have concealed the treasurein
this area before continuing his conquest of the south. And he never returned to the northern serraduring
his lifetime, because hisformer comrades murdered himin Limain 1541. I'm certain hiscacheis dlill here,
And, with your help, hell tdl uswhereitis.”

| can't guarantee that, she wanted to say but didn't. “ And what happensto these artifactsif wefind
them?’

“When we find them, | will ensurethey are properly preserved for posterity.” He stepped from behind
thetable. “It's not about money, Ms. Lindstrom. Precious metals were sacred to the Incas: gold wasthe
Swegt of the sun; Slver, thetears of the moon. Turning their idolsto bullion was sacrilege. If any of their
works survive, we must rescue them.” His gaze gravitated toward the mask. “I understand you fancy
yourself an artist. Could you stand by and watch a masterpiece like this be lost forever?’

Natalie consdered the golden face with itsindigo eyes; it was fearsome yet dso awve-inspiring. “No,” she
answered &t last.

“Then well begin firgt thing tomorrow, once you've had a chanceto refresh yourself. | imagine your
supper's nearly ready now. I'm sure Dr. Wilcox will be happy to show you to your quarters.” He swept
asidethetent door's flap for her.

“Y eah. See you tomorrow.” Grateful to be dismissed, Natdie ducked through the opening to the camp
outsdeto find the professor.

* % %

His breath growing heavier, Nathan Azure waited until the Lindstrom woman was gone, until he and the
burid mask were done together. Then he unfastened the strap of hisright driving glove and removed it so
he could stroke the skin of the face with his barefingers.

Gold. No other substance on earth felt like it— dick asfrozen honey, yet with an organic suppleness that
baser metaslacked. The Incas were quite right to worship it as the divine essence of the gods.

Nathan Azure had risked everything to obtain it.

Even now hefdt the same chill of desire ashe did asaboy of seven, when he goggled through
bulletproof glass a one of the gleaming figurinesin the British Museum's Egyptology exhibit, cold swest
soaking into his Eton school uniform. That day Nathan determined that he should be the next Howard
Carter, that he would not let anyone or anything stop him from unearthing the most Sunning treasurein
human higtory.

It'srubbish, lad, hisfather had said of hisambition to be an archaeologist. We make more money from
washing powder than you'll ever dig out of the ground.

Nathan did not object when Father forced him to mgor in finance at Cambridge, dthough he continued
to study ancient cultures and languages on his own. When he graduated with distinction, he took his place
on the board of Azure PLC, asany dutiful son would have. Within ten years he/d accumulated enough
influence to force hisfather and dl three of hissblings out of the company.



With no one left to object, he was free to use the profits from all that washing powder to pursue histrue
passion. Thefortunes of ancient kings and lost civilizations proved more eusive than he anticipated,
however. Hefunded a series of fruitless digsin Africaand Southeast Asia, squandered millionson
ventures to locate sunken shipsin the Caribbean and the South Pacific. He persondly oversaw the last of
the scuba expeditions, sending his divers down in relentless round-the-clock searches, keeping them
underwater to the limits of their air supplies.

Two of them died, and one was now crippled by the bends.

Each failure only fired Nathan's determination to validate himsdlf to hisfather, hisfamily, theworld. But
his enemieswere circling around him. The Azure PL C board members had grown impeatient with his
inattention to the company and itsfalling revenues, and his sster Jane had conspired with ariva firmto
mount atakeover offer.

Nathan Azure would not let them keep him from fulfilling his destiny, however. He hed leveraged his
remaining sharesin the company to finance this Peruvian expedition. He knew Francisco Pizarro had
hidden a cache of priceless gold artifacts somewhere in these godforsaken mountains, and he would find
it. Natalie Lindstrom would make sure of that.

Azure's cheek spasmed, and he scrubbed it with his gloved left hand, cursing Wilcox again. The thought
of being atouchstone for that sanctimonious scholar's soul galled him, particularly when held goneto such
great lengthsto ensure that neither he nor any of his men ever touched the professor with their bare
hands. Now, because of the dead man's spittle, Lindstrom could use Azure himself to summon

Wilcox . . . if she ever touched him. He would make sure she didn't, at least for aslong as he needed her.

To calm himsdlf, Nathan Azure once more caressed the burnished gold of the mask with his naked
fingertips. He would succeed thistime because he had sacrificed too much to fail. He had no other
choice.

Neither did the Violet.

11
SettlingIn

WHEN NATALIE EMERGED FROM AZURE'STENT, SHE SAW that the mountainsto the west of
the camp had swallowed the sun. Her remaining energy waned in tandem with the ember-orange cast of

the sky.

“Nataie! Over here” Abe stood outside one of the camp's smdller tents and waved to her, hiswhite shirt
ghostly in the dusk. Legs aching, she trudged the twenty-odd paces to where he waited, and he pulled
asdetheflap of the entrance with aflourish. “Welcome home.”

| wish, Natalie thought. “I'd love to have dinner with you,” shetold the professor, “but I'm bardly
maintai ning consciousness a the moment.”

He gave asympathetic nod. “ Understood. Get somerest, and I'll see you in the morning.”



“Thanks.” She entered her new lodging and, to keep from collgpsing into deep, started unpacking her
luggage, which had been |ft on the floor.

Working by the light of a hissng propane lantern that dangled from the tent's framework, shelaid out her
toothbrush, toothpaste, and other toiletry items, then dug out the few other nonclothing items sheld
brought for her brief stay: her CD player, Abe's book on Pizarro and a paperback novel, afresh
sketchpad, and a set of pastel chalks with which she hoped to draw some of the Peruvian sights, time
permitting. These items she placed on the tiny worktable by the entrance.

Asddefrom thetable, acot, and adirector's chair, the only other furnishing was alarge water keg on a
stand and atoilet seat with legsthat sat in thefar corner, aroll of toilet paper on top of its closed lid.
Natalie had been congtipated al day, and she groaned as she saw the black plastic trash bag that hung
below the seat'soval.

“What have | got mysdlf into, baby girl?’ she said with asigh to the framed photo of Calie shetook from
her bags.

“Itis better than what we have,” a deep, accented voice said from behind her. “ At least yoursis private,
yes?

She gtarted, ashamed that someone had caught her sneering at the makeshift potty. Her surprise only
increased when she saw Honorato standing inside the door holding atray of food. You speak English!
she dmost shrieked but stopped hersdlf. Sheld aready acted the dumb American around Honorato

enough.

“iHola! I didn't seeyou there” Shelaid the photo on the table and put out her hand. “ Thanks for al your
help today.”

“Denada.” He st thetray beside the picture and shook her hand. Like everyone else in camp, hewore
thick lesther gloves. He nodded toward Callie. “ Y our little girl?”

“Yes.” Sheamiled, relieved to be able to talk about home. “I1t'sfrom her birthday party last year.”

The photo showed Cdlie grinning over her Horton the Elephant cake, abig lump of stolen frosting on her
finger. Natalie handed it to Honorato, who bobbed his head in appreciation.

“Very pretty. My wifewould be very jealous.” He handed the picture back. “We have four boys, but she
keepstrying, yes?"

Natalie laughed. “Be careful what you wish for! One girl can be as much trouble asfour boys.” She
propped the photo on the table. “Thisone will kill meif I'm not back by her birthday in June.”

Honorato did not smile. “The girl— sheiswith her father, yes?”

At the thought of Dan, Natdi€eslevity fluttered away. “No. He's dead.”

Honorato's somber face grew abit longer. “I am very sorry.”

Natdie surveyed her dinner, which smelled strongly of chili, and wondered if she would be ableto eat

any of it. “Y ou speak wonderful English,” she said, conscious of how Honorato stared at her. “Where
didyou learnit?



“Wyoming. | herd sheep there six years to make money to go to university in Ayacucho, yes?’ Heraised
gx fingersfor emphasis. “ Then | waste ten years reading Marx and Mao and fighting for the people, only
to see Fujimori and histhievesruin us. Now | want only to make money and move my family to U.S.”

Natalie didn't know much about Peruvian palitics, but she remembered seeing something inthe L.A.
Times about President Fujimori being driven into exile to escape prosecution for corruption charges. “|
know what you mean. | came here to make money for my family, too.”

Honorato evauated her for amoment and lowered hisvoice. *Y ou want to go home for the birthday of
your littlegirl, yes?’

“Yes...

“Then do not give the big gringo what he wants until he gives you money and takes you back to U.S.
Y ou understand, yes?’

The urgency with which he ddivered this commonsense advice made Natalie wonder if sheredly did
understand, but she nodded.

Honorato did not seem satisfied with the response. “Remember what | tell you,” he said. “Y ou do not
want to belike e profesor.”

Hedidn't explain what he meant by this, dthough Nataie guessed that he was warning her not to become
indentured to Azure the way Abe had.

Honorato's expresson relaxed to its usua solemnity. “I hope you like the food. | cook it for you.”
“Gracias. I'msurel will.” She pulled the director's chair up to the table and sat down.

Honorato moved to leave but paused hafway through the tent's door. “ And do not tell the gringos that |
gpesk English. They give me too much work aready, yes?’

Natdie chuckled. “Yes.”

The Peruvian left, and Natalie began eating the dinner on the tray. The food was smple but good— a
spicy stew of chicken, corn, potatoes, and carrots— but the fork became heavier and heavier in her hand
with each bite she took. Ordinarily afanatic about oral hygiene, she skipped brushing her teeth and saved
her remaining strength to use the homemadetailet.

Without taking off her clothes, her wig, or even her boots, Natdie shut off the tent'slantern and lay on the
cot in the darkness, pulling itsthick gray blanket up to her chin. Her eyes closed automatically, and she
remembered neither faling adeep nor any of the dreams she might have had that night.

12
A Drink with the Marqués

THE FOLLOWING MORNING, RAIN SPATTERED THE tent's canvas roof like the impatient



drumming of athousand fingers. Natalie became conscious of the sound but felt no urge to move or even
to open her eyes. Shelay therefor along time, vainly hoping that she might wake up and find herself
back with Calie at the Atwaters house in Lakeport.

“You must eat quickly,” Honorato's voice said, rousting her out of her half-doze. “ The big gringo wants
you now.”

Moaning, Natdierolled onto her sde, feding stale in the dirty clothes from the day before. “ He doesn't
waste any time, does he?’

Standing next to the worktable, Honorato struck amatch and lit the lantern. “That is the problem. He
thinks he has wasted too much time aready.”

As heturned the valve on the propane tank, yellow light reved ed that he had aready replaced last night's
dinner tray with aplate of scrambled eggs and toast. Pushing aside the flap to exit the tent, he gestured to
the downpour outside. “If you hurry, you can take a nice shower now, yes?’

He abandoned Natdie to sulk over her breakfast. She scratched her arms and found them speckled with
fleabites. So much for Abe's attempt to protect her from Peruvian parasites. Ghosts or not, she aready
found hersaf missing the hot tubs of the Bafios del Inca

Though Natalie didn't shower a fresco as Honorato suggested, she did change her clothes and brush her
teeth, which made her fed somewhat better. She became especialy glad for the Peruvian hat the woman
had given her in Cajamarca, for its bell shape and broad, drooping brim kept most of therain off her as
Abe escorted her to the smallest tent in the camp, which had been set up as an interrogation room for her
summoning sessions. Nathan Azure had to stoop to keep from brushing the canvas celling as he stood to
welcome her indde.

“Ms. Lindstrom! Good morning. | trust you dept better than | did.” He indicated the vacant director's
chair opposite him at atable draped with white linen. “ Let's get Sarted, shal we?’

“Sorry if | kept you waiting,” Natalie said, taking her seat. Behind her, she heard Abe zip up the tent
entrance asif sealing abody bag.

Azurewaved off the apology with one gloved hand. “Not at dl. Forgive mefor disturbing you so early,
but | felt that the sooner we got started, the sooner you could get home to that charming daughter of
yours.”

“Yes. Thanks.”

The lantern that hung above the table revealed alarge oblong object covered with asatin cloth. The
hidden item was probably the touchstone Azure wanted her to use, and the sight of it aroused the
customary anxiety Natdiefelt prior to an inhabitation. But what she didn't see bothered her even more.
There was no Soul Scan unit.

Nataie had aready taken the hat and wig from her head before she noticed the machine's absence. Her
apprehension growing, she inventoried the tent's contents with another glance.

Azure arched hiseyebrows. “ Something wrong?’



“Don't youwant . . . verification?’ Shetapped her scalp, caling attention to its tattooed node points.

“That won't be necessary.” Thetycoon relaxed into the ding of his chair's canvas back. “| have complete
trugt inyou.”

Natdie fidgeted with the wig in her lap. As much as she detested the Soul Scan— hated the barnacle
adherence of its electrodes to her skull— she now longed for it like achild pining for her security blanket.
She remembered the scarlet cruelty of Francisco Pizarro's face in the Ransom Room painting, imagined
that bestial nature subjugating her mind with its violence. Natalie knew from experience that, dthough the
nerve-searing discharge from the Soul Scan's Panic Button was painful, it was better than being the dave
of another soul's psychosis.

You could fake it, avoice insde her suggested. Smply use your protective mantra, then pretend that
you failed to summon the Spanish creep. Azure won't know the difference; he'll just get mad and
send you home, getting you out of this mess.

Acrossfrom her, Nathan Azure drew the cloth from the object on the table, exposing arusty breastplate
etched with afaded family crest. He nudged it toward her. “This should suffice, | think.”

The temptation to abort the summoning without telling Azure nearly overwhelmed Natdie in that moment.
She hardly cared whether she enraged the millionaire or lost the money held promised her aslong as she
could return to her safe, comfortable condo with Cdlie.

But her own unwillingness to admit that sheld made a mistake— that shed put herself and her family
through this whole experience for nothing— egged her on. She could handle Pizarro. He was merdly
another sociopath, and she'd dedlt with histype before. In the Corps Crime Division, he would have
been just another day at the office. She couldn't wimp out now, not when Callie needed therapy and her
dad had inadequate hedlth insurance.

As she spirded her consciousness into the circular holding pattern of the spectator mantra, Natalie laid
her palm over the cuirasss engraved crest.

Row, row, row your boat,
Gently down the stream.
Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily!
Lifeis but—

She hiccoughed, lungs collapsing asif punctured by the intersecting swords in a magician's box. She had
encountered souls before who relived their deaths when summoned, but never had she endured more
than one death smultaneoudy. Now shefdt hersalf stabbed, shot, lanced, strangled, bludgeoned, and
exploded dl a once. The sensations of hundreds of men and women, captured in their final moment of
mutilation, fused in Nataies mind into asingle excruciating fugue of annihilation.

Francisco Pizarro suffered the memories of far more murders than hisown.
The flimsy director's chair wobbled as Natdie doubled up, her mantraforgotten, her thoughts smothered

by an avalanche of agony. White to black, her perceptions flared to supernova brightness, then winked
out completely.



* * %

Nathan Azure regarded the comatose form of Natalie Lindstrom with folded hands, unsure how long this
inhabitation was supposed to take. After severa minutes, he rose to examine the Violet's body, which
had sprawled forward to form an awkward bridge between the chair and the table. His perpetua frown
deepened with concern— not for the Violet hersdlf, but for the catastrophic effect her premature demise
might have on the expedition's success.

Azure reached tentatively toward Lindstrom's delicate neck, hoping he could detect a pulsein her carotid
artery without having to remove hisglove. The body spared him the traumaof touching it by snapping

upright.

Lindstrom's violet eyes seemed to have receded into her skull, and she scanned the tent'sinterior with the
fierce, futile wariness of adying panther. “ ¢ Qué nuevo infierno es esto?” she rasped.

What new hell isthis?

Nathan Azure's face relaxed into an expression of gloating confidence. He retook his seat and addressed
the Violet in thelisping Cadtilian Spanish of Francisco Pizarro's native Extremadura. “Welcome,
Marqués.”

The honorific was Pizarro'stitle a the time of his nation, and he responded to it now, turning
Lindstrom's eyestoward Azure with aglare both baleful and intrigued. Y ou seem to know me, sefior.
Should | know you?’

“Know that | am afriend,” Azurereplied. “And an admirer.”

“I waskilled by friends and admirers.” The conquistador looked down at the skinny femininity of the
Violet'sbody. “And this— thisis the witch you use to raise me from the Rit?’

“You might cal her that.”

Pizarro showed no surprise. “I know about witches. In my youth, during the Inquisition, | heard them
gpeaking with the voices of the dead. | saw such witches burned at the stake, but | suppose thereis not
wood enough in theworld to rid us of all the devil's servants. Why have you brought me here?’

“To shareadrink with you.” Azure retrieved the two gold goblets and the bottle of expensive Spanish
wine he'd hidden beneath the linen-draped table. Nudging aside the cuirass, he uncorked the bottle and
poured them each a.cup of wine. “I think you will appreciatethisvintage,” he remarked, lifting hisown
goblet inatoadt. “In your honor, Marqués.”

But the conquistador did not drink with him. He stared not at the goblet set before him but at the

breastplate that bore the engraved sedl of the King'sfavor. “Y ou are not thefirst. Others have used their
witchesto call the great Pizarro from hisgraveto tell his story. Everyone wants to hear how a swineherd
outwitted aking, en?’ Hetapped afinger on theinsigniaof the Andes, the mountains he had claimed for

Span.

“Outwitted two kings. Atahualpa. . . and Charlesthe Fifth.” Azuretook another sip of wine, but did not
blink as he eyed Pizarro's expression over the rim of his goblet.



The old warrior squared Lindstrom's shoulders into a posture of military pride. “| wasaloya servant of
the Spanish crown.”

“Y es, and such loyaty must be rewarded. Why should the King mind if hisroya fifth was not aslarge
when it reached Spain aswhen you collected it from your men?’

“What are you saying, sefior 7’ Pizarro sounded asif he were offended, but the way he cocked
Lindstrom's head suggested curiosity, even amusement.

“I am saying that you, Francisco Pizarro, conquered Peru, and therefore deserved alarger share of
Atahual pals ransom than any of your compatriots. . . or even King Charles himsdf. Isthat not so,
Marqués?’

The conquistador spat air, laughter for aman who never laughed. “If so, what of it? All thegoldin
Creation cannot help me now.”

“It could return the glory that belongsto your name. The world has largely forgotten you, Marqués. But
when they see again thefruits of your victory, everyone will again hail the courage and cunning of
Pizaro.”

“Hall me, will they?” He leaned forward, and the expression on Lindstrom'slivid, bald visage fossilized
into adeath's-head. “ All my lifel fought for the honor of God and Spain. With my two handsaone, |
killed hundreds of heathens. | filled the coffers of the Holy Roman Empire and ddlivered thousands of
soulsto the Church. And what was my reward? | was cut navel to neck by men | trested like brothers,
and in death, the God | served sends the spirits of the cursed Inca savagesto sting me like a swarm of
bees. Atahudpa himsdf ddightsin sharing with me how the kiss of the garrote fet on hisneck.” He
pinched ahand around Lindstrom's trachea for emphasis. “ The only rest | haveiswhen afool like you
pulls mefrom thewell of Hadesto tell my tales. Now | ask you, sefior . . . what possible good could
your glory do me?’

Azures|eft cheek twitched as he put down hiswine. “If the gold will do you no good, then thereisno
harm in reveding whereyou hid it.”

Pizarro snorted again. “No, if | indeed hid such gold, asyou say.”

Azure dammed hisfigt on thetable, rattling the goblets. “1 know you left afortune in these mountains, you
miserable pig farmer! Now tell mewhereitigl”

At that, Francisco Pizarro grinned— asmile as unnatural and misbegotten as ameadtiff born with three
heads. “I like you, sefior. We are dike, you and me. Perhaps| shall hdpyoufind my gold. . . if |
remember whereitis”

The Englishman'sface turned cold. “How could you not remember whereitis?
The conquistador shrugged, tapped Lindstrom'stemple. “ After afew centuries, the memoriesthey fade,
do they not? But do not fear! Maybe tomorrow | remember, maybe the next day. It is only amatter of

time, eh, sefior 7’

Known for histemperancein life, Pizarro lifted his goblet in amock toast to Nathan Azure, then drained
thewineinasngleguzzle.



* * %

The head rush jolted Natdie out of the stunned semiconsciousnessinto which sheld fallen when Pizarro
inhabited her. She could fed the raw burning at the back of her throat, the prickling that needled her face
and her inner ears. Since she never drank acohol, she did not recogni ze these symptoms. She only knew
they meant shewasin greater danger than ever.

Row, row, row your boat, she recited. Gently down the. . .

But wait— that wasn't the right one. She wanted her protective mantra, the one that would purge
Pizarro from her brain.

The Lord is my shepherd; | shall not want.

He leadeth me beside the still . . . no, that came later.

He restoreth my soul camenext. .. or did it?

Whether it wastheinitid fuzziness of intoxication or smply her own panic, Nataie grew increasingly
flustered as she struggled to assemble the phrases of a psalm she'd repeated countlesstimes since
childhood. The dim sense of her body began to recede from her again, and she would have welcomed
the eectroshock of aPanic Button or even alightning bolt to clear her head.

She forced hersdlf to pause and concentrate.

The Lord is my shepherd; | shall not want.
He maketh me to lie down in green pastures. . .

As her consciousness supplanted Pizarro'sinsde her head, Natalie caught flickers of histhoughts, asif
she were gazing through atrain window into the passenger cars of alocomotive headed in the opposite
direction. Weird totems of men with flat, tombstone-shaped bodies and shieldlike heads perched in the
mouth of acave, desiccated human faces like shrunken-apple scul ptures, sun-bleached skulls—

Her body's perceptions dammed her back into consciousness with the suddenness of a swinging door,
and the visions ended. Her somach churned with nausea as overlapping images of Nathan Azure
vibrated before her.

“Ms. Lindstrom?’ thetwin Azures said in tandem. “Isthat you? What did you seein hismind?’

I'm fine, thank you, she thought, and squinted until the twins became asingle, stereoscopic Azure.
When her view of the tent stopped quivering, she saw the bottle and goblets sitting before her. “ Y ou gave
himthis?" she snapped, indicating the wine.

He seemed genuinely perplexed by the question. “Yes. | thought it might get him to talk. What of it?’

“Y ou could have killed me, that's what!” She sprang to her feet, snatched up her wig and hat. “A Violet
has to maintain absolute menta control during an inhabitation. If | got drunk, I might not be ableto retake
control of my body intime.”

Azure blocked her exit from thetent. “1— I'm terribly sorry. Horribly careless of me, and it shan't happen



again. But no harm done, eh? Now, what did you seein histhoughts?’

Pincerlike pain pressed at Natdie's temples. She wanted only to go back to deep, and to appease
Azure, she amogt blurted descriptions of the nonsensicd pictures of dant-browed icons and mummified
facesthat flitted through Pizarro's memory. But then Azure's face trembled like the lid of a pot about to
boil over, and Nataie recalled the stern advice Honorato had offered her.

Do not give the big gringo what he wants until he gives you money and takes you back to U.S.
“What was Pizarro thinking?’ Azure asked again.

“I don't know,” shetold him. “It wasdl in Spanish.”

The tycoon's breath hissed out like escaping steam. “ Then we shdll try again later.”

He stepped aside and Natalie hurried to leave, but the door's zipper got stuck halfway up. She crawled
through the low opening into the fusiliade of rain outside and ran back to her own tent.

* % %

When she was gone, Nathan Azure swept hisarm across the table, flinging the goblets and wine against
thetent wall in an explosion of red.

13
The Spaniard's Stalemate

A TEETOTALER, NATALIE HAD NO TOLERANCE FOR wine, and acohol only compounded the
effects of her atitude sickness. She spent the rest of the day on her cot, dthough the relentless grindstone
of her headache kept her from deeping until latein the evening.

Nathan Azure gave her no such respite the following day. He insisted she summon Francisco Pizarro
both in the morning and in the afternoon. The day after that, he demanded three sessions, to no avail. By
the end of the week, Natalie spent the mgority of her waking hours inhabited by the conquistador, and
she began to have the eerie, detached fegling of being aguest in her own body— asilent observer,
powerlessto stop the dead Spaniard who commandeered her flesh. Y et Azure il learned nothing about
thelocation of Pizarro'sgold.

Not that he had any difficulty in getting Pizarro to talk. The old warrior seemed only too happy to ramble
about hispast triumphs while Azure sSmmered in exagperation. Pizarro especialy delighted in tantalizing
the Englishman with tales of the fabulous wed th held accumulated in his campaigns.

“The Temple of the Sun in Cuzco— you should have seeniit, sefior!” he rhapsodized. “ The mummies of
the Incas, each one seated in its own throne. The gold on every wall, so much it would blind you. We
pried the metal from the stone, took it all.

“When we divided the spoils, my men became so rich they wagered fortunes on asingleroll of the dice.
There was acavdier, Leguizano, who lost aplate like this’— Pizarro spread Natalie's arms wide—
“with the face of the pagans sun god on it. After that, the men would challenge each other to * gamble the



sun before sunrise.” He made a sound that might have been achuckle. “ A pity you cannot jointhemina
gameof dobladilla today, eh, sefior 7’

At other times, the Spaniard would taunt Azure with references to the hidden hoard itself. “1 chosea
group of savagesto help me movethe gold,” he reminisced over amed the tycoon had ordered for him.
“Asyou might imagine, | could not employ any of my conquistadors without offering them ashare of the
treasure. Twenty savages and ten mules| needed to carry my wedth into the wilderness. One of the
pagans suggested the location— a place that no native would disturb and no white man would find.
When we returned, | had him and al the others executed to protect the secret.” Pizarro then stabbed a
fork into a piece of potato and lifted it from the stew. “I must say, of al the foods we discovered in Pirg,
| enjoy these homely vegetables the most.” And he popped it in Natalie's mouth, smacking her lipsashe
ate, while across the table from him Nathan Azure brooded in livid silence, hisface purple, hislipswhite.

After each of these fruitless conversations, Azure grilled Natdie at length about what shed gleaned from
Pizarro's mind during the inhabitation. “Nothing | could understand,” shetold him each time. He pressed
her to repeat the Spanish words she'd heard in the conquistador's thoughts, but she merely mumbled
some mispronounced gibberish that wasn't Spanish or any intelligible human tongue. Driven to digtraction,
Azure threatened to strap her in achair and school her in Spanish himsdlf.

But Natalie knew the conquistador did not string Azure dong for amusement but rather as a pathetic
deferment of damnation. Never had she felt asoul that so yearned for peace— for nonexistence, if
necessary— yet hisvictimswould not let him go and the Place Beyond wouldn't have him. Every time
she pulled him from limbo, she glimpsed the memoariesinflicted upon Pizarro by the Incas hed
daughtered. For every notch held marked on his sword's hilt, he suffered the pain of the same blade a
thousandfold. Worse till, he wasforced to view his own rabid countenance from the victim's
perspective, feeling how he had hacked their limbs and cleft their entrails. Having been subjected to the
sense-memories of dozens of murder victimsin brief but awful inhabitations, Natalie shuddered to
imagine what it would be like to endure such torment for centuries without respite— and know that you
alone had caused the agony.

The unkindest cut of dl for Pizarro, though, was the recollection of hisown nation. “ Death to the
tyrant!” shouted hisformer comradesin arms, now turned conspirators determined to wrest control of
the country from him. Ten againgt one, they stormed him in his palace bedchamber, not even permitting
him to fasten his cuirass before attacking. His swordsmanship was till keen, however, and the traitors
caled for ten more of their confederates to overwhelm him. At last, one of the mongrels dashed his neck,
and Francisco bardly had time to gasp hislast confession before histhroat filled with blood. Natalie
shared hishitterness as he recalled how, in lieu of the last rites, he had moistened hisfingerswith hisown
blood to draw a cross on the floor beside him. With hisremaining strength, he kissed the symbol— his
find act of devotion to the God whom he believed he had served with unswerving righteousness. A God
who now seemed to have consigned him to an endless Purgatory of remonstrance and regret.

Forced to empathize with the ancient warrior, Natalie could amost pity him. In Abe's book, she had read
that, by the age of sixty-six, the old veteran had wearied of battle and tried to reinvent himsdf asa
statesman and patron of public works. He was known to play tenniswith his servants and once leagpt into
ariver to save an Inca native from drowning. He founded greet citiesin the lands he had conquered:
Trujillo, named after the village of hisignoble birth, and his crowning achievement, la Ciudad de los
Reyes— the City of Kings, which was now the Peruvian capitd, Lima.

Having never formed emotiond attachments to other human beings, Pizarro made congtruction the
monomaniacal passion of hislater years, asif to compensate for alife of destruction with an equa



fanaticism for creation. Even now, during the hours heidled in Nataies mind, his only happy thoughts
were not of people but of buildings— hismiradors, his churches, and his splendid governor's paace, its
patio lined with orange trees. How crestfallen would he be, Natalie wondered, if he learned that every
single one of these edifices had falen prey to time, earthquakes, or modernity?

* % %

May dissolved into June, but Nataie could not say precisaly when, for shelost track of timein the dreary
sameness of the days. Session after session, Pizarro's crushing ennui wore down her spirits, asif she
were forced to share the psyche of asuicide. Ground between the conquistador's despair and Azure's
volcanic temper, she would have sunk into depression hersdlf if it weren't for Abe. Hisvistswerethe
high point— and, often, the only bright spots— of her days.

Usudly, Azurewould findly relent and let her go around four in the afternoon, and Abe would take her
for awak back aong thetrail they'd ridden on horseback. They dawdled long enough to enjoy the
roseste hues of sunset in the Andes, which bathed the western faces of the mountainsin orange while
draping the eastern dopesin a purple penumbra. Since she had aready learned more than she ever
wanted to know about Pizarro, Abe spun gentle tales of Incamythology to divert her before they headed
back to eat dinner together in her tent.

“Manco Capac wasthefirst Inca,” hetold her on an outing toward the end of her second week in camp.
“They say he and hiswife, Mama Ocllo, climbed from the waters of Lake Titicaca. Before them, the
people lived like animas, but Manco Capac taught the men to till the soil and to build shelters, while
Mama Ocllo taught the women to weave and cook and raise children.”

Natalie gave awry smirk. “How very gender-appropriate. Y ou suppose if Mama came back today,
she'd teach us astrophysics and open-heart surgery?’

Abelaughed. “1 have no doubt.”

Standing afew feet from the dope's drop-off, she surveyed the canine teeth of peaks aligned before her
and inhaed the cold breeze that gusted up the mountainside. She had stayed at that elevation long enough
for her soroche headachesto vanish, and the air's thinness now felt heady, clean, and bracing. “ So how
about you, Abe?’ sheasked idly. “Y ou ever condder settling down with aMamaof your own? Maybe
having akid?’

She cocked her head to study his reaction to the last question.

Hedidn't missabest. “Only if thekid was as bright as Cdlie. And only if the Mamawas as charming as
you.”

Natalie crossed her arms, gasping in mock astonishment. “ Dr. Wilcox! Are you sure you should be
addressing a coworker that way? She might think you had more than business on your mind.”

“Oh, you needn't worry about that, Ms. Lindstrom. My brain can't handle anything past the sixteenth
century.”

“What ashame.” Their smiles both faded, and Natdie |ooked out at the panoramaagain to keep her
gaze from lingering on him. “What do you plan to do when the expedition's over?’



Wilcox shrugged. “ Catalog and report the discovery. Write abook about it. Make sure the artifacts end
up in the right museums. Bore my students with *“What | Did During My Sabbatical’ stories.” He grinned.
“Maybe ask out this coworker I've had my eyeon . . . when we'refinished with business”

Natalie winced, thinking how Abe's career plans might hinge on the information she was kegping from
Azure— the weird images sheld seen in Pizarro's memories. “ Suppose we don't find the treasure. What
then?’

“Wdl .. .| could still ask out that coworker | mentioned.”

“I'msureshed likethat . . . when you're finished with business.” A warmth filled her cheeksthat even the
wind couldn' chill.

He stepped within afoot of her, but she resisted the impulse to draw back. Then he put out ahand to
touch her temple. “Nataie, |—”

It was too much. Shetook his hand in both of hersand pulled it from her face, yet did not let go of it.
“Not yet,” shesad.

Abe's mouth twitched, but he smiled and nodded.

She squeezed hishand and released it. They walked back to camp in silence, the distance between them
amadller than it had been when they I€ft.

* % %

Not yet. The words gave hope to the man once known as August Trent.

He had now discarded that name as he had the fantasy of returning to Hollywood for atriumphant
comeback. Instead, a new pipe dream occupied his mind during the long hours of idleness and isolation
in the camp when he did not have Natdie to talk to. Hed grown accustomed to the face he saw in the
mirror as he shaved every morning, answered only to the name of the dead man he resembled. Why, he
thought, couldn't he smply be Dr. Abel Wilcox, amiable professor of archaeology? That was the man
Natdie liked anyway, not the failed actor he'd never let her see. He could shuck his past— as Trent, as
Nick— like ashriveled snakeskin, to be reborn with alife that was better than any held ever had.

Of course, he couldn't go back to teach at Stanford. Too many people who might spot hisimposture—
who might hear the differencein hisvoice, catch the Sgnificant lgpsesin his knowledge and memory. But
suppose he resigned from the university and remained here in Peru, where people accepted him as Abel
Wilcox aslong as he had the passport to prove it? Would anyone ever be the wiser? More important . . .
would Nataie want to stay with him?

He contrived daborate visons of how he would redlize thisfantasy. With the money Azure would give
him, he could buy a splendid haciendain the countryside on the outskirts of Limawhere he and Natalie
could live. They could send the girl, Cdllie, to the finest private schools, and together, asafamily, they
would travel the globe, no longer having to sully their hands and souls with the awful compromises
required of those who tail for aliving.

The awareness that his dream was doomed only increased the fervor with which hetried to preserveit,
likeachild who franticaly props up asand castle even as the incoming tide erodes its foundation. Once
Azure had located the treasure, Trent told himself, he could intercede with the tycoon on Natalie's behaf.



After dl, shewouldn't dare report Azure to the authorities if she was married to his chief accomplice,
would she?

Playing such puppet showsin hismind brought asmileto hislips— asmile for himsdf, not for an
audience.

When hewas not visiting Nataie or imagining his new life with her, Trent continued to spend most of his
time researching hisrole, rereading some of Wilcox's booksfor the third and fourth times, committing
facts and stories to memory with which to regale Natdlie a their next meeting. He became so engrossed

while poring over one such tome during ameeting in Azuré's tent that he missed what his agitated boss
wastdlinghim.

“She'sholding out on us.”
Trent kept hisfingertip on the page so as not to lose his place. “Hmm?’

“The Violet. She knows perfectly well where Pizarro put hisgold.” Theticin Azure's cheek had become
chronic, and he'd rubbed it red.

Trent shook his head. “No way. | know Natalie— she'strying her best.”
Thetycoon glowered a him. “ Natalie?”

“Yes...Ms. Lindstrom.” He glanced back at the text to break eye contact. “It's that cursed Spaniard
that's holding out on you.”

“Perhaps. Or maybe Natalie fancies she can find the treasure by hersdf.”

“Don't be absurd! Even if she found it, what would she do? She couldn't even moveit.”
“There are any number of people who would pay agreat ded for such information.”

Trent Sighed. “L ook, if you want, | can go offer her more money and see what shetellsus.”

“No. | want you to cut her food alowance to bread and water. See if hunger makes her any more
forthcoming.” His hands a blur, Azure snatched the book from Trent's hands, ripped afistful of pages
from it, and flung the torn remains on the floor. “ And if you ignoreme again, I'll do the sameto you. Do
you understand?’

Trent dared only afleeting glance at the eviscerated volume before he nodded, his smile broad but shaky.

14
Hunger Pangs

BY THE TIME HONORATO BROUGHT BREAKFAST TO her tent the next morning, Nataie had
aready been up for more than an hour, sitting on her cot with her sketchbook and chaks. Since shed
packed only two booksin her luggage, she had little ese with which to occupy hersdlf during the hours
that Francisco Pizarro wasn't lazing in her brain like an engorged tapeworm.



Fortunately, she did not lack for subjectsto draw. Pictures dready filled half the pages of the tablet:
rough portraits of Azure, Abe, and Honorato, dong with afew crude landscapes of the surrounding
mountains. But she devoted by far the most paper and effort to depicting the macabre images shed
glimpsed in Pizarro's thoughts. Jawless human skulls staked atop wooden posts. Human bodies with
crumbling papyrus skin, shriveled into fetal postionsasif cowering from the afterlife. And her current
drawing— acave's mouth filled with the jagged teeth of those monstrousicons, white and weethered as
driftwood, their owllike faces inscrutable yet somehow malefic.

Natalie had once hoped her passion for drawing and painting would become her career, dlowing her to
serve as the conduit for such past masters as Botticelli and Monet. Heck, she would have settled for
Jackson Pollock or Andy Warhol. The NAACC's art division rejected her, however, and the only art
she did while employed in the Crime Division was sketches of murder suspects. Since leaving the Corps,
her drawing skills had become nothing more than ahobby, albeit one that comforted her in times of
stress.

Y et Natalie drew these pictures not for comfort but for amore practica reason— to get her out of Peru
and away from Nathan Azure.

Over the past two weeks, he had gone from unnerving to unbalanced as Pizarro gleefully frustrated him.

Natalie ended one inhabitation session abruptly when Azure became so enraged by the Marqués that he
seized her shirt collar and swung hisarm back asif to belt her acrossthe face. When he saw that she had
exiled Pizarro with her protective mantra, the tycoon et go of her but never gpologized. Since then shed
worried more and more about what he might do to her while acting out his rage against the conquistador.

Nataie's chak strokes grew more furious, highlighting the aquiline nose on one totem'sface as she
debated what to do. These images meant nothing to her, but maybe they would appease Azure. Would
they reved the treasure's location, as he demanded, and if so, would he provide her with safe-conduct
back to the States? Or would he keep her captive here until he got his leather-gloved mitts on the loot
itself? How long would that be? Weeks? Months? Or longer? And how long would Abe's bribes keep
Bdlaand the other Corps thugs from ratting on her and taking Cdlie awvay?

Do not give the big gringo what he wants until he gives you money and takes you back to U.S,,
Honorato had counsaled her. But how could she make Azure let her go unless she gave him what he
wanted?

Asif thememory of his advice were his cue to enter, Honorato unzipped her tent door and shuffled in
with her breakfast tray.

Natalie dapped her sketchbook shut. “ jHolal Umm.. . . e desayuno estarde. j Tengo hambre! Or,
wait . . . how would | say I'm starving?’

Over the past week, Honorato had patiently indulged her clumsy attempts to practice Spanish, correcting
her mistakes and dowly repeating his responses as many times asit took her to understand what he said.
Today he st the tray on the table without looking at her and mumbled “ Lo siento” followed by abunch
of words she couldn't make out.

“I'm sorry, | didn't catch that. What did you say?’

Honorato kept his head tilted forward so that the brim of hisfedorahid hiseyes. “The supplies, they are



low, yes? Thisisdl | can giveyou now. | am sorry.”

Shewould have said de nada, but he did not wait for her to excuse him. Only when heleft did she
discover what he was apologizing for. Her breakfast congsted of acup of tepid water and asmall stae
roll.

“Only the best,” Nataie muttered. Shetore off atiny piece of the stiff bread and chewed it back into
dough in the hope that egting dowly might make the meal seem more substantial.

It didn't. A haf hour later, her somach gurgled like acar engine sucking dudge from the fud system.

To her surprise, Abe did not cometo collect her for the usual morning inhabitation session with Azure.
Shedid not see him until maost noon, when he personaly ddivered lunch to her tent.

Another staleroll and cup of water sat on thetray he carried.

Abe hung his head, as abashed as Honorato had been. “Thisisal | could sneak in for now. I'll try to get
more later.” He pulled afoil-wrapped energy bar out of his pocket and offered it to her. When shedidn't
takeit, hetossed it on the cot. “1 can't tell you how sorry | am about thisinconvenience, Natalie—”
“What's going on, Abe?’ She snatched up therall. “I can't live on this”

He set down thetray, hismovementsas dow asif he, too, were weak with hunger. “Weve hit atight
spot in our financing. Mr. Azure has been spending nearly thirty thousand pounds aday on this
expedition, and one of our suppliers has held up a shipment pending approva of anew credit line.
Therefore, weve had to indtitute somerrationing.”

“Oh, redly?’ Natalie cast awithering look at the professor. “ And how soon will thisrationing end?’
“Wall, we could get credit now if wehad. . . collatera.”

“Y ou mean Pizarro'sgold.”

“That would help, yes”

“Ugh! What do you people expect of me?’ The throb of ahunger heedache made it difficult to think. Her
first ingtinct wasto tear into theroll with her teeth, yet she forced hersdlf instead to hurl it againgt the tent
wal.

“Please, Natalie.” Abe clasped her hand and gently pulled her over to sit down on the cot, anew
urgency in histone. “ Azure's out of control, and things are desperate. If there's anything you can tell

us. .. even something that doesn't seem important . . .”

His pet-store-puppy eyes pleaded with her from behind their ova glass windows.

She shook her head. “Abe, | need to get out of here. | need to get home. If the Corps comes after Callie
whileI'mgone. . "

“I know.” He put hisface in his hands, hisfeatures shadowed with achiaroscuro of guilt. “Thisisal my
fault. 1 should never have brought you here.”



Without any fud to feed it, Nataie's anger burnt itself out. She touched his shoulder. “I don't blame you.
Y ou couldn't have known. It's that maniac you work for.”

“I' know, and | won't let him do thisto you. If only we had some. . . bargaining chip to hold over him.”

“If you back me up, maybe we can both get out of here. Together.” She stared a him until he met her
gaze and gave aweary nod. “Now take meto Azure.”

* * %

As she asked, Abe took her out of the encampment to a precipice where their mountain commanded an
Olympian view of its neighbors. After the recent rains, the Sky above had become a cloudless blue, but
cobwebs of mit gtill floated in the dell below. Againgt the backdrop of dusty brown pesks, the spotless
figure of Nathan Azure gleamed aswhite as an dbatross. He stood afew feet from the dliff's edge with a
golf driver, and as Natdlie approached him, he smacked agolf bal up and out into the void of thevalley.
Thok!

Azure shook his head asthe ball arced into the mist and disappeared. “ Still dicing abit to theright, |
think.”

Heteed up another ball.

Abe remained at adiscreet distance while Natalie came abreast of the tycoon, fuming. “What kind of
game areyou playing?’

“Golf, actualy. Marvel ous fun— you should try it sometime.” He siwung the driver and sent the second
bal soaring into oblivion.

Thok!
“Don't get cute with me. What's the deal with the food?”

Azure leaned on the club in debonair insouciance, asif it were acane. “ Oh? Do you have acomplaint
regarding our amenities?’

“Y ou could say that. Starvation is not conducive to productivity.”
“On the contrary, | find that hunger often sharpensthe mind. Very motivationa.”

His audacity |eft her speechless for amoment. “How the hell do you expect me to kegp summoning your
stupid Spaniard when | can't even maintain consciousness?’

“Perhaps we wouldn't have to trouble oursal ves with the dear Marqués if you could be abit more helpful
inour endeavors.” He stooped to balance another white ball on the tee.

Natalie's vison shimmered with the pulse of blood behind her eyes. “1 can't tell you anything because |
don't know anything.”



“Come, now! I'm sureif you try abit harder, something will cometo you.”
Nataie diced thear with her hand. “ That'sit! Say good-bye to your Violet— and your archaeologist.”

“Oh?’ He cast an amused look at Abe, who bowed hishead in silence. “Eloping, arewe? Y ou make a
charming couple”

“Perhaps| didn't make mysdlf clear,” Natalie said, sarcastically overenunciating each word. “You can
take your money and shoveit. Abeand | areleaving.”

“Bemy guest. Limaisabout four hundred miles that way, | believe” Helifted the golf club until it
pointed due south.

Outrage sprung the mousetrap tension in Natalie's body. Without making a conscious decision to do so,
she hauled back and dapped Azure'sleft cheek as hard as she could.

Too late, Abe sprang forward to stop her. “Natalie— no!”

Theinstant her palm made contact with his skin, awhipcrack of eectric discharge vibrated her bones, as
if sheld touched a high-voltage power line. A ghost-image embossed itsdf upon the scenein front of her:
Azure, hisface haughtily indifferent, extended agun toward her, its shotsriddling her chest. Shelifted her
head to glare at him, the oval glasses askew on her nose, and hacked up enough blood to spit her dying
condemnation at hisface. ..

The momentum of her hand broke the connection. Her eyes and mouth gaping, Nataie staggered, nearly
fell.

Azure ssumbled backward, dropping the golf club to shield his cheek with his gloved hands asif struck
with leprosy. “ Get her away from me! Get her away!”

Abe pushed Natalie back asif breaking up afight, but she kept staring at the shrieking tycoon. The soul
that had clenched her mind amoment earlier |eft aresidue of hatred that hardened her faceintoice.
Azure seemed to recognize the expression, for he retreated afew more steps, his shouts becoming more
frenzied. “Don't let her touch me! It's him.”

Abe gently steered her away from him. “Come on, Natdie.”

In astupor of shock, sheturned to peer at hisface. She remembered seeing that samevisagein the
mirror of the Cgjamarca hostel room, remembered peering through those same oval glasses at Azure, the
man who shot her to desth.

But that wasimpossible. Abe could not have been the soul who knocked. Abewas dive.

No, shethought. It can't be . . .

Thefearful Sdelong glance Abe gave her did not reassure her, however. He seemed more afraid of her
than of Azure.

“Areyou . .. okay?’ he asked in atone of ambiguous concern.



That depends. Are you dead?

“Yeah. 'mfine.” Shewalked back to camp beside him, corking the horror in her heart to keep it from
pouring out onto her face. Maybe it wasn't him, shetold hersdlf. | need to be sure.

All the Peruvian workers stopped their pretense of work to stare a her, until the only sound wasthe
spirited voice of pop singer Anita Santivafiez fluttering from a battery-powered boom box. Honorato had
introduced Natalie to Santivafiez's music. She sought hisfacein the crowd and spotted aworker wearing
afedoralike Honorato's, but he turned away when she looked at him.

A man with awispy beard and aface like chisdled hickory waited at the door of her tent. Asthey
approached, he grinned, baring teeth stained green from chewing coca leaves.

Abe frowned and attempted to shoo the man away asif hewere astray dog. “ jAi, Romoldo! jVaya!”

Romoldo came forward instead, and the professor interposed himsalf before the Peruvian reached
Natalie. Abe opened the tent door for her and shepherded her insde.

“Look, stay hereuntil | take care of this, okay?’ he said in alow voice while kegping hiseye on
Romoldo. “I'll see about getting you some food.”

“Y eah. How about an intimate vegetarian dinner?’ Natalie did not smileasshesaid it.

Abe couldn't look at her as he zipped her insde. Still visible through the canvaswall, the professor's
slhouette hurried off, but Romoldo's outline remained as he stood sentry outside.

* % %

Abedid not return with food that night, nor did anyone else. Her ssomach cramped with hunger, Natdie
wolfed down the nutrition bar Abe had I€ft. It didn't begin to fill the vacuum within her, so shefell to her
hands and knees and searched the floor of her tent until she found the roll she'd thrown aside that
afternoon. Its crust had become as stiff as cardboard, its heart as dry as paper, and it smelled of incipient
mold, yet she gorged herself oniit, nearly choking on the half-chewed mouthfuls shetried to swallow.

The act of eating expended as much energy asit gave her. She curled up under the covers of her cot
afterward and soon dropped into deep.

15
Dr. Wilcox, | Presume

WHEN NO BREAKFAST ARRIVED IN THE MORNING, Natdie pawed through her handbag until
she unearthed a rumpled pack of peanuts from one of the half-dozen plane flights sheld taken . . . wasit
only three weeks ago? It seemed like months since sheld hugged Callie good-bye.

Natdieforced hersdf to eat the peanuts one at atime, rolling them around on her tongue until they
became soft and tastel ess before chewing and swallowing them. Ever afinicky, hedth-conscious edter,
she now craved dl the empty caories shed dways denied hersdlf: pizzadripping with stringy melted
mozzarella; hamburgers— heck, makeit cheeseburgers— gushing pink juices and dathered with



Thousand Idand dressing; french fries saturated with salt and moist grease. Fat, carbs, sodium,
cholesteral, triglycerides— bring 'em on! At least sheld liveto regret theindulgencein her old age.

A confirmed junk-food fanatic, Dan would have had achuckle or two at her newfound jonesfor
McDonad's. . . until he saw how her shrinking skin had dready begun to cling to the ridges of her ribs.

But she couldn't dllow hersdlf to think about Dan, Calie, home, or food, lest she waste more time with
wistful yearning. Sucking on another peanut, she dumped the contents of her toiletries bag out onto the
cot to see what she could use to attempt an escape from Camp Azure. Sheld deliberately packed aslittle
as she could, figuring sheld only be gone afew days, and the resources at her disposa were pitifully
innocuous. small bottles of shampoo and skin moisturizer, an eydiner pencil, alipstick, acompact, a
handful of tampons, aroll of double-sided tape to attach her wig, acan of shaving cream and a couple of
twin-blade disposable razors for when her rechargeable Lady Remington ran out of juice. About the
most dangerous item in her possesson wasapair of nail clippers, which sheldd had to pack in her luggage
so arport security wouldn't confiscate them. Natalie guessed that you might be able to kill someone by
puncturing his carotid artery with the clippers pointed nail file, provided that you could get thefilewithin
an inch of the person'sthroat.

That prospect seemed unlikely considering she was going up againgt twenty-odd men the size of
Romoldo. And even if she managed to escape, what could she do? Hike back to Cgjamarca on foot
over the Andes, done, with no food or water? She'd be dead within aday or two.

Her captors must have felt secure in such advantages, for they were cavaier and carel ess about guarding
her. Sheld seen asilhouette that she assumed was Romoldo's through the tent wall that morning, but he
wandered off after a couple of hours. Since then she'd been able to unzip the door and stick her head
outside without attracting more than an offhand glance from the Peruvians. The men now lazed and joked
with each other in smal groups, their work forgotten.

Nataieflicked the nail clippers open, made a practice jab with the file, then rolled her eyes and tossed
the clippers back with the rest of the useless junk scattered on the cot. She took her drawing tablet from
underneath her pillow and flipped through the pictures shed drawn from the fragmented imagesin
Pizarro's mind. They made no senseto her, and she didn't give a damn about the stupid treasure anyway.
Why not smply givethe picturesto Azure and say, “Here, knock yoursdlf out”?

Because he'd kill you, that's why, shethought. HE's only keeping you alive because he thinks you
know wherethe gold is.

You do not want to be like & profesor, Honorato had warned her. Did he mean Abe? Or had Azure
killed thered Abel Wilcox? Was that who had knocked in the bath at Cgjamarca and then again when
she dapped Azure's cheek? And if the real Wilcox was dead, whowas. . . Abe?

She couldn't believe it. He could not be an impostor. Not the man who had walked with her in the sunset,
the man who had given her daughter a stuffed apaca. She had looked in his eyes and seen redl caring
there, thefirst sheld seen in any man since Dan. How could he have faked that?

Eager to prove her suspicions groundless, Natalie grabbed her copy of the professor's book and flipped
it open to the back cover flap to scrutinize the black-and-white author's photo. Now she studied it with a
portraitist's eye for detail, and the sickened fedling in her gut made her forget about hunger for the
moment. Was the shape of thisman'searsjust thetiniest bit different from those of the man who brought
her to Peru? Weren't the cheeks a bit more hollow, the eyes a bit wider?



She could have answered these questions if only she could summon the soul once more. For better or
worsg, it hadn't inhabited her long enough to make her body a touchstone, and there was no way Azure
would let her touch hisbare skin again. Everyone esein camp wore gloves, including the man caling
himsalf Abel Wilcox. No doubt they had disposed of al the late archaeologist's belongingsaswll, in
anticipation of her arrival . ..

Except his passport.

Inhding sharply, Natalie remembered that Abe had no trouble getting through passport control either
when leaving the U.S. or upon entering Peru. Passports, she knew, had even more counterfeit-prevention
gimmicksthan currency or checks, and to take a chance on aforgery would be to risk detection and
disaster. A phony Dr. Wilcox would have been far safer using the real professor's passport.

So Abe— or whoever hewas— mugt gtill have it somewhere. If she could get hold of it and summon the
rea Dr. Wilcox, at least she would know the truth. She could find out more about her captors. . .
including, she hoped, how to get away from them.

Relieved to be taking action, however pointless, Natdie took out her chalk set and made a hasty sketch
of asmal, squarish Incan structure, concocting the imaginary building from the patterns of cut stones
sheld seen in the Ransom Room and from photosin Wilcox's book. Shefilled in the background with
nondescript Andean peaks to make Nathan Azure wonder where in the Peruvian mountainsthisfictiona
treasure-house might be.

To this drawing she added some of the pictures of corpses and skulls she'd aready done, ripping each of
them from her tablet as she selected them. She did not include any depictions of the strange sentinel icons
or the cave wherethey roosted. Natalie didn't want to give Azure so much information that he might
deem her no longer useful to him; she only wanted to tantalize him enough to buy some time and food for
herself . . . and to create an opportunity to search for Wilcox's passport.

She hid the sketchbook underneath her cot's mattress and gathered up the stack of drawings she'd torn
from the tablet. Stepping outside, she scanned the camp for “Abe.” Please be in your tent, she thought
when shedidn't seehim.

Laughing cruddly with one of his countrymen, Romoldo stiffened and stepped toward her as she came
out.

“Wilcox,” Natalie demanded. “ ¢Donde esta €l profesor?”
Romoldo frowned but jerked his head to the left, commanding her to follow him.

When he l€eft her at the professor's door, Natalie wondered about tent etiquette, since she couldn't knock
on canvas and there didn't seem to be abdll to ring. Finaly, she smply raised her voice, trying to sound
bright and cheerful. “Abe? Y ou in there?’

Footsteps scuffled toward the door, and the man who claimed to be Abel Wilcox pushed aside the tent
flap. Hissmilelacked its usua confidence. “Nataie! Look, I'm sorry | haven't been ableto get you
anything to eat. Azure'slocked down the supplies until further notice, and the men have been watching
me like hawks”



“I understand,” she said, athough she didn't. “Maybe | can help both of us. | thought over what you said
about Pizarro's memories. About things that might not seem important at first, and, well . . .” Shewaved
thefistful of folded drawings she held. “Heré'swhat | came up with, for what it'sworth.”

He brightened asif receiving alast-minute reprieve from the governor. “That'swonderful! Let'shavea
look ...

Emerging from the tent, he took the pages from her and shuffled through them. The more pictureshe
viewed, the more his pace dowed, thelonger his attention lingered on each one. His face glowed with
relief. “Natdie— thisisfantastic! Thisissureto get you agood med. Wait herel”

His head bent over the sketch of the Incan building Natalie had fabricated, he moved off in the direction
of Azure'stent. One of the Peruvians stood guard outside, probably to prevent Natalie from gaining
access to the tycoon's sanctuary, but anod from the professor made him open the door.

Once Abewas out of view, Natdie satisfied hersdlf that none of the workmen showed any interest in her.
She then dipped through the unzipped dit of the archaeol ogist's tent entrance, praying that Azure and the
phony archaeologist would pore over her forged drawings long enough for her to locate the real Wilcox's

passport.

Nataie nearly groaned aoud when she saw the tent'sinterior: it looked like abomb had gone off. The
cot and the floor lay buried benegth layers of scattered clothing, scholarly journds and historica texts,
scraps of food, and the shed foil skins of energy bars. How was she supposed to find anything in thisrag

heap?

She scanned the surface of the mess, hoping that the passport might be sitting on one of the scattered
shirtslike a castaway on aliferaft. Hesitant to disturb anything, she lifted one corner of abook at her
foot, but let it drop back. Drawing along breath to stave off her growing sense of futility, Natalie forced
hersdlf to concentrate. What had “ Abe” worn the day they passed through arport security? The tweed
jacket with the leather patches on the elbows, wasn't it? The passport might still be in the coat'sinsde
pocket.

Inthefar left corner of the tent, near the base of his garbage-bag toilet, one tweed deeve thrust out of the
surrounding flotsam. Natalie tiptoed over the intervening mess, cringing whenever some buried object
crunched beneath her foot, and raised the jacket up from the floor by itsarm.

Remembering how the dead man's soul had knocked immediately when she struck Azure'sface, Natalie
recited her protective mantra as a precaution. She couldn't take the chance that the real Wilcox might
inhabit her before she was ready to speak with him . . . in private. Her pulse quickened as she reached
into the coat's inside breast pocket and felt the passport's faux leather cover.

The Twenty-third Psalm still unspooling in her mind, she stuck the passport underneath the waistband of
her jeans, hiding it beneath the tail of her T-shirt, and replaced the tweed jacket in the same positionin
which sheld found it. Hopping back over the detritus, Natalie made it to the tent's entrance just as“ Abe’
pulled the door flap aside.

Helooked askance at her. “Can | help you with something?’

Now it was her turn to give a shaky smile. “ Sorry, but | had to get out of the sun. My skin'll get burned to
acrispinthisthinar. Hope you don't mind.”



“Uh, no. .. of coursenat. | just hate for you to see what alousy housekeeper | am.” With anervous
laugh, he swept aside the tent flap for her, hiseyes moving asif inventorying every dirty sock and candy
wrapper.

When they emerged, Natdie gave him an expectant look. “Well?’

“These look promising, but we need some more specifics.” Heled her back to her tent, indicating that
shewould resume her house arrest. “ Keep trying, and well set up another session with Pizarro if
necessary. In the meantime, you impressed A zure enough to win yoursaf ahot med.”

“That's something, at any rate.” Natalie pulled down her shirttail to make sureit didn't ride up. Beneeth it,
the swesat on her midriff stuck to the passport's dick cover, and an itchy, pricking sensation spread from
her somach to her entire body.

Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies, Natdie continued in her head,
praying she could keep the knocking soul at bay until shewasaone.

“Um. .. youwant to go for awalk later?’

“Not today, Abe. Now that I've made a breakthrough, | want to see what else | can come up with.
Thanks anyway, though.”

She stepped through the tent entrance and zipped it shut behind her. When she was sure Abe had gone,
she removed the passport from her jeans and hid it undernesth the cot's mattress.

The smdl of food made Natdie sdivate even before she saw what it was. Honorato must have | eft the
medl on thetable for her: aplate of chicken in yellowish gravy with adiced hard-boiled egg on top.
Didn't short-order cooks call that a“ mother and child reunion”? The name struck her asironic, snce she
had no ideawhen sheld see Callie again.

Natalie devoured every scrap of the med— skin, fat, yolk, and al— in lessthan ten minutes. A green
apple sat on thetray aswell, but she restrained the urge to gobble it immediately. Instead, she hid it deep
beneath the clothesin her suitcase. She sensed that she would need to save as much food as possible. As
much as she could carry.

She didn't dare retrieve the passport until late that night, when the entire camp was dark. Even then, she
|eft her propane lantern unlit. Although she had never in her life summoned a soul without some sort of
light on— the thought of doing o gtill terrified her— it seemed far lessrisky than derting Azure and his
goons to the forbidden séance she was about to conduct. In this case, the dead didn't scare her nearly as
much astheliving.

Natdielay onthe cot, till fully dressed, and pulled the coversto her chin. Her lips silently shaped the
words of her spectator mantra as she took the passport from underneath the mattress. If anyone did
happen to look in on her, he might mistake the contortions of her inhabitation for the tossing and turning
of anightmare.

Row, row, row your boat,
Gently down the stream. . .



The passport's cover bowed and crumpled as her hands curled around it and snapped closed like railcar
hitches. The itchy numbness of inhabitation spread over her skin, followed by a hot-faced bresthlessness.
Choking with arage that wasn't hers, sherolled over with such force that she rattled the springs of the
rickety cot, nearly tipping it over.

Images of Nathan Azure looped through her head, accompanied by the endless chant bastard bastard
bastard bastard. Therefrain of loathing caught Nataiein its thought spiral, but she messured out her
breaths and resumed her own mantra, determined not to surrender control of her body.

Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily!
Lifeisbut a dream.

The spitting rant in her head ceased, yet she could fed the soul stewing inside her, like amumbling drunk
in the back corner of abar. Who are you? it snipped. Are you dead? Are we still in hell?

“No. My names Natalie. And werein Peru.” Shewhispered aoud out of habit, although she could have
spoken to the soul with her thoughts alone.

The soul'stone dowed with understanding. You're the Violet, aren't you? The one Azure talked about

“Ohmy God. You are Abd Wilcox, aren't you?’ She put her handsto her mouth, thinking Abe.
Are you working for Azure?

“I was. Until | found out he killed you.”

Then you know.

“I know the man who told me he's Dr. Abel Wilcox isnt. Who ishe?’

A bit player named Trent. | don't know if that's his last or first name, but if | ever see himagain,
I'll peel hisface from his skull for daring to pass himself off as me.

“It was Azure who shot you, though. Correct?’
Yes. Why did you bring me back? Did he put you up to it?
“No. | wanted to learn the truth, because I'm afraid hell kill me, too.”

He will, as soon as he gets hislily-white hands on Pizarro's gold. Snce you're still alive, | can only
assume he hasn't succeeded yet.

“Not yet. Can you help me get awvay from him?’
How am | supposed to help you? I'm dead, as you may have noticed.

“Youknow Azureand . .. Trent better than | do. More important, you know Peru. | can barely speak
Spanish.”



Wilcox's spirit became quiet and still within her, and Natalie suspected that he had rejected her pleaand
wastrying to retregt into the void.

I'm sorry you got mixed up in this, hesaid at last. Tell me everything that's happened since Azure
first contacted you.

Asquickly as she could, she related how Trent had used Wilcox's identity and reputation to lure her to
Peru and the camp in the Andes. She did not, however, mention their mutua attraction. She also
described how Pizarro had turned coy and cagey when summoned and how Azure had punished her for
not providing cluesto the fabled treasure.

Wilcox interrupted her when she mentioned the sketches of Pizarro's thoughts, his anger aboruptly
forgotten in an agitation of curiosty. These drawings— do you still have them? Can | see them?

“Now?” she complained. “The light— they might seeit.”
If they do, I'm sure you can think of an excuse. Please, it's important.

Cursing under her breath, Natalie clambered out from under the covers and patted the tent floor beside
the cot, where she kept abox of wooden matches. When she found it, she struck amatch and took her
sketchbook out from under the cot's mattress. Huddled on the floor, she held the wavering flame over the
tablet and hadtily flipped through the pages, dlowing Wilcox to see them through her eyes. Assoon as
she cameto the picture of the cave with the soic idolsin itsmouth, Natalie felt her pulse quicken with the
dead archaeologist's excitement.

Chachapoyas, he thought. Natalie recognized the word as the name of anearby town shed seenona
map.

The match threatened to burn her fingers and shewaved it out. “Isthat good enough for you?’ she
muttered in the sudden darkness.

Yes. .. I'll help you, Wilcox mused. And maybe you can help me, too.

“Hepyou what?’

Keep Nathan Azure's filthy mitts off Pizarro's treasure. Will you?

Natalie tensed. She knew well how dangerousit was to cut adeal with dead people who have a persona
agenda. A Violet named Lyman Pearsall had made such abargain with Vincent Thresher and ended up
becoming the serid killer's puppet, allowing the executed murderer to use his body to commit further
atrocities.

“I'll dowhat | can,” she vowed, hoping that Wilcox didn't demand specifics.

It's a deal, then. The words closed the negotiation like a briefcase snapping shut. Now, first things
first. We'll need some supplies. . .

Natalie crawled back benegath the covers of her cot. She did not deep, however, but instead mumbled in
an gpparent ddlirium until just before dawn.



16
Natalie and the Pr ofessor

“YESSSSSSS. VERY INTERESTING— VERY INTERESTING.” The man Nataie now knew as
Trent peered through his Dr. Wilcox glasses at the latest sketches sheld drawn. “1 think Mr. Azure will be
most pleased. Want to celebrate with a hearty breakfast together?’

“I'd gppreciate thefood, but | think I'll eat donethismorning.” Nataie wiped crumbs of deep dust from
her eyes. “I worked overtime on those, so I'd like to rest today.”

This statement was partly true. Sheld stayed up most of the night plotting with the real Dr. Wilcox, and
the professor had given her tips on some convincing details she could incorporate in her phony drawings
to keep Azure occupied while she made her escape.

“Oh...fine” Trent folded the sketchbook sheetsin half. “ Dinner, maybe?’
Shesamiled. “Maybe not.”

Herased hishands. “Hey, no obligation. Enjoy the rest— you've earned it.” He headed off toward
Azuréstent.

“Goto hell, Abe— you've earned it,” she murmured, but only when he was out of earshot.

* * *

Honorato ddivered her lunch that day. He still seemed reluctant to speak to Natalie or evento look at
her, asif refusing attention to astray dog for fear it might try to follow him home.

“Could you bring me aponcho like one of those | see the men wearing?’ Shetried to make the request
sound like an afterthought. “1've been alittle cold the past few nights.”

“1 will dowhat | can,” Honorato said, head bowed as he set down her tray and departed.

Oh, well, it was worth a try, Natalie thought, gobbling the food held | eft her. She needed to proceed
with the escape plan with or without Honorato's help, and there were alot of preparations to make.

She saved the gpple that came with lunch, adding it to the one she'd hidden last night and the two
triangular rolls sheld kept from breskfast. These she put into her duffel bag. At Dr. Wilcox'singstence,
shedso tore dl the pictures of the macabre, glowering totems out of her sketchbook and added them to
the bag, along with afew bare necessitieslike atoothbrush, toothpaste, toilet paper, credit cards, money,
passport . . . and her photo of Calie, which she zipped inside the duffel's outer pocket for safekeeping.

The remainder of her work had to wait until nightfall, so Natalie spent the next few hours drawing some
additiond red-herring treasure clues. Her time was well spent, for Trent came back to visit her later that
afternoon. Nathan Azure had found her most recent sketches promising, he said, but he needed more

specifics.



“Try these.” She smiled and handed him her latest nonsense doodles.

To Natdie's surprise, Honorato brought her the poncho she'd asked for along with her dinner. 1t looked
much like those shed seen dl the men wearing, for years of dust had dulled the bright red, orange, and
gold of its stripes and zigzags and stiffened the coarse wool of itsweave.

“My mama madeit for me.” Honorato handed it to her, his eyes bright with unspoken meaning ashe
looked Nataiefull intheface. “I hope it warmsyou asit haswarmed me, yes?’

Natalie fancied she could fed Honorato's mother knocking as she took the heirloom in her hands, but
perhaps that was only the guilt that swelled in her somach. She shook her head and moved to hand the
garment back to him. “I can't—"

Helifted ahand. “No. Keep it. Please.”

Thefindity in hisvoice unnerved her. Did he suspect what she intended to do? Did he know that he
would never again see the poncho his mother had woven for him?

If s0, Honorato gave no indication that he would stop her. Nevertheless, even when she was done again,
Natdie lingered too long over her dinner, afraid to commence the most dangerous phase of her plan.

You're dead if you stay, shethought, to whip hersdf into action. At least this way, you have a chance.

Taking long, dow breathsto focus her attention, she used her nail clippersto snip the plastic safety guard
off one of her disposable razors, exposing the paper-thin edge of thefirst of the twin blades. She then got
on her hands and kneesin the tent'sfar left corner and chewed at the canvas with the clippers jaws until
she'd opened asmall holein the fabric. Sliding one end of the razor's head into the hole, Natalie sawed
the canvas with the blade, leaving along, frayed dit in the tent wall. She made alaterd dit perpendicular
to the top of thefirst one and apardld vertica cut, so that asquare of canvas flapped onto the ground
behind the tent, creating aragged hole just big enough for her to crawl through. Cold air oozed from the
rip, asif the blackness of the night outside bled through the wound.

Natalie shivered and shoved her suitcase up in front of the hole in case anyone looked in on her before
shewas ready to leave. Already wearing her black jeans and Doc Marten boots, she changed from a
white T-shirt to ablack one. She bunched up some of her other clothesinto a humanoid shape
underneath her cot's blanket, then took off her wig and draped it over the sweatshirt she'd shaped into a
head on her pillow.

When her decoy wasin place, Natalie crushed some of the black chalk from her drawing set onto her
dinner tray and rubbed the pulverized powder onto her face, scalp, and forearmsto darken her pale skin.

She sghed, contemplating her chimney-sweep complexion in her compact's mirror. “Timefor themain
feature”

She dropped the nall clippers, razor, and box of matchesinto her duffel, dung its handle over her right
shoulder, and extinguished the tent's propane lantern. After moving the suitcase aside long enough for her
to crawl outside, shetried as best she could to pull the bag back in place to cover the hole.

A blast of frigid mountain wind buffeted her as she crouched behind the tent, out of view of the camp's
main corridor. The cliff's edge lay afew feet beyond her, dmogt invisblein the night's opacity. Her teeth
chattering, Natalie pressed on the spot where she kept the passport tucked beneath the waist of her



jeans, its cover againg her skin.
Don't wimp out on me now, Wilcox, she thought as she recited her spectator mantra.

The professor answered the summons with perky briskness, asif taking abusinesscall. So far, so good,
| see, he said upon settling insde her head.

“Saysyou. I'm freezing out here,” she hissed. “Now, wheredo | find the supply tent?’
I'm not sure. From what you've told me, it sounds like they've moved the camp since killing me.
“Gredt.”

The tent should be easy to recognize, though, since it's the only one they bother to guard around
the clock. Otherwise, the men would steal stuff to sell on the black market.

“No honor among thieves, eh? Okay, | think | know wherethat is.”

Natalie recalled seeing a bored Peruvian posted in front of the tent adjacent to the large mess tent where
the workers ate their meals. She started making her way toward it, dinking from the shadows of one
structure to another. Although sheld waited until most of the men had confined themsalves to quarters
before venturing out, she kept to the cliff sde of the camp, since dl the tent entrances faced away from
the precipice. She hunkered down and skulked beneath each net window, paused to reconnoiter at every
aley between shdters.

When she reached the rear of the supply tent, Natalie peered around its corner toward the front, where
she could see the guard's left side limned by the light of his propane lantern. He paced in and out of view,
ether to relieve histedium or to keep himself awake.

Natalie withdrew behind the rear wal and took the nail clippers and razor from her bag. Working as best
she could in the ambient light from a clouded moon, she pinched a bit of thewall's canvasin the clippers

jaws and gnawed a hole large enough for the razor's head. Repesating the process she'd performed in her

own tent, she diced out an opening large enough for her to crawl through, forcing hersef to cut dowly so
she made no audible ripping sounds.

As soon as sheld peded the tongue of canvas outward, Natalie risked striking amatch to check if her
way into the tent was clear. Hiding the flare of dull yelow light with her free hand, she discovered that
beyond the hole lay awooden shelf lined with gdlon jugs of water.

What luck! Wilcox exclaimed with irritating cheer. We'll need one of those.

Swell, Natdie thought. She extinguished the match, pulled out the plastic jugs, and set them aside until
she had cleared a path into the tent. Flattening hersalf as much as possible to squeeze between the
wooden shelves, she dithered through the opening and ended up belly-down in darkness on the supply
tent'starp floor.

Onceinsde, shelit another match and got to her feet. Stacks of boxes, towers of wooden crates, and
shelf unitsladen with packaged foods and other necessities surrounded her.

Look for flashlights, Wilcox said. | know they keep them in here somewhere.



Natalie cupped a hand around the match flame and swept it dong the shelves. Just before the heat forced
her to wave the match out, she found abox of orange plastic flashlights. She grabbed one and thumbed
its switch back and forth but remained in darkness.

You've got to be kidding, she thought, now too afraid to speak aoud. Striking another match, she found
abox of dkdine batteriesfarther dong the same shelf. Natalie wasn't about to fumblein the dark to
ingd| the batteries now, so she threw afew packs of the C cdllsin her bag dong with the flashlight and
kept lighting matches.

There! Wilcox said. Three shelves down, all the way to the right. Take as many as you can.

Natalie directed her gaze where held indicated and found a carton half-full of the energy bars whose
wrappers littered Trent'sfloor. These? she asked with distaste.

Yes! They're lightweight, high-calorie, and vitamin fortified.

She groaned but scooped handfuls of the glorified candy barsinto her bag. What else? she asked,
looking around for real food.

Bottom shelf on the left. Take as many tanks as your bag can hold.

Natalie crouched and saw that next to the jugs of water sat row upon row of sausage-shaped propane
cylinderslike the onethat fueled the lantern in her tent. Yum. Do | eat them with ketchup?

Look, you asked for my help. I'mtelling you— we need those tanks.

Natdiedidn't havetimeto argue, so she stuck four of the metal cylindersin her duffel, about as much
weight as she wanted to carry over amountain.

Behind her, Natdie heard voices conversing in Spanish outside the supply tent's entrance.
He's coming in, Wilcox informed her as he listened to the man who spoke to the guard. Time to go.

Hustered by the sudden urgency, Nataie threw down her latest match and dropped to her kneesbeside
the pale square of moonlight that illuminated the hole sheld cut in the tent'srear wall. As she stuffed the
duffel through the opening, the dragonfly buzz of an opening zipper came from the front of the tent.

Natalie banged her head when she wriggled between the shelves, but she clamped her jaw on the cry of
pain. Once outside, she jackknifed to her feet, snatched up the bag, and started to run.

The water! Wilcox reminded her. We need the water!

Growling, Natdlie pivoted and doubled back afew steps, shooting her arm out to hook the handle of one
of thegdlon jugsthat dtill sat in the dust behind the supply tent. Dim light now shafted from the hole, and
staccato Spanish peppered the air. Natalie couldn't understand the words but suspected they werethe
sort not included in her CD lessons.

As she straightened, the counterweight of the water jug nearly tipped her over. In the second she took to
regain her balance, the ova blot of aman's head jutted out through the hole and swiveled toward her.
Natdie broke into a sprint, pursued by unintelligible curses.



She didn't dare to glance back until she'd reached her own tent. Before she could move aside the
suitcase to crawl through the hole, however, she heard the ratcheting hiss of someone unzipping her own
tent'sflap.

Natadie jerked back from the hole, peered at an angle through the narrow gap above the bag that hid the
opening. She saw aflashlight beam sweep the tent'sinterior until it fell upon the cot. The searchlight circle
lingered on the body sheld fashioned on the bed, on the tangled hair of the wig that covered the lump of
the decoy's head.

Natalie held her bresth.

Then the light withdrew and the tent door zipped shut.

What do we do now? she asked Wilcox, afraid to exhale.

Finish packing, hereplied asif reading the next item on a checklist.
What if those guys wake up everyone in camp?

They won't. They'll be too busy covering up the supply-tent break-in because they'll get blamed if
Azure finds out about it.

Thistheory didn't reassure Natalie much, but since she didn't have any better options, she reentered the
tent to prepare for the journey ahead. Wary of lighting her lantern, she fumbled in the dark until she
managed to get apair of batteriesinto the flashlight she'd stolen. She pulled the cot's blanket over her to
hide the light as she combed out her wig and wove itslocksinto along, swinging braid like those worn by
some of the women sheld seenin Cgamarca. She then darkened the wig's brown hair by sprinkling it
with some of the black dust sheld ground from her chalk.

Not to rush you, Wilcox gently admonished her, but if we don't leave at least three hours before
dawn, we might as well throw ourselves at Azure's feet and beg for mercy.

“I know, | know.” Natalie tucked one hem of the cot's blanket under the waist of her jeans. She
arranged the rough gray cloth around her legs until it formed afloor-length skirt. Not as colorful or
attractive as the ones sheld seen on the Peruvian women, but it might fool people from adistance,
especidly if they thought she was a poor farmer. There wasn't much she could do about her Doc
Martens, she didn't have a pair of sandaswith her, and she wasn't about to walk down amountain
barefoot.

She fattened her torso by putting on her down jacket, even though she worried that it might be too heavy
for hiking. In the Andes, it's better to be too hot than too cold, Wilcox cautioned her when she asked
him about it. The autumn's pretty temper ate this close to the equator, but it still gets chilly at night.

With the lower part of her costume complete, Natalie hitched the handle of her duffel bag onto her right
shoulder, then covered her upper body with Honorato's enormous poncho, which drooped past her hips.
Last of dl, shetaped her restyled wig to her scalp and topped it with the broad-brimmed hat she'd been
givenin Cgamarca

Natdie frowned as she checked her reflection in the compact mirror, twining thetal of her braid around
onefinger. The hair was okay, but her blackface complexion wouldn't fool anyone. And then, of course,
there were her eyes. Without her brown contact lenses, theirises stood out starkly in her face. Oh, well.



Sheld smply have to keegp anyone from getting agood look at her.
Timeto go, Wilcox sad.
“Yeah. Timetogo.”

Natalie shoved the compact into her jacket pocket and got on her hands and knees beside the hole in the
tent'swall. Likeamousein agranary that has overeaten and can't get out, she discovered that the
costume and duffel made her too big to fit through the opening. Grunting with exasperation, she pawed
through her bag until she found the razor so she could widen therip in the canvas.

At last, Natdie squirmed, grublike, out into the predawn chill. She held the jug of water in one hand, the
flashlight in the other, but she kept the light off as she skirted the perimeter of the degping camp. To
avoid passing anywhere near the supply tent, she headed in a southerly direction, which brought her to
the spot where she, Trent, and Honorato had first entered the tent village on horseback. From there, she
intended to retrace the trail they'd ridden to get there, taking her back to Celendin. At adiscreet distance
from the camp, she would switch on the flashlight and continue walking south.

No, Wilcox said, vetoing her plan. They'll expect you to go that way. It's the first place they'll hunt
for us.

Natalie stopped, surveyed the terrain. With only a clouded moon to brighten the night, one direction was
indistinguishable from another. The black outlines of the mountains nearly disappeared againgt the dark
field of the sky. “Okay, bwana. Which way should we go?’

North, toward Chachapoyas. They won't think you'll dare to go that way because you don't know
the country. If necessary, we can loop back south later, when we're sure they're no longer
following us.

“Yeah. And we could dso walk right off adiff if we're not careful.”

Then we'll have to be careful, won't we?

Natdierolled her eyes, wondering if thisWilcox wasredly any better than the last one. Angling the
flashlight beam toward the ground at her feet, she trudged in the wake of its drifting spot, stepping only
where it showed solid ground ahead of her. The hem of her improvised skirt got in her way, further
dowing her progress, and the water jug weighed on her hand like lead ballast.

Beforelong, she becamewinded in thethin air, yet when she paused to catch her breath, she found that
the camp was dtill visble, bardly fifty yards behind her. She could just make out the beacon of the
supply-tent guard's lantern amid the huddle of dark shelters.

Gresat. Not having dept since the previous night, she aready verged on exhaustion, and the trip had
bardly started.

Keep moving, Natalie, Wilcox urged. We've got a lot of miles to cover before dawn.

“Easy for you to say.” She swapped the water jug and flashlight to opposite hands, inhaled severd drags
of the cold air, and marched forward.

After crossing the plateau where sheld dapped Nathan Azure on the cheek, she picked her way over



rocks and gravel as she clung to the curve of the mountain's summit. The next time she glanced back, the
camp had disappeared from view.

17
A Long Night's Journey into Day

BEFORE SHE CAME TO THISMOUNTAINTOP, NATALIE had imagined that the Andes would
be thick with Amazonian jungle, canopied by denserain forest, or lush with verdant trees and vegetation,
like the photos sheld seen of the peaks surrounding Machu Picchu. But here in northern Peru, little grew
above the timberline except scrub brush and spiky ichu grass, which smelled rather like damp straw after
the recent rains. Although she was glad she didn't have to chop a path with a machete through miles of
hanging vines, the scenery grew as dreary and monotonous as Arctic tundra, especidly since she saw
only thethree-foot circle of ground illuminated by her flashlight.

Nataie soon logt dl sense of time. She expended her nervous energy traversing the uneven ground, until

the drudgery of planting each step seemed to drag on for minutes. Y et she aso sensed that the precious
hours before sunrise were dipping away from her, that at any moment shed hear the snort of horsesand
turn to see Azure and Romoldo grinning at her from their saddles.

The water jug turned from a nuisance into amenace. It wastoo big to fit in her duffe bag, but carrying it
strained the bicepsin both of her arms until they screamed from the ache. Far past the end of her
patience, Natdlie started to guzzle the water asmply to lighten the load.

Not so fast, Wilcox cautioned her. That water may have to last us for days.
“Couldn't we get some more from one of those rivers down below?’ she suggested.
Not unless you've got some iodine tablets handy to purify it.

She snarled but capped the jug and staggered onward. Her cumbersome disguise forced her to waddle,
penguinlike, over the doping terrain, and holding both the jug and flashlight made it difficult to use her
handsfor balance. Trying to answer nature's call outdoors whilein her getup actualy made her nostagic
for the trash-bag potty.

Only ayear ago, Nataie could have summoned Dan to help her cope with acrisslikethis. Not that he
knew any more than she did about Peru or Spanish or surviving in the wilderness, but at least he could
have cheered her on, roused her from despair with acorny joke. . . told her heloved her.

Anyone ever tell you you look good with that braid?

A amilefatered on her lips, sank into agrimace. The redlization that she would never again speak to Dan
inthislifedtll surprised her with its sudden pain. Every time she thought shewasfindly rid of it, something
would touch it, jabbing its splintered point into her heart.

Instead of Dan, she had to settle for the constant company of Abel Wilcox. He wasthe closest thing to a
native guide she had, and the dangers of these mountains made her afraid to be without his knowledge
even for aminute. Y et he was aso aconstant reminder of how she'd been duped. She had to give credit
to Abe— that isto say, Trent. The more she got to know the rea archaeologist, the more she saw that



Trent had Wilcox down.

“So how— did you— get roped into this?” Nataie puffed, climbing over an outcropping of rock. She
hoped talking would at least passthetime.

Azure convinced me Pizarro's treasure really existed, the professor confessed. It was like being told
| could check out books fromthe Library of Alexandria. | couldn't resist.

“But surely you could see what kind of person hewas.” Natdie didn't bother to disguise the skepticismin
her tone. “Y ou had to know held want to keep it dl for himsdlf.”

No, | didn't. | believed that he wanted the same thing | did—to see these priceless pieces of
history studied and preserved for humanity.

“Uh-huh. That'swhat he told me, too.”

But he had the knowledge, the passion! You see, in order to properly appreciate the significance of
the artifacts we were seeking—

“— you need to understand who the Incas were, what they accomplished . . . yes, I've heard this
lecture”

Trent. He said the name asif through clenched teeth. | guess now we can add plagiarismto hisrap
sheet.

“Itwasagood lecture,” Natdie said to console him. “If it means anything, | redly liked your book— "

She stepped on a patch of loose gravel, and her feet did out from under her. Her hands still clamped on
the flashlight and jug handle, she started skidding down the incline on her back.

Thejiggling circle of illumination cast by the flashlight did not extend as she accel erated down the dope.
Instead, she sped toward ajagged line that separated dusty earth from black uncertainty.

A ledge.

Unable to draw enough breath to shriek, Natalie flattened her arms against the ground and dug her hedls
into the dirt. Her skirt pulled loose from her jeans and Honorato's poncho scooped up soil, increasing the
drag. The soles of her Doc Martens plowed small furrows, pushing up atiny dune asthey crunchedto a
stop an inch from the precipice. Grit whispered off the ledge and into the vacuum below.

Natdie sprawled there, panting, unwilling to move lest she dip into the darkness that leered at her inthe
flashlight's beam.

Careful . Wilcox's advice was well meant, but entirely unnecessary.

Natdie nudged herself back from the edge, her heels bulldozing another trickle of dust into the void.
When sheld put a couple of feet between her and empty space, she jammed the flashlight into the loose
dirt and wedged the water jug between a couple of rocks. Fear subsided, leaving sucking tide pools of
fury at her own hel plessness, at the comical absurdity of her predicament. The silly costume, the
cliff-hanging brush with disaster— it could have been a scene from aHarold LIoyd movie.



Grunting with determination, Natalie yanked the blanket from her waist and flung it higher up the dope,
not really caring whether she ever saw it again. She then removed the leather belt from her jeans, looped
it through the handle of the water jug, and notched the buckle to create a strap that she hooked over her
shoulder.

With the water jug now dung againgt her Side, she snatched up the flashlight, flopped over onto her belly,
and clawed her way back up the incline in ageckolike crawl. When she madeit to firmer terra, Natalie
managed to rel ocate the blanket, which she folded and flung over her shoulder.

You should put that back on, Wilcox chided her. What if someone sees you?

“No one's going to see me before dawn, and in the meantime I'll move faster without it.” With one hand
free and her legs unrestricted, she improved both the speed and control of her stride. She could have
moved even fagter by lightening the load that chafed her shoulders.

“Why on earth did you want this stupid propane, anyway?’ Natalie imagined the joy she'd fed asshe
pitched those clattering metal canistersinto the chasm benegth her.

Sdlf-defense. The professor did not elaborate.
“What am | supposed to do? Clock Azure over the head with them?”

Although she had some doubts about the professor's master plan, Natdie had to hand it to him for
discovering thetrail over the mountain to its northern face. If, that is, one could actudly cdl it atrail, snce
it waslittle more than ashalow shdf barely wide enough for amule. Foot traffic had stamped it clear of
vegetation, while weather had beveled it smooth, eroding it to rubble in some places.

Her musclesjdlied by fatigue and her vision wavering on the verge of semiconsciousness, Natdie could
scarcely believe human beings had ever wanted to cross these miserable mountains. It appeared, though,
that the Incas and their ancestors had domesticated the entire Andean range, terracing every square inch
of arable farmland and blazing a path over every peak. Fegts of engineering upon which their
descendants il relied centuries|ater.

An entirdly different example of ancient construction awaited Natalie as she started down the tortuous
series of switchbacks that led down the mountain. Asthe sky brightened to agray twilight, she spotted a
sguare stone tower about two stories high, rooted on a plateau that overlooked the valley below.
Silhouetted againgt the rising mist of morning, it resembled a chess game's black rook.

A chullpa!l Wilcox exclaimed, jarring Nataie out of her somnambulant shuffle. We can rest there.
“What'sachaupa?’ she asked, not redlly caring aslong asit meant she could deep.

I'll be charitable and assume that was a joke. A chullpais a funerary tower of the Chavin period.
Pre-Incan, from about a thousand years B. C.

Natdie hdted, asif asniper in thetower'sturret had just aimed hisrifle a her. “Wait. Isthat ‘funerary’ as
in‘funerd,’ asin aplace where they put dead people?’

Correct.



She shook her head. “No way. | can't do my protective mantrawhile I'm adeep, and if al those souls
gart knocking at once, I'll have asaizure.”

Maybe. But I'd say dead people are the least of your worries, wouldn't you?

Natalie glanced eastward, where the bleak horizon presaged daybreak. Nathan Azure, she knew, rose at
dawn. How long would it be before he sent Trent to rouse her from her cot? How long would it take
them to form a search party once they discovered her tent was empty? Despite the night's grueling trek,
she had probably traveled fewer than three miles from camp— a distance they could cover in afraction
of the time on horseback.

She drew adeep draft of the insubstantia air and contemplated the sentindl pillar of stones before her.
Perhaps she would be safe there for afew hours, especidly if Wilcox continued to inhabit her. Whenever
she used to summon Dan, he'd been able to keep other soulsfrom invading her.

“All right, well go there, on one condition: you can't leave me while I'm adeep, even for asecond.”
Don't worry. A deal's a deal— I'm not going anywhere.

The mention of the ded sheld struck with him chilled her . . . or perhapsit was the morning damp
combined with the sheen of clammy sweat now drying benegath her coat and poncho. Natalie shook of f
thefeding and | eft thetrail, stalks of brush licking at her ankles as she headed toward the chullpa.

The tower stood about twenty feet tal, the masonry of itswalls thin and smple compared with the
hulking geometric bricks of the Ransom Room and other Incan constructions sheld seen. Rough dabs,
pasted together with crumbling mortar and small rocks, formed walls less than afoot thick. Tufts of stiff
grass bristled from its overgrown cornice. The tower's two levels each bore alow, open doorway, the
entrance to the upper story elevated afew feet above Natalie's head. She passed through the lower door
into adim chamber about eight feet square and six feet high.

Something cracked benegth her boots as she stepped onto the stone floor, and reflex made her stumble
back. As her eyes adjusted to the shadows, she could see that the gray and brown trapezoids scattered
at her feet were shards of shattered pottery. For an instant, she thought the white fragments were bits of
broken ceramic aswell. Then awful comprehension stopped her bresth.

They were bones. Tibiag, femurs, vertebrae, ulnae and radii, knuckles and toes. Nataie'sright foot
teetered on arib, and she jumped back. Human remains were the most powerful touchstones possible,
and souls could legp from them the way an eectric spark could arc from atedacail.

“The Lord is my shepherd; | shall not want,” Natdie sammered. “ He maketh me to lie down—"

Sop! Wilcox yelped, his presencein her mind aready receding as she invoked the protective mantra.
What're you doing?

Natalie snapped her mouth shut. “ Sorry. But if anyone knocks, tell ‘em there's no room at theinn. My
body isntaMotd 6.”

| know. Three's a crowd.



“Two's acrowd. Three'sadisaster.” She kicked bones out of her way, inching forward asif the floor
rippled with crawling rats. When shedd made her way to the room's | eft front corner, she used her foot to
sweep aspace clear on the floor, out of view of the door.

With the oasis of deep in reach before her, Natalie felt the last of her adrendine evaporate. Relieved of
duty, her legsfolded, dropping her into asitting position. Her empty stomach rumbled, but she couldn't
imagine mustering the strength to eat. Her head nodded forward, shaking her awake before she even
realized she'd closed her eyes.

After setting aside her bag and water jug, Natdie placed the folded blanket on the floor for apillow and
stretched out on thetomb's glacid, unyielding floor. As a precaution against despairing dreams, shetried
to think of Callie, of her father's recovery, of the comforts of home, but her consciousness collgpsed like
acondemned building, burying her under itsruin.

* * *

Abe Wilcox waited for dmost an hour after Natalie dozed off before he cautioudy opened her eyes. The
light dilated her pupils but did not penetrate her dreamless dumber.

When her will did not restrain him, Wilcox dowly lifted her dack body upright. He studied her hands,
which were graceful even when filthy with chalk dust and dirt. He spread the fingers, closed them—
once, twice. For practice.

He did not risk moving any more on that occasion, but instead lay back on the blanket and shut her eyes
again. Unliketheliving, however, he had no need of deep, so he occupied the vacant hours of
Lindstrom's dormancy by listing every item of Incan gold or siver he could recdl from the Spaniards
catalogs of their conquest.

18
TheCarrot and the Stick

TRENT DID NOT SMILE THAT DAY. AFTER REPORTING to the boss that Natalie had escaped,
he didn't dare. Nathan Azure boiled with arage beyond al hope of appeasement.

They stood together in the center of camp, arms folded in impotent suspense asthey waited for their
appointed posse to return with news. “We've accounted for al the horses,” Trent said in weak
consolation. “ She can't have gone far on foot.”

“Redlly!” Lethd sarcasm serrated the casualness of Azure'stone. “Wadll, you didn't think sheld get away
from usin thefirg place, but shedid, didn't she?’

You didn't think she'd have the cojones to do it, did you, you arrogant twit? Trent thought, although
he'd never say so out loud. Instead, he bowed his head, commiserating with the bossin judicious silence.
Inside, he didn't know how he should feel— whether to be glad that Natalie was out of Azure's clutches
or to be devastated by the thought that she had recognized him for the impostor he was.

Honorato and Alberto cantered into camp from the south. They had athird horse tethered behind them,
but its saddle was vacant.



“Nada,” Honorato reported. His face betrayed neither disappointment nor fear.

“Brilliant.” Thefrown lines at the corners of Azure's mouth degpend until he looked like his grimacing
burial mask. “ Assemble the men. Then prepare Juan and bring him here.”

Azure hadn't deigned to look at his chief lackey, but he had spoken the command in English. Controlling
his breath so the boss wouldn't hear him sigh, Trent went to round up the Peruvians. That was easy
enough, athough he couldn't find Romoldo, damn him. Romoldo could have handled Juan— it was his
kind of job. Now Trent would haveto ded withit.

Or, rather, Nick would.

Approaching Juan's tent, Trent inhaled deeply, hardened hisfeatures as he went into character. Problem
was, he had nothing against Juan. The man was hardworking, obedient, and harmless— a smdl-time
cocafarmer with afamily of saven children, al under the age of ten. Redlly, it was only bad luck that he
happened to be guarding the supply tent the previous night. It wasn't his fault Natalie had escaped, yet
Azure wanted to make an example of himin front of the other men.

The fact made Trent'stask harder. So did his rudimentary fluency in Spanish, for, try as he might to
ignoreit, he could still understand Juan's pathetic begging as he pinioned the man'sarms and cinched a
rope tight around them.

“iPor favor, sefior! jPor € amor de Dios!”

Come on, Nick, Trent thought. He stuffed adirty washcloth in Juan's mouth to stifle his pleas before
dragging him outside. He made sure the rag didn't block Juan's windpipe, however, for the boss would
be furiousif the man choked to desth.

“Asyou know, the bruja has escaped.” Although Azure addressed the gathered hirelingsin perfect
Peruvian didect, his Spanish il dripped with British condescension. “1 will give three hundred thousand
nuevos soles to the man who finds her. She must not be harmed.”

He cued Trent with aglare, and the latter muscled Juan up in front of the crowd, ripped open the front of
the condemned man's shirt.

“Three hundred thousand nuevos solesto you if you bring the bruja back dive.” Azure hammered the
words like spikes. “Buit if you kill her or dlow her to escapeagain . . .”

He stepped back from Trent; the experience with Wilcox had taught the Englishman to keep his distance
from bleeding men.

Trent drew abowie knife from the sheath on hisbelt. He would have preferred the quick efficiency of a
gun, but the boss ingsted on an execution that would “make an impression.”

Doit, Nick. It's only another job.

Tightening the chokehold he had on the Peruvian's neck to stop hiswriggling, Trent dit aseries of
wheezing red gills between the ribs of Juan's bare chest. He carefully avoided piercing the heart or the
aorta, for the goa wasto deay the end until Juan elther bled to death or asphyxiated from hislungs
inability to draw bregth.



Trent let go of the bound Peruvian, who staggered toward his countrymen, leaking life and beseeching
them with bugged eyes. They shrank from him, and Juan toppled to the ground. Nathan Azure wasthe
only one who didn't watch him gasping there, thickening the dust benesth him to maroon mud.

“Arethere any questions?’ The Englishman arched his eyebrows expectantly, like amanager a a staff
mesting.

“Y our money ismine, gringo,” avoice shouted in Spanish. “1 have found your bruja.”

Trent and the other men tore their attention from Juan to see Romoldo standing at the north end of the
camp, grinning.

“I am not in amood for jokes,” Azure said.
“Neither am |,” Romoldo shot back. “Come. | will show you.”

Azure refused to move for amoment, asif unwilling to comply with anyone e se's command. He relented,
though, and the rest of the men trailed him as he followed Romoldo out of camp. As Trent dipped out of
the cold detachment of Nick's character, he cast a queasy glance back at Juan, who still quivered inthe
dirt like aflayed rabbit.

About thirty feet outside the camp's clearing, Romoldo sat on his haunches among the pincushion patches
of grass. Heraised his hand to halt Azure and the others before they trod on the moist soil in front of him.
“You see?’

He pointed at the tracks imprinted there— the tread of what were probably the only Doc Marten boots
in Peru.

Trent masked his concern. Move fast, Natalie, he thought.

Azureslips whitened, and he squinted at the mountains to the north. “\Where the devil are you going,
Lindstrom?’ he murmured in English.

“I will find her,” Romoldo answered in Spanish, asif held understood Azure's question. “1 will bring her
toyou dive.” Hedrew himsdf up to hisfull height, an inch taler than the tycoon. “Have the money ready
when | return.”

“He has not found her yet.” Honorato nudged his way to the front of the crowd, locked eyeswith
Romoldo. “The money should go to the onewho getsthe bruja first.”

Nathan Azure evaluated both of them, looking dmost pleased. “Very wel. May the best man win.”

19
Sikiyta Muchay

THEY'RE COMING, NATALIE.



The words shivered her out of deep, asif someone had yanked a set of bedcovers off her. Moaning, she
rolled onto her back, pinching her eyelids shut to filter out the unwanted light. “What?’

They'll be here soon, Wilcox said. We've got to move.

Shetried to St up, but every joint in her body squealed with Tin Man stiffness. Allowing her head to sag
back onto the folded blanket, Natalie wanted nothing more than to crawl back into the womb of deep.
“Plesse. . . just afew more minutes.”

I'm not a snooze alarm. Get up.

She levered hersdlf upright, her entire body aching asif it were one enormous bruise. “Do | get breskfast
a lesst?”

You can eat and walk at the same time, can't you?

“Yeah. | suppose| can.” Natalietook out a couple of energy bars, then shouldered her bag and the
water bottle. They weighed on her like amilkmaid's yoke.

And put the skirt on, in case they see you.

She snatched up the gray blanket and shook it. “It dows me down! And if they see me, this* skirt' isn't
going to save my sorry hide.”

No, it won't— I will. Now put it on.

“Fine!” She swathed her legswith the blanket, stuffed the hem under thewaist of her jeans. * Satisfied?”
Not while Nathan Azure walks the earth. But all thingsin good time.

“Whatever.” Taking careto step only on the path sheld cleared of bones, Nataie Ieft the chullpa’s burid
chamber. Outside, she tore one of the energy-bar wrappers open with her teeth, wolfing its contents so
fast that she coughed half-chewed morsals as she tramped back to the trail down the mountain.

Her limbsloosened up a bit as she got moving, but her calves and shins smarted from resisting the
constant gravitationa drag of the dope. The dant aso wedged her toesinto the fronts of her Doc
Martens, which chafed her skin until it blistered. A mile of back-and-forth hiking adong the switchbacks
equaed adescent of only afew hundred feet, making progress amost imperceptible.

Thisis good, Wilcox assured her. Theincline will be treacherous for the horses. They'll have to
slow down, maybe even dismount to lead them by the reins.

“Swll. I'll— keep that— in mind.” She paused a acurve, gasping to inhae enough air beforeforging
down the next dope. Every time she even thought about stopping to rest, Wilcox whipped her on,
reminding her that “they” would soon nip at her hedslike apack of baying bloodhounds.

Instead of dissipating during the day, the morning mist in the valey congedled into athick cod-dust fog
that dampened Natalie's face and clothes as she passed into the cloud layer.

Poor visibility will only help us, Wilcox promised.



“Funny how everything that sucks seemsto be good for us.” Natalie switched on her flashlight to make
sure shedidn't lose thetrall. “Imagine how wonderful an earthquake or flood would be.”

Careful what you wish for. It looks like rain.
“Perfect! | thought fall was supposed to bethe dry season in Peru.”
That's a generalization, Wilcox informed her, not a guarantee.

“Now you tell me.” Natdie started on another nutrition bar, her fourth of the day. Two for breakfast,
two for lunch . . . and a sensible dinner! shethought, already sick of the dudgy chocolate coating and
medy filling.

A trickle of pebbles hailed down from above. Natalie shot a glance up the mountainside but could see
nothing through the fog. She listened, but the mist seemed to deaden sound. Still . . . wasthat the hollow
scuffle of ahorse's hooves on stone?

Let's get a move on, Wilcox said. He needn't have bothered, for Natalie was dready hiking down the
trall faster than ever.

At lagt, thetrail bottomed out in aravine, through which anarrow river meandered. Now below the
timberline, Natalie began to see afew scattered banana and eucayptus trees growing wherever the
ground leveled off. A twitch of brown aong the riverbank caught her eye, then another and another. A
dozen or more animalslifted their triangular headsto look back at her, pointy ears pricked up. They
possessed bodies like deer, but their breasts and bellies were covered with shaggy white wool. “What
arethose?’ she wondered aoud.

Vicunial Wilcox murmured. | didn't think any wild herds existed this far north. Finest wool in the
world, so they tell me.

AsNatdie marveled a them, the herd turned as one and fled. “But | thought you said a pacas had the
finest wool.”

The professor seemed nonplussed. | never said that.

“Oh. My mistake.” Natalie flushed asif sheld shrieked the wrong man's name while making love. For an
ingtant, sheld forgotten which Wilcox had given Cdlie her stuffed dpaca. The smilarities between the two
of them.. . . dl thethingsthat so attracted her to “Abe.” If Abd Wilcox were dtill dive, would she have
been as attracted to him as she wasto Trent?

Shewould never know now. Nathan Azure had seen to that.

Taking aswig from the water bottle, Natalie was aarmed to see that she had gulped more than half its
contents during the descent, and she had no idea how much farther she had to hike to get to another
supply of pure drinking water. Water, water everywhere, nor any drop to drink, shethought, recalling
“The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.”

“Well, bwana, where do we go from here?’ she asked.

Head east. You're bound to hit the road to Chachapoyas eventually.



“How do you know that? Y ou don't even know where we are.”

There aren't that many roads in this part of the country, Wilcox explained. If the camp was north
of the route from Cajamarca to Chachapoyas, as you described, traveling east should take us
there.

“If that'strue, how long will it take usto get to the next town?’

| don't know. Maybe hours. Maybe days.

“I see.” Natalie had to lock her kneesto keep her rubbery legs from collapsing. Her toes stung with each
step, their blisters popped and skinned from the flesh, so that she hobbled asif walking on tilts. She
craved afew minutes rest but didn't sit down for fear she might not be ableto get up again. The
possibility that she might have to walk another twenty or thirty miles made her want to wait there for
Nathan Azure's goonsto pick her up. At least then she'd get aride.

A soft dripping on the brim of her hat signaled the arrival of athundershower.

“Fabulous.” Natalie bowed her head to shield her eyes from the raindrops and shuffled forward, her face
twitching from the painin her fet, the sorenessin her limbs.

Following atrail that pardlded theriver and ran roughly perpendicular to the northern face of the
mountain, she came to an ancient stone bridge that spanned the stream. The shower thickened to a
downpour, the machine-gun rhythm on her hat so deafening that Natdie couldn't distinguish the plash of
the horses hoofbesats until they were right behind her.

Don't run and don't look back, Wilcox said. Just keep walking.

Nataie doubted whether she could have run at that point, much asingtinct impelled her to flight. Instead,
she trudged onto the bridge, clutching her duffel bag and water bottle close to her sides and hoping no
part of them stuck out from underneath the canopy of Honorato's poncho.

“iAl, bruja! jAlto!” Natdie recognized the vulgar familiarity of the voice behind her.

Romoldo.

Ignore him, Wilcox urged. Keep walking.

She heard the clop and splash of the horses— two of them— asthey stepped onto the bridge behind
her.

When she didn't respond, Romoldo evidently began to doubt whether she was the bruja he sought.
“iAl, chical” hecdled with rdative courtesy. “ Alto, por favor.”

Please. . . let metalk to him.
The request rattled Natdie. She dill didn't entirely trust Wilcox and had so far resisted ceding full control
of her body to him. But she couldn't speak Spanish well enough to fool anative like Romoldo. The

professor was her only chance of making her Peruvian disguise work.

With no time to debate, Natalie focused on her spectator mantra, which had been looping through her



brain for so long that it had become background noise to her thoughts. A seductive reprieve from pain
followed as she disconnected from the sensation in her flesh.

Lifeisbut adream. . .
“Al, chica—"
“ Skiyta muchay!” Natalie heard herself say, shouting loud enough to be heard without turning her face

to the men. She didn't understand the words but knew it wasn't Spanish. Perhapsit was that tongue used
by thelocadsin Cgamarca— the language of the Incas.

Romoldo must have comprehended the exclamation, for he laughed and made rude smooching sounds

with hislips. He barked a question at her, and Wilcox replied in rapid Spanish as he continued to walk.
Natalie saw that she was approaching the end of the bridge, but she no longer commanded the feet that
moved her.

Behind her, Romoldo swapped heated words with his companion, whose voice Nataie couldn't place. A
moment later she heard the snap of reins and awhip. When Wilcox inclined her head to glance back, she
saw the two Peruvianstrotting their horses back up thetrail toward the mountain.

They're gone now, Natalietold Wilcox. I'll take it from here. She detested peering out through the
mask of her own face, seeing and hearing everything yet powerlessto act.

Wilcox gave agood-natured chuckle. “I thought you'd appreciate the break. But suit yoursalf.”

She concentrated on the mantra again, and Wilcox dipped back into the recesses of her mind. The
renewed misery of cold, weary, aching flesh weighted Natdie like sopping wet clothing. “What did you

say to them, anyway?’

Skiytamuchay. It's Quechua. | figured it would fool them because they'd never believe that a
gringalike you would know how to speak it.

“And what doesit mean?’
Kissmy a—
“Charming. What other garbage did you put in my mouth?’

They asked if I'd seen anyone else on thistrail. | told them I'd been walking it for hours and saw
no one. They must have thought you didn't make it this far and decided to backtrack.

“Thank heaven for amd| favors.”

They'll be back, you know. Azure won't give up, ever. If worst comesto worst . . . Wilcox paused,
ether from indecision or for dramatic effect. We might have to kill him.

Natdie hdted, her damp skin goose-pimpling benegath the piled layers of her disguise. Wilcox had
spoken the unspeakable.

In the abstract, Natalie had admitted to herself that, in order to escape, she might have to take someone's
life. But the redlity of killing anyone— even amonster like Nathan Azure— gppalled her. Indl her years



inlaw enforcement, she had never killed anyone, not even Evan Markham, the Violet Killer, who had
abducted and nearly murdered her. For aViolet, taking ahuman life meant forging an implacable
quantum bond with that person’s soul. Just as Horace Rendell now returned to persecute Cdllie, Nathan
Azure would cometo Natalie in ceasaless retribution, to knock and knock and knock.

Still, she needed to get home, back to Callie. If that meant killing Azure. ..

“I don't want to hurt anybody,” Natdie pleaded, gazing glumly &t the trail turning to dop infront of her. “I
just want to get out of here.”

She ssomped on through the mud, trying to think of nothing but the next mile toward home.

20
Room for a Bruja

WILCOX WOULD NOT LET HER FORGET ABOUT Nathan Azure, however. Much as Arabdla
Madison had done, he spoke to Natalie in the rational, concerned tone of an older sibling, implanting
ideasthat seemed like her own to her weary brain.

I'm afraid you won't be able to get away from Azure by making it back to the Sates. He knows
whereyou live. You . . . and your daughter.

“Hekilled you. Helll gotojall.” Natdietrained her flashlight beam on thetrall immediately in front of her,
scanning for a safe place to step amid the cascade of runoff pouring down theincline. A bead curtain of
rain dripped from the brim of her hat, obscuring her view.

Hewon't go to jail if he getsto you or your family first.
Natalie dipped, wobbled, sank her handsin the mud to steady hersalf. “ Shut up about my family!”

I'msorry. | just thought | should be honest with you. He'll do whatever it takes to get you to
cooper ate.

She got up, chest heaving, and held her quivering armsin the downpour to wash the dime from her hands
and flashlight. Wilcox's arguments began to burrow into her brain: Hadn't it redly been luck more than
scruplesthat had kept her from killing anyone before now? If shedd had to, wouldn't she have killed Evan
Markham in order to save her own life? If the only way to keep Vincent Thresher from murdering Cdlie
had been to kill his puppet Violet Lyman Pearsall, wouldn't she have done so, without hesitation? How
was Nathan Azure any different?

Too tired to slence Wilcox by force, Natalie tried to defuse his reasoning with logic. “ Eveniif | wanted to
kill Azure, how could 1?7 He has at least twenty men guarding him.”

Smple. We set atrap for him.
Natalie plunged her right foot ankle-deep in muck and waded forward. “ And how do we do that?’

We lure him with the thing he wants most.



13 Me?i
No. Pizarro's gold.
“That would be swdll if we knew whereit was.”

That cave you drew from Pizarro's memory. Azure will believe the treasure is there, whether it is
or not.

“And how do wefind the stupid cave?’
Thereareways. . .

The silt beneath Natali€'s boot gave way, and she flopped facedown onto the flooded path, drenching
her aready sodden poncho.

It's almost dark, Wilcox observed as she pushed hersdaf upright. We'd better find shelter for the
night.

“I KNOW THAT! JUST GIVEME A MINUTE!”
Sorry.

Although not given to weeping, Natdie sagged on her knees with the water svamping her skirt and
walled. Her skinfelt as shriveled and rubbery as a deflated balloon, and she couldn't stop shivering from
the cold water that soaked into every crevice of her body. If she died out here tonight, her corpse might
never be discovered and identified. The next time she saw Calie would be when her daughter summoned
her from limbo . . . provided she even wanted to summon Natdie. Cdlie might spend therest of her life
hating the mother who had abandoned her, the way Natalie had resented her father for surrendering her
to the Schoal.

Courage, Natalie, Wilcox quietly urged. You've made it thisfar. Don't give up now.

His gentle comfort reminded her of Dan— braced her. Without bothering to wipe the tearsfrom her
rainswept face, she dogged forward, making a solemn vow to hersdf. Shewould not die here. She
would get home to be amother to Callie— no matter what she had to do to get there.

* * *

Nataie had followed thetrail through the gorge and amost athousand feet up the side of another
mountain when she caught sight of the row of squat sone dwelings built flush against the mountainsde.
For amoment, she thought that they must be abandoned ruinslikethe chullpa . . . or possibly anillusion
invented by her desperation. But these houses possessed doors of galvanized sheet meta and thatched
roofsthat shed the rain, and the walls proved solid when she stumbled up to touch them.

Maybe you should let me handle this, Wilcox suggested when she moved toward the door of the first
housein thevillage.

“No.” Natdie dug through her bag, dribbling yelow illumination into it from the fading flashlight and



whimpering when she couldn't find what she wanted. Findly she located the pocketbook containing her
Peruvian currency, which she kept folded in her fist as she pounded on the door of the hut. * j Socorrol
Help me, please!”

The door opened outward half afoot and a man with dicked-back black hair peered out at her over the
flame of the candlein hishand. “ ¢ Qué quieres?”

“I'mlogt. Uh. .. estoy perdida. Quiero una habitacion.” She held up the cash, the bills aready limp
with rainwater. “ Tengo dinero.”

Showing little interest in the money, the man lifted the candle to her face. His dark eyeswidened and he
stepped back from the door, beckoning her insde.

Other than afaint orange glow from the embers beneath an earthenware cooking pot, the man's candle
was the only light source in the one-room abode. As he moved toward the opposite corner, the flame
reved ed the dim outlines of two metal-frame beds, upon which sat a stocky young woman and two
round-faced children, al wearing knitted sweaters. They al stared at Natdie, the younger of the kids
rubbing her eyesasif ill haf-adeep.

The woman— presumably the man's wife— babbled a question to him, her fearful gaze fixed on the
stranger now dripping water on their dirt floor. He responded in alow tone, indicating his eyeswith his
fingers and then pointing to Nataie. Hiswife nodded, regarding Nataie with something akin to awe.

Items of clothing lay draped over the wooden rafters that supported the roof, and the woman pulled
down asweater and skirt and presented them to her guest. Shivering convulsively, Natdie wavered
about whether she should take the clothes, for the woman spoke too quickly for her to understand.

She wants to know if you'd like to change out of your wet things, Wilcox trandated helpfully.

“Uh...” Natdie scanned the room for a private place to undress, then cast a bashful glance toward the
children,

Their father evidently sensed her discomfort. Pouring wax from the candl€stip to fix its base, he planted
it upright on an adjacent table and tapped the boy and girl on their shoulders, commanding them to
emulate him as hefaced thewadll.

Natalie took the sweater and skirt and bowed her head to the woman. “ Gracias.”

Despite the family's courtesy, sheleft her braand panties on when she disrobed. The woman set aside
Natalie's duffel bag and hung her damp clothes on the rafter above the cooking fire where they would dry
faster, then gestured to the pot below. “ ¢ Tienes hambre?”

Natalie nodded, her body already warming benegath the dry woolen garments. She didn't care what was
inthe pot aslong asit was edible.

The woman spooned some kind of soup into abowl and passed it to her. The room lacked chairs, but a
long plank placed across two large bricks served as a bench where Natalie sat and scooped soup into
her mouth. She was so intent on consuming the watery potato concoction that she had nearly emptied the
bowl before she noticed that the entire family was staring at her again.



Abruptly recovering her manners, she put her spoon down and cleared her throat. “ Me llamo Natalie
Lindstrom. ¢Como se llama?”’

The woman, who had returned to her husband's side, exchanged a glance with him, asif conferring about
whether they should divulge such persond informetion.

“Felipe Avila.” He put ahand to his chest, then pointed to hiswife, son, and daughter in turn.
“ Santusa. Julian. Rafaela. Y Isabel.” He patted one end of atiny hammock stretched between the two
beds, which Natalie had not noticed before. A deeping baby girl evidently nestled initsfold.

Natalie smiled, hadtily riffling through her menta file of phrases gleaned from her Spanish CD lessons. “ Yo
soy de los Estados Unidos.”

Felipenodded. “ S

The conversation stalled. Natdie struggled to put together words to express her gratitude to the family for
giving her shelter, but before she could speak, the boy, Julian, piped up, an excited grin on hisface. The
only word Natalie caught was bruja before Santusa shushed her son with areproachful look. He must
have overheard his parents discussing the witch who had entered their home.

He wants to know if you're really a bruja, Wilcox said when Natalie failed to answer. Snce they've
offered us this hospitality based on the belief that you are a bruja, | suggest you answer yes.

She briefly debated the matter with her conscience. Fear of being cast back out into the storm
outweighed her aversonto lying. “ Si. Estoy una bruja.”

The girl, Rafagla, chirped aquestion over her parents scolding.

“ Can you cast a spell on Pablo Sarete?” Wilcox trandated, warm amusement in hisrendition. “ He's
alwaysteasing me and pulling my hair.” Are you sure you don't want me to speak for you?

No, Natdiedlently replied. Be my interpreter. Tell me how to say what | want to say.
As you wish.

The system was awkward, rather like the time-delayed dubbing in low-budget foreign films. The Avilas
gave Natalie odd |ooks whenever they had to wait for her to reply, but at least she was able to
communicate with them without giving mastery of her mouth to Wilcox.

As she suspected, the family had just retired for the night when she arrived. Natalie was only too happy
to go Straight to deep after her supper. Felipe and Santusaingsted that she should take their bed, but she
refused, assuring them that she would be more than content to lie on the floor for the night. Santusa gave
her aheap of extra ponchosto spread over the dirt and to cover her for warmth.

Despite the padding, the floor was hard on Natalie's back, but it was better than napping among the
bonesin the chullpa. Cocooned in the woolen security of the ponchos and lulled by the humanity of the
Avilafamily, Natalie alowed her battered mental barricades against exhaustion to collapse. She dropped
into unconsciousness even before Fdlipe extinguished the candle.

* * %



For more than an hour, Abel Wilcox alowed Natdie's degping body to remain till. He did not stir until
he heard a chorus of snoring from the other side of the room.

Satidfied that the Avilafamily had al dozed off, Wilcox eased Natdie into aSitting position. With
adolescent guilt, he ran her hands down the shapely curves of her body. She was a beautiful woman—
smart, kind, and witty, too, from what held gathered so far. If things had gone differently . . .

Her face tightened with hisbitterness. Azure had denied him that treasure, too.

Wilcox paused to make sure that the movement had not roused Nataie to consciousness, then rose and
padded over the dusty floor to the corner where Santusa had placed Natali€'s bag. Only afew embers
gtill smoldered in the adjacent cooking fire, providing scant light for Wilcox to find what he needed.
Working mostly by touch, he snaked Lindstrom's hand into the duffel until he located the flashlight.

Wilcox darted a glance toward the two beds hidden in darkness across the room. Would the light wake
them? Then he smiled at his own skittishness. He kept forgetting that he now looked like Natdie. If
Santusa and Felipe woke, they would see the bruja going through her own belongings— and what could
be more naturd ?*“ My feet are cold,” he would tell them, “and | want apair of socks.”

Nevertheless, Wilcox hunched over the flashlight and dipped it deep into the bag to block as much of the
sckly yellow glow as possible. He didn't want to risk an interruption that might jar Lindstrom into
awareness.

When hefailed to find the item he sought in the duffel's main compartment, he searched the zippered sde
pocket until he felt the rectangular edges of aframe. Aningtant under the flashlight's beam confirmed the
photo's subject.

A pretty girl with brown hair and violet eyes, grinning over six candles on abirthday cake.

Seeing Natalie's daughter made him wince. He didn't want any harm to cometo ether thegirl or her
mother. But they were dready involved— dready in danger— whether they liked it or not.

You'll be doing them both a favor, hetold himsdif.

The picturein his grasp, Wilcox zipped up the duffd, put the flashlight back in the bag, and crept over to
the plank bench. Crouching there, he placed the framed photo on the floor benesth the plank— out of
view, but not too difficult for Azures men to find. Another bread crumb in thetrall he wasleaving for the
tycoon to follow.

Although he could not enjoy the dumber of the living, Wilcox settled into the deep of thejust ashe
reclined on the floor, pulled the ponchos up to Lindstrom's chin, and shut her eyes. He would find the
ransom that Francisco Pizarro had plundered from Atahua pa. 1t was his right— he had sacrificed hislife
to save that piece of history. And he would do whatever it took to make sure that Nathan Azure never
possessed it.

21
The Brujo Will See'You Now



NATALIE WAS SO EXHAUSTED THAT SHE DID NOT HEAR the bang of the hut's door asit flew
open in the hours before dawn. It took Santusa's shriek to rip her from the snug isolation of deep.

“ ¢Donde esta la bruja?”

Without Sitting up, Natdie glanced in the direction of the voice. Two bright flashlights svept the room.
One beam cameto rest on Fdlipe, who ssammered in fearful indignation as the baby caterwauled in the
hammock beside him. Natalie scanned for an aternate way out, but the stone house had no windows and
the intruders blocked the only door.

The second flashlight beam darted toward the floor, fixed upon Natalie's face. She snapped her violet
eyes shut but not before she caught a glimpse of the broad-shouldered outline of the man behind the
flashlight.

“Nada,” hisgruff voiceintoned.

The reddish glare faded from Natalie's eydlids and she chanced alook toward the man, who had now
turned his back to her. His companion sputtered a protest, shining his own light on the damp jeans and
black T-shirt that hung above the cooking fire. The first man shook his head, scoffed aterse dismissal,
and herded his partner out the door, coincidentally blocking hisview of Natalie.

Honorato, she thought.

On the opposite side of the room, Santusa cooed to the yelping children while Felipe struggled to strike a
match with his shaking fingers. When hefindly got the candle dight, he brought it within afoot of
Natalie's face, stuttering at her faster than she could comprehend, much less answer.

He wants to know who those men were, Wilcox said. If they mean to harm his family, he orders
you to leave now.

It's about time you spoke up! Nataie complained. Where were you when | needed you a minute
ago?

Sorry. You said you wanted to do all the talking. Speaking of which, | think you'd better give
Felipe an explanation soon. He looks like he's about to have a coronary.

Shelet her mouth fall open, but Fdlipe kept shouting at her, hiseyes quivering asif hewere afraid to
blink. What should | tell him? she asked Wilcox.

You'd better let me talk. It's too complex to dictate.
Sheinhaded abreath and focused on her spectator mantra. All right . . .

Her mouth closed as her expression firmed from befuddlement to confidence. A stream of fluent Spanish
flowed from her lips, of which Natalie understood about one word infive.

Her sudden eloquence only agitated Felipe, asif aburglar hed apprehended turned out to be ademon in
disguise. Hefired saverd questions back at her that Wilcox calmly answered, pointing to her violet irises
to underscore hisassertions. A look of capitulation on his face, Felipe sighed acommand to Santusa,
who rose and reignited the cooking fire. Although it could not have been past four in the morning, there
would be no more deep for any of them that night.



What did you tell him? Natalie demanded as she wrested control from the professor.

The truth. | said that evil gringos had come to steal Peruvian gold and that you needed the help of
another brujo to stop them.

| do,do1?

Yes. That iswhy Felipe will help us obtain transportation to Tingo, where the nearest local brujo
lives.

And how can he help us stop the “ evil gringos” ?
He will help us bait our trap with Pizarro's gold.
Wonderful.

Santusa offered her acouple of triangular rollsand abowl of coffee. The coffee was thin and laced with
sugar, but Natalie savored it asif it were atriple espresso. She needed all the strength the wesk caffeine
could offer and even wished she could supplement it with acup of cocatea.

Since her clothes had not completely dried, Santusa permitted her to keep the sweater and skirt she had
borrowed the previous night. Natalie pressed her to take al the cash she had as compensation, but
Santusawould accept only acouple of the scraggly bills. “Y ou will need money for the horse and the
truck,” she said asWilcox trandated for Natdie.

Santusawas right. Only one man in the village owned apair of horses, and he extracted afeeto help her
rideto the only man in twenty mileswho owned amotorized vehicle. He, in turn, charged for the privilege
of chauffeuring her down the long dirt road to Tingo in a dented Ford pickup with busted shocks.

Hardly more than avillageitself, Tingo boasted such civic landmarks as achurch, aschool, and a“ hedlth
post,” atiny cube of whitewashed wallsin the center of town that served asamedical clinic. Felipe had

instructed Natalie to seek the brujo there, so she asked the pickup driver to drop her off at the post's
door.

You'd better let me do the talking, Wilcox advised her asthe truck drove off.

“How did | know you were going to say that?’ Natdie adjusted Honorato's poncho to make sure it
covered her duffel bag.

If the brujo thinks we're trying to find the gold for ourselves, he won't help us. | have to convince
him that we need to get to the gold first in order to prevent the gringos from getting it. Besides.. . .
only | can speak Quechua.

“The brujo only speaks Quechua?’

No. But the Incas only speak Quechua.

“The Incas? What do you think you're doing?’

Never mind. You'll see.



“That'swhat I'm afraid of.” A passing woman stared at her for talking to hersdlf; Natdie gave her an
awkward smile. “I'll let you talk, but only if you trandate everything for me.” To avoid arousing the
brujo's suspicion, she made the transition to Wilcox's control before they entered the office.

Inside, the hedlth post waslittle more than aroom with an examining table, amedicine cabinet, adoctor's
scae, and aset of mostly barren shelves. A boy no older than five lay on the table, his eyes half-lidded
with the lassitude of illness. An aged man in awhite smock stood over him, swinging the cross of arosary
over the boy's body and keening either aprayer or an incantation. A woman in aplaid skirt and orange
cardigan, presumably the boy's mother, watched from the side, head bowed, hands clasped before her
mouth.

When the man finished hisritud, he went to the medicine cabinet and took out asmall plagtic vid of pills.
He tapped the bottle and gave ingtructions to the woman, holding up two fingers, when he happened to
glance at Natdiefor thefirgt time.

The purple eyes shonein his brown face as bright astwin orchids.

He'sa Violet? Natalie asked Wilcox in shock. She had been expecting some charlatan medicine man.
Of course, the professor said. Registered with the government, same as with the N-double-A-C-C,
which iswhy Azure didn't use him. Because of their spiritual status in the community, conduitsin

Peru tend to get pushed into careers as healers, too. People think they have magical powers.

The brujo appeared to be as surprised to see Natalie as she was to see him, for he broke off his
directionsto the boy's mother and it took him several secondsto recover histrain of thought.

“Do | have the honor of addressing Sefior Topa?’ Wilcox asked him once the woman had departed with
her son. The professor mentally converted the ensuing conversation to English for Natali€e's benefit.

“Yes” the brujo answered. “And | am pleased to make your acquaintance, Dofia. . . 7’

“Lindstrom. Natalie Lindstrom.” Wilcox nodded toward the medicine cabinet with awry smile. “I see
you do not rely on the saints and spiritsadonein your heading.”

“Themedicine can hed,” Sefior Topareplied, “but only if the saints and spiritsalow it. How may | help
you?”

“Some gringo archaeol ogists have come to plunder the tombs of your ancestors. They wanted meto
help them, but | refused and escaped. Now | fear that they may find the tombs on their own.”

The creases at the Sides of the brujo's mouth deepened. Hisjet-black hair contrasted with his crinkled
eyes and weathered forehead, suggesting that the duties of his position had aged him prematurely. “Y ou
tell me nothing new. People are dways defiling the graves of the Incas. What can | do to stop it?’

“Y ou can hdp mefind the tomb firgt. | will sedl it so that no onewill ever desecrateit.”

“How do | know you are not trying to help the people you say you want to stop?’

“Becausethey aretrying to kill me. Soon they will come to ask you about me, to threaten you until you
tell them where | am. That should be proof enough that what | say istrue”



Wait a minute! Natdieinterjected. Isthat a lie? How would Azure know where we are?

Wilcox did not take time to answer her questions. “1 need to speak to an Incawho knowsthe land of the
Cloud People,” heinssted to Sefior Topa. “Will you help me?’

The brujo exhded, hisfeatures growing older ill. “Y es. But not here. Y ou will have to come with me.”

2
Sacrifices

ASHISMEN DRAGGED THE SHRIEKING MEMBERS OF the Avilafamily from their miserable
hovel, Nathan Azure sghed. He had proved again the truth of the hoary adage: if one wanted something
doneright, one had to do it onesdlf.

Romoldo and Honorato, whom he had once considered his most competent hirelings, had taken separate
pathsto track the Violet, each taking dong one man to assist in apprehending her. Romoldo had
permitted some loca woman he encountered on the mountain trail to midead him, while Honorato had
ignored compelling evidence that Lindstrom had visited this peasant shack. Fortunately Alberto, the
former drug runner who had accompanied Honorato, returned to tell Azure about the black T-shirt and
woman's jeans held seen hanging from the hut'srafters.

The Avilawoman snarled and thrashed but could not bresk free of the man who restrained her. Her
husband was too afraid to move, for Romoldo had thrown him to the ground and jammed the barrel of a
shotgun against the back of his head. Three of the tycoon's other henchmen held the children afew yards
gpart from their parents. Shirking the real work, Trent bounced the baby in hisarms asif he werethe
girl'suncle. Azure could barely hear himself think over the brat's yowling.

After afew minutes of ransacking the house'sinterior, Alberto emerged, exultant. “ jLabruja! jLa
brujal”

He handed the framed photo of Lindstrom's daughter to the big gringo.

“Interesting.” Azure's brow smoothed as anovel ideastruck him. He turned to Trent, who till played
with the baby. “Y ou know where thisgirl is staying, don't you?’

Trent seemed to catch what he implied, for he hemmed and hawed and shook his head. “1 don't think so,
boss. It'd be hard to get her out of the States. . .”

“We could goto her.” Azure gazed into the shining violet irises of the child in the photo. “If it becomes
necessary to kill Ms. Lindstrom, we could have the daughter summon her to tell uswhere the treasureis.
With the girl in our grasp and Lindstrom a hel pless ghost, she could hardly refuse us, could she?’

“I wouldn't do that if | wereyou. Too risky.” Trent till projected Wilcox's academic timidity, asif
patheticaly clinging to the role of professor even though Lindstrom had rung down the curtain on him.

“Let'shopeit shan't be necessary,” Azure said, concerned more about the inconvenience than the
unpleasantness of the plan. He sauntered over to the Avilawoman, displaying the photo and addressing



her in Spanish. “We know the bruja was here. Where did she go?’
Shewriggled and yelped. “1 do not know!”

Azure made a tsk-tsk sound with histongue, sgnaed Alberto with aglance. The latter snapped his
fingersto cal another hireling to come forward and stand beside those who held the children. Thisman
cradled alamb with dirty wool, which he had captured from a herd that grazed on a nearby terrace of
land.

Azure did not know whether the sheep actualy belonged to the Avilas. That would have been ided but
hardly necessary for his purposes.

Alberto unsheathed a hunting knife. The lamb blested like a newborn asits captor clasped it to his chest
to hald it till. With daughterhouse efficiency, Alberto jammed hisblade in theright Sde of theanimd's
downy neck and yanked it acrossto dash the throat. The hireling heaved the dying lamb onto the soil a
the Avilawoman's feet, where its savered head flopped askew on its stalk of vertebrae, gushing.

The woman screamed and her husband quivered on the ground, howling with impotent rage. Their
neighbors leaned out of their doorways to stare, none brave enough to intervene.

Azure stepped close enough to the mother to fed her ragged breath on hisface. “Tel me wherethe
brujaisor | shdl kill dl of your lambs.”

He swiped the air three times with his hand, each gesture lower than the last to indicate the descending
heights of the children. Alberto placed thetip of hisknife, still sheened with sheep's blood, undernesth the
right ear of the Avilas son, causing the boy to squedl.

“No!” Hismother strained forward, but the man who pinioned her tightened his grip. “ She went to Tingo
to seethe brujo! Thatisdl | know.”

“Sefior Topa,” her husband muttered through clenched teeth, till afraid to lift his head from the dirt. “He
will know wheresheis”

“Excdlent. Y ou have been agreat help, and | thank you.” Azure made alight sweeping motion with his
fingers, and the men holding the older children released them. They ran to their mother, who bent to
embrace them. Weeping, she rose to reclaim her baby from Trent, peppering the mewling girl'sforehead
with frenzied kisses.

Still pressing the children's father to the ground, Romoldo drew back both hammers of the shotgun,
seeking approva from Azure with darkening eyes.

“Do not trouble yoursdlf,” the Englishman said. “We have more important work to do.”

Romoldo grunted, but eased the hammers back againgt the firing pins. After jabbing Avilaonce morein
the back of the head with the shotgun barrel, he permitted the man to race back to hisfamily. Avila
immediatdly hustled hiswife and offspring back into their house and dammed the door.

Azure clapped his gloved hands together and turned to Trent. “How far isit to Tingo?’ heasked in
English.

“About forty miles. Ten on horse to get us back to the Range Rover.”



“Smashing! | think Honorato could do with aridein thefresh air, don't you?’

At the mention of his name, the dozen men Azure had brought with him al pivoted toward Honorato. He
stood at the back of the group flanked by two of his comrades, who'd previoudy tied hisarms behind his
back with rope. They feared he might interfere with the interrogation of the Avilafamily, but he had
merely shut his eyes and whispered, either to himsdlf or to God. Now, as Azure approached him, he
seemed to be the only man whose eyes were not bright with fearful anticipation.

“I warned you what would happen to anyone who let the bruja escape,” Azuretold himin Spanish,
tapping the framed photo. “ Perhaps you will talk to us now.”

“Nothing | say will save my life, yes?’ Honorato sneered in English. “So | say nothing.”

Azure reverted to his native tongue, narrowing hiseyes. “You'rejust full of secrets, aren't you? Pity we
won't hear themadl.”

He nodded at the men guarding Honorato, who looped a noose around his neck and tightened it.

The condemned man's face contracted into an expression of such contempt that Azure took astep
backward. “1 say, you're not going to spit on me, areyou?’

Honorato lifted his chin. “I would not waste my sdliva, sefior.”
“Thank heaven! Enjoy the scenery.”

Azure gave him amock salute and withdrew afew feet. Romoldo walked his horse forward and tied the
end of the noose's rope to his saddle. As he climbed onto the stalion's back and whipped its flanks,
Honorato shut hiseyes, hislips pulsng with slent words.

The horse charged down the ten-miletrail toward the main road. The rope's dack uncoiled, became taut.
The noose yanked Honorato off hisfeet, stretching his neck without breaking it, sandpapering his body
aong the gravel-strewn path.

Nathan Azure watched until the horse disappeared behind an outcropping of rock, Honorato still kicking
his feet as his body bounced out of view.

23
The Cloud People

THE BUSTO LEIMEBAMBA WAS OLDER THAN NATALIE, the grinding of its crankshaft so loud
that it made conversation impossible. That was just aswell, since neither Sefior Topanor Professor
Wilcox seemed eager to talk to one another. They gazed straight ahead to avoid eye contact with the
other passengers, who gaped at the spectacle of two violet-eyed sorcerers sitting side by side on the
same cramped, hard sedt.

Relegated to the status of a hitchhiker in her own skull, Natalie faded in and out of awareness. Sheld had
atotal of about seven hours deep in the past two days and was almost happy to delegate custodianship



of her aching body to Wilcox in exchangefor ahaf hour of restful oblivion.

They were lucky the bus was so decrepit, for it made the trip between towns only once aday. Ordinarily
it would have departed by the time Sefior Topa agreed to close the hedlth post early and take Natdieto
the Museo Leymebamba, but the scheduled stop in Tingo had been prolonged by ablown tire. Natdie
avoided dwelling on the condition of the other threetires as they lumbered along the steep, rutted dirt
road.

The museum was afew miles walk from the center of town, where the two brujos disembarked from the
bus. Natdie had spent so much time among the ruins of pre-Higpanic Peru that the facility ssunned her
with its modernity. Cushioned by a carpet of verdant grass, the cluster of buildings resembled
contemporary Spanish villas, with white columns supporting peaked roofs of red tile. Moss-covered
stone walls enclosed a serene botanica garden, and Natalie wished she could dally among the bright
gpattering of flowers— orchids, fuchsia, begonias, and other species so exotic she didn't know their
names. Dr. Wilcox refused to waste time with such frivalities, athough he acquiesced to her demand to
use thefirst real bathroom she'd seen in weeks, even washing her face and hands for her.

When they rgjoined Sefior Topain the museum'slobby, he was poring over Nataie's drawing of the cave
with aman with horn-rimmed glasses and a pencil-thin mustache, dapper in a double-breasted suit. Topa
introduced him as L uis Pacampia, the assistant curator, for whom he had summoned Incan subjects
during archaeologica research.

Pacampia bobbed his head once to Natdie in brusque acknowledgment, then glanced between her and
the picture, brows frowning over the frames of hisglasses. “I am not familiar with thissite, Dofia
Lindstrom,” he said in Spanish, which Wilcox trandated for her. “ There are hundreds of such burid
ledges in Chachapoyas, most of them undiscovered. How did you learn about this one?’

Burial ledges? Natdie asked.

Wilcox responded to Pacampiainstead. “1 found out about thistomb from a group of thieveswho intend
to loot it. In order to stop them, | must discover where it is before they do. | thought an Inca native to the
region might be able to tell me whereto find it. Can you provide atouchstone for us?’

The curator's expression shifted from suspicion to shrewdness. “Perhaps.. . . on one condition. If you
locate thisledge, you will notify the museum'’s staff immediately and permit them to preservethe site”

“Y ou have my word on that.” The fervor with which Wilcox said it told Natalie he was spesking the
truth.

“Very wdll. | will seewhat | can do. Please follow me.”

Pacampia conducted Natalie and Sefior Topa among the visiting tourists and glass cases of artifactsin the
Ethnographic Hall and into one of the museum'’s private examining rooms. A few pieces of pottery and
primitive figurines sat on along table, each with asmal sticker bearing a number that corresponded to a
computer-printed catal og lying open-faced beside them. Pacampiaindicated the wooden chairs beside
thetable. “Please wait here”

During his absence, Wilcox took the opportunity to pull therest of Natalie's drawings from her duffel
bag, which she had set aside a ong with the down jacket and Honorato's poncho.



So who are the “ Cloud People” ? Nataieinquired.

The residents of the Chachapoyas cloud forest, Wilcox replied as he sat next to Topa
“ Chachapoyas’ means“ Cloud People’ in Quechua. They were tall, fair-skinned warriors—
not-so-neighborly neighbors to the Incas.

And this cave is another burial chamber?
Wl . . . yes.

| should've known. Natalie wondered if she should just take up residence in a sepulcher, since she
aways seemed to end up in one anyway.

Wilcox straightened her body in the chair as Pacampia carried agold figurine about six inches high into
the room and set it on the table before them. It looked like aminiature of one of the statuesin the cave's
mouth, with aflat face, along triangular nose, and a hawkish fiercenessin the eyes.

“We bdlieve thisto be aproduct of the Chachapoyas culture,” the curator said, “but we discovered it
among Incaruins at Cochabamba. Whoever obtained it must have been familiar with the cloud forest.”

Wilcox and Sefior Topa stared at each other like restaurant patrons, each waiting for the other to take
the check. “Y ou can cal the spirit,” Topa pointed out. *'Y ou do not need me.”

“If I let the spirit occupy me, | will not be able to write down the directions to the buria ledge.” Without
giving the brujo a chance to object, Wilcox turned to Pacampia. “Do you have apen | can borrow?’

Both curator and sorcerer sighed, but the former produced a ballpoint from his coat pocket while the
latter cupped theidal in his hands and began to mumble. Watching Topas facefor the first sgn of
inhabitation, Wilcox flipped over one of the drawings and poised Pacampia's pen on the paper. “Leave
us, please”

The curator, redizing the request was directed at him, huffed with indignation as he stepped out of the
room.

The grooves of agein Sefior Topals face smoothed to youthfulness, asif effaced by the hand of an
unseen sculptor. When he glanced back up at Nataie'sface, his eyeswidened with an acolyte's
reverence. “ Viracocha?’

Wilcox amiled.

Viracocha? Natalie repeated. She racked her memory, trying to recall what Abe— that is, Trent— had
told her about the name,

He thinks you are the white demigod who created the Incas, the professor told her. To the Incanow
resding in Sefior Topa, he said nothing to dispel theimpression of Natdiesdivinity. “ Imamtam
sutiyki?” he asked instead.

The Incatapped Sefior Topas chest. “ Manco Suyuyoq.”

Tell me what he's saying, Nataie nagged.



Relax. He only told me his name. From then on, however, Wilcox dutifully interpreted the
conversation's Quechua.

Manco Suyuyoq goggled a the surrounding miracles of fluorescent lights and white stuccoed walls asif
hed truly entered the redlm of the sun, and the professor had difficulty keeping his attention.

“How did you get the gold?’ Heindicated the figurine that the Incaabsently held in Sefior Topa's hand.

Manco gasped when he saw theidol. “ Do not be angry! | took the gold to save our Father Incafrom
desth.”

“I understand. Do not be afraid. Where did you find the gold?’

“The Cloud People. We did not want to disturb their cities of the dead. The bearded enemies— they eat
gold! They told usthat if we gave them gold, they would spare the Inca. | went to get gold from the
Cloud People, from their dead.” Manco's expression hardened like cooling lava. “ The bearded enemies
deceived us. After they killed the Father Inca, we hid the gold we gathered.” He grinned. “We taunted
the bearded ones. Wetook akernel from apile of maize and told them, ‘ Thisgrain iswhat Atahualpa
has given you from his treasures and what remainsisthe other!™

Too bad we can't find that hoard, eh? Wilcox wryly murmured to Natdie insgde her head. It makes
even Pizarro'slittle stash sound paltry.

“Y ou have donewell,” the professor told Manco. He favored the Incawith a beneficent smile but
plucked theidol from his grasp. “Viracochawantsto return this gold to the Cloud People. Do you know
whereto find this city of the dead?’

He showed the cave drawing to Manco, who grinned and nodded, eager to please, unaware that he was
showing them where the most ruthless * bearded one’ of al had hidden his gold. Wilcox grinned, too, and
as he teased specific details out of the Inca, the tip of Pacampias pen skittered over the page.

* % %

By the time the session ended, the professor had to shake a cramp out of Natali€'s writing hand. With the
energizing ghost of Manco Suyuyoq gone, Sefior Topa hunched forward in his chair, rubbing the hollows
of wearinessthat once again circled hiseyes.

Wilcox stood and gathered the drawings, folding the directions to the Chachapoyas burid nicheinsde
them. 1 cannot thank you enough, sefior. Because of your help, | will ensure that the treasures of your
ancestorswill go to the museum rather than the black market.”

“I hope what you say istrue, Dofia Lindstrom.” His gaze seemed abstracted, asif he were reliving past
betrayals.

The professor moved to collect the duffel, coat, and poncho. “Have no fear. | can handle these thieves—

The soul's knock fell like a hammer-blow. Taken unaware, Wilcox dropped Honorato's poncho, but too
late. The coarse wool's fibersfairly vibrated with the spirit's eectric current, sparking to discharge the



moment it contacted Natdiesfingers.

* % %

Nataie dso did not anticipate the invasion of another soul. Not here in this modern museum, far from
chullpas and burid chambers and scattered human bones. Preoccupied with proctoring Wilcox while he
controlled her body, she did not have time to switch from her spectator to her protective mantra before
the seizure dammed her to thefloor. Asthree soulsvied for dominance of its neura network, her body
quivered in addirium tremens of incapacitation, lungs dry-hacking and unable to draw breath.

“DofiaLindgrom!”

Through fogged eyes, she saw Sefior Topa straddle her midsection and push her flat againgt the floor to
retard her thrashing. With the calm of oneinured to crisis, he took Pacampias pen and jammedi it likea
bit between Natalie's snapping jaws, forcing her to bite on it to keep her tongue down and her airways
open. As both aphysician and aViolet, he had doubtless dedlt with the situation many times before.
Perhaps he had even received the same treatment when racked by the fit of amultiple inhabitation. While
the brujo might be able to keep the body alive, however, he could not minister to the psyche now
cleaved by horror.

Rocks gouge flesh already pulped by jagged miles of grinding gravel. The noose constricts both
blood and air without eliminating either— endless choking without the final relief of
strangulation. The face barely blinks, its eyes swollen almost shut, its skin grated away, the blood
matted with dust. And still the body drags on, the fusillade of hoofbeats trampling all other

sound . . .

Please, no, God! Natalie thought, the danger to hersdlf forgotten. Not Honor ato!

Whether by design or capitulation, the soul of Abel Wilcox absconded from her head, fleeing Honorato.

Natalie amost wished she could do the same, for she had no idea how to answer to this man who had
died for her.

Her body dackened beneath Sefior Topa, became still. He took the cracked pen from her mouth and
made no attempt to interrupt as she spoke in adistant voice, her eyes gone glassy.

“Sweet Jesus. What did they do to you?’

De nada, Honorato replied. It is over now, yes?
Tearslesked from the corners of her eyes. “ Forgive me.”
How can | forgive you for something | did alone?
“It'smy fault. If you hadn't tried to help me—"

The choice was mine. It still is. That iswhy | have come.
“But your family. Y our wife, your boys. What will they do?’

Shefdt hisangry sorrow well withinher. Yes. . . | grieve for them. They should not suffer for my
sins. You are my only hope for redemption. | knew it when | saw the picture of your little girl.



“What can | do?’ Natdie pleaded. “ Anything.”

Live. Go back to your little girl. His soul yearned for hope, asif itshell might only be purgatory. In the
Shining Path, | made bombs. Some of them killed mothers, little girls. Perhapsit is not too late for
me to save the life of a mother, a little girl. But I must warn you: the big gringo found a picture of
your girl in the house where | saw you hiding. If he does not get his gold, he will hurt her.

“A picture? But how— " Color returned to her blanched cheeks. “ Wilcox.”

Thebig gringo said he will kill you if he must. Then he will use your girl as his bruja

“Hewon't be ableto.” She clenched her jaw, and the drying tear-trails made her face go cold. “Thank
you, Honorato. | oweyou . . . everything.”

Live. That isall | ask.

Honorato remained a moment more, but neither he nor Natalie could expresstheir sentimentsin words.
By thetime sheinitiated her protective mantra, he was aready gone.

When she returned to external awareness, she found Sefior Topa kneeling beside her with patient
attentiveness. “ Dofla Lindstrom? ¢ Esta bien?”

He made further inquiries about her well-being in words that no one trandated for her, but hisaged joints
prevented him from getting to hisfeet before Natdie stormed from the room.

Bursting from one of the museum's side doors, Natdie ssomped through the tranquility of the botanica
garden, circulating her spectator mantrain her mind and hissing Wilcox's name through her teeth.

He dunk back into her mind like a prisoner awaiting his sentence. | know you're upset . . .
“You left Cdli€s picturefor him.” She rasped the accusation. “For Azure.”

Yes. But | had to give himatrail to follow.

“Hekilled Honorato.”

| didn't mean for that to happen.

“ Goddamn you!” She shrieked at the Snking sun asif it were the professor's face. “He's going to kill
Cdlig”

Not if he diesfirst, Wilcox replied. That'swhat | tried to tell you. It's the only way to stop him.

Nataiesthroat ill stung from the scream as she breathed in and out to quiet hersalf. Perhaps there was
gtill another way. What if she went to theloca police? They would most likely arrest her for conspiring to
stedl Peru's nationd treasures, or worse, they might be corrupt officiads on Azure's payroll. What if she
left the country? Assuming she escaped, Azure's reach was globa— he could pursue her and her
daughter anywhere and dways, for therest of their lives. She and Cdlie could go into hiding, of

course. . . but Azure would be able to find her father or Ted and Jean Atwater or dozens of other
people Natdie cared about. What if she smply gave Azure the directions to the treasure? Would that



satisfy him, make him leave her and her family aone? No, she would still be athreet; she could report
him to the authorities, jeopardize his possession of the gold. For his own peace of mind, he would
eliminate her as surely as he had eradicated Wil cox.

Every scenario she played out led to the same endgame. Binding her soul to Azure's by killing him would
be horrific, but there were even worse fates, and Natdie refused to let him make Callie an orphan or to
force her into alifeon therun.

“Yes, I'll doit,” shetold Wilcox at last. “But not for you. For Honorato. And my little girl.”

24
Birthday Wishes

SENOR TOPA PEERED AT HER AS IF WONDERING whether her recent epileptic episode had
damaged her brain. “ Stay here tonight? In Leimebamba?’

Nataie waited for Wilcox to trand ate his words, then asked him to feed her the proper Spanish for the
reply shewanted to make; she was determined not to give him control over her again. “Please, sefior. |
will pay for your room.”

“But my wife— she will worry when | do not come home.”

“I' know, but | need time to escape the evil men who want to kill me. They will be waiting to question you
when you get home.”

The brujo put hishandsto histemplesin agitation. “If that istrue, my wifeisin danger.”

“No. They will not harm her because then you will not help them. By the time the bus takes you back to
Tingo tomorrow, | will be gone. When you meet the men, give thisto the gringo with thegold hair. Then
they will leave you and your wife aone.”

She gave him the drawing of the cave; she no longer needed it, for that black mouth with its
snaggletoothed figures now yawned in her dreams. On the back of the sketchbook sheet, she had used
Pacampia's pen, now fractured and scarred with deep bite marks, to transcribe the directions that Manco
Suyuyoq had given to Wilcox.

Sefior Topafrowned at the picture and what she had written, shaking his head. “1 do not understand.
Y ou say you want to keep these men from disturbing thistomb, then you tell them whereto find it.”

“They will kill me and my daughter if | do not give them what they want. Tell the gringo with the gold hair
that | have fled the country and that | |eft this paper for you to give him in exchange for our safety.” She
squeezed the hand in which he held the picture. “ Please, sefior— our lives depend on you.”

He studied her eyes, asif gauging their ancerity, before folding the drawing and diding it in his pants
pocket. Still, he shook hishead. “I do not know what has happened to you, Dofia Lindstrom. Y ou
are. .. different than you were.”

“Yes” Natalie thought of what she was about to do, whispering to hersdf in English. “Yes, | am. God



hdpme”
* % %

She obtained beds for herself and for Sefior Topaat Leimebambals local hostdl, atiny but clean place,
then spent the waning hours of daylight obtaining necessitiesfor the following day's journey: fresh food
and water; abottle of the strongest alcohol she could find, aparticularly potent variety of the Peruvian
brandy pisco; and apair of chesp plastic binoculars she bought from a street vendor catering to tourists.
She could dready fed her rump aching as she arranged to rent the mule she would ride in the morning.

There did not seem to be a pay phone anywhere in town, so, after dinner, Natalie bribed the conciergeto
let her make acredit-card call on the hostel's phone. She kept making mistakes while entering the
interminable series of digitsto dia the Atwaters number, for she could not help glancing over shoulder.
At any moment, she expected to see Azure and Trent frowning and smiling at her, respectively. Findly,
she got through to Dan'sfather.

“Hdlo?

“Ted! IsCdliethere?’

Asit did during her call from Cgamarca, satdllite transmisson delayed hisreply, asif they were shouting
at one another across a canyon. “Nataie? Where the heck are you? Weve been crawling the walls
worrying about you.”

“I'm «till in Peru, and you were right to worry. Is everything okay there?’

“Wall, one of those Corps Security guys came around, asking where you were. | told him you went back
east to vidt your dad again.” Ted paused like a priest awaiting confession. “He dso asked if | knew how
thet lady agent got hersdlf killed.”

Natdie'sface went cold. “Bdla?Killed?’

“Y eah. They found her body down in Frisco. Read about it in the Chronicle.”

She remembered how Trent had reassured her about Bellathe night before they |eft the country. I've
made all the arrangements, held told her, hiswords now laced with poisonous new significance. Shelll
be gone by morning . . .

Natdie could never have imagined fegling sorry for Arabella Madison before then. As much asthe agent
had tormented her, though, she had never wished Belladead. She might till be diveif Natalie had

somehow recognized Trent asakiller . . .

But there was no time for remorse. Bellas murder made it al the more urgent for Nataie to get home,
before the NAACC took away her daughter.

“IsCdliethere?’ she asked, needing the sound of her little girl's voice more than ever.
“No, Jean took her out shopping for tomorrow. We were hoping you'd be hereto join us.”

She knit her brows, trying to think of what he could possibly be referring to. “ Tomorrow?’



“Cdlieshirthday. Y ou said you were going to be back by then.”

“Yes. | was.” Natalie covered her face. How could she have forgotten? Had sheredlly lost track of so
many days?“I'm sorry, there's been trouble. The men who hired me, they're criminals and they're trying
tokill me—"

“Say what?’

With no patience for interruption, she went on. “I'm afraid they might try to hurt you, Jean, and Cdllie,
too. Can you go away somewhere for aweek until you hear from me again?I'll pay you back.”

“Don't worry about the money, for God's sake. WEell go. But, for heaven's sake, Natdie, who are these
people?”’

“They work for aBritish busnessman named Nathan Azure. If you don't hear from mein aweek, report
him to the cops, the Feds, Interpol, and anyone else you can think of.”

“Sure, sure. But how're you going to get out of there?’
“I've got aplan. Wish meluck.”
“There must be more | can do than that.”

“Yes. Wish Cdllie happy birthday for me.” Nataie shut her eyes, picturing how her daughter would fume
and sulk at receiving nothing more than a secondhand greeting from her only parent. It wasn't hard for her
to imagine. She only had to remember her own reaction every time her father had claimed to be too busy
to visit her a the School. “Tell her I'll be there whether she seesme or not. And | owe her atripto
Disneyland when | get back.”

“I'll hold you to that.” The gravity in Ted Atwater's tone implied more concern than he could verbalize.
“Come home, Natdie. Call me on the cdll when you get back.”

“I will.” Asif shedidn't dready have enough guilt, the memory of her father reawakened the image of
Wade lying done in the convaescent home as he recuperated. “Have you heard from my dad?’

“He cdled last Wednesday, but he was till in the nursing facility and sounded pretty weak. We haven't
heard from him since then. He said to give you hislove.”

“Thanks. If hecalsback . . . give himmine.”

She would have had the courage to say it thistime, shetold hersdlf. If Wade had been on the phone at
that moment, she could have told him she loved him and she would have meant it. But part of her knew
that it was far too easy to espouse love through a go-between. The true test would be what she said
when she next looked into Wade'stired blue eyes, and for that she had to survive long enough to see him

again.

“I'vegottogo, Ted. You. . . may not hear from mefor aday or two.”
“Cadl assoon asyou can.”

“I'will. Soon.” She hung up and went to take her bunk in the hostel room she shared with Sefior Topa



But the more important deep became to her, the more dusive it seemed. She needed rest now more than
ever, yet the following day's crushing significance merdly made her wriggle in agonized insomnia. With
only afew hoursto go before sunrise, she dipped into alight doze, her last conscious thought devoted to
the photo she had now lost: Cdllie, happy with her birthday cake and with the mother behind the camera.
The mother who was, now asthen, out of the picture.

25
The Stairway insde the Mountain

NATALIE KNEW THAT NATHAN AZURE ALWAY S AWOKE at dawn, for that was the time he'dd
demand to begin their session with Pizarro. She therefore rose an hour before the sun to prepare for her
fina confrontation with the Englishman.

“Happy birthday, baby girl,” she whispered as she opened her eyesin the blue darkness.

Although she had planned to leave while Sefior Topawas till in bed, she discovered that the brujo was
already up and dressed. Natalie had dept in her black T-shirt and jeans, so she put on her scuffed Doc
Martens and shared a dispirited breakfast of rolls and coffee with the sorcerer. Topa spared her the
trouble of employing Wilcox asatrandator, for he said nothing. Natalie gppreciated his presence
nevertheess

Afterward, she donned her down jacket, then whispered her protective mantra as she draped Honorato's
poncho over her shoulders. Though the touchstone warmed and comforted her like a security blanket,
shedidn't want him knocking before she'd had a chance to summon Professor Wilcox for the journey to
the cave.

The bus back to Tingo would not arrive for another hour or more, so Sefior Toparemained with Natalie
as she packed her duffel bag and fetched her rented mule. When the yellow rind of the sun at |ast peeped
over the eastern Andes and she was ready to depart, he made the sign of the cross.

“Vaya con Dios.”

Natdie did not need an interpreter for the blessing or for her reponse. She gave her hand to Topa
“ Gracias. Y vaya con Dios.”

He nodded and waited as she struggled to heave hersdlf onto the burro's back. Although it took more
than aquarter of an hour for her to clop down the road out of town, the brujo was till there when she
glanced back for the last time. He had raised hisright hand and appeared to be muttering either a prayer
or an incantation.

* % %

Compared to the rolling ocean-wave movement of the mare Natdie had ridden, the mulefdt likealog
between her legs. This might have been partly dueto the fact that she didn't have a saddle beneath her
thistime, only afolded woolen blanket. She found the burro easier to control than ahorse, and its small
szemadeit fed safer, but the plodding regularity of its steps became maddening asit took an hour to
cover each mile or two. Wilcox had insisted that traveling by donkey would get them where they were



going faster than any other mode of trangportation, but Natalie quickly began to doubt him.

Are you sure you wouldn't rather have me do this? the professor asked her when she repeatedly
asked him for pointers on the proper way to ride and command the animal.

“Yes, I'm sure” Natalie shrugged to work the kinks out of her neck and shoulders. “ Just tell me what to
do.”

After thefirst few hours ingtruction and practice, she became proficient enough to manage on her own.
For awhile, they enjoyed the cobbled certainty of an Incan road that wound between chess squares of
terraced fields and cropsin varying shades of green. But then they came upon an overgrown dirt path
that branched off from the road like a stagnant tributary.

Therel Wilcox said. Take that one.
Natalie halted and consulted the directions Manco Suyuyoq had given. “ Are you sure?’
Yes. It'sthe third peak after theriver.

Cadting adubious glance up at the mountain, she steered the burro toward the trailhead. Wasit redly the
right one? Did Manco's landmarks till exist after five hundred years? More important, was his memory
gtill accurate now that held spent half amillennium in the netherworld?

Shoving the directionsin the duffel behind her, Natalie could not help but calculate how long it would be
before Azure and his men caught up with her. It might have taken Sefior Topa as much as an hour to
reach hishomein Tingo. They would have been waiting for him when he arrived, ready to interrogate
him. As soon as he gave them the directions she had copied for them, they would follow her. How long
would they need to procure horses or burros? Another hour, perhaps. Did the experienced trackers
among them know shortcuts through the sierras that would get them to the cave before she reached it?
Would Natalie have any time at dl to preparefor their arriva, or would she be the onewalking into a

trap?

The vegetation grew thicker asthe path crawled up the sde of the mountain, palms and aders crowding
the strip of soil that marked the trail. By midmorning they ascended into cloud, the fog draped like
gossamer between the limbs and fronds of the trees. Even the unshakable authority of Dr. Wilcox began
to show hairline cracks of doubt as the lacework of mist obscured the way forward.

Bear left here. No, wait! Right . . .

More than once, hisindecision led them down the wrong fork to adead end barred by tree trunks. Every
minute wasted backtracking made Natalie sure that at any moment she would meet up with Azureand his
henchmen on thetrail, their pae horses materidizing before her asif made of the migt itsdlf.

Grateful that she had the burro to bear the burden of the duffel laden with propane tanks, Natdie did not
stop except to eat an energy bar, to take adrink of water, or to consult the directions. Theincline grew
S0 steep in some places that she had to dismount and lead the mule up the dope by itsreins.

Around noon, they crested the rim of avaley that framed alooking-glasslake, its slvered surface
upending the sky aboveit. The black sickles of circling condors diced through the haze that hovered over
the still water. Trapped moisture nourished alush forest that grew like moss on the valey'swals. They
had entered the reallm of the Cloud People.



Through Natai€'s eyes, Professor Wilcox viewed the panoramawith increasing excitement asthey
wended their way down to the edge of thelake. Yes. . . yes! Quick, get out the binoculars!

Nataie reined the mule to ahdt and dug the field glasses out of the bag.
There! In the cliff acrossthe lake.

She directed the binoculars as he commanded. Through the cheap plastic lenses, she could make out the
blurred forms of severd stone towers clustered together insde anichein the cliff wall. Natalie had once
dept in such atower.

Chullpad A city of the dead by the lake of the condors, Wilcox said, referring to one of the principa
landmarks Manco Suyuyoq had cited. We're almost there.

“Good,” Natalie replied, “because my butt is almost dead.” She shifted her weight to relieve some of the
pressure on her tailbone.

“Almost” turned out to be alot farther than the professor made it sound. They traversed dmost the entire
length of the lake until they came to ashalow stream that fed the lagoon. The creek led them through a
cleft that it had etched in the limestone over the eons, leaving sheer cliffs of crumbling rock on ether sde.
Natdie had to climb off the mule again so that she and the animal could pick their way over therubble
piled dong the shores of the stream without sscumbling. Every few hundred yards, Wilcox urged her to get
out the binoculars again and scan the dliffsfor the cave sheld drawn from Francisco Pizarro's memories.

Whereisit? hefretted when she saw nothing but empty shelves of dluvid stone. We should have come
to it by now.

“Maybe we took awrong turn.” Natalie did ayoga stretch to try to restore circulation to legs cramped
from amast nine hours of continuous donkey riding. “Or maybe the thing doesn't even exist.”

No. It hasto be here. Pizarro knew it was the perfect place for histreasure cache: an abode of the
dead that none of the Incas would dare to disturb and that none of his fellow Spaniards knew
about. A cave with easy access for moving the gold in and out and distinctive landmarks to make
it easy to find again.

“Y eah. Either that, or the old sadist wasjust playing with our heads.”

Keep looking.

“Fine.” Natalie reread the directionsfor the twentieth time, hoping that maybe she'd overlooked afew
key words. “1 don't suppose our friend Manco mentioned whether the cave was on the left or theright.”

No...
“And you didn't think to ask him.”
Well . . .it'shuge! It should be clearly visible—

“Uh-huh. That'swhat | thought.” She surveyed the cliffs on either Sde of the chasm again. Morethan a
hundred yards above, aledge of rock jutted out directly over her head. She backed up to the bank of the



stream but till could not see past the overhang.

Natalie looked up- and downstream for adry way to cross, then cast adubious glance into the water.
“Hopetherésno piranhas.. . .”

Without rolling up the legs of her jeans, she waded out into the stream until the water rose to the level of
her hips. Gasping asthe icy water bit at her skin, she turned around and trained the binoculars on the
ledge.

The short scalp hairsthat had grown beneath her wig prickled with d§avu as the warrior faces of the
white figures seemed to leer a her through the binoculars eyepieces.

That'sit! Wilcox exulted, his excitement only increasing her gpprehension. That'siit!

“I know.” Shelowered the field glassesto gawk at the niche a skyscraper's height above where she
stood. “Y ou sure we can get up there?’ she asked, kind of hoping that they couldn't.

Absolutely. The Chachapoyas not only had to get their mummies to the ledge for burial, they had
to return to bring gifts for the dead.

“Mummies?” Natdie was certain he had never mentioned mummies before. She would definitely have
remembered if he had mentioned mummies.

Hedid not seem inclined to discuss them now. Manco Suyuyoq laughed when | asked him how the
Chachapoyas scaled the cliffs. “ The Cloud People do not fly like birds,” he said. “ They burrow
like guinea pigs.”

Natalie dragged hersdlf, dripping, from the brook back to the burro, where she unfolded the directions
agan. “Isthat what he meant by the ‘ stairway in the mountain?’

Yes. The entrance is behind the stone marked with the petroglyph Manco copied for me at the
bottom of the page.

Natalie studied the Sigil, which Manco had traced with a shaky hand unused to b lpoint pens. It wasa
stylized bird— acondor, perhaps?— abstracted in the same fashion as the animal's she'd seen on
Peruvian pottery and rugs.

Her legs cold and clammy benesth her wet jeans, she scanned the Side of the ravine benesth the cave but
couldn't spot any graffiti. Finding the mark would be akin to locating a postage stamp stuck to the wall of
agtadium, and the sun had aready drifted far to the west. It would grow dark soon.

She drew along breath. “1 guess|'d better get Started.”

The staircase would be straight, Wilcox suggested. Winding stairs would be too difficult and risky
to excavate. Therefore, the entrance should be a hundred yards or more to one side of the cave or
the other.

Natalie considered the cliff face, imagined astaircase danting down from the ledge at aforty-five-degree
angle to form the hypotenuse of aright triangle. If the height of the ledge was about a hundred yards, then
the other leg of the triangle should be about the same distance.



Starting directly benegath the cave, Natdie paced off the length of afootbal field to the right of the
overhang. She scoured the surrounding stones for either the bird symbol or adoorway into the cliff wall
but found neither.

“Can't even win afifty-fifty bet,” she griped, jogging back to the ledge.

Thistime she strode a hundred yards to the | eft of the cave and came up against an enormous pyramidal
block of broken limestone. A configuration of white lines had been etched into one planar surface of the
rock. Natalie brushed the accumulated dust from the glyph, revealing the hooked beak and spread wings
of abird of prey.

The block rested flush againgt the cliff wal, and she did not see any doorwaysin the surrounding rock.
However, when she walked around to the other side of the boulder, she saw that the leaning stone
formed arough arch that hid from view the hole beneath it. Submerged in ashalow pit acouple feet
below ground leve, theirregular opening brimmed with a pal pable darkness that seemed ready to gush
from the fissure like crude oil.

A feverish chill shuddered through Natdie as Wilcox's eagerness melded with her dread.
What are you waiting for, a red carpet? he panted. Thisiswhat we came to see!
“Wait until | hide the mule. We need the advantage of surprise.”

Although hiding places were scarce between the barren walls of the ravine, Natalie led the burro acouple
hundred yards farther downstream and tethered the anima with afeedbag on its snout behind alargish
boulder. With her duffel bag on her shoulder, she returned to descend into the pit of the cliff's secret
portal.

Having refreshed her flashlight with anew pair of batteries, she shone it down the gullet of the tunnel
before her. The beam reved ed little more than rough-hewn walls and a set of irregular stepsthat made an
immediate right-angleturn. “ Are you sure thisis safe?’

The ancient Peruvians were among the greatest engineers in human history, Wilcox averred. Some
of their mines are still being worked.

“Uh-huh.” Natdie inched into the passageway, wanting more than the professor's testimonia to keep
from imagining the entire mountain collapsing on her.

The gairsvaried in thickness and depth, for the builders had smply hacked wedges from the limestone's
dluvid layersto fashion theindividua steps. She kept her gaze and flashlight downcast to make sure she
didn't trip or sumble. Every few feet, thick wooden timbers braced the arch of the tunndl, and Natalie
avoided dwelling on how dry and brittle they looked after more than five hundred years.

After itsinitid right turn, the stairway ascended in alinear and apparently endless succession of dabs.
Whenever Natalie paused to shine the flashlight up ahead of her, the beam till could not reach the top of
the staircase, and she began to fed that she was climbing aNeolithic escalator that produced theillusion
of progress without getting her any closer to the summit. The acoustics of the stone tube amplified the
claustrophobic echo of her footsteps and labored bresth, and the immured air wasicy and caustic with
the scent of lime dust.

Winded by the climb and the chalky atmosphere, Nataie was relieved when the flashlight beam findly



produced adim yellow spot on adistant wall. The spot grew larger with her approach, and she saw that
the chiseled wall formed the corner of another right-angle turn. When she reached the bend in the
dtaircase, the fina steps brought her to the floor level of adoorway that opened into adark chamber
whose dimensions, though unseen, fdlt vast.

As she advanced into the room, Natalie was momentarily blinded by the daylight that filled the open
mouth of the cave somefifty feet ahead of her. The slhouettes of the warrior totems spiked the ledge like
giant tusks, giving her theimpression that she was peering out through the jaws of Leviathan. Would the
monster spit her out or swallow her forever?

Raising ahand to block the brightness from outside, Natalie swung the flashlight beam to the right to see
what occupied the room. A lugter like asolar flare glinted the light back at her.

Gald.

26
The Sweat of the Sun, the Tear s of the M oon

THE STATUE WASTALLER THAN NATALIE, AND IT could not possibly bered. It had to be
painted or gilded or hollow, for there smply couldn't be that much gold in the entire world. And yet,
when her quivering hand joggled the flashlight to the I eft, she saw an identical figure next to thefirg.

Wonderful things. Evenin her mind, Wilcox spoke the words with areverentia hush.

“Huh?’ For an ingtant, Natalie had forgotten the rest of the world: Wilcox, Azure, Trent, Honorato, Peru,
Cdlie, Wade, home, herself— dl vanishing before the glamour of gold, like the firework that dazzles
beforeit blindsyou.

“Wonderful things,” Wilcox repeated. What Howard Carter said when he first looked into
Tutankhamen's tomb.

He sounded humbled by awe, a man who had received the miracle for which he prayed. Although the
gold itself was worthless to him now, he had returned from desth just to venerate it— a splendor that no
one had witnessed since 1532, that the world thought was lost forever. For him, it was a sacred privilege
samply to stand in the presence of the history he cherished.

Even Natdlie could not spesk. The sight of the twin idols had struck her dumb, obliterated all thought but
adulation.

The statues depicted apair of Incan nobles, their heads elongated to the point of grotesquerie and their
€l ephantine earlobes distended by the heavy gold discs that marked their eevated rank. Engraved
necklaces on their chests were inlaid with the blue of Iapis and the agua of turquoise. The ovad pits of the
eyes flashed with the trand ucent clarity of polished green gems, and it took more than aminute for
Natalie to redize— or to acknowledge— that the stones were enormous emerads.

Inakind of trance, Natalie ambled toward the twin idols, her free hand outstretched, but something
banged her knee before she could reach them. She cried out and aimed the flashlight beam at the object
shed runinto. A gold urn two feet high overflowed with rough, uncut crystals ranging in size from pebbles



to pigeon's eggs. More emerads than Harry Wington had seenin hislifetime.

Natalie |looked for aclear path to the twin statues, but no matter where the flashlight beam fell, artworks
of gold and silver lay heaped like so much scrap meta. Francisco Pizarro had little respect for the craft of
heathens, so he had shoved his hoard into this man-made cavern with al the care of someone storing
junk in his garage. Sacred idols and jewd-encrusted burial masks like the one Nathan Azure had paid
more than amillion pounds for at Sotheby's glared out from piles of slver pitchers and gold washbasins.
Pricel ess necklaces and earrings sequined the floor like pennies, asif the person who dropped them
wouldn't stoop to gather such trifles.

Nataie moved toward the center of the chamber, swinging her flashlight to and fro, needing to seeit all.
She and Wilcox gasped together as the beam alighted on what seemed to be a menagerie tended by
King Midas.

The fabled garden of the Sapa Inca! the professor exulted, his boyish delight making her giddy aswell.

Cadt in precious metd, dozens of animals of al sizes gppeared to have been gilded dive. Golden snakes
coiled around silver mice, golden foxes chased slver rabhbits. Incan smiths had fashioned alife-size
apaca, its golden fleece combed straight with vertical grooves. Besideiit, aslver fountain sprayed fine
wires of golden water over the gold birds that bathed in its pool. Stalks of silver sprouted nearby,
unfolding their sterling leavesto unveil ears of gold maize, the corn sk rendered with minute golden
threads.

Astheflashlight beam penetrated beyond the glittering zoo, Natdie saw two figures dumped against each
other dong thewall. At first she assumed them to beidenticd, like the twin Incan nobles. Both were
androgynous, posed in smilar stting positions, their knees pushed up under ther chins, their bodies
enfolded in heavy blankets of ornate design. Faded with incalculable age, the woolen cloth looked asif it
would disintegrate to dust at the dightest touch. The head of the first figure gleamed with the gold
complexion and unchanging stoicism of asculpted idol, and Nataie wondered if the face of the second
had smply tarnished with time.

Gold does not tarnish, however. When she fixed the beam on the second face, she started backward.

The skin shrunken againgt the skull, crisp and crumbly as an onion ped. The eyes shriveled to dits above
anose that was nothing more than a spur of bone. Natalie had seen faceslike thisin Pizarro's memories.

Ingtinctively she babbled her protective mantra. “ The Lord is my shepherd; | shall not want—"
Wilcox cut her off before she inadvertently expdled him. Whoa! Easy, girl—it's only a mummy.

Only amummy. The professor till didn't seem to understand that, for aViolet, adead body acted like a
lightning rod for the soul that once occupied it.

SpelIbound by the magnificence surrounding her, Natalie had forgotten that this chamber was origindly a
crypt. She now noticed the bundled mummies scattered throughout. To make way for the hoard, Pizarro
and his native bearers had wedged the corpses into corners, jammed them between heavy idals, crushed
them beneath avalanches of gold and silver plate. The desiccated visage of each cadaver served asa
reminder that death lurked here, that only the treasure itself wasin no danger of dying.

Natdie staked away from the gold toward the ledge overlooking the ravine, Wilcox begging her for



another look. Wait! Where are you going? There's more—

“We don't have much time.” She siwung the duffel bag off her shoulder and pawed through it in the better
light. “How do we make this booby trap you dreamed up?’

What? Oh, that. | figured we could take those propane tanks and—

The sounding board of the opposite cliff reflected the scrabble of many hooves and feet, the murmur of
many voicesin the ravine. Natalie snatched up the field glasses and crept to the edge of the cave's mouth,
but she didn't need to see the crowd massing below to know who they were.

“Too late,” shesaid. “They're here”

* % %

Through the binoculars, she saw a dozen fedoras milling about below her with Nathan Azure's golden
hair in the center of their circle, the target's bull's-eye. Standing beside him, Trent, the only other hatless
figure, digplayed alarge sketch of the bird symbol that marked the entrance to the mountain's stairway
while Azure barked ordersto the Peruvians.

Ifl onlyhadagun...
Natalie recoiled from the thought, attempted to disown it, but Professor Wilcox heard it.

Ordinarily I wouldn't suggest this, because | hate to see any relic destroyed, he said, asif to absolve
himsdlf of respongbility. This being an emergency, however . . . we could push these sarcophagi
down on top of them.

“ Sarcophagi?” she breathed, retreating behind one of the totems so she wouldn't be seen.
Yes. You're leaning against one right now.
Natdie lurched back from the figure. Did everything around here haveto have acorpsein it?

Her drawing hadn't done justice to the row of seven iconsthat loomed from the cave'slower lip like
druidic standing stones. Three feet wide at the base, each sarcophagus stood nine feet high or more, its
white clay body painted with a cape of red feathers that resembled the folded wings of ahawk. Ther
enormous, U-shaped heads dwarfed the human skulls that had been mounted on the wallsto either side
of them, and the diminishing orange light of dusk made their scowls more fearsome, drilling the pits of
their eyes even deeper with shadow.

They looked heavy enough to crush aman.

Nataie got to her feet, peeked over the rim of the ledge again with the binoculars. The fedoras were
nodding, their orders received and understood. Nathan Azure crossed hisarmswith dictatorial authority
while Trent refolded the drawing of the bird petroglyph. In aminute, they would al disperseto search for
the symbol. When they found it, they would climb the stairsingde the mountain, enter the treasure
chamber, and kill her.

With Azure gone, the rest of themwill be like a body without a head, Wilcox counseled her. But if
you're going to do it, do it now.



She pressed up close to the sarcophagus directly above Nathan Azure€'s swirl of blond hair.
Do it before he kills your little girl . . .
Natdie did not know whether those words were the professor's or hers. It hardly mattered.

“Pleaseforgiveme,” shewhispered. A pleaboth to the coffin's occupant for desecrating its resting place
and to God for the sin she was about to commit.

She backed up afew stepsto get arunning start and high-kicked the sarcophagus, stamping her boot on
its back and pushing. Recoiling from the force threw her off balance, and she landed flat on her back
agang theledge.

A loud crack resounded asthe clay broke loose from its stone foundation and the top-heavy figure listed
forward with the downess of atimbered tree. A puzzled exclamation rose from the ravine below when
the sarcophagus snapped the wooden poles that had held it upright, sending it into freefall.

Natdiedidn't wait for it to hit. She sorang to her feet, and by the time she heard the first crash, she had
shoved two more sarcophagi off into space, the momentum nearly carrying her over the edge with them.
In quick succession, the statues impacted the ground with the basso crunches of abombing run, and the
confused exclamations turned to curses and cries of panic.

In aberserker frenzy of destruction, Nataie launched four more figures off the cliff, leaving nothing but a
row of splintered shafts and fractured masonry along the ledge. Only then did she hunker at the cave'slip
to peer down at the enemy with her binoculars, like asoldier in the trenches.

Starbursts of shattered clay and exploded mummy bundles spattered the ground benegath her. An intact
sarcophagus face frowned up at her, turning the sceneinto asurred Dali landscape. The Peruviansdl
shied far back from the ledge, some shielding their eyes with their hands asthey tried to see where the
statues had come from and whether any more were about to fall.

Natalie scanned with the field glasses, searching for Azure. A hideous fedling of disappointment niggled
her when it seemed that she hadn't actudly killed anyone.

Then a dtill-twitching body swept into the binoculars stereoscopic view, the torso pinned beneath the
oblong body of one sarcophagus. The victim'sinterna organs had burst under the weight, spraying the
sepulcher'swhite clay with crimson, while the mummy bundl€swithered corpse had sprawled with its
bony arms around the man'slegs, asif dragging him into desth with it.

But when Natdie sighted the dying man's face through the binoculars, it was not Azure's. Instead, Trent
gared a her with white-rimmed eyesthat bulged beyond their lids, his mouth agog. Perhapsit wasonly a
figment of her guilt, but he seemed to bear an expression of inca culable loss and sorrow.

Theinstant he stopped quivering, Natalie braced herself, knowing that she had become a touchstone for
him the moment she shook hishand for thefirst time. Memories of hisfaux friendship— thelittle
fabricated acts of kindness that had so beguiled her, the touch of his hand on her cheek— flooded her,
and she was sure that he must be knocking.

Y et he did not come. While hewas dlive, he'd never had the courage to face her, to confess how held
deceived her, to let her seewho hereally was. Could shame a one kegp him from seeking her now? Or



was he redlly dead? Natdie squinted through the field glasses at hiswhitening face to make sure.

One down, Abel Wilcox said. Oneto go . . . But histone had gone from bloodthirsty to uneasy, asif his
conscience had leached the poison of revenge from his spirit.

A pair of spit-polished black boots stepped up beside Trent's body, and Natalie raised the binoculars
view to encircle Nathan Azure's blond head.

He appeared to sense that she observed him, for he craned his neck to shout to her. “ Splendid shot, Ms.
Lindstrom! | can't thank you enough for ensuring that we dl enjoy agreater share of the spoils.”

Azure waved the Peruvians off with curt ordersin Spanish. With thelast light of sunset degpening to
indigo, the henchmen dispersed, each of them carrying an illuminated lantern or flashlight with which to
search the dliff wall for the bird Sgil.

Natdlie threw the binoculars back into her bag, for they would be uselessin the encroaching night. “How
long do you think it will take them to find the entrance?”’

An hour, Wilcox estimated. Unless they get [ucky.

“Then we better get started.” She did two of the propane canisters out of the bag, hefted themin her
hands. “ So how do | make this bomb you talked about?’

The professor didn't answer right avay; Natalie felt her cheeks burn with hisembarrassment. It's
obvious, hesaid at last. You simply heat them until they explode. See, it saysright there on the
label: DANGER: FIRE / EXPLOSION HAZARD.

The pitch of Natali€'s voice sank aong with her hope. “ Heat them how?’

That's what the hard liquor isfor. Douse the tanks with alcohol and set them on fire.

“Yeah. And to play aflute, | just blow in one end and move my fingers over the holes.” She set the
cylinders down with a thunk. “Y ou had me lug these stupid tanks all the way from Azure's camp, but you

have no idea how to build abomb, do you?’

What makes you think it won't work? Wilcox retorted. If you know so much about bombs, why
don't you make the damn thing your self?

Natdie sighed. “Because | don't know anything about bombs. But | know someone who does.”

Her hands squeezed the folds of the poncho that shrouded her shoulders.

27
Gamblethe Sun before Sunrise

CAN'T | SEE IT ONCE MORE BEFORE | GO? ABEL Wilcox pleaded, sounding like aboy unwilling
to leave an amusement park. Just one more |ook.



Natdie glanced in the direction of the cave, where Atahua pa's ransom awaited the study and admiration
of the world. Could anyone blame an archaeol ogist for wanting to stay with a discovery that would itself
make history?

“I'msorry. Thereisnttime. .. Abe” It felt strange to her to use the name again— especialy after killing
the man she most associated with it. But wasn't it the real Abel Wilcox, reflected in the mirror of Trent's
impersonation, that sheld devel oped fedingsfor?

| guess I'm doomed to fall for dead guys, Natdie thought with sad humor.

“I need Honorato to help me make the bomb,” she told the professor, “and you can't both bein my head
a once”

Yeah, | know. I'm grateful just to be here, really. It's been a lifelong dream. The choice of words
made him pause in bittersweet contemplation. | owe you.

Shegniled. “Wereeven.”

Not yet. Don't let him get it, Natalie. Don't let him get you.
“l won't.”

Okay . . . ready when you are.

She didn't want to use her protective mantra, for if heleft voluntarily she might be able to summon
Honorato quickly enough to avoid being uninhabited. Otherwise, the dead Peruvians of thisburid
chamber might al start knocking at once, inundating her with souls that would overload her nervous
system. Sitting cross-legged on the ledge where only the fragmented bases of the sarcophagi remained,
Natalie evened out her breaths and concentrated on her spectator mantrato ease the trangition. She
didn't have to shut her eyes, for she could barely see the duffel bag before her on the stone floor.

Row, row, row your boat,
Gently down the stream. . .

Nataie could dmost picture Abe withdrawing from her mind with one of hisgdlant bows. . . or werethe
bows one of Trent'simprovisations? She couldn't let hersdlf think about that now. The second she felt her
mind clear of him, she gripped the poncho with both hands and called to Honorato.

Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily!
Lifeis but—

The pinpricks of amillion acupuncture needles stippled her skin. Natdie gasped but found she couldn't
exhae. Unwelcome voices collided in her skull, chattering in languages she did not understand. Some,
she knew, spoke Quechua, but there were others who spat angry syllables not heard in centuries— the
namelesslanguage of the Cloud People. She pictured the mummies from the cave unfolding themsalves
from their bundles and shambling out to embrace her, to enter her . . . to become her.

Since she did not have Pacampias pen to bite down on, Natalie snapped her jaw shut and hunched
forward as the spasms rocked her.

Come on, Honorato! she prayed.



The cacophony of voices diminished as she pruned spirits away until she had diminated dl but asingle
familiar presence. Her body relaxed, comfortable with the shared ownership of the two soulswho looked
out through her eyes.

You are not home with your little girl, Honorato grimly observed when he saw the arch of the cave's
mouth.

Natalie rubbed her arms for warmth. “I'm afraid not. There's something | haveto do fird, to make surel
dill have ahome and alittle girl to go back to.”

She described how she and Wilcox planned to use the treasure to lure Azure into atrap. Showing
Honorato the bomb-making materias she had brought with her, she expressed her doubts regarding the
archaeologist's explosives expertise.

It was difficult to tell whether Honorato was amused or disgusted by Wilcox's naiveté. El profesor knows
his books better than bombs, yes? he remarked. Setting these tanks on fire would not kill. Probably
the alcohol would burn away before the tanks got hot enough to blow up. Even if they exploded,
unless the person was very close, the blast would only knock him unconscious.

Natalie's shoulders dumped. “ So we can't usethem to kill Azure.”

No . . . we can make themkill. Is that what you want?

Natdie thought of Trent's gaping eyes and mouth— how she would continue to see that facein her
dreamsfor the rest of her life and beyond. Could she stand to have Azure, Romoldo, and perhaps a
dozen more men haunt her that way?

“Thebig gringo . . . hesgoing to hurt Cdlie.” It was her answer, the only one she could give.

It satisfied Honorato. We must build a fire. We need wood, sticks, paper, cloth— anything dry
enough to burn.

Glad to have something congtructive to do, Natdie retrieved her flashlight from the duffel and combed the
ledge for flammable material. She spotted the jagged shafts that still marked where poles had once
supported the sarcophagi. By stomping on them with her boot, she bent them enough to break off a
dozen short sticks. These she gathered and took into the burial chamber, aong with the remaining
sketchbook drawings she'd kept and an extra T-shirt she had with her.

Sdlecting a pot that seemed to be at the center of the room, Natalie constructed asmall pyre,
criscrossing layers of sticks and stuffing the kindling of crumpled paper and cloth between them.

Honorato surveyed the structure with satisfaction. Thiswill apply direct, continuous heat to the
bottom of the tanks. Now we must bind the tanks together for explosive force.

Natalie went back out to the ledge and emptied the duffel bag of its contents. “What if we put themin
here?’

Yes, good.

She arranged the four propane cylindersin the duffel in a square formation. “ So how do we make the



bomb kill 7’
There must be some sort of . . . what isyour word? “ Shrapnel,” yes?

Natalie remembered the war photos she'd seen of soldierstorn gpart by grenades and land mines. “Yes.
Shrapnd.”

In the Shining Path, we used nuts, bolts, nails. That kind of thing. Honorato's own memories
preoccupied him briefly. They worked . . . very well.

Before he could suppressthe image, Natalie caught aflash of aman in acity square, wailing ashe
embraced the limp body of awoman. Welling red gouges pocked the woman's pastel tank top. Police
and paramedics attempted to pry her away from him, but the man refused to let go.

Natalie could not afford to ponder the effects of shrapnel. She snatched up the bag with the tanks and
hurried back into the burial chamber.

“Would thesework?’ she asked, indicating the urn full of rough emerdds.

The idea darkly amused Honorato. An expensive way to kill a man . . . but, yes, they will cause
enough damage.

Natdie shoveed handfuls of the gemsinto the duffe, stuffing them into the space around the tanks so that
they would be blown outward by the blast. When the bag was nearly swollen to bursting, shefroze, a
find scoop of emerdds till in her palm, and glanced toward the door of the mountain's stairwell.

A tiny scuffling sound had echoed up thetunnd . . . or had she only imagined it?

Whether the noise wasred or not, Natalie hastened to pour the last of the gemsinto the duffel and zip
the bag shut. With the bomb prepared, she splashed abit of pisco over the pyre aslighter fluid and
struck a match, which she touched to the kindling in severa places. Small flames shriveled the paper and
began to lap at the latticework of sticks. She was about to douse the bomb itself with pisco and pitchit
ontherising fire, but Honorato interrupted her.

No, no, no! he chided. You do not want the bag to burn away before the tanks explode. Otherwise,
all the rocks will fall out. You want to cook the tanks to build heat and pressure, like a pot of
water with alid onit.

“Okay.” Natalie set aside the pisco and moved to set the bag into the firesflames.

No! No! No! Honorato repeated with the impatience of a maestro whose orchestrapersistsin playing
flat. Not yet. The bomb will explode too soon. You must wait until they are almost here before
putting it in thefire.

She groaned. “How the heck do | know when to do that?’

| will help.

“Gracias.” Hefting the bomb in one hand, she listened at the entrance to the stairway again. There was
asound: a soft, multitudinous scraping, as of the scuttling of ratsin asewer.



Natalie turned back toward the chamber to search for a shelter to protect her from the coming blast.
Although she'd dready seen severd of the room'streasuresindividually, she gasped anew, for the
shimmering flames of the fire now illuminated the entire hoard at once, causing the air itsdf to glow with
the reflected warmth of silver tears and golden swedt.

And there, centered against the wall Six feet from the fire, commanding aview of the lesser artifactsasa
lord surveys his subjects, rested the piéce de résistance: Atahua pa's throne. The one he rode on that day
in Cgamarcawhen Francisco Pizarro dragged him off hisroyd litter by hisankle asif hewere afugitive
dave. Natdlie recalled reading that Pizarro had claimed the throne as his persona trophy when the
conquistadors divided the ransom.

There was no question that this was the seat of the Son of the Sun. Cast from solid gold, the armless
chair sood almost s feet high and must have welghed more than three hundred pounds. Thetall back
fanned out into an arc a the level where the proud Incawould have held his head, fiery sculpted sun rays
radiating out from his crown. Natalie could easily understand why Atahua pa's people believed him
divine, why the nobles carried this throne on their shoulders, and why the peasants prostrated themselves
beforeit.

The throne would not help her, however. It wastoo closeto the wall for her to hide behind and far too
heavy to move. Tearing her atention from its magnificence, Natalie found a better shield. An enormous
representation of the sun god Inti leaned against awall to theright of the throne. A besaten gold disc five
feet in diameter, Inti's visage bore an expression of impassive supremecy.

Looks like he can stop a few flying emeralds, Natdie decided, and listened at the doorway again. The
footfadlsin the stairwell became more distinct, grew louder as she harkened to them.

She held the bomb above the crackling fire. “Now?’

No! Honorato replied. Not yet. A little longer . . .

Natdie drew the bag away from the flames. “ *Wait till you see the whites of their eyes,” she muttered.
What?

“Never mind.” She moved to gaze down the steps at the wall where the stairwell cornered to join the
buria chamber. A small circle of faint yellow light appeared there. “Honorato . . . what isyour last
name?’

Velasco.

Thecircle of light expanded asit had when Natdie ascended the Sairs, its brightnessintensifying. The
asynchronous patter of feet swelled in the tunnd's gramophone horn.

“Where does your family live?’
Pisac, near Cuzco, Honorato said. Why do you ask?
“For future reference. Provided | have afuture”

The flashlight spot sharpened to crispness, and severd lesser lightsjiggled beside it onthewall.



NOW! Honorato told her.
Natalie hurried to the pyre and set the bomb on it. The flames curled to embrace the sack.

Snatching up the bottle of pisco asaweapon of last resort, she barely had time to duck benegath the
danting roof of the Inti sun disc. As camouflage, she hooded Honorato's weathered woolen poncho asa
cowl over her face and hunched in thefetal posture of the mummy bundlesin the chamber.

Natalie angled her head to watch the stairwell's doorway. Through the narrow gap between the poncho's
drooping hems, she saw Romoldo lean into the chamber, aflashlight in one hand and a pistal in the other.
His vulpine eyes widened as he took in the room'sriches, and for an instant he appeared to lose his
perpetua wariness. Finger flexing againgt the gun'strigger, helet out a grunt when the fire caught his
attention. Natalie tensed as he motioned an unseen party forward, pointing at the blaze and shouting, “
iLabruja jLabruja!”

No, please, no, she thought.

“SLENCE!” Romoldo's clamor evidently so affronted Nathan Azure that he momentarily forgot his
Spanish. “ jCéllate! jCéllate! Well find the witch soon enough. But nothing must spoil this moment.”

The Englishman entered the chamber asif hewereapilgrim in acathedrd, hisglacid demeanor meting
into infantile wonder. His eyes misted as he pivoted his head thisway and that, frustrated and delighted
that he could not capture dl the gloriesin one glance.

“1 knew it,” hecroaked. “l knew it.”

His hands palsied with eagerness, he fumbled to remove his driving gloves, which he cast on the floor not
more than three feet from thefire that licked at the sack containing the propane tanks.

C'mon! Natdie telepathically shouted at the bomb. Boom! BOOM! Before they seeyou. . .

Romoldo snarled and swiped an arm at his fellow Peruvians as they crammed the doorway, jabbering
and vying for the best view of the rewards they would soon regp. Maintaining a respectful distance from
his boss, Romoldo advanced toward the pyre and prowled the room with his gaze.

Engulfed in adream, Nathan Azure seemed to have forgotten the men entirely. He laid bare hands on the
statues, burid masks and bowls, dpacas and maize saks, in agathering frenzy, moving faster and fagter,
asif itmight vanishinablink likefary gold.

“YOU SEE THIS FATHER?" He shook fistfuls of jeweled necklaces at the calling. “ HERE'STO
YOUR BLOODY WASHING POWDER!”

Still, he did not smile. Heraved in an ecstasy akin to that of arapist, adesolate gratification of desire
devoid of human warmth or joy.

Then he saw Atahualpa's throne, and rapture overcame hisranting. Azure crept up on the shining seet in
trepidation, his palms hovering over its surface asif touching it would strike him dead. When at last he
pressed his pamsflat againgt its sheen, ashudder of hideous consummation rippled hiswiry frame. Eyes
gligening, he lowered himsalf onto the throne with the deliberateness of a monarch awaiting coronation.

Hurry up! Natalie pleaded to the bomb. Blow, baby, blow.



Romoldo gaped at his boss and fidgeted like athird party on adate. Averting his attention from the big
gringo, he scowled &t thefire. He shoved hisflashlight into his back pocket and bent to examine the
duffd that baked in theflames.

NO! Natalie started forward, grasped the neck of the pisco bottle.

Romoldo grabbed the top of the bag to lift it from the pyre, but dropped it and flinched back, licking his
fingersto cool them.

Natalie froze, the poncho closed tight around her head, but it was too late. Romoldo must have seen her
move, for he aimed hisflashlight at the Inti sun disc and squinted, cocking his gun as he advanced toward
it.

Natalie tensed, unsure whether to make a break for it or to hold still and try to look as much like a
mummy as possible. Before she could decide, athunderbolt CRACK deafened dl thought.

She cringed and covered her head with her arms as the gong of the sun disc rang with a spitting hailstorm
of projectile hits. The clangor nearly buried the shrill keen of aman's shriek in the room beyond.

The chamber darkened to an inferna reddish gloom, lit only by the smoldering sticks and embersthat the
blast had scattered. An abrupt silence followed, or perhaps Natalie smply could not hear whatever
noises there were over the tuning-fork humin her ears.

The bomb worked, yes? Honorato asked after afew minutes passed with no gpparent movement in the
buria chamber.

WEIl see, Natalie replied, afraid to speak aloud.

She eased out from behind the sun disc but shrank back when she heard arattling gasp. A coupleyards
away from her, Romoldo pushed himself onto his knees and crawled acrossthefloor like an infant, a
thread of bloody drool dangling from his mouth.

He teetered to astanding pogition, and Natalie clutched the liquor bottlein readiness. But he did not
attempt to find her. He lurched instead toward the stairwell, groaning with the effort. His compadres had
evidently fled the explosion, so Romoldo braced himsdlf againgt the wall and sstumbled down the sairs,
blotching the wall with black spots and smears wherever he collapsed againgt it.

When he had descended from view, Natalie noticed that his flashlight till glowed where held dropped it.
Shewaswilling to bet hispistal till lay somewhere neer it.

As she ventured out from behind the sun disc, she kept an eye on Atahua pas throne and the dark
shadow that seethed there. Natalie scampered the few feet to the flashlight and with its help located the
gun. Armed with both, she went to face Nathan Azure.

Slumped back in the Inca's seet, hisarms hanging straight down at his sides, Azure made no sound but a
labored gurgling. When Natdie shone the flashlight on him, she saw why. Meteors of green crysta
cratered his chest and stomach, blood leaking over and around the gems, and when Natalie raised the
light to hisface, emerdd tranducence glittered in the socket where hisleft eye had been.

For asecond, Azure'sremaining eyerolled up to glare a Natalie, but he seemed to regject her as



unworthy of hisfina moments. Instead, he swiveled the eye left and right, focusing beyond her, so that his
last aght might be the glinting glory of hisonetruelove.

Then the eye cameto rest in an empty stare, and his bobbing mouth fell open and did not close. A golden
boy on a golden throne, now studded with jewels, Nathan Azure had become a part of the treasure he
craved.

That isthat, yes? Honorato said. It isover.

“No, it'snot.” Natdie stared at Azure'sinanimate face, at the green twinkleinits new eye, and felt no
triumph, no relief, no closure, only exhaustion. She knew what awaited her, for she had dapped him with
her bare hand. Unlike Trent, Azure hated her enough to come back.

Spots of cold stung her skin like melting snowflakes. She meant to turn away from the throne, to collect
her passport and other belongings, to leave, but she found herself asrigid and rooted as one of the
Cloud Peopl€'s sarcophagi. Honorato tried to say something but interference fuzzed hiswords, asif he
were aradio station dipping out of tune.

Asthe saizure started, Natdie toppled toward the throne, landing on Nathan Azure'slap. The blood that
had run down historso and onto his pants daubed her |eft cheek, and the knocking intensified.

You killed me in my moment of victory! he sobbed in her head. You took my life just when it began
to mean something.

Her hands contracted on the flashlight and pistol with an eectrocution death grip, asif they werelive
power lines. Of its own valition, her right hand raised the gun toward her head.

I'll show you what it is to deprive someone of all that he loves. . .

Natalie sought Honorato for help, but Azure had forced him out. Spilled blood wastoo strong a
touchstone.

Fighting for mastery, Natdie forced her numbed mouth to bleat the Twenty-third Psalm. “ The— Lord—
iIS— my— shepherd . . . | shall not want.”

The pistal'sbarrel quivered at her temple.

As she went on, the words came more easily. “ He maketh meto lie down in green pastures! He
leadeth me beside the till waters!”

She uncrooked her finger from the trigger, lowered the gun.
NO! Azure shrieked.

Natalie stood and wiped the blood from her cheek, shouting. “ HE RESTORETH MY SOUL! HE
LEADETH ME IN THE PATHS OF RIGHTEOUSNESS FOR HISNAME'S SAKE!”

You shan't get away with this, you witch! Azure sniveled, histhoughts aready dimming asthe
protective mantraflushed him from her mind. I'll come back again and again until 1 get in. You hear
me? I'll be with you forever!



“I know,” Nataie said softly, with genuine regret. “But | will fear no evil
She resumed reciting the psalm, whispering it for comfort even when she was certain Azure was gone.

Returning to the ledge, Natalie recovered her passport and other necessities for thelong trip home. She
switched to her own flashlight but kept Romoldo's pistal in hand to defend hersdlf in case any of Azure's
timid lackeys came back.

The Peruvians did return, their lanterns bobbing through the doorway asthey cautioudy explored the
burid chamber. They paid little attention to Natalie, however. Leaderless now, they had cometo loot the
cache for themselves, and when they were reasonably certain no other bombs would detonate, they dove
at thetreasure like aflock of hungry buzzards, stuffing vauablesinto sacks, pockets, shirtfronts, as much
asthey could carry.

Nataie made no move to stop them, nor did she take anything for hersdf. The blood-ransom gold was
asgood as cursed for her, and she dready had enough angry soulsto plague her the rest of her life.
When she got back to Leimebamba tomorrow, she would contact Luis Pacampia at the museum and
give his gaff explicit directions on how to find the cave. Plenty of treasure would remain for themto
preserve; there was smply too much for even Azure's pack of small-time crooksto carry away in one

day.

On her way down the stairway inside the mountain, Natalie came across Romoldo, lying faceup aong the
geps. He hadn't gotten very far, dthough, given his condition, it must have taken a superhuman effort to
walk at dl. One of hisenterprising countrymen squatted beside him, and at first Nataie thought the man
was ministering to Romoldo's wounds. Then she saw the Peruvian pluck his scarlet-dicked fingersfrom
one of the puckering holesin Romoldo's sde, grinning as he held the damp emerald up to hislantern to
admireit. Natdie hurried past him while he pocketed the gem and probed a gash in Romoldo's abdomen.

Under the accumulated weight of her respongbility for what she had done, for what she had yet to do,
her feet seemed to grow heavier with every step of the tedious descent. She emerged from the stairway's
hidden entrance with a sigh of surrender— her wearinesswould let her go no farther that night.

With the flashlight and ahaf-moon to illuminate her way, sheretrieved her patient burro from behind the
rock where shéd tied it and led the anima downstream. The mule stopped to lap at the creek’'s water,
and Nataie sank onto the rocky bank to wait out the hours until dawn. She lowered her face into her
open palms, wanting the balm of deep but unsure whether it could ever restore the peace she had just
sacrificed. Y et there was sill so much to do before she could get back to where and to who she had
been less than amonth ago. So far to go, so many promises to keep, and nothing about home would be
the same as when she had |ft it.

Tonight, then, she would weep the tears of the moon and mourn for everything that had been lost.
Tomorrow she would swest in the sun to save the invauabl e treasures that remained.

28
Another Home, Not Her Own

IF I EVER GET HOME, I'M NEVER TRAVELING AGAIN, Natdie swore asthe cramped bus
disgorged her and its other passengersinto the center of Pisac.



It was Sunday, market day, and the cobblestoned plaza teemed with buyers and vendors. The
interweaving colors made the square resemble an intricate Peruvian blanket as men and women in vibrant
clothes haggled over food and handicrafts. The crowd flowing around her, Natalie hugged the thick
bundle of Honorato's folded poncho to her chest and surveyed the plazas Sde streets.

“Which way?’ she asked him under her breath.
There, on the right, between those white buildings. Follow the road out of town.

She headed down the road he indicated, her ssomach tightening with his anxiety. Honorato feared this
encounter more than he had feared his own death.

Natalie wd| understood his dread. She had ddliberately waited until late at night— well past Callie's
bedtime— to cal Ted Atwater on hiscell phone at the L.A. motel where they were hiding to let him
know that she would not be able to come home for severd days. “ The Peruvian authoritieswant meto
answer some questions,” shelied to excuse the delay. She couldn't bear to tell Callie directly that
Mommy would not come to her as soon as possible.

After she madeit back to Leimebamba, Nataie wanted nothing more than to catch thefirst flight to the
U.S. she could find. But she knew that if sheleft now, shewould never return to Peru— could never
leave Callie again— and there was a duty she needed to perform here before she departed forever.

The paving stones ended not long after the road |eft the marketplace, and Nataie hiked up the dirt lane
toward the grassy hills striped by the dark green striations of ancient agricultura terraces. The air felt
drier and dustier here than it had in the northern part of the country, chapping her lipsand chaking her
skin with fine powder. The bristles of redl hair benesth her wig itched from perspiration, and she couldn't
wait to get back to her hotel in Cuzco, strip bare, and wash the paste of sweat and dirt from her body.

A smdl stone hut with athatched roof cameinto view on her left. Three boys between the ages of four
and eight kicked asoccer ball around the patch of rough ground in front of the house. Halfway up the hill
behind them, a middle-age woman chopped at the soil with awooden hoe while carrying aninfant inan
orange ding on her back. None of them wore shoes.

The grim obligation that awaited her made Nataie ashamed of her petty complaints. “Isthat them?’

Yes. My boys, my wife. Honorato said it with the heaviness of aman who haslogt hislife savingsona
bet. My Celestina . . . she will never have her girl now.

Nataie drew a deep breath and trudged up the dope toward his widow. Intent on her toil, the woman
did not look up until Natalie's shadow crossed the handle of her hoe.

“SefioraVdasco?’

Celestina possessed a stout, stolid figure, with abroad, flattish face that seemed to have been baked as
hard asthe soil shetilled. When she saw her visitor's violet eyes, however, her impassve expresson
turned fearful.

Nataie waited for Honorato to tell her how to say “Y our husband isdead” in Spanish, but it proved
unnecessary. The poncho in Natdiesarms sgnified as much to Cdestinaas atriangular folded flag would
to asoldier's mother. She dropped the hoe to clutch her plump cheeks, mewling in avoice durred by



orief.

She says she knew this would happen, Honorato trandated, his tone more hopel ess than before. Every
time | went away, she expected it.

For awhile, herefused to spesk, even when Nataie prodded him to serve as her interpreter. Finaly he
consented to give her the words she wanted to speak to hiswife.

“Hedied while saving my life,” shesaid in Spanish. 1 owe everything to him, including the hgppiness of
my child. That iswhy | have brought you this” She lowered the bundled poncho from her chest. “He
wanted you and your boys to have it— to take care of you since he cannot.”

Natdielifted afold of the woolen cloth, unvelling scores of tightly bound stacks of crigp nuevos soles,
worth a hundred thousand U.S. dollars— half the money Nathan Azure had wired to her savings
account. She'd had to go to the biggest bank in Limato withdraw the sum in cash. She owed Honorato
her life and would have given hiswidow dl of Azuré's money, but she had to keep at least enough
savingsto help Dad with hismedica bills and to buy hersdf sometimeto get out of debt.

Her eyes brimming, Celestinashook her head as she Stared at the currency Natdie offered, asif unwilling
to accept good fortune spawned by tragedy. Natalie lowered the cloth to cover the money and urged her
to take the poncho. When she wouldn't, Natalie laid the bequest at the widow's feet.

The two women regarded each other in solemn silence as Natalie waited for Honorato to relay what he
wanted to say. When he said nothing, Nataie drew upon her limited vocabulary to speak for both of
them. “1 am sorry,” shetold Celestina. “May God be with you and your family.”

Sheturned away and started down the hillside.

Wait, Honorato implored when they neared the three boys. Wait here, yes?

“Yes. Of course”

She watched thelads at play, trailing laughter behind them like airborne kites. The two older boys kicked
the ball back and forth to each other asthey ran down the impromptu soccer field, then ddliberately
alowed their tiny brother to stedl it from them and make the god.

Natalie smiled. “Y ou have handsome sons. What are their names?’

Abimael, heisthe oldest. Then Modesto and Victor. José is still on his mother's back.

Shefet him yearn for them. “1 would let you speek to them. To her.”

No. No, | cannot. Without the mask of afaceto conced it, his soul trembled, its helpless despair
exposed to her. What could | say? How could | explain my mistakes?

“Y ou can give them your love. They will give you their forgiveness.”
| don't know. | think this was another mistake. Seeing them.. . . | should not have come back. So

many bad choices. But you have given them hope for the future, yes? | will carry that hope with
me aswell.



Natalie swallowed to loosen the knot in her throat. “Honorato, |—

But he was gone, leaving Natalie a one with her own bad choices.

29
Return to the Golden State

ALTHOUGH NATALIE MADE SURE HER TRIP TO LOS Angeleswas not on a Daedalus
Aeronautics|et, sheworried less about the flight than about what awaited her on the ground when she
arrived. She had called ahead to arrange for Ted Atwater to pick her up at the airport, and Calie had
demanded her turn with the phone.

“Areyou really coming back thistime?” she asked.

“Yes, baby girl,” Natdie had assured her. “And | won't leave again. Ever.”

Her voice sharpened with doubt. “Promise?’

“Promise”

“That's what | thought.”

Before she could respond, Nataie heard scuffling in the background and Ted Atwater came on theline
to make apologies.

“Don't let her upset you,” he advised. “ She's il alittle out of sorts about the whole birthday thing.”

So am |, Nataie thought, recdling the conversation while she reclined in her aide seat on the plane. Her
hair till looked like amilitary buzz cut but it had grown out enough to cover the node point tattoos, so
sheld ditched her dusty, bedraggled wig back at the termind in Lima. Sheld aso bought afresh pair of
sunglassesin order to keep her violet irisesfrom drawing stares. However, shed il gotten strange looks
when she went through ticketing, customs, and security carrying only atote bag containing aminiature
Peruvian flag and a stuffed toy llamafor Calie. Other than her passport and purse, shed thrown away
what little she had | eft from her Andean adventure.

With her eyes shut behind her shades during the flight Natdie did not redize she had dozed off until she
heard the captain's voice over the passenger cabin's public-address system.

“Hight attendants prepare for arrivd . . .”

Natdie sprang upright, gripping the buckle of her safety belt to make surethat it was dtill fastened— that
she hadn't moved without her knowledge.

The Lord is my shepherd, she quoted. | shall not want . . .
A flight attendant touched her shoulder, causing her to jump.

“I'm sorry, maam,” he said, “but we need you to raise your seat back to the full upright position.”



“Oh...right. Sorry.” Shedid as he asked, but kept reciting the protective mantrain her head. Even
though Azure had knocked only once since that night in the buria chamber, she needed to be careful. In
her Lima hotel room, she awoke early one morning to find hersdlf sitting upright with the contents of her
purse dumped on the bed in front of her. In her hand, she held the nail clippers, the sharp point of the nall
file poised on the pulsing skin over her carotid artery.

Then arolling spasm ran through her body, and she realized what had jarred her from deep. Someone
else was knocking, attempting to muscle Azure out of her head the way Dan had once purged Cdlie of
unwanted souls. Her mind caught in atug-of-war between the opposing invaders, Natdie twisted on the
bed, her flailing hand flinging the nail dlippers acrossthe room.

Let me alone, you imbecile! Azure sputtered, histhoughts aready growing fainter. It's my right! She
denied me the only thing I lived for . . .

Nataie's body unwound from its contortions as the usurping soul asserted its dominance. Assoon asit
had displaced Azure, however, the newcomer withdrew, leaving Natalie only two words to determine the
soul'sidentity: I'msorry.

Nathan Azure had not knocked since then. If Trent wasthe one restraining himin limbo, it meant he
really had cared about her— perhaps even loved her.

Natdie till grappled with dl theimplications of that possibility. When Dan had died, she had secretly
feared that he was the only man who could truly love her, the only one capable of looking beyond the
violet eyesinto the mind and heart behind them. But if even ahardened crimind like Trent could develop
fedingsfor her, then perhaps there would come another man— a good man— one she could lovein
return. The prospect both terrified and exhilarated her.

* * %

When she deplaned at LAX, Natdie feared that her worst-case nightmare had come true. No smiling
relatives waited to welcome her at the gate the way Dan had when he reunited with her in an airport
terminal. Had Callie refused to come? Were the Atwaters angry with her for al the trouble she'd caused
them?

Forlorn, she scanned the crowd and noted that her fellow travelers dl proceeded a one to baggage claim.
Of course! She'd forgotten that airport security allowed only ticketed passengers to the gate nowadays.

A new, deeper fear struck an ingtant later when she heard the cultured, Indian-accented voice that
suddenly spoke from behind her.

“Ms. Lindstrom! Welcome back to Los Angeles. | hope that you had amost enjoyabletrip.”

Although she had never heard him speak before, Natalie was not surprised when she turned to find
Chameleon Man gpproaching her.

“May | havethe pleasure of presenting myself?’ Heflipped open his1D with asmal bow of hishead.
“Sanjay Prashad, Corps Security.”

S0 he has a name after all. She cast acursory glance at the booklet's photo, in no mood for



pleasantries. “I presume you want to know where I've been.”

“That would be most helpful, of course.” He tucked the ID back in the jacket of hisgray suit. “But what
wetruly requireisinformation regarding the fate of my colleague ArabellaMadison. Given the
synchronicity of your disappearance with hers, we thought you might know something about her murder.”
Natalie's face went cold, but she kept her gaze steady.

“I'm sure you've heard about the Incan gold discovered in Peru last week,” she said. Since the Museo
Leymebamba crew had recovered the remaining treasure, headlines about the hoard had splashed across
newspapers around the world.

Prashad nodded in impatience. “Y es, yes. Remarkable. What of it?’

“Nathan Azure, the millionaire whose body was found at the site, abducted me and forced meto help
him locate the treasure,” Natalie continued, reciting the story she'd rehearsed for this occasion. “When his
men mutinied and killed him, | took the opportunity to escape.”

“That isamost fascinating fiction, Ms. Lindstrom.” A harshness edged the agent's Sngsongy accent.
“However, it does not explain why my former counterpart in the Corps northern Cdiforniadivison
admitted to accepting abribe to allow your departure. He also said you left voluntarily.”

“Because Azure had threatened my family.”

“Y our family lied to Security agents regarding your whereabouts— ”

“— in order to protect my daughter from Azures men.”

Prashad's mouth flattened. “Y ou have still not accounted for the desth of Agent Madison.”

“I'm afraid shewaskilled in the line of duty whiletrying to prevent my kidngpping.” Natalie adopted the
appropriate tone of sober regret. “If you want to recommend her for a posthumous commendation, you

have my full support. Now, if you'll excuse me, my family iswaiting.”

She headed off toward the escalators that led down to the baggage-claim area, quickening her steps as
Prashad hastened to trail her.

“Thisisnot the end of this matter, Ms. Lindstrom!” he called after her. “Y ou still have many questionsto
answer. Many questions.”

Shedid not look back.

* % %

Natalie descended to the luggage carousdls even though she had no bagsto collect. There, just beyond
the baggage claim checkpoint, she saw Ted Atwater holding Callie againgt his chest so that she could
peer over the harried travelers crisscrossing in front of them.

Mother and daughter spotted each other at the sametime, and Callie tugged her grandfather's shirt collar
until he set her down. Unburdened by luggage, Natdie rushed through the checkpoint to catch her little
girl, who sprang into her open arms.



“You came,” Cdliecried, nuzzling her cheek. “You'reredly here”

“Yes, honey.” Natalie tightened her embrace. “I'm so sorry.”

“| was so afraid you wouldn't come back.”

“I know, baby girl. Sowasl.”

Ted Atwater gave them along moment together before interrupting. “Hey! Do grandpas get hugs, too?’
Unwilling to let go of Cdlie, Natalie hoisted her daughter into the crook of her left arm and curled her
right arm around his shoulder. “Ted, | can't thank you enough for everything you and Jean have done. If
therésanything | can do—"

“It was our pleasure. But you're not done with the grandpa hugs yet.” He nodded to his left.

Natalie's heart stuttered even before she turned to the man who stood patiently afew feet to the sde. His
suit hung on hiswasted frame like the sails of abecalmed ship and his complexion looked dmost as gray
ashishair, but abroad smilelit hiswan face.

“Hey, kiddo.”

“Dad.” Shepracticaly dammed into him as sherushed to greet him. “How ... 7’

Squished between Natdie and Wade, Callie giggled. She must have dmost burst trying to keep the
surprise a secret.

“1 had to come.” Wade chuckled, his blue eyes watery. “ Doctor's orders. Nothing does my heart as
much good as seeing my two favorite girlsin theworld.”

“Oh, Dad.” Natalie kissed his cheek, whispered in hisear. “ | love you.”

Thereit was. After dl her agonizing, it came out naturdly, without thinking, amost by mistake, but itslack
of premeditation waswhat made it feel so good, so right. Y et it seemed too easy somehow. Had she
redly said it or only thought it, as she had so many times before?

Wade answered that question in the best possibleway. “I love you, too, sweetheart,” he said. “More
than| can say.”

After arespectful pause, Ted brokein again. “Well, what say we get out of this madhouse, pick Jean up
at the motel, and go get some grub? My treet!”

Wade raised hishand like atraffic cop. “No way, Ted. Thisoneson me.”

“Don't beridiculous! You came al theway from the East Coast. Theleast | can doisgive you ahot
med ...

The grandfathers managed to fight over the tab al the way back to the parking garage where Ted had
parked hiscar.



Natdie and Calliejust laughed at them, loving them, loving each other. Only when they rode away from
the airport, Calie nestled under her mother's arm in the backseet, did the two of them become moody
again. Out the rear windshield, Natalie could see Sanjay Prashad's car tailing them onto the freeway, a
gadfly reminder of the problemsthat still pursued them.

“I missed you on my birthday,” Callie said, then lowered her voice, aware that Ted could hear her from
the driver's seat. “It wasn't any fun without you. But don't tell Grandpa that.”

Natalie rested her head on top of her daughter's. “1 know, honey. I'll give you a makeup birthday, |
SI\/H.”

“It'sokay. I'mjust glad you're back.” She twisted her mouth asif attempting to hold in some words she
didn't want to escape. “Um.. . . Grandpa Ted said there were some bad men who kept you in Peru al
thistime”

“That'sright, honey.”
“Arethey ... gonenow?’

Nataie looked into those eyes that were so like hers. Yes, honey, they're gone now, she wanted to say.
| got rid of them. But that would be alie— and one Callie would recognize immediately. She would
sensethat Natalie could not rid hersdlf of her bad men any more than Cadlie could expunge Horace
Rendd| and Vincent Thresher from her nightmares.

“No, sweetheart, they're not gone,” Natalie admitted. “But if we help each other, we can keep the bad
men from hurting us. Will you help me?’

“Uh-huh.” Cdlie's eyes shone with anxiety, but dso hope. “ And you'll help me?’
“Always”

They swayed together with the gentle turns of the car, and Callie heaved adeepy sigh. “ So canwegoto
Disneyland now?’

Natalielaughed and ruffled her daughter's hair. “ Sure, birthday girl. Anything you want.”
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On the day Bartholomew Wax had selected to kill himself, he called in sick a work so he could spend
part of the day saying good-bye to his children. He would enjoy their company as he ate hislast medl.

With the strains of a Vivadi violin concerto issuing from the speakers of his home's built-in sound system,
Wax uncorked hisfinest bottle of Beaujolais and prepared himsdlf aplate of Brie, foie gras, cracked
wheat and rye crackers, and fresh grapes. Once the wine had had a chance to breathe, he placed it on a
gerling silver tray dong with the platter of food and a cut-crystal goblet and carried the tray from the
kitchen to adoor in the halway. Setting it on the adjacent mahogany sidetable, he punched ina
seven-digit combination on the door's digital keypad, and the carbon-stedl bolts did back into the jamb
with the shuck of shells being pumped into a shotgun barrel.

Wax pulled the door open, revealing the foot-thick depth of insulation and metal behind its mundane



wooden facade. Thewalls of the basement had been smilarly reinforced. The plaster and drywall hid
tungsten-carbide plates and sandwiched layers of concrete, stedl, and Sheetrock— making the shelter
imperviousto fire, drills, and explosives. The vault had cost hisemployers a the North American Afterlife
Communications Corps a couple of million dollarsto build, but no price wastoo grest to pay for his
children's safety.

They glowed in welcome as he descended the cellar steps with the silver tray. Sensors detected his heat
sgnature and switched on the lampsthat illuminated hisfamily. Warm yellow rectangles seemed to hover
in the darkness of the black-walled room. Basking in their individua spotlights, the children smiled at
him— as preciousto him asif held given birth to them himsdf. Wax had positioned the spotsto light each
canvas on the wall to best effect, precisely cdibrating the intensity so as not to fade the colors. Although
ablistering New Mexico heat broiled the exterior of the house, climate control systems kept the cellar at
aconstant seventy degrees, with just enough humidity to keep the paintings from cracking.

An office chair and asmal table in the center of the floor provided the chamber's only furnishings. Asthe
vault door automaticaly sedled him insde, Wax set the tray on the table, unwound the bread-bag twist tie
he'd used to hold back hishair, and shook out the ponytail until it fell down around his shouldersin agray
mane. Popping agrape in hismouth, he seated himsdlf in the chair, which he could swive to view the
artwork hanging on any of the cdllar walls. There, with forced air and piped music swathing himin acool
swirl of Vivadi strings, he spent hislast hour with the only red family he had.

Anonly child, Bartholomew Wax had virtualy grown up among paintings. His divorced mother couldn't
afford ababysitter during summer vacation, o every morning she would drop him off at the Isabella
Stewart Gardner Museum while she went to work the day shift at a Dunkin' Donuts shop in downtown
Boston. Back in the seventies, when parents were sill naive about pedophiliaand when day care was
congdered aluxury, Bartholomew's mother told herself that it would do the boy good to spend his days
surrounded by high culture rather than at home watching television.

A withdrawn and frail boy with an autistic'slove of routine, little Barty came to cherish hishoursin the
dim galleries of the Italian-style palazzo. The docents dl knew him by name, and he would egt his sack
lunch among the white lilies and Greco-Roman statuary in the peaceful courtyard, alone with histhoughts.
But what he loved most were the paintings, each of which remained exactly where Mrs. Gardner had
decreed it should stay forever. On some walls, masterpieces of different sizes and themes were jammed
s0 closdly together that their frames butted against one another, resembling a patchwork of postage
stamps on an enormous envelope. Each one silently whispered its story to Barty, and when no one else
was in the room, hewould talk to each in turn, telling them dl his secrets and his grand plansfor the
future. They were hisfamily, after dl.

Severa members of that family now hung before him in thisvault. Munching a cracker spread with Brie,
Wax basked in the delicate glow of The Concert— one of only thirty-six Vermeersin existence. The
artist's muted use of light gave apreternatural tranquility to the scene; Wax could actudly hear themusic
ayoung Flemish girl played for her parents, the quiet strains of the harpsichord calming the frenzy of
thoughtsin his capricious mind. Next to the Vermeer, Storm on the Sea of Galilee churnedinan
endless, frozen tempest. Rembrandt's only seascape, it depicted Jesus disciples clinging to a sailboat that
cresting whitewater threatened to overturn. Golden sunlight touched the wave-tossed boat as a hole of
blue sky opened in the coa -smoke clouds, the promise of God's salvation for the faithful. Now more
than ever, Bartholomew Wax needed the promise of peace and redemption.

Hismed finished, herose from his chair and strolled past the remainder of his collection, Sipping wine
from his goblet. Here were the other sblings from the Gardner— atiny Rembrandt sdf-portrait, Chez



Tortoni by Manet, La Sortie du Paysage by Degas, and more. Alas, those barbarians from the Corps
had savagely cut the pictures from their frames, and Wax himself had had to remount the canvaseson
stretchers and find suitable replacement frames for them. He also made sure that the NAACC took
greater care the next time they procured children for him to adopt.

Wax had dways dreamed of having such afamily. Reproductionswould not do, for even the finest
lithographs could not capture the play of light upon the actua brushwork, the depth and textures of the
swirls and ridges, the tranducence of the glazes. As aboy, he decided that he would have to become
very rich so that he, too, could buy amansion full of artworks like Mrs. Gardner's. His need for money
drove him into medicine, for weren't al doctors well-to-do? Y et as he matured and learned more about
the rarefied world of art auctions, Wax discovered that the paintings he wanted— the ones painted by
the artists while they were dive, not the posthumous “ collaborations’ created by government Violets—
sold for millions of dollars each. He consdered starting his own biotechnology company to make his
fortunein the stock market, but soon redlized that even the wedlth of Bill Gates could not purchase the
works he truly wanted: the price esstreasures that hung in the Gardner and other museums around the
world. And that was when he made his bargain with the Corps, offering his servicesin exchange for their
promise to accumul ate the unattainable collection he craved.

Wax lingered before each item in the gallery as he made hisway around the vault, attempting to delay the
inevitable. After more than fifteen years of effort, hiswork for the Corps was near an end, which meant
that so was he. Ironically, success rather than failure spelled doom for him. As soon asthe NAACC
obtained what it wanted, it would take hisfamily away and iminate him to protect its secrets.

He paused in front of da Vinci's Madonna of the Yarnwinder, raised the goblet to hislips, but found
only adribble of wineleft. Once again, he toyed with theidea of sedling himsalf up with histreasureslike
apharaoh in histomb. But Wax knew better than anyone that you could take nothing into the efterlife.
The Corps would no doubt breach the vault sooner or later, and Wax could not bear to think of his
children ending up in the hands of aghoul like Carl Pancrit.

He contemplated L eonardo's rendition of Mary and the Christ child, which had once adorned the home
of the Duke of Buccleuch in Scotland. In the painting, the baby gazed at the T-shaped wooden spindlein
his hands, asymbol of the crossthat awaited him— the end prefigured in the beginning. Mary's right hand
hovered uncertainly over the infant, asif shelonged to hold her son back from his destiny yet knew she
could not. Certain sacrifices had to be made.

Wax gpproached thefind and most recent acquigtion in his collection with reluctance. Histime was
amost up, but that was not why he dawdled. The last picture frightened him. Although he had seen
countless copies and parodies of The Scream, none had prepared him for the terror portrayed in the
origind, brought here al the way from the Munch Museum in Odo. Beneath asky asred and fluid asan
arterid hemorrhage, a solitary androgynous figure shivered on a bleak seaside boardwalk, its eyes and
mouth gaping, its grotesque, distended hands pressed to itstemples.

Most people who saw the picture did not redize that it was not the humanoid figure screaming. No, Wax
mused, the mutant being was struck dumb with fear asit vainly covered its earsto shut out the eternal
cosmic wall of the universe— “aloud, unending scream piercing nature,” as Edvard Munch had put it.

With itsindigo eyes and bald, skull-like head, the figure might have been aViolet, its scalp shaved to
accommodate the electrodes of a Soul Scan device.

The resemblance filled Bartholomew Wax with both revulsion and arenewed sense of urgency. What



would it belike to hear that awful shriek of transcendental agony . . . and never be able to shut it out?
What if everyone could hear it? Would the human race be able to withstand the constant sound of its

own inescapable mortality?

The questions preyed on Dr. Wax, hastening him into action. Tying hishair back into its ponytail, he did
not take the trouble to clean up the remains of hislast med, but left the cheese and pététo rot on the
slver tray beside the uncorked wine. His remaining time was too vauable, and he would never return to
this place, anyway.

Instead, he began taking the paintings off thewall one a atime and meticuloudy packing theminto the
gpecid reinforced shipping crates held accumulated in the cdllar for that purpose. Custom-cut Styrofoam
brackets held each frame motionless within its box, ensuring that nothing touched the surface of the
canvas, while wood inserts prevented the cardboard sides from being crushed or punctured. The crates
al bore shipping labelswith the name* Arthur Maven” and afase return address aswell asthe packages
degtinations. the Munch Museum in Norway, Drumlanrig Castle in Scotland, and, of course, the Gardner,
among many others.

Wax actudly giggled as he imagined the astonishment on the recipients faces when they opened the
boxes and discovered their long lost picturesinsde. The thought made him happy. Unlike human beings,
artworks had no afterlife in which to perpetuate their existence. A painting that no one saw ceased to be,
and hischildren deserved to live.

The CD changer on his stereo system switched from Vivadi to Mahler's Ninth. Opening the vault door,
Wax began the [aborioustask of carrying the crates up the stairs and out to his Ford Explorer. He left the
engine running and the air conditioner on full blast while loading the SUV, which barely contained his
collection. At last ready to depart, he grabbed the antique black doctor's bag that usualy carried only his
lunch. On theway out the door, however, he tapped his brow to chastise himself for hisforgetfulness.

Hurrying to the Steinway baby grand in his living room, he opened the piano bench and took out athick
score filled with computer-printed musical notes. Wax ripped afistful of pages from the book as he
carried it into the kitchen and threw it in the stainless-stedl sink. He used aburner on the gas stoveto
ignite one corner of the torn pages, then used them to set the rest of the score on fire. The smoke
detector on the calling shrilled as heleft the music flaming inthe sink.

* % %

The afternoon sun cast the verticd ridges of the Organ Mountainsin sharp relief, the craggy gray range
resembling the pipes of achurch organ asits nameimplied. Dr. Wax lived in adesert housing
development afew miles outsde Las Cruces, and he had to hurry to make it to the shipping office before
the cutoff timefor overnight delivery.

“Y ou want more than fifty bucks insurance on any of these?’ the thick-fingered clerk asked him when
she weighed in the packages.

Wax smiled at thefolly of assigning adollar valueto an irreplacesble work of genius. “No, that'll do.”
With the members of his adopted family safely on their way back to their original owners, Dr. Wax drove
his SUV back onto U.S. 70 headed east. He now had to attend to his other progeny— the misbegotten

Oones.

Dusk tanned the chaparral aong the road adirty orange color and the scattered houses at the city's edge



grew more infrequent. Wax wound hisway through the degpening shadows of acleft in the mountains
until he passed the turnoff for Route 213 South, which brown-and-white signsindicated would lead to
White Sands National Monument. He turned instead on the restricted road that served as entrance to the
missilerange, pausing at the guardhouse to display his 1D badgeto the soldier on duty. The G.l., a
crew-cut beanpole of aboy whose face still broke out in zits, waved him on with barely aglance. He
knew mousy Dr. Wax. Everyone here did.

A herd of oryx grazed along the road toward the military base, adding asurredl touch to an already aien
landscape. Distinguished by the masks of black-and-white coloration on their heads and their long,
sraight horns, these African antelope had been imported here as part of a program to introduce exotic
game into the region, and they had thrived in the New Mexican desert. They scattered as Wax veered
down an unmarked offshoot of the main road.

Before long, the desert gave way to an even more desolate landscape: stark dunes of granular gypsum,
aswhite and coarse as ground bones. In places, the windswept mounds of sand had crept over the fringe
of the pavement, attempting to reclaim the path and bury it. The SUV'stires bounced over and crunched
through the occasiond hillocks, which the Army would plow aside like drifting snow. At last, Wax
arived a alarge, windowless gray building that resembled military barracks. No sgn identified the
structure; only those who aready knew its purpose were alowed inside.

Wax parked in the adjacent asphdt lot among afew scattered civilian and military vehiclesand carried
his black bag up to the structure's only door, which required him to dide hisID into adot and press his
thumb on atouch pad for authorization.

“Dr. Wax!” The corpord on duty at the front desk smiled as he entered the foyer.
“We weren't expecting you today. How are you feding?’

“Much better, thanks.” He smiled back, embarrassed that, though he saw her practicaly every day,
he'd never bothered to remember the corporal’s name. “ Just came by to check on the subjects.”

“Surething. Y ou want meto call an orderly?” She nodded toward the building's auxiliary wing, where the
staff lounge, offices, and laboratory were located.

“No, that won't be necessary,” hereplied, athough he could have used the help. Hed never had to ded
with the patients done before.

“Whatever you say.” The corpora tapped in a code on her computer keyboard, and the door behind her
buzzed. Wax opened it and passed through into a corridor lined with identica gray doors, each with a
round glass portal at eyelevd.

The doctor donned the white lab coat that hung on arack to hisleft, but waited until the security door
swung shut behind him and the buzzing ceased before opening his black bag. Instead of hisusua bage,
lox, and cream cheesg, it held a pneumatic vaccine gun and dozens of glassvidsfilled with clear liquid.

Wax drew adeep breath and set the bag on the floor. Do no harm, he thought, shaking his head. It was
far too late for the likes of Hippocrates now.

Hetook the first vid and inserted it top-down into the circular tube on top of the vaccine gun. It wasthe
same device held used to inject the carrier virusinto the subjects to commence their gene therapy. He
hoped the gun's familiarity would keep it from spooking the patients. The doctor wouldn't be strong



enough to deal with them alone otherwise.

With the vaccine gun loaded, Wax went to awall panel beside the corridor's entrance and turned on the
preprogrammed classica music he used to calm the patients during hisvisits. The hal filled with the sonic
balm of Pachelbd's Canonin D.

Holding the gun behind his back, he approached the first room and peered through the porthole. When
he'd satisfied himsdlf that the occupant was not waiting to attack him, Wax entered the security code on
the door's keypad to unlock it. The music was not quite loud enough to drown out the scream that burst
forth as the door opened.

“ Get away fromme! Leave me alone!”

Dr. Wax knew that the patient was not shrieking at him. The plump man lay curled in thefar corner of the
room between the mattress and the toilet and did not even seem to register the doctor's presence. But
Wax could not help fretting that the subject knew what he had come to do.

“Hédlo, Harold. How are you today?’ Although he knew perfectly well how Harold was, Wax employed
his usua bedside-manner patter to avoid upsetting the patient as he advanced, the gun conceded behind
him.

Harold pounded on his head with hisfists, which were bound in padded cotton mittens. Scabs and scars
gtill streaked his face and shaved scap where held clawed the skin with hisfingernails. “GO AWAY'!
ALL OF YOU!”

Feca matter smeared the back of hisloose hospital smock as he squirmed againgt the vinyl upholstery of
the wallsand floor. Unlike atrue Violet, Harold could neither allow adead soul to inhabit hisbody nor
shut out the soulswho tried. Helived, therefore, in agray zone between thislife and the next, constantly
bombarded by spirits that knocked, knocked, knocked.

“Easy, Harold.” Wax kndlt and brought hisarm from behind his back. “1 can make them go away.”

He jammed the point of the gun into Harold's upper arm and pulled the trigger. With a spitting sound, the
needle shot the fluid under the skin, and Harold's eyes snapped open to Sare at Wax.

“You.” Hispupils, flecked with both violet and robin's egg blue, became an dectric shade of lavender.
“Youdidthistome. I'll—"

Wax stumbled back as Harold lunged for him. But the convulsions dropped Harold back onto hisbelly,
where he quivered like asalted dug. Not one to take chances, Bartholomew Wax had put amost ten
timesthe letha dosage of procainein the vaccine gun's solution.

The doctor returned to his bag and replaced the empty poison via with afresh one before proceeding to
the next room.

Through the door's circular window, he could see ayoung Hispanic girl pacing thetiny cell and hugging
herself. Her scalp, like Harold's, had been shaved and tattooed with the twenty node points that showed
where to attach the Soul Scan €l ectrodes. When Wax entered the room, she darted her eyestoward him.
Onewas violet, the other brown, like mismatched marbles.

“Hello? Who areyou? Wheream |7’



“Don't worry. Everything'sgoing to bedl right.” With the vaccine gun hidden behind him, Wax edged
toward her, waiting for some indication of how dangerous the soul that inhabited her might be.

The girl swiveled her head to take in her surroundings. “Isthisahospita? | remember being in an
accident.” Shelooked down at the smooth brown skin of her arms. “What's happened to me?’

“Youll befing,” Wax assured her. “I'm adoctor.”

The problem in handling Marisawas that the person she had been no longer existed. The quantum
connection in Marisas brain that had once moored the € ectromagnetic energy of her soul inside her body
had eroded away, leaving her an empty receptacle for any dead soul to inhabit. Another spirit might
displace the current one a any moment, but if WWax could keep the present soul at bay long enough for
theinjection . ..

“Y ou've got to call my husband,” she beseeched him. “Y ou've got to tell him where | am.”
“Of course. But, firgt, let me give you something to help you relax—"

Before he could administer the poison, Marisa's body jerked right asif yanked. She waggled her head,
her face twisted by tics, and when the fit passed, she stood with her feet spread apart, fists clenched at
her sdes, her browslowered in aglare. “ So help me, I'll kill you, Wax.”

Marisalaunched hersdlf at him, seizing histhroat. Strangulation starbursts blurred hisvision, and he
stabbed the gun's needle blindly into her torso and pulled the trigger. Only when her hands fell away from
his neck and she collapsed to the floor did helook down to see that he'd pierced the thin cloth of her
hospital gown, injecting her right over the heart.

Harold, he thought, rasping to restore his breath. Wax hadn't counted on the poison working so quickly,
athough he'd heard that procaine in sufficient quantities could cause cardiac arrest. He couldn't risk
having the patients held killed inhabit the other subjects; hed have to work faster.

Hurrying back to the doctor's bag, Wax transferred al the remaining poison viasto the deegp pockets of
hiswhite coat. He paused between rooms only long enough to put anew dosein hisgun. Each victim
added hites, bruises, or bleeding scratches to hiswounds.

The last one, askinny black man named Ezra, survived long enough to pursue Wax into the corridor. The
doctor sumbled and crawled across the hal, hyperventilating as the dying man threatened to topple on
him. When Ezra dumped hafway through the door instead, Bartholomew Wax sprang up and rel oaded
his gun, swapping thevids asif changing the clip in an automatic weapon. Then he cast a sheegpish glance
to hisright.

The corpora from the front desk stood only a couple of yards away, her .45 pistol drawn and aimed at
hishead. Shewasn't amiling.

A tdl, stcocky man in anavy blue suit slood beside her. Silver threadsfiligreed his dark hair and thick
black eyebrows, and the rumplesin hisface gave him afatherly beneficence.

Hetipped hishead in greeting. “Dr. Wax.”

“Mr. Pancrit.” Thetitle was addiberate dight. Wax knew that Carl Pancrit was a doctor, too, in the



technica if not the ethical sense. 1 didn't expect to see you here at thishour.”

“Obvioudy not,” his colleague observed with a deep chuckle, nodding toward the man sprawled in the
doorway. “But I've been expecting you. For some time now, I've suspected that your heart wasn't quite
inthisproject.”

Wax tightened his finger on the vaccine gun'strigger. “ Take alook around you, Carl. The experiment isa
falure”

“Not if it prompts further research. Y et you haven't submitted anew proposa in months, and that makes
me think you're holding out on us. Y ou wouldn't do that, would you, Barty?”

Pancrit advanced, arms spread asif to embrace him in a paternal hug, but Wax swung the gun toward
him. “I'm done, Carl.”

The corporal cocked her pistal.

Pancrit raised his handsto placate both of them. “Please! Let's be sensible about this.” He motioned for
the soldier to lower her wegpon, then gave Wax a sympathetic look. “1 can't blame you for putting the
poor devilsout of their misery. | would have done the same thing myself—”

“I'm sure you would have.” Wax kept the vaccine gun level with Pancrit's chest.

“— but you still owe usfor those pictures of yours, Barty. We went to alot of trouble to get them for
you. Do you want usto send ‘em right back where they came from?’

Wax gave awan smile. “That won't be necessary.”
Hedrovethe needle of hisguninto hisown carotid artery and pulled the trigger.

Ashe crumpled to the floor, the corpora rushed forward, brandishing her pistol in case Wax was playing
somekind of trick. He wasnt.

Carl Pancrit Sghed as he watched Bartholomew Wax twitch in his death throes. “Don't think you can get
away from methat esslly. . .."

IN GOLDEN BLOOD
A Dell Book / November 2005

Published by
Bantam Ddll
A Divison of Random Housg, Inc.
New York, New Y ork

Thisisawork of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author's
imagination or are used fictitioudy. Any resemblance to actud persons, living or dead, events, or locaes
isentirdy coincidentd.



All rightsreserved
Copyright © 2005 by Stephen Woodworth

Title page art created from an origina photograph by Ella Towers

Del isaregistered trademark of Random House, Inc., and the colophon isatrademark of Random
House, Inc.

el SBN: 0-440-33566-3
www.bantamddl.com

v10



