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Corrie Henley paused to catch her breath.
They had reached the first ruins of the outskirts of the deserted
village. “Quite a climb.”

“It’s worth it.”

Willie O’Donnell spoke in a distinctive
Australian accent. He was tall and lean, wore a turned up outback
style hat and sported shorts in spite of the brisk winds and cool
temperature. He was a virtual Aussie movie stereotype. Corrie half
expected him to burst into a chorus of Waltzing Matilda at
any moment.

For over an hour they had followed a winding
upward path toward Easter Island’s volcano, Rano Kau, heading
toward Orongo. Once, it had been the center of an ancient
Birdman Cult and like a nest, it was perched atop a cliff
overlooking the ocean nearly four hundred meters below. It was a
rough hike made more difficult by the strong unceasing wind.

Hours ago they had left behind the famous
Moai, the mute stone sentinels that guarded the beach and
were considered one of the world’s wonders. It was the Moai
and the mystery of their creation that made Easter Island famous.
On their climb, they had passed the ancient work sites where the
Moai were built and where many of the uncompleted monoliths
lay tossed about like the discarded toys of a giant’s child. Then
they had scrambled up to a hazardous, dizzying perch on the rim of
Rano Kau’s crater. Above them falcons soared, dipping and floating
crazily on the wind drafts. From their vantage point Corrie could
see the largest of the uncompleted Moai. It was prone, a
stone stillbirth, aborted at twenty-one meters in length. Below,
the crater was filled with water and tall brown reeds grew in it.
The reeds hummed in the wind where once the great quarry had
existed.

As they now stumbled into the ruins of the
village, Corrie paused to take in the full panorama of the ruins.
She was not a casual observer, not a simple tourist. She was a
trained academic with a vivid imagination. At least that was how
she explained to herself what she saw when she looked at ancient
sites.

Sometimes she wondered if others noticed her
flights of fancy, if they saw in her expression any evidence of
what was happening inside her head. Long ago she decided the things
she saw and felt were doubtless the result of reading too much, of
always having had an overactive imagination, and of being alone too
much as a child. When she looked at ruins she saw in her head how
they had once looked, how the people appeared, how they dressed,
sometimes she felt she even knew what they talked about. It was as
if the ruins came alive, as if she were transported back in time.
It had happened to her in Pompeii, Delphi, Thebes and when she
visited the Gila cliff dwellings of New Mexico. At first the
vividness of her visions had disturbed her but now she embraced
them. She felt certain many writers felt as she did. Lawrence
Durrell, the great travel writer had written about, “the spirit of
the place.” She felt the spirit of places vividly, and in her
imagination she actually experienced them.

Corrie was transfixed, and only vaguely aware
that Willie O’Donnell was behind her as she began walking about the
village, her hands caressing the ancient walls. She walked inside
the ruin of what appeared to be the most solid of the dwellings.
She paused and picked up a fragment of a wooden tablet that was on
display. It was completely covered with symbols in what was known
as boustrophedon style.

“Is this an example of rongo-rongo
hieroglyphs?” She asked, turning to O’Donnell who had caught up
with her.

“Just a fragment. There are more in the
museum; they found a lot of them.”

“Do you know much about them?”

“Sorry, I’m no real expert.”

“They’re in boustrophedon script. It’s from
the Greek and means – like oxen plowing -. See, the lines are
continuous, right to left and left to right.” She ran her fingers
along the marks.

“Oh, yes. I see what you mean,” he said.

“Was this fragment found here?”

“As far as I know.”

“I’ve heard of them but I hadn’t seen one
till now. I suppose they tried to piece them together.” Corrie
turned the piece slowly in her hand.

“None of them fit together. In fact, they all
seem alike, as if the same marks were copied over and over. There
were attempts to translate them, but no one has succeeded.”

Again, Corrie turned the piece. It was like
fire, she felt a chill run along the back of her neck and down her
spinal cord. The fragment was important, that much she knew. She
vowed that when she got back to Hanga Roa, she would ask the
resident director of the museum about the fragments. She knew full
well that Easter Island had been discovered and settled by two
distinct groups of people. One group had come from Polynesia, the
other from one of the cultures of South America. This village was
thought to have been built and inhabited by the latter group. The
bird was a common symbol among Andean cultures; the inhabitants of
this village were known to have belonged to the cult of the
birdman.

She continued to hold the fragment almost as
if it were her guide rather than the Australian who accompanied
her. She wandered about and after a moment, approached a crumbling
stone throne; at least it looked like it might once have been a
throne. It was then that her imagination conjured up the past. The
throne was suddenly covered by rich cloth and a broad shouldered
man sat, staring at her. She noted his sculptured features. They
were Andean features, not Polynesian. A great beaked mask partially
covered his head and forehead and he was adorned in fuchsia
plumage. In his hands he held a wooden tablet. It was like the
fragment in her hand but it was whole. It was covered with the
continuous script.

For a second, Corrie felt almost faint with
the vividness of what she saw. She sat down, slumping on a nearby
rock.

“Tired? We’ve hiked a long way and the air is
thin.”

Willie’s voice cut through her vision like a
knife. The aberration faded. “A little,” she answered.

“I’ve got some fruit in my pack. I think you
need a pick-up.”

“Yes.”

She watched as he fished in his pack, but her
mind was still on the tall man in the fuchsia plumage, and on the
mysterious tablet he held. She felt puzzled. It was almost certain
that this village had been inhabited by those thought to come from
what was now Peru. But they would not have had such tablets – they
had no written language. She silently laughed at herself. Having
visions, or hallucinations, or whatever they were was bad enough,
but now they were academically impossible.

“Have an apple,” Willie urged.

She took the green apple and thought of its
flight from Washington State. It was almost as well traveled as
she. Easter Island was two thousand miles from the nearest
habitation and even further from where Granny Smiths were grown -
from the sublime to the mundane, in a single second. Her mind was
flitting through centuries and apple orchards.

“Ready to get on with it?”

Corrie stood up and stretched. “Sure.” She
turned quickly and glanced behind her. Her vision did not return.
The stone throne was empty; it was simply a fashioned piece of
volcanic rock.
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The curator’s office was completely cluttered
save for a small square on his desk that he obviously reserved for
writing. “Excuse my office, it’s far too small but the view is
good.” He motioned toward a window that looked out on the beach.
One of the great stone statues was clearly visible.

“It’s quite all right. My own office is the
same.”

The coastal winds, the sun, and fluctuating
temperatures had sculptured Dr. Lopez’s skin. Like the land on this
rugged volcanic island, he suffered from erosion; valleys and
crevices covered his face while his pale blue eyes were like lakes
parted by the great mountain that was his nose.

“Please sit down, Miss Henley. Tell me,
aren’t you an archeologist like your father?”

“Yes. But we’re in different fields. I
specialize in the classification of pottery, primarily pottery of
the Americas.”

“So, this trip is mainly for pleasure?”

“Yes. I do appreciate your seeing me.”

“It’s not busy here. What does not get done
today gets done tomorrow.”

His English was precise and he spoke slowly.
She could have easily spoken Spanish to him but he had begun in
English and she had said nothing.

“So you have some questions about our
fragments of rongo-rongo.”

“I find them fascinating. I wonder what you
can tell me.”

“As you no doubt know the statues for which
this island is famous were made during different periods. The
fragments of the wooden tablets appear to have been made during a
single period. They were no doubt copied from an earlier specimen
and may have been used for ritual purposes of some sort.”

“And there is no clue as to their
meaning?”

“Much work has been done and some false
claims made, but, no.”

“Such a pity none were found intact.”

“There was a great deal of destruction. We
believe the destruction began after a long period of troubled
coexistence between two peoples. Each of them had a distinct
culture and language.” His tone was professorial as he warmed to
his mini lecture.

“These two groups were called the long
ears and the short ears. It seems that for a long time the
short ears were subservient to the long ears and then the
short ears rose in rebellion. In any case the long ears seem
to have been exterminated and buried in a pyre along an ancient
ditch in Poike on the northeastern coast.”

“And the fragments of the tablets?”

“Were found in many island
areas. It is uncertain as to which period they originally belonged
because they are copies. Certainly, there is no doubt that the
early settlers came with highly developed architectural concepts,
and amazing masonry skills. Many artifacts, and of course the
existence of the Birdman Cult, suggests they came from South
America and that they arrived as an organized party of
emigrants.”

“I knew that one of the two groups on Easter
Island was thought to have come from South America. I find this all
really interesting, and a little puzzling.”

“I hope I’ve at least cleared up a few of
your questions.”

“Yes. Do you know if the tablet fragments
were originally found in the village of the Birdman
Cult?”

“There were some fragments found there.”

“I wonder how they would have been used. If
the people of the Birdman Cult came from South America, they
would have had no written language.”

“A great mystery, I agree. I’m afraid it’s
one I can’t solve. We are not sure if some of the fragments found
their way to the village or if they originated there. But as you
say, the Andean cultures had no written language, so we must assume
the tablets originated with those of Polynesian origin. I hope this
helps a bit.”

It didn’t really help that much, but he was
kind to have seen her. “Yes, thank you.”

“Will you be joining your father?”

“No, at least not right away.”

“How long will you be here?”

“Just a few more days. Then I’ll be going
back to Boston.”

“Well, enjoy yourself and don’t hesitate to
come back if you have more questions.”

“Thank you so much.”

Corrie shook hands with Dr. Lopez and
wandered back to the guest house where she was staying.

She certainly could not tell him what she had
imagined and felt in the village. To talk about that sort of thing
when it was nothing more than the product of an overactive
imagination, seemed unwise. People would think she was crazy. The
truth was, as vividly as she saw things; she had come to regard it
as a sort of insight. On more than one occasion something she had
seen or sensed, had turned out to be correct and then she felt as
if she had some sort of sixth sense. Was it possible that the
tablet did belong to the Birdman Cult? Perhaps some form of
written language had been developed after they came to the island.
She opened the door to her room and immediately flung herself on
the narrow bed. It was already six o’clock; she had less than an
hour before dinner would be served. “No rest for the wicked,” she
murmured.
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They scrambled over the wrought iron rail,
for a split second they clung to the balcony’s cement overhang,
then they dropped in unison to the ground. “Run!” Katsura hissed as
she hit the grass. She looked around and finding a path, headed
down it without looking back to see if he followed.

From the front of the Japanese Embassy, the
sound of rapid, unceasing gunfire and random screams of terror
rendered her order totally unnecessary. Jeff had no intention of
stopping, even though he knew full well there was a high wall
around the garden.

They reached the wall and as if she knew
exactly where it was, she led him to a vine covered trellis. It
struck him that the vine was tangled rather than trimmed, that
indeed, unlike most Japanese gardens, this one, at least this part
of it, was totally unkempt.

Katsura climbed the trellis with cat like
agility and then straddled the wall looking down on him. He
couldn’t read her expression in the semi darkness but her posture
was confident, somehow challenging.

Jeff shook the trellis. It was rickety and he
was heavier than Katsura. He put one foot on it and as he stepped
up, he heard it crack under his weight. He swung his other foot
toward the wall and found a foothold in the stone. He managed to
get his arms over the top. He pulled himself up just as Katsura was
lowering herself down the other side. He dropped down to join her.
Once again she led the way.

The back streets behind the embassy were
dark, illuminated only by dim streetlights at the end of each long
block. There was no light from the night sky because of the thick
cloud cover so common in Lima during the month of December. It was
uncomfortably hot and humid and Jeff felt sticky all over from the
exertion of their sprint from the second floor of the embassy to
this dim back street. But they kept moving. The streets in this
part of town were not really safe, especially at night.

"You must never tell anyone you were inside
the embassy.”

He could hear the urgency in her voice - not
just urgency, a desperate urgency. "I'm a reporter," he protested.
"This is a big story - at least it will be by morning."

"You wouldn't even have been in the embassy
if I hadn't taken you there. You can't tell anyone you were inside
when it happened. Promise me."

"You'll have to give me a reason. I was
there; I was a witness to what happened."

"You were not a witness!” She sounded angry.
He wondered why.

“You were upstairs with me. You didn’t
actually see anything. You don’t really know what happened.”

She could not know what happened either but
she acted as though she did. Nor did ‘not knowing’ explain why he
had to keep secret the fact that he had been there. He decided to
argue about it later.

“We’re going in the opposite direction of the
car.”

“We can’t go back that way,” she snapped.

Again he did not argue. He could hear the
sirens. The road would be blocked off in any case. "Come on, we can
catch a cab on Avenue Alphonso Aguarte.”

 


The cab smelled of diesel fuel and something
else – urine? The seat beneath him was worn and he could feel every
bump. The springs were shot.

They had been in heavy traffic for over an
hour. But it was an instructive hour in that he certainly had not
underestimated the events at the Japanese embassy. All traffic was
being re-routed and there were police and army everywhere. Long
ago, he had concluded that the various police forces, federal,
provincial, and local were, together with the army, the main source
of employment for young men. Sometimes it seemed as if almost
everyone had a uniform and a gun. Mexico, he thought, was much the
same.

He leaned back against the seat and tried to
concentrate on the cab radio as events were reported in rapid,
almost hysterical Spanish. The broadcaster was so excited his words
spewed forth like machine gun fire.

The driver cursed at each announcement of
another street closing.

Jeff glanced in the rear view mirror. Katsura
sat in the back, her eyes closed. She was wearing a bright red
satin dress that looked as if it had been sewn onto her slim body.
Having torn it, the slit on the right side was higher than it was
before she climbed the wall to escape the garden. Apart from her
slightly torn dress, no one would guess she had so recently been
running, climbing and jumping. Her hair was still in a tight bun,
her fringe of black bangs looked as if they had just been
combed.

He had chosen to sit up front with the driver
in order to hear the radio above the noise of the engine. The
police and army had surrounded the Japanese Embassy. Inside, a
terrorist group had apparently taken more than a hundred hostages.
There were wounded and there were dead. It was a stringer's
dream.

His head was full of questions. How many
terrorists were there? How had they got past the security guards?
Which terrorist group was it? Peru had more than one political
group dedicated to violence.

He and Katsura had been on the second floor
of the embassy when it began. She had led him through a maze of
corridors in search of a series of block prints she wanted to show
him. “They’re hanging in the hall on the second floor. There are
four Hiroshigi’s. They’re quite rare, you really must see
them.”

The shooting and screaming started all at
once and looking back on it, he was certain he had smelled the
faint odor of some sort of gas. He had heard a man shouting in
Spanish through what he assumed was a megaphone. The voice ordered
everyone to lie down.

Katsura had led him into one of many
guestrooms and then, out onto the balcony. She seemed to know her
way around, and that too puzzled him because she had told him she
had only been in Lima for a week. But in that moment of the attack,
he had been anxious to get out too; he hadn’t stopped to ask any
questions. As they ran, they heard the sirens in the distance. "We
should go back. We should talk to the police."

"Grow up. Where the hell do you think we
are?” There was cutting anger in her voice. “They'll ask why we
were upstairs, how we got out; they'll assume we were part of it.
The police here don't ask questions politely, you know. They'll
throw us in some stinking cell because we'll be guilty until proven
innocent."

She was right. What surprised him was not her
desire to avoid the police, but her demeanor. She didn’t seem at
all shaken by the attack. In fact she didn’t even seem surprised.
It wasn’t he who had led her away protectively, but she who had led
him. Something wasn’t right. Did she know the embassy was going to
be attacked? He didn’t ask her the question, yet. But he still
couldn’t put the thought out of his mind.

The rattletrap cab pulled up in front of the
house where he had an apartment. He paid the driver and they walked
in silence around the back to his private entrance.

He unlocked the door and switched on the
light. Katsura followed him inside and immediately curled herself
onto the sofa.

He went to the fridge and took out a cold
beer. He took another to Katsura. “Now tell me why I can’t tell
anyone I was in the embassy.”

“It’s personal. Besides, you don’t know
anything that would help the authorities to end it - to get all
those people out. Of course I expect you to report the story, but
you don't have to tell anyone you were there when it started - that
we escaped."

"What were we doing upstairs? Why did you
take me up there?" He tried not to sound suspicious but he
was suspicious.

"I told you, I wanted to show you the block
prints in the upstairs hall.”

The building was rectangular and they had
walked half way around the square when the shooting downstairs
started. "You're sense of timing is extraordinary.”

Her eyes were dark pools, her lips were
pressed together. "What are you suggesting?"

He knew he was acting as if he were in the
middle of a spy drama. "I don't know, just that your timing was
lucky for us."

"Yes. That was just what it was, luck.

"So the reasons I can’t tell anyone I was
inside the embassy is because you’re lucky and I didn’t see
anything?” He hoped he sounded as sarcastic as he felt.

"No, it’s because we'll be accused – and as I
said, I have a personal reason as well.”

"One you can't explain?"

"Please trust me."

Trust was quite the opposite of what he felt.
"I do have to call the wire service."

"Yes, I understand that. Can't you call from
here?"

"Yes, but I'll have to go back to the
embassy."

"I'd go directly to the police if I were you.
That way you can get all the details."

He had heard plenty of gunfire and a lot of
screaming. He knew from the radio that there were dead and wounded,
he knew it had been a terrorist attack and that the evening was an
important one. It was the Emperor’s birthday and the Japanese
embassy was filled with Peru's industrial elite as well as the
entire diplomatic corps.

“You’ve forgotten. My car is still
there.”

“They’re going to ask about your car, you
know. They’ll find it parked on the side street and they’ll trace
the plate.”

“I’ll tell them I drove down to see what was
happening and couldn’t get out.”

She shrugged, “I suppose that might do. It’s
certainly another reason to go to the police station first. You can
complain that you can’t get to your car. That will give your story
an air of truth.”

He hated even this minor subterfuge but he
knew she was right about the police. This was big and the police
were going to be under a lot of pressure. They would arrest anyone
who seemed remotely suspicious.

“I’ve got to make a few calls. Make yourself
at home.”

He headed for the other room. He had to call
around, see if he could get an assignment. The American news media
did not keep correspondents in Latin America. They sent them if
necessary - usually for international conferences. Sometimes they
utilized local reporters, and some publications would use a
stringer – a freelance journalist who was resident or traveling in
the country. He was a stringer. He had lamented the fact that for
the most part the U.S. media ignored everything south of Mexico. As
a matter of fact, they didn't report on events in Mexico very
extensively. Long ago he had concluded that it was a "class thing."
Americans, on the whole, still regarded Spanish as a language
spoken only by poor illegal immigrants. What of any import could be
happening on a continent where the vast majority spoke Spanish?
America looked to Europe and Asia; she had steadfastly ignored the
sleeping giant south of the Panama Canal. News stories about
Hispanic America from the Mexican border to the tip of Tierra del
Fuego were sparse and usually on one of three subjects: a petty
dictator who became too strident; an earthquake that caused grave
destruction; or a drug story. Needless to say, Colombia got the
most press.

The only Americans who cared about South
America were either academics or like himself, young graduates
filled with curiosity. When he had first come to Latin America he
had intended to stay for three months in each of five countries,
Peru, Chili, Argentina, Brazil, and Ecuador. He had been in Peru
for four months now and worked as a stringer for International News
Service. He had managed to eke out a living with INS, and by
writing short articles for a variety of magazines. Peru was almost
interesting to Americans because the President was Japanese and it
had a large Japanese population.

Katsura was Japanese, but she was not from
Peru. She was a Japanese-American, or so she had told him. He had
met her in his Aikido class. She told him she was visiting from Los
Angeles, a story he now doubted. They had gone out for coffee after
class and then she had confided that she had an invitation to the
Emperor’s birthday party at the Japanese Embassy. She asked him to
accompany her and he had agreed for two reasons. First, he thought
her extremely attractive and second he hoped to come across some
story of interest. It was a coveted invitation because the entire
power structure of the country had been invited. He shook his head.
He’d come across a story all right.

He dialed the International News Service
number and not surprisingly found the long distance lines were all
busy. He called the operator and talked her into putting him on
hold till a long distance line was open.

He stared into space and thought about
Katsura. She was a sinuous female with a lithe smooth body,
straight black hair and full lips. But as attractive as he found
her, he already knew they wouldn’t have anything but the most
casual relationship. During their short acquaintance, even before
tonight’s startling events, he had observed that she was guarded.
Some might have said she was mysterious and found the mystery
intriguing. He did not. He felt she was hard to talk with, and he
had almost immediately felt he could not completely trust her.
Tonight, his ‘feeling’ had deepened. Her every action seemed to
confirm his suspicions that Katsura had something to hide.

Katsura was Corrie’s opposite. Corrie was
open and honest, though he conceded she too had a mysterious
quality. As soon as he thought about Corrie Henley he wondered, not
for the first time, why he compared her to every woman he met.

"I don't think you're capable of making a
commitment," Corrie had once told him. She hadn’t said it meanly;
it was simply an honest observation.

"Not now," he had wanted to say. But then, he
wasn't sure if he should have said, 'not ever.' Thus far, his
relationship with Corrie had proved the most important in his life.
Or, maybe he was just romanticizing a past he couldn’t change. He
hadn't seen nor heard from her for nearly five years, but he hadn't
forgotten the time they spent together. Maybe he could have made a
commitment to her, maybe he should have tried. Corrie was the
reason he had chosen to come to Peru first. She had spent time in
Peru as a child when her father, a well-known archeologist, was
working in the South of the country, studying the Nasca.

He looked at the phone. He hated waiting. The
story would already be on the wires. Still, if he were lucky, his
editor would realize that a Spanish-speaking reporter familiar with
the terrain would be a terrific asset - more so because he was an
Aikidoist and had contacts in Lima's Japanese community.

 


“Whatever took you so long?” Katsura
asked.

She had washed her face, reapplied her
make-up and looked almost cool.

“The long distance lines were jammed.”

“Did you get an assignment?”

“Yeah, I’ll have to go back down there.” He
didn’t bother telling her, but he had learned that there were
apparently over a hundred and twenty hostages – important
hostages.

“Are you going now?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“You could stay awhile. We’ve hardly spent
anytime at all getting acquainted.

He knew what she meant, it was an invitation
but he had already decided not to get involved with her. She was
too complicated. Now she was apparently offering a sexual encounter
to compensate for her lack of honesty. He felt ill at ease with her
but he was still curious about her. He decided to give it one more
try.

“I might stay if you told me why I can’t tell
anyone we were in the embassy – that you were in the embassy.”

Her expression immediately hardened. “I told
you. It’s personal.”

Three times he had asked, three times she had
given him the same answer. He wasn’t going to ask again. “Are you
staying here?”

“May I?”

“Sure. Give me a couple of hours.”

She nodded.

He headed for the door. Most women were full
of secrets, Katsura had more than most and even as he closed the
door, he was certain she would be gone when he returned.
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April, 1997

 


A Warm polluted rain fell steadily from dense
gray clouds. It was the kind of rain that made him feel dirty all
over. Who would have thought that the hostage taking at the
Japanese Embassy would have lasted for so many months? It was
inconceivable. Day after day the street in front of the embassy was
filled with representatives of the world media. Each, as one might
guess, was primarily interested in the fate of those hostages who
were of their own nationality. Vaguely, he remembered a satire of a
newscast. “Today, Bombay was destroyed by an earthquake. There are
no known American casualties.” In his opinion, reportage was all
too often reduced to navel gazing. In this case, no one seemed to
care why the hostages had been taken. He wanted to write about
those responsible, but he knew his chances of selling such a story
to any widely read publication were low indeed. Still, when this
was over he intended to go hunting for the Tupac Amaru who
claimed responsibility. He wanted to make contact with them. Until
a resolution came about, however, he had decided to remain in
Lima.

Unlike television reporters, he was not made
to camp out in front of the embassy. CNN and the networks would
have the story first because they were always there. Those in the
print media didn’t have to be there every second of the day and
night, and considering how many weeks it had been, he was supremely
grateful to be a less glamorous, if badly paid, freelancer in the
world of print.

He stuffed his notes in his pocket and looked
around; waving to the camera crew from CNN with whom he’d had a few
beers the night before. Then he turned and headed home, once again
reminded of the puzzling events the night the embassy had been
taken over by the terrorists. He still had unanswered
questions.

Katsura had never explained her personal
reasons for not wanting anyone to know they had been in the
embassy. And as he knew she would be, when he returned to his
apartment the next morning, she was gone. He had phoned her hotel
but no one answered. He went off to his Aikido class, expecting to
see her but she wasn’t there. After two days he went round to her
hotel only to discover she had checked out and left. There was no
forwarding address, no message, and no clue as to what had become
of her. Even Kenji, the young Japanese in his class who had
introduced them had no idea where she had gone.

“Not the first woman to walk out on me,” he
said under his breath. But knew he was not the reason for her
sudden departure. There was something else, something he didn’t
understand, and something he felt was connected to the events in
the embassy. Did it have to do with the block prints on the second
floor of the embassy – the ones she had wanted to show him? Was
there even a collection of Hiroshigi block prints in the embassy?
Maybe she was involved in a conspiracy of some sort – perhaps she
had guided him upstairs to get them out of the line of fire because
she had known what was going to happen that night. He shook his
head. It was probably not that interesting or intriguing. After
all, why go to the embassy in the first place if she had known?
Maybe she wanted to steal the block prints – after this was over he
intended to go to the embassy and make inquiries about their
artwork. For now there were no answers to any of his questions.

Jeff reached his car and climbed in. On the
front passenger seat the local daily paper lay folded. For the
100th day it carried a picture of the Japanese Embassy
and headshots of some of the hostages.

He turned the paper slightly and a name in
the left-hand column jumped out at him. He picked up the paper and
turned it so he could see the whole article. It was the only story
on the front page totally unrelated to the hostage taking. It
revealed that Dr. Jonathan Henley had left Palpa and gone to
oversee some work on the Moche archaeological site, several hundred
miles north of Lima. “Dr. Jonathan Henley,” he said aloud. He was
Corrie’s father. Did that mean she might come to Peru? He closed
his eyes and pursed his lips together. Might their paths cross
again? He was pretty sure he wanted them too. But what if she was
married? He shook his head. He was really getting ahead of himself.
And even if their paths did cross, it wouldn’t be for quite awhile.
He knew he would get another assignment, he knew he would be
leaving Peru for a while.
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Karim lifted up his head and wiped his brow.
It was humid and hot. He noted that the meandering line of tourists
was getting ahead of him. They were not part of an organized group
from a single country, nor were they part of some international
tour. They were a hodgepodge of visitors from Europe, Asia and the
Americas. All had come here, to the Angkor Valley of Cambodia, to
view the incredible temples built in honor of the God-Kings who
worshipped here hundreds of years ago. The Cambodian government had
gathered the tourists together from assorted hotels, and insisted
they visit Angkor together, submitting themselves to a chattering
guide with hair that stood up straight, as if he had been
electrocuted. Almost no one seemed to be listening to him. Karim
doubted most could even understand his particular brand of singsong
English mixed with foreign words and phrases.

He hated tour groups, it was not his way to
travel, and in rebellion, he loitered behind. The road was shaded
by rows of huge graceful trees, and bordered with lush growth. Tall
reeds grew nearby, and there were wild flowers of amazing color and
beauty. It seemed to Karim as if there was water everywhere; it was
quite the opposite of his desert. Yet he felt a familiarity with
this place. It was as if he had walked this path before, as if, for
all its strangeness, it was a place he knew.

Currently, Karim traveled with a Mexican
passport issued under the name of Ramon Garcia. When he created his
Mexican identity he carefully selected a background. He visited
each and every locale, bought a home in Monterey, and operated
several businesses there.

His Spanish was excellent, his knowledge of
Mexico splendid. He could talk about his years at the university in
Mexico City, or about the year he spent at the language school in
Cuernavaca. He could discuss environmental problems in the Gulf of
Baja California and the dismal effect of the drug trade on border
towns. For all intent and purpose he was Ramon Garcia, an
upper class Mexican male with a good education and a yen to travel.
Becoming the identity he chose was his special gift; it made his
life easier.

For a short time, his mind wandered as he
contemplated the matter of identities and the importance of
choosing one that was believable. An American identity precluded
his moving about comfortably in the Middle East, and a Libyan,
Iraqi, Iranian or Syrian identity ruled out moving about Western
Europe and the United States with ease. His adored and adopted
home, the Sudan, was considered an ‘outlaw’ nation so he could not
‘be’ Sudanese either. Syria was now undergoing a process of what he
rather sarcastically thought of as, ‘international rehabilitation.’
Still, a Syrian identity would have involved far more red tape than
he desired.

In the end, it was simply easier to be from a
neutral country. Security measures tended to be less stringent;
people did not stare at you fearfully. Canada was a neutral, if not
innocuous country. Like Mexico, it lived in the shadow of the
American elephant and somehow managed to be acceptable to all –
largely because no one knew much about it. But he had not chosen a
Canadian identity because of his appearance. He had chosen to be
from Mexico simply because its people were Mestizo, and with his
swarthy complexion he was easily accepted as Mexican. Thus, the
identities he chose were usually Mexican, Central American or even
Brazilian.

All that aside, he truly considered Sudan his
home. It was one of the first countries, he thought with a wry
smile, to battle westerners. For nearly two hundred years now its
people had fought against the infidels and against colonialism, and
for the most part they had won. In his mind’s eye he returned to
the film, Khartoum and to the shouts of
Mahdi! Mahdi! Mahdi! He could see the dark clad figure with
the compelling eyes; eyes like my own he thought. The Mahdi had led
his hordes and massacred Chinese Gordon and the defenders of the
besieged city of Khartoum. He knew that in that lifetime, he had
been the Mahdi, Muhammad Ahmad ibn’Abd Allah. He was soon to be the
Mahdi in this lifetime.

The road narrowed slightly, and Karim found
himself on a bridge as the road crossed a wide, deep moat. Ahead,
he could see two massive gates. Beyond the gates, a great temple, a
mountain of stone, built on a stone platform. It dominated the
center of the courtyard while smaller, surrounding stone towers,
were decorated with nymphs, divinities, and the story of the God
Kings.

He was enthralled with the structures. They
were not like the pyramids of Egypt but they were, nonetheless, man
made mountains that reached for the sky. As he understood it, the
God Kings who once ruled here on the flat plain, demanded
mountains and thus faithful adherents made these artificial temple
mountains. Within the temples there were exotic carvings and
paintings.

Again he thought of the pyramids. In the
Americas, as in Egypt, the pyramids were defined. They were step
pyramids built around a ceremonial plaza on the Olmec plan. In
Egypt, the famous pyramids had a mathematical perfection.

It was essential that he understand these
matters, that he visit all the great religious monuments of the
world. It was a command given by in inner voices and it had brought
him here to the religious monuments of Angkor. He opened his
guidebook and began reading about this remarkable place. He would
remember everything because he had a photographic memory. “Here,
between 900 and 1150 AD the people of the area combined elements of
the Hindu and Buddhist religion with king-worship. It is said that
the great temple at Angkor was the home of the God King
during his life. Priests performed rituals and pilgrims came to
worship. According to legend, after the God King’s death,
the temple became his eternal home.”

Yes, these temples served a purpose similar
to those of the pyramids. As he had before, Karim suddenly felt a
surge of power. Such a feeling often filled him when he was in a
home of the Gods. His voices directed him, he was a man
possessed.

Again he thought of the Mahdi. For a long
while the Mahdi thought of himself as a mujaddid, a re-newer
of the faith. Of course he became much more and so will
I.

Many Moslems claimed descent from the Prophet
Mohammad, Blessed be His Name, but they attempted to trace their
ancestry by piecing together complicated blood lines most of which
were lost forever in the desert sands. Who could truly say he was
the progeny of the prophet? The Mahdi had taken another path, the
path of the mystic.

Karim smiled to himself. He had emulated the
Mahdi since he was sixteen, since the day his voices directed him
to murder that pathetic Jewish boy, Sheldon Rabinowitz. He had
followed the path.

First, he studied with one of the Sufi
orders, the Sammaniyah. Then, like Mohammad Ahmad ibn’Abd Allah, he
secluded himself on Aba Island in the White Nile, there to learn
the discipline of religious asceticism. The voice of the Gods, who
directed him, bade him travel and learn many languages, and study
all religions. When money ran short he became a spiritual advisor
to a wealthy Sheik. He married the sheik’s daughter, Fatima and
when the sheik died, he inherited great wealth. At that point he
turned his boundless energy back to his original talent, math and
computer technology. By the mid 1980s he had mastered all there was
to know about computers. He had a golden touch, and together with
an astute Wall Street broker, he turned his inheritance into a
great fortune.

Allah and all the Gods who spoke to him had
given him the means by which to achieve greatness. He considered
himself a fortunate man, a leader, a man who communicated with the
makers, and a man to whom the creators spoke. He had a vision, a
wonderful vision! He was to be not simply a new Mahdi, but a great
Jewish Islamic Savior who would re-unite two ancient peoples and
subdue the infidels in a Holy War that he would win with the
leadership of the divine!

He felt almost dizzy as his voices filled his
head. He sought silence and refuge under a tall tree, where he
slumped to the ground and sat for nearly half an hour, allowing a
trance to settle over him, allowing his soul to fly free. Then, he
slowly stood, stretched, and continued his journey alone, the
others were long gone.

He entered the temple, grateful that he was
by himself. He looked about and thought that it was a wonder that
any of this had survived the war in Indo China. But the restoration
was remarkable; the glories of the past were now as they once had
been.

Two years ago, he would have stopped to curse
the Americans for causing the war that nearly destroyed this
shrine, but his hatred of America had changed from surging
emotional outbursts to calculated planning. His voices called to
him and told him he would be the avenger. A true avenger could
afford patience.

After many hours he left the temple compound
and began to walk. Not far from the temple Karim found a rambling
open-air market. He strolled through it in leisurely fashion,
taking in the color and relishing in the sights and smells. He
wandered aimlessly, allowing fate to guide him forward through the
maze. The sounds of the Asian market filled his ears while the
pungent aroma of spices filled his nostrils. Even though much was
different, he was, nonetheless, reminded of the markets of North
Africa and even the great souk in Istanbul. It seemed as if
everything was for sale here.

Karim came to a sudden halt before the stall
of a trader, a small man whose wares all appeared to be replicas of
historic artifacts. There were statues of the various gods, images
of Buddha, and calendars made from metal. Swaths of cloth hung side
by side with finely woven prayer rugs. He was looking at the wares
the trader offered, and generally ignoring the man’s ceaseless
chatter, when he saw the tablet. He was so stunned he felt as if he
had been momentarily turned into wood himself.

The rectangular tablet was roughly fourteen
inches high and twelve inches wide and covered with strange
symbols. It was an artifact he recognized instantly.

What miracle had led him to this place?
Surely it was divine guidance.

Again, he felt the thrill of having been
selected. He was truly not just a mujaddid but a Mahdi! A
Savior! It was all quite clear. He was the eschatological figure,
born to foreshadow the end of the age of darkness and herald the
new era of light and righteousness! As surely as he saw this
tablet, he knew the truth.

“That,” he muttered, pointing to the
tablet.

"It is something unusual,” the shopkeeper
said, sensing a sale.

“Tell me about it.”

“There isn’t much to tell. It was found near
here during the restoration, brought to me by a small boy.”

“What is it?” Karim asked cagily.

“Probably something left by a visitor. It is
obviously not of this place. No one understands it.”

“I’ll give you ten dollars for it.”

The man’s bright eyes flickered. “American
dollars?”

“Yes.”

“Twenty and it is yours.”

Karim might have bargained longer and harder,
but he could not be bothered. In any case, twenty dollars for
something priceless was quite a bargain.

He watched while the stupid little tradesman
wrapped his purchase in layers of old newspapers and tied it with
string. A new heated energy filled him. There was suddenly much to
do.

 


 


 


 




CHAPTER TWO

 


 


Sipán, Peru 2001

 


 


Jonathan Henley tossed in his bed, then
propping himself up on one elbow; he stared out the window, and
looked across the undulating landscape that led to the distant
mountains.

A pre dawn chill passed over the silent
earth, the cold breath that heralds the rising sun. Here, just
below the Andean foothills, the early morning stirring was
particularly cool; passing as it did over the distant snow capped
peaks of some of the world’s highest mountains. On this unusually
clear night, those peaks were starkly silhouetted against the
star-studded black velvet sky. As chilly as it was now, it would be
sweltering by noon. It was summer in the Southern hemisphere.

In his mind he could see the whole valley as
if he were flying above it. Beyond the lush bushes that grew along
the riverbank there were great mounds of soil caused by an alien
invasion. It appeared as if they were vomited up from the earth, or
as if an army of giant moles had stalked the netherworld beneath.
But the untidy mounds were not the work of other worldly creatures,
or strange mutant burrowing insectivores. They were, in reality,
the dried man made mountains caused by hundreds of excavations
made over a period of three hundred years. These were the unearthed
graves of the Moche and in the silent night, he knew that
even now grave robbers moved with stealth among the skeletons,
searching for yet still undiscovered treasures.

Once again Jonathan Henley tossed as he
reached for the blanket he had discarded earlier when the heat of
the day still filled the house. Beside him, oblivious to the
temperature or to his stirrings, Myra stretched out naked beneath a
white sheet. The stream of moonlight that came in the window fell
on her, and Jonathan stole a look at the hidden curves of her
mature, yet still lithe body.

He succeeded in pulling the blanket up, but
his hand crept out from beneath it to cover the tempting swell of
Myra’s half-exposed breast. Sleepily he thought that her breasts
were the only soft part of her. The rest of her body, her
incredibly long shapely legs, her firm buttocks, her arms, was hard
and toned from daily workouts. Myra Rojas was a part-time model.
She cared about herself; she cared with a passion and she worked
for hours every morning to keep herself in shape.

Her breast beneath his hand moved slightly
with the rhythm of her breathing. Now, more awake, a strong feeling
of sadness swept over him as he thought of his wife, Inge. She had
died seven years ago, succumbing to ovarian cancer, the ‘silent
killer’. He felt guilty, though he knew he had no reason to feel
guilt. Inge would not have wanted him to be lonely, to remain
celibate. What’s wrong with me? Seven years, yet his guilt
and lustful desires still warred within him. A world of wonderful
memories still challenged his fleeting needs.

Tonight, it seemed as if his mind was a
stage. One thought was front and center, then a new memory crowded
in and chased the first away. He was glad. He could not think of
Inge for too long, her death had affected him profoundly. His
thoughts of Inge brought a vision of his daughter, Corrie to
mind.

Corrie was following in the family
profession. To have your daughter choose the same career is
flattering, though he admitted, hardly surprising. Corrie had not
been sent away to school until she was twelve. Her early years and
all her summers had been spent with her parents on various
archaeological digs in Columbia, Bolivia, and Peru. Last year she
had graduated from Harvard, this year she was interning at the
Conway Museum in Boston. Next year she would spend a year in the
field.

Got to call her this weekend, he
vowed. Then he turned his eyes back to Myra.

Myra was sexually exciting; she was an
interesting diversion. She was, he admitted, typical of the kind of
woman he now sought out though as he thought about it, he realized
that Myra had pursued him.

Well, which one of them initiated the
relationship was unimportant. Corrie disapproved of all his women,
“You’re running from a memory,” she would insist. They would argue.
Corrie would be angry, he would become sullen. Corrie was too young
to understand that he purposefully chose women who were Inge’s
complete opposite. He wanted no one to challenge Inge’s supremacy
in his thoughts.

How can I make you understand that I truly
loved your mother? He loved Inge as he hadn't been able to love
anyone since she had died. He let out his breath and fixed his eyes
on the full moon outside his window. His wife was gone, lost to him
forever. For four years he had remained faithful to her but then he
stopped punishing himself, stopped blaming himself for her untimely
death and the fact that she had not been diagnosed in time.

Myra was a dark beauty, a mythic temptress,
an earthy woman, and a woman in whom he could lose both himself and
years of painful memories.

He sighed, she was so enticing, he wondered
if he should waken her; lose himself in her now, at this
moment.

 


"¡Profesor! ¡ Profesor!" The voices
and sound of half a dozen booted feet on the flimsy wooden steps of
his caseta caused Jonathan Henley to sit upright. He moved his hand
quickly off Myra's breast like a guilty teenager caught in the act
of feeling up his first date. Then he shook his head, to dispel
both his lecherous thoughts and his lingering sleepiness.

"¡Profesor!" the shouting continued
and Jonathan Henley struggled from his bed and groped for his robe,
responding with, "¡Un momento!¡Un momento!” in obvious
irritation. His caseta was less than a kilometer away from
the excavations in the ancient Moche City of Sipán. Sipán
was more than twenty kilometers from Chiclayo a town of half a
million, and the capital of Peru’s department of Lambayeque. The
town of Lambayeque itself was some twenty kilometers further north.
His was one of five casetas built for archeologists and
support staff, but at the moment the others were unoccupied. He
chose to live here because it was close to his work and because it
was reasonably isolated. He seldom had visitors in the daytime, so
visitors at this hour could only mean some sort of trouble.

"Un momento!" He shouted again.

At the sound of his voice, Myra stretched
languorously and the top of the sheet caressed her dark taunt
nipple. "What is it at this hour?" she murmured sleepily.

Fully awake now, Jonathan Henley glanced at
her body and felt a sudden surge of real desire, but more shouting
at the front door chased it instantly away. "Who the hell knows,"
he muttered. "Stay here, Myra, I'll find out."

Not, that she would have gotten out of bed.
No, Myra was quite content that he should find out what the trouble
was and the chances were she would be asleep when he came back to
bed. That meant that in order to fulfill his desires, he'd have to
wake her up. He stumbled toward the front hall.

He reached the front door, unbolted it, and
flung it open. He squinted at the three men on his porch. They were
tall, lanky men and all three wore the familiar broad brimmed hats
and large glittering silver badges of the Peruvian Federal Police.
"¿Que pasa?" he asked.

"¿Profesor Henley?"

"Si, soy Profesor Henley."

"¡Viene usted, por favor!

It was not a request, it was an order. Why
did they want him to come with them? Good God, was he being
arrested? Aware of his increased heartbeat, he struggled to look
absolutely calm. His mind flew over a number of possibilities, all
of them were unpleasant. Perhaps there were some sort of charges
  God, hadn't he been careful? The Peruvians were hell bent on
prosecuting anyone who breached the law that forbade precious
artifacts being taken out of the country. He knew exactly how
intent they were, and how careful he was. No, he had done nothing.
Both he and the museum he worked for acted 100% within the law
  he had always worked within the law. But these men might not
be police at all   perhaps they were dreaded Shining
Path rebels disguised as police. There had been kidnappings and
murders, but the rebels didn't usually work this part of the
country. Or maybe they were from the Tupac Amaru, the group
that had held almost the entire diplomatic corps hostage in the
Japanese Embassy for months. No, he felt certain that the Tupac
Amaru was pretty well broken up and that these were not
Shining Path rebels. He looked at the men hard.
"Identification?" he demanded, and then reminded himself that this
was not America and even if they were police officers they were
under no obligation to show him anything.

Nonetheless, he felt relieved that they
actually looked bewildered. Almost in unison, all three pointed to
their badges. "I have to get dressed," he told them in Spanish.
Without invitation, they pushed into the small dark living room and
still mystified, he went back to the bedroom to find his
clothes.

Myra wasn't asleep. She was sitting up, the
sheet curled around her waist, the top half of her body naked in
the bright moonlight. Her brown nipples were hard in the cool air.
Her long dark thick hair fell to her shoulders in a tangled mass,
her huge velvet brown eyes were questioning.

"It's the police, they want me to come with
them," he said flatly.

"Are you under arrest?" she asked,
verbalizing his own initial fear.

He shook his head and shrugged, "I don't
think so. I don't know what they want."

"It's four fifteen," she complained. "God,
can't it wait till the sun comes up?"

"I guess not." He pulled up his pants and
then grabbed his white shirt off the chair.

"I suppose if you must go, you must go," she
held out her long arms, "Give me a kiss, darling."

He leaned over and kissed her full lips and
she nibbled at him as her hand slid between his legs. She grabbed
him, "Hmm, ready for love," she breathed lustily into his ear.

He fondled her nipple in response, then
seized her wrist. "Shit, stop that," he pulled away from her. She
looked at him from the bed and smiled slyly, "Hurry back, I'll be
waiting."

"Damn." Good thing it was dark out front, at
least the Federales wouldn't see his erection.

When he reached the front room, he grabbed
his jacket off the back of the chair, "Let's go!"

 


The old World War II Jeep into which they
climbed was a tribute to the ingenuity of local mechanics. He was
calmed slightly to discover it did, in fact, bear the emblem of the
National Police. It jolted to a start and like something out of an
old time Keystone Cops flick they bounced down the
rutted dirt road, two in the front seat, and two in the back. They
were racing into nowhere without explanation.

They sped for ten minutes through the night
and then turned, leaving the pavement. As nearly as he could make
out, they were headed in the direction of Pampa Grande. It
was some fifteen kilometers east of Sipán. Once it had been the
primary settlement for the Moche, having housed as many as
ten thousand people. Then the Jeep turned again and for another
fifteen minutes they drove down an unpaved, unmarked road, leaving
a trail of dust in their wake. "Where are we going?" Jonathan
demanded in Spanish as they got further and further into the barren
foothills where he knew dangers ranging from bandidos to
packs of wild dogs lurked. He felt his initial alarm returning.

"Paciente!" one of them commanded.

He didn’t usually smoke, but he carried
cigarettes in case the need arose. Right now, he felt the need. He
fumbled in his jacket pocket and finally found his crumpled pack of
Camels. At least he didn't have to ask if he could smoke. The
Surgeon General's warning hadn't reached Peru, and it seemed all
Peruvians smoked   if not one thing, then another.

In his other pocket he found his Zippo
lighter. This souvenir of the Vietnam War was probably only
slightly younger than the Jeep. He flicked it and the flame shot up
causing the Federale next to him to jump in alarm and curse
in Spanish under his breath.

"Madre de Dios! Es una inferno!”

Jonathan smiled at him and with satisfaction,
lit his cigarette. The lighter was twenty-six years old and he was
fifty five and they were both in great shape. He drew on his
cigarette and looked around. They were climbing up yet another
hillside and were well off the main road. He squinted into the
distance. There were bright lights  lanterns. They surrounded
a dilapidated shack. In moments the Jeep rumbled up to the hovel
and was brought to a clattering halt.

As they climbed the crumbling steps a
swarthy, a Federale sporting a Pancho Villa style moustache
and clearly wearing a captain's uniform stepped through the doorway
to greet them.

"Buenas tardes, Profesor."

Henley glanced up at the thin line of dawn in
the eastern sky, “More like good morning,” he said with undisguised
sarcasm.

"Capitan Raoul Toro, para servir,
Profesor." The captain bowed from the waist.

Henley wondered if the captain really was at
his service. He decided not to test the comment right away.

"Viene usted," the captain ordered,
motioning him into the shack.

Wearily, Henley followed. The captain swung
open the front door and Henley gasped, fighting off nausea as the
smell of rotting flesh assaulted him. His guide, the svelte
captain, had withdrawn his handkerchief and held it to his nose. He
offered a second handkerchief to Henley.

"Shit," Henley muttered even as he still
fought the desire to retch. The odor was made worse because the air
outside had been so clean and fresh.

A decomposing, decapitated body lay stomach
down on the rough wood floor in the middle of the room. It lay in a
pool of dark dried blood. A few feet away the severed head stared
at its body while maggots swarmed in the nose and mouth, devouring
the rotting flesh. The room buzzed with flies. As far as Henley
could tell, the naked man was an Indian.

"Do you know this man?" the captain demanded
in Spanish.

Henley felt the vomit rising in his throat.
He shook his head rapidly and partially shrugged. Then he pushed
past the captain and stumbled out onto the porch where, leaning
over the side, he threw up while the three other Federales
stared at him.

He was aware that the three had faint smiles
on their faces. It no doubt pleased them to see him ill, or made
them feel superior at the very least. Machismo was a big part of
the culture. No sooner had he finished being ill then he felt the
captain's hand on his arm. He was pulled back into the stench
filled shack.

As if the dead man were an insect, the
captain gingerly touched him with the toe of his highly polished
leather boot, then with a swift upward kick, like that of a
practiced soccer player lifting the ball, he rolled the body
over.

Henley winced. Like all Indians this one was
small. His body looked as boyish as his decapitated head  
though he was probably in his thirties. He looked again at the
head. What was left of the face had a kind of innocence, which, in
death, was frozen in a mask of fear.

"Do you know him?" the captain repeated.

Henley forced himself to lean over and look
into the face. It was true that he employed hundreds of Indians,
but how could he possibly remember all their faces? They all seemed
to look so much alike to him. "I don't know," he admitted. "I can't
remember."

"Viene," the captain motioned him away
from the body.

Grateful to see they were leaving the central
room of the shack, Henley followed. They went into a second room
where a trap door in the floor had been propped open. Curiously,
Henley peered down into the darkness. It appeared to be some sort
of cellar. A crude ladder descended into the black pit.

The captain lit a lantern and leading the
way, moved onto the ladder. "You come down too," he ordered in
Spanish.

Reluctantly, Henley followed the captain into
the dark dampness of the cellar. When he reached the bottom, he
turned to examine his surroundings in the light provided by the
lantern. The captain obligingly moved it around slowly,
illuminating all of a reasonably large underground chamber
apparently leading to another. Henley gripped the ladder as his
eyes scanned the room and its shocking contents. "Holy shit!" he
mumbled. "Sweet Jesus!"

#

It was twilight, and the rays of the dying
sun combined with the dust of the desert to paint an outrageous
sunset of blazing orange and gold. To the east, the jagged
mountains were black against the royal blue sky of impending night.
Jonathan Henley stumbled up the front steps of his caseta
and for a moment before opening the door, he looked at the sky.
Here, at the foot of the Andes the colors of the rising and setting
sun were incredibly vivid. He imagined it was like being at the
center of a prism.

He wiped his brow, aware that he did not look
as he had when he left three days ago. Then he'd worn clean
trousers and a clean shirt. Now his trousers were filthy and his
shirt was grubby and torn. He had tied his bandana around his head
for use as a sweatband, and he had forgotten to remove it, so it
remained, stained and dirty like the rest of his clothes.

His hand was on the door handle, but Myra
flung it open from the inside, surprising him. “Where have you
been?”

He looked at her and blinked. The sight of
her was startling to say the least. Her hair was built into a
magnificent beehive decorated with a jeweled Spanish comb. Her body
was covered with an elasticized bodysuit made of a snakeskin like
fabric. It had a deeply cut halter-top so her back was an expanse
of bare flawless human flesh and from the front fully half of her
full breasts were exposed. She wore black spike heels that made her
appear taller. The whole effect was a science fiction sex fantasy.
But if she appeared as a sinuous snake woman from another planet,
her question was 100% earthly, asked in a voice filled with an
emotion somewhere between panic and sheer exasperation.

He pushed into the house and she followed,
allowing the door to slam behind them.

"I'm surprised you're still here."

"Where was I supposed to go? There's been a
police car across the street since you left. Were you in jail? God,
should I have called the embassy?"

He shook his head, "I'm relieved you didn't.
I was afraid you might." He collapsed into a chair, "Get me a
drink, will you? A gin and tonic."

She didn't usually do things for him but this
time she went about the business of fixing his drink without
complaint. He leaned back, stretching his aching muscles, his eyes
closed. He asked himself how much he should tell her, he wondered
if it mattered. After all, he reasoned, too many people knew
already. Neither the murder, nor the incredible find in the chamber
below the shack, could be kept a secret for very long.

She brought in two drinks, one for each of
them.

"You look as if you've been excavating," she
ventured. "I really thought you'd been arrested."

"No, I wasn't arrested. I haven't been
excavating either, at least not in the traditional sense. He was
very much aware of her musk perfume. Its pungent aroma filled his
nostrils.

"Well, are you going to tell me?" she leaned
over, her eyes flickering. She smelled money, big money. Myra was
the kind of woman who sensed money. She sensed it and it excited
her. It was no doubt the hope of being wealthy that had convinced
her to join him in Sipán, leaving her worldly possessions in Lima.
Not that he had ever promised her anything. Indeed, he had been
careful not to. He sipped his drink and carefully weighed just how
much to reveal and how much to censor.

There was no need for preamble. Myra knew
full well that the entire area between here and the sea was
honeycombed with the excavated or partially excavated graves of the
ancient Moche, who had lived in this area of Peru from the
first to the seventh century AD. Along with their dead, the
Moche buried fine gold and pottery in huge sun baked mounds
now called, huacas. In reality, they were flat-topped
pyramids. The Spanish conquistadors had plundered the living Inca
and then robbed the dead in their graves, but they somehow missed
the treasure trove of the Moche. These graves were on a site
called Huaca Rajada. They had been unearthed in 1987 and
yielded a wealth of precious artifacts equal to those found in the
pyramid of Tutankhamen. The first Moche pyramid had been
discovered by grave robbers who took a valuable haul out of Peru
and into the United States where they intended selling it on the
black market. One of the robbers, feeling his unsavory brethren had
cheated him, went to the authorities. Thanks to his anger, the
contraband treasure was recovered after a bizarre police chase on
the New Jersey Turnpike. The director of the archaeological museum
in Lambayeque saw to it that the tomb was secured immediately. But
there were new sites and undiscovered tombs, so the robbing went
on, and it continued even today, albeit on a far lessor scale. The
locals often ran short of cash between sugarcane harvests and when
they needed money, they eyed the many flat-topped pyramids. In
spite of all the laws and the heavy penalties, they stole off in
the night to loot the once lucrative graves of any article, however
small, that might have been overlooked. Almost any bit of gold
jewelry or artifact in reasonable condition, mysteriously found its
way overnight into the insatiable international black market of
stolen pre-Columbian treasures. For the last five years it had been
assumed that there was nothing left of great value and that made
the discovery in the dead huaqueros cellar even more
fantastic.

"One of the huaqueros was murdered,"
he said, sipping his drink. Huaquero was the term used for
local grave robbers.

"You weren't gone three days because of some
dead huaquero, Myra retorted.

He heard the sharpness in her voice. He
looked into her face and felt she was straining to control herself.
"No. I was gone three days because of what was found under his
house."

"Valuable things –“her golden eyes flashed
like one of the golden cats he had just found beneath the shack.
The cats had round lapis eyes that caught the light.

"Hundreds of antiquities   all gold and
semi precious stones.”

She leaned over, her interest so intense it
was palpable.

"There must be a grave somewhere that has not
been looted, she whispered, then, "Why didn't the killer take the
valuables with him?"

In a second she had grasped the two essential
elements of the mystery that had consumed him for three days; the
probable existence of another rich find and the fact that so much
of value had been left following the murder.

"That’s where I’ve been these last three
days. I was looking for an unexplored grave. There, beneath the
shack, there are three chambers, each one smaller than one before
it. I worked all around the site but so far I haven't found
anything more. I don’t know where this stuff came from or how it
got into the chambers beneath the shack."

She let out her breath and he knew her
imagination had taken over. She was envisioning the possible
treasures that might be found. Then, she frowned. "The killer must
have taken something far more valuable than what he left behind.
That's why he didn't take what was there... it was probably – how
do you say? ¿Comido por los pollos?”

“Chicken feed. Perhaps the killer was
discovered and had to run. Perhaps he couldn’t carry
everything.”

“No.” Myra shook her head vigorously, "No. He
was seeking something more valuable than all that was left."

“Do you think he found what he was looking
for?”

“Maybe yes, maybe no,” she replied. “Are you
sure you’re telling me everything?”

“Sure, why would I hold back? The police
think the body was there some time before they found it. God knows
it certainly smelled that way.”

"So they are not the ones who frightened away
the killer,” she said with a shrug. Then she smiled, "I know there
is something of great value – it might still be there. I feel
it."

He looked at her long and hard. Perhaps, he
decided, she did feel it. Perhaps she was right. After all, that
was why he had spent three days looking.

"Where are the artifacts you found?" she
suddenly asked.

"Under lock and key," he answered. "In the
museum vault in Lambayeque.’

"And I suppose you will send every one of
them to the museum in Lima."

"That's the law. You know that, I've told you
a hundred times. Since 1967 it's been illegal to take any artifacts
out of the country, and it's illegal to sell them."

A devious smile crept across her lips as she
slithered closer to him, "And you would never break the law, would
you?"

He was tired but she had a rejuvenating
affect on him. Her perfume was intoxicating. She always seemed to
hold some exotic promise; she was truly the mistress of sexual
invention. He smiled back at her and ran his finger round her lips,
"I won't break the law," he said, kissing her. "Not even for
you."
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Corrie Henley paused and wiped the snow off
her face with the back of her arm. For a moment the forty steps to
the entrance of the museum looked insurmountable, the last obstacle
on her way to warmth and serenity. She glanced at her watch. It was
nine a.m. and the temperature could not have reached even 0
degrees. She wore her warmest coat, high boots, tights, thick
gloves, a scarf and a headband. Beneath her coat she had on a wool
skirt and sweater. Her thick blond hair was in a French braid that
dangled down her back and her cheeks were rose pink from the
cold.

The trip to work was a journey through
assorted stages of discomfort. She was dressed for the unmerciful
Boston winter but the subway was hot and stuffy, causing her to
perspire. The result was that seconds into the above ground world
she felt cold and clammy. The four-block walk from the subway to
the museum left her exposed skin numb. By the time she reached the
museum, she felt as if she had been breathing ice crystals. She
trudged up the stairs and hurried inside, pausing for a moment just
inside the entrance. “Nirvana,” she whispered. It wasn’t that it
was so much warmer; it was the absence of the wind. It was like
another world. She knew as soon as she took off her winter clothes
she would feel like a new person.

“Corrie! It’s a freezer!”

She looked up at Jack Marsden and forced a
smile. She had hoped not to see or talk to anyone till after she
had washed her face and more or less repaired herself. And of all
the people she hadn’t wanted to run into, Jack Marsden topped her
list.

As everyone acknowledged, Jack was a rarity
within these hallowed walls. He was young, good looking, well
built, and well educated. Some fifty-two men worked in the museum,
and Jack was the only one who was not already on his way to
becoming a fossil. Unhappily, Jack realized all of his assets, and
Corrie thought him arrogant.

“You didn’t take the subway in, did you?”

He raised one brow with his question and she
felt annoyed. As if a bus would have been better in this weather,
or perhaps he thought she had a chauffeur driven limousine at her
disposal. “Yes,” she answered. “I always take the subway.”

He ignored her tone and his ingenuous smile
remained frozen on his face.

She decided that Jack had too many teeth and
that his dark hair was too slicked down. He was too well dressed,
too well groomed and manicured. He wasn’t effeminate but his
appearance did not exude that slightly unkempt masculine quality
she found so attractive in a man. She supposed she just preferred
L.L. Bean to G.Q.

“Could I see you in my office? I’ve some good
news for you.”

The best news he could give her was that he
was resigning, but if that were the case he would have made a
public announcement. She felt mildly irritated that he had accosted
her before she had even had a chance to catch her breath.

“I was just on my way to the ladies room. Can
it wait a minute?”

“Sure, no hurry.”

He winked at her and turned toward the hall
that led to his office. Vaguely she wondered if he was going to ask
her out, and that led to a feeling of even greater irritation. Jack
was in love with himself and he assumed everyone else loved him
too. He knew he was the museum stud; she disliked the fact that he
enjoyed the role. And even if he had not been conceited and
arrogant, she still would not go out with him because he was not
just a colleague but her superior in the hierarchy.

Not that he was her direct superior. He
worked in the Latin American Section and she was currently
interning in the North American Section headed up by Eugene
Anderson, one of the museum’s most loveable and meticulous fossils.
Naturally her own interest was in South American Archeology, as was
her father’s. But one took what they could get. When she had
applied, the only internship available had been in the North
American Section. Still the two areas blended in antiquity as they
did not blend in the modern world. The Aztec and Mayan cultures of
Mexico shared commonalties with the Mimbres and other southwestern
tribes just as they did with the Inca and the Moche of Peru.
The Tsimshian, native to the north Pacific coast spoke a language
that was classified as being in the Penutian language phylum, the
same as South American Native Languages in Peru and Ecuador, such
as Quechua. In her work, Corrie looked for the relationships
among the pre-Columbian native peoples of both North and South
America, thus she did not feel frustrated by her internship in the
North American section. If she felt frustrated at all, it was
because she was not working out in the field. The museum was too
enclosed, too rarified, and too purely academic.

She hurried into the restroom. She took off
her coat, headband, scarf and gloves. She smoothed out her hair and
looked into the mirror. She was beginning to warm up and feel human
again. He must want to go out. What else could he want? I won’t
go. But what excuse will I use? Again she felt angry. She
should not need an excuse but in the working environment one had to
keep things civil and blurting out, ‘No thanks, I don’t like you
because you’re a phony,’ would hardly be civil. Maybe there’s
something wrong with me. I haven’t had a satisfactory relationship
with a man since the summer before grad school. I’m sure I’m the
only woman in this whole place who isn’t pining for Jack Marsden to
ask her out. Corrie shook her head to dispel her conversation
with herself. She went to the locker room and hung up her coat,
took off her boots, and put on her shoes.

In less than five minutes she was outside
Jack Marsden’s door. She knocked and he called out for her to come
in.

“Corrie, welcome to my den of iniquity. Have
a seat.”

In fact, she found his office alarmingly
uncluttered. He was too neat for his profession. Her father’s
office had always been cluttered. Her office was cluttered. She had
decided long ago that archeologists were not neat people. They
could painstakingly label, sort and classify endless artifacts, but
when it came to their offices they were hopeless. Their offices
always looked like a sorting area for waste paper.

“Coffee?”

“Thanks. Cream and sugar.”

He turned aside to a coffee butler and poured
her a cup, adding sugar and some whitener. “Heard from your father,
lately?”

His question was unexpected. “Not for a
couple of weeks.”

Jack nodded. “He’s made a new find. Some
really valuable pieces.”

“Oh, my.” In truth she didn’t know what to
say. She was honestly surprised her father hadn’t called her. She
was usually the first person he told when he found something.
Archeology – their mutual work – was one topic they could discuss
without arguing.

“I’m going down there myself, probably for a
month. Since we fund the project, I’m going to negotiate for some
pieces for the museum.”

“That seems fair.”

“I need someone to help me. I’d very much
like you to come.”

Corrie stared at him in surprise. “What about
Katherine?”

Katherine Langley had been Jack’s assistant
for at least a year. She was attractive, bright, and had
considerable expertise.

Jack grinned, “She gave notice a week ago and
left yesterday. She had some vacation time. She’s getting married.
Listen, I know I should have spoken to you first, but I already
asked for you to be transferred over to my section. I know you want
this area eventually and it’s a chance to see your father.”

Corrie felt stunned. It was really too good
to be true. She wondered if he would want a quid pro quo.
But that wasn’t what this was about, and if Jack thought otherwise
she would put him straight very quickly. No, this was about
opportunity. She felt more than certain that being her father’s
daughter was a bonus, but not the real reason why Jack wanted her.
She was known to be well versed in this area, it was her first
interest, and she had spent two summers in Peru. Regardless of
Katherine’s expertise, Corrie knew she would be far more valuable
to Jack than Katherine would have been.

“Yes, of course I want to come with you, and
I want to transfer into this section too.”

“Done,” he said with a grin. “I’ve got a load
of reading for you to do and we’re leaving on Monday so you’ll only
have the weekend to tie things up.”

“I’ll manage.”

“Do you need a list of things to bring?”

Corrie shook her head, “I was raised in the
business.”

Jack laughed. “Okay. Good. Dr. Tandy can fit
you in this afternoon. He’s been briefed so he knows what shots
you’ll need.”

“I hate that part.”

“We all do. Now, if you can have lunch with
me – say at one o’clock, I have some things to go over. Your
passport is in order, isn’t it?”

“Yes, I always keep it current.”

“That’s what I like, a woman who’s
prepared.”

Again he winked but she ignored it. She
pushed Jack’s flirtatious manner out of her mind and tried to
concentrate on how very good it would be to see her father. It had
been almost a year; they had a lot of catching up to do. She bit
her lip and reminded herself not to argue with him. He’s an
adult, he has a life. It was something she told herself again
and again.
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“Myra!” Jonathan Henley strode through the
door of his caseta, letting the screen slam shut behind him.
The house was silent. He called her name again and then walked
through the rooms. She was definitely not there and it perplexed
him. There was no public transportation between here and Chiclayo.
The only conceivable place to go was the local Indian market, but
it was totally out of character for Myra to go to market like a
common house frau.

He walked into the bedroom and looked in the
closet. Her clothes were all here, she obviously had not left him,
though if she had he would not have been surprised. She had been
plainly miffed when he wouldn’t give her details or agree to
smuggle out pieces of his surprising find. Maybe she went for a
walk, he hypothesized. But then, even going for a walk was out
of character. When she exercised, it was a methodical routine
performed early in the morning to a tape she had brought. Myra was
not one for walking in the sun.

He went outside and circled the
caseta, but Myra was nowhere to be seen. Still perplexed, he
returned to the house.

It wasn’t a large house nor was it well
furnished. The living room had two comfortable chairs and a worn
blue sofa bed. He had a large desk against the far wall and the
other walls were lined with overflowing bookcases. The living room
led into a kitchen and dinette. The bedroom was off the kitchen and
the bathroom off the bedroom. It wasn’t a convenient layout since
if he had company they slept on the sofa in the living room but had
to come through the bedroom to use the bathroom. Myra slept with
him but if Corrie came for a visit it would be awkward. Naturally,
it was not just the location of the bathroom that would be
awkward.

It was the cook’s day off and he decided he
would scramble some eggs with peppers and onions. It was as good a
meal as any, though Myra wouldn’t be pleased that he had eaten
without her. You could have at least left a note, he thought
with annoyance. But it was like her to be thoughtless.

Still between bewilderment and mild
irritation, he went about the task of fixing his dinner. He
shouldn’t after all have to starve just because Myra had gone off
somewhere on a whim.
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Las Floras Blancas was ill placed, ill
named, and unclean. It was a small, usually crowded little bar on
the edge of the outdoor market in Chiclayo. It belied its
name; there wasn’t a white flower in sight. The umbrellas over the
five rusted metal tables were a dirty faded blue and advertised
Trujillo the name of a locally produced beer.

“I don’t like this place,” Myra complained.
“It’s filthy, it’s hardly private, and the chairs are
uncomfortable.”

“You’re spoiled, the man across from her
replied. There was an open pop bottle in front of him. Myra held a
gin and tonic in a foggy glass.

“I would really prefer meeting somewhere
private,” she again complained.

“Have you any news for me?”

He was wearing sunglasses that mirrored a
distorted version of her face. Myra shook her head. “He has told me
nothing yet, absolutely nothing.”

“I can hardly believe that. Have you
exhausted all your feminine wiles?”

Her facial expression did not change. “I’m
working on him.”

“We require details.”

“I’m doing the best I can. I need more
money.”

“You have not yet delivered any information
worth paying for.”

Myra arched her brow. He was an insect. Even
here in an outdoor café she could smell his effeminate perfume.
“And I won’t unless I get more money. I’ll probably have to steal
some of his papers to find out what’s going on.”

“You’ll have to come with me. As you want
more money, we’ll have to speak to our patron.”

Yes, this was much better. She hated dealing
with underlings. She very much wanted to speak with their ‘patron’
who was certainly no stranger to her. She thought for a moment of
their previous relationship. He was a man of uncertain temperament
and she suspected him of having dark desires, but he was exciting
and he knew her well. Surely he realized she could not exist in
this place without greater compensation.

“I’m ready,” she said, standing.

“Very well, come along. My car is just down
the street.”

Myra felt a jolt of surprise and then a
feeling of apprehension filled her. She had thought he meant to
telephone but it seemed their patron was actually here in Chiclayo.
She wondered why he had not come personally to this meeting.
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The moon was a lopsided sphere, yet it was
bright. Jonathan stood on his front porch and once again stared out
across the expanse of the Lambayeque valley. Beyond the hills he
could see the pinkish glow in the sky from the lights of
Chiclayo.

Tonight was a night like that night over a
week ago when he had been aroused from his sleep to go off to the
hut of the murdered grave robber. In spite of the fact that the
moon was not full, it was a bright night. Where the hell are
you? He asked himself once again. Damn! Myra hadn’t returned,
and hadn’t sent a message. His emotions churned. He was angry at
her lack of consideration and yet he worried at the same time.
Should he call the police? What would he tell them? That his
mistress had run away? No, it would be better to say she
disappeared. For the hundredth time he looked at his watch. It was
eleven-fifteen. He shook his head and turned to walk inside. He
would have to call the police and report her missing. This was
unseemly; it was out of character – even for Myra. He had an ill
feeling and he couldn’t shake it. He reached for the phone and it
rang, causing him to jump.

“Myra?” he said anxiously, into the
mouthpiece.

“Who’s Myra?” The familiar female voice
asked.

The phone line crackled. Modern technology
had not yet reached the ancient village of Sipán in the Lambayeque
Valley of Peru. The phone itself was an artifact of the 1920s, tall
and black. “Corrie? Is that you?”

“One in the same. Obviously you were
expecting someone else.”

He could hear the coolness in her tone but he
had no intention of lying. “Just a woman I’ve been seeing.”

“Ah, yes. I should have guessed.”

There was more than a little sarcasm in her
tone. “I’ve been going to call you.”

“Promises, promises –“

“Really, I was going to call you.”

“It’s all right. I hear you’ve been
busy.”

“Ah, Jack told you.”

“Not everything. But I suspect he will.”

He wasn’t happy to think of Corrie sharing
secrets with Jack Marsden. Then he reminded himself that he could
not expect her to accept his relationships if he did not accept
hers. There was a moment of silence. The truth was, he wasn’t as
fond of Jack Marsden as he knew most women were. Moreover, he was
jumping to conclusions. He didn’t know how Corrie felt about
Jack.

“Are you seeing Jack? He asked, knowing he
sounded casual.

“Not like you mean. No. But something
wonderful has happened. Dad, I’ve been transferred over to Jack’s
section for the balance of my internship. We’re flying down to Peru
on Monday.”

“You’re coming here! That’s great.”

“I won’t talk now. We should be in Chiclayo
by Wednesday at the latest.”

“Shall I drive out to the airport and meet
you?”

“No. We’re picking up a car. I’ll meet you at
the hotel.”

“Great!” He was still smiling when he
replaced the phone in its cradle. Then he quickly picked it up
again and dialed the police station. “Capitán Toro, por
favor.”

Now he had to find Myra in order to send her
away. Corrie would want to stay at the caseta, and there was
no way to have them under one roof.

“Toro,” the male voice answered.

“Dr. Henley.”

“Have you information for me?”

“Afraid not. This is personal.”

He thought for a moment and then quickly
explained in Spanish about Myra’s disappearance. Captain Toro said
he would send someone to ask questions in the morning. He sounded
anything but alarmed. “She’s probably gone back to Lima,” he
suggested.

“Perhaps,” Jonathan allowed. He didn’t tell
Toro that she had left her clothes, wrote no note, nor even hinted
she was leaving. She had been with him for two months but her
disappearance was going to be hard to make the police understand –
especially as Myra had a certain reputation, even locally. He
muttered his thanks and hung up.

He sank into his favorite chair and took a
sip of his now warm drink. The phone rang again. It was Captain
Toro and he sounded totally pleased with himself as he explained
that one of his underlings had, that very morning, seen Myra board
the bus for Lima.

“She must have had a better offer, a lot
better offer to leave her clothes.”

There was silence for a moment. Then,
soberly, Toro said, “I shall look into this further.”

Before he could say anything, Toro hung up.
Jonathan replaced the receiver in its cradle. He was only slightly
relieved.
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Jeff Richards closed his eyes, lifted his
head, and let the lukewarm water from the shower spray into his
face. After a second, he reached for the soap and scrubbed down.
Two hours of Aikido practice and he was wiped. Getting soft, he
thought to himself. But he knew it was more that he was out of
shape. He had been away from Lima for almost a year and during that
time he had not been able to practice except for sporadic visits to
the dojo in Buenos Aires. Moreover, this Dojo, unlike the one back
home in Las Cruces or the one in Buenos Aires, was run by a
Japanese sensei from Kyoto. Of the twenty or so people on the mat
he was usually the only non-Japanese or, as the Japanese called
him, the gaijen. Having a Japanese sensei meant that the
practice sessions were extremely vigorous and lasted longer. The
style of the art was also slightly different from that which he had
been taught in New Mexico, and different still from Buenos Aires.
He was still re-learning how to move with precision and blend with
his opponent's energy; nonetheless, these nightly classes were a
lifesaver.

Some years ago he had first come to Peru, his
fellow Aikidoists had helped him find decent and reasonable housing
as well as guide him to fine Japanese restaurants.

When the hostage taking at the Japanese
embassy occurred in 96 he had been freelancing, but was quickly
assigned to cover the story.

What had happened in December of 1996 had
been big. It was big enough that for a time Lima was transformed
into a minor international media circus. When it was over, he
picked up another assignment in Bolivia and then another in
Argentina. Now he was submitting a weekly Latin American Report,
and he judged Lima as good a place as any for a base and so he had
returned.

He finished showering and stepped out of the
cubicle onto the black and white tile floor. The room was steamy
and smelled of an odd combination of sandalwood soap and medicated
talcum powder. He grabbed his towel off the hook and dried himself.
Kenji, a small bear of a man was there too. Kenji had finished
drying, and was half dressed and sitting on the bench. Jeff knew
that all the Japanese regarded him as a giant, and he supposed that
at slightly over six feet two, he was just that to his Japanese
compatriots. Not one of them was over five feet five and most were
shorter. He knew full well that the Japanese from the northern
islands were tall but there were none from that area in this dojo.
Indeed, most had been born in Peru or were from Tokyo proper.

“Are you still interested in leads?” Kenji
looked up at him. He had one sock on and held the other red sock in
one hand.

“Sure, got something?” Even as he asked, his
curiosity peeked. Kenji worked in the Rafael Herrera Museum. He
seemed an unlikely source for any earthshaking story.

“Do you know much about the Moche?” Kenji
asked.

“I know there was a rich archaeological find
of Moche art a few years back.”

“In the 1980s. A great find! A spectacular
find!” Kenji said enthusiastically.

“But old news,” Jeff reminded him. Still, he
was more interested then he revealed. Corrie’s father was working
with the Moche find; at least he assumed Jonathan Henley was still
there. For a time he had thought about trying to contact Corrie
through her father, but he had not. Events and taken him away
before he had acted.

“Ah, quite so. The original find is old
news,” Kenji continued. “But more has been found and there has been
a murder. A really horrible murder of some grave robber.” Kenji had
lowered his voice and spoke in a conspiratorial whisper.

“Murder? I didn’t see anything about a murder
in the papers.”

Kenji shook his head, “No one knows, I mean
no one outside a very few people. The authorities are trying to
keep it quiet. It’s all a mystery. I saw a fax that came from Dr.
Henley the archeologist in Sipán. It was addressed to our director.
Then there was another fax from a police captain in Chiclayo.”

Jeff thought only for a moment. It had been
months since he had gotten out of the city, and he had never been
to the site of the Moche find. He had done most of his traveling
south and east of Lima. He was unfamiliar with the north. He needed
a trip, needed to get away. “I might go up there. Should I
drive?”

Kenji shook his head. “It’s almost to the
border with Ecuador. There’s an airport outside of Chiclayo that
serves the port area. You can rent a car there.”

Jeff smiled, Kenji was a veritable travel
guide.

“The person you must speak with is Dr.
Jonathan Henley. He lives outside Chiclayo, near the dig in the
ancient city of Sipán.”

Have to speak with him? He wouldn’t have
thought of speaking with anyone else.

Kenji leaned closer, his dark eyes intense.
“Don’t mention my name. In fact, don’t tell anyone where you heard
about this, please. I was not even supposed to see the fax.”

“Of course not.” It seemed to him that Kenji
was being a trifle too secretive but then one never knew what kind
of Byzantine politics operated inside a museum. Especially a museum
that was funded by the Japanese, had more than a few Germans
working in administration, and some prominent American
archeologists involved in the actual digging. To top it off, the
Peruvian government oversaw the place. It was a kind of
international hotbox, and he imagined there were all manner of
minor intrigues. But Kenji meant well. Jeff smiled again and
touching Kenji on the shoulder muttered, “Thanks.”
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It was late afternoon as Jonathan Henley
drove down the dusty road toward Chiclayo. He reflected on the way
matters had apparently worked out. He was still more than a little
mystified by Myra’s sudden disappearance, though, all in all, her
departure, for whatever reason, certainly seemed for the best. Of
all the women he could think of, he was sure Myra would cause
Corrie the most consternation. Reluctantly, he admitted he didn’t
want Corrie to meet Myra. Myra was a sex kitten, certainly not the
kind of woman a man wanted to introduce to his daughter.

He turned his thoughts away from Corrie and
looked at the barren landscape. It was dotted with the hovels that
were primarily occupied by grave robbers. As he grew closer to the
city, the hovels gave way to the shantytown that surrounded
Chiclayo and climbed the hills behind it. They represented a
veritable flea market of construction materials made, as they were,
from discarded bits of wood and cardboard, canvas, old shingles,
tarpaper and lengths of rusty corrugated steel. The houses, if one
could call them that, appeared to support one another. Each time he
drove by, he thought of dominoes and wondered if one fell, would
they all fall into tattered bits. Still he liked the humanity that
filled the shantytown. These were good people, people kept down,
people deprived. They were poor in a way that made the inhabitants
of a New York slum look rich. Yet they kept struggling, they worked
hard, they could still smile. He admired them, he tried to help
them by employing as many as he could.

He waved at the children that played by the
side of the road while their skeletal, ill kept dogs slept in
doorways or stood, staring into space and barked lethargically. The
dogs as well as most of the livestock looked as if their skin were
simply stretched over their bones. Every few houses or so, a woman
had set up a stand to sell some produce or eggs. As he drew nearer
to the center of town he passed street vendors cooking over open
fires. As it was nearly sunset, a variety of aromas floated on the
air, an invisible, silent call to the evening meal.

Jonathan cursed as he swerved to miss an
errant chicken that, in its effort to elude the cooking pot, fled
across the road. It nearly ran under his wheels, though mercifully
the man in pursuit of the bird had seen him. If he had hit the
chicken he would have felt the necessity to get out of the car and
pay its owner. In this place, the loss of a chicken was no small
matter.

Another half-mile further on and the
structure and appearance of the houses improved. The precarious
makeshift dwellings gave way to stone and mortar even as the
traffic grew thicker.

He turned onto a street that paralleled the
main street and drove along it till he came to the park. At least
he called it a park. In actual fact it was a small square, a lone
spot of greenery and cultivated flowers surrounded by buildings. He
pulled up across the street from the hotel, La Gan Vida.
Though translated into Spanish, it bore the same name as an Italian
film made in the late sixties, La Dolce Vita. Putting the
name of the hotel together with its appearance always amused him.
It was a three-story white stucco building with red shutters on the
windows and a red tile roof. The white wash needed a new coat, and
weeds were threatening to evict the flowers from the beds around
the building. What grass remained appeared as clumps of green amid
brown dying turf. He knew the hotel was clean and the food was
reasonable but if this was the sweet life, as its name
indicated, he didn’t want to know the sour side.

Hands in his pockets, he crossed the street.
His thoughts once again turning to Corrie. Naturally, now that Myra
was gone there was no reason why Corrie couldn’t stay at the
caseta, but she might not want to – more to the point, Jack
might not want her to. If they were lovers he decided he didn’t
want to know. Stuffy, I’m getting stuffy. I don’t want them
sleeping together in my house. He knew he was being
hypocritical, but he didn’t feel like fighting it, at least not
immediately. Anyway, Jack wasn’t his favorite person.

He pushed through the front door. The lobby
was just as it had been three years ago when he had first come
here. True, the rug was a bit more worn and the furniture a little
more faded but essentially nothing had changed. The tables and
do-dads were strictly 1920s, and he imagined some of the dust
catchers would fetch a pretty penny in the insatiable U.S. antique
market. He had heard that a collection of far-out ‘art deco’ was
very much ‘in.’

“Ah, Herr Professor!” The elderly man behind
the desk stood to greet him.

“Herr Ehrlich, how are you?”

“Fine, fine. As always.”

The proprietor of La Gan Vida was
paunchy and wore glasses, his total image was a kind of ‘little old
winemaker’, German stereotype, though to his credit he did not wear
monocle, lederhosen or long stockings.

Sometimes when he came into town, he and
Ehrlich played chess together while sharing some imported German
beer. Jonathan felt a little guilty because he hadn’t been around
for a while, not since Myra had come up from Lima. It wasn’t that
he and Ehrlich really had anything in common, it was just that
ex-patriots usually stuck together. Besides, he knew Ehrlich was
lonesome. He had lost his wife several years ago and didn’t have
many friends in Chiclayo.

“It’s good to see you,” Ehrlich said. “You
haven’t come lately. What brings you to town today?”

“I’m expecting my daughter.”

“Ah, how wonderful for you! She’s coming all
the way from Boston! Will she be staying here?”

“I’m not sure. She’s with someone who may be
staying here; I’m not sure where she wants to stay.”

Ehrlich sighed, “One can’t predict the
actions of young people.”

“I probably should have called you.”

He shrugged and his glasses slipped a little
further down his nose. “There’s plenty of room. In fact only seven
rooms are rented. It’s not as if there was a convention!” He
laughed, “Not that there ever is. Who would have a convention here?
Of course sometimes we’re quite full during tourist season.”

They both laughed.

Jonathan knew only too well what tourist
season could be like, though mercifully it was not as crowded here
as in Cuzco. Tourists usually came in the spring and fall when the
weather was moderate. It was January now, the height of summer in
the Southern Hemisphere, and thus it was hot on the desert.

Jonathan glanced at his watch, and realized
how anxious he was to see Corrie. “I really thought she would be
here by now.”

“Patience. Come along, come into the café and
have some beer.” He reached down and banged on his bell till a
young man in his twenties came running. “Take over the desk,
Filipe. Call us in the restaurant when Professor Henley’s daughter
arrives.”

“How will I know it is her? Filipe asked.

“Her name will be Henley too,” Ehrlich
replied with the patience of a saint. He turned to Henley, “Filipe
works hard, but what is it you Americans say? He’s short a few
marbles,” Ehrlich whispered.

Jonathan followed Ehrlich into the cafe. He
sat down and Ehrlich went off to get the beer. Ehrlich was,
Jonathan observed, a man whose age was not obvious. Jonathan
believed him to be somewhere between fifty and seventy and that was
honestly as close as he could come to narrowing it down. There are
people who appear older than they are, and then do not seem to age
at all for years and years. Ehrlich was such a person.

“Did your lady friend leave?” Ehrlich asked
as he returned and sat down. He opened the two beers and skillfully
poured them into ornate German steins.

“Yes, and without so much as a good-bye.”

“Maybe she’ll come back.”

“I hope so. She left her clothes.”

Ehrlich looked up and frowned, “How odd. Most
women wouldn’t think of doing such a thing.”

“I was worried, but the police investigated.
She was seen leaving town.”

Ehrlich took a swig of his beer and leaned
back in his chair.

“How long have we known each other?”

“Two years.”

“I don’t even know how old you are.” Jonathan
stated.

“Sixty-nine.”

His answer raised a thousand more questions
in Jonathan’s mind. One of them was on the tip of his tongue when
he heard Corrie’s voice. He turned toward the entrance of the
restaurant and there she was, lighting up the faded room. She was a
stunning sight, a sight that sent a pain straight through him
because she looked even more like her mother now than she had a
year ago.

He got up and in ten strides had his arms
around her. God, she even smelled like her mother. Her blond hair
was pulled back in a French braid, her blue eyes were large and
clear. Here, where everyone was either part Indian or leathery from
the sun, she seemed especially pale. Her skin was like porcelain,
just as her mother’s skin had been.

He kissed her on the cheek and then led her
over to Ehrlich. “This is Alex Ehrlich, the owner of the
hotel.”

Corrie smiled warmly and took his hand.

“Will you be staying here? Ehrlich asked.

Corrie turned toward her father. “Is there
room for me in your caseta?”

“Sure. But it would be a bit crowded with
Jack.”

“Oh, he’s staying here.”

Jonathan nodded and was surprised at how
relieved he felt to know there really didn’t seem to be anything
between them. If asked to explain his feeling toward Jack, he knew
he would be unable to do so. It was just one of those gut feelings
that said, ‘this guy is a big phony.’

“Jonathan!” Jack’s voice followed Jonathan’s
uncharitable assessment, and he looked up as Jack Marsden strode
into the dining room. He was immaculate in new khaki’s that had
clearly not seen the outside of the museum before today. Jack was
too well dressed, too charming, and just too damn full of
himself.

Jonathan Henley extended his hand, “Good of
you to bring my daughter to see me.” It was the most sincere thing
he could think of to say.

Jack shook his hand with all the firmness of
a water soaked sponge.

“My pleasure, and as you know, she’s more
than just a pretty face. I need her on this project.”

“Stop talking about me as if I weren’t
here.”

“Sorry,” Jack said. I just registered here at
the hotel. I assume you’re going out to your Dad’s place.”

“That’s what I’d like to do.”

“Fine, could we have an early dinner
first?”

Jonathan turned to Ehrlich, “Herr Ehrlich,
this is Jack Marsden, from the Conway Museum in Boston. Jack, Herr
Ehrlich is the owner of the hotel.”

Jack nodded at Ehrlich but did not extend his
hand. Arrogant son of a bitch, he thinks of Ehrlich as the hired
help, Jonathan thought. “Is it possible for us to get supper so
early?” He asked politely, trying to make up for Jack’s lack of
manners. After all, he was asking a favor. Workers ate early, but
most people did not even think of dinner till at least nine.

“Why not? I’ll go wake up the cook. Someone
will come presently. Just sit down, I’ll go for more beer.”

Stepping easily into his role of waiter,
jovial host and owner, Ehrlich disappeared into the kitchen.

They ate bread, German sausage and hot
pickled cabbage slaw for supper. It was the fare Ehrlich preferred
and it was what he usually served at lunchtime. At night it was
different. The evening menu offered a variety of Peruvian and
German dishes but those had obviously not yet been prepared.

“A bit heavy, but good,” Jack said leaning
back in his chair. “I’ve always had a fondness for German
food.”

“Didn’t you live in Germany for a while?”
Jonathan asked.

“Yes, for a short time. But tell us about
what was found. I’m anxious to hear all about it.”

“When can we see the find? Is it here?”
Corrie asked.

Jonathan shook his head, “In Lambayeque,
under lock and key.”

“We can drive up there
tomorrow.” Jack suggested with a wave of his hand. “Then I can see
it for myself.”

As if Jack could assess the pieces better
than anyone else, Jonathan thought. But he held his tongue.
“The drive doesn’t take long now that they’ve fixed the road.”

“¡Profesor!”

Captain Toro came into the dining room. He
walked up to their table, and seeing Corrie, bowed from the waist,
took her hand, and kissed it with a somewhat exaggerated
flourish.

“My daughter, Corrie. And this is Jack
Marsden from the Conway Museum. Jack and Corrie, this is Captain
Toro.”

Toro clicked his heels together in what
Jonathan considered an annoying pseudo military fashion.

“How providential that I should find you
here. I was about to drive out to your caseta,” Toro said,
looking at Jonathan.

“Please don’t tell me you found another dead
grave robber.”

“Dead grave robber?” Jack raised his
brow.

Jonathan hadn’t written about the grave
robber in the report he had faxed home. He had intended on telling
the whole story when, and if, there was any definitive explanation.
“Yes, he was in a shack above the chambers where the treasure was
found.”

Toro shook his head. “No, no more dead grave
robbers but something equally serious, I’m afraid.”

Jonathan frowned, “Oh,” he muttered, even as
a strong feeling of foreboding engulfed him.

“It’s that woman, the model from Lima, Myra
Rojas. The one you reported missing.”

“What about her?”

“We found her body. I must ask you to come
along with me.”

Jonathan’s mouth went dry. Myra dead! “Am I
under arrest?”

Toro shrugged. “I need to speak with you,
alone.”

The others sat like a tableau, the feeling of
shocked disgust was palpable. After what seemed like an eternity,
Jonathan nodded. He put his keys on the table. “Ehrlich will tell
you how to get out to the house,” he said, turning to Corrie. “I’m
sure I’ll be home in an hour or so. Make yourself at home.”

Corrie looked both perplexed and concerned.
“Should I call someone?”

“Not now,” Jonathan replied. What he meant
was, ‘not yet.’
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“Please, have a seat, Professor.”

Jonathan sat down. Toro’s office was a mere
cubicle in the center of a larger office that apparently housed
most of the local law enforcement bureaucracy. The walls were a
terrible cream color with dark brown trim and the whole place
smelled of stale cigarette smoke and perspiration. His desk was
cluttered and there was a torn faded girly calendar on the room
divider behind his desk. Jonathan looked around and fought to hold
onto reality. It had been a short walk from the hotel to the police
station, and he was aware of feeling ‘other worldly’. One event
seemed to run into another. Myra had vanished and was now,
apparently dead. Corrie had arrived suddenly with Jack Marsden, and
he still had more work to do on the underground chambers beneath
the grave robber’s shack.

“I don’t understand any of this,” Jonathan
said, looking into Toro’s dark eyes.

Toro took out a cigarillo and lit it. “This
woman, this Myra Rojas, what did she mean to you?”

Acrid, pungent smoke filled the cubicle.

It was a direct question and Jonathan gave it
a direct answer. “We slept together. We met in Lima a couple of
months ago and she came up here last month.”

“Did you invite her?”

Jonathan shook his head, “She just turned
up.”

“And you did not find this odd?”

“No, not exactly. We’d had an affair when I
was in Lima. As I told you, she was a model. She told me she had
some time off.”

Toro smirked, “Of course you didn’t object,
or ask any questions.”

Jonathan shook his head. Then added, “It’s
lonesome here.”

Again a wicked knowing smile crossed the
captain’s face. “Yes, there aren’t any models from Lima here. The
professional women here are all worn and the young girls are
protected by their brothers and fathers.”

Jonathan wanted to say that Myra was smart
and that they enjoyed one another’s company even when they weren’t
having sex. But Toro appeared to have a stereotypical Latin
American male view of women. Women came in two types, chaste and
chased. One kind you married and the other you screwed. If he tried
to explain their intellectual relationship to Toro, it would have
sounded both ingenuous and absurd.

“You haven’t told me where you found Myra.”
Jonathan leaned forward. His chest felt tight. It didn’t seem fair
that Toro got to ask all the questions.

“By the riverbank, face down in the mud.”

Jonathan frowned, “Did she drown?”

“No, she was strangled, garroted. Or at least
it would appear so. The doctor is examining her body now. I won’t
know the actual cause of death till his autopsy is complete.”

Jonathan felt ill. He should have insisted
they look for her. This might not have happened if he had been more
forceful, more insistent. Initially he was glad Myra was gone
because Corrie was coming – now he felt guilty. “I should have done
more to find her,” he said under his breath, then, “I don’t
understand who would have done this.”

“She was probably raped too, though with a
woman like that it will be hard to tell.”

“You think she was raped and then
strangled?”

“Maybe. As I said, there aren’t any women
like that here – maybe someone saw her and wanted her and she
didn’t want them, or perhaps they wouldn’t pay enough.”

“She wasn’t a prostitute,” Jonathan
insisted.

The captain pursed his lips together and
scowled, “She was a loose woman.”

Back home Toro’s term might have been
classified as passé, but given that this was Peru, it was
not a statement with which he could disagree. “Do you suspect
someone?”

The captain smiled, “You mean do I suspect
you? No. You seemed far too concerned when you reported her
missing. In any case, she was seen talking with another man, a man
who does not fit your description at all.”

He had been absent a lot and vaguely he
wondered if Myra had found a local to amuse her. It didn’t seem
likely, but he couldn’t rule out the possibility. “What can I do
for you, then?”

“I need to write a report. I need to know all
you know about this woman. Where she worked in Lima, what her
address was, things like that.”

“I’ll do everything I can. I don’t know if
she has any family or not.”

The captain opened his desk drawer and
withdrew a long yellow foolscap pad and a ballpoint pen. He shoved
it across the desk, “Write down everything you know about her. Then
we’ll go and look at the body. I need a positive
identification.”

Jonathan nodded. He didn’t relish the idea of
seeing Myra dead, but it was surely the least he could do, that and
seeing that she got a decent burial.
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“I don’t know what to do,” Corrie admitted as
she looked at Jack. God knew she didn’t want to appear to be
leaning on Jack, especially now. She turned to Herr Ehrlich,
“Should I be worried?”

Herr Ehrlich shook his head, “No, no. I’m
sure not. Your father can take care of himself.”

Jack stood up, his cheeks puffed up. “If you
tell me where the jail is I think I’ll drop around, just to let
that Toro fellow know that Jonathan isn’t alone. That he’s got an
important American in custody.” Then he turned to Corrie, “I think
you should take your father’s advice and go home.”

Corrie looked from one to the other. Jack’s
comment was so ‘self-important’. She was quite certain that Captain
Toro would be more aggravated by Jack than frightened by his
assertion. Still, she had to accept his offer at face value. “I’d
appreciate it if you would go to the jail.”

"How do I get to my father’s caseta?”
she asked turning to Herr Ehrlich. She then asked, “Who was the
woman whose body was found?” Obviously her father knew the woman if
he had reported her missing. But did Herr Ehrlich even know the
woman and did her father confide in him?

“I didn’t know her,” Herr Ehrlich replied and
turning away he sat down and began painstakingly to explain how to
get to the caseta. In the end, he drew a crude map on a
napkin and she took the keys and left, happy to be away from Jack
after so many hours on the plane with him.

Corrie started the engine and headed out of
town on the Pan American Highway, which ran through Chiclayo. She
turned off on the side road following the instructions on the map.
The dry wind hit her face and she realized how glad she was to be
here, to be near her father once again. What she would do about
Jack Marsden was another matter. She inhaled and let out her breath
slowly, she couldn’t even discuss the problem of Jack with her
father. He wouldn’t understand, he would just be angry.

“Solicitous bastard!” she said aloud to the
wind. She marveled how, in twelve short hours, her bad opinion of
Marsden had proved so completely justified. It was a revelation,
sort of, ‘now I know why I never liked you.’ Most women thought him
to be a ‘catch’, a guy who was intelligent, on his way up, good
looking and suave. She supposed all of those adjectives still
applied but there was something missing; she struggled to try to
describe it even to herself. In her mind, she conjured up a
detailed cardboard cutout, perfect from one angle but totally
one-dimensional. That was Jack Marsden. He was one-dimensional; he
lacked depth and perhaps humanity. His opinions were pat, his views
way too set for a man of his age. Maybe she was too used to her
father. Maybe her first romantic relationship had spoiled her. In
any case, she wasn’t used to one-sided people. When she discussed
something with her father, he always began with, “Let’s try to look
at this from all directions –.” Jack certainly wasn’t like that. It
mystified her, he mystified her. His line of work demanded he
understand other cultures, yet his understanding was superficial
and however detailed, it lacked a human element. In short, he could
look at the remnants of a past civilization and recite everything
there was to know about it but he didn’t seem to wonder about its
inhabitants – their feelings, their motivations, their public and
private lives. He could study time past, but could not enter it
mentally as she did, as her father did. For her father, mere facts
were never enough. That was why his writings were so fascinating;
it was why he was so fascinating. Jack Marsden simply did not
measure up.

“Prick,” she muttered. And for the first
time, she realized how really angry she was. He had hired her and
she had really thought it was because he respected her and thought
her the best candidate. Well, perhaps he had. But clearly he had a
whole other agenda. He wanted her because of her father and because
he wanted to sleep with her. Two for one, influence and pleasure.
“I should have seen it coming,” she said to herself. But the truth
was she felt blindsided. When he’d hired her as his assistant, she
had vowed to keep it all business.

The unpleasantness had started before they
even boarded their flight. It had begun in doctor Tandy’s office
when she had gone for her shots. Jim Tandy was young, around Jack’s
age. He gave her the necessary shots and then leaned over and
smiled, “Are you on the pill?”

“No,” she had answered honestly and with some
surprise.

“Maybe you should be,” he suggested.

Somehow his advice put her on the defensive
and she had answered coldly, “I doubt it’s necessary. But thanks
anyway.”

Her suspicions started even before she got
out of his office. Had Jack suggested to Jim Tandy that she might
need the pill since they were going away together? Certainly Jack
had been to see Tandy before her; he had made the appointment for
her. On the other hand, maybe it was a normal sort of question. It
just seemed odd and it bothered her. “No,” she said aloud. It
wasn’t just his question and the advice. It was Tandy’s expression.
He had almost smirked. She felt certain Jack and Tandy had
discussed her, ‘man to man’ so to speak. The whole idea made her
furious.

The conversation on the flight down aced it.
Jack had begun by talking about her father, about how brilliant he
was and how much his peers respected him. He just kept stressing
the point that being ‘associated’ with Jonathan Henley was a real
career asset. It occurred to her that he wasn’t talking about her
father, he was talking about himself.

Then, he made a pass at her. When the plane
was in semi darkness and the in-flight movie came on, he tried to
slide his hand from her knee up under her dress. It wasn’t just a
pass, it was a crude pass. She objected and told him quite bluntly
that she didn’t want any involvement with a man for whom she
worked. He had straightened up and for a long while they sat in
stony silence. He apologized but she still felt ill at ease, so ill
at ease that she intended telling Jack she couldn’t go on being his
assistant as soon as they got home. She doubled her fist and hit
the steering wheel. She was mad at herself too, and wondered if she
had not led him on in some way. But even if she had, she couldn’t
shake the idea that she was being used. She felt that she was here
not because she was a good intern who knew the Moche culture but
because she was her father’s daughter and her father could help
Jack up the ladder of international administrative success. “It’s a
petty little world within a petty big world,” her father would
say.

She hit the steering wheel with her hand
again. At least thinking about how angry she was at Jack had
momentarily taken her mind off her father’s problem – whatever it
was.

Corrie slowed down when she approached the
circle of casetas. She knew the burial mounds were not far
away and that these cottages had been built for the museum people.
The last time she had been here, her father lived in town.

The casetas were widely separated and
located on a large circular road just off the main highway. She
slowed at number 3, the largest of the five houses, and pulled into
the drive. It was lonely out here. The other houses did not, at the
moment seem occupied. She grabbed her backpack and climbed out of
the Jeep. She opened the front door with the fourth key she tried
and stepped into the house.

“Oh my stars,” she breathed as she turned on
the light and looked around. The house was a disaster. Some of the
furniture was over-turned and had been cut open, its stuffing
pulled out. Every drawer was open, and her father’s desk was all
but upside down.

For a long moment, she stood in the doorway.
She could feel her own heart pounding. Robbers? She turned on her
heel and fled outside to the car. She bolted for it, got inside and
locked the door. Were they still in the house? She hadn’t heard any
noise but she wasn’t going to stay and find out either. She leaned
back. What the hell was going on? A murdered grave robber, a woman
her father knew found dead, and now the house robbed – the mental
image of the living room returned, the radio was there and so was
the television, his books were all on the floor. What had the
robbers taken? Or was it robbery? She shivered. Should she wait for
her father or go back to town? The truth was, she didn’t feel at
all safe. She put the key back into the ignition and started the
Jeep. She decided she would go back to Chiclayo and try to find her
father. Maybe he was still with Captain Toro. If not, she would
tell Toro what she had found and ask him to return with her to the
house. Yes, that was a plan. She backed the Jeep out of the drive
and headed off down the road, back the way she had come.
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Jonathan stood up and stretched. The chair in
Toro’s office was uncomfortable, especially for a tall man. He felt
folded up and a little stiff, moreover he wanted a drink.

“The body is at the doctor’s office. It’s
just down the street. We can walk.”

Jonathan nodded. “I need to walk.”

“Where did you learn English?” Jonathan asked
casually. It had occurred to him that Toro’s English was quite
good, too good for him to have studied here in Peru.

“I studied at the Pan American Police College
in Washington,” Toro replied. I was assigned here specifically
because of the value of the archaeological finds.”

Toro opened the door to the outer office and
Jonathan saw Jack Marsden. He was sitting on a bench, tapping his
foot, waiting impatiently. He stood up. “I came here because Corrie
was worried,” he said.

“No need. Did she go home?”

“Yes. I can drive you back.”

Marsden had a rented Jeep but Jonathan
decided he would rather have Toro drive him home. “It’s okay,” he
said, putting his hands in his pockets. “We’ve got to go over to
the doctor’s office. I have to identify the body.”

Jack nodded. “I’ll come along if that’s all
right.”

Jonathan looked at Toro who shrugged and
muttered, “¿Como no?”

It was odd. Toro spoke English to him and
Spanish to Jack. It was a sure sign he didn’t like Jack. Well, that
was one thing he and Toro shared.

 


As promised, it was a short walk to the
office of Dr. Mendoza. Mendoza was hardly more than five feet tall.
He was a man without a neck, a man with thick arms and legs, a
round fat belly, and thin gray hair. What Jonathan noticed first,
however, were the doctor’s eyes. One was brown and the other
blue.

“You’ve come to see the woman.” Dr. Mendoza
had a raspy grating voice. He motioned them to follow. They were
ushered down a dimly lit, windowless corridor at the end of which
was a door.

“Come into my cold room.”

The four of them squeezed into the small,
bleak room. The refrigeration unit was old and noisy. Jonathan
thought it was probably an old meat locker that had been converted
into Dr. Mendoza’s morgue.

There was a table and the doctor lifted the
white sheet and exposed the body.

It was all Jonathan could do to look at Myra,
but he forced himself and not for the first time was amazed at how
different one looked in death. Her neck was twisted, her facial
expression frozen in terror even though her eyes were closed. He
could see the mark left by the garrote. It had broken the skin and
dark congealed blood formed an ugly necklace round her throat.

"It’s her,” he said in a low voice as he
quickly turned away.

Behind him Jack Marsden stared hard at the
woman on the table. Ysabel a voice inside him screamed. He
struggled to look impassive. What the hell had happened? Why was
Ysabel Ramirez going by the name of Myra Rojas? How the hell had
she teamed up with Jonathan Henley? Who had killed her and why? He
felt nauseated, as if everything were coming undone. God, suppose
they found out who she was? Who she really was, that is. It wasn’t
often that he felt caught off guard, but Jack Marsden admitted he
was caught off guard now.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Corrie turned back onto the highway. The
great ball of an orange sun had already set over the graves of the
Moche.

What had been found so far was of immense
value. She thought about the dead grave robber mentioned by the
police officer and about her father’s recent discovery. Perhaps the
grave robber had unearthed something even more valuable. Perhaps
that was why he had been killed – perhaps someone believed her
father had something from one of the graves. Could that be why the
house was turned upside down? The very thought made her nervous and
she began to drive faster.

She headed up the last hill that separated
the valley from Chiclayo. From out of nowhere a car pulled out onto
the road behind her. Uneasily she realized it must have been parked
on the side of the road with its lights off. But now the headlights
were on high beam as the car raced toward her. It came up fast, too
fast. Her first thought was that this was like a scene from a bad
film; she did not have time for a second thought. It was a truck,
not a car, and it swerved around her, ramming her left fender. She
gripped the wheel and fought to stay on the road. The truck stayed
even with her. She glanced out the window, but she could not see
the driver. The truck hit her again, and again she fought for
control. The third time the truck hit her, she skidded off the road
and hit something hard. The Jeep turned crazily, and Corrie was
thrown forward, hitting her head on the steering wheel. Her world
went black.

 


 




CHAPTER FOUR

 


 


 


As they walked, Jonathan noticed that Jack
Marsden walked mechanically, his eyes looking into the distance but
clearly seeing something else in his mind’s eye. Daydreaming was
not something Jonathan had ever seen the ambitious Jack Marsden do;
it seemed out of character. “You okay?” he asked.

“I’m fine, just jet lag. I think I need some
sleep.”

Normally, curiosity would have overcome
Jack’s need for sleep but apparently not today. Jonathan had
expected Jack to ask detailed questions about the murdered grave
robber and the treasure discovered in chambers beneath his shack.
So far Jack had not asked him to elaborate.

“I can get a driver to take me home,”
Jonathan suggested. “You look bushed. You don’t have to drive.”

Jack didn’t look at him, “Why don’t you just
take my Jeep? You and Corrie can stop by and pick me up in the
morning and we’ll go on to Lambayeque.”

“Good idea,” Jonathan answered. He found
himself relieved to be left alone to drive home. Corrie would be
there and if she were not too tired, they could talk before
bed.

They reached the hotel and Jack fished in his
pocket for the keys to the rented Jeep. “Over there,” Jack said
indicating the red jeep parked across the street.

“Thanks. Get a good night’s sleep.”

“Yeah, I will,” Jack replied.

Jonathan’s last thought was that Jack sounded
damn preoccupied, and he wasn’t at all sure it had to do with lack
of sleep.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Ramon Garcia closed the door of his hotel
room and leaned against it, his eyes shut against a hundred
terrifying images. Why was this happening now?

The first of his horrific images was Helga.
He had seen her tonight – It can’t be, it can’t be. He had
left her years ago, face down, garroted, her blue eyes bulging with
fright, her long blond hair falling over her bare shoulders,
beckoning him even though she was dead. “The girl was not Helga.
She was Henley’s daughter.” He said it aloud in the hope that his
vocalization of the facts would drown out the shrieking voices in
his head. “She can’t be killed yet. She is still needed.” But the
voices were loud, they were a chorus singing of her libidinous
hair, her brazen, wild, naked hair. He wiped his brow, it was wet
with perspiration.

“I killed Helga. I killed her! The girl was
not Helga!” He could not remember how many times he had killed
Helga. He knew it was more than once. She reappeared in other
forms, she was reborn with a hideous regularity and each time the
voices told him he had to kill her again because she the she-devil,
the mate of Satin – Adam’s first wife Lilith – oh, she had taken a
thousand forms and they all visited him, taunted him and tortured
him.

He shook his head again. The last twenty-four
hours had been a nightmare.

Ysabel had proved useless. She was nothing
but a greedy slut; she deserved to die. He had enjoyed her first,
but then he had slipped the garrote around her long neck when she
turned about to button her blouse. She struggled, but not for long.
They never struggled for long.

Perhaps it was killing Ysabel that brought
back his memories of Helga. But that was yesterday and it was only
tonight that the voices had begun to harp anew, to taunt him about
the girl in the Jeep, the girl he knew was Henley's daughter. She
was leaning over the steering wheel, her long blond hair on her
shoulders. He had stared at her, fought the voices, and fought his
desires. Then he had tried to open the Jeep’s door so he could
silence the voices. The voices would stop if he killed her. But the
door was locked from the inside. He had struggled with it but
realizing it was no use, he had run back to his truck and driven
off into the night. He couldn’t stay, someone would come along,
someone would find him and there was far, far too much at stake. He
was close, so close to his dream. Now, only a very few people stood
in his way.

He walked across his room to the unmade bed
and collapsed on it. After a moment he sat up and went to his black
flight bag. It was sitting, unopened on a worn red velvet chair. He
looked around the spinning room. Its drab walls seemed to be
closing in on him, the massive Spanish style furniture appeared to
dance in the dim light. He forced his attention back to the bag. He
rummaged in the zippered compartment till he found a bottle of
pills. His hand shook violently and it took all his waning control
to pour some of the bottled water on the bedside table into the
foggy blue glass. He swallowed two of the pills. “Let the voices
stop,” he rocked back and forth on the edge of the bed, his arms
wrapped around himself. He had not been this way in years – it
wasn’t good, the voices distracted him. “I am being tested,” he
muttered as he collapsed back against the pillow. Long minutes
passed, then slowly a drugged sleep overcame him as one by one the
doors closed on his many realities.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Jonathan Henley drove slowly toward home. He
felt unusually tired and it seemed safer to drive at a lower speed.
Not that there was any traffic. The problem with night driving out
here was wandering people and lack of light. Once off the Pan
American Highway, the roads were unmarked by white lines and in
places the pavement ended abruptly. Worse yet, people who lived out
here had a bad habit of walking on the road at night. Not that most
nights were pitch black. Regardless of the moon’s phase, the stars
were bright and the air clear, as long as there was no cloud cover.
Tonight the sky was mottled, what he used to call a ‘buttermilk’
sky. Tonight, the light was limited and caste strange shadows over
the landscape.

He forced his mind away from the memory of
the dead gravedigger and from the shocking sight of Myra who had
been raped and murdered. He thought instead about the Moche, about
this much plundered little corner of the world.

Beyond this desert coastal plain, he could
visualize the beach and imagine the white-capped waves rolling
ashore. This road did not parallel the ocean shore, it turned
inland.

The Moche had been extraordinary. Much of
their daily life was recorded in their pottery. It revealed
everyday life in every aspect right down to sexual liaisons. In
fact Moche pottery illustrated a good many innovative sexual
positions and some unusual activities. Rather a lot had been made
of this, and one room in the museum in Lima was devoted entirely to
erotic pots, most of them Moche. The pottery was, he reflected, a
kind of Karma Sutra in clay.

The personal aspects of Moche civilization
were fascinating enough but their real genius was evident in their
engineering skills. They had channeled streams flowing down from
the Andes into irrigation canals. The canals were used to water
their fields of corn and beans. Their extensive agriculture
supported many population centers, and these were usually located
near various places of worship such as the unearthed Temple of the
Sun. They were also skilled metal workers and it was known that
they used a chemical means to electroplate gold and silver.

In the distance he could see the mounds that
he knew to be the graves of the Moche. A haunted land, he
thought. Jonathan shook his head. The reasons for the demise of the
Moche were unknown, no one had found any pottery that told that
story, or even showed the decline. It was generally assumed that
the Moche succumbed to earthquakes, prolonged draught, or perhaps
even to catastrophic floods. Some scientists suggested that
climatic difficulties associated with El Nino might have been the
cause of their disappearance, others suggested there was a plague.
But disappear they had, and now where once a fruitful people had
lived, there was only high desert and plundered graves. The
Moche were buried with the valuable masterpieces they had
created but they certainly did not know eternal peace. Undisturbed
for 1500 years, the graves were undisturbed no more.

He turned the corner and was about to start
up the hill when he saw the Jeep. It was his Jeep, and it was off
to the side of the road, hard up against a huge rock and tilted at
a sharp angle.

He screeched to a halt and then backed up.
Corrie filled his mind and his heart began to race. And why the
hell was the car facing Chiclayo?

He turned around and pulled off the road
himself, then he scrambled out of the car and ran toward the Jeep.
He peered inside. Corrie was slumped over the wheel. “Oh, dear
God,” he whispered, as he pulled on the car door. Damn! It was
locked. He started to fish in his pocket and remembered that Corrie
had his keys. For a second he stood motionless, then he thought of
the spare key in the magnetic holder that was on the underside of
the rear left fender. He hurried to the back of the car and felt
for it in the darkness. His hand was shaking as with enormous
relief he grasped it. He hurried back to the car door, unlocking it
quickly.

He flung the door open and leaned over,
“Corrie! Corrie!” he could hear the panic in his own voice.

She groaned slightly and he could see that
she had fallen forward. Thank God she was wearing her seat belt.
“Corrie,” he said, feeling his panic dissipate slightly.

She groaned again and then lifted her hand to
her temple, “Oh, my head,” she murmured.

“Thank God you’re all right. Can you move
everything?”

She nodded and moved around a bit to show him
she was not seriously injured.

“Come on, I’ll unfasten the belt. Can you
crawl up and out this side?”

“I think so.”

He stood by to help her as she staggered out
and into his arms. He half carried her to Jack’s Jeep and got her
inside. “We’ll go right back to Chiclayo. The doctor ought to have
a look at you.”

She nodded and rubbed her head, then it began
to come back to her through the fog of her headache. “And get the
police,” she managed. “Dad, your caseta was broken into. I
left to go back to town and I was forced off the road. This wasn’t
an accident.”

Jonathan felt his mouth go dry. First the
brutal murder of the grave robber then Myra’s murder. Now Corrie
had nearly been killed and his house had been broken into. “Shit.”
He said, “I don’t know what the hell is going on.”

“I’m feeling a little better now.” She rubbed
her temples. “I think I’ll just have a bad headache.”

“We’ll see the doctor anyway. And I think
we’ll both stay in the hotel, at least till morning.”

“Okay. It’s really too late to be driving
back and forth. Anyway, I’m really bushed.”

“Me too,” he admitted. “God you really gave
me a scare.”

“I gave myself a scare.”

“Did you see the car that drove you off the
road?”

“Not well. But it wasn’t a car, it was a
pick-up truck.”

“Hell, there isn’t much else around
here.”

“I couldn’t even tell you
what color it was. I was too busy trying to stay on the
road.”

“After you’ve seen the doctor we’ll go right
to Toro. And tomorrow you’re going to fly right home.”

Her father was, as always, protective of her.
“No I’m not,” she said stubbornly. “I’m going to stay here and find
out what’s going on. Anyway, if anyone should fly home it’s you.
Whoever did this broke into your house and ran your car off the
road. They were after you, not me.”

He stared ahead into the night. “Or something
they think I have,” he said slowly. That had to be it. The grave
robber was killed because someone thought he had found something of
immense value and Myra had been killed because someone thought she
might know where it was. Now they’d gone through the house and
tried to – at that point his thoughts came to an end. Tried to do
what? If they thought he had something or if he knew something they
needed to know, they would want him alive. At least they would keep
him alive till he told them what they wanted to hear. That was it,
they had tried to kidnap him. He pressed down on the gas. He wanted
to get back to Chiclayo as soon as possible. Most of all, he wanted
Corrie out of danger.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


To Jeff’s left the sun was coming up over the
snow capped Andes. It was a truly beautiful morning and he felt
liberated. His whole mood had begun to change as soon as he had
left Lima and not for the first time, he asked himself why he
stayed there. “No planning,” he said aloud. “You’re not living your
life, you’re just letting it happen.” He wondered if he should tell
Jonathan Henley that he knew his daughter. “Corrie, Corrie,” he
said as he conjured up his memories. She was a wonderfully smart
funny girl. And she was attractive too, a natural Nordic beauty
with silky blond hair and pale flawless skin.

He and Corrie met the summer after their
senior year at university. Both were headed to graduate school,
albeit in different parts of the country. He had received a
scholarship to the School of Journalism at Northwestern University
outside Chicago. He had taken a summer job working in Deming on the
local paper, The Searchlight.

In addition to his job on the newspaper, he
also helped put together a couple of guidebooks of the area. Deming
was fifty miles west of Las Cruces on I-10. It was a dusty, dry,
hot little town that was partially deserted in the summer. It’s
inhabitants, largely easterners in trailers and mobile homes who
had come to escape the winter, evacuated Deming for the northern
part of the state in order to avoid the burning hot dry summer. But
in spite of the heat and the dust, Deming was not without charm. It
had its origins as a railroad town. In 1880 the Southern Pacific
came from the West via Lordsburg to Deming. In 1881, the Atchison,
Topeka, and the Santa Fe came from the Northwest arriving in Deming
on March 7th. On March 8th, officials of the two railroads drove
the silver spike that completed the second transcontinental
railroad. In its early days Deming had been the Wild West complete
with frequent gunfights. It was some thirty miles due south of
Deming that Pancho Villa had invaded the United States, and today
it was the red hot Chili capital of North America. Deming also had
an interesting and oddly eclectic museum, as well as a number of
state parks nearby.

It was while doing an article on the museum
for one of the guidebooks, that he had met Corrie. She had a summer
job cataloguing Mimbres Pottery that was unearthed from the ruins
of nearby pueblos along the Gila River.

“Perfect for your guidebook,” she told him.
“It’s really incredible pottery. Just look how detailed it is. You
really must do a page on it.”

He was immediately drawn to her energy and
her enthusiasm for her work. She burst forth with an animated
history of the Mimbres Valley and the Mogollan people.

“Tell me all about it over dinner,” he
urged.

She smiled, “Mexican?”

She was from Boston and loved Mexican food.
He liked it, but it was hardly exotic fare for someone who had
grown up in Las Cruces, New Mexico. Las Cruces, a truly Hispanic
city in the southwestern corner of the state, was only twenty-five
miles north of the twin cities of El Paso, Texas and Ciudad Juarez,
Mexico. It was nestled at the foot of the mountains, just over the
Texas border and in almost every way save location, belonged in
Mexico.

“Mexican,” he agreed quickly. He would have
eaten sautéed worms to get to know her better.

One night led to another. They had dinner in
his RV and in her little apartment. They ate in every Mexican
restaurant in the area, which he assumed set a new record for a
couple of gringos; one an exotic blond and one a tall redhead of
Scots-Irish descent, both of whom spoke Spanish like natives.

Over the course of the summer their
relationship blossomed. After a time it went further than dinner.
Their most memorable night was spent in the City of Rocks
State Park, under the stars. It was a strange place where natural
rock formations seemed to have sprung whole from the dusty earth.
It covered a fair area, and offered caves, cliffs and overhangs for
the overnight camper. Its name was apt because from a short
distance it looked like a city with each rock formation appearing
as a separate dwelling.

That night they made love. It was perfect.
The moon was full, and stars filled the heavens. The air was warm
and clear and in the distance the coyotes howled. Corrie’s white
skin glowed in the moonlight, her silky blond hair fell on his
chest, tickling him as they embraced passionately. It wasn’t the
kind of night you forgot, it was the kind of night you remembered
for a lifetime. He imagined there were at least a million clichés
about ‘first love’, after that night, he knew most of them were
true.

He came to the sign that indicated Chiclayo
was ahead 5 kilometers and he turned his rented car to follow the
sign. Corrie had never talked much about her family, and now as he
thought about her, that seemed odd. They had talked about
everything else and she had always seemed open, uncomplicated.

He shook his head. He was mad at himself for
letting her go so easily. Summer ended and they went their separate
ways vowing to write. There had been a few letters but then they
stopped, the distance between them made intimacy impossible. He
knew better than most that good relationships were built on
proximity. After a time he assumed she had met someone else and he
began seeing someone himself. Time went by and he still compared
every woman he met to Corrie. His memories of that summer in Deming
lingered pleasantly on the fringes of his mind. Now, he was about
to meet her father, Jonathan Henley.

“You’re after a story,” he reminded himself.
She’s probably married with six kids.

Where to start? Maybe he should just brave
the lion, so to speak and go directly to the police. He could bluff
it out, tell them he knew about the murders so there was no use
hiding anything. He could promise to keep it all quiet until they
were ready to go public. That kind of partnership appealed to
certain law enforcement types. They would be less reluctant to
share information and, in the end, he would have an exclusive. It
was a plan, he decided to go with it.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Corrie sat in the dining room of La Dulce
Vita and sipped her coffee. Dr. Mendoza had been very kind,
considering her father had taken her to his home in the middle of
the night. Still, he examined her and gave her some pills for her
headache.

“Nothing serious. But you’re going to have a
big bump on your forehead.” He was right. That was exactly what she
had. Nonetheless, she had artfully combed her hair over it and
applied some make-up. The bump was, she thought, hardly visible.
She was just buttering a roll when her father came in.

“Oh, you look much better.” He took the chair
opposite her

at the table. “I phoned Toro this morning.
He’s going to meet us here in an hour. He said he would come sooner
if he could. It seems some reporter had just come into his
office.”

“I really slept well,” Corrie said. “I don’t
know what was in those pills, but I went out like a light.”

“Long flight, tension, and being forced off
the road – I’m not surprised. You’d have probably conked right out
without the pills.”

“How about you, did you sleep.”

He pressed his lips together and nodded,
“Better than I should have.”

“Here comes Jack,” she said, half under her
breath.

Jack sat down. “Morning.”

Corrie could not help but notice that Jack
did not look like the Jack of yesterday. In fact, he looked as if
he had been run off the road rather than she. His face was paler
than usual and there were lines under his eyes that hinted at a
lack of sleep. “You look like death warmed over,” she observed.

He ignored her observation. “I didn’t expect
you two back so early this morning.”

“We spent the night here,” Corrie told him.
“Someone broke into the caseta. I was run off the road.”

“What? Who? Were you hurt?”

“Just a bump,” she said, parting her hair
slightly.

“Have you notified the police?”

“Toro, is meeting us here.” Jonathan
said.

“I really don’t understand what’s going on,”
Jack muttered.

“I suspect someone wants something they think
I have,” Jonathan said. “I imagine they killed the grave robber for
the same reason.”

“You haven’t filled us in on that.”

Jonathan gulped down his coffee. He would
have to tell Jack eventually. Now seemed as good a time as any. He
began with his middle-of-the-night journey to the grave robber’s
shack in the hills.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Toro leaned back in his chair and stared hard
at Jeff. He was perplexing, this lone American reporter who knew
about the dead huaca. Moreover, the man himself was
puzzling. He had red hair and blue eyes and his Spanish was
flawless.

“I could deny everything,” Toro said slowly.
“But I’m not going to bother. I don’t know how you found out about
these things but if I tell you anything, you must promise not to
write about it – not until the time is right, not till I give you
permission. Publicity could ruin the investigation.”

Jeff did not smile, although he wanted to.
This Captain Toro had just offered him the bargain he had intended
to make. Captain Toro immediately fascinated him. For a town
outside the capital, Chiclayo seemed to have a big time police
officer, one who was as bilingual as he was. Every instinct in his
body screamed that while he had initially come here on a kind of
lark, Kenji had been right. There was a story here, likely a bigger
story than he had originally thought. Naturally, it was only big
because it involved Americans but he didn’t say that to Toro.
“Okay,” Jeff agreed. I won’t write anything till you give me the
okay.”

“I have to meet with Professor Henley at the
hotel. There have been additional events. I’ll tell you about them
as we walk. In fact, there has been another murder.”

Jeff stood up, glad to be leaving the office
and its lingering odor of stale smoke. He towered over Toro.

“I need a hotel,” he said. “Is the one we’re
going to okay?”

“It’s not the Intercontinental. It’s a clean
little residential hotel.”

“Guess I’ll check in for a while.” He did not
mention that he was anxious to meet Professor Henley himself.

Captain Toro spoke quickly as they walked.
Nonetheless, he drew a vivid and nauseating verbal picture of the
huaca’s murder and of the model’s dead body. Jeff felt a
little surprised to learn the woman had been involved with Henley.
Perhaps Corrie had good reasons for not talking much about her
family.

“Here we are,” Toro said,
opening the front door of the hotel. Jeff followed Toro toward what
he supposed was the breakfast room as the smell of coffee grew
stronger.

They walked through the alcove and Jeff
stopped short. There across the room he saw his vision. It was
Corrie Henley and she was every bit as beautiful as he remembered
her. She looked up and her mouth opened in surprise.

“Jeff?” she said, a tone of total amazement
in her voice.

For a second Jeff just looked at her, then
walked over to her, bent over and kissed her cheek.

“You two seem to know one another.” Toro’s
half statement-half question was asked in a surprised and somewhat
suspicious tone.

Corrie smiled. “Jeff Richards. Yes, we met
the summer I was in New Mexico.”

“She introduced me to the wonders of Mimbres
pottery,” he said looking into her eyes. For a long moment he was
lost in memories, then as if he had just remembered the others he
looked about. One of the two men with Corrie was older and had iron
gray hair. The other was good looking, but his complexion was
pasty. He seemed annoyed and the first words to cross Jeff’s mind
by way of description were, ‘anal-retentive’. Not that he said
anything.

“Dad, this is Jeff Richards. Jeff, this is my
father Jonathan Henley and this is Jack Marsden, my boss.”

Jeff shook hands. Boss – he hoped that was
all this Jack Marsden was to her. Just seeing her made him want to
relive that night in the City of Rocks.

“What are you doing here?” Corrie asked.

“I work for International News Service. I
covered the situation at the Japanese Embassy a while back. I’ve
been traveling around South America and just got back. When I heard
about the goings-on here I flew down and rented a car.”

“Just how did you hear about them?” Jonathan
Henley asked, lifting his brow.

“Sorry, I can’t reveal my sources. What
matters is, I’ve promised not to write anything till I get the go
ahead from Captain Toro, here.”

Jeff glanced at Toro and noted that he seemed
annoyed with all the socialization.

Toro pulled out a chair and sat down. “I came
here to hear what happened last night.”

Jeff sat down too. He deliberately took the
chair next to Corrie.

“I guess I better tell you
all I remember,” Corrie suggested.

Officiously, Toro took out his notebook. As
she spoke, he took copious notes in Spanish.

When she finished, Toro put down his pen and
shook his head. “We’d better go out to your house, professor. I’ll
need to look around.”

“Of course.”

“Let’s postpone going to Lambayeque until
tomorrow,” Jonathan suggested. “I’ll have to get the maid to clean
things up after the captain and I look around the house. Then he
turned toward Herr Ehrlich. “I think Corrie and I had better stay
here for another night.”

“Ja, Ja,” Herr Ehrlich said. “The more guests
the better.”

Jeff stood up and took Corrie’s arm. “Why
don’t you show me around town while your dad’s gone.”

“I could use some exercise, besides we have
some catching up to do.” She stood up too and took his arm. For
some reason she couldn’t explain, seeing Jeff made her feel good.
Maybe it was the fact that he was part of a calmer past, or at
least what seemed like a calmer past. Her mother had been dead two
years when she met Jeff but her father had not begun seeing other
women. The women her father ultimately took up with caused tension
between them. This woman who had been killed seemed all too
typical. They were all so unlike her mother. She didn’t understand
how he could be attracted to them, it seemed insulting to her
mother’s memory and even when she tried to hide her feelings, she
knew she did not succeed. Seeing Jeff took her back to that time
when she had no issues with her father, when they were still close.
He also took her back to that period in her life before she had
started working for a living, to those happier carefree days of
university. And she felt forced to admit, just being with him made
her feel protected. Jeff was a big man and could easily have been a
linebacker with his muscular physique and broad shoulders. She
thought of him as a football player who got lost in the library;
his intellect was more than equal to his brawn. In spite of all
that, and the fact that five years had gone by, he seemed no older
then when they had last met, he still had a boyish openness. Maybe,
she thought it was his unruly red hair and the line of freckles
across his nose. She wondered if he still had his humorous
cynicism. He made her laugh, feel comfortable, and she thought, he
made her feel safe. She glanced at Jack and again thought how awful
he looked.

“I’ll be upstairs doing some reading,” Jack
said abstractedly.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

He shrugged. “I’m a little nauseous. Probably
something I ate.”

“We’ll meet back here for dinner,” Jonathan
suggested, as he assiduously avoided any comment on Jack’s
digestive system. “And tomorrow we’ll go have a look at what the
grave robber found.”

“How far is Lambayeque?” Jack asked.

“Less than an hour’s drive,” Jonathan
replied.

Jack nodded and thrust his hands into his
pockets, “Later,” he muttered as he headed off to his room.

 


Jack climbed the stairs to the second floor
because the elevator, which was the size of a clothes closet, made
him feel claustrophobic. In any case, it groaned unhealthily, as if
at any moment its cable might snap sending its passengers to their
death.

He unlocked the door and looked around. The
maid hadn’t been yet and not wanting her to come, he hung out the
‘do not disturb’ sign.

The furniture was far too large for the room.
Between the four-poster double bed, the massive dresser, the
wardrobe, and three chairs, there was hardly room to navigate.

He sank into the only comfortable chair and
stared at his locked briefcase. If he examined its contents again,
he would be ill. And yet he knew he would examine it again because
it held a terrible fascination. He felt drawn to it, even though
what was inside represented one of the most completely revolting
experiences of his life. Not now, he thought leaning back in
the chair and closing his eyes. He would look one more time, but
not immediately.

This whole trip is not turning out as
planned, it’s turned into a nightmare. He had expected to get
closer to Jonathan Henley by wooing Corrie. But Corrie didn’t seem
interested, and Henley didn’t seem to like him much. Not that he
really cared, he wasn’t trying to win a popularity contest. It was
more that he needed Henley and that Corrie would have been an
enjoyable diversion. And who the hell was this Jeff Richards who
had just turned up? He and Corrie seemed to know each other rather
well and worse yet, Richards was a reporter who had ingratiated
himself to the absurd little police captain. Again he looked at his
briefcase. Could more things go wrong? He shook his head and turned
his thoughts toward Ysabel Ramirez. What was she doing here? That
is, beside the obvious: sharing Henley’s bed.

Seeing her lying dead in Dr. Mendoza’s morgue
had shaken him to the core, though the thought that someone would
find out who she really was, shook him even more.

Surely, considering this was Peru, it would
take a long time to find out that Myra Rojas was, in reality,
Ysabel Ramirez. Maybe they would never find out. He couldn’t even
be certain that the Peruvian police would check her fingerprints
and dental records against Interpol’s records. But Christ! What if
they did? No, it was not a chance he could take. Of course, he
didn’t have to worry about that now.

Jack got up and went over to the bureau where
his shaving kit sat. He unzipped it and took out a bottle of
Tylenol and codeine. He poured some water and took two tablets
before returning to his chair. His head was pounding.

Ysabel, Ysabel, who did this? He ran
his hand through his hair and again closed his eyes. This wasn’t
the strongest drug he took, but he wanted to be in good form. This
would just make him sleep, not render him unable to concentrate. In
any case, this was a prescription drug, he didn’t want to risk
anything illegal in Peru. Jail in a country like this wasn’t just
incarceration, it was hell.

He let his mind drift back ten years to when
he had first met Ysabel Ramirez. She was stunning, with a cat-like
grace that silently offered sexual experiences well beyond the
ordinary.

A mental picture of her entangled with
Jonathan Henley crossed his mind and he immediately blotted it out,
fighting to maintain the image of her with him, the memory of her
that never failed to arouse him. Not that she was the only woman in
his life at the time.

He had been on a fellowship in Germany when
he met Ysabel. She had come from Spain to study. From the moment
they were introduced he had been entranced. She was a master
linguist who spoke perfect German, as well as French, English,
Spanish and Quechua. She was working on cataloguing Inca artifacts
and other pre-Columbian pieces. But Ysabel had no ambition to
become an academic. Ysabel said she wanted to work in a gallery, to
become a legitimate dealer in pre-Columbian artifacts, “And
naturally, one must know what one is doing,” she confided.

That wasn’t how it turned out. Ysabel became
a dealer but not one sanctioned by law. She dealt in stolen
artifacts she sold to the highest bidder.

She drew him into her circle but when she got
caught, she did not implicate him. He knew it was because she would
need him again. Ysabel didn’t go to jail. She somehow escaped
custody and simply disappeared. He realized that she had now
materialized as Myra Rojas, Peruvian model. She had undoubtedly set
her cap for Henley. Obviously, he was to be her entree back into
the tremendously lucrative world of black market pre-Columbian
Moche artifacts. Doubtless Henley wouldn’t play. He didn’t like
Henley but he knew that Henley was as straight as an arrow.

He cursed under his breath. If his own
connection to Ysabel was discovered, it could ruin him. It could be
the end of everything toward which he had worked so hard. It wasn’t
just his relationship with Ysabel, of course. There were all those
girls, all those beautiful blond girls who had mysteriously been
murdered. There were six in all and every one of them worked in the
museum. He knew them all and he knew they had all been murdered in
exactly the same way Ysabel had just been murdered. Got to stop
thinking. Got to forget this, got to put it aside. Jack felt a
pleasant numbness overtaking him. He sat absolutely still and let
the codeine devour his consciousness.
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Dr. Mendoza was the only pathologist in
Chiclayo. In addition, he had a busy general practice. On Tuesdays,
Wednesdays and Fridays he held a clinic, assisted by four nurses.
It often seemed as if he saw half the poor population on those
three days. They paid with chickens, vegetables, grains, and bread
as often as they paid with money. But he enjoyed his work, and
until recently, his life in Chiclayo had been leisurely. The people
he tended suffered mostly from cuts, minor construction injuries,
snakebites, and old age. But in recent days, his skills had been
tested, skills he had almost forgotten he had.

First, he had been called on to examine the
putrid decapitated body of the huaca. Next, he had to
perform an autopsy on the woman. Not that these were the only
murders ever committed in Chiclayo. There were others, but they
were different. The usual murder was by knife and the result of a
drunken brawl. Now and again he would see a gunshot wound. These
were unusual. They had been absolutely intentional and utterly
brutal. They unnerved him.

Dr. Mendoza, coffee-cup in hand, headed down
the hall to his cold room. Today, he would bag the body of Myra
Rojas and pack it in dry ice for transport to Lima where a more
sophisticated autopsy could be performed. For some reason he did
not understand, Toro had ordered a complete identification check.
Toro was an odd fellow, not the kind of policeman who usually
worked in a place like this. He had big city credentials, and he
acted as if Chiclayo were the crime capital of the world.

Mendoza opened the door of the cold room and
flicked on the light. Even his years of medical experience did not
prepare him for the sight he stared at uncomprehendingly.

The body of Myra Rojas was still on the table
where he had examined it. But someone had broken in! The room was
covered with congealed blood and her body had been horribly
mutilated!

Mendoza crossed himself and warily circled
the table. Her teeth had been knocked out with some tool, probably
a hammer. Some were on the floor and floated like pearls in the
pools of dark blood. Most seemed to be missing. And her hands! They
had been cut off! Stranger yet, they were nowhere to be seen.

Mendoza leaned against the wall in a semi
daze. Who did this terrible thing? It was evil, pure evil.
He thought of the decapitated huaca again. Perhaps there was
some sort of devil cult in the area. This was all very unnatural.
He staggered out of the room slamming the door behind him. Toro
would not like this at all.
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In the distance visible waves of heat drifted
like spirits above the asphalt. Jonathan Henley and Captain Raoul
Toro were on their way from Chiclayo to the ancient city of Sipán,
where Henley’s caseta was located. They drove in silence,
both lost in thought.

Captain Raoul Toro was thirty-five years old,
of moderate height, had dark observant eyes and a swarthy
complexion. He was not one of those Peruvians descended from the
Castillian conquerors nor were his ancestors of European or Asian
stock. His father was of mixed heritage, a Mestizo, while his
mother was a pure blooded Quechua. He was, by objective standards,
quite a handsome man. He was also a man of many secrets, an
intuitive man, a good judge of character, a man of great loyalty,
and a devout catholic. The bear facts of his life were on his
official record but there were many things about Raoul Toro that
did not appear on any record.

Many Peruvians who sprang from families of
native heritage were dirt poor but Raoul Toro was born into a
family clinging to the jagged edge of the middle class in a country
that had almost no middle class. As a child, his father was
orphaned by an earthquake, taken in by the church, and eventually
trained as a teacher. His mother was a talented weaver. After he
was born, his mother became extremely ill and as a result of her
illness, she was barren. Both parents dedicated themselves to their
only son and were rewarded by Raoul’s intelligence and
ambition.

Raoul studied hard and won a scholarship to a
preparatory school and then to a training college. When he
graduated, he entered seminary, but he was only there a year. His
mentor counseled him to leave the seminary and suggested that he
apply to the federal police force. There, he proved himself more
than able. After two years, Raoul applied to be among those sent to
Washington for further education and training. The Bishop of Lima,
Father Hernandez, for whom Raoul had served as alter boy for many
years, stepped forward and personally recommended him. Raoul Toro
was among those chosen. He spent more than four years in the United
States studying.

The Federal government of Peru well knew the
value of the discoveries in Sipán. They foresaw trouble and they
placed him in Chiclayo to provide law enforcement leadership.

If asked, at this moment, Raoul Toro would
have said that things had already grown more complicated than he
had ever anticipated they would be. Nothing in his training had
prepared him for the strange occurrences of the past few days.
Frankly, he did not know what to make of it all. He had, however,
made certain judgements. He had decided that Jonathan Henley was a
man caught in the middle and did not seem to know why he was at the
center of the hurricane. He was also certain that Henley’s daughter
was innocent of any involvement, and the reporter had checked out.
His passport, visa and press credentials were in order. About
everyone else, Captain Raoul Toro had grave suspicions. Herr
Ehrlich, the hotelkeeper, was always lurking about, as was his
newly hired assistant Filipe. Dr. Mendoza was forever asking
questions, and the recently arrived Jack Marsden irritated him for
reasons he could not yet define. The murdered grave robber and
woman obviously knew something or were thought to have something
that someone else wanted.

“You’re quiet,” Jonathan Henley commented as
the Jeep bumped over the road.

“Just thinking.”

“None of this makes much sense does it?”

“It makes sense to someone. I think there is
an antiquity of great value. Someone thought the grave robber had
it, now that same someone thinks you have it. Can you think of what
it might be? I’m stymied. Whatever it was they were looking for, it
was something more valuable than what was left behind and what was
left behind was a worth a small fortune.”

Toro’s conclusion was the same as his own,
the same as Myra’s. He had not told Toro about all of his
conversations with Myra.

“Can you think of anything, anything at all?
If we just had some idea of what the killer or killers are after it
would be a big help.”

“It boggles the imagination. Hard to conceive
what could be more valuable than what was there. Maybe it’s a map
to some undiscovered find, something tremendous.”

Toro didn’t respond.

“Or maybe the guy who wrote Chariots of
the Gods was right. Maybe it’s something that explains the
ancient mysteries,” Jonathan meant his comment to be humorous. He
was surprised when Toro turned toward him sharply and in his
peripheral vision, he saw Toro’s dark eyes flash.

“There can be no such thing.”

“I was joking. That’s the stuff of fiction,
not of science.”

“My mother’s people have stories about such
things. Those stories are black superstition. They’re
anti-Christian.”

Toro’s tone was flat, not angry but
definitely controlled.

To Jonathan, it seemed clear that Toro had
discarded the beliefs of his ancestors with a vengeance. A voice
prompted by past experiences cautioned Jonathan not to pursue
Toro’s comment. He thought back to a truly turbulent period. During
much of the 1970s he had worked in Bolivia. There, and in most of
Latin America, the church had been at war with itself. Liberation
Theology was championed by the Jesuits, who supported communes and
land reform, while the status quo, was upheld by organizations such
as the Opus Dei. Hundreds of priests and nuns were murdered, the
most notable of whom was Bishop Romero of El Salvador. Even now,
Jonathan could hear the Bishops voice when asked if the death
threats against him had come from within the Vatican. He had
replied, “There is the Vatican and then there is The Vatican.” A
few days later he was assassinated while performing a High Mass
just as he lifted the Chalice. It was a classic religious
assassination.

Bolivia, as it turned out, was a hot bed of
activity. A few years later, Klaus Barbie, a German war criminal
living in Bolivia, was captured and returned to France. It turned
out that during his years in Bolivia he was involved with a secret,
ultra conservative Catholic organization called the Fiancées of
Death. They were the specific group blamed by many for the
Bishop’s murder. Barbie himself had been smuggled out of Europe by
Croatian Priests and U.S. Counter Intelligence then headed by Wild
Bill Donovan, who was generally thought to be a member of Opus
Dei. The war within the church now appeared over, but paranoia
remained. Toro’s reaction to folklore, made Jonathan feel that Toro
was no doubt a bit reactionary. Still, Toro was interesting and he
decided he wanted to learn more about him.

“Is your mother Quechua?”

“Yes. My father was part European and part
Aymara. That makes me a little bit of everything.”

Both the Aymara and the Quechua had legends
adopted by New Age types. But in his own experience Jonathan had
found nothing to substantiate that such stories had any basis in
fact. In his opinion, giving credit to aliens from outer space
shortchanged the ingenuity of peoples like the Moche and the Incas.
He agreed with Toro that the stories were stories and nothing more
but his own reasons for rejecting the folklore had nothing to do
with religion. He considered the stories entertaining. Clearly Toro
thought them blasphemous.

Toro lifted his hat and with a red
handkerchief he took from his pocket, he wiped around his forehead
under the sweatband. “One thing I think we can be sure of, whatever
it is we’re looking for, the person or persons seeking it, knows
exactly what they’re looking for.”

“I daresay. That puts them at a distinct
advantage.”

Jonathan turned onto the side road and then
stopped in front of his house. “Home sweet home.”

They climbed out of the Jeep and Jonathan
opened the front door. “Jeez,” he breathed. “What a hell of a
mess!”

Toro shook his head. “A mess indeed.”

“Why all the books?” Jonathan asked out loud.
The upended, open books were the first things he noticed. Every
single book on his shelves had been pulled out and was on the
floor. Automatically, he bent over and began picking them up. His
books were large and filled with colored illustrations. They were
expensive archeology books and art books and it physically pained
him to see them scattered about in a way which could damage their
spines.

“They’re certainly not looking for a book
among Moche ruins. But it might be logical to suggest that whatever
it is that is being sought, it is about the size of one of those
books and might easily be hidden on your book shelf, or perhaps in
a book,” Toro observed.

“Most of the books aren’t open. I’d say your
first guess is right. It’s as if someone checked to make sure all
the books were books.”

“Yes. Perhaps what we’re
looking for is a box that’s the size of a book. Something, if
placed on a shelf would not be obvious.”

Toro moved away from the bookshelf and began
to look around the house. “They seemed to have searched the whole
house pretty thoroughly,” he called from the other room.

“I guess it’s safe to stay here, then.”

Toro rejoined Henley. “I know it’s an
imposition, but for awhile, I think it might be safer if you and
your daughter stayed at the hotel. After what happened last night,
I’m more concerned about the trip back and forth from town than I
am about your being out here.”

“You’re right. Sure, we’ll stay in the
hotel.” He had no intention of exposing Corrie to more danger. He
stuffed his hands in his pockets, “Just give me a few minutes to
pick up some clothes and my notes.”

“Take your time,” Toro said sitting down. He
glanced at his watch. It was nearly eleven. Not even noon and he
felt tired already.
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“It’s not much of a town,” Corrie said as she
and Jeff sat down on a bench facing the familiar fountain in the
center of the park. If she counted all the towns in Hispanic
America with town squares and three tiered fountains like this one,
it would take her a lifetime.

“Believe it or not, Chiclayo’s an improvement
over Lima.”

“I’ve been to Lima, you don’t have to
convince me. Why on earth did you decide to stay there?”

“Lot’s of reasons. I find the situation in
Peru interesting. The country’s fascinating. Lima is my jumping off
place. Besides, there’s a Dojo there.”

“I presume that means you’re still practicing
Aikido.”

“Yes. There’s a Japanese Sensei at the Lima
Dojo. I’ve made lots of contacts in the Japanese community.”

“And what brought you up here?”

Jeff laughed gently, “A hot tip from a
confidential source.”

“About the murders?”

“Yes. I confess I might not have come if
Jonathan Henley weren’t your father. I relived our summer together
in my mind. I wanted to talk to your father, find out if you were
married, and find out where you were. I didn’t expect you to be
here. Corrie, what happened to us?” He leaned over toward her.

“Time and distance,” she answered.

“That guy, that Marsden fellow, you and he
aren’t – well, a couple?”

“No, we are most certainly not a couple.”

“Good.”

She raised a quizzical brow, “Why?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t like him much. Of
course I would dislike him more if you two were attached in some
way.”

She reached over and touched his hand, “Rest
assured we are not. Except that he’s my boss.”

“Too bad. I think he’s a slime ball.”

“Oh, that’s a definite opinion considering
you just met.”

“I admit it. I’m a snap judge of
character.”

“Keep it a secret, I agree with you.”

“If you really feel that way it must be
difficult working for him.”

“As soon as this is over and I’m home, I’ll
change jobs.”

“That bad?”

“Not yet, but I think it might get
worse.”

Jeff lifted one brow; “He’s got the hots for
you, hasn’t he?”

“That’s a colorful way to put it. But I guess
it’s accurate. I rather suspect he has the ‘hots’ for lots of
women. You know, if it’s possible to take advantage, I think he
would.”

“He tried to take advantage of you?”

“He made a pass and I rejected him. So far he
hasn’t made another. That’s not a case for sexual harassment.”

“Still, if you feel you have to quit your
job, the effect is the same.”

“No. I won’t be quitting entirely because of
Jack. It’s more that just being here makes me realize how much I
miss fieldwork. I’ve never asked my father to help with my career,
but it’s different now. I know I’m qualified. I imagine he can keep
me busy.”

Jeff reached over and covered her hand with
his. She didn’t pull her hand away. “We’re making small talk,” he
said looking into the depths of her eyes. “Corrie, I know we can’t
take up where we left off, but I’d sure as hell like to start
over.”

Corrie turned her hand and squeezed his. Jeff
was sometimes a little cynical – probably as a result of his
profession and his experiences. But he was honest, and he was easy
to be with because he was a known quantity. She wondered how on
earth she had let him slip away the first time. “Not all
over, I hope,” she said in a near whisper.

Jeff leaned over and brushed her lips with
his. They were sweet and soft. This was hardly the time nor place
for a full embrace, but God he did want to hold her. “I’m not going
away this time,” he said into her ear.

“Nor I,” she replied. They looked into one
another’s eyes for a second. She felt the electricity between them
and though they had just agreed that they could not take up where
they left off, it seemed they would.
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The noonday sun beat down mercilessly.
Unconsciously, Jonathan ran his tongue over his dry lips. “I’m glad
to be staying in town for awhile.” He turned his Jeep onto the main
street. “It was lonely out there without Myra.”

“I’m afraid we’ll have to stop by my office
so you can sign the report on the break and enter at your
caseta.”

“Sure. It’s way too late to reconsider and go
to Lambayeque today.” As close as he and Captain Toro seemed to be
getting, there was always the required paperwork.

He pulled to a halt in front of the police
station and followed Toro inside. To his surprise, Dr. Mendoza was
sitting outside Toro’s office. He was an unearthly pale and looked
shaken.

Toro sensed it too. His first words were,
“¿Que pasa?”

“Something horrible has happened,” Mendoza
muttered hoarsely. His gravelly voice did not mellow even when he
tried to speak softly.

Toro touched Mendoza’s shoulder to silence
him. Then he motioned them both into the office. He closed the
door. He slipped behind his messy desk and looked up. His
expression as much as said, ‘now you can go ahead.’

“It’s that woman,” Mendoza said slowly. “I
went into the cold room this morning and found it had been broken
into. Someone – mutilated her body.”

Henley felt ill. He forced himself to sit
down, to push the mental pictures, which filled his mind to go
away. Still, he felt ill. Why would anyone mutilate her
body?

“Mutilated? How?”

“Más terrible. Someone cut off her
hands and pulled out her teeth.”

“Madre de Dios,” Toro said, crossing
himself.

“Why the hell would anyone do that?”
Jonathan’s angry thoughts burst forth. It wasn’t bad enough that
she had been murdered. This was truly barbaric.

“Hands and teeth – I imagine so she could not
be identified by her fingerprints or dental records.”

“I’ve already identified her,” Jonathan
said.

“You told me who you thought she was. Maybe
she was not the person she claimed to be, or more accurately,
perhaps she did not tell you who she really was.”

Jonathan slumped into the straight-backed
chair and shook his head, “I suppose that’s possible.”

“It’s the only reasonable answer,” Toro
concluded. Had he been alone he might have smiled. Someone was
going to be very upset. He had already taken Myra Rojas’
fingerprints as well as her dental impressions. The fingerprints
had been faxed to Lima and to Interpol as well as to the FBI. He
would now send the dental impressions on as well. It seemed clear
to him that someone did not want her true identity known and that
the dead woman’s real name was not Myra Rojas. This mutilation, in
spite of how horrible it was, came too late. It might, in fact, be
the first real break in this case.

Toro looked at Henley and could see he was
upset. Still, he had no intention of sharing the fact that he had
already taken prints and impressions from the woman. But as soon as
he was back in his office, he intended to fax both Interpol and the
FBI and ask them to put a rush on his original request. No, he
wouldn’t tell Henley or Mendoza anything just now. He might, after
all, be wrong about them. He turned to Dr. Mendoza. “Bag the body
and we’ll send it to Lima in the morning.”

Mendoza nodded. “I’ll be glad to get her out
of my office.”

“It’s a start,” Toro replied. “Come along,
doctor, I think you need a drink.”
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Jason Conway sat in his study, the lights
off, and the drapes opened. Outside it was snowing, and he felt as
if he were trapped in one of those cheap glass paperweights.

Jason Conway contemplated his modest
existence. Most men in his position would have built a mansion or
even several mansions. Certainly many, who had far less money
maintained homes on both coasts as well as one in a resort area
like Palm Beach or Palm Springs. Bill Gates had built a modern
castle filled with electronic wizardry complete with his own salmon
run, outside Seattle. Forbes had a mansion too, though his real
passion was politics. He poured millions into being his own most
ardent supporter. No, none of that was for him. He was the only man
with as much money as Bill Gates and he chose to live alone in a
penthouse on the top floor of a skyscraper in Boston. His only
other real estate was a three room, truly rustic cabin in Montana.
The cabin was a retreat, a place few people knew about, and a place
where he could go to think. He kept out of the public eye. He
smiled at the thought that some newspapers compared him to Howard
Hughes, proclaiming him to be a recluse. Hughes, however, eschewed
public life and public places because of strange compulsive beliefs
that caused a neurotic fear of germs. I go out often, he thought.
Quite safe since no one recognizes me. His most steadfast rule was
never to allow himself to be photographed. He thought himself
compulsive about a few minor matters, but in general he knew he was
no Howard Hughes. Rather, he was a man who used his considerable
resources on his most ardent interests in life. One of those
interests was in protecting his privacy in a culture where
celebrity gossip had reached the state of an art form, and
publications dared not go more than a short time without a
celebrity feature. The public’s hunger for the private details of
the lives of others made him sick. It was the thing he hated most
about the Twentieth Century. The second thing he hated was the
tendency to surround oneself with material possessions. “A grave
misunderstanding,” he grumbled as he sipped his scotch. “Too many
people equate possessions with power.”

As he saw it, if you lived in a place that
satisfied your every need, you had no incentive to leave and thus,
bottled yourself up. Ultimately you lost your edge as a big time
player. In short, if you were satisfied with being a king, you
didn’t need to become emperor. If you were satisfied with being an
emperor, you would have no need to be a god. The key to achieving
ultimate potency was never to be satisfied. You had to focus on the
fact that you were never fulfilled, that you could never really
have enough power.

This was, of course, America. Every rich man
was expected to give something back, to donate to charity, to leave
a legacy. Carnegie left libraries, the Rockefellers left art
museums, and Hearst had left the ultimate symbol of his personal
power neurosis; a most magnificent, if completely tasteless, castle
for tourists to wander through and gawk at.

Jason Conway did not disagree with giving,
but he gave most generously to that which he hoped would help him
achieve his ultimate goal. He had built the Conway Archaeological
Museum from the ground up and funded its field workers in more than
ten locations. The truth was, he was now only personally concerned
with one location, but his apparent fascination with archeology
worldwide, masked his special interest in Sipán. Toward the
maintenance of this façade, he funded not only the Conway Museum
but also many museums around the world. The fewer people focused on
Sipán, the better. As it was, recent events in Sipán indicated that
someone did suspect it held secrets well beyond its ancient
artifacts. Indeed, he was certain he knew who the someone was. This
troubled him, but did not surprise him. He was a man who knew his
enemies.

If Jason Conway was surprised by anything, it
was that Jonathan Henley had not yet begun to ask the vital
questions. But then, Henley was a scientist and science often
rejected the obvious. To understand, to accept the existence and
meaning of the treasure, a man had to have knowledge and
imagination in equal parts.

Jason Conway went to the window, closing the
drapes and plunging the room into total darkness. As he did often,
he pushed a button by his desk and the screen on the wall lit up.
In a moment, the image of a wooden tablet covered it. He stared at
the markings on it, feeling almost mesmerized by the power he knew
it possessed. The tablet was covered with incised signs placed in
boustrophedon script. Many linguists had studied the fragments that
had been found on Easter Island but none had succeeded in
translating it. He was the only one who knew the fragments, were,
in actuality, copies of a small portion of this tablet. He had
removed the original tablet from the Island and secretly kept it.
Moreover, he knew there were other tablets and that together they
formed a whole.

He turned, distracted from the image on the
wall, by the sound of his fax machine. He walked over to it and in
a moment tore off the message.

So, Captain Toro wants Interpol and the
FBI to rush. Well, he wanted them to rush too. The sooner he
knew the true identity of this Myra Rojas, the better. But clearly
someone else did not want her identified. He could have employed
his own people to investigate her, but it seemed Toro was doing
just fine. In any case, it was a simple matter to monitor Toro’s
fax line. Doing so kept him informed on a range of activities in
the area.
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