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Prologue




The granite face soared
up from the steep mountainside, smooth vertical sheets of stone
emerging from the forest canopy and climbing high above the treetops,
folding and narrowing as they towered skyward.   Overhangs crowned
massive crystalline deposits, formed by moisture clinging in the
recesses, eking minerals to the surface from the rich veins within. 
Finally, high above, the face ended abruptly in fissured clefts and
ridges, in places eroded away, exposing shafts of harder stone
reaching up from within like fingers grasping up towards the sky.

Through much of the
year the pale sheen of its face stood outlined against dark grey,
hulking thunderheads above, which drenched the valleys below before
being torn into swirling fragments, chased to the west in front of
freezing currents which roared down from distant, snow capped
mammoths.  The remaining, scattered streaks glowed pink in the
evening sky, then as the sun fell lower towards the horizon brilliant
oranges, and finally, as the sky deepened to an eerie cobalt blue,
blood red trails glowing fiercely above the darkening mountains.   


As the sky changed hue
so did the cliff, its striations glowing in the falling rays,
sparkling pink and yellow, in places green and violet, all diffused
together in a glittering pastel display.  The effect lasted for only
minutes, but for that time it seemed to glow with an iridescence of
its own; an enormous, rough carved jewel, gleaming intensely against
the darkening sky.     


At its base beneath the
treetops a large slab of stone lay on its side, fissured away from
the cliff and creating a nearly flat ledge which rested on the sloped
ground.  Its surface was weathered smooth and dark, dramatically
setting off the pale granite face rising behind.   


On the cliff above the
ledge, rows of rings had been carved on the rock.  In the light of
early morning they shimmered, dew clinging to their edges,
interrupted in places by tiny rivulets of water trickling down the
stone, leaving dark trails behind.  The first rays pierced the heavy,
steamy air, forming golden shafts of light as they penetrated leaves
and limbs in perfect parallel lines, illuminating the mist till they
disappeared into the soft forest floor.  As the sun rose the forest
floor darkened, shaded by the thick canopy overhead, the dew
evaporated as temperatures quickly climbed, the circles again dark
and hidden on the wall. 


Nearby, a steep trail
climbed up the mountainside, the cliff face hidden where it passed
by, obscured by trees and brush growing on the slope between.   It
began in a valley far below, along the lip of a deep gorge whose
banks were blanketed by small trees, large sweeping fronds, ferns,
and dense ropes of climbing vines, all but obscuring the rushing
river which coursed through its base.  The water rushed over rocks
and fallen tree trunks, then in stretches swirled in swiftly flowing
pools which reflected strips of blue sky.  It was fed by streams,
rivulets and countless tiny trickles which spilled down from the
slopes above, rushing unseen along the base of small rills, flowing
over half rotted stumps in tiny waterfalls, and forming pools in
earthen hollows, percolating through the decomposing forest bed
below, speeding its transformation into rich, new earth.

The trail wound its way
higher past the carvings, continuing in endless switchbacks,
ascending until it reached the bare, towering summit of a snow capped
mountain peak high above.  There, where the trees, and then the small
alpine flowers, and then the last traces of grass dwindled away,
leaving only bare windswept earth and rocks underfoot, the path too
disappeared amongst enormous frozen crags which loomed beneath the
frozen summit.

Below one outcropping a
series of stone terraces formed a flight of giant steps up the
mountainside, their carefully laid forms strangely out of place. 
Thin drifts of crusted snow lined the crevasses at the base of each
step.  Red and brown lichens formed splotchy patterns on the stone. 
Though bare of other life, the air sang on its own, wailing and
whistling as icy gusts blew through chinks and gaps between stones,
sometimes accompanied by a sharp clattering of brittle shale as large
flakes were dislodged by a particularly fierce curl.

The ancient steps were
the work of slaves, a wiry lot of malnourished, bronze skinned men,
none more than twenty five, most much younger, all belonging to a
small clan which ruled the valley below.  They had struggled in the
mountain’s icy grip, working from sunrise till darkness, two
perishing the very first night, cuddled together under a large
outcropping, their underfed bodies unable to resist the plummeting
temperatures, even with the protection their sewn llama skins
provided.  The survivors left them where they lay and worked on until
the terraces were finished.  In only twelve days it was completed, a
garden for Manca Punac, the sun god, a garden where special animals
and humans would grow from seeds delivered from the heavens.

When they marched
silently down to report their success, the clan’s spirit seer
and his son prepared to ascend the same trail the following day,
portered in part on the shoulders of more slaves, including two who
had just survived the ordeal of its construction.  The mountaintop
ceremony consisted of a shuffling dance, the elder leader blown
almost off his feet more than once by the gale force winds which
whipped the peak, and then the casting of small, sacred stones and
shells over the terraces by his son.  Finally, with a cursory grunted
command a small llama calf was brought forward.  It had been carried
up strapped to the back of a slave, braying, kicking and spitting for
the first hour of the climb, and then growing still, the only sound
its small gasping for breath, tamed by fear or exhaustion.  It lay
still on the cold stone, only its eyes bulging and darting wildly
about as the priest deftly slit its throat with an obsidian blade. 
The ritual was completed with a quick chant which was impossible to
hear above the whistle of wind.  He and his son, helped once more by
others, climbed down without another word.

Thoughts of the
mountaintop shrine were soon preempted by more immediate concerns. 
By the time of the grandchildren of the clan members who had ordered
its creation it was forgotten entirely.  The steps stood vigil on the
mountainside, as alien in appearance as when first completed, braving
freezing winds under the sere sun, silently reflecting the night’s
brilliant star filled skies, while below life slowly evolved and at
times leapt forward in moments of ferocious change.




The circles on the
cliff face halfway down the mountainside were carved by another small
forest tribe’s spirit leader and chief, born more than two
centuries after the steps high above had been abandoned and
forgotten.  He was addressed by his clansmen as Inta Amu, though his
full name was much longer, including secret names of power which he
had memorized for his father when he was a small boy.   He carved the
rings to mark the passing of each winter since his first and only
son’s birth.  He completed one row of nine and one more of
eight above before being overcome one spring morning by a sudden,
terrible pain gripping the side of his stomach.  By that afternoon he
lay murmuring, semi-comatose, under a shelter near the cooling breeze
of a waterfall, and was dead before the sun had sunk beneath the
mountaintops

The ritual circles,
along with the leadership of the small clan left behind became the
responsibility of his son, an able apprentice, already well
established in his own manhood and position within the small group’s
hierarchy.   He was addressed as Apocac Tama, his full spirit name
Puma Amu Apocac Tama.   He had accompanied his father each winter to
watch as the older man patiently etched another ring on the cliffside
by the light of the moon, or by the dark glimmer of clouds covering
the sky above.  As he stared at his side, the boy felt the power of
his own spirits surge within him.   The sun would be reborn, growing
stronger in the sky, granting longer days, spring rains, and ample
harvests.  


After his father’s
death Apocac Tama quickly learned to avoid the lurking memories of
their winter nights together at the cliff.  His first trek there
alone under a moonless night sky, many months after his father had
left the human world, he had remembered as he stared at the perfect
patterns glistening on the wall before him.  Soon he was forced to
hide, crouched at the base of the rock, salty tears staining his
face, bringing only anger and recrimination for the womanliness and
cowardice they conveyed.  He did not repeat the mistake.

He was proud to inherit
the role of chief.   He was now, like his father had been before him,
guardian of the portals to the spirit worlds for his people, and
their unquestioned leader in all decisions that affected the clan’s
position amongst its neighbors.   


The seasons passed, one
after another, marked by harvests, hunting expeditions, and welcome
and much celebrated births of new sons.  He had served his
responsibility well, winning respect and the unquestioned fealty of
his own warriors.  Forty two circles he had counted on his last
visit.  He was sure that he was now older than any of his clan’s
hunters, older than any of his many cousins, and he guessed that he
was even older than any of his slaves.  


It was three months
since that last sojourn to the hidden cliff, and nearly a year had
passed since the attack by the men from the west.  He had only
recently allowed himself to feel a cautious reassurance, which the
warm spring days encouraged.  His clan’s stores of potato eyes
were healthy and would soon be ready for planting.  


The next night the moon
waxed half full in the sky.  As night took hold, he performed a
dance, a ritual dance he and his wives had prepared for carefully for
several days, bent over in swirling motions near the middle of a
small clearing on a gently sloping hillside above his village.  The
dance was an offering to the gods of the sky: to the Sun, Inti Amu,
as it disappeared below the horizon, and then in turn to the Moon,
Illaca Amu, rising in the sky above him as he continued his motions. 
In return he knew he would receive portents from the gods, visions
which would ensure success in the harvest, in their hunts, and now,
even more importantly, against their enemies.

The trees around the
clearing were sparse.  Fires from his village could be seen through
their limbs, flickering far below like fireflies.  The darkness
encircled him, wrapping his motions like a dark mist.  He had begun
two hours earlier, in the still warm and humid air of evening, but
now the night was cold, chill gusts flowing down the hillside. 
Apocac Tama paid no attention, spinning slowly, his leather tunic
tied about his shoulders, a tightly woven skirt of dyed cloth fixed
about his waist.

His right eye was
missing, gouged by an iron edged club the summer of the previous
year.  The attack had cost him dearly, on the still dark, early
morning when the strange band of warriors had snuck unseen into his
village.  He learned later that the strangers called themselves
Moche, and that they came from beyond the mountains to the west.  He
also learned that hours before, the Moche had attacked two
neighboring valleys, murdering several of his relatives.

He had had no warning
that morning, awakened suddenly to the sounds of screaming men and
women, grunts of fighting, the clash of clubs and spears.  He bolted
upright inside his thatched, skin draped hut, an instant later
leaping to his feet, his club already in hand.  He pulled aside the
pelt that hung from the wooden limb above the entrance and saw a
large shadow appear to his side, and an instant later the head of a
wooden club, barbed with jagged metal bands, sailing towards his
face.  





He slowly regained
consciousness the following day, feeling at once the right side of
his head caked in dried blood.  He struggled to make out his clansmen
staring down at him in fear, warriors of his village, most of whom
had survived by running and hiding in the jungle after a short
attempt to fend off the well armed and well organized attackers.  One
assured him that the strangers, the ones who called themselves Moche,
had soon left as suddenly as they had appeared, though one had
shouted to the hiding villagers first, many of his words unclear but
the message still clear enough; that the Moche claimed control of
their land as far as the eastern horizon, though immediately after
they had turned and disappeared back into the mountains to the west.

Apocac Tama slowly
recovered.  For almost one year the intruders had not reappeared. 
The men of his valley and the surrounding valleys, however, had not
ventured far into the western hills since the attack.

The sight in his
missing eye was replaced by constant mottled shades of darkness,
interrupted at times by intense flashes of bright colors, often
appearing in distinct shapes.  He quickly grew familiar with the
images, soon relying on them as signs from the spirit world.




As he continued to spin
in the clearing, the night air grew even colder.  He stared up at the
sky, his head thrown back.  A headpiece made of a thick band of
animal skin dyed with yellow diagonal lines and squares, with tiny
feathers sewn to the bottom wrapped tightly about his head.  Attached
above his forehead was the jawbone from a young jaguar he had killed
in the still of night one year ago.  It had come to feed on a llama
kill he had watched from his hiding place since early that same
evening.  The incisors rose like horns from his head, the bone
running back on each side like a crown, held tight by leather cords. 
Three tightly braided strands decorated with black and silver beads
hung at his temples, one on his right, two on the left.  Small gold
amulets were fixed to the end of each, mingling with his long, matted
black hair.  One had been formed into a small, gold sun, delicately
twisted rays extending out in all directions,  another a figure with
sloped forehead, the mouth a mass of sharp teeth, a pointed tongue
protruding at its center.  The other was a plain disc of gold, inlaid
however by rows formed of tiny bits of black, red and sparkling green
stones.  


Near the edge of the
clearing the remains of a fire glowed.  Swirls of smoke danced up
from the embers and disappeared in the cold night air.  The moon hung
low above the horizon, and overhead stars shone in an endless array
of twinkling diamond points stretching to the tops of the trees. 
Apocac Tama’s one eye could not focus as he leaned back, his
senses numbed by the ritual consumption of chicha which he had begun
that afternoon before painting his face and arms.  The weak alcoholic
mixture had been prepared with special care by his eldest wife
several days earlier, patiently boiling germinated corn kernels and
afterwards fermenting them together with the cobs in large clay pots,
adding beet sugar to speed the distillation.

He drank through the
evening, gulping liberally with a wooden ladle while seated around
the fire, repeating incantations intended to alert the ghosts of the
underworld, most importantly his own ancestors and the gods of the
sky to the approach of his offering.  The alcohol accumulated in his
blood, as he finally danced bringing the intended dulling effect,
after the heightened awareness of the prior day, as he mechanically
chewed and refreshed a wad of crushed coca leaves and ground
limestone from a leather pouch attached to his waist.

Near the dying embers
three others sat cross legged.  They were dressed similarly, one
wearing a simple leather head band, bare of any adornments.  Their
heads bobbed to their chests as they chorused a chant over and over. 
The man wearing the band beat the ground in time with a wooden club,
a small bowl formed in the earth before him.

On the opposite side of
the clearing, almost invisible in the dark shadows of the trees, two
small women sat on their knees on the bare ground.  Their hair was
long and heavily oiled, as jet black as the men’s.  Both wore
woven leather tunics decorated with colored tassels woven about their
waists, attached to thick rope belts.  


One’s face was
wrinkled, lined prematurely by the intense sun and dry winds of the
mountainsides.  She stared blankly at the man dancing in front of
her, the bony fingers of one hand rhythmically tapping her other arm.

The woman at her side
was younger, though she too had witnessed similar rituals many times.
 For some reason on this night the dance failed to keep her
attention.  Feeling ashamed for her weakness but still distracted,
she stole glances up at the sky, knowing she would be punished if
seen making eye contact with the world of the gods while her spirit
leader danced for their benefit.  Still she gazed, risking tilting
her head back slightly, feeling herself pulled upwards, as if a giant
hand was reaching down to draw her towards the brilliant points
aligned in magical patterns.  Some shone especially bright, and she
noticed one was actually a cluster of several individual points,
revealed when she stared carefully at their halo.  She saw all the
detail that her spirit leader did not, and she marveled at how they
dared to shimmer with such beauty.  


Apocac Tama danced. 
His movements and the chant were new.  He had derived them from the
increasingly frequent visions in his head since the attack, and since
the unforgivable theft that had followed.  The dance was an appeal to
the gods for favor, for justice, and for revenge.  And privately as
he danced, he implored the Sun and the Moon for forgiveness for his
failure to protect his village’s most powerful source of magic.
 





The day after the
attack by the strangers from the west, conscious again, though still
blurry mentally and physically from his severe injuries, Apocac Tama
struggled to listen to the details shared in hushed tones by his
oldest son.  Soon his eyes flashed with anger on top of his pain.  He
stared up wide eyed at the boy leaning over him, who was also injured
with a horrific welting slice across his upper arm, staring back
fearfully as Apocac Tama struggled to regain his senses.  


After routing the
village, he learned, the Moche warriors had made for a small cave
which lay above a rock ledge overlooking the narrow, fast rushing
river at the bottom of their valley.  A young clansman who spotted
the intruders from his hiding place in the bushes leapt forward and
charged across the waters to protect the shrine.  He was killed
before he made it to the entrance, impaled by a spear in his chest. 
A minute later the intruders disappeared into the forest, one holding
an object in his arms, an object Apocac Tama knew without asking what
it was.  


As the news of the loss
sunk in his mind whirled madly.  How could the men from the west have
known of the Visitor, the living god delivered to his clan by the
overseers themselves?  A dark cloud of suspicion formed as he
remembered the reports a nephew had delivered to him thrice over the
last month; accounts of men from the clan two valleys away to the
south, a clan into which his nephew’s brother-in-law had
married and who now reported back to the nephew regularly, who in
turn shared his observations with Apocac Tama.  


Three men from the
neighboring clan had suddenly reappeared in the village after having
been overdue from a hunt in the hills to the west for two days. They
had showed off strangely woven baskets filled with berries and cured
meats.  The men laughed off questions about how they had come across
the offerings, but had since twice left in the same direction again,
each time returning two days later, each time with more strange
gifts, boasting each time of their own growing power in the clan. 
Their insolence had grown, his nephew had been told; even daring to
savagely beat a girl from their own village who asked them whether
they had met a jaguar spirit.

Apocac lay on the floor
of his hut, his head pounding as he wondered furiously.  He had
already suspected that the men had formed some alliance-a forbidden
alliance-with another clan, likely one traveling from somewhere
farther away.  As he sat up painfully, clutching his head and taking
a drink of water from a gourd offered gently by one of his wives, he
wrestled with the thoughts, alarms ringing in his head, trying to
reject the crushing pain washing over the right side of his face.

The two distant
relations would have known of his clan’s shrine by the river,
and of the object secreted within.  They might have even visited, as
its presence was a well known source of power for his clan and it had
kept their neighbors in respect and fear.  Two days of feasting had
followed the completion of its new resting place, with generous gifts
presented to all who came to pay tribute.   Its presence even now
brought offerings of pelts, root medicines and amulets from those
same neighbors, and at times from even more distant clans, though
Apocac Tama recognized, and resented that now its presence was
largely taken for granted, the offerings grown few, even these
limited to auspicious weeks before harvests.

His head throbbed
violently.  A wave of dizziness and nausea swept through his body and
he was forced to lie down again, a reed pad propped beneath his head
by the same woman who had given him water.  He was too weak now to
try to plan anything, to figure out anything more.  He closed his
eyes.  His mind drifted far back in time, to the events which had led
to the idol’s presence in his valley.  


He had marked thirteen
years just two moons prior, excited to have been initiated into
manhood in time to accompany his father and a small group of
important clansmen and hunters, including a few women servants, to
survey lands far to the south, with the expectation of finding new
grounds for hunting llamas, gathering valuable herbs and fruits, and
procuring slaves, maybe even more women to bring back to their own
valley.

After three days of
arduous trekking, every step of which the priest’s son found
exhilarating though nerve-wracking as well, as they marched farther
and farther from the world of their mountainside the group finally
found themselves surrounded by the peaks they had sought.  As they
marched across high ridges, he stared at the sun as it sank to the
west, towards the great lake hidden somewhere far below, which a
neighboring warrior had once described to an awestruck Apocac Tama
when he was only a boy.  


The evening air grew
sharp and cool.  The scent of sage and dried grass filled the air. 
The small group paused in the middle of a large clearing which
afforded a view of the valleys below, several more unexplored ridges
before them.  As they huddled, standing or crouched on the ground,
his father carefully scanning the horizons, their mission was
suddenly forgotten.  


Those squatting stood
in alarm and then hurried to their leader, staring with him at the
streak of light that suddenly appeared in the sky above their heads. 
A fiery apparition, certainly a god, blazed across the darkening sky,
diving like a hawk in front of them, in seconds disappearing behind a
ridge not far to the east.  His father turned in alarm, searching the
skies for more visions, and then spying one of his warriors cowering
behind a stone.  He ran over, angrily berating him with shrill
screams, and striking him rudely across the back with his fist for
his womanliness, which surely had disgraced them all in front of the
messenger, then turned back, staring up to the sky once more before
hurriedly removing amulets from his pouch and examining them on the
ground.   


When he stood again, he
followed the gaze of another who pointed urgently to a distant plume
of dust which now rose from beyond the ridge where the demon god had
disappeared. He shouted commands to leave.  The small group, the
women wailing softly as they scurried at the back of the line,
hurried behind their leader across the slopes, towards the ridge
where the apparition, they all knew now, lay waiting.    


An hour later the small
expeditionary force stood barely visible in the last glimmers of
twilight, the clouds black shapes against the cobalt blue sky, two
tiny clusters of life in the midst of a high, sharply sloping
mountainside field covered by knee high grass.  The men stood tensely
in front, the women squatting in the grass farther below, huddled
closely together, their wailing now a common chant which consisted of
only a few words, repeated over and over in soft, high pitched
strains.

Apocac’s father
and the others, Apocac close by his father’s side, stared up
the slope before them.  Three held stone tipped spears at their
sides.  One spoke, jabbing menacingly up the slope with his spear. 
Apocac’s father silenced him with a quick, chopping motion of
hands in his face.   To his son the evening had quickly become a
dream like swirl of semi-consciousness, a vision quest as bizarre as
the hallucinations he experienced during his three days and nights in
the men’s skin lodge, drinking chicha replenished by the women
through a covered flap, during his passage into manhood.

All of them stared
ahead again in silence.  The sound of the women’s wailing
swirled softly in the air, mixed with the rustle of grasses.  The
screeches of bats echoed up from below, where they darted above the
bushes.

Presently, after more
tense exchanges of words and a moment of nervous, angry shoving
between two of the men, Apocac’s father finally stepped
forward.  He stood by himself in the growing darkness, the others
falling silent at once, staring at him expectantly.  Cold gusts of
air swept past, fanning strands of hair about his face.  He stared up
the hillside towards the sight which had brought them to a stop after
their hike in pursuit of the mysterious visitor.  


After making his
decision to pursue the Visitor, he had led his party down from the
crest of the ridgeline they had been following.  They stopped again
where a ledge afforded a view of the same distant plume, the swirl in
the air appearing to quickly be fading.  They quickly trekked down
through the narrow valley between, then back up the sloping mountain,
fighting their way through a long patch of sharp, thorny, waist high
brush at one point, until they finally emerged up onto the grassy
slopes above, and after more rocky, tree lined crests and hollows,
came finally to a broad, sharply slanting plane, where they stopped,
huddled together in awe, staring at the scene on the mountainside
before them.

His father now stepped
cautiously up the slope, crouching low to the ground.  He was twenty
nine in years, wiry, strong, and proud.  His cheeks and arms were
covered with rows of small scars, highlighted with painted dots and
dashes of color.  His chest was scarred with three wide, long slashes
which made white lines on his bronzed skin, one above, and two more
below his breasts.  His short, matted black hair was adorned with
small bones attached to a leather head dress which wrapped tightly
around his forehead.  


Slowly he stepped up
the hill, chanting under his breath, his arms held out at his sides,
palms facing down, sweeping back and forth slowly above the ground as
he crouched even lower, as if trying to disappear into the grass and
dirt below his feet.    Before him the slope was scarred bizarrely. 
A large crater lay torn into the mountain, dirt and stones disgorged
about its rim and trailing down the slope below.  As he approached he
saw that farther ahead and to the left another raw gash in the
ground.  It was smaller and more elongated, spurs of dirt kicked out
in a fan about its rim.  The shape and orientation told him
instinctively that it had been gouged in the mountain by the same
demon that had bored the larger hole before him, that both were the
work of the apparition they had seen hurl by from afar.

His memory of what
happened next, as his father disappeared in the dark haze, was
forever unclear; muddled, shorn into incomplete sensations and stark
images, as it was now as he grasped once more at the past, trying to
ignore the throbbing pain, made only worse after having lain back
down on the floor of the hut.  


Still clear was the
image of his father climbing grimly into the crater, looking back
down the hillside and then turning and slipping on the loose soil,
sliding down and disappearing with a terrifying cry.  Less clear was
the sensation of himself running frantically up the hill, ignoring
cries from one of his fellow clan men to stop, and then hearing
others following behind him.

Then, only fragments
frozen, bleached and eroded by time: a terrible rushing of wind, a
hurricane like sensation pushing him down, lying on the ground in a
mist or fog and holding his head up to see a funnel of intense light
shooting up into the night sky, leaping upwards from a single point
on the ground near him, fanning out and up, pulsing, throbbing in
some blinding flickering pulse too fast to follow, leaving him
covering his head with his hands. Then a shrieking, never sure as the
memory of it shot fear through him again whether it had been his own,
or his father crying in some torment at the bottom of the pit, or
maybe, he had once concluded, a roar of the demon god itself.  It
had, he decided later on his own with a combination of fear and
fascination, intended to stay hidden on the mountainside, its
twilight flight not meant for mortal eyes, his father’s daring
act to follow and capture it from its perch on the mountainside
unwelcome.  


The images grew even
more haphazard; his father’s painted leg, bloodied and dirty,
digging into the soil next to him, crawling forward, his face
shouting in his own, but no sound emerging, only a half stunned, half
crazed look as he urgently screamed something to Apocac.  Running
with abandonment down the grassy slopes, seeing one of the women left
behind, huddled on the ground, trying to cover herself with her tunic
like a sack of potatoes.  Running, then tripping; viciously
scratching his side on a sharp broken branch which stuck out of from
a fallen trunk which caught his foot.  Ignoring the torn tunic and
the blood, running again, at the same looking about him wildly,
thinking the others had disappeared, slipped away into the darkness,
only to suddenly collide into the back of one of the others running
ahead before him into the brush and towards the safety of the forest
below.

Finally, minutes, an
hour later, a pause, but only until his father ordered them on,
heading north, abandoning their original mission.  Finally another
rest, longer this time; an hour or two, maybe longer, long enough
that the horizon had turned a dim yellow with the coming of the sun. 
His father commanded them onwards once more, and as they trotted in
single file on a trail which was still unfamiliar to him, he finally
noticed in the early light the large, oblong object his father held
under his arm, covered by his leather satchel which he had hastily
tried to wrap about it.  As they jogged silently towards home, the
sky now growing brighter about them, he felt still in a trance,
exhaustion and shock funneled in to a myopic vision of the hints of
the jet black, inky smooth surface showing from under the blanket. 
Rest again; furtive gulps from their water flasks, chewing wordlessly
on flat pressed cornmeal cakes which they carried with them. 


Later, hours later, he
finally recognized his surroundings as they followed his father up
out of the forested pathway and onto another grass covered hillside. 
Ahead, a stone arch stood near the top of a hillock.  His father
yelled coarsely as they approached, and moments later a man appeared
at its side, a man Apocac recognized at once by his tall bent form,
his craggy nose and chin, a mystic called Tuca Ama, a strange,
powerful man who had visited their own village three times that
Apocac Tama could remember, each time delivering messages of power
that he had divined from forest deities who he called on, which were
interpreted by him into propitious choices of amulets for male clan
members entering the age of manhood.  He had spoken for a long time
to his own father his last visit the past spring, and Apocac had
later been presented with an icon carved from the wood of a
Toc’tolcha tree into the shape of a wolverine’s head.  He
had accepted it proudly and kept it in a small reed basket hidden
underneath the foot of his bed coverings.  


After quickly greeting
Tuca Ama by the stone altar, his father had commanded the others to
wait, heading into the small hut located farther up the hillock alone
with the man, the bundle still held tightly under his arm.

The sun rose above the
ridges. Finally his father emerged, empty handed, followed by the
forest priest, who called for all of them to follow to a circle
formed on the ground by an array of flat stones.  The mystic passed
around a large wooden cup filled with chicha, and after the group had
drunk it dry he recited a long chant, followed by a spontaneous and
impressive homage to the sun god, his black teeth smiling gleefully
as he recounted the bravery of Apocac’s father in delivering a
protector from the stars to give them strength and power.

After Tuca Ama was
finished, his father waved his hands brusquely over his head,
commanding them all to leave at once and head back to his village,
and telling them to prepare his people for a new, important and
powerful overseer to come and dwell in their valley, one which would
bless them with great power.  The next day, the icon had come to rest
within the boundaries of their own village, hidden in his father’s
hut till the cave by the river was ready, forbidden thereafter for
any but his father to enter. 


Apocac Tama enjoyed a
heady sense of importance, the benefit of being part of the
auspicious expedition.  He enjoyed this new status; it was more than
he had hoped for on his first expedition as a man, and he relished
the status it imported upon himself, in spite of the lurking
conviction in the back of his mind that the encounter with the gods
had been an uninvited one.   


He was disappointed,
however, when he anxiously sat with others to hear the village elder,
his own great uncle, recite the tale which all had waited to be ready
for several days.  He found it at once disappointing, not describing
the real events, the real experience. It did not capture the visceral
reality of the evening on the mountain, the feel of the earth, the
lights and dreams which emanated so forcefully in front of him, and
did nothing to explain what had actually happened, or described what
his father had held under his arm. 


Stolen!  With another
surge of pain the memories were swept away again by rage, and by
thoughts of how he would exact revenge and recover the glory that
belonged to his family.  His anger stewed inside him, with little to
do now, without the resources to abandon his village and pursue the
unknown enemy.




The Moche returned a
few weeks after his dance on the hillside, which was already almost a
year since the attack.  This time the men from the west did not
attack with a sudden, surprise assault, but with a more insidious and
even more effective tactic.  A hunting party from his clan, including
two of Apocac Tama’s own wives who had been sent to carry meat
home, did not return one evening as planned.  An hour after sunset
one of the women straggled into camp, limping and covered with mud. 
The others had been killed, she explained between spells of fainting.
 They were the same men who had attacked the last summer, she was
sure.  The victims had included his two most able warriors, in
addition to one of his wives.  The news reverberated throughout the
village at once.  The next day, all of the women, even many of the
men, refused or made excuses not to venture out of the immediate
village.  


Four days later, as
some semblance of normalcy was beginning to return, three more men
were murdered.  A man watching Apocac Tama’s herd of llamas in
the upland fields was ambushed shortly after sunrise.   Two others,
sleeping nearby, had run to his aid upon hearing his cries.  When
Apocac Tama had quickly gathered a group of others to investigate the
cries from the hillside, they found the first man lying dead in the
field, his head caved in by a stone edge, and soon found the two
others lying nearby amongst the trees, impaled by sharpened wooden
spears.

Apocac Tama spent the
following days furiously chewing coca during the day and imbibing
chicha at night, his head filled by quickly changing tides of
uncertainty, fear, and rage.  The village now resembled a prison,
with no one daring to step far from their huts.  Food supplies
quickly grew low, his total population now a terrified contingent of
no more than a dozen men of fighting age, the rest women and
children.

The fourth night after
the attack he had a vision as he lay in the darkness of his hut,
unable to sleep.  It was preceded by painful flashes of light pulsing
in his blinded eye socket, which suddenly subsided and were replaced
by a path, a directive delivered to him by his own wolverine spirit
guide.  He called the remaining men to come to his hut and told them
to prepare for a trading forum the next day.  They stared at their
leader, clearly weakened by his drug and alcohol binge.  His
bloodshot eye and raspy, tired and somewhat querulous voice gave his
clansmen little cause for reassurance as he haltingly explained to
them that he had received instructions from his own animal protector
to entreat the Moche to a truce, and to propose a sharing of
knowledge and power within their valley.  One began to protest but
was silenced quickly by others, knowing that challenging their chief
and priest would only guarantee their doom.

They gathered up what
objects of value they had, which were still considerable; the attacks
so far had not touched their collection of gold and silver wrought
amulets, their stone jewelry, nor the ceremonial stools and feather
robes they saved for dressing their own stone idols during the
harvest ceremonies.  After drinking heavily of chicha from Apocac
Tama’s remaining stores, the small group crossed the river and
climbed cautiously into the hills above, heading to the west with
their offers of trade slung over their shoulders.

For the first few miles
he paused often, raising his hand in the air and crying out greetings
to the empty forest.  No one answered, and as the sun rose and hung
high overhead, he reduced the frequency, stopping to call only when
they rounded a new ridge, or when he simply needed a break to rest. 
By afternoon, they still had found no trace of the westerners or of
any humans amongst the thin chain of trails that they had followed so
far.  


Tired, and now upset by
the lack of results, he motioned them to stop.  The group set their
bags on the ground and sat in a circle within a small natural
clearing, surrounded by tall cypress and alder trees.   Apocac said
nothing, staring blankly at his men.  One man across from him wanted
to know who had brought water.  Apocac realized that he had forgotten
to order any flasks to be filled at the river before hurrying on with
their quest, and he looked angrily back at the young man in reply.  


A high pitched
whistling sound caught his attention at the same moment he felt a
rude jolt shove his body forward.  He looked up to see his men
suddenly staring back at him, their faces frozen, eyes wide in
terror.  The pushing sensation continued.  He looked down and saw a
pointed arrow tip protruding from the front of his chest, a red stain
spreading onto his leather tunic.   As he looked up a second arrow
pierced his neck, the razor sharp obsidian tip severing his windpipe,
the shaft tearing at his jugular, its momentum carrying it across the
clearing and bouncing harmlessly off the tunic of the man who had
asked for water.

Apocac desperately
stretched a hand out before him, bracing his palm on the ground.  He
raised the other to his neck and felt a spraying stream of fluid,
looking down and seeing a red gushing flow spilling onto his arm and
pooling on the ground before him.  His mind swelled.  He grasped at
the meaning, and then clung desperately to the sight of the blood,
the stream surging now in spurts which matched a massive, throbbing
force, as if a giant stone was being lowered upon his entire body,
pushing him relentlessly down to the stained ground.  As he slumped
forward the vision in his good eye went black, and then for a moment
was replaced by a startlingly clear image of the circles on the
cliff, his father’s serious face huddled close to the surface,
studying his effort intently.













Chapter 1







The voyage by sea from
the shores of England to the Mediterranean coast of Spain, though
considerably longer in distance, was still preferable to the arduous
(and often dangerous) journey over land until the middle of the
eighteenth century.  Sailing south along the cliffs of Normandy and
then past the tip of Brest, frigates, schooners and galleons plied
across the Bay of Biscay, then west over the northern coast of Spain
before turning south again.  Past Portugal’s crumbling rocky
coast, interrupted by small harbors and sheltered coves filled by
fishing boats bobbing gently at their moors (and today by tourists
soaking up the long summer sun), past the sprawling seaside city of
Lisbon before finally tacking east, splitting the Strait of Gibraltar
and following the reliable easterlies back up the Spanish coast
through the warm waters of the Mediterranean, where the city of
Barcelona lies bordered in front by ribbons of golden sand, and
backed by gentle rises which lead to Spain’s fertile inland
plains.

The city’s sprawl
flows down from the hills, filling the generous basin below.  Today
it is easily identified by the mix of ornate buildings, some dating
from the height of the Spanish empire, and beautiful modern
architecture, both interspersed by busy squares and tree lined parks.
 Nestled near the base of the hills lies the university, recognized
throughout Europe as an historic and important collection of colleges
spanning the sciences and arts, and adding undeniably to the city’s
historic character.




The early fall semester
had already begun as the sun sank towards a few scattered clouds
gathered along the coast.  At the northeast corner of campus, near a
quad most famous for hosting marathon sessions of Ultimate Frisbee
stood a cluster of buildings, most of these as old as any on campus. 
One, however, was clearly more modern, its dark glass windows framed
by a façade of handsome, roughly polished stonework.  A brass
plaque embedded in a stone wall in front of the entrance read,
Edmundo Del Torres History & Archival Center.  Above the doors,
white letters stenciled on the glass read, SNSc Hall 400.  


The third and fourth
floors housed labs, offices, and small lecture halls.  On the second,
long labs stored animal fossils and bones, an odd arrangement with
the Department of Biology.  Its most important contents, however,
were stored on the basement level, reached by a flight of stairs
hidden behind a pair of large, motor activated doors at one end of
the main floor, or (and even less obviously) down an oversized
elevator past a locked doorway leading towards the rear of the
building, from where it could also be accessed from the loading dock
entrance in back.

The humidity controlled
basement housed over one hundred thousand documents, books and
records, stacked on rows of shelves which stretched its length,
adjoined on one side by a handful of small rooms which held special
collections, tables for private study, and two larger labs for
restorations.  It comprised the largest collection of records of the
Spanish presence in the Americas found anywhere in Spain, surpassing
the more famous General Archive of the Indies in Seville.  On the
subject of the Spanish conquests and early colonial rule it held more
volumes than anywhere in the world, including the central Catholic
archives in both Lima and Mexico City, neither of which could match
the sheer scope of the collection.

A man squatted at the
end of one aisle in the underground labyrinth.  He was slim, lightly
bearded, his face exuding a boyish sense of youth.  As Chair of the
Department of Ancient History and Archeology, he felt a sense of
responsibility for the tremendous resource the archive represented. 
It had been designed specifically for the purpose when the building
had been erected twelve years earlier, and he had himself assigned
its official name, The Ancient and Critical Document Archival
Library,Universidad de Barcelona.  Upon completion a parade of trucks
and vans had delivered carefully packed collections from eight
different university libraries, along with endowed and purchased
collections from private, religious, and other academic sources,
including collections from Mexico and South America.

The man paused for a
moment and looked at his watch.  His name was Montserrat Aguara;
‘Professor Aguara’ for students, but, as he quickly
insisted, Monte to friends and peers.  A large metal tray lay open on
the floor before him.  He muttered something as he stared intently at
a piece of loose leaf parchment which he held in his hands.   


He had spent two hours
amongst the aisles filled with early documents related to the Spanish
conquest of the Americas, concentrating on those associated with
Peru, the last half hour camped on the floor at the side near the
back, where a small alcove formed between the end of the rows and a
dark glass wall separating the main archive room from small labs was
piled with boxes and cases waiting to be sorted and shelved in turn. 
It was a likely place to find new examples of the information he was
currently after.  The cases left here would have been presorted to
Peru, and would of course consist primarily of clergy records:
journals, logs, and other writings which, though often less than
scientific, often included copious, in many cases first hand
accounts, of the conquistadors’ own fledgling activities and
their early attempts to rule in the New World.  


Church records, for
better or worse, were the best surviving source of data regarding the
early Spanish presence.  Clergy priests and their emissaries had
frequently been the first to visit the Inca in their native cities
and villages, making brave (at times foolhardy) sojourns into the
mountains and river valleys to establish relationships with the
Native Americans.  Their religious zeal was encouraged to ensure that
the church shared in the rewards the New World had to offer; first
conquistador plunder, and afterwards (and in the long run more
valuable) grants of land and regencies, which included native Inca to
squeeze for every drop of profit possible, all in order to satisfy
the expectation that the church’s coffers be replenished for
their efforts.

Though traveling for
the most part with soldiers, often as part of large expeditionary
forces, the church’s emissaries also ventured forth as lone
missionaries, true zealots with little fear for their own safety,
intent on pushing the envelope of their religious practices further
into the new frontier   From these individual first meetings between
the Europeans and the Inca there was evidence of genuine interest in
dialogue and understanding by both sides.  And regardless of the
underlying intentions and the often tragic end results, the written
records produced were still recognized as irreplaceable sources of
historical data.

Professor Aguara had
spent more time than he intended on his visit this afternoon.  He was
looking for additional records to support a somewhat minor but
nonetheless important element of his current publication effort. 
Well into his cursory review of document after document, hopping
methodically from one shelf to the next for the better part of an
hour, he had strayed from his plan upon noticing two steel cases
placed against the glass wall behind two chairs.  Their presence was
somewhat unusual, even amongst the piles of other unsorted materials,
and after passing by them a second time he stopped, staring
curiously.  He bent over to take a closer look, peering in between
two of the chairs.  They each had a handwritten label attached above
the latch, the paper yellowed and faded.  He moved a chair and
crouched to make out the faint ink writing.  It read the same on each
case,




- 16th-17th century,
various et.al.

- Church Records

-
Inca
transciptos/descriptions/miscellaneous; Iglesia de’l

 Rocharrios

- Archived
Madrid, 1758




He recognized the name
of the church post, Rocharrios, as one of the first outside of major
Inca cities.  It represented an early attempt to push Spanish
influence deeper into native Inca lands.  He tried to recall its
location, finally guessing it must have been somewhere in the
foothills to the southeast of Cusco, in the highlands towards Lake
Titicaca.   He stared at the last line.  It
must mean, he realized, that the materials had been transferred to
Spain from the New World in the mid eighteenth century.  The
circumstance was not hard to surmise, likely part of the many
shiploads of records ordered returned for safekeeping by King Phillip
II.  The professor knew well the monarch’s efforts to
repatriate as many New World accounts and records as could be
requisitioned back to Spain, likely to avoid dispersions based on
records of Pizarro’s aggressions to be cast on his own colonial
ambitions.  The king’s efforts to ensure the records were
properly stored and archived in Spain were, however, not as
energetic, and most of the documents were hard to find in present
libraries, many or most having been lost or destroyed in the
intervening centuries. 


He moved the chairs
further out of the way and with some effort slid one of the cases out
from the wall far enough to open its lid.   It was heavy.  At least
it’s not empty, he thought with some satisfaction, just as it
lurched forward suddenly at his effort, a corner landing on top of
his hand.

“Damn!” he
swore, pulling his hand out and jumping to his feet in pain, and then
glancing about embarrassedly, but realizing with relief there was no
one present to hear.  His hand was still healing from a bad cut he
had suffered while working on a bookcase at home with his oldest boy
the weekend before.  It was something he had promised weeks ago, but
only after missing all but the leftovers of Max’s eighteenth
birthday party due to staff reviews which couldn’t be
rescheduled had he felt bad enough to shove everything aside and
tackle it that Saturday, Max gamely at his side.

The project had gone
smoothly, if slower than hoped.   He marked and drilled three sets of
mounting holes for each shelf so Max could adjust them to different
heights to accommodate whatever volumes he would soon be packing,
together with the purchases he would be ringing up at the college
bookstore for his first year away at university that fall. 


Monte would insist his
son take his dictionaries; English and Spanish, and at least one or
two of the college texts which he had waded through during high
school.  Max would likely want to take some of his prized science
fiction novels with him as well.  The boy had amassed an impressive
collection of hard cover, early edition classics:  Herbert, Asimov,
Farmer and many others, most of which he had purchased on the
internet, usually for little more than the cost of shipping.  


The frame had slipped
from the vise, sending the corner cutting deep into the flesh of his
palm.  It bled heavily and he let Max help him to the kitchen with a
towel held tightly about it.  Delores rushed inside from the back
porch, sensing that something was wrong and matter-of-factly, though
with a concerned frown cleaning and tightly bandaging the wound.   He
gave her an encouraging smile when she was done, receiving a stern
frown in return.  


Max suggested they
stop, but his father assured him he was okay, and by suppertime they
had completed the ruggedly handsome piece.  It would be a touch of
home in a cramped college dormitory room, Max’s first real time
away from Mama and Papa.




After noting no signs
of fresh blood through the bandage, Monte turned his attention back
to his find.  Grasping the latch, he twisted with some effort and
pulled open the lid.  Two metal frames lay within, each filled by
metal containers he thought at first were drawers, which would mean
first wrestling out the whole frame to open them.  On closer
inspection, however, he saw they were in fact stacked trays that
could be lifted out one by one.   


He paused to retrieve a
pair of latex gloves from a dispenser in the main hallway and
struggled to work the plastic over his bandaged hand, managing
somewhat imperfectly.

Next he knelt by the
case and carefully picked up the first document resting on the top of
the upper tray.  It was a vellum sheet, yellowed by age but feeling
firm enough in his hands.  The flowing script was arranged in neat
rows, words followed by numbers.  After adjusting to the stylized
penmanship he recognized it as a daily record of weather conditions,
written, he was certain from seeing many similar logs, by a priest or
assistant at a colonial church, most likely from the same church
outpost listed on the label of the case.  He looked at the dates
listed beside each.  The first read October 7, 1675.  Scanning
quickly to the bottom he found the last, February 24, 1676.

He set it down and
lifted out another stack of documents.  More weather records.  He
lifted the top tray out of the case and set it on the floor beside
him.  Pulling out papers from the next, he found more weather logs,
others sheets recording packages and letters sent and received from
the outpost.  He set these back inside and tried once more, taking
out the entire tray and setting it next to the first.  The third
appeared less clearly organized, and perhaps more interesting he
hoped.  It contained several oversized and clearly aged manila
folders.

Who left manila folders
in here, he wondered. They should be replaced with acid-free paper
sleeves.  He opened one and stared at its contents.  Several
handwritten pages lay inside.  He labored to read the script.  The
ink had seeped into the vellum, blurring the lines and leaving him to
decipher one word at a time.  Presently he concluded they were
journals, summary recordings from an early Spanish priest located
wherever it was that the names on the documents referred to.

He looked again for
dates.  Near the bottom of the second page, written clearly in the
same flowing script he found, Fifteen eighty eight.  


Practically in
Pizarro’s lifetime, he realized excitedly!  If the documents
hadn’t been studied already (and their poor condition made him
almost certain they had not) they must be, he thought, if only for
their early provenance.

After making his way
slowly through more of the contents, he paused and glanced at his
watch and hastily set the journals back inside, lifting out the other
trays one by one.  More records, mainly church logs, another
producing pages which appeared part of an early Spanish friar’s
journal, with references to skirmishes with Inca, complete with
casualty lists.

In this, he uncovered
something else; what appeared to be an account of an Inca ritual, a
first hand description, this time embellished with condescending
remarks by the Spanish author regarding the barbaric aspects of the
dance and chant described.  The account continued on another page
with some questionable conclusions (likely written later, Monte
decided), consisting of some trite conjecture on the meaning behind
the performance.

Monte stared intently
before placing it back on top of the other folders he had removed. 
It was important; a description of an Inca rite, possibly
uncontaminated by Spanish influence.  The distinction was an
important one, as he often impressed upon his students.  Just as the
North American Indians adopted beads, iron axes, and other metal
smithed tools from their very first encounters with Lewis and Clark,
and with the other nameless trappers who first ventured west, and
within only a year or two were on their way to mastering horseback
riding and riflery, so the Inca culture was imprinted almost
immediately by the Spanish presence.  Accounts of unadulterated
native cultures were so rare in the modern crucible of knowledge that
they were treated often as a fringe area of study, secondary to the
infinitely better documented periods after contact with the modern
world.  


He turned back to the
tray and pulled out another item which caught his eye, an oversized
page sticking out from beneath another folder.  The large sheet was
tinted brown, streaked with yellow stains from age, roughly (and
oddly, thought Monte) square in shape.  He cradled it carefully as he
lifted it out and set it on top of the rest, staring first at the
closely spaced lines of text which reached almost to the edges, then
at the drawings on the bottom half; on one side a crude mountain
landscape, on the other a stark depiction of figures clothed in Inca
wrappings involved in some ritual.  


His pulse increased as
he recognized the prototypical Inca forms, pre-colonial he would
guess if seen alone.  But they made little sense on the vellum sheet
covered in early Spanish.  The Inca never developed painting or
drawing, per say, never invented paper.  Inca images were limited to
stone etchings, and works in metal and tapestries.  He looked again
at the writings, leaning forward on his hands and knees.  The first
line was a title, but again the names meant nothing to him.  The next
line stopped him cold.  Being the Seventh Day of November, the year
of Fifteen Hundred and Thirty Two.  


His eyes widening
incredulously.  He read it again.  If it wasn’t a mistake, a
forgery, it placed it only two years from Pizarro’s first
footsteps in Peru.  He instinctively looked about nervously before
turning back to read more.  The script was surprisingly clear, with
little bleeding.  The archaic Spanish spellings appeared consistent
with the early sixteenth century date as far as he could tell, except
for periodic words which made no sense at all.  The structure, too,
was odd, hardly complete sentences.  He struggled to the bottom,
finding a sentence left unfinished, and then suddenly thinking to
turn it over finding it continued on the back.  When he reached the
end, however, it still made little sense.

He noticed that the
words which were indecipherable didn’t share the calligraphy of
the rest, their plain strokes appearing intended, and turned it back
over and checked the instances on the front.  Studying each in turn,
sounding out the odd syllables, the answer suddenly leapt out at him.
 Quecha, original Inca dialect!  He recognized the words now, at
least some, even captured in the peculiar phonetic spelling.  The
singsong, staccato nature of the rest suddenly started to make more
sense.  It was an attempt at literal transcription of Inca speech, a
language in which he could manage some minimal conversation himself,
Quecha being far from extinct, still spoken widely throughout Peru,
in many villages to the exclusion of Spanish.  


The drawings, he was
convinced now, must relate to the account, but his frown returned as
he considered them again more carefully.  The three peaks shown were
arranged in a triangle, their sloped bases and the incline of the
field between suggesting they rose from a larger mountain range.  In
their midst were drawn four small temples arranged in a diamond.  The
other side appeared more typical Inca art; stylized human figures,
some standing, one on his knees, his face framed in black and his
attire drawn oddly with square corners.  Another with the headdress
of an Inca priest towered at his side, holding a rounded object in
his hand.  As he stared he wondered if they suggested some unpleasant
coda to the writings.  


He lifted his head at a
sound.  Voices, yelling.  Just someone upstairs.  He sat back, his
knees sore from pressing on the hard floor, leaning back for a moment
against the end of a row.  He stared at the dark glass wall, then at
the stacks of folders on the floor, the document resting on top of
the pile closest to him.  They represented a somewhat remarkable
find.  But the last, the codex, it was something more, he sensed,
though he knew he couldn’t even venture to categorize it for
now.  


He should finish up, he
thought, glancing at his watch once more; take what he could back to
his own lab.  As he worked to replace the trays he glanced again at
the odd shaped codex at his side, wondering if he must not have
misread something, the disquieting impression the writings and
drawings had left with him likely wrong, that the man who had penned
the account had never returned to his outpost.  If it was true, it
raised many more questions.













Chapter 2







In the theater district
of London, a collection of cobblestone streets spanning Piccadilly
Circus, Leicester, and Trafalgar Squares, a sea of light flowed atop
the eaves of buildings: glowing neon, billboards made of hundreds of
colored bulbs, and LED arrays showing color video clips over and
over.  The effect was lively, and a bit chaotic, and lent a warm glow
to the chill evening air.  Above one ornate entrance, yellow lights
displayed the title of a long running musical.   Across the street a
smaller, but just as crowded theater splashed the titillating name of
a new play, the catchy neon sign running through matching cutouts in
a floodlit billboard, embellished with backlit, cartoon style
characters.  


In the evening, the
constant flow of taxis, clusters of people disappearing into wine
bars and coffee shops for a before or after drink, and crowds
spilling from theater lobbies created a noisy soundtrack to the
scene.  The neighborhood had seen many highs and lows, but a swell of
popular productions and a burgeoning complement of restaurants, pubs
and trendy bars now filled the streets with locals and tourists
alike, the latter gawking and clicking cameras at the spectacle.  
Anyone climbing out of a checker cab in the middle of the frenzy
couldn’t help but sense the electricity.

Off one of the main
thoroughfares and down a cobblestoned side street, past an antique
store which closed by three to avoid the crowds, a delicately wrought
iron gate revealed a stone lined patio within.  At one of the small
outdoor tables a couple sipped eagerly at their coffees, jackets
buttoned up against the evening chill.  At another, three young men
chatted animatedly, one sporting long dreadlocks, his earlobes
stretched to the size of large coins and filled with African style
ear plugs.  The look contrasted markedly with his pale, Irish
freckled face.

The small restaurant
within was crowded with more tables, these covered by white
tablecloths.   Behind a tall wooden counter in back the kitchen
bustled in a carefully orchestrated frenzy of chefs.  The restaurant
had won a good review by the Cambridge Herald, and it was the hope
that their glowing comments could be trusted that had led Liz (only
her mother called her Elizabeth) to choose the place to meet her
boyfriend that evening.  Location had played in to the choice as
well, not far from work for either of them, and even timing, Liz
choosing a day on which she knew James could usually manage to escape
from the university at a decent hour.

He still had not shown
up, and she stifled the urge to call his cell phone, instead pulling
at her sleeve and glancing at her watch before peering out the front
windows, declining the polite (but somehow stressful) offer from her
server to order, smiling and nodding uncomfortably as she displayed
her still half full glass of wine in response.

She reached down and
adjusted the hem of her skirt.  The knee length light wool showed off
her high, black leather boots.  A cashmere shawl lay draped about her
shoulders, topping a silk blouse she had purchased during a weekend
trip with her mom to villages south of Paris three weeks earlier. 
They had relished the unexpectedly warm fall weather and too soon
regretted rushing home by train, shelling out the exorbitant price to
enjoy the ride under the English Channel and avoid the airports,
followed by an abbreviated goodbye at Brighton station before Liz had
rushed to catch her connection back to London.

She had taken the tube
here this evening, coming straight from work; her love-hate job, she
called it, this day having been more the latter.  Hamlech &
Wainridge’s Restoration and Archive Services of London,
Limited, her business card read beneath her name and title, Liz
Halford, Archives Project Specialist.  It was a mouthful, without
even an easy abbreviation.   


She took a sip from her
glass of wine as the waiter turned his attention to the next table,
and then reluctantly allowed the incident which had started the day
off badly replay in her mind.

“Elizabeth, how
are you, my dear,” her boss, Joan Hull, said as she towered
before her desk.  Tall and blonde and older than Liz by a decade, her
face was too square and heavy jawed to be called beautiful, but well
figured; voluptuous in fact, a word Liz had to admit described her
perfectly.  Liz had looked up, trying to return the smile which
beamed down at her like an unwelcome spotlight.   


“Ah, I’m
just curious,” Joan continued, after an uncomfortable (at least
for Liz) pause, “why you didn’t use the corporate
template for the Cooper’s presentation?”  


Joan had transferred to
the London office from the tiny Liverpool Wainridge branch, brought
in to manage finished product.  That was only six months ago, but it
felt longer.  Wainridge (and the rest) specialized in art and
document archival and restoration services, for customers ranging
from museums who needed help with their own archive management, to
foundations in charge of corporately owned art collections or other
documents, to individual collectors who called or at times walked in
without an appointment to ask that their Picasso, Renoir, or in some
cases a piece with no provenance whatsoever, but still valued as a
masterpiece by its owner, be given a touch up.  The actual handling
was done in the company’s climate controlled and carefully
monitored warehouse outside the city, but everything was bid, then
photographically tracked and indexed from here at their small
corporate offices.

Liz was happy with her
small corner workspace, which she had selected herself when they had
moved.  The windows lining the wall on one side overlooked a quiet
business street below.  Behind rose an exposed brick wall, and a tall
divider in front completed the semi-private space.  


It had been a year
already since the company had moved, giving up their more
conveniently located (for Liz, anyways), but decidedly more stuffy
offices where they had occupied a windowless floor of a stonework in
the shadows of the financial district.   Regardless of certain
demerits, the move had been an improvement.

Her three years with
the firm would soon be four, she had thought that morning as she
paused to survey the clutter on her desk before digging in.  It
seemed only weeks since the move to the new building, certainly not
four years since she had joined the company.  She had felt a vague,
panicky sensation, one she knew had something to do with the passing
of time in general.  


Calm down, she thought,
thirty eight isn’t the end of the world.  She shuddered,
however, at the idea of what was around the corner, approaching at
the speed of a TGV, ready to scoop her up and carry her off to some
unpleasant destination.  Oh, bugger it, I’ll just buy an
expensive bottle of champagne and deal with it!  It didn’t
really help, but it was enough to convince her it best to drop the
unhappy thoughts.

She had known at once
what Joan was referring to; a set of PowerPoint slides she had
emailed her an hour earlier.  Liz had worked on them at home the
night before, selecting a background of muted globes with outlines of
the continents.  It felt right for the customer, Cooper’s
Limited, seeing as they were a well established international trading
company.

“Uh, yes Joan,”
she replied warily, “I thought the look was a good fit.  I
mean, they don’t care about our art expertise, and the message
I think is a good, simple fit for what they’re looking for...”
she hesitated. What is the point, she thought.  “Uh, you think
not,” she added, then smiled quickly, worried her cynicism
laced into the last words might have shown.

Her voluptuous boss
didn’t seem to notice, nor to register her points at all. 
Instead, she had made a sideways comment which left it clear she
expected Liz to redo the entire template.  It had left her feeling
trivialized, naïve for thinking Joan might have shown some
empathy for her approach, and pissed.   She felt her face grow warm. 
She stood up, still shorter by a good three inches, though half the
difference could be chalked up to Joan’s penchant for stiletto
heels.

“Yes, well, let
me redo that,” she had managed to reply coolly, “I have
the corporate template, of course,” she added, before excusing
herself and quickly turning to escape.   She had to cool off, or risk
something less polite slipping out and making things worse.  After
all, what do I expect from this place! she thought as she angrily
paced the length of the corridor outside.  A mineral water and a
pause outside for some fresh air would help. 





In the convivial
atmosphere of the restaurant, her glass of wine in hand, it now
seemed not as important.   She even managed a smile as she reminded
herself that she at least understood her company’s mindset well
enough not to be surprised.  She had imagined more than once how she
would do things differently if she started her own archival and
research outfit, an idea she had been toying with (though not much
more) for some time.

A motion at the
entrance made her look up and then smile.  A man had pulled the door
open harder than he had intended.  He quickly twisted and caught it,
pulling it shut behind him, fighting the gust of warm air that
expelled from inside.  He was six feet tall, but appeared taller,
partially due to his recent habit of wearing the same boots each day.
 Lately they had been the all too obvious choice, as every morning
greeted him dank, chill and cloudy outside his doorstep.   


As he made his way
toward her, Liz noticed he was wearing a pair of dark bronze jeans,
ones she had helped him pick out.  Their earthy tone blended nicely
with the cream colored dress shirt which hung tucked in loosely at
his waist, she noted approvingly.   In lieu of sweaters or vests,
which she knew just as well he tended to avoid, he wore only an
overcoat; a dark tanned lambskin jacket whose lined leather collar
served as added protection from the wind if zipped up.  Left open,
however, as was his preference even in the cold, it hung comfortably
about his shoulders, the pockets hidden inside often stuffed with
small notepads, the keys to his college hall, and perhaps papers
rolled into a tight scroll; his own research notes, or perhaps a
student’s papers, which doubtless he was behind in grading.  He
tried to shake off the cold as he approached.  


Doctor (or Professor)
James Brook to his students and staff at King’s College, he had
celebrated (or as he would claim suffered through) his forty fourth
birthday a few weeks ago, chagrined by his department staff who had
greeted him as he entered the hastily and somewhat suspiciously
called meeting with a sloppily made cake, a single large candle
balanced precariously on top.  Later the same morning he found
himself embarrassed (though he thought he succeeded in hiding it) by
his graduate Meso-America class, all eleven scraggly, mostly bearded
students (at least the ten males), who burst out with a raspy chorus
of Happy Birthday as he entered the front of the small lecture room. 
It was the first such indignity at King’s, and when he found
out which professor had cajoled the date out his secretary and
prepped his students to boot he quickly vowed revenge, though his
good natured threat was soon forgotten, buried by his busy schedule.

Chair of the Department
of History and Ancient History at King’s College, Doctor Brook
had been recognized as gifted while still in preparatory school.  The
teenager had been vaguely pleased when he briefly scanned his
standardized achievement scores before passing them to his father,
the numbers beneath the heading, Percentile, all reading, ninety nine
or ninety eight, though one a mere ninety five.   He hardly dwelled
on the significance.  There were, after all, more pressing concerns:
soccer for one, the painstakingly slow appearance of a mustache which
he had decided might have the makings of a Clark Gable’esque
look if properly attended to for another, and girls, who suddenly
seemed to inhabit two distinct but colliding planes; one bred of the
simple friendships of childhood, the other new and more difficult to
fathom.  


He had been happy to
leave those concerns behind.  The mustache, for one, had decidedly
not worked out, and though comfortable enough with the subtleties of
the opposite sex, his own recently (and still at times painfully)
failed marriage had brought the matter into some question again.   


It was over a year
since the papers had finalized, though the anger and regrets still a
work in process, popping up now almost exclusively in the form of
worries about his fourteen year old daughter, Chelsea, though he knew
she would laugh at his concern.  He smiled back as he spotted Liz. 
She had helped convince him he had not lost all hope in the social
arts.  


He had put his
childhood test scores to good use, an academic scholarship to
Cambridge in hand as he walked in graduation from his private
secondary school.  After completing his undergraduate degree he made
spring enrollment at Oxford, and after only one term was accepted
into the doctoral program in history, five years later walking again,
this time with others four and five years older than his twenty six
years.  


An Oxford post-doc
track was an easy choice, a career path to a possible teaching
position itself, and when he submitted his resignation four years
later it was with mixed feelings, with several published papers in
respected journals under his belt, but leaving nonetheless to accept
an assistant professorship at Cambridge.  


His reputation was
growing quickly, and Cambridge was a perfect home to burnish it
further.  After seven years within its ivy covered halls, by then a
full professor and an established authority in his field-some would
say already the leading world expert on Meso and South American
native histories-and two well received texts added to his
publications, he moved once more, this time to accept a Vice Chair at
King’s College’s Department of History, which, as alluded
during their pursuit of him, turned into a full Chair less than three
years later, and where he had settled in comfortably for the last
four years.  


Although his position
and credentials were unquestioned, there was still one fact, or
circumstance, or simple matter of chance (though calling it the
latter might have sounded disingenuous).  That fact was his father,
Clive Brook, who was seventy eight years old and slowing down only in
very small degrees.  A graduate of Oxford like James, now a retired
professor and renowned expert on Middle Eastern History, he held
multiple honorary and executive positions which kept him busy.  As
past president of the Oxford Alumni Association, he was now a member
of the university’s advisory board, had just served two terms
on Cambridge’s Advisory Council to the Dean, and for the last
three years had presided as president of the London Educational
Endowment Association.  The last was an important job, leading a
small echelon of similarly decorated instructors and researchers in
administering large chunks of government monies, most in the form of
grants, to public and private educational institutions for the
furtherment of humanities and science research.  


With the titles and the
influence that came with them, it would have been fair to draw some
connection with James’s meteoric success.   James, if he dwelt
on it, still could have the satisfaction of knowing he had never
mentioned, much less leveraged his father’s position.   He was
reasonably certain that his past professors had no reason to curry
favor on him; if anything just the opposite.  Besides, he was sure
few ever knew of his connection to the elder Dr. Brook, the name not
uncommon, and his professors busy enough themselves to leave little
time to worry about unadvertised details of their students’
pedigrees.

Any remaining twinges
could have been extinguished by considering his own academic record,
much of it now standard reference material for any researcher in his
field.  His work had gained a gravitas for good reasons.  His
publications were often dramatic reading themselves, leaving peers in
some degree of awe (and some jealousy) at his bullet-proof
conclusions, which often revised or replaced entirely previous
findings with his own.

Many who followed his
achievements noted as well an ability to place facts in a greater
context, pulling in new sources, often expanding into adjacent
disciplines to help cement his findings, identifying broader trends
and influences of wider populations and larger environmental forces
at play.   Though this often required extending his analysis well
beyond the scope of the original subject, his summaries inevitably
pulled the disparate points back in place to help cement the thesis. 


His latest work was
based on a few surviving fragments of Mayan stonework, locally
quarried and covered with paintings, which he discovered through his
network of local contacts lying unstudied, on display in a local post
office in a small town in central Mexico.  They had been enough to
seal his revisionist interpretation of the Maya sphere of influence,
showing they had encompassed an area of Central America larger and
more northerly than any had previously conjectured.

James was
unquestionably at the center of the international stage in his field
and frequently in demand, but at the moment as he stepped inside the
welcome warmth of the small restaurant, simply tired and hungry.  He
grinned and waved back to Liz as he made his way to join her.  As he
pulled off his coat and hung it on the chair, a small wave of cold
air escaped.   


“Ah!” he
sighed contentedly as he slid into his chair, “and good evening
to you, young lady!” winking as he rubbed his hands together. 
“Haven’t I seen you on campus before?  Heading into the
freshman hall-ah, Flirting 101, wasn’t it?”

Liz’s eyebrows
rose and she took a sip of wine, studying him suspiciously for a
moment before replying.  “Oh, why yes, professor,” she
toyed in return, “and wasn’t that you lurking in the back
row, furiously taking notes,” then giggling in mirth at the
comeback and breaking again into a delighted smile.

 “Ah yes, touché,
touché!” James raised a hand to his forehead guiltily. 
“So then, how am I doing-I mean in the flirting business so
far?”

“Well, let’s
see,” she pondered, “pretending I’m a freshman in
college is very insulting, but somewhat sexy, I have to admit.  I’d
say you’re walking a dangerous line.  You’d better come
up with something snappy that pulls you back from the edge, or fall
to your never ending humiliation.” She tried not to smile,
inviting him to proceed at his peril while relishing the fun.

“Yes, yes, very
well,” he replied sheepishly, “in that case, my young
lady, I suppose there’s really nothing to say except thank god
we’re past our first date-and where is my glass of wine?”
 He quickly stretched his neck around dramatically, looking for help.
 


Liz laughed and settled
back into her chair, summoning their waiter with a hand in the air. 
They chatted, and managed to get their orders in to their server (who
now that they were ready had seemed to magically vanish, Liz
noticed).  When they finished eating and had ordered another glass of
wine, Liz updated her plans for the weekend getaway together.  


Don’t I do all
the planning, she had thought at one point while searching for a bed
and breakfast on a website she had found which specialized in the
South Brighton beachfront area to where they planned to head.  There
was little real resentment behind the thought, however.  She knew too
well the burdens that James carried on his shoulders, the demands of
his position.  She more often marveled how he made as much time for
her as he did, amongst his seemingly never ending academic
responsibilities and deadlines.   


She remembered very
clearly still their first chance meeting.  The two strangers had
stood next to each other in a remote wing of Leed’s Hall Museum
in Cambridge, where she was enjoying making a day out of checking for
anything which might offer help in identifying the provenance of a
huge, unsigned oil painting which an estate had enlisted them to
appraise and restore.  The man standing next to her, studiously
scanning a panel of prints of American Indian sand paintings, had
happened to look her way.  They made eye contact, just as he slid his
small notepad into his leather jacket pocket, a move she found sexy
for some reason.  She had found herself smiling as she stole looks,
and then blurting out, “Crikey, I guess we must be the only two
mugs interested in pondering the Leed’s lesser wings on such a
beautiful day then, don’t you say.”

The man had paused,
straightened and gazed back at her for a moment in surprise.  Liz
blushed and was about to quickly apologize for interrupting whatever
he was doing there and move on when he had raised his eyebrows
mischievously.

“Yes, indeed,
well I suppose we are at that.  All the smart ones are over at the
British, then, aren’t they?”  He smiled and held his arms
out to his side, adding, “To hell with them, eh, I’ll
take the Leed’s-er, lesser wings,” whispering the last in
a nod to the mutual embarrassment of it all. 


That was all it took. 
In the year since James had teased her about her enthusiasm on that
first meeting, her indignant denials failing to hide her pleasure at
the memory.  The chitchat had turned to flirting, and then to a cup
of coffee together downstairs in the small (and seemingly as
unpopular as the museum above it) café.  Only on looking at
his watch and excusing himself did he let on a hint of his position,
inviting her to ask for him at King’s School of Science and
Arts if she wanted to see some ‘even lesser known works’,
which he knew personally and would be happy to show her.  


“Why, do you
teach at King’s?” she had replied, trying not to sound
impressed.

“Well, as little
as possible, but some here and there.  If, um, you give me your
number I could save you the trouble.”   


Liz caught a hesitation
in his voice, and something inside her warmed further.  Later that
evening, after looking his name up on the internet in her flat and
staring incredulously at the many pages of hits it produced, she
laughed silently, telling herself that she had been quite cheeky in
trying to pick up the Chair of one of King’s Colleges History
Departments.  


Blimey, he’ll
never call me!  Still, she found herself thinking about him that
night, and the next morning had difficulty feigning calm when her
phone rang and it was him.  He was wondering, he wanted to know, if
she really wanted to see some bad art.  If so, he had just the places
to show her.  


From the second date to
the third, to-well, she hesitated to call themselves a couple (it
sounded presumptive, as though some papers needed signing first), it
had been so effortless a year that she found herself wondering if
there shouldn’t have been more drama along the way.  But still,
it had happened, and they had made it work together, and Liz was
thrilled, and still at times a little overwhelmed to see him smiling
at her doorstep, or walking into a restaurant, worried now more about
the depth of her feelings for him than anything.

As James listened to
her highlight the details of their getaway he buried a sense of
misgiving.  He had received an invitation from his Dean earlier the
same day, one which would be difficult to say no to.  The man wanted
James to fill in for him at a steering committee meeting of the
curricula review board the following Monday, early Monday.  It would
require some significant preparation time, even if he limited himself
to speaking on behalf of his own department, and it seemed inevitable
that it would throw a crimp in Liz’s (and his) plans.  He kept
silent, telling himself as he downed the last of his wine that there
were still two days to figure something out. 


They left the
restaurant hand in hand.  The patio was empty. Cold droplets of fog
swirled beneath the street light outside the gate.  As they stepped
onto the sidewalk a gust of wind sent a cloud of the tiny flecks
whipping across their faces.  Liz gasped and turned, burying her face
in his chest till it passed.  He smiled, wrapping his arm about her.

They hurried back past
the antique store to the corner where theater lights still blazed
down the street overhead.  Holding each other close they scanned the
street.  


“There we go!”
James stepped into the street, waving his hand and producing an empty
checker cab which pulled to the curb, a rather rare bit of good luck,
they noted, before quickly kissing, Liz diving inside and waving
through the window moments later as it pulled away.  


James stood for a
moment on the sidewalk, staring as the cab disappeared into the dark,
braving the cold, thinking of something to do with being with Liz; of
something more secure.  He didn’t want to lose her, but had
scrupulously avoided for some reason breaking it down to logical
options, which each brought risks of their own, leaving it instead,
as he felt again now, with a vague desire to create an extension of
the warmth he felt when they were together, something to blanket them
both against the cold the world sometimes presented.  


Damn relationships, he
thought, smiling wistfully to no one as he turned and headed back
down the boulevard towards the busy corner ahead, where he hoped he
could repeat his luck finding a cab.













Chapter 3







As Monte climbed up the
stairs from the basement, he wondered again what he had found.  He
had quickly opened the other case before leaving but had found
nothing but thickly stacked records, a few from the same church, most
from larger institutions; still of interest, but hardly
groundbreaking.  


He needed help, and had
begun already to consider colleagues who might be of assistance, but
quickly ruled out two obvious choices, both professors in his own
school.  One had been focused for the last several weeks on something
so specific it wouldn’t do to drag him away from his efforts. 
The other, a close friend who he would normally go to first, was too
lightly versed on the Inca to really be of much help.  By the time he
had made it to the top of the stairs he thought of another
possibility, if a more ambitious choice; the renowned English
professor he had managed to speak with personally a few months prior
at a conference here in Barcelona.

He pushed the door at
the top open with his back.  The man was without question the best
choice.  But the thought of asking Professor Brook’s assistance
caused him to glance pensively at the tray of papers his hands.  What
if he came to help, only to point out some obvious discrepancy he had
missed: the paper, the writings, the drawings themselves?  It would
leave him apologizing for wasting the man’s time, and leave his
own credibility with the world authority in his own field undeniably
damaged.

He headed around the
corner to the main hallway.  Outside the windows of the hall, he
could see the evening quickly growing dark.  A young man he didn’t
recognize rushed to hold the door open for him.

“Thank you,”
he murmured, stepping out into the cool moist air, and then worrying
suddenly about getting the aged paper back into the controlled
climate of his own office as soon as possible.   As he hurried down
the sidewalk he hunched over, pulling the tray close to his chest,
drawing stares from two bearded students who watched as he hurried
across a small plaza towards his building.   


By the time he made it
inside and up the stairs to the second floor he had begun to wonder
how the codex, if authored as it was dated in the early sixteenth
century, had ended up in the later colonial church records?  Had the
Inca themselves really been involved in its creation, dictating the
account recorded in the flowing script of the early Spanish
missionary?  And how, if the ominous impression the drawings had left
him with was accurate, had it gotten back into Spanish hands?

The last, at least,
wasn’t hard to hypothesize.  In the years after the Spanish
conquest, many desperate, often sick and starving Inca had
periodically appeared before the Spanish, bringing out of desperation
whatever they might trade for food, in some cases, even small gold
icons, jewelry, or hammered and bits of painted gold sheet which had
somehow escaped Pizarro’s kilns.  The plight of the Inca in the
years that followed was as abysmal a tale as any of their fellow New
World relatives in the wake of European settlement, decimated quickly
to a small fraction of their previous numbers by disease and abuse,
many of the survivors left homeless and hungry, happy to trade
anything they had for a sack of corn flour.  


However it had made it
back into Spanish hands, it was easy to imagine it hastily stored,
probably with little thought or care; just another document thrown on
top of others that the church would hesitate to discard outright. 
There it might have lain buried until packed and shipped back to
Spain together with countless other materials under orders of the
king.  


Yes, perhaps, he
thought cautiously as he set the tray on floor of the hall in front
of his office and unlocked his door, picking it up again to enter. 
He was relieved that his secretary had not waited his late return,
flipping on the light with his elbow.  But what if this is real?  He
walked through another smaller doorway inside and set the stack down
on his desk.  He wouldn’t jump to conclusions just yet, but he
let himself wonder for a moment where it might lead, before stopping
to decide exactly what he must do next.













Chapter 4







During the course of
the workweek James kept himself happily ensconced within the
Meso-American History wings at King’s as much as he could
manage, though inevitably pulled away by his responsibilities as the
general History Department Chair.  The smaller department occupied
part of two halls, one a stone’s throw from the main library
building, the other set back at an angle behind the first.  Inside
the second, James’s staff occupied most of the first floor;
offices, faculty labs and small archive and storage rooms lining the
central corridor, interrupted by a large, classically appointed staff
library where tea could still be arranged in the early afternoon. 
Behind, a sloping grassy field ended at the banks of the Thames,
which flowed past enormous oak trees whose branches dangled
gracefully over the water’s edge.  


Inside one of the
offices not noticeably bigger than the rest (unless its spacious
private lab, hidden behind a door within was included), a phone on
James’s desk rang unanswered.  After several trills a machine
answered. ‘Hello, this is James Brook,’ the professor’s
voice announced in a crisp (though not particularly stuffy) British
accent, ‘the best way to reach me is through my secretary Ann,
at extension three nine nine, or better by scheduling me online.  If
you are a current student please try either, thank you,’ it
ended, followed by a short pause and a beep.  


“Hello Professor
Brook, this is Doctor Aguara, Monte Aguara,” the voice spoke in
a heavy Spanish accent, “do you remember me?  We met-spoke at
the conference-I’m sorry, the CSAM Conference-here in
Barcelona, just last year.  I am, ah, sorry to bother you, but I have
something which I need your opinion on.  It is rather unusual-I think
it could be important-I mean, it might be.”  His hesitancy
didn’t mask his excitement.  “I am sorry to bother you,
but I think, if it is possible you perhaps should see this for
yourself.”  He left a phone number, apologizing yet again for
asking the favor before disconnecting.  The answering machine beeped.
 A light on top flashed dull red.  Outside the windows behind James’s
empty desk the green lawn was turning black beneath the darkening
evening sky.




As James walked to his
office the next morning he was already going over a mental to do
list, near the top today getting a start on his talking points for
next Monday’s steering committee meeting.  As he settled in at
his desk he noticed the message light on his phone.  It was
duplicated on his secretary’s line outside, and as always
(unless Ann was sick), he ignored it.  Returning phone calls was well
down on his list today anyways.

The morning disappeared
quickly.  By the time a flurry of students and staff in need of
assistance had dwindled, he realized he was hungry.  He was debating
whether to duck out for a quick bite or ignore the pangs when Ann
knocked and entered with a cup of hot tea in one hand, placing it on
his desk.  In the other she held a notepad and a piece of paper.

“Making progress
James?”  


She smiled
sympathetically.  Ann Whiting was in her late fifties, give or take
(James knew better than to try to pin it down).  Her round face
topped a pleasantly padded figure (her own description), and shone
pink and fresh, accentuated by blonde hair cut in a short, bouncy
bob.  


James had mused once
that it made her look a bit like a muffin as she sat behind her desk.
 He could forgive himself the unflattering observation, as Ann had
been at his side since he landed at King’s, proving
sufficiently indispensable his first year that he had made sure she
accompany him when he moved his office down the hall to take over the
Chair.  She was no nonsense, stable and sunny.  She kept his
schedules in meticulous order, but almost more importantly she had
quickly displayed a clairvoyant gift for finding blocks of time to
keep open and free, giving him small but precious respites from the
endless treadmill.

He had mentioned his
date with Liz only the day before, and that same afternoon Ann had
popped her head into his office, quietly giving him a dubious look
until she had his attention, and then smiling sweetly.

“Oh James, I can
clear you for the rest of afternoon if you like-maybe get a head
start on your evening?”

“Oh, yes! Are you
sure, Ann,” he replied at once, already beginning to dart
glances about, considering what had to be wrapped up on his desk
before powering down his PC.  He had made it only as far as the door,
however, before being waylaid by a colleague who needed his input on
a field investigation proposal.  Nearly three quarters of an hour
later he had finally dashed off, now late to meet Liz at the
restaurant.  Nevertheless, his regard for Ann was such that he had
decided it would be unwise to let on just how dependent on her he
really was.

She pushed the tea in
front of him; strong and straight, the only way he would touch it,
though his preference was still coffee.  Ann teased him (or maybe she
was right) that avoiding tea was a bad career move at the storied
British university.  She looked down at the mess of papers on his
desk and scooted some away from the saucer.  


“Oh James,”
she sat down on a chair in front of his desk, leaning forward to
straighten another perilously stacked pile of papers, “Kent
Geltsing is stuck in Sidney.  I’ve got Kerrigan and Stykes
staffing his grad lectures today.  And his TA, Robert-he’s such
a nice young man!-he volunteered to take his seminars tomorrow as
well if he doesn’t make it in.”

“Smashing, very
good…uh, thank you Ann,” James murmured, eyeing a bit
nervously her straightening efforts as he took a sip, but quickly
giving a steamy sigh of approval.  “Well, a little unscheduled
shake up is a good thing sometimes, eh,” he stood and glanced
out the window, “reflects the real world, ensures his kids
don’t get too complacent about their routine.  Helps keep the
aura of panic alive and well!”  He smiled and turned to get
back to work.  Ann clearly wasn’t finished, however, looking at
her notepad, still holding the paper in the other.  He stared down at
her expectantly, finally sighing and sitting back down at his desk.
“Alright, my darling, what other goodies have you for me?”

She leaned forward and
dourly handed him the piece of paper.  “Message for you, James.
 A colleague, from Spain.”

He glanced at the phone
number she had neatly inscribed, then glanced at his phone and
noticed the message light was no longer flashing.  


“Someone
important?” He didn’t recognize the number.

“A professor from
Barcelona, I couldn’t catch his name for the life of me,”
she squinted unhappily, “a professor, ah...Agora, I believe?”

 “Agora,”
James repeated, searching his mental database for some connection.
“Agora, eh, from Barcelona...” 


Ann waited patiently,
in little doubt he would pull it from his mental rolodex.  


“Oh yes!”
he jabbed a finger in the air, “the university in Barcelona. 
No, no, it’s not Agora,” now the finger tapping the desk
impatiently for a moment, “Aguara, Professor Aguara, if I’m
not mistaken.”   He looked back at her happily.

“Oh, I’m
sure you are right, James” she smiled soothingly, “at any
rate he left his phone number-that and a rather desperate plea for
you to call him about something he has that he wishes you to look at
right away.  Something very strange, or was it unusual or-well,
something mysterious anyways, is what he seemed to be getting at.”
 She arched her eyebrows dramatically, her hands folded in her lap,
and then slowly eased herself up from the comfortable chair. 


James remembered
meeting the Chair of Barcelona’s excellent department of
Ancient History and Archeology.  The man had given an excellent talk
at a conference last year on new Inca pre-historical populations, and
they had spoken briefly about parallels with James’s own
research he had published recently on Inca geopolitics within the
broader South American continent.  He wondered what the man might
have that demanded his attention.  There was no shortage of qualified
experts on the Americas there in Spain, professor Aguara himself one
of the best.  He remembered the man’s unassuming manner, and
quickly decided if he had bothered to call at all, it must be
important.

“Ann,” he
called.  She turned back from collecting empty cups from his side
table on her way out.  “Get him on the line for me, would you,
dear, it must be something interesting, don’t you think?”













Chapter 5







Monte was relieved to
hear Professor Brook’s friendly salutation on the phone when he
picked up, as approachable as he remembered during their short
discussion at the conference.  He sounded at once genuinely
interested, to the point but not pressing, listening more than
speaking as Monte recapped the reason for his sudden call.  The
outcome of the short conversation had been as much as he could have
hoped.  


He had to call his
wife, Delores, he realized after hanging up.  It was short notice,
but he knew she would be excited to welcome the illustrious (and
handsome, she would surely think) Englishman into their home.  James
had accepted his invitation to spend the night after his just as
quick promise to fly down that very weekend.  


Delores warmed quickly
to his visitors, happy to lavish attention upon them, and Monte
enjoyed the praises which inevitably flew if dinner was included,
often to his wife’s genuine embarrassment.  Her cooking talents
were learned from her mother (and perhaps embellished by some
additional genetic component, he often wondered).  Besides, he
guessed she was already curious to meet Professor Brook, as he had
talked him up excitedly the previous evening after committing himself
to ask for his help.

He had lingered late in
his lab that night after bringing the documents back from the
archives.   Laying the large parchment on the stone examination table
in his lab (like James’s in London, accessible by a doorway
inside his office), it looked like a giant puzzle piece, its edges
frayed and not entirely straight.  As the night had deepened outside
the phone rang.  He glanced guiltily at his watch before picking it
up.  Delores wanted to know when he was planning to come home.  He
mumbled an apology for not calling, assuring her he was on his way.

He started
instinctively to collect the documents before stopping short and
chiding himself.  They would be just as safe here, and taking them
home would only tempt him to stay up late that night, which would
hardly make amends for his late return.  Besides, he should get some
sleep. 


He had digitally
photographed several of the documents already, the codex in some
detail, using a camera mounted on a telescoping stand by the table. 
Afterwards he had uploaded them to his department’s shared
drive, creating a new subfolder which he named following a protocol
he had instigated himself, and which he policed his own professors
and researchers to adhere to.   


It had not been hard to
win support for the system, as it produced a clean, undisputed
record, important if a competing team were working unknown on a
similar thesis.  


The Cumpletense
University Dean in Madrid, had, surprisingly, encouraged him, funding
him in the middle of a budget cycle and lending the support of his
own IT department, finally even assigning a dedicated staffer, also
in Madrid, to help oversee the system once it was up and running.

After completing the
download of the last photo he pulled down the tools menu and selected
password protection, another layer of security on top of the username
and common password required to log in.  His personal password was
one he could easily remember, a string of characters spelling the
names of his three sons.  He had entered it the without much thought
the first time, and had not bothered to change it since.  


Next he opened a file
in his own school’s parent directory, this one an Excel
spreadsheet shared by his staff and doctoral research students.  It
could be opened by anyone on the system as a read only file, and new
entries could be added by using one’s own password, letting
anyone input a simple line item record of whatever new item they had
put in the system.  This had proved just as popular, since the
summary could be cryptic enough that researchers needn’t worry
about spilling their secrets in advance, yet enough to establish a
public timeline and generate comments and feedback.  He scrolled down
to the first empty row at the bottom of his deparment section,
recorded the name of the secure folder he had just created, the date,
and a single line description, 





Codex, Inca/Span.
Sixteenth ct, Peru/Spain, ‘rlign’,’txt’,’art’

– prvnc. under
study.




Satisfied his find was
safe, he placed the codex and other documents in a wide metal drawer
which slid open from a large filing cabinet system recessed in one of
the walls of his lab, searching for a moment till he found the keys
(which he seldom used), and telling himself he wasn’t being
paranoid.  Soon he turned off the lights as he stepped out into the
hallway. 


As he stood outside the
building’s staff entrance a few minutes later, pausing at the
top of the steps before heading to his car, he stared at the campus
bathed in the lingering twilight.  The dark squares of heavy stone
buildings might just as well be ancient fortresses hiding druid
warriors, suiting up in heavy mail tunics to march in the Punic Wars,
or hiding armored horsemen; a feudal army ready to spill out and
assault the Gauls lurking behind a line of fires set on the rises to
the north.  The idle thoughts were a habit, and pausing alone in the
midst of his campus grounds was a good enough excuse to entertain
them once again.   He hoped his students shared some of his wonder as
they walked amongst the historic buildings, and as he headed into the
small parking lot he hoped also that he would be able to sleep that
night, as he thought again of his meeting with Professor Brook.  














Chapter 6







Philipe Toscano stared
blankly at the windows which looked over the brightly sunlit campus
ten stories below.  He stood in the center of a large, private
office.  A thin, knit black shirt stretched over his wide shoulders,
managing to encircle his large waist below.  He held a cell phone to
his ear, buried in his large hand, listening intently, standing
stiffly. 


“Yes, Senor, I
know,” he grunted. “Yes, I understand.  I can help
with-yes, of course.” He laughed, a forced chortle, as if
trying to show he was at ease when he was not.   His arms were padded
by layers of muscle and fat, bulging from the short sleeves, his skin
burnished a dark bronze; part genetics, part weekends spent sailing
his small boat, always alone, on lakes an hour’s drive away. 
In the summer he leased a power boat at the coast in which he plied
the ocean for hours, sometimes venturing to offshore islands when the
seas were calm.

His wide face was
intersected by a mustache.  It protruded in a straight line from each
side of his mouth, making his face appear even wider.  As he spoke
again, he turned and paced slowly back towards his desk.  


“Yes, of course,
let me see what possibilities may be-well, may be available here.”

He wanted to know what
Pedro Del’Toro was planning.  It was obvious something was
going on, not only from his call but from the spike of requests and
orders the man had made recently.  Toscano had tried to get more
insight on what was going on from a man who worked at the Treasury
department.  Hector Rodriguez was a shady contact, a man Del’Toro
had introduced him to years ago.  The man managed transfers of funds
into his own account, the money always arriving promptly, always as
promised by Del’Toro.

The first such
instance, Del’Toro had casually mentioned he would have US
dollars delivered to him in return for a...well, favor, Toscano knew,
was the safest word to use, a favor that Del’Toro needed and
that he, at any rate, had little choice but to accommodate.  Still,
he had been skeptical, providing his bank information but not
considering anything would come of it, at least not so soon.  Two
hours later the man, Rodriquez, had called him for the first time. 
How he got his phone number Toscano could only guess.

“Good afternoon,
Dean Toscano,” the man said politely, if curtly.  “This
is Hector Rodriguez.  I’m calling for Pedro Del’Toro.  Go
check your account, please,” abruptly hanging up.   The cryptic
message left Toscano nonplussed.  As he stared minutes later at his
online banking statement, which showed fifteen thousand US dollars
had just been deposited into his account, he began to sweat, the
thought of being involved in international money laundering racing
through his head.  The bank record said only that the funds came from
a Liberian bank account with no contact information.

His misgivings had
quickly subsided.  There had been several more transactions since,
and he had quickly come to grips with the odd arrangement, soon
welcoming the cold, hard benefits they delivered.

When he tracked down
Rodriguez this time, he would tell him only that Del’Toro was
engaged in something important, something which might bring an
elevation in stature for those around him.   The boast left Toscano
as concerned as relieved.  The last thing he wanted was to have his
relationship with Del’Toro acknowledged, much less, elevated in
stature.

“Rodriquez, is
Del’Toro dealing with the-you know-the organization again?”
he plied, voicing the suspicion he had harbored quietly for the last
week. “I think he must be negotiating something with them, for
whatever it is he’s planning.”

The recent requests
from Del’Toro concerning his university dealings, in particular
Cumpletense’s influence with other government departments, and
most recently his clear hunger (Toscano sensed almost desperate
hunger) for a track on archeological finds-anything big, significant,
Del’Toro demanded-must be related to the shadowy group of
individuals whose name he knew it wisest to avoid.  


“He’s
asking me to find something for him again, Hector,” he added,
hoping for more feedback from the man in return, “only this
time I think it’s tied to something bigger.  He told me he has
important clients waiting.  You know who he must mean.”

Rodriguez simply
grunted, enough to leave Toscano believing he was correct.  He had
wondered after the call, however, if Rodriquez knew any more than he
did.  Del’Toro was loathe to share his own plans, generally
only demanding what he wanted, especially when it came to anything
involving the organization.  Even then his demands came from someone
local; in Toscano’s case usually Rodriguez.   Always clear,
with a terse explanation of what answer or acknowledgement from the
group was needed, often including a thinly veiled warning of what
details not to reveal to them in turn.

Toscano’s
thoughts circled back as he listened to Del’Toro’s voice
on the phone.  He clearly needed this last favor badly, and he wanted
to know why.

“What about the
Benefactorate, Senor,” he ventured at last, taking the
calculated risk that raising the name might wring more details from
the man responsible for his appointment as Dean of the Spanish
university system.  The man who could, without any doubt, pull the
rug out from under his comfortable existence if he chose. “Can
I help with them in some way?”

“Shut your mouth,
idiot,” Del’Toro hissed angrily, “you know you
don’t mention them-not on a fucking open phone line!  They’re
my concern.  If I need any help from you I will tell you, do you got
it, Toscano?  You go meddling in anything to do with my contacts
there now-well, it would have most serious consequence, for everyone
involved.  You understand me, yes?”  His voice quickly grew
calm again, cold, focused on making his point unmistakably clear.   


It was clear enough to
Toscano.  “I understand, Senor Del’Toro,” he said
quickly.  He could hear his own voice waver and knew it betrayed his
fear of the man, the man he respected largely because of the fear he
evoked in others.  “I just-I’m sorry for bringing it up,”
he added carefully.  “Let me get to work on this for you.  I
will get back to you with something as soon as possible.”

“Tomorrow,
Toscano,” came the icy reply, “I’ll hear back from
you by tomorrow, you understand?”

“Yes, tomorrow,
alright, that’s fine,” he promised, trying to keep his
voice level, “I, uh...” he stopped suddenly, holding the
phone up before him.  Call Ended.  He swore, and paced to the window,
breathing fast as he stared out, trying to control his anger.  He
knew it wasn’t worth it, but Del’Toro’s slights
still lit in him a desire to strike back somehow, if only he could.

The city of Madrid
stretched away in the distance.  It had been built and rebuilt over
the past thousand years, its roots shrouded in a past as a medieval
crossroads, later a small inland bastion against roaming Greek
armies, and always a trading post for travelers of different
purposes.  Its origins now buried by the centuries, it still left a
strange mix of ancient design on those carefully exploring its
catacomb neighborhoods.

The building he stood
in rose above a small cluster of other structures, bordered by small,
tree lined courtyards and newly constructed plazas.  Together they
huddled near the edge of the main Cumpletense campus, the parent of
Spain’s university system.  


Toscano turned from the
window and looked around his office unhappily.  He stared for a
moment at the door and then stepped to a counter and dropped ice in a
glass from a small refrigerator below, pouring whisky from a bottle
inside a polished wood cabinet and leaving it open on the counter
when he was done.  As he paced back to his desk the drink spilled on
his hand and he licked the drops before taking a large swallow and
staring down in thought at his desk. 


His phone rang.  He
turned his head, glaring at the disturbance for a moment before
jabbing the speaker button with a thick finger.   


“What is it,”
he demanded.

“I’m sorry,
Dr. Toscano,” his secretary’s voice emerged from the
speaker, “I need your signatures on a couple of papers.  Shall
I come in?” 


 “No, I’m
going out,” he growled, “it can wait.”  He punched
it off and sat down at his desk, bringing his PC to life with a sweep
of his mouse and clicking on line.  Screens appeared, one on top of
the other, all bordered by the university’s intranet banner
heading at the top.  He waited as his own department’s home
page appeared, and then clicked on a small button at the bottom,
typing his password in the window.  The next screen contained a
directory of folders, most with names next to them that meant nothing
to him.  Quickly scrolling down, he clicked on the one he recognized.
  A window asked for another password.  He entered a series of
numbers and letters, a code known only to himself and one woman who
reported directly from the IT department.  An Excel spreadsheet now
filled the screen.  He stared at the entries, quickly checking the
dates to confirm they were the most recent, then clicking Print and
looking up, waiting impatiently until he heard his printer begin to
whir.  He stood and hurried over, grabbing the pages which emerged
before returning to shut down the PC, swearing once under his breath
as he waited for it to finish.

As he walked to the
door, the papers in hand, he paused and looked about his office.  His
eyes rested on the open bottle of whiskey, still sitting on the
counter.  He hesitated for a moment but turned back to leave.

“Good afternoon,
Dr. Toscano,” the woman greeted him cautiously, quickly turning
her eyes back to her own computer screen as he ignored her, setting
his empty glass on her desk before stepping to the elevator.  The
wood paneled door swung slowly shut behind him, a burnished brass
plaque etched in simple black type, Office of the Dean, Cumpletense
University.













Chapter 7







“Dr. Brook! 
Hello!  Welcome back to Barcelona!” Monte called excitedly as
James emerged from the line of passengers trickling out through the
arrival gates.  James smiled in return and offered his hand.  They
turned and stepped together onto to the sun drenched curb outside,
Monte insisting on taking James’s large bag from him and
happily hoisting it over his shoulder.   The modern, sail draped
terminal building glistened in the sun overhead as they waited for
the light at the crosswalk, hurrying then across the several lanes.

“I’ll take
you up on Monte, so you better call me James, eh,” James yelled
over the noise of a plane roaring overhead.

Monte looked back
enthusiastically. “Yes, yes, okay, James, I will, thank you.”
 He led them down a flight of stairs to the parking level below,
where he paused and shifted James’s bag on his shoulder,
pulling a key fob from his pocket and holding it out in front of him.
 The headlights of a mini-van flashed.

James had accepted the
offer for a ride as quickly as he had the invitation to stay the
night at his colleague’s home.  On the flight down he had found
himself intrigued again at the idea of meeting the man’s
family; a chance to see how his image of the Spaniard’s
seemingly contented Mediterranean life compared to reality.  He knew
his image was likely overblown, but it didn’t lessen his
curiosity, or the welcome anticipation for the short visit to the sun
drenched Spanish city.

They headed out and
down the terminal road, following the lanes whose signs read, Airport
Exits, Highways, Barcelona City Center.  Two short stoplights later
he accelerated onto the narrow but modern strip of highway.  


Soon the city was
visible in the distance, spilling across the coastal basin at the
bottom of falling rises ahead.  Monte tried to make small talk,
complimenting James on his last publication (which he obviously had
read, citing several details effortlessly from memory).  


James knew it was not
what he really wanted to discuss.   He played along, however, asking
Monte’s views regarding some aspects which he knew his
colleague was as expert on as himself, but soon let the conversation
lag, sitting silently, noting out of the corner of his eye as his
colleague’s face turned pensive, then anxious, gripping the
steering wheel and finally glancing furtively towards his guest.   


James finally turned
and grinned, letting him off the hook with a wink.  “Alright
then, Monte, let’s cut to the chase, shall we!”   


Monte looked back in
surprise and then smiled in embarrassment.  “Oh, you mean, the
codex-yes, well…” 


“So what do you
think this mysterious thing you’ve uncovered is, anyways,”
James prodded happily, ready to have a look himself.

Monte laughed nervously
at the direct question.  He signaled as they approached an exit,
pulling off and turning sharply back through an underpass and
reemerging on the other side, the city now flowing out from the
bottom of the hills at their side.  James glanced down, following the
winding ribbon of pavement to where it disappeared into the maze of
streets below.

Monte considered how
best to answer.  “To be honest, James,” he said finally,
“I’m not sure what the hell it is.  Maybe it’s a
joke being played on me by someone.”   He laughed again, but
even as he tried to downplay it his excitement rose with James’s
interest.  He shared more details he hadn’t mentioned in their
short phone call, James interjecting with more questions and adding
suggestions of his own.  


They soon made their
way to the bottom. Monte pulled to a stop at a light.  The streets
ahead were bordered closely on both sides by low, awning covered
businesses, markets, and apartment buildings, ending suddenly to
reveal open squares and small parks at what seemed every other
corner.  James recognized a campus tower rising ahead in the
distance.  They talked as they made their way through the suddenly
heavy traffic, and after inching past one more congested
intersection, Monte turned onto a main boulevard which he followed a
short distance before turning again and passing beneath a large,
gated, stone pillared entrance which led onto the campus.

James leaned forward in
his seat, looking about with interest.  Monte’s manner was easy
and friendly; a natural collaborator, he thought.  Whatever they
might deduce from his colleague’s discovery, he was sure that
putting their heads together would exponentially increase the odds of
wresting answers from the artifact.

Traffic now consisted
of students walking in small groups or hurrying alone on the wide
sidewalks and foot paths.  Aged stone buildings rose with a stately
presence, the wide pathways and fields between dotted with groves of
trees.  They passed the main quad, a mass of parked bicycles lining
each side.  Soon, Monte slowed and turned onto another wide avenue,
cautiously keeping pace with the bicyclists more used to having it to
themselves.  A palatial building rested on top of a slight grassy
knoll, a flight of wide stone steps climbing up the gentle slope to a
magnificent covered porch and entrance.  James stared as it
disappeared from sight, Monte turning again, this time inching down
an alleyway and emerging in back of a builindg where a small parking
lot was marked with a sign, Faculty Lot.

They parked.  James got
out and stared at the back of the building.  Even from here it was
handsome, blocks of dark, rough cut stone, laced by vines running up
the sides; perhaps no more impressive than his own campus in London,
but uniquely (rather mysteriously even, he thought), Spanish, subtly
tropical in design.

Past a set of stone
steps which led to a doorway he let Monte lead him inside and down a
narrow hall which opened suddenly onto a high ceilinged central
corridor running the length of the building.   Dark, polished wood
reliefs climbing the walls interspersed the polished stone floor.  It
echoed in some ways his own campus, though even more than outside the
style felt distinctly baroque, with none of the carefully squared
white marble of King’s historic Saxon architecture.  


He peered through doors
as they headed down the corridor.   Inside one an elderly instructor
with a white, flowing mustache expounded on a point loudly in a
nonstop stream of Spanish for the sprinkling of students, who sat
bobbing their heads between scribbling notes.

At the center of the
building Monte turned and paused at the bottom of a flight of wide
stairs which disappeared up and around a landing.  “Just one
floor up,” he apologized, trotting up with James following
quickly on his heels.

Another corridor
greeted them above, and though the ceilings were much lower the
effect was even more striking, the same wood panels flowing
periodically over their heads to form beautifully detailed archways,
carved in great detail into laurels, branches, and serpentine braids.
 Monte strode back down the hall past several doors before stopping
and unlocking one.  He opened it and waited, waving James politely
inside.

The small office was
empty.  Monte stepped to another door in back.  James noticed Monte’s
name printed on the leaded glass inset, his department called out
below.  They stepped inside.  Tall wooden bookcases lined the back
wall.  A desk lay covered with folders and stacks of papers.  More
piles towered precariously on the floor at one side.

James eyed the mess
with satisfaction.  “Your hideout here doesn’t look so
different from my own rabbit warren,” he grinned, “suppose
it goes with the territory.”

Monte found a space for
his briefcase.  “Yes, I suppose you’re right,” he
smiled, “though I think I’m overdue for some spring
cleaning.”

“Oh, don’t
go and ruin it!”  


As much as James felt
bad about canceling plans with Liz, it was necessary after hearing
what awaited, and he thought Monte’s company a breath of fresh
air.  Compared to his more erudite and often downright stuffy
colleagues at King’s, whose clipped, Oxford English was
brandished like a combat sport,  Monte’s tone, already gentle
by nature, seemed softened further by the hesitancy of his less than
fluent, though still quite excellent grasp of English.  James thought
it fit his self-effacing manner.  It even seemed to match his boyish
face (a bit of a Spanish Harry Potter, he had mused after their first
introduction at the conference), his black eyes shining with a warmth
as he spoke, the slight, neatly trimmed black beard and mustache
framing his smile.  


Monte looked
expectantly back at him for a moment.  “Are you ready to take a
look then?”  


“Oh yes, quite!”
James assured him.  


Monte turned and
stepped back into the front room, and then through a door between the
bookcases James hadn’t noticed till then.  It too had lettering
stenciled on the frosted glass window.  This one read simply,
Laboratory – 2C.   Monte opened the door and they stepped
inside.  


James looked about. 
The tripod Monte had used to photograph his find rested in a corner. 
James saw another door and noted it must lead back to the main
hallway outside, the arrangement quite similar to his own lab. 
Frosted glass cabinet doors lined one wall, and along the back, wide
metal drawers formed an immense filing cabinet system.  He gazed at
the rich, lightly veined marble table which stood at the center.  


“That’s a
handsome bench,” he noted appreciatively, “trade you for
my stainless steel version.”

Monte turned.  “Oh
yes,” he quipped, “that’s gotten a lot of use, I
can assure you, predates me by a few years.”  He looked back at
James and smiled.  “If you like it that much, you must take it
home with you,” producing raised eyebrows, “we’ll
just have to tie it the top of my minivan, I suppose.”

 “Oh, smashing!”
James retorted, grinning, “just need to find a couple of grads
to do the heavy lifting, perhaps for some extra credit?”

“Yes,”
Monte chuckled wryly, “I’m sure I have a few who would
give it a shot if they thought it might help their marks.”

“Really!  Oh
dear, I suppose I have a few of those as well,” James murmured,
running a hand over the surface.

Monte turned and
crouched in front of the bank of filing cabinets, pulling a key from
his pocket and inserting it in a drawer near the bottom.  His stomach
tightened as he fumbled with the lock, instinctively worried the
objects might have disappeared overnight, but relaxing as the drawer
opened with an oiled, metallic whir of wheels and he saw the large
plastic case resting where he had left it.  He lifted it out and set
it on the table.

James looked about,
holding his hands up in the air automatically.  Monte quickly grabbed
a box filled with the same disposable gloves as in the archives and
offered it to James, who handed him back a pair before taking another
for himself.

“Well, Monte,
let’s see what you’ve got here,” James urged,
snapping the fingers in place one by one.

Monte’s wound was
healing quickly, the large wrapping of the other day now replaced by
two large band-aids.  He opened the plastic lid and carefully laid
out the stack of sheets of paper on the laboratory table, carefully
moving the codex to the center.  


“This is the
back,” he explained tersely.

James leaned over to
gaze intently for several seconds, then walked around the table next
to Monte, staring again more closely.   He examined a frayed edge,
and gently lifted it up.

“Here, let me
help you turn it over,” said Monte. They carefully turned it in
the air and set it back down.  James pursed his lips.   Monte felt
his stomach clench again as he waited the verdict, watching as James
stared intently, worried what his expression might portend.

“Hmm,”
James murmured once, and then, “mm hm,” finally
straightening and turning to Monte, who by now was truly nervous.

“So, ah, what do
you think?” Monte inquired hesitantly.

 “This is
authentic,” said James quickly, “I have little doubt of
the provenance.  I just don’t know how we’re going to
make anything of these drawings, and this Inca account you say is
described above.  But that’s our challenge, then, isn’t
it?” He smiled. 


Monte grinned, exhaling
silently in relief.  They barely paused for the next hour, James
first verifying the material itself, murmuring approvingly as he
recognized under a magnifying glass a mix of pressed lines and
filaments, which he was sure were linen and flaxseed, a composition
used widely in early sixteenth century vellums by the Spanish empire.

He then turned to the
images and the writings, looking first for any contextual markers;
dates, any names referenced, in this case by the Spanish writings,
and any other specific references.  He jotted notes as he scanned the
Spanish as best he could, but stopped half way down the first page,
glancing inquisitively at Monte, who stared back intently, waiting to
hear what he was thinking.  


James indicated one of
the plainly scribed words Monte had noticed.  “Is this Quecha,
Monte?”

“Yes,”
Monte replied at once, impressed by James’s quick
identification of what he had struggled to decipher, even with the
advantage of his native Spanish, “there are several throughout
the writing,” he added, quickly pointing to more, “the
phonetic spellings are odd, but I’m sure I recognize several of
the Quecha words.”

“Yes.  Well it is
odd, the overall writing style.” James made a clucking noise
with his tongue as he considered it once more.  “This is an
Inca story, a tale or religious account of some sort, isn’t it?
 You said you think it might have been dictated, copied by the
Spanish author.  Would you mind stepping through it together with
me?”

Monte nodded and
together they went over it one line at a time, though not always in
order as James suddenly jumped to something and then back again,
recognizing a repeated word or phrase, pausing to scribble notes in
his lab book, or to ask Monte to translate a word or phrase again, in
some cases Monte having to admit it was not entirely clear to
himself.  They made their way to the end, and then turned it back
over to examine again the drawings.  


James, after more
careful inspection, shared that he thought they must indeed have been
drawn by Inca hands, not the Spaniard who had written the
accompanying text.

“I think I
understand your caution in describing this on the phone, Monte.  It
seems a bit incredible, doesn’t it?  I think,” he paused,
looking down at the images once more, “it suggests a sacrifice,
a sacrifice of their Spanish scribe, I dare say, I suppose after he
finished copying down this account on their behalf.  Not very
gentlemanly, eh,” looking up at Monte curiously.  


Monte felt a measure of
relief to hear the same conclusion uttered by James in his no
nonsense tone.  


“That’s
what I was afraid to say myself,” he admitted, “I’m
sorry I didn’t share that before, but I thought it best to let
you see it on your own, without my bias.  But that’s what I
believe it must mean, too.”  


“It raises the
question, doesn’t it,” said James, “how did the
codex end up back in Spanish hands if the Inca really killed someone
over it, or even threatened to?  That’s something we can follow
up on, though, isn’t it, there must be records, manifests,
something we can find to trace this fellow, this…”

“Cabello de
Balboa,” Monte finished for him, already having committed to
memory the name penned near the top of the writing.  “I checked
the Spanish diocese records already.  Some near matches, but I
couldn’t find this specific individual.  We can try the central
Catholic church missionary logs,” he suggested, “or the
Saint Marco archives in Madrid.  We could also check shipping
manifests, passenger lists; we have an almost complete record of
passages dating back to Pizarro’s time on file here in our own
library.  If we can find a record of his arrival in Peru, we might be
able to cross reference it with the Santo Domingo archives in Cusco. 
Postings of church staff, reports of their activities, it’s all
available there-I mean, I have a contact who could investigate for
us...”  He hesitated. Sharing the codex with anyone in the
Peruvian government, especially over the internet, was something he
would, however, rather avoid for now.

James nodded, and then
yawned, holding his hand to his mouth.  


Monte looked at his
watch.  “Oh dear, it’s getting late, isn’t it?  You
must be tired after your flight.”   


“Yes, well,
perhaps we should sleep on it,” said James, his eyes watery.
“Tomorrow should prove productive.  How much of your time can I
steal to do some follow up together, decide where to go from here?”
 


Monte spun back from
looking for something.  “Claro!  Sorry, I mean of course, I am
at your disposal, James.  It is rather your time I am stealing, I’m
afraid,” he protested.

The sun had disappeared
and the building now rose dark against the fading twilight and
splashes of yellow light from lamp posts spaced along walking paths
as they emerged out the back door. The air was still mild, a light,
warm breeze bringing with it hints of moisture.

They drove back down
the narrow passageway between the buildings and through the now
largely quiet campus streets.  Across from the same stone archway
under which they had entered, the next block was crowded with people
mingling on sidewalks, a crowd buzzing in the large open patio of an
old brickwork factory turned café and bar.  James joked he now
knew where all the students had gone as they drove by.  Soon they
drove past small storefronts, and a few blocks farther on a large
supermarket, brightly lit by a large neon sign, Vida Buenas Frutas,
Verdenas, Carnes.

At a stoplight Monte
turned onto a divided thoroughfare which headed away from the coast,
and then onto a road which led up the sloping hillsides beyond. 
After making their way up several sweeping twists and turns, he
slowed and turned onto a quiet street lined with large homes which
lay hidden at the end of long driveways.  He pulled into one, the
headlights splashing light on the hedges lining the driveway,
emerging within onto a circular drive, a small stone archway at its
apex, lit with soft, yellow sconces mounted on either side. 


James could see lights
inside the home as Monte shut off the engine, and before they had
gotten out of the car he heard a door open and someone running their
way.  A small figure darted out, wearing shorts and a t-shirt with a
Beatles logo.  


“Papa!” the
boy cried, before skidding to a halt as he saw the stranger smiling
back at him.

Monte trotted around
the car, smiled and beckoned to his son, speaking in Spanish. 
“Philip, come here, don’t be shy!  Say hello to Dr.
Brook.  He’s visiting us from England.  Can you speak to him in
English?”

“Hello,”
the boy murmured, moving to his father’s side.  Monte laughed
and leaned over, turning the boy’s head with both hands to give
him a kiss on the cheek, producing a grudging smile.  


“Philip, would
you please carry the professor’s bag inside?”  


At that the boy happily
disappeared inside the van and emerged moments later, James’s
bag draped over his slender shoulders, proceeding to lug it up the
path to the house.  


“Handsome young
man,” James smiled, watching as he disappeared, “there
are two more if I recall,” he added, following Monte down the
path.

“Good memory,
James.  Philip is the little one, the baby-well, I guess he’s a
big baby now, almost fourteen.  Alex and Max are seventeen and
eighteen.  I’m afraid they are both out tonight-at least I
think they are.  I think they have busier schedules than I do!”

As they stepped inside,
a woman appeared, fixing her hair nervously as she smiled warmly at
James before giving Monte a brief hug and kiss, turning quickly back
to greet their visitor.

“Welcome, Doctor
Brook, I am so pleased to meet you!  It is an honor to have you in
our home.”  She took his hand, which he extended after quickly
setting down his briefcase, and then leaned forward and greeted him
with a kiss on the cheek, James catching a scent of shampoo and
perfume as her hair brushed his face.

She pulled back with a
look of concern.  “Professor Brook, I’m sorry my husband
has caused you so much trouble, having you fly in from London on the
weekend.  It is very generous of you to take the time out of your
busy schedule,” she offered, ignoring Monte at her side, who
uncomfortably mumbled that it was alright.  Her English was better
than her husband’s, James noted, wondering if she had spent
time abroad-perhaps foreign study as a student in England, or even
America.

Monte quickly pulled
James away to show him to his room, leaving him to freshen up.  Soon
James heard Delores call to her husband to ask their guest to join
them for dinner, and at the mention he realized he was quite hungry,
having passed on lunch before catching his flight down.  


He embarrassed her at
once when he entered the dining room, praising the feast that lay
spread out on the large table, and piling on more compliments as he
ate, his seconds (and a few thirds) leaving little room for doubt
they were sincere.  


Monte, as always, took
pleasure in the accolades, adding his own as Delores prepared to
clear the table.  “I think, James, that Max-that’s the
eighteen year old-I think he is worried about leaving his mother’s
cooking behind when he heads off to college soon.  I told him perhaps
he could persuade her to come and stay with him in his dorm.  I think
he is considering it.”  


James laughed and
Delores blushed and shook her head before studying Monte dubiously.  


“Well, perhaps,”
she replied.  “The only problem is that it would leave my other
two sweethearts at the mercy of your culinary skills.  They would
surely both run away from home within a week!”

“Yes, if they
lasted that long,” Monte chuckled guiltily.  


After coffee, James
enjoying hearing from Delores more about their life in Barcelona, he
and Monte retired to the living room.  Large windows looked out to a
gently sloping back yard, lined with small trees along its edge. 
Delores had plied them with dessert and coffee before finally
acceding when Monte warned that their guest might explode if they
didn’t let him sit down and rest.  She knew her husband wanted
time alone with his guest, and after making sure James knew where she
had left toiletries and an extra house phone for his convenience, she
warned him not to let her husband talk all night before wishing them
both good night.

James gazed at the
twilight view out the windows for a minute before turning to Monte. 
Seeing his colleague looking back expectantly, he smiled and recapped
his thoughts on the find.  His summary left Monte impressed once
again, James’s synopsis enough for the backbone of a thesis
already, he thought, enough to send one off in many directions at
once to try to expand on his ideas.  It stirred his own thinking, and
together they added additional items to the list, agreeing on which
deserved following up on in the morning.  


 “Monte,”
James questioned his colleague finally, “haven’t you
reviewed this with anyone at your university?”  He was
gratified Monte had invited him here for a first look at the find,
but wondered that there were plenty of experts in Spain who could be
as well-likely even better suited than himself to review some of its
aspects.

“Yes, well...”
Monte hesitated, and James, sensing some concern, leaned forward to
give his full attention to his friend across the coffee table.

“Well, actually,
no,” Monte continued finally, “I only recorded it in the
Facilidad de-I’m sorry, I mean the School of History, the
online logs-only that I had pulled a document from the archive
library.  To be honest, I have not let anyone see this yet, only
you.”

James still sensed
something more left unspoken.  “Well, I’m not
complaining, mind you,” he said, leaning over and patting
Monte’s knee to reassure him that wasn’t why he had
asked, “just curious.  If you don’t mind my taking a stab
in the dark-I mean, just guessing from your, well, I might guess you
have a dog in the dig, perhaps.”

“A dog?  In the
what, the dig?  I’m sorry,” Monte apologized, looking
confused.

James was about to
laugh at his own expression but caught himself.  Whatever was
troubling Monte, it seemed serious, remembering as well Monte’s
family sleeping nearby.  Instead he quickly explained.  “It’s
from an American colleague.  Just means there’s someone
sticking their nose into your research.  In his case it was an old
stickler on his university review board who insisted on parsing so
many details that he eventually had to abandon a promising site he
had discovered when the rainy season arrived.  Now, you don’t
have some problem of that sort, do you?”

Monte began to nod as
he caught the meaning.  “Yes, I guess we all have a, um, dog or
two to deal with sometimes, don’t we?  In my case, however,”
and after pausing uncomfortably for a moment, he added, “I
think maybe I have a rat.”  


 “Oh, dear,”
James picked up his glass of wine.  Monte’s wife had left the
bottle for them after sharing that it was a favorite sangria from
north of Toledo, James having found it to have a sweet, almost
dessert wine quality.

“Well,” he
looked back at Monte now after another swallow, “maybe you need
a dog to eat the rat.”  It was clear, however, that touching on
the subject had left Monte with little appetite for the humor.

Now it was Monte who
leaned forward, deciding suddenly he wanted to share the truth with
his colleague, as unpleasant-even embarrassing-as it was.  


“It is a bit hard
to talk about,” he began slowly, “I mean, to
describe-what I mean is…” He had never tried to explain
it at all, except in bits and pieces to Delores.  “How shall I
say,” he tried again, “it is not something that anyone at
UB talks about openly.  You see, the dean of Facilidad Historica-er,
that is, the Complutense University’s-sorry, that’s the
proper name for our Spanish university system, the parent school in
Madrid.  Anyways, Toscano–I’m sorry, excuse me again,”
he stopped, grimaced and cocked his head unhappily for having gotten
off to such a poor start.  


“It’s
alright, Monte,” James assured him, “I’m familiar
with your university structure.  I run into your colleagues often
enough, after all.  Your Cumpletense parent structure, I think, is a
bit like a state university system in America, only on the national
level, isn’t it?”

“Yes, yes,
exactly,” Monte replied, encouraged, “the dean of the
School of History in Madrid-his full name is Philipe Toscano-he
oversees the associated universities, including my own here in
Barcelona, of course.”  His face turned more serious as he
continued. “His wife is from Peru, and her family is tied, by
marriage, to a figure in the national scene, someone important.”

James tried to guess
what trouble such a connection might bring.  “So do your dean’s
connections in Peru-through his relatives-is there some conflict of
interest?”

“Yes, that’s
right.” Monte clenched a fist before him, a gesture James
thought somehow very Spanish.  “This man is very powerfully
connected.  He heads a government department of some kind.  His name
is Pedro Del’Toro.  He also, I hear, has connections with
organized crime, or some shadow political groups, I’m not sure
which.  But you see, my own university dean is married into this
man’s family.”

James tried to digest
his friend’s words.  It sounded potentially unpleasant, maybe
even a problem, he could imagine if he tried.  But there had to be
something more specific to cause Monte such obvious concern.   He
waited as Monte took a quick sip of wine before continuing, when he
did his voice still low and circumscribed.  


“Toscano, since
he was appointed the Cumpletense Dean several years ago, has done
some,” he winced with displeasure, “unacceptable things,
actions that I believe compromise the entire university.” 


James could hear the
underlying anger in his voice. 


“He has pulled
finds from our own UB research projects, Peruvian artifacts,
documents-one was a discovery by my own post doc, another my own.”
 Monte turned to stare out the windows for a moment, gathering
himself, James turning to follow his gaze.  The sky was now black,
the back yard framed only in shadows.

“The first time,”
he continued, “Toscano claimed the materials he had taken had
simply disappeared.  The next, about year later, it was my own
material, late sixteenth century Inca slave labor records which I had
uncovered in Seville, records kept by the colonial Spanish church
diocese which ruled the entire southern half of the empire at the
time.  He demanded I share them for review with a party in Lima I’d
never heard of, and after trying to get more details I was
essentially given a polite ultimatum.  After I delivered the
materials, they vanished.  All I can find out from him is that they
were identified as critical national documents-by whom, he can’t,
or won’t say-and that it is in the process of being reviewed. 
My requests for updates go nowhere.  And later, I found out from a
local colleague in Lima that one of the men Toscano mentioned in that
case works directly for Del’Toro.”

James set down his
glass.  Monte had his attention now.  “And what about the first
find, the student’s, which he claimed disappeared, it never
turned up either?”  


Monte clenched his fist
in front of him again.  “Yes, this is the worst, I think. I
went back and asked an antiquities dealer in Lima-a good contact of
mine-if he could find out anything, gave him copies to examine.  Less
than a month later he informed me that a large lot of materials sold
on the black market to a well known private collector included what
sounded to him like the very same documents.”  


Monte worried that
James might not be able to understand the control someone in
Toscano’s position could exercise.  The same thing could never
happen at Oxford, or King’s, he guessed, and he worried for a
moment that sharing the sordid situation might leave James with
doubts about his own department’s credibility.  His colleague
must understand that none of this could become public. That would
bring only a quick cover up by Toscano, and very likely retribution. 
But to his surprise, and then relief, James, after staring back
intently for a few moments, sat back in the leather sofa and exhaled,
and then chuckled quietly.

“I guess rat is a
better word, isn’t it?  So what are we going to do about
this-about this latest discovery of yours?  Fight it out with Toscano
if necessary, or keep it out of sight-avoid the dog, that is.” 
He stood up and turned to look at the window in the darkness,
noticing tiny drops of rain on the glass.

Monte came and stood by
his side.  The moisture, he knew, was only the nighttime marine
layer.  It would disappear by morning.  James was right once more, he
had already thought as much himself.  He couldn’t risk
something as important as this being singled out like the others, and
a confrontation with Toscano was one he would lose.  Keeping it as
quiet as possible, for as long as possible, was already what he had
decided he must do.  He turned and saw that James looked tired.

“I’m doing
my best to keep you up too late, aren’t I, James,” he
apologized, “and sharing a rather poor picture of my university
on top of it.   Let’s get some sleep.  We can worry about this
tomorrow, I suppose.”

James murmured and
followed him down a dark hallway, and then down another.  The house,
he had quickly realized, was larger than it appeared from the front. 
Monte stopped at the door of the guest room, repeating his wife’s
earlier insistence that James let them know if he needed anything and
after wishing him good night turned and left.

As James lay in the
darkness a short time later, staring out the window at a patch of
stars, he decided his image of the Spanish professor’s cozy
home life hadn’t been too far from the mark.  He pulled the
quilted blanket up over his chest and felt a sleepy sense of
anticipation to see Monte and his pretty wife again the next morning,
then wondered for a moment if he should have called Liz, but was
asleep moments later.













Chapter 8







The next morning they
made an early start back to the campus.  James had drafted a short
list of suggestions on a piece of paper in his room which he handed
to Monte for his review over breakfast.  


“Where are your
boys?” he inquired as he sat down and gratefully accepted a cup
of coffee from Delores.

“Let’s
see,” she smiled coyly, “the older two are both staying
over with friends-football teammates-I’ll pick them up after
their morning practice.   Philip, the little one, is still in bed.  I
let him sleep in on Sundays, though he will stay in there forever if
don’t go and force him to come to life eventually.”

“Ah, I
understand,” James winked, “my fourteen year old might
appear in time for lunch on a holiday if I let her, still in her
pajamas, plying me for a cup of coffee.” 


Delores laughed,
nodding in empathy.  





When the professors
arrived at Monte’s lab, the campus nearly empty on the weekend,
they spent an hour pursuing the Spanish name that appeared on the
codex, but failed to turn up anything more, Monte finally assuring
James that his History Department staff would find something if there
was anything to be found.

With Monte’s
quick consent, James clipped a tiny piece of the codex’s cloth
from one edge and sealed it in a plastic vial.   He jotted down an
address from his organizer, and Monte handed them both to his
secretary, who he had asked to come in for an hour to help out
(though he felt guilty asking, knowing she likely would have come in
on her own).  


“Oxford’s
Historical Forensics Department has a new online database of paper
manufacturing techniques,” James had explained as he carefully
extracted the tiny sample. “If we’re lucky they can tell
us exactly where the material came from; Seville or Madrid, I would
bet.  But better, they can almost certainly date it to within a
decade.”

Next they spent more
time scanning the codex again, taking more notes, copies of several
passages, finally turning their attention again to the drawings,
James following Monte as he tried to make sense of the image of the
mountainside temples.

“What do you
think this means, tres ceques,” James wondered out loud.  The
drawing was labeled above with a few small notes, and one, repeated
in the text above, appeared to be a name associated with the image.

“The Inca ceque
system, are you familiar with it?” Monte asked in reply.

“Vaguely,”
admitted James. “They are related to the Nazca patterns drawn
in the Peruvian plains, the ones seen in aerial photos?”

“Yes, I suppose
they are, at least in scale,” said Monte, “though the
ceques cover even larger distances.  But the Nazca forms predate the
Inca by a century or more, while the ceques are purely Inca in
design.  More of a mapping scheme really,” he explained,
“straight lines radiating for tens, even a hundred kilometers
out from the center of major Inca religious centers.  Most intersect
in Cusco.   They were defined by sacred objects found along their
paths, anything from a stone outcropping, to a particularly
auspicious waterfall with some mystical connotation, to manmade
objects: Inca temples, outposts, burial chambers.”

“Yes, that rings
a bell,” said James, the explanation refreshing his memory,
“but what do you suppose the term means here, and why three
ceques.”

“I don’t
know,” said Monte, “perhaps it denotes the third ceque
from the prime meridian-that’s the nickname some researchers
use to describe the primary line of each pattern.  Unfortunately,
there is no real consensus on which of the lines is the prime ceque,
if there even was one at all.”

Their curiosities were
both spiked by the reference, however, and they abandoned their study
for the moment to head down to a small library on the first floor,
where Monte retrieved a large text which showed a visual survey of
the ceque lines, overlaid on a map of the Inca Empire.  


Many seemed incomplete,
and not all originated in precisely the same spot, but they
nevertheless formed a dramatic array of spokes traversing the country
out from Cusco.   Monte pointed out the two most popular contenders
for being considered the prime ceque.  Together, they pored over the
details; supporting maps and descriptions of markers along the third
ceque from each, though soon they recognized it would take several
hours, if not days, to retrieve the data from each ceque marker
necessary to try to glean any connection with the drawing.

By the time Monte’s
secretary found them, her suggestion they take some lunch at the
campus café before it closed early sounded like a good idea. 
They ordered salads and sat outside, under the shade of a large elm
tree whose giant trunk towered over the outdoor patio, discussing
where to look next as they ate.  After listing several obvious
choices, and some not so obvious, James mentioned another that caused
Monte to look up from his plate suddenly, not sure he had heard
correctly at first.   Soon his mind was racing at the suggestion. 
Obviously the avenues they could explore would be multiplied greatly,
but...

“Are you serious,
James?” he replied at last, “I couldn’t impose upon
you to take that much time away-but if you really mean it, myself I
would jump at the chance!”

By the time they left
the table Monte had already called his secretary from his cell phone,
asking her to check on flights to Peru.  The sudden proposal had
caught him off guard, but James’s matter-of-fact manner in
suggesting it quickly dissolved his natural resistance to such a bold
plan, leaving him to focus on all the obvious benefits and soon
convinced that it was the only way to properly follow up on all the
local references which the codex hinted at.

When they stepped back
into his office, Monte’s toothpick of a secretary (one place
where the similarities between their work environment ended, James
noted) held them off with an upraised hand, a phone cradled to her
ear, speaking into the receiver in a flurry of Spanish too fast for
James to follow.  Monte shrugged, and they waited until she finished
furiously writing notes, cupping the phone on her shoulder for a
moment, finally hanging up with a sigh.

“Yes, it’s
possible,” she announced, looking doubtfully at them both as if
not completely convinced herself.  At any rate, she explained, she
had booked a reservation for them both, leaving the next morning. 
“It was grab the last two seats in Business Class or lose
them–I can always cancel,” she declared emphatically.

They looked at each
other. Monte professed that it was James’s call, since he had
enough flexibility to juggle his own schedule. Besides, like James,
his department would cover his expenses for the research trip.  But,
he asked gently, his concern evident, could James really get away
from his much larger pile of responsibilities for the several days,
maybe a week it would require to fly over and investigate in person?

“One way to find
out,” James replied without hesitation.  Soon he stood by
Monte’s desk, declining the offer to sit as he spoke to his own
dean back at King’s.  Monte listened with more interest than he
let on.  James had waved away his offer to leave the room, and Monte
was surprised by the friendly tone of the conversation.  He could
never have such a discussion with Toscano.  Their conversations were
short and curt, to the point, and had been even before the man had
meddled in his affairs.  He picked up enough, ‘yes, dean’s,
‘I understand’s and upbeat ‘absolutely’s to
guess James must be getting a green light.  


I haven’t even
told Delores, he realized suddenly with some dread.  He stared as
James hung up and looked at him, smiling expectantly.  It set off
another wave of panic, now mixed with excitement as well.  Okay, the
die is cast, he told himself, trying to feel as firm as the
encouraging thought.

Within minutes they
were both occupied with more phone calls and emails, suddenly so many
things to do if they really were to leave in twenty four hours.













Chapter 9







Phillipe Toscano
ordered a lemonade at the snack bar across from the small plaza
beneath his building.   He sat alone at a small table in a corner of
the patio, studying the papers he had printed, pulling out a pair of
reading glasses from his pocket.  He scanned the first page, holding
it up to see the small text.   It was covered with tables of data. 
Each row showed a name, some more than one.  Next to each was a date,
and then inside a larger box at the side, a few notes. 


He ran his finger down
one row at a time, glancing at the text beside some.  Half way down
the next page he stopped.   He checked the date and murmured
something, looking about the patio for a moment, finally pursing his
lips and slowly exhaling with a slight whistling sound.  He finished
checking the remaining entries before stuffing the pages back into
his coat pocket, pushing his way out between the hedges and hurrying
across the green towards his building.   Halfway there he pulled up,
stopping under the shade of a tree whose heavy limbs stretched out
from a grassy knoll close by.  He looked down the sidewalk, then
towards the entrance of his building before pulling out his phone and
making two calls.  His secretary picked up the first.

“You can leave
for the day, Rosella,” he said as soon as she answered.

“Uh, yes sir,
Dean Toscano,” she replied quickly, “I will leave a
couple items on top of your desk for signatures, if you have a
chance.”

He hung up, and after
hesitating a moment dialed another number.  Another woman answered,
her voice youthful, cheerful.

“Hello, IT
department, Myra speaking, how can I help you?” 


“This is
Toscano.”

“Excuse me-oh,
Senor Toscano, I mean Dean Toscano-I’m sorry, sir,” her
voice dropped, “what can I do for you, sir?”  


Toscano quickly
explained what he needed, a minute later putting the phone back in
his pocket and continuing on toward his building’s entrance. 
When he stepped out of the elevator on his floor his secretary was
already gone.  He walked past her desk, gave the doors a shove and
strode quickly down the hall to his office.  Before the door had
swung shut behind him he was at his desk, bringing his PC to life. 
He entered the same university network where he had retrieved the
tables, this time clicking a different page. A window appeared.  A
long tree of folders and sub-folders filled the screen.  


He pulled the folded
papers from his pocket and slapped them down on his desk, leaning
over to find the entry that had gotten his attention.  He drew a
circle around it with a pen and turned back to the screen, staring
closely now as he scrolled down, carefully examining each page of
folders which appeared in turn.  He slowed, and then stopped
suddenly, moving back and clicking on one of them, Folder Password
Protected/Enter User Name and Password Below, the pop up window read.
 A box flashed a cursor, prompting for input.  


He murmured something
and scrolled to the bottom of the screen, clicking on his email.  He
waited, tapping a finger as it synchronized messages with his server.
  New emails began to appear, one after another.  While it was still
finishing he saw what he wanted, techsupport_rachel@it.hist.ucm.es.
 He clicked on it.  The email text was blank, but the subject line
told him all he needed, Attached updated file you requested.  Typical
IT department curtness, he noted cynically, but clear enough to
confirm it was what he had demanded by phone from the woman minutes
before.   He clicked on the attachment and an unformatted .txt
document opened as a black screen with lines of script aligned along
the left side.  It looked like computer code (which in fact it was). 
He quickly scrolled down past screens of arcane header language until
he came to a long section which stood out, each university staff
username listed, line after line, separated by commas from the last
name of the person who had created it, and followed by strings of
letters or numbers enclosed in quotation marks.  He found the name he
was looking for, noted the username, like most simply the person’s
first initial and last name, then highlighted the string of
characters next to it with his mouse and hit Copy.  He went back to
the previous window.  The protected folder still flashed its cursor,
waiting for a password.  He typed the username and clicked the cursor
on the line below, hitting Paste. The string of letters he had copied
from the other file appeared, MAXALEXPHILIP.  He stared at them for a
moment, and a quick smile passed across his face.  


When he stared moments
later at the high resolution images on the screen he swore out loud
in excitement, then stared curiously, even as he calculated its value
as a chit.  Yes, this is what I was after! he thought excitedly.  It
was, without question, enough to present to Del’Toro, though
whether it would satisfy his fuzzy criteria he wasn’t sure. 
But he was convinced it was an opening, at least.

When he shut down the
computer several minutes later his breathing was shallow and fast,
his movements quick.  He had quickly copied the digital photographs
to a folder on his PC, and then stored another copy to a flash memory
stick which he had dug from a drawer in his desk, and which was now
shoved in his pocket.

He ignored his other
emails.  He would review them as he always did, late that evening. 
One was a message from accounting, a daily summary of large staff
purchases and travel requests organized by each campus and broken out
further by department.  Near the top of the day’s report one
item read,




Travel Expense –
University Barcelona – Sch. History




Air Travel: Intl,
Barcelona – Lima, Peru, roundtrip, Business Class, €
4,347.00 


Travelers: Professor
Montserrat Aguara, Barcelona.  


Authorized:  Professor
Montserrat Aguara, Chair, Dept of  Cultural Anthropology &
History

Itinerary- see attached




He flipped off the
lights of his office, looking back at the open whiskey bottle and
stepping back to the counter in the dark, pouring a glass and pausing
with it in his hand before savoring the burning pleasure of the dark
golden liquid.  As he walked back to the elevator, he wondered how
best to deliver the news of his find.













Chapter 10 








James stepped back
inside the small, wood framed doorway at the sound of Monte’s
steps coming down the stairs, guessing already that it was bad news. 
Outside, an enormous sun drenched square, a hundred meters to a side,
walled by stucco buildings, wooden structures, and a large cathedral,
all abutted end to end to one another, was quickly growing more
crowded since their early morning arrival.  Locals now bustled back
and forth across its vast, cobblestone expanse.  Another virtual
square had formed inside, made up of stands of vendors selling
merchandise from the backs of carts, or on blankets layed on the
ground.  An early group of tourists walked past as he waited, the
local guide at their front holding a white flag over her head,
Tura-InCa printed on the cloth.  


They had arrived into
Lima the previous evening, after completing their hasty preparations
in Barcelona, including a trip to a gigantic sporting goods store
where James had purchased extra clothing, toiletries, and a pair of
lightweight hiking shoes, later phoning Liz that evening from Monte’s
home where he stayed again before their departure together the next
morning.  With their weekend plans already scuttled, he felt slightly
vindicated in sharing the importance of the find, and his decision to
miss several days of his own work as well because of it. 


“Wow, that’s
sudden,” she had replied.  “I thought it must be
something important-well, blimey, be careful old man, will you,”
she laughed.  The humor sounded forced, but James knew her wishes
were sincere.  Liz was, too frequently, the calm harbor waiting for
him in the midst of the storm which seemed to swirl about his often
unpredictable schedule.  She always kept her cool and her soft touch,
though he knew it must be trying at times.   


After the grueling
twenty four hours or more of flying (James had avoided keeping
track), first to Paris, from there across the Atlantic to a
connection in Atlanta, Georgia, and finally on to Lima, they arrived
too late to catch a flight to Cusco, where they had decided to begin
their investigations.  By that time, however, neither of them seemed
disappointed to find a hotel by the Lima airport and wait the next
day.  


The next morning they
shared a quick breakfast of rolls in the lobby before hurrying back
to the terminal.  Monte shared the news that he had failed to raise
his local contact, a professor at the national Peruvian university. 
He had assumed he would be available to meet them and get them into
the Santo Domingo archives in Cusco, where they had agreed they might
turn up something of interest regarding the codex.

The short, early
morning flight inland over the coastal mountains and on to the high
mountain city was uneventful.  Monte became more pensive, his face
concerned, his excited banter trickling to short utterances when
after landing his colleague still didn’t answer.  


They could feel the
thin, already hot air straining their lungs as they hauled their
packs across the parking lot towards the motley collection of taxis
that stood waiting.  Monte asked a driver to take them downtown, to
the Plaza De Las Armas, remembering the university had an auxiliary
office located there, though he had not visited it himself.

After being dropped off
in front of an arched entrance to the massive square, however, he
realized he had no idea where to find it.  They hiked methodically
around half its interior before finally spotting the small sign by a
doorway, the same door where James now tried to keep out of the sun,
turning expectantly as Monte emerged from within.

“So?” he
said, feeling a bit sticky and uncomfortable, and suffering a
headache from the elevation to boot.

“They can’t
help us.  I’m sorry James.” 


“Can’t
help-well bloody...I can talk to them.” James pulled his shirt
from his chest and glared threateningly up the narrow flight of
stairs.  


 “No, don’t
waste your time,” Monte explained quickly, “there’s
only a woman there watching the place.  It’s the weekend.  No
one is in.  I should have thought of that myself.”

James narrowed his eyes
for a moment and pulled at his shirt once more, letting Monte’s
explanation sink in.  They turned and stepped back out the doorway,
neither speaking for the moment.  


The sun climbed higher
in the sky, their shadows reduced already to small pools about their
feet.  As they climbed back down the steps a native woman approached.
 Her skin was dark and worn, her face covered with cracked lines and
deep furrows.  She smiled up at them, showing a missing front tooth,
and chirped something in a mixture of local Quecha and Spanish.  Her
jet black eyes seemed immune to the bright sun shining down from
overhead.  A large tray of tin trinkets and candies balanced against
her waist, straps from the front looping up and over her shoulders. 
They knew they must ignore her, which her all but undecipherable
dialect made all too easy to do, and after a final musical plea, her
voice growing for a moment in strength, she turned and walked away,
talking again-now, it seemed, to no one at all.

Monte looked about,
holding his hand to his brow.  


“Perhaps we
should head to the archives anyways,” he suggested tentatively.
 “I can try to get us in-don’t know if we’ll get
any help pulling documents, though.”  He shook his head
doubtfully, and then mumbled, “I don’t know, wasting
time...”  


He worried that the
first of their few precious days here might quickly evaporate with
nothing to show for their time, reminding himself unhappily that the
trip had been his doing in the first place-at least it had been his
own request for help that had dragged them all this way together.  He
should have had a better plan. 


James’s
reputation in the field was, at least partly, behind Monte’s
not having ventured to try to pin down too many details regarding
their plan of action.   He had avoided bringing it up, assuming James
must have logical steps in mind already, then embarrassed to raise
the subject later after agreeing as quickly as he had with the idea
of coming in the first place.  Now, with his only solid local contact
missing in action, standing alone at the edge of the large, hot
square, he felt that their efforts were as void of design as the sea
of worn and dusty cobblestones that stretched before them.  


James said nothing.  He
looked about in the heat, staring for a moment at a cluster of more
tiny statured natives.  They wore the same, bright mélange of
patterned fabrics, bowler hats and silver clasped belts above their
skirts and dresses as their erstwhile curio vendor.  James, in truth,
had been quickly convinced that the document and now the few
supporting details they had gleaned from it were alone enough to
justify a search for any supporting data in Peru.  But his conviction
did not extend to any certainty of exactly what they might find, nor
how their time would be best spent in searching.

Those were simply
tactics, and would play themselves out, changing on the fly if
necessary.  The very act of searching would add to their
understanding of what the document was or was not.  With a little
luck, they might even find something which would help explain the
subject behind the strange Inca story the Spanish transcription had
laid out.  The point was simply the codex itself.  It was unique,
compelling and important.  That was enough to merit painting the
edges, a metaphor which for James meant finding context, context of
any kind.  For the codex, it might mean uncovering more supporting
details, or gleaning information about the Inca clan or individuals
who may have authored it, or perhaps finding something to trace its
lineage through the centuries.  Which they ended up focusing their
efforts on mattered not so much.  Any would help to paint the edges,
and that in turn would help point them where to look next.   


It was with that
mindset that James had not hesitated to propose the sudden trip to
Peru in the first place (if Monte had reminded himself that it was,
after all, James’s idea to come, it might have allayed some of
his unease).  


“Let’s give
it a try,” James agreed, turning to give Monte a quick nod. 
They headed back down the side of the square and found a narrow
passageway leading out between two buildings, barely wide enough to
walk side by side.  They emerged onto a busy sidewalk.  A large truck
roared past on the road in front of them, followed by a car speeding
behind in its wake of dust.  Bicycles, a few motor scooters, and a
woman pulling a donkey cart along the shoulder of the street made up
the only other traffic.  


Monte craned his neck
to peer in both directions.  “No taxis,” he concluded
impatiently, “maybe something will come along-or maybe we
better walk to the other side.”

James paused, staring
at two young men standing by the curb, laughing and chatting, holding
helmets in their hands.  Two motorcycles stood parked at the curb
nearby.  He glanced at Monte, and then jostled his pack more firmly
onto his shoulders. 


“Come on, old
chap,” he beckoned, marching off down the sidewalk in their
direction.   


Monte hurried to
follow, peering ahead curiously, assuming James must have spotted a
cab in the distance.  When James raised his hand to get the young
men’s attention, both of whom looked up from their conversation
in surprise, Monte frowned, trotting faster to catch up.

“Hold on James,”
he cried worriedly, “what are you doing?”

James turned, his
amused grin convincing Monte his concern was well founded. 


“Come on, Monte,
it’s only a couple of kilometers to Santo Domingo.  I think we
had better do as the Cuscoans-is that right?-do.  We don’t want
to waste more time searching for a proper taxi, now do we?” he
warned, perhaps having noticed Monte’s anxiety.

Monte frowned but said
nothing as James winked, turning and approaching the youths and
quickly eliciting smiling nods after explaining in Spanish their need
for a ride to the historic cathedral.  He passed some local bills to
each, which Monte immediately decided must have been too generous,
based on the even broader grins it produced.

James turned back,
ignoring Monte’s last ditch search of the street for a real
cab.  “Come on, Monte, it will be fun!”

Monte was sure it would
be anything but fun, but with no other option in sight, he resignedly
fumbled for the straps of his pack to buckle across his chest.

A minute later James
clutched his small bag at his side with one hand, the other wrapped
casually about his drivers’ waist, his backpack swaying behind
him.  A car length behind, Monte clung, grim faced, to his driver’s
chest as the bikes screamed under their heavy loads, accelerating
down the street and turning onto a wide boulevard ahead, soon
disappearing in the direction of a large cathedral’s roofline
visible rising up from the top of a hillside on the outskirts of the
city.   














Chapter 11







The archives at Santo
Domingo occupied the basement of an annex building nearby the main
church, close to the original temple’s stone perimeter, a now
largely destroyed stone wall whose fragments still ran across open
lots and along part of the grassy lawn which swept down the hillside
in front of the church towards the city below.   


 The Spanish had begun
building Santo Domingo shortly after Pizarro’s largely
unmolested march into the Inca’s mountain fortress city.  The
vast sun temple it was built on top of had been the pinnacle of Inca
power, rising gloriously over the heart of the empire.  The
conquerors soon replaced towering Inca stone jaguars, demon gods and
gold plated artworks with large frescos, images and statues of their
own Christian messiah, apostles and saints.   


All allusions to the
Inca god Inti were destroyed, including the large mantel which had
held a wheel formed of solid gold.  The religion the Spanish brought
with them, however, proved a difficult juxtaposition in the minds of
the curious, frightened, and skeptical natives.  The image of Jesus,
bleeding on the cross, however, elicited excited nodding and waving
of hands, leaving the friars struggling to explain that the figure
was not a human sacrifice, the people of the Andes all familiar with
chicha numbed human offerings to their own pantheon of spirits.  The
distinction was, over time, digested, thought the supremacy of one
Supreme Being to the exclusion of all others never entirely took
hold, and Peru’s version of Catholicism, as ardent is it
quickly became, would never shake its past.   In the homes tucked
along the streets past which the two professors whizzed by on the
back of their scooter taxis, statues of the Jesus still shared
shelves with images of sun gods, idols, and other Inca deities,
likely given a central position on the shelf amongst the rest, but
still part of a collective, a pantheon of guides to the underworld,
emanations from the forests, the mountains, and the heavens.




The building above the
basement archive was attached by an enclosed passageway to another
small building next door.  It served as the administrative offices as
well as the main entrance from which visitors accessed the stairs to
the underground vault.  Inside the building’s entrance was a
low ceilinged reception room, a simple open hall with a counter
rising from the floor to one side.  A local woman wearing glasses was
seated on a tall stool behind the counter, copying information from a
stack of papers which sat next to her PC screen when James and Monte
appeared suddenly in the doorway.  


Before dismissing their
scooter drivers they had checked their belongings to make sure
nothing had been lost on the bumpy ride out.   Satisfied, Monte had
then reaffirmed his resolve to negotiate their way inside.  


“I’ll give
it a try,” he assured James as they headed down a walkway from
the curb to the entrance of the building, which they both remembered
from past visits.

The woman looked up as
they entered.  “Good afternoon gentlemen, can I help you?”
she said curtly in Spanish.  


In the distance, the
drone of the motorbikes could be heard racing back down the hill
towards town.  James struggled to catch her local Spanish accent,
while Monte bowed his head and smiled graciously. 


“Good afternoon,
madam,” he said loudly, “I must apologize for bothering
you today without any warning.” 


James thought it
sounded overly formal and wondered if the airs would really help, but
was happy to leave the exercise to Monte.

“We have an
appointment to visit the archives,” Monte continued quickly,
glancing decisively at his watch for a moment as if to confirm some
appointed time.  “Professor Rodriguez, visiting Chair Emeritus
of University of Lima’s Anthropology Department, was going to
meet us, but unfortunately he seems to have run into a small
emergency back at the school.  He advised us we should come on our
own instead-you see, we have flown all the way from Europe here just
for this purpose.”

The woman straightened
on her stool, scowling slightly as he finished, then tipped her head
down to stare over the top of her glasses.  “I am sorry Senor,
but—” 


Monte didn’t let
her finish.  “Oh, please forgive me, we didn’t introduce
ourselves.  I am Professor Montserrat Aguara, Chair of the University
of Barcelona’s Department of Ancient History.”   


James thought now that
Monte must be intending to overcome her objections by throwing as
many names and titles out as he could muster, deciding he was right
as Monte turned and motioned next in his direction with a theatrical
wave. 


“And this is my
colleague, Doctor James Brook, Chair of King’s College School
of History,” Monte added, with what James thought a bit too
much drama, “from London, England.”

“Mmm, I see,”
she murmured.  “I am honored to have you visit us, professors. 
My name is Maria.  I am in charge of the archives and administration
for the records and exhibits here at Santo Domingo.  But I have not
heard anything from this colleague of yours, this, um, this visiting
professor...what did you say his name was?”

“Rodriguez, Dr.
Rodriguez,” Monte repeated quickly, flashing a knowing smile.

“I am afraid I
can’t escort you to the archives,” she replied. “I
have no assistance today,” glancing over her shoulder to a
doorway behind her before continuing. “It is only myself today.
 I am very sorry.”

“Oh yes, yes, I
see,” Monte gave a small sigh. “Well, I am terribly
sorry, this is my fault.  I should contact Professor Rodriguez to let
him know,” and then in a good semblance of sudden afterthought,
added, “oh, and Prefect Senor De La Cruz.”

The woman’s mouth
opened at the last name, her hand rising automatically in the air,
but Monte quickly continuing.

“I was supposed
to call him as well after our visit,” Monte added
apologetically, “he wished to review our findings-well, that’s
what Professor Rodriquez insisted on, anyways.” He ran his hand
through his hair, biting his lip, clearly wondering now how he would
explain the problem to the head of Peru’s Board of Antiquities.
 


Maria now appeared
genuinely concerned, her hand still raised, a finger pointing as if
about to say something.

“I’m sorry,
Senora Maria, we shouldn’t have bothered you,” Monte
gambled, taking a step back.

“Wait,” she
leaned forward on her stool, “I-well, perhaps I can help you.”
 She spun halfway around and dug a ring of keys from a drawer at her
side, looking back at them once more for a moment before proceeding. 
“I can let you in, but I can’t stay to help.  I have to
watch the office, and I have things to do as well.  You’ll have
to get by on your own.”  She hopped off the stool, all but the
top of her head disappearing from sight till she emerged from around
the end of the counter, waving to follow and without a pause heading
to a passageway leading off the side of the office.

James turned, winking
with a quick grin in Monte’s direction.  Monte flashed a smile
of relief before hurrying to follow her down the narrow hallway,
which led to a taller enclosed corridor and in turn to the archive
building next door.  James remembered walking through the same
passageway years ago, carrying cases of documents which his team had
come to photograph at the time.  Beams of sunlight shown through
openings along the curved ceiling.  Maria unlocked the door at the
end and motioned them to enter.   Another hallway led past several
doors, ending suddenly at the top of a narrow flight of steps which
descended steeply to the basement below.

“Be careful,”
she warned, pausing for a moment and looking back before climbing
down ahead of them, her heels clicking loudly as she descended the
stone steps.  A bare bulb hung by a wire from a small hole in the
ceiling halfway down.  James had to duck to avoid it.  At the bottom
of the steps, a wide, low ceilinged hallway continued to a glass
doorway.  It looked surprisingly modern, set neatly in its polished
steel frame; out of place against the aged stone surroundings, James
thought.  He wondered if it hadn’t been there on his last
visit.  If it had, he didn’t remember it.  It was slightly
open.  


“What is this?!”
Maria exclaimed, turning and staring back accusingly for a moment,
but her face quickly softening on seeing their confusion.  “Well,
someone is in trouble,” she hissed, leaving no doubt that
someone was.

They followed her
through the door, squeezing ahead, their packs still on their
shoulders, into an antechamber formed by the door and another less
than ten feet ahead.  It was unlocked, and Maria pushed it open and
stepped inside.   They gazed at the large underground hall which made
up the archives.  It extended sixty or seventy feet to the far end of
the room and half as wide, though the ceiling was as low as in the
hall outside.   It felt much cooler and drier than the buildings
above.

Though filled with rows
of aged wooden shelves, the professors could easily spot signs of its
Inca origin.  The exposed stones on one side were large and irregular
in shape, fit together seamlessly, some carved in distinct
trapezoidal shapes, narrowing towards the top, typically and uniquely
Inca.

An aisle ran down the
center between the rows of shelves, opening before the back wall. 
Two wooden benches rested in back.   One, they noticed at once, was
occupied by a large figure slouched down on his back along its
length, something wadded up and stuffed under his head as a pillow, a
large text resting on his even larger stomach.  A pasty white thigh
bulged from his shorts, changing hue to a sun burned pink above the
knee.   The man jerked his head sideways and looked down the aisle at
them, squinting over the top of his book for a moment, and then
suddenly coming to life, scrambling to sit up as he recognized Maria
in front of the two tall strangers, her arms now crossed across her
chest as she stared heatedly back in his direction.

“Well, well,”
he called out, trying to sound nonchalant after his obvious surprise,
“visitors!”

Monte thought his voice
sounded rather boyish, especially given the considerable bulk of its
source.  


Unable to avoid Maria’s
glare any longer (she had by now started stalking firmly down the
aisle in his direction), the man added with less enthusiasm, “Ah,
good morning, Senora Maria.” 


James thought he caught
an American accent.   His short, tousled brown hair crowned a
grizzled shadow of beard, and his torn shorts and grey t-shirt, and
the faded Red Sox logo stretched tightly across the expanse of his
chest seemed to support James’s guess.

 “What are you
doing in here, Johnny?”  Maria snapped accusingly, marching
past the towering rows of shelves on either side like a tiny cowboy
barging through the doors of a saloon for a show down.  As James and
Monte watched in surprise, she continued to the bench where the man
waited meekly and gave a swing of her arm, landing a firm punch on
his shoulder with her tiny fist.

“Ouch!” he
cried indignantly.  “Oh come on, Maria,” he tried arguing
apologetically, “I told you I might need to drop by again last
week, didn’t I?”  He rubbed his arm, then turned and
playfully jabbed back in her direction with his much more sizeable
paw.

She swatted his arm
away with a huff and crossed her arms again, standing defiantly
before him.  The man stood up, motioning for a moment as if to box
again, but thinking better of it perhaps, and stopping to study the
strangers staring back at him. 


“Hello,
gentlemen,” he called, looking at them curiously and smiling; a
pleasant face, if somewhat cherubic in appearance, thought James.

“Name’s
Johnny Dorchesky-uh, American version-Boston-well, Queens-uh, New
York, originally.  Local history buff, you could say.”  He
motioned to more books stacked at the end of the bench, then
cautiously stepped past Maria and approached, extending a large hand.
 He was shorter than James, taller by an inch than Monte.  His girth
was less noticeable standing.  He appeared more generally heavy than
obese, his arms and calves showing hints of muscle beneath the
padding.  His stubble on his cheeks contained flecks of red, the
color set off by his sun burned forehead.  A silver medallion hung
from a leather cord around his neck.  


.  “So, whom do I
have the honor of making the acquaintance,” he effused.  “You,
ah, speak English, don’t you,” he added, looking them
both over quickly, trying to guess their homeland just as James had
done with him.

Monte stood frozen,
looking back suspiciously.  James took the extended hand, smiling, if
a bit tersely.  He quickly introduced himself and Monte.

The man’s eyes
widened.  “Wait a minute…James Brook,  Doctor James
Brook I mean, well I’ll be damned!  Uh, excuse my French-I
mean,” he turned to Monte, “and a department chair from
Spain-geez, it’s my lucky day, running into you two!”

James wasn’t sure
the man was sincere with his platitudes, though he seemed genuinely
excited.  Regardless, his desire at the moment was to quickly finish
the introductions and get on with their work. 


Johnny wasn’t
finished however.  “The Maya!” he exclaimed, pointing a
large finger in the air.  “Your book on the Maya, in northern
Mexico,” he lowered his hand, his finger still extended,
dancing in front of his belly, “you showed the Maya influence
ran all the way up to northern Mexico.  That was fantastic,
doc-really good, wow!” he added.

James’s eyebrows
rose, and he nodded cautiously.

“Say, what about
the similarities between Maya pottery and some of the North American
Plains Indians?!” Johnny continued.  “You know I’ve
seen Hopi-even Navajo patterns-that I think must have come from the
Maya.”

“Or the other way
around, perhaps.”  James didn’t hesitate to engage the
hypothesis, amateur or not, a habit he had consciously developed
standing in front of a sea of hungry minds.  “I mean,” he
clarified for his class of two (Monte listening as well, though with
a frown of disapproval), “the migration of indigenous
populations in North America was a north to south migration.  The
crossover you’re pointing out might just as well have travelled
from the early Plains culture to the Maya, or to their predecessors.”

Johnny’s mouth
drooped as he pondered the observation, then his grin returned. 
“Yes, that’s possible-sure, yeah, that’s-that’s
good,” he gushed.

James smiled slightly. 
“It’s, uh, Mr. Dorchesky, right?” 


“Oh, hey, call me
Johnny, please, doc.” 


“Yes, of course,
Johnny, it sounds as though you are a researcher in your own right,
and I would like to talk more, but unfortunately my colleague and I
have a limited time here to get some research of our own completed.  
If you’ll forgive us, we’ll have to make it another
time.”

Maria, sensing his
tone, stepped forward, wriggling her way in front of Johnny and
raising a palm toward his face while looking back at the professors. 
“Senor Brook, I am very sorry.  Johnny has let himself in, I
believe, with a key to the archive that he was supposed to return to
me over a week ago.”  


She shot a menacing
look at Johnny, who shrugged uncomfortably.

 “Hey, wait a
minute, Maria—”

She silenced him with a
quick glare. “I will make sure he lets you gentlemen complete
your research undisturbed,” she assured them, then extending a
tiny finger to Johnny’s chest, “you let these men take
care of their business, Mr. Johnny.  I should kick you out right
now-well, don’t you go getting in their way.  None of your
antics, you got it mister,” then adding ominously, “and
none of your jokes!”  


Johnny squirmed as
Maria held his eyes with a stern stare for a moment before turning
back to the others.

“Professors, if
you need anything, please come and get me at once,” and with
that she turned and headed back down the aisle, pausing to call back
once more, “and if you need the bathroom you’ll have to
walk back the office and find me, it’s locked.”  She
closed the glass door behind her, giving a last stern look back
before silently mouthing something as she turned and left.

Johnny looked at them
sheepishly for a moment, running a hand through his hair.  “Well,
don’t worry about me, docs,” he said finally, “I,
uh...” patting his book to reassure them that he had things to
do as well.  


James and Monte nodded
and smiled politely, then turned to survey their next move.  They
stared at the rows of shelves, which, as James had worried from his
past visits, revealed no hint of any real order, much less a catalog
indexing.  Where to start was less than obvious.

Johnny shuffled back to
his bench, standing at one end and casually holding his book open in
front of his chest, but repeatedly darting glances in their
direction.   His hurt at Maria’s sharp retorts lessened a bit
as he surreptitiously followed Monte’s initial, tentative foray
down an aisle.  The professors struggled to make sense of the mass of
shelves, and soon Johnny stole a brief smile as he heard a quiet
Spanish curse of exasperation emanate from the end of an aisle.  He
watched the other professor’s ordered but impatient search of
another, and finally, through eavesdropping on their sparse
discussions between new bursts of activity heard enough to gather at
least some hint of the topics they were having little luck finding
anything on.

Presently James looked
up from where he squatted in an aisle, sensing someone there as he
furrowed his face in concentration, peering inside a case of
documents.  It was Johnny.

“Uh, sorry doc, I
don’t know if this would be of interest to you.  Probably not,
but, well…”

James looked up and
studied him, squinting, his frown of concentration still frozen on
his face.  Finally he stood, relaxing from his efforts for a moment
and raising an eyebrow as he took the book that Johnny held out in
his hand.   After glancing at the cover his eyes shot up again. 
Johnny nodded encouragingly and  the professor opened it and began to
carefully turn the fragile pages, pausing to read from one, then
another, then flipping more quickly, stopping soon at another and
holding it closer to his face.  When he looked up, his scowl was
replaced by a smile. 


“This is quite
good, very good, actually.  Thank you, Johnny.”  


Johnny grinned in
satisfaction.  “Sure, doc, I thought-well, I hoped it might be
of some interest to you.  Um, well…,” he turned to
leave, awkwardly giving a small wave of his hand before James stopped
him. 


“Wait a minute,
Johnny,” Johnny whirled back around at once, “seems you
know your way around here better than we do.  If you’re game,
why don’t you let me share with you a couple other things we’re
hoping to turn up some information on.” 


“Yeah, sure, doc,
I’m at your service!” he beamed happily.

Two aisles away, Monte
froze uncomfortably, suspicious at hearing the stranger’s
unsolicited offer of help, then feeling a bit like a spy himself for
listening in, finally stifling an urge to rush over and object as he
heard James sharing what he thought was more detail than necessary
regarding their own efforts.   As he heard Johnny scurry off again he
tried to ignore the episode, but when he heard Johnny announce that
he had something else for James to come see curiosity quickly won
out, and he hurried back up the center aisle until he spied them
both, slowing as he rounded the corner and making a point to look up
nonchalantly from what had proved another not very useful text as he
approached.  


“You, uh, say you
have something of interest there,” he said casually.  


His reservations were
soon abandoned, and Johnny was soon merrily engaged hurrying back and
forth to ask a clarifying question of one or the other, or to offer a
new suggestion of his own, or to expectantly place another book or
folder into their hands before heading off to see what else he could
turn up.  Along the way he also managed to sneak in more
conversation, which Monte tried as scrupulously, though as politely
as possible to avoid, but which James seemed happy to entertain. 


Johnny did most of the
talking anyways, and they learned he had lived in Cusco for ten
years, employed periodically by the American embassy to perform
translations or check historical records against some administrative
point of law.  He was married to a Mexican woman who had lived in
America and more recently also come for work at the consulate.   But
it was his passion for Inca history that had brought him to Peru in
the first place, he emphasized, excitedly explaining that he had
found more than one unsurveyed ruin in his years here, including one
near Lake Titicaca which he thought was quite significant, to all of
which James nodded thoughtfully in reply.

 After delving into
more documents on their own, Johnny approached James once more, this
time throwing a thinly veiled hint that he might be of even more help
if he knew what exactly they were investigating.  


James paused for a
moment, then shared some of the particular names and peculiar phrases
mentioned in the codex; Inca names he had memorized, the name of the
obscure outpost, and a mention of the mountain drawings, including
the terms which surrounded it.  


Johnny listened
intently.  He suddenly cocked his head, his bushy eyebrows furrowed
intently.  


“Wait a minute,
tres ceques, you said?”  His eyes showed a keen, intelligent
curiosity, James noted.  “That term, doc, you said it’s
mentioned in this drawing of a mountain scene?  That, I mean-well,
geez, I’d love to have a look at that-I mean, whatever it is
that says tres ceques...”  



James stared back at
him curiously for a moment, trying to interpret his reaction, but
convinced only his sudden eagerness at the mention of name was more
than idle interest.

“Excuse me a
moment, Johnny.”  He turned without noticing Johnny’s
sudden look of concern, their serendipitous assistant suddenly
worried he had stuck his nose in their business too far.

Monte looked up from
where he squatted over a stack of papers in the middle of another
aisle as James approached.  


“James, this is
pretty good,” he said at once, holding up a sheet for James to
see, who stooped to look over his shoulder.  


“Yes, looks quite
detailed,” James agreed.  “I say, Monte,” lowering
his voice, “Johnny here is turning out to be a rather useful
helper, isn’t he?”

“Yes, he is,”
Monte concurred readily.  “I would never have found some of
this material on my own, I think.”

“Any objections
to letting him take a look at the copy of the codex?  He wants to see
the drawings.  He got excited when I described a bit of the images
and some of the terms that we were struggling with.  I don’t
see much harm in giving him a chance to see it for himself.  What do
you think?”

Monte looked up at him,
considering the proposal calmly (to James’s relief).  Monte
realized they were in the man’s debt already, enough so to show
him some consideration, perhaps even a bit of trust on their part.  


“Why not,”
he replied, “another pair of eyes wouldn’t hurt while
we’re here.”  He paused, and then added, “But why
don’t we just show him the front, and just the drawings. 
That’s what he wants to see anyways, right?  I mean, since we
copied the front and back separately…”

“Yes, quite, good
idea,” James agreed at once.  


They found Johnny
staring back anxiously from the main aisle as they emerged from the
row of shelves.

“Uh, doc, I’m
sorry about that, I mean if I...”  


James brushed past him,
heading to the back of the room where they had left their packs by
the other bench.  Johnny gave a confused look at Monte, who hurried
on as well, but beckoned him to follow.

Johnny followed,
stammering something else before falling silent as he watched the
professor pull a document tube out his pack.  James pried off one end
and pulled a roll of large paper part way out.  He flipped through
the edges, quickly finding the sheet he wanted and pulled it out from
the rest, leaving the others sticking halfway out of the tube as he
set it back on top of his pack.  Johnny was quickly at his shoulder,
following closely as James walked to a table and set it down,
unrolling the paper and holding down the corners with books.

Johnny began to lean
over but paused, turning to look to James unsurely.

“Yes, go ahead,
chap, take a look,” James urged him, “this is the
document-well, a copy of it at least-the one whose description got
your attention, I gathered.  Here’s the drawing, and the
references,” he pointed to the small script above the picture
of the mountain scene.

Johnny bent over the
table at once, staring at the large sheet.  James watched him with
interest as his eyes darted over the images, soon pointing silently
with a finger as he studied one portion and then another.

He was clearly focused
on the mountain landscape, staring first at the small temples between
the mountain peaks, and then at the images nestled below, one
representing three pools, vertical lines appearing to depict water
flowing from the top down into the other two at each side.    


“Where the hell
did you find this, doc,” he finally said, his eyes not leaving
the drawing.

James looked at Monte,
who peered back from the other side of Johnny’s crouched form,
both exchanging raised eyebrows as Johnny continued to pore over the
drawing.   


Well, he certainly is
making a good show of it, isn’t he, Monte thought with some
skepticism. 


James was trying to
follow Johnny’s gaze.  He pointed above the drawing.  “See
there,” at the smaller scripted notes in the same hand as the
text which seemed to denote the image, “that’s the tres
ceques reference I mentioned–is that what got your attention?”

“Yes, yes,”
Johnny gasped, emitting a gurgle which sounded like he might choke,
but recovering to lean in and stare at the small notes James
indicated, before turning back to the drawings below.

Monte felt his ire
rising over what seemed the rather amateurish excitability on
Johnny’s part, over what could hardly be anything of
consequence, not in the scant two minutes he had spent studying their
find.  He frowned, gave a silent sigh and resigned himself to waiting
to hear whatever wisdom the man was preparing to reveal so that they
could get on with their real efforts to follow the details, which he
felt they were making some decent headway on.

“Tres ceques,
tres ceques,” Johnny murmured intently.  His head bobbed up for
a moment before tilting back down just as quickly to the sheet. 
Monte was growing more impatient, and was preparing to object when
Johnny’s head jerked up again, now staring intently at each of
them in turn as he repeated the words once more.  It was enough to
leave Monte curious what had gotten him so excited, regardless of his
generally unfavorable impression of the exercise.

“I know where
this place is, this tres ceques!” Johnny exclaimed, staring at
them each excitedly in turn.  “I recognized the name-and this,
this drawing, it’s gotta be!  I’ve been there-or close,
anyways.  They call it by its local name, the villagers, tres
ceques!”  His cheeks were flushed red with excitement.  His
sunburned forehead glistened beneath wet strands of wavy hair.  “I
know where this is!”













Chapter 12







After their initial
surprise (and Monte’s quickly expressed doubts), they let
Johnny explain.  His penchant for following reports from his network
of local friends, he hurried to share, had taken him just a year
earlier exploring in the upper Titicaca Basin, a lush, mountain
surrounded delta a few hours south of Cusco, named for the enormous
lake of the same name.

The professors both
knew the area well enough.  Titicaca was a major geographical
landmark, sitting high in the cradle of the Andes, feeding several
major rivers.

James’s mention
of the name tres ceques had at once jogged something from his travels
in the region, he claimed.  While exploring a section of Inca trails
with the help of a local contact he had been led into adjacent
mountains to the west by another acquaintance, skirting a large
valley, which, when Johnny described its location a little better at
James’s prodding, the professor recognized as a region known to
have a rather dense collection of both Inca and pre-Inca sites.  


Johnny said on that
trip he had been shown bits of pottery and some broken stone forms. 
His contact said they were from the ruins of an Inca shrine near a
waterfall, a waterfall reached on the way to a remote alpine basin
higher still, defined by three peaks rising at its corners.  The man
had impressed upon him that they were noteworthy, that his own
village carried oral histories still of the peaks, each of which
could be traced to an Inca ceque line radiating out from Cusco.  


The old villager had
told Johnny the basin still held a spiritual significance, village
lore recounting it as home to a line of powerful Inca priests who had
held sway through in the time of Atualpac, the last of the Inca
rulers.  


Monte listened, his
narrowed look remaining unconvinced the fanciful tale (which he was
sure he could find remarkably similar examples of in virtually any
local village) was any reason to make some bold claim about a
connection to the codex drawing.  His eyes widened, however, and
James suddenly leaned over the drawing with renewed interest when
Johnny added that the villagers-both the man he had enlisted for help
and the local elder friend-had referred to the site by the name tres
ceques, using the Quecha words, not Spanish, which Johnny had
inferred must mean the name was Inca in origin (James questioned the
last assertion, but his interest was nonetheless piqued).

The following day
Johnny had hiked up with the man to the waterfalls, but rain had
begun to pound the jungle about them by the time they arrived,
quickly turning the slopes into a mass of mud and trails which
threatened to turn into rushing streams at their feet, making their
hasty return back down the steep valley walls a dangerous climb.

Monte stopped him,
questioning him on certain points, especially the reference to the
name.  


Johnny answered as best
he could, then pointing at the drawing again.  He was sure, he
repeated confidently, that the description of the peaks his guide had
given, and which he had seen from a distance himself below the cover
of rain clouds on his trek to the waterfalls, looked like they might
match the drawing.  Together with the name, he was sure it had to be
that shown on the codex,

“It’s gotta
be!” he added emphatically, “it’s gotta be the same
place!” 


James took his turn
firing questions, one after another in rapid succession, Monte
jumping in again at times himself, probing for details, many of which
Johnny couldn’t provide.

Johnny finally raised
his hands in protest, his cheeks again reddening.

“Look, docs, I’m
not trying to defend a frickin’ thesis here, I’m just
telling you what I’ve seen-and heard!  If you want to know
every detail, you’ll have to go see for yourself.”  


Then just as quickly as
he had snapped, he looked at them both with a new look of excitement.
 “What do you say, you want to see this place for yourself, see
if it’s the same shown on your, uh, thing here?!”   


“I’m sorry,
Johnny, we can’t possibly...” Monte started, but stopped
as he turned for support and instead saw James staring back at Johnny
with a curious stare, one which Monte knew well enough already.  


“You’re
sure you could find this place again?” said James.

“Yes, no problem!
 The trailhead is right in the village.   It’s just a day’s
hike from there to get up to the falls, not much farther to the three
peaks, I think.”

In spite of a wave of
anxiety over what seemed yet another rash decision by his colleague
(the scooter adventure coming to mind again), Monte found himself at
once also excited by the idea.  The words, tres ceques, were without
question unusual, if not unique, and Johnny’s claim seemed hard
to discount entirely.  


“You’re
sure that the guide said this place was called tres ceques?” he
pressed.

“Yes,
definitely,” said Johnny, “that’s why it got my
attention when Dr. Brook mentioned the name to me.” 


Monte looked back at
James, his thoughts now on the possibility of some real exploration
in the field.  It was exactly the opportunity he might have secretly
hoped for, but kept logically tucked away in his mind as an unlikely
outcome of their visit.

Now it was James who
hesitated, staring ahead for a moment, turning over thoughts.   It
would be a defining decision for their short remaining time here. 


“Do you mind,
Johnny, letting me and Monte chat a moment?”

“Yeah, sure doc,
be my guest,” Johnny shrugged, “I don’t want to be
responsible for dragging you off on a wild goose chase-I mean, it
just-well, it looks like it’s got to be the place.”

“Yes, thank you
Johnny,” James said quickly, “just give us a minute or
two.”

Johnny waved, shrugged
and turned, padding softly down the aisle. 


James stared at Monte
quizzically, who stared back, his reluctance now largely replaced by
the excitement over the possibility.  Their visit to the archives had
proved more eventful than either had anticipated. 


 “I don’t
know James,” Monte said, “this might be the same place as
shown on the codex.  It is possible.”  Monte realized he was
out of character, on the side of taking what had to still be an
unlikely chance.

“Yes, certainly
possible, though it is a long shot,” cautioned James. 
“Wherever this drawing actually shows, the peaks, the plain
between-if it was even a real location-it might have been terraced
for farming, or eroded away since then.”  He studied Monte’s
reaction.  He knew Monte must understand the odds as well, but he saw
his friend’s resolve remain as he stared back at him. It was
more than enough for him. “I think we should give it a shot,
though, Monte,” he added with a hint of a smile.

“Yes,”
Monte said excitedly, then adding judiciously, “I mean, I
agree, I think we should.”

James pulled up his
sleeve to examine his watch.  “We should go at once.  Too late
today, I suppose, first thing in the morning then.”  He glanced
down the aisle, glimpsing Johnny’s large form shifting
anxiously in the distance.  “That is, if Johnny here is
available to play guide.  He’s not a bad chap, is he?”

Monte turned to look,
giving a noncommittal murmur.

Johnny cautiously
trotted back when James called his name, and then began to gush in a
stream of excitement after hearing their proposal.  


Outside the building
above them the sun hung low over the hills to the west of the city,
bathing the dark cathedral walls red, and setting the pale stone of
the Inca temple glowing shades of fiery orange.
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The next morning James
and Monte stood at the entrance of their small Cusco hotel, which
James had remembered as clean and safe, and which Johnny had at once
seconded when he mentioned the name.  They stared out to the already
bright streets.  They had left their computers in the safekeeping of
their hotelier, who insisted on showing them the locked cabinet in
back where he assured them they would be safe till their return.  The
rest could stay in their rooms.  


Their lightened packs
still included notebooks for writing, and one thick reference book
each had selected from their small stash–in James’s case,
a publication of his own university’s press containing
extensive Inca stone glyphs with a short description below each,
their locations mapped precisely in an extensive appendix of area
geographical maps.  Monte carried an overview of Inca temple sites
throughout Peru (he would like to have had time to copy one of the
texts Johnny had helped find in the archives, but had settled for
taking digital photographs of a dozen of the most interesting pages,
the rest having to wait another visit).  They also brought with them
a few practical items they each calculated would serve the sudden
change of plans: bottled water, granola bars (which James had
purchased in a small store in Lima the previous morning next to their
hotel), a change of clothes, and, as James had happily pointed out
over breakfast, a borrowed roll of toilet paper from the hotel room. 
 


 Soon Johnny arrived as
planned, pulling up in front of their motel in a pale lime green
contraption which James thought at first glance might be vintage
International Scout (Monte thought Jeep), the front passenger door a
mismatched white, which somehow only added character, as did the
scattering of rust about the fender wells.  As Johnny got out with a
wave, James noted the small metal insignia on the side, Land Cruiser,
FJ60.  Toyota, he recognized at once, though nothing like the overly
civilized version which the car of the same name had evolved into.
Johnny’s looked more like a bulbous third world army vehicle,
and James at once thought it perfectly suitable for their little
adventure, even if it would get short shrift back home for infringing
on the domain of the venerable blue blooded Land Rover.

Monte recognized it too
now, warily, having been terrorized in a similarly dated two door
version some years earlier, after naively accepting a ride to a dig
with one of his post-docs.  The thickly bearded young man had
insisted on showing off its capabilities by leaving the country road
for a detour, which included as the climax slowly ascending a boulder
laden, forty five degree slope up from a dry river basin.  Monte had
clung grimly to the handle above the flimsy door, waiting gravely for
the moment when they would pass the tipping point and roll end over
end back down, being killed instantly, or at least severely injured. 
When they crested the slope in one piece he had sworn to himself (and
barely controlled himself from letting loose on the student) that he
would never ride with the young man again, which he hadn’t.




“What kind of gas
does this thing take,” James called over the noise from the
passenger seat.  It was already an hour since they’d pulled out
from the hotel.  Johnny held onto the steering wheel with one hand,
negotiating around a sharp bend in the road.  The air blowing by
outside the windows already was hot and humid.  


Monte leaned forward
from the back seat, releasing his grip on the handle above the door
for the moment.  The highway leading south from Cusco had already
delivered its share of unexpected potholes and dips, and the vehicle
seemed to transmit each one through the thinly upholstered seats and
into his backside, he had discovered.

Johnny accelerated, now
a stretch of straight road ahead.  The highway consisted of a two
lane road with not much shoulder, paved in seemingly random sections,
in others dirt and gravel.  The latter held their own unpleasantness,
at times turning into a sea of jarring ridges baked into the hard
dirt, over which the car vibrated as if in the clutches of a giant
paint shaker.   Monte tried reassuring himself that at least it was
flat.  Any accidents would be of the more conventional kind, as
opposed to self inflicted acrobatics.   Not long after the thought he
spied dense green mountains looming in the distance, and wondered if
he was to be proven wrong on this point as well.   


“Gas?!”
Johnny shouted back to James happily. “Oh, this old girl will
take anything–leaded, unleaded–just gotta have a good
supply of gas filters to change.  Outside of the cities the quality’s
hit and miss, take what you can get!  If I get into a real pinch I
fill her up with chicha!”  


James’s laughter
was cut short by another jolt as the car hit a sharp break in the
pavement filled with loose dirt, launching them all off of their
seats momentarily.

Grimacing in back,
Monte glanced back and saw a cloud of dust rising from the spot.  
Maybe he could spot other such clouds ahead of them, a sort of early
warning system.   But the road looked empty of traffic ahead, and he
decided that, at least, was a piece of good luck.  Being stuck behind
a farmer’s truck on roads too marginal to pass safely was an
all too common fate when navigating third world back roads, he knew
first hand.   At least the jolts and bumps proved they were making
forward progress. 


The hills he had spied
grew slowly larger through the windshield; green, convoluted slopes
rising against the backdrop of taller peaks in the distance.   He
could see the road disappear, then reappear past a series of rises a
mile or so ahead.  “So, how long to go?” he shouted up
front.

“Maybe another
hour, if we don’t hit any traffic jams, or llama herds,”
Johnny yelled back.  


I hope you’re
right, thought Monte, turning to peer through the side window,
scanning the approaching hills for any signs of Inca terraces, a hand
on the grip again, determined not to be surprised by the next jolt.
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The noise of the wind,
together with the raspy growl of the engine and loud hum of tires
beneath their feet left time for private contemplation, conversation
limited to short cries to point out a sight or ask a quick question.

James and Monte both
passed time examining the landscape outside their windows.  James
quickly let his thoughts wander to the vanished Inca cities and
villages buried by the landscape outside.

How had the land itself
played in their rise and fall, he wondered?  Precursors to the snow
capped Andes farther inland, the slopes outside, he knew, were
drenched in blood spilled both during the conquest and before. 
Another sweeping view of sharp valleys and more distant peaks
appeared as the car topped another large rise.  


 The civilizations of
the Andes were dotted throughout time by dramatic and repeated shifts
of power.  On a graph, James mused, the changes of fortune might
appear as sharp as the jagged peaks in the distance, one falling
precipitously only to be eclipsed as quickly by another’s
skyward climb.  


To what degree the two
were connected he couldn’t say, but whatever the laws behind
it, the history that carved the Inca’s world was particularly
savage, of that there was no doubt.  The power struggles of the
Moche, and then the Inca, were merciless, though rarely had attacks
on one another achieved the victors’ intended results.  The
balance was left to shift again and again, driven by alliances which
often proved mercurial.

During the two brief
centuries of Inca supremacy, the shifts were often a result of
treason by the ruler’s inner circle.  Unquestioned one day,
Inca rulers might awake the next to find themselves abandoned by
cadres of their own clan, slipped away in the middle of the night,
already fomenting dissention amongst tribal sects using a combination
of entreaties and threats.

Still the Inca reign
was remarkably productive, as they extended their dominance more
efficiently than any before them, in some ways only raising the
stakes of those who would depose them, and proving to do little to
prevent deceit and internal struggles from arising within their
midst.

Francisco Pizarros’s
small band of mercenaries decimated the Inca leadership partly by
taking advantage of this weakness, engaging groups to their side
including the Inca’s own brother. Yet ironically the Spanish
turned quickly to infighting amongst themselves after the conquest
was settled.  Deceit and betrayal were quickly ingrained in the
psyche of the newcomers, just as they had been before their arrival.

James glanced back at
Monte, who turned his head from his own thoughts, sharing a silent
look of satisfaction over the whine and groans.  


The Spanish, James knew
Monte would agree, had quickly turned to selfish grabs for personal
profit, reducing the Inca population to serving as slave labor.  He
had uncovered much on the subject in part of his own doctoral thesis.
 A ruthless and systematic division of lands and resources ensued,
Pizarro and his representatives awarding mini-empires within the
former Inca world, often in reward for loyalty or favor, leaving the
viceroys to squeeze profit from the land through the labor of the
Inca natives who were included in the deal.

The ultimate backlash
against Pizarro and his crew, brought on by an emerging revulsion on
the part of the Spanish government and upper classes at the
atrocities committed against the Inca ruler Atualpac, who it became
established had been a legitimate leader of an autonomous foreign
royalty before being captured through trickery and summarily executed
by Pizarro’s men, came too late to undo the demise and virtual
annihilation of the Inca’s world.

Dark green hillsides
suddenly rose on both sides, forming a green trench through which the
road wound up like a vein running up the center of a giant, arching
frond.   


In many ways, he
concluded, the country around them still remained true to its past,
politics still characterized by groups or individuals grabbing power,
often ruthlessly, and more often now, effective in accomplishing
their aims.  Cell phones, computers, and semi-automatic weapons, no
doubt, he mused, were more effective tools of insurrection than clubs
and spears.

He remembered following
several years ago the intrigue and violence which seemed driven by
just such deeply rooted currents.   A new president had come to
power, his election contested, and had quickly become infamous for
his ruthless though masterful manipulations, exerting power as
assiduously as his Inca ancestors.  One manifestation of his dealings
which had impressed James was the notorious shadow agency the man
assembled, SIN, Servicio Inteligensia Nacional, a secretive private
army of armed guerrillas and spies, a modern version of the Inca
chief’s echelon of loyal insiders and information gatherers.   


The president had
finally been ousted, accused of myriad corruptions, SIN one amongst
many.  The power plays continued, however, news reports providing
hints, sometimes clear accounts of the same culture of intrigue and
unrest.  Like many third world countries subjugated in the past, Peru
held scars which still threatened to break open in new wounds and
provide fresh blood for the mountains to swallow.

[bookmark: edits30]Unreported
in any papers and unknown to James, SIN had not entirely disappeared,
at least not as neatly as carried with fanfare in the press,
alongside accounts of the president’s downfall at the time. 
Its centrally funded command system was gone, but its tentacles still
writhed on their own, quickly dissembling into smaller, more
independent groups; reduced but not gone.  They percolated quietly in
the shadows, taking direction from an even more obscure few who still
provided dollars to keep their webs alive, consolidating whatever
power they retained, coalescing plans for a future resurgence.  


They resided now in
unadvertised, unmarked offices in government buildings, or private
offices in Lima, Cusco, and in a handful of other smaller towns and
odd outposts.  Within the Plaza De Las Armas where James and Monte
had first arrived, an unmarked office not far from the university
annex was occupied most days by two, often bored but at times busy
employees of the fuzzy entity.  They enjoyed good salaries from their
employer, though their paychecks were signed by a false name, the
address in Lima nonexistent, but the bank account on which they were
drawn always reliable.
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On the day James had
busied himself in London figuring out how to get out of his many
commitments in order to fly to Barcelona, the man who controlled the
now nameless organization stood in his highrise office penthouse
suite in Lima, from where miles of coastline topped by bluffs could
be seen in the distance.  He wore an earpiece which flashed a blue
light.  He tapped it with his finger to hang up on the man he had
been speaking with and looked down, staring at his desk for a moment.


Pedro Del’Toro
enjoyed intimidating his wife’s relative, enjoyed knowing that
Toscano’s position at the university was one for which he owed
himself allegiance, including his unquestioned support for the small
favor he had just placed.  After all, Toscano has benefited
handsomely from my generosity, he thought coldly.   He needs to
remember who he owes for his comfortable existence.  He looked up to
check something on his computer before making his next phone call.

For several weeks he
had been consumed by days and nights of quiet, often subtle and
indirect, but still frenzied activity.  His plans were laid, the next
steps soon in motion.  Yet not till certain final strings were
pulled, exercised in different arenas than those his carefully
groomed government and military connections had already cemented for
his plans.  Toscano, he hoped, might help seal one of these strings,
one which still caused him some vague concern, one which he now owed
the ancient Spanish order which had found him when he was a young
man—or had he found them?  Whichever it was their paths had
overlapped, and he had been quick to see the benefits of a
relationship with the group whose name he spoke with caution.

The Benefactorate was
the only entity that could instill fear in him, although he would
never admit the fact, more likely to swear that the old men from
Spain were a pain in the ass, even as he very carefully maintained
his delicate relationship with them.   
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A very different
organization than the Benefactorate exercised its own influence in
certain, largely monetary aspects of power in Peru.  The remaining
descendants of the Inca priesthood met twice a year, on the evening
of the spring and fall equinox.  The building that housed their
sanctuary stood in the center of a large wooded lot, hidden past the
end of a private drive, high walls blocking the compound from the
view of any passersby.

The owner listed in
city records was Del Ramos Investimentos.  It had been, for
generations, the headquarters of the native family organization, now
comprised of a collection of wealthy, well connected but secretive
power brokers.  The organization and some of its members still went
by the Inca name of the ancient clan, the Apuars.

The inner circle ranged
from seven to ten men, vested with all decisions affecting the
organization’s interests.  Some lived close by, in the city,
others in gated compounds in the countryside.  The organization
included some two hundred relatives, employees, and other contacts
scattered throughout the country, including some still residing in
the southern mountain villages close to the Inca clan’s roots. 
But for as long as any could remember, the small group which
officially met only twice a year made up the heart of the remaining
order.  


They meticulously
avoided any spotlight on their activities, but still were known and
held in fear by their neighbors.   Behind closed doors rumors were
shared regarding their past, their power, and their cold,
unhesitating manner in which they dealt with those who got in their
way.  The reputation generated a veil which few outsiders desired to
penetrate.  


One account hinted
Peru’s most powerful had granted the group large favors in the
past; support in various forms, for reasons unknown, from high
ranking government officials on the right, and insurgent groups on
the left.   Even the notorious rebel group Sendero Luminoso, the
Shining Path guerrillas, was said to have visited upon the Apuar
family organization entreaties and access to their own channels of
information and support during their reign over much of the
countryside in the nineties.




The Apuar’s Inca
ancestors had themselves been more cunning and effective in managing
their own destiny than the men now carrying their name could know.

At the time of the
conquest they were a feared clan of native priests, well entrenched
in the inner circles of the ruling Inca Atualpac.  After the Inca’s
murder and rout of the native empire, they were the first to reclaim
a position of power within the nascent Spanish colony.  


The success in bridging
the chasm was owed to a single Apuar priest, Tu’ac Topan Apuar,
and even more importantly to his son.  The older priest was just
eighteen when Pizarro’s men summarily executed the Inca chief. 
The priest watched in equal dismay the change of their world before
him, but unlike his comrades, with a calm alertness to and interest
in the changing tides playing out around him, soon keen to infiltrate
the powerful foreigner’s world.  


He quickly taught
himself Spanish after being enlisted as a porter for one of Pizarro’s
own brother’s initial steamy marches into the mountainous
regions beyond Lake Titicaca.  A caravan of noisy, sweaty armored
Spaniards marching along old Inca paths, the glint of gold in their
eyes, was not unusual in the early years of conquest, encouraged by
Pizarro’s desire to push his initial success farther into the
new land.

The priest’s
brooding presence, his body amulets and animal skin adornments, and
the fear he seemed to induce in other Inca porters all were
overlooked by the pragmatic Spanish invaders, as he proved himself
indispensable to their expeditionary forces as interpreter,
bargainer, and in some cases intimidator as the force met with
pockets of standoffish and at times violent natives on their trek.

Ten years quickly
passed, and after proving his worth again and again, he had by now
mastered assimilating himself into the conqueror’s world, when
he wished blending in seamlessly with their manner of dress and
language.  That winter, his continued service was rewarded with a
gift from his sponsor at the time, in the form of an invitation for
his own son, a boy of only eleven, to travel to Spain and attend
boarding school.

Young Aman Tu’ac
Apuar was summarily christened Eduardo Del Apuar by the Spanish. 
Within weeks, he left his world behind on board a Spanish galleon,
standing stoically at the stern of the ship as it cast off and set
out on a rough sea, off the coast at would soon be the new Spanish
capital city, Lima. He stood grimly at the bow, not waving goodbye to
his father, who stood as stiffly as the ship receded from the rocky
harbor.   


In the holds, silver
and gold bars formed the ballast; not from the wondrous but quickly
depleted treasures ransomed and pillaged from Atualpac’s
empire, but mined from rich veins since uncovered in the mountains,
scraped out and lugged by countless Inca: men, women and children,
utilized ruthlessly as slave labor.

The Inca, ironically,
valued gold themselves less than tapestries, the pinnacle of the art
represented by royal Inca wrappings, covered, one by one, with
thousands of hummingbird feathers on top of soft, fur lined jaguar
pelts.  Even wooden vessels, carefully inlaid with stones and shells,
believed to become incarnations of gods themselves held greater sway.
 Still, silver, and even more so gold, was employed in astonishing
breath and quantities throughout the empire, often crafted into
breathtaking forms, lifelike in detail.  None of it was spared from
the furnaces brought by Pizzaro’s ships, melted
matter-of-factly by the ton and poured into bars which were stamped
with the Spanish seal, success in the New World weighed purely by the
ounce.




In Spain, the young man
with his new name studied intensely for three years.  He was soon
fluent in proper King’s Spanish, more so than his father could
have hoped, and well versed in the trappings of Catholicism, and more
importantly modern arts and sciences.  He moved on to the University
of Madrid, where he methodically conquered law, economics, and trade,
embarrassing the sons of Spanish nobility with his zeal.   After
graduating near the top of his class and being urged to take a law
clerkship, he disappointed his enthusiastic local sponsor by
declaring it was time for him to return home.

Six weeks later he
strode calmly down the gangway in Lima’s newly constructed
wharf and harbor, no longer a boy but a man of nineteen, dressed in
Spanish finery and with an air of confidence, even innate nobility. 
He was embraced stoically by the elder priest, his aging father
relieved to confirm after a long night of ritual cleansing and
reading of signs, performed on the outskirts of the growing city,
that his son still held in awe the links to his own spirit guides.

The military official
who had sponsored his travels to Spain was less than pleased,
however, when Eduardo took leave again the very next day,
disappearing into the hills with Inca priests dressed in animal
skins, chanting around him as they disappeared from sight.   


The local governor
calmly advised that a formal reception in Eduardo’s honor would
be just the thing to ensure the youth got quickly back on track for a
useful career within the Spanish establishment.

The young man returned
five days later as suddenly as he had left, shrugging off questions
of what he’d been up to.  The following Sunday evening the
reception was held, arranged quickly in a handsome Spanish villa near
the edge of the still new Spanish city.  


Things went poorly from
the beginning.   The guest of honor had not shown up as the sun sank
beyond the hills, leaving the commander making excuses to his other
guests and muttering increasingly unpleasant remarks to his
assistant.  Suddenly he found himself grabbed by the arm by the same
man, who desperately led him to the suddenly quiet outdoor pavilion. 


The commander saw his
guests staring to the edge of the large patio, some with mouths
agape.  Stepping forward, he suddenly saw Eduardo, smartly dressed in
a his colonial uniform, flanked on both sides by wild eyed Inca
shaman, draped in animal pelts, their faces painted, amulets dangling
from bands around their heads.  Three more stood behind.  Eduardo
looked to the commander, a hint of a smile playing on his lips before
motioning with a raised fist.  The two priests at his side began a
spinning dance, the ones behind beating their staffs and barking a
guttural chant.  


The commander’s
face turned red in embarrassment and indignation, and soon fury.  He
sputtered menacingly under his breath.  A few guests smirked
awkwardly.  One laughed embarrassedly, while most quickly stepped
discretely back inside to avoid the untoward spectacle.  


The commander hurried
forward, approaching Eduardo stiffly, determined still to salvage the
evening.  


“Eduardo,”
he called, anger causing his voice to rise shrilly, “we
appreciate the performance.  Indeed, ah, rather marvelous, if
somewhat inappropriate, but-good god, man!-this is something to leave
behind now, surely you understand that.  You are a gentleman, not a
savage.   Please, ask your friends to leave,” and forcing a
brief smile towards the others, “and let me make some presents
for their performance.”  He reached out his arm to Eduardo’s
shoulder, though unnerved by the inky stare he received in return.
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“Sir, I am in your debt for your hospitality,” the young
Apuar replied coolly, in perfect Spanish, “and for your support
in furthering my education.”  He brushed the commander’s
hand away and then without pausing casually tore the epaulets off his
jacket’s shoulders.  “My name is not Eduardo,” he
smiled, “it is Aman Tu’ac Apuar, son of Tu’ac Topan
Apuar.”  The ornaments fell at his feet.  


The commander, his
sharp face framed by a thin mustachio and goatee, could no longer
hide his anger.  “Eduardo, my friend,” his voice now
lacking any real affection, “you don’t really believe in
this, this spectacle,” he hissed, and then adding in a choked
half-scream, “this, this shit!”  His face had by now
turned almost purple.  He turned and shot a withering stare at his
valet, trying to collect himself.  


“This is the
past, Eduardo, your own barbaric, heathenistic past, and,” he
spluttered again, “a path to your eternal damnation!” 
His voice rang shrill across the pavilion, his cheeks flushed crimson
in the light of the torches lighting the evening soiree.  


Aman Tu’ac
quickly took a step back, his eyes still locked on the commander. 
“This Inca shit, my friend,” he answered, his fluid
baritone voice unruffled (to the commander’s further
embarrassment), “is how the world came to be.  It is how you
and I, the Inca and his people whose land you inhabit without
invitation, sprang from the darkness and came to be.  


“It is why the
lightning and thunder voice their displeasure with the stupid acts of
some.  It is how I will live, even in your Spanish world of rules.

“Be careful,
commander,” and with a flicking motion his clenched fist shot
forward so quickly that it seemed to vanish and suddenly reappear an
inch in front of the commander’s face, causing the Spaniard to
start backwards, “the jaguar may surprise you from behind a
tree in the middle of the night, and serve its own justice.”

His hand shot back to
his side and he bowed once, the shoulders of his jacket trailing
broken threads halfway to the floor.  “I bid you farewell,”
he said. “I must take your leave now, for I have many things to
discuss with my people.”  


He turned, but then
stopped and looked back again with a smile. “Oh yes, there is a
more practical reason you may appreciate as to why I need a good
night’s rest.  Tomorrow I have appointments at the magistrate’s
office, and at Santo Christo Thomas, where I will submit claims of
ownership rights to lands which are in fact owed, with recompense, to
the Apuar family, based on your wonderfully explicit Spanish laws of
sovereign rights, which thankfully trump the capricious,” he
spit on the marble floor at his feet before adding forcefully, “and
ignorant practices of those who thought they could come and steal our
land without consequence.”  


The commander stared
back, his mouth open, his face still flushed bright red, a vein on
his forehead throbbing, but left only to silently stare as Aman Tu’ac
Apuar and his clansmen turned and disappeared down a side path from
the by now practically deserted patio.




Though it took many
years, Aman Tu’ac led the Apuars in staking successful claim to
properties, recompense, and tracts of land in the name of their Inca
royal family, until finally the Spanish colony petitioned the King to
rewrite the law explicitly to avoid still further gains.  His success
by then had made the Apuars powerful once again, aided as well by
devised marriages of Apuar women to certain influential Spanish
colonists.  


Aman Tu’ac gave
his people a renewed belief that the magic powers which had sustained
their small clan since the world began had indeed survived.  Their
hidden pathways to the sacred places where they still could
communicate with the gods were still theirs, and the demon god
itself, which the sun had delivered to their ancestors long ago, was
still theirs alone, kept carefully hidden now, secreted to new hiding
places as required, though receding in the time after Aman Tu’ac
slowly from view, until lost suddenly, when an unlucky combination of
murder and disease broke the individual chain of leadership
responsible for its caretaking.  In the centuries which followed, its
presence slowly evolved from a sacred object into an equally sacred
hope for the future, though in a world forever changed around them.













Chapter 17







As the professors
struggled to sleep on the long flight across the Atlantic, the Apuar
descendents arrived one by one at the large, squat building which
rose up from its ancient Inca laid foundation, the spiritual and
political headquarters of their family organization for the last
century.  Steps led up to the large covered entrance.  Vines spread
along the eaves, their dark green foliage wreathing the building like
a crown.  Several cars sat parked at the end of the driveway running
inside from the iron gates in front.

Three of the men who
had arrived could claim direct descent from their Inca ancestors, the
others holding, if anything, a much less obvious linkage, complicated
by marriage to outsiders and fractured political and family lines. 
They were each, however, as deeply inured in the tenets of the family
dynasty as the rest, details of bloodlines not changing their fierce
loyalty and irrevocable pledges to the Apuar organization.  


Their leader (and on
these nights the high priest of the religious order), claimed no
pretense of Apuar blood in his veins.  His position, however, was as
strong as any who had come before, his effectiveness and at times his
brutality in running the family’s interests outside the walls
of the compound, winning unquestioned respect (and when necessary
fear) from the rest.

Inside the building
they knelt on fur pelts arranged in a semicircle before a raised
stone platform which swept across the back of the massive open
chamber.  Large stone idols lined the shadows along one side.  On top
of the platform rested a seat carved from a single slab of stone, the
back rising up into shafts from each shoulder, two small, carved gold
figures resting on top.

Their leader had
entered alone an hour before, opening a small door off the
antechamber and entering a narrow room with a single wooden bench in
the center, and wooden containers neatly organized along one wall. 
He removed his dark tailored business suit, the rest of his clothes,
and naked opened the lid of a heavy wooden case, lifting out a
carefully folded garment from within.  The case itself looked like
something from a museum, the lid crafted of long, smoothly polished
slats of carved and painted wood, and two hand wrought squares of
carved silver on the sides, large brass rings attached to support
wooden poles for porters.  


He uttered a phrase in
Quecha as he stepped into a skirted tunic, tying its stiff leather
belt about his waist.  The jaguar fur lined exterior glowed in orange
and brown markings, strips of hammered gold sewn to the fabric about
the bottom.  Next he pulled on a soft leather top, exquisitely
detailed by a pattern of tiny beads of white, gold and silver sewn
down the sides, fringes tied off with polished stones or small gold
rings about the bottom, and a thin breastplate of hammered gold.  


From a compartment
below a false bottom he removed a heavy mantel of gold, raising it in
the air before him and with some effort lifting it over his head and
letting it slide down upon his shoulders, and finally, from a second
compartment removed a head piece.  The stiff band that formed its
crown was leather, sewn with a network of small bones which kept it
rigid.  He pulled it firmly down about his brow, a gold hourglass
adornment attached in front, appearing to float in front of his
forehead.  


The effect was
dramatic, transforming him into a living embodiment of Inca royalty. 
He stood awkwardly under the weight of the costume and walked back
out to the entryway and into the temple chamber, climbing in silence
up the steps of the stone temple in back, pausing to gaze back at the
empty space disappearing in the shadows behind.  


Pedro Del’Toro
enjoyed wearing the costume.  It was a nice perk that came with his
position as head of the Apuar clan, the position he had, after
careful premeditation usurped from the role’s predecessor, a
brother-in-law of his own cousin.  It afforded him a unique tool, and
one with a precious characteristic-unquestioned fealty.  The Apuars
lived by common secrets, and the unspoken fear of falling out of
favor, ensnared tightly enough in its web to ensure no attempt of
breaking free.   For Del’Toro, the tentacles offered one more
tool, one which he had utilized carefully already, another chess
piece with moves that magnified its power if used carefully.













Chapter 18







Johnny pulled the shift
stick on the steering column, sliding the engine into neutral as they
pulled to a stop by the side of the dirt road which ended ahead, down
a shaded stretch on the high hillside.  As the professors stepped out
into the quiet of the tiny village that stood at its sides they
stared about them for several moments, shell shocked by the silence
and serenity after the long, noisy and jarring ride out from Cusco.

Johnny quickly busied
himself pulling their belongings out of the back and gathering things
from the car.  Monte turned about, intent on carefully taking in
their surroundings.  The village consisted of a narrow, severely
rutted dirt path, with buildings which looked barely more than shacks
lining both sides.  A sidewalk made of boards lain on the ground ran
in front of the only apparent business, which he noted with some
interest had separate wooden, hand painted signs reading in turn:
bar, market, bank, and barber,  mounted on its clapboard front.  


He spied two women
walking at the far end.  They peered back curiously at the strangers
as they carried baskets of laundry to clothes lines strung between
trees.    


James reviewed their
plan for them, the idea that made sense to all to hit the trail
immediately, though it was already afternoon, cutting the distance to
the peaks as much as possible before nightfall.  They would camp,
leaving the following morning to reach the peaks, search for anything
of interest, and head back down again before nightfall.  


During one of their
short conversations on the drive out, Johnny proposed enlisting a
porter to accompany them, and likely, he added confidently, to
provide tents and food.   His plan hit a quick dead end in practice,
however.   He knocked at the flimsy wooden door of his acquaintance’s
home, the professors at his side.  A woman with a quick smile,
surrounded by a cluster of small children apologized that her husband
was gone for work in town.  Johnny poked about the street briefly
looking for an alternative, but none materialized and he soon
abandoned the effort, shrugging resignedly when Monte pointed out
that the sun was already well past its zenith.

“Don’t
worry, docs,” he mumbled, sticking with the generic salutation
even after Monte had tried to point out he might take advantage of
their first names,   “I’m sure we’ll run into
farmers along the trail, campesinos harvesting fruits maybe.   We’ll
find some help along the way,” he assured them.  James looked
up at the densely canopied hills and wondered if it was likely they
would run into anyone in the mountains.   


After packing extra
food and water in their packs and adding blankets which Johnny had
returned with when picking them up at their hotel that morning, they
exchanged nods and silently set out behind Johnny towards the
hillside behind the village store.  It was covered by waist high
ferns and brush, and Johnny made a couple of false starts before
announcing this was definitely the path.  A few minutes later they
had made their way up the twists and turns, looking down at the
village below one last time before disappearing over a ridge and into
the jungle.    


Above them the trees
formed a dense canopy, a distinctive characteristic of rain forests,
and sadly, James knew, an increasing rarity, most of the countryside
denuded for farming, ranching, or homes long ago.  After working
their way up and down more rills and small hillsides, the path then
wound its way for some time up the side of a steep valley between two
ridges.  The sun burned overhead, and they were gratefully for
breezes which picked up as they crossed clearings and rounded
outcroppings.  


Monte began to worry
that they must be on a dead end, the path appearing to fade into the
mountain side ahead, they came to a patch of exposed boulders, near
the top of which several carved stone steps showed the way forward,
the path running on from there in a steep zigzag up the face of the
ridge.  


“That must be
pre-Columbian,” James gasped, catching his breath and raising a
hand to point at the steps.  The carved blocks must have been Inca,
perhaps even earlier in origin, worn by centuries of rain and the
passage of countless feet.  Johnny showed no interest in studying it,
heading up with a grunt as he adjusted his pack.  The others
followed, picking their way up through the boulders and climbing the
stairs, James glancing into the brush in search of other remains. 
They soon continued up the path, whose switchbacks they found weren’t
as steep at they appeared from below. 


The exposed hillside
was now baked in sun, adding to the muggy heat.  Johnny’s shirt
quickly was soaked with sweat, his breathing a loud gasping,
interrupted periodically by a hacking cough to clear his throat and
spit by the side of the path.  The trail made a long, twisting turn,
taking them around a slowly climbing rise and soon coming to the
lower face of the ridge that had risen at their side for the last
half hour.  Here the path faded to a faint trail worn into the earth
and grass along the edge of the forest below.   It rose and dipped as
it turned back and forth, at points disappearing at a large
outcropping of stone, then resuming on the other side, all the time
heading higher.  Johnny stopped suddenly and pointed towards the
skyline above, panting.  The others turned to follow his gesture and
through a space in the distant trees they could see another peak
towering high above, this one more distinct in shape; jagged, a Latin
version of the Matterhorn, thought Monte.

“That’s one
of the three which make up the tres ceques,” Johnny gasped,
“this ridge we’re on should be the base of another, I
think.  There’s a third, behind this one, over the ridge-and
the waterfall, it isn’t far ahead!”  


They took a drink from
their water bottles and continued, Johnny still leading the way.  As
they climbed further, the trees thinned more and the path ran through
fields covered with grasses, wildflowers, and clumps of bushes.  At
one point Monte identified small blueberries growing everywhere about
their feet.  The others followed his lead when he paused to collect a
handful.  They were juicy, but the skin tough and with a lemongrass
like taste.  Monte quietly discarded the balance in his hand.    The
open fields continued, and their shadows now stretched long across
the fields at their sides.

“So, gentlemen,
is this a good place to bivouac?” James stopped as they entered
a small, level clearing, surrounded by clumps of large trees at both
edges.  He thought they might help block the brisk wind, which now
had begun to gust.

“Yes, we should
stop, I think,” Monte agreed quickly, “we’ve made
good progress, haven’t we Johnny?  We can camp right here in
this opening.”

Johnny didn’t
bring up his assurance of finding locals with tents again, simply
dropping his backpack at his side.  He busied himself collecting
sticks of wood from beneath the trees, and soon had a small fire
going, heating water for coffee which he had brought along. 


The sun seemed to
accelerate, disappearing quickly behind a dark green crest.  Darkness
fell with just as startling quickness, and soon they lay wrapped in
their blankets next to one another on the ground, the air about them
still warm and mild, but the gusts which escaped past the trees
delivering hints of the alpine night ahead.

Monte fidgeted with a
corner of his backpack under his head, wishing that he had stuffed a
proper pillow in his bag. He gave up and stared up to take in the
southern sky.  A new crescent moon rose over a ridge which he decided
must be to the northeast.  Its pale sliver was not enough to dim the
sea of stars which blanketed the dark ceiling above, the black
shadows of clouds now receding to patches near the horizon.  


A sudden burst of
shrieks rang out from somewhere in the forest below.  They sounded
almost humanlike, as if someone was shrieking in pain.  Monte lifted
his head with a start, but quickly realized it must be a monkey.  The
noise broke out once more and then stopped.  He listened.  A large
bird called, its low, clicking gurgle followed by a choppy, stacatto
burst of croaking clicks which carried through the night air.  Soon
new sounds emerged.  A grunting, forceful exhale (which he couldn’t
decide what it was) continued, on top of more monkeys calling farther
away, interspersed by clicks, the droning hums of insects and chirps
and cries of birds, the performance hinting at the life hiding
nearby.  


As high pitched
screeches of bats sang out at the edges of the clearing he adjusted
his pack once more, finding a soft spot to rest his head and forcing
himself to close his eyes.  He could hear Johnny’s raspy breath
nearby, already asleep, he realized with some envy.  Another animal
called out, this one a strange wail which floated up the hillside,
emoting a lonely string of falling notes, again, and again.  As he
let the sound carry him towards sleep he wondered if it was an Inca
ghost, chanting some pitiful dirge, and then pictured some strange
bird, declaring its own, more modest empire from deep inside the dark
forest.













Chapter 19
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crawled out from under his blanket.   The sun was still hidden behind
the ridges, but the clearing they had camped in was bathed already in
a silvery glow, seeming to brighten by the minute.   The clouds which
had hung heavily in the sky the previous afternoon had vanished
overnight, and the peak Johnny had pointed out with difficulty now
rose clearly in the distance.  


The others were soon
awake as hints of sunlight began to filter across the clearing,
lighting wispy clumps of mist near the edges with hints of gold.  
Monte noticed as he rose that the strange sounds of the night had
vanished, replaced by a bright, raucous call of birds calling from
trees at the edge of the clearing.  Johnny quickly started another
fire and made more coffee, which James and Monte accepted more
eagerly than before.  


Soon they were on the
path again, its outline still hard to follow on the open ridge side. 
After progressing steadily higher for half an hour, James stopped
suddenly, staring from the outcrop of stone on which he had paused.

“Come here, take
a look!” he called, waiting for the others to catch up. On a
steep hillside across the deep valley which dropped down,
disappearing into the jungle at their side, he pointed to a massive
outcropping of rock which jutted out from the mountainside, dwarfing
the thin trees below.  Through a hollow near the center a torrent of
water spilled over the edge, disappearing into a cloud of vapor which
billowed over the tops of the foliage below.  


“Yes, the
waterfall,” Monte noted calmly after struggling up to James’s
side.  He crouched down to catch his breath, annoyed for the last
several minutes by something hard which had stuck between his sock
and boot, not enough of a nuisance to stop and unlace, but enough to
remind him of the general discomfort of both his feet already from
the hot climb.  


“No, look there,”
James urged, “follow the falls down-there, see?”  


Below the plume of
spray a pool could be seen peeking out, almost invisible behind
branches of trees, its border a large bowl formed in another stone
ledge below.   As he focused, he noticed water spilling over the
edges to each side, streaming down the face to form two more, smaller
pools below.  


“What do you
think,” said James, studying him intently for his reaction,
“could it be the three pools shown in the drawing?”

Monte pulled a cloth
from his pocket and mopped his brow while still peering intently. 
“Yes, it could be,” he replied, trying to take large
breaths of air as he stared.

“Could be what,”
gasped Johnny, shuffling up to Monte’s shoulder, then quickly
turning to follow their gaze.  “Oh, yeah, the waterfall, that’s
what I was talking about—” 


“No, look,”
Monte interrupted quickly, “the pools below, there at the
bottom, see?”    


Johnny squinted and
stared, like Monte panting to catch his breath at the same time. 
“Goddamn, I see it!” he announced dramatically.  “I
didn’t notice that when I was here before.  Well, Jesus Christ,
that’s gotta be the same as your drawing!”  


“Yes, perhaps,”
Monte said coolly.  “Let’s have another look at the
codex,” He dropped to a knee and pulled his pack off his
shoulders to dig out his copy.

“That waterfall
has been here some time,” James noted as Monte wrestled to free
the documents from his bag, “this valley is old growth.  See
the native Aspens growing there close by?” 


Johnny followed his
gaze, not sure which trees James meant, but happy with the new clues
which seemed to back up his claim.  


Monte popped back up
beside them, unrolling the paper in his hands.  “Well, if it’s
not the same, it is some coincidence,” he muttered, staring
from the page back up to the falls.  


Johnny grabbed Monte’s
arm in his excitement to get a look, and after staring for barely a
second declared, “Yep, that’s gotta be it!”  A
moment later he froze, his eyes darting crazily to one side, then
slapping a hand to his neck and pulling it away, looking victoriously
at the squashed mosquito (and splotch of his own blood) before
flicking it to the ground.  “Well docs, we better get going and
see what’s up there!”  His eyes darted back and forth
expectantly.

James stared up at the
peak, and Monte, after giving up on determining anything more
conclusive from the crude drawing, knelt again and struggled to
quickly put it away.   


“Yes, let’s
keep moving!”  James agreed, enjoying the new sense of
anticipation sparked by the spotting.  Whether the path ahead held
anything of interest, or was even the location described in Monte’s
codex he still wasn’t sure, but seeing for themselves made more
sense now than ever. 


Johnny gave his
shoulder straps a tug and took the lead.  Soon they had left the view
of the waterfall behind and were scrambling up, at times having to
slow to a crawl on the increasingly steep trail.  The ground about
them, where not strewn with rocks, was covered by knee high grasses
dotted with patches of wild flowers: tiny golden bell shaped
blossoms, others, fuzzy clusters of snapdragon like blooms, pink and
light purple, and deep orange, paper thin poppies fluttering
delicately at the slightest breeze.   After another thirty minutes of
climbing still higher the grass gave way to a short, mottled turf,
only the golden bell flowers left, now interspersed with even tinier
bits of color.   The path had disappeared for all intents, their way
marked simply by looking up the slope ahead.  They paused and looked
when Johnny pointed out another peak, now visible jutting up in the
distance to one side.

“That’s the
second peak!” Johnny gasped sincerely, the professors nodding
silently before continuing ahead.  The breezes of the morning turned
into a steady wind, blowing along the face of the hillside with a new
strength.  The sky was still clear, a few scattered high clouds
adding a spotty haze to the blue ceiling overhead.   At the next
pause to drink, Johnny noted their luck, as they might have had to
find their way wreathed in fog, or worse, rain.  They quickly
continued, none really wanting to pause now to let fatigue catch up
with tired muscles, and anticipation of approaching the altiplano
above rising unspoken to the front of their minds.  


After reaching what
from below had appeared to be the crest of the hillside, they were
greeted instead by another long rocky slope, hidden by the bulge they
had just peaked, climbing upwards another hundred meters or more.  By
the time they discovered that this too stretched on still higher than
they had thought, James and Monte were sweating and panting as well,
the cool gusts now a welcome intrusion. 


They pulled themselves
ahead step by step, grimacing, the only sounds heavy breathing,
gasping and occasional hacking and spitting, Monte pocketing his
distaste for the latter practice as he found it now a necessary
effort to keep his mouth free to gasp the thin air as quickly as
possible.  He took some satisfaction in leading the way now, quickly
calculating a path up each section, leading the way still higher.  He
disappeared over yet another crest, and then reappeared a few moments
later, yelling back down excitedly.  


“I think this is
it!”  


Soon James stood at his
side, and a few minutes later Johnny made it, having fallen steadily
farther behind on the final legs.  An almost flat large alpine field
spread before them.  It bulged upwards towards the center, obscuring
the far side, but by the peak rising up from farther ahead it
appeared about a kilometer across.

Now they could see
another massive crag rising dramatically up at its apex, and could
also see that the slope they had climbed continued up to a third peak
towering up behind them.  


The effect was
dramatic, the mountain plain buttressed by the sharp peaks like
prongs of a giant’s staff.   Here gusts whipped even more
strongly in their faces from the west, sweeping across the field and
sending waves through the taller grass which covered it, colliding in
places, subsiding, and reforming again with the next barrage of wind.
  


No traces of human
presence, Inca or otherwise, were visible.  The field was interrupted
in places by rifts of larger exposed stones; haphazard and clearly
naturally deposited.   No Inca stone walls, no trace of buildings or
temples, or even candidates for any remnants leapt out.  Their silent
stares became heavy with the realization there may be nothing here at
the end of their long trek, the silent anticipation which had
enveloped them together suddenly turned to silent doubts. 


Just then, as he
scanned the horizon formed by the rise at the center, Monte spotted
something jutting out from further ahead, a protrusion in the
distance, almost invisible, covered by the same golden green grass as
the rest.  But it was the shape that at once grabbed his attention.  


“Look there!”
he pointed with a finger held out against the wind.

“What, what is
it?”  Johnny demanded, hurrying to his side and thrusting his
face next to Monte’s to follow the line of his outstretched
arm.

“See, the
protrusion there!”

“Yeah, uh huh,”
Johnny grunted quickly as he spotted the rise of earth poking up
above the field’s rise.    


James quickly pulled a
small pair of binoculars from a pocket on his backpack and stepped up
onto a rock to see better, fighting a strong gust of wind which
almost knocked him right back off.  


“Yes, that is
something, isn’t it?” he announced, Monte smiling at what
he thought was the dry humor.

Johnny frowned
impatiently.  


“Well, let’s
go have a look!”  He stepped past James to lead the way,
breathing heavily again, the elevation still taking its toll after
the climb.  


“Yes, indeed,”
James replied to Monte with a wink, as they watched their companion
lumber off ahead.  Walking across the nearly level field was a
welcome change after the climb, though the grass seemed to hide
countless stones underfoot. Monte thought some looked suspiciously
symmetric in shape, another cleaved too cleanly, but not wanting to
fall behind he decided they would have to wait.

The hillock he had
spied disappeared from sight as the slope fell slightly before
starting gradually back up the rise ahead.   Johnny practically
trotted along in front, as if worried someone might try to take the
lead from him.  Presently, they noticed the ground flattening as they
neared the top.  Johnny flung himself around, his backpack jangling
and swinging behind him.

“Goddamn, it is
something,” he shouted back, waving them urgently on until the
professors reached his side.  The object was now plainly visible,
only a hundred meters ahead.  They half jogged the distance behind
Johnny, who made sure to bolt out in the lead once more. 


As they approached, the
mound that revealed itself caused a rush of adrenaline in all of them
as they saw it was pyramid shaped, rising up distinctly from the
field, which now sloped gently down.  Covered by the same turf as the
rest, it might still have been judged a fluke of nature but for the
three miniature versions which poked up down the slope from it, each
the same shape, arranged in a diamond, the larger mound Monte had
spied placed at its upper apex.  It left littled doubt that it was of
human origin.

Johnny seemed to dance
about for a moment in excitement as he spun, grinning, back to them
each in turn.  “Tres ceques, docs!  This is it!” he
chortled between happy gasps.  He then turned to rush forward the
last few meters, but made it only two loping steps before the tip of
a boot caught a rock, sending him sprawling forward and hitting the
ground with a thud.   


Monte, after recovering
from his shock, dashed forward, dropping his pack and kneeling by his
side.  


“Johnny, are you
all right,” he asked worriedly.

“You okay, there,
chap?  Nothing broken, is it?” James added, sounding not quite
as alarmed.

Johnny flailed his arms
against his pack, which had skewed half off one shoulder, then trying
to push himself up with little success.

 “Wait a minute,”
said Monte, grabbing his backpack and pulling it with some effort off
one arm at a time, finally hoisting it free and setting it next to
his own.

Johnny rolled over with
a loud groan.   Bits of grass clung to his hair, and a clod of
reddish brown dirt was pancaked to the front of his shirt.  He
squinted up at the two professors staring back down and grinned. 
“Jesus, this is it, isn’t it!” 


James and Monte laughed
in relief and together helped him back to his feet.  James took off
his pack and left it beside the others.  Together they now approached
the mounds, Johnny walking a bit gingerly, standing together moments
later in front of the largest, whose peak rose just taller than
James.

James exhaled.  “If
this isn’t it, Monte…,” he started, “it’s
quite unusual, isn’t it, whether it’s the same or not.”

Monte nodded silently,
staring wide eyed, and then turning to study each of the smaller
mounds in turn.  


Johnny couldn’t
wait any longer and stepped to the front face of the large pyramid,
putting a hand out to try and sweep away the earth, fully expecting
something to be revealed underneath.  His panting had resumed, and
James hoped he wasn’t overdoing it.  He finally jerked back
with a handful of grass in his hand, looking back desperately.  


“So, there’s
gotta be something under here, right?  I mean…”  


“Yes, I think
that’s a safe bet, Johnny,” said James reassuringly, “but
we should survey the site a bit before we go tearing in to see what’s
underneath, eh.”

Johnny’s blank
expression in return showed his enthusiasm for the delay, but he soon
got on board, helping calculate the spacing of the group by pacing
off from one mound to the next, while James and Monte made more
precise measurements of each’s dimensions with a measuring tape
which James produced from his pack.

A proper archeological
survey would mean staking off the entire site and dividing it into
squares, each then meticulously excavated one by one.   That was
obviously not an option now, and as Monte finished recording
measurements of the last object in his notebook, James paused,
staring again at the larger mound.

“Well gentlemen,
time is not on our side, here, is it?”  


The others both nodded
firmly in agreement.

“So, Monte, what
does the codex tell us about this site itself, if it’s really
one and the same, anything?”  


James might have been
asking the question to a room full of graduate students back at
King’s, pointing to a projected image of the barren site in a
lecture hall back home instead of standing on the windy mountainside
itself, as he did now, gesturing at the mound looming up behind him. 


Monte considered the
question, happy for the excuse to rationally think things through. 
“I don’t think the codex gives us any real clues, not
enough detail of the site itself,” he replied, standing at his
colleague’s side, feeling in his element as much as James, both
knowing the question was where to look next. “They do indicate,
at least,” he added, speaking from memory as he stared at the
large mound again, “that the temples were some representation
of Inti, the sun god.  This largest mound would certainly be the key
in that case.”   He paused, twisting about to take in the whole
scene once more. “But this combination of smaller altars spaced
like this is not so unheard of.  I still don’t think we can say
for sure it’s the site described by the codex.”  


James nodded quickly. 
“Yes, absolutely, but whether it’s the tres ceques
described in the codex or not, it is a safe bet the face of the main
temple facing towards the others–right here,” waving a
hand over the front surface of the large mound, “that would
hide the opening to any chamber within, and maybe reveal some reliefs
on its surface.”

Monte thought it a good
bet as well, and Johnny needed no more convincing.  They set about to
clear the front of the mound of the layers of grass and dirt which
time had deposited.  It proved a hard task, the sun baked earth
stubbornly defying their initial attempts to simply pull the turf
out, the blades slipping from their fingers or breaking off in their
hands.  


Johnny made more
progress with his pick, and soon all three were employed with the
technique.  It took a quarter of an hour to expose most of the stone
face underneath, slanting up to a peak at the top, the edges
surprisingly sharp and clean.  James and Monte had already concluded
it was Inca in origin, and not the work of Moche, or even earlier
civilizations.

As James brushed and
wiped the surface to free it of the remaining dirt as best he could,
Johnny nearly choked as he was first to spot carvings on a stone. 
James dousd the surface with water from his bottle, and they they
took a step back to look at the patterns.  A large stone near the
center was inscribed with what was clearly the sun.  Adjacent stones
had what Monte identified as represenations of lightning carved to
either side.  


“I think this
must indicate protection for something within,” James observed,
stepping forward and pointing at the sun. 


“A chamber,
right?” Johnny cried at once, practically lunging forward as
though to rend the blocks of stone from the face with his bare hands.
 


James calmly proposed a
different approach, and a few minutes later, he probed the edges of
the tight fitting stones, the others crouching at his side.  Soon,
replacing his knife blade with a small, flathead screwdriver tip, he
found a void at one corner of the central stone, and when he probed
the tip suddenly sunk in to the hilt.  


It was exactly what he
had hoped to find, having seen the same deliberate imperfection in
the fit on other, mainly pre-Inca sites, the chinks left to provide a
leverage point with which to adjust the final stone into position. 
The technique wasn’t needed on larger temples, but for closing
the face of a burial altar or stone wall it was often used for
expediency.  With the gap, the stone could be partially set, pried
out and reinserted as many times as necessary, until it mated
perfectly to the rest.   


He tried wriggling his
knife blade in the crack, clearing the dirt as best he could.  


“We need
something we can insert, grab onto the stone from behind,” he
suggested, as more clods of dirt flew from the small fissure, “I
have a wire on my canteen that might work.”

Johnny bolted off at
once, back moments later holding out James’s metal water
bottle.  James pried off the metal wire handle, bending it with some
effort straight enough to insert it into the crevasse, hoping the
small hook left at the tip might catch the back of the stone.  It
disappeared within after some effort, and he felt it grip on
something, but his attempts to pull left the slender wire slipping
from his hand, or losing its slim grip in back just as quickly.  


Johnny bit his cheek
nervously as he watched, then whistling absently for a few moments
until he caught Monte’s pained expression and stopped,
shrugging innocently.

“Just a minute,
James,” said Monte suddenly, running to his own backpack and
searching through it furiously.  He returned with a slim, aluminum
tent stake, one end of the forged iron rod bent at ninety degrees. 
“How about this?” 


James quickly examined
it. “Good,” he judged, inserting the bent end into the
opening, but finding it stuck only an inch in, “bugger, too
wide.”

“Here, let me see
it,” said Johnny, holding out his hand expectantly as James
tried again to get it in, quickly giving up, however, and handing it
over.

Johnny set the rod on a
large flat rock nearby and found a grapefruit sized stone which he
cupped in his other hand.   Holding one end of the stake firmly down
on the surface, he began to hammer the hooked end.   The cracks of
stone on metal echoed back from the direction of the nearest peak. 
He stopped to examine the results, and after a couple more blows for
good measure he hurried back to James’s side.  “Ok, try
that.”

The shaft disappeared
smoothly into the crevasse until James held the last few inches of
the tip in his hand.  He twisted and pulled back gently, trying to
feel the contour of the stone by its contact.  He felt it anchor on
an inside lip of stone.  When he pulled again, it held tight.

“Yes!”
Johnny hissed gleefully.

“Go ahead Johnny,
you give it a go,” James offered, carefully passing his grip on
the stake to Johnny, who quickly shuffled to take his place.  He
pulled.  Nothing budged.  


“Try rocking it,”
James advised, lending a hand, and together pushing the bar back and
forth. 


“It moved!”
Johnny gasped.  James had felt it shift too, very slightly.  


Monte crouched by his
other side, holding his knife, waiting for a chance to insert the
blade on the opposite side of the stone. 


“Okay, watch
out,” announced Johnny gravely.  James stepped back and with
both hands Johnny pulled.  It slipped at once from his grip and he
stumbled backwards.  “Goddammit,” he swore, barely
managing to keep from repeating his fall on the rocky ground behind
him.

“We need a
handle,” James muttered.

Johnny took the stake
once more, and after more banging returned, the other end now bent at
nearly a right angle.  


“Oh, smashing!”
James applauded as Johnny handed it back with a grin.  With the
smaller hooked end once again fixed on the back of the stone,
together they grasped the handle and leaned back, now able to use
their weight to tug.   The stone at once began to jar and jolt in its
space as they shifted from side to side.  


“It’s
coming!” cautioned Monte, seeing it emerging out from the rest,
“watch out.”   


“Okay, hold on,”
James panted.  He removed the stake and motioned to Monte and Johnny
to join him in grasping the now exposed edges of the large block,
waiting till they had a good grip before shouting, “Pull!”

It slid towards them
suddenly, scraping against the stones around it and then crashing to
the ground at their feet, causing them all to jump back to save their
toes.  


“Jesus!”
Johnny hollered.

They all stared at the
dark hole now exposed on the face of the wall.  It was too dark to
see within, and the space still too small to poke inside for a better
view.

With the first stone
removed, it took little effort to wrest out more, only pausing for
James to calculate which to try next.  Soon they had produced an
opening two feet square.  It was enough to let in scattered sunlight,
and they stopped to quickly press their faces close, staring at the
dim outline of a small chamber within.

It appeared to be three
or four feet high at its center, and about as deep.  The slanted
interior walls mirrored the outside slope of the small temple.  A
small stool rested in the center of the stone lined floor, crafted
from dark wood, with carved or painted patterns visible on its
surface.  The legs were shaped at their bottom into rounded feet.

“Inca,”
James observed softly, “royal family, or at least upper ruling
class.”

“Wow,”
Johnny added reverently as he threatened to crowd out the others in
his eagerness to thrust his head further within.  


Monte stared wide eyed,
not at the stool, but now at the cylinder resting on top, a largely
disintegrated cloth beneath, its tatters draped over the top of the
wooden stool.   It appeared wood as well, but details glinted in gold
at each end, and a metallic band could be seen wrapped about the
center.  


“And that,”
James added mysteriously, “well, let’s have a closer
look, shall we?  If you don’t mind, Johnny,” he turned,
and Johnny reluctantly pulled himself back to give the professor
room.  


James rolled up his
sleeve and after another quick look inside turned and slowly reached
in, leaning forward till his shoulder almost touched the face of the
wall, feeling blindly through the opening until he felt a round
surface meet his fingers.     


“It is wooden, I
think,” he said taughtly, his face pushed sideways against the
lip of the opening as his shoulder and arm groped within, “feels
firm, not decayed.  I think we can remove it.” He turned his
head awkwardly to glance at Monte, who at once nodded gravely in
reply.  


He gently cupped the
tube in his hand, feeling for the ring to make sure he had it about
the center.  It felt heavy as he lifted it up from the stool, the
ends more so, he thought, as he strained to lift it smoothly without
tipping, then turning it slowly in midair and pulling himself back,
Monte grabbing his other arm to help brace him as he brought it
slowly out through the opening.

In the sunlight, it
shone suddenly as if come to life, the gleam of polished wood and
metal staring back at them in stark realism.  The wooden tube was
formed by carefully carved and polished slats that formed its length,
like staves of a barrel, both ends capped in gold, carved remarkably
about their edge into serpentine twists and trailing cords, all
intertwined about each other.  The silver metal ring about the center
had turned green.  It lay slightly half recessed in a matching
channel in the wood.

“Silver and gold
work, together,” Monte whispered appreciatively, then suddenly
realizing James was straining to hold the tube in the air still with
one hand.  “Hold on, James,” he said, quickly running and
pulling a shirt from his bag, which he laid out on a soft patch of
ground nearby.

Johnny hovered closely
as James stepped carefully over and set it down onto the cloth,
kneeling down to stare intently, leaning his face down over the gold
caps, murmuring some choice words of praise.  


Monte again felt a bit
irked by the amateurish enthusiasm, and worried Johnny’s
interest was simply the gold itself, which would hardly help his
opinion of his intentions.  He felt the urge to let fly a remark
regarding what was, and was not important, but Johnny’s red,
sweaty, and now clearly excited face jerked up from his study first.

“It’s a
latch, doc!”

“What do you
mean, Johnny?” Monte replied sharply, but joining James in
taking a look himself.  They crouched over the cloth on the ground,
following as Johnny pointed at the end, where the carved gold cords
curled about each other in what looked to be some semblance of a knot


“Look, see, it’s
a latch!”  


The carved braids and
cords in the gold, which Monte had assumed were only surface details,
were in fact separate carved strands, they all saw now, so neatly
twisted about each other that they had appeared carved from one
piece.   


“Yes, indeed,”
James murmured, lowering his face for a closer look.  “The wood
is cut through around the end there too.  It is a cap, isn’t
it?”   He stood up and looked down at the object pensively as
the others craned near the ground to see for themselves.  “Well
then, gentlemen, another decision.”

Johnny pulled himself
back up to his knees at the suggestion, squinting up at the
professor, his silhouette framed over him by the bright sunlit sky.  


Monte quickly pulled
himself up to stand stiffly at his side, determined to make a
professional judgement based on the facts.   


James studied him and
then looked down to Johnny, still hovering over the object.  They
were both sweaty, dirty, and he knew he looked the same.  Seeing
Johnny’s anxious stare made him suppress a smile.

“Now I can
imagine Johnny’s zeal to open this vessel now, without any
further delay, eh old chap?”  He gave Johnny a friendly nod,
and Johnny panted and nodded vigorously in reply, still kneeling by
his feet like an overgrown dog staring up at its master, even
obliging by raising a paw to wipe sweat from his brow, which left a
fresh streak of dirt on his forehead as he waited to hear what James
was getting at.  


“But perhaps it
would be best to wait…or not?” giving a quick smile
Monte’s way. 


Monte thought James was
enjoying drawing out the drama.  He had not expected the mischievous
streak from the esteemed London university chair, but its source
seemed clearly to be a genuine affection for others, an innocent
pleasure at the fun, and Johnny’s presence clearly made an easy
job of it.

Monte believed that
working relationships excelled only when colleagues enjoyed each
other’s company, and he had quickly decided it was the case
with James, at least as far as he was concerned.  He glanced back
down at Johnny, who jerked his large head his way questioningly in
return, his mouth hanging open.  He quickly turned back to James,
deciding to withhold his judgment on the point regarding their new
addition.

“Well then,”
James concluded, perhaps the precious little time they had trumping
any further fun, “I think it may be wisest to choose
expeditiousness over caution, and as Johnny suggests, open this now.”

Monte nodded slowly. 
They washed their hands, sacrificing more of their water in the
process, then dried off and worked on fresh latex gloves, which Monte
had brought with him, Johnny following their efforts while squinting
dubiously at the precautions.

They repositioned the
cylinder and shirt back in front of the main stone mound, deciding
its presence might act as a wind block.  After a quick discussion on
technique, Monte sat on his knees and rested one end across his legs.
 James knelt next to him and used a smaller screwdriver blade of his
knife to try and open what Johnny had recognized as the clasp.  He
was quickly able to insert the blade in between the interlocked gold
strands.  He slowly twisted, pushing gently apart, first one way,
then the other.  The ends of the metal cords immediately began to
separate, the gold impervious to rust or corrosion over the time it
had lay interred, but after pulling apart a centimeter they stuck
fast.  After more scrutiny they together determined where they needed
to push to move a third metal cord out of the way, and moments later,
the entire cap of gold loosened in his hands.  James carefully
grasped the entire piece, and with a turn it slipped off the end of
the vessel.  


Johnny and Monte both
shot up a look of silent, excited celebration.

“Hold it steady,”
James cautioned.  He gently turned the cap over in his hand, the
inside of which was lined with gold as well, and set it gently down
on the shirt.   He bent over, lifting the open end slightly with
Monte’s help and peered within, the others staring at his head
expectantly.

“I don’t
see anything,” he announced quickly, “let’s have a
look with a flashlight.”

Johnny was gone at
once, dashing back moments later with his flashlight, which James
took and pointed inside, moving it carefully from side to side.   He
shook his head, handing it to Johnny to take a turn.

“Crap, it’s
empty,” Johnny confirmed, looking up unhappily. “It
must’ve been looted, stolen, whatever was inside,” he
added before leaning forward to look again, hoping he’d missed
something. 


James and Monte
silently checked more details of the cylinder’s construction,
Monte jotting notes down furiously in a notepad.  Soon they left it
on the cloth, Monte adding another shirt on top, and turned their
attention back to the chamber.   


James asked Monte to
try to see inside with the flashlight.  After a couple of tries,
Monte’s managed to poke an arm and head together into opening. 
He twisted, shining the beam along each wall, instinctively sensing,
like Johnny, that there had to be something more, but when he was
finished, certain there wasn’t.   


They tried clearing
more earth, uncovering a portion of each of the other three outer
walls, but found no more markings on the stones below.  James used a
stick held in the opening to estimate how thick the other walls were.
 They were thicker than the front wall they had managed to open, but
not enough to allow the possibility of more chambers hidden within.  


They turned next to the
smaller mounds, each kneeling over one and scraping away.  Johnny
watched, but after considering the remaining mound, he instead
returned to the cylinder, removing the shirt on top and studying the
other metalwork still encircling the center and other end.  He heard
Monte grunting as he struggled with a clod of earth.  He felt guilty
he wasn’t helping, but it seemed a pointless exercise.  Soon,
his attention was fixed on the other gold cap.  A minute later, his
breathing heavy once again, he looked over the others.  


“Hey, docs, come
here,” he called, “why don’t we try removing the
other end?”  The wind fought his words, having grown even
stronger since they had arrived.

 “What!”
Monte yelled back, looking up impatiently from his efforts, the patch
of earth still resisting.

James stared back
curiously for a moment before standing up and shaking off his hands. 
“Is there a clasp on the other end too?”  He quickly
walked over to see what Johnny had found.

Monte looked down again
at his progress and quickly decided to follow.  James was already
inspecting the other end when he arrived.  


“Yes, you’re
right again, Johnny,” James observed, “not identical, but
it appears it should loosen up just the same-and there, the wood is
cut beneath it as well, like the other end.”

“Yeah, but why
did they bother to cap both ends?” Johnny wondered.

“Maybe just for
symmetry,” Monte offered, leaning over and resting his hands on
his thighs, “perhaps they thought it necessary the ends match.”

“If you say so,
doc,” said Johnny.  “So, we gonna take this one off too?”


“Yes, I think we
should,” said James, glancing back to where he’d left his
plastic gloves, soiled and resting on the dirt by his pack. 


Monte volunteered,
pulling his back on again as James held the tube across his knees for
him, grasping the wooden frame with the shirt.  


Monte, after a quick
study and pointers from each of the others, succeeded in loosening
the attachment on the first try, and in a few moments, James gently
twisting the tube to help, he could feel the cap swiveling free about
the end. 


“Good!  It’s
loose, doc,” Johnny urged.

Monte pulled, and it
suddenly slipped off into his hand, just as Monte sensed something
give.

“Jesus Christ!”
cried Johnny.

“Oh, bloody…”
James murmured in shock.

Monte stared, the cap
forgotten, still in his hands, eyes wide in silent horror as he
watched the cylinder disintegrate, the slats that made up its sides
falling away in James’s hands like barrel staves.  “Shit,”
he breathed in Spanish.   


James grimly lowered
the remains to the ground, placing them down on the shirt and quickly
pulled his hands out, worried he might induce further damage (if
possible at this point).  He stared, ignoring the gasps and tensely
arched backs beside him, and then after quickly glancing up with a
determined stare, he leaned back down and studied the pile, moving
one of the loose pieces.  Some had already fallen away at the side,
but most hung at odd angles still, in some semblance of the
cylindrical form.   He nudged another piece carefully away, staring
now at the sheen of gold which glinted everywhere inside.  


“I think,”
he said calmly, looking up to see Johnny staring back guiltily, and
Monte looking bewildered, “this is by design.”

“What?”
Monte whispered, still aghast.

James quickly slid off
the silver band, which now rested loosely about the staves, setting
it next to the cap, Monte remembering then the other cap in his hand,
and carefully setting down the evidence of the self-induced disaster.

“Help me remove
the rest of the slats,” James added, getting Monte’s
attention at once as he pointed to the gold leaf revealed within. 
Together they slid out the slats one by one, lifting each carefully
and setting them on the shirt in neat rows.  James slowly turned the
gold sheet as they worked, until only two of the staves stuck still
to its side.  With a gentle twist Monte popped them off.  They stared
at the pure gold sheet in James’s hands, still rolled neatly in
the shape of the cylinder in which it had hidden.  


“Can I have the
other shirt?”  James gestured with his eyes, and Johnny rushed
to lay the shirt which he’d removed next to the first, urgently
ironing it smooth with his hands as James stood and turned, slowly
setting the rolled sheet of gold down in the center.  “Now
let’s see if this wants to open up for us,” said James,
looking up at them expectantly.

Monte felt his panic
turn suddenly to a new and sudden hope, the realization that James
must be thinking that the gold was a scroll, with, possibly,
something recorded within!  


James rolled it gently
on the cloth, and found a seam running its length, already separating
slightly in places from the roll within.  They exchanged nods, and
James moved the roll to one edge, Monte leaning over and carefully
placing his fingertips on pieces of the edge that had separated,
holding them to the ground.  


James began to pull the
roll back the other way.  It opened slowly, more of the inner surface
reflecting brightly with each small turn.  Monte moved his hands
forward to hold down more, and soon the tube had transformed into a
large solid gold square, covering most of the shirt beneath.

“Jesus, that’s
amazing!” Johnny intoned, breathing shallowly as he watched the
proceeding. 


Monte stared, telling
himself he was just missing something again, but finally looking up
at James in disappointment.  There were no markings on the surface;
nothing, only faint lines and ridges, telltale marks of hammered
gold.  It was just a lining after all.

“Let’s turn
it over,” James suggested.  What had been the outside proved as
blank of any marks as they feared.

“Jesus,”
Johnny repeated, sounding thrilled nonetheless, “lined it with
pure gold, amazing!” 


“The gold leaf is
separating here already, James,” Monte said worriedly, staring
at the frayed edge he still held down.  He wondered if opening the
tube had been a good decision after all.  


James leaned across to
see where the gold sheet was peeling at its edge, split apart into
two thinner sheets.  


“We should get
this rolled back up,” Monte sighed, looking at the pile of wood
staves and caps and silver bands on the other cloth.  Reassembling
the casing, he realized, was not an option.  


James still hunched
down at its side, staring at the damage Monte had pointed out. 
“Monte, do you have my knife?” 


Monte placed it in his
hand, and James quickly pulled out the small blade, holding the edge
of the sheet to the ground with one finger and slowly sliding it
between the peeled layers, gently pulling the top up farther, then
repeating the exercise till he had exposed the split along the entire
side.  He handed the knife back to Monte, who watched with furrowed
eyebrows, and then gaped in alarm as James proceeded to hold down the
bottom half with the edge of one hand and begin to peel the upper
layer away.   


 “James, what are
you doing,” he cried in protest, “shouldn’t we-I
mean-shouldn’t we wait to inspect this till we get it back to a
lab at least?”

James was in the middle
of another carefully applied bit of pressure, finishing before
looking up.  Johnny stared in anticipation, eager for anything that
might prove more conclusive than the empty cylinder had proved so
far, the gold notwithstanding.   


When James raised his
head he had a smile on his face, which was as sweaty, streaked with
dirt and grime, and nearly as red from the sun as either of his
companions.  


Monte stared back at
him, still frowning.  


“These layers,
Monte,” James said excitedly, “they’re separate
sheets!  I suspected the Inca wouldn’t have done it
unintentionally.  Have a look,” he added, pointing, “there’s
something in between.”

Monte’s eyes
narrowed in surprise.  From the edge of the field a burst of noise
rang out; sharp clacking cries, followed in succession by a piercing
string of high pitched shrieks, repeated and then subsiding just as
suddenly.  By the time the calls had subsided, Monte and Johnny had
both ducked down to see for themselves.  Just visible in the recess
between the gold layers were the frayed edges of a cream colored
fabric.

 “Another sheet,”
Monte whispered incredulously.

“It would appear
so,” James replied, “we’d better have a look, I
think.”   


Monte didn’t
hesitate this time, at once holding the edge down for James, Johnny
finding a cloth to cover his hands and holding down the other side. 
James continued to pull the upper half away, the thin metal sheet
heavy in his hands as he lifted.  It peeled away easily enough, and
soon was free, leaving him clutching the sheet of gold awkwardly in
his hands, sunlight flashing blindingly off its inner surface, and
then quickly setting it down by the staves, returning to stare with
the others at the cream colored sheet now framed within the lower
sheet.  It looked like a velum, a crude composition from animal hide,
he guessed at once.  It covered the gold sheet nearly to its edges,
and was covered with fine script.  


Monte gaped, turning to
stare incredulously at James.

“It’s
Spanish, James!” Monte whispered.  Not only Spanish, Monte
thought as he stared closely at the script, but the same flourished,
slightly italicized hand as the writings on the codex from his own
archive.  It seemed too incredible a claim to state out loud.  


“Yes, and it
appears quite similar to the handwriting on the codex,” said
James, voicing Monte’s thoughts.

“Look,”
Monte added, finding the name penned near the top, “it’s
the same priest who wrote the codex-the codex from my university!”
 


“Well I’ll
be goddamned,” James murmured, the magnitude of the correlation
hitting him suddenly.

Monte turned back with
a panicky feeling that he must read the entirety at once, but finding
that in the midst of the windy slope, with the sun glaring not only
off the gold but off the light background of the cloth itself, he
could do little more than catch some words that stood out clearly
enough to see.  


James knelt and stared
at his side but soon gave up making anything of the dense Spanish,
falling back on his knees to wait for Monte’s report.  


“The first
portion, I think, is similar–no, James, I think it is a virtual
copy of the archive codex.  But,” scanning down, “this is
different here, I’m not sure…” he leaned forward
again but stopped suddenly, his head tilting up and then turning to
stare down the sloping field towards the rhythmic sound which
suddenly carried distinctly over the random gusts, a constant,
distant whump, whump, whump of an engine.













Chapter 20







 “Listen,”
said Monte, turning his head, his eyebrows narrowed again in
concentration.

James looked back at
him for a moment before turning to stare, hearing now what hadn’t
registered before.  


Johnny climbed to his
feet and looked about suspiciously.  


“A plane?”
James wondered out loud.  Too low though to be a plane, he thought. 
It seemed to be coming from below the rim of the hillside.   


“Sounds like a
helicopter,” Johnny announced, and then a few moments later
cried, “look, there it is!” pointing down the field.   


The professors quickly
spotted a black shape moving slowly between the edge of the field and
the ridge beyond.  A helicopter, and by its raked, black silhouette,
a military version.  


James spun about,
looking down at the artifacts strewn about their feet on shirts and
cloths.    


“Monte,” he
said, low and calm, “let’s roll the manuscript back up,
and gather everything else.  I think we’ve got what we came
for.  We should start back.”  


The drone changed
pitch.  It appeared to be flying at an angle, glancing past the lower
edges of the hillside, farther over the valleys beyond.

“Blackhawk,”
Johnny called back, still watching its every move.  As it passed at a
right angle he could see sharp protrusions jutting out beneath the
front.  


Monte was the first to
move, not questioning James’s suggestion.  He crouched by the
shirts, replacing the top sheet and carefully rolling the document
back up between the two gold foils, then wrapping it up with one of
the shirts and placing it in his pack, wrapping the staves and metal
pieces up in the other shirt and placing the bundle in alongside.

Johnny still studied
their visitor.  He tried to make out any insignia, but from the
distance could see nothing.  Or maybe it had none.  “What the
hell is that doing up here,” he murmured uneasily, too quietly
for the others to hear.

“Yes, very good
then, let’s go,” James said tersely, his pack already
back on his shoulders.

Monte pulled his on
quickly, looking about the ground to check for anything he missed,
and then staring past Johnny as the helicopter continued in the
distance.  


“What about the
temple,” Johnny asked, pointing to the stones they had removed,
lying side by side on the ground, “just gonna leave it?”

“Yes, I’m
afraid so,” James said, Johnny noting then the haste in his
voice.  


James turned to the
stone face, the gaping hole left from their excavation.  He glanced
back towards the ridge before turning to quickly assemble his things,
in moments hoisting his own backpack on his shoulders.

Their find was
important, and in connection with Monte’s codex, an incredible
bit of chance.  Still, it didn’t by itself explain the meaning
behind either codex.  But it did destroy any doubt that the codex
found in Spain was not genuine, though he had been virtually certain
of that fact already.  


They headed back across
the field in the direction they had come, fortunately nearly opposite
where the helicopter could still be heard.  Soon they were heading
down the steep slopes they had labored up, the helicopter’s
drone disappeared behind them.  After crisscrossing their way
carefully down each of the faces one by one, at times skittering on
loose stones and shale, Johnny taking an unplanned slide down part of
one on his bottom, they were at last greeted by the welcome sound of
birds chirping, stands of trees hinting at the protection of the
forest not far ahead.

Their progress was sped
not only by the descent, but also by knowing their way with the
sureness only a return on a path already trodden brings, and with no
reason to stop other than to pause for a brief drink of water from
their bottles, to retie a shoe, or to scratch at a mosquito bite,
which by now each had accumulated in some measure.

Monte finally checked
his watch, and after glancing back up to the sun hanging over a ridge
on their left, guessed they must be halfway down already.   The
forest canopy waved gently overhead, the trail again well marked and
relatively smooth.  James slowed the pace a bit and seemed again his
normal self, pausing to admire an enormous butterfly, its wings
iridescent blue with black rings.  It fluttered at the edge of the
path, and then about their legs for a moment before lazily flitting
back into the jungle.  


They had just set off
again to catch up with Johnny, who had headed on, when James suddenly
froze, his head turning up towards the treetops above.  Monte pulled
up at his side and at once heard a deep throated whooshing growl,
growing suddenly from somewhere overhead.  Before either could say
anything the sound crescendoed to a heavy pounding beat, and then an
instant later to a deafening roar which thundered over the treetops
above them.  Monte dropped instinctively, cringing as he watched a
dark silhouette scream past and careen away from the ridge, the roar
receding down the valley, gone as suddenly as it appeared.

“Jesus Christ,”
he cried angrily, still crouching in the path, shaken and terrified
by the apparition’s appearance, “what’s the matter
with that fool!”  He got to his feet but felt himself shaking,
and stumbled to the side of the path, leaning against an overturned
tree trunk covered by thick, velvety moss, its decay accelerated by
the wet, hot climate of the forest.  Soon it would be only a mound of
fiber, before sinking back into the earth it had sprung from.   


James stood in the
pathway, looking generally composed, but giving another cautionary
look upwards before turning to check on the others.   “It’s
okay, Monte, whoever it is, they seem to have headed on.”

“Goddamn
asshole!”  Johnny said menacingly, hurrying back up the path
from where he too had dropped instinctively, scowling up menacingly
at the treetops as he stumbled over to join Monte, collapsing with a
loud exhale against the tree trunk.  “Same chopper,” he
breathed, looking knowingly at the professors, “got a good look
at it this time-good enough, anyways.  No identification numbers, no
insignia, nothing.”  


He stood back up and
stood in the path before them with his hands on his hips, turning and
studying the ground for a moment dramatically before looking up
gravely.  The performance made Monte want to laugh, in spite of-or
maybe because of-his own rattled nerves.

“Might be a local
drug lord,” Johnny proposed, determined now to sleuth out the
explanation for his comrades, “but no, not a chopper,” he
considered.  “The cartels don’t use helicopters, too
expensive, not enough payload-and shit, I don’t think they’d
get hold of an armed Blackhawk, anyways.”

“Maybe it’s
just the army, or air force,” Monte said quietly, still looking
drained and giving no sign of rising from his resting spot.  “Just
because you didn’t see any markings doesn’t mean it has
to be a criminal organization, does it?”

“Maybe a
surveillance operation; searching for coca fields, perhaps,”
James added.

Johnny shook his head
quickly, “No way, not up in the mountains, and not in a
Blackhawk.”  


“Well,”
replied James, who was ready to proceed, but found Johnny’s
claim somewhat interesting, “if it’s not a drug cartel
and it’s not the government, then who is it?”  


“Maybe it’s
SIN,” Johnny answered darkly, “have you heard of them?”
  


“Yes, I have,
vaguely, but go ahead,” said James cautiously.  


Monte knew of the
infamous Peruvian organization as well, though it seemed to him
another dramatic stretch on Johnny’s part to bring them up at
all.

“Servicio
Inteligencia Nacionales,” Johnny lectured, hands back on his
hips, “the National Intelligence Service.  Peru’s version
of the CIA, if you like.” 


“Only the CIA
still exists, and SIN was disbanded a decade ago,” Monte
pointed out quickly from his perch.

“Yes, well, the
name might have changed, doc, but only the generals took the fall and
went to prison.  The rest went underground.  They’re still in
business, at least that’s what I hear.”

“Hmm, well, I
haven’t heard any such thing,” said Monte doubtfully, who
still thought the idea overly imaginative.  


James wasn’t sure
if there was anything behind Johnny’s insights on the famously
vanquished secret police force, but like Monte, he had trouble seeing
any connection with the appearance of the helicopter.

Johnny studied them
both again, his bushy eyebrows lowered now as if noticing something
about them for the first time, a finger rising in the air.  “Maybe
someone got tipped off about your visit, about your codex,” his
eyes darted back and forth excitedly, “I mean, you’re
both pretty high profile, maybe some details of your visit leaked.

“They’ve
taken an interest in the antiquities trade in the past,  I know-I
mean, I know people who could tell you things, things that happened
to them...” he finished by suddenly sucking at the saliva which
had escaped in his enthusiasm, and then quickly pulling out his water
bottle from his side and lifting it to his mouth.

James turned to glance
at Monte dubiously.  Johnny was clearly speculating, at best, but the
military aircraft appearing so close, twice, was a rather odd
coincidence.  He stepped past Johnny back down onto the trail.   


“Shall we head
on?”  


“Yes, let’s
go,” Monte seconded, pulling himself up from his resting spot
and following behind.   Johnny looked after them, wiping his mouth
with the back of a hand, then giving a shrug and huffing along to
catch up.   


Twenty minutes later
they passed through the small clearing where they had camped.  The
trees which had rustled the previous evening still swayed in the
afternoon breeze.  Back up the ridge behind them, a bird with
brilliant yellow patterns on its wings and an emerald breast lit on
the same log where Monte had rested, hopping from spot to spot along
the moss covered bark, pecking at the decayed wood in search of bugs.
 


They continued down the
hillsides, the trees growing thicker, the ground covered in
undergrowth, leaving only shafts of light escaping through in places.
 They passed the ledge from which they had studied the waterfall
across the valley floor but barely paused, only glancing to note
their progress, noting the sun dipping closer to the ridges in the
distance. 














Chapter 21







The hazy morning marine
layer soon burned off, leaving the streets and sidewalks of Lima and
its mix of old and modern neighborhoods all baking alike under the
sun’s glare.   Men in business suits hurried to make it inside
the air conditioned office towers lining the wide streets of the
financial district.  


Before one intersection
a line of cars had come to a halt.  A man lay in the street ahead,
his leg bleeding, his pants torn and smeared with dirt and traces of
black rubber.   He wore a shirt of frayed, white cotton, dangling
half open on his chest, a straw hat at his side.  A car was stopped
in the street, a small white police car with a single blue flashing
light on its roof parked nearby, its doors ajar.  A policeman stood
in the center of the road, shouting first at the driver of the car,
who raised his hands and shouted in return, then turning and yelling
angrily at the crowd of onlookers stepping into the roadway for a
better glimpse of the accident.

Inside a black Ford
Explorer, a heavy set man wearing a black dress shirt leaned forward
in the back seat, trying to see past his driver.   Beside him sat a
man with a thin build and youthful face, almost feminine if not for
the well manicured mustache and goatee. He looked uncomfortable,
staring at the other expectantly, the air conditioning blasting from
the vents making the car too cold.  


The other sat back in
disgust.  He looked out the side window and then snapped a command to
the driver, before turning to give his passenger a thin smile.  The
driver looked in the mirror before turning the wheel sharply and
lurching out from behind the car in front.  The wheels bounced up the
curb, and he drove slowly forward beside the line of cars, half on
the road, half on the sidewalk, the sideview mirror noisily scraping
the edge of a posterboard taped to a streetlight.   Onlookers turned
in surprise, backing grudgingly out of the way as the driver honked
the horn.  A woman approached and mouthed something angrily at the
darkened windows as they passed, her voice all but muted by the
glass.

As the front tire
bounced back down at the corner the policeman came running their way,
waving his hands angrily in the air, stopping them by banging angrily
on the hood before storming to the driver’s window and rapping
on the glass.  The driver lowered the window, smiling coldly behind
his sunglasses.  The policeman thrust his face angrily inside.  


“What the hell
are you doing, senor!  You want to be arrested!”

The larger man in back
pulled a wallet from a pocket of his jacket, flipping it open to an
ID card and casually leaning past his driver to dangle it in front of
the policeman’s face.  The officer reached to grab it, but the
man pulled it back.  


“Just read it,”
he growled, holding it up once more.  


The officer glared back
at him before leaning forward to stare at the card.  He looked back
at the man’s face, then back to the card, his scowl
disappearing, replaced suddenly by an awkward smile. 


“Yes, of course
senor, I’m sorry for the misunderstanding.  One moment please.”
 His face disappeared from the window.  


The other passenger
watched as the policeman began to wave the onlookers out of the way,
shouting at them energetically and waving the SUV ahead with the
other hand.  The back wheels bounced down from the curb and the
driver sped around the corner.  At another command from the man in
back he turned again, and then pulled to a stop at the curb.   


 “You understand
what I need from you, then, Senor Medina, yes?”  He smiled,
casually stuffing his wallet back in his pocket.

“Yes, of course
senor, I understand.”  


“Good, very good.
 It is a small matter, after all, no?”  He pulled a pack of
cigarettes and tapped it on his palm, staring still at the other. 
“You will let me know anything significant at once, of course?”
 


Luis Medina stood on
the sidewalk, watching as the SUV sped away, feeling uncomfortably as
if he had survived an interrogation.  He looked at his watch, and
then glanced about before hurrying down the street.  He was late for
another appointment, and he had to make a phone call immediately.













Chapter 22







Andre Grajeda waited
inside the small entryway of a two story stone mansion which stood
near the edge of the university grounds.  Large columns lined the
edge of the porch outside, and as he had walked up the driveway, the
evening sky quickly darkening above him, he had guessed it would have
a more modern interior.  But the foyer where he now waited looked
more like the entryway to some rich old woman’s mansion, he
thought as he looked about once more uncomfortably.  He shifted his
weight again from one foot to the other.  At least standing he could
avoid the painful spots where he had discovered his new leather shoes
rubbed too tight against his feet.  It had proved impossible as he
had hiked the distance across campus to his appointment here this
evening.

He would, in twenty
years time, ascend to the presidency of his own country and execute a
period of iron fisted, often brutal authoritarianism over his people,
which would ultimately end in his downfall, though not the end of his
designs on power.  


On this warm fall day,
however, a year after the murder of another Kennedy in America had
left him assured again of the impracticality of idealism, he was just
twenty six, a graduate student of political science at Madrid’s
Cumpletense University, and his feet hurt still as he shifted
uncomfortably on his feet.  


The dark, wood paneled
walls of the building were adorned with framed paintings of country
scenes.  Grajeda ignored them, as well as the faded lace curtains on
the small windows, finding it a bit creepy.  Still, he was excited,
anticipating the invitation to visit by no less than a senior member
(or semi-retired, he wasn’t sure) of the university staff,
though the actual purpose was still quite murky, he had realized not
long after accepting it.  


The professor, a tall,
slim man in his sixties, whom Andre remembered passing in the
hallways, had introduced himself in the lobby of the university’s
Legion Hall, where an evening guest lecturer from Argentina had
finished his talk, titled “Socialist Elements and Learnings of
Latin America.”  


They talked over
glasses of sangria.  The old man had proved stimulating, the
professor sharply challenging some of the speaker’s points,
Grajeda agreeing with some of his critiques, while finding himself
shooting back his own perspective on others, which he thought had
made a good impression. 


By the time the crowd
had thinned to a handful of clustered conversations, it had been easy
for the older man to convince him to come the next evening to
continue their chat and to meet some others who would, Professor
Espinosa assured him, be just as interested to make his acquaintance.
 


Connections with the
local Cumpletense staff wouldn’t hurt, Andre flattered himself
as he had walked back across the dark campus to his room.  He
understood the importance of connections, having watched with keen
interest his father’s regular dealings, often in their own
family study, with important men, including academics who needed his
father’s help or owed him something in turn.  


He had flown two years
ago from Lima to study Political Science and Economics, and he now
had just one year to go to complete his concurrent Masters in both
fields.  He had been accepted without submitting an application.  His
father had treated it as just another business arrangement, making
phone calls, and within a few days telling his son he could plan on
departing for his studies in Spain that fall. 


His choice of subjects
had been another easy decision.  In high school he had run for
student government, winning his seat easily each year.  The gravitas
of his activities increased by the time he was an undergraduate
student in Lima, where he joined several political clubs and
organizations, even founding one of his own, “Politico
Progresivo Adelante Estudiantes”.  It provided evenings spent
in intense debates and florid exchanges of ideas with his self-chosen
echelon of other forward thinking students.  The club even attracted
a handful of graduate and post-docs, years older than he, intrigued
by the younger man’s unflinching, often brash ideas. 





He turned suddenly as
the inner doors of the foyer opened with a loud click of their
handles.  A man wearing a suit and tie and black rimmed eyeglasses
entreated him with a single finger and somber face to enter.  Grajeda
nodded and followed him through the door, amused by the drama.  He
was led into another entry hall beyond the doors and up a curved
flight of stairs.  At the back of the upper portico, his guide
knocked lightly at a large door before opening it, and standing aside
motioned Andre to enter.

A fire glowed in a
large stone fireplace at the far end of the expansive parlor.  An
ornate billiards table stood in a nook to one side.  Several leather
chairs were set in a large semi-circle in front of the hearth.  Three
were occupied, and just as Andre thought he recognized the top half
of one head by the neatly combed, thin white hair, its owner rose and
turned.  Professor Espinosa, now wearing a sweater, which made him
look older than the suit he had worn the night before, smiled broadly
and clapped his hands softly.  He looked thinner as well, Andre
thought, but healthy, if anything even more energetic. 


“Andre, fabulous,
so pleased you are here!  Please, come have a seat, warm yourself by
the fire.”

The others rose and
turned.  The first, who as Andre stepped forward rushed around the
chairs and extended his hand, taking Andre’s and shaking it
vigorously, looked roughly similar in age as the professor, though
his thinning hair was still dark.  


“Good evening,
young man.  I am Carlos Montoya.” 


Another stood staring
at him over the back of his chair, showing no discernable expression
as he did, clearly waiting to be approached. 


That one would make a
good poker player, thought Andre, as he followed Espinosa around in
front, studying the man as he approached.  A tweed jacket bulged over
his large waist, a cigarette in his hand.  His face seemed familiar,
though he couldn’t place it.  It was framed by a thick gray
beard and mustache, and his widely spaced eyes struck Andre as
intelligent, though deceitful as well, his gaze piercing but quickly
shifting in focus.    


Espinosa waved his hand
ceremoniously. “Andre, you might recognize this gentleman? 
Senor Carmen Bastilla, Spain’s Secretary of the Treasury.”

Andre turned to
Espinosa in surprise, recognizing the name, realizing he had seen the
face as well, in the news, even in one of his own class materials.  


He recovered quickly
enough to bow politely and shake the gentleman’s hand. 
Bastilla finally smiled, a surprisingly warm smile, laughing and
patting Andre on the shoulder as he took a drag from his cigarette
with the other hand.  “Good evening, Andre, pleasure to meet
our young associate from Peru.”  


Andre thought his rich,
fluid voice matched his appearance perfectly.  


“So, let me see,”
the Secretary added, his face turning serious once again, “is
there anything I can do for you?  How about a million pesetas wired
to your personal bank account tomorrow.”   


Andre stared back in
silence, glancing instinctively in Espinosa’s direction,
clearly flustered by the suggestion.  “Uh, sir, that’s-”
he tried to reply, but stopped as the Secretary’s face broke
again into a grin, laughing as Andre turned now to see the others
chuckling as well.

“Well, perhaps
that is a bit premature,” Bastilla added sarcastically, “let’s
wait and see what else we can do for our aspiring Peruvian politico
first, no?  We’ll worry about funding his needs later.”

Espinosa handed Andre a
glass of champagne and bid him to take a seat.  Secretary Bastilla
offered him a cigarette, perhaps a consolation for the joke at his
expense, Andre wondered, but he gladly took it anyways.  For an hour
they chatted, and like the night before with Espinosa Andre found the
conversation stimulating, more so even with the others’
presence.  Espinosa told stories which made it clear the three had
some shared history, or at least the other two each with the
professor.  Andre learned the other man, Montoya, was a former member
of the Spanish parliament, still representing certain interests of
some important clients, as Espinosa explained while giving a wink to
Montoya.  Andre wondered what the gesture implied, and wondered again
what the real agenda of the evening was, and whether he was the only
one not in on it.

Andre tried to enjoy
the stories, Montoya telling one involving himself and Espinosa
chartering a decrepit airplane to make an emergency trip to a country
in Africa, but part of him kept wondering what was really going on. 
It was not by chance that this unusual collection of gentlemen, a
cabinet member included, were spending their evening seemingly for
his benefit.  He could sense something hanging in the air, untouched
but there nonetheless, a weight waiting to fall.  He glanced at the
doorway and found himself wondering whether he would have been better
off not meeting the old man in the first place, but at once reminded
himself that this was still an unexpected opportunity.  Whatever
direction it might take, he would be foolish not to follow the path
far enough to find out. 


Some time passed. 
Champagne gave way to brandy.  When Andre sensed a lull and stepped
to the hearth to stoke the fire, he turned back to find the others
had taken their seats again behind him, staring silently.  He took
his seat somewhat self-consciously, noticing the Secretary and
Montoya now looking to Espinosa expectantly.  Suddenly he knew he was
about to be illuminated as to the real reason he was here.  


Espinosa took a deep
breath, sighed and turned to look at him.  Andre saw the same
anticipation on the older man’s face as the night before.  


“Andre, we are
all very interested in your future.”  


The others still
studied him intently.

“Yes, well, thank
you,” Andre replied, “I hope to finish my studies here in
another year.”  He wasn’t sure if it was a good answer. 


“Yes indeed,”
Espinosa continued, “we are interested in more than your
academic career, however, Andre.  You see, we know how politically
involved you are, how much potential you have to be a great
statesman.  We want to support you in that future, Andre. With the
right support you could go very far in Peru.”  He looked at the
others in confirmation.  “You have the makings of a leader,
Andre-you already are a leader!”

“Oh, well yes, I
am actually hoping to find a position in the next administration when
I return to Peru, if I’m not still too young.”  He was
happy enough with the subject, his doubts now replaced with the hope
that something profitable might come from the meeting, just as he had
hoped.  A political future, a career to give him the power he craved
was his motivation for all the effort he put into his studies here so
far away from home.  Support by such a group as this could only be a
good thing.

“Nonsense,”
the Secretary added heartily, “never too young!  By the time
you get back to Peru after your studies here, you’ll be–well,
you will be a fresh face on the national political scene, someone the
younger generation can connect with.”

The words were tonic to
the young politico. He noted with satisfaction the Secretary’s
use of the word national political scene.  But support?  He was still
at a loss as to what they were proposing.  


“Do you mean, um,
some support from the university? I mean,” his mind tried to
click through the possibilities, at the same time reminding himself
they might simply be using him.  After all, why would they offer him
something of value out of the blue?  And even if it was legitimate,
how could their support help his goals in Peru?

Espinosa glanced at the
others, before gazing at him again thoughtfully.  “The
university, Andre? I don’t think you understand.  I am not
talking just about the university.  Cumpletense represents the cradle
not only of learning here in Spain but also of power, the power of
Spain itself.”  


Andre stared back
impassively. The professor still hadn’t answered his questions.
 He felt slightly more in control, determined now to coldly judge the
benefits the impressive group of men seemed ready to offer. 


The professor stared at
him intently, but Andre waited silently till Espinosa glanced back to
the Secretary and chuckled.  “Did it escape you, Andre, during
your years of walking our beautiful campus sites, that we at
Cumpletense house the power of Spain right here in our womb?  Or were
you too busy chasing undergrad girls around campus to notice?” 


Andre ignored the
veiled insult.

The elderly Montoya
stood, stepped forward slowly towards the fireplace and suddenly spun
back around.  “Andre,” he said, “have you never
stopped to consider that the presidential residence,
La Moncloa itself, lies right here on the university grounds?” 
  


Andre
stopped, surprised by the claim, but pausing to think.  La Moncloa
was the Spanish president’s official residence.  It was a large
though relatively unpretentious structure, at least what glimpse he
could recall from passing outside its walled perimeter.  It was just
east of the campus, maybe even adjacent, or maybe...but what did that
matter anyway.  


“I’m
sorry, I don’t get it,” he said
calmly, “whatever the location of the President’s
residence, if you mean it’s on university property-if it is,
well,” he was feeling impatient and more confident, ready to
assert himself if necessary to push them to make their pitch or be
done with it.  Shit, chasing girls (and he hardly had to do any
chasing) might have been a better use of his time if all they were
planning was to throw about vague, self-important generalities.

The
professor stepped forward again, waving his
arm calmly in the air.  “Andre, I’m sorry, I think we are
only confusing you.  We should get to the point.”

“Yes,
good, please do,” Andre replied, regretting at once sounding a
little short, though the professor seemed to take no offense.

“You
see Andre, the three of us, we represent a rather peculiar little
fraternity, a very old organization, one which has some rather
interesting connections.  The university, well,” he smiled
deprecatingly to the others, “is an important one, but only one
of many.” 


“I
don’t think you have heard of this little organization, Andre,”
the Secretary added darkly, leaning forward in his chair.

“So
what, exactly is this organization?”  Andre was intrigued, but
still impatient to hear a real explanation.

“I
don’t suppose,” Espinosa said slowly, “you have
ever heard of the Benefactorate.”  


“No,”
answered Andre, feeling a new sense of anticipation fill the room.
 They were at last coming to the point of their invitation. 


“The
Benefactorate,” Espinosa continued, “is
over three hundred years old, older than Cumpletense itself.  We are
a power broker of sorts, an entity which looks out for our own
interests, for our country’s interests, in ways that no one
else, not even the president or parliament, can.”

The
Secretary had edged to the front of his seat as he listened to the
professor, closely watching Andre’s reaction.  Now he suddenly
got to his feet.  


“Very
good, Eduardo,” he said to Espinosa,
“that is a good introduction, I think.”  He stepped in
front of Andre’s chair, leaving Andre wanting to stand as well,
but finding the Secretary now planted solidly in front of him, gazing
down ominously.  If it was an intentional act of intimidation, it was
a good one, he had to admit.  “One of those important interests
we have to look out for, Andre, is Spain’s relationships with
our friends abroad, and who is more important than our friends in
South America, our brothers in many ways.”

Andre
tried to guess where he was going.  He had never heard of the
Benefactorate.  And he still didn’t know what they meant by
‘supporting his own goals’.  He stared up at the
Secretary, his discomfort trumped by his desire to hear more.

Bastilla
smiled.  “And who is a more important brother than Peru, the
cradle of Spanish civilization in America.”  


That
was not quite accurate, Andre knew. The Spanish had colonized the
Caribbean and then Old Mexico decades before Pizarro stepped foot on
the shores of his country.  But so what?  What kinds of support was
it they were willing to offer?

“The
Benefactorate wishes to see that the future of Peru is in good hands,
hands that we can trust, hands that we can shake with confidence.”
 The Secretary extended a hand, and Andre hurried to set down his
glass as he realized he wanted to act out the metaphor, managing to
slide up from his seat and extending a hand which the Secretary
clasped in both of his own.  


“We
would like to share that confidence with you, Andre!” 


The
specifics finally began to flow, the three of
them painting a path forward which soon brought a burning sense of
desire, of possibilities, their promises exceeding his expectations. 
As he drunk in their words it was impossible not to see the
implications of how it might help fulfill his own dreams of power. 
What they wanted in return was simple; nothing more than an assurance
of close cooperation together in dealings between Peru and Spain-with
the Benefactorate, more specifically.  It was something the young,
aspiring politician had no reason to question, knowing what he would
get in return.

He
finally found himself shaking hands goodnight,
Espinosa walking him back to the door.  His head was swimming with
the implications, the free flowing champagne and brandy only
embellishing the vision.

Benefactorate.
 He repeated the name as he walked in the cool night air, trying to
laugh at the sinister manner in which they had reminded him to leave
it unspoken, but feeling the weight of the warning seal the desire to
say it again.  As he hurried on, the soles of his new shoes clicking
sharply on the dark cobblestone street, he realized they had shared
no details of the nature of cooperation he had in effect already
promised them.   He let the worry go, glancing at the papers in his
hand which the Secretary had hand him before departing.   On each was
a name and a phone number, contacts in Peru.  He was to contact them
as soon as possible, but separately, with no mention of one to the
other.  Bastilla would let them know to expect to hear from him.  


The
first, Bastilla explained, was a seasoned
political operative, a man who had helped deliver large blocs of
votes for previous Peruvian presidential administrations, and was
ready to take on new blood.  Andre had heard of the man, and could
hardly believe he might offer him assistance.  If he did, it alone
would be a huge step forward.

The
second was a young political activist like
Andre, someone who was not in a position to be in the public
spotlight, they explained, but who had unique family connections, and
an impressive ability for managing things from behind the scenes.

“You
will be impressed with him,” Bastilla assured him, “and I
know he will be happy to show you what he can do for you.” 


Andre
looked at the piece of paper again in the moonlight.  He didn’t
recognize the name, Pedro Del’Toro, but he would contact him as
they suggested.













Chapter 23







Dark clouds blanketed
the sky for most of the afternoon, distant blasts of thunder
accompanying passing sheets of rain, drenching the streets in the
middle of Cusco, gurgling rivulets of water falling from ledges and
rooftops and rushing through gutters alongside the streets.  By
evening they had stopped as quickly as they had begun, thunderheads
receding to the north, the sun sinking on the horizon and lighting
the edges deep oranges and reds.   By the time Johnny and the
professors returned, driving in darkness along the streets, the skies
were clear and star filled once more.  


When they emerged from
the trail that afternoon they gratefully stripped off their shirts
and rinsed themselves with buckets of water presented by a woman in
the village.  She accepted the local bills which Monte handed her
with a grave nod, as she turned to leave striking up an odd melody,
the Quecha words accented by clicks of her tongue as she walked
slowly back down the muddy street.  


They bumped and bounced
their way down the single lane dirt road, descending back out of the
hills towards the open highlands below and soon onto the highway,
speeding along its familiar, mostly paved ribbon, feeling relieved to
be back in the relative comfort of Johnny’s vehicle. 
Conversation quickly turned to their find, the noise of the engine
lessened by their general descent towards Cusco.  James listened
patiently to Johnny’s excited recounting of the discovery, as
he seemed to have decided it was a great success after all.

As Johnny at last fell
silent, instead glaring impatiently at a line of slow moving cars
blocking his way, James shared some thoughts of his own, questions
about the possible chains of events which had led to the placement of
the almost identical document in the Inca mountain shrine, Monte
adding some of his own as Johnny closely followed their discussion,
turning excitedly when he heard them conclude it was quite an
astonishing connection.

“Goddam miracle,
docs, you know!”

“Yes,”
Monte replied, “well, perhaps the writings on the, the Tres
Ceques codex, will explain more,” he offered, his suggestion
sparking an urge to sit down and study the text on the sheet from
start to finish.

“Yes, that is the
next place to start, isn’t it,” James agreed, his look of
anticipation enough to tell Monte he shared the sentiment.

Johnny floored the gas
pedal suddenly, shooting past the slower cars with inches to spare
between them, much to Monte’s consternation.  Free of the
obstacle, they hurtled along once more, the return of intermittent,
jarring bumps, at least evidence of their progress.  


Darkness fell with a
good hour still between them and Cusco.  The hike, on top of the
professors’ jet lag, began to catch up with them both.  Even
Johnny fell meditative and silent behind the wheel, reaching over
James’s lap to fish out a CD from the glove box.   James
recognized his fellow Brit, the jangly guitar driven beat accompanied
by the words, lay down Sally, you don’t have to leave so soon. 
He had seen Clapton perform it live in concert many years ago.  A
rear speaker was distorted, but it was a welcome break, nonetheless. 
 


Monte frowned at the
intrusion, but driven by his exhaustion he soon relaxed and listened,
deciding it wasn’t bad after managing to follow the gist of the
bouncy verse. Fifteen minutes later, as the harder guitar riffs of
Cocaine concluded (whose title word Monte decided he must be
mishearing), another rise suddenly revealed the lights of Cusco
spread out ahead, only a few miles away.

“There it is,
Cusco, we’re going to make it!”  Monte cried in relief,
his fear of slamming into the back of a local farmer’s unlit
truck or a herd of llama having kept him on edge since nightfall.

James lifted his chin
from his chest and turned back with a look of drowsy surprise. 
Johnny glanced back with a grin, chuckling, “Yep, that’s
it, doc, we’re gonna make it alright!”

Monte felt his face
flush and he quickly added, “I mean, we’re going to make
it back before midnight.  We can probably still get a bite to eat.”
 He looked out the window, in spite of his embarrassment still happy
at the sight.   As they entered the city, traces of the storm had all
but disappeared, only stubborn puddles left in dips in the road which
splashed noisily under their tires.  


When Johnny pulled up
at their motel, the sign was still dimly lit above the entrance to
the lobby.  With their things they hobbled up the sloped path to the
porch, tight and sore muscles protesting after the long drive. 
Inside a single light on the ceiling glowed in greeting, but no one
was present, which posed a problem since the professors had left
their keys with Jesus, the hotelier.

“Hello,”
Johnny called out.  There was no answer.  James leaned over the
counter, hoping he might find their keys somewhere within reach, but
turned suddenly when he heard a soft voice behind him. 


“Senor Brook, I
am very sorry, very sorry, Senor.”  Jesus, the motel’s
short and stout proprietor, stood staring wide eyed, his jet black
hair tussled over his round face.  He approached them, wringing his
hands in front of his chest, clearly upset.

“What’s the
matter, Jesus?” said James.

“Senor, I’m
sorry, but two men came here, they went into your rooms.”

“What!”
Monte choked, jolted from his bleary mental preparation to crawl into
a soft bed and sleep.

“They came this
morning, just after breakfast,” the man stammered, his eyes
darting back and forth, looking worried they might strike him for the
bad news.  “They were gone so quickly, I didn’t-didn’t
see much at all...”  


Johnny’s cold
glare must not have helped his worries, as his local instincts at
once questioned the man’s story.   He would have liked to
challenge him at once, but James stepped forward first and put a hand
on the man’s shoulder, smiling reassuringly.

“It’s okay,
Jesus, don’t worry, we didn’t leave much in our rooms
that would be worth stealing.  Let’s go see the damage.  You
have our keys?”

Jesus pulled keys from
his pocket, nodding apologetically and turning to lead the way back
out and around the front, past an archway into the courtyard that
separated the front office building from the rooms behind.  


Johnny hurried to
James’s side, eyeing Jesus ahead of them.  “I don’t
like this, doc,” he hissed, “it sounds suspicious to me-I
mean, how could he have—” 


James stopped him with
a raised hand.  “It’s okay, Johnny,” he shot back
calmly, “like I said, let’s just go see what the damage
is.” 


Johnny looked back to
Monte anxiously before giving up with a shrug. “Yeah, well,
okay then, let’s see this supposed break in.”

Jesus stopped in front
of James’s room and turned, offering the key with another
mumbled regret.  James took it and unlocked the door but paused
before opening it, without turning his head saying evenly, “I
guess whoever robbed us had keys as well.  That made it rather simple
for them, didn’t it.”

 “Yeah, like I
said,” Johnny exclaimed, but before he could continue James had
disappeared inside the room, the door swinging closed behind him.  


Monte took his key in
turn from Jesus, and with a grim expression quickly headed down the
path towards his room.  


Johnny turned to stare
accusingly at Jesus, again ready to challenge his account, but
realizing that James was within earshot, he only hissed, “I’ll
talk to you later, Senor,” and after looking unhappily once
more at the closed door, turned and trotted to catch up with Monte.

James flipped on his
light and stood at the edge of his room, quickly scanning the
contents.  His bag lay on the floor where he had left it, his leather
shoulder bag on the dresser.  It had been moved, he was sure at once,
and he stepped closer, seeing the small lock he had attached was
gone.  Setting it on the bed and quickly opening it, he stared.  The
papers had been removed and then hastily replaced.  He swore as he
pulled them back out a handful at a time, laying them on the bed. 
Well, they must have been disappointed, he thought with some
satisfaction, doubting a local robber would be excited by his notes. 
After digging inside again for a moment he jerked his head to the
door.  What about their computers!  He and Monte had left them, and
their passports, with Jesus at the desk before they had left for the
mountains.  When he pulled the door suddenly open, Jesus, who had
waited outside, jumped back in alarm.

“Jesus, our
computers, they are okay?” James demanded.

“Yes, yes, Senor
Brook, they are okay.  One moment, I will check, to make sure!”
  Jesus seemed happy for the mission and turned at once, trotting
back to the front office.

James returned to stare
once more at his bags, leaving the papers piled on the bed.  Soon his
door opened and he turned, expecting Jesus again.  It was Monte
instead, who entered dangling his own small shoulder bag in his hand.
 In the other he held a dark brown manila folder, with three long
folding metal tabs to secure the punched papers inside.  Johnny was
at his heels, making sure not to get left out in the cold this time.

“This is very
strange, James,” Monte said quietly, looking concerned.

“What is it,
anything missing?”

“No-well, I mean
I can’t say for certain, but I don’t think so.  But, my
notes for the trip-here, see,” holding out the folder before
him, “someone went through them, page by page.” 


James took the folder
and glanced at the open pages.  


“What do you
mean, doc,” said Johnny, stepping closer for a better look,
“how do you know your stuff has been read?”

“Look,”
Monte pointed to the binding, “someone folded each page back
hard-creased it.  They weren’t like that before, I’m
sure.  Someone laid this out and went over it page by page.  It’s
my abstract for this trip, James.  It has summaries of all my
reference data, references to the codex too.” 


James tapped his palm
with the edge of the folder, cocking his head and clicking his tongue
in thought before handing it back to Monte and spinning back to pick
up one of his own folders, quickly examining it before setting it
down and looking at another, and one more.  


“Bloody hell,”
he murmured, holding a bound set of handwritten notes in his hand, “I
think they did the same to mine.”  He pursed his mouth
unhappily and tossed the papers back down on his bed.  


Johnny picked them up
to see for himself, turning the papers over, not sure he could be so
definitive if they were his.  


James and Monte stared
at his efforts absently, both occupied now in trying to sort out the
implications, Monte also looking ready to snap at someone.

“Well, I dunno,
docs,” Johnny scratched his head, tossing the papers back down,
“I guess you have some fans here in Cusco- couldn’t wait
to read your latest!”  He laughed, hoping to break the weight
of the professors’ stares.   


James finally smiled
slightly and winked in recognition.

Monte didn’t seem
to hear at all, turning suddenly at some new thought to dig for
something else in his bag, but quickly reconfirming that at least
nothing appeared to be missing.

“I think you
better talk to Jesus—” Johnny started, still ready to
point the blame at the person who at the same moment interrupted him,
poking his head tentatively in the doorway with a soft knock.

“Senores,”
Jesus cried happily, “your computers, they are okay!  Here,
please take them, make sure for yourselves.”  Smiling
encouragingly he handed them back, together with their passports. 
James sat on the edge of the bed to power his up, though without the
hard disc drive password, no one would have gotten far in any case.  
It was fine.  He stood up again and looked at his watch.

Johnny turned to glare
at Jesus once more.  “Thank you, Jesus, good night,” he
said pointedly.  The man nodded, turning to glance warily at the
professors, and then backing out hesitantly.  Johnny summarily closed
the door on him, all of which Monte thought unnecessarily rude, even
given the circumstances.

James seemed hardly to
notice.  He stretched his arms over his head and gave a large yawn,
which spread to Monte in turn.

“Looks like we
all need some sleep, at any rate.”  


Monte looked at his
watch.  It was nearly midnight local time.   The soreness in his legs
returned, along with a renewed sense of weariness.  James was right,
solving the crime could wait, if they could even call it a crime.    


“Yes, let’s
get some sleep,” he nodded, “we can talk in the morning,”
barely getting out the words before feeling his mouth gape
uncontrollably again.  “What about the artifacts?” he
added after shaking it off.  He worried he shouldn’t have left
them in his backpack in his room, even though he had locked the door
again behind him.  The intrusion, if nothing else put the safety of
their lodgings in real doubt.
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