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And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul. And the Lord God planted a garden eastward in Eden; and there he put the man whom he had formed.

Genesis 2:7
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Prologue








	Sunrise

Andean Mountains

Peru, 1538




There was no escape.

Crashing through the misty jungle, Francisco de Almagro had long given up all prayer of ever outrunning the hunters who dogged his trail. Panting, he crouched along the thin path and caught his breath. He wiped the sweat from his brow with his sleeve. He still wore his Dominican robe, black wool and silk, but it was stained and torn. His Incan captors had stripped him of all possessions, except for his robe and cross. The tribal shaman had warned the others not to touch these talismans from his foreign god, afraid of insulting this strangers deity.

Though the heavy robes ill suited his flight through the dense, cloud-draped jungle of the upper Andes, the young friar still refused to shed his raiment. They had been blessed by Pope Clement when Francisco had first been ordained, and he would not part with them. But that did not mean he couldnt alter them to suit his situation better.

He grabbed the hem of his garment and ripped it to his thighs.

Once his legs were free, Francisco listened to the sounds of pursuit. Already the call of the Incan hunters grew louder, echoing along the mountain pass behind him. Even the screeching cries of the disturbed monkeys from the jungle canopy overhead could not mask the rising clamor of his captors. They would be upon him soon.

The young friar had only one hope lefta chance at salvationnot for himself, but for the world.

He kissed the torn edge of his robe and let it drop from his fingers. He must hurry.

When he straightened too quickly, his vision darkened for a heartbeat. Francisco grabbed the bole of a jungle sapling, struggling not to fall. He gasped in the thin air. Small sparks danced across his vision. High up in the mountainous Andes, the air failed to fill his lungs adequately, forcing him to rest frequently, but he could not let shortness of breath stop him.

Shoving off the tree, Francisco set off once again down the trail, stumbling and weaving. The sway in his gait was not all due to the altitude. Before his scheduled execution at dawn, he had suffered a ritualistic bloodletting and been forced to consume a draught of a bitter elixirchicha, a fermented drink that had quickly made the ground under his feet wobble. The sudden exertion of running from his captors heightened the drugs effect.

As he ran, the limbs of the jungle seemed to reach for him, trying to trap him. The path seemed to tilt first one way, then the other. His heart hammered in his throat; his ears filled with a growing roar, washing away even the calls of his pursuers. Francisco stumbled out of the jungle and almost toppled over a cliffs edge. Far below, he discovered the source of the thunderous rumblingfrothing white waters crashing over black rocks.

A part of his mind knew this must be one of the many tributaries that fed the mighty Urabamba River, but he could not dwell on topography. Despair filled his chest, squeezing his heart. The chasm lay between him and his goal. Panting, Francisco leaned his hands on his scraped knees. Only then did he notice the thin, woven-grass bridge. It spanned the chasm off to the right.

Obrigado, meu Deus! he thanked his Lord, slipping into Portuguese. He had not spoken his native language since first taking his vows in Spain. Only now, with tears of frustration and fear flowing down his cheeks, did he fall back upon his childhood tongue.

Pushing up, he crossed to the bridge and ran his hands over the braided lengths of ichu grass. A single thick cord stretched across the width of river below, with two smaller ropes, one on each side, to assist in balance. If not for his current state, he might have appreciated the engineering feat of the bridges construction, but now all his thoughts dwelt on escapeputting one foot in front of the other, maintaining his balance.

All his hopes lay in reaching the altar atop the next peak. As they did many of the mountains of the region, the Incas revered and worshiped this jungle-fringed spire. But to reach his goal, Francisco needed first to cross this chasm, then climb out of the cloud forest to the crags rocky escarpment above.

Would he have enough time?

Turning to listen once again for the sounds of pursuit, Francisco could hear nothing but the crashing tumble of the river below. He had no idea how far behind the hunters remained, but he imagined they were closing the distance quickly. He dared not tarry or cower from the drop below.

Francisco ran a sweating palm over the stubble of his shaven scalp, then grasped one of the two support ropes of the bridge. He squeezed his eyes closed for a moment and grabbed the other cable. With the Lords Prayer on his lips, he stepped onto the bridge and set off across the chasm. He refused to look down, instead fixing his eyes on the bridges end.

After an endless time, he felt his left foot strike stone. Sagging in relief, he clambered off the bridge and onto solid rock. He almost fell to his knees, ready to kiss and bless the earth, but a sharp call barked out behind him. A spear struck deep into the loam near his heel. Its shaft thrummed from the impact.

Francisco froze like a startled rabbit, then another cry shouted forth. Glancing behind him, he saw a single hunter standing on the far side. Their eyes met briefly across the chasm.

Predator and prey.

Under a headdress of azure and red feathers, the man grinned at him. He wore thick chains of gold. At least, Francisco prayed it was gold. He shuddered.

Not hesitating, Francisco slipped a silver dagger from inside his robe. The weapon, stolen from the shaman, had been his means of escape. It must now serve him again. He grabbed one of the bridges balancing ropes. He would never have time to hack through the main trunk of the span, but if he could sever the side ropes, his pursuers would have difficulty crossing. It might not stop them, but it could gain him some time.

His shoulders protested as he sawed at the dried-grass braid. The ropes seemed to be made of iron. The man called out to him, speaking calmly in his heathen language. The friar understood none of his words, but the menace and promise of pain were clear.

Renewed fear fueled Franciscos muscles. He dug and sliced at the rope while hot tears streaked his muddy face. Suddenly, the rope severed under his blade, snapping away. One end grazed his cheek. Instinctively, he reached a hand to touch the injury. His fingers came back bloody, but he felt nothing.

Swallowing hard, he turned to the second support rope. Another spear struck the rock at the cliffs edge and fell away into the chasm. A third followed. Closer this time.

Francisco glanced up. Four hunters now lined the far side of the chasm. The newest hunter held a fourth spear, while the first hunter deftly strung a bow. Time had run out. Francisco eyed the untouched rope support. It was death to stay there. He would have to hope that severing the one braid would slow them enough.

Turning, he sped back into the jungle on the far side of the chasm. The path climbed steeply, straining his legs and chest. Here the trees were less thick, the canopy less dense. As he struggled, the forest grew thinner with each hard-earned league. While glad to see the jungle begin to thin, he knew the lack of foliage also made him an easier target for the hunters. With each step, he expected an arrow to feather his back.

So closeLord, do not forsake me now.

He refused to look ahead, concentrating on the ground beneath his feet. He fought to place one foot after the other. Suddenly light burst around him, as if the Lord Himself had pushed aside the trees to shine His Glory down upon him. Gasping, he raised his head. Even such a simple movement was difficult. In a single step, the jungle was behind him. Raw sunlight from the dawning sun blazed across the red and black stones of the barren peak.

He was too weak even for a prayer of thanks. Scrambling up through the last of the brush, he used his hands and feet to fight for the summit. It must happen there. At their holy altar.

Crying now, but deaf to his own sobs, he crawled the final distance to the slab of granite. Reaching the stone altar, he collapsed back upon his heels and raised his face to the heavens. He cried out, not in prayer, but in simple acknowledgment that he yet lived, casting his voice for all to hear.

His call was answered. The sharp cries of hunters again echoed up from the pass below. They had crossed the chasm and renewed their pursuit.

Francisco lowered his face from the blue skies. Around him, spreading to all horizons, were the countless peaks of the Andes. Some were snow-tipped, but most were as barren as the one upon which he knelt. For a moment, Francisco could almost understand the Incas worship of these mountain heights. Here among the clouds and skies, one was closer to God. A sense of timelessness and a promise of eternity seemed to ring forth in the heavy silence. Even the hunters grew hushedeither from respect for the mountain or from a desire to sneak upon their prey unawares.

Francisco was too tired to care.

His gaze settled upon the one other type of peak that shared these heights. Below, to the west, were two smoldering mountains, volcanic caldera, twin craters staring up at the same morning skies. From here, the shadowed pair were like two blasted and cursed eyes.

He spat in their direction and raised a fist with his thumb thrust between his two fingers in a ward against evil.

Francisco knew what lay within those warm valleys. From his mountaintop altar, he christened the twin volcanoes. Ojos el de Diablo, he whisperedthe Devils eyes.

Shivering at the sight, he turned his back on the view. He could not do what must be done while staring at those eyes. He now faced the east and the rising sun.

Kneeling before the blaze of glory, he reached within his robe and slipped out the cross that hung from around his neck. He touched the warm metal against his forehead. Gold. Here was the reason the Spaniards had struggled through these foreign junglesthe dream of riches and wealth. Now their lust and greed would damn them all.

Francisco turned the crucifix and kissed the golden figure upon its surface. This was why he had come here. To bring the word of the Lord to these savagesand now his cross was the only hope for all the world. He brushed a finger along the back of the cross, fingering the etchings he had carefully carved into the soft gold.

May it save us all, he prayed silently, and nestled the cross back into his robes, resting it near his heart.

Francisco raised his eyes to the dawn. He had to be certain the Incas never took the cross from him. Though he had reached one of the Incas sacred sitesthis natural mountaintop altarone final act was required of him to ensure the crosss safety.

Once again, he slipped free the shamans silver dagger from his robe.

With a prayer of contrition on his lips, he begged forgiveness for the sin he was about to commit. Whether he damned his soul or not, he had no choice. Tears in his eyes, he raised the knife and slashed the blade across his throat. Lancing pain dropped the dagger from his fingers. He fell to his hands. Blood poured from his throat across the dark stones under him.

In the dawns light, his red blood glowed brilliantly against the black rock. It was his last sight as he diedhis lifes blood flowing across the Incan altar, shining as brightly as gold.
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Day One

Ruins



 




	Monday, August 20, 11:52 A.M.

Johns Hopkins University

Baltimore, Maryland




Professor Henry Conklins fingers trembled slightly as he unwrapped the final layer of blankets from around his frozen treasure. He held his breath. How had the mummy fared after the three-thousand-mile trip from the Andes? Back in Peru, he had been so careful to pack and crate the frozen remains in dry ice for the trip to Baltimore, but during such a long journey anything could have gone wrong.

Henry ran a hand through his dark hair, now dusted with a generous amount of grey since passing his sixtieth birthday last year. He prayed his past three decades of research and fieldwork would pay off. He would not have a second chance. Transporting the mummy from South America had almost drained the last of his grant money. And nowadays any new fellowships or grants were awarded to researchers younger than he. He was becoming a dinosaur at Texas A&M. Though still revered, he was now more coddled than taken seriously.

Still, his most recent discovery of the ruins of a small Incan village high in the Andes could change all thatespecially if it proved his own controversial theory.

He cautiously tugged free the final linen wrap. Fog from the thawing dry ice momentarily obscured his sight. He waved the mist away as the contorted figure appeared, knees bent to chest, arms wrapped around legs, almost in a fetal position, just as he had discovered the mummy in a small cave near the frozen summit of Mount Arapa.

Henry stared at his discovery. Ancient eye sockets, open and hollow, gazed back at him from under strands of lanky black hair still on its skull. Its lips, dried and shrunken back, revealed yellowed teeth. Frayed remnants of a burial shawl still clung to its leathered skin. It was so well preserved that even the black dyes of the tattered robe shone brightly under the surgical lights of the research lab.

Oh God! a voice exclaimed at his shoulder. This is perfect!

Henry jumped slightly, so engrossed in his own thoughts he had momentarily forgotten the others in the room. He turned and was blinded by the flash of a cameras strobe. The reporter from the Baltimore Herald moved from behind his shoulder to reposition for another shot, never moving the Nikon from her face. Her blond hair was pulled over her ears in a severe and efficient ponytail. She snapped additional photos as she spoke. What would you estimate its age to be, Professor?

Blinking away the glare, Henry backed a step away so the others could view the remains. A pair of scientists moved closer, instruments in hand.

IId estimate the mummification dates back to the sixteenth centurysome four to five hundred years ago.

The reporter lowered her camera but did not move her eyes from the figure cradled on the CT scanning table. A small trace of disgust pleated her upper lip. No, I meant how old do you think the mummy was when he died?

Oh He pushed his wire-rimmed glasses higher on his nose. Around twentyIts hard to be accurate on just gross examination.

One of the two doctors, a petite woman in her late fifties with dark hair that fell in silky strands to the small of her back, glanced back at them. She had been examining the mummys head, a tongue depressor in hand. He was thirty-two when he died, she stated matter-of-factly. The speaker, Dr. Joan Engel, was head of forensic pathology at Johns Hopkins University and an old friend of Henrys. Her position there was one of the reasons he had hauled his mummy to Johns Hopkins. She elaborated on her statement, His third molars are partially impacted, but from the degree of wear on the second molars and the lack of wear on the third, my estimation should be precise to within three years, plus or minus. But the CT scan results should pinpoint the age even more accurately.

Belying her calm demeanor, the doctors jade eyes shone brightly as she spoke, crinkling slightly at the corners. There was no disgust on her face when she viewed the mummy, even when she handled the desiccated remains with her gloved fingers. Henry sensed her excitement, mirroring his own. It was good to know Joans enthusiasm for scientific mysteries had not waned from the time he had known her back in her undergraduate years. She returned to the study of the mummy, but not before giving Henry a look of apology for contradicting his previous statement and estimation of age.

Henrys cheeks grew heated, more from embarrassment than irritation. She was as keen and sharp as ever.

Swallowing hard, he tried to redeem himself. He turned to the reporter. I hope to prove these remains found at this Incan site are not actually Incan, but another tribe of Peruvian Indians.

What do you mean?

It has been long known that the Incas were a warrior tribe that often took over neighboring tribes and literally consumed them. They built their own cities atop these others, swallowing them up. From my study of Machu Picchu and other ruins in the remote highlands of the Andes, Ive theorized that the lowland tribes of the Incas did not build these cloud cities but took them over from a tribe that already existed before them, robbing these ancestors of their rightful place in history as the skilled architects of the mountaintop cities. Henry nodded toward the mummy. I hope this fellow will be able to correct this error in history.

The reporter took another picture, but was then forced back by the pair of doctors who were moving their examination farther down the mummy. Why do you think this mummy can prove this theory? she asked.

The tomb where we discovered it predates the Incan ruins by at least a century, suggesting that here might be one of the true builders of these mountain citadels. Also this mummy stands a good head taller than the average Inca of the regioneven its facial features are different. I brought the mummy here to prove this is not an Incan tribesman but one of the true architects of these exceptional cities. With genetic mapping available here, I can substantiate any

Professor Conklin, Joan again interrupted him. You might want to come see this.

The reporter stepped aside to let Henry pass, her Nikon again rising to cover half her face. Henry pushed between the two researchers. They had been fingering the bodys torso and belly. Engels assistant, a sandy-haired young man with large eyes, was bent over the mummy. He was carefully tweezing and extracting a length of cord from a fold around the figures neck.

Joan pointed. His throat was slashed, she said, parting the leathery skin to reveal the bones underneath. Id need a microscopic exam to be sure, but Id say the injury was ante-mortem. She glanced to Henry and the reporter. Before death, she clarified. And most likely, the cause of death here.


Henry nodded. The Incas were fond of blood rituals; many involved decapitation and human sacrifice.

The doctors assistant continued working at the wound, drawing out a length of cord from the wound. He paused and glanced to his mentor. I think its some sort of necklace, he mumbled, and pulled at the cord. Something under the robe shifted with his motion.

Joan raised her eyes to Henry, silently asking permission to continue.

He nodded.

Slowly the assistant tugged and worked the necklace loose from its hiding place. Whatever hung there was carefully dragged along under the robes ragged cloth. Suddenly the ancient material ripped and the object hanging from the cord dropped free for all to see.

A gasp rose from their four throats. The gold shone brilliantly under the halogen spotlights of the laboratory. A flurry of blinding flashes followed as the reporter snapped a rapid series of photos.

Its a cross, Joan said, stating the obvious.

Henry groaned and leaned in closer. Not just a cross. Its a Dominican crucifix.

The reporter spoke with her camera still fixed to her face. What does that mean?

Henry straightened and waved a hand over a Latin inscription. The Dominican missionary order accompanied the Spanish conquistadors during their attack upon the Central and South American Indians.

The reporter lowered her camera. So this mummy is one of those Spanish priests?

Yes.

Cool!

Joan tapped at the cross with her tongue depressor. But the Incas werent known to mummify any of their Spanish conquerors.

Until now, Henry commented sourly. I guess if nothing else the discovery will be worth a footnote in some journal article. His dreams of proving his theory dimmed in the glare of the golden crucifix.

Joan touched his hand with a gloved finger. Dont despair yet. Perhaps the cross was just stolen from one of the Spaniards. Lets first run the CT scan and see what we can discover about our friend here.

Henry nodded but held no real hope in his heart. He glanced to the pathologist. Her eyes shone with genuine concern. He offered her a small smile, which, surprisingly, she returned. Henry remembered that smile from long ago. They had dated a few times, but both had been too devoted to their studies to pursue more than a casual acquaintance. And when their careers diverged after graduation, they had lost contact with each other, except for the occasional exchange of Christmas cards. But Henry had never forgotten that smile.

She patted his hand, then called to her assistant. Brent, could you let Dr. Reynolds know were ready to begin the scan? She then turned to Henry and the reporter. Ill have to ask you to join us in the next room. You can view the procedure from behind the leaded glass in the control room.

Before leaving, Henry checked the mummy to ensure it was properly secured on the scanners table, then slipped the gold crucifix from around the figures neck. He carried it with him as he followed the others out of the room.

The adjoining cubicle was lined with banks of computers and rows of monitors. The research team planned on using a technique called computer tomography, or CT, to take multiple radiographic images which the computer would then compile into a three-dimensional picture of the mummys interior, allowing a virtual autopsy to be performed without damaging the mummy itself. Besides the professional contact, this was the reason Henry had hauled his mummy halfway around the world. Johns Hopkins had performed previous analyses on other Peruvian ice mummies in the past and still had backing from the National Geographic organization to continue with others. The facility also had a keen genetics lab to map ancestry and genealogy, ideal for adding concrete data to substantiate his controversial theories. But with the Dominican cross in hand, Henry held out little hope of success.

Once inside the control room, the door, heavy with lead shielding, closed snugly behind them.

Joan introduced them to Dr. Robert Reynolds, who waved them to the chairs while his technician began calibrating for the scan. Grab a seat, folks.

While the others scooted chairs into a cluster before the viewing window, Henry remained standing to maintain a good view of both the computer monitors and the window that looked out upon the scanner and its current patient. The large white machine filled the back half of the next room. The table bearing the mummy protruded from a narrow tunnel leading into the heart of the unit.

Here we go, Dr. Reynolds said as he keyed his terminal.

Henry jumped a bit, almost dropping the gold cross, as a sharp clacking erupted from the speakers that monitored the next room. Through the window, he watched the tray holding the contorted figure slowly inch toward the spinning core of the scanner. As the crown of the mummys head entered the tunnel, the machines clacking was joined by a chorus of loud thunking as the device began to take pictures.

Bob, Joan said, bring up a surface view of the facial bones first. Lets see if we can pinpoint where this fellow came from.

You can determine that from just the skull? the reporter asked.

Joan nodded, but did not turn from the computers. The structure of the zygomatic arch, the brow, and the nasal bone are great markers for ancestry and race.

Here it comes, Dr. Reynolds announced.

Henry turned from the window to look over Joans shoulder. A black-and-white image appeared on the monitors screen, a cross section of the mummys skull.


Joan slipped on a pair of reading glasses and squeaked her chair closer to the monitor. She leaned forward to study the image. Bob, can you rotate it about thirty degrees?

The radiologist nodded, chewing on a pencil. He tapped a few buttons, and the skull twisted slightly until it was staring them full in the face. Joan reached with a small ruler and made some measurements, frowning. She tapped the screen with a fingernail. That shadow above the right orbit of the eye. Can we get a better look at it?

A few keys were tapped and the image zoomed in closer. The radiologist removed the pencil from between his teeth. He whistled appreciatively.

What is it? Henry asked.

Joan turned and tilted her glasses down to peer over their rims at him. A hole. She tapped the glass indicating the triangular shadow on the plane of bone. Its not natural. Someone drilled into his skull. And from the lack of callus formation around the site, Id guess the procedure was done shortly after his death.

Trepanningskull drilling, Henry said. Ive seen it before in other old skulls from around the world. But the most extensive and complicated were among the Incas. They were considered the most skilled surgeons at trepanning. Henry allowed himself a glimmer of hope. If the skull had been bored, maybe he had uncovered a Peruvian Indian.

Joan must have read his thoughts. I hate to dash your hopes, but trepanning or not, the mummy is definitely not of South American ancestry. It is clearly European.

Henry could not find his voice for a few breaths. Areare you sure?

She took off her glasses, settled them back in her pocket, and sighed softly, clearly well accustomed to passing on a dire diagnosis. Yes. Id say he came from Western Europe. Id guess Portugal. And given enough time and more study, I could probably pinpoint even the exact province. She shook her head. Im sorry, Henry.


He recognized the sympathy in her eyes. With despair in his heart, he struggled to keep himself composed. He stared down at the Dominican cross in his hand. He must have been captured by the Incas, he finally said. And eventually sacrificed to their gods atop Mount Arapa. If his blood was spilled on such a sacred site, European or not, they would have been forced to mummify his remains. It was probably why they left him his cross. Those who died on holy sites were honored, and it was taboo to rob their corpses of any valuables.

The reporter had been hurriedly jotting notes, even though she had a tape recorder also monitoring their conversation. Itll make a good story.

Story, maybeeven a journal article or two Henry shrugged, attempting a weak smile.

But not what you were hoping for, Joan added.

An intriguing oddity, nothing more. It sheds no new light on the Incas.

Perhaps your dig back in Peru will produce more intriguing finds, the pathologist offered.

There is that hope. My nephew and a few other grad students are delving into a temple ruin as we speak. Hopefully, theyll have better news for me.

And youll let me know? Joan asked with a smile. You know Ive been following your discoveries in both the National Geographic and Archaeology magazines.

You have? Henry stood a little straighter.

Yes, its all been very exciting.

Henrys smile grew wider. Ill definitely keep you updated. And he meant it. There was a certain charm to this woman that Henry still found disarming. Add to that a generous figure that could not be completely hidden by her sterile lab coat. Henry found a slight blush heating his cheeks.

Joan, youd better come see this, the radiologist said in a hushed voice. Somethings wrong with the CT.


Joan swung back to the monitor. What is it?

I was just fiddling with some mid-sagittal views to judge bone density. But all the interior views just come back blank. As Henry looked on, Dr. Reynolds flipped through a series of images, each a deeper slice through the interior of the skull. But each of the inner images was the same: a white blur on the monitor.

Joan touched the screen as if her fingers could make sense of the pictures. I dont understand. Lets recalibrate and try again.

The radiologist tapped a button and the constant clacking from the machine died away. But a sharper noise, hidden behind the knock of the scanners rotating magnets, became apparent. It flowed from the speakers: a high-pitched keening, like air escaping from the stretched neck of a balloon.

All eyes were drawn to the speakers.

What the hell is that noise? the radiologist asked. He tapped at a few keys. The scanners completely shut down.

The Herald reporter sat closest to the window looking into the CT room. She sprang to her feet, knocking her chair over. My God!

What is it? Joan stood up and joined the reporter at the window.

Henry pushed forward, fearing for his fragile mummy. What? Then he saw it, too. The mummy still lay on the scanning table in full view of the group. Its head and neck convulsed upon the table, rattling against the metal surface. Its mouth stretched wide open, the keening wail issuing from its desiccated throat. Henrys knees weakened.

My God, its alive! the reporter moaned in horror.

Impossible, Henry sputtered.

The convulsing corpse grew violent. Its lanky black hair whipped furiously around its thrashing head like a thousand snakes. Henry expected at any moment that the head would rip off its neck, but what actually happened was worse. Much worse.

Like a rotten melon, the top of the mummys skull blew away explosively. Yellow filth splattered out from the cranium, spraying the wall, the CT scanner, and the window.

The reporter stumbled away from the fouled glass, her legs giving way beneath her. Her mouth chanted uncontrollably, Oh my God oh my God oh my God

Joan remained calm, professional. She spoke to the stunned radiologist. Bob, we need a Level Two quarantine of that room. Stat!

The radiologist just stared, unblinking, as the mummy quieted its convulsions and lay still. Damn, he finally whispered to the fouled window. What happened?

Joan shook her head, still calm. She replaced her glasses and studied the room. Perhaps a soft eruption of pocketed gas, she mumbled. Since the mummy was frozen at a high altitude, methane from decomposition could have released abruptly from the sudden thawing. She shrugged.

The reporter finally seemed to have composed herself and tried to take a picture, but Joan blocked her with a palm. Joan shook her head. There would be no further pictures.

Henry had not moved since the eruption. He still stood with one palm pressed to the glass. He stared at the ruins of his mummy and the brilliant splatters sprayed on walls and machine. The debris shone brightly, glowing a deep ruddy yellow under the halogens.

The reporter, her voice still shaky, waved a hand at the fouled lead window. What the hell is that stuff?

Clutching the Dominican crucifix in his right fist, Henry answered, his voice dull with shock: Gold.



5:14 P.M.

Andean Mountains, Peru



Listenand you could almost hear the dead speak.

The words drew Sam Conklins nose from the dirt. He eyed the young freelance journalist from the National Geographic.


An open laptop computer resting on his knees, Norman Fields sat beside Sam and stared out across the jungle-shrouded ruins. A smear of mud ran from the mans cheek to his neck. Though he wore an Australian bushwacker and matching leather hat, Norman failed to look the part of the rugged adventure photojournalist. He wore thick glasses with lenses that slightly magnified his eyes, making him look perpetually surprised, and though he stood a little over six feet, he was as thin as a pole, all bones and lanky limbs.

Sam rolled up to one elbow on his mat of woven reed. Sorry, what was that, Norm? he asked.

The afternoon is so quiet, his companion whispered, his Boston accent flavoring his words. Norman closed his eyes and breathed deeply. You can practically hear the ancient voices echoing off the mountains.

Sam carefully laid the tiny paintbrush beside the small stone relic he had been cleaning and sat up. He tapped his muddied cowboy hat back farther on his head and wiped his hands on his Wranglers. Again, like so many times before, after working for hours upon a single stone of the ruins, the overall beauty of the ancient Incan city struck him like a draught of cold beer on a hot Texas afternoon. It was so easy to get lost in the fine ministrations of brush on stone and lose sight of the enormity and breadth of the whole. Sam pushed into a seated position to better appreciate the somber majesty.

He suddenly missed his cutting horse, a painted Appaloosa still back on his uncles dusty ranch outside Muleshoe, Texas. He itched to ride among the ruins and follow its twisted paths to the mystery of the thick jungle beyond the city. He sat there with the ghost of a smile on his face, soaking up the sight.

There is something mystical about this place, Norman continued, leaning back upon his hands. The towering peaks. The streams of mist. The verdant jungle. The very air smells of life, as if some substance in the wind encourages a vitality in the spirit.


Sam patted the journalists arm in good-natured agreement. The view was a wondrous sight.

Built in a high saddle between two Andean peaks, the newly discovered jungle city spread in terraced plazas across half a square mile. A hundred steps connected the various stonework levels. From Sams vantage point among the remains of the Sun Plaza, he could survey the entire pre-Columbian ruin below him: from the homes of the lower city outlined in lines of crumbling stone, to the Stairway of the Clouds that led to Sun Plaza on which they perched. Here, like its sister city Machu Picchu, the Incas had displayed all their mastery of architecture, merging form and function to carve a fortress city among the clouds.

Yet, unlike the much-explored Machu Picchu, these ruins were still raw. Discovered by his uncle Hank only a few months back, much still lay hidden under vine and trees. A spark of pride flared with the memory of the discovery.

Uncle Hank had pinpointed its location from old tales passed among the Quechans of the region. Using hand-scrawled maps and pieces of tales, he had led a team out from Machu Picchu along the Urabamba River, and in only ten days, discovered the ruins below Mount Arapa. The discovery had been covered in all the professional journals and popular magazines. Nicknamed the Cloud Ruins, his uncles picture beamed from many a front page. And he deserved itit had been a miraculous demonstration of extrapolation and archaeological skill.

Of course, this sentiment might be clouded by Sams feelings for his uncle. Hank had raised Sam since his parents had died in a car crash when he was nine years old. Henrys own wife had died of cancer the same year, about four months earlier. Drawn together in grief, they developed a deep bond. The two had become nearly inseparable. So it was to no ones surprise that Sam pursued a career in archaeology at Texas A&M.

Id swear if you listen close enough, Norman said, you can even hear the wail of the warriors calling from high in the peaks, the whispers of hawkers and buyers from the lower city, the songs of the laborers in the terraced fields beyond the walls.

Sam tried to listen, but all he could hear were the occasional snatches of raised voices and the rasping of shovel and pick echoing up from a nearby hole. The noises were not the voices of the Incan dead, but of the workers and his fellow students laboring deep in the heart of the ruins. The gaping hole led to a shaft that dropped thirty feet straight down, ending in a honeycomb of excavated rooms and halls, a subterranean structure of several levels. Sam sat up straighter. You ought to be a poet, Norman, not a journalist.

Norman sighed. Just try listening with your heart, Sam.

He thickened his west Texas drawl, knowing how it irritated Norman, who hailed from Boston. Right now all I kin hear with is my belly. And it aint saying nothing but complaining about dinnertime.

Norman scowled at him. You Texans have no poetry in your souls. Just iron and dust.

And beer. Dont forget the beer.

The laptop computer suddenly chimed the six oclock hour, drawing their attention.

A rattling groan escaped the narrow confines of Sams throat. Wed better wrap up the site before the sun sets. By nightfall, the place will be crawling with looters.

Norman nodded and twisted around to gather his camera packs. Speaking of grave robbers, I heard gunfire last night, he said.

Sam frowned while storing away his brushes and dental picks. Guillermo had to scare off a band of huaqueros. They were trying to tunnel into our ruins. If Gil hadnt found them, they might have pierced the dig and destroyed months of work.

Its good your uncle thought to hire security.


Sam nodded, but he heard the trace of distaste in Normans voice at the mention of Guillermo Sala, the ex-policeman from Cuzco assigned as the security head for the expedition. Sam shared the journalists sentiment. Black-haired and black-eyed, Gil bore scars that Sam suspected werent all from the line of duty. Sam also noticed the sidelong glances he shared with his compadres when Maggie passed. The quick snippets of Spanish exchanged with guttural laughs heated Sams blood.

Was anyone hurt in the gunfire? Norman asked.

No, just warning shots to scare off the thieves.

Norman continued stuffing his gear. Do you really think well find some tomb overflowing with riches?

Sam smiled. And discover the Tutankhmen of the New World? No, I dont think so. Its the dream of gold that draws the thieves, but not my uncle. Knowledge is what lured him hereand the truth.

But what is he is so doggedly searching for? I know he seeks some proof that another tribe existed before the Incas, but why this stubborn need for secrecy. I need to report to the Geographic at some point to update them before the next deadline.

Sam bunched his brows. He had no answer for Norman. The same questions had been echoing in his own mind. Uncle Hank was keeping some snippet of information close to his chest. But this was always like the professor. He was open in all other ways, but when it came to professional matters, he could be extremely tight-lipped.

I dont know, Sam finally said. But I trust the professor. If he has his nose into something, well just have to wait him out.

A shout suddenly arose from the excavated hole on the neighboring terrace: Sam! Come look!

Ralph Isaacsons helmeted head popped from the shaft, excitement bright in his eyes. The large African-American, a fellow grad student, hailed from the University of Alabama. Financed on a football scholarship, he had excelled in his undergraduate years and managed to garner an academic scholarship to complete his masters in archaeology. He was as sharp as he was muscular. You have to see this! The carbide lamp of Ralphs mining helmet flashed toward them. Weve reached a sealed door with writing on it!

Is the door intact? Sam called back, getting to his feet excitedly.

Yes! And Maggie says theres no evidence of tampering.

This could be the breakthrough all of them had been searching for these past months. An intact tomb or royal chamber within the ancient ruins. Sam helped Norman, burdened by his sling of cameras, up the steep steps toward the highest terrace of the Sun Plaza.

Do you think? Norman huffed.

Sam held up a hand. It may just be a basement level to one of the Incan temples. Lets not get our hopes up.

By the time they had reached the excavated terrace, Norman was wheezing. Ralph frowned in disdain at the photographers exertion. Havin trouble there, Norman? I could ask Maggie to help carry you.

The photographer rolled his eyes and refrained from commenting, too winded to speak.

Sam joined them atop the plaza. He was breathing hard, too. Any exertion at this high altitude taxed lungs and heart. Leave him alone, Ralph, he scolded. Show us what you found.

Ralph shook his head and led the way with his helmet lamp. The black mans wide frame filled the three-foot-wide shaft as he mounted the ladder. Unlike Sam, Ralph did not get along with Norman. Ever since the photographer had let his sexual orientation be known, a certain friction had grown between the two. Raised in the Bible Belt, Ralph seemed unable to let go of certain prejudices that had nothing to do with color. But Henry had insisted they all work together. Be a team. So the two had developed a grumbling cooperation.

Jackass, Norman mumbled under his breath, shifting his camera load.

Sam clapped the photographer on the shoulder and glanced into the excavated hole. The rungs of the ladder descended thirty feet to the warren of chambers and hallways below. Dont let him get to you, Sam said. He waved toward the ladder. Go on. Ill follow.

As they descended, Ralph spoke, his words growing in excitement again. We just got the carbon-dating back on the deepest level this morning. Did you hear, Sam? A.D. 1100. Predating the damn Incas by two damn centuries.

I heard, Sam said. But the margin of error on dating still leaves this result questionable.

Maybebut wait til you see the etchings!

Are they Incan imagery? Sam called down.

Its too soon to say. When we uncovered the door, I rushed up to fetch you two. Maggie is still down there trying to clean up the door. I figured we should all be present.

Sam continued to climb down. Lamplight bloomed from below, casting his shadow up the wall of the shaft. He could imagine Maggie bent with her nose an inch from the door, meticulous with brush and tweezers as she freed the history of these people from centuries of mud and clay. He could also picture her auburn hair pulled back in a long ponytail as she worked, the way her nose crinkled when deep in concentration, the small noises of pleasure she made when she discovered something new. If only he could attract a tenth of the attention the stones of the ruins earned from her.

Sam stumbled on a rung of the ladder and had to catch himself with a quick grab.

After three more steps, his feet touched rock. He stepped from the ladder into the cramped cavern of the first level. The sodium lamps stung his eyes with their brightness while the heavy odor of turned soil and moist clay filled his nostrils. This was not a dusty, dry tomb of Egypt. The continual mist and frequent jungle storms of the high Andes saturated the soil. Rather than sand, the archaeologists battled moldy roots and wet clay to release the trapped secrets of the underground structure. Around Sam, the handiwork of ancient engineers glowed in the light, bricks and stones so skillfully fitted together that not even a knife blade could slide between them. But even such design could not fully withstand the ravages of time. Many areas of the subterranean structure had been weakened by winding roots and centuries of accumulated clay and soil.

Around Sam, the ruins groaned. It was a frequent noise, stressed stones settling after the team had cleared the clay and dirt from the rooms and halls, hollowing them out. The local Quechan workers had installed a latticework of wooden support beams, bolstering the ancient, root-damaged bulwarks and ceilings. But still the underground structure moaned with the weight of earth piled atop it.

This way, Ralph said, guiding them toward the wooden ladder that descended to the second level of tunnels and rooms. However, that was not their final destination. After climbing down two more ladders, they reached the deepest level, almost fifty feet underground. This section had not been fully cleared or cataloged. Among the honeycomb of narrow excavated tunnels and rooms bolstered by wooden frames, shirtless workers hauled sacks of mud and debris. Normally, the tunnels echoed with the workers native songs, but now the halls were quiet. Even the workers suspected the importance of this discovery.

Silence hung like a wool blanket across the ruins. The garrulous Ralph had finally halted his discourse on the discovery of the sealed chamber. The three proceeded in silence through the last of the tunnels to the deepest room. Once in the wider chamber, the trio, who had been squeezing through the passage single file, spread out. Sam could finally see more than just the bowed back of Norman Fields.

The chamber was no larger than a cramped single-car garage. Yet, in this small room buried fifty feet underground, Sam sensed that history was about to be revealed. The chambers far side was a wall of quarried stone, again so artfully constructed that the granite pieces fit together like an intricate jigsaw puzzle. Though still covered in many places with layers of clay and mud, the workmanship had obviously withstood the ages and the elements. Yet as amazing as the architecture was, what stood in the center of the wall drew all their eyes: a crude stone arch blocked by a carefully fitted slab of rock. Three horizontal bands of a dull metal, each a handspan wide, crossed the doorway and were bolted to both door and frame.

No one had been through this portal since the ancients had sealed it.

Sam forced himself to breathe. Whatever lay past the locked door was more than just a passage to a subbasement. Whoever had sealed it had intended to protect and preserve something of enormous value to their society. Beyond this portal lay secrets hidden for centuries.

Ralph finally broke the silence. Damn things sealed tighter than Fort Knox!

His words broke the doors spell on Sam. He finally noticed Maggie seated cross-legged before the portal. She leaned an elbow on one knee and rested a cheek in her palm. Her eyes were fixed on the door, studying it. She did not even acknowledge their presence.

Only Denal, the thirteen-year-old Quechan boy who served as camp translator, greeted them with a small nod as they entered. The youth had been hired off the streets of Cuzco by Sams uncle. Raised in a Catholic missionary orphanage, Denal was fairly fluent in English. He was also respectful. Slouching against a wooden support to the right, Denal held a cigarette, unlit, between his lips. Smoking had been outlawed in the dig for the sake of preserving what was uncovered and protecting the air quality in the tunnels.

Sam glanced around and noticed someone was missing. Wheres Philip? he asked. When the professor had left for the States, Philip Sykes, the senior grad student, had been assigned to oversee the dig. He should have been there, too.

Sykes? Maggie frowned. A hint of her Irish brogue shone through the tightness in her voice. He took a break. Left over an hour ago an hasnt been back.

His loss, Sam mumbled. No one argued about fetching the Harvard graduate student for the moment. After assuming the title of team leader, Philips haughty attitude had rubbed everyone raw, even the stoic Quechans. Sam approached the door. Maggie, Ralph mentioned writing on the doorway. Is it legible?

Not yet. Ive cleared the mud, but Ive been afraid to scrape at the surface and risk damaging the engraving. Denal sent one of the workers to fetch an alcohol wash kit for the final cleaning.

Sam leaned closer to the archway. I think its polished hematite, he said as he rubbed the edge of one of the bands. Notice the lack of rust. He backed away so Norman could take a few photos of the untouched door.

Hematite? Norman asked as he measured the rooms light.

Ralph answered while the journalist snapped his pictures. The Incas never discovered the art of smelting iron, but the mountains around here were rich with hematite, a metallic ore from old asteroid impacts. All the Incan tools found to date were either made of plain stone or hematite, which makes the construction of their sophisticated cities all the more amazing.

After Norman had taken his photos, Maggie reached a finger out to the top band of metal, her finger hovering over its surface, as if she feared touching it. With her fingertip, she traced the band where it was fastened to the stone arch. Each bolt was as thick around as a mans thumb. Whoever built this meant to keep whatever is inside from ever seeing the light of day.

Before anyone could respond, a black-haired worker pushed into the chamber. He bore vials of alcohol and distilled water along with a handful of brushes.

Maybe the etchings will reveal a clue to what lies within, Sam said.

Sam, Maggie, and Ralph each took brushes and began painting the diluted alcohol solution across the bands. Norman looked on as the students labored. Working on the center band, Sams nose and eyes burned from the fumes as the alcohol worked upon the dirt caught in the metals inscriptions. A final dousing with distilled water rinsed the alcohol away, and clean rags were passed to the three students so they could wipe away the loosened debris.

Sam gently rubbed the center of his band in small buffing circles.

Maggie worked on the seal above him, Ralph on the band below. He heard a slight gasp from Ralph. Maggie soon echoed his surprise. Sweet Mary, its Latin, she said. But thatthats impossible!

Sam was the only one to remain quiet. Not because his band was blank, but because what he had uncovered shocked him. He stepped away from his half-cleaned band. All he could do was point to its center.

Norman bent closer to where Sam had been working. He, too, didnt say a word, just straightened, his jaw hanging open.

Sam continued to stare at what he had uncovered. In the center of the band was a deeply etched cross on which was mounted the tiny figure of a crucified man.

Jesus Christ, Sam swore.



Guillermo Sala sat on a stump at the jungles edge, a rifle leaning against his knee. As the sun crept closer to the horizon behind him, young saplings growing at the ruins edge spread their thin shadows across the ground, stretching toward the square pit fifteen meters away. From the holes opening, lamplight glowed out into the twilight, swallowing the shadows as they reached toward the shaft. Even the hungry shadows knew what lay below, Gil thought. Gold.

We could slit their throats now, Juan said at his elbow. He nodded toward the circle of tents where the scientists had retreated to study the engravings on the tombs door. Blame it on grave robbers.

No. The murder of gringo s always draws too much fire, Gil said. We stick to the plan. Wait for night. While they sleep. He sat patiently as Juan fidgeted beside him. Four years in a Chilean prison had taught Gil much about the price of haste.

Juan swore under his breath, while Gil merely listened to the awakening rain forest around him. At night, the jungle came alive in the moonlight. Each evening, games of predator and prey played out among the black shadows. Gil loved this time of the evening, when the forest first awoke, shedding its green innocence, revealing its black heart.

Yes, he could wait, like the jungle, for the night and the moon. He had already waited almost a year. First, by ensuring that he was assigned as security for this team, then putting the right men together. He came to guard the tomb and did so dutifullynot for the sake of preserving the past for these Yankee scientists, but to safeguard the treasures for himself.

These maricon Americans galled him with their stupidity and blindness to the poverty around them. To raid a countrys tombs for the sake of history when the smallest trinket below could feed a family for years. Gil remembered the treasures discovered in 1988 at Pampa Grande, in an unmolested Moche tomb. A flow of gold and jewels. Peasants, trying to snatch a crumb from the harvest of wealth, had died at the hands of guards just so the treasures could languish in foreign museums.

Such a tragedy will not occur here, he thought. It was our peoples heritage! We should be the ones to profit from our past!

Gils hand strayed to the bulge in his vest. It was one of the many gifts from the leftist guerrillas in the mountains who had helped Gil in this venture. Gil patted the grenade in his pocket.

It was meant to erase their tracks after the raid on the tomb, but if these pelotudo American scientists tried to interferewell, there were always quicker ways to die than by a knifes blade.



Maggie ODonnel despised Latin. Not a simple distaste for the dead language, but a heartfelt loathing. Educated in strict Catholic schools in Belfast, she had been forced to study years of Latin, and even after repeated raps across her knuckles from sadistic nuns, none of it had sunk in. She stared now at the charcoal tracings of the doors inscription spread across the table in the main tent.

Sam had a magnifying lens fixed over one of the filigreed etchings from the top band. A lantern swung over his head. He was the best epigrapher of the group of students, skilled at deciphering ancient languages. I think this says Nos Christi defenete, but I wouldnt stake my eyeteeth on it.

The journalist, Norman Fields, hung over Sams shoulder, his camera ready on his hip.

And what does that bloody mean? Maggie asked sourly, feeling useless, unable to contribute to the translation. Ralph Isaacson, who was just as weak in his Latin skills, at least knew how to cook. He was outside the tent struggling to light the campstove and get dinner started.

Ever since the professor had left, the team had struggled to efficiently clear the ruins and catalog as much as possible. Each had their assigned duties. Every evening, Ralph did the cooking, leaving cleanup to Norman and Sam, while Maggie and Philip tediously entered the days reports into the computer log.

Sam interrupted her reverie. He scrunched up his nose as he tried to read the writing. I think it says Christ preserve them, or Christ protect them,  he said. Something like that.

Philip Sykes, the senior grad student, lay sprawled on a cot, a cold rag across his eyes. His irritation at being left out of the discovery still clearly rankled him. Wrong, he said bitingly, not moving from where he lay. It translates, Christ protect us. Not them. He followed his assessment with a disdainful noise.

Maggie sighed. It was no wonder Philip knew Latin so well. Just another reason to hate the dead language. He was forever a font of trivial knowledge, ready at any instance to correct the other students errors. But where he excelled in facts, he lagged in on-site experiencehence, the team was burdened with him now. He needed to clock dig hours before he could earn his Ph.D. After that, Maggie suspected the wanker would never leave the ivy halls of Harvard, his alma mater, where his deceased fathers chair in archaeology surely awaited him. The Ivy League was still one big boys club. And Philip, son of an esteemed colleague, had a key.

Stretching her shoulders, she moved closer to Sam. A yawn escaped her before she could stop it. It had been a long day topped by fervid activity: photographing the door, getting a plaster cast of the bands, charcoal etching the writing, logging and documenting everything.

Sam gave her a small smile and shifted aside the etching of the middle band. It contained only the single crucifix carved into the metallic hematite. No other writing. Sam lowered his magnifying glass on the third and final onionskin tracing. Lots of writing on this one. But the script is much smaller and isnt as well preserved, he said. I can only make out part of it.

Well then, what can you read? Maggie asked, sinking into a folding chair near the table. A seed of a headache had started to grow behind her right temple.

Give me a few minutes. Sam cocked his head to the side as he squinted through his lens. His Stetson, usually tilted on his head, rested on the table beside him. Professor Conklin had insisted on a bit of common courtesy out here in the jungle. When inside the tents, hats had to come off, and Sam still maintained the protocol, even though his uncle was not present. Sam had been raised well, Maggie thought with a small hidden grin. She stared at the professors nephew. Sams dusky blond hair still lay plastered in place from the Stetsons imprint.

Maggie resisted the urge to reach over and tousle his hair back to a loose mop. So what do you think, Sam? Do you truly think the Spanish conquistadors etched these bands?

Who else? The conquistadors must have searched this pyramid and left their mark. Sam raised his head, a deep frown on his face. And if the Spanish were here, we can kiss good-bye any chance to find the tomb intact. We can only hope the conquistadors left us a few scraps to confirm Docs theory.

But according to the texts, the Spanish never discovered any cities in this region. There is no mention of the conquistadors ever reaching their thieving hands this far from Cuzco.

Sam merely pointed to the table laden with Latin etchings. Theres the proof. We can at least walk away with that. The conquistadors that arrived here must never have made it back to their battalions at Cuzco. The natives must have killed them before they could make it down out of the mountains. The discovery of this city died with them.

So maybe they didnt get a chance to loot this tomb, Maggie insisted.

Perhaps

Maggie knew her words did little to convince anyone. She, too, knew that if the conquistadors had the time to etch the bands, then they had more than enough time to raid the temple. She didnt know what else to say, so she simply slumped in her seat.

Sam spoke up. Okay. This is the best Im able to pick out of this mess. Domine sospitate something something hoc sepulcrum caelo relinquemeus. Then a few lines I couldnt make out at all, followed by ne peturbetur at the end. Thats it.

And what does that mean? Maggie asked.

Sam shrugged and gave her one of his wise-ass smiles. Do I look like a Roman?

Oh my God! Philip exclaimed, drawing Maggie and Sams attention. He bolted upright. The rag dropped from his face to his lap.

What? Sam lowered his magnifying lens.

The last part translates, We leave this tomb to Heaven. May it never be disturbed.

Ralph suddenly pushed through into the tent, his hands full with four mugs. Who wants coffee? He paused when he saw them all frozen with eyes wide. What happened?

Sam was the first one able to speak. How about we break out the champagne instead? Toast a few ol conquistadors for protecting our investment here.

What? Ralph asked, his face scrunched with confusion.

Philip spoke next, his voice edged with reserved excitement. Mr. Isaacson, our tomb may still be intact!

How do you?

Maggie picked up one of the onionskin tracing sheets. She held it toward him. By Jesus, you gotta love Latin.



Sam could barely contain his excitement as he waited for his computer to connect to the universitys internet site via the satellite hookup. He sat in the communication tent with the other students gathered around behind him. The tent was weathertight and insulated against the elements, protecting the delicate equipment from the eternal mists of the jungle heights.

Sam checked his watch for the hundredth time. Two minutes shy of ten oclock, the time each evening when Sam or Philip updated the professor on their progress on the dig. That night, though, was the first time the team had exciting news for his uncle. Sam jabbed hurriedly at the keys as the connection was made. He initiated the video feed. The small camera fixed to the top of the monitor blinked on its red eye. The video satellite link had been a gift from the National Geographic Society. Smile everyone, Sam muttered as he finished calling up his uncles internet address.

The computer whirred through its connections and a small flittering picture of Henry appeared in the upper right hand corner. Sam tapped a few keys and the picture filled the entire screen. The video feed was jittery. When his uncle waved a hand in greeting, his fingers stuttered across his face.

Sam pulled the microphone closer. Hi, Doc.

His uncle smiled. I see everyone is with you tonight. You must have something for me.

Sams face ached from the wide grin still plastered to his lips, but he wasnt going to give up the teams prize that easily. First give us the lowdown about the mummy. You said yesterday that the CT was scheduled for this morning. Howd it go? Sam regretted his question as soon as he saw his uncles face cloud over. Even from three thousand miles away, Sam could tell the old man didnt have good news. Sams smile faded away. What happened? he asked more soberly.

Henry shook his head, again it was a jittering movement, but the words flowed smoothly through the receiver. We were correct in judging the mummy as non-Inca, he began, but unfortunately, it was European.

What? Sams shock was shared by the others.

Henry held up a wavering hand. As near as I can tell, he was a Dominican priest, probably a friar.

Maggie leaned toward the microphone. And the Incas mummified one of their hated enemiesa priest of a foreign god?

I know. Strange. I plan to do a little research here and see if I can trace this friars history before returning. Its not what I wanted to prove, but it is still intriguing.


Especially in the light of our discovery here, Sam added.

What do you mean? Henry asked.

Sam explained about their discovery of the sealed door and the Latin inscriptions.

Henry was nodding by the end of Sams description. So the conquistadors truly did find the village. Damn. Henry slowly took off his glasses and rubbed at the small indentations on his nose. His next words seemed more like he was thinking aloud. But what happened here five hundred years ago? The answer must lie behind that door.

Sam could almost hear the gears whirring in his uncles mind.

Philip grabbed the mike. Should we open the door tomorrow?

Sam interrupted before his uncle could answer. Of course not. I think we should wait until Doc returns. If its a significant find, I think wed need his expertise and experience to explore it.

Philips face grew red. I can handle anything we discover.

You couldnt even handle

Henry interrupted, his voice stern and tight. Mr. Sykes is right, Sam. Open the door tomorrow. Whatever lies hidden beyond the sealed portal may aid my research here in the States. His uncles eyes traveled over the entire group. And it is not just Philip I trust. I am counting on all of you to proceed as Ive taught youcautiously and meticulously.

Even with these last words, Sam noticed the gloating expression on Philips face. The Harvard grad would be unbearable from there on out. Sams fingers gripped the tables edge with anger. But he dare not question his uncle. It would sound so petty.

Sam, his uncle continued, Id like a few words in private. Henrys words were severe and scolding in tone. The rest of you should hit your pillows. Youve a long day tomorrow.

Muttering arose from the others as they said their good-byes and shuffled off.

Henrys voice followed them from the tent. And good work, folks!

Sam watched the others leave. Philip was last to slip out of the tent, but not before shining a tight smile of triumph on his lips. Sams right hand balled into a fist.

Sam, his uncle said softly, are they all gone?

Forcing his hand to relax, Sam faced his uncle again. Yeah, Uncle Hank, he said, dropping to a more familiar demeanor.

I know Philip can rankle everyone. But he is also a smart kid. If Philip can grow to be half the archaeologist his father was, hell be a fine scholar. So cut him some slack.

If you say so

I do. Henry slid his chair closer to the computer. His shaky image grew on the screen. Now as to the reason I wanted to speak to you in private. Though I voiced my support of Philip, I need you to be my eyes and ears tomorrow. Youve had a lot more dig experience, and Im counting on you to help guide Philip.

Sam could not suppress a groan. Uncle Hank, hell never listen. He already thinks hes the big buck at the salt lick.

Find a way, Sam. Henry replaced his eyeglasses, ending the matter. He stared silently at Sam as if weighing him. If you are to be my eyes and ears, youll need to know everything I know, Sam. There are some items Ive kept from the others. To properly evaluate what you discover tomorrow, youll need to be fully informed.

Sam sat straighter. His irritation at Philip vanished in a single heartbeat. What?

Two items. First, something odd happened to the mummy here at Johns Hopkins. Henry explained about the explosion of the mummys skull and the brilliant golden discharge.

Sams eyebrows were high on his forehead. Christ, Uncle Hank, what the hell happened?


The pathologist here hypothesized a possible burst of trapped methane from sudden thawing. But after four decades in the field, Ive never seen its like before. And that dischargeDr. Engel is researching what it is. I may know more in a few days, but until then, I want you to keep your eyes open. The mystery as to what occurred in this village five centuries ago may be answered when you open that door.

Ill watch out for any clues and proceed with care, even if I have to force an iron bit and reins on Philip.

His uncle laughed. But remember, Sam, experienced riders know its best to control a willful horse with only the lightest touch on the reins. Let Philip think he is leader and all will go well.

Sam frowned. Stillwhy the secrecy, Uncle Hank?

Henry sighed, a slight shake of his head. He suddenly seemed much older, his eyes tired. In the world of research, secrets are important. Henry glanced up at Sam. Remember the looters. Even in the remote wilds of the Andes, a few loose lips drew the scavengers like flies to horse droppings. The same can occur in the research community. Loose lips can sink grants, fellowships, and tenures. Its a hard lesson I dont like teaching.

You can trust me.

Henry smiled. I know, Sam. I trust you completely. I would have been glad to share all I know with you, but I didnt want to burden you with secrets. Not yet. Youll find how it weighs on your heart when you cant speak openly with your own colleagues. But matters now force me to shift my burden onto your shoulders. You must know the last piece of the puzzle, the reason I am sure an older tribe built this city. Henry leaned closer to the screen. I believe I may even know who it was.

What are you talking about? Who? This site has the Incas stamp all over it.

His uncle held up a hand. I know. I never disputed that the Incas eventually took over this site. But who was here before them? Ive read tales, recorded oral histories spread from ancestor to ancestor, of how the first Incan king went to the sacred mountains and discovered a bride in a wondrous city. Returning with her, he started the Incan empire that would last hundreds of years. So even in their ancient tales, the Incas admit that a foreign tribe shared their roots. But who? Its the mystery Ive been investigating for decades. My research into this matter led to the discovery of these ruins. But the answer to the questionwho built this city?that I only discovered last month.

Speechless, Sams mind spun at the prospect of how much his uncle had kept hidden. Yyou truly know who built this city?

Let me show you. Henry reached to his own keyboard and mouse and began manipulating files. I wish I could claim it was a brilliant piece of research on my part, but in actuality it was one of those fortuitous events that always seem to push archaeology forward.

His uncles image shrank to the corner of the screen and a three-dimensional schematic of the current dig appeared. Colored lines marked off the various levels of the dig. The detail of the computer-generated landscape and surmounting ruins amazed Sam. Using the mouse, Henry manipulated the pointer, and the screen zoomed into an aerial close-up of the ruins atop the Sun Plaza. A small black square marked the entrance tunnel to the ruins below.

Here is our site. The tunnel into the underground structure.

I know, Sam said, but what does this have to do with?

Patience, my boy. Henry cracked a wry smile from the corner of the screen. Last month, a bit of luck occurredI received a CD-ROM from a fellow researcher from Washington University in St. Louis. It contained computer-generated maps of several Moche pyramids currently under excavation at Pampa Grande along the coast. Six hundred miles away.


Moche sites? Sam remembered his lessons on this region. Many centuries before the Incan civilization arose, the Moche were a tribe that lived along a two-hundred-mile stretch of Peruvian coast. Pyramid builders and masters of intricate metalwork, their tribes had prospered between A.D. 100 and 700. Then for no known reason, their civilization vanished.

Henry tapped a few more keys, and Sams computer screen split into two images, side by side. On the left was the aerial map of their ruins. On the right was a new computer schematic of a flat-topped pyramid. His uncle pointed a finger at it. Here is the pyramid at Pampa Grande. He zeroed the image onto the tip of the Moche structure.

Oh Lord! Sam gasped.

Now you know my little secret. The two images merged together, overlapping one another. It was a perfect match. The Sun Plaza is actually the tip of a buried Moche pyramid. Our underground ruins are actually the remains of a subterranean pyramid. One of their sacred temples.

My God, Uncle Hank! Why are you keeping this a secret? You should announce your discovery!

No. Not until I have further physical proof. I had hoped the researchers here at Johns Hopkins would be able to correlate genetic markers in the mummy to a Moche lineage, thus substantiating my claims. But Henry shrugged. It looks like the mysteries of this jungle ruin just grow with each new piece we add to the puzzle.

The Moche, Sam said, stunned with too much information. Mummified priests, exploding skulls, buried pyramids, strange warnings scrawled in Latinhow would they tie it all together?

As if reading his thoughts, his uncle spoke, The answers to all these mysteries may lie beyond that door, Sam. I can almost feel it. So be careful.



Guillermo studied the dark camp. Midnight beckoned. The group of young scientists and the Quechan laborers had all retired to their tents. The only lights left were those positioned around the dig.

Raising his rifle, Gil signaled Juan and Miguel.

Juan, his skeletal frame barely discernible under the eaves of the surrounding forest, nudged his companion. Broad of back but squat in height, Miguel stepped out from the jungles edge, his back bowed with a large canvas bag. It contained the tools they would need to crack through the tomb door. Juan followed, a pickax over his shoulder.

Gil waved them toward the highest terrace. He knew they would have to be quick, but Gil did not complain. Sufficient hours until daybreak still remained, and the news that the tomb had a good chance of being intact had buoyed Gils hopes for a significant strike.

He joined Juan and Miguel by the entrance to the shaft. Keep it quiet, you hijos de putas, he hissed to them. Gil threw the switch that sped current from the generator in the camp to the lamps below. He nodded for Juan to lead, followed by Miguel.

Gil kept a watch on the camp as they climbed down. The surrounding rain forest, its edges lit up by the four spotlights positioned at the compass points around the ruins, echoed with the hoots and occasional screeches of the night. The jungle noises and the chugging rattle of the camps generator should mask their efforts.

Satisfied, Gil hooked his rifle over his shoulder and climbed down the ladder to join the others.

Ai, Dios mio, its a fucking maze down here, Juan whispered sourly.

Miguel just grunted, spitting out a jawful of hoja de coca. The coca leaves splattered against the granite stonework.

Neither had been down into the ruins. Only Gil had intimate knowledge of the tunnels and rooms of the buried building. Crouching, he led them through the maze to the last chute that led to the sealed door.

Juan continued to grumble behind him until the thin man stepped fully into the chamber and saw the door. Jesu Christo!

Gil allowed himself a small grin. The arched doorway set in quarried stone spoke of ancient times and hidden treasures. Its bands glowed in the glare of the single sodium lamp. The writing and crucifix were a dark blemish against the silvery metal.

We dont have all night, Gil snapped.

They knew what had to be done. Miguel dropped his bag of tools to the floor with a clanking clatter and fished through its contents. Juan swung his pickax in precise swings, loosening the rock around the bolts. Miguel then used his crowbar and hammer to free the bolts. Within minutes, the top band fell to the mud and rock underfoot.

Juan wiped sweat from his brow, his grin wide. Miguels shirt clung to him like he had just climbed from a river. Even Gil, who did nothing more than oversee the labors, found himself mopping his face with a handkerchief. The eternal dampness of the tombs seemed to cling to them, as if claiming the three as its own.

In short order, the other two bands soon joined the first in the mud. Rock dust sifted through the room, stinging eyes and irritating noses raw. Juan sneezed and swore a stream of vulgarities.

Gil clapped him on the shoulder. A little respect for our ancestors, ese. They are about to make us rich. He wiped a smudge of mud from Juans cheek with his thumb. Filthy rich.

With a swing of his arm, Gil waved his two companions aside. He grabbed the crowbar and approached the unfettered block of stone. Lets see, mamita, what youve been hiding for so long.

Gil worked the edge of the crowbar between rock and arch, then leaned his weight against the bar, his shoulder and back muscles straining. The door held firm against his efforts. He dug his toes in and pushed harder. Suddenly a loud grinding crack erupted from the door, and the stone shifted.

Gil stepped back, his face still ruddy from the struggle. He nodded to Juan and Miguel. Put your backs into it.

The two leaned their shoulders to the loosened stone door and shoved. The block of stone toppled forward. Dust bloomed like a shrouded phantom from the mouth of the burial chamber, and a muffled thud echoed through the room as the stone struck the floor of the tombs entrance.

Waving the cloud of dust from his face, Gil strode to the door. Hand me one of those lights, he said, bending by the entrance.

Miguel tossed him a flashlight from his canvas bag. Gil caught its long silver handle.

Stinks in there, Juan said as he joined Gil and stared over his shoulder.

Its a grave, Gil said, clicking on the light. What did you expect from Words died in his mouth as the light lanced into the dark depths of the tomb, illuminating the passage ahead. Beyond a short entry hall lay a huge chamber, about thirty meters along each side. Gil had expected to discover piles of bones and scattered pottery, but what his handlamp actually revealed was a sight he could never have imaginednot even in his most drunken dreams.

Dios mio! he exclaimed in a voice hoarse with awe.

His partners gathered to either side, speechless.

Ahead, the right and left walls of the square chamber were plated with sheets of gold. The beam of Gils flashlight reflected and sparked off the mirrored surfaces, a brilliance that almost blinded after the dim tunnels of the excavation. But Gil ignored all this, his light still fixed on a single object resting against the far stone wall of the chamber, directly opposite the gathered trio.

We are all going to be filthy rich, mi amigos.

Across the open chamber stood a six-foot golden idol, a figure of an Incan king outfitted in ritual mantle and crown, bearing a staff topped by a stylized sun. The detail work was so lifelike that the figures stern face seemed ready to shout a warning at any moment. But no word of protest was raised. The Incan king, sculpted of gold, stood silent as Gil led the others into the chamber.

Bending, Gil ducked through the threshold. He did not wait for the others. He pushed forward down the short hallway, the gold drawing him on. Past the doorway, he was able to stand straight again. Gil held his breath at the sight. Both the roof and floor were also covered in precious metals, an intricate pattern of gold and silver tiles, each about a meter wide. The roofs pattern was a mirror image of the floor. At the feet of the idol were piled tools and weapons, also sculpted of precious metals and bejeweled with rubies, sapphires, amethysts, and emeralds. Gil shook his head. The sheer amount of wealth was too large to comprehend.

Juan finally moved forward to stand beside Gil. He shifted uneasily, intimidated by their find. When he spoke, he tried to act undaunted, but his voice cracked. Sso lets get hauling.

Miguel had joined them by now and made the sign of the cross, eyeing the golden king.

Hes not one of your dead relatives, Miguel, Juan jibed at his compadre. Lighten up.

This place is cursed, Miguel mumbled, eyes wide as he searched the room. We should hurry.

Miguel is right, Gil said. We must move fast. Grab what we can tonight and store it in the jungle. Well return before daybreak and take care of the americanos and their scrawny Indian laborers. Once theyre out of the way, we can call in the additional men, those we can trust, to help clear this lot out.

Juan started across the tiled floor, his bootheels echoing oddly in the hollow chamber. He nodded toward the mound of precious items left at the foot of the idol. I say we collect all the small stuff. Leave the lugging and toting of the heavier objects to the others. Make them earn their share.


Gil followed, with Miguel hovering at his heels. When were done here, therell be plenty for everyone. A hundred men couldnt spend this wealth in a lifetime.

Juan glanced back, a wide grin on his face. Oh yeah? Just watch me.

Halfway across the chamber, the trap was sprung. Juan stepped on a silver tile, and the corresponding gold tile in the roof above snapped open. A cascade of silverthousands of tiny chainsswept over Gils companion. Gasping, Juan ducked as his form was instantly drenched in the fine chains. Once fallen, the chains draped from the open panel, like a frozen waterfall of silver. They clinked brightly as Juan danced among them, shocked but clearly unharmed. His motions only succeeded to enmesh himself further.

What the? Juan started to say, reaching to shove aside the tangling links of silver. His hand darted back. Shit, they got hooks all over them.

Gil finally noticed the hundreds of glinting centimeter-long barbs sprouting along the lengths of chain. Their points were all curved upward, hinged, so they caused no harm when they fell from the ceiling.

Gil froze in mid-reach. Fuck, he thought as he suddenly realized the danger. A warning rose too late on his lips.

Suddenly the cascade of chains spun viciously around Juan, ripping upward at the same time. The man screamed, an animals cry of panic and fear. Juan was lifted two meters off the ground by the barbed chains, writhing in their hooked grips, before his weight finally dropped him to the floor.

Juan pushed himself onto his hands and knees. Most of his clothes had been ripped from his body, along with large swaths of skin. He raised his face toward Gil. His left ear was gone; his scalp lay torn and flapped over to one side. Both eyes were bloody ruins. Blind, all Juan could do was howl. Even now, Gil saw Juans skin begin to blacken where the hooks had dug in.


Poison.

Still Juan wailed in agony, crawling, dragging himself slowly across the floor. He didnt make it far. The poisons reached his heart, and he collapsed to the gold and silver tiles. The scream ending in mid-rattle.

Miguel went to check on his friend.

Gil grabbed a fistful of Miguels shirt and pulled him to a stop. The two men shared a single gold tile on the floor. With their friends cries echoing away to nothing, Gil now heard the tick and grind of massive gears hidden behind the tiles and walls all around them. They had walked into a massive booby trap.

Gil glanced around. They stood on the single tile that centered the room. He studied the gold under his feet. It must have been built to activate only after someone fully entered the room. He eyed the tiles that led toward the golden idol and those that led back toward the entrance. The ticking of the gears sounded from all around. He suspected neither path was now safe.

Miguel moaned beside him.

Gil scowled at the enormous wealth around him. Knowing death lurked behind its beauty, the luster faded from the gold. Were trapped.



Nestled in his sleeping bag atop a camp cot, Sam awoke to the noise of some animal snuffling by his tent door. At night, opossums and other curious nocturnal creatures were always wandering from the rain forests edge to investigate the camp. But whatever was out there now was large. Its shadow, cast by the camps spotlights, blotted out a good section of the tent flap. Sam tried to remember if he had snapped the fasteners after zipping up the door against mosquitoes. His first thought was jaguar. A few of the large cats had been spotted along the Urabamba River, which ran through the jungle below the ruins.

As silently as possible, Sam reached for his Winchester rifle, a legacy from his grandfather, passed from father to son through the Conklin family, dating back to 1884. Sam didnt go anywhere without it. The rifle had not been fired for years, more a keepsake and good-luck charm than a weapon. But right now, unloaded, it might serve as a good club.

His fingers slipped over the wooden butt of the rifle.

Whatever was outside rattled the flap near his toes. Damn, he had forgotten to fasten the door! Sam sprang up in his sleeping bag and snatched the rifle up in his fist.

As he swung the rifle back, the flap was torn open.

Sam, are you awake? Maggie peeked her head under the flap and made a halfhearted effort to knock on the canvas side of the tent.

Sam lowered the rifle to his lap, his heart still pounding in his ears. He swallowed hard to clear his throat and forced his voice into a nonchalant tone. Yeah, Im up, Maggie. Whats the matter?

I couldnt sleep and got to thinking about those etchings. I needed to run something by you.

Sam had some fantasies of Maggie sneaking to his tent in the dead of night, but none of them involved discussing ancient Latin etchings. Still, any nighttime visit from Maggie was welcome. Okay. Give me a sec.

Rolling out of his sleeping bag, he slipped his Wranglers over his boxers. With a night this muggy, he wouldnt normally bother with a shirt, but with Maggie out there, modesty more than comfort mattered. Sam pulled a leather vest over his shoulders.

Grabbing his Stetson, he pulled down the zipper to the tent and pushed through into the night. Silver glow from a full moon washed over the camp, paling the four spotlights at the camps periphery. He swiped his disheveled hair back from his forehead and trapped it under his hat.

Maggie stepped back. She still wore the same khaki pants with a matching vest over a blood-red shirt. The only indication that Maggie had made any effort at relaxing this night was that she had untied her hair from its usual ponytail. Cascades of auburn curls, frosted silver by the night, flowed over her shoulders.

Transfixed by the play of moonlight across Maggies cheeks and lips, Sam had to search for his voice. Sowhats up?

As usual, her eyes didnt seem to see Sam. Its that writing on the last band. The bottom one. Those missing words an lines. Latins a weird language. A single word can change the entire meaning of the message.

Yeah?

What if were not reading it right? What if one of those missing words or lines negates our translation?

Maybe it mightbut tomorrow well know the truth anyway. When we crack the tomb in the morning, itll be intact or it wont.

A hint of irritation entered her voice. Sam, I want to know before we open the tomb. Dont you want to know what the conquistadors really meant to communicate on those bands?

Sure, but the words are illegible.

I know, Sambut that was with just alcohol cleaning. She looked at him meaningfully.

Suddenly Sam knew why Maggie had roused him. He kept his lips clamped tight. Two years ago, he had presented a paper on the use of a phosphorescent dye to detect and bring out the faint written images worn by time on rock and metal. He had been uniformly scoffed at for his idea.

You packed your stuff, didnt you? Maggie said.

I dont know what youre talking about, Sam mumbled. He had told no one, not even his uncle, that he had refused to abandon his theory, spending years researching the various viscosities of different dyes and ranges of UV light. He had kept his studies under close wrap, not wanting to humiliate himself until he could test it in the field, try it when no one else was around to ridicule him. Suddenly he realized he was not unlike his uncle in keeping secrets.

Maggies eyes glowed in the dark. I read your paper. You found a way to make it work, didnt you, Sam?

He just stood, unblinking. How had she known? Finally, the shock faded enough for him to speak. I think I solved it. But I havent had a chance to put it through a field trial.

Maggie pointed toward the ruins. Then its about time. The others are already waiting for us by the entrance to the excavation. She turned to leave.

Others?

Glancing back over her shoulders, Maggie frowned. Ah sure, SamNorman and Ralph. They should be in on this.

I suppose. Sam rolled his eyes, preparing himself to be humiliated if he should fail. At least, Philip had not been invited. Sam could not have tolerated failing in front of Mr. Harvard. Let me grab my bottles and UV light.

As Sam reached for his tent flap, the jungle suddenly erupted in a cacophony of screeches and calls. A thousand birds burst from the canopies around the camp and took to the air.

Maggie took a step closer to Sam. What the hell?

Sam glanced around, but the rain forest quickly settled back down. Something must have spooked them. He listened a bit longer, but only the humming of the generator reached his ears. The jungle lay silent, like a dark stranger staring toward them. Sam studied the forest a moment more, then turned back to his tent. Ill get my stuff.

He pushed through the flap and collected the satchel that held his dyes and special ultraviolet handlamp. As he was leaving, his eyes settled on the old Winchester. Instinctively, he grabbed it and slung it over his shoulder, but not before quickly loading a few 44/40 cartridges into the rifles magazine and pocketing a cardboard box of spare shells. After years of overnight camps in the Texas wilderness, Sam had learned to be prepared.

Crawling out of the tent, he found Maggies back to him. She searched the edges of the jungle. Its still so bloody quiet, she said. Its like the forests holding its breath.

If we want to test this, Sam said, anxious to be under way, wed better hightail it. Dawn is only a few hours away.

Maggie nodded, reluctantly pulling her gaze away from the jungle.

Sam led the way toward the terraced ruins. With the rain forest so subdued, their footsteps on the granite stones seemed unusually loud. Sam found himself walking carefully, afraid of disturbing the silence, as though they were strolling through a graveyard at midnight. He was glad when they finally reached the summit of the Sun Plaza. Light shone up from the excavated shaft.

Limned in the light were two shadowy figuresone thin and one wide. Norman and Ralph. They stood apart from one another.

The ex-linebacker raised a hand in greeting. He pointed toward the shaft. Who left the lamps on?

Maggie shook her head as she climbed onto the flat-topped plaza. I know I switched them off. She surveyed the ruins around them. That feckin Guillermo probably turned them on during his rounds and left em on. Where is he anyway? I thought he was supposed to be guarding this place.

Hes probably in the forest watching out for those looters from last night. Maybe he was the one who spooked all those birds.

The jungle remained deathly still. Norman eyed the black forest. I never liked the dark. I get the willies alone in my darkroom at home.

Ralph teased him with a remarkable rendition of the Twilight Zone theme. Norman pretended not to hear.

Sam climbed down first while Maggie and the others followed. Once at the bottom of the ladder, he helped Maggie off the rungs.

She turned to him, her head slightly bent, her palm still resting in his. Did you hear something just then?

Sam shook his head. All he could hear was his own pounding heart. He found his hand squeezing hers.

Ralph and Norman joined them.

Maggie pulled her hand away, listened for a moment more, then shrugged and took the lead. Must be those Incan ghosts, she muttered.

Thanks, Maggie, Norman said sourly. Thats just what I wanted to hear when crawling through the ruins at midnight. I already got a bad enough feeling about this.

Ralph again started his Twilight Zone theme.

Bite me, Isaacson, Norman snapped.

I dont lean that way, Normie.

Are you sure? You were a football player, werent you? Whats with all that ass slapping and piling on one another?

Shut up.

Jesus, Maggie exclaimed. Enough from the both of you. I cant hear a feckin thing.

Following behind Maggie, Sam ignored them all, lost in appreciating how Maggie moved as she climbed. Through the thin cotton khakis, her legs were muscled and firm and their shapeliness drew his eyes up her curves. Sam swallowed hard and wiped the dampness from his brow with a handkerchief. Shes a colleague, he had to remind himself. Like the army, his uncle frowned on fraternization while in the field. Unwanted attentions among members could strain a small site.

Still, it never hurt to look.

As they traversed to the second level of the dig, Sam marveled at his uncles revelation. This was once a Moche pyramid! It was hard to believe. Sam ran a palm along the granite stone walls.

Ahead, Maggie stopped again, pausing with her hand on the ladder that led to the third level. Now I know I heard something, she whispered. Wordsand somethin knocking

Sam strained to hear, but he still heard nothing. He glanced to Ralph and Norman. Both men shook their heads. Normans eyes were huge behind his eyeglasses. Sam swung back to Maggie, ready to dismiss her worry, when a scream burst from below, blowing past them like a frightened bird.

Maggie turned wide eyes toward Sam.

Sam swung the Winchester from his shoulder.



Gil studied the metal tiles all around him. The gears of the hidden mechanism ticked and groaned behind the walls.

Miguel shared the gold square with him, crowding Gils right side. The squat mans eyes were wide with fear, and words of prayer whispered from his lips.

Gil ignored him. No gods would protect them there. Survival was up to them. But Gil was not only interested in survival. His eyes kept drifting to the wealth at the feet of the golden idol. Counting, Gil noted that fifteen rows of tiles lay between him and the statue of the Incan king, and fifteen rows lay behind him. Fifteen meters either way. Too far to jump.

He scowled at the trap, sensing that there must be some key to crossing this floor. He turned in a slow circle. The tiles pattern was not that of a checkerboard but a complicated crisscrossing pattern of gold and silver squares. It was not unlike some of the geometric patterns found in the work of Incan tapestries and clothing. There was an order, a clue perhaps to a safe course. But what was it?

Juans corpse lay upon a neighboring gold tile, where he had managed to drag himself before dying. Blood pooled under his silent form. No new trap had been triggered when Juan had crawled off the silver tile that had originally sprung the trap. Could that be the answer? Were the gold tiles safe and the silver a danger?


There was only one way to find out.

Gil unslung his short rifle and poked it into Miguels ribs. Move, he ordered.

Miguel glanced from the rifles barrel to Gils face. Que?

Hop over to that gold square, Gil nodded toward a tile beyond the neighboring silver one. The direction led toward the golden idol. If they were to risk their lives, Gil wanted something to show for their efforts.

Miguel still stood frozen, disbelief and horror on his face.

Go. Or die right here. Gil shoved his rifle harder against Miguel.

His squat companion stumbled back a step, his heels just inside the square. Please, ese, dont make me do this.

Do as I say, or Ill use your corpse to test the tiles.

Miguel trembled, gaze swinging between the rifle and Juans corpse. Finally, his shoulders sagged. He turned to face the deadly pattern, made the sign of the cross, and jumped. His legs were so wobbly from fear that he barely managed to leap the short distance. He landed hard and fell to his hands and knees on the gold tile.

Gil saw that the mans eyelids were squeezed tight as he froze in place, expecting the worse. But nothing happened. Slowly, Miguel opened his eyes and pushed shakily to his feet. He turned toward Gil, a feeble smile on his lips.

Gil called to him, relieved to find his theory proving true. The gold tiles are safe. Stick to them and we can get in and out of here. Still, Gil was taking no chances on being wrong. He waved his rifle. Go on to the next, and Ill follow.

Miguel nodded. The next gold tile adjoined the tile he occupied. He merely had to step onto it. He did so slowly. Again nothing happened. The ancient mechanism just continued its continual creaking from beyond the walls and ceiling. Miguel moved onto the next golden tile, again having to leap a silver one. Still safe.

As Gil followed, he saw Miguels attitude grow more relaxed, though his lips still moved silently in continuous prayer. The pair slowly worked their way across the chamber. Tile by tile, row by row, they neared the golden idol. At last they reached the last tier that stood between them and the treasure. The tiles were all silver. The only gold tile was the one upon which the idol and the treasure rested.

Miguel turned to Gil, his expression clearly asking what now?

Gil studied the Incan king. Against the backdrop of black granite, the statues gold eyes seemed to stare back, mocking him. Gil bristled. He would not be thwarted by a bunch of idol worshipers. Not when he was so close.

He moved beside Miguel, again sharing his tile. Neither dared cross that silver river of tiles to the treasure beyond, but that did not mean he could not pilfer the piled wealth at the statues feet. Holding his rifle by its butt, Gil reached out with his weapon, stretching his arm across the silver toward the statue.

The tip of his rifle just reached the hoard. Gil nudged a few of the items, searching. He held his breath as he did so. What if there was another booby trap there? His straining ears seemed to pick up a slight change in the cadence of the mechanisms gears. He cringed, but nothing happened.

Gil swore under his breath. The rifle bobbled in his extended grip. He was getting too jumpy. He took a steadying breath, then concentrated on his task, refusing to fail. He ground his teeth and ignored the growing burn from his straining shoulder. Finally, his efforts paid off. A pair of twin goblets was exposed, one gold, one silver, each embedded with rubies and emeralds in a serpent pattern. But the feature that most attracted Gil was the arched handles on the cups.

Something he could hook!

Slipping his rifles barrel through the handle of one, he lifted it free of the pile. He tilted the weapon, and the silver goblet slid down the barrel to rest against its wooden stock. Gil pulled the weapon back and stood. He shook the treasure off his weapon and passed it to Miguel. For your bravery, mi amigo.

Miguel held the goblet in trembling fingers. There was enough wealth in that single token to set up the squat man and his family for the rest of their lives. Miguel whispered a prayer of thanks.

Gil frowned and turned away. His companion should be thanking him, not his God. Gil knelt again and stretched his rifle to retrieve the golden cup. The second goblet was soon in his hands. Here was his reward. He knew a dealer in stolen antiquities that would pay triple the price of the gold in the cup for any intact Incan artifacts. Gil shoved the goblet into his jacket and turned his back on the statue.

He plotted what he had to do next. He patted the grenade in his vest. He had to protect the rest of the wealth here until he could bring in a demolitions team to neutralize the booby trap. Once the cursed apparatus was disabled, he and his team could collect the rest of the riches at their leisure. In his mind, he pictured the only other obstacle to his plans: the group of americanos sleeping snugly in their tents. He gripped his rifle. They must never see the dawn.

With his plan set, Gil waved Miguel on toward the exit. His companion needed no further coaxing, clearly glad to escape with his single small treasure. Miguel hopped to the next gold square.

It shot up under him with a scream of gears and pulleys. The tile, with Miguel atop it, flew toward the ceiling, borne up by a thick trunk of wood. Overhead, the corresponding silver tile in the ceiling slid back. Silver spikes thrust downward.

Miguel saw his death and tried to roll off the tile, taking his chance on the fall belowbut he was not quick enough. His legs, from the knees down, were pinned by the spikes, driven through muscle and bone. Miguel screamed. Bones snapped like broken twigs as he thrashed in the grip of the spikes.

The gold tile then descended, sliding smoothly back to its place in the floors pattern. Smeared with blood, it was empty. Gil looked up. Miguel still hung by his spiked legs from the roof.

Blood rained down from Miguels ruined legs. He thrashed, arms pushing against the stakes. He finally won his freedom and fell the two stories to the metal floor. Again the crack of bones sounded with the impact.

Gil had glanced away when Miguel fell. He turned back. Miguel lay broken upon the tiles. Only one limb was still intact. The man tried to push up on his good right arm, but the pain was too much. He collapsed again. Too weak, too shocked to scream, only a low moan escaped his lips. He stared at Gil with begging eyes.

Gil could not save him.

Raising his rifle, Gil whispered, Im sorry, ese. He shot Miguel through the forehead, the rifles blast deafening in the enclosed space. Miguels moaning stopped. Blood dribbled from the small hole in his forehead.

Gil studied the tiles once again. A gold one had killed Miguel! Why were they no longer safe? Was his theory wrong to begin withor had the rules changed? He remembered the shift in the mechanisms cadence as he had fished through the treasure. Something had altered. Gil stared. Miguel had landed on a silver square with no repercussion. Were the silver tiles now the safe ones? Gold when one approached, silver as one left. Could it be that easy?

Gil had no other cohort to bully into taking the risk. He would have to test his theory himself. Cautiously, he reached with his rifle and tapped its butt on the next tilea silver one. Nothing happened. But did that prove anything? Maybe it would take his full weight to spring the trap. Slowly, he reached a booted foot and placed it on the square. Holding his breath, he leaned his weight onto this leg, ready to leap back with any shift in the tile or change in the gears timbre. Soon he stood with one leg on the new silver tile and one on the gold tile. Still, nothing changed.

Cringing, Gil pulled his other leg over onto the silver. He stood motionless. No harm came to him. Safe.

Sighing out his trapped breath, he wiped the sweat from his eyes. Tears ran down his cheeks. He did not know when they had begun to flow.

He stood on the silver tile. The next one would require leaping a gold square. Before he could lose his nerve, he leaped, rifle in hand and landed roughly on the silver tile. He froze but remained safe.

Grinning, he straightened and glanced back to the king. I beat you, you bastard!

He turned toward the exit and worked his way cautiously, but more rapidly, across the floor. It was his speed that saved his life. He hopped from one silver tile to its neighbor, just leaping off the first as it opened under him. From the shift in his footing as he jumped, he fell hard to the next tile. Overhead, a spray of water jetted from small openings that appeared in the corresponding roof tile. It showered into the newly opened pit behind him. Gil rolled around. A bit of the mist from the spray struck his exposed cheek; it burned with a touch of fire. Gil shoved away. Acid!

He touched his flaming cheek. His skin already lay blistered and oozing.

Gil shivered at the thought of being trapped in that pit below when the shower of acid struck. His death would have been long and painful.

The burning rain ended and the silver tile slid closed over the pit. Death had come within a breath of claiming him. Trembling, he struggled to his feet.

He stared at the traitorous silver tile. Silver! He had been wrong all along. Only pure luck and chance had carried him this far.

With this horrible realization dawning, he swung to face the exit. Escape lay three rows awayabout three meters. He now knew he could trust none of the tiles. He would have to risk jumping. If he dived, he might just make it.

Gil stared at his rifle. He could not chance its weight. He dropped it along with the ammunition belt slung over his chest to the floor. Taking out the heavy golden goblet, Gil stared at it a moment, then returned it to inside his vest. He would rather die than lose this treasure. He shrugged out of his boots instead. Besides, if he was barefooted, he had a better grip on the tiles silver surface anyway.

Once ready, he backed to the far edge, giving himself as much of a running start as possible. But he had only two short steps at most. Girding himself, Gil closed his eyes, and for the first time in decades, he prayed to his God for strength and luck. Prepared, he opened his eyes and clenched his fist. Now or never, he mumbled.

Leaning forward, he dashed two quick steps, then flung himself headfirst with all the strength in his legs. He flew across the rows of tiles and landed hard upon the stone floor, ducking enough to take the brunt of the collision on his left side. Something snapped in his shoulder as he rolled into the short passage and came to rest against the toppled stone door.

With a grimace, Gil shoved to his feet. He ignored the shooting pain in his neck. He had made it! Fingering his shoulder, he realized he had most likely broken his collarbone. Not a big deal. He had once taken three bullets in the chest. In comparison, this was nothing more than a scratch.

Gil pulled free the precious goblet. One of its lips was slightly bent from the weight of his fall. But, like Gil, it had sustained no real harm.

Stepping to the edge of the deadly pattern, Gil raised the chalice and spat toward the distant Incan king, the gold idol bright against the black stone. Ill come back and rape you yet! he cursed.

With that promise, he turned on a heel and fled.



Maggie knelt by the top of the ladder that led down to the third level of the ruins. Someones coming! she whispered, pushing Sam back from her shoulder.


An instinct told her they needed to hide. Raised on the streets of Belfast, Maggie knew to listen to that inner voice of hers. Surviving among the constant gunfire and bombings between the warring Irish factions and the British military had taught Maggie ODonnel the value of a good hiding place.

Cmon, Maggie urged, pulling Sam with her. Norman and Ralph followed.

Sam resisted, raising his rifle. Maybe its looters. We should stop them.

And get us all killed, you stupid git? You dont know how many are down there, or how well theyre armed. Now lets go!

Norman agreed. Shes right. The leftist guerrillas around here, the Shining Path, are well equipped. Russian AK-47s and the like. We should leave any investigation to the security team.

Sam stared back to the ladder, then shook his head and followed Maggie. She led the group to a side chamber. No sodium lamps lit the room. Darkness swallowed them.

Stay low, Maggie warned. But be prepared to run on my signal.

Sam muttered as he hunkered down beside her, Maggie ODonnel, combat archaeologist.

Maggie could just make out Sams form as a darker shadow among the others, but she could imagine his sarcastic smile.

You know, Ralph added in a whisper, its probably just Gil or one of his men.

And the scream? Maggie said.

Im sure that

Maggie reached a hand to his knee to quiet the large man. She could hear the creaking wood as someone mounted the ladder from below. Whoever climbed was in a hurry. She could hear his panting breath and his scrambled flight. Lowering herself closer to the stone floor, Maggie watched the climbers head rise from the shaft.

She recognized the lanky black hair and the spidery white scar on his bronze cheek. Guillermo Sala. The ex-policeman frantically crawled from the ladder, his feet almost slipping. Maggie allowed a breath of relief to escape her throat. Ralph was right. It was just the camps guard.

She started to stand when she spotted the large burn blistered on his cheek. It cracked and bled. Gil swiped a hand to his wounded face and smeared the blood across his shirt. His eyes were wide, the whites of which almost glowed in the lantern near the ladder. His lips were thin with hatredbut she also sensed fear and shock emanating from him.

Maggie knew that expression. A childhood friend, Patrick Dugan, had worn the same shocked face when caught by a stray bullet during a firefight back in Belfast. He had raised his head too soon from their shared hiding place in a roadside drainage ditch. Maggie had known better. Even as Patricks body collapsed atop her, she hadnt moved. Danger lay in haste. Having learned her lesson, Maggie stayed hidden and kept the others back with a hand.

What had happened below? What could frighten a man as hard and tough as Gil?

As on that noon day in the streets of Belfast, Maggie knew safety still lay in the shadows. She peered from the rooms edge as Gil reached to his vest and fingered an object bulging in a pocket. It seemed to center the panicked man, as a crucifix would reassure an old woman.

Then, from another pocket, he pulled free what looked like a green apple with a handle. It took Maggie a heartbeat to recognize the armament, so out of place in an ancient Incan ruin.

Bloody hell! A grenade!

With a final glance at the shaft, Gil scrabbled to his feet and raced down the tunnel.

Listening to his fading footsteps, Maggie found she could not move. In her minds eye, the grenade still loomed largea familiar weapon in the war on the streets of her home. Buried childhood panic swelled, threatening to choke her. Her hands trembled. She clenched her fists, refusing to succumb to the panic attack that verged. Her vision swam slightly as her breath became stilted.

Sam must have sensed her distress. Maggie? He reached to her shoulder.

His touch ignited her. She sprang to her feet. Och, we need to get out of here, she said, her words rushed. Now!

Sam pulled his Stetson firmer on his head. Why? Its only Guillermo.

Her face fierce, Maggie swung toward Sam. The Texan had not seen the grenade. Sam backed a step from whatever he saw in her eyes. She did not have time to explain her fears. Go, you bloody wanker! she hollered, the panic thickening the Irish brogue on her tongue. She shoved Sam toward the tunnel and waved the others after him.

Sams long legs ate up the distance. Maggie followed, keeping one eye on their back trail. Ahead, Ralph kept up with Sam, but Norman, burdened with his cameras, had slipped behind.

Hurry, she urged the journalist.

Norman glanced back. His face was stark white in the glow of the lamps. But he fought for more speed and closed the distance as the two quicker men reached the ladder to the next level of the dig.

Ahead, Sam flew up the wooden rungs with Ralph at his heels. Norman went next. Maggie stood at the foot of the ladder, her ears straining for any danger behind them. Far away, echoing up from below, she thought she could just make out a deep ticking, like a large watch winding down.

Maggie, cmon! Sam whispered urgently to her from above.

Maggie turned to find the ladder clear. For a moment, time had slipped away from her. It was one of the signs of a pending attack. Not now! She flew up the ladder. Sam helped her off the last rung, hauling her up with his arms. The ladder to the surface lay only a handful of meters away. On her feet, Maggie led the way.

She followed the zigzagging line of lanterns, lights flickering past as she ran. As she spotted the ladders base, she heard a low grunting coming from the shaft to the surface. It was Gil. It sounded like he had almost reached the plaza above.

With her goal in sight and a freshening breeze from above encouraging her, Maggie sped faster.

Suddenly, words echoed down to her: Swallow this, you hijo de puta!

Maggie froze as a hard object pinged and bounced down the shaft to land at the foot of the ladder. She stared in disbelief at the green metallic cylinder. It rested in the mud beside the wooden beam that acted as the main shaft support. The grenade!

Maggie cartwheeled back toward Sam. He grunted as she fell against his chest. Backbackback she chanted.

The group tumbled, tangled in each others arms, away from the ladder.

What? Sam said in her ear.

With adrenaline fierce in her veins, she shoved Sam and the others into a side chamber.

The blast caught them at the entrance. The concussion and explosion of air propelled them all across the room. They struck the far wall and fell to the stone floor in a pile of limbs.

With the lamps flickering around them, Maggie rolled up to her knees. Past her ringing ears, she heard Ralph groan beside her. Maggie took stock of her own injuries. She seemed to be unscathed, but as she viewed the damage done by the grenade through the settling dust, a moan escaped her throat, too.

They were trapped!

The passage that led to the last ladder was now a tumble of rock and dirt. The grenade had collapsed the tunnel to the surface, taking out a good section of the first levels ceiling. Stones lay in a jumble from the triggered landslide.

Around her, the remainder of the ruins grumbled and groaned with the shift in stresses. Thirty feet of earth pushed to collapse more of the subterranean ruin.

What were they going to do?

Then the lights flickered a final time and died. Blackness swallowed them up.

Everyone okay? Sam asked numbly, his voice exaggerated by his deafened ears.

Norman answered, Fine. Im buried thirty feet undergroundin a tomb. But otherwise, Im fine.

Okay here, too, Sam, Ralph added, his usual bravado dimmed.

Sam coughed on the thick dust in the air. Maggie?

She could no longer answer. She felt her limbs stiffen and begin the first of the characteristic tremors. She fell back upon the stone floor as the seizure grabbed her body and dragged her consciousness away.

The last she heard was Normans strangled cry. Sam, somethings wrong with Maggie!



Gil fled from the blast in the pit, the roar ripping through the quiet jungle. Smoke and debris, sweeping up into the night, chased him down the slope to the floor of the camp. Though the loose stones cut his bare feet, he scrambled down the stairs, cursing himself for abandoning his boots below. Why hadnt he tossed his footwear and rifle free of the booby trap before he jumped? But he knew the answer. He had panicked.

Overhead, a flock of frightened parrots scattered across the beam of one of the nearby spotlights. The blaze of blue-and-red plumage across the black night startled him. As the single explosion echoed away, the jungle answered the grenades challenge with bird screeches and monkey calls.

The jungle had awakenedas had the camp below.


Lights swelled within several of the workers cheap tents. Shadows already moved inside as the sleepers awakened. Even one of the students tents blossomed with the warm glow.

Weaponless and with no companions, Gil dared not try to take the camp alone. He would have to gather other men and return quickly to eliminate the americanos and their workers. At least the grenade had managed to bring down the only entrance to the subterranean ruins. The bounty below should be protected until he could return with men and construction tools to dig it free. Not concerned about damaging the fragile site, his team could have the treasure hoard plucked in short order. A day or two at the most.

Yet, before Gil could gather more men, he had one more mission to complete here at the camp. Reaching the cluster of tents, he slipped into the darker shadows between two of the workers rough shelters. Faces began to peek out of tent flaps. Their eyes were surely on the plume of dirt still smoking from the excavation site.

No one spotted Gil.

As he slipped behind the tents, the whispered squabble in the guttural Quechan tongue could be heard from the neighboring tent. A shrill voice also called from where the students kept their more expensive shelters. Guillermo! Sam! What happened? It was the pompous leader of these maricon students.

Gil ignored the growing exchange of voices. From a pile of stacked work tools, he silently removed a pickax and shearing knife. Crossing to the rear of one of the shelters, Gil used the knife to slice a new entrance. His sharp blade hissed through the thick canvas. Slipping through the hole, Gil entered the tent with his pickax.

He studied his quarrythe satellite communication system. Luckily, he did not need to wreak havoc on the entire assembly. It had a weak link. The small computer itself. Much of the other equipment had spare parts, but not the CPU. Without it, the camp would be cut off from sounding the alarm or calling for help.

Gil raised the pickax over his shoulder and waited. His fractured collarbone protested the weight of the iron toolbut he did not have long to pause. Again Philip Sykess angered voice barked frantic orders from his tent flap, clearly scared to leave the safety of his shelter: Sala, where the hell are you?

As the student yelled, Gil drove the axs spike into the center of the computer. Cobalt sparks bloomed in the shadowed interior of the tent, but they quickly died away. Gil did not bother hauling the pickax free or checking to see if his sabotage had been noticed. He simply ducked back through the sliced rear of the tent and darted away.

With all eyes turned toward the smoking tunnel on the plaza above, Gil slipped into the jungle fringe unseen, knife in hand and revenge in his heart.

He clenched the blades hilt in a white-knuckled fist.

No one bested Guillermo Salaespecially not an ancient Incan idol!



Hurry, Sam! Normans voice was frantic in the darkness.

In the stygian darkness of the temple ruins, Sam dug through his bag of research tools. None of them had thought to bring a flashlight. He would have to improvise. Blind, his fingers sifted through the clinking bottles. His palm finally settled on his buried Woods lamp. It was the ultraviolet light source used to illuminate his deciphering dyes. Pulling it free, Sam clicked it on.

Under the glow of ultraviolet light, an eerie tableau appeared. Dust, which still hung in the air from the explosion, fluoresced like snow in the odd purplish light but did little to obscure the others. The teeth, whites of the eyes, and pale clothing of his companions all shone with an unnatural brightness.

Norman Fields knelt beside Maggie. She stared at the ceiling, her back arched off the stone, her heels drumming on the ancient floor. Norman held her shoulders, while Ralph hovered over them like a dark phantom. Norman glanced up at Sam. Shes having some type of seizure.

Sam scooted beside them. She must have hit her head. Maybe a bad concussion. He lifted his lamp to examine her eyes, but the ultraviolet light did little to illuminate her pupils. Under the glow, her facial muscles twitched and convulsed; her eyelids fluttered. I cant tell for sure. Sam examined his companions faces.

None of them knew what to do.

Small noises of strangulation escaped Maggies throat.

Arent you supposed to keep her from swallowing or biting her tongue or something? Ralph said, uncertain.

Sam nodded. Already Maggies face had taken on a vaguely purplish hue. I need a gag.

Norman reached to his back pocket and extracted a small handkerchief. Will this work?

Sam had no idea, so he simply took the scrap of cloth and twisted it into a rope. He hesitated as he reached toward Maggie, uncertain what to do. A small sliver of saliva trailed from the corner of her mouth. Though slipping an iron bit in his horses mouth was second nature to him, this was different. Sam fought back his fear.

Gently he tried to push Maggies chin down, but her jaw muscles were clenched and quivering. It took extra force to pry her mouth open, more than he would have imagined. Finally, he used a finger to roll the tip of her tongue forward. Her mouth was hot and very wet. He cringed but worked the handkerchief back between her molars, pinning her tongue down and keeping her from gnashing.

Good job, Norman congratulated him.

Already, Maggies breathing seemed more even.

I think its ending, Ralph said. Look.

Maggies heels had stopped their drumming, and her back relaxed to the floor.


Thank God, Sam muttered.

After a few more seconds, Maggies trembling stopped. An arm rose to bat weakly at the empty air. She blinked a few times, her eyes glazed and blind. Then her gaze settled on him, and suddenly Sam knew Maggie was back. She stared at him, her anger bright.

Her fingers found Sams hand, the one holding her gag in place. She shoved him away and spat out the gag. Whwhat are you trying to do? She rubbed roughly at her lips as she sat up.

Norman saved Sam from having to explain. You were having a seizure.

Maggie pointed to the saliva-soaked handkerchief. So you all tried to suffocate me? Next time just roll me on my side. She waved away their explanations. How long was I out?

Sam found his voice. Maybe two minutes.

Maggie frowned. Damn. She crossed to the wall of tumbled stone and clay that blocked the way out of the buried temple.

From her lack of surprise or concern at the seizure, it dawned on Sam that her attack was not from a blow to the head. He found his voice, his own anger freeing his tongue. Youre an epileptic.

Throwing back her hair, Maggie turned on him. Idiopathic epilepsy. Ive had attacks periodically since I was a teenager.

You should have told someone. Does Uncle Hank know?

Maggie looked away. No. The attacks are so infrequent that Im not even on medication. And its been three years since Ive had a seizure.

Still you should have told my uncle.

Fire edged her words. And be kicked off this dig? If Professor Conklin knew about my epilepsy, he would never have let me come.


Sam met her heat with his own. Maybe you shouldnt have. Not only is it unsafe for you, but youve put my uncle at risk. Hes both responsible and liable for this dig. He could be sued by your relatives.

Maggie opened her mouth to argue, but Norman interrupted. If youre done debating medical histories and the finer points of tort law, might I point out that we are now buried under thirty feet of unstable rock?

As if to emphasize his words, stones groaned overhead, and a slide of dirt hissed from between two large granite slabs and trailed to the floor.

Ralph moved forward. For once I agree with Normanlets get our butts out of here.

My point exactly, Norman added.

Sam frowned at Maggie once more. Emotions warred in his chest. He did not regret his wordsMaggie had a responsibility to tell someonebut he wished he could go back and erase the anger from his outburst. He had been frightened for her, his heart squeezed into a tight ball, but he had been unable to voice such a thing aloud. So instead, he found himself snapping at her.

Sam turned away. In truth, a part of him understood her desire to maintain her secret. He, too, would have done anything to remain on this digeven lie.

He cleared his throat. Philip and the others must have heard the explosion. When they find our tents empty, theyll know were down here and come looking. Theyll dig us out.

Hopefully theyll do so before we run out of air, Norman added.

Ralph moved to join the group now huddled before the collapsed section of the tunnel. I hate putting my life in Philips hands.

Sam agreed. And if we survive, well never live it down.

In the dead quiet of the tomb, stones could be heard creaking and groaning overhead. Sam glanced up, raising his lamp. Dirt trickled from between several stones. The explosion had clearly destabilized the ruins of the pyramid. Reexcavating this site to rescue them might bring the entire temple down around their ears, and it was up to Philip Sykes to realize this.

Shaking his head, Sam lowered his lamp. He could not imagine a worse situation.

Did you hear something? Norman asked. The photographer was staring now, not at the blockage of debris, but back behind them, deeper into the temples.

Sam listened. Then he heard it too and swung around. A soft sliding noise, like something being dragged along the stone floor of the ruins. It came from farther into the maze of tunnels and rooms. Beyond the edge of his light, from the total darkness, the noise seemed to be coming closer.

Maggie touched his arm. What is it?

With her words, the noise abrubtly stopped.

Sam shook his head. I dont know, he whispered. But whatever it is, it now knows were here.



Philip Sykes was hoarse from yelling. He stood in his bare feet at the flap of his tent, robe snugged tight to his slim figure. Why was no one answering him? Outside the tent, the camp was in turmoil after the explosion. Men ran across the shadowy ruins, some armed with bobbing flashlights, others with work tools. No one seemed to know what had happened. Spats of native Indian dialect were shouted from the top of the Sun Plaza, where the cloud of dust was finally dissipating. But Philip understood only a smattering of Quechan words. Not enough to decipher the frantic calls and answers.

He looked at the luminous dial of his watch. It was after midnight, for Christs sake. Various scenarios played in his head. The looters from the previous day had returned with better arms, and they were attacking the camp. Or maybe the Quechan laborers themselves, a swarthy and suspicious lot, had mutinied. Or maybe one of the three generators had just exploded.

Philip clutched the collar of his robe tight to his neck. Where were his fellow students? Finally, fear and irritation drove him barefooted from the flap. He took a quick peek around the edge of his tent. Farther back, the three other shelters were dark humps huddled against the night. Why hadnt the others been roused? Were they hiding in the dark?

Stepping back to his own tent, Philips eyes grew wide. Maybe he should do the same. His own lamplit shelter was surely an illuminated target for any aggressor. He darted inside and blew out the lamp. As he turned back to the tents entrance, a huge black shadow filled the doorway. Philip gasped.

A flashlight blinded him.

What do you want? he moaned, his knees weak.

The light shifted to illuminate the face of one of the Quechan workers. Philip could not say which of the many laborers stood at his tent flap. They all looked the same to him. The man garbled some words of Quecha, but Philip understood none of it. Only the wave of the mans hand, indicating Philip should follow, was clear.

Still, Philip hesitated. Did the man here mean him harm or was he trying to help? If only Denal, the filthy urchin from Cuzco who had acted as their translator, were there. Unable to communicate, Philip felt defenseless, isolated, and trapped among these foreigners.

Again the shadowy figure waved for Philip to follow, then stepped back and turned to leave. Philip found himself skittering after the man into the darkness. He did not want to be alone any longer. Barefooted still, he hurried to keep up.

Outside the shelter of his tent, the night wind had grown a crisp edge to it. It sliced through Philips robe to his bare skin. The man led him to the other students tents. Once there, he threw back the flap to Sams tent and flashed the light inside for Philip to see. Empty!

Philip backed up a step and surveyed the ruins. If the bastard was out there, why hadnt Conklin answered his calls? His Quechan guide showed him the other tents. They were empty, too. Sam, Maggie, Ralph, even the photographer Norman, had disappeared. Panic, more than the cold breezes from the mountaintops, set Philips limbs to shaking. Where were they?

The worker turned to him. His eyes were dark shadows. He mumbled something in his native tongue. From his tone, the Indian was just as concerned.

Edging farther away, Philip waved an arm behind him. Wewe need to call for help, he mumbled from behind chattering teeth. We need to let someone know whats going on.

Philip turned and hurried toward the communication tent. The Quechan worker followed with the flashlight. Philips shadow jittered across the path ahead of him. He needed to alert the authorities. Whatever was happening, Philip could not handle it himself.

At the tent, Philip worked the zipper and snaps with fumbling fingers. Finally the flap was open, and he crawled within. The worker remained at the entrance, pointing the flashlight inside. In the beam of light, Philip stared wide-eyed at their communication equipment. A pickax was embedded in the heart of the central computer.

Philip slid to his knees with a moan. Oh, Godno.



Sam held the Winchester pointed toward the dark corridor that led to the heart of the ruins. A furtive scuffing and shuffling moved toward them through the darkness.

Beside him, Ralph held Sams ultraviolet lamp out toward the darkness. Its illumination did little to pierce the well of shadows. What lay within the blackness remained a mystery.

Maggie and Norman stood behind the two men. Leaning forward, Maggie whispered in Sams ear, her breath hot on his neck. Gil was running from something. Something that scared the hell out of him.

Sams arms trembled with her words, his grip on the rifle slipping. I dont need to hear this right now, he hissed back at her, steadying his hand.

Ralph had heard her words, too. The exfootball player swallowed audibly and raised the lamp higher, as if that would spread the glow farther. It didnt.

Sam tired of this game of silences. He cleared his throat, and called out, Whos there!

His answer was instant and blinding. Light flared up from the dark corridor, so bright it stung the eye. The group tumbled backward. Sams finger twitched on the rifles trigger, but only instinct drilled into him from hunting trips with his uncle kept him from firing off a round: you never shoot what you cant see.

Sam kept his rifle pointed, but he eased back on the trigger.

A squeaky voice, timid and frosted with terror, echoed up from behind the blinding light. Its me! The light suddenly tilted away from their gathered faces to play across the ceiling. A small figure stepped forward.

Sam lowered his weapon, silently thanking his uncle for his training in restraint. Denal? It was the young Indian lad who acted as their translator. The boys face was ashen, his eyes glowing with fear. Sam shouldered his rifle. What the hell are you doing down here?

The boy hurried forward, keeping the flashlight he bore pointed down now. Words in fractured English rushed from him. II see Gil sneakin down here with Juan and Miguel. With bags of stuff. So I follow em.

Maggie pushed beside the trembling boy and put an arm around him. What happened?

Denal used his free hand to slip a cigarette to his lips. He did not light it, but its familiar presence seemed to calm him. He spoke around the cigarette. I no knownot sure. After they broke the sealed door

What! Sam gasped out. Even in their dire situation, such a betrayal shocked him.

Denal merely nodded. I no see much. I stay out of sight. They crawl through doorandand Denal glanced up to Sam, his eyes frightened. Then I hear screaming. I run. Hide.

Maggie spoke, Goddamn. The feckin bastard was going to loot the place right out from under our noses.

But obviously something went wrong, Norman added tensely, glancing back at the wall of rubble behind them. He turned back around. What about the other two? Juan and Miguel?

I no know. Denal seemed to see the blockage for the first time. He crossed to the cascade of boulders and clay. Guillermo run outI wait. I scared others might catch me. But no one come out. Then big boom. Stones fallI run. Denal raised a hand toward the tumbled section of the temple. I should no come down alone. I should tell you instead. I so stupid.

Sam took the Woods lamp from Ralph and turned off its ultraviolet glow. Stupid? You at least thought to bring a flashlight.

Maggie moved closer to Sam. What are we going to do?

Well just have to wait for Philip to realize were down here.

Norman scowled at Sams side. Well be waiting a long time.

Denal crossed back to them. Why no call him on walkie-talkie?

Sam frowned. Like the flashlight, thats another thing none of us thought to bring.

Denal reached to a back pocket and pulled free a small handheld unit. Here.

Sam stared at the walkie-talkie. A smile grew on his face. Denal, dont ever call yourself stupid again. He took the pocket radio. If youre stupid, what does that make all of us?

Denal stared gloomily back at the rubble. Trapped.



Philip still knelt in the communication tent when the camps radio erupted with static. The loud noise drew a gasp from the startled student. Garbled words flowed between screeches of static: stones collapsedsomeone pick up the line

It was English! Someone he could talk to! Philip scrambled for the receiver. He stabbed at the transmission button and spoke into the receiver. Base camp here. Is anyone out there? We have an emergency! Over!

Philip waited for a response. Hopefully whoever was there would be able to send help. Static was his only answer for a few strained heartbeats; then words formed again. Philip?Its Sam.

Sam? Philips heart sank. He raised the receiver. Where are you? Over.

Were trapped down in the temple ruins. Gil blew the entrance. Sam explained about the security chiefs betrayal. The whole structure is unstable now.

Philip silently thanked whatever angel had been watching over him and kept him from being buried down there with the others.

Youll need to send an S.O.S. to Machu Picchu, Sam finished. Well need heavy equipment.

Eyeing the pickax in the damaged CPU, Philip groaned softly. He clicked the transmit button. I have no way of reaching anyone, Sam. Someone took out the satellite system. Were cut off.

There was a long pause as Philip waited for a response. He imagined the string of expletives flowing from the Texans lips. When Sam next spoke, his voice was angered. Okay, Philip, then at first light send someone out on foot. Someone fast! In the meantime, youll need to survey the damage on the surface when the suns up. If you and the workers could begin a cautious excavationat least get startedthen when help arrives you can move quickly. I dont know how long the air will hold out down here.

Philip nodded, even though Sam could not see. His mind dwelt on other concernslike his own safety. But what about Gil? he asked.

What about him? Sams voice had a trace of irritation.

Hes surely long gone.

But what if he comes back?

Again a long pause. Youre right. If he blew the place and sabotaged the communications, he must be planning to return. Youd better post guards, too.

Philip swallowed hard as the growing danger he faced dawned on him. What if Gil returned with more bandits? They had only a few hunting rifles and a handful of machetes. They would be sitting ducks for any marauders. Philip glanced to the single Quechan Indian who still held the flashlight at the tents entrance. And who among these swarthy-skinned foreigners could he trust?

A squelch of static drew Philips attention back to the radio. Im gonna sign off now, Philip. I have to conserve this walkie-talkies battery. Ill check back with you after sunrise to get an update on how things look from above. Okay?

Philip held the receiver with a hand that now shook slightly. Okay. Ill try to reach you at six.

Well be here. Over and out.

Philip settled the receiver back to the radio unit and stood up. From outside the tent, the worst of the commotion from the riled camp seemed to have died down. Philip crossed to the tents flap and stood beside the small Quechan Indian.

Barefoot, wearing only his robe, Philip stared out at the black jungle and the smoking ruins. The chill of the night had settled deep into his bones. He hugged the robe tight to his frame. Deep in his heart, a part of him wished he had been trapped down in the temple with the others.

At least he wouldnt be so alone.
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