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This book is dedicated to my ‘ride or die’ friends:



The ones who show up whenever called, no questions asked, with proper pep talks loaded, alcohol ready to pour, and shovels poised… 
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Hello




Hello my friend, 

Well here we are, another book and I’m giddy with excitement for you to begin, but before you do, I have a quick note: 

In this book you will meet Gael, I just want you to hear his name the way I intended: Guy-el.

Now, pour your favorite cuppa, settle in and enjoy the adventure!








  
  
Chapter One




“Don’t move, or I’ll blow your fucking head off,” Harper hissed, leveling her handgun at the disheveled man standing in the middle of a disintegrating building that had once been a deteriorating bar. 

The man began to slowly raise his hands, fingers splayed, eyes wide and body tense as he tried to radiate his willingness to cooperate.

Renee, who stood behind her friend’s left shoulder, rose onto her tiptoes in time with the man’s surrender pose. Not wanting to interrupt the rising level of tension, she quietly breathed out the question, “You’re not really going to kill him, are you?” 

Harper clenched her jaw in answer. She had no idea what the hell she was going to do.

She had never been in a situation like this: In the middle of the Peruvian jungle; on the trail of the kidnapped friend of a friend; in possession of an illegal firearm. And now, steadily aiming said purchased gun and threatening the life of the last person to have seen the friend of a friend. (The person who had a hand in the treacherous kidnapping, but just how much remained to be seen.) All while desperately trying to figure out what the hell she’d do if this man didn’t tell them anything. And consequently, what the hell she’d do if the greasy asshole did give them helpful information. 

A whirlwind of actions and consequences thudded in time with her climbing heart rate. Of all the things Harper didn’t know at the moment, there was one thing she was acutely aware of; she could not show any weakness. At all.

She squared her shoulders, wished her mouth wasn’t so dry, and screamed an inner monologue through her entire body, insisting she was Harper fucking Barrett. And Harper fucking Barrett could do anything!

“I said I’d blow his head off,” Harper explained, “but maybe I wasn’t talking about the one with the bad comb-over and sunken eyes.” She cocked the gun and changed her aim to his crotch, impressed at how his eyes were capable of even more width and wondered how close she was to getting them to pop out of his head completely. Somehow, his growing fear inflated her courage. 

She winked at him.

“¡Espera! Okay, okay. Just wait!” His voice wavered as he jiggled his hands, glancing down at his drab, olive green clad legs, then back at Harper’s no-nonsense snarl. “Listen, just escucha ...” He licked his lips. “Cálmate. Okay? Be calm. Maybe you are not thinking clearly, you have hysteria. You are a little girl with a man’s gun. It is not attractive when you threaten me that way.”

Renee gave a disgusted scrunch of her face along with a sad shake of her head. “It’s the twenty-first century asswipe. Demeaning a woman who’s pointing a gun at you is just plain stupid.” She elbowed Harper for verification. “Right?” 

The insult fortified Harper’s nerves even more than his fear had, and while her raging blood pressure didn’t seem to be dissipating, the trembling was easing from her bones. Which was as helpful as anything else could have been at that moment. “Did you know, a man can survive having his penis shot off? I mean, if he can get to a hospital in time and doesn’t bleed out.”

Renee nodded encouragingly. “I hear they do some amazing reconstruction work if that happens.”

“Wait! Mierda, just … wait a minute.” He pumped his hands higher in the air.

Renee lectured, “Maybe smelly little men with Napoleon complexes shouldn’t be patronizing women. Should I remind you, all I had to do was smile to lure you in?” She shivered. “And I feel like I need a bath because of it.”

Harper thought she needed to shit or get off the pot, and decided to push him. “I’m going to count to ten. If you don’t have anything to tell us by then …” she gave an impartial shrug, “that’s fine. But I will shoot.”

“And she doesn’t fuck around,” Renee verified. 

Harper prayed she didn’t fuck around. And like it or not, she was about to find out. “One—”

“Okay, okay!” He covered his crotch, hands crossed over each other.

Renee repeated their demands, “Tell us who took my friend. And why they took him. And tell us where they’re going …” she held her hands out to the side and cooed, “Then you can go and we’ll be on our way.”

“Two. Three—”

“Okay.” His voice rose an octave. “I said okay!” 

Renee put her hands on her hips. “You’ve said ‘okay’ a hundred times. What you haven’t said is anything that could actually help us.”

“I know! But maybe you stop pointing the gun at my …” He thrust his hips forward slightly, to punctuate his argument.

Harper frowned at the action. “Four. Five—”

“Okay! I helped kidnap your friend. But I was hired. I was told to bring him here, then two other men met me and they took him. I don’t know where.”

“That’s pretty shitty information. Where did they take him?” Renee demanded.

He gave a manic shrug. “I don’t know! I was told where your friend was and to take him when it was easy. When he was alone in the taxi it was easy. Then they tell me to bring him here. That is all I know. I never ask questions. Nunca. You ask questions, you die.” He was slowly trying to shift his body to the side, to make himself a slimmer target. “When a man has too many answers, that man gets killed.”

Harper scoffed, “Sometimes not having the answers can get you killed.”

“Okay! They left a few hours ago. This road goes only from Cusco to the coast of Brazil. I came from Cusco, so maybe they have to go este. East. That is the only other way.”

No one moved for several long seconds. He’d given them a little information. Admitted he’d been hired to do the kidnapping. But now what? Harper slowly assessed the bar’s forsaken relics – chairs, a pool table with one leg, a long wooden bar that had possibly been used for batting practice. 

They’d tie him up. The idea came out of nowhere, but it had merit.

Harper commanded, “Turn around and put your hands behind your back.” As he slowly accomplished her instructions, she whispered to Renee, “Zip ties.” 

Renee retrieved Harper’s well-stocked backpack and dropped it next to Harper before she rummaged around, finally declaring, “Zip ties.” 

Harper told him, “I’m still the one with the gun. Don’t try anything.” 

After Renee made quick work of securing his hands using two zip ties, Harper nodded to a chair and instructed, “Sit down there.”

He quickly abided her instructions but in his nervousness almost missed the chair, until one glute caught the edge and he was able to slowly slip himself fully on the seat. Harper watched Renee attach each of his ankles to a leg of the chair, tugging on her work to make sure he couldn’t get away. When it was evident he wasn’t going anywhere, she stepped back. Harper returned the hammer of the gun to its original position, engaged the safety, then let it hang limp in her hand.

“Who are you working for?” the man asked.

“None of your business,” Renee answered.

Harper shifted closer to Renee and said, “Get your phone out and pull up a map. Make him tell you exactly what ‘east’ means.” She picked up her pack, exchanged the gun for a water bottle in one of the side mesh pockets and muttered, “I need a second … You okay?” Though she didn’t wait for Renee’s answer.

She walked out the open door of the bar, hastily made her way across the small parking area, dropping her backpack halfway. When she arrived at the edge of the jungle, she bent at the waist and lost the contents of her stomach.

She spit several times, rinsed twice to get rid of the awful taste, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand before she tested standing once again. Her heart rate and blood pressure had finally evened out, but of course that made way for the dull throb of a headache to take over. She took a series of slow breaths as she blindly gazed around the jungle butting up against the ruins of a dirt parking lot.

Unable to hold back a snort of hysterical laughter, she rolled her eyes and mockingly muttered: “Come to Peru Harper. We’ll see the sights. It’ll be the trip of a lifetime, Harper.”

What the hell had she gotten herself into?








  
  
Chapter Two




Harper! Let’s go to Peru! 
This was the message Harper woke to in mid-January. When her heater had stopped working in the middle of the night, the news was calling for more snow to torment already freezing New Yorkers, and the previous evening she’d endured one of the stupidest dates she’d ever been on in her life.

The guy, a colleague’s cousin, met her at an up-and-coming restaurant where her demure, quarter size fish filet had been covered with foams and micro greens. And while she tried to appreciate the lack of taste and ridiculous hip-ness of the place, she listened to the colleague’s cousin cry about the love of his life that he clearly wasn’t over.

When the server asked if they wanted dessert, Harper declared she was too full and the colleague’s cousin grinned through his watery eyes and asked if they should take the momentum of the date back to his place or hers?

She stood, muttered she’d cover the tip (she wasn’t about to pay for half of this ridiculous date, his cousin could reimburse him), told him to take care and texted her colleague: I am going to need all the coffees and cakes and apologies after this debacle. Please tell me this isn’t what you think of me.

Then she hunkered down in her layers as she walked home and had a ‘come-to-Jesus’ conversation with herself about why she not only continued to allow herself to be set up, but persisted in using dating apps. 

Because I’m lonely and tired of being lonely and tired of being a thirty-eight-year-old woman who is constantly asked why someone as amazing as me doesn’t have anyone special in my life.

Inside the foyer of her building, she shook off the snow from her coat as her one-sided conversation continued, “I haven’t found anyone because there is no one out there. Case in point: foam food guy.”

As she washed her face and twisted her shoulder length auburn hair up, she studied her green eyes and complexion, pale from a long winter indoors. “You’re fine,” she told herself, then heated up leftover pizza and turned on the TV; opting for an action-adventure movie to take her mind off everything.

But that was last night, and this was a new day. She huddled deeper into her warm bed and read through the list of texts she’d missed:

Lena, her oldest sister: Do you want to go in on a present for Mom and Dad for their anniversary?

(The answer to that would be yes, because such a question meant Lena had already bought something.)

A message from her next oldest sister, the one in the middle, Luna: Did you know Rome has 280 fountains and over 900 churches?

(That message was a ploy to get Harper to visit Luna, who’d moved to Italy last fall. And Harper wasn’t opposed to visiting, but it would mean spending time around Luna and Giovanni and their newly minted romance. Harper wasn’t in the mood to be a third wheel.)

A message from her colleague: I am so sorry! I owe you all the coffees and cakes and apologies and I’ll show up to work with them on Monday morning first thing. I think you’re amazing!!! I didn’t know my cousin wasn’t over his ex. Or had a recent ex. Call me when you can so I can properly grovel. 

And finally Renee:  Harper! Let’s go to Peru!

Harper only responded to that text: When?!

A fraction of a second after the message was sent, her phone rang. She happily answered, “Good morning, Renee.”

“The first of February I’m going to Peru for a fashion shoot.”

 Harper yawned. “What will you be fashioning?”

“I’ve been hired to do hair and makeup for a fashion shoot in Cusco, Peru. A friend of mine, Gael? I’ve told you about him … well, he’s the photographer and we’re going all over the place, like the Machu place and other really cool mountainous places.” Harper felt warmed simply listening to Renee’s excited spiel. “But I’m getting a free first class ticket. I already called the airline, and I can get the ticket downgraded to two economy tickets. And the whole shoot is for Gael’s friend who has a clothing line, and that guy is getting free rooms for us for a month because he owns a hotel or something …” She took a deep breath before continuing her enthusiastic pitch. “Anyway, the shoot is three weeks long, but if you come at the end, we’ll still have a free place to stay for like ten days. So the whole thing would be free! Wanna go?”

“Let’s see. Do I want to go to Peru where all I’m going to have to pay for is my food and souvenirs?” 

“Yes! Can you get the time off?”

“How many people have told you they couldn’t go?” Not that Harper cared if she was the second or even tenth on the list. Renee was the kind of person people flocked to. 

“No one. You’re the first call because I think it would be a blast. We had so much fun last fall when I came to New York. And this’ll be the trip of a lifetime.”

Harper pulled her phone away from her face, opened her calendar and scrolled to the requested dates. She had plenty of vacation days saved up. As a museum registrar who oversaw the transport of objects loaned to other museums across the nation for exhibitions, she got to travel quite a bit, so she rarely used her vacation time.

She had no upcoming projects, in fact her next oversight wasn’t until May.

She put the phone back to her ear. “I’m in.” 

Renee squealed, “Oh my god, this is going to be the most fun! I’ll start emailing you details soon.”

“Peru.” Harper gave a shiver of excitement (and maybe only a little of it was the cold now). “Just tell me it’ll be warmer than a snowed-in New York.”

“Highs in the seventies, occasional afternoon showers, fresh air and Incan history.”

“I’m definitely in.”

After excited declarations and goodbyes were traded, Harper did a preliminary search for Cusco, Peru.

Whether you are interested in nature, history, culture, or adventure, the vibrant city of Cusco won’t disappoint! The city itself and its surroundings are home to archaeological sites, museums, marketplaces, viewpoints, and magnificent nature scenes.

She grinned. “Oh yeah. Let’s go to Peru.” 








  
  
Chapter Three




Agent Nick Robbins needed a vacation. If he’d ever been certain of one thing, it was that. 

He and his partner, Stills, had been called in at the last minute to surveil an intersection, two blocks away from where a joint task force operation was taking place.

Simple.

The bust had gone smoothly as DEA and CIA infiltrated a house and arrested over twenty notorious drug traffickers. 

Then the call came; a runner headed their way.

Before they could intercept him, the escapee had stopped a woman unlucky enough to be driving past him and abducted her at gunpoint, using her as a getaway driver.

Luckily, the asshole didn’t spot Robbins and Stills. So they stuck to protocol, following at a distance, keeping the operation informed of their location; eventually receiving instructions that the woman was first priority and if possible, the man be taken alive.

Several miles later, from cover at the end of a street, they watched the stolen car stop in front of a rundown house where the man ushered his victim inside.

They relayed the address, were told that the location was well-known among the group of men they’d apprehended and backup was on the way. Then the agents were instructed to proceed with caution if feasible. 

Exiting their vehicle, Robbins and Stills began systematically moving down the block. Drawing closer, they reported through earpieces they were able to keep out of the house’s line of sight by walking through the neighboring backyard which thankfully, had broken gate slats and overgrown shrubs.

They crept undetected to the back of the house and peeked inside the available windows. The first window was the kitchen with a view of the living room and the man pacing and screaming on his phone while his free hand agitatedly waved a gun. But the abducted woman wasn’t with him. Robbins went to look in the next window over and saw her in a bedroom sitting on the floor, arms tied behind her back and feet tied together, desperately trying to free herself. 

He relayed the information to Stills as the man inside continued to wave the gun and scream into the phone, “You set me up!”

Stills moved to the back door that led to a utility room off the kitchen. The door was open, so he left it ajar and whispered, “We could go after him.” 

Robbins reasoned, “Let me secure the hostage first.”

Stills whispered, “I’ll distract him, then you can get in and out. But you won’t have much time if he decides to grab her and use her as a shield.” Then he quickly snuck around to the front yard. Robbins watched through the kitchen window. When the doorbell rang, the man stepped out of his line of sight and yelled, “Fuck off!”

That was his cue; he pushed the back door open and hurried to the bedroom the woman was in.

He heard Stills’ continued distraction as he yelled, “Let’s talk this out man.” 

“Fuck. OFF!” 

Stills yelled again, “C’mon man, let's chat!”

Reaching the room, Robbins quietly opened the door, slipped inside, then closed and locked it. He was turning to introduce himself when the woman threw her whole body at him. Wriggling for all she was worth, her erratic movements tore out his earpiece and she used her head to slam against his nose. He heard her intake of breath, she was about to scream. Using all his body weight, he wrapped one arm around her, pushing her into a corner away from the window while covering her mouth with his hand to stop the sound. She used that opportunity to chomp down on the fleshy pinky side of his left hand.

Then a gunshot echoed from inside the house. Robbins shielded her body as he willed her to be quiet, while hissing an even breath out between his teeth as pain shot through his hand.

A cacophony of shouting voices came from beyond the house; the backup had obviously arrived. The suspect inside answered with staccato gunshots. The abstract noises filled in moments that were elongated. Without his earpiece, uncertainty of the situation built.

These were the moments that were adding new gray hair sightings lately. He was too young for gray hair, too young to feel as tired as he did. The pain came again, harder this time, worse than the first time. He looked heavenward and let a silent curse escape as he admitted it was seriously time for him to take a vacation.

Nick heard the amplified assertion: “We have the house surrounded.”

He took that moment to lean his mouth against the woman’s ear and softly inform her, “I’m with the police.”

And part of her did understand, because she stopped struggling but another scream from the winning orator in the front room, “Come and get me mother fuckers!” was punctuated with another round of gunshots and a renewed fearful bite down on his hand. 

He felt warmth and knew her tears were running together with the blood she was drawing. He hugged her closer – an attempt to soothe her – and tried to recall the last time he had a tetanus shot. 

The crash of glass from multiple windows was followed by a hiss of tear gas. Next, Robbins wasn’t surprised when the asshole in the house unloaded the last of his clip in a last-ditch effort to defend himself. But when his screaming became coughing, the eruption of doors being knocked off hinges and heavy boots echoing against squeaky floorboards of the neglected house rang through the air.

“Clear!” The first call was a welcome sound and soon followed by a resounding chorus of the same pronouncement all around him. 

The woman released his hand, her eyes wild as she looked at Nick. He took a step back and narrowed his gaze, slowly and loudly repeating, “I’m with the police.” He urged her away from the corner and gently turned her, taking out his utility knife to cut her out of her bindings. After he freed her feet, he turned back and asked, “You okay?”

She nodded several times as her shock gave way to full-body wrenching sobs as she blindly reached for him. Nick hauled her against his chest, letting her soak his tactical vest.

“Robbins?” someone called.

“Clear,” he returned, trying not to yell too loudly.

“Sorry,” the woman sobbed.

Nick nudged her face up so she could see him. “You have nothing to be sorry for. You fought the whole damn time, and in my book, that’s something to be proud of.” She nodded and he squeezed her hand as he explained. “They deployed tear gas, so when we open that door, it’ll start to get in the room; if you can pull your shirt up to cover your mouth and close your eyes, we’re gonna move quickly to get outside, okay?”  

She pulled her shirt over her mouth. He turned to go in front of her, but took her free hand and attached it to his belt. “Hold on, we’ll go slow.”

He reattached his earpiece and called, “Robbins, coming out of the back room.” As soon as he opened the door, he covered his mouth and closed his eyes, then used his unhurt hand and memory as a guide to quickly move through the utility room to the back door. Once outside, they opened their eyes and let their shirts down. But they’d been unable to avoid all the dissipating gas, and started coughing. Nick put his hand on her lower back and led her around the front of the house where an agent and EMT, upon seeing them, asked, “Camilla?”

The woman turned her attention to them in verification as the paramedic offered bottles of water. Nick soothed, “You’re in good hands now.” 

The EMT began to gently assess her and asked, “Is your mouth bleeding?”

Camilla glanced at Nick, eyes wide. He gave her a reassuring smile. “Nah, that’s my blood,” he explained. 

The EMT glanced at him. “Do you need help?”

“I’m fine. See to Camilla first.” He gave her a smile once more and took several steps away so he could cough and gulp down the water in peace. 

“What happened to in and out?” asked a familiar voice. 

Nick glanced over at his partner and shrugged. “She didn’t let me get a word in edgewise.”

“Sounds like most of the women you meet.” Stills laughed at his joke.

“Well, I couldn’t let you put yourself in danger, your fiancé would kill me if something happened to you.”

“She would.” 

“She scares me,” Nick admitted.

“It’s not her you should worry about. It’s her mom.” Stills looked toward Nick’s hand that hung by his side, drops of blood pooling. “What happened?”

Nick finally inspected the damage; it was already turning purple and the bite marks were impressive. And it hurt like hell. “She didn’t know I was the good guy.”

“Let’s get you checked out.” He pointed toward the ambulance. 

Two agents were hauling the abductor out, hands behind his back; he was coughing, and in between, swearing and spitting. No one answered him, simply unceremoniously sat him on the curb. 

“No one was hurt?” Nick asked.

“All pomp and circumstance to make sure we took him alive,” Stills offered.

At the back of the open ambulance, Nick held out his hand to be examined. “When was the last time you had a tetanus booster?” the paramedic asked.

“Not sure really.”

“Then you know what I’m going to suggest.” He took out antiseptic and gauze.

“Do you happen to have a shot on you?” Nick asked. A shake of the head was the answer as the antibacterial cleaner was poured onto his hand. Nick hissed and thought once again, I need a vacation.








  
  
Chapter Four




On a blustery Wednesday evening, Harper left JFK headed for Peru. While she was aware that her ticket had a few layovers resulting in a long seventeen-hour affair; she underestimated possible hurdles in her travel to the city known as the gateway to Machu Picchu. 

Her flight to Lima was delayed in Houston, but she welcomed it, reasoning it would cut down on the three-hour layover she was going to have in Lima.

However, sleep on the overnight flight from Houston to Lima was thwarted by the lack of room, continual shifting, and the raucous symphony of snores on either side of her. Turns out a first-class ticket, exchanged for two economy tickets = cramped middle seat with disrespectful fellow travelers.

Harper arrived exhausted at six thirty in the morning, Lima, Peru time, though the fluorescent lights and excited voices helped perk her up and shake off the rough flight.

She shuffled through the steps of checking in for her next flight which consisted of a trip through customs, waiting for her bags at baggage claim then re-entering the airport. But after all that, she was much closer — only one more short plane ride from her destination.

And that’s when she was educated on the ways of travel into the high-altitude city of Cusco. Flights into the city that rested among the highest mountain range in the southern hemisphere were often delayed due to unpredictable weather.

As the ticket agent explained to her, “Weather has formed.”

“Okay,” Harper answered and waited for more instruction. When it didn’t come, she asked, “What should I do?”

“We wait for a break in the weather. Then we will board the flight and take off quickly.”

Harper blinked several times in reply, not wanting to ask the ridiculous question: Do you know when there will be a break in the weather? But also, really wanting to ask the question. 

The ticket agent added, “Listen for the flight to be announced.” But when Harper didn’t move and studied the paper ticket she’d been provided, the agent said, “If you don’t want to wait, you can purchase a ticket for the bus to Cusco.” 

“How long does that take?”

“Twenty-one hours.” She shrugged. “A car rental would cut the time down. That only takes eighteen hours.”

“It looks like waiting for the weather to clear is the best bet,” Harper said, but it was more of a question.

“Yes. You can purchase some food or shop. But make sure you listen for the flight number announcement.”

Harper followed the signs to the departure gates, and called Renee. When there was no answer, she left a message, then texted: Delayed due to weather. As soon as we’re in the air, I’ll let you know my new arrival time.

As tired as she was, the Lima airport was a shock. Not the foreignness of it, but the Americanization of it. Bright glass-encased stores sold designer purses, clothing, scarves and perfumes. There were the traditional book-magazine-candy-souvenir stores. But the food court where she meandered was the biggest surprise; the neon logos of McDonald’s, KFC, and Duncan Donuts all preened their infiltration. She steered clear of the chains and settled on a more Peruvian restaurant for a breakfast sandwich and coffee.

Sitting in the crowded food court, she watched the hurriedness of the early traveling crowds.

She tried Renee again, but still no answer. When Harper talked to her three days ago, she’d been elated about the adventure they were about to share. So she wasn’t worried, but it wasn’t like her to not answer. Renee was the kind of person who didn’t want to miss anything. Excitable was one way to describe her, but it was more than that, she had a compassionate happiness that was contagious.

Harper spent the next six hours walking through the shops. She grabbed another coffee and contemplated the 5-hour Energy drinks that were offered as impulse buys at the checkout counters of the souvenir stores, but settled on water.

She went to the restroom and studied her appearance. She had on a pair of comfortable well-worn jeans and a white tee that now had stains she could blame on seatmates from the previous flight. But if she zipped up her black hoodie, it covered the bulk of them. Her face was blotchy with jet lag, her hair a limp brown staticky mess. She retrieved facial wipes and moisturizer from her bag along with a Shout Wipe to clean her shirt, then put her hair in a ponytail.

Finally, the announcement came; her flight was taking off. Passengers were abruptly shuffled onto the aircraft where safety instructions, time to Cusco (an hour and fifteen minutes), and the fact that there would be turbulence was relayed. Then they were swept into the wild blue yonder, the hum of the plane seducing Harper into a quick nap. She missed everything until she was jarred awake by the overanxious slam of the wheels meeting the runway in Cusco.

Through sleep-fogged eyes, she stared out at the sea of red tile roofs cuddled in a valley surrounded by glorious green mountains rising in the distance.

She mindlessly accomplished the customary arrival to-do list: shuffled off the plane, stumbled to baggage claim, hoisted her small roller bag off the belt, attached her backpack to the extended handle, then schlepped to the arrivals area as her tired smile widened in anticipation of seeing Renee again.

She scanned the crowd back and forth, excited for the first glimpse of her short, possibly skipping, blonde friend who would be eagerly waving.

But she never showed.

And Harper called. 

A lot.

And texted. 

Even more.

After an hour of waiting with no answer, she consolidated her frustration, assumed there was a good reason, and hauled her fatigued ass to the taxi stand. She showed the address of the hotel to the driver and fell back against the seat, squinting her eyes in the late afternoon sun that broke through the clouds as the streets of Cusco tried to make her feel better about the confusing, if not disappointing, start to her vacation.








  
  
Chapter Five




Renee Young was a confident, self-possessed woman and the epitome of an extrovert. She didn’t just walk to the beat of her own drum, she marched to an extensively populated, high-octane drum corps. 

Renee often wondered if she would be so … well, her, had it not been for her great-grandmother. She was in eighth grade when her visiting ninety-pound, four foot eleven great-grandmother shook her head and sadly said to Renee, “You have such a pretty face, it’s a shame you’re fat.”

Renee stood five six, wore a C cup and was trying to come to terms with her curves in a world where anorexic magazine models were being hoisted on young girls as something to aspire to. To this day, she wasn’t sure what came over her – maybe it had been a perfect storm of stress; perhaps having heard enough adult ‘when I was your age’ stories, or the latest friend drama – but she made a decision about who she was going to be and how she was going to stand up for herself in this life. She straightened to her full height, looked down her nose at her great-grandmother and countered: “You’re surrounded by a loving family, it’s a shame you’re too much of a bitch to realize it.”

Great-grandmother gasped, her hand flying to her neck in the same instant Renee’s mom grabbed her daughter by the arm declaring, “I don’t think so,” and marched Renee out of the room. 

But when they were out of earshot, her mom tugged her into her arms and kissed her cheek. “That’s my girl.” Then she gave her a shove toward her room, but Renee waited in the hallway, a grin splitting her face when she heard her mom say, “Grandma, you will never disparage my daughter’s beauty, or anyone else’s for that matter, ever again. Renee is an amazing force. And you owe her an apology.”

There was a headiness and liberation that came with standing up for herself. From that moment onward, Renee embraced her body in all its ever-changing wonder – the way her curves came and went with phases of life and sports she would play; but she also became an ardent cheerleader for all women.

At first, she advocated for her closest friends. When they’d put themselves down with the tired one-liners: ‘I’m so fat.’ ‘I shouldn’t have eaten that cake.’ ‘I was trying to be so good today.’ Renee’s standard retort for the food bullshit was: “Food isn’t bad or good. It’s energy. What the diet industries have done to us is bad.”

But when it was a personal insult along the lines of ‘I’m so stupid,’ Renee would delight in leaning close and demanding: ‘Don’t you dare talk about my friend that way.’

She began to pour over magazines and books that explained how to dress every body type for best effects; so she and her friends could feel comfortable and fashionable. She took several fashion design classes in college, but then moved to cosmetology school. Even then, she was finding more courses to take, actively seeking out the latest techniques and trends. 

Then she took business classes and it was no surprise to anyone when she started her own business. 

The idea was to use all her knowledge to empower women. She did hair and taught women how to do their makeup. She helped some create wardrobes they loved. And after a client came to her and asked to be taught how to walk and look sexy as a bigger-bodied woman, she started holding seminars on such topics. And her client list grew exponentially. She took on employees, but was very particular about who she hired; she wanted like-minded people who wanted to build up one another and each client. 

With her success, and proximity to Los Angeles, she was hired to help on photo shoots. It was a good way to network, but as she was often pressed for time, she had to be selective in the jobs she took. And she would be forever grateful for a job she took three years ago as a stylist for a shoot at The Getty Art Museum. That was when she met Gael Torres.

Gael was an unassuming, down-to-earth photographer, never cocky or condescending. A true artist whose work held a magnifying glass up to humanity – at least, that’s what National Geographic said about him. Vanity Fair, Elle, and Allure laid their own accolades at his feet. But Gael never wore those around, he was easygoing and often said he was simply a guy who loved to take pictures. 

The publicist for that shoot continued to halt the process due to rights that had to be obtained regarding the artwork visible in the background of shots. So with nothing but time, Renee waited on a bench taking in the panoramic view of Los Angeles, where she was joined by Gael who struck up a conversation.

When the long day wrapped, he asked her if she wanted to go to his favorite taco truck. They sat at one of the picnic tables beside the twenty-four-hour food truck and talked late into the night. When he found out about her business, he suggested adding body-positive photo shoots for her clients. Then offered his services. Their friendship continued to bloom and grow from that day forward.

It was New Year’s Day when Gael called and asked, “Wanna go see my homeland?”

“Peru?”

“Yes.”

“Sure. When are we going?”

He laughed and explained that a friend, who had gained notoriety with his sustainable clothing line, had asked him to take the photos for an editorial in a fashion magazine. “We’ve been working on this for a while,” Gael explained, “but there were a lot of ducks to get in a row. I’m taking a small team, there will only be five of us. And everyone will have to pitch in and work in different areas. But you’ll get to see a lot of southern Peru and it’s all paid for.”

Renee did what she normally did when opportunity knocked. She grinned at her big, glorious life, thanked the universe for all the adventure and opportunities and excitedly declared, “I’m in!”

“You’ll have to do hair, makeup, probably some set designing, and help with clothing choices and packing things around.”

“Gael, I’m in,” she insisted.

“It will be a joint shoot for National Geographic and Vogue.”

“Why are you still trying to sell me on this?” She laughed.

His excitement over the phone was palpable. “We’d leave the first week of February. For three weeks.”

“Okay.”

“Okay?”

“Oh my god, Gael, yes! Let’s go to Peru!”








  
  
Chapter Six




Bleary-eyed, Harper let her attention volley between her phone and the streets of Cusco. She obsessively checked to make sure the notification sounds and ringer were on high; then turned her attention to the swags of telephone and power lines held up by posts, racing beside the car. At intersections the lines were gathered together in ratty bundles, and between the posts were dark green, double-headed Victorian street lights. She had a feeling that at night, the light gave the illusion of stepping back in time. 

The main street the driver followed had newer buildings painted with splashes of color: sky blue, earth red, butter yellow and natural brick. Many first floors of the buildings along the street had shops, while the second, third and fourth floors were apartments. There was the occasional graffiti, the kind that plagued most cities, but not an overabundance. And there was no trash. She realized this after a few miles, since she was so often aware of the trash build-up in her city; she wondered if she could get in touch with the officials here and see if they could email a few tips to the folks in her hometown. “Not even a wrapper in sight,” she whispered.  

When they entered older parts of the city, buildings began cuddling intimately closer to each other as streets narrowed. New buildings stood proudly next to older construction. Long stretches of brick walls were covered with artwork, creating vibrant murals. 

The only time her driver spoke was to point out the stadium that butted up to the street. “Cusco Fútbol.”

Harper gave an obligatory interested nod as they passed.

Soon, tour buses multiplied around them. When they drove through an arch, there was another change of architecture, an obvious sign they’d entered the historic city center. 

They passed manicured plazas with benches, trees and simple fountains. The colors of Cusco, especially this part of the city, seemed to reflect the surrounding mountains. The asphalt roads became cobblestone; the terracotta rooftops happily topped white and beige buildings; while balconies and window coverings differentiated the structures from each other – some were black wrought iron, some light wood designs, and some primary blue. 

Finally, the driver stopped in the middle of the street, next to a two-story white plaster building, the bottom half of which had been decorated with gray rock. He gave a declaration of “okay,” and pointed to the cost of the ride on the display.

Harper used the last of the money she’d exchanged in Lima, collected her bags, and pushed her way through the half glass, half wooden door. Tumbling into the reception area, she was politely greeted by a young woman in a yellow cotton dress with long, silky hair swept over one shoulder, and bright eyes (she’d probably had some decent sleep recently). Smiling from behind the reception desk, she said, “Buenas tardes. Are you Harper Barrett?”

Harper gave an exhausted, grateful nod. She couldn’t think clearly as it was, and having unearthed her high school Spanish a few days prior to the trip, she wasn’t feeling very confident about using it yet.

“Yes. Buenas tardes, I’m Harper. My friend, Renee Young, was supposed to meet me but I can’t get a hold of her. She was staying here with other people and I thought maybe she was still working? Maybe things had gone longer than expected?”  

The receptionist gave an exuberant bob of her head. “Yes! It was very exciting. They used some areas of the hotel for their photos.” Her voice had a soft lilt, her accent soothing. “I have a note for you.” She began rummaging through papers on the desk.

That was good, a note for her and someone who was expecting her went a long way to ease the agitation and exhaustion that already hung on her shoulders like a wet, weighted blanket. 

“Here it is!” She held up a notepad, then nodded to herself and cleared her throat to read aloud, “Miss Young is fine. She has requested that when Miss Barrett arrives, she is directed immediately to the police station to release Miss Young from jail.” The woman reread the note, gave another nod and aimed a grin at Harper, having relayed the message so efficiently. 

Harper blinked, her exhaustion might be affecting her more than she imagined. “I’m sorry, maybe I don’t understand. My friend, Renee Young, has been arrested?”

“That is what she said when she called last night.”

“Last night?” There’s no way Harper was comprehending any of this correctly. 

“Sì, Miss Young called last night, before I left to go home. She gave me this message. She asked me to write it then read it back to her before she ended the call.”

Was being arrested something that happened all the time to the guests? Because this young woman seemed to be taking this a lot better than Harper.

“Renee Young,” Harper began, “my friend, who is staying here with the people who did the photo shoot, was arrested last night and is in jail.” It was a statement she needed to hear herself say as much as she needed to make sure she and the hotel receptionist were on the same page.

“Sì. It is a simple walk to the police station.” 

They stared at each other for several long moments. The young woman kept a smile in place, but Harper felt her frown indenting lines all over her forehead. Finally, Harper shook herself then pulled a Cusco guidebook from her pack and opened it to the foldout map of the city. “Where am I? What does a simple walk look like?” 

The receptionist circled the hotel and police station, then drew a line within the boundaries of the streets that would lead Harper to her final destination. “See? Only four blocks away.”

Could this be happening? Harper squeezed her eyes shut. After blinking them open again, she repeated the receptionist’s words, “Renee Young; a bubbly blonde American woman, about three inches shorter than me, who was here working on the photo shoot; wants me, Harper Barrett, to go to the police station and get her out of jail?”

“Sì,” the woman retrieved a key and set it on top of the open map, “but first maybe you want to put your things in the room?” She gave directions to the room, but Harper wasn’t listening. She accepted the key, holding the book open with the map flapping down by her side, and frowned as she walked away, pulling her suitcase behind her. But when she made it to where the elevator and two hallways intersected, she turned, took several steps back and once more questioned, “Police station?”

“Police station. A la comisaría de policía.”

Harper worried her bottom lip then her head shot up and she gasped, “Is there anyone else still here from the photo group?”

“No. Everyone has left.”

“Oh.” Harper glanced between the receptionist, who was now typing on the computer, and the hallway. Maybe she was dreaming. She was still asleep on the plane and hadn’t arrived in Cusco yet.

She pinched her arm, frowning when it hurt. The woman in front of her did flicker slightly, but that might be the fatigue.

The receptionist looked up from her screen. “Is there anything else?” she asked Harper’s frozen form.

“Where’s the room?” Harper narrowed her gaze and really tried to focus as the directions were repeated. Then, as quickly as she could, followed them before they slipped from her disoriented mind. 

She gave herself a congratulatory nod when the key worked. The room was quaint – a small living area, table, stove, sink and three doors leading to the bathroom and two bedrooms — but Harper didn’t have time to be charmed. 

She needed to look for clues. 

She rolled her eyes, was she really doing this?

Yes! Now look for clues.

She dropped her things and walked through the rooms. Renee’s room had clothes strung around and a novel by the bedside. Harper thumbed through to see if there were any hidden loose papers or secret messages. None. She found Renee’s laptop, opened it but didn’t know the password. On the coffee table was a piece of paper with Harper’s flight numbers and times, but that was it. 

With nothing else blatantly obvious jumping out at her, Harper really only had one option. To walk the short distance to the comisaría de policía to see if Renee was actually being held. She went back through Renee’s room, looking for some sort of identification and found her passport in a purse in the closet. Harper chided, “Renee, you’re not supposed to keep these things out in the open,” but was secretly glad she had. 

Back in the main room Harper picked up her backpack and put it on the table. She took out the heavier items; books and magazines she’d meant to read on the plane, and her camera. She grabbed a granola bar before adding Renee’s passport, hotel key and a bottle of water from the fridge.  

Putting the pack back on, armed with her guidebook map and granola bar, she headed into the streets of Cusco; trailed by wishes of ‘good luck’ from the receptionist, and regret that she hadn’t purchased one or two of the 5-hour Energy drinks at the airport in Lima. 








  
  
Chapter Seven




Renee bit her lower lip, tapped her foot manically and wavered between pacing, sitting and picking at her nail polish; or screaming at the top of her lungs for someone to help her. 

When the officer who locked her up  last night appeared in the corridor that led to the three temporary holding cells, she stopped her frustrated fidgeting and eyed him. When he didn’t move, she crossed the distance between them, grabbed the bars and opened her mouth to start in on her demands again. 

The officer immediately snarled, “You are to be let go. If you are quiet. I will release you to your friend who has arrived. But this friend will be responsible for you. If you begin to yell again, I will put her in this jail with you.”

Harper. Thank god!

Renee’s sigh of relief weakened her knees. She held up her hands in compliance. When he had the key fitted in the lock, she applied the calmest voice she could muster and asked, “But what about my other friend?”

He stopped abruptly and shot her a deadly warning look.

“I apologize.” She ran her hands through her short hair, pushing the greasy champagne blonde mess out of her face.

He unlocked the cell and waved her out. She mentally ran through a list of things that needed to be done; since no one here seemed willing to listen to her, much less help her; she’d do it all herself.

After a short walk, they arrived back in the main lobby where Harper was signing paperwork. Renee gave a silent questioning look to the officer who was leading her, could she go to her friend? He nodded and waved her away like a pest.

“Harper!” Renee called and was across the room throwing herself into her friend’s arms.

“Renee! What the hell is going on?” After a rough hug, she untangled Renee from her and held her at arm’s length. “What the …” she glanced around and lowered her voice, “… what the fuck! Have you been in a fight?” Renee understood how she looked; hair disheveled and a nasty cut on her cheek. Her jeans had patches of dried mud, and the lower right side of her black, button-down shirt had been ripped off.  

“You look exhausted,” Renee countered.

Harper frowned. “I am exhausted. Renee, what is going on?!” She quietly stressed the question.

Their attention was called by a clerk who slid a plastic bag with Renee’s cell phone, a pack of gum, a few coins and a piece of paper with hectic writing at every angle covering it. “Sign your name,” the clerk instructed.

“Did you have to pay bail?” Renee asked as she signed.

“There wasn’t any bail. But they did say I’m responsible for you and if you disturb the peace again, I’m going to jail.”

Renee snatched the bag in one hand, grabbed Harper’s wrist with the other and tugged. “C’mon. We have to go.”

Harper tripped behind her. “Go where? Renee, what is going on?”

But Renee didn’t say anything, just kept walking until they were a block from the station where she aimed a wildly fearful look at Harper. “Harper, Gael’s been kidnapped.”

“What?!”

“He’s been kidnapped and no one will listen to me or even believe me.”

“How do you know?”

“He called me yesterday. He said two guys jumped him and put him in a trunk. He shared his location and I didn’t think about anything. I took a taxi to some bar south of here. I banged on all the trunks I could find and listened for anyone who might be yelling inside of one of them, but nothing. And then …” she licked her lips and held up her hands in defense, “I was freaking out. I didn’t know what to do and Gael wasn’t there. So I went into the bar and demanded the bartender, or anyone really, to tell me what they knew. Some chick got the wrong idea and punched me and the bartender threw me out then the cops were there. And by the time they got me to the station and let me explain my side of the story, my phone was dead and they wouldn’t plug it in, so I couldn’t prove anything and they said I was drunk because they smelled alcohol on me, but that was from the fight … So they said I was going to have to wait in jail until I could get someone to bail me out.”  

“I have to be dreaming.” Harper rubbed her eyes and muttered, “C’mon, focus.” She shook her head. “Okay, why would Gael be kidnapped?”

“I don’t know!” Renee’s eyes bugged slightly as she threw her hands up, her whole body shaking with the declaration. “I’m sorry Harper, I … I don’t know.” She tried to take a calming breath, but could only manage a shaky one. “I don’t know what’s going on and I told the cops it was their job to figure this kind of shit out, but they told me I was mistaken and that’s when I had the thought that maybe the cops were in on it too.”


      [image: ]“In on what?” Harper’s face scrunched with the confusion that was beginning to build an impressive headache around the circumference of her skull.

“I. Don’t. KNOW!” Renee yelled, her bright blue eyes glassy with unshed tears.

“Okay.” Harper took her friend’s hands in hers. “Okay. We’re gonna try to settle down a little. Let’s … breathe.” She demonstrated how, nodding when Renee mirrored her. After several breaths the manic look on Renee’s face softened. But Harper’s lightheadedness intensified.   

Renee nodded and tried to let go, but Harper tightened her grip.

“You okay?” Renee asked.

“I’m a bit dizzy and unsteady.”

Renee linked her arm with Harper’s to stabilize her. “It’s the altitude,” she explained, urging her to begin walking. “I really don’t know if the cops are in on it, it just feels like if they’re not going to help me, then they’re against me. They came to the cell this morning and said they looked into Gael and found that his bags had been checked at the airport in Cusco to go to LAX.”

“But they weren’t?”

“No. I mean yes. Gael checked his bags, but he left the airport to spend two more days with me. I tried to explain that and that they needed to check his passport, not a luggage tag, but I kinda screamed every time I opened my mouth so they said I was an unreliable source who couldn’t be believed.” She stopped and leveled a gaze at Harper. “But you believe me, right?” Renee’s rising agitation was palpable.

“I believe you.” Harper nodded, even though everything around her was feeling otherworldly, she still needed to have her friend’s back. So she insisted, “Of course I believe you.” Only, the world began to roll then, tilting her body sideways.

“Oh shit.” Renee steadied her.

“Renee, I don’t know what to do here. You don’t look that great, I’m beyond exhausted. I want to help, but my vision keeps fogging over and I’m having trouble keeping track of my thoughts.”

Renee slid her arm around Harper’s waist to keep her upright and encouraged her to begin taking short, shuffled steps.

“I have some ideas, since the police won’t help.” She lowered her voice conspiratorially. “Last night, a woman in the cell next to me told me there is this bar—”

“Another bar?” Harper questioned.

Renee nodded. “This one is in a small town south of Cusco, one of the San somethings. The woman said it’s easy to spot, has an Incan warrior painted across the front of it. She said I can find someone to help me there.”

“Find someone?”

“A mercenary.”

Harper pursed her lips and shook her head in adamant disapproval. (And to try and wake herself up.) This had to be a fever dream. Had someone put something in her drink on the plane? Because she’d come to Peru to buy woven things made from alpaca, hike Machu Picchu and listen to some flute music. Going to a bar to find a mercenary was definitely not on her to-do list.

“Renee, we can’t …”
“Yes, we can. You can nap on the way.” Renee held up her hand as a taxi passed. When it slowed, Harper grabbed Renee’s hand and lowered it.

“Wait a minute. Just wait a minute!” Harper waved the car away and forced a calm plan to the forefront of her mind. “Here’s what we’re going to do.” She gave a soft shake of her head, trying to focus so she could come up with something that put hiring a mercenary on a back burner. “Okay. We’re going to the hotel. You are going to take a shower. You said your phone is dead?”

Renee nodded.

“So you don’t know if Gael tried to contact you again.” Harper raised her eyebrows and congratulated herself on what sounded like, well … top-notch reasoning. “Let’s get as much information as we can before we go off half-cocked into the jungles of Peru.”

“We’re not going into the jungles, we’re going to a bar,” Renee defended.

“Fine. But first, you do some phone recon and maybe look at a map or a street view of the San-something town after you take a shower and let me try to sleep for at least thirty minutes.” Maybe an hour. She waited with questioning eyes to see if Renee would accept the current deal on the table, but once again the world began to shift and she slipped against it. 

“Shit.” Renee straightened her again. “Okay. You’re right. I don’t even know why he’d be taken in the first place.” They began to walk again and Renee repeated the plan. “You sleep. I’ll shower, charge my phone and start calling the people we worked with the past few weeks to see if I can find anything out.”

“There you go. That’s what we’ll do.” The last word became a loud, wide-mouthed yawn.

Once in the room, Harper shuffled to the queen size bed muttering, “I know this is time-sensitive, but I’m no help if I can’t focus.” She fell onto the bed, hugged the extra pillow in her arms and thankfully closed her eyes. 

Her brain had one more lucid thought: If Gael really was kidnapped, wouldn’t someone call with a ransom demand?  God, she hoped she could remember to bring that up to Renee when she woke up.








  
  
Chapter Eight




Harper was right. They needed information. 
Renee fumbled for her charger, hands shaking as she plugged in her phone. She picked out a sports bra, a pair of dark gray hiking pants and white tank top then planned to break world records for showering. She stepped in while the water was still cold; but surprisingly, the shock to her system was exactly what she needed to calm down.

After hissing through the cold, once the water heated, she closed her eyes and took as many slow, deep breaths as she could before whispering to the spray of the water, “I’m not making this up.”

Gael had called forty-five minutes after he left her; she thought he was calling to tell her he arrived at the airport. Instead, his voice was a whispered panic as he reported: “Renee, on the way to the airport two men rear-ended the taxi I was in and forced me into the trunk of their car at gunpoint. I don’t know who they are or where they’re taking me.”

Time stopped with his frightened words. Renee had blindly looked around her as everything warped and twisted, what was he saying? How was she going to save him? How was she going to find him? The frantic thought led her to demand, “Share your location.” 

She heard the rustle before he was back on. “Done. But I only have thirty-seven percent battery left. I don’t know how long it’ll last. I don’t know if they’ll take my phone and I don’t know—”

His phone was cut off. It took Renee several attempts to text: I’m on my way.

Looking to make sure he’d dropped a pin on his location, she quickly slipped on her shoes and grabbed her wallet, phone and room key; then took off at a dead run out of the hotel, down the amber lit streets of the evening, to where she knew she could find a taxi.

She insisted on sitting in the passenger seat of the cab so she could follow her GPS; it made her feel more in control, an attribute that was slipping. As they drove toward Gaels’ last known location, she forced her attention to stay on the road and not the fact that her phone was now running on a very low battery.

She’d been manic by the time the driver pulled into the parking lot beside the bar. She banged on each trunk, her heart in her throat as she waited for an answer. When none came, she went into the bar and pounded on the worn, wooden counter to get the bartender’s undivided attention. She showed a selfie she’d taken of her and Gael, asking, “Have you seen this man? Were there two men in here recently that looked like they could be kidnappers?”

“No inglés,” the bartender scowled before walking away.

She opened the translator she’d been using throughout the trip and typed what she wanted to ask. Continually having to restart and delete because she was having difficulty focusing. Once she had the question translated, she walked the length of the sticky bar and slapped it again. “Señor.” She faced the phone toward him, but her attitude had not created the best first impression. He wasn’t about to focus long enough to read it.

So, she began going from patron to patron.

Everyone turned from her; one woman, drunk and thinking Renee was trying to hit on her ‘man,’ swung a ring clad hand and caught Renee’s cheek with enough force to send her reeling several steps backwards.

Renee pocketed her phone, clenched her fists and was crossing the distance to finish the fight, when the bartender was suddenly behind her. Pinning her arms by her side, he lifted her slightly as he unceremoniously hauled her outside.

“No, wait! Please! I just need someone to answer my questions.”

She was tossed into the muddy parking lot, falling to her hands and knees right as a cop car arrived. She tried to explain the situation, but when it seemed no one was listening, and because all she could think was that time was of the essence, she grew agitated in her demands.

And the language barrier expanded.

So off to jail it was. Cuffed and put in the back seat of the car; by the time she reached the station and was offered her one call, the only thought she had was to leave a message for Harper at the hotel. 

As the warm shower washed the previous day from her skin, she tried a few more breathing techniques. When the tears came, she nodded that it was a good sign. Maybe it was good to rid her body of all the overwhelming emotions. Maybe it would help her focus more completely on helping Gael. But in order to do that, she needed to find some semblance of calm and control. She slid down the shower wall, pulled her knees up under her chin and let the tears fall. She would cry everything out. Let it rinse down the drain. Then, she’d start at the beginning. 

She’d make a list of every interaction they’d had since they arrived in Peru, write down every place they’d gone. Maybe there were answers there, someone or something that explained why Gael would have been taken. When her list was made, her phone would be charged and Harper would have had some sleep.

Another well of angry, frustrated tears burned in her throat, but she wouldn’t hold any of it back right now. She’d let it all tumble out.








  
  
Chapter Nine




“You’re gorgeous!” Gael had to yell the compliment, as he was several feet from where Renee was backed up against the crystal clear water, falling into a pool several feet behind her. 

She struck an exaggerated ‘model’ pose, then waited for him to take a few pictures, before calling back, “Is it the sweat-matted hair? Or my red face from exertion?”

The first five days of the trip had been scheduled for exploration, and the final scouting of locations that needed to be decided on. But altitude sickness had wiped out the other three members of the bare-bones crew.

In doing her own research before they left the states, Renee found her doctor could prescribe an aid in combating the altitude and she began to increase her water intake weeks ahead of time. The second they entered the hotel and were offered coca tea for the altitude sickness, she accepted that as well. Sure, she was exhausted and out of breath simply walking (even taking a shower was a bit of a workout), but the steps she’d taken kept her from succumbing to the exaggerated altitude of the ancient Incan city. 

That’s why the first few days of excursions were only attended by Gael, Renee and Victor Campos – the man whose clothing line had brought them to Peru in the first place.

Victor picked Gael and Renee up early on their first full day in Cusco, driving the trio an hour north to the city of Chinchero. 

Victor was a few inches shorter than Gael, probably five ten. His eyes were light brown, and he had an infectious smile. Renee liked him instantly. The clothing he wore, she assumed, was part of his own design. A button-down shirt, beige with dark sienna stripes, complimented his skin tone and frame. His dark green pants had a slight wide leg and looked comfortable and warm.

“I love your clothing line,” she shared honestly. 

“Thank you. I’m very excited about this opportunity. I can’t believe the time is finally here.” 

Gale clapped his friend on the back. This was more than a little photo shoot, she thought. 

  Victor had garnered a lot of attention for his clothing line and when he was approached by Vogue, he agreed to the editorial only if they would allow Gael Torres to take the photographs. The magazine readily agreed. 

“Gael told me you were working on a few new designs for the shoot,” she said.

“I shouldn’t have, but when we were deciding on where to go for the photos, I was inspired.” He shrugged. 

She knew Victor had grown up around designers and creators. His family had been textile workers for generations. While he championed the traditional use of alpaca wool, when he began to branch out into clothing design, he wanted to infuse tradition with sustainability. So he used alpaca fibers, recycled fabrics and cotton; creating a comfortably soft material. 

“I brought the catalogue, if you’d like to look at it,” he offered, then urged them into the car. 

Renee rejected the front seat, she’d let Gael and Victor catch up. As it was, she was stunned into silence. She was intoxicated as the car swayed up the road, and the mountain ranges played chameleon games, constantly changing shape and pitch. The rainy season had painted the tops of the vast ranges a rainbow of green shades. Every corner they turned seemed to hold a vista that she was tempted to declare, ‘That would be a good place to shoot too!’

She mindlessly turned her attention between the pages of his catalogue and the scenery.  During the planning stages, she had presented her carefully planned concepts to Gael and Victor in one of their many online meetings. But now that she was being ushered through the backdrops of Victor’s homeland, those ideas seemed to be completely tangible. 

Gael shared what he expected of his team; his vision, Victor’s clothing inspiration, and the challenges they would face in the various planning meetings. He had shared pictures of the landscapes they would see, and while it excited everyone, Renee secretly worried she had built up her expectations. Now that she was close enough to see, and smell and hear it – she’d argue her expectations hadn’t been substantial enough. 
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Doug MacRay: “| need your help. |
can't tell you what'it is, you can
never ask me about it later, and
we're gonna hurt some people.”

James Coughlin:*, Whose car are we

gonna take?”
-from The Town
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