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Chapter 1
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Inca Empire, Spring 1532.

Mani opened his eyes and blinked. Sunlight already streamed around the cloth hanging across the hut’s doorway. The eleven-year-old stretched and breathed in the smell of corn and chili peppers lingering from dinner the night before.

Then he sat bolt upright. He was late.

Getting up from the mat where he slept, he slipped on his tunic and sandals. He wolfed down the cornbread still sitting on the table and eyed the pair of pichqa next to it.

The pichqa were dice made of wood carved into the shape of an elongated pyramid with six sides. A unique symbol on each side indicated the score. It was one of Mani’s favorite games.

But the time to play had passed, so he ran out into the mid-morning sun to find his father, who would be furious.

He glanced at the terraces that were carved into the mountainside. They created steps that ran to the town far below, nestled between the foot of the mountain and the ocean. Many people worked on the terraces, planting maize, potatoes, and other vegetables that supplied the town with food. His mother and little brother had been working out there since sunrise while he slept.

He started up the path to the temple and stopped. Looking down the mountainside at the town, he saw smoke billowing above the buildings and strange ships anchored in the harbor.

The smoke and the ships frightened the boy. He hurried to find his father. He would know what was happening.

The Inca Emperor put Anka, Mani’s father, in charge of building the largest temple in their province. They built the temple on a bluff high above the city and dedicated it to Inti, the god of the sun. They weren’t done, but his father told him they would finish by Mani’s twelfth year, only three new moons away.

Behind the temple, carved into the mountain, was the foot of a giant pyramid. They used the inside as a sacred burial place, but it would be years before they finished the outside.

Mani hurried up the steps to the temple door. He found his father inside, talking with two men who helped supervise the temple construction.

Anka glanced over at his son when he entered and frowned at him. Mani lowered his gaze and waited for his father by the temple entrance. His father would scold him before giving him his duties for the day.

Mani was glad he was an apprentice to his father rather than working in the fields all day, like his mother and brother. Still, working in the fields might be better than facing his father’s anger.

The two men finished talking with Anka and hurried out of the temple. He strode over and looked down at his son. His eyes were dark as he glared at the boy.

“I’m sorry, Father,” Mani said. “I have no excuse.” He bowed his head.

“Don’t let it happen again,” his father said. Mani braced himself for a scolding, but his father said no more about it. “Come,” he said, “we must prepare for the festival tomorrow.” He led the boy through the large room toward the altar.

“There’s smoke in the city,” the boy said.

“In the city?”

“Yes, and strange ships.”

His father stopped and looked at him curiously. He glanced over his shoulder at the temple entrance.

“Come with me,” he said, leading Mani out of the temple and onto the plaza at the top of the steps. They looked down at the city filled with smoke and the ships just offshore from the town.

A man ran toward them from the city. He hurried across the rope bridge that spanned the gully between the terraces and the plateau where the temple was being built.

Mani didn’t recognize the man, but his father did.

“Chaski,” he greeted the man. “What news do you have?”

The man rushed up to them, out of breath and sweating profusely. It was several moments before he could speak.

“The city, Anka,” he said between breaths. “It is under attack.”

“Who is attacking the city?” Anka asked.

“I don’t know. They came in enormous ships,” the man said, pointing at the harbor. The ships were flying white flags with two crossed red bars.

“What do they want?”

“They are looking for gold and silver.”

Mani saw many warriors marching up the road from the city toward the temple. They wore armor and had swords hanging on their belts or in their hands. The smoke over the city behind them was growing thicker and darker.

The boy looked at his father.

Anka stood silent in thought.

“They will desecrate the tombs,” Chaski said. “They will steal from the dead.”

Some warriors went into the fields. The men dragged women and older boys to their feet and spoke to them. They pushed them back down to the ground. Each time, a blade would flash, and they would not get up. They ignored small children and left them to fend for themselves.

“Father!” Mani pulled on the man’s tunic urgently. “They are killing them,” he cried, pointing toward the fields.

His father nodded. He kneeled in front of the boy. “I need you to come with me. You have an important task to do.”

Mani looked at his father. If he could do something meaningful to help his people, he would.

Anka led him out the rear door of the temple and hurried up the path toward the pyramid entrance.

Mani saw his father glance back down the mountain several times, and each time he did, he hurried faster. The boy ran to keep up with his father.

When they reached the entrance to the pyramid, Anka kneeled in front of his son and clasped him by the shoulders.

“Why is this important?” he asked, gesturing to the pyramid under construction.

“It is a sacred burial ground. We place our elders inside for their journey into the afterlife.”

“That is correct,” his father said. “And it falls to you to help protect this sacred place.”

Mani forced a smile despite the fear that caused him to shake. He was glad that his father was giving him such an important job.

Mani’s father stood and took him to an alcove beside the door. He showed the boy a wooden lever.

“If those warriors come near here, pull this lever.”

Mani looked confused. His father continued. “It will close the door to the pyramid and seal them out. Once it is closed, they won’t be able to desecrate this place. Do you understand?”

Mani nodded.

His father put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “I’m proud of you, son,” he told him.

Anka turned and rushed back toward the temple.

Mani wanted to go with his father. He wished he could stand with his father when he confronted the warriors. And he wanted to help protect the temple. But he knew that guarding the pyramid was important. And his father left that task to him.

Mani saw four men who worked with his father come running out to meet him. They carried spears and gestured behind them wildly. One man handed his father a spear, and together they stood facing the temple door.

A group of warriors appeared at the door. They slowly approached the five men. Mani heard them speak, but could not make out what they were saying. More warriors appeared from either side of the building and surrounded the five men.

Mani’s heart was beating wildly. His father and the other men had spears, but the other warriors had swords. He wanted to yell to his father, to tell him to run away.

The leader of the warriors stepped forward to talk to Anka. The four other men stood between the warrior leader and his father.

Mani could see anger on the leader’s face. He shouted at Anka, but his father shook his head.

The leader gestured at the men standing before him, blocking his way with their spears. Several of the warriors stepped forward with long sticks that looked like horns. They pointed the horns at the four men, and Mani saw smoke pour out of them.

There was the sound of thunder. All four men fell backward onto the ground and didn’t move. Mani’s father stood alone against the warriors.

Anka held his spear at the leader, who strode over the bodies of the four dead men. His father stabbed the spear at the leader, but it didn’t go into him. He tried again. It just glanced off his armor and slid uselessly to the side.

The leader drew his sword from the sheath and brought it down on the spear. The spear splintered and broke in half. Then the sword came swinging back.

Anka dropped the broken spear and fell to his knees, clutching his stomach. He looked at the warrior and then fell forward into the dirt.

Mani screamed when he saw his father fall. He took several steps forward to go to him, but then stopped himself. Stumbling, he fell to his knees. His eyes filled with tears, and sickness flooded through him. He vomited into the dirt.

He screamed again and looked toward his father through blurry eyes.

The leader pointed up at the pyramid. The warriors ran up the hill toward him.

They were almost upon him when he remembered the task that his father had given him. It was the last thing his father asked him to do.

He scrambled to his feet and rushed to the lever.

He pulled it with all his might. It slowly moved and then came loose. He pushed it all the way down. With a low rumbling, the stone door lowered slowly down to block the entrance to the pyramid.

Mani looked down the path. The warriors were almost there. His father was still lying motionless on the ground near the temple, and although he couldn’t see them, he knew his mother and brother were lying in the dirt of the terraces. Their spirits were on a journey into the afterlife, along with his father’s spirit.

He saw the swords of the warriors flashing in the morning sun and knew he would soon join them. He glanced at the door. It was almost closed. The door would protect the dead from desecration. Soon, his task would be complete.

But what if they opened the pyramid? He couldn’t protect the pyramid if he were dead.

He had an idea. His task was to protect the dead, so that’s what he would do.

He ran toward the door, ducking under the swords of the first warriors. He dropped to the ground and rolled under the door into the pyramid. A blade slashed under the door and cut him deeply, but it snapped when the door fell into place. The boy sat bleeding in the silent darkness of the tomb.
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Wakina, Minnesota, June 8, 1917

A little after three in the morning, a Packard pulled up in front of a white house with a picket fence. The car had picked up dust traveling the dirt roads from the badlands of North Dakota back home to Wakina, Minnesota, and the seven days’ worth of dust caused the dark red finish to look dull gray. The car chugged several times and then let out a hiss as the engine shut off.

Angus Kask removed his round spectacles and cleaned the dust off them. He looked across at his son, C.J., sleeping on the passenger side of the seat. The eleven-year-old was an immense help to his father. He had already learned much about archaeology on the seven expeditions he’d been on. Not seven, his father corrected himself. It was eight. He smiled at the boy and got out of the car.

Angus let the boy sleep as he unpacked their things and brought them into the house. When the car was empty, he shook the boy to wake him up.

“Where are we?” C.J. asked as he uncurled his body and stretched his legs. “It’s still dark.”

“We’re home,” Angus told him. “Go in and get some proper sleep.”

The boy walked ahead of his dad into the house. He kicked off his shoes and mumbled, “Hi, Mom. We’re back,” to the portrait above the fireplace before going into the kitchen for a drink of water.

The portrait, a photograph of C.J. when he was seven with both his parents, was the only photograph they had of C.J.’s mother before she passed away a year later. His father always said that C.J. took after her with his sandy blond hair and blue eyes.

“Are you hungry?” Angus asked his son.

“A little,” C.J. said, dropping into a kitchen chair.

“Eggs?”

“Eggs.”

They were finishing the early breakfast when there was a pounding on the front door.

“Odd time for visitors,” his father said, looking at the clock. It was four-thirty. He glanced at his son. “Go up and get some sleep. Leave the dishes. I’ll take care of them later.”

C.J. nodded and went to the stairs. He paused for a moment to see who was visiting so early.

Angus glanced out the window and opened the front door with a heavy sigh. Two men in brown suits and carrying briefcases stood on the doorstep.

“Good morning, Dr. Kask,” one of them said. The two men nodded in greeting.

“Wesgrave,” Angus greeted the first one. He turned to the second. “And Young. How nice to see you both.”

Both men knew it wasn’t.

“May we come in?” Wesgrave asked. He removed his hat, exposing short-cropped snow-white hair.

“I guess there’s no avoiding it,” Angus said, stepping back to allow them in.

The two men entered.

“Where can we talk?” Young asked. The man’s name could not have been any more wrong. He had to be at least eighty, if not older.

“Why don’t we go to my study?” Angus said, waving a hand toward the French doors that opened from the living room.

He saw C.J. had not gone upstairs yet. “Go on up and get some sleep,” he told him again, waving him off.

C.J. wasn’t sleepy anymore. Curious about the men, he wanted to see why they were visiting his father at that hour. Waiting until the doors to his father’s study closed, he carefully crossed the room, trying to avoid any known creaky floorboards.

When he reached the doors, he kneeled by a heating grate. The grate allowed the heat from the coal furnace to come up from the basement and warm both the living room and the study. It also allowed C.J. to hear what they said in the other room.

“How are things at the Chicago Museum of Archaeology?” C.J. heard his father ask.

“As it always is,” Mr. Young said.

“Angus, we’re here on museum business,” Wesgrave said.

“I didn’t think you were making a social visit,” Angus said. “A visit from the pair of you always means trouble for me.”

“Trouble is your specialty,” Young told him.

Angus sighed. “What can I do for you on this bright and cheerful morning?” he asked.

A briefcase snapped open, and some papers rustled as the men passed them around. The room was quiet while Angus glanced at them. After several minutes, C.J. heard them drop back down on the desk.

“OK,” Angus said. “Just give me the facts.”

“Last year, we authorized an archaeological expedition to the Republic of Peru in South America,” Wesgrave said.

“You authorized it?” Angus asked.

“By we, I mean the museum, of course,” Wesgrave said. He sounded annoyed at Angus’s literalness.

“Go on,” Angus told him.

“There is a site south of Lima where they found ruins of an Inca temple. We sent some men down there to do some preliminary work on the site,” Young said.

“Who did you send?” Angus asked.

“Potter and Freitag,” Wesgrave said.

“Freitag?” Angus asked.

“Yes, Freitag,” Wesgrave said. “I know you have a history with him, but—”

“That’s all in the past,” Angus said.

“Does Freitag think so?” Young asked.

C.J.’s father didn’t reply.

“Anyway,” Young continued, “they left three months ago. We received the standard weekly reports.”

“What did they find?” Angus asked.

“Nothing unusual. They said it appeared to be a temple of Inti, the Inca god of the sun,” Young told him. “Several weeks into the survey, we received a cable saying they had discovered what appeared to be a pyramid cut into the mountain behind the temple.”
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