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Prologue


Who’s that, Daddy?” Jillian’s small finger poked insistently at a picture in the book her father held. She was ensconced on his lap, as she often was, for even though she was only five years old she was fascinated by his tales of long-ago people and faraway places, and had been since she was a toddler.

“That’s an Amazon.”

“What’s her name?” Jillian knew the figure was female because of the way it was shaped. When she was real little she had sometimes been confused by the length of the hair, until she realized that almost everyone in Daddy’s picture books had long hair, boys as well as girls. In search of a better means of gender identification, she had soon discovered a much more dependable clue: chests. Men and women had different chests.

“I don’t know her name. No one knows if she ever truly lived.”

“So she may be a pretend person?”

“Maybe.” Cyrus Sherwood gently stroked his daughter’s small round head, lifting her thick, shiny hair and letting the dark strands drift down to fall once more into place. He delighted in this child. He knew he was biased, but her understanding and her grasp of the abstract were far beyond what was normal for her age. She was fascinated by his books on archaeology; one of his favorite memories was of her, at the age of three, tugging on a book that weighed almost as much as she did, wrestling it to the floor, and then spending an entire afternoon lying on her stomach, slowly turning the pages as she pored over the pictures, utterly oblivious to everything else around her. She combined childhood innocence with a startling logic; no one would ever accuse his Jilly of being muddleheaded. And if her primary personality trait was pragmatism, her second was stubbornness. He fondly suspected that his beloved daughter would turn out to be more than a handful for some unsuspecting man in her future.

Jillian leaned closer to study the picture in greater detail. Finally she asked, “If she’s a pretend person, why is she in here?”

“The Amazons are classified as mythical figures.”

“Oh. Those people that writers make up stories about.”

“Yes, because sometimes myths can be based on fact.” He usually tried to simplify his vocabulary when he was talking to Jillian, but he never talked down to her. If she didn’t understand something, his fierce little darling would demand explanations from him until she did understand.

Her little nose wrinkled. “Tell me about these Amazings.” She settled back in his lap, making herself comfortable.

He chuckled at her accidental but on-target pun, then launched into an account of the warrior women and their queen, Penthesilea. A door slammed somewhere in the house, but neither of them paid attention, caught up in the old world that was their favorite playground.

•  •  •

Rick Sherwood bounded into the house with unusual enthusiasm, his customary sullenness lost in excitement. The cleats on his baseball shoes made a strange metallic sound against the wooden floors as he ignored the housekeeper’s oft-repeated demand to take the shoes off before coming inside. God, what a game! It was the best game he’d ever played. He wished his dad had been there to see him, but he’d had some student appointments and couldn’t make it.

Up to bat five times, and he’d had four hits, one of them a home run. That made his batting average for the day a stupendous .800! Math wasn’t his strong point, but he could figure that batting average easily enough.

He stopped in the kitchen to down a glass of water, gulping it so thirstily that rivulets ran down his chin, then ran another glass. As he brought it to his mouth he heard voices and paused. It sounded like his dad.

Still impelled by excitement, he clumped rapidly toward the library, where he knew his dad would be. He burst the door open and rushed through. “Hey, Dad! I got four hits today, one of them a home run! I had seven RBIs and made a double play. You shoulda been there!” The last was said on a burst of excitement, not as a complaint.

Professor Sherwood glanced up from the book and smiled at his son. “I wish I had been. Good boy!”

Rick ignored his little sister, perched on their father’s lap. “Your student appointments didn’t take as long as you thought, huh?”

“They were postponed until tomorrow,” the professor said.

Rick stood there, his excitement fading. “Then why didn’t you come to the game?”

Jillian had been listening with interest, and now she said, “I like baseball games, Daddy.”

He smiled down at her. “Do you, Jillian? Perhaps we’ll go to the next one.”

She was satisfied with that, and her story had been interrupted long enough. She poked at the book to redirect his attention. “Amazings,” she prompted.

Obediently the professor responded to the demand in that piping voice, something easy to do when the story was so close to his own heart. Thank heaven Jillian preferred myth to fairy tale, or he couldn’t have been nearly so patient.

Rick’s happiness died, to be replaced by fury as he found himself once again shut out by that brat. Okay, so she was smart; so what? She couldn’t handle a double play. Frustration welled up inside him, and he stalked out before he gave in to the urge to grab her out of their father’s lap. The professor wouldn’t understand; he thought the little darling was wonderful.

Little darling, my ass, Rick thought viciously. He’d disliked and resented Jillian from the moment she was born, just as he had disliked her mother. Her mother had died a couple of years ago, thank God, but the brat was still here.

Everybody made a fuss over her because she was smart. They treated him like some dummy just because he’d been left back a grade in school. Okay, so he was seventeen, and would turn eighteen just after starting his junior year in high school; he wasn’t stupid, he just hadn’t tried real hard. Why bother? No matter how good he did, people still gave the brat all of their attention.

He went upstairs to his room, where he pulled off his baseball shoes and hurled them against the wall. Now she’d even ruined the best game he’d ever had. If Dad’s student appointments had been postponed, he could have come to the ball game after all, but instead he’d come home to tell stories to that little brat. The injustice of it made Rick want to hit something. He wanted to hit the brat. He wanted to make her hurt, the way she made him hurt. She’d stolen his father from him, she and her stupid mother, and he would never, ever forgive her.

Impulse jerked him to his feet. His socks muffled all sound as he padded out of his room and down the hall to Jillian’s room. He stood in the middle of it, looking around. Like all children, she gathered her treasures around her; the room was littered with her favorite books and dolls and other mementos with meanings obvious only to her. Rick didn’t care about any of that; he just looked for her special doll, the one she loved more than any of the others, a bedraggled plastic playmate she had named Violet. She usually slept with it snuggled against her cheek.

There it was. Rick grabbed the doll and slipped back to his own room, trying to decide what to do next. He wanted to whack the thing to pieces and leave it on Jillian’s bed, but animal cunning told him he would be blamed for it, because there was no one else who could have done it. Still, just hiding the doll from her wasn’t enough. His jealousy demanded more; he needed to destroy something she loved, even if he was the only one who knew about it.

Smiling, he got his pocket knife from the top of the dresser and opened it. Sitting down on the bed, he calmly and thoroughly dismembered the doll. Jillian wouldn’t know what he’d done; she would cry because her favorite doll was lost, but no one would accuse him of anything. He would hug the knowledge to himself, and every time he looked at her he would gloat, because he would know and she wouldn’t.
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Jillian Sherwood was tight-lipped with anger as she let herself into her condo. It was less than two years old, and she usually felt a surge of pleasure and achievement on stepping over the threshold, for the condo wasn’t only great looking, it was hers, but today wasn’t a usual day and she didn’t even notice the cool, soothing interior. She slung her canvas bag onto the foyer table and stalked straight through the living room to the balcony. Her anger was so overwhelming that she felt as if she had to be outside so it could expand.

She stood rigidly still in the late spring heat of Los Angeles, her hands braced on the rim of the waist-high concrete wall. She had a good view of the city, and normally she loved it, both the pastels of daytime and the glowing neons of night, but she was too angry right then to even see it.

Damn those narrow-minded bastards!

She had paid her dues, earned the right to work on the Ouosalla dig in east Africa; it was the biggest new archaeological find in decades, and her mouth literally watered at the thought of being involved. She had never wanted anything as much as she wanted to help excavate the buried ancient village that had only recently been discovered on the African coast of the Red Sea. The dig was being funded by the Frost Archaeological Foundation, the very foundation she worked for, and she had been almost giddy with excitement when she submitted her name for consideration for the team being chosen to work on the Ouosalla site.

Why shouldn’t she have expected to be chosen? Her work was excellent, and so were her reports; her papers had been printed in several reputable publications. She had a doctorate in archaeology and had already been on several minor digs in Africa; her experience would be of considerable value to a dig as important as the one at Ouosalla. Only the best would be chosen, but she knew that she was one of the best. She was experienced, dedicated and hardworking, and possessed the kind of nimble, commonsense mind that allowed archaeologists to piece together ancient lives from the fragments left behind. There was no reason why she wouldn’t be chosen.

But she hadn’t been, because to the pinheads who ran the foundation, there was one very good reason not to include her: her name was Sherwood.

The head of archaeology at the university had put it to her point-blank: The daughter of Cyrus “Crackpot” Sherwood wouldn’t be a prestigious addition to any archaeological team. Her own work and reliability were overshadowed by her father’s reputation for propounding wild theories.

She was beating her head against a wall and it infuriated her. Her father had always said that she had enough determination for three people, but in this instance she was frustrated by a lack of options. She didn’t want to leave the field of archaeology; she loved it too much. But the upper levels of her chosen career were closed to her, because of who she was. Archaeological digs cost a lot of money, and there weren’t many sponsors around; the competition for the available funds was murderous. Therefore no reputable team could afford to send her on a major dig, as her very presence would call into question the validity of the findings, and the team would then lose the funding.

Even changing her name wouldn’t do any good; the world of archaeology was a small one and too many people knew her. If only it weren’t all so political! The funding went to the big names that got the publicity, and no one would take the chance of getting bad press by including her. She had been on plenty of minor digs, but all of the important finds had been closed to her.

Not that she would have changed her name, even if it would have done any good. Her father had been a wonderful man and a brilliant archaeologist. She had dearly loved him, and still missed him even though he had been dead for half of her twenty-eight years. It infuriated her that his many contributions to archaeology had been virtually ignored because of his wilder schemes and theories, none of which he had been able to prove. He had died in an accident in the Amazon jungle while on a trek that he’d hoped would provide incontrovertible proof of one of his more outrageous theories. He had been called a charlatan and a fool, but after his death the more sympathetic had decided that he had merely been “misguided.”

Cyrus Sherwood’s reputation had followed Jillian throughout her college days and her career, so she had often felt as if she had to work harder than anyone else, to be more accurate, more conscientious, to never show any of the flights of fancy that her father had reveled in. She had devoted herself to archaeology, never even taking a vacation, using every possible moment to pursue her goals.

All for nothing.

“Crackpot” Sherwood’s daughter wasn’t welcome on any major digs.

She banged her hands down on the wall. He hadn’t been a crackpot, she thought fiercely. He had been a little vague, a little off-key, but a marvelous father, when he was home, and a damn good archaeologist.

Thinking of him made Jillian remember the boxes of his papers that she had never gone through. After his death, Professor Sherwood’s papers had been packed up and the house sold, and her half brother, Rick, had taken the boxes to his dingy apartment and simply stacked them in a corner. He had no interest in them, and as far as she knew, they had never been touched. When Jillian finished college and moved into her own place she had offered to take them, to get them out of his way, but Rick had refused—more, she thought, because he liked the idea of having something that she wanted than because he himself wanted their father’s things.

In that, as in most things, Rick’s reasoning had been faulty. Though she would never have destroyed her father’s papers, she hadn’t been panting to get at them. Quite the contrary. By then, Jillian had been forced to full, painful acknowledgment of her father’s reputation as a crackpot, a joke in the profession, and she hadn’t wanted to read anything that might make her believe it, too. Better to keep her memories of him as they were.

But now she felt a surge of curiosity and a need to bring his memory closer. He had not been a crackpot! Some of his theories were unconventional, but five hundred years ago the theory that the earth was round was also considered a crackpot idea. Her father had spent countless hours poring over maps, charts, and journals, tracking down clues, to help formulate theories. And in the field he had been superb, able to tell so much about the past by the few shards of evidence that had survived to the present day.

She wished she had those boxes right now. Her father had never given her anything but support, and she needed that. He was gone, but those old records were more a part of him than the few mementos, mostly photographs, that she had.

She wavered for a minute. This was the blackest moment of her career, the angriest and saddest she had been since she had learned of the professor’s death. She was independent by nature, but even the most independent person sometimes needed comfort, and this was one of those times for her. She wanted to feel closer to her father, needed to refresh her memories of him.

Making up her mind, she moved briskly back inside and looked up Rick’s number in her address book, thinking wryly that it was an accurate comment on their relationship that she didn’t know it. In essence, there was no relationship between them in any emotional sense. He had borrowed money from her a couple of times, but on average she saw him maybe once a year, which was plenty for both of them.

She let the phone ring for an entire minute before hanging up. Always realistic, she knew that it might take her a couple of days to get in touch with him, so she controlled her impatience and changed into her gym clothes. A workout was always good for stress, and she liked staying in shape anyway. Visits to the gym three days a week, plus jogging, kept her fit.

Still, as soon as she returned home a couple of hours later, she picked up the telephone and hit the redial button. To her surprise, after the first ring there was a click as the receiver was lifted and a brusque, only slightly slurred “Yeah?” barked into her ear.

“Rick, it’s Jillian. Are you going to be home tonight?”

“Why?” The second word was guarded, suspicious.

“I want to look through those boxes of Dad’s old papers.”

“What for?”

“Just to look through them. We never have, you know. We don’t know what’s in there.”

“So what does it matter now?”

“I don’t guess it does. I’m just curious.” Instinctively she didn’t let Rick know how much she hurt inside or how she needed that contact with their father.

“I don’t have time to sit here and watch you trip down memory lane,” he said, totally bypassing the possibility of letting her pick up the boxes and carry them home with her. Rick would never give up what he perceived as an advantage over her.

“Okay,” she said. “Forget it. It was just an idea. Bye.”

“Wait,” he said hurriedly. She could almost feel him thinking, picture the idea forming in his mind. “Uh . . . I guess you can come over. And, uh, do you think you can spare some cash? I’m a little short.”

“Well, I don’t know,” she said, not wanting him to think it had been too easy and maybe change his mind. “How much cash?”

“Not much. Maybe a hundred.”

“A hundred!”

“Okay, okay, make it fifty.”

“I don’t know,” she said again. “I’ll see what I have.”

“Are you coming over now?” he asked.

“Sure, if you’re going to be there.”

“I’ll be here.” He dropped the phone, crashing it in her ear. Jillian shrugged as she hung up. Every contact with Rick was like that. Sometimes she wondered if he would ever see the futility of trying to spite her.

She checked her wallet to make sure she had fifty dollars in cash; she did, but it would wipe her out until she could get to an automatic teller, something she didn’t like to do at night. She had plenty of gas in her car, though, so she wouldn’t need cash for anything that night. It was worth fifty bucks to her to be able to go through her father’s papers right away, when she needed bolstering. She seldom did, being solidly planted on her own two feet, but sometimes even the most resilient plant wilted. Tonight her leaves were definitely drooping.

She didn’t bother changing out of her sweats because she was certain it would be a dusty, dirty job, sorting through those boxes after all these years. It took her forty-five minutes to reach Rick’s apartment complex. It was a trio of two-story buildings, the stucco painted a pale salmon that had probably looked fresh lo, those many years ago when the complex was new but now was stained and faded to an unappetizing pinkish tan. Rick lived in the building on the left, on the bottom floor. The parking lot was crowded with vehicles in various stages of disassembly. Those that did presumably run were mostly in need of bodywork or were evidently in the process of getting it, since the main color was paint primer. The apartment occupants were in much the same shape, except for the paint.

She knocked on Rick’s door. She could hear the television, but nothing else. She knocked again.

“All right, all right,” came a faint, disgruntled answer, and a minute later Rick opened the door.

She was always surprised by how pleasant and boyish Rick’s features were, how well his face had resisted the effects of cigarettes, booze, and his general life-style. His looks were fading a bit now, finally being worn down, but he was still an attractive man.

“Hi,” he said. “You bring the money?”

“I don’t have much more than fifty, but I can get by if you need it,” she said, while thinking, Hello, I’m fine, how are you? She could smell the alcohol on his breath. Rick wasn’t much for manners when he was sober, but he had none at all when he was drinking. Unfortunately, that was most of the time.

“Sure, I need it,” he snapped. “I wouldn’t have asked for a hundred to begin with if I didn’t need it.”

She shrugged and took out her wallet, opening it so he could see that she was giving him every bill she had. Fifty-seven bucks. She would never see it again, but she didn’t expect to. She gave him the money and said, “Where are the boxes?”

“Back there. In the other bedroom.”

The second bedroom was a junk room, without any hint of ever having seen a bed. Rick used it for storage and, evidently, as a convenient place for tossing anything that got in his way, including dirty clothes. The boxes were stacked in a corner, she fought her way over to them and began clearing out a space so she would have room to unpack them.

“What’re you looking for?” Rick asked. She heard the suspicion in his voice and knew he hadn’t quite believed her before.

“Nothing. I just want to read them. Why don’t you bring in a couple of chairs and go through them with me?”

“No, thanks,” he said, giving her a “get real” look. “I’d rather sip a cold one and watch the tube.”

“Okay,” she said, reaching for the first of the boxes; there were five of them, water-stained and fittingly coated with dust since most of the things the professor had loved had been dusty. She sat down on the floor and began tearing off the brown masking tape that had been used to seal them shut.

A lot of the material was research books, which she arranged around her according to subject. Some of the books, she noted with interest, were rare editions, which she handled with appreciative care.

There were notes about various digs, articles he had thought interesting and saved, maps and charts of varying ages, and several spiral notebooks in which he’d recorded his own ideas. These she opened with a smile tugging at her lips, for in the cramped handwriting she found again the essence of her father. He had had such enthusiasm for his work, such a boundless joy in reconstructing lost civilizations. He had never tried to rein in his imagination but had let it flow, trusting that it would take him toward the truth, which to him had always been much more fantastic than the most clever of lies.

His zest for his work had led him to try to track down several legends, and he had accorded each one a chapter in his notebooks. Jillian remembered the many evenings she had spent as a child, sitting enthralled at his feet or in his lap while he spun his wondrous tales for her entertainment. She hadn’t grown up on fairy tales, though in a way perhaps she had, but her fairy tales had been of ancient civilizations and treasures, mysteriously vanished. . . . Had they ever really existed, or were they exactly that, tales grounded only in man’s imagination? For her father, even the faintest glimmer of possibility that they could be true had been irresistible; he had had to track down the smallest of threads, if only to satisfy his own curiosity.

She skimmed the notebooks, her eyes dreamy as she remembered the tales he had told her associated with each legend, but she noted that he had discounted most of the legends as myth, with no factual basis. Some few legends he had decided were at least possible, though further research was needed and the truth would probably never be known. She became furious all over again; how could anyone dismiss him as a crackpot, when the evidence was right here that he had weighed the facts very carefully and wasn’t influenced by the glamour or mythic proportions of his targets. But all anyone had ever talked about was his Anzar theory, his spectacular failure, and how his pursuit of it had cost him his life.

The Anzar. She hadn’t thought about the legend for a long time, because it had caused his death. He had been so excited about it. The last time she had seen him, that morning before he left to travel to the Amazon in pursuit of the Anzar legend, he had been so exuberant, so enthusiastic. She had been a thin, awkward thirteen-year-old girl, almost fourteen, sulky at being left behind, pouting because he would be gone during her birthday, but he had hugged and kissed her anyway.

“Don’t pout, sweetheart,” he had said, stroking her hair. “I’ll be back in a few months, half a year at the most.”

“You don’t have to go,” she had replied, unrelenting.

“But I have this chance to find the Empress, to prove that the Anzar existed. You know what that would mean, don’t you?”

At thirteen she had already had an alarmingly realistic outlook on life. “Tenure,” she had said, and he had laughed.

“Well, that too. But think of what it would be like to prove the legend true, to hold the Heart of the Empress in my hand, to give its beauty to the world.”

She had scowled. “You’d better be careful,” she had scolded, shaking her finger at him. “The Amazon isn’t a Cakewalk, you know.”

“I know. I’ll watch every step, I promise.”

But he hadn’t. That morning was the last time she had seen him. They got the news about three months later, and it took another two months before his body was retrieved and returned for burial. Great-Aunt Ruby had come to stay with Jillian while the professor was gone, so Jillian’s schooling wouldn’t be interrupted, but after his death the house was abruptly sold and she found herself permanently installed in Great-Aunt Ruby’s tiny bungalow. Rick, though he was her closest relative, hadn’t wanted to burden himself with an adolescent girl. Besides, Rick had never forgiven his father for remarrying after the death of Rick’s own mother, and he had moved out as soon as he finished high school. Rick and Jillian had never been close; he had barely tolerated her. The situation had never improved.

Her father’s pursuit of the Anzar legend had ended his life and totally changed hers, not just in losing her father but in uprooting her from everything she had known, and even in the present his last quest overshadowed her own career. She flipped through the notebook, wanting to see his most personal thoughts about the legend that had cost her so much, but there wasn’t a chapter devoted to the Anzar. She laid the notebook aside and picked up another, but it didn’t contain anything about that ancient tribe either.

She went through two more notebooks before she found it, lying under the third notebook, which she had just picked up. It was plainly labeled on the front of the notebook in a heavy black script: The South American Anzar Civilization. It alone, of all the legends he had investigated, rated a notebook by itself. A thrill of excitement went through her as she lifted it out of the box and carefully opened it, wondering if she would be able to see what had so captured his interest that he had risked his reputation and his life to pursue it, and lost both.

He had collected several fables and legends from various sources, she saw, all of which contained some reference to the Empress or the Queen’s Heart. The origins of these fables were impossible to pin down, though Cyrus Sherwood had meticulously researched them. They were neither Incan nor Mayan, yet seemed to originate from some advanced civilization. The fables had also referred to “the city of stone under the sea of green, the land of the Anzar.” In several versions of the fable, with minor variations, a great warrior queen fell in love with a fierce warrior from another tribe, but he was killed while defending the city of stone, and his warrior queen, from a tribe of bloodless winged demons. The warrior queen, or empress, was devastated by his death and swore on his body that her heart would never belong to another, in this life or the next, through all eternity. She lived to a great old age, and when she died, her heart turned into a red jewel, which was taken from her body and placed on the tomb of her beloved warrior so it would belong to him through all eternity, just as she had pledged. Supposedly the red jewel had magical powers; it cast a spell of protection over the Anzar that kept them forever hidden in their city of stone under the green sea. It was the sort of tale that had sprung up in endless variations all over the world, with nothing to set it apart that would explain Professor Sherwood’s intense interest in it.

Or her own. Jillian sat back on her heels, staring at the notebook. Her heart was pounding, and she didn’t know why, unless it was because her father had thought this legend important enough to devote a separate notebook to it. She felt tense, caught up in the almost painful anticipation that still colored his words fifteen years later. She began reading again.

Almost an hour later she found the code. She stared at it, the childhood memory clicking into place. She grabbed her purse, scrabbled around for a pencil, and began transcribing the code. Only a few words into it, she folded the paper and crammed it into her purse, not wanting to go any further until she could do it in private.

No wonder he had been so excited.

She was sweating, her pulse racing. Her heart was slamming against her rib cage, and it was all she could do to keep from lifting her head in a primal scream to release the tension that had built within her.

He had done it. She knew it as she had never known anything else in her life, with a bone-deep conviction. Her father had found the Anzar.

And so, by God, would she.
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Ben Lewis was kicked back at his favorite bar in Manaus, Brazil, a bottle of his favorite whiskey on the table and his favorite waitress on his knee. Life had a way of going in cycles from pure shit to really great, and this was one of the great times. As far as he was concerned, there wasn’t anything like good whiskey and a willing woman to make a man feel mellow. Okay, so there was one part of him that wasn’t feeling mellow, but hell, his dick hadn’t felt mellow since puberty kicked in. And that was where sweet Thèresa came in. Since she was blond and spoke bad Portuguese with an American accent he figured she was really just plain Teresa, but that didn’t matter. All that mattered was that she would get off work soon and lead him to her room, where she would spend the next hour or so under his pumping butt. Yep, he was definitely feeling mellow.

Christus, the bartender, yelled for Thèresa to get her ass back to work. She pouted, then laughed and gave Ben a hard, deep kiss. “Forty-five minutes, lover. Can you hold off that long?”

His dark eyebrows lifted. “I reckon. I’m usually worth the wait.”

She laughed, the sound full of warm female anticipation.

“Don’t I know it. All right!” she said irritably to Christus as he scowled at her and opened his mouth to yell again.

As she left his lap, Ben patted her butt and then settled back contentedly to do justice to the smoky whiskey. Like any cautious man, he sat with his back to the wall. The dim, dingy, smoke-filled bar was a favorite with expatriates. Somehow people always managed to find other people like themselves, in any country, in any city, like floatsam washing ashore at one particular place. Brazil was a long way from Alabama, where he’d grown up, but he felt right at home here. The bar was lined with men who had seen it all and done it all, but for various reasons no longer felt the need to watch their backs. He liked the mix in Christus’s bar: guides, rivermen, mercenaries both retired and active. It could reasonably be expected to be a rowdy joint, had been at times, and would be again in the future, but for the most part it was just a dim, comfortable place to take refuge from the heat and be with your own kind.

He supposed he’d be safe enough if he sat on one of the barstools; there wasn’t anyone in here likely to kill him, and Christus would watch his back. But Ben didn’t sit with his back to the wall because he was expecting a knife or a bullet, though they had been possibilities a few times in his life. He sat where he did so he could see everything that went on and everyone who came in. A man could never know too much. He was naturally observant and a lot of times it had saved his life. He wasn’t about to break a lifelong habit now.

So when the two men entered the bar and stood for a minute letting their eyes adjust to the darkness before they chose a seat, he noticed them immediately and didn’t like what he saw. One was a stranger, but he knew the other man’s face and name, had heard a lot about him, none of it good. Steven Kates was a crook, unburdened by any principles or morals, uncaring of anything and everyone except himself. Their trails had never crossed, but Ben’s habit of gathering information and keeping tabs on everything going on around him had brought him a lot of talk about Steven Kates. The thing was, Kates operated in the States; what was he doing in Brazil?

The two men moved to the bar. Kates leaned across it and addressed a low comment to Christus. The burly bartender shrugged, not saying anything. Good old Christus could be as closemouthed as a clam if he didn’t like the looks of someone, another reason why his bar was so popular.

Kates said something else, and this time Christus growled an answer. The two men held a brief discussion between themselves, nodded to Christus, then went to a table and sat down.

Thèresa drifted back over to Ben’s table several minutes later. “Those two guys are trying to find you,” she murmured as she bent over and wiped the table, which didn’t need it.

Ben admired the view, looking forward to the moment when she would take her blouse off completely and he’d have unlimited access to those lush breasts.

“Something about a guide job upriver,” she continued with a smile on her face, knowing exactly what he was looking at and thinking. She shrugged her shoulders, letting the blouse slide a little farther down and reveal even more of her cleavage.

“I don’t need a job,” he said.

“What do you need, lover?” she purred.

There was a lazy, slow-burning fire in his eyes. “A couple of hours of screwing would take the edge off,” he allowed.

She shivered, and her little cat’s tongue licked out. That was what he liked about Thèresa; she wasn’t any great shakes in the brain department, but she was good-natured and completely sensual, always ready for a good time in bed. She was already getting turned on. He knew the signs as well as he knew them in his own body, though it was kind of difficult for an iron-hard dick to go unnoticed or be mistaken for anything else. Thèresa had to have a steady supply of sex, just as he did. When he wasn’t around, someone else would do. Hell, just about anyone else would do. Sweet Thèresa wasn’t particular, she liked all men, as long as their equipment was in working order.

She was beaming as she went back to work, her face lit with anticipation.

Ben studied Kates and the man with him. It was the truth; he didn’t need a job now. He had plenty of money in the bank, and his life-style wasn’t extravagant. Fancy sleaze could cost a lot of bucks, but plain sleaze was dirt cheap. As long as he had food, a bed, good whiskey, and plenty of sex, that was all he asked out of life. Ben Lewis was a contented man.

Like hell.

The nose for adventure, which had led him into one hellhole after another for most of his life, was working at full strength now. If a slime ball like Steven Kates would put himself out by tramping through the Amazon basin, there had to be a mighty important reason behind it. The Amazon wasn’t an ordinary river and any expedition wasn’t exactly a walk in the park. From what Ben knew of him, Kates was the type who hung back and let others do the work; then he stepped in and relieved them of their hard-earned loot.

It had to be something big to entice Kates to active participation.

Ben got to his feet and ambled over to their table, snagging the bottle of whiskey from his own table as an afterthought. He tipped the bottle up and let a small amount run into his mouth where he held it on his tongue, savoring the taste for a delicious moment before swallowing it. Damn good whiskey.

Kates was staring at him with cold disdain. Ben cocked one eyebrow at the two men. “I’m Lewis. Y’all looking for me?”

He almost laughed aloud at the look on Kates’s face, and he knew what the other man was seeing: someone who hadn’t shaved, whose clothing was stained and wrinkled, and who was cradling a bottle as if he never let it out of his arms. Well, he hadn’t shaved, his clothes were dirty and wrinkled, and he didn’t intend to let that bottle go just yet. He’d come straight here from a bitch of a trip upriver, and the shaving and bathing would wait until he got to Thèresa’s place, because she liked to take a bath with him. And this was, in fact, fine whiskey; he hadn’t had even a taste of booze in a couple of months, and if he’d left it on the table some son of a bitch would have swiped it. He’d paid for the bottle, so where he went, it went.

The other man, though, was looking at him eagerly. “Ben Lewis?”

“Yep.” This guy looked to be in his mid-thirties, maybe older but with boyish features that disguised his age despite a certain look of dissipation. Ben sized him up immediately: a do-nothing, the type who whined about being dealt a bad hand in life rather than getting up off his lazy ass and doing something about it. Even if he did do something, it would be along the lines of robbing a convenience store to improve his finances; actually working hard at a job wouldn’t occur to him. Ben wasn’t much on the nine-to-five routine himself, but at least he was solvent through his own efforts, not someone else’s.

“We heard you’re the best guide available for an expedition we’re planning,” the other man said. “We’d like to hire you.”

“Well, now.” Ben hooked an extra chair around and sat down in it backwards, his arms propped on the back of it. “I’m the best, but I don’t know if I’m available. I just got back from a trip, and I’d planned on a little R and R before I went back up.”

Steven Kates seemed to have recovered from his distaste, maybe figuring that anyone who had just returned from a guide trip was entitled to look dirty and unshaven. “It’ll be worth your while, Mr. Lewis.”

Mr. Lewis? It had been so long since Ben had been called “mister” that he almost looked around to see if someone was standing behind him. “Just ’Lewis,’” he said. “My while is worth a lot right now. I’m tired and looking forward to sleeping in a real bed for a couple of weeks.” A real bed with a woman in it.

“Ten thousand dollars,” Kates said.

“For how long?” Ben asked.

Kates shrugged. “We don’t know. It’s an archaeological expedition.”

That was doubtful. Ben couldn’t imagine Kates being involved in anything as high-minded as an archaeological expedition. He might use it as a cover, but that was it. This was getting more interesting by the minute. “What’s the general area? I’ll be able to judge the length of the trip then.”

The other man pulled out a map of Brazil and laid it on the table. It wasn’t a large or detailed map; in fact, it looked as if it had been torn from an encyclopedia. He tapped his finger on an area far inland and north of the Amazon. “In here somewhere. We don’t know exactly where.”

Ben stared at the map with half-closed eyes and took another sip of whiskey. Damn, that was good stuff. It burned all the way down. Appreciation of it kept him from laughing out loud at the preposterousness of the situation. These goofballs had come down here with a grade-school map and no idea what they were getting into. “It’s uncharted up there,” he finally said. “I’ve never gone into that territory, and I don’t know anyone who has.”

“You can’t do it?” the second man asked, looking disappointed.

Ben snorted. “Hell, yes, I can do it. Just who are you, anyway?”

“I’m Rick Sherwood. This is Steven Kates.”

So Kates wasn’t going by an assumed name. He apparently thought no one would know of him down here. That meant he felt safe.

“Well, Rick Sherwood and Steven Kates, I can take you up there. I’ve never been, but I know how to get along in the jungle, and I don’t suppose it makes any difference that I don’t know exactly where I am if you don’t know exactly where you’re going. The problem is, ten thousand is peanuts. You won’t be able to hire anyone who knows his stuff for that amount. You’re talking about two, maybe three months in hell. My price is two thousand a week, and you pay for all the supplies and extra help. I’ll cost you roughly twenty, twenty-five thousand, and the rest of it will come to about another ten. So, are you still so all-fired set on this ’archaeological expedition’?”

The two exchanged looks. They hadn’t caught his faint emphasis on the last two words. “No problem,” Kates said smoothly.

Ben was now past curious, he was flat-out intrigued. Kates hadn’t even blinked an eye, which meant that whatever was up there was worth so much money that thirty-five thousand dollars was a drop in the bucket in comparison, and Kates sure as hell wasn’t involved out of a burning desire to be written up in any archaeological papers. Scavenge the site was more like it, assuming there really was an archaeological site up there, which Ben thought was doubtful. The jungle destroyed evidence of man almost as fast as man could leave it. Still, until he had a better idea of what was going on, he was going to assume there was a site up there, because there sure as hell wasn’t anything else in that area. But what could be so valuable that it would lure someone like Kates into going for it? The jungle abounded with tales of lost treasure and fantastic myths, but as far as Ben knew, none of them were true. People were always looking for lost treasure; except for the odd shipwreck, none of those treasures were ever found. It was a fact that people believed whatever they wanted, regardless of the evidence. Ben certainly wasn’t going to risk his profits on finding a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.

“Payable in advance,” Ben said.

“What the hell? Forget it,” Sherwood blustered.

Significantly, Kates didn’t say anything, though he was frowning. Ben tilted the bottle up for another sip. “I don’t skip out on my clients,” he said. “If I did, I wouldn’t get any more. The same isn’t true the other way around. I learned that the hard way. I get my money up front or it’s no deal.”

“There are other guides, Lewis.”

“Sure there are. But none as good as I am. It’s your choice if you want to get back alive or die in there. Like I said, I just returned from a trip. It won’t hurt my feelings to have a little vacation before I take another job.”

Ben was aware that he wasn’t telling the exact truth, but bluffing was part of the game. If these fools didn’t know how to play it, that was their problem. There were Indians in the region who knew more about living in the jungle than he ever would, but those Indians just might be the biggest danger to anyone trespassing in their territory. There were still bands of natives deep in the interior who had never seen a white man, still huge areas that were uncharted. No one knew what was in there. At least, no one who had come back out to describe it. Hell, for all he knew, the region was infested with headhunters.

“Ask around,” he said carelessly, getting to his feet. “Like I said, I don’t need a job, but you need a guide pretty damn bad.”

It was real funny the way most people valued something more if they thought it was hard to obtain. Just as he’d thought, his indifference to the job convinced them that he was the best available.

“Don’t be so hasty,” Kates said. “You’re hired.”

“Fine,” Ben said just as carelessly as before. “When do you want to leave?”

“As soon as possible.”

He sighed. Damn. He’d hoped for a few days to relax, but twenty-five thousand was twenty-five thousand. “Okay.” He glanced at his watch. Three-thirty. “Meet me back here at seven and we’ll go over the logistics.” That would give him at least two hours with Thèersa, and time for cleaning up as well.

“We can do that now,” Sherwood said.

“You can. I can’t. Seven o’clock.” Ben walked away and approached Thèresa. “Give me your key,” he said, and nuzzled her neck. “I’ll clean up and be waiting in bed for you.”

She laughed as she fished the key out of her pocket. “Well, all right, but I was planning to climb into the tub with you.”

“Got things to do, sugar. If I’m already cleaned up, we’ll have more time in the sack.”

“In that case, get a move on.” She winked and kissed him, and Ben sauntered out of the bar, aware of three sets of eyes watching him, but he was interested in only one. Women. Damn their sweet little hides, if they ever figured out just how wild men were for them, the power structure of the entire world would turn upside down. Maybe that was why men had been made bigger and stronger, just to give them a fighting chance.

•  •  •

Rick had given Jillian instructions to have their belongings stored while they were away; then he and Kates had left the hotel to find the guide they had heard about. She was glad of the time alone, because she had some things to take care of that she didn’t want either of them to know about. First she arranged for storage, searching out the hotel manager, who didn’t seem overly pleased with the idea of holding their stuff. But as they wouldn’t be leaving a great deal behind and since she paid him for two months’ storage in advance, he was willing. After a few moments of conversation in a mixture of Portuguese and English, she understood that he disapproved of her going on the expedition at all.

“Many men do not come back, senhora,” he said seriously. He was very Latin in looks, short and stocky, with straight black hair and large dark eyes. “The jungle eats them up, and they are never seen again.”

Jillian didn’t correct his assumption that she was a married woman, for it would only have embarrassed him and didn’t matter to her. It wasn’t an unusual assumption, that she was Rick’s wife rather than his sister. They didn’t resemble each other at all, except that they both had brown hair. The manager seemed like a nice man, and she wanted to pat his hand to comfort him. “I understand your concerns,” she said. “I share them. Believe me, I don’t take the jungle lightly. But I’m an archaeologist, and I’m used to rough conditions. I’ve probably slept more nights in a tent than in a bed, and I’m very cautious.”

“I hope so, senhora,” he replied, his fine eyes worried. “Myself, I would not go.”

“But I must, and I promise you I’ll take every care.”

She hadn’t lied. Though she had done most of her work in dry, dusty climates, she knew the obstacles that faced them. Both flora and fauna could prove deadly. Her vaccinations were up to date, she had a good supply of antibiotics and insect repellent, a more than adequate first-aid kit, and was competent at stitching up minor wounds. She had also taken the precaution of getting a prescription for birth control pills and had brought along a three-month supply, smuggled into the country in her first-aid kit, disguised as antihistamines.

Still, she didn’t try to fool herself that she could cope with everything the rain forest would throw at them. She would be careful, but accidents could always happen, as could illness. Despite every caution, snakebite could happen. She also had antivenin in the first-aid kit, but there were some poisons for which there was no antidote. Hostile Indians were also a possibility, since there were great stretches of the Amazon basin that had never been explored or mapped. They literally had no idea what they would find.

She quickly finished her business with the manager and left the hotel with one purpose in mind: to purchase a reliable weapon. She thought it would be a relatively easy task in Manaus; after all, the city, with its wide avenues and European ambience, was a duty-free port. Practically any mass-produced product in the world could be found in Manaus.

Living in Los Angeles probably helped her endure the heat better than if she had lived in, say, Seattle, but still she found the humidity enervating. They were here in the best season, the winter months of June, July, and August, which meant this was the driest time of the year and the heat was marginally less intense. She suspected that “dry” meant that instead of raining every day, perhaps it would rain only every other day. If they weren’t so lucky, it would rain only twice a day rather than three times. She hoped for the first, but was prepared for the latter.

She walked around for a while, not straying far from the hotel but keeping her eyes open. She overheard at least seven different languages before she had gone two hundred yards. Manaus was a fascinating city, a deep-water port situated twelve hundred miles inland, with all the worldliness of any seaport visited by cruise ships. Indeed, the cruise ships probably accounted for the variety of languages she had encountered. So what if they were smack in the middle of a continent? The mighty Amazon was a law unto itself, so deep in some places that four hundred feet of water still lay beneath the hulls of the ships.

Rick was still sullen over her insistence on keeping the map to herself, scarcely speaking to her at all except to give orders, but she didn’t let that sway her determination. This expedition was as much for their father as it was for her—more, in fact. She was strong and could fight her own battles, but the professor couldn’t protect either his reputation or his memory. He would be forever remembered as a crackpot unless she could prove that his theory about the Anzar had been valid, and that meant not trusting Rick with the information.

She wished he weren’t involved at all, but circumstances had been against her. Rick had reentered the room only moments after she’d realized what she had, probably to make certain she wasn’t up to something, and she hadn’t been able to hide her excitement. He had looked at the papers scattered around her, seen a general map of the area, and for once leaped to the correct conclusion, though he had called it a “treasure map.”

He had badgered her for days to give him the coordinates, but she knew her brother; he was what in the old days had been called a ne’er-do-well. He would probably have sold the information to some ambitious fortune hunter without thinking or caring about the professor’s reputation. He certainly wouldn’t have been inclined to preserve the findings for careful excavation by trained archaeologists or to catalog the finds or to turn any valuables over to the Brazilian government as required by law. If she could have lined up any outside sponsorship she would have done so, and she’d have gotten the documents even if she’d had to resort to burglary, but all of her feelers had been either ignored or laughed at. She could just hear them all now: Crackpot Sherwood’s daughter had gone off the deep end too.

In the end, it was Rick who had brought Steven Kates into the picture. For reasons of his own, Kates was willing to finance the project. Jillian had insisted on coming along to protect the find as best she could, but she couldn’t help feeling bitter that she had been forced into such a position by the blindness of some members of her chosen profession. If they had given any credence to her father, or to her, the expedition would have been staffed by trained archaeologists and reliable guides rather than the unscrupulous riffraff she was very much afraid Rick and Kates had hired. If she had had any other option she would have used it, but she had to make do with the resources available to her. She was a pragmatist, yes, but she was a prepared pragmatist. She had committed the location of the Stone City to memory, so they had to take her along, and she would also make certain she was armed.

It was a logical precaution. She was competent with a firearm, a competence that came in handy in her profession. Snakes and other dangers were part of the job. She was concerned that this time the snakes would be two-legged, but that was a risk she would have to take. She only hoped she could contain the damage; after all, they were hardly likely to kill her or leave her behind in the jungle to die. Despite Rick’s failings as both a man and a brother, he wasn’t a murderer. At least, she hoped he would balk at any attempt to harm her. She reserved judgment on Steven Kates, but on the surface he seemed to be civilized. If he proved to be otherwise, she would be prepared.

Finding a weapon in any large city wasn’t a difficult task, and Jillian wasn’t timid about it. She would have brought one from the States if she had been confident of getting it through customs, but smuggling a weapon was rather different from smuggling birth control pills, especially if she’d been caught.

She walked slowly past the line of taxis in front of another hotel, studying the drivers without making it obvious. She was looking for one who didn’t look quite as prosperous as the others, though none of them looked well off. Maybe “seedy” was the word. Finally she selected one; he was unshaven, a little more slovenly than the others, his eyes bloodshot. She walked up to the vehicle with a smile, and in her imperfect Portuguese asked to be taken to the docks.

The driver wasn’t inclined to talk. Jillian waited a few moments as he negotiated the traffic in the crowded streets before calmly saying, “I want to purchase a weapon. Do you know where I can find one?”

He glanced quickly in the rearview mirror. “A weapon, senhora?”

“A pistol. I prefer an automatic, but it doesn’t matter if it’s a . . . a—” She couldn’t think of the word for “revolver” in Portuguese. She made a circle with her finger and said “revolver” in English.

His dark eyes were both wary and cynical. “I will take you to a place,” he said. “I will not stay. I do not want to see you again, senhora.”

“I understand.” She gave him a reassuring smile. “Will I be able to find another taxi back to the hotel?”

He shrugged. “There are many tourists. Taxis are everywhere.”

By that she assumed she might or might not be able to catch another taxi. If necessary, she would walk to a public telephone and call for one, though she didn’t relish the idea of walking in this heat. She had dressed sensibly in a thin cotton skirt, and her legs were bare, but a steam bath was a steam bath no matter what you were wearing.

He drove her to a rather seedy section of town, run-down but not yet a slum. She gave him a generous tip and didn’t look back as she walked into the shop he had indicated.

Within half an hour she was the owner of a .38 automatic, easy to clean and maintain, and an impressive supply of ammunition weighted down her shoulder bag. The man who had sold it to her hadn’t even looked curious. Perhaps American women bought weapons from him every day; it didn’t take much of a stretch of imagination to visualize it. He even called a taxi for her and allowed her to wait just inside his door until the vehicle appeared.

When she got to the hotel she found that Rick and Kates still hadn’t returned, but she hadn’t expected them. Rick was still so put out that he might well leave her on her own all night, a prospect she knew he hoped would alarm her, but it didn’t. She wasn’t there to sightsee, and the room service menu was more than adequate; it wouldn’t bother her at all to remain at the hotel for the rest of the day. She would even welcome the chance to rest.

But Rick and Kates returned to the hotel late that afternoon and came to her room, both of them smiling and in a good mood. Jillian smelled liquor on their breath, but they weren’t drunk.

“We found a guide,” Rick announced jovially, having finally come out of his sulks. “We’re supposed to meet him at seven to do the planning.”

“Here at the hotel?” It seemed convenient to her.

“Naw, at this bar where he hangs out. You’ll have to come. You know more about this planning stuff than we do.”

Jillian sighed inwardly. She could think of better places to discuss this than in a crowded bar where any number of people might overhear them. “Who is the guide? I don’t believe I heard you mention his name.”

“Lewis,” Kates said. “Ben Lewis. Everyone we asked said that he’s the best. I guess he’ll do. If he leaves the bottle alone, he should be all right.”

That sounded truly encouraging. She sighed again. “Is he an American?”

Rick shrugged. “I guess. He did have kind of a southern accent.”

To Jillian’s way of thinking, that pretty well nailed down the man’s country of origin. She managed to keep the comment to herself.

“He was born in the States,” Kates said, “but who knows if he still considers himself an American? I believe the term is ’expatriate.’ No one seemed to know how long he’s been down here.”
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