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Chapter 1

	Old Delhi, India

	 

	A pall of exhaust hung over India’s capital city, a hazy cloud that lingered in the still night air like a toxic mist. Elliott Carson, light-headed from the third celebratory cocktail he’d downed against his better judgment only minutes before, walked unsteadily down what passed for a sidewalk, dodging piles of refuse. The restaurant’s festive lights receded in the gloom behind him, and as he made his way down the dark street, he realized that it was later than he’d thought, his meeting having taken considerably longer than planned. Still, it had been worth it, and now that the question of financing was answered, he was tantalizingly close to his objective.

	The area was deserted; the daytime crowds had vanished as the sun sank into the horizon, leaving the street eerily silent. His footsteps sounded unsteady to his ear, and he picked up his pace, wary of inviting unwanted attention in a district that could get ugly at a moment’s notice.

	Two men in dark robes stepped from a doorway halfway down the narrow block, and Carson’s stomach tightened. He told himself that he was too close to the main boulevard for there to be any danger, but his breath caught in his throat when he got a better look at the approaching figures, their onyx eyes glinting in the faint light from a passing car and their body language radiating menace. Adrenaline flooded his senses at the urgent determination in their stride, and he realized belatedly that he was anything but safe on the empty sidewalk.

	Carson made a snap decision and darted between two cars. A loud honk blared from his right as he stepped into the street and narrowly dodged the front fender of a sedan barreling down on him. He cursed and skirted an overloaded truck lumbering along in the opposite direction, laborers on the running boards gripping the roof rack for support, and then continued across once the vehicle passed.

	He hopped across a wide puddle and almost slipped when he landed hard, wrenching his ankle. He winced but kept moving and, when he reached the far curb, glanced over his shoulder.

	The men were nowhere to be seen.

	Carson shook his head to clear it and exhaled as he gingerly stepped onto the uneven concrete rise. A stream of noxious fluid, the surge the last of the runoff from a late afternoon cloudburst, burbled in the gutter around a clot of trash. A figure stepped into his path from the gloom and Carson stiffened. The man’s hand was outstretched, blocking Carson’s way.

	“A few rupees, mister?” a sandpaper voice pleaded in heavily accented English.

	Carson’s nose wrinkled at the stench drifting from the beggar, a rancid combination of filth, sour sweat, and decay. The vagrant eyed him hopefully through milky eyes, his jaundiced skin the texture of old leather, his trembling arm little more than bones and sinew. Carson pushed past, leaving the beggar leaning on a makeshift crutch fashioned from a broom handle, the soiled bandages that enveloped his stump of a left leg dotted with flies.

	Carson’s pulse thudded in his ears as he willed himself calm, chastising himself for allowing his imagination to get the better of him. The main avenue was only two more blocks, and he’d be there in no time. He could easily do this.

	Running footfalls thudded in his wake as he turned the corner, and his relief dissolved into fear – the city had a deserved reputation as treacherous for the unwary. He looked around for a taxi, but there were no cars on this street, and he swore under his breath at his carelessness. He’d dropped his guard for only a moment, but that had been enough in a town that offered no quarter. His pale complexion announced him as easy prey, a visitor in a country where he didn’t belong, and now his pursuers were closing in, no doubt planning to mug him.

	Carson hurried along the narrow strip of sidewalk toward the far intersection. The long block seemed to stretch endlessly before him, leaving him to navigate around muddy gaps in the concrete where the pavement had washed away. He dared a look behind him but didn’t see anything other than iron-barred windows and shadowy doorways, and he slowed as he quelled the panic he’d succumbed to.

	What was wrong with him?

	It wasn’t like he was helpless – he’d spent his life in the military, where he’d seen enough combat to fuel decades of sleepless nights with the phantoms of his squad mates and those he’d gunned down. Even now he cut an imposing figure for a man of his years, his silver hair cropped close to his skull, his shoulders square, frown lines scoring a seasoned face beneath hard cobalt eyes. Any thieves foolhardy enough to tackle him would be in for an unpleasant surprise, he assured himself, although the coil of anxiety in his gut twisted tighter as he strode past crumbling, graffiti-marred façades.

	Carson swerved abruptly, narrowly avoiding a pile of cow dung in his path, a regular consequence of the sacred beasts that roamed unfettered even in the cosmopolitan areas. He skirted the lump and stopped in his tracks when another figure appeared from the shadows ahead of him, moving with a cautious precision that he instantly recognized as professional.

	He looked around for anything he could use as a weapon, but saw nothing. Carson quickly calculated the distance to the next street and his odds of dodging the newcomer, but dismissed it. Soles pounding on the street behind him decided his course, and he ran to a dark opening between two buildings – a pedestrian walkway between deteriorating tenements. He sprinted down the muddy track and then skidded to a stop when he came face-to-face with a massive head, its baleful eyes staring at him with bovine indifference.

	Carson glared at the cow in the faint light and edged past it, ignoring the pink dust that rubbed on his clothes from where its hide had been festively colored by the faithful. He was just past the enormous beast when he heard his pursuers trail him into the passage. He slapped the cow’s haunch to goad it into charging them and sprinted as fast as he could for the far end, not waiting to see the effect of his effort.

	At the next street he spotted a taxi creeping his way and flagged it down, hoping he didn’t look so frantic he would scare the driver off. The car slowed to a stop, and he was reaching for the rear door handle when the pair emerged from the passageway behind him. The driver blanched at the sight and stomped on the gas, leaving Carson standing alone, fully exposed.

	He tore toward the glowing doorway of a curry restaurant, where a dim yellow sign over the storefront promised the best food in all India, and edged by a startled hostess in a golden sari before shouldering his way through the packed dining room, past the cash register in the rear, and through a pair of scarred double doors.

	A half dozen cooks labored over pots of steaming gruel beside two dishwashers in a corner, scrubbing wooden bowls. Across from them, a wiry man chopped vegetables on a length of plywood with an oversized blade, his expression blank, head bobbing slightly with the music from a boom box on a shelf over the prep area. All looked up at Carson in surprise as he burst into the cramped cooking area and made for the rear door. A cry of protest went up from the two closest women, one of whom shook a stew-slathered ladle at him. Ignoring the commotion, he ran to the exit, hoping his pursuers had decided their easy target was now too visible to attack.

	He gagged at the stench rising from the garbage cans in the hot storage area and swung the shabby wooden door wide. Outside he skirted a dumpster and shuddered at the sight of rats scurrying away down glistening pavement. His eyes adjusted to the darkness, and he inched along the brick wall, straining his ears for any hint of pursuit.

	Satisfied that he was in the clear, he strode toward the street at the end of the access way, his footsteps the only sound other than the distant hum of traffic and the constant percussive horn toots echoing off the high walls. As he neared the alley mouth, he gasped when a figure draped in the robes of a tantric priest stepped from the darkness to block his way. Carson recoiled at the man’s filthy, matted beard and hair, and then locked on his face – a demonic vision smeared with gray ash, his mangled mouth stretched into a permanent sneer by mottled scar tissue, revealing blackened teeth filed to sharp points. The man’s eyes bored into Carson, and then a hoarse rasp issued from his ruined lips and he leaned forward. His breath stank like an open grave. Moonlight glinted off the curved blade of a knife in his hand, and he hissed at Carson like a cobra as he feinted low and lunged.

	Carson tensed, prepared to parry the thrust, and then abruptly jerked backward as razor-sharp wire looped over his head in a flash and bit into his larynx. His last breath gurgled from his ruined throat as powerful arms pulled the wire through sinew, tissue, and bone with a single heave. Carson’s body twitched spasmodically and collapsed in a heap, blood pulsing from his stub of neck. His head slammed against the pavement and bounced into the alley before settling five feet from his torso, where his sightless eyes stared in surprise at the unlikely spectacle of his headless corpse spasming in a crimson pool.

	The robed man nodded once to his companion, who removed a cheap plastic raincoat that had shielded his garments from the shower of blood, and pocketed the garrote. The assassin rolled the slick covering into a neat bundle while the robed man knelt and quickly went through Carson’s pockets. Finding nothing but a wallet and a room key, he straightened and shook his head.

	The pair soundlessly vanished into the gloom, leaving Carson’s remains to the rats making their way from the dumpster, the prospect of an easy meal having overpowered the animals’ natural caution. The restaurant’s service door opened with a creak and an outraged cook with a meat cleaver stepped outside, but his anger turned to panic at the grisly spectacle of ravenous vermin overwhelming the body near the alley mouth.

	



	

Chapter 2

	“Kindly return your seat backs to their upright positions in preparation for landing.”

	The public address system crackled with an announcement warning the passengers that their flight was on final approach to Indira Gandhi International Airport. Trim flight attendants in starched uniforms strolled along the first-class aisle with professional courtesy smiles in spite of the turbulence that buffeted the big jet as it shed altitude.

	Drake Ramsey offered the nearest attendant his empty glass and returned to looking through the window at the distant glow of the Indian capital’s lights. He shifted in the seat and rubbed tired fingers through his longish brown hair, wondering for the thousandth time what he was doing flying to India only ten days after returning from Myanmar. That episode had resulted in him swearing to himself that he would stay put for a while, but when Spencer had called the prior morning, everything had gone sideways.

	Drake replayed the conversation as the drone of the big motors changed, the plane slowing as it descended through scattered clouds.

	“What do you mean ‘the game’s afoot’?” Drake had demanded after his partner in crime had announced he was in New Delhi. “And what are you doing in India? We just got home.”

	Spencer had sounded excited. “One of my friends, an instructor from my misspent military years, called me out of the blue. He’d seen the coverage on our Paititi discovery, and he had a proposition for me.”

	“So you flew halfway across the world?”

	“This guy’s serious as a heart attack, Drake. If he says he needs to see me in person, he means it. So, yeah, I got on a plane. It’s not like I had much else to do in California, so why not?”

	“Um, because it’s nuts, for starters?”

	“Dude, just listen, will you? I met with him and he told me that since he retired, he’s been on the hunt for a treasure that disappeared in India a few hundred years ago. Could be bigger than Paititi, if the legends are true,” Spencer said, referring to their discovery of the lost Inca city of gold.

	“That’s nice. But how are you involved?”

	“He needs money.”

	“Of course. Did he mention that he’s also the former Nigerian petroleum minister, and all he needs is to pay a few small fees so he can transfer a hundred million to you?”

	“Drake, you’re not hearing me. The guy’s a straight arrow, and he’s onto something. But he’s not rich, so when he ran into a situation where money could take him to the next level, he reached out to me.”

	“But your cash is all tied up,” Drake said, resisting the urge to remind Spencer that he was effectively broke until the hedge fund to which he’d entrusted his fortune disgorged whatever remained of it.

	“Don’t remind me. But that’s where you come in. I told him about our little team, and he was willing to discuss cutting us in if we help him across the finish line.”

	Drake had begun to protest, but Spencer cut him off. “Dude, this is huge, and he’s really close to finding the treasure. This might be a slam dunk. And we’re talking mega treasure. More than you can imagine.”

	“Can you be more specific? No offense, but you’re asking me to fly to India, and the surf’s perfect here right now. And Allie’s supposed to arrive at the end of the week…”

	“Think with your brain for a minute, bro. You ever hear of a guy named Nadir Shah?”

	“Plays for the Lakers, doesn’t he? From Serbia or something?”

	Spencer had ignored his barb. “He was the ruler of Persia back in the early eighteenth century. Meaner than a striped snake, liked to build towers out of his enemies’ bones, an old school badass in the Genghis Khan mold.”

	“Probably wasn’t breastfed as a child.”

	“He invaded India, and after he did his conquest thing, he looted the country, which was seriously prosperous at the time.”

	“That’s the treasure?”

	“Sort of. The legends tell of a caravan over a hundred and fifty miles long of treasure bearers. Elephants, cattle, horses, carts, you name it, toting massive amounts of gold and jewels.”

	“Wait. I did read something about that. Wasn’t the Iranian throne part of the take?”

	Spencer had cleared his throat. “That’s right. The Peacock Throne. But that’s a replica. The original vanished without a trace, although some of the jewels reappeared and are now part of the British crown jewels.”

	“It disappeared? What happened to it?”

	“Nobody’s sure. But the likeliest is that the Brits confiscated it and melted it down.”

	“Bummer. But where does that leave your bud?”

	“He’s not after that. Apparently, part of the convoy got waylaid as it passed from India to Pakistan or Afghanistan. It’s unclear exactly where, but the stories have it that a big chunk vanished when the final group got separated from the main column in a monsoon, and the treasure’s never been found.”

	Drake paused to absorb Spencer’s account. “And your guy thinks he knows where it is?”

	“That’s right. He’s located a relic that he believes has the clue he needs to locate it precisely. He’s got a general idea of the area, but this apparently is like a treasure map.”

	“X marks the spot?”

	“Nothing’s ever that easy, but you get the gist.”

	Drake sighed in resignation. “How much does he need, Spencer? What are we talking?”

	“It’s not just the money. He could use some help. He’s not a young guy.”

	“How much, Spencer?”

	“Hundred grand to start.”

	“That’s it?” Drake said, clearly relieved. “I’ll wire it to you and still have time to catch some curls.”

	“No, you need to call Allie and get on the first plane out. He read all about you, and it’s a package deal. I told him you’d be overjoyed.”

	“You what?”

	“Drake, you’re a treasure hunter. This is treasure. Time to go hunting.”

	“I still have bruises from our last cluster fu–”

	“Pack a bag, bring some cash, and hop the next flight here. Charter something if you have to. Clock’s ticking, and he’s afraid this one’s going to get away from him.”

	“What does he need the hundred grand for?”

	“He located some icon that he’s sure describes where the treasure’s stashed. He made a deal to buy it, but he only has until Friday to come up with the rest of the money. Like I said, he’s retired, and he’s burned through his savings chasing the treasure.” Spencer hesitated. “Come on. It’s not like you’ve got a board meeting or something you can’t miss.”

	“I do. A longboard, to be precise, and the waves are calling.”

	“I need your help, Drake. You and Allie. I’ll take care of the rooms.”

	By the end of the call, Spencer had been able to talk Drake into a mad rush to the airport, where he’d jetted to Singapore and from there caught his current flight to New Delhi. Now, twenty-four hours later, Drake was dropping from the sky like a disgraced Greek god on little more than a whim, and his only consolation was that he’d somehow managed to entice Allie to join him.

	Drake’s thoughts turned to her, and he pressed back in his seat, his lower back sore from sustained confinement. A vision of soft brunette curls and the most gorgeous eyes he’d ever seen flooded his imagination, and it took a hard bump from rough air sending a shudder through the fuselage to jar him back to the present. After the Myanmar adventure, Allie had returned to Texas and was scheduled to move to California to be with Drake – or at least to pursue their budding romance and see where the trail led. After they’d discovered Paititi, they’d become gazillionaires – but Allie had quickly discovered, as had Spencer, that money brought its own problems, and litigious parasites had come out of the woodwork. But she was settling the legal actions that fortune hunters had brought, and Allie had assured him that she was ready to start a new life on the left coast. And now she was only days from making the move, which Drake had been anticipating with the optimism of a toddler waiting for Santa.

	The landing gear descended with a groan and the wing flaps rose to slow the plane’s speed, and then they were bouncing along the runway, deceleration pushing him forward against the seatbelt as the terminal lights blurred by. Once at the gate Drake freed his duffel, containing little more than a few shirts and a couple of pairs of shorts, from the overhead bin. He wasn’t planning to be in India for long, and if he ran out of clothes, he figured he could just buy local to get through.

	Drake passed through customs and immigration and exited the terminal into sweltering pandemonium. Voices cried out over the pitches from hotel touts and tour guides, and an anxious crowd waved at new arrivals from illegally parked cars of every imaginable variety. Drake made his way to a long taxi line, and after a ten-minute wait, took a seat in the back of a well-used sedan and gave the driver Spencer’s hotel name. The man nodded and made a cursory attempt at friendly banter, but Drake was too tired to engage; the long flights had been too rough for him to get much besides snatches of inebriated sleep.

	Traffic was beyond awful as the cab worked its way along the boulevards, a rush-hour stop-and-go nightmare of kamikaze motorcyclists, stalled vehicles, cars cutting each other off for a few feet of perceived advantage, and general mayhem unlike anything Drake had ever seen. And everywhere there were the unfortunates, many of them disabled and wearing little more than rags, seated on stoops and curbs, pleading for alms or trying to hawk items they’d found or stolen.

	The taxi’s air conditioning did little to alleviate the misery of muggy congestion, and by the time they neared the hotel, Drake’s T-shirt was soaked through with sweat. At the hotel’s parking entrance, Drake got his first taste of New Delhi hospitality when the car was surrounded by beggars, desperation in their eyes, every sort of infirmity on display as they pressed against the glass. He winced at the sight of seeping open sores on one man’s arms and was fishing in his pocket for change when security guards approached wielding batons, scattering the panhandlers so the car could get through.

	“Bloody layabouts,” the driver muttered as he rolled forward, his tone hard.

	The car pulled to a stop beneath a gilded overhang, where orange flames licked from two clay vessels that framed the entry. Drake paid the driver while a doorman stood by in an outfit that would have done an admiral proud, and once free of the taxi he stepped through ornately wrought iron and glass doors into the cool interior. The lobby was a stark contrast to the grime and misery of the street, all polished vanilla marble floors and sparkling chandeliers and pert, crisply attired attendants beaming welcoming smiles.

	One of a dozen staff behind the reception counter hurried to greet him, her silky hair shining in a raven cascade, a traditional turquoise sari complementing her sparkling almond eyes.

	“Yes, sir. Welcome to the Royal Jasmine,” she said, glancing at his small duffel with a neutral expression. “Do you require assistance with your bags?”

	“No, I’ve got it. You have a reservation for me. Drake Ramsey?”

	She tapped at a keyboard and nodded. “Yes, sir. Right here. A suite on the second floor. May I see your passport?”

	Drake handed it over and waited while she retreated into the rear offices. Several minutes passed before she returned with a look of concern. “I’m sorry, sir, but our Xerox machine seems to be down. Would you mind leaving your passport until we can run a copy?”

	Drake shrugged. “That’s fine.”

	She handed him a golden key on a fob and nodded to a waiting bellman. “Very good, sir. If you’d sign the register, Daljit will show you to your room.”

	Drake obliged as the bellman approached, and Drake followed him to a wide curved stairway. “My apologies, sir. The elevator is out of order,” Daljit said, and beckoned with a white-gloved hand to the stone slab steps. “May I help you with your luggage?”

	“No need. Just lead the way.”

	The second-floor hallway matched the lobby’s opulence, the tall room doors hand-carved and gleaming with fresh varnish. They continued to the end of the corridor, and Daljit stopped in front of the second-to-last entrance and held out his hand for the key. Drake passed it to him and he swung the door open and entered, flicking on the light before moving to the thermostat and activating the air conditioning. Drake patiently listened as the man offered a brief orientation of the suite’s many features, and slid several bills into his hand when he returned to the small foyer.

	“Ring us if you require anything at all. We’re here to make your stay pleasant and memorable,” Daljit said with a small bow. Drake resisted the urge to return the gesture, electing to nod instead.

	When Daljit had departed, Drake locked the door behind him and walked into the bedroom, where the bellman had placed his bag on a rack near a strip closet that ran the width of the wall. Drake sighed in relief beneath a stream of frigid air blowing from an overhead grill and headed into the bathroom. After a glance at his two-day growth in the mirror, he splashed water on his face. Fatigue was evident in the shadows beneath his eyes, the discoloration making him look older than his twentysomething years. He was drying himself when he heard a clunk from the sitting room, and frowned as he tossed the towel aside and went to investigate.

	Drake froze when one of the gold curtains that framed the glass balcony door stirred, and then Spencer stepped from behind it with an alarmed expression.

	“Spencer!” Drake exclaimed. His friend crossed the room in three strides.

	“Quiet. We’ve got to get out of here now,” Spencer hissed, eyes roaming the room. He grabbed Drake’s arm, practically dragging him to the open balcony doors.

	“What the hell–”

	“Follow me,” Spencer whispered, and then vanished through the gap, leaving Drake to follow him into the sweltering gloom.

	



	

Chapter 3

	Spencer stood motionless on the balcony, head cocked at an angle as he listened intently. Drake nearly ran into him as his eyes adjusted to the darkness. Spencer held out a warning hand as a muffled pounding sounded from next door. He held a finger to his lips and then leaned into Drake, perspiration streaming from his hairline down his neck.

	“We can make it to the ground floor from the balcony. I’ll go first,” he murmured.

	“What? Who’s after you?” Drake whispered.

	Spencer edged to the railing as though Drake hadn’t spoken and vaulted over in one smooth move. Drake could see his fingers gripping the metal lip, and then they disappeared, and he heard Spencer land on the veranda below with a thump. A crash echoed from the adjacent room – someone had kicked down the door.

	The noise spurred Drake into action and he sped to the railing. Spencer was staring up at the balcony, motionless. Drake swung himself over the railing and hung suspended for a split second before dropping the remaining six feet and landing in an unsteady crouch. Spencer whispered to him as he scanned the manicured grounds.

	“You okay?”

	“I…yeah.”

	Spencer pointed at an arch over a walkway that led along one wing of the hotel. “If we’re lucky, we can give them the slip.”

	Drake had a thousand questions, but one glance at Spencer’s drawn expression convinced him to save them for later. Spencer led the way to the path and then stopped at the sight of police emergency lights strobing at the far end, by the hotel entrance. He looked around and met Drake’s eyes with an angry glare.

	“Looks like we’re going to have to do this the hard way.”

	They returned to the arch and Spencer gestured at a dark grove of trees. “Over there,” he said, and with a final glance at the balcony, took off at a run, covering the twenty yards from the main building to the grove in seconds. Drake mimicked his sprint and paused beside him, panting, eyeing the hotel silhouetted against the stars. Three men in brown uniforms appeared on the balcony next to Drake’s and peered over at the grounds below, backlit by the room’s light. Spencer grunted and turned away, eyes roaming along the service walkway that skirted a tall perimeter wall.

	“Now what?” Drake asked, and then ducked down as a flashlight blinked to life on the balcony and swept the nearby grass. Spencer did the same and grimaced as he studied the wall.

	“We need to get off the grounds.”

	“How? Why?”

	“Later. See that?” Spencer asked, pointing into the shadows to their right.

	“No. What?”

	“I think it’s a ladder.”

	“We’re going over the wall?”

	“If they don’t shoot us first.”

	“Shoot us? What’s going on, Spencer?” Drake demanded, but Spencer was already moving as the flashlight beam played across the base of the trees. Drake swore under his breath and trailed Spencer. Thankfully the lush vegetation hid their progress as they trotted along a hedge that ringed the perimeter.

	Spencer stopped and waited for Drake to catch up, and then leaned over and lifted one end of a rickety wooden ladder. “Grab the other end,” he whispered.

	Drake did so and they hurried along, ignoring the flashlight beam behind them. A whistle shrieked from the balcony, and another light pierced the gloom, roaming along the hedge, and then another. If Spencer heard the whistle, he gave no sign and continued without hesitation. Shouts followed them, and then running footsteps from the ground floor echoed off the hotel’s rear terrace as additional police arrived, accompanied by the hotel’s security staff.

	More whistles shattered the night air, but it was obvious to Drake and Spencer from the directionless yells that they hadn’t been spotted. They stayed low as they jogged, the ladder growing heavier with each yard, Spencer intent on some destination ahead of them only he could see.

	They reached a gentle curve in the wall and paused at a gap in the cover. Spencer eyed the dark forms behind them and then looked at Drake over his shoulder. “Now or never. Ready?”

	Drake nodded. They took off at a fast run and covered the open ground without drawing any attention, and darted behind another long strip of plants. Once they were out of sight of the rooms, Spencer hefted his end of the ladder and leaned it against the wall, where it rested three-quarters of the way to the top. He squinted up at the tangerine moon and shifted his focus to the ladder.

	“That should be good enough.”

	“Is that broken glass along the edge?” Drake asked.

	“I’ll let you know in a second.”

	Spencer climbed the rungs with ease. He hesitated at the top and then pulled himself up and over the wall without a word. Another whistle sounded from nearby, and a light beam tracked along the hedge toward Drake’s position. Drake forced himself up the ladder as a cry of alarm went up from the hotel, and a voice yelled from the nearby trees.

	“Stop or I’ll shoot!”

	He momentarily froze in the beam and then continued up the rungs. The officer blew his whistle and called to the others, and Drake hauled himself over the rim, ignoring the scraping from glass shards worn smooth from decades of exposure to the elements. The very real threat of a bullet provided ample motivation to coax more speed from his tired limbs. A pistol barked from the trees and a slug ricocheted off the mortar, missing him by several yards, and then he was on the far side of the wall, lowering himself before losing his grip and falling the remainder of the way to the moist ground.

	Drake landed on his side with a pained grunt. Spencer leaned over him and offered his hand. “You hurt?”

	Drake shook his head and probed his ribs. “Don’t think anything’s broken.”

	Spencer pulled Drake to his feet and motioned to where a group of street urchins were watching them with curious stares. “Let’s go. We can lose them in the alleys.”

	“Spencer…”

	“Save it until we’re in the clear,” Spencer snapped, and then bolted across the road without waiting for a reply, dodging a retired school bus painted every color of the rainbow that was stuffed to capacity with passengers. Drake watched him fade into the shadows and blinked away sweat. What is going on? An hour ago he’d been ensconced in his first-class pod, pampered in climate-controlled comfort, and now he was running from the police, who were shooting at him?

	Drake drove himself forward, ignoring the pain in his chest as he followed his friend. He managed to avoid an auto-rickshaw that appeared out of nowhere, its headlight extinguished or broken, and made it across the road to where Spencer had fled into a scattering of shanties. The jeers of children blended with sirens from the front of the hotel as the police mobilized, the shot fired signaling that there would be no holds barred in chasing them down.

	Drake found Spencer by a run-down market. Its interior was illuminated by a single overhead bulb, and a score of faces stared out at them from inside: two muddy Caucasian males were an uncommon sight in the slum. Several tough-looking youths eyed them from a doorway across the narrow way, and Spencer motioned Drake nearer.

	“We need to put some distance between us and the hotel. They’ll have a manhunt going soon enough,” Spencer said, never looking away from the thugs.

	Their discussion was interrupted by the whoop of a siren from behind them, and Spencer pulled Drake down an alley that paralleled the road, electric wiring spanning overhead like black spaghetti. They hurried along, pushing past locals loitering on their rear stoops, all the while ignoring the occasional pull on their clothes from children pleading for handouts.

	“Whose bright idea was it to come to New Delhi again?” Drake asked.

	“Trust me, if I could turn back the clock…” Spencer went silent for a moment. “You got any money?”

	“Some.”

	“How much?”

	“About four grand.”

	“Cash?”

	“I cleaned out my safe. Got a few credit cards, too.”

	Spencer shook his head. “Too risky. They’ll figure out we’re together sooner or later.”

	“Are you going to tell me what this is all about?”

	Another siren wailed from the far end of the alley, and Spencer’s tone hardened. He indicated another pathway between the buildings, too narrow for anything but pedestrian traffic. “Down this way. Hear the music?”

	“No. My ears are still ringing from gunshots and sirens.”

	Spencer took off at a fast trot and Drake struggled to keep up. He had no idea where all the people had come from, but when they turned into an intersecting tributary, he found himself in a swarm of locals all jostling to get to where he could now make out the dissonant strains of a melody. Spencer was taller than the majority of the throng, so Drake had no problem keeping him in sight. When they finally emerged onto a wider dirt street, Spencer waited for him to catch up before pressing on.

	The aroma of exotic spices greeted them as they neared a junction, where tarps were strung in a procession along one of the roads. Thousands of people wandered along the open-air market, lighting provided by illegal taps of the streetlamps by entrepreneurial merchants selling every imaginable sort of merchandise.

	“We’re not out of the woods yet,” Spencer grumbled, and shouldered through a group of women haggling with an elaborately bearded man demonstrating a battery-operated herb grinder, his turban bobbing as he enthusiastically assured them the device was foolproof and would last forever.

	The howl of a motorcycle approached through the shoppers, and Spencer ducked into a stall selling bags and hats. He selected a black baseball cap and tossed a few notes at the merchant, who wordlessly pocketed it before returning to his newspaper. Spencer pulled on the cap and stepped out of the far side of the stall, and then led Drake further into the labyrinth of vendors. They passed a stall with car stereo speakers blaring what sounded like monkeys banging on pots, and Spencer angled his head toward Drake. “We should be able to lose them in this maze.”

	“Why are the police after you, Spence?”

	“It’s a long story.”

	“What did you do?”

	“Nothing.”

	“They were shooting at me, Spencer.”

	“Yeah, well, sorry about that. Look at the bright side – at least they missed.” He stopped and looked around. “We need to find somewhere to lie low. Someplace off the radar.” He began walking and Drake accompanied him. “You got your phone?” Spencer asked.

	“No. It’s back in the room.”

	“You can’t go back to the hotel.”

	“Why not? I haven’t done anything.”

	“I booked your reservation. They’ll be waiting for you to get to me.”

	“But…”

	“Just as well you left your phone there. They can track it.”

	“Spencer, why would the police want to track my phone?”

	Spencer grimaced. “To find me, of course.”

	They emerged onto a boulevard teeming with vehicles, and Spencer waved down a green and yellow auto-rickshaw. After a halfhearted negotiation, he and Drake climbed into the back just as a drizzle began pelting the fiberglass enclosure. They sat in silence as the driver battled through the impossible traffic, the chaotic current of vehicles apparently random.

	“Where are we going?” Drake ventured.

	Spencer eyed the driver and lowered his voice. “More toward Old Delhi. It’s sketchier up there, but also less likely to be plugged in. Our odds of finding someplace discreet are way better.”

	“So we’re going to an area that’s worse than what we just left?” Drake whispered, looking around at the squalid buildings and crumbling cinder-block dwellings.

	“Oh, that was nothing.”

	Drake sighed in exasperation. “You need to tell me what’s going on, Spencer.”

	“I will,” Spencer promised, inclining his head at the driver with a raised eyebrow. “Later.”

	Drake got the message: he was to stay quiet until Spencer felt it was safe to talk. The rickshaw continued on its stuttering way, and the men fell silent, the events of the last hour obviously weighing heavily on them as they motored through the New Delhi night.

	



	

Chapter 4

	Bhiwani, Haryana, India

	 

	Rhythmic chanting rose from the sprawling complex of Swami Baba Raja’s Ashram of Eternal Bliss two kilometers outside of Bhiwani as the upturned faces of several thousand devotees in the main audience area serenaded the night. At one end of the rectangular space, a group of local celebrities waited expectantly as the swami’s acolytes wandered through the crowd, carrying incense burners, dressed in white robes to symbolize purity of mind and body achieved through spiritual cleansing and meditation.

	Swami Baba Raja was a celebrity in his own right, whose followers from around the world were drawn to his simple message of humility, transcendence of self, and service to the unfortunate and needy. He counted among his devoted fans numerous musicians and actors, who in turn spread his philosophy abroad.

	Baba Raja was one of India’s numerous holy men, believed to be the reincarnation of another divine figure from the past, one so close to the essence from which all matter springs that he could manifest priceless objects from thin air, was immortal, and could levitate. For decades he had prospered and his fame had grown until he was considered a national treasure, and he was regularly consulted by politicians as a guru whose wisdom surpassed that of any other living being. In the eyes of the faithful he was a god walking among them, incapable of error, and as unflappable as a Buddha, his countenance as perennially calm as the surface of a mountain lake at dawn.

	A ripple of excitement swept through the gathering like wind denting a field of tall grass, and then a procession of dignitaries made their slow way through the seated to a raised section near a massive statue of the swami smiling benevolently, behind which was a large enshrouded container, its white linen covering stirring in the gentle breeze. Overhead a tapestry of stars glimmered as though in silent approval, and when drums began thrumming from the rear, the crowd murmured, the moment they had been anxiously awaiting all day finally at hand.

	A column of men, with hair as long and untamed as their beards, marched with stern expressions toward the statue, and then the swami appeared, beaming at one and all, a hand raised in silent blessing as the adoring leaned toward him. At his side was a reed-thin man with a studious frown, his spectacles glittering in the torchlight, his head shaved and his beard elaborately braided.

	When the procession stopped at the stage, the swami gazed around the area and then thrust his arms out to the side, signaling his openness to the universe’s powerful invisible energy field – the unified field of oneness, as he called it in the verses his group published with regularity, along with icons and images sold at the ashram and on the Internet.

	The drumming increased in tempo and volume, the syncopated patterns interweaving as the musicians drove themselves to greater complexity, entranced by the rhythms they created without conscious thought. Two robed assistants were standing by the linen cover, and at Swami Baba Raja’s signal, pulled it aside with a theatrical flourish, revealing a huge iron cage. Inside, a white tiger lumbered from one end to the other with unsure steps, like a sailor on the pitching deck of a ship in a storm. The swami nodded at a pair of men immediately behind him and they removed his ceremonial robe, revealing a white long-sleeved tunic and matching pants cinched with a red silk sash.

	The drumming stopped and the throng held its collective breath as the holy man approached the cage, where a young woman, her skin glowing with vitality, waited by a door with her eyes cast down. When he stopped in front of the opening, she slid a bolt to the side and pulled the gate open on oiled hinges.

	The drumming resumed, this time with a frenzied enthusiasm that made the earlier pulsing pale, and the swami stepped into the cage and motioned for the woman to close the door behind him. She did so, and the swami waved his right hand in a broad circle as the tiger neared, seemingly entranced by the holy man’s gesture.

	A gasp sounded when Swami Baba Raja moved to the animal in a crouch and threw his arms around its torso, raising it up on its hind legs as he wrestled the big cat, which seemed resigned – the manhandling had been a regular feature of its life since a cub, and the drugs in its system so blunted its ability to react that it was almost incapable of remaining upright unsupported. Cheers rose from the faithful when, after a few moments of struggle, the swami slammed the tiger onto the mat and lay on top of it, his arms again spread to the side.

	The crowd roared approval at the demonstration of the swami’s prowess as he slowly rose and helped the tiger to its feet, his assistance the gesture of humility expected from one so evolved. The drums slowed their tempo as he climbed from the cage, and the assistants replaced the linen cover so the audience wouldn’t see the tiger instantly fall into a narcotic slumber.

	The thin, spectacled man made a short speech filled with benedictions and expressions of wonder at the cosmos’s benevolence while the swami caught his breath and redonned his ceremonial robe. When the oration was finished, the thin man tilted his head at three figures at the back of the stage. The center one approached on bare feet, carrying a ceremonial award crafted from silver – a globe the size of a soccer ball with the swami’s countenance molded into an outline of India, mounted on a polished wooden base.

	The swami sidled up to the thin man’s side and whispered in his ear. The man nodded and called out the name of one of the celebrities – a beloved actor who’d gained fame in a string of Bollywood action musicals about an honest cop who takes on the crooked establishment. A hush settled over the attendees as the actor stood and neared the dais, head bowed respectfully as the swami’s entourage gathered around.

	Swami Baba Raja touched the actor’s forehead with an open palm and then moved his right hand in a series of tight circles before manifesting a stream of sacred ash, with which he anointed the thespian to amazed and delighted sighs from the attendees. The swami basked in the affirming energy and then spoke in a soft, musical voice as the thin man held out the award for the actor.

	“You, who have brought so much joy to so many, are a fitting ambassador for the love that flows from the Ashram of Eternal Bliss. It is with humble thanks that I bestow upon you this award, and–” the swami paused as his hand lingered beneath the base of the award, as though supporting it, and a brief instant of annoyance creased his brow before his countenance settled back into its customary tranquility “–and I also want you to have this token of the universe’s appreciation!”

	The swami raised his right hand, in which he clasped a gold chain, which he showed to the assembly by turning slowly with it outstretched, its links winking in the light. The actor’s expression was enraptured at the demonstration of manifestation of rare metal from the ether, and he accepted the chain with shaking hands and a blush that would have shamed a debutante.

	“Oh, Swami, I am honored! You are indeed miraculous, and I bow to your grace,” the actor said, the lines a customary salutation following one of the swami’s famed manifestations.

	The swami smiled and nodded as he presented the actor with his globe and then blotted his forehead with a hand towel, exhausted by the effort of acting as the conduit for the unified field’s unfathomable power. The actor bowed again, and the swami waited until the man had returned to his place in the crowd before moving slowly back down the aisle, manifesting yet more divine ash while passing through his flock and tossing it to their open hands. The drumming increased in intensity as the swami left the area, and then stopped abruptly when the procession of the holy had disappeared back into the main ashram residence.

	A youth of no more than fifteen began chanting one of the swami’s devotional mantras, and the rest joined in, collectively spent from the exhibition of divinity they’d witnessed. The drummers rose and filed from the assembly, leaving the faithful to their bliss, which would continue into the early hours of the morning, praising Swami Baba Raja, their tiger-wrestling God in human form.

	



	

Chapter 5

	New Delhi, India

	 

	Drake and Spencer stared up at the neon green sign hanging crookedly over the entrance of a building that would have been at home in a war zone. They exchanged a glance and Drake shrugged.

	“Backpaker’s Hostel. Refreshing how they left out the c in packers. An auspicious omen,” Drake said.

	“My kind of place. Probably won’t ask a lot of questions,” Spencer observed.

	“I like hotels where the fleas have fleas.”

	“Then you’re in luck.”

	“You’re serious about this?”

	“We need someplace we can use as home base. This is as good as any.”

	Drake looked down the street and considered their surroundings. “This is an armpit. Come to think of it, this gives armpits a bad name.”

	“An armpit where they won’t be looking for a billionaire treasure hunter.”

	“You going to tell me what’s really going on?”

	“Once we’re off the street.”

	Spencer led the way into the lobby of the hostel, where a middle-aged man sat watching a black-and-white portable television. Bass boomed from the wall behind him. Drake leaned over and peered through the door at the side of the counter, where a darkened bar with the world’s grimiest disco ball played gangsta rap for an audience of drunk European hikers – German or Danish, by the sound of their occasional whoops.

	Spencer negotiated a room for a giveaway price and took the key from the proprietor after forking over a wad of rupees. He and Drake mounted a set of rickety wooden stairs and walked down a dank hall to their door.

	Once inside, Drake wrinkled his nose in disgust. “This place smells like a urinal.”

	“Beggars can’t be choosers,” Spencer responded as he lifted one of the two mattresses and set it back with a frown. “Although if you’re into spiders, you’re going to have a field day.”

	“That’s reassuring.” Drake took a tentative seat on the second bed and fixed Spencer with a stare. “All right. Time to spill the beans. What the hell is going on, Spencer?”

	Spencer sat heavily in the only chair and exhaled noisily. “My friend’s dead.”

	Drake’s eyes widened. “What?”

	Spencer nodded. “Carson was killed the night I called you – right after we had dinner together. Murdered. And Drake…it was beyond gruesome. Whoever did it cut his frigging head off.”

	“They did what?”

	“You heard me.” Spencer drew a finger across his throat. “Decapitated.”

	Drake’s expression darkened. “Why didn’t you call?”

	“I did. Your phone was off. By the time I found out, you were already in the air.”

	“I didn’t find any messages when I laid over in Singapore.”

	“I didn’t leave one. Figured I’d see you in a few hours.”

	“Why are the cops after you?” Drake asked.

	“They like me for it.”

	Drake’s mouth fell open. “They think you killed him?”

	“That’s the way it’s shaping up.”

	“Why, for God’s sake?”

	“He forgot his phone in the restaurant – we were both kind of drunk – and I picked it up. Anyhow, I ran out of the place like my ass was on fire, with his phone, which I guess looked suspicious.”

	“Were you the one who found him?”

	Spencer shook his head. “No. He was gone by the time I got outside.”

	“Then why do they think you killed him?”

	Spencer sighed. “I have no idea, other than that I’m the easy target. They’ve got witnesses at the restaurant that put me with him. I went running out. Nobody saw me on the street, so for all they know, I could have followed him and offed him.”

	“Decapitated him? Wouldn’t you have been covered in blood?”

	“You’d think so. But they aren’t particularly worried about all the details. They seem like they want to close the case, and I’m the nearest warm body they can hang it on.”

	Drake frowned. “How do you know all this?”

	“They woke me at three in the morning and dragged me down to the station, where I got to observe their interrogation techniques up close and personal for about twelve hours. I told them I had no idea what had happened or who killed Carson, but they weren’t really listening. They’d already made up their mind. Lurid murder, and I’m Jack the Ripper. Case closed.”

	“You escaped from jail?”

	Spencer shook his head. “They didn’t have enough to hold me, apparently. I kept demanding a lawyer or to speak to someone at the embassy, and they finally relinquished and escorted me back to the hotel, with the warning that I was under house arrest. They kept my passport, so it’s not like I can easily go anywhere.”

	“You talk to an attorney?”

	“Briefly. The guy was a weasel.”

	“Well, he’s a lawyer…”

	“No, it wasn’t that. I didn’t trust him. The cops assigned him to me, and I think he might be bent – as in working their side, not mine. He kept asking if I did it, telling me that it was okay to confide in him, that it was all confidential. He really seemed disappointed that I didn’t admit to it.”

	“Then why run? You could lawyer up big time with your money.”

	“One of the girls at the hotel tipped me off that the cops were on their way up for me, and I bolted. They must have found a judge or something willing to sign off on arresting me based on the circumstantial evidence. The lawyer warned me that the justice system here is pretty draconian, and that once I’m in the system, I’m pretty much hosed no matter who I am or how much I have. I didn’t want to risk that.”

	Drake closed his eyes and hung his head. When he opened them, he couldn’t look at Spencer. “You think you can just bail on murder one?”

	“Interesting choice of words. I don’t know. Maybe. Or maybe I can figure out who killed Carson. Assuming it wasn’t random.”

	“Is there a lot of random decapitation going on?”

	“See, that’s what’s so weird. Why cut off his head? That’s just…I mean, it’s extreme, you know? But that was also one of the things the lead detective alluded to – that it was unlikely it was a local due to the physical strength required and because of how tall Carson was.” Spencer paused. “He was six four. A big man.”

	They sat in silence until Drake cleared his throat. “You said you have Carson’s phone?”

	“Yeah, but I can’t get into it. Some kind of security clearance required.”

	“Do the cops know?”

	Spencer’s eyes darted to the side. “I left that out. I didn’t want it going into evidence, where it would be lost forever, judging by the way things seem to operate around here, so I stashed it under the mattress.”

	“Because nobody would ever find that in a thorough search.”

	“Hey, it worked, didn’t it?”

	“Why hide it?”

	“It has some important stuff on it. Carson showed me.”

	“Like what?”

	“Satellite images. Maps. Research.”

	“Ah. What kind of security does it use?”

	“Fingerprint scanner.”

	“Crap.”

	“My sentiments exactly.”

	“No,” Drake said, eyeing his watch. “Crap, Allie’s going to be landing soon, not crap about the fingerprint – although that too.” Drake stood. “I’ve got to go meet her so she doesn’t walk into a firestorm.”

	“I forgot all about Allie.”

	“You have a pretty good excuse.” Drake looked him in the eyes. “Do you think Carson’s murder has anything to do with the treasure?”

	“I don’t know what to think. I mean, why kill the guy?”

	“Because he was getting too close. He knew too much. There are a lot of reasons. And you have to admit, it takes you out of the game, too, if the intention was to stop any hunt dead.”

	“Good point.” Spencer groaned out loud.

	Drake frowned. “The hotel has my passport. So I’m kind of screwed too.”

	The only sound in the room was the muffled booming of the bass from the disco below.

	“I’ve only got a couple thousand bucks,” Spencer said.

	“With my four, that makes six. And I’m sure Allie will have some. But that’s not enough to buy our way out of the country, is it?”

	“Wouldn’t work, I don’t think, even if we could get across a border. They’d extradite me,” Spencer fumed. “Maybe I shouldn’t have bolted.”

	“If you hadn’t, you’d be in an Indian jail right now, playing prison bride with your new special friends. I guess you did the right thing. I’d have done the same. But that won’t get you out of the predicament. At best it only buys some time.” Drake didn’t have to say that it made him look guilty, too. “Look, you stay here. They aren’t looking for me. I’ll get Allie and we’ll put our heads together. There’s got to be a way out of this. We just aren’t seeing it.”

	Spencer’s expression was glum as Drake did a quick wipe-down of his shirt and pants with a moist towel to get the dried mud off and then moved to the door. “I’m sorry about your friend, Spencer.”

	“Yeah. He was a good guy.”

	There wasn’t much more to say. Drake pulled the door closed, descended to the ground level, and hurried through the lobby in the hopes of finding a cab. He didn’t pause at the reception desk or he would have seen the clerk watching the news on the flickering TV screen, which at that moment featured Spencer’s passport photo and a stern warning that a gruesome murderer was on the loose and to report any sighting immediately.

	



	

Chapter 6

	Drake watched the city crawl by as the taxi made its way to the airport, his impression largely negative in spite of any effort on his part to see it through unbiased eyes. For every towering skyscraper there were thousands of bleak structures in various stages of disrepair and, even at the late hour, an unending stream of the destitute roaming the streets. The car rolled to a stop at a stoplight and a swarm of female beggars blocked the intersection, holding up obviously drugged babies, some of them deliberately blinded to elicit pity or with gruesome afflictions that made him squirm. The driver seemed unaffected by the parade of misery, and Drake wondered what it had to be like to be so used to the unthinkable that it simply didn’t register.

	He periodically turned to look through the rear window, paranoid after Spencer’s account of being railroaded by the police, and even more so when he considered the decapitation. If it was connected to the treasure, then Spencer – and by extension, Drake – might well be at risk as well. From unknown adversaries who cut heads off in the middle of a major city. Who also might be following them, although how they might have tracked them to the hostel eluded him.

	Drake swallowed hard at the thought and considered Spencer’s problem as dispassionately as he could. A murder suspect who’d bolted when the cops had come for him. Drake knew Spencer and understood he was innocent, but it couldn’t have looked worse to an outside if he’d bathed in the victim’s blood and taken a selfie. By running, he’d eliminated any doubt that he was the killer, certainly to the police; and if he was recaptured or turned himself in, it would be a minor miracle if he got a trial that didn’t hammer home his deliberate escape – the desperate act of a guilty man.

	How could they get out of the trap? That was the question. With no travel documents and presumably an APB out on Spencer, how could he realistically leave India to argue his innocence from a safe distance? And what of his observation that he’d simply be extradited? Spencer was probably right, Drake realized. No country would harbor a brutal murderer if there was a treaty in place. He’d be on the first plane back to India once he surfaced –assuming he could enter any other country even if he did manage to slip across a border.

	Drake forced himself to think calmly, struggling for lucidity in spite of the circumstances. Spencer hadn’t killed Carson, so there had to be evidence that someone else had. Maybe the police would eventually discover that evidence, and he would be cleared? His flight was a reasonable, if exaggerated, response to impending imprisonment for a crime he hadn’t committed – at any rate, that would be the argument. There was no blood, no forensic evidence that Spencer was guilty. Depending on the burden of proof the state would bear, that wouldn’t have been a convictable crime in the U.S. At least, Drake didn’t think so. Being in the same restaurant and leaving around the same time didn’t constitute proof, merely coincidence. If there was no eyewitness, no DNA, no murder weapon or unarguable forensic evidence, then what could the police possibly have other than a desire to declare a difficult case solved?

	The taxi rolled onto the NH-8 highway toward the airport, and Drake sat forward.

	“Doesn’t the AC go any colder?” he asked, wiping his brow with the back of his arm.

	“Oh, no, sir. I’m sorry. That’s the best it does.”

	The airport was brightly lit and buzzing with activity when Drake entered the arrival terminal, eyeing his watch with concern. He looked up at the monitor and saw that Allie’s flight had arrived twenty minutes earlier, which meant that she could be through immigration shortly unless she’d checked a bag. He glanced around the hall, searching for anyone suspicious, the back of his neck tingling as though he was being watched. Three police stood by the security exit that arriving passengers would pass through, and one of them seemed to be studying Drake. Several soldiers roamed the area near the doors, their machine guns anything but reassuring. Clumps of drivers with signs waited at a section of the floor with red paint outlining where they were allowed.

	Drake ambled along, surveying the others awaiting arrivals to emerge from customs. His attention was caught by a dark-complexioned man in a beige tropical-weight suit who looked away as Drake’s eyes locked on him. The man made a show of pulling a packet of cigarettes from his breast pocket and moving toward the double glass doors, and Drake watched him go, the unease in his gut squirming like a startled snake. Could the police have figured out that Allie was arriving now, based on Spencer’s booking a room for her? He didn’t think so, but he didn’t know with any certitude. Maybe they had.

	And maybe they had sent someone to intercept her.

	Or to see who met her.

	If the authorities had done their research on Spencer, they would have surely come across photographs on the web of the three of them after the Paititi find. So it was conceivable they would know what Allie looked like, as well as Drake.

	The thought further unsettled him.

	And what about the murderer? If his death was linked to Carson’s search for the treasure, if the killers knew Spencer was helping, wouldn’t they have access to the same information? Perhaps his biggest problem wasn’t the cops…

	Drake started when something bumped him from behind, and he spun, nearly falling. Two children continued running, boys no older than six or seven, and he reflexively felt for his wallet, remembering Spencer’s warning about pickpockets.

	Still there.

	He slowed his breathing and tried to talk himself down. Sleep deprivation and adrenaline from their narrow escape were taking their toll on him, wearing at his imagination, causing him to see threats where none existed. That was the plausible explanation for his discomfiture, although rationalizing the anxiety he felt did little to mitigate it.

	Something was off. He just couldn’t tell what it was. There were too many possibilities in the big terminal, too many…

	His inner dialogue quieted when he spotted Allie passing through security, a single bag hanging from a shoulder strap. His heart skipped a beat at the sight of her, and all paranoid thoughts vanished as she looked around in confusion. Drake remembered how he’d felt when he’d arrived only hours before, at the seeming chaos, the unintelligible conversations, the fundamental foreignness of the place, and he rushed to meet her.

	She spied him when he was only footsteps away, and her face broke into a broad smile.

	“Drake!”

	“Allie,” he replied, and took her into his arms, his lips crushed against hers.

	The moment stretched as the connection strengthened, and when Drake finally opened his eyes, it felt as though hours had gone by. His attention drifted to where a pair of soldiers was looking their way, and the alarm he’d felt earlier returned as the men strode towards them. Allie seemed to sense the abrupt change and tried to pull back. He buried his face in her mop of dark curls and whispered in her hair as he continued to hold her close.

	“Act natural. I think we have a problem.”

	



	

Chapter 7

	Allie stiffened at Drake’s warning, and then their reunion was interrupted by the voice of one of the soldiers.

	“Miss?”

	Drake and Allie pulled apart and she eyed the man. “Yes?”

	The soldier looked her up and down and then pointed near her feet. “I think you dropped your passport.”

	“My…” She looked around and spotted the blue cover lying on the floor behind her. “Oh. Thank you. It must have slipped out of my purse.”

	Drake leaned down and scooped it up. “Yes. Thank you. That could have been a disaster.”

	The soldier gave her a small salute as his companion looked disinterestedly at the other arrivals, and they walked away, returning to their position by the doors. Drake handed her the passport and she slipped it into one of her carry-on’s zippered compartments.

	“You scared the crap out of me with your ‘act natural’ thing. What the hell’s wrong with you?” she said.

	“It’s been a rough day. Take your bag?”

	“I can handle it.” She blinked at him. “I didn’t expect you to meet me.”

	“Yeah, well, we had an emergency.”

	“An emergency?”

	“Yes.”

	“Like?”

	Drake looked around slowly, and Allie gave him a dark stare. “Drake, you’re really freaking me out now. Stop it.”

	Drake spoke in a low voice. “Spencer’s contact was murdered, and the cops are searching for him.”

	“What?” she demanded loudly, her tone shrill, and several people turned to see what the fuss was. Drake took her arm and led her toward the exit doors, an untroubled smile plastered in place.

	“Keep your voice down. We can’t go to the hotel.”

	“Why not?”

	They stepped outside and a blanket of heat enveloped them. He leaned into her and told her about the narrow escape from the police. Her eyes widened as he finished, and she stared at him uncomprehendingly.

	“Is this some kind of sick joke?”

	Drake grimaced. “I wish.”

	She stood rooted to the spot and eyed him helplessly. “Well, what are we supposed to do?”

	“I’m still trying to figure that out.”

	“That’s all you’ve got?”

	“All this just happened, Allie. I’m still digesting it.”

	She stood frozen to the spot. “Decapitated?”

	He looked around again. “Allie, please. Crank it down a few notches, okay?”

	She made a visible effort to rein in her mounting panic. “Someone’s cutting people’s heads off, the cops are hunting Spence, and the problem’s my volume?”

	“We don’t know enough, Allie. Someone could be watching us.” He explained his reasoning.

	“So now we’re in danger, too?”

	“I didn’t say that. I said we have to be careful.”

	Her eyes narrowed. “I knew coming to India was a bad idea. I should have said not a chance. But no, I let you talk me into it again. Why? Why did I go along?”

	“Allie, I just found out when I got to the hotel. This isn’t my fault.”

	She shook her head. “Well? What’s your plan? Do we stand around here and wait for a guy with a machete to ask if we’d like a lift?”

	“Let’s get a cab. But we can’t discuss it in the car. Everyone speaks English.” He paused and considered her blazing eyes. “It’s good to see you, Allie. I missed you.”

	“Don’t even think about it, Drake. I’ve been on planes forever, and you have me walking into a shit storm. Do not try to sweet-talk me. I’m in no mood.”

	“How was the flight?”

	She didn’t answer, preferring to hoist her bag and point at the taxi line. “Lead the way.”

	The atmosphere in the cab was tense in the pervasive heat, and Drake didn’t need to be psychic to read Allie’s opinion of New Delhi’s nighttime splendor as they entered the city limits. Any momentary optimism he might have felt about the time it would take to get to the hostel evaporated when they found themselves stopped dead in a sea of brake lights, still a good quarter mile away. The temperature rose to an intolerable level in the cab, even with the windows down, the air conditioning the standard Indian nonfunctional variety he’d encountered so far.

	Drake stuck his head out the window and squinted at a wall of cars, all stalled. Impatient and restless, he tossed some bills at the driver, hefted Allie’s bag from where it sat on the bench seat between them – a fitting metaphor for their situation – and swung his door open.

	“Come on. We can walk the rest of the way.”

	Allie glanced at the deteriorating sidewalk, where a prone figure lay either sleeping – or dead. “This just keeps getting better and better…” she complained, and followed him out of the car.

	“It’s not that far,” Drake said, and stopped in his tracks at the sight of emergency lights flashing atop four police SUVs stuck in the traffic jam, their sirens achieving nothing to part the sea of vehicles. They walked past the police vehicles, the hostel now only a few blocks away, and Drake took Allie’s hand.

	“That can’t be good,” he said, and picked up his pace.

	At the next block the source of the traffic jam became obvious: a small herd of sacred cattle stood in the middle of the intersection, as though debating which direction to go. Two had decided to take a load off their hooves and were lying on the pavement, watching the others. Four locals were attempting to prod them out of the way, but with no visible success.

	“Welcome to India,” Drake said, and looked back over his shoulder. Several of the police were out of their trucks, approaching the intersection. “Want to bet they’re headed to the hostel?”

	“But how could they have found Spencer? I thought you said it was safe!”

	Drake broke into a jog with Allie in tow. “I don’t know, but we need to warn him.”

	



	

Chapter 8

	The final stretch to the hostel was an obstacle course through a gathering of the homeless, who had taken over an abandoned building in the last block and whose numbers had spread out onto the sidewalk. Small fires burned in improvised fire pits, and a radio blared a tinny cacophony that resembled the sound of a cat with empty cans tied to its tail, fighting its way out of a music store. The gaunt faces of men and women who hadn’t eaten in days, desperately in need of medical care for a plethora of ailments, stared up at them as they neared, and Allie hesitated, slowing Drake with her.

	“Is there another way?” she asked softly.

	“Not if we’re going to beat the cops to the hostel.”

	“Drake…”

	“Don’t worry. They’re the least of our problems,” Drake assured her, his tone more confident than he felt.

	They continued through the spread of bodies, some moaning, others snoring, still others looking blankly at them with hopeless eyes that protruded from their emaciated faces. And then they were past the encampment and nearing the hostel’s flickering sign, the ratty façade a palace compared to what they’d just seen. As they neared, Drake whispered to Allie, “We’re on the second floor. You want to wait downstairs while I get him?”

	“You’re not leaving me alone,” she warned with a shudder.

	“No. Of course not,” he assured her.

	The lobby was empty, nobody behind the desk, the television playing a commercial for a cheap domestic motor scooter. Dr. Dre boomed from the bar as they mounted the stairs, Drake in the lead. When they arrived at the second floor, they could hear yelling from the end of the corridor and saw that a few of the doors were open with curious, sleepy backpackers staring down the hall.

	Allie and Drake exchanged a worried look. When they arrived at Spencer’s room, the door stood open and five locals surrounded Spencer, who was seated on the wood floor, a trickle of blood at the corner of his mouth, his clothes disheveled. Drake eyed the wood staffs and knives the men were wielding, and held out a hand to stop Allie from trying to enter.

	The hotel clerk shook a butcher knife at Drake. “Don’t you try anything. He’s a murderer. We’re holding him until the police arrive.”

	“You’ve made a mistake,” Drake tried, but even to his ears it sounded hollow.

	“No. I saw him on the television. It’s him. Don’t try to lie your way out of it.”

	Drake looked at Spencer. “Are you okay?”

	“They jumped me. I got in a few good ones, but there were too many,” Spencer said, and spit blood at the clerk’s feet.

	“Surely there’s some way to work things out,” Allie tried. “We have money.”

	“Your money’s no good here. He cut off a man’s head. You think you can buy our silence?” one of the younger men snapped, waggling his club at her. “You people sicken me.”

	Drake looked to Spencer, who shook his head slightly. His message was clear – don’t try anything or you’ll get hurt. The Indians picked up on his thinking and the clerk took a menacing step toward Drake.

	“Your friend here will face the police. We have no fight with you. But we’re not backing down, and if we have to, we’ll hurt you.”

	“Look, he’s not the man you’re looking for. Maybe he looks a little like him? You’re holding him for no reason,” Drake insisted.

	“So you say,” the younger man snarled.

	“Come on,” Allie said, pulling on Drake’s arm.

	“Maybe you shouldn’t go until the police get here, either,” the clerk said.

	“What, now we’re your murderer, too? Make up your mind,” Allie said. The clerk looked unsure of himself, and Drake allowed himself to be dragged from the room by Allie. She whispered to him as they retreated a few steps, “We need to find a weapon.”

	“Like what?”

	“Anything. The cops will be here any second.”

	“I can probably take at least two of them. Maybe Spencer can knock the ones closest to him out. We can still do this.”

	“You’re going to get stabbed, Drake,” she warned.

	“We can’t just leave him,” Drake said, his tone hardening. “Do you have anything in your bag?”

	“Are you kidding? With airport security? Not even nail clippers.”

	Drake wordlessly handed her the bag and returned to the room.

	The clerk looked surprised, but Drake didn’t give him the opportunity to react, instead throwing himself at the nearest man and receiving a sharp blow to his bruised ribs with a wooden dowel as his reward. Drake grunted in pain but knocked the dowel loose, and then another blow from the man’s companion dropped Drake to his knees. Spencer tried to kick the feet out from under the assailant in front of him, but he saw it coming and dodged it.

	Allie screamed as the clerk lunged to stab Drake, and then a gunshot rang out, deafening everyone in the small room. All heads swiveled toward the doorway, where a man in his mid-thirties stood with a pistol leveled at the Indians. The newcomer’s red hair and pale skin shone in stark contrast to the locals’ swarthy complexions.

	“All right. Party’s over. Let them go,” he barked in American-accented English, shifting his aim to the pair by Spencer. “Now, or the next shot will be one of you.”

	“You’re…you’re not the police,” the clerk stammered, fear in his eyes.

	“Let them go or I’m the last thing you’ll ever see. That’s who I am.”

	The Indians stepped away from Drake and Spencer. The man nodded. “Good. Now drop your weapons.”

	They did as instructed, and Drake struggled to his feet. Spencer joined him, and the gunman cocked his head, his eyes never leaving the locals. He stepped aside so Drake and Spencer could edge past him, and then spoke quietly to the Indians in fluent Hindi. When he was done, they all nodded, the color drained from their faces. He swept the room with the pistol to drive home whatever point he’d made, and the clerk kicked the knives and clubs to the door, where the gunman toed the weapons into the hall.

	“Follow me. We don’t have much time,” the gunman hissed as he brushed past them and then hurried toward the rear stairs, not waiting for a response. Spencer, Drake, and Allie exchanged confused looks and then bolted after their mystery savior as sirens approached on the street below.

	



	

Chapter 9

	A dark SUV idled at the rear of the hostel, and the gunman ran to its rear fender and beckoned to them to hurry. He slid through the passenger door and turned to the driver, a white-haired man with a gray pallor who reeked of nicotine, as they piled into the rear and pulled the door closed.

	“Get us out of here, Roland.”

	The driver floored the gas and the SUV lurched forward, its big engine propelling them down the alley like a rocket. He slowed at the last possible minute and skidded around the corner onto a larger street, nearly colliding with a rickshaw, which swerved and struck a bicyclist, sending the hapless rider sprawling. The motor revved as the driver worked the gears to maximize traction, and then his eyes darted to the rearview mirror.

	“We’ve got company,” he said in French-accented English.

	“Damn,” the gunman said. “We have to lose them.”

	“Hard to outrun a radio,” Spencer remarked from the backseat.

	The gunman ignored him and whipped a phone from his shirt pocket. He thumbed the screen to life and tapped at a menu. A map filled the display and he zoomed in. “Take the next left,” he ordered.

	The Frenchman didn’t hesitate or slow, rounding the corner at sufficient speed to send the SUV into a controlled drift as the tires protested with a howl like a wounded animal. Allie’s knuckles whitened as she gripped the door handle, and Drake watched grimly as they narrowly avoided slamming into the back of a bus. Roland braked at the last possible instant and downshifted like a Formula One champion, and then they were past the bus and barreling along the street. The SUV’s passenger-side fender slammed into a cart that appeared from between two cars, sending fruit flying and splattering against the windshield. The driver swore as the glass cracked, and then cursed again when the wipers merely smeared orange goop across half the windshield, effectively blinding him. He pressed the washer button repeatedly and some of the covering dissolved enough to see.

	“I hope you’ve got some ideas,” he muttered.

	“There’s a right coming up in sixty meters. Take it, and then slow down,” the gunman said. “There’s a canal on the left – there may be a maintenance gate or something. It’s worth a try.”

	Roland dared a glance at the gunman. “If they get choppers in the air, we’re in serious trouble.”

	“Remote chance they can respond that quickly. I like our odds.”

	“It will occur to them soon enough.”

	“By which time we’ll be gone.”

	The heavy vehicle leaned precariously as it made the right, and the Frenchman had to fight to bring the steering back under control before decelerating to a more sane speed. All eyes were on the chain-link fence that ran alongside the dark canal, and Roland slowed further when he saw a gate.

	“Can you blow through it?” the gunman asked.

	“You pay the insurance, not me.”

	He pointed the hood at the gate and accelerated as the SUV neared it. The gate exploded off its hinges and flew off to the side, and then they were bouncing down a rutted dirt track. Dense vegetation surrounded them, and branches scratched at the windshield and body as they tore by.

	The canal was full of rushing brown water, but the driver managed to keep the vehicle’s wheels clear of it enough to achieve reasonable progress. The gunman’s phone trilled and he answered it, spoke a few hushed words, and then terminated the call. He turned to the driver.

	“Can you get us to the Yamuna River by the Nizamuddin bridge?”

	Roland’s eyes darted to the mirror and then back to the road. “Anything’s possible.”

	The gunman gave him further instructions. “Everything’s ready.”

	The Frenchman considered him. “You may wish to take a taxi. Split up. That way if we’re stopped, they’ve got nothing.”

	“No time. They may be slow, but they’ll mobilize, and we could see roadblocks, at least overnight.”

	The driver shrugged. “Your call.”

	“That’s right, it is. Get us back on a road as soon as you see an opening. They’ll tumble to the broken gate eventually.”

	Spencer and Drake watched the exchange without comment. Drake took Allie’s hand and was relieved when she didn’t pull away. Any anger she’d felt at being subjected to immediate danger after arriving had apparently been forgotten, although Drake was only cautiously optimistic.

	“Who are you?” Spencer asked the gunman as the driver swerved onto a concrete ramp that led to a street above.

	“I’ll explain later.”

	“How about now?” Drake tried.

	“Right now, the less you know, the better. If you’re captured, you know nothing. That’s the way I like it.”

	The gunman’s tone didn’t leave any room for argument, and Drake settled back into the seat as the SUV accelerated and shredded through another gate. The passenger-side mirror blew off from the impact and the cracked windshield frosted on the gunman’s side, but if the Frenchman cared about the damage, he gave no sign.

	The gunman checked his phone map again and nodded. “We should be there in ten minutes. Fifteen on the outside,” he said.

	“We’ll want another vehicle.”

	“I’ll arrange it by morning.”

	“Where are we going?” Allie asked.

	“Somewhere nobody will think of looking for you in a million years.”

	Spencer tried again. “Why are you helping us?”

	The gunman laughed humorlessly. “Obviously, because I want something.”

	“Money?”

	It was the driver’s turn to chuckle. “I’ll take some if you’re offering.”

	The gunman shook his head. “I’ll tell you soon enough.”

	“What do you want?” Drake demanded.

	The gunman twisted around in his seat and studied Drake for a long beat, and then turned back around.

	“I asked you a question,” Drake said.

	The gunman nodded. “I heard you. Now hear me. We’ll discuss it once we’re off the road. Until then, you’re to keep your mouth shut so you don’t distract us. That’s not an option, and if you don’t like it, you can try your luck out there,” he said, pointing at a slum to their left. “You’d last about ten minutes. They’d cut your throat for your shoes, much less any money you might have, and you’d be praying for the police to find you and drag you off to prison. Want to test my patience? Because I’m in a seriously bad mood, and I’m getting tired of being interrogated like a schoolboy while I save your sorry ass.”

	Drake decided to err on the side of prudence and sat back. Allie squeezed his hand, which was slim comfort as they bounced along to an unknown destination in a country he’d already grown to hate in only a few short hours.

	



	

Chapter 10

	India-governed Jammu and Kashmir

	 

	Two men carried a stretcher down a trail toward a clearing near the ruins of an ancient stone structure, now little more than rubble. Three more toted torches, whose flames provided light in the darkness. Fog curled around them, lending them the appearances of spectral phantoms as they trudged down the path. All wore the traditional garb of mountain peasants: stained, ragged handmade robes and callused bare feet.

	At the clearing, they approached a tall post at the center of a flat stone area, perhaps once a terrace or courtyard but now unrecognizable. The men were obviously nervous, glancing around furtively as they set the stretcher on the ground.

	A rail-thin young man lay on the coarse canvas, clad only in an orange loincloth, his form so emaciated that his ribs jutted through his skin. He moaned and glanced at his bearers first in confusion and then in growing horror as he realized where he’d been taken. He’d never been to the cursed place, but the legends were of nightmare proportion, and evil seemed to emanate from the ruins like poison smoke.

	“No…” he managed, his voice a croak. “Please. I beg you.”

	The torch carriers looked away, and one of the two stretcher bearers grunted as he knelt beside him. “Your time is almost at hand. Be brave. It is an honor,” he said.

	“It’s…a…a…gah,” he gasped, his energy spent.

	“Your approval is not required.”

	“Please. Water.”

	The other stretcher bearer frowned. “Why waste it on the likes of him?”

	The two men lifted the boy’s frail form and dragged him to the post, where they lashed his wrists behind him so the pole supported him in a standing position. Even in the dark they could make out the stained stone beneath it, the regular rains insufficient to rinse them completely clean. After studying their handiwork, one of the torchbearers walked to an old brass bell suspended from a nearby tree and rang it twice, and then tossed his torch onto a pile of branches and kindling ringed by stones. Orange tongues of flame licked from the fire pit as he raced to rejoin his companions, his expression frightened.

	The bell’s last peal echoed through the area as the men rushed back up the path, and soon the faint glow of their torches had dimmed to nothing. The youth’s eyes drifted shut as silence reclaimed the clearing. His breathing was shallow, and his chin rested on his emaciated chest.

	A sound from across the field jolted him back to full alertness, and his eyes popped open in terror. A procession of robed figures shambled toward him from out of the darkness. A monotone chant preceded them, one word, over and over, barely distinguishable, but to the youth as clear as the ringing of the bell. The name of the goddess of destruction, the deity that the approaching cult worshipped, the object of their devotion…and bloodlust.

	Kali.

	He offered a silent prayer and resolved to accept his fate without resistance. His strength had long since abandoned him; his body was nothing but a shell, powerless to fight an unstoppable force older than history. Nothing he said, no plea or offer, would halt the cult’s macabre ceremony, and he wouldn’t spend his last moments demeaning himself. He knew that he was wasting away from the illness that had claimed so many of his brethren – a byproduct of the work he’d been laboring at since a toddler – so at worst, these twisted animals would deprive him of the lingering moments of agony a death from that affliction would entail. In the end, perhaps they were doing him a favor, and he begged the universe to make his departure swift and painless.

	The column stopped before him, and the leader looked him in the eyes, chilling his blood. The youth was looking into the face of hell – he knew then that the whispered rumors of timeless evil were no exaggeration. The man’s distorted grimace, the scars where his lips and tongue had been seared away with a glowing brand upon childhood initiation into the cult, the teeth honed to spikes – all were worse than the legends, as was the reek wafting from him as he leaned forward and hissed at the youth like a snake, unable to speak or form words, his dark goddess’s name a hoarse moan when mangled in atonal chant. His hair and beard were threaded with long strips of dry human skin, and a necklace of finger bones and desiccated ears hung low over the man’s bare chest smeared with ash and tattooed with forbidden occult talismans.

	These were the infamous descendants of the Thuggee, the murderous cult that had preyed on India for centuries before supposedly being eradicated by the British, from which the English term thug had been derived. Most of the Thuggee had been opportunistic robbers, who would infiltrate caravans as innocent travelers, and once having earned their trust, would turn on them, strangling them and stealing their riches. But this sect was the worst of the worst, an extremist offshoot that had survived in the remotest reaches of the country, whose worship of the goddess of destruction was the stuff of whispered infamy and whose practices were abominations – cannibalism, human sacrifice, necrophilia…every imaginable desecration, including living in burial grounds and smearing themselves with excrement and the rotting flesh of the dead.

	The death cult leader turned to his followers, who resumed their chant, an unholy keening from mutilated tongues. The tempo accelerated as the dark priest joined in, and when he spun back to the youth, he was clutching a wickedly curved blade with archaic symbols etched into the gleaming metal.

	The youth’s determination to meet his end with dignity gave way to an agonized scream as the leader drove the blade into his abdomen and sliced upward, disemboweling him as another of the murderous clan slipped behind him. The sharp bite of wire burned like liquid fire against the youth’s throat, and then everything went mercifully black as it bit through his larynx and carotid artery, terminating the flow of oxygen to his brain.

	The first part of the ceremony completed with the youth’s murder, the cult members lit torches and pounded drums in preparation for the next horrific phase – one that would extend long into the night, culminating in the youth’s remains roasted to ashes over the fire and his skeleton discarded in a massive pit with thousands of other unfortunates. Only then would the cult return to its caves along the rim of the boneyard, satiated until the next offering to the goddess of destruction, who required regular grisly tribute as her due.

	



	

Chapter 11

	New Delhi, India

	 

	Drake elbowed Spencer as the SUV rolled to a stop at the end of a dirt road. In front of them was a houseboat, one of a dozen moored to the riverbank, its hull swaying slightly to the tug of the river’s current. The Frenchman killed the engine and opened his door.

	“This is it,” he said. “Everybody out.”

	The gunman led them up a rickety gangplank to the houseboat entrance while the driver stood by the SUV and lit a cigarette, checking his watch after blowing a plume of gray at a sliver of moon. The warm air was redolent of decay; the river’s brown rush frothed with diluted toxicity from factories upstream.

	The gunman swung open the front door and switched on the lights, and Drake entered behind him with Allie’s bag. She followed him in, trailed by Spencer, who looked worse for wear from having been assaulted by the hostel staff. The gunman turned on a wall air conditioner and then sat in an easy chair facing a moldy couch, an expectant expression in place. Spencer sat on a barstool by the kitchen, and Drake and Allie took the couch, facing their host, who sat forward with his fingers steepled.

	“All right. You have questions,” he said. “Might as well get them out of the way.”

	Spencer cleared his throat. “Who are you?”

	“My name’s Casey Reynolds. I’m American.”

	“Why are you helping us?” Allie asked.

	“That’s complicated.”

	“Try us,” Drake said.

	“I’m with the DOD, the Department of Defense. With its military intelligence agency, more precisely – the DIA. You landed on my radar when your friend Carson was killed.” He paused. “I was assigned, among other things, to keep an eye on him.”

	“Why?” Spencer asked.

	“He’d downloaded a lot of imagery on an area of the country that’s of strategic interest to us. His inquiries tripped some alarms. I’m not sure exactly why, but we were chartered with finding out everything we could about what he’d discovered.”

	“And?”

	“He was killed before we learned a whole lot.”

	Spencer’s eyes narrowed. “That’s not the whole story, is it? Doesn’t explain why you’d risk breaking me out of the hotel and being snagged by the cops.”

	Reynolds sighed. “Two days ago, my agent went missing in the area Carson was researching. He’d gone there to nose around, see what he could learn on the ground after we picked up some suspicious chatter. He dropped off the game board and hasn’t been heard from since. His disappearance has to be connected with Carson – hours after my man went dark, Carson shows up on a slab in the Subzi Mandi morgue. That’s no coincidence.” He looked hard at Spencer. “You had a two-hour dinner meeting with him after you flew to India. Which makes you the last person to have seen him alive. I’m guessing you didn’t get on a plane to broaden your cultural horizons, am I right?”

	Spencer didn’t say anything.

	“Look,” Reynolds continued. “We know he was after some kind of treasure. That’s not a secret.”

	“How do you know that?” Drake asked.

	“The NSA. We have everything he downloaded.”

	“Why is the DOD interested in lost treasure?” Spencer snapped.

	“The truth is I’m not completely sure why we were ordered to put Carson under surveillance. We work on a need-to-know basis, and apparently I don’t need to know that. Only to watch him and report back to my superiors.”

	“Back to why you helped us escape…” began Allie.

	“I’m stationed in New Delhi. A desk officer, if you like. So I can’t go investigate what happened to my agent or follow up on what Carson was looking for in person.” Reynolds paused. “But you can.”

	“Wait. The DOD can’t investigate the loss of one of its own men? That doesn’t make any sense,” Drake said.

	“I already ran it up the flagpole and was ordered to stand down and let my superiors handle it. But I don’t have confidence it’s a priority or that they can do much. So I need some unofficial help from someone deniable.”

	“You want us to see if we can find your man?”

	Reynolds nodded. “More that I want you to finish the job Carson started. Whatever he was onto, it was worth killing him to keep quiet. I’m afraid that’s also what happened to my agent. If I’m right, that changes everything. People don’t murder for nothing.”

	Drake shook his head. “You want us to put ourselves in danger? For what? Why would we continue working on something that people are being killed over? Carson was decapitated. What’s the most appealing part about that?”

	“Do you know much about how Indian law works?” Reynolds asked quietly.

	Drake started to splutter a denial, and Spencer cut in. “What’s your point?”

	“Here’s the deal,” Reynolds said, turning to Spencer. “Your friend aided a homicide suspect to evade the police. That’s a felony. And you, Spencer, are wanted for Carson’s murder, and from what I hear, the cops are anxious to put you away. They have your papers, so you can’t escape. The short version is you’re both screwed.”

	“We’ll get attorneys to fight it,” Drake countered.

	Reynolds smiled sadly at him. “This isn’t the U.S. Here, they stick you in a mudhole that makes a Russian gulag seem like Club Med, while you fight the system. I’m talking something that makes a Turkish prison look like a five-star luxury cruise. And Mr. Ramsey, there’s no question that you aided and abetted Spencer, so you’re also provably guilty. In other words, doesn’t matter how much money you throw at it, they have you dead to rights, so you’ll be spending years in hell before you’re even sentenced. They take it personally when foreigners come here to help murderers escape justice – and I get the feeling they’ll want to make an example of you to show how honest the system is: that even a rich, privileged white man can’t weasel out of a felony in India.”

	“But he didn’t kill Carson!” Drake said.

	“You know that, and I know that, but they believe Spencer did it – or rather, they believe they have enough to pursue the case, which for our purposes is the same thing.” Reynolds eyed Spencer. “You’re not in Kansas anymore. If the locals want to put you away, they’ll find a way to do it.”

	“Wait,” Allie said. “I still don’t understand. What does Carson searching for lost treasure have to do with the Department of Defense?”

	“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Reynolds said. “But I plan to find out.”

	Spencer snorted. “You’re going to have to do it without us.”

	Reynolds glared at him. “That’s not very smart.”

	“Forget it. We’re not going to help.”

	“You know what happens when I walk out that door? One of two things: either I run interference for you so you can continue where Carson left off, or the cops pick you up within an hour. They’ve got the city on alert, and there’s no way you walk away from that – in fact, you’ll be lucky if they don’t gun you down on sight. You’ll be taking your chances, with no passports, no knowledge of the country, and every cop within a hundred miles looking to flip your switch. How long do you think you’ll last? Bear in mind that at the point they catch you, you’re of no use to me anymore. Right now, free, you are. So instead of throwing around the attitude, I’d suggest you think things through, because I don’t have all night.”

	Allie frowned. “How did you find us at the hostel?”

	“I have informants in the police department, which is how I know they want Spencer in the worst possible way. You’re just lucky I got there before they did.” Reynolds let that sink in. “Here’s my offer: if you follow through with Carson’s research and help me, I’ll make all of this go away. Everything. Charges will be dropped, the investigation will go nowhere, and you’ll be free to leave India.”

	“We don’t know much more than you do,” Spencer said. “He thought he had a lead on some treasure. That’s it. All I know is he paid someone a deposit – that’s not much to work with.”

	“I know all that from his downloads. But I don’t know who he paid, or what for, or whether there was more to it than that. And frankly, I’m not an expert on treasure hunting. However, you are, which is why I’m talking to you.”

	“You mentioned your superiors. You can’t ask them for more information, so we at least have a clue what we’re doing?” Drake asked.

	“Don’t you think I already tried that? They told me to mind my own business and report back if anything changes.”

	“That doesn’t strike you as weird?” Spencer asked.

	“Of course it does. Everything about this does.” Reynolds sighed again. “Look. I don’t take losing a man lightly, especially for no apparent reason. This guy was a seasoned field operative – there’s no way he wouldn’t have been in contact by now unless he was dead. So something went wrong. Now I’m out of options, which is why I’m here. So the question is whether you’ll do the smart thing and help or spend the rest of your lives rotting in a fourth-world jail.” Reynolds’s voice softened. “Carson was murdered within hours of my man going dark. They’ve got to be connected, and I need to understand why. Believe me, if I had any other viable alternatives, I wouldn’t be sticking my neck out for a bunch of amateurs.”

	Allie held his stare. “You’d turn them in, wouldn’t you?”

	Reynolds acted as though he hadn’t heard her question. “I’m going to use the bathroom. Talk it over. When I come out, let me know what you’ve decided. What happens from there is out of my hands.”

	“If we agree?” Drake asked. “How good are your contacts with the police?”

	“Good enough.” Reynolds rose. “You’ll still need to be careful, but I can run enough interference that you’ll have a better than fighting chance. Files can get lost. Reports unwittingly erased. Evidence misplaced.”

	“This is blackmail,” Spencer growled.

	“Not at all. I’m giving you the opportunity to clear your name and possibly find treasure in the process. But most importantly, you don’t have a better offer, and we both know it.” Reynolds paused in front of one of the doors. “Take your time. I’ll be back in two minutes.”

	When he was gone, Spencer joined Allie and Drake on the couch. “This is BS,” he began.

	“You ran. Innocent men don’t run,” Allie fired back.

	“Maybe that was a miscalculation,” Spencer conceded.

	“I’ll say,” Drake said.

	Color rose in Spencer’s face. “It’s a little different when you’re the one who’s been questioned all day on a couple hours of sleep.”

	“That’s water under the bridge. Question’s where do we go from here?” Allie said.

	“I don’t trust him,” Spencer said.

	“He did save your life,” Drake retorted.

	“And we seem to be safe,” Allie reminded him.

	“If you call being blackmailed safe.”

	“Do you see any other way out?” Drake asked quietly.

	They sat in silence for several moments. “We can try to slip across the border into Pakistan or Tibet,” Spencer said.

	“Three white people, two without passports?” Allie asked.

	“Nothing’s impossible. Maybe we could buy some fake papers,” Spencer tried.

	“Compounding your problem if you get caught,” Allie said. “Which assumes you can just knock on doors and find someone who deals in fake IDs that are competently executed enough for international travel.” She shook her head. “And we’d still need to traverse India to get there. Doesn’t sound doable.”

	“Allie, you should leave. This is our problem. You don’t need to get sucked into it,” Drake said.

	“Seems like I already am.”

	Reynolds emerged from the bathroom and waited, one eyebrow cocked. Spencer stood and moved back to his stool. “We don’t really have a choice, do we?”

	“Not a good one,” Reynolds agreed. “This is a safe house. You can crash here while I do what I can to call off the dogs. Roland will stay and keep an eye peeled. He can help you with whatever you need.”

	“What’s his story?” Spencer asked.

	“Former French Foreign Legion. Been here forever. Very resourceful.”

	“Trustworthy?” Drake asked.

	“What do you think?” Reynolds asked. “You made the right choice.”

	“So you say,” Spencer shot back.

	Reynolds nodded. “Get some sleep and get to work once it’s light out. In the meantime, I need to spread some money around and buy you some time. I’ll be in touch.”

	When Reynolds was gone, Allie turned to Drake and Spencer. “I don’t know about you, but I can hardly see straight. Let’s get some rest while we can, okay? It’ll be tomorrow before we know it.”

	“This sucks,” Drake grumbled as he opened one of the bedroom doors and looked inside. “Two beds in here.”

	Allie walked to the other and swung it wide. “One here,” she said with a yawn. “See you boys in the morning.”

	Drake carried her bag to her and made to kiss her, but she turned at the last second so his lips landed on her cheek. “Good night,” she said, and pulled the door shut behind her.

	Drake stared at the wooden slab for a long beat before eyeing Spencer. “I hope you don’t snore.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	Chief Inspector Raj Desai felt in his jacket pocket for his cell phone, which was vibrating. He stood to close his door when he saw the number on caller ID.

	“Yes?” he answered.

	“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” an angry voice demanded.

	“There was a complication.”

	“I heard. You managed to lose him not once but twice.”

	“It’s not as straightforward as we first thought. Both times he had help escaping. We had no way of knowing he was working with confederates, or we would have approached the situation differently.”

	“I thought I made it clear that your top priority was to take him out of circulation. Now I have to hear that he evaded the best minds on the New Delhi police force, first at the hotel and later at a hostel?”

	“We couldn’t hold him. I told you that. The judge wouldn’t sign off on it without more evidence.”

	The caller’s voice quieted. “Which I provided you with.”

	“Unfortunately he’d already been released. But don’t worry. We have his documents, and his likeness is plastered across the city. He won’t get far.” Desai hesitated. “Although it would have been nice to know that we weren’t dealing with a lone man. He apparently had an entourage, including someone with a gun. Which makes this considerably trickier to manage.” The inspector told the caller about the two men and the woman the witnesses at the hostel had seen.

	“This is the first I’ve heard of a group. But it doesn’t change anything. Whether just the one or several, they must be stopped. Find him, as well as his associates, and lock them up or finish them off – I don’t care which, although I want to understand what they know before you neutralize anyone.”

	“We may not be able to be quite so surgical. If we find them and it’s a choice of trying to take them alive or a kill shot, which would you prefer?”

	The caller exhaled audibly. “Dead men tell no tales.”

	“Which is as I presumed.”

	“What have you learned about the target?”

	“American, ex-military, no arrests other than some dropped smuggling charges in South America a few years ago.”

	“Smuggling? Drugs?”

	“Artifacts.”

	“Then he’s an adventurer, not acting in some clandestine capacity.”

	“That’s how it appears. As was the other one.”

	“At least that’s something. But I’m extremely disappointed at how this has been handled so far. See to it that it’s cleared up quickly.”

	“I’ll call when I have more to report,” Desai agreed.

	“Do so, whatever the hour.”

	 

	The caller hung up and turned to the man sitting beside him. “Events are spinning out of control. I don’t trust the inspector to be able to handle this – our faith in him was misplaced.”

	“Shall I arrange for an alternative?”

	“Yes. The more eyes on the street, the better. But the troublemaker has help, apparently.” The caller gave a short summary. “We need to learn who they are and ensure that anything that could compromise us is contained. Whether one or four bullets, it’s all the same to me.”

	“I have a specific contractor in mind, someone we’ve used before. He’s discreet and reliable.”

	“Make the call.”

	



	

Chapter 12

	Motes of dust floated in a spangling of sunlight that streamed from the window near Drake’s head. He watched their dance with blurry eyes before sitting up and glancing at Spencer, who stirred at the rustle from Drake’s bed. The sound of distant honking filled the room as Drake pushed himself to his feet. The clamor was a constant melody in a country where leaning on one’s horn was customary for virtually any reason. Drake glanced at his watch and yawned.

	“Wonder if there’s anything to eat,” he said.

	Spencer rubbed his face and sniffed the air. “God, that’s foul.”

	“Don’t blame me. It’s the river.”

	“Half the toilets in New Delhi must flush directly into it.”

	“I suddenly lost my appetite,” Drake said, and moved to the door.

	Allie was already awake and sitting on the couch, watching television with the sound muted. She looked up at Drake when he emerged from the bedroom and managed a small smile. “Morning,” she said.

	“Good morning. You sleep okay?”

	“Like the dead.” She gave him a sidelong glance and returned to the television. “Spencer was on TV this morning. Looked like his passport photo.”

	“Damn. I wonder how long it will take Reynolds to pull a rabbit out of his hat?”

	She shrugged. “Spencer up yet?”

	“He should be right behind me. Any food in the kitchen?” Drake asked, padding to the refrigerator.

	“A few odds and ends. If you’re a big fan of lentils and curry, you hit the jackpot.”

	Drake made a face as Spencer walked from the bedroom and sat in the easy chair. Allie switched off the television and gave him a once-over. “You look like crap.”

	“It’s the new homicidal maniac thing – all the best serial killers are doing it.” He felt his back pocket and withdrew Carson’s iPhone. “I don’t suppose you know how to unlock this?”

	“It isn’t hard,” she said, holding out her hand.

	“This one might be. It requires Carson’s fingerprint.”

	She took it from him. “Oh. Then in that case, forget everything I said.”

	“Carson showed me what he’d found so far. It’s all on there if we can get to it. Wonder if we can find someone who can crack it?” Spencer said.

	Drake opened a plastic bottle of water and poured himself a glass. “Is that even a thing? iPhone cracking?”

	“I have no idea.”

	“Why don’t you tell me about the meeting you had with him, Spencer, and how you wound up with his phone? So far all I’ve heard is Drake’s summary.”

	“He was really secretive. Picked an out-of-the-way restaurant in the old part of town. He took me through the story of the treasure and how it had been lost to history, and then showed me some satellite images and maps of northern India. He was convinced that was where it was located, but it was a pretty big area, and he was hoping to narrow it down.”

	“How?” Allie asked.

	“He found some guy who was offering a relic for sale that he was sure had a vital clue. Paid him something and promised to have the rest by Friday. That’s why he needed me – he was basically broke. Anyway, I agreed and told him I would get you guys to join in the hunt, which he was excited about. We had a few too many drinks, and then we went our separate ways. He stuck me with the check, and by the time I paid, he was gone. He was kind of hammered, and he forgot his phone. I went looking for him to return it, but no love. The next thing I know, the cops are banging on my hotel door, and then I’m dragged to the station and interrogated for way too long.” He paused and offered a halfhearted grin. “And here we are.”

	“What was this relic?”

	“A dagger. Made out of gold. He agreed to a hundred grand, so it must be heavy.”

	“And he believed it was the key to locating the treasure?”

	“That’s what he said. Guess we’ll never know now.”

	“Did he mention any danger? Give you any reason to believe he feared for his life?”

	“Not overtly. He was super melodramatic after a few drinks, though. I asked him why we were meeting in a poop hole, and he gave me some cryptic nonsense about the walls having ears. I interpreted that to mean he was afraid somebody would steal his find or beat him to the treasure.”

	“Do you remember the area of India he showed you?” Drake asked.

	“It was big – like about a hundred-mile square shot from Google Earth. Someplace in Kashmir.”

	“You can’t be more specific?” Allie asked.

	“I wasn’t trying to memorize it.”

	“Any landmarks? Lake? Big mountain shaped like a goat head or something?” Drake asked.

	“Not that I remember.”

	Allie tilted her head and studied Spencer as though she’d had an idea. “I wonder if there are any scissors in this dump?”

	“Why?” Spencer asked.

	“Because they’d work better than a knife.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	“We need to alter your appearance. Best way is a haircut and some dye. And maybe some makeup to darken your complexion.”

	Drake joined Allie on the sofa. “We can see if Roland will take us to a market.”

	“I really don’t want to cut all this off,” Spencer protested.

	“You were on TV. It’s got to go,” Allie said. “You stand out like a sore thumb.”

	“I can wear a hat.”

	“Then you’ll look like a white guy with a hat,” Drake reasoned. “She’s right.”

	When they emerged from the houseboat, Roland was standing on the bow, smoking one of his endless string of cigarettes, looking like he hadn’t slept all night but wearing a different shirt. Allie told him what they wanted, and he nodded glumly, his expression that of a man who’d just drunk vinegar.

	“I know a place,” he said, and flicked his smoke into the river.

	An older green sedan was parked at the bank, the battered SUV nowhere to be seen. The Frenchman offered no explanation for its absence or the different car, and merely climbed behind the wheel while Drake and Allie slid into the rear seat.

	Daylight had done little to improve their impression of the river, and when they bounced onto pavement from the dirt track that led to the water, Allie’s eyes widened at the sight of the buildings nearby.

	“Yikes,” she said, and Drake nodded. The dwellings were little more than ten-by-ten cinder-block boxes painted garish hues. Half-naked toddlers played at the edge of the street as vehicles roared by, barely missing them as they honked their way into town. The sense of despair in the faces of the pedestrians trudging along the shoulder was palpable, the poverty borne like an unshakable burden by a population that would live and die in misery.

	“How long have you lived in India, Roland?” Allie tried, and was rewarded with a scowl and a flash of dark eyes in the rearview mirror.

	“Too long,” he said, and spit out his open window.

	“I don’t suppose the air works,” Drake said.

	Roland didn’t say anything more, which Drake took as a no.

	The market turned out to be a medium-sized grocery store with a passable pharmacy section, and a helpful clerk assisted them with selecting hair dye. Allie stopped and picked out several containers of makeup, scissors, and three bags of fruit and a package of unleavened bread, as well as a jar of instant coffee that looked like it had been manufactured when Gandhi was still alive.

	Back at the houseboat, Spencer sat unhappily while Allie clipped his hair to within an inch of his scalp, and then mixed a batch of ebony dye and slathered it on before pulling a plastic sack over his head.

	“How long will this take?” he asked.

	“I think it says twenty minutes,” Allie said.

	“Think?”

	“I don’t speak Hindi, but that seems about right.”

	“I hope you know what you’re doing,” he said.

	“No idea. This is a first for me.”

	He scowled. “I thought women knew about stuff like this.”

	“Yet another incorrect generalization about my gender, you misogynist. Believe it or not, they don’t teach cosmetology as part of the archeology curriculum.”

	“That’s not what I meant.”

	She gave him her best stink eye. “Uh-huh.”

	When the dye was rinsed off and Spencer had showered, he returned with a dour expression. “I look like an idiot.”

	Allie considered her work. “With the darker base and some sunglasses, you could pass for a bad Bollywood wannabe.”

	“Is there such a thing as a good one?”

	She ignored him and offered a cup of coffee. “Drake and I were talking about how to get your buddy’s phone unlocked.”

	“He wasn’t really my buddy. He was one of my instructors when I was in the SEAL program…”

	“Reynolds said something interesting last night,” Drake said. “I mean, besides threatening us with life in prison if we didn’t play ball.”

	“Yeah? What?” Spencer asked.

	“Reynolds mentioned that Carson was lying on a slab in the Subzi Mandi mortuary. Allie looked it up,” Drake said, pointing to her tablet computer on the coffee table.

	Spencer nodded. “Right. Because he’s dead.” A look of understanding slowly spread across his face. “Dude. Are you for real?”

	It was Drake’s turn to share a smile with Allie. “Don’t see a lot of other options, do you?”

	“How do you plan to get in, much less find him?” Spencer asked quietly.

	Drake shrugged. “Make it up as I go along. Judging by most of what I’ve seen here, things are so unorganized it shouldn’t be that big a hurdle.” He sat back and stared at the ceiling. “As to finding Carson, that’ll be pretty easy. My hunch is there aren’t a ton of headless horsemen in the Delhi morgue.”

	



	

Chapter 13

	Drake tried to talk Allie out of accompanying him to the mortuary, but she was having none of it. They decided to strike out on their own, leaving Spencer at the houseboat; his new look wasn’t sufficiently convincing to risk someone getting suspicious while his photo was all over the news. They had Roland drop them off at the same market. He seemed surprised when they told him they’d find their own way back, and argued that it was a dangerous section of the city to be wandering alone. After giving Allie his cell phone number, he’d acquiesced, but seemed glummer than usual as he pulled away.

	They made for the pharmacy section of the market again, and Drake made three purchases – a cheap long-sleeved olive dress shirt, a package of surgical gloves, and a surgical mask like those he’d seen many locals wearing as first-line defense against the pervasive airborne dust. “Hepatitis waiting to happen,” Drake said, and Allie nodded.

	“You always take me to the most romantic spots.”

	“Believe me, if I could do it over again…”

	“No, really. First a hostel filled with cockroaches and vomit, then a boat in the middle of the world’s largest septic stream, and now a morgue. What more could a girl want?”

	Drake paid and they waved down a rickshaw. The driver blinked when they gave him their destination and averted his eyes.

	“I’m sorry for your loss,” he said, and then twisted the throttle and careened into traffic.

	The morgue was on the edge of Kamla Nehru Park, a verdant expanse in the northern section of Delhi. Drake had the driver drop them off at the bus station across the boulevard from the morgue, and they sat at a brown plastic table, watching the building, sipping bottles of water as the sun blazed down with relentless fury.

	“What do you think?” Allie asked after twenty minutes.

	Several ambulances and a coroner’s van had arrived and departed from the morgue during their brief stay, and groups of bereaved relatives had come and gone, no doubt to identify the remains of loved ones or say their final goodbyes before cremation. Most were obviously poor, in a city swarming with the impoverished, and the few uniformed guards sheltered from the sun by tall trees in the front of the building showed no interest in anyone.

	Which made sense, given that they were guarding the dead, whom circumstance had transported beyond the world’s ability to harm them further. Even the police who accompanied the coroner’s van remained outside in their car, obviously unwilling to go into the death house if they could avoid it.

	“Looks like I should be able to just stroll in,” Drake responded. “Might not even need the mask.”

	She looked at him skeptically. “You know nothing’s ever that easy.”

	“I’m psyching myself up.”

	“We can go in together. You can escort me. I’ll be the bereaved relative.”

	He shook his head. “We already covered that. It would be harder to pull off than if I’m alone. With the mask on, they might assume I’m there on business.”

	They’d discussed it in hushed tones on the way there, and Drake had argued against involving Allie. If for some reason he got caught, he didn’t want her at risk. A gust of wind blew from the direction of the large building, carrying with it a stink so powerful it made them both blanch.

	“Good God…” Drake said, turning away.

	“On second thought, I’ll stay here. Have fun. Wash your hands when you’re done.”

	“That’s…wow. Just wow.”

	Allie winked at him. “Nobody’s getting any younger. It’s showtime, Ramsey. Knock ’em dead.”

	“You have a way with words.”

	He crossed the boulevard and ambled to the entrance of the morgue, a pair of gloves hanging conspicuously from the pocket of his new shirt and the surgical mask in his hand. Nobody gave him a second look as he mounted the stairs to the front doors. A putrid stench was drifting from the opening, and he tied the mask in place and breathed through his mouth as he neared the darkened doorway.

	Once inside the foyer, he was shocked at the temperature in the building. Drake had assumed that a morgue would be well chilled as a matter of course, but nothing could have been further from reality. The halls were stifling. As he stopped to get his bearings, two orderlies pushed past him with a gurney, upon which was the corpse of an unfortunate who’d probably starved to death, judging from appearances.

	He fought back nausea at the swarm of flies that trailed the body, and watched as the men wheeled it into a room on his left. Drake checked his watch, mainly to have something to do. A man led a sobbing woman from another room, his arm around her as tears streamed down her face, and a cadaverous-looking man in a stained lab coat met them near the entrance with a clipboard and pen.

	The orderlies returned from their chore with an empty gurney, the top of which was smeared with fluids from the last passenger. Sour bile rose in Drake’s throat and flooded the sides of his mouth. He choked it back and steeled himself as he made his way down the hall, gloves in hand, trying to appear businesslike. He glanced further down the hall when he arrived at the door and quickly looked away – two more corpses, their limbs twisted unnaturally, lay on the floor beside a wall, no doubt awaiting processing, stacked like cordwood in a gloomy niche.

	Inside the main morgue room, his revulsion nearly overpowered him. The room was only marginally cooler than the corridor, and bodies awaiting space in refrigerated drawers were slowly decomposing in the heat. Only a few were in body bags, most of them merely covered with filthy sheets, and Drake swallowed hard at the task before him. There were at least fifteen corpses out in the open, and he counted thirty refrigerated compartments. He made short work of the exposed dead, all of whom had their heads connected to their torsos, and then began the process of sliding open drawers in the hopes of finding Carson’s remains.

	He’d considered cutting the man’s thumb off, but the only tools in the room he could see were inadequate for a clean job – rusting cleavers, a blade that looked like it was from the Bronze Age, and a few tongs. His fallback position was to find the torso, and…

	A woman’s voice called out to him from the entry in Hindi. Drake turned to the woman and pointed to his watch, as though that signified something, his gloved hands and mask hopefully making him look official.

	Judging by her reaction, which sounded annoyed but not alarmed, he might have bought himself sufficient time. She retreated, and he slid more drawers open until he hit pay dirt halfway down the row. A headless Caucasian, the body that of an older male, lay in the cool metal drawer with a tag in Hindi affixed to its toe.

	Drake slid Carson’s iPhone from his pocket and powered it on, and then pressed the corpse’s thumb against the screen when prompted. The phone beeped and the screen changed from the security interface to a desktop just as agitated voices reached him from the hallway. He dropped the phone back into his pocket and reclosed the drawer, and was almost to the door when the woman reappeared with two men. The taller of the pair barked at him in Hindi, and Drake had to abandon the act.

	“What? I was given authority to look for my wife,” he said in English.

	The tall orderly took a step into the room. “By whom? No unauthorized personnel are allowed in the morgue without accompaniment by one of the staff.”

	“That’s not what I was told. Just to bring gloves and a mask for hygiene reasons.”

	“Who told you this?” the man repeated.

	“I don’t know his name. Short fellow, balding.” Drake could see hesitation on their faces, so pressed his advantage as he edged closer to the door. “Look, this has been a very difficult day. She’s been missing for forty-eight hours, and this was my last hope. But she’s not here. So at least she may still be alive.”

	“Now see here. This is most irregular…”

	“I know. And believe me, if I could have avoided it, I would have. These conditions are deplorable. You should be ashamed of yourselves. I’ve never seen anything worse in my life.”

	The woman’s face changed to one of outrage. “How dare you–”

	“How dare I? Look around you. This is prehistoric. I’m out of here. Absolutely disgusting,” Drake said, and didn’t have to pretend hard to sell his loathing for the place.

	Drake pushed past the group with a shake of his head and shrugged off the smaller of the two men when he grabbed at Drake’s shirtsleeve. The man seemed surprised that he didn’t stop, and Drake picked up his pace, the front entrance now within reach.

	“Now see here–” the orderly said, but Drake didn’t slow. He doubted that low-paid city employees would go to the trouble of chasing him, especially since he was on his way out. What would they do if they caught him? File charges for daring to go into the morgue without a chaperone?

	“I’m leaving, all right? Just keep your shirt on,” Drake said, and then spotted a short man on his way into the morgue. “Oh, there he is!”

	Drake pretended to recognize the man and peeled off his gloves as he rushed toward him, one hand outstretched in greeting. The man, clearly surprised, drew back but shook Drake’s hand as Drake babbled nonsense at him.

	“Thank goodness! Have a talk with these idiots. Where do they find them?” Drake said, and then with a dismissive wave, darted out the door and down the stairs, figuring that by the time the confusion he’d caused had cleared, he’d be long gone, leaving a perplexed staff and nobody the wiser.

	



	

Chapter 14

	Drake was panting, his forehead beaded with sweat, when he made it back to the café where Allie was waiting. He handed her the phone as they hurried to the cab line, and Drake chanced a look over his shoulder at the morgue when Allie reached for the door of the first taxi. A group of morgue staff were speaking with two policemen and pointing in his direction. Allie ducked into the car and Drake followed, giving the address of their favorite market before settling back in the seat as the driver eased into traffic with a honk.

	Allie scrolled through the phone after changing the security settings to no longer require a thumbprint for access.

	Drake turned to her. “Anything good?”

	“Sat images. Websites. Links and email addresses.” She paused. “Hmm.”

	“Hmm?”

	“Yeah. Check this out,” she said, handing him the phone. He peered at the screen, where a picture of a golden knife rested against a black backdrop.

	“That’s got to be the relic he told Spencer about.”

	“Looks like it to me.”

	“Not really all that impressive, is it?”

	“That depends on what the clue is, doesn’t it?” She took the cell back and pulled her own from her purse.

	“What are you doing? Can you transfer the data to yours?” he asked.

	“No, but I can take pictures.”

	“Why don’t you email everything to your account?”

	“Leaving a direct trail to me for whoever cut Carson’s head off? No thanks.”

	“Oh. Right.”

	Allie zoomed in on the first screen and her phone clicked. She studied the photo and nodded. “Not perfect, but good enough,” she said, and showed Drake the image.

	“It’ll do.”

	She pulled a pen and small notebook from her purse and scribbled something, and then enlarged the picture so she could capture additional detail. When she did so, she could make out script running the length of the blade. “See this? Want to bet that’s why Carson was so interested?”

	Drake eyed the lettering. “All Greek to me.”

	“Which is why I’m here.”

	Allie swiped the screen, enlarged the page, took another shot, and jotted more notes. She continued the process as they bounced along, the driver swerving and cursing at other motorists with the enthusiasm of a fan at a sporting event whose team was defending its championship title. Allie stopped at the satellite shot and frowned.

	“This one’s going to be harder to do. I’ll have to wait until we hit a light. It’s shaking too much, and because of the size, we won’t be able to see all the detail.”

	Drake squinted at the image. “Looks like mountains, doesn’t it?”

	“Yes. Probably part of the Himalayan range.”

	“Are there any coordinates?”

	“I’ll zoom in further once I get the larger shot. Can you ask him to stop the car?”

	Drake leaned forward to the driver. “Pull over here.”

	The man glanced at the dwellings that lined the street and shook his head. “This is a very bad place. Dangerous.”

	“We’re not planning on getting out. Just stop for a second so she can take a photograph.”

	The driver shrugged, as if to say ‘You people are crazy,’ and did as instructed. Allie’s phone snapped again and again as she took as many shots while stationary as possible. Drake was about to tell the driver to get moving when Allie’s eyes saucered as she stared at Carson’s phone in disbelief.

	Drake leaned into her. “What is it?”

	“I…I don’t know.” She held the phone up to Drake. The screens were vanishing at high speed, in reverse order.

	“What did you do?” he asked, his voice alarmed.

	“I didn’t do anything. It just started going nuts.”

	“You had to do something. Phones don’t go crazy on their own.”

	“Get out of here,” Allie called to the driver, who was obviously nervous and didn’t need coaxing. He tromped on the gas and they roared away with a screech of rubber, leaving a dust cloud behind as the car picked up speed.

	Once they were in traffic again, Allie returned her attention to the phone and eyed the screen uncomprehendingly.

	“What is it?” Drake asked.

	She held the device out for him to see. The display was black, with small white lettering across the center. He read it aloud, his brow furrowed.

	“Data error? What does that mean?”

	Allie fiddled with the phone and, after several minutes, shook her head. “There’s nothing on it anymore. It’s like it erased itself. Not even the operating system is left.”

	“Part of a security app?”

	“Not one that I’ve ever heard of.”

	“But it has a sim chip, right? Maybe something’s wrong with the chip.”

	“Maybe,” she said, unconvinced. “But I’ve never seen a phone do that before, have you?”

	Drake cleared his throat and spoke to the driver. “Do you know any shops that service cell phones?”

	“Cell phones?” he asked, as though he’d never heard the term. “No, not really. When they break, most just get a new one. Too expensive to fix.”

	Allie nudged Drake with her elbow. “Never mind. We’ll find someone later. Maybe Roland will know. Or maybe Reynolds has some black magic he can access.”

	The driver glanced at them in the mirror. “You still want to go to the market, yes?”

	Drake nodded. “Yes.” He turned to Allie. “How much did you get?”

	“There was still a bunch more on there. How much more, I don’t know, but I’d guess I got maybe…a little more than half of what I skimmed through.”

	“Maybe that will be enough.”

	She gazed through the window and squirmed on the hot vinyl seat before turning back to Drake.

	“Yeah. Because luck’s been on our side so far.”

	“We’re here and in one piece, aren’t we?” he tried.

	Allie sat back and closed her eyes. “I’d quit while you’re behind.”

	



	

Chapter 15

	Bhiwani, Haryana, India

	 

	A warm breeze stirred the trees surrounding Swami Baba Raja’s Ashram of Eternal Bliss as the morning devotional broke up and the faithful began their day’s tasks. Up at first light for meditation, followed by group yoga and a light meal, the swami’s acolytes spent two hours chanting his name in order to reconnect to the essential matter of which all things are composed. Then, as part of their spiritual awakening, adherents were expected to serve the less fortunate, which often meant performing as gardeners, cooks, janitors, and maids for the swami’s entourage, or creating the merchandise that the ashram sold to visiting truth seekers – T-shirts, robes, meditation cushions, scented oils, incense, statuettes of the swami, even bottle openers with the swami’s likeness gazing thoughtfully into space.

	Inside the jasmine-scented chambers of the holy one, the swami paced with his hands on his hips, his belly protruding through his white silk chemise, as it did when he wasn’t wearing the girdle he reserved for his public appearances. His assistant, the bespectacled man from the prior evening, stood before him, his head slightly bowed.

	“You idiot. I have shown you how to coil the chain beneath the trophy a hundred times. I practically had to use both hands to get the damned thing loose. What kind of miracle would it be if I had to jerk the thing from the bottom?” Swami Baba Raja fumed.

	“I did it as I always do. I don’t know what the problem was.”

	Baba Raja sighed and cast his eyes heavenward. “The problem is I’m surrounded by incompetents. I entrusted a simple task to you, and you managed to screw it up. Is that not true?”

	“Perhaps the compartment hatch should have been lubricated more?”

	“The chain caught on something, you dolt. Do you not understand? The compartment opened fine, it was that the chain was inserted incorrectly, coiled wrong or something. Which means you didn’t do it right. I trusted you, and you failed me.”

	“I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

	Baba Raja shook his head. “Must I find someone else to assist me? Would you like to return to your village and work in the fields from dawn till dusk? I could snap my fingers and make that happen. Do not test my patience.”

	“Of course not. I meant no disrespect. I suspect that trophy might have been inadequately finished. The compartment might have had some rough edges the chain caught on…”

	“It is up to you to inspect every one, is it not? If the base is inadequate, you’re as responsible as the craftsman who made it. Who, incidentally, I don’t want to use anymore. Once is enough.”

	The loss of the business for the carpenter who had created the award would mean starvation for his family during lean times, and the last few years had been one of near famine in the region. But the swami had spoken, and as a deity in the flesh, his word was law, as harsh as he believed necessary. Nobody at the ashram presumed to question his wisdom, or they would quickly find themselves back in the world, which would have little use for them in a country with over a billion people scrabbling to survive.

	Jadhav, the assistant, had been with the swami for a decade, having earned his position as Baba Raja’s closest confidant through unwavering loyalty and a willingness to carry out the swami’s orders without hesitation. The drugged tiger, the hidden trinkets, all were to preserve the swami’s energy – it was heresy to suggest that he couldn’t perform the miracles with regularity. It was just that it took so much from his essence that he would require long periods to recover, which would deprive the needy of his presence. In the interest of safeguarding the swami’s precious life force, a harmless bit of trickery was necessary. The faithful saw what they wanted to see, the ashram prospered, and most importantly, the swami’s fame continued to grow, ensuring that his vital message of harmony and benevolence spread, offsetting the pervasive forces of evil that threatened the universal balance, and with it, life on Earth.

	Jadhav had made peace with his conscience, reconciling that he had been entrusted with the swami’s secret because his faith was strong. A lesser man might have thought less of Baba Raja, but Jadhav was unwavering in his devotion. Still, it was difficult when the swami was on a tear, and he was obviously furious at how the prior evening’s ceremony had gone.

	“I will do as you say, Swami,” Jadhav assured him. “Again, I apologize for my stupidity. It was unforgivable, and that you are willing to afford as lowly an insect as myself an opportunity to make amends is further proof of your divinity – not that any is required.”

	Placated by Jadhav’s groveling, Baba Raja waved him away with a disgusted frown. He had important matters to attend to, dignitaries waiting for an audience, and he hadn’t slept well after the chain incident.

	Jadhav backed away from him, head bowed, and only looked up at the last second so he didn’t trip over one of the priceless Persian carpets that blanketed the swami’s chambers, which were lavish beyond the dreams of a maharajah of old – wood-paneled walls with carvings that had taken a skilled craftsman’s lifetime to create, priceless relics and icons from the past, jeweled vessels crusted with diamonds, rubies, emeralds, and pearls. And his most prized possessions, locked behind the thick glass of a custom-built display case that stretched ten feet off the ground: an elaborate gold chain, each link the size of a man’s fist, a legendary symbol of power from the sixteenth-century Mughal Empire; and above it, a statue of a dancing woman, a supplicant at her feet, her eye a translucent ruby the size of a walnut, through which light was rumored to bend so its possessor could see the future.

	The swami had managed to become wealthy beyond measure in his fifty-seven years, thirty-five of which he had spent as a spiritual guide and the last twenty one of the most renowned in India. While he never solicited offerings, it was well known that he would gladly accept them, and through his followers’ beneficence he spent generously to provide rudimentary health care for the peasant population from which he drew much of his support. In the process, if he elected to store some of the gifts for quiet contemplation, who could begrudge him, given his selfless charity?

	Jadhav pulled the chamber door closed with a soft snap. The carved peacock on it seemed to glare balefully at him, as if even the inanimate carving was condemning him for his failure. He sighed and straightened, resolved to deliver the unfortunate news to the trophy maker before the day was through, and crept on sandaled feet from the holy place, all thoughts but those of the swami’s greatness banished from his awareness.

	



	

Chapter 16

	New Delhi, India

	 

	When they returned to the houseboat, an ebony-topped Spencer listened as Allie recounted the episode with the phone. After inspecting the device, he shrugged.

	“Beats me. I know less than nothing about iPhones,” he said. “Sounds like something got messed up.”

	“That’s the technical term,” Drake added.

	“But let’s see what you got,” Spencer said.

	They gathered around the little dining table as Allie brought up the first photo she’d taken – the golden dagger. Next came the satellite image, and Spencer nodded.

	“That’s the one I saw. He never showed me the knife.”

	She zoomed in, but the resolution wasn’t sufficient to make out much detail. “Did he say specifically where this is?”

	“All he said was Kashmir.”

	“That’s a big area.”

	“He was looking for a temple. Carson believed that if you could find the temple, you’d find the treasure.”

	“Did he mention why?” Drake asked.

	“Based on his research.”

	“That’s pretty specific,” Allie mocked.

	“Hey, I’m just repeating what he told me. Don’t shoot the messenger.”

	Allie continued through a list of websites and stopped at a screen with a long string of numbers and letters. “You ever see anything like this?”

	Drake shook his head. “Not really.”

	“Wonder what the significance is?” Spencer asked.

	“IP address or something like that?” Drake speculated.

	“No. Too long for an IP. Maybe coordinates? Latitude and longitude?” Allie said.

	“Not unless they smushed them together,” Spencer said. “Or if it’s some kind of substitution cypher.”

	“What do you mean?” Allie asked.

	“Well, you could create a code where every third, or fifth, or whatever, digit is to be ignored. And it could then be read either forward or backward. Or alternatively, you could transpose every few numbers or letters, or substitute a different letter – like, say, an F actually means an R.”

	“So this could be anything – a book ID from a library, an address, a bank account, or even a phone number with a bunch of gobbledygook inserted to mask it,” Drake said.

	Spencer nodded. “That’s one of the problems with codes. Cracking them. If you don’t know where to start, it can be impossible. I mean, with computers it should be faster, but if you don’t have any idea what you’re looking at…”

	“What else does he have on here?” Drake asked. Allie swept her finger across the screen, and a grainy black-and-white photograph of a Hindu mosaic popped up – a stylized depiction of a grotesque woman with her tongue hanging out to her chin, sitting atop a man’s chest with a sword in one of her six hands, another holding a chalice, and another a severed head.

	“Looks ancient,” Spencer remarked. “The photo, I mean.”

	“Wonder what the significance is?”

	“Maybe a clue?”

	“We’ll have to add it to the research list,” Drake said. “What else?”

	The final screen was a list of names and places.

	“Dr. Rakesh Sharma. Gulab Singh. Ravi Lohar. 49 Nalwa Street, #202. 8701 Panhar Gang.” She read off more names and addresses.

	“What are those, you think?”

	“We can look on a map and find out. Run the names through the computer. You never know,” Allie said.

	Half an hour later they were staring at her tablet, Drake shaking his head. “Well, we now know where the local Western Union office and Carson’s favorite car service, antique shops, tour guides, strip clubs, and pharmacies are.”

	“Which does us a whole lot of good,” Allie said.

	“Maybe we should drop by and check them out?” Drake suggested.

	“Right. Ask whether anyone’s seen any lost treasure,” Spencer said. “I’ll take the strip clubs.”

	Allie switched to the sat image and opened Google Earth. After a few minutes, she’d matched up the contours of the terrain and had zeroed in on a hundred-by-hundred-and-fifty-mile area of Kashmir.

	“This is the spot,” she announced in triumph.

	“That’s about half of Kashmir. Kind of like saying you narrowed the treasure down to…Nevada,” Spencer said.

	“It’s a start.”

	“We knew it was Kashmir already. So not much of one.”

	Drake tapped the screen. “And part of this area is controlled by Pakistan. That could be a border-crossing problem.”

	“This just keeps getting better.”

	Allie switched to the string of numbers again. “Any ideas on how to tackle this?”

	Spencer and Drake exchanged blank stares and Drake slowly shook his head. “Not really.”

	“None of us is a code cracker.”

	“What about Betty?” Allie asked. Drake’s assistant had proved resourceful in the past.

	“I can send it to her and ask her to put it out to some people. Probably can’t hurt,” Drake agreed. “Can I see the tablet? I can email her.”

	Allie handed it to him and passed her phone over so he could copy the string. He tapped in his password and carefully entered all the letters and numbers, along with a request to her to figure out what it was, and pressed enter.

	Finished, he returned the devices to Allie, who began doing web searches on artifacts that might be a description of their dagger. There were hundreds of hits, and she began wading through them, discarding those that weren’t from India or Pakistan.

	“I don’t know. I’d keep Afghanistan in the mix, too. There was a lot of travel between India and Persia through there at one time,” Spencer said.

	Allie cocked an eyebrow. “How do you know that?”

	“Carson was big on the history of the region. Sort of fixated, actually. Which makes sense. If you’re going to spend your golden years chasing a treasure, you probably have it on your mind most of the time.”

	“But the treasure is just a rumor. I mean, like so many of these, it could have been embellished over the years,” Drake pointed out.

	“Sure. But Carson wasn’t stupid. He didn’t let on about everything he knew, but he was obviously convinced it was real if he was willing to pay the last of his savings for some relic he thought would lead him to it,” Spencer said.

	Drake snorted. “Another oral tradition. On the Internet, the only part of the treasure that’s ever mentioned is the Peacock Throne, which went to Persia before it disappeared there.”

	“Right, but he knew all that. Frankly, if it was all over the web, I’d have been less interested. It would have been too crowded a field,” Spencer countered.

	“Did he say how exactly he tumbled across it?” Allie asked.

	“Said he found it when he was researching the Peacock Throne. That he started out thinking he could trace it down and wound up convinced that was only part of the story. That’s all he told me. He was vague, and frankly, I wasn’t all that interested in how he picked up the trail.”

	“Well, it’s obvious none of this is going to go smoothly, so we should look at dividing up our labor to cover more ground today,” Drake said. “We’ll need to run down every image on Allie’s phone.”

	“I want to see Spencer with makeup,” Allie said with a smile.

	“Nice to see you’ve been able to preserve your sense of humor in all this,” Spencer fired back.

	“Well, you have to admit, it’s fertile ground for some ribbing,” Drake observed.

	“Come on, Spencer. Be a sport. It’s for your own good.”

	He stood and headed to the bathroom. “The doctor used to say that when I was a kid right before he stuck me with a needle. Why is it that whenever something bad is going to happen, it’s for my own good?”

	“Just pretend I’m Dr. Allie, if it makes it any easier.”

	“I think I need an exam, Dr. Allie,” Drake whispered.

	She rolled her eyes, and he pretended he didn’t hear her murmur, “Pervert.”

	



	

Chapter 17

	Lahore, Pakistan

	 

	General William Monroe sat back in his chair and stared at the drab walls of his office as he held his telephone to his ear. As the ranking American in a region that was in constant turmoil, as well as the de facto head of field operations for military intelligence, he worked long hours seven days a week, and today was no different. He ran a hand through thick silver hair and eyed his watch – there was never enough time in his day to accomplish everything that was expected of him.

	Monroe listened patiently to the caller as the man finished his report, and grunted approval.

	“You’re confident that nothing was downloaded?” Monroe asked.

	“Yes, sir. We were able to wipe the phone clean as we siphoned the memory contents, so they couldn’t have gotten anything that would compromise us.”

	“What did he have?”

	“It appears that our fears were justified, but the area he was triangulating was large. We’re satisfied that he didn’t know anything material.”

	“Still – too much has gone sideways on us with this one. We can’t afford any more screwups. The timing couldn’t be worse.”

	“Understood, sir.”

	“Where are they now?”

	“The phone was moving, but it’s now stationary by the Yamuna River and has been for almost an hour. Looks like they’ve gone to ground.” The caller paused. “How would you like to handle this?”

	Monroe’s instinct was to send in a platoon of hardened mercenaries to take out the troublemakers, but he dismissed the idea as wishful thinking. The last thing the DOD needed was to be connected with an operation in India – an ally who might take a dim view of the U.S. military carrying out a strike in its capital city.

	“I think an anonymous tip to the police would be best. They’ll be anxious to perform after this character made a fool out of them not once, but twice.”

	“I’ll take care of it.”

	“I want a full report as soon as it’s over.”

	“Of course.”

	Monroe hung up and studied the steel-framed black-and-white photographs from his Vietnam tours hanging on the wall. He’d been a lieutenant, young and brash, little more than a boy, to look at it now. Had that really been so long ago? In reality it was a lifetime, but in his mind he could still smell the elephant grass and hear the chatter of M16 fire as though it were yesterday. Two tours of duty there, his parting gift the shrapnel he still carried in his hip and a missing ring finger he swore he could still feel on rainy days.

	Now he was the gray sage who directed the young into battle, who waged war in forgotten backwaters on behalf of faceless men in boardrooms halfway across the planet. Not much, and yet everything, had changed, and it was days like this that he felt every one of his years weighing on him.

	Monroe turned over a file and stared at a color image of a thirty-two-year-old intelligence operative who’d disappeared in Kashmir several days ago – an operative whom he’d never authorized to probe around in that area and who had done so after signing out for three vacation days. At the time the request had seemed innocent enough, but then his superior had called in a panic, fearful that he’d lost a man. Monroe had talked him down and ordered him to drop the subject, assuring him that he’d deal with it personally, but he was afraid that the officer would continue regardless of his orders. After all, that was what Monroe would have done in the same circumstances.

	“Why can’t anything go smoothly? Just once?” he murmured, and then tossed the file aside with a sigh. There would be no inquiry, no investigation, and the operative’s passing would go unremarked and unacknowledged, other than an entry that he was suspected of having gone AWOL. It was a shame, but Monroe had no choice. There could be no link to Kashmir and the DOD’s involvement there – the stakes were too high.

	If some eggs had to be broken, that was sometimes what it took to make an omelet, and Monroe had no sympathy for collateral damage. He wasn’t given to introspection; there would be time enough for that on Judgment Day.

	Until then, he would follow orders.

	Today, that meant turning over a man who’d done his country proud with the SEALs to the Indian police – a man who was guilty of nothing but being in the wrong place at the wrong time. The fact that he’d recently become rich and celebrated didn’t alter Monroe’s decision. He would do what was required to keep his secrets, and if this Everett Spencer had to pay the price, it was out of his hands.

	He opened another file and studied a photograph of a young Spencer, in his early twenties, hair clipped in a buzz cut, steel in his gaze – a poster boy for the SEALs, had they desired one. Monroe scanned his background and reread three newspaper articles about his startling South American find. In the clipping photos, Spencer stood by the side of a younger man with the slacker look of youth these days, his arm around the man’s shoulder as both beamed at the camera, instant billionaires from their good fortune.

	“Hope you enjoyed it while it lasted,” Monroe whispered, and then closed the file and slid it into a desk drawer, his attention required now on other matters – this one a foregone conclusion. He stood and marched to the door, his posture ramrod straight, and called for his secretary; his meeting with Pakistani intelligence was only minutes away. “Get the Jeep warmed up. I’m on my way!” he said, and with a final glance at the photo of his younger self, swung the door open and stepped over the threshold, a man who did his duty with the fearless determination of a bird of prey.

	



	

Chapter 18

	New Delhi, India

	 

	Running footsteps sounded from the houseboat deck as Drake and Allie scanned a website while seated at the dining room table. The door burst open and Roland stood in the gap, an alarmed expression on his weathered face and a handheld police scanner in his right hand.

	“We have to get out of here. The cops will be here in two minutes,” he warned.

	Spencer hurried from the bathroom, his newly darkened skin shining with perspiration. “How did they find us?”

	“I don’t know. But they did.”

	Allie darted into her bedroom and returned with her bag a moment later. Drake scooped up her tablet and handed it to her, and she dropped it into a zippered compartment before turning to Roland.

	“Where to?”

	“We can’t drive out of here. There’s only one road, and they’ve already got a car watching it,” Roland said. The scanner hissed with static, and then a voice spoke in Hindi. He listened to the burst of jabber and shook his head. “They’re almost here.”

	Allie turned to Drake and Spencer. “What are we going to do?”

	“We’ll find another way. How about footpaths?” Spencer asked.

	“No, they all terminate at the same point on the road,” Roland said.

	“Follow me,” Drake said, and rushed past the Frenchman into the sweltering afternoon sunlight.

	Spencer and Allie were close behind, and they quickly eyed the other houseboats; any occupants were inside, out of the heat. Brown water foamed around the hulls in the mild current, and Drake’s eyes settled on a skiff tied to one of the houseboats upstream from them. Its hull was scarred, the paint blistered from the river water, and a few inches of leakage rolled in the bottom of the craft as it tugged at its line.

	He pointed at the boat. “That’s our way out.”

	Spencer nodded. “How do you want to do this?”

	“Only one of us needs to climb aboard and untie it. Then we can get in from here.”

	“I’ll go,” Spencer said, and before Drake could say anything, he was loping down the gangplank.

	Drake eyed Roland as Spencer made his way onto the neighboring boat. “What about you?”

	The Frenchman shrugged. “They aren’t looking for me. I won’t have a problem.”

	Allie appeared relieved. “Good. I don’t think that thing could fit four of us.”

	The sound of motors from the dirt road drifted to them, and Drake urged Spencer to greater speed with a stage whisper. “Hurry up. They’re almost on top of us.”

	Spencer piloted the boat to where Drake and Allie were waiting and lashed the skiff to the railing with the bow line. Allie tossed him her bag and hopped aboard. The small craft rocked crazily, and then Drake was by her side. Spencer cast off the line and pushed the boat as hard as he could into the channel.

	“No oars,” he explained as they drifted away.

	“Figures,” Allie grumbled, and Drake motioned to their houseboat.

	“They must have tracked Carson’s phone somehow,” he said.

	“Crap. I should have thought of that,” Spencer said. “Of course. If they suspected I had it…”

	“Why didn’t they come sooner?” Allie asked.

	“It wasn’t on,” Drake explained. “I powered it up at the morgue.”

	Spencer held out his hand. “Let me have it.”

	Drake obliged, and Spencer shut it off. “Throw it overboard,” Allie suggested.

	“No. We might want to use it later, as a decoy. If I toss it, we lose that option.”

	“Are you sure?” Drake asked.

	“Waste not…” Spencer felt around in the bow and freed a greasy tarp that stank of fish and rot. “Get down as low as you can. We can’t all stay out of sight, but since I supposedly look like a local, maybe they won’t pay any attention to me.”

	Allie made a face and Drake took the tarp from Spencer and pulled it over them. Spencer sat in the stern, holding a fish net and pretending to work on it. From the corner of his eye he watched the houseboat and was rewarded a minute later by the sight of at least twenty uniformed police with submachine guns encircling the boat.

	“Looks like we got out just in time,” Spencer said. The boat had drifted sixty yards and was in the middle of the river, moving downstream at a leisurely clip. “What I wouldn’t do for an outboard.”

	“Can they see you?” Drake asked.

	Spencer’s mouth barely moved. “They’ve got their hands full right now, but yes, it’s just a matter of time till someone looks over.”

	“What should we do?”

	“Prayer’s never a bad idea.”

	“Seriously, Spencer,” Allie chided.

	“Not a lot we can do if they decide to open up on us with their guns. Then again, there’s no reason for them to if they think I’m a lone fisherman.”

	“So it comes down to luck?” she asked.

	“Most things usually do.”

	When they were a hundred yards away, Spencer could see that the cops on the boat were obviously agitated, and several of them pointed to the skiff. One of the men had binoculars, and Spencer caught the glint of sunlight reflecting off the lenses as the spyglasses were brought to bear on him. Spencer fingered the net, staring at it with intense concentration as he tied an imaginary knot, and then held it partially up, as though inspecting his work. He could only hope that his disguise would carry the day, and then his heart caught in his throat when he remembered the dye box and supplies in the houseboat garbage.

	When the police did a thorough search of the boat, they would find it, and even the dimmest would quickly figure out what he’d done. Sweat pooled beneath his arms as he willed the boat faster, all the time pretending to be engrossed with the net.

	The skiff passed a group of locals washing their clothes in the river, seemingly oblivious to the drama playing out upstream, as well as to the questionable cleanliness to be had from the muddy water. Spencer waved at them and returned to his project, hoping he would be dismissed as benign by the police.

	Spencer’s fishing act must have been convincing, because as the little boat drifted around a bend and out of sight, no high-velocity bullets blew them to pieces. He remained in character until he was sure they were clear, and then pulled the tarp off Drake and Allie, who were drenched with sweat from just the short time without any breeze.

	“Safe to sit up?” Allie asked.

	“I wouldn’t. Just in case. But don’t worry – we’re coming up on a bridge. We can get off there if we can climb one of the pontoons.”

	The shade of the bridge was a blessing as they passed beneath it. Spencer used his hands to paddle the boat closer to a support, and the bow bumped against brick and concrete and came to a stop. Drake sprang up and tied off the line to a piece of corroding rebar. “Can you manage Allie’s bag?”

	“Sure thing,” Spencer said.

	Drake clambered up the crumbling face of the support, using the gaps where bricks had worn loose as hand and footholds, and Allie followed him up. As she was nearing the top, she lost her footing and, with a small cry, dropped toward the water below. Drake’s arm snaked out and his hand locked on hers, and he pulled her up to him, muscles straining. He hauled her over the rim and they lay panting beside each other as Spencer climbed the sheer side.

	Allie sat up with a look of alarm. “Drake, do you feel that?”

	“Was it as good for you as it was for me?”

	She swatted him. “I’m serious. The vibration.”

	Spencer’s head popped up at the edge of the platform, and Drake rolled away from Allie, almost knocking himself unconscious on a metal rail. He stared at it as Spencer heaved himself onto the bridge, and then turned to call out a warning. He was interrupted by the deafening klaxon of a train horn as an engine came into view, bearing down on them at high speed.

	“Damn,” Drake cried, and pulled Allie to the side. “Hang on to the outside of the bridge. We can’t stay on the tracks – it’s only wide enough for the cars.” He inched around a girder to where he could just maintain a grip on the steel, his toes wedged in a gap. Allie joined him, and Spencer made it with only seconds to spare.

	The train roared past, car after car. The bridge rumbled with the weight, the structure shaking like a drunk with the DTs as they held on for dear life, eyes closed against the black dust blowing from between the girders with hurricane force.

	Several long minutes later, the last car passed and the train receded down the tracks, leaving them stunned and deafened. Drake helped Allie back onto the platform and Spencer joined them. Soot darkened his face, and his teeth glowed when he grinned.

	“That’s one way to get our attention,” he said. “If the cops don’t get us, India will.”

	“Not if I have anything to say about it,” Allie said. “Let’s get off this thing and find a road. The police will eventually figure it out, and when they do, we can expect them to pull out all the stops.”

	They trudged down the tracks to the far side of the bridge, jumping over holes where the surface had collapsed into the river below. Spencer shared his worry about the hair dye supplies when they were near the bank, and Allie patted his arm.

	“Not to worry. I bagged it all and brought it with us when we went to the morgue. Tossed it at the market, so your secret’s safe – for now.”

	“That was good thinking,” he conceded. “You might just make a decent field operative yet.”

	She glanced at Drake. “I’ve been told not to quit my day job.”

	“I never said that. I think you’re amazing,” he protested.

	“Amazingly hot and sweaty – and don’t forget grubby from our little jaunt.”

	“You look awesome to me.”

	She couldn’t help but smile. “I take back everything I said about you. Maybe you stand a chance after all.”

	“Everything you said?”

	“We can talk about it later,” she said softly, the promise in her eyes unmistakable.

	“I don’t mean to break up this mutual admiration society, but how do you think they were able to remotely erase Carson’s phone? I know it’s possible to track one, but erase it?” Spencer asked.

	Drake’s moment of ebullience quickly faded as he considered the question. “I don’t know. But the real question isn’t how…”

	Allie nodded and finished his sentence. “Right. It’s why.”

	They plodded along in silence, the ramifications troubling.

	Spencer broke the quiet first. “Maybe Reynolds didn’t tell us everything.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“I don’t know, but all along, it’s felt like we’re being used for…for bait, or something.”

	“I told you I didn’t trust him,” Drake said.

	“That was the driver, Roland,” Allie reminded him.

	“Him either.”

	“He kind of saved our asses just now,” Spencer said. “Assuming he didn’t call the cops himself.”

	“But why would he do that? What would the motive be?” Allie asked.

	Spencer stepped from beneath the overhang of the trestle bridge and into the sun. He looked back at her with a frown.

	“I don’t know. But there’s only one way to find out.”

	



	

Chapter 19

	Rawalpindi, Pakistan

	 

	High horsetails of clouds streaked the afternoon sky like white smoke over the Pothohar Plateau, the celestial blue of the heavens so vivid it seemed painted. A cluster of dwellings encircled a clearing where young boys kicked a soccer ball with competitive enthusiasm. They were watched by a few old men who, with their working years behind them, spent their days gossiping and condemning the wicked ways of a world that had left them behind.

	A silver Toyota Hilux truck pulled away from one of the modest houses and tore down a dirt road that led to town, the driver one of several men renting homes in the area, who kept to themselves. When he reached the main intersection, he made a left and headed south, away from the city, and kept going for fifteen minutes, at which point he pulled onto a tributary and then rolled onto the drive of a walled compound.

	An armed guard studied the driver as though he’d never seen him before, a ritual that was repeated whenever the Toyota appeared, and the guard spoke into a handheld radio, fingering the trigger guard of the Kalashnikov AKM that hung from a shoulder strap, its curved magazine iconic and instantly recognizable.

	The radio crackled and a voice brayed from the speaker. The guard nodded to the driver and moved to slide the heavy iron gate open. Inside, two men joined him in heaving the barrier aside, and the truck rumbled down the gravel drive toward the two-story main building.

	A bearded man with a stern expression, wearing a flowing amber robe, a turban, and sandals, waited at the entrance. Intelligent eyes beneath a thick brow watched the truck approach, and when it stopped, he nodded to the driver, who returned the gesture as he stepped from the vehicle.

	“Welcome, Abdul Aziz. It is good to see you,” the bearded man said.

	“It is an honor, as always, Razzaq,” the driver replied.

	Razzaq led him into the house, which was surprisingly cool thanks to overhead fans and thick walls, and they sat together while an attendant served them tea. Once they had sipped the pungent brew appreciatively, Abdul Aziz glanced around to ensure they were alone and leaned toward Razzaq.

	“We have received the funds,” Abdul Aziz said. “Yesterday. They are ours to use as we wish.”

	“Excellent. Will there be any problem withdrawing it in cash?”

	“No. It was delivered in two suitcases. All euros, as requested.”

	“Perfect. I trust you have it in a safe place?”

	“I guard it with my life. There is no one so foolhardy as to attempt to steal from us, even in these difficult times. My oldest son watches it as we speak.”

	“I am blessed to command such loyalty.”

	“We would gladly lay down our lives for the cause.”

	“Thankfully Allah has a different destiny in mind for you.”

	“It is like a dream. To be so proximate to the avenging might of the will of the Prophet, peace be upon him.”

	“Nothing can stand in our way. We will bring the sleeping dogs to their knees. Too long have our lands been used as pawns in their game. Too long have our people suffered at their hands while they go about their business like fat, spoiled children, blind to the damage they inflict. But all of that will change, and then we will have the upper hand.”

	“I await the moment with every fiber of my being.”

	“As do I, brother, as do I.”

	They discussed the logistics of transporting the cash across the border. Razzaq was the leader of a particularly extreme sect of Islamic radicals who, in addition to buying whole cloth the most draconian interpretations of holy scripture, had developed a highly sophisticated funding network – contributions from mosques all over the eastern seaboard filtered through investment firms and, once pooled, were concentrated in offshore hedge funds, who laundered the money by investing in the unregulated over-the-counter derivatives market, where hundreds of trillions of notional value contracts traded hands, with no reporting required, completely outside of the safeguards of the banking system.

	“It is laughable how the governments have clamped down on financial freedom in an effort to stop crime, when it’s well understood that real money operates completely outside of their banking system,” Razzaq observed, the theme a favorite of his. His cousin ran a fund that operated in the British Virgin Islands, and had engineered the mechanism which would soon allow Razzaq to become the most hated and feared figure in the world, and a hero to his fellow adherents.

	He’d learned from watching ISIL that access to capital was the key to recruitment, and was one of a new breed of freedom fighter, as he thought of himself, educated in the American Ivy League university system, the son of prosperous parents. He was far more sophisticated than his predecessors and was equally at home discussing credit default swaps or oil futures as he was issuing scholarly and invariably militant interpretations of the Koran. Which made him extremely dangerous – or as he liked to say, a Renaissance man who understood his adversaries’ weaknesses well enough to exploit them for his own purposes. With a substantial war chest, there was no limit to what he could achieve, and his years subjecting himself to primitive conditions in Pakistan and Afghanistan would soon be over.

	When Razzaq and Abdul Aziz had concluded their discussion, the older man led Abdul Aziz to the doors, which a servant had closed to keep out the dust that blew across the area from the nearby desert. Abdul Aziz embraced Razzaq, who returned the salutation in kind, and then watched the Toyota drive away, leaving the large courtyard empty except for the gunmen who protected him round the clock and several chickens frightened from the shade by the sound of the vehicle.

	Tomorrow Razzaq would travel to Abdul Aziz’s humble abode to count the cash and confirm the amounts – some earmarked for the border guards, some for the customs officials, and the majority for his contact in India.

	Allah indeed worked in mysterious ways, he thought as he watched the gate shut behind Abdul Aziz’s vehicle. Mysterious, and wondrous, for the patient man – and Razzaq had perfected the art of waiting.

	But now, finally, the time was at hand.

	



	

Chapter 20

	New Delhi, India

	 

	The taxi let Drake, Allie, and Spencer off in a crowded downtown area packed with electronics shops and Internet cafés. They’d asked the driver where they could find the best deals on phones and computers, and the man had been unhesitating in his recommendation. Now, on a sidewalk teeming with humanity, the street clogged with rickshaws and bicycles, their near escape from the police seemed worlds away.

	“That looks promising,” Allie said, pointing at a sign advertising “Finest Splendid Internet Coffee.”

	“I hope they use purified water, or we’re going to be in trouble,” Spencer said.

	“We’ve been okay so far,” Allie pointed out.

	“You’ve been here, what, a dozen hours?”

	“Have I mentioned I bore easily? Where’s this treasure I keep hearing about?” Allie fired back.

	“Probably not a terrible spot to use as home base for a few hours,” Drake said, inspecting the interior of the café through the picture window. “I mean, it could be worse.”

	“Nobody’s milking cobras or anything, you mean?” Spencer asked.

	“I was more thinking that the equipment looks pretty new. Come on. Let’s get something to drink.”

	They entered the shop, which consisted of a half dozen small circular metal tables in front and a rear area boasting a dozen computer stations, and took a seat. The air conditioning was thankfully set at arctic, and the cold air washed over them as they looked around the place. A young waitress dressed head to toe in black, her hair dyed blue, came up with laminated menus and tossed them on the table. “How’s it going?” she asked in perfect American English.

	“Fine, I guess,” Drake said, obviously surprised.

	“What’s your pleasure?” she asked, raising an eyebrow and staring holes through Spencer with a smirk.

	“You have coffee?” he asked.

	“We have anything you want,” she said, cocking a hip, her skinny jeans clinging to her like a second skin.

	Allie cut in. “Do you use purified water?”

	“Of course, although all the hot drinks are boiled, as well,” she said, still addressing Spencer.

	“Well, then…three cups of coffee,” Spencer said.

	“Do you like them dark or light?” she asked.

	Spencer looked her up and down. “Depends. Can you bring some cream or milk on the side?”

	“For you? Whatever you want,” she said, and sashayed away. Spencer’s eyes followed her across the room.

	“Seems like you have a fan,” Allie said.

	“Must be the makeup. Some girls like that kind of thing,” Drake said.

	“Maybe she’s just flirty and bored,” Spencer said. “Not a lot to do all day, I’ll bet.”

	“You going to help the poor thing out with that?” Allie asked innocently.

	“We’re sort of busy trying to stay alive. Think I’ll focus on that.”

	“Might make it all the sweeter – the danger element,” Allie mused.

	Drake held his tongue.

	“Why don’t we take another look at your images instead of discussing my romantic possibilities?” Spencer said with a smile. “Specifically, the dagger.”

	Allie slid her phone from her pocket, selected the image of the blade, and zoomed in on the characters. “Looks like Sanskrit,” she said.

	“Can you plug it into an online translation engine?” Drake asked.

	“Should be able to. The problem is finding an input mechanism.” She offered a small pout. “I didn’t get the Sanskrit option on my gear.”

	“I can’t take you people anywhere,” Spencer grumbled.

	“Maybe one of the computers?” Drake suggested.

	“We can ask Spencer’s new paramour when she gets done spitting in my cup,” Allie said.

	“Only spitting?” Spencer asked, earning Allie’s glower for his trouble.

	The waitress returned and placed their coffees on the table, leaning closer to Spencer than necessary, and Allie winked at him.

	“Do any of the computers have Sanskrit keyboards?” Drake asked.

	The girl looked at him like he was crazy. “No, but you can go to websites where you can select characters and string them together.”

	“Oh. Of course,” he said. “Do you know any?”

	“Try Googling it,” she replied, and departed with a swing of her hips.

	“An Indian Miss Congeniality, your little blossom is, my friend,” Drake said to Spencer.

	“I don’t know. She’s got a certain something. She could probably make me miserable for a few months as well as anyone.”

	“Gotta have a dream,” Allie said, sipping her coffee after inspecting the cup. “No flies in it, at least.”

	Allie connected to the web from her tablet and found a site where she could enter a Sanskrit phrase. She duplicated the characters on the blade and then cut and pasted it into a translation engine.

	“Here goes nothing,” she said, and clicked on the translate button.

	Two seconds went by, and then an unintelligible string of gibberish appeared. Drake sat back with a scowl. “So much for that.”

	Allie switched to another site and got the same result. She continued working at it as Spencer and Drake conversed in hushed tones, and then she looked up at them, her expression clouded. “Here’s a site that substitutes one character in Sanskrit for another. Apparently that was a common practice and was a skill that the Kama Sutra recommended learning: the art of secret writing. Want to bet this is encrypted?”

	Spencer nodded. “Makes sense. Which means we’re screwed if we don’t know the key or have nothing but time to try every possible variation of character substitution. Like I said before on the other character string – substitution ciphers have been around forever.”

	“Can I check my email while we’re preparing to slit our wrists?” Drake asked.

	Allie tilted her head at the computers. “Might as well rent some time. Nothing’s going to happen fast, and there’s no point slowing things down by only using my tablet.”

	Drake spoke with the waitress and she directed him to one of the systems. He pulled up a chair and tapped in some commands, and then studied his emails, reading quickly. When he was done, he stood and rushed back to where Spencer and Allie were sitting. Allie looked up at him.

	“What is it?”

	“Betty. She figured out what that string I sent her is.”

	“Really? That was fast.”

	“Yeah. She’s working pretty late. Anyway, it’s a bitcoin key – a public key.”

	“A…what?” Spencer asked.

	“Have you been living in a cave?” Drake said.

	“Worse. Laguna Beach. I’ve heard of bitcoin, but I don’t know how it works.”

	“There’s a wallet with a private key. To do transactions, you generate a public key – that’s what you use to send and receive money.” Drake hesitated. “I mean bitcoins. Same difference.”

	“How did she know that was what it was?” Allie asked.

	“She’s a big fan. A lot of people think it’s going to replace our monetary system eventually and do away with the need for banks for transactions.”

	“So where does that leave us?”

	“She sent me a site where you can see the transactions that were done for a public key. It’s all transparent.”

	“Really?” Spencer asked.

	“Yup. She ran that one, and there were only two transactions. One receiving bitcoins, probably where Carson made a buy of them in dollars, and the other sending the same amount to another public key.”

	“That’s awesome! Then all we need to do is contact the owner of the public key, and we’ve found the dagger,” Allie said.

	Drake shook his head. “Afraid not. There’s no way to know who owns it – it’s anonymous. There’s no registry we can access. That’s part of the appeal of crypto-currencies: they’re largely anonymous for users who want to keep it that way.”

	“Then how does that help us?” Spencer asked, frustrated.

	“We can run the other address and see what transactions it’s done. We might be able to pick up a thread we can follow.” Drake sighed. “Worth a try, right?”

	He returned to the computer and went to work as Allie continued researching Sanskrit. When he next appeared by her side, his expression was excited. “The other address looks like almost all the recent transactions are with one key. Sending money. And that one’s not anonymous.”

	“Who is it?” Spencer asked.

	“An online magazine. Here, in New Delhi. Specializes in advertisements – kind of like a high-end paid Craigslist.”

	“That would make sense,” Spencer said. “Carson mentioned he found the relic from a dealer.”

	“Sounds like we need to pay a visit to the magazine. They might have the seller’s contact information,” Allie said. “And while we’re at it, we can stop by the university.”

	“University?” Drake asked. “Why?”

	“I ran a search for that Dr. Rakesh Sharma. There’s only one that comes up – a linguistics professor at the University of Delhi.”

	Drake nodded. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

	Allie smiled. “Not a lot of reasons Carson would have had the name of a guy who could help him with Sanskrit, are there?”

	



	

Chapter 21

	Allie and Drake neared the building that housed the magazine, a three-story structure painted Day-Glo orange, the bottom floor retail shops, with offices above. They’d agreed to split up, leaving Spencer to research the satellite imagery and mosaic at the café after buying a cheap cell phone next door. The owner of the shop had activated the device without seeing any identification, handing it to Allie after she promised to return with her passport later.

	After another harrowing rickshaw ride across town to a seedy neighborhood on the east side of New Delhi, they found themselves in a crowded street, a small river of muddy fluid coursing down the center. The pedestrians moved slowly due to the heat, colorful umbrellas bobbing above heads to provide the slim relief of portable shade.

	“What do you think?” Drake asked as they eyed the building.

	“I’ll go in and you wait out here.”

	“Why don’t we do this together?”

	“A lone woman will be far less threatening than a couple.”

	“It’s not like we’re going to rob the place.”

	“Just let me do this my way.”

	Drake parked himself in a shop across the street as Allie made her way to the building entry. An ancient doorman seated on a barstool just outside waved her through without question. Allie glanced around once inside and spotted a directory to her right, with the magazine offices identified as being on the third floor.

	She mounted the stairs, the air stifling in the enclosed area, and exhaled in relief when she reached the third landing. The magazine had the entire level, and Allie paused at the door, the publication’s stenciled name partially peeled off, the paint in desperate need of repair.

	Allie approached a heavyset woman seated behind a reception desk that, like the offices, had seen better days. After a brief discussion, the woman called the assistant managing director. Allie took a seat on a stained sofa and surveyed the large room, counting seven workers, all female, typing away furiously on computers, half of them wearing telephone headsets.

	Ten minutes later a short man with all of ten strands of hair combed over a shining pate emerged from an office at the rear of the area and walked to the reception desk with the air of a man at home in his fiefdom. Allie stood, and his eyes roved over her before gracing her with a lupine grin. He offered his hand and she shook it, ignoring how his fingers lingered uncomfortably long on hers.

	“Vikram Pradhan, at your service,” he announced. “Come back to my office. May I offer you a refreshment?” he said, his voice a musical purr.

	“No, thank you,” Allie said as she followed him to his door.

	“Well, then, how may I help you, Miss…?” he asked as she stepped inside the office. “Please,” he said, indicating one of two chairs in front of his desk, which was stacked high with folders. A standing fan blew a stream of warm air from the open window, and Allie sat in the closest while Pradhan rounded his desk and took a seat.

	“Allie,” she said, smiling shyly at him. “I have a bitcoin address of someone I desperately need to contact. He’s sent a number of payments to your magazine. I’m hoping you have his contact information.”

	The Indian’s expression hardened, any trace of friendliness gone. “I’m afraid that our advertiser information is most strictly confidential. I’m sorry I can’t help you.”

	Allie opened her purse and removed a tissue, pausing long enough for Pradhan to get a good look at the wad of hundred-dollar bills in it. Just in case he’d missed the point, she set the bag, open, on his desk, and sat forward. “I would be extremely grateful if you could make an exception,” she said, sliding a piece of paper across the desk to him, the public key written across it.

	Pradhan’s eyes darted to the side, and then he gave her a sad smile. “I’m really very sorry, young lady, but our rules are our rules. I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do for you. I’d suggest you look elsewhere. I’m in a bit of a rush to finish up my errands before I have lunch at the restaurant across the street. I hate to be late. Every day, same time.” He eyed his watch. “Oh, in twenty minutes.”

	“Ah, I see. Well, it’s a shame you can’t bend the rules.”

	“I would lose my job. I hope you understand – I am not of sufficient means to risk that.”

	“Of course. Well, thank you for your time,” Allie said, rising.

	Pradhan palmed the note and stood. “I trust you can find your own way out.”

	“Yes. Enjoy your lunch,” she said, holding his stare.

	“Oh, I most sincerely hope I do.”

	Allie retraced her steps downstairs and reported on her meeting to Drake. They agreed that he would continue loitering nearby, and she crossed the street and entered the restaurant. The hostess seated her near the rear, at her request, and she busied herself on her phone while she waited.

	Pradhan appeared right on time and slid into the booth across from her. “This is most unusual,” he began, and then seemed to run out of steam.

	“Yes, but these are strange times. As I said, I’d be extremely grateful for any help you can offer.”

	“How would that gratitude express itself?”

	“I’d think five hundred dollars would be a reasonable token of my appreciation.”

	“A thousand would be more in line with the risk involved, should I be caught.”

	Allie knew that was probably double what the man earned per month, but she was uninterested in fighting too hard.

	“It is a princely sum, but perhaps, depending on the information you shared, reasonable.”

	“I must use the restroom. I will be back in a moment,” he said, and when he departed, her note was on the table, folded neatly in half. She opened it and read a name and telephone number, as well as a street address. She slipped it into her purse and surreptitiously counted ten hundred-dollar bills, which she folded into a small wedge.

	Pradhan returned and sat down. Allie stood and placed her napkin on the table, and slid the money beneath it. “I’m sorry. I just got a call. I’m afraid I need to run,” she said.

	The little man nodded sagely, his eyes on the napkin. Allie made her way to the entrance, Pradhan’s eyes burning holes through her back, and pulled it open, smiling in triumph. Drake was beside her in moments.

	“I got it,” she said. “Phone and address. Name’s Gafur Singh.”

	“Wonder why Carson didn’t have his information?”

	“He could have. We never got a chance to look at his phone contacts.”

	“Going to give ol’ Gafur a call?”

	“Let’s pick up another phone. Call me paranoid, but I don’t want to use mine.”

	“I’d say with a beheading and a manhunt in progress for Spencer, you can’t be paranoid enough.”

	“Don’t forget that at some point it’s inevitable they’ll be after you.”

	Drake frowned. “That hasn’t escaped me.”

	They repeated their phone purchase with the same result – the merchant happily selling them one without identification, accepting their promise to return when they had their passports. Allie called Singh’s phone number, but it went straight to voice mail. She waited for the tone and left a message.

	“Hello. I’m calling to let you know that the remainder of the fee is ready. Please call me as soon as possible so we can conclude the transaction.” She recited her new phone number and hung up. “No answer,” she said.

	“Want to go by his place or stop in to see the professor first?”

	She tapped an address into her phone and peered at the display. “Looks like he’s only a mile away, maybe less. The university’s farther. Let’s get a ride and check out Singh’s first and then hit the professor.”

	“How much did it wind up costing?” Drake asked as they waved at a taxi.

	“I’ll put it on your tab.”

	“That much?”

	“If it gets us out of this mess, it was a bargain at ten times the price.”

	



	

Chapter 22

	The neighborhood degraded as the rickshaw sputtered along, the driver either blind or possessed of a death wish. The buildings changed from reasonably maintained to obviously neglected. Groups of slit-eyed youths loitered on the corners along with the ever-present beggars clogging the sidewalk.

	They got out a few blocks from their destination, when the rickshaw stopped where traffic had coagulated into a dense clot as a symphony of horns blared impotently into the hot afternoon sky. Drake passed the driver a handful of bills, and the man gave him a toothless grin.

	When they arrived at the address, they found themselves staring at the window of a small shop with a steel grid padlocked in place to protect its grimy picture window. They both stared at the iconic lettering across the top of the glass, with a hand-painted rendering of an exaggeratedly Indian-looking man wearing a distinctive explorer’s hat and cracking a whip. Allie turned to Drake, open-mouthed.

	“Indiana Singh? This just went from tragedy to farce,” she said.

	“Looks like a tour company. See? Adventure tours.” He gave her a small smile. “You have to admit, it’s a catchy name.”

	“Carson bet the bank on a bad cartoon version of a movie? Maybe he was out of his mind…”

	“I wonder what an adventure tour is here. I’m almost afraid to ask,” Drake said, moving closer to the shadowed entrance and looking through the window. “There are some brochures sitting out. The top one has a guy holding a cobra. I’d be out right there.”

	“Looks closed.”

	“He didn’t answer his phone, and his shop’s shut in the middle of the day. How do you spell flake?”

	“Maybe he’s on a tour.”

	“Yeah. Maybe.”

	They were interrupted by a tall Caucasian man with receding gray hair, black slacks, and an immaculate loose white shirt. “Oh, that’s a bad break. Bugger’s not here, is he?” the man said, in a pronounced British accent.

	“Looks like he hasn’t been for a few days,” Allie said, gesturing at mail scattered on the floor inside.

	“Yes, evidently,” the man said, offering his hand. “Oliver Helms. And you are…?”

	“Oh, we were interested in a tour,” Drake improvised as Allie shook hands with the Englishman. “I’m Drake. This is Allie.”

	“Charmed. Well, it seems you’re out of luck today.” Helms’s brow beetled. “Not much to be done about it, is there? He does this every now and then.”

	“You know him, obviously,” Allie said.

	“Yes. We’re…colleagues, of a sort. I operate a tour company as well – for my sins – along with many other endeavors.”

	“Same sort of tours?” Drake asked, pretending interest.

	“Actually, mine are a tad more upmarket. Nothing like as lurid. Our good Mr. Singh leans more to the slumdog side of the fence, if you follow my meaning.”

	“They tour the slums here?” Allie said, surprised.

	“Indeed they do. Tawdry though it may seem, they have a certain fascinating quality for a particular type of client. At least, that’s what I’m led to believe – though I have no interest in seeing any more abject poverty than I already do on a daily basis.” Helms paused and considered the sky. “Bloody mare of a day again, isn’t it? Always is during the sticky season. Expect I should have become acclimatized by now, but one never really does.”

	“You live here, I take it?” Allie asked.

	“Since the dawn of time, or thereabouts. Actually, more like thirty years, if one cares to keep tally. I’ve yet to go completely native, though, which is why I’m open for business while our friend Mr. Singh is nowhere to be seen.”

	“Do you have any way of getting in touch with him?”

	“You’re looking at it. He rarely answers a call. Bloody mystery how he stays in business, yet he does, so what would I know…” Helms gave them a fatigued grin. “I suppose I’ll have to trawl around his itinerary of seedy haunts to track him down. You can give me your phone number if you like, and I’ll see to it that he calls you, if and when he’s sober. How long are you in town for?”

	“A few more days,” Drake said as Allie scribbled their new cell phone number on a slip of paper from her purse.

	“We really appreciate it,” she said, handing him the number. “Tell him that we’d like to speak with him as soon as possible.”

	“Will do. Well, there’s not a lot of use in hanging about here. You watch yourselves, now – some of these areas can cut up a little rough without warning.”

	“We’ve noticed,” Drake said.

	“Yes,” Allie said. “Thanks again.”

	They watched as the gangly Englishman sauntered away and, when he’d rounded the corner, returned to peering through the window. “Maybe he’ll find Singh,” Allie said.

	“Can’t hurt to have more lines in the water.”

	“Any point staying here?”

	“None that I can see. Let’s get a ride and head over to the university. Hopefully the professor is there.”

	“We can try calling his office.”

	“I’d rather not give him a chance to brush us off. Harder to do in person, and I want to watch his face when we ask about Carson.”

	She nodded. “Now who’s being paranoid?”

	“Not at all. But we have no idea who the good guys are in this, so the safe position is to assume everyone’s bad until proven otherwise.”

	They walked to the curb and waited as vehicle after vehicle rolled by, all jammed with humanity, lunch hour now in full swing. Even the bicycle rickshaws were occupied, their pilots thin as rails, the muscles of their legs like steel cables beneath tobacco skin, shirts soaked through with sweat.

	Eventually they attracted the attention of a taxi, which pulled to the curb amid frenzied honks, and they climbed inside, relieved to be on their way. Allie gave the driver the address of the university and he nodded silently before sticking his arm out to signal his intention to merge into the tide of vehicles. Drake eyed the numerous photographs of a woman, children, what were probably grandparents, and great-grandparents, and then leaned back and closed his eyes, the day and the exhaust fumes wearing at him.

	Neither he nor Allie saw the brown Nissan sedan take up position four cars behind them, Helms’s distinctive profile masked by a beige straw fedora and dark glasses.

	



	

Chapter 23

	The University of Delhi South Campus covered sixty-nine acres of lush expanse adjacent to Jheel Park, five miles from the airport, whose regular flights thundered overhead with the regularity of a metronome. The grounds were crawling with students when the rickshaw deposited Drake and Allie at the main entrance police outpost, and after asking for directions to the administration building, they set off. Plentiful mature trees provided much-appreciated shade along the pedestrian lanes.

	“So many people,” Allie observed as they walked. “Hard to grasp the size of the population if you haven’t been here. I mean, a billion’s just a number, you know? Until you see it…”

	“Over three times the population of the U.S., the majority living a sustenance existence.” Allie glanced at him, and he shrugged. “I read it in the in-flight magazine.”

	Their destination was a multistory edifice with an imposing façade near the center of the grounds. They entered the lobby and approached an information desk and asked where the linguistics department was located. The clerk told them that it had been recently moved to the fourth floor, and gave them an involved description of how to find it in the labyrinthine building.

	They climbed the wide stairway and followed the clerk’s directions until they arrived at a foyer, where a stern woman in a blue collegiate uniform sat behind a counter.

	“We’re looking for Dr. Rakesh Sharma,” Allie explained, Drake standing silently behind her.

	The woman looked them over and didn’t like what she saw, judging by her expression. “Yes? May I ask why?”

	“We need to consult with him on a matter of professional interest,” Allie said, hoping the declaration would suffice.

	“Really. And what might that be?”

	“It’s confidential.”

	“Hmm, I see, a confidential consultation on a matter of professional interest,” the woman declared, her tone saying she didn’t buy a word of it. “And whom do I have the pleasure of speaking with?”

	“My name’s Allie Brody. I’m an archeologist from the United States,” she said with as much self-importance as she could muster. The woman’s no-nonsense expression didn’t change.

	“Is Professor Sharma expecting you?”

	A reasonable question, and one that caused Drake’s stomach to somersault as he watched the exchange.

	“Not specifically,” Allie said. “But I’m sure he’ll want to–”

	A male voice interrupted her from behind them. “I couldn’t help but overhear, Sahima. These young people are looking for me?”

	Drake and Allie spun to find an Indian man in a beige lightweight suit, with a pale blue shirt and a yellow bow tie, smiling at them. He was in his fifties and as tall as Drake, his eyes quick with intelligence and good humor. Allie stepped forward with her hand extended, but froze when she saw the prosthetic device where his fingers should have been.

	“Oh, yes, Professor, but they don’t have an appointment…” the woman announced.

	“Well, I’m not so busy that I can’t spare a moment for someone who’s traveled all the way from America just to see me, am I?” Sharma motioned to them. “I was just taking a break between classes. Let’s talk on the way to my office. I’m afraid I haven’t got much time.”

	Allie made her pitch as they tailed the professor down the hall. “We’re colleagues of Elliott Carson,” she began.

	He slowed. “Oh, yes. Nice chap.”

	“Then you remember him?”

	“Of course. How could I not?”

	“We have a photograph of a relic that we could use some help translating…” Allie said as they entered the professor’s office. A young woman with round steel spectacles looked up at them from a desk in the corner, piled high with texts, an ancient PC monitor occupying one side.

	“Professor! I have your messages,” she said, waving several yellow slips at him.

	“Thank you, Divya. Fetch us some tea, would you?” he said, more an order than a request.

	“Yes, Professor.”

	Drake and Allie followed Sharma into his office, and he hung his jacket on a hook mounted to the back of the door. He turned to them and motioned to a small circular table with four chairs. “Please, have a seat. Forgive me if I work while we talk.”

	“Of course,” Allie said, trying not to stare at the professor’s metal clamp of a hand.

	Sharma skimmed the message slips, made several notes using his left hand, and then checked his computer screen before coming over to the table and sitting beside Allie. “There, we should have a few minutes of peace. Now, what exactly can I do for you?”

	“Elliott had a photograph of a dagger with what appears to be Sanskrit running along the blade, and I was hoping you might be able to shed some light on what it says.”

	Divya appeared with three cups of tea on a tray as Allie was showing the professor the image on her phone.

	“Mmm, yes, I remember it. He didn’t share my translation with you?” Sharma asked.

	“I’m afraid he passed away two days ago,” Allie said, her voice quiet. “We never got a chance to discuss it.”

	“Good Lord! That’s terrible. He was so…fit. Heart attack? Stroke?”

	“It was a complete surprise,” Drake said, nodding somberly.

	“My condolences. Did he have family?”

	“Nobody close.”

	“Well, the Sanskrit referred to a location he was convinced is located in Jammu and Kashmir. Are you familiar with it?”

	Allie and Drake nodded.

	The professor stared at the script and recited from memory. “Within the blessed cave of the six-headed fair one, the path of the devout can be seen by the righteous…”

	Allie waited expectantly. “The righteous…?” she prompted.

	Sharma pursed his lips. “That’s all it says.”

	Her shoulders sagged. “What?”

	“Yes. It probably continues on the other side of the blade. At least, that was my speculation.” The professor sipped his tea. “It was a most unusual substitution cypher. Fortunately, there are no secrets to those with the fortitude to persevere.”

	“But there’s no guarantee that it continues on the flip side?” Drake asked.

	“Well, no, there are never any guarantees in life. But it’s a reasonable assumption, and one that would be consistent with other relics of the period.” He glanced at Drake and then sat back. “Your colleague mentioned that he hoped to have the dagger available for physical inspection soon.”

	Allie nodded. “That’s right.”

	“I’d suggest that once you have it, you get back in touch with me. Call whenever, I’m usually up late working – the curse of bachelorhood, I’m afraid. I’d be delighted to decrypt the rest of the script for you. It’s a welcome challenge after long days of lecturing to bored students – the bane of my existence, but someone must pass on knowledge to future generations.” He rose, walked over to his desk, and slid a business card from an antique jade case before returning to the table. Sharma handed the card to Allie, who pocketed it. “Which reminds me that duty calls,” the professor said. “I’m afraid I have no more time – my next class begins in just a few minutes, so I must say goodbye.”

	Allie and Drake moved to the open door, where Divya had resumed working at her station. “Thank you for all your help, Dr. Sharma, and for agreeing to see us,” Allie said.

	The professor joined them at the threshold. “It is my unexpected pleasure to have such delightful company, although I wish the circumstances were different. I’m sorry about Elliott’s passing. He looked so vital…”

	Drake sighed. “It came as quite a shock.”

	“I’m sure.”

	Allie smiled at the studious young woman as they left. “Nice to meet you, Divya,” she said.

	Divya glanced up and then returned to her work. “Likewise.”

	



	

Chapter 24

	Spencer was hunched over a computer station, a bottle of water and an empty plate by his side, when Drake and Allie returned to the cyber café. On the screen he had zoomed in on the suspect area of Kashmir, but his body language radiated annoyance, and they didn’t need to ask how his research was going.

	He pushed back from the screen and studied their faces. “You look pretty pleased with yourselves.”

	“It’s been a productive day so far,” Drake said.

	“You going to share, or do I have to guess?”

	“We talked to the professor… oh, and we learned who Carson was buying the dagger from,” Drake explained, and gave Spencer a short report on their progress. When he was done, Spencer swiveled back to the screen.

	“What was the guy’s name? Indiana Singh? Let’s see if he has a website,” he said, and typed the name into a search engine. A link popped up, and he selected it.

	The cartoon image of the exaggerated features appeared in all its glory, and Spencer cocked his head as music drifted from the headphones by the side of the CPU. He listened for a few seconds and laughed.

	“That’s beyond cheesy. He’s totally ripped off the Raiders thing.”

	“My guess is he didn’t get permission,” Allie observed.

	“That’s probably a safe assumption.”

	Spencer scrolled down and navigated through the website, which featured photos of temples, slums, and dizzying perspectives from the tops of cliffs. Glowing testimonials all written in suspiciously similar British English assured prospective customers that Indiana Singh was not only the best tour guide in all Delhi, but an honest and friendly chap who quickly became his clients’ best friend.

	“About the only thing he’s missing is his own infomercial,” Drake said.

	“He dances, he sings, he’s Indiana…Singh!” Allie intoned, and they laughed.

	Their merriment was cut short by a ringing from Allie’s purse, and she fumbled the new cell phone out.

	“Hello?”

	“Who is this?” a male voice demanded.

	“My name’s Allie. Who’s this?”

	“You left a message on my phone.”

	“Mr. Singh?”

	A pause. “It might be.”

	“I’m a colleague of Elliott Carson’s. I’ve arranged for the final payment. I’m ready when you are,” she said. “You have the dagger?”

	“There’s been a change of plans.”

	Allie swallowed hard. “What change? We had a deal.”

	“The price went up. I want two hundred for it, not one hundred. So you’ll need to transfer a hundred and ninety.”

	“I…that wasn’t the agreement. How can you justify raising the price?”

	“It went up when Carson showed up in the paper with his head on the other side of the street from his torso.”

	Allie had no comeback. “Mr. Singh…”

	“People call me Indiana.”

	“Indiana. Fine. But be reasonable. That’s a huge amount of money.”

	“Then don’t buy it. I can find others, I’m sure. Just the melt weight is probably sixty grand.”

	“We could probably come up with a hundred and fifty.”

	“We?”

	“I’m here with my boyfriend,” she said, looking at Drake, who blushed at the term.

	“I’m liking this less and less.”

	“Assuming I can raise a hundred and fifty, can we do the transaction?” Allie asked.

	Indiana sighed. “Fine. But it has to happen today.”

	“Why? What’s going on?”

	“None of your business. Can you do it or not?”

	“I’ll have to check. It’s the middle of the night in the U.S. How am I supposed to do a transfer with the time difference?”

	“Do you have a bitcoin wallet?”

	“No.”

	“Create one. You can figure out how in a few minutes – there are plenty of services that will do it for you. Then you transfer money to one of dozens of intermediaries, and they convert it. They’ll deposit it in your wallet, and then you transfer it to me.” He gave her the name of a preferred bitcoin broker, and she memorized it for later use.

	“I’m not transferring anything until I have the dagger in my hands,” she warned.

	“Fair enough. You have six hours.”

	“That might not be enough time.”

	“It’s all you’ve got.”

	Allie bit back her exasperation. “I’ll do the best I can. Where do we meet to do the exchange?”

	Indiana was silent for a moment. “Do you know where the Red Fort is?”

	“Is it a landmark?”

	Indiana laughed humorlessly. “You really are right off the boat, aren’t you? It’s one of the most famous buildings in Delhi.”

	“Then I’ll find it.”

	“I’ll meet you by the Delhi Gate at seven thirty. Don’t be late. How will I recognize you?”

	“I’ve got black curly hair, and I’m wearing black cargo pants and a blue top. My boyfriend is wearing brown pants and a black top. How will I recognize you?”

	“You won’t. I’ll approach you. But fair warning – you come alone. Anything’s off, I bolt, and you lose the dagger.”

	“Why are you so nervous?” she asked.

	“Your partner was decapitated and you’re asking me why I’m nervous? Be at the gate at seven thirty, and no games. Keep your phone on.”

	“You’ll call?”

	“No, I just don’t want you to miss any important messages,” he said, his tone derisive. “You really are out of your depth, aren’t you?”

	“All you should be worried about is how I can transfer money in the middle of the night,” Allie snapped.

	“Figure it out.”

	The line went dead and she stared at the phone in anger. “What an ass.”

	“I heard. He upped the price,” Spencer said.

	“Yeah. That’s not the problem.”

	“No? Then what is?”

	She looked around the café, her eyes locking on the waitress, who was texting someone on her phone while studiously ignoring two tables of customers. When Allie glanced back at Spencer, she appeared pensive.

	“Underneath all the bluster, he sounded terrified.”

	“Of what?”

	“He didn’t say. But I think it’s about time to call Reynolds and find out what he’s gotten us into.”

	



	

Chapter 25

	Casey Reynolds was startled by his cell phone vibrating in his shirt – he rarely received calls on his personal number, and his pulse quickened as he ducked out of his meeting and hurried to the bathroom. He answered the call on the fifth ring.

	“Yes?”

	“Reynolds, it’s Allie.”

	“Allie! Where are you? Roland told me about the boat. I have no idea how that happened.”

	“Not a lot of ways I can think of.”

	Reynolds paused. “You think Roland told the police? I told you, he’s completely loyal.”

	“That’s one explanation. Or you could have.”

	“Are you out of your mind? Why would I do that? I helped you get away.”

	Allie sounded less sure. “I don’t know.”

	“They must have gotten a tip. Maybe one of the other boats saw you and phoned it in. I was able to kill most of the enthusiasm for finding your buddy, but he was all over the news last night. That’s the only thing that makes sense.”

	“Drake thinks they might have been able to track Carson’s phone.”

	“You have it?” Reynolds’s surprise didn’t sound faked.

	“Had. We couldn’t recover the data.”

	“Damn. Well, remove the battery, and you can hand it over when I see you. Maybe one of our tech guys can do something.”

	“That’s not why I’m calling. I want to know who you think killed Carson and why.”

	“We’ve been over this. I don’t know. But I’m guessing it has to do with what he was working on.”

	“I don’t believe you. I think you know more.”

	“I wish I did. I’m just as in the dark as you are.” Reynolds paused. “You never told me where you are.”

	“That’s right. I’ll be in touch when we have something material.”

	“Allie–”

	The line went dead. He cursed, and then the door opened and another man entered. “Falling asleep in there, huh?” the man asked good-naturedly.

	“No. Got some bad curry last night.”

	“Stuff will kill you,” the man agreed.

	Reynolds nodded, his mind elsewhere. “Death by a thousand cuts.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	Allie shook her head as she slid the phone into her back pocket. “I don’t know. He sounded like he was playing straight.”

	“The guy’s a spy. It’s his job to lie convincingly,” Drake said.

	“But to what end?” Spencer asked. “That doesn’t compute.”

	“Well, if Reynolds doesn’t have a clue, maybe Indiana does,” Allie said. “He’s scared of something – that came through loud and clear.”

	“You’ll be able to ask him in a few hours. Were you able to make the transfer to your online wallet?”

	“Yes. It was actually pretty painless. Electronic, from my checking account.”

	“You keep that kind of money in your checking account?” Spencer asked.

	“I keep a half million, just in case.”

	Spencer shook his head. “Okay. Let’s go over this again. You know the layout. There’s a police outpost at the gate, so it’ll actually be pretty safe for a meet,” he said, and swiveled back to the monitor, where a zoomed image of the fort dominated the screen. He tapped the screen with his forefinger. “I’ll be here, watching your back.”

	“He said that if he spotted anything funny, he’d walk away and we’d never hear from him again. Or words to that effect.”

	Spencer’s face hardened. “He won’t spot me.”

	“How are we going to make sure he doesn’t pull a fast one on his end?” Drake asked.

	“I’ve been thinking about that. Allie, you give me the private key for your wallet. When you’re ready to make the exchange, you call me. You’ll have a safeword to use so I know you’re fine, and I’ll make the transfer. It should be fairly instantaneous. If there’s a problem, don’t use the safeword, and I’ll stand down.”

	“Which won’t help us,” Drake said.

	“There’s risk to everything. But it sounds like he wants the money, so we have to believe he’ll perform. No tickee, no laundry.”

	“I really wish Allie wasn’t involved in this part,” Drake protested.

	“And I really wish you didn’t talk about me like some kind of object,” Allie snapped. “I’m right here. I can hear you just fine, and in case you haven’t noticed, I’m an adult. Besides which, it’s too late now.”

	“You can call him and tell him it’s just going to be me.”

	“And risk losing him? What’s the logic in that again?” Allie asked. Her voice softened. “Drake, I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself. I appreciate the concern, but it isn’t necessary. Spencer will be looking out for us. This is as good as it’s going to get.”

	“We should buy a gun,” Drake said. “Several guns.”

	“Just walk outside and start asking people where we can buy weapons?” Allie asked.

	“Tell me there’s no black market here,” Drake countered. “Look around you and tell me that.” He turned to Spencer. “Ask your girlfriend where you can buy some drugs. She looks like she’d know.”

	“What have you got against her? She’s been nice to me,” Spencer said.

	Drake rolled his eyes. “Just do it. Clock’s ticking.”

	“For the record, I think this is a terrible idea,” Allie said.

	“Why? They already want him for murder one and me for helping. What are they going to do to us? Kill us twice?” Drake said.

	“Just walk up to her and ask?” Spencer said. “That doesn’t seem weird to you?”

	“Dude, tell her you and your friends want to party. Where’s the best place around here to find some fun – that sort of thing. Wherever they’re selling drugs, there’ll be someone who can get us whatever we want. You know how it works.”

	“I think guns are illegal here,” Allie said.

	“Which is why we’ll have to buy them from criminals,” Drake shot back. “Criminals never have any problems getting guns.”

	“Is that what you are now?” Allie asked.

	“That’s what they’ve made us,” Spencer said, rising and walking over to the waitress, who brightened as he neared.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	Oliver Helms placed a call from his car parked fifty yards down the street from the Internet café, where he’d followed Drake and Allie.

	“Yes?” a male voice answered.

	“I met two Americans who were looking for Singh. They went to Delhi University and met with a professor of linguistics, and now they’re in a cyber café. I’m parked outside.”

	“A professor? That’s got to be connected to our item.”

	“I figured the same. It’s too coincidental that they would appear, looking for Singh, and then speak with the professor.” Helms gave the man the professor’s name to research.

	“But there’s no sign of it? Or of this Carson’s colleague?”

	“No,” Helms said. “It’s too large to fit in her purse. But they’re not going anywhere. What is the priority?”

	“The same. Retrieve it. Let nothing stand in your way.”

	“And the Americans? The professor?”

	“Do what you feel you must. But get it back at all costs.”

	“Should I just concentrate on the professor?”

	The line hissed with static as an uncomfortable silence stretched. “No. Your instincts are probably right. We know that Singh was planning to sell it to Carson. This pair was probably working with him. That’s the assumption.”

	“I got the woman’s phone number. Can you have it tracked?”

	“Give it to me and I’ll see what I can do. But I thought you had them in sight?”

	“I do. I can’t see inside the shop, but they’re in there. Still, it would be nice in case they split up.”

	“I’ll make some calls.”

	Helms gave him the number and then started the engine. “I have to go – they’re on the move. With a tall local,” he said, fooled by Spencer’s black hair and darkened complexion.

	“Very well. I’ll get back to you on this professor and the phone.”

	



	

Chapter 26

	Two hours of talking to lowlifes in the tourist section of New Delhi later, it had become obvious that nobody wanted to sell an illegal weapon to foreigners. Most clearly suspected some sort of trap and simply walked away when asked. A few intimated that they knew a guy who knew a guy, but after a few dead ends and attempts by several dealers to get an advance in order to secure a gun, after which they’d no doubt vanish, the Americans were empty-handed.

	“That went well,” Spencer said as they made their way to a line of taxis.

	“If it had been L.A., we’d have had one in minutes,” Drake said.

	“Apparently they’re a little harder to come by here,” Allie said, checking her watch. She looked at Spencer. “You want me to carry that for a while?” she asked, eyeing her bag.

	“Nah, I’m fine. It’s a good workout.”

	Drake sniffed at his shirt. “We should find someplace to spend the night. I’d pay just about anything for a shower.”

	“And a change of clothes,” Spencer said, glancing at a curio shop. “Let’s pick up a couple of shirts for the road.”

	They entered the shop and overpaid for two long-sleeved T-shirts, one black for Spencer with a depiction of the Taj Mahal on the back, the other dark gray with Delhi screaming from it in yellow below a rendering of a smiling sun beaming down on a silhouette of the city.

	“Too bad they don’t sell underwear and socks, too,” Drake said.

	“We can deal with that later. There are enough clothes stores around,” Spencer said. “For now, let’s hit the fort. I want to scope it out in advance.”

	They piled into a taxi and crossed the city. The driver dropped them off near the Delhi Gate, where crowds of tourists swarmed in the fading light, dusk bruising the sky with hues of purple and pink. Hundreds of vendors milled around the area, along with a few police, who eyed the crowd with the flat stares of the terminally bored.

	Spencer surveyed the throng as Allie and Drake stood by, and after a few minutes he spoke quietly to Allie. “I’m going walkabout. You won’t see me anymore. Move over to the police checkpoint at the gate in about half an hour. I’ll call you if I smell a rat. If all is clear, you won’t hear from me. Just call when you want me to do the transfer, and remember to use the safeword.”

	“Right. ‘Relic.’ Piece of cake,” she said.

	“I don’t hear ‘relic,’ game over. I’ll follow you at a reasonable distance in case I need to come running.”

	“Whatever you do, don’t get spotted, Spencer,” Allie warned.

	“For the tenth time, I won’t. Now let me go to work.”

	Spencer melted into the crowd, leaving Drake and Allie surrounded by urchins. Allie passed out coins, which had the effect of tossing bread crumbs to pigeons, and Drake had to help her fight her way past the children, her hand clutching her purse. “Bad idea, huh?” she said.

	“You have a good heart.”

	“It’s just endless, though. You could never make a dent.”

	“You can’t fix everything, Allie. Let’s stay focused.” Drake checked the time. They still had forty-five minutes until Singh would call.

	Allie eyed a large family, the women in colorful saris, the men laughing as they played tag with their delighted offspring, peals of glee rising into the salmon sky. The fort’s magnificent red façade glowed like an ember in the gloaming, and tourists took photographs with the edifice in the background, the landmark as singular as any in India. Allie took Drake’s hand, and they strolled like lovers with no destination in mind.

	They ambled past a group of musicians packing up their instruments as the sun set, and watched a magician make objects appear and disappear to delighted applause. When he was finished with his act, they made their way toward the gate, where a group of uniformed police were chatting, two of them directing new arrivals through a primitive airport scanner.

	The minutes ticked by, and at precisely seven thirty Allie’s phone rang. When she answered, Indiana Singh sounded like he was standing beside her.

	“That’s your boyfriend in the gray shirt?” he asked.

	“Correct.”

	“Did you get the money?”

	“Yes. It’s in my bitcoin account.”

	“Wallet. Your bitcoin wallet,” Singh corrected.

	“Whatever. You have the dagger?”

	“Of course. Now listen closely. Walk to the road, and make a left. At the corner of the Nishad Raj Marg, you’ll see a motorcycle rickshaw with a red and orange top. Get in. Don’t wait or delay. I’m watching every move you make.”

	“Is this spy stuff really necessary?” Allie asked.

	“I need to ensure you aren’t being followed. It’s for your protection, too.”

	“From what?”

	“Move. Now.” Singh disconnected.

	“Let’s go,” Allie said, and they walked quickly away from the police barrier toward the main boulevard. Three minutes later they were nearing the rickshaw, the driver a bearded Sikh with a blue turban. They got in and the man twisted the throttle, pulled away with a jerk, and accelerated into traffic, missing a lorry by inches.

	“Yikes,” Allie said, gripping Drake’s arm as the little cart raced forward unsteadily, the driver apparently having difficulty with the clutch and shifter.

	They reached an intersection and the driver made an illegal U-turn across a speeding lane of traffic, and then they were in the flow, retracing their route back along the fort’s wall. At the big thoroughfare the driver made a left, and two minutes later they were in a commercial district, neon lights over storefronts announcing the best prices and freshest everything.

	“Wonder where he’s taking us?” Drake said, and as if the driver heard him, he swerved into an alley and goosed the gas, picking up speed in the narrow passage until they were moving dangerously fast.

	“Jesus. Slow down,” Drake yelled, but the driver maintained the breakneck speed, his eyes alternating between his side mirror and the road. At the street on the opposite side of the block, he made a left and raced two more blocks before easing to the curb and pointing to a jewelry store. Allie leaned forward with some rupees, but the Sikh shook his head and looked away.

	“I guess we’re supposed to meet him in there,” Allie said.

	“This is crazy. And weird as hell,” Drake said, unsettled by the roller-coaster ride.

	“Singh’s totally paranoid,” she agreed as they climbed from the rickshaw and approached the store’s front door.

	Drake tried pushing it open, but it was locked. He looked to his side and spied a buzzer below an intercom grill. He depressed it and waited. An elderly man poked his head over a counter and looked at them, and then the door issued a scream like a fire alarm and clicked open.

	Inside, the jeweler stared at them impassively. Allie took several uncertain steps, gazing around the empty shop, which featured countless gold necklaces, bangles, and bracelets in glittering glass display cases, and regarded the man.

	“We’re here to meet Indiana Singh,” she said.

	Her phone warbled and she answered it. “I’ll be right there,” Singh said, and hung up before she could respond.

	She stared at the phone with a puzzled frown and then slid it back into her pocket. Drake inched nearer, and she tried speaking to the jeweler again. “Indiana Singh. Where is he?” she asked, and was surprised when the man pointed over their shoulders at the front door.

	The Sikh entered and removed his turban, and then pulled at his beard until it came off, leaving glistening remnants of adhesive. “I think someone was tailing you, but I lost them.”

	“They were?” Drake said, surprised. “Who?”

	“There are powerful forces at play here you obviously don’t understand. But it’s not my problem, nor my role to explain things. You ready to do this?”

	“You have the dagger?” Allie asked.

	“It’s actually a miniature sword, and yes, I do.”

	“Let’s see it,” Allie said.

	“First things first. Both of you, put your hands on the counter so my friend here can frisk you.”

	“You really need to work on your customer service,” Drake said, turning to one of the cases and obliging. Allie followed suit and the jeweler patted them down and then quickly looked through her purse before stepping away and nodding once.

	“Okay. We’re good.” Singh addressed the jeweler. “Would you do the honors?”

	The man disappeared into the rear of the shop, and Singh waited with them, obviously nervous. Allie looked up when the man returned with a wrapped bundle the size of a collapsible umbrella. He handed it to Singh, who placed it on the display case and unfurled the cloth.

	The weapon was thirteen inches long, the gold with a deep orange tint, the Sanskrit script engraved in the soft metal. It was obviously old, and the handle was marred, as though it had been filed with a rough surface.

	“Satisfied?” Singh asked.

	Allie nodded.

	“Now transfer the bitcoin, and we’re done,” he instructed.

	“I need to call my accountant and have him do it.”

	“No tricks. Just the minimum number of words. Anything more and the deal’s off,” Singh warned.

	“It’s just a call,” Allie said, and pressed redial. Spencer’s phone rang, and he answered on the first ring.

	“Are you okay?”

	“Yes. We have the relic. Make the transfer.”

	“Someone was tailing you.”

	“I know. Transfer it now.”

	“Hang up,” Singh said, and she did.

	“He’s doing it. Give him a minute.”

	Singh turned back to the door and looked through the glass, as though he expected to be attacked at any moment. Allie and Drake remained rooted in place, watching him with unsettled expressions. The jeweler eyed the dagger with a professional gaze, and then Singh’s phone pinged once. He glanced at the display. “Pleasure doing business with you,” he said, and pulled his turban back on. “Watch yourselves. That thing is cursed. I should have known better than to handle it. Now it’s your problem.”

	“What do you mean, cursed?” Drake asked.

	“You’ll find out if you’re not careful. I wouldn’t go flashing it around. Keep it hidden, and tell no one you have it…and you may live.”

	“Is that why your shop’s closed?” Allie asked.

	“Consider this my retirement transaction. I’m leaving town, and if you know what’s good for you, you will too. Immediately.”

	“Why?”

	“Because–” he paused “–the curse is very real.”

	With that, Singh opened the door and disappeared into the night. Drake and Allie exchanged a glance and then Allie rewrapped the dagger and picked the bundle up. It was heavy, considering how thin the blade was, perhaps five or six pounds, and she slid as much of its length as would fit in her small purse before turning back to Drake.

	He took a step toward the jeweler. “Is there a back exit?”

	The man stared at him with the blank look of a dead carp. Allie fished several hundred-dollar bills from her pocket. “A back door. Do you have one?”

	The jeweler nodded wordlessly and retreated into the back of the shop. They followed, and he unlocked a heavy steel door. Inky darkness awaited them beyond a barred metal barrier from a narrow alley. The jeweler pulled a leather lanyard from beneath his shirt, unlocked two heavy steel padlocks, and pushed the grid open.

	Drake and Allie stepped out into the alley, and their vision blurred as their eyes adjusted to the gloom. The jeweler slammed the barrier closed and snapped the locks in place, leaving them standing alone in the dark alley with a priceless relic, and more questions than answers.

	



	

Chapter 27

	Spencer was waiting for Drake and Allie on Chandni Chowk Road, near the Red Fort’s Lahori Gate, at a curry restaurant that featured loud music and bustling sari-clad waitresses. They’d called him once they’d made their way out of the alley, and he’d told them that he’d followed the suspicious character who had been shadowing them as far as the parking lot at the Lahori Gate, and then the man had vanished into the crowd. Spencer had crossed the wide road to the Jain temple and continued along Chandni Chowk until he’d found the out-of-the-way dining spot and settled in to wait for them.

	“What did he look like?” Drake asked.

	“A guy in a dark shirt and a baseball hat. He stuck out because he took off immediately after you and was still wearing sunglasses even though it was dark.” Spencer appeared thoughtful. “The rickshaw was a good idea. He obviously wasn’t prepared for that. My guess is by the time he got a car, you were gone.”

	“But that raises the question of who it was,” Drake said. “And how they found us.”

	“It wouldn’t have been the cops. That’s not how they seem to roll around here. They’re more the ‘kick down the door and start shooting’ type,” Spencer observed.

	“Singh said the relic is cursed,” Allie said, patting her purse, one end of the dagger bundle protruding from the top.

	“Elliott would have agreed,” Spencer said softly.

	Allie considered his face. “You put on more makeup?”

	“You can tell?”

	“No. It’s just odd seeing you with the dye job and the permanent tan.”

	He lowered his voice and, after glancing around, leaned toward them across the table. “Haven’t seen any more news reports,” he said, indicating the television that was switched to a local station. “So maybe Reynolds was actually able to nip that in the bud.”

	“Hope so,” Allie said. “But there’s the question of now what.”

	“We need to get the message translated and find someplace to hole up for the night,” Drake said.

	“So far that hasn’t worked out so well for us,” Allie muttered. “Although I am getting tired.”

	“I’m thinking we should split up,” Drake said.

	“What would that accomplish?” Spencer asked.

	“Decrease our risk?”

	“I don’t see how. I’d think it increases it – two chances to get caught instead of one.”

	“We need to find someplace they’d never expect,” Allie said.

	“Right. Not like a houseboat,” Drake said.

	“That was the phone. I’d bet anything,” said Spencer.

	“Which you still have. Maybe that’s how we do it – we turn it on and put it on a bus or a train or something, and that leads them on a fruitless chase,” Allie said. “I saw that in a movie.”

	“Let’s save that for when we really need it. I think what we want is a hole in the wall, and Allie and I go in as a couple – they won’t look twice at a couple, whereas three of us raises eyebrows. Then Drake shows up and rents a room, and we’re home free.” Spencer thought about it for a moment. “The trick will be to find someplace seedy enough not to care about ID, but safe enough so we don’t get knifed.”

	“So a two- or three-star hotel,” Drake said.

	“Near a bus or train station, ideally. Those places see a high turnover and nobody tends to pay much attention,” Spencer finished.

	“I’ll look on the web,” Allie said. “Can I have my tablet?”

	Spencer dug through her bag and handed her the computer. A waitress came by and took their order, and then Allie checked the time on her phone. “I need to call the professor before it gets too late and make an appointment for tomorrow.”

	“He won’t be working at this hour,” Drake said.

	“He gave me his cell. Remember? He said call whenever.”

	“I think that might have been an expression.”

	“Only one way to find out. The sooner we know what the script says, the sooner we can get out of Delhi. I’ll feel way better once we do.” She held up her new phone. “Worth a try. He said he works late.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	Dr. Sharma glanced at his cell phone on his office desk, set down his pen, and lifted the device to his ear.

	“Good evening,” he answered.

	“Dr. Sharma, I’m sorry to call so late. It’s Allie, from earlier today.”

	“What a delightful surprise. I’m working late, so no bother at all.”

	“You said to call you once we had the dagger.”

	Sharma swallowed away the lump that instantly formed in his throat. “Yes. Absolutely.”

	“We just got hold of it. We wanted to make an appointment – or would you like us to send you a photograph of the back? You were right about the script continuing on the reverse side.”

	“How remarkable. You say you have it in your possession?”

	“Yes.”

	“Well, I’d love to see it in person, if you don’t mind. I’m just finishing up at the university, but perhaps…perhaps you’d be my guest for a late dinner?”

	“Oh, we couldn’t impose on you.”

	“Nonsense. It would be an honor. I’m an excellent cook, I assure you. It’s a guilty pleasure I get to indulge all too rarely.”

	“You mean tonight?”

	“If you like. I will be at my home within the hour.” Sharma did a quick calculation. “Shall we say nine o’clock? Is that too late for you?”

	“Oh, no. Not at all. To be honest, I’m still on U.S. time, so my stomach doesn’t know what to do or when.”

	“A common problem for travelers. It will take you three or four days to acclimate. Although they tell me it’s harder to adjust once you return.” Sharma hesitated. “Then nine, at my house. Let me give you the address. It’s by the Delhi Golf Course. You can tell any taxi – they’ll be able to find it.”

	He recited the street number and Allie repeated it back to him. “Are you sure we aren’t imposing on you?”

	“Of course not. It will be a treat. But perhaps the most important question: would you prefer French, Italian, or traditional Indian?”

	“Whatever you like. It all sounds wonderful.”

	“Well, I’ll do my best. Hopefully it won’t disappoint. And then we can take a look at your find. Quite exciting.”

	Sharma hung up and looked at the pile of reports in front of him. He would come in early the next morning to catch up. Tonight he would see an artifact, which, if genuine, was a piece of history that had been lost for centuries. He lived for these moments and thanked Providence for whatever force had led the Americans to him.

	He stood and stretched a kink out of his neck, and grazed the table with his prosthetic device – the intrusive clamp that acted as his pair of metal fingers. A childhood accident had robbed him of his hand, but he’d grown so used to the device he rarely thought of it and had adapted to the challenges his disability posed with the stoic acceptance with which he approached most things.

	“Really most remarkable,” he muttered as he loaded his briefcase with paperwork. His assistant was still hard at it, seated at her small desk in the outer office. He emerged from his inner chamber and nodded to her as he walked by. “Good night, Divya. Remember to shut off the lights when you’re done.”

	“Of course, Professor. Shouldn’t be too much longer.”

	Sharma stepped through the door and hurried down the hall, his footsteps reverberating like gunshots in the largely empty building. Divya looked pensively at the door and then returned to her project, the long hours she routinely invested in her doctoral thesis just one more of the overwhelming challenges that faced a woman trying to make it in a man’s world.

	



	

Chapter 28

	The taxi ride south took thirty minutes, and as they neared the golf course, the streets became cleaner, the cars newer, the buildings more modern. They’d agreed that Spencer would wait for them outside the professor’s house, it being too much of a risk to introduce him.

	They’d skipped dinner at the curry place, but Spencer, whose appetite had recovered from the stress of the prior days, had made up for their picking at their order and eaten most of what was brought.

	“I wish I had something else to wear. I feel like a bum and smell like a vagrant,” Drake complained from the front seat as they rumbled along the boulevard.

	“Glad you’re sitting up there,” Spencer joked from the rear seat. Allie sat on the far side, her bag between them.

	“You can’t be much fresher,” Drake quipped.

	“That’s not what Sachita said.”

	“Sachita?”

	“The waitress at the café. She made it clear that she’d be available to show me the sights if I was interested, even though she now thinks I’m a dope fiend.”

	Allie laughed. “She seemed like she had one main attraction in mind. You might want to take her up on that.”

	“Business before pleasure. But it’s nice to know a girl’s not after your money.”

	“Did you get her number?” Allie asked.

	“A gentleman never tells.”

	“Right. But I was asking you.”

	“Hell yeah.”

	“Next it’ll be trolling schoolyards,” Drake said.

	“She’s twenty-six.”

	“You’re practically twins!” Allie exclaimed.

	The driver turned off the main street and they found themselves on a quiet lane lined by trees in front of majestic colonial homes.

	“Wow. The professor must have stored some nuts for the winter,” Spencer said. “Is this an exclusive area?” he asked the driver.

	“Oh, yes. One of the most expensive. Very nice and quite safe. The neighborhoods have private police departments in addition to the city’s force. Many dignitaries and executives live here.”

	A few minutes later they pulled to a stop in front of a rambling two-story house the size of a small hotel. Spencer paid the driver and they got out of the car and waited until it had pulled away before approaching the drive.

	“Are you going to be all right out here?” Allie asked.

	“I won’t freeze, if that’s what you mean,” Spencer replied. “Go have a nice dinner. I’ll hang out with the junkyard dogs and the snakes. Maybe I can make friends with a stray cobra or something.”

	“Worked for you at the café – maybe today’s your lucky day,” Drake said.

	Allie handed Spencer her bag. “You can use my tablet if you can get a wireless signal.”

	He gave her a dark look. “Failing that, I can use it to compose my confession.”

	Drake and Allie pushed open the black wrought-iron gate. Halfway down the long walkway they looked back at Spencer, who had melted into the shadows. There was no one else on the street, and their footfalls on the tiled approach were the only sound, the incessant honking of the city replaced by tranquil serenity.

	As they neared the house, they could see that it was in a state of disrepair: the paint was peeling in spots, and a drain separated from the gutter along the roofline was jutting off into space. When they stepped onto the porch, the impression was reinforced by the door, which was badly in need of varnish, its ornate handle corroded.

	Drake knocked and was surprised when the door creaked open on rusting hinges. Inside the house the lights were blazing, and Allie called out from the entrance, “Professor? We’re here.”

	Silence greeted them. Drake frowned at Allie. “That’s weird.”

	“He’s probably in the kitchen and can’t hear us.”

	“Right. Which is why he left the door open.”

	“Professor?” Allie tried again. “It’s Allie and Drake.”

	A muffled voice answered from the depths of the house. “Back here.”

	Allie led the way, and Drake closed the door behind them. “Professor? Where are you?” she called, and nodded when she heard the clatter of silverware on china. “I told you,” she said to Drake. “He’s probably scrambling to get ready. I feel so bad–”

	She froze in her tracks when she entered the formal dining room, the chandelier’s facets glittering overhead like diamonds, and gasped at the sight of the professor seated at the head of a long dining table, a puzzled expression on his face and his eyes wide in surprise.

	He pitched face forward onto the table and Allie screamed when she spotted the handle of a butcher knife protruding from between his shoulder blades.

	Drake stood motionless, mouth agape, and then a figure stepped from behind the china cabinet, a 9mm semiautomatic pistol trained on them.

	“I’m so glad you could make it,” Oliver Helms said. “I’m afraid the professor’s not very receptive to visitors, though.”

	“You murdered him,” Allie whispered.

	“In the absence of an afterlife, it would appear so…”

	“Why?” Drake demanded.

	“I’m flattered by your interest in my motives. It’s quite simple, really. I was looking for our mutual acquaintance Mr. Singh – he took possession of an item that was stolen from someone important, and arranged to sell it to a fortune hunter – who, as you know, lost his head in all the excitement. Then you came along, and I guessed you might be colleagues of the unfortunate chap. So I followed you. You led me to the professor, and, well, after you lost me at the fort, I decided to return to the only viable lead I had. He was kind enough to confide in me that you had a dinner date and told me all about the dagger, so there was really no reason to allow him to live.”

	“You’re a monster,” Allie blurted.

	“Strong words from a member of the weaker sex, but women are inherently more hysterical about things than men.” He smiled again, and the effect was chilling. “I see you have the dagger in your handbag.”

	“Who did Singh steal it from?”

	“That’s not important. What you should be concerned with is cooperating with me so that you don’t meet the same fate as the professor.”

	Drake shook his head. “This is all about some stupid hunk of metal?”

	“Stupid to you it may be, but I can assure you it’s of indescribable value to others. Which brings us to the part of the evening where I shoot you in the stomach and let you bleed to death if you don’t hand it over.”

	“Do you have any idea who we are?” Allie asked, holding his stare.

	“Two candidates for the morgue, if you test me.”

	“You really don’t, do you?” she continued. “Didn’t do your research, did you?”

	His eyes narrowed and he shifted the gun to cover Drake. “Enough of this insipid intrigue. If you don’t give me the dagger, I’ll shoot your friend here. Stomach wounds are excruciatingly painful, and it can take hours to die. Sometimes days, as the intestinal tract poisons the blood. Makes an awful mess – wouldn’t wish it on anyone.”

	“My name’s Allie Brody. This is Drake Ramsey. We’re treasure hunters. Our South American find made us rich – rich enough to pay you triple whatever you’re being paid to do this.”

	“Really?” Helms said thoughtfully. “What a delightful offer. I am being paid rather handsomely, though.”

	“Bet it’s a joke compared to what we could offer,” Drake said.

	“A quarter of a million euro is verging on serious,” Helms said, his mouth a thin line.

	“Chump change,” Allie said with a nod. “We’ll up it to an even million.”

	“You will? And how do I know you’ll pay me?”

	“You can hold us hostage until we do.”

	Helms was silent for a long moment. “That’s awfully tempting, but…”

	“Make it a million apiece. Two million, paid wherever you want,” Drake said.

	“That’s quite an amount. It appears I might have been underestimating the market value of my services.” He paused. “Then again, I’d never live to spend it, so it wouldn’t do me much good.”

	“You don’t have to do this. You can take the dagger back. Get paid by whoever it was stolen from for doing so. And get paid a king’s ransom for not killing us. I’ll bet a guy could have a nice life with over two million in the bank here.”

	Helms nodded slowly. “An intriguing proposition. Hand over the dagger while I consider it. Two million. Intriguing indeed…”

	Allie’s gaze moved to just beyond Helms’s shoulder. “We need an agreement before I do.”

	“Surely you realize, young lady, that’s the oldest trick in the book. Pretending someone’s behind a gunman to distract them. Enough of your mischief. Hand it over, or I’ll–”

	An ivory tusk crashed against the back of Helms’s head, and he tumbled forward. His pistol fired once as his fingers clutched reflexively, but the bullet sank harmlessly into the wall behind Drake and Allie.

	Spencer stared at the motionless Englishman and shook his head. “Should have taken the two mil,” he said. He stooped to feel Helms’s pulse and detected a weak throb. Scooping up the gun, he flipped on the safety and slid it into his waistband at the small of his back.

	“Is he alive?” Drake asked.

	“Barely.”

	“He killed the professor.”

	“I heard.”

	“How did you…?” Allie asked.

	“You have a lovely screaming voice. Piercing.” He took a final glance at Helms and then cocked his head. “We need to get moving. The gunshot will draw the cops pretty quickly.”

	“Don’t you think we’ll sort of stick out, running down the street?”

	“Who said anything about running? I got in through the garage. There’s a car in there.” He hesitated. “Did you touch anything in the house?”

	“Just the front door handle.”

	“Let’s wipe it down just to be safe.” He headed back to the entry, opened the door, and rubbed the handles on both sides with his shirt while Drake and Allie watched. When he was done, he pushed it closed with his foot. “That should do it.”

	Spencer led them through the house to the garage, where a fifteen-year-old black BMW sedan in mint condition sat with a thin film of grime on it. “How are we going to get it started? Can you hot-wire it?” Allie asked.

	Spencer held up a set of keys. “I could, but I figured these would be better. They were on a hook by the garage door. Snagged ’em on the way in.”

	They climbed into the car, and the engine cranked over with a throaty growl. Spencer depressed a garage door remote attached to the sun visor and the door raised behind them. He reversed quickly and then reclosed the door.

	“What about the gate?” Drake asked.

	Spencer tried the other buttons and the gate slowly swung inward. He lowered his window while they waited and glanced at the gas gauge. “Sirens. This could be close. Let’s hope I can figure out how to drive on the wrong side of the road.”

	“We can’t use the car for long, Spencer. They’ll put out a bulletin for it.”

	“I know. But I bet if we leave it with the keys in it, things will take care of themselves.”

	Spencer pulled out of the driveway and pressed down on the accelerator. The big engine responded instantly, surging ahead. At the next street he made a hard right and called out to Allie. “You got a map on your phone? I have a feeling there are a lot of dead ends in this neighborhood.”

	She withdrew her cell from her purse and pulled up an image with GPS coordinates. Seconds passed as it acquired a fix, and then she leaned forward. “Fifty yards, make a left, then at the next street, a right, and that should let us out on a main avenue.”

	“And from there?” Drake asked.

	“From there, we find the first area with taxis and dump this with the engine running,” Spencer said, and sped toward the next turn, the high wail of sirens receding as they distanced themselves from the professor’s house.

	



	

Chapter 29

	Ten minutes later Spencer left the car in the driveway of an electronics emporium with the keys in the ignition and the window down. He wiped the steering wheel, shifter, and door handles. There were still thousands of people on the street, so they had no problem blending into the pedestrian traffic as Allie checked her phone for possible hotels near the train stations. One, named after a popular American rock starlet, drew a smirk from Drake.

	“That sounds perfect. A budget hotel with diva pretensions,” he said.

	“There are a bunch more around there if we run into a problem,” Allie said, studying her phone map.

	“So now all we have to do is cross town, and we’re home free.”

	They continued walking, the balmy night soothing their nerves, and stopped outside of a nightclub that was just getting warmed up. After a short wait a taxi dropped off a couple, and they snagged it and gave the driver the name and address of the hotel. He twisted to look at Allie and scowled. “Are you sure? Not a very nice place. There are many better for the same price.”

	“Near that one?”

	“Oh, yes, I know of several you would prefer, if you saw the one…in question.”

	“Fair enough. Take us to the least expensive.”

	The establishment recommended by the driver turned out to be one slim level better than a barn, but in its favor, the reception clerk didn’t ask for anything but money when Spencer and Allie checked in. Drake waited a half hour and then entered and rented a room, receiving the identical lack of scrutiny, and used Spencer’s cell to call Allie once he was in his room.

	“We’re in 211,” she said. “Door’s open.”

	When he arrived, Allie was seated on the bed with her tablet and Spencer was watching the television news, waiting to see whether the professor’s murder would be reported. Allie looked up when Drake locked the door behind him and stared at the two beds. “I figured you and I could swap since this one has twins,” she said.

	Any vision of Allie’s naked form next to him evaporated as Drake nodded. “Good idea.”

	“You think Helms will live?” Allie asked Spencer.

	“Maybe. I conked him pretty good, but his heart was still beating. The cops will deal with him – the murder weapon has his prints all over it, and he’s at the scene of the crime, so it should be open and shut.”

	“They’ll probably want to know who hit him.”

	“Any story he tells will be presumed to be a lie, judging by the way I was treated,” Spencer said.

	“Still, it’s a fair question.”

	“They might just assume that the professor did it as he was dying,” Drake said hopefully.

	“Either way, it’s not likely that they spring into action looking for anyone else with him caught red-handed,” Spencer said.

	“I wonder who he was working for,” Allie said. “He said ‘powerful interest,’ or something like that.”

	“Which tells us why Indiana was scared witless,” observed Drake.

	Spencer nodded. “Apparently whoever used to have it will do anything to get it back.”

	“I’ve got photos of the flip side now, so it doesn’t matter. We don’t need the dagger anymore – which raises another obvious problem: we need to find someone who can translate the remainder of the script,” Allie said.

	“Which puts us back at square one.”

	Allie raised an eyebrow. “Maybe, maybe not. I have an idea, but it will have to wait until tomorrow.”

	“What is it?” Drake asked.

	Spencer shushed them and turned up the volume on the news. An earnest woman was staring at the camera with a troubled expression, speaking in English.

	“Hours earlier, a gunshot drew the police to a privileged enclave in one of New Delhi’s most expensive areas, where the body of Dr. Rakesh Sharma was found, murdered. Details are few at the moment, but our sources tell us that the police are actively pursuing leads to find the killer. Anyone with information is urged to call the hotline number on the screen. All tips will be kept confidential.”

	Drake and Allie shook their heads. Spencer frowned. “Unbelievable,” he said.

	“Maybe they haven’t told the reporters everything yet?” Allie ventured.

	“Or he somehow got out before they showed up,” Drake said.

	“Or worst case, whoever hired Helms has the clout to get charges dropped even with him at the crime scene. In which case, we’re in even more trouble than we thought,” Spencer said.

	“If he’s on the loose, he knows we have the dagger…and he knows our names,” Allie pointed out.

	“Which means even if we somehow manage to get out of this, we’ll be at constant risk,” Drake said.

	“There’s an easy way to solve that. We can just donate the dagger to a museum or something and make it public knowledge. Then there’s no reason to.”

	“It may not be so straightforward.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Think about it. Maybe the real value is whatever’s hidden in the script, and the dagger is just the messenger, so to speak. If that’s the case…” Spencer said, not needing to finish the thought.

	Drake sank onto the bed next to Allie, his eyes glued to the screen. A night shot outside of the professor’s house filled the background as a journalist echoed the newscaster’s paucity of information. When the report shifted back to the newscast and the headline switched to a bus strike, Spencer lowered the volume and turned to them.

	“I don’t know about you, but I’m going to hose off and hit it. We’ve got our work cut out for us tomorrow, and I’m beat,” he said, rising from his chair.

	“Sounds like a plan. If I can sleep at all, that is,” Allie said, switching her tablet off and standing. She placed it in her duffel and held out her hand to Drake. “Can I have your key?”

	“Oh. Sure,” he said, retrieving it from his pocket. He placed it in her hand and there was an awkward moment when he debated kissing her, but with Spencer standing there and Allie looking exhausted, he thought better of it at the last second. To his surprise, she leaned forward and planted one on his lips, and then pulled back and smiled ruefully. “See you bright and early.”

	“Sleep well.”

	“I’ll be counting sheep all night at this rate, but I’ll do my best.”

	“More like roaches in this place.”

	“Thanks for planting that visual as your parting shot,” Allie said.

	Drake smiled. “Don’t worry. The rats probably keep them at bay.”

	“Much better. Good night,” she said before turning and moving to the door. When she’d gone, Spencer grinned at Drake.

	“Love’s in the air. I told you this trip would be a good idea. Look at how close it’s brought you two.”

	“I’ll try to think of a suitable way to thank you,” Drake volleyed back. “Don’t slip in the shower or hit your head or anything.”

	“Oh. That’s right. You haven’t seen the bathroom.”

	Drake took a deep breath. “That bad?”

	“Let’s just say the mold has mold.”

	“But there’s a toilet, right?”

	Spencer’s face could have been carved from stone. “I won’t spoil the surprise.”

	



	

Chapter 30

	The next morning Drake and Spencer were up early, the strident protests of vehicles in the street below serving as their alarm clock, the light filtering through the moth-eaten curtains already heating the air. Drake walked down the hall to Allie’s room and knocked on the door, and she called that she would be ready in a few minutes and would meet them in theirs.

	Spencer applied another coating of makeup and inspected himself in the hazy mirror as Drake watched TV. He leaned from the bathroom doorway when he was done.

	“What do you think? Does it look convincing?”

	Drake glanced at him and shrugged. “Sure. Better than nothing, right?”

	“That’s very reassuring.”

	“It looks fine. Really,” Drake said, his tone glum.

	“Dude, what’s wrong?”

	“Oh, nothing. We’re on the lam, Carson and the professor are dead, we have no way to translate the second half of the script, and we’re that DOD guy’s bitch. Other than that, everything’s awesome-sauce.”

	Spencer nodded sagely. “Someone woke up grumpy. Turn that frown upside down, Mr. Downer.”

	“Seriously. How much worse could it get?”

	“We could be broke.”

	“Money’s not really helping, is it?”

	Allie’s knock interrupted them, and Spencer pulled his shirt over his head while Drake moved to open the door. When she entered the room, a heady scent of vanilla and flowers preceded her, and Drake almost swooned, it smelled so good. She gave him a peck on the cheek, set her bag on the floor and her purse on the postage-stamp table, and then sat with a bounce on Drake’s bed and beamed a high-wattage smile at them.

	“Good morning. Ready to hit the ground running?” she asked.

	“Whatever you’re smoking, Drake needs some,” Spencer said.

	“I know how to cheer him up,” she said knowingly.

	Spencer rolled his eyes. “Want me to leave?”

	She ignored the innuendo. “I have an idea how to get the script translated.”

	“How?” Drake asked.

	“The professor isn’t the only linguistics expert in Delhi. He can’t be. We can head over to the university and ask his grad student who else might be able to help us. She should know.”

	“What about me?” Spencer asked.

	“You can hang out here or find a cyber café and keep researching the mosaic.”

	“There are thousands of images of mosaics. Thousands. I only got through a few hundred yesterday.”

	“He wouldn’t have had a picture of the thing if it didn’t mean something,” Allie countered.

	“Maybe, but that won’t help me locate it.”

	“Do you have anything better to do?” Drake asked.

	“I’d say sleep in, but it’s a little late for that now.”

	They agreed to meet up after Drake and Allie were finished at the university, and within minutes were on the street, which was already clogged with pedestrians and vehicles on their way to work. They found a coffee shop and had breakfast, and then Spencer went in search of an Internet café while Allie and Drake headed to see Divya. Allie convinced Drake to remain outside with her bag while she spoke with the grad student, figuring that two young women would more easily establish rapport without him acting as a third wheel.

	When they arrived at the administration building, Allie beelined for the professor’s office, but hesitated at the end of the hall when she saw two uniformed police standing by the door while what looked to Allie like a plainclothes inspector questioned Divya, who paused occasionally to blot tears. Allie turned away and busied herself with her cell phone while watching them, easily blending with the dozens of students and faculty roaming the corridor. After a half hour the police left, and she waited until they’d descended the stairs to the lobby level before approaching Sharma’s office.

	Divya was in an obvious state of shock when Allie knocked softly on the doorjamb. She looked up through puffy eyes and took several seconds to register Allie’s presence. Recognition spread across her face and she struggled to compose herself, but ultimately failed and began crying again.

	“What’s wrong, Divya?” Allie asked. She had decided to feign ignorance of the professor’s untimely demise.

	“Oh, you haven’t heard? It’s Dr. Sharma. He…he’s dead.”

	“What? Oh, my God. I just saw him yesterday! What was it?” Allie’s face darkened. “Car accident? Heart attack?”

	“No. He was…murdered,” she said, and stifled another sob.

	“You’re joking!”

	Divya’s shuddering shoulders confirmed that she wasn’t, and Allie gave her time to work through the grief. She took a seat across from the Indian woman and shook her head, and then fished out a packet of tissues and offered her one. Divya took it with a nod, and Allie sat silently, grateful that the police obviously hadn’t connected them with the murder or, if they had, were staying quiet about it. There was no way Divya suspected her; nobody was a good enough actress to pull her response off – it was genuine.

	Eventually Divya dried her tears and fixed Allie with a stare over her thick spectacles.

	“I’m sorry. It’s been a terrible shock, as you can imagine,” she said. “Is there any way I can help you?”

	“Oh, it seems so unimportant now,” Allie said.

	“What?”

	“Dr. Sharma had helped our colleague with an inscription on an old dagger, and he offered to finish the job if we were ever able to locate an image of the other side.”

	“Yes. I remember the script. An archaic substitution cipher. Trickier than many I’ve worked on, but no match for my computer.”

	“You worked on it?”

	She looked away. “The professor was a very busy man and didn’t have time for the project, so he asked me to translate it. I’ve developed software as part of my doctoral thesis that helps decrypt these types of codes. It took a year to program it, but it’s the only one of its kind I know of for Sanskrit.”

	“Really? How does it work?”

	Divya brightened slightly to discuss her creation. “It’s simple, really. It identifies frequently recurring symbols first and substitutes others, trying every possibility until something intelligible is produced. If that doesn’t work, it continues until something clicks. It’s CPU intensive, but has yet to fail.”

	“That’s amazing.”

	Divya blushed and stared at her desktop. “It’s not that much of a leap. Mainly automating what I’d have to do by hand, using basic cracking techniques.”

	“Then…you could translate the second piece?”

	Divya shrugged. “Certainly. I have the original key for that cipher on my computer. Do you have the picture?”

	Allie retrieved her phone and pulled up the photograph she’d taken the prior night. She handed the cell to Divya, who placed it on her desk and turned to her computer. After tapping in some commands and opening a program, she painstakingly typed in the dagger script and, after inspecting her work to verify it was identical to the characters on the blade, moved her mouse to a blue button in the center of the window and clicked.

	Another window opened, and she scanned the contents and then sat back. Allie realized she was holding her breath and slowly exhaled.

	“It says, ‘In the temple of the destroyer, the sacred mosaic shows the way.’ Actually, ‘sacred’ could also be ‘hallowed.’ It’s not so precise.”

	Allie frowned. “That’s as clear as mud, then.”

	“Often these things are cryptic, even when decoded.”

	“The first part was something about the path of the faithful in or near a cave, and this says the destroyer’s temple has a mosaic that shows the way.”

	“I have the original translation here,” Divya said and tapped at the computer. She nosed closer to the screen and nodded as she read. “‘Within the blessed cave of the six-headed fair one, the path of the devout can be seen by the righteous. In the temple of the destroyer, the sacred mosaic shows the way.’” She sat back in her chair, brow creased in concentration. “The reference to ‘the fair one’ is clearly Shiva, who is described as having six heads – only five of which are visible to all but the enlightened – who’s also commonly referred to as the destroyer of the transformer. But that’s very odd. I know of every major temple in northern India, and there’s none devoted to Shiva anywhere near Kashmir that has a mosaic. The closest one is in Kedarnath, one of the twelve Jyotirlinga temples mentioned in the Shiva Purana. Most of the largest ones are in the south – in Andhra Pradesh.”

	Allie let Divya think, sensing that she was processing something in her head.

	Divya nodded. “I mean, the reference to Shiva’s cave is fairly clear. It’s probably referring to…but that makes no sense.”

	“You know where this cave is?” Allie asked softly.

	“Perhaps. But…as I said, there is no temple anywhere around there. The cipher on the dagger is consistent with ones used in the Kashmir region in the eighteenth century, and I know the professor thought it was tied to the area, but…” Divya seemed to remember Allie’s presence and turned to her with a sad smile. “I’m sorry, I forget you’re not from here. There is a place called Shiv Khori that this could be referring to.”

	“No need to apologize,” Allie said, waiting for the young scholar to get to the point. “What’s Shiv Khori? A temple?”

	Divya removed her glasses and cleaned the lenses with a fold of her sari, and then sat forward and spoke quietly.

	“Shiv Khori is a sacred cave in the mountains of Kashmir.”

	



	

Chapter 31

	“A cave?” Allie blurted.

	“Oh, yes. Rather famous here now, but only since independence from the British. Before then it was obscure. Almost inaccessible, in the side of a mountain, it’s a site that draws many devotees these days for pilgrimages. You have to hike several kilometers from the nearest road to reach it, but every year, more do.” Divya paused. “But I’m afraid that doesn’t help much, because as I said, there is no temple per se. Just a shrine and some carvings. Certainly no mosaics.”

	“What about the translation? Could it be garbling the script somehow, mistaking temple for something else?”

	“Anything’s possible,” Divya conceded, appearing to lose interest.

	“I have an old photograph of a mosaic that could relate to this,” Allie said.

	Divya appeared surprised. “You do?”

	“Yes, let me find it.” Allie slid her phone across the desk and began swiping through photographs.

	Divya held up her hand, and when she spoke, her voice was almost a whisper. “Stop. Go back. You have a photo of the entire dagger?”

	“Well, yes, but the script is only on the blade…”

	“Let me see it.”

	Allie reversed to the full image of the dagger and passed the phone back to the grad student, who studied it intensely before sighing. “It is as I suspected. On the hilt, you can see the abrasions.”

	“Yes. Is there some significance to them?”

	“Not really. I mean, there’s no message, if that’s what you’re asking. But it confirms my suspicion.”

	“Which is?”

	“It’s not a dagger. It’s a sword. A miniature sword.”

	“How do you know that?”

	“Because it was gripped in the hand of one of our most famous Hindu deities.”

	“Who?”

	“Kali. She is often depicted with, among other things, a sword. Sometimes several. This must have been separated from another relic, which is where the abrasions came from. I’d bet my doctorate on that. It is the sword of Kali. You can tell by the stylized serpents molded into the handle, as well as other giveaways I won’t bore you with. But I’m certain.” Divya hesitated as she scrutinized the image. “It’s possible that the message is a partial one, and that there is more script that completes it elsewhere on the depiction. That would not be unusual.”

	“Really?”

	“I have seen relics from the same period with similar approaches. One completes the other. There is no way of being sure, of course, without seeing it, but that is the most likely given the partial nature of the script.”

	Allie absorbed the information and then scrolled to the black-and-white image of the mosaic. She handed Divya the phone. “Recognize that?”

	Divya studied the image and then passed it back to Allie. “I’m afraid not.”

	Allie’s shoulders slumped. “Are you certain?”

	“It’s obviously a very old photo. I’m more an expert on linguistics than theology or archeology. I’m sorry.”

	“Do you know anyone who might be able to help?”

	“I can check with some of the professor’s colleagues. But you have to understand – there are so many minor temples in India, it would be nearly impossible to place it unless there was some noteworthy aspect of the mosaic. And frankly, this looks like a typical depiction of Kali dancing or standing on the body of Shiva. It is a classic image that appears in many place – the rough Hindu equivalent of Christian icons of Jesus with a halo, looking skyward in prayer.”

	“Oh. It’s that common?”

	“Yes. Perhaps now you see why it’s difficult to say with any certainty where the photograph was taken.”

	“I understand. Could I leave a copy with you to show around and see if anyone can identify it?”

	“Sure, but with the professor’s death, I have many tasks that will have to take priority.” Divya’s voice trailed off with her last words, her attention shifting back to the murder of her mentor.

	“What’s your email address?” Allie asked.

	Divya gave it to her and Allie sent the image as an attachment from her phone. The Indian woman confirmed that she had received it, and Allie stood, seeing nothing to be gained from lingering.

	“Where exactly is Shiv Khori in Kashmir?”

	“West of Salar Dam. Maybe…twenty or so kilometers. There is a village south of it: Ransoo. It has become more developed as more devotees make the pilgrimage. They estimate half a million will pass through the cave this year, maybe more, so it is not hard to find.”

	“Then there are buses? That sort of thing?”

	Divya frowned at the question. “Of course. It is rural, but getting more developed. However, as I said, there is a long stretch, perhaps three kilometers, that must be traveled on foot.”

	Allie smiled. “Divya, let me give you my local phone number in case you find anything out about the mosaic. I would be extremely grateful if you would call me if you do.” She jotted the number down on a message slip and handed it to Divya. “I have a foundation that will soon be making grants to worthwhile causes. If you’re interested, I’d like you to stay in touch – I would love to provide some sort of support for you to help with concluding your studies.”

	Divya’s attitude chilled, and Allie realized instantly she’d misstepped.

	“Thank you, but I am adequately supported already. My family has been very fortunate – my father is CEO of a major technology company here.”

	“Oh. I’m sorry, I meant no offense…I just thought that, well, I wanted to show my appreciation.”

	“It is easy to conclude that everyone in India is poor, but that is not the case. It is an understandable misconception.”

	Allie nodded, chastened, and decided to cut her losses. “Thank you so much for all the help, and I’m sorry about the professor. He was very sweet. What a tragedy.”

	Moisture welled again in Divya’s eyes. “Yes. It is.”

	Drake was standing in the shade of one of the trees when Allie emerged from the building. She rushed to him and took his hand, surprising him, and they walked together to the main road while Allie described her meeting. Drake listened in silence and then stopped before they reached the boulevard.

	“You said there’s another icon?” he asked.

	“No, I said she believes the dagger is a miniature sword that was clutched in the hand of another icon – probably Kali, if she’s right.”

	“Kali. Isn’t she the goddess of death?”

	“No. She’s the Hindu deity of quite a few things, including destruction of evil.”

	“Why do I keep thinking death?”

	“Probably from bad B movies.”

	They resumed walking and, when they reached the sidewalk, began the process of attracting the attention of a passing rickshaw or taxi. Drake glanced at Allie as they waited for the light to turn.

	“So what’s the next step? We know there’s a cave mentioned, but the rest is nonsense – what’s your professional assessment, Dr. Allie?”

	“If the dagger had script on it, maybe the other relic does, too.”

	“The sword, you mean,” he said, patting her bag.

	“Potato, potahto. We need to find the other relic.”

	“Kali.”

	“Missing a sword.”

	“Uh-huh. That should be a piece of cake. Because we don’t have enough on our plate.”

	She swatted his chest. “You wanted adventure. This is adventure.”

	“I thought it would be easier. Maybe involve more eating and drinking. And air conditioning.”

	“Whatever.”

	“How are you planning to find it?”

	“I haven’t figured that part out yet.” She waved at a cab streaking toward them from the light, and smiled back at Drake. “But maybe it won’t be that hard. Because if we can figure out where the dagger came from, that should lead us to Kali.”

	“The sword,” Drake corrected.

	“And there’s one person who probably knows.”

	Drake’s eyes lit with understanding. “This sounds like a job for Indiana Singh!”

	“Who seems to like his money well enough.”

	“Root of all evil.”

	She nodded. “The love of it, anyway.”

	



	

Chapter 32

	Spencer’s new phone rang and vibrated on the hard surface of the computer station where he was working, and he snatched it up and held it to his ear, looking around the crowded Internet café as he did so. The place was filled with teenagers gaming or fiddling around on social media, and nobody seemed interested in a male twice their age doing historical research.

	“How’d it go?” he asked, his voice low, ignoring the din in the background on Allie’s end of the line.

	“Good.” Allie gave him the rundown on Divya’s revelations and their thinking. “What about you?”

	“I’m about halfway through my list of mosaics and going cross-eyed from staring at them. They all start looking the same after a while.”

	“Sorry to hear that. I’ve got another idea, though. Pull up all the information you can on the Shiv Khori cave. I want to understand the best way to get there, any legends surrounding it – photos, if you can find them, the works.”

	“Will do. When you want to meet up?”

	“Where are you? I just left a message for Indiana,” Allie said.

	“About four blocks from the hotel.”

	“Are we missing anything?”

	“The pleasure of my company and some of the worst coffee this side of Zimbabwe.”

	“Sounds charming. What’s the address?”

	“I don’t know. But I can tell you how to get here from the hotel.”

	“Shoot. We’re in a taxi.”

	He described the route he’d taken and she repeated it to the driver, who sounded less than confident in his assurance he could find it.

	“What’s the name of the place?” Allie asked.

	“Lotus Lightning Café.”

	“Catchy. Be there in a few.”

	“Congratulations on getting the script translated, Allie. That’s a major win,” Spencer said.

	“Thanks. But it only raises more questions.”

	“Yeah, only now we know that the path starts at the cave.”

	“Assuming she’s right. She qualified that it was her opinion, not that it was a lock.”

	“It fits with what Carson told me.”

	Allie’s voice lowered. “He had to know it was the Shiv Khori, Spencer. Why do you think he didn’t just tell you?”

	“Maybe he enjoyed the suspense. Or maybe he was holding stuff back in case I flaked or couldn’t deliver. Who knows?”

	“Not exactly reassuring, in any case.”

	“Nothing we can do about it now but keep plugging away. I’ll see you when you get here.”

	“Don’t hold your breath. You know what traffic’s like.”

	Allie hung up and her phone immediately rang, catching her by surprise. She looked at the screen and frowned, the number a new one.

	“Hello?” she answered.

	“Why are you so interested in where it came from?” Singh asked, his voice tight.

	“Just because. There’s a reward in it for you if you can tell me.”

	“I’ll give you some free advice. Leave on the first flight out, and never look back. I’m serious. You don’t know what you’re mixed up with.”

	“Right, you already said that. Curses. Spooky mystery bad guys. But I’m still willing to pay to know where you got it.” Allie paused. “If nothing else, for its historic value in the chain of possession.”

	“That sounds like bullshit to me.”

	Allie sighed. “All right. We know that it came from another statue. We’re trying to track it down.”

	“You’re out of your minds. Really.”

	“Crazy enough to pay you to tell us. From there, what do you care?” She hesitated. “Unless you can get us the other relic, in which case the payday could be much larger.”

	“Not a chance. I won’t tempt fate twice.”

	“Then sell us the information.”

	“It’s worth a lot.”

	“It’s worth what we’re willing to pay. I’m thinking twenty-five thousand. Easiest money you’ll ever make.”

	She could practically hear the wheels turning in Singh’s head. No hassles, just free cash for a few words. “Fifty, and I’ll meet you and tell you. Same mechanism as before. Bitcoin, and I’ll watch to ensure you aren’t followed.”

	“How soon can you meet?”

	“That’s a function of how long it takes you to get the payment together.”

	“I already have it. You’re cleaning out my bank account,” Allie lied.

	“I’ll call you back. I need to figure out a safe rendezvous spot and create another private key for you to send this payment to. You should do the same. You don’t want to use the same key twice – it increases the chance of you being traced, as you discovered with mine.”

	“How did you know how we found you?”

	“Your new friend at the magazine gave me a heads-up. I’m a valued customer. Apparently there was a security breach. At least, that’s how he framed it.” Singh paused. “How long have you been using this phone number?”

	“I just got it…yesterday.”

	“Who else have you called on it?”

	“Why?”

	“You can be tracked,” Singh said derisively.

	“Only you…and a couple of other people.”

	“Twenty-four hours is about the outside of how long I’d hold onto a burner phone. Toss it and buy another, and then call me back at this number,” he said.

	The line went dead. She pocketed the phone and turned to Drake. “You heard the discussion. He’s pretty skittish.”

	“As long as he’s willing to play ball, who cares?”

	“I know. But…he still sounds scared. Greedy, obviously, but worried. And not about us. He’s terrified we’re going to lead someone to him inadvertently. I think he trusts us, as much as he trusts anyone. He’s afraid we’re being tailed.” She called out to the driver over the radio music he was humming along to. “Make this left, please,” she said, and turned to watch the vehicles behind her.

	“This will take us out of the way,” the man protested, eyeing her in the rearview mirror.

	“Just do it.”

	The cabbie twisted the wheel and made a sharp turn, and both Drake and Allie turned to stare at the traffic, searching for any hint of pursuit. Several rickshaws made the turn, and then a white SUV swung into the lane behind them.

	“Now take this right,” Allie said.

	The driver pumped his brakes to slow, having to cut across oncoming traffic in order to follow her instructions. The rickshaws and SUV slowed behind them and much outraged honking ensued at the driver’s maneuver. The cabbie ignored the protests and careened ahead of an oncoming van, which missed taking off the taxi’s rear fender by a hairsbreadth. The taxi driver exhaled tensely and then accelerated away.

	The SUV continued straight, as did the rickshaws. Allie and Drake exchanged a relieved look. “Would you care for some extra paranoid with your paranoid?” she whispered.

	“No way we’re being followed after that.”

	“I need to get rid of this phone and buy another one. He thinks it’s a liability. He may be right – we gave Helms the number, remember?”

	“Damn. That’s right. Maybe he’s not so dumb after all.”

	She pulled a pen from her purse and jotted down the numbers for Singh, Reynolds, and Spencer, as well as the professor’s office phone so she could give Divya her new contact info, and then removed the battery and SIM chip from the little phone and pocketed them.

	“You should keep your regular phone off at all times, too. Just in case.”

	“I’m way ahead of you. I’ve been taking the battery out when I’m not using it.”

	“What now?” the driver asked, easing off the gas as he approached an ocean of brake lights.

	“Change of plans.”

	



	

Chapter 33

	The taxi dropped them off in the center of the business district. Buying a new phone proved as easy as the last two, and when it was activated and had a signal, she called Singh back.

	“This is my new number,” Allie said.

	“I put that together all by myself. Where are you?” he asked.

	She glanced up at a street sign and told him. He thought for a moment and gave her instructions. She repeated them back to him and he hung up. Drake raised an eyebrow and looked to her expectantly.

	“We have half an hour to get to the Delhi Junction Railway Station. We’re to find the train that arrives in forty minutes from Buxar and wait on the platform.”

	“That’s it? Wait?”

	“You heard me.” Allie whistled loudly at a green and yellow rickshaw, and the driver skidded to a halt beside them. “Delhi Junction train station,” she said as they climbed into the cab. The driver nodded and took off like a scared rabbit, cutting off another rickshaw, which earned several curses and the inevitable horn assault.

	The railway station was typical Indian pandemonium: people milling about, blaring announcements from overhead speakers echoing off the stone slab floors, groups of bewildered tourists milling around like lost puppies as a never-ending rush of locals made their way to and from the platforms, dressed in a dizzying array of colors.

	Drake checked his watch as Allie searched for a working monitor that announced arriving trains. She pointed at one mounted on the far end of the station, and they fought their way through the human tide.

	“Our platform’s that way,” she said after a quick scan, gesturing to their right.

	“I see it,” Drake said, and they set off, skirting a group of chanting religious celebrants all dressed in the same bright shade of orange. “We only have a couple of minutes.”

	“We’ll make it.”

	They arrived at the platform, where it seemed several hundred other passengers had the same idea, and waited as a distant spotlight neared from down the track. Drake shaded his eyes in order to see the train and nearly jumped when something tugged at the bottom of his shirt. He looked down at where a boy, no more than six years old, gazed up at him with eyes the size of golf balls, his clothes tattered and stained – the uniform of the city’s homeless.

	“Sahib, sahib,” the boy said, his voice thin.

	“No. Go away,” Drake said.

	Allie’s new phone rang and she answered it. “Yes?”

	It was Singh. “Follow the boy.”

	Allie glanced down at the urchin and whispered to Drake, “Singh sent him.”

	The boy’s face had the deadly serious cast of an old man, hardship having already aged him beyond his years. Drake nodded to him and the boy pirouetted and scampered away, pausing occasionally to look back to ensure they were still behind him. Drake took Allie’s hand and they edged through the press of locals until they were opposite the restrooms, where the boy ran outside through one of the arches and made for the street.

	“Another goose chase,” Allie said, and they took off after him, dodging vendors and porters as they sped toward the cars.

	Allie’s phone trilled. “Yes?”

	“I don’t see anyone following you. Come back to the station. I’m outside the restaurant in my Sikh getup.”

	They returned to the two-story red depot and spotted Singh, who was leaning against a wall, a pair of cheap knockoff sunglasses covering his eyes and his blue turban slightly askew. When they neared, he spoke under his breath. “Keep walking to the other end of the station. Wait for me outside.”

	They did as instructed, and Singh joined them two minutes later. He led them around the corner and began walking quickly toward the main avenue, giving a dirt rotunda with several dozen unfortunates sleeping on towels and blankets a wide berth. “Transfer the bitcoin to this address,” he said, handing Allie a slip of paper. She did her best to enter the characters on the move, and when she’d verified they were correct, approved the transfer.

	“Done.”

	Singh’s phone beeped three minutes later, and he stopped abruptly in front of a street market. A cart piled impossibly high with boxes, easily the size of a pickup truck bed, creaked by on the rutted road, drawn by a man on a bicycle, followed by an oxcart that could have been out of the Middle Ages. Singh stepped closer to them, his voice barely audible.

	“The dagger came to me from a man who was part of the inner circle at an ashram in Bhiwani – a spiritual center of great fame there, operated by a guru called Swami Baba Raja. He didn’t come out and say it, but it appears that he might have liberated it from the ashram as his last act before leaving it for good.”

	“Bhiwani?” Drake asked. “Where is that?”

	“Look it up,” Singh said. “Anyway, this man left the ashram under a cloud. He’d had a disagreement with the swami, and in that world, it would be akin to disagreeing with the Pope. The next day his body was found floating in the river, and I narrowly escaped the same fate at my shop that morning. It was strictly luck that my assistant told me two men had come looking for me, and she’d gotten a bad feeling about them. Then, when I saw the news about the swami’s acolyte… I called her and told her to close up the shop at lunchtime and to leave.” He looked away. “I…I never heard back from her after that.”

	“You think those men were sent by the swami?”

	“Either him or one of his many powerful devotees. Half the Indian government has made pilgrimages to Baba Raja’s ashram over the years, so it could have been someone he told about the loss of the dagger, whose help he enlisted. I don’t know, and I don’t care. All I know is that it’s too hot for me anymore in Delhi, so I’m retiring and getting out of town for good.”

	“With a quarter mil, you should be able to live pretty well,” Allie said.

	“A little more than that, but your point is taken. Yes, there are myriad places I can live like a maharaja for the rest of my life, leaving no trace to follow.” He looked hard at Allie. “As I’ve said, you would be well advised to forget the dagger and go back to your country before they find you. Believe me, they will do the same to you both as they did to your friend, and no amount of wealth and fame will help you.”

	“You think the relic is in the ashram?”

	“Swami Baba Raja is rumored to have quite a collection, so anything’s possible. But the truth is I have no way of knowing. Only the trusted few have ever seen his hoard, my contact one of them – and he’s not talking.” Singh paused.

	“Why did he sell it to you?”

	“He didn’t sell it to me. He entrusted it to my care, for me to broker a deal. He knew that I have a decent clientele of foreigners, and wanted to sell it to someone who wasn’t Indian.”

	“Why would he trust you with it?” Drake asked.

	Singh swallowed hard and looked away. “The man who brought me the dagger was my older brother.”

	



	

Chapter 34

	Singh began walking through the market, his stride slow, his head down. Allie moved to his side.

	“I’m so sorry, Indiana,” she said. “I know what it’s like to lose.”

	When Singh spoke again, his voice was tight. “He practically raised me from the time I was ten. He was seven years older and stepped in when my parents were killed in a bus accident. He made sure I went to school, and did whatever he had to in order to see to it that we were provided for.” Singh stopped at a stand selling incense and religious icons and inspected the wares without interest. “Some of his activities were illegal, but he didn’t care – at seventeen, with two mouths to feed and no parents, he did what he could, and we got by. But I know that once I received a scholarship to university, he had a change of heart and decided to follow the swami to atone for his misdeeds.”

	“You got a scholarship?” Allie repeated, trying unsuccessfully to quell the surprise in her voice.

	“Yes, hard as that is to believe,” he said, his tone bitter. “Anyway, I rarely saw him once he became one of the devout, and then a week ago he appeared out of the blue, agitated, wearing street clothes instead of his usual robes, with the dagger. He cautioned me that it could be dangerous to handle it, but I ignored his warning – I owed him everything, and I think I’d read too many of my own advertising brochures. It sounded like an adventure, and who better to embark on one than Indiana Singh?” He laughed bitterly, the sound dry. “Little did I know that was the last time I’d ever see him alive.”

	“And Carson? How did you meet him?” Drake asked.

	“He answered an ad I placed the afternoon my brother gave me the dagger. It was dumb luck.”

	“You advertised the dagger?”

	“Not in so many words. I said I was a dealer in antiquities, specializing in relics. Carson probably was scouring every source he could find for information. I got that impression, anyway. We corresponded, and I sent him a photo of the dagger. He agreed to purchase it after stalling a few days, and the rest you know. He was dead within forty-eight hours.”

	“Nobody else expressed interest?”

	“Nobody I trusted, let me put it that way. One, I believe, was genuine, but the price stopped the discussion cold. The others I now believe were trying to track me down.”

	“Sounds like we need to get into this ashram,” Drake said. “Can you help?”

	“Absolutely not. My involvement ends here. I want no further part of this. I’ve already lost my brother. The risk is far too high.”

	“If it’s a matter of money…” Allie began.

	“No. A wise man knows his limitations, as well as when he has enough. I’m alive, and I plan to stay that way. More money won’t help me do so. You’re on your own.”

	With that, Singh spun and hurried away, and was quickly enveloped by the swarm of shoppers, and his turban disappeared into a sea of ebony hair.

	“Indiana Singh turns down money. I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes,” Drake said.

	“He lost his brother, you heartless beast.”

	“Ninety percent chance that was all BS.”

	Allie shook her head. “I believe him.”

	They returned to the street, and Allie called Spencer to fill him in. “We’re headed back your way. Nothing more we can do here,” she explained. “Add this Swami Baba Raja to your research list. And anything you can learn about his ashram. That’s where this trail is leading.”

	They caught a taxi, and Allie’s next call was to the professor’s office. An older woman answered the phone, and Allie asked for Divya.

	“One moment, please.” The line clicked and buzzed, and Allie had the mental image of an old-fashioned switchboard with an operator making connections using cords and plugs, like in a film she’d seen from the forties.

	“Professor Sharma’s office. This is Divya Kapoor.”

	“Divya, it’s Allie, from this morning?”

	“Oh, yes, Allie, I’m glad you called. I tried your number earlier, but it didn’t connect.”

	“Yes, I had an accident with my phone. I have a new one.” Allie hesitated. “Why did you call?”

	“I remembered where I’ve seen a mosaic like that, and a few things clicked into place. There’s a temple in Jaipur that I believe houses it. But that’s nowhere near Kashmir.”

	“Maybe Kashmir is a red herring?”

	“I don’t think so. The professor was so sure the script was from that region, and he was very learned about such things.”

	“We all make mistakes.”

	“Perhaps,” Divya allowed. “But I did some checking with a friend of mine in the archeology department and he told me something very interesting: that he believes the mosaic was transported from another temple, which was destroyed during the Indian Rebellion of 1857.”

	“And that temple was in…?”

	“Pathankot. Which is quite near the Kashmir border.”

	Allie’s voice quickened. “So that’s our mosaic.”

	“It’s possible. There are no photographs of it, though, in the new location, so we are relying on my memory, as well as my friend’s.”

	“Why no pictures? Is that some sort of holy thing?”

	Divya laughed. “Like stealing our souls with the camera? No. It’s because the mosaic was only recently relocated from the ruins of the destroyed temple, and the one in Jaipur is undergoing renovations, so the interior has been closed to the public for several years. I saw it before they shut the temple down.”

	Allie thanked Divya and was preparing to hang up when a question occurred to her. “Divya, have you heard any rumors about relics in ashrams around here?”

	“Rumors? There are always rumors, but nothing specific. No. Why?”

	“Do you know of a holy man named Swami Baba Raja?”

	“Oh, yes, of course. He’s famous. His ashram is called the Eternal Bliss. He is well known for materializing gold lingams from his mouth, as well as all manner of chains, rings, watches, and such.”

	“Really?”

	“Yes. There are many who wish to believe these conjuring tricks are real. It is sad, really, but these are odd times.”

	“Not you, obviously.”

	“No, I know sufficient science and physics to understand that such things are impossible, and I’ve seen magicians perform the same feats on the streets of Delhi. Are they also to be assumed to be living incarnations of God? Please. Having said that, he has done much good with his charities, so he is not a bad man. No different than your television holy men who ask for money all the time. It is simply business.”

	“Yes, unfortunately, selling hope to the suffering and the frightened isn’t unique to any one culture.”

	“It is the regrettable history of our species.”

	“Let me give you my new number in case anything else occurs to you,” Allie said, and rattled off her digits.

	“Very well. I hope I’ve been able to help.”

	“You have. Any news on the professor’s passing?”

	“No. It’s been quiet, other than many calling to express their condolences. He was well loved and quite respected. It is a tragedy.”

	Allie ended the call and relayed her discussion to Drake.

	“Sounds like we need to make a visit to the ashram and see if we can locate the other relic,” he said.

	“My thoughts exactly. Maybe Spencer can go to Jaipur while we’re doing so and get a photo of the mosaic?”

	“Fine, but how do we get into either place? She said the temple’s closed to the public, right?”

	“Spencer will find a way.”

	“And the ashram?”

	Allie thought for several long beats before holding up her phone. “I think it’s time to make a call to our good friend Casey Reynolds. Maybe he can help.”

	



	

Chapter 35

	Spencer was waiting on the sidewalk with Allie’s bag hanging from his shoulder when Drake and Allie arrived. They walked to a small two-story mall with twenty shops built around the world’s sorriest plaza and sat at an outdoor table and ordered cold drinks. Reynolds hadn’t answered the phone when Allie had called, so she’d left her new number and was waiting for him to call back.

	“How am I supposed to get to Jaipur?” Spencer asked. “Most means of travel are going to require identification. Even the buses want to see a passport.”

	“How do you know that?” Drake asked.

	“Google.”

	“Ah.”

	“Maybe we can have the French guy drive you? He seemed like a fun fellow to do a road trip with. Little male bonding?” Allie suggested.

	“Always thinking of me, huh? Don’t worry, I’ll get there on my own. I can always hire one of the incredibly comfortable taxis from around here and have it drive me.”

	Allie’s phone rang. Reynolds’s voice came on the line.

	“Sorry. I have to be discreet about taking calls on the job,” he explained.

	“We need some help. We’re making progress, but we need to get into an ashram and don’t have the faintest idea how to do so.”

	“An ashram? I don’t understand. Why would I be able to help?” Reynolds asked.

	“The guru who runs it is apparently a prominent figure. Lot of government functionaries are followers. We were hoping you might have some contacts in his organization?”

	“I can check. Who is it?”

	“Guy calls himself Swami Baba Raja.”

	“I can do a search in our database. I don’t have anyone in my network who has anything to do with him. Where’s the ashram located?”

	“Bhiwani.”

	“West of Delhi, maybe seventy miles. Not a lot going on there,” Reynolds said. “I seriously doubt we’d have any reason to cultivate assets in an ashram in the middle of nowhere.”

	“That wasn’t the response we were hoping for,” Allie said, shaking her head at Drake.

	“I’ll check. Anything else?”

	She told him about the professor and the disappearing Oliver Helms. Reynolds was quiet when she finished.

	“I’ll run his name, too. But if his people have the juice to get him released after being found at a murder scene, that raises the stakes to a whole new level. I doubt that’s the case.”

	“You’ve got the clout to get Spencer absolved of his crime.”

	“That’s because he didn’t do it, and they’ve got nothing. You’re talking about the murder of a prominent academic, with the perpetrator’s prints all over the knife. Different story.”

	“Let me know what you learn. In the meantime, we’ll be pursuing the leads we have.”

	“Fair enough. Do you need Roland for anything?”

	“Not just yet. We’re keeping a low profile. We’ll call if we need his help.”

	“What about a place to stay?”

	“That didn’t work out so well the last time, did it?” She hung up and eyed Spencer. “What were you able to learn about the ashram?”

	“Pretty much what you know. Although there are some hysterical videos of the guy wrestling a tiger and supposedly materializing crap.”

	“Tiger wrestling?” Drake asked.

	“He claims he’s a reincarnation of a previous guru who did the same thing.”

	“Really? That’s a thing? You can just say anything that pops into your head, and people believe it and give you money?”

	“Apparently so.”

	“I’m in the wrong business,” Drake muttered.

	“I know. Sounds like being a politician, only you lie less,” Allie said.

	“But as far as the ashram goes, I think you can just make a donation and join,” Spencer continued. “Pretend to be truth seekers or whatever on a spiritual quest, and they should be on you like white on rice. But you can’t take your bag with the dagger, Allie. Only what you have on your back and enough cash to make you interesting. Maybe a change of clothes. You’re pilgrims, and they’re usually pretty broke, but you can be spoiled rich kids seeking wisdom.” He frowned. “The temple is going to be a different matter. It’s closed and you can’t get in, according to the web. A few folks probably go there to take photos of the grounds and exterior, but nobody’s allowed in.”

	“So how are you going to handle it?” Allie asked.

	“Where there’s a will…”

	Drake looked around the mall and then back to Allie. “Where can we stash the dagger and your stuff?”

	“I took the liberty of looking up storage lockers,” Spencer said. “Short answer is there aren’t any, but you can leave the bag at the cloakroom at any railway station if you have a valid ticket – they’re apparently completely safe. So buy a ticket for Allie traveling three days from now, buy a hard suitcase and stuff everything in it, lock it, and we’re good to go.”

	“You sure they’re safe?” Allie asked.

	“Hey, it was on the Internet. It must be true!” Spencer’s expression grew thoughtful as he studied Allie and Drake. “You should say you’re brother and sister. That’s the most innocent way to approach it. They might have some restriction against admitting couples who are living in sin.”

	Drake held his tongue, leaving the obvious retort that they were living in anything but sin unspoken, and Allie nodded.

	“Good idea.”

	They finished their drinks, paid the bill, and went in search of luggage, which took no time at all – there were three stores selling suitcases in just the little mall. Allie suggested a brushed aluminum number, haggled for several minutes as expected, overpaid for it, as well as two cheap backpacks for Drake and herself, and then they were ready to head to the train station and, from there, to the ashram.

	“Bhiwami’s only an hour or so from Delhi,” Spencer said. “Easy cab ride.”

	“How are you fixed for money?” Allie asked.

	“I’ve got plenty of cash, but if you’re handing it out…”

	“Hold on to mine, Spencer,” Drake said, sliding a folded wad of hundreds from the pocket of his cargo pants and handing it to Spencer. “I’ll live off Allie for now.”

	Allie counted off ten hundred-dollar bills and folded them flat before giving Spencer the rest. She slipped the money into a compartment of her phone case and closed it, satisfied with the undetectable result.

	They parted ways, and Drake and Allie headed for the Delhi Junction Railway Station, where she purchased a ticket and checked her bag with no drama, in the process confirming that the ticket person didn’t require identification to buy a ticket, but that she’d need a passport to board the train – which ruled out their riding the rails anywhere.

	The prospect of an hour or more in a car on the Indian highway was daunting as the sun climbed in the sky, but they resolved to make the best of it and negotiated a deal with the newest taxi they could find.

	“You are going to the ashram?” the driver asked, making conversation as he started the car.

	“Yes.”

	“It is a very serene place. I myself have been many times. Swami Baba Raja is a great man.”

	“That’s what we’ve heard. We’re very excited,” Drake said, not a trace of irony in his voice.

	“The swami has done wonderful things. He is a national treasure. It is an honor to be in his presence – you are very fortunate.”

	“Yes, we’re hoping to be accepted into the ashram.”

	“I believe they take everyone. We are all, after all, created from the same matter, and this incarnation is merely an illusion we must work to see beyond. It is a wonderful journey of discovery you are on, my young friends. Wonderful indeed.”

	They picked the driver’s brain for the entire trip, and by the time they neared Bhiwani, felt like they’d taken a crash course on the swami’s philosophy, as well as his many miraculous deeds. Drake leaned toward Allie and whispered to her as they entered the town, “We could pass a written test on Baba Raja by now. Good call on the cab.”

	“Every now and then I make one,” she said, and they sat back as they bounced the remaining distance to the ashram, unsure of what to expect but steeled for whatever the cosmos threw at them.

	



	

Chapter 36

	Jaipur, Rajasthan, India

	 

	Spencer’s neck and back were throbbing from sitting in the cramped backseat of a taxi all the way to Jaipur, and by the time he arrived at the temple, he was more than ready to get out. He paid the driver a surprisingly small amount of money and eyed the towering building crawling with workers on scaffolds that ringed the temple’s exterior. Judging by the number of workers entering and leaving the holy place, work was underway in the interior as well.

	He took his time studying the grounds. The complex was larger than he’d thought, but any ideas he’d had about sneaking in during work hours were quickly disabused by the pair of uniformed guards by the entrance, who seemed reasonably alert and more than a little interested in him – one of the few people in sight who wasn’t construction personnel. He decided that discretion was the better part of valor and left as quickly as he’d come, resigned to filling the rest of the afternoon with busywork while he waited for dusk.

	Spencer walked down the road into town, the sun baking his skin through the makeup sufficiently that he wouldn’t need much of it in another day or two. He tanned quickly, he knew from his time in the tropics. Although he did feel considerably safer now that he was out of Delhi. Even though Reynolds had called off the dogs, millions of people had seen his photograph on TV, and he wasn’t delusional enough to bet that none of them would recognize him even a few days later – his scuffle at the hotel had more than proved that.

	The hike took him an hour – the traffic was nothing compared to New Delhi, but the number of ox carts and bicycles was at least triple that of the city. He even sighted a horse, its ribs like washboards through its hide, dragging a cart filled with produce, driven by a ten-year-old boy sitting atop the precariously laden conveyance, holding the reins and a switch.

	Spencer had lived in poor areas of the world, but nothing had prepared him for the poverty surrounding him, even the recent trip to Myanmar, which was as bad as he’d ever seen. But here, the unfairness of life was underscored all the more when the occasional luxury SUV or Mercedes roared past, no doubt carrying captains of industry or politicians, who lived in a different reality than the masses. He knew the average local lived on three hundred dollars a month, but that number was badly skewed by the millions working in technology positions and at call centers – plum jobs that paid considerably more. Laborers like those on the road were lucky if they took home half that, and the income inequality was obvious when he stopped at a public toilet and almost vomited from the stench, as well as the sight of a family of four sleeping on the filthy floor near the urinals, out of the heat, all of them so thin they might have blown away in a strong wind.

	He tried not to think about it as he continued into town, but the desperation was everywhere he looked, especially in the hopeless eyes of the children, who stared back at him with numb acceptance of circumstances he couldn’t imagine. The cows had it far better than these people, he thought, as a relatively fat bovine with garlands of flowers draped around its neck waddled along in front of him.

	The wonder of the place for Spencer wasn’t the extreme circumstances – he’d seen more than enough of those while living in Peru – but rather that he was witnessing present day events and not something from centuries before. While on the web he’d seen an account of increased suicide rates among farmers, whose crops were failing due to drought and whose only perceived options were starvation or taking their own lives, usually after sending their families to survive however they could in the cities.

	It was easy for him to understand how slavery and prostitution could flourish in such an environment, where criminals preyed on weak and unsuspecting new arrivals, who were always flat broke and desperate to earn enough to eat for the day. It was in this way that mothers sold their children to pimps for a handful of rupees, their spirits and bodies so desiccated that they could shed no tears. The authorities were powerless, due to sheer numbers, to prevent atrocities from becoming so mundane they weren’t even commented on in the media.

	He tried to imagine how foreigners – with their glowing complexions, expensive clothes, and seemingly endless prosperity – must appear to these untouchables, and shook his head as he walked, feeling guilty even though he’d done nothing wrong. Only a few days before, he’d been worrying about losing most of his fortune due to the larceny of the hedge fund to which he’d entrusted his money, and now he was among an entire population for whom the cost of a nice dinner at home could support a family for a month.

	Spencer told himself that his only crime was to have been born on the right side of the planet, and that he was blameless for these people’s circumstance, but the assurance felt hollow. The truth was if someone had shown him footage, he would have tuned out, preoccupied by his own concerns, there being a limit to how much suffering he could endure before losing interest. This was the way of the world, and he couldn’t change it: his neighbors would agonize over which color Bentley coupe to buy next, which Aspen ski condo would appreciate the most, which first-growth Bordeaux showed the greatest promise of aging well, and he would gripe about how poorly his Lamborghini ran, how impractical it was in traffic, how much fuel it consumed each week.

	But here, the vapidity of his existence struck home with a resonance he’d never experienced.

	He arrived at the outskirts of town soaked through with sweat and flagged down a bicycle rickshaw, light-headed from lack of hydration. The driver nodded once when he told him what he was after, and began pedaling for a district where a good quality digital camera could be bought at a reasonable price – and a hot, tired son of privilege could cool himself with a chilled drink in the comfort of the shade. He’d considered using the crappy built-in camera on the cell phone, but saw no reason to take any chances.

	Spencer noted that there were far more women in traditional garb than he’d seen in New Delhi, and presumed that it held true the further from the metropolis he traveled. He knew from his online reading that Mumbai and Bangalore were urban and cosmopolitan, as was Delhi, with skyscrapers jutting into the sky like giant fangs, but the poor usually wore the robes of the provinces, their only possessions the clothes on their back, immediately identifying them as victims to be exploited by the big-city operators.

	The store was an electronics emporium with loud music from overhead speakers and countless muted big-screen televisions flashing the same film – a musical, Spencer guessed by the elaborate dance numbers. He took his time with his purchase, having nowhere else to be, and after an hour walked out of the store with a Canon that fit in the palm of his hand whose images he could download to any computer and send to Allie.

	He spent the afternoon on a computer in a cyber café, drinking bottled water and eating his fill of junk food, sticking with packaged goods in an effort to avoid stomach troubles. The brief stop in the public restroom had given him all too much information on the hygiene he might expect in the boonies, and he had resigned himself to eating garbage unless in a high-traffic restaurant with above-market prices.

	As the sun drifted lower in an eggplant sky, he paid his tab and made for the temple, the temperature now moderate enough to brave the trek all the way to the holy spot on foot. Hopefully he’d spent sufficient time for the site to clear of laborers. Wood smoke drifted from nearby fields burning the remnants of crops, mingling with the ever-present pollution from ancient cars, the combination a constant irritant to his burning eyes and throat.

	The weight of the gun he’d confiscated at the professor’s house pressed against the small of his back, providing reassurance that in the event he was jumped, it would be the last thing his assailants ever did. He didn’t know what the statistics were on violent crime in rural India, but with the general impoverishment of the majority, he had to believe he was a target, and he spent the entire walk scanning around him, alert to any threats as he made his way to the temple.

	



	

Chapter 37

	Bhiwani, Haryana, India

	 

	Drake and Allie stopped at a clothing store to add some needed items to his empty backpack and then set off for the ashram, unsure what to expect. As they walked along, Drake felt Allie’s presence as a dull ache. Circumstances had turned out far differently than he’d hoped when he’d invited her to India. He’d had visions of lounging around with her on the balcony of a five-star hotel, their nights devoted to passionate lovemaking, their days spent exploring the exotic reaches of a mystical land. Reality had been a brick to the face, and he felt like they were growing apart with every step they took.

	The dome and spires of the ashram rose above the surrounding dwellings, reflecting the afternoon sun, the walls painted an orange hue not found in nature. As they neared the three-story arch that marked the entrance to the complex, they could make out long rows of dormitories ringing a massive structure whose elaborate dome seemed to glow like a beacon.

	“Impressive, isn’t it?” Allie whispered.

	“Amazing,” Drake agreed, although he suspected the irony was lost on her.

	They approached the gate, where four white-clad staff watched them with cautious smiles. Allie took the lead when they reached the checkpoint.

	“We’re here to see about spending some time at the ashram,” she said to the men. “My brother and I have traveled many miles to reach this blessed spot. We hope you have room.”

	They smiled at Drake and Allie, radiating benevolence, and pulled one side of the gate open. “Swami Baba Raja’s ashram is open to all who seek enlightenment. Come, let me show you to the admissions area,” one of them said with a small bow.

	They followed the man to a sky blue building where several other hopefuls stood in line while two women, also in head-to-toe white, processed them in. One of the arrivals appeared to be a local; the other pair, like Drake and Allie, were obviously foreigners, their sunburned pale complexions identifying them as tourists.

	“Please, have a seat,” the man said, indicating a carved bench along one of the walls. “It shouldn’t take too long,” he assured them, and then retreated through the entryway, leaving them to their thoughts.

	The pair in front of them whispered to each other in German, confirming their origin, and then one of the female staff waved them forward, and Drake and Allie rose and took their place in the queue area. The other woman finished with the local and pointed to a changing area, and then beamed a greeting at them and motioned for them to approach.

	“Hello,” she said. “Welcome to the Ashram of Eternal Bliss. You wish to spend time with us?”

	“Yes,” Allie replied. “My brother and I want to study with the swami. It’s been a dream of ours since we first saw his videos.”

	“Excellent,” the woman said, and slid two forms and a pair of ballpoint pens to them. “Please fill these out, and I will fetch you some clothes. Everyone wears white here, fashioned from the same cloth, to symbolize the purity of enlightenment and our essential equality.”

	Allie completed the short questionnaires for them both, noting that the price per day of their stay was that of a moderately priced hotel. The woman returned and handed them each a neatly folded bundle. “I guessed your sizes. My apologies if I got them wrong. We only have small, medium, or large. Your brother’s are large; yours, small. I trust they will do.” She studied Allie for a long beat. “How many days would you like to pay for?”

	“Oh, at least one week,” Allie said, trying to sound excited.

	“Very good. Payment is in advance, cash only. We accept rupees, dollars, and euro – the conversion rates are posted there,” she said, indicating a board behind her. “What currency?”

	“Dollars.”

	“Perfect. The changing areas are there. Kindly place all your possessions into the sacks provided with your clothes, and I will sign your valuables in. There are no phones or computers allowed, but don’t worry about your belongings – the vault is quite secure, so there is no need to worry about anything.”

	They emerged from the changing rooms minutes later clad in identical outfits. Drake whispered to Allie as they returned to the counter with their bags in tow, “You look amazing.”

	Allie blushed and whispered back, “You’re not looking very brotherly.”

	“Maybe I can be your stepbrother?”

	“Cool your jets,” she warned.

	“Yes, sis.”

	Allie paid the woman, who issued a receipt and handed it to Allie along with two documents. “Here are your lists of daily chores,” the woman explained. “You will be expected to start them tomorrow. Today, you are encouraged to meditate and prepare for the dusk assembly, with His Holiness in attendance. Then the evening meal and contemplation and devotion time until bed. Welcome to the ashram. You will find that it is an amazing place.” The woman called out into the back, “Dev! Please come show our new guests to their rooms and give them an orientation.”

	A young man with narrow hips and shoulders padded from the rear of the building on bare feet and bowed to them. He smiled with a faraway look in his eyes, and his gaze settled briefly on Drake before flitting to Allie.

	“I am Dev. Blessed is Swami Baba Raja. Come, I will show you to your quarters. Where are you from?” he asked.

	“California,” Allie said.

	“Really? Your accent…” Dev began, confusion in his eyes.

	“Oh, I was raised in Texas.”

	“Ah, of course. This way, please.”

	He led them to the dorms and indicated one wing for Allie, another for Drake. “That’s the women’s area, and this is for men,” he explained, giving them their room numbers. “Over here is the dining area, and there, the assembly hall.”

	“What’s that?” Drake asked, pointing to a large building with gold-painted arches.

	“Oh, that is the swami’s residence. It’s his home, as well as the living quarters of his most senior staff.”

	“It’s beautiful,” Allie commented, taking in the carved reliefs over the arches, hundreds of depictions drawn from Hindu mythology carved into the three-story façade.

	“Yes, we are very fortunate to be in its presence on a daily basis. So close to the great one, and reminded of such by his artisans’ handiwork.”

	“He lives there full time?”

	“He travels occasionally, but nowadays, not often. The faithful come to him when they feel the draw, and he finds it more important to be here for them than to spread his word. He has many who do so for him, so it isn’t necessary.”

	“Have you ever seen the interior? It must be incredible.”

	“Once, when I was on special cleaning detail. And yes, it is breathtaking.” Dev paused. “At the assembly tonight, you will be presented to the swami along with the rest of the new devotees. It is a great honor, but he is generous with his blessings. You are truly in luck.”

	“That’s wonderful!” Allie gushed. “I can hardly wait.”

	“Have you been at the ashram a long time, Dev?” Drake asked as they ambled along a path toward the assembly hall.

	“Four years. It feels like yesterday. You will find that time ceases to matter once you’ve embraced the swami’s energy. It is eternal, and to bask in it is like bathing in the cool waters of a blessed lake.”

	Half an hour later, Dev had finished the tour and told them to listen for the gong that announced the assembly was going to begin. He encouraged them to rest, which was easier said than done, they found, their rooms equipped only with reluctant ceiling fans and no mosquito netting on the windows. When the gong rang, it was with considerable relief that they made it to the open-air assembly space, where one of the staff showed them to the area reserved for new attendees. They joined the twenty or so of the day’s arrivals, all seated cross-legged on the stone floor, and waited as the group chanted the swami’s mantra. The effect of thousands of voices repeating the same syllable over and over was mesmerizing, even to nonbelievers like Drake and Allie.

	Drumming interrupted the collective trance state, and a procession arrived from the swami’s residence. The holy man floated among his faithful, smiling at the group and waving his hand in blessing as he approached the raised dais.

	Drake leaned into Allie and whispered over the drums and chanting voices, “Oh, brother.”

	She shushed him as the swami took a seat on an elaborate golden throne. After several minutes of descriptions of the swami’s benevolent deeds, one of his minions gave the equivalent of a sermon, with plentiful reminders of cosmic energy, atemporal unified fields, and the duty of the enlightened to serve the less fortunate – and of course, to spread the gospel according to Swami Baba Raja. When the oratory was over, the new devotees were led to the swami, who materialized holy ash and sent a shower of it over their heads.

	When Drake and Allie were presented to him, his eyes fixed upon Allie, and Drake saw something all too familiar in his countenance. Drake had to fight back the instinct that rose in him at the man’s attention to her, but the swami barely noticed him.

	“Welcome, young ones. It warms my heart to meet you,” the swami said, in good English.

	“As it does ours,” Allie and Drake said together, repeating the line they had been told to use when the swami spoke his ritual line of greeting.

	“I’m glad you finally made it,” the swami said, taking Allie’s hand in his while deviating from the script, which they’d been told would consist of his greeting, their response, and then their dismissal so the swami could bless the next in line. “I have been waiting for you to arrive.”

	Neither of them was sure how to respond, but the swami seemed unfazed. “What is your name, child?” he asked her.

	“Allie.”

	“Like music. Allie. Truly blessed,” he said, and winked. Allie smiled in return, and then the swami seemed to remember himself. He waved them away and tore his eyes from Allie only after she’d returned to her spot on the floor.

	“Tell me that wasn’t weird,” Drake whispered to her. “Guy’s an old lech.”

	“I’ll say,” she muttered under her breath, while keeping her smile. “We are indeed blessed,” she said more audibly. “He is magnificent – like staring directly into the sun. We are unworthy to be in his presence.”

	Drake took the hint and remained silent, his stomach twisting. The swami looked like he had been ready to tear Allie’s clothes off; there was no mistaking the path of enlightenment he wanted to show her. Drake forced the resentment away – of course Allie would catch the eye of the old pervert. She had a quality, a bearing, that was indeed special, and it was foolish to expect nobody besides himself to notice.

	An hour later the chanting subsided, and the swami’s entourage accompanied him back to his residence. The musicians began packing up and the group stood. The Germans were chatting in broken English with three young women from Portugal when a thin man with oil slicked hair approached and spoke quietly to one of them. Her face lit up with excitement and she nodded, and then the man smiled and came over to where Drake and Allie were looking around, trying to figure out what to do next.

	“The swami has chosen you to participate in a special blessing this evening, young one,” he said to Allie. Drake caught the look in her eyes and excused himself with a nod.

	“Really?” she exclaimed once Drake had left.

	“Yes, it is a special honor few are selected to attend. It will begin following the evening meal. Will you be coming?”

	“Of course!”

	“Good. Present yourself at the residence promptly at nine tonight.”

	The little man hurried away toward another of the comely new arrivals, and Allie joined Drake at the edge of the assembly hall. She told him about the invitation in a hushed voice, and he listened with a stony expression. When she was done, he looked off toward the residence.

	“I don’t like it.”

	“It’s a chance to get a look inside.”

	“The swami wants you to get a look at more than that, judging from his performance tonight.”

	“Don’t worry. I can handle myself.” She paused. “He’s tall for an Indian, isn’t he?”

	“Looks like he uses the same dye Spencer does.”

	“He’s not a youngster, that’s for sure.”

	“He’s a lecher. Probably rapey, too.”

	Allie shrugged. “I don’t know. He’s got a certain charisma in person, you have to admit. Like a rock star or something. My guess is he can have whatever he wants from his groupies.”

	“The guy’s a charlatan.”

	She looked around in alarm. “Keep your voice down, Drake. Remember why we’re here. If the idol’s made out of gold, it shouldn’t be hard to spot. If Divya’s correct and the dagger is a sword, I’d expect the idol to be almost three feet tall. This is the perfect opportunity to get into his residence and snoop around. Unless you’ve got a better idea, this is the break we need, and we’d be crazy not to take it.”

	Drake nodded reluctantly. Allie, as usual, made perfect sense.

	“I don’t have to like it.”

	Allie glanced at him and her expression softened. “Why, Drake Ramsey, you’re jealous!”

	“Not jealous. Concerned. I don’t want you to get into a situation you’ll regret.”

	“You are too, aren’t you?”

	“I’m going to go do some yoga or something.”

	“Drake?” Allie asked as he spun and stepped away.

	“What?” he snapped.

	“You’re still number one in my book.”

	He stopped, his expression unreadable, and then looked back at her with a half smile.

	“Hold that thought, Allie.”

	She returned the smile. “I mean it.”

	“So do I.”

	



	

Chapter 38

	India-governed Jammu and Kashmir

	 

	Nayan Mehta stood in front of the French doors that led out to the expansive gardens of his four-acre estate, one of the larger residential properties in New Delhi, with a value in the tens of millions of dollars. He was on the phone with Pradesh Suri, his second-in-command at the Kashmir mining camp he operated, who was waiting patiently on the line for instructions.

	Mehta’s voice was agitated – always a dangerous situation, his temper as infamous as his vast fortune. Mehta was the third generation of industrialists who’d accumulated a substantial slice of the region’s riches, and had never known a day without entitlement.

	“What is the delay?” Mehta demanded again. “I do not understand.”

	“There was a problem transporting the material from the facility. Some sort of unannounced spot check.”

	“I thought we bought everyone off. Was that not so?”

	“This is a different branch of the regulatory agency. Nobody could have foreseen they would stage an inspection. As it was, no harm came of it, but it set our schedule back a day.”

	“The customers are on their way with money. They are expected the day after tomorrow. They will panic if the material is not here for their inspection, and I wouldn’t blame them.”

	“We could always just kill them,” Suri suggested. “What would their people really be able to do if we did?”

	“That is not an option. I would be a marked man. These people are as dangerous as cobras, even if they are crazy. Don’t even suggest such a thing.”

	“I was merely thinking out loud.”

	“Then refrain from doing so.”

	Suri quieted, chastened by Mehta’s warning. The powerful magnate was scheduled to travel from his headquarters in Delhi to meet the customers in person, and he was obviously in no mood for Suri’s suggestion. Mehta was on edge, and that put everyone around him in jeopardy, Suri knew from harsh experience.

	“When is the shipment expected now?”

	“Forty-eight hours, in the early evening.”

	“That’s too late.”

	“It is the best our people can do.”

	“Why don’t they deliver it via helicopter?” Mehta asked.

	“It would be picked up by the air defense force that monitors Kashmir. That, and it’s already in transit, somewhere on the road – we don’t know exactly where.”

	“Then we will need a diversion to keep the customers occupied while we wait.”

	“We can give them a tour of the camp.”

	“One has already been there, at the start of our transaction, do you not recall? We can try, but they might not be interested in anything but the exchange.”

	“Women?”

	“They’re zealots. Their religion prevents them from partaking in the pleasures of the flesh.”

	“We can drug them.”

	Mehta was silent for several moments. “No. I have the perfect solution. We will simply count the currency by hand. That will take many hours if we don’t use the machines,” Mehta said. “Five million euros. We will count slowly.”

	Suri exhaled with relief. “Perfect. I shall make the necessary arrangements.” He paused. “Do you think they will buy it?”

	“It doesn’t matter what they think while we’re counting. Only that we don’t finish until the material arrives.”

	Mehta ambled outside onto the veranda and sniffed the air, the blooms of his perfectly manicured grounds scenting the surroundings with floral perfection. He could hear a generator thrumming in the background on Suri’s end of the line, reminding him of the rural conditions at the camp.

	The mine was now over fifty years old, invisible from the air, located in a hidden valley far from any roads, and his security was foolproof – the penalty for attempting to escape was death. It had been so for as long as he’d been alive, put in place by his grandfather after the war and continued by his father, until the mantle had been handed over to Mehta. The government left him alone, turning a blind eye to his methods as it had for eons, the appropriate parties were well paid to ignore the goings-on that directly benefited them, the camp’s production gladly taken by them since the mine had begun operating.

	This transaction had been one he’d been reluctant to do, though, and he had only agreed to entertain it at the behest of his newest benefactors – the Americans, who had arranged through a cutout for an introduction to the customers’ group after swearing him to secrecy. The proposal from the Americans hadn’t surprised him in the least, even though the customer was supposedly their sworn enemy, and Mehta had been told to keep their involvement silent. It was well understood in certain circles that the Americans’ clandestine agendas were as Machiavellian and unknowable as those of a court mistress, and if their wishes made him richer, so much the better. Because there was no such thing as wealthy enough, he knew.

	And in only two more days, it would all come to fruition.

	He turned from the window and resumed his call. “I will arrive there in the late morning the day after tomorrow and will require entertainment that evening. Select suitable candidates for my approval after dinner.”

	“The usual age?” Suri asked.

	“Of course. And nobody sick.”

	“Absolutely not. I shall put out the word.”

	“Very well. Call me if there are any changes. If not, I will be at the camp by dusk.”

	 

	Suri hung up and looked around at the barren terrain. He checked the charge on his satellite phone and then marched toward the rent in the mountain that was the entry to the camp, the actual mine many stories below it. As he made his way to the caverns, he smiled to himself – he’d already chosen four young blossoms for Mehta’s pleasure, barely into their budding womanhood. His master would be pleased by his selections, he was sure.

	He signaled to one of the guards standing just inside the cave, and the man whistled. A boy came running carrying an LED lantern, his bare chest pale as a ghost, his feet clad in sandals made from discarded tires pilfered from a distant dump. The boy and his kind had never seen the sun for more than a few hours at a time; the lion’s share of the population were confined below ground, with only a fortunate few allowed above to tend to the gardens that fed the rest.

	Suri didn’t question the arrangement, nor his part in it. He was simply following his master’s orders and was well rewarded for his obedience.

	As his father had done before him.

	And as would his oldest son, eventually, he was sure, when Suri became too old for his responsibilities.

	Exploiting his fellow human beings and dooming them to short lives of misery was just the way things worked, and he didn’t judge the morality of it any more than a crocodile hesitated before snapping its jaws tight on a fish. It had always been that way – the strong conquered the weak, and to hope for a different world was foolishness he didn’t engage in. Suri was a pragmatist and understood that if he wasn’t directing operations at the camp, someone else would be.

	The boy waited motionless as Suri entered the cave, and then turned and led him along a path polished smooth by generations of feet, deep into the earth, into a hell that was the only reality the child would ever know.

	



	

Chapter 39

	Bhiwani, Haryana, India

	 

	Drake pushed his spoon around in his bowl and grimaced at the slop that was the main course for dinner.

	“This smells like diarrhea,” he complained, making a face.

	“It’s lentils with some sort of spice. It doesn’t taste that bad,” Allie said.

	“I can’t believe you’re eating it.”

	“A vegetarian diet is good for you.”

	He took a morose look at the goop. “I don’t need to live that long. Besides, I eat cows, and they’re vegetarian, so I’m getting a concentrated vegetarian diet already.” He looked around the dining hall. “I wonder if they sell Snickers bars in the store?”

	“Not unless they have Swami Baba Raja’s face on them.”

	Drake laughed. “You see the toilets in our rooms? Mine’s a hole in the floor.”

	“It’s a squat toilet.” She paused. “Do we have to discuss this at dinner?”

	He raised his spoon and allowed a glob of lentils to drop back into the bowl. “Don’t know what reminded me about that.”

	Allie put her spoon down. “You’re angry I’m doing this, aren’t you?”

	“I understand why.”

	“But you’re angry.”

	“Not at you. At him.”

	“It’s the perfect opportunity. I thought we might be here for days.”

	“God, no. Does your room have toilet paper?”

	“I thought we weren’t going to discuss that.”

	“The only reason I ask is because I only bought three pairs of socks at the store, and they’re all in a locker right now.”

	“I’m sure you can ask at the reception area. But they use water in most places, so don’t expect a lot.”

	“Hope springs eternal.”

	Allie checked the time and finished her bowl. “You ready for your errands tomorrow? I got working in the kitchen. Probably because I’m a woman. Not that the swami is sexist or anything.”

	“Of course not. I got cleaning crew. Probably put me on the latrines. This is like a waking nightmare.”

	She rolled her eyes and stood. “So much drama.”

	“How will you contact me after your pillow party tonight?”

	“There isn’t any security in the dorms, just guards at the gate and walking the grounds to ensure nobody jumps the fence and robs the place. So I’ll come by your room.”

	“That won’t look suspicious?”

	“You’re my brother. Plus, I don’t think there’s any rules about comingling. Nobody told me anything, at any rate. You?”

	“No. Just that it’s lights out at ten.” Drake eyed Allie. “Which I hope doesn’t mean they actually cut the power. That would suck big time. Especially if I’m mid-squat, or rinse, or whatever.”

	“We’ll soon find out. Gotta run. Will you take my bowl back to the kitchen when you’re done?”

	“Sure.”

	Drake watched Allie walk away with a sinking feeling, and it took every ounce of self-control he could muster not to tear after her and take her in his arms, never to let her go.

	 

	Allie slowed as she reached the elaborately carved doors of the swami’s residence, where two attendants waited with four other young women – two locals, the Portuguese girl from earlier, and an Asian-American who introduced herself as Patty from Connecticut. All had arrived within the last few days, and all were excited to have been invited to the special devotional meeting.

	Jadhav swung the doors open and invited the women in with a small nod of his head, his expression unreadable.

	“Welcome, welcome. This way. As you are aware, inclusion in the Holy One’s night meditation is a high honor. It takes place in his inner sanctum, and everything that occurs is to be treated as confidential, is that clear? He is protective of the higher forms of devotion, which have important symbolic and spiritual significance, and only bestows his attention on the worthy. He feels you are all ready to accept his gift and move to the next level of consciousness.”

	“Yes, of course,” they all said, Allie nodding along with the rest.

	They reached a marble-floored room with hundreds of candles flickering in wall sconces, two golden vessels resting on wooden tables next to towels reflecting the light. Jadhav offered a bow to the women and a small smile. “The swami will be out shortly. Please, sit, make yourselves comfortable. There is fresh fruit set out for you in those bowls, and nectar in the pitchers. Eat and drink your fill – it is part of the swami’s bounty, which he would like to share.”

	Jadhav left and the women took the offered seats, hesitant to touch the fruit or the copper goblets before them. Allie settled into her cushion and was about to reach for an apple when the doors at the far end of the room opened and the swami stepped out, trailed by a cloud of pungent incense.

	“Greetings, my special guests,” he said as he approached them. “It is wonderful to see you in this more private setting. Please – I have had my staff select the most perfect specimens of fruit, the sweetest juice, for you. Consider it my most humble offering. Pour yourselves a measure, and enjoy nature’s gift.”

	He sat at the table and smiled warmly as one of the locals poured them each a cupful of crimson liquid before topping up her own cup. The swami toasted and everyone drank, except Allie, who noted that the swami only pretended to, before setting down his cup and rising. He moved to a stand and lit an incense cone, and then flipped a switch. Soft music filled the room. When he retook his seat, his eyes roved over the women before settling on Allie.

	“This is a joyous time. We are on the earth, savoring each other’s company, brought together by Fate. You are each miraculous in your own way, a perfect creation of the universe, and there should be no shame or hesitation in recognizing such. Part of moving to a higher state of consciousness, of awareness, is a symbolic baptism, the anointing of the chosen with warm oil, which symbolizes rebirth in the spirit eye, closer to godhead.” His eyes drifted to Patty, who seemed entranced. “Please, drink more. The nectar is sweet, is it not?”

	The women did as instructed, Allie again pretending to sip, and after five more minutes of blather, the other women’s eyes appeared glassy, their looks faraway. When the swami stood and touched each of their foreheads with cool fingers, Allie did her best to mimic the hypnotized stare and stoned expression.

	The swami nodded and held out a hand, palm up. “I will return for the ceremony in a moment. In the meantime, meditate upon the divine bliss that is ours to enjoy as holy treasure – the universe’s reminder of our collective divinity, celebrated in joyous union. It is love energy we are imbued with, the highest form there is, and I will show you how to harness it to speed your enlightenment.” He raised his goblet and toasted them, and all but Allie and Baba Raja drained their cups. The swami carried his goblet with him and slipped through the doorway to his private chambers, leaving them alone.

	Patty swayed sleepily to the polyrhythmic beat of the music, and one of the locals ran her fingers through her hair with a spellbound stare. Allie scanned the room for anything that looked like a statue of Kali, but didn’t see anything. Sensing the ceremony would be something she’d rather avoid, she stood and tiptoed to the swami’s doorway and peered past the half-open door into the room. There was a massive bed in an adjoining chamber, its headboard the size of a car, and she eyed the wood-paneled walls of the outer room before her gaze settled on a towering display case in the sleeping chamber, opposite the bed. She gasped when she saw the glowing statue of the dancing goddess, and took a step toward it when she was startled by a sound in the antechamber. A door on the far side of the room opened and the swami stepped out.

	He was surprised to see Allie at the door and frowned before composing his face in the familiar, peaceful expression that adorned the countless images of him that filled the ashram. “What is it, my child?” he asked.

	“I…I’m sorry. I need to use the bathroom. I…I don’t feel well.”

	“Of course. There is one off the ceremony room. Come, I will show you,” he said, and strode toward her.

	“Thank you, Swami Baba Raja,” she intoned, doing her best to slur slightly, convinced that he’d drugged the juice to make the women more pliable.

	He took her arm and led her out of the antechamber, taking care to close the door before showing Allie to a bathroom around the corner from where the women were sitting in a drugged fog.

	Allie entered and noted that, unlike the dorms, this bathroom had the latest high-priced Japanese toilet, as well as gold faucets that poured into an onyx bowl sink. She used the facilities and inspected herself in the mirror, shuddering at the thought that it might be two-way glass, which would be perfectly in keeping with the swami’s tactics. When she returned to the ceremony area, Patti was shedding her top and the Portuguese girl was rubbing oil on her hands in preparation to anoint her, Allie presumed.

	“I…I’m sorry, Swami, something’s wrong,” Allie said. “I think I might be having an allergic reaction to the juice. It can happen.”

	Baba Raja looked more annoyed than concerned, but nodded in understanding. “Do you have medicine for this…affliction?”

	“I carry it in my purse, but the front desk has everything…”

	“Tell them it is an emergency,” the swami said, his stare now on Patty’s naked form, her smooth bronze skin shining with oil as the Portuguese girl went to work. “Do not tarry.”

	Allie hurried to the main residence entrance, where Jadhav sat in a chair, reading. He looked up in surprise at Allie, who explained that she was having an adverse reaction and needed her medicine.

	“I shall accompany you,” he said, his tone alarmed, no doubt afraid of the ramifications of a dead, drugged American at the ashram.

	“No need. It’s not fatal, just makes it hard to breathe. I’ll be fine once I get my meds.”

	Jadhav looked unconvinced, but nodded. “As you think best.”

	Allie ducked out the main doors and rushed to the admission area, where a new woman was humming to herself behind the counter. “Yes?”

	Allie explained she needed her bag, and the woman went in search of it. When she returned, she handed the sack to Allie and watched without expression as she rooted around in it for her backpack. Allie dropped her Indian cell phone on the floor with a curse, and the woman leaned to pick it up. Allie palmed her U.S. phone case and slipped it into her waistband at her back as the woman was distracted, and then pretended to extract a small pill before handing the bag back to the woman, who replaced the cell phone in its recesses. “Thank you,” Allie said. “That was my last tablet.”

	“Will you be okay?”

	“I hope so.” Allie pretended to place the imaginary pill in her mouth and dry swallow it. “Are you open all night, just in case?”

	“Yes. Those seeking bliss come when they come. Let us know if you need anything.”

	“I will. Thank you.”

	The woman watched as Allie walked away, a troubled expression on her face, and then shuffled to the rear of the building with Allie’s sack.

	Allie made her way to Drake’s room and rapped softly on the door. After a handful of seconds he cracked it open and she shouldered her way in.

	“Guess I don’t need to ask how it went,” he said, eyeing her with a frown.

	“He tried to drug me. The other girls went for it hook, line, and sinker. It was getting sexy-time when I bowed out.”

	Drake brightened. “You did?”

	“I pretended I was having a bad reaction to the dope. He bought it. Besides, he had his hands full with the other four. But the most important part is that I saw the idol.”

	“Where?”

	“That’s the tough part. It’s in his bedroom, in a case about ten feet off the ground.”

	“Can we get in there?”

	“I saw some windows. We’ll have to check them out from outside, but they looked wide enough.”

	Drake nodded. “So what do you want to do?”

	She held her phone aloft with a grin. “Have camera, will travel. I say we wait until everyone’s asleep, and make our move.”

	They were interrupted by a pounding on the door. Allie tossed Drake the phone and he slid it beneath his pillow as Allie went to unlock it. When she opened the door, Jadhav stood in the opening, a guard by his side, the little man’s eyes burning like embers in the dark of the walkway.

	



	

Chapter 40

	Delhi, India

	 

	Indiana Singh watched three go-go dancers bump and grind to the pounding techno beat of an internationally heralded DJ spinning tunes from his station on the raised stage. Singh took another swig of champagne and closed his eyes, letting the rhythm shake him to his roots, the alcohol a welcome relief after days of sleepless tension.

	Kitty Kat, an upscale club that catered to the city’s elite, was jumping. The crush of bodies undulating on the dance floor was a nightly mating ritual for the privileged, and the cost of admission to the exclusive venue exorbitant – but not tonight, on Singh’s last outing in New Delhi on his victory lap.

	He was now a rich man; only a tiny fraction of the planet possessed more than he, and he had decided to spend some of it living large for a night on the town before leaving forever, his ticket to Sri Lanka already purchased, a new life calling to him beneath a palm tree on a secluded white sand beach.

	The DJ yelled into his microphone and the crowd went wild, hands waving in the air as the computerized lights overhead strobed and spun and changed color. Singh opened his eyes and rubbed them with a trembling hand, suddenly light-headed from the unaccustomed alcohol. A young woman at the bar next to him batted her eyes flirtatiously and he smiled, his teeth glowing white in the black lights shining from the ceiling. She toasted him with a champagne flute and turned to whisper something to her friend, another woman wearing expensive designer jeans and a top that cost as much as his motorbike.

	He tossed the remainder of his champagne back and ordered a final drink, the prepaid card patrons bought upon entry almost depleted. The bartender, a young man with a rakish haircut and gym-toned muscles, brought him another glass, and Singh sipped the intoxicating elixir, savoring the effervescent tang. The price of each glass was enough to buy lunch for a week in his run-down neighborhood.

	But that was then. Before he’d made his big score. Before he’d become a winner.

	Before he’d had to run for his life.

	A wave of sadness washed over him as he remembered his brother’s final words to him – a warning he hadn’t heeded. Now his brother was gone forever, leaving Singh the last in the family to carry on its legacy. He would move to more hospitable climes, find himself a young beauty to bear his children, and grow fat doing nothing, living an untroubled existence, perhaps operating a bar for tourists in an out-of-the-way spot. Anything was possible now.

	Now that he had the money to fulfill his dreams.

	He lingered over his champagne and glanced back at the beauty who’d caught his eye, but she was now texting someone with singular focus, uninterested in Singh any longer, as though she’d evaluated him and found him wanting. Anger surged through him at the thought of being judged by a smug princess whose biggest problems were laughable. Her parents no doubt were wealthy, rendering Singh’s low-class origins as obvious to her as if he’d had his shortcomings tattooed on his forehead.

	He was used to that reaction and didn’t care. She couldn’t ruin his night. Nothing could. His first night of many where he was finally free of mundane concerns. There would be women aplenty, he reckoned, women who wanted him for who he was, who didn’t judge him with the disdain of the New Delhi royalty he despised.

	Singh considered saying something to her but bit his tongue, realizing that he was probably a little drunk. The last thing he wanted was the disgrace of being thrown out of the club, which would surely be the end result of starting a fight with one of the elites. Better to bow out gracefully, return to his hotel, and sleep off his seething resentment.

	He turned to go and almost collided with a middle-aged man who looked out of place in the young, cosmopolitan scene. Singh’s breath caught in his throat at the man’s icy stare, and he mumbled an apology as he staggered past, finishing his champagne on the way to the exit. The man was probably Indian mob, which ran much of Delhi, just as similar criminal syndicates operated in most major metropolises the world over. He had that vibe, the ability to radiate danger with a glance. Singh shook his head to clear it – that wasn’t his concern. None of it was. He was on his way, and the city could rot for all he cared.

	Singh walked through the lobby and out the exit, where two bouncers were keeping a long line of hopefuls in orderly check. He enjoyed the envious looks from those relegated to the queue as he made his way down the block, and barely registered two figures on the other side of the street keeping pace as he reached the intersection.

	His pulse quickened as he turned the corner instead of crossing, hurrying in the opposite direction from the one where he’d parked his bike, unsure whether the pair were simply muggers working the area or something more ominous. He cursed his hubris in going out – he should have stayed locked safely in his room until he’d raced for his plane. But his ego had gotten the better of him, and now he was on a dark street with unknown prospects, a rabbit with wolves in hot pursuit.

	He heard footsteps and dashed away, refusing to be an easy target. Up ahead was another street packed with vehicles, their lights and horns calling to him; his pursuers would be unlikely to continue the chase in a crowded thoroughfare. He was nearly to the corner when a blow to his back knocked the wind from him and drove him forward, off balance. His feet tripped over each other as he stumbled and then went down, hard.

	Singh hit the pavement with a thud, but rolled in an effort to regain his footing. He was struggling to stand when a knife-wielding figure stepped in front of him, grinning like a demon. Singh managed a cry before it was cut off by a blow to his skull, and the street receded into blackness as he lost consciousness, his last impression the impossibly sharp teeth of his attacker and the hideous deformity that was the apparition’s mouth.

	



	

Chapter 41

	Jaipur, Rajasthan, India

	 

	Silence had descended over the approach to the temple as Spencer walked along the road by the hazy light of a waning moon, only a few vehicles underway once darkness had fallen on the stretch outside of town. He checked the safety on the pistol for the third time, a round in the chamber his insurance policy should anything go wrong, the camera safely tucked in the pocket of a dark button-up short-sleeve shirt he’d bought while killing time.

	His plan was to sneak in, take photographs, and melt into the night without being seen, but that would only be viable if the guards were wandering the grounds instead of manning the entry. If necessary, he would pick the lock; he’d bought a pair of cheap metal knives and a file and fashioned a set of picks as the afternoon had faded. Depending on the type of lock, he was also adept at using an aluminum can to force the mechanism, and he’d drunk a soda and used the file to create strips of easily moldable metal for just that purpose.

	The temple rose above him as he neared, and he slowed and scanned the perimeter for signs of life.

	Nothing.

	Spencer approached the building with cautious steps, his eyes combing the area for guards. He hoped that night duty at an obscure temple would be relegated to the lowest of the low on the police force, or even better, that the building wasn’t considered to be sufficiently at risk to justify round-the-clock surveillance. He stopped thirty yards from the hulking mass and listened for any giveaways – coughing, smoking, laughter, conversation.

	Five minutes of remaining still yielded no evidence of security, so he continued to the entry, where a barred metal gate was padlocked in place. A glance at the lock told him that he’d have to use the picks, and after a final perusal of the grounds, he knelt by the lock and went to work. The flat, honed blade of one knife slid into the key slot and he wedged the other alongside it, its tip filed at a right angle to create a pick, and slowly worked the tip against the tumblers while exerting steady turning pressure on the flat blade. He felt a tumbler click into place, and another, and continued brushing the pick with focused concentration. By the time the lock snapped open with an audible snick, his forehead was running with sweat, which he wiped away before tossing the lock into the shadows at the side of the temple and slipping the picks into his back pocket. He gave the area a final once-over and, confident he was alone, swung the gate open on groaning hinges.

	The interior was shrouded in darkness, and Spencer worked his way carefully around piles of debris before removing his cell phone from his back pocket and using its flash as a light. He edged along the wall of the main space and, finding no mosaic, paused to study what he could make out of the layout. He spied an adjacent chamber that appeared to be some sort of shrine room and, after killing the light so as not to attract unwanted attention, worked his way toward it.

	Once in the smaller room he walked to a tarp-covered area of the wall and poked his head under it. After several seconds he pulled the tarp free, and it tumbled to the floor in a pile behind him. He stepped back, gazing up at the image crafted from hundreds of tiles.

	It was the mosaic from the photograph.

	Somewhat dusty, but undoubtedly the same one.

	“Gotcha,” he whispered, and stepped back while he freed the camera from his pocket. In the near total blackness he couldn’t make out much more than rough shapes, but even so, it was hardly spectacular enough to justify all the fuss. Perhaps eight feet square, each tile about a square inch in size, only a few glinting with gold flake that was probably simulated.

	Still, he wasn’t there for art appreciation, and his interest wasn’t due to its sophistication. He squinted through the camera lens and then tried using the display on the back, with equally dismal results. It was simply too dark, so he flicked on his cell again and, using that light and the camera screen, framed a shot and snapped a picture.

	The flash lit the room and he blinked away stars and then took another photo, and another. After taking five, he thumbed through the camera menu and found the icon for photo review and brought up his first shot. On the tiny screen it was hard to make out, but the second and third looked clearer – far more so than the old black and white had been on Carson’s phone.

	Spencer was considering another round of photographs when he heard a noise from the main temple, and he stopped in mid-step, ears straining to identify the sound.

	A scrape.

	Perhaps the wind blowing refuse around in the interior?

	Whatever it was, as he stood motionless, he didn’t hear anything further. He waited half a minute, and when he was sure that he’d overreacted, he raised the camera and took another photo.

	He blinked from the flash and then spun, half blind, his night vision temporarily shot. He’d heard the sound again, and this time…closer.

	A flashlight beam cut through the darkness. He instinctively shielded his eyes with his hand and slid the camera into his breast pocket with the other.

	“That’s far enough. Keep your mitts where I can see them, or I’ll blow your kneecaps off,” Oliver Helms said from the doorway, the dull gleam of the chrome snub-nosed revolver in his hand making it clear that he was deadly serious.

	



	

Chapter 42

	Bhiwani, Haryana, India

	 

	Jadhav stared suspiciously at Drake and Allie. “What are you doing in this man’s room?” he demanded.

	“He’s my brother,” Allie said. “I told him I’m having an attack. What’s it to you?”

	“It is frowned upon for women to visit men after dark,” he snapped, looking around the barren room as he spoke.

	“Nobody told us,” Drake said, coming to Allie’s defense. “She’s in anaphylactic shock. If she gets any worse, she’ll have to go to the emergency room. What was she supposed to do – lie in her room and hope she recovers?”

	Jadhav looked less sure of himself. “It is almost time for lights out. If she needs transport to a hospital, we will, of course, see to it.”

	“Let’s see how I feel over the next fifteen minutes,” Allie said. “I took a Benadryl. That’s usually enough to open my throat and lungs so I can breathe.”

	“I can check and see whether any of the staff have that drug, if you require more,” Jadhav offered, realizing that his alarm had been misguided.

	“Would you?” Allie asked.

	“Certainly. But I can’t allow you to remain here. There are rules…”

	“Which would have been helpful to know in advance,” Drake said. “Hard to follow them if you don’t know they exist.”

	“It was an oversight that will not happen again.”

	“Are there any others? No late night walks? No drinking water after dinner?” Drake asked, goading the little man.

	“No, just no comingling. The purpose of the ashram is spiritual awakening, and all else must be subordinate to that objective,” he announced with self-important assurance. “I would be happy to escort you to your room and will ask the staff in the morning whether they have this Benadryl you require.”

	She looked to Drake. “I feel better already. Just really out of it for some reason. Maybe I should go. I’ll be okay – I just want to sleep now.”

	Drake frowned. “Are you sure?”

	“Yeah. I’m fine.” She looked to Jadhav. “I’ll take you up on your offer. I’m a little wobbly.”

	“Of course,” Jadhav said, and took her arm, supporting her, no doubt thinking that the drugs the swami had fed her were having a delayed effect.

	Drake watched them go and closed his door. Allie would be back, he was sure, and he’d be ready when she appeared.

	Three hours later, a single tap at the door echoed through the room. He rushed to open it, the lights extinguished so as to avoid alerting anyone watching that he was awake, and slipped out to where Allie was waiting for him in the gloom.

	When they were near the swami’s residence building, she whispered to him, “The windows would be on the other side. They’re about six feet off the ground. Skinny and tall.”

	They stopped when they spotted a guard near the admissions area, but the man kept walking, his attention elsewhere. Drake exhaled in relief and resumed creeping along the edge of the residence, which was dark, the staff apparently asleep, the swami’s little orgy of love energy concluded.

	The windows were around the back of the building, and when they arrived, Drake eyed the distance from the lawn beneath them and murmured to Allie, “They look like they’re open, but that’s more than six feet. More like eight.”

	“I’m not great with distances.”

	“Or height, apparently.” He backed up and took a run at the wall. His fingers almost touched the sill before he dropped back to the ground, where Allie waited in a crouch.

	“That’s not going to work,” she said. “Give me a boost.”

	“How am I supposed to get up there, even if you can make it?”

	“One obstacle at a time, okay?”

	Drake locked his fingers together and she stepped onto his palms. He lifted her as high as he could, but it still wasn’t enough. She hopped down and faced him. “Squat down in front of the wall. I’ll stand on your shoulders, and when you straighten, stabilize my ankles and I’ll test the window.”

	“Are you serious?”

	“Just do it, Drake.”

	He complied and, when Allie’s feet were on his shoulders and she was leaning with her hands against the wall, slowly rose, his hands on the backs of her ankles while she worked her way up until the windows were at her chest level. Allie gripped the window frame and pulled herself upward until she was halfway through the gap.

	“What are you doing?” Drake hissed from below.

	She didn’t answer, reserving her energy for what was to come, and dragged herself the remainder of the way through the window before coming to rest on one of the thick carpets. She lay there and listened to the soft snoring from the canopy bed, the mosquito netting dropped into place to protect the occupants. To her left, a dim glow emanated from the display case, where Kali danced for eternity, now absent her sword.

	Allie spotted a silk robe discarded on a chair. She crawled to it and pulled it off the back, and then made her way back to the window. Drake was looking up at her when she dropped one end toward him and gripped the other. “Climb up,” she said.

	He shook his head, and she gestured impatiently. He sighed and reached up, and then, after testing his grip on the robe, used it for leverage and scrambled up the wall, Allie’s feet wedged against the stone base of the window, her arms burning from the strain of supporting his weight.

	When he was through the aperture, he lay beside Allie, neither of them daring to move for fear of waking the sleeping holy man. After what seemed like hours she motioned at the case and slid closer to him, her words in his ear soft as a butterfly’s breath.

	“Let me get my camera ready. You lift me and I’ll take a shot.”

	He shook his head. “The flash will wake him.”

	“I can turn it off. There should be enough light from the lamp in the case.”

	Drake looked like he wanted to argue, but held his tongue. “Are you sure?”

	A particularly loud snore interrupted them, and they froze until the swami’s exhalations normalized. Allie gritted her teeth and put her mouth against Drake’s ear. “You have a better idea?”

	“Be a great time for a selfie stick,” he muttered, and then crawled on hands and knees to the base of the display. Allie followed and, after another glance at the bed, nodded to him, her phone in her right hand, the case open and ready. She tapped it to life and turned off the flash, and then elbowed him. Drake rose and repeated his stance from beneath the windows, and she stepped onto his palms, her left hand gripping the side of the case for support. He hoisted her higher until her camera was at the statue’s level, and she took a photo, wincing when the phone produced a shutter sound that seemed as loud as a firecracker in the room.

	She’d remembered the flash, but forgotten to mute the volume.

	Drake wobbled unsteadily in surprise and she clutched at the case to keep from falling. He regained his footing, but it was too late, and Allie’s expression radiated horror as the case began falling toward her, her weight enough to pull it off balance. She threw herself to the side as Drake dodged the display, and then the case slammed against the floor in an explosion of glass and wood.

	“What the–” the swami growled from the bed. Allie bolted for the window, Drake right behind her as the swami’s guards threw open the outer doors and rushed toward the bedroom with guns in their hands.

	



	

Chapter 43

	Jaipur, Rajasthan, India

	 

	Spencer squinted at Helms in disbelief, his hands raised. The Englishman took two steps toward him, and Spencer eyed the bandage wrapped around his head.

	“How did you get away?” Spencer asked.

	“Shut up or I’ll shoot.” Spencer heard the distinctive sound of the revolver’s hammer cocking. “Now here’s how this is going to work. I’m going to throw you a pair of handcuffs. You’re to cuff your hands behind your back while I look for an excuse to blow your head off. The slightest false move and I’ll paint the walls with your brains. Do you understand?”

	Spencer nodded. “I can’t see anything with the flashlight in my eyes. Can’t catch what I can’t see.”

	The beam adjusted a foot to the side. “Here they come,” Helms said, and tossed the cuffs with his gun hand onto the floor at Spencer’s feet. “Now then. You’re going to reach down with your left arm and, holding your right in the air, pick up the cuffs and snap one closed on your right wrist.”

	“And then?”

	“If you live through that part, I’ll explain the next step.”

	Spencer debated ducking to the side and going for his gun, but Helms looked like he was expecting a trick and was ready to shoot. To try the maneuver would be suicide, and Spencer wasn’t feeling lucky. Instead, he slowly lowered his left hand and bent his knees, feeling for the cuffs on the stone floor without ever taking his eyes off the Brit. His fingers found the cold steel, and he rose to full height and closed a cuff on his wrist.

	“Very good. Now, turn around and we’ll cuff the other wrist behind you. Lower your free hand first, and then your right after you’re facing the wall. Do everything nice and easy, or you know what will happen.”

	“I’m surprised you can stand up after the clobbering you got,” Spencer said, doing as instructed.

	“Ahh…well, that will seem like horseplay after I’m through with you, my boy,” Helms assured him.

	When the second cuff was locked into place, Helms grunted and moved toward Spencer. A blow with the gun butt to the side of his head knocked Spencer to the floor, dazed. Blood worried its way down his cheek as Helms felt at Spencer’s waist and retrieved the pistol at his back.

	Helms nodded in satisfaction as he slid the weapon into his belt. “I missed that gun. Hard to come by a good one these days. This Smith and Wesson is a poor substitute for a well-maintained Beretta.”

	Spencer blinked through a haze of pain and moaned when Helms kicked him in the ribs.

	Helms smiled at the sound and stepped away. “It’s lovely to put a name to a face or, in your case, to a sneaky backhanded blow. You’re Everett Spencer, fortune hunter, and soon to be deceased waste of space.”

	Spencer remained silent.

	“Yes, I know all about you. Easy enough after your idiot girlfriend introduced herself.”

	“You should have taken the offer.”

	“I couldn’t possibly have stooped so low. Wouldn’t be cricket.”

	“Neither is hitting an unarmed man in shackles.”

	“Hmm. Must have missed that in the King’s rules,” Helms said. “Now, on your feet. We’re going somewhere nice and quiet so we can have a little chat.”

	“And how am I supposed to do that with my hands cuffed behind my back?”

	“Very carefully, my boy, very carefully.”

	Spencer shook his head to clear it and licked the blood away from where it had pooled in the corner of his mouth. “If you know who we are, you also know that we can afford to make you a very rich man.”

	“Yes, well, I’m of an age where there are limits to how much I could do with all that money. Keeping myself safe isn’t one of them if I betray my paymaster. Doesn’t really matter how much I have if I don’t live to enjoy it.”

	“You could buy a new identity and move to the other side of the planet.”

	“As I said, it’s a persuasive idea. The only problem is I’m not remotely interested.”

	“Ten million dollars? That wouldn’t whet your appetite? Imagine what you could do with ten million. Cars. Planes. Gourmet restaurants, fine wine, first-class travel. Girls. Or boys. Whatever you want. You’re seriously telling me that you’re going to turn that down?”

	“Afraid I have to.”

	“How did you find me?” Spencer asked.

	Helms shrugged. “When I left the professor’s house, I had nothing to go on, so I had someone patch me up and then headed to the university to see what I could discover. I overheard his secretary talking about the mosaic in Jaipur with your friend Allie. Didn’t take rocket science from there.” He gave Spencer an ugly grin. “Now get up. I tire of your jabbering.”

	Spencer tried to get to his feet, but couldn’t. “You didn’t think this through very well.”

	“Get up or I’ll shoot.”

	“You don’t get it, do you? Have you ever tried to get off the floor without using your arms? It’s impossible. Might as well tell me to levitate.”

	Helms seemed stumped and then exhaled in exasperation and cautiously approached Spencer. “Oh, very well. Come on, then,” he said as he released one of the cuffs, “but no–”

	Spencer swung the cuffs as hard as he could against Helms’s head and, with his free right hand, punched him in the face as he went down. Helms screamed in rage and dropped the flashlight, but maintained his grip on the gun. Spencer clubbed him again with the cuffs and wrenched the Englishman’s wrist to the side so he couldn’t shoot, and then grappled with him on the floor, landing blow after blow with the cuffs, pulverizing the Brit’s face with the steel bands.

	The pistol fired and Helms stiffened. Spencer rolled away and knocked the gun free. It skittered across the stone and came to rest near the tarp.

	He rose and moved to Helms, who was gasping like a beached mackerel, blood bubbling from a wound near the center of his chest. Spencer removed the Beretta from Helms’s belt and patted him down with his free hand to ensure he had no other weapon, and then tossed his wallet and car keys aside.

	“Who hired you?” Spencer asked. “You’ll die if I don’t get you help. You must know that. Tell me, and I’ll get you to a hospital.”

	Helms fought for breath and curled into a fetal position. Spencer drew closer and knelt beside the dying man.

	“Who?” he asked.

	Helms was trying to form a word, a name. Spencer edged nearer in an effort to hear whatever he was trying to whisper.

	And almost missed the derringer the Englishman drew from an ankle holster and swung toward his head.

	The gunshot was loud as a cannon in the temple. Helms flopped back, a neat hole smoking in the center of his forehead, the Beretta trained on him, Spencer’s expression flat.

	



	

Chapter 44

	Bhiwani, Haryana, India

	 

	Allie dropped from the window and landed hard on the grass below. Drake lowered himself in a flash and tucked and rolled when he hit the ground, and then they were both on their feet and running as fast as they could. They rounded the corner of the building and made for the dorms as lights flickered on in the residence, and reached the ground floor of the dormitory before they heard yells from the swami’s building.

	“What do you want to do?” Drake whispered.

	“Think he got a good look at us?”

	“Don’t know. But how are we going to explain grass stains on our outfits?”

	“Doesn’t leave many options. Let’s see if there’s a way to get over the wall.”

	“Or through the gate.”

	Allie shook her head. “I doubt that will happen.”

	“What about a rear exit?”

	“I’m game.”

	They ran along the back side of the dorm to the wall that ringed the grounds, and Drake had an overpowering sense of déjà vu – could it really have been only two nights before when he’d been searching for a way off the hotel grounds with Spencer?

	“Drake, what is it?” Allie asked.

	“Nothing. Come on.”

	They stuck close to the wall, its white paint camouflaging their outfits, moving quickly, keeping down. Drake held out his arm to stop Allie when they reached one of the corners, and pointed at a barred service entrance – which was unguarded.

	“What do you think?” he asked.

	“Let’s see if it opens from the inside. If so, we’re outta here.”

	“What about our stuff?”

	She shrugged. “Couple of backpacks and some ratty clothes. Big deal.”

	“But your phone and passport.”

	“The local cell’s dust, and I locked my passport in the suitcase. No sweat.”

	“What about the claim ticket?”

	“I’ve got it and the suitcase key in my phone case. Are we going to try the door, or do you want to wait for them to catch us?”

	Drake trotted to the wrought-iron barrier with Allie and tried the lock, but it didn’t budge. He cursed and turned to her with a dark look.

	“What’s plan B?” she asked.

	He eyed the metal bars. “Climb it. It’s our best shot.” Allie nodded and moved to the gate, limping slightly.

	“Are you okay?” Drake asked.

	“Fine.” Allie began to pull herself up the ironwork, and when she was at the top, she called down to him, “Don’t look now, but you have about ten seconds before they see us.”

	He scrambled up the gate in record time as she lowered herself down the other side, and he dropped next to her with a grunt. Two beggars who were sleeping on a piece of cardboard on the muddy back road looked up at them with half-closed lids. Drake grabbed Allie’s hand and pulled her after him, and they sprinted for the low string of cinder-block dwellings as an alarm sounded from the ashram, wailing over the sounds of shouts from the complex.

	They ran into the tangle of buildings and rushed headlong down a dirt alley barely wide enough to accommodate them both, garbage scattered far and wide by scavenging animals searching for scraps. Only a few lights flickered in the surrounding homes. At an intersection of a mud track, they veered left. A motor scooter turned onto the road ahead of them and buzzed in their direction, three passengers on the small bike straining its motor to the limits, and they pressed to the side of the alley till it passed.

	They jogged two more long blocks, and when they reached a larger street well away from the ashram, they slowed and considered their plight.

	“We need to get in touch with Spencer and let him know what happened,” Allie said.

	“How did the picture turn out?”

	“I…let’s take a look.” Allie scrolled to her photo album and selected the last image.

	Kali’s twisted features glowered at them, her tongue lolling out of her mouth and her ruby eyes staring blindly into space. The image was crisp enough, but murky, the auto-focus having compensated for the darkness as well as it could, which was to say, just barely. Drake pointed at the base of the statue.

	“Can you zoom in there?” Allie did so, and they studied the base for a long moment. “Is that the same Sanskrit script?” Drake asked.

	“Looks like it. But it wraps around the bottom, so I only got the front.”

	“Damn. Well, better than nothing. Maybe there’s enough to put it all together.”

	“Which means we need to get back to Delhi and have Divya translate it for us.”

	“How? It’s the middle of the night.”

	“I still have four hundred bucks.”

	“So…taxi?” Drake asked.

	“What else?”

	“We should try to find the train station. At this hour, that will be the only place where we’d find a cab.”

	Allie pointed to a building in the near distance. “Or maybe a big hotel?”

	Drake swiveled and saw blinking letters below the roof of a ten-story building. “That should do.”

	“Then all we have to do is avoid muggers, beggars, the swami’s goons, and the cops, and we’re golden.”

	“Put like that, it’s a cinch.”

	They began walking, and Drake drew closer to Allie. “What about Spencer?”

	“I can chance a call from my U.S. cell. It’s got service.”

	“You remember his number?”

	“I wrote it down,” she said, and pulled her money and the claim ticket out of her phone case. A scrap of paper peeked from the pocket, and she withdrew it and dialed the number. When Spencer answered, she could barely hear him over the background noise.

	“Spencer!”

	“I tried to call you. Nothing.”

	“That phone’s history. But listen – we found the idol, and I got a picture. It’s only partially complete, but–”

	“That’s great. Your British friend showed up and tried to kill me at the temple.” Spencer told her about his encounter, and she looked at Drake with an alarmed expression as she listened.

	“Are you okay?” she asked when he’d finished.

	“Got a gash in my head and a bump, but I’ll make it.”

	“Where are you?”

	“On the road back to Delhi. I have Helms’s car, but I’m going to ditch it on the outskirts and take a cab. I can’t afford to get pulled over, for obvious reasons.”

	“How long do you think it will take?”

	“I’ll be there in half an hour.”

	“Let’s rendezvous at the Delhi Junction Railway Station, okay? Just tell any driver – it’s up by Old Delhi.”

	“When will you be there?”

	“Probably a couple of hours.” She summarized their plight in a few terse sentences. “So just hang out till we arrive. I’ll call you once we’re outside.”

	“Will do. Good luck.”

	“Spencer?”

	“Yeah.”

	“How did the shots of the mosaic turn out?”

	“Call me Ansel Adams.”

	“Really?”

	“Haven’t lied to you yet. See you when I see you.”

	



	

Chapter 45

	Delhi, India

	 

	Spencer and Drake waited while Allie collected her suitcase from a sleepy cloakroom clerk. She paid the nominal fee and wheeled the case to where they were leaning against a wall. The sky was dark, daybreak still an hour away. It had taken Allie and Drake longer than they’d expected to walk to the hotel, and the driver they’d hired had been the slowest in India, treating each curve as though mortal danger lurked beyond the bend. By the time they made it to Delhi, it was five a.m., and early travelers were beginning to arrive for their trains well ahead of the morning rush.

	Allie appraised Spencer’s head with a sharp eye and shook her head. “He really clobbered you.”

	“You should have seen the other guy.”

	She winced. “I have a feeling I’m glad I didn’t. Between that and the beating at the hostel, you’ve really been worked over, haven’t you?”

	Spencer shrugged. “That which doesn’t kill you…”

	“So, what now?” Drake asked.

	“It would be nice to snatch a few hours of rest,” Allie suggested. “Maybe we go to one of the crap hotels around here?”

	“Not a terrible idea. What time do you think the grad student gets in?” Spencer asked.

	“Probably around nine. We’ve got time.”

	They set off on foot for the nearby hotels after Allie swapped the suitcase for her lighter duffel and slung it over her shoulder. Thirty minutes later, they’d rented two rooms and were fast asleep, Allie’s phone alarm set for three hours later to give them time to clean up and make it to the university.

	The next morning, the side of Spencer’s face was turning purple at the temple, and he slouched in the booth at breakfast in a questionable restaurant across the street from the hotel, baseball cap pulled low over his brow, his eyes bleary, his face haggard.

	“You look like crap, my friend. Go back to sleep. We’ll roust you when we get back from the university,” Drake advised.

	“Thanks. I love you too,” Spencer said, chewing cautiously on a roll of unknown pedigree. “Although I do feel like someone worked me over with a board.”

	“Seriously. There’s no point to staying awake until we know what the script says – assuming I can increase the brightness sufficiently without washing out the message,” Allie said, toying with her tablet, where she’d downloaded both Spencer’s mural photos and the image of the Kali icon a few minutes earlier.

	“You can do anything. I have faith,” Drake said.

	“More than I do. This is about as good as it’s going to get,” Allie announced, pushing to her feet. “Go back to the room, Spencer. We’ve got to hit the road.”

	“Are you sure?” he asked.

	“Pay the bill,” Drake said to him. “Duty calls.”

	The trip to the university was as grueling as expected, Delhi rush hour in full effect. They wound up walking the final quarter mile to the campus when their rickshaw stalled in traffic, an accident ahead blocking all lanes where an intrepid pickup truck had misjudged a light and been T-boned by a delivery van.

	Divya was at her desk when Allie entered the office, the professor’s possessions boxed up in cardboard cartons all around the room. Divya was more composed this morning and offered a meek smile when she saw Allie.

	“Hello. I hope the information about the mosaic was of some help,” Divya said.

	“Thanks for nosing around about it.”

	“No problem.”

	“I did find a photo of the statue where the sword came from, and I was wondering if you could run the script through your engine and translate it for me?”

	“You did? That’s a bit of luck, isn’t it? Of course – let me just finish what I’m doing,” Divya said, and closed several files on her screen before looking at Allie expectantly.

	“Here you go. It’s a little hard to read, but maybe you can make it out,” Allie said, handing the Indian woman her tablet with the base of the image enlarged.

	Divya typed in the characters, pausing as she neared the end, where they became blurrier as the base curved out of sight. She checked her work and then selected the decryption option, and after a pause, another screen opened. She read it with a frown and translated it, and then sat back with a shake of her head.

	“It says, ‘Viewed through the eyes of the goddess of time, her lowest hand holds the holiest of holies, beneath which…’”

	“Does that make any sense to you?” Allie asked.

	“Let’s look at the prior script to put it into context,” Divya said, tapping a few commands. “Here it is: “Within the blessed cave of the six-headed fair one, the path of the devout can be seen by the righteous. In the temple devoted to the destroyer, the sacred mosaic shows the way. Viewed through the eyes of the goddess of time, her lowest hand holds the holiest of holies, beneath which…”

	“The holiest of holies?” Allie asked.

	“I don’t know what to tell you. It appears to be referring to the mosaic, but it’s not particularly clear. My hunch is the remainder of the script is required to make sense of it.” She sighed. “Is there any chance of locating a photo of the rear of the base?”

	“No. It was like pulling teeth to get this.”

	“Do you mind if I ask where you found it?”

	“I’m afraid I can’t discuss it. The supplier asked me to keep it confidential.”

	Divya’s face clouded and she looked away. “Well, then I’m afraid that’s all I can offer.”

	“And it doesn’t mean anything to you? Nothing jumps out?”

	Divya handed the tablet back to Allie, her face stony. “No. I’m afraid not.”

	Allie had no choice but to take the hint. Divya obviously felt that she had been snubbed after providing so much assistance, and nothing Allie said would change it. She hoped that they wouldn’t need the Indian woman’s help again, because it was clear to Allie that none could be expected.

	“Divya, thank you for everything. I’d gladly tell you about the image, but it’s part of a private collection, and I was sworn to secrecy…”

	“I understand,” Divya said, in a tone that made it abundantly clear she didn’t.

	Allie said her goodbyes and traversed the hall to the stairway, wary of any suspicious characters loitering about after the Helms incident, but saw nothing to cause alarm. Drake was waiting for her in the usual spot, and she filled him in as they retraced their steps to the main campus entrance.

	“That’s less than good news,” Drake said when she was finished.

	“I know. Maybe we can learn something from studying the mosaic further?”

	“Sounds like our only option, doesn’t it?”

	Allie’s expression turned pensive. “I would have been surprised if this had been easy, the way everything else has gone.”

	Drake nodded. “Maybe our luck’s about to change.”

	They exchanged a glance that said neither of them believed a word of it.

	



	

Chapter 46

	Back at the hotel, Drake unlocked the room and led Allie inside. Spencer was sprawled on the bed, the overhead fan’s listless orbit doing little but stirring the tepid air.

	“Rise and shine, big guy,” Drake called out, and Spencer started awake and sat up. Allie eyed him and shook her head.

	“Thank God you have makeup to cover the bruising. You look like you were hit by a car.”

	“Nice to see you both, too,” Spencer growled as he wiped sleep from his eyes. “You crack the code?”

	“Yes and no,” Drake said.

	“What does that mean?” Spencer asked.

	“It means we know what the script says, but it makes no sense.” Allie gave him a short rundown.

	Spencer considered the message. “Viewed through the eyes of the goddess of time, her lowest hand holds the holiest of holies, beneath which…who the hell knows. That’s priceless. And about as useful as pockets in a coffin.”

	Allie shrugged. “It’s describing the mosaic. We’ve already figured out that the first bit refers to Shiva’s cave in Kashmir.”

	“The Shiv Khori,” Drake said.

	“Right. And the second part clearly refers to the mosaic,” Allie continued.

	“Which would all be impressive if the third part wasn’t incomplete nonsense,” Spencer said.

	Drake shook his head. “Somebody woke up on the wrong side of the bed.”

	Spencer grunted. “Somebody sees a future in an Indian prison, playing house with twenty of my new BFFs if we don’t figure this out, and fast.”

	“Let’s think about this,” Allie suggested. “The first part of the Kali statue script says ‘viewed through the eyes of the goddess of time.’ We know it’s referring to the mosaic.”

	“No, we think it is, because your student friend believes she got the translation right,” Spencer fired back. “We don’t know anything for sure.”

	“There’s no reason to think that part is garbled, Spencer. Don’t be negative,” Drake said. “‘Through the eyes of the goddess of time.’ Maybe…maybe it’s saying that the image of Kali contains something in the area of her eyes?”

	Allie powered on her tablet and brought up the mosaic image. She zoomed in on the eyes and took a seat by the small table. Drake joined her, and Spencer reluctantly threw the sheets off and eyed the tablet over their shoulders as he donned his shirt.

	“I don’t see squat,” Spencer said.

	“Neither do I,” Allie agreed.

	Drake nodded. “It was just a theory.”

	“Here’s another one that’s not so fun to consider,” Allie said. “What if, in the original temple, there was some kind of solar guide, where when the sun shined through an aperture at a certain time of day, it then traced to other elements in the design that acted as a map? I’ve read about that sort of thing, but never seen it in person.”

	“Wasn’t that one of the Indiana Jones movies – the one with the snake pit?” Drake asked. “That always gave me the creeps as a kid.”

	She gave him a dirty look. “Doesn’t mean it wasn’t used in real life.”

	They sat in silence, considering the ramifications of Allie’s speculation. Drake cleared his throat. “Problem being that temple was destroyed. So if you’re right, we’re beyond screwed.”

	“I’m just thinking out loud,” Allie said. “But absent anything obvious about the mosaic, we’re still back at square one. Or one and a half.”

	“It has a lot of detail,” Drake said. “Maybe we’re missing something. Zoom out. Could be that the eyes are looking at something? See how the pupils look a little down and to the right?”

	Allie manipulated the image until the entire mosaic was displayed. “Do you see anything?”

	“Not really,” Drake admitted.

	“Neither do I,” Spencer said. “I’m going to the bathroom. Maybe I’ll have a breakthrough of some sort.”

	Spencer left them to their inspection. Allie let her eyes rove over every inch of the image, trying to discern a pattern to any of the elements. Drake ran his fingers through his hair and then felt his two days of growth – a reminder of the inexorable passage of time since they’d been issued the ultimatum by Reynolds.

	“Maybe we should go to this Shiv Khori and see if we can spot anything? We seem to have exhausted our leads here,” he suggested.

	“It’s unlikely we’re going to stumble across a clue in the cave. Half a million people go every year, remember? Don’t you think one of them would have seen something by now if it was obvious?”

	Drake stared at the fan circling overhead, an idea fighting its way to the surface of his consciousness, and then snapped his fingers and stared at Allie with a slightly manic look. “What if it’s not talking about the mosaic at all?”

	“Of course it is, Drake. ‘In the temple devoted to the destroyer, the sacred mosaic shows the way.’ What else could it be referring to?”

	Spencer emerged from the bathroom and caught the last of Allie’s question. He looked to Drake, who grinned. “The idol. It’s Kali too, isn’t it? Think about the script, taken as a whole. What if there was a bit before the area you photographed that identified a switch from the mosaic to the idol? Then it would mean something completely different. It would mean that, viewed through the eyes of the idol, the mosaic shows the way.”

	Realization spread across Allie’s face. “That’s not bad. Not bad at all, Ramsey,” she said softly.

	“But the idol’s back at your swami’s place, under heavy guard,” Spencer reminded them. “You mentioned that they had guns – if you’re right, how do we get the statue and look at the mosaic through its eyes, assuming it’s possible to do, which seems unlikely since you said it was made out of gold…?”

	“Bring up the picture of the statue, Allie,” Drake said, his voice quiet. She switched to the dark image of the dancing goddess and zoomed in on Kali’s head.

	“See anything?” she asked.

	“What kind of jewels are those?” Drake asked.

	Allie zoomed in closer and increased the brightness. “They look like…rubies.”

	Drake sat back, thinking. Neither Allie nor Spencer spoke, allowing him to cogitate in silence. He tried to imagine the statue being used as some sort of beacon, per Allie’s theory, and then opened them and shook his head.

	“What if the idol was in the temple that was destroyed? Positioned in some way so the sun shined through its jeweled eyes and hit the mosaic in strategic spots?”

	Allie gasped and tapped the tablet to open her imaging software. She waited as it cycled, and her gaze drifted to Drake’s.

	“No. That’s not it at all, or at least I don’t think so. It’s much easier. The rubies would make anyone looking through them see the world through a red filter.” She hesitated and tapped the photo of the idol. “What if there are tiles in the mosaic that are only distinctive when viewed through a red lens? Red glass, jewels, it wouldn’t matter.”

	“Can you simulate that?” Spencer asked. “With your computer?”

	“Give me a second and we’ll find out.”

	



	

Chapter 47

	After half an hour of fiddling with her imaging software, Allie had created a semi-opaque ruby red overlay and positioned it upon the image of the mosaic. The dancing goddess instantly morphed into what looked suspiciously like a tree of lightning streaking up from the prone figure of Shiva to her lowest arm, which was clutching a severed head.

	Drake edged closer to her and traced his finger along the main body of the bolt. “This looks like a map, doesn’t it? It starts at Shiva’s forehead and finishes there.”

	“Yes,” Allie agreed. “If the part that begins at Shiva is the Shiv Khori, it’s probably a guide through the various passages of the underground maze. If we assume that each of these branches here, here, and here, represent caverns that dead end, then that leaves only two – the one that finishes at her mouth, and the one that ends at the arm with the severed head.”

	“Which is the holiest of holies?” Spencer asked.

	“Actually, it signifies evil. The depiction represents Kali’s triumph over evil,” Allie said.

	“How is evil holy?” Drake asked.

	“Could be confusion in the translation,” Allie ventured. “Or it could be that whoever crafted this map was one of the occult offshoots that worshiped Kali as the goddess of death rather than the goddess of destruction.”

	“Death, destruction…what’s the difference?” Spencer said with a snort.

	“To these cults, which used their worship of her as an excuse to murder, considerable,” Allie said. “They all believe they were created by her, but their purpose is the sticking point. Anyhow, that doesn’t matter to us. What does is that this seems to be a map through the cave system.”

	“Where do you think this other branch, which leads all the way up to her head, goes?”

	“There’s a legend the Shiv Khori has a passage that terminates at another sacred cave in Kashmir: the Amarnath cave. Could be that’s what this is mapping out,” Spencer said. Allie looked at him strangely, and he shrugged. “You told me to research all this, remember? I had a lot of time on my hands.”

	“For our purposes, we only care about the branch leading to the severed head,” Drake said, and using a pen from Allie’s purse, began making a drawing of the map on the back of a hotel brochure.

	“I don’t get it,” Spencer said. “What does a missing DOD agent and Carson’s murder have to do with some legendary treasure? I mean, this is all fine, but does anyone have any ideas?”

	“Could be that Carson had competition, and they’ll kill anyone who gets in their way,” Allie said quietly. “Look around – tell me you can’t see that as a viable possibility.”

	“I don’t know. That doesn’t feel right,” Spencer said. “We’re missing something here.”

	Drake finished the drawing and folded the paper before pocketing it. “So now the question is how we get to the Shiv Khori.”

	“With enough firepower to stop a tank,” Spencer added. “No frigging way do I go anywhere with more than this peashooter,” he said, patting Helms’s Beretta beside him on the tabletop. “And we have the issue of crossing into Kashmir. It says there are checkpoints at the border.”

	Drake looked at Allie. “I think we need to call Reynolds. Maybe he can get us into Kashmir and set us up with weapons and supplies. The guy’s an intelligence officer. That sounds like the sort of thing he’d be able to arrange.”

	“I don’t like that option,” Spencer said. “Think of another one.”

	Allie frowned at him. “Spencer, there’s a limit to how much we can accomplish on our own. He got the cops off your back. Maybe he can pull this off, too.”

	“I’ve said before I don’t trust him. If I’m right, calling him would be disastrous.”

	Drake stood. “Neither do I. We don’t have to tell him exactly where we’re going. Just that we’re pursuing the trail, and it leads to Kashmir. Remember it was his bright idea for us to continue with Carson’s little quest – so now we need his help. No long explanations required, just guns and gear.”

	Allie eyed Spencer. “We good on this?”

	He looked away. “I suppose if there’s no better alternative.” He rattled off the types of weapons he wanted – AKM assault rifles, Beretta 9mm pistols.

	Allie nodded and held out her hand. “Let me see your phone, Spencer.”

	“What’s wrong with yours?”

	“I don’t want to call him on my American cell – I’ve got it off so we can’t be tracked. We can jettison this one after I make the call, and buy a couple more before we hit the road.”

	Spencer gave her his cell, and she dialed Reynolds’s number. He answered on the second ring.

	“Yes?”

	“It’s Allie. We have a lead, but it’s going to require some heavy lifting on your end.”

	“You do?”

	“Yes. Here’s what we need.” She gave him a rundown of Spencer’s weapon request and a description of the other gear – flashlights, first aid kit, rope, a GPS.

	“I’ll send Roland to pick you up. Where are you?”

	“That won’t be necessary.”

	Reynolds’s voice hardened. “It wasn’t a request. I’ve let you have your head in this, but now the adult supervision gets called in. He’ll be responsible for your safety and will drive you to Kashmir. I’ll work on the equipment and a way to get you across the checkpoint – that’s not going to be easy, but it’s possible with the right kind of grease.”

	“We want to do this our way.”

	“That may well be, but you have no choice. This is moving to a whole new level, and I need professionals involved if I’m going to arm you and move you across borders. And let’s not forget that I lost my man where you want to go – you should be thanking me, not fighting me.”

	“Okay, okay. But we have a few errands we need to run. Can we meet him at the Delhi Junction Railway Station in an hour and a half?” Allie asked, resigned to the DOD man’s conditions.

	“I’ll call him. I see no reason why not.”

	“Thanks. We’ll be standing in front of the main entrance.”

	“You might want to get some warm clothes. Kashmir is a lot colder than Delhi because of the elevation,” Reynolds said, and hung up.

	Allie turned to Drake and Spencer. “We’ve got the Frenchman picking us up. Reynolds won’t cooperate if we don’t play ball with him. The good news is he sounds like he’ll be able to get us into Kashmir.”

	“And the guns?”

	“He said he’d work on it.” Allie removed the battery from Spencer’s phone and tossed it in the garbage. “Let’s get moving. We need to do some shopping.”

	“Probably not a lot of spelunking stores in town,” Drake observed.

	“We’ve got an hour and a half to make it to the station. Let’s make the most of it,” Allie said.

	“Yes, boss,” Spencer joked.

	“That’s more like it.”

	



	

Chapter 48

	Roland appeared at the station right on time, in a big white Toyota SUV. Drake, Allie, and Spencer tossed their bags in the back and climbed into the vehicle, which stank of cigarettes – as did the Frenchman, who was as loquacious as usual. The drive to Pathankot, the last large town before the Kashmir border, took the remainder of the day, and passed in silence. Once out of Delhi the road narrowed to a two-lane strip that was used by everything from buses to cattle, and the journey comprised dozens of near misses as they pulled around slow-moving obstacles, only to barely escape being slammed into by oncoming vehicles moving at high speed. By the time they rolled into the circular drive of a third-rate hotel on the edge of town, night had fallen, their clothes reeked of stale cigarette smoke, and everyone was ready to get out of the truck.

	“You have rooms,” Roland announced, the first words he’d spoken on the eight-hour drive.

	“In whose name?” Spencer asked.

	“Bob Hope.”

	“Seriously?” Allie asked.

	“Robert Hope, actually,” Roland corrected. “Don’t worry. The manager’s not the curious sort.”

	They retrieved their gear from the truck and were walking toward the office when Reynolds’s voice called from the shadows. “So you made it.”

	Allie stopped in her tracks, and Drake and Spencer nearly ran her over.

	“So you decided to put in an appearance,” Spencer said neutrally.

	“Yes, I figured this was worth making the trip.”

	“Did you get everything we asked for?”

	“Tomorrow morning. Early. Guy’s meeting me with the weapons. The rest is in the back of my SUV.”

	They joined Reynolds by a smaller black SUV splattered with mud. He opened the rear cargo door, and they eyed the meager collection of equipment. Reynolds reached in and extracted a GPS and handed it to Allie, and then passed out LED flashlights and the rest of their requested gear.

	“Now, why don’t you tell me where we’re going tomorrow, so I have an idea why I need to arm you like a private army?” Reynolds asked.

	“There’s a sacred cave that we believe leads to an unknown location. That’s what Carson was working on. We put the rest of the puzzle pieces together,” Drake said.

	“A cave?”

	“Yes. Why the DOD might be interested in it, I have no idea.”

	“Where exactly is it located?” Reynolds asked.

	“You’ll see. There’s nothing around it – middle of nowhere.”

	“Can you show me on a map?” Reynolds pressed.

	“Tomorrow. I’m beat,” Drake said, and Allie nodded. “It’s been a long day, and we’re operating on only a few hours of sleep. We can discuss it over breakfast or something.”

	“I want to know where the cave is,” Reynolds said.

	“I told you, it’s not near much of anything. There’s a dam to the northeast, and the nearest village is Ransoo. Draw a line between the two and you’re in the right neighborhood.”

	“That’s the area Carson was researching,” Reynolds said. “It tells me nothing I don’t already know.”

	Allie shrugged. “Sorry. It’s what we’ve got. It would be nice if we could tie everything up with a bow and hand it to you, but we’re feeling our way through this. Remember that you’re the one who held a gun to our heads – we’d have already been on a plane home.”

	“And you haven’t learned anything that could hint at why the area might be of interest?” Reynolds tried a final time.

	“No. It’s a genuine mystery. Although there are a few other events you should know about.” She told him the story of Helms and the professor and Spencer’s ultimate dispatching of the man.

	“He didn’t say who he was working for?” Reynolds asked quietly when she was done.

	Spencer shook his head. “He turned down ten million bucks to walk away, so whoever it is, he was pretty confident that they’d find him if he double-crossed them, no matter where he hid. That should give you pause. How many would decline that kind of money?”

	“Not many,” Reynolds said, his expression dark.

	The clerk checked them in without asking questions, and minutes later they were ensconced in their rooms, which were only slightly better than the jail cell in which Spencer had spent his day with the Indian police. After showering off the road dust, they met outside Allie’s room and crossed the street to a small restaurant that appeared reasonably clean. After ordering, Allie looked to Spencer with a troubled expression.

	“Reynolds seems like he’s puzzled by everything, doesn’t he?”

	“Yes. And that worries me more than anything else. If our secret agent friend has no idea what’s going on, where does that leave us?” Spencer said.

	“Nowhere good,” Drake muttered. “And he doesn’t have the guns.”

	“If we don’t get them tomorrow, we’re not going. Simple as that. No way do we walk into an unknown situation without weapons,” Spencer said.

	“You have any theories as to what’s really going on?” Allie asked.

	Spencer shook his head. “Not a clue.”

	The group sat quietly, fatigue radiating off them as the server brought bowls of chicken curry and cans of soda. They picked at their meals, their appetites dampened by the prospect of the ordeal to come and their thoughts on the confluence of events that had led them into the Indian wilds, pursued by forces they didn’t understand.

	“I don’t think he’s leveling with us,” Drake said. “He knows more than he’s letting on. Just like always, we’re pawns that they’re pushing around their game board. And if we wind up taking a bullet, they’re still fine. I hate this crap. Really hate it.”

	“He’s got us between a rock and a hard place,” Spencer pointed out. “Although, not Allie.”

	Drake eyed her. “Maybe you should get out while you can.”

	“I’ve come this far. I kind of want to see what’s at the end of the rainbow. We’re almost there – it would be weak to quit now.”

	“What if we’re walking into a trap?” Drake asked.

	Allie frowned. “What do you mean?”

	“All along I’ve been wondering whether Reynolds actually already understands everything and is just keeping tabs on us to learn what we actually know. Think about it – he can’t be sure what Carson knew, so then we show up on the radar and he buddies up with us, figuring that we won’t tell him straight out what we’re really doing. So he needs to pretend to be on our side to discover how much info we have.”

	“Pretty evil if that’s the case,” Spencer said. “Although I wouldn’t put anything past the DOD – assuming he’s really DOD at all.”

	“Who else would he be?” Allie asked quietly.

	“CIA. They’re always up to something shady. Maybe they’re running an op, and they know we won’t willingly help after the last nightmare, so this time they’re pretending to be the Defense Department,” Spencer said. “It’s always a possibility.”

	Drake nodded slowly. “How do we verify that Reynolds is DOD?”

	“If he’s military intelligence, there isn’t going to be any publicly accessible info on him. It will all be tightly classified,” Spencer said. “So it’s a catch-22.”

	“Then there’s no way of knowing who he actually is or works for?” Allie said.

	“Correct.”

	“Where does that leave us?” Allie asked.

	Spencer considered the question for a long time. “Go through all the gear he gave you with a magnifying glass, and make sure there are no micro-transmitters in any of it. Give me the GPS and I’ll dismantle it to see if there’s anything besides the factory chips inside. We can just keep it off and they’ll be unable to track it – we’re looking for something small that would have its own miniature power source, that’s constantly emitting a signal.”

	“You really think this is a con?” Drake asked.

	Spencer held up a spoonful of curry and blew on it to cool it. “At this point, we should assume everyone’s the enemy until proven otherwise. Including those who are most insistent they’re our friends.”

	Allie’s expression slowly registered alarm. “Do you…do you think it’s possible that the DOD killed Carson, and we’re just loose threads they’re tying up?”

	Drake looked to Spencer, who was chewing his curry methodically with a spectacular lack of enjoyment. “Anything’s possible. But why do it in such a spectacular manner? Generally, when someone’s taken out, it’s made to look like an accident – car crash or skiing or a drowning.” He shook his head. “No, Carson’s murder wasn’t anything the DOD would want to draw attention to if they had him under surveillance. Which means there’s another player in the mix besides Helms, because he wouldn’t have had the physical strength. Carson would have snapped his neck like a twig.”

	They sat in silence, considering Spencer’s input, the food suddenly tasting like tar. When they returned to the hotel, Allie gave Drake a chaste peck and retired without a word, and it was hours before Drake finally drifted off into restless sleep – a slumber that featured headless bodies coming for him through a swirling fog that whispered his name.

	



	

Chapter 49

	Delhi, India

	 

	Nayan Mehta felt for his cell phone in the pocket of his hand-tailored pajamas, the little device’s warble shattering the silence of his bedroom, where he was reading a report on his construction company’s profit and losses for the quarter as light bedtime fare. He was in no mood to take a call, but his annoyance receded when he saw the caller ID.

	“My brother, it has been too long,” Mehta answered.

	“How is the lifestyle of the rich and famous treating you?”

	“No complaints. Although you’re more famous than I,” Mehta teased.

	“But nowhere near as rich,” Swami Baba Raja fired back.

	“The universe works in mysterious ways. What’s going on?”

	“I had a troubling incident at the ashram last night, and I wanted to see if you knew anything about it.”

	Mehta sat up straighter. “What? What happened?”

	“Someone broke in and tried to steal the statue of Kali you gave me.”

	“The hell you say.”

	“It is true. First the sword, and now the idol…”

	“I’m working on retrieving the sword, but it has proven more elusive than I’d hoped.”

	Swami Baba Raja didn’t say anything for a long moment. When he did, his voice was soft. “Does the…cult know I have the statue?”

	“Of course not. Are you mad?” Mehta had obtained the relic when a team of his miners had inadvertently broken through a cave wall, violating the sanctity of its resting place. He’d left the rest of the artifacts in the cave, but had been taken by the beauty of the dancing Kali and had secretly removed the idol before sealing the cavern back up and shutting down exploration in that area. But he knew that if those who held the relic to be sacred ever discovered his duplicity, they would exact a terrible revenge.

	“It is a possible explanation,” Baba Raja reasoned, his tone glum.

	“You say someone tried to steal it. Which means they were unsuccessful?”

	“Correct. They were interrupted mid-process. The bastards were in my bedroom while I was sleeping. I naturally thought…”

	“The cult has no idea. That you are still alive should be all the proof you require. If it had been them, you’d have never heard or seen anything.”

	“We think it was a pair of mercenaries. American.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“There are several devotees missing. Among them two new arrivals.”

	“Who are they?”

	“We only have what they wrote on their admission documents, which appears to be pure invention. Allie and Drake O’Keefe. From Kansas City. Brother and sister.”

	“Allie and Drake?” Mehta repeated.

	“Yes. Why? Does it mean something to you?” Baba Raja demanded.

	Mehta’s tone was flat. “No. Just unusual names.”

	“Is there something you aren’t telling me?”

	“Why would I keep anything from you?”

	“That’s not an answer.”

	“You know everything I do. But if you’re unhurt, and they weren’t successful, no real harm done to anything but your dignity, right? Just add more guards. Things will be fine.”

	“I didn’t know if this relates to…your thing.”

	“Not as far as I can see. They are unconnected.”

	The swami sounded unconvinced, but let it go. “You should come to the ashram more often. It has been too long.”

	“My days are filled with other matters. But I will make time to see you. Soon.”

	“It would delight me if you would.”

	“There is nothing I live for more than your delight.”

	After a few more minutes of banter Mehta hung up and stared at his balcony, lost in thought. Of course he recognized the names of the pair that Helms had reported had tried to buy him off, but that they had been so bold as to enter the ashram and attempt to steal the idol…that raised the stakes considerably.

	He tried Helms’s cell a final time, with the same result – no answer. Mehta was reluctant to leave a message, his cautious nature erring on the side of the conservative, and he comforted himself with the observation that Helms was a seasoned operative who was tracking rank amateurs.

	But still, it was worrisome that he had been out of contact since the prior evening.

	Mehta rubbed his eyes and returned to the report, part of his mind still on the call from his brother, another on tomorrow. The first part would be devoted to travel – a dawn flight on his private jet to the Jammu airport, and then several hours by car, and then a cross-country ride on an ATV before arrival at the camp to meet his guests.

	The camp.

	Such an innocuous description for the hidden mine and the dark recesses of the mountain, where his slave laborers lived out their short, harsh lives before wasting away.

	He forced the image of the mine’s horror out of his mind – it served no useful purpose to ruminate about such things, and he needed his sleep. Better to look forward to the celebratory debauchery that would follow the transaction than to focus on that which couldn’t be changed.

	Mehta sighed and flipped a page of the report, and turned to the next column of numbers, any thoughts of the camp replaced by margin breakdowns and profit and loss projections.

	



	

Chapter 50

	Pathankot, India

	 

	Reynolds was standing by his SUV when Drake, Allie, and Spencer emerged from their rooms, blinking sleepily in the bright morning sunlight. Roland led them to where the DOD man was waiting, a scowl on his face as they approached.

	“What is it?” Drake asked.

	“We were only able to get one Kalashnikov and two pistols.”

	“Unacceptable,” Spencer said.

	“That’s the best we could do on short notice. I had to pull in favors to even land those.”

	“Leaving us seriously outgunned if we have any problems,” Spencer spat. “I don’t feel like committing suicide today, thanks.”

	“I was able to get us cleared at the checkpoint. Cost a bundle, but it’s done,” Reynolds continued, as though he hadn’t heard Spencer.

	“How many spare magazines for the AK?” Drake asked.

	“Three.”

	“It doesn’t matter. No weapons, no deal,” Spencer said, his tone glacial.

	Reynolds sighed. “Look – this is all I can get. And we’re not going to hang out here for another day in the hopes that my contacts can come up with another AK. These were smuggled in from Pakistan – you have no idea how hard it was to make that happen. So we’re going, and we’ll make the best of it.”

	“Except I refuse,” Spencer growled.

	“Spencer, let me explain something that I’d have thought was abundantly clear: you don’t get to refuse, or the cops arrest you within minutes. Is that how you want to play this? It’s not my preference, but if you push me, that’s how it’ll go down.” Reynolds paused. “If I were you, I’d take my AK, say thank you, and shut up.”

	“Spencer, it’s okay. I don’t want a rifle,” Allie said.

	“Me either. I mean, it’s not like we’re being dropped into Afghanistan or something, right?” Drake said.

	“We have no idea what we’re walking into. His unwillingness or inability to perform could cost us our lives,” Spencer argued.

	“You’re walking into a cave, last time I heard. What, precisely, do you think you’ll need all this firepower for?” Reynolds asked.

	“Ask your operative,” Spencer said. “Oh, that’s right, he’s gone dark, so you have no idea what’s waiting for us at the other end of the cave.”

	“I’ll be right there beside you,” Reynolds reminded him.

	“That’s another thing I’m afraid of.”

	Allie and Drake eventually convinced Spencer to continue on absent all the weapons, and they loaded their bags into the SUV – all now had black nylon backpacks, with Allie bringing only her necessities in hers, including the sword, her phone and tablet, and a change of clothes. She was wearing the hiking boots she’d bought the prior morning on the way to meet Roland, as were Drake and Spencer.

	“Have you given any thought as to how you’re planning to slip an AKM past any guards at the cave?” Reynolds asked as they prepared to leave.

	“I’ll dismantle the gun and carry it in my backpack. I can reassemble one in my sleep, so once we’re out of sight in the cave, I’ll do so,” Spencer said.

	“I’m not going to ask how you know so much about a Russian assault weapon,” Reynolds said.

	“I have friends in all the wrong places.”

	The trip to the border checkpoint took almost an hour, and when Roland followed Reynolds’s SUV into the far right lane, they were passed through with no inspection by a border guard with an ear-to-ear smile. From the checkpoint it took almost three hours to reach Ransoo, the village used as the jumping off point for pilgrims headed for the Shiv Khori.

	They parked the vehicles in a gravel lot next to a market and made their way to the path that led up the mountain to the sacred cave. There were few others on the trail, as the pilgrimage season was already over, and they encountered only the occasional straggler. The path transitioned to a walkway paved with stone and, as they neared the cave, to a series of steep steps that stretched up the side of the rock face to an opening in the side of the cliff.

	Once inside the cave, they were met by an attendant who offered to guide them and, when they refused, cautioned them not to touch anything and not to stray from the clearly marked route to the sacred chamber. They agreed and pressed forward until the cavern narrowed, the roof dropping to a point where they could barely squeeze through.

	“Up there is the passage we need to take,” Drake whispered, pointing left, into the darkness, the lamps strung for the pilgrims insufficient to light the entire area. “It branches there, and then there’s a dead end to the right after a dogleg we need to avoid, so we bear left until we reach another branch, and take that one to the right,” he advised, peering at the hand-drawn map. Drake led them single file toward the second passage, which they discovered when they reached it had been sealed with a brick wall.

	“Damn. Didn’t see that coming,” Drake said, and tried one of the bricks, which came away in his hand, the mortar crumbling to sand at his touch.

	“Looks like they didn’t do a very good job,” Reynolds said, and joined Drake in widening the opening while Roland and Spencer kept watch to ensure they weren’t interrupted.

	After several tense minutes there was a gap in the wall they could manage, and Drake dragged himself through and then switched on his flashlight while he waited for the rest. Allie came next, and then Spencer, followed by the Frenchman and Reynolds, neither of whom looked thrilled to be spelunking.

	Drake headed off into the dark, his flashlight beam piercing the gloom before him. The floor of the cave sloped gently upward as he proceeded, and glistening rivulets of water streamed along both sides of the passage like black veins.

	At the fork, he veered left and then had to traverse the next stretch in a crouch as the cave’s ceiling dropped to no more than four feet high. When it increased in height again, he paused and waited for the others, the chamber now illuminated with the beams from their lamps, the air stagnant and dank.

	Spencer reassembled the parts of the AKM into a working rifle with a folding wire stock, and slapped a magazine into place before chambering a round. Reynolds watched him with a deadpan stare, and Spencer leaned toward Allie and Drake to whisper to them.

	“Strap on your pistols. If you wind up having to use them, there’s not likely to be any warning. Make sure there’s one in the hole, and check the safety so you don’t blow your foot off.”

	Allie removed her pistol from her backpack and cinched the web belt that accompanied it tight. “How much further?” she asked Drake as she adjusted it.

	“A long way. This is just the start if the map’s to scale.”

	“I was afraid you’d say that.”

	Drake pushed himself to his feet and surveyed the area before him, playing his flashlight beam over the brown rock. He caught Spencer’s determined look and set off with a nod, the others tailing him.

	The passage slope steepened and they found themselves straining to make progress, the atmosphere in the cave now vaguely sulfurous. When they rounded a long bend, the distinctive sound of rushing water greeted them, its loud splashing echoing through the cavern. Drake edged forward and then abruptly stopped. His flashlight fixed on a wall of water cascading across the cavern before disappearing into a cavity in the floor.

	“That’s not on the map,” Allie whispered.

	“No. It’s probably new – since the idol was made,” Drake agreed. “So much for doing this the easy way.”

	Spencer unwound a length of nylon rope and tossed one end to Drake. “Tie this around your waist. I’ll play anchor while you do your intrepid explorer bit.”

	“Why don’t I do my ‘turn around and go back’ bit? Seems more sensible,” Drake said.

	Reynolds checked the time. “We don’t have all day. We’ve already been in here an hour. Depending on how far this goes…”

	“You want to try it?” Drake asked.

	Reynolds gave him a grim smile. “That’s why you get paid the big bucks. Although we’re all getting wet if the passage continues.”

	“No reason to think it doesn’t,” Allie said.

	“Unless this stream, which has carved through the floor, has collapsed the ceiling further on,” Drake said. He tied the rope around his waist and hesitated a moment before the curtain of water. When Spencer had planted his feet wide and Allie had wrapped her arms around Spencer’s waist to add resistance if Drake fell, he shrugged. “Here goes nothing,” he whispered, and then ran straight through the water, his flashlight gripped tightly in his hand.

	Spencer tensed, ready to absorb Drake’s weight if the cave floor was gone on the other side, but the rope remained loose. Drake reappeared through the torrent seconds later, soaked, and gave them a thumbs-up signal. “You have to jump to make it over the crevice the water disappears into, but it’s only about two feet wide,” he said.

	“Are you sure?” Allie asked.

	“I’m here, aren’t I? Come on. Piece of cake – really.” He ran toward the waterfall again and disappeared with a leap, and then the rope tightened as he pulled it from beyond the rush. “Just work your way along the rope, and jump right at the water. I’ll catch you on this side,” he said, his flashlight illuminating the stream from behind the fall.

	Allie did as instructed and, at the water, held her breath, closed her eyes, and leapt through it. She slipped when she landed, and then Drake’s arms were around her, steadying her. She looked up into his face and blinked. “I’m fine,” she whispered.

	“I know,” he said, and leaned in and kissed her. “But it seemed like a perfect time to sneak in a hug…”

	She smiled and kissed him again. “Maybe there’s hope for you yet.”

	The rest followed her through, and soon they were all standing on the far side of the waterfall. Drake consulted his soggy map for a moment and then nodded to himself and motioned with his flashlight. “Should be another passage soon, on the right. We already passed the dead end – at least, I hope so.” He looked over the dripping group. “Ready?”

	“Let’s do it,” Spencer answered, rifle held casually in his right hand, pointing at the ground, flashlight in his left.

	Hours passed as they ventured deeper into the cave system, and around three o’clock they paused for a rest in a wider section of the passageway. The air was now cool, redolent of wet stone and mineral deposits. The mountain seemed to weigh heavily on them even as they sat catching their breath. Drake took another long look at his map and shook his head. “We’re barely at the halfway point, if this is correct.”

	“How far do you think we’ve come?” Allie asked.

	“Probably a couple of miles,” Reynolds said. “All uphill.”

	“At least the map’s been accurate so far,” Spencer said.

	“And you have no idea what’s on the other end of this?” Reynolds asked.

	Drake and Allie exchanged a look. “The script was incomplete. It ended with the words ‘beneath which’ and ‘holiest of holies.’ Your guess is as good as ours,” Drake said.

	Reynolds grunted and rubbed his face. “At this rate it’ll be getting dark by the time we make it out.”

	“If we’re lucky,” Spencer agreed, struggling to his feet. “Let’s go. This place gives me the willies.”

	Allie nodded. “That makes two of us.”

	Forty minutes later, Reynolds lost his footing as they were navigating a thin strip of cave with a sheer drop on one side. He went down and his flashlight tumbled into nothingness, clanking against stone many feet below, and it was only the rope they’d tied around their waists at Spencer’s urging, creating a daisy chain to prevent a catastrophe, that saved him from following it into the abyss. He stared down at the void for several long beats and then regained his feet, visibly shaken. Spencer eyed his torn pant leg and scuffed hands without sympathy. “You okay?” he asked.

	“Yeah. Close one.”

	“Try not to do that again.”

	“Good thinking.”

	Over the next three hours the floor continued to incline steeply, and they were forced to climb the narrow stretch on all fours, the only sound their labored breathing, everyone now tired from the long slog. Drake paused at the top of the slope and then turned to the others, his face stiff. Allie reached him and glanced over the edge, and her shoulders sagged as she gasped in dismay. Drake gestured at the passageway as the men approached his vantage point.

	“Cave-in,” he said, gesturing dispiritedly to the tumble of rocky debris blocking their way, stretching high within the natural chamber to where part of the ceiling had collapsed, terminating their progress and leaving them nowhere to go but back.

	



	

Chapter 51

	“What do we do now?” Reynolds asked.

	Roland gave him a sour glare. “I’m going to have a cigarette.”

	Spencer shook his head. “I wouldn’t do that. There could be explosive gas nearby. Be a bad way to test for it.”

	Drake moved to the rubble and sat on a rock. Allie joined him and put her hand on his shoulder. “So close,” she said softly.

	“We don’t even know to what. But man, is that going to be a long hike back.”

	Spencer set his rifle down and climbed the debris. He was near the top when he sniffed several times, like a dog tracking a scent.

	“What is it?” Allie asked, catching his expression.

	“Fresh air,” Spencer said, reaching for the nearest rock. His fingers wrapped around it and he sent it tumbling down the slope. Drake and Allie leapt aside as it crashed near where they had been sitting. “Sorry. But more to follow.”

	“You really think we can dig our way through?” Reynolds called.

	“I’m sure as hell going to try,” Spencer replied, and worked another stone loose.

	Twenty minutes later he’d created an aperture two feet square – just wide enough to accommodate them. He motioned to Drake. “Bring me the rifle. Looks like the passage continues for another dozen yards, and then there’s an opening.”

	“Spencer, you’re a genius,” Allie said. Drake climbed the pile, rifle in his arms, and when he reached Spencer, handed him the weapon before he withdrew his flashlight from where it jutted from his pocket and flipped the power on. He shined it through the hole and grinned at Spencer.

	“I see leaves.”

	“I’ll go first. Keep your lights under control, just in case there’s something waiting for us that isn’t friendly,” Spencer warned, and then switched his flashlight off and crawled into the gap. Allie followed, and then the rest of them were through, only Allie’s light remaining on.

	“Turn it off,” Drake whispered. She did, and with the chamber darkened they could begin to make out detail from a wash of twilight seeping through the plants at the cave mouth.

	“At least it’s still light out,” Spencer said, checking the time. “Not for much longer.”

	“Let’s see if there’s anything out there while we can,” Allie said, and followed Drake and Spencer to where dusk was spilling into the cave.

	They emerged through a tangle of vines into a rocky clearing surrounded by mountains. The air was crisp from the high altitude, the sky bruised with the fading light of twilight. Allie turned back to face the cave, and if Reynolds and the Frenchman hadn’t been stepping from the mouth, she would have been hard-pressed to find it again, so covered by overgrowth was the opening.

	“Where are we?” Reynolds asked.

	Allie removed the handheld GPS from her bag and powered it on. The screen blinked as it acquired a signal and then a color map popped up, indicating their location with a pulsing red dot. They gathered around it and she slowly zoomed out, and Reynolds shook his head. “There’s nothing here, according to that.”

	Drake looked around and nodded slowly. “Judging by what I can see, it got that part right.” He paused. “Although…”

	“What?” Allie asked.

	“Over there,” Drake said, pointing. “Looks like rubble, doesn’t it?”

	Spencer stared at the rise Drake was indicating and began marching toward it. “The script said something about a holy of holies. Want to bet that’s a temple or a shrine?”

	They joined him and crossed the clearing, and soon were in the midst of an obviously man-made structure that had collapsed long ago and was now piles of stone blocks, with walls still faintly identifiable among the debris. “It was fairly big,” Drake commented, eyeing the spread of stones. “Wonder what happened to it?”

	“There are earthquakes in the area,” Reynolds said. “A stone structure without modern reinforcement wouldn’t fare too well in those. There are plenty of temples in the region that have been destroyed by seismic activity.”

	“The script ended with the word beneath. Maybe there’s a subterranean vault below the complex?” Allie said. “That’s the obvious conclusion.”

	“I don’t know. It’s a fairly big area. And it looks like there were outbuildings,” Drake said, and then stopped, concentration lines furrowing his forehead. “What do you think that is?” he asked, gesturing at a pole standing at the edge of the main area, pointing straight at the sky.

	Allie shook her head. “It’s going to be dark soon, and it’ll probably get pretty cold. Let’s do a lap around the area and see if we can find anything that might be an entrance to an underground chamber.”

	Spencer nodded. “I’ll take this section. You see what’s over there,” he said, pointing at another ruin nearby.

	Reynolds stood with his hands on his hips. “But nothing about this explains why my man disappeared.”

	“We didn’t promise you miracles, just that we would follow through on whatever Carson was after. This is us doing that. It’s up to you to figure out how it ties into whatever the DOD is interested in,” Spencer said, and then walked off toward a partially standing wall. Reynolds and Roland remained in the clearing, watching Spencer disappear into the rapidly descending gloom.

	“Might as well tag along. There’s nothing to see here,” Reynolds said, and picked his way along a fallen row of blocks.

	At the other ruins, Drake and Allie stopped at the remains of what looked like an altar carved from native stone. “This looks promising,” Allie said, kneeling to inspect the characters etched into the base. “Looks like Sanskrit to me.”

	Drake took several steps closer to an ornately crafted depiction of Kali’s head, her tongue lolling out in an obscene manner. “Here’s our old friend the goddess. So this is the right place.”

	“I don’t doubt it,” Allie said. “But obviously a lot’s happened since the script pointed the way. Time’s wiped the place off the face of the earth.”

	“Maybe not all of it,” Drake said, and then froze when a sound reached him from a nearby wall: metal on stone.

	“Spencer?” Allie called, rising from the altar and moving to Drake’s side. Drake unholstered his pistol and flipped the safety off, peering into the shadows at the far edge of the ruins.

	Drake shushed her with a finger to his lips and then ducked down when he caught sight of a turbaned man with a rifle moving their way from the underbrush. Six more followed, carrying their assault weapons like they knew how to use them.

	Allie shifted beside Drake and freed her weapon as well, but nicked the corner of a rock with the barrel in the gloom. The men spun at the sound, and then the clearing exploded with noise as they opened fire on the ruins.

	Drake and Allie kept their heads down as ricochets whined around them, the gunmen firing largely blind in the dim light. Rock chips showered them as they ducked as low as they could. Drake murmured in her ear as they cringed in their hiding place, “It’ll be too dark for them to see us within another five minutes.”

	“We don’t have five minutes,” she said over the sound of the shooting, the gunmen no more than fifty yards away, and flipped off the safety on her pistol with a resolute expression.

	 

	Spencer twisted toward the explosion of gunfire from the far ruins, his AKM trained on the distant muzzle flashes. “Get down,” he yelled, and Reynolds dropped to the ground as Spencer took cover behind a crumbling wall. “Drake and Allie are over there,” Spencer said, pointing at the ruins. “You can see where the shooters are, over by the tree line. They haven’t seen us, so we should be able to flank them and take them out before they know what hit them.”

	Reynolds nodded and was reaching for his weapon when Roland’s voice called from behind them.

	“Drop the guns,” he ordered, his pistol pointed at them.

	“Roland! What the–” Reynolds exclaimed.

	“You heard me. Drop them or I’ll shoot.”

	“Have you lost your mind?” Reynolds demanded.

	Spencer slowly set the rifle down and raised his hands. “No, he hasn’t. You set us up, didn’t you? That’s why the gunmen were waiting for us, isn’t it?”

	Roland spat to the side, his eyes never straying from them. “Very good, genius,” he said dismissively. “Your pistol, too. And you as well,” he warned Reynolds.

	Spencer slowly reached for his holstered weapon and withdrew it with two fingers. He tossed it aside as Reynolds’s face clouded with anger.

	“You filthy bastard,” Reynolds snarled. “It was you all along!”

	“Shut up and lose the gun. Last warning,” Roland called out over the chatter of gunfire from the assault rifles hammering at Drake and Allie’s position.

	Reynolds flipped his holster up and made to comply, and then threw himself to the side and fired at Roland, narrowly missing him. Roland’s aim was better, and his round caught Reynolds in the shoulder, sending his pistol flying.

	Roland’s smile of triumph turned to one of confused pain as he looked down at where blood was spreading from the center of his chest. He coughed pink foam and tried to raise his gun, but Spencer fired again, Helms’s Beretta barking in his hand, still warm from its hiding place at the small of his back. Spencer’s second shot sent the Frenchman spinning, but he still gripped his weapon, and Spencer fired again, this time vaporizing part of Roland’s head.

	Roland dropped like a sack of rocks, and Spencer scrambled to retrieve his rifle and the other pistol as Reynolds gasped in pain. When Spencer had rearmed himself, he crouched down by Reynolds’s side.

	“How bad is it?” Reynolds asked. Spencer did a quick inspection of the damage.

	“Bad enough. I can do a pressure bandage that should stop the worst of the bleeding. Looks like it missed your lung, so you got lucky, but it shattered your shoulder blade on the exit.”

	“I can’t believe he sold me out.”

	“Hard way to learn that lesson. Did he know your operative was headed into this area?”

	“Yes.”

	“Another mystery solved.”

	“But who are they? And why is a private army ambushing us?”

	“Beats me.” Spencer looked over the rocks, but it was now too dark to make much out. “So much for flanking the shooters.”

	“You still going to try?”

	“One against, what, six or eight, maybe more on their way? Sounds like a great way to get killed.” Spencer paused. “You have your sat phone?”

	“Of course.”

	“Let’s retreat back to the cave and you can call your headquarters. I’d say we’ve got enough for them to mobilize some people, wouldn’t you?”

	“What about Drake and Allie?”

	Spencer peered down to where the gunfire was slowing. “Nothing we can do to help them now, other than call in the cavalry and pray.” He checked the time and then helped Reynolds to his feet. “Let’s get moving. I’ll do the triage in the cave. We’re sitting ducks out here if more of them come to the party.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	A lull in the shooting gave Drake the opportunity he had been waiting for. He could see that they were far outgunned, a pair of pistols no match for a half dozen assault rifles, and when there were no more gunshots, he called out at the top of his lungs, “Don’t shoot. We give up.”

	Another couple of shots answered his cry, and then silence returned to the area and a male voice called to him from the trees, heavily accented but intelligible.

	“Throw out your weapons.”

	He and Allie had discussed their options and she’d agreed that their best choice was to surrender and live rather than be cut to pieces by automatic rifle rounds, which was a guarantee given the number of gunmen and the intensity of the inbound fire. Drake nodded to her and tossed his pistol onto the rocks on the other side of the rubble, and Allie followed suit.

	“That’s it. Two pistols,” Drake yelled.

	“Stand with your hands up,” the voice answered, and Drake took a deep breath and rose, Allie by his side.

	Robed figures surrounded them in the dark, rifles trained on them as one of the gunmen looked them up and down. He snapped at the fighter next to him, and the man searched them for hidden weapons. Finding none, he stepped away and nodded to the leader.

	“Where are the others?” the leader demanded.

	Drake shook his head. “I don’t know. We split up. They probably took off when the shooting started. That would be the smart move.”

	The leader had a hushed discussion with his men that Allie and Drake didn’t understand, and then he raised a small two-way radio to his lips and spoke into it. A terse response crackled from the device and he turned to face them. “Come,” he said, and barked an order. Two of the gunmen sauntered over to Drake and Allie and lashed their hands behind their backs, and then led them up a trail toward the top of a small ridge.

	“Where are you taking us?” Allie asked. The man next to her pushed her roughly in the small of the back, and she almost tumbled face forward. The leader laughed, the sound ugly and mean.

	“To pay the devil his due.”

	



	

Chapter 52

	Drake and Allie stumbled along a rocky trail that twisted through a ravine. The gunmen lit the way using torches they’d left at the base of the trail, and as they descended the slope into a valley adjacent to the clearing, barbed wire strung along the edge of the valley glinted orange from the reflected flames. A dull thrumming met their ears once they were on flat terrain, and they realized it was a motor – a generator in a soundproof enclosure beneath camouflage netting that formed a canopy over a small utility building to their left. Nearby, at the base of a mountain, a cave yawned wide, and they could make out more torches at its mouth as the column of gunmen led them toward it.

	“What is this?” Drake asked, and earned a stony stare from the leader of the gunmen.

	“You’ll find out soon enough,” the man growled.

	They marched through the nocturnal landscape, past plots of vegetables in ragged rows, the putrid waft of human waste used as fertilizer tainting the air. A guard sat behind a heap of sandbags, manning a .50-caliber machine gun on a turret with a darkened spotlight beside it, the arrival of the gunmen apparently expected. The leader offered a nod to the guard, who returned the signal and resumed his cleaning of the weapon’s breech with an oil-soaked rag.

	Once inside the cavern, they continued deeper into the mountainside, and it was obvious that the passage had been widened by human hands. Wooden beams supported the ceiling, and the marks of tools on the soft stone were plain to see in the dim illumination from low-wattage bulbs strung every dozen yards. They marched alongside a hand-laid railway track that stretched into nothingness, and when they reached a fork where it veered left, they bore right, where three armed sentries waited.

	The leader exchanged a greeting with the gunmen and the group continued into a large cavern, easily several hundred yards across. Allie and Drake gasped at the sight of at least a thousand near-naked slumbering youths and children pressed together like sardines on the floor, the stink of unwashed bodies overpowering. Allie’s eyes narrowed as they walked along the edge of the nightmarish scene; the sleeping figures were malnourished and so pale that their skin was translucent, even the toddlers old before their time.

	Gunmen stood every few yards along the edge of the cavern, keeping watch, their faces covered, likely to help mask the smell of disease and deprivation. Drake fought to keep his gorge from spewing through his nose, and it was clear that Allie was fighting the same battle as she trudged unsteadily after her captors.

	They traversed the first cavern and entered another, smaller cave, with still more sleeping laborers, to a lit passage at the end. Once at that opening, after passing more guards, they were led into a room where an overfed Indian man sat behind a hand-carved wooden desk, incense burning to mask the stink from the outer areas, fresh air piping through a duct that ran from the edge of the ceiling.

	“You have caused me much distress,” Mehta said, looking Drake and Allie over. “Your reward for successfully pursuing this adventure will be a death that is far more agonizing than any you can imagine.”

	“Who are you?” Drake demanded.

	An almost shy smile tugged at the man’s rotund lips and he snapped his fingers. “Suri, cut their backpacks off and let’s see what they brought us.”

	The leader of the gunmen stepped forward and flicked open a switchblade, and then sliced through the shoulder straps and placed both backpacks on the desk. Mehta unzipped Drake’s and dumped it out, and then did the same with Allie’s, pausing when the bundled dagger slid from the black nylon with a thump.

	“Ah, perfect. This spares me more effort. Very kind of you to return that which was stolen from my brother’s safekeeping,” he said, unwrapping the gold blade and turning it over in his hands. Suri stepped forward and murmured into his ear, and Mehta nodded. “Now, tell me everything you know, and don’t lie or it will go worse for you.”

	“Know? We know what’s on the blade – it led us to a ruined temple, beneath which is supposed to be some sort of cache of treasure.”

	“Really? Then it’s as I suspected. You are not only fools, you are unlucky ones at that.”

	Drake glared at him, and he waved a limp hand at them. “Suri, have you summoned our friends?”

	Suri nodded. “They are on their way.”

	“And our valued clients? Are they satisfied with the shipment?”

	“Most assuredly. The money is counted, and they are ready to leave.”

	Mehta nodded to Suri and returned his attention to Drake and Allie. “You caught me at a bad time. I have other guests, or I’d give you a tour of my little camp.”

	“Who are these people? Slaves? They look like they’re half dead,” Allie said.

	Mehta nodded. “I own them. They were born in these caves and will die here. They are a natural resource to be harvested and put to use, like oil or natural gas, nothing more.”

	“Put to what use?” Drake asked.

	“You really do not know, do you? I suppose it does not matter now – dead men tell no tales, as they say.” Mehta paused. “This is a mine. We dig for uranium – an outlier vein my grandfather discovered many years ago, which we’ve been mining ever since. What was originally a population of criminals condemned to death became generations of new labor, each giving birth to more diggers as they matured into adults, and ultimately wasting away from the effects of a lifetime in the mines.”

	“You…these people are born and die here?”

	“Most without ever seeing the sun. It is better that way for them – they know nothing of the outside world. Any newcomers we are sent are segregated and work in the milling and chemical processing area, which takes a heavy toll on them.” Mehta looked up as three figures arrived at the chamber opening. Allie and Drake twisted their heads to get a glimpse of the newcomers and stiffened at the sight. The filthy men were clad in rags, their skin smeared with ash, their waist-length beards and hair dreadlocked and greasy, and necklaces and amulets of human bones adorned their chests and arms.

	“Oh, God…” Allie gasped at the men’s ruined mouths and sharpened teeth.

	“Not God, no,” Mehta said. “Quite the furthest thing from it, actually. They believe themselves to be human incarnations of ancient demons, bringers of death. They are worshippers of Kali, the black goddess of destruction, and mutilate themselves as an act of homage to her, a symbol of their faith and devotion. They are a centuries-old cult of ruthless killers…and they are the guardians of this treasure you so imprudently covet. A treasure that they hold to be sacred and which must be kept from human sight at any cost. They believe that to fail in their task is to invite the end of the world. Quaint, but a useful conceit to encourage. I’ve found it helpful to use for my purposes.”

	“The statue at Swami Baba Raja’s…” Drake murmured.

	“Is of no consequence to me, other than as a memento, a gift that helped establish my brother as a holy man capable of manifesting ancient rarities, the icon shown to only a chosen few in exchange for their devotion…and silence.” Mehta pursed his lips as though he’d tasted something sour. “This is a superstitious country, and the old ways die hard. It does not matter whether I believe these trinkets to be inconsequential. What matters is that for my brother, the power they wield is sufficient to bend them to one’s will, just as any holy relic’s true worth is in the minds of the faithful, not in the eyes of the skeptic. And so the sword will be returned to my brother in good time, and then the goddess shall be whole again, her legacy undamaged, your meddling in affairs that don’t concern you an inconsequential ripple on the surface of a limitless lake.”

	“Why are you doing this to us?” Allie asked quietly.

	“Surely you can’t be that dim. I cannot afford interlopers, whether fortune hunters or adventurers, intruding into my valley and exposing my operation to prying eyes. Your quest for the treasure sealed your fate – it is now out of my hands.”

	Mehta spoke rapidly to Suri, who nodded and spoke in a different tongue to the members of the death cult. Suri turned to Allie and Drake and sneered. “You have been gifted to them for their ritual. Believe me that it is a curiosity unlike any you have ever witnessed – and it will be your last.”

	The tallest of the cult members stepped forward to take Allie by the arm. His bloodshot eyes darted to Mehta’s desk, where the dagger was resting beside Allie’s backpack, and then returned to Drake and Allie with a smoldering glower. He grunted a hoarse monosyllable and the other two cult members joined him.

	“As an archeologist, I’m sure you’ll find their primitive ceremony as fascinating as it is monstrous,” Mehta called out to Allie. “Oh, yes, of course I know who you are. The irony being that all of your money couldn’t buy your way out of this predicament. It is of no value to these men, whose only interest is to desecrate your souls in the cold light of a blood moon. Enjoy your final breaths, my curious friends. Remember it’s the journey, not the destination, which makes things interesting.”

	Mehta’s laugh followed them like a taunt as the cult killers dragged Drake and Allie from Mehta’s chamber. They passed back through the hellish vista of the slave camp, past generations of slave laborers whose lives were preordained to be short and brutal, their existences determined by a corpulent madman who cared nothing for them. Once outside the cave mouth, Suri and his men followed the cult killers to the barbed wire and stopped at the trail, watching wordlessly as Drake and Allie disappeared into the night, bound for an agonizing death they would beg for before the night was done.

	



	

Chapter 53

	Reynolds’s face was covered in a film of clammy sweat by the time Spencer had helped him to the mouth of the small cave. Spencer crafted a pressure dressing from the first aid kit in his backpack, and after slipping off the DOD man’s shirt and pack, he fitted the dressing into place. Once he had taped it tight to staunch the worst of the blood flow from the wound, he rooted around in the kit and offered Reynolds a syringe filled with amber fluid.

	“Morphine,” Spencer said.

	“I need to call my superior first,” Reynolds said with a shake of his head.

	“You sure? Maybe just half?”

	“Later. Hand me the sat phone,” Reynolds insisted.

	Spencer opened Reynolds’s backpack and removed the satellite phone, and inspected it in the gloom. “Damn. Looks like it got nicked by the bullet when it exited your back,” Spencer said.

	“Does it still work?”

	Spencer powered the phone on, and the screen lit with an amber glow before locking on a satellite and beeping once to indicate it had acquired a signal. “Looks like it.”

	“Hand it to me.”

	Spencer did, but it quickly became apparent that Reynolds couldn’t dial. His face fell and he handed it back to Spencer. “Dial this thing for me,” he said, and gave Spencer a number in Pakistan. Spencer listened until the line rang and then passed the sat phone back to Reynolds, who clamped it to his ear while Spencer scoured the ruins, distrustful of the silence that had fallen over the area.

	When the call was answered, Reynolds whispered a name and then waited. Seconds dragged into a full minute, and then a voice came on the line.

	“Monroe.”

	“General Monroe, this is Casey Reynolds.”

	“Not a good time, Reynolds.”

	“I’m on a satellite phone. In Kashmir. I’ve been wounded, and we have a situation on the ground here, General. I need help.”

	“Wounded! What in the blazes…”

	“We took fire from hostiles. And we have civilians who’ve been taken prisoner by gunmen. Americans.” Reynolds gave Monroe a rundown on their situation and, when he finished, listened in tense silence.

	Monroe’s response, when it came, was an outraged growl. “You idiot. I told you to mind your own damned business and to stay out of Kashmir, didn’t I?”

	“Yes, sir, but we lost a man…”

	“And now you’ve got civilians involved, and they’re at risk. Nicely done,” Monroe stated flatly. “You have no idea what the hell you’re doing.”

	“All due respect, sir, we need help.”

	Monroe sighed audibly. “You disobeyed a direct order, Reynolds.”

	“Not technically, sir. I signed myself out on leave. This is on my own time.”

	“Then get yourself out of your mess on your own time,” Monroe snapped. “Why are you calling me?”

	“General…”

	Monroe’s voice turned from angry to businesslike. “You said you’re wounded. How badly?”

	“Shoulder. About a seven on a ten scale, but I’m still breathing.”

	“Anyone else there? That driver of yours?”

	“He turned out to be one of the bad guys. Ate a bullet.” Reynolds drew a painful breath. “I have one of the Americans here – ex-military, so he can handle himself. But we’re exposed, and it’s black as the devil’s heart out.”

	“Stand by.” Reynolds could hear someone speaking in the background. When Monroe returned, his voice was dangerously low.

	“Reynolds, if you make it out of this alive, you’re looking at a court-martial. I will not tolerate this sort of insubordination on my watch. You’ve blundered into a situation that’s way over your pay grade, in defiance of my orders.” Monroe paused. “I’ve scrambled some birds. We’re triangulating your phone. Leave it on.”

	“There appears to be a well-armed force here, sir.”

	“Keep your head down, and do not, under any circumstances, make your presence known. Do you read me? Do not try any heroics; do not engage. You’re in the middle of something you don’t understand, and anything you do will just make it worse.”

	The general terminated the call, and Reynolds set the phone beside him and shook his head. “I don’t understand anything. That wasn’t the reaction I expected. He was furious.”

	Spencer held up the syringe. “What exactly did he say?”

	“That he’s sending help, but I’m not to engage anyone. That I don’t understand the dynamics.”

	Spencer removed the orange cap from the syringe and eyed Reynolds’s arm. “Fortunately, I don’t work for the DOD, so I don’t have to care about situational dynamics.” He studied Reynolds’s face. “If you die, what happens to my murder charge?”

	Reynolds looked away. “At least there’s one more person than me hoping I don’t die.”

	“Not yet,” Spencer said, and squirted a few drops of morphine from the needle tip in order to clear any air from the syringe. “I’ll reserve judgment about later.”

	He injected three-quarters of the contents into Reynolds and handed him the syringe. “Did your general say what kind of help was on the way and when it would get here?”

	“No. Just that birds were in the air, and they would be here shortly, and to stay put.”

	Spencer nodded and scooped up his rifle. “You should definitely do that.”

	“He meant both of us.”

	Spencer grinned in the dark. “I stopped taking orders from stuffed suits a long time ago. Frankly, I don’t trust you or your general, and I half expect a missile strike on this cave, homing on the phone.”

	“You’re nuts.”

	“You said he’s stonewalled you every step. You lost a man and he doesn’t care. Has it ever occurred to you that he may be playing a game where you’re just collateral damage?”

	Reynolds swallowed hard as the morphine spread over him like a warm blanket. “We’re on the same side, Spencer.”

	“You may think you are, but I’ve learned that when it comes to governments, there’s its side, and everybody else’s. I’m not about to bet my life that your man is playing straight with you. There’s too much about this that feels off. Sorry.”

	“What are you going to do?” Reynolds asked dreamily as his eyelids fluttered closed.

	“Whatever it takes. My friends are out there, maybe dead, maybe wounded, and they walked into an ambush that was set up by your trusted driver. If you think I’m going to let them bleed out because some anonymous blowhard in an office somewhere prefers I handle it his way, you have no idea who you’re dealing with.”

	“Spencer…” Reynolds’s voice trailed off to a slurred sigh.

	“Save your breath,” Spencer said, and turned his attention to the moonlit night. The ruins of the temple stood like broken teeth in the darkness, and the spread of tall grass near the cave mouth shimmered from a gust. He cocked his head and, with a final glance at Reynolds, emerged from the cave and set off for higher ground, AKM in hand, his jaw set in determination and his eyes alert, the only sound his breathing and the thump of his boots on the hard Kashmir dirt.

	



	

Chapter 54

	Mehta sat across from three men, all dressed in simple clothing, their heads covered with kufiyas, their beards full and lustrous. Suri stood at the door, watching the proceedings. A suitcase full of euro notes rested on the table in front of the men. Mehta nodded in approval at his bookkeeper, who had spent most of the day painstakingly counting the money and verifying that it was legitimate – Pakistan, from whence the men hailed, was known for counterfeiting, and the euro was a popular target, as was the dollar.

	“All is as it should be,” Mehta declared with a wide smile. “You have had an opportunity to inspect the material?”

	The oldest of the three visitors nodded. “It is satisfactory.”

	“Excellent. Then we have only to seal the casing for you. I trust you will require an escort to the nearest town?”

	“We had hoped to leave before dark, but that proved impossible,” the visitor said.

	“Yes, well, we were unable to secure automated counters in time. I apologize for the inconvenience. It was unavoidable. If you like, I would encourage you to stay the night and set off tomorrow at first light. If you aren’t comfortable traveling the mountains after dark, I completely understand. You will be as safe here as you would in your own beds, I assure you.”

	The men exchanged glances, and Mehta anticipated their objection. “Don’t worry. I have separate quarters for myself and my guests. You might have seen the buildings up top. They are comfortable, if small.” Mehta understood that the men wouldn’t be enthusiastic about the prospect of spending the night underground, in the stinking slave camp, and he’d already made arrangements to have the mobile buildings prepared for them. “And if you require, I can arrange for pleasant company to divert you while you are our honored guests.”

	The visitor shook his head. “That will not be necessary. But your offer of sleeping quarters is generous. We would like to take you up on that.”

	“Very well. We will also have dinner together, then. My private chef travels with me. Let me know what you would like and I will have him prepare it for you. Anything at all – he’s an expert in all types of cuisine. Gifted.”

	The men seemed startled at the idea of a private chef cooking for them, and had a hushed discussion before requesting a simple meal of traditional Pakistani fare. Mehta nodded as though they’d made a wise choice, secretly contemptuous of the men – here they were given the opportunity to have anything they could imagine, and the best they could manage was food fit for a goatherd.

	“Suri, will you convey our guests’ wishes?” Mehta said.

	“Of course, sir.”

	Suri left the chamber and Mehta closed the suitcase and hefted it. “It has been a pleasure doing business with you. I’m hopeful that if you have any further requirements, you’ll come to me first,” he said, eyeing the men.

	“Likewise. You are in an enviable position and have earned our trust. We will do more transactions, no question.”

	Mehta snapped his fingers and his bookkeeper stepped forward. “Take this to the usual spot, and stay with it. Guard it with your life.”

	“As always,” the bookkeeper said. “It shall never leave my sight.”

	One of the three men leaned forward, his hands folded on the table in front of him. “We heard gunfire earlier.”

	“It was nothing. Every so often the men go out for target practice.” Mehta paused. “It is useful to remind the workers that the weapons are loaded and that the guards are ready to use them.”

	Everyone smiled at that. They were accustomed to the rule of the iron fist, where justice was dispensed at the barrel of a gun, and the visitors respected those willing to use their authority decisively. Schooled in a philosophy that was as strict as it was oppressive, violence was often the punishment for even the slightest infraction, and death never far from the path trodden by the devout. The men didn’t question the presence of a slave camp, nor the existence of the unfortunates whose lot in life was to dig radioactive material from the earth until they died early from related diseases. They lived in a world where such things were commonplace, and the strong ruled over the weak without mercy. It wasn’t their affair, and if the Indian operated a concentration camp, it was his business.

	They only were interested in one thing, and he’d provided it: over a hundred kilograms of enriched uranium, suitable for use in a dirty bomb, which nobody else on the planet was willing to sell to them. Whether he was a despot or an angel was no matter – that he had access to the material and could process the ore into yellowcake deep in the belly of the mountain, and then arrange for further refinement outside of official channels – that was the only thing they cared about.

	The visitors stood and offered Mehta a small bow of gratitude. “We will go to the surface now and call our mullah. He will be anxious for a report.”

	“Certainly. But for your own peace of mind, wait for Suri to return, and he will guide you. In the meantime, I will have my men bring the material to your sleeping quarters so you’ll have it nearby at all times.”

	The leader smiled. “You have a Geiger counter we can use to verify there is no leakage from the container?”

	“Absolutely,” Mehta assured them. “That will be our first project before we dine.”

	



	

Chapter 55

	The ruins were pitch black by the time Drake and Allie were herded back to the clearing, the moon now blocked by a layer of high clouds, and only a pair of torches borne by their captors lit the way. The cult killers made no sound as they directed them down the loose gravel path, and neither Drake nor Allie had any hope of communicating with them, much less convincing them to free them.

	When they reached the outer section of the ruined temple, two of the cultists led them to the pole. Drake struggled as the third made to secure his wrists to Allie’s using a length of rope, binding them both together to the pole, and earned a vicious blow to the side of the head from the base of a torch for his trouble. Dazed and bleeding, he was supported by one of the men while another finished the tie job, preventing his knees from buckling until the pole did so.

	Once Drake and Allie were secured, the men retreated and tossed their torches into a nearby fire pit before vanishing into the darkness. The wood in the pit was slow to ignite, and the torches had almost burned out before the smallest kindling caught and flames licked from the center of the pile.

	“Are you all right?” Allie whispered to Drake.

	“Yeah. Move your wrists up a little so I can work on the knots with my fingers.”

	“Like this?” she asked.

	“Little more.”

	She frowned from the effort. “That’s as high as I can go.”

	“Then that’s perfect.”

	Drake tore at the binding with numb fingers, his heart in his throat as he struggled to loosen the rope, knowing as he did that the chances of them getting free in time were slim. The fire popped and cracked as more of the wood caught, loud as firecrackers in the quiet night, and the flames glowed orange in the periphery of their vision.

	“Anything?” Allie asked.

	“I think one’s starting to loosen,” Drake lied, hating himself for peddling false hope. “Allie, if we don’t get out of this…”

	“We will,” she said, her voice strained.

	A rhythmic pounding from beyond the fire pit drifted on the breeze, spurring Drake to redouble his efforts. Allie’s gaze swept the clearing frantically and then locked on the first figure approaching from the gloom.

	“Drake–”

	“I hear it.”

	The drumming increased in tempo, and then the chanting reached them, the name of Kali echoing off the long-destroyed temple stones like the baying of demented animals. Drake fumbled with the knots in desperation, cursing the predicament he’d gotten them into, their lives about to be forfeited in the name of a monstrous cause.

	The column of dark figures shambled closer, stretching endlessly into the shadows, and then the figure at the head of the procession stood before Allie, whose eyes were riveted on his mangled features and bloodshot eyes. He inspected her curiously, touching her cheek with a grime-crusted finger as she recoiled, and then he slowly circled around to look at Drake, who noted that the cult high priest’s sharpened teeth were discolored to the same gray as the ash that covered his hair and skin.

	Drake turned his head away, the stench rising from the man so toxic that bile burned in his throat, and then the cult priest turned from him and held a curved dagger in the air. The cult chanted its perversion faster at the sight of the blade, anticipation palpable in the crescendo of maimed utterings.

	Drake’s voice sounded stronger than he’d feared it would when he spoke the words he’d been saving for a time that now would never come. “Allie, I lo–”

	The boom of automatic rifle fire from nearby filled the clearing, and the cult priest’s chest exploded with red blossoms. He screamed in pain and lunged for Drake with the dagger, and then more rounds pounded into him and he tumbled sideways. The knife bounced harmlessly off the stones at their feet as the man crumpled in a heap. More shooting deafened them as Spencer stepped from the darkness, wielding his AKM with mechanical precision.

	The cult scattered, its members running from the gunfire back into the cover of night, and then they were alone. The dark priest lay dead near the fire pit, face down in a lake of blood.

	Allie eyed Spencer as he approached and unfolded a pocketknife. “Took you long enough.”

	“I had a nap,” he said, and then glanced at Drake. “You okay? Looks ugly,” he said, studying the bleeding tear in the side of Drake’s head left by the torch.

	“It only hurts when I breathe.”

	“Hold still, or you won’t have to worry about that for long.”

	Spencer worked the small blade through the knots that bound them together on the pole, and after a few judicious cuts, Allie pulled free. Drake shook off the rope and turned so Spencer could sever the bindings that secured his wrists. Spencer freed Drake’s hands and was attending to Allie when the staccato rattle of rifle fire shattered the silence in the clearing, and fountains of rock and dirt geysered around them.

	“Take cover,” Spencer cried, pulling Allie down with him behind a small mound of stone blocks. Drake dove in the opposite direction and dragged himself to the crumbled base of an ancient wall as rounds whizzed nearby.

	Spencer returned fire and emptied his magazine in a sustained burst as he felt for another in his pocket. He slipped it free, ejected the spent one from his rifle, and slapped the fresh magazine home as more gunfire strafed their location.

	“I guess we drew some unwanted company,” he yelled to Allie, their ears ringing from the gunfire.

	“You got a spare gun?” Drake called to him.

	“Just my pistols,” Spencer screamed. “Useless at this range.”

	“Toss one over here. Better than nothing.”

	More slugs thudded into the stone blocks as Spencer freed his holstered pistol. He waited until there was a lull in the firing and hurled the gun to Drake. “I’ll lay down some cover,” he called out, seeing the gun fall short. “You try for it when I start shooting.”

	“Try?” Drake said, and then more incoming fire chewed up the ground near the pistol. “Maybe I’ll wait.”

	“How many more rounds do you have?” Allie asked.

	Spencer frowned. “One more magazine, but it’ll go quick at this rate.”

	“Shoot slower.”

	Spencer loosed another volley. “I can’t see much.”

	“I know,” she said, and winced as a stray bullet blasted chunks of stone a few feet from her head.

	Rounds pounded their hiding place from off to the right, and Spencer shifted his aim to the new threat, doing his best to conserve ammunition but fighting a losing battle. He emptied his rifle and ejected his second spare magazine before seating the final full one, and then continued fending off the attackers, who were multiplying like mosquitoes with each heartbeat.

	Drake rolled and snatched up the pistol and barely made it back behind his remnant of wall before a flurry of shots ground the earth around him to hamburger. He kept his head down and held his fire, recognizing that to waste shots was foolish – the pistol would only do him good when the enemy was within thirty yards.

	Spencer emptied the AKM and tossed it aside, and then drew Helms’s Beretta from his waistband. The slavers sensed their opportunity in the sudden halt in the shooting, and Spencer spied movement from the brush as the gunmen closed in. He looked over to Drake with a grim expression. “Make every shot count,” he said.

	“How many rounds does it hold?” Drake asked.

	“Eighteen-round box mag.”

	“That won’t go far.”

	Spencer eyed Allie. “Best to save two bullets, Drake.”

	Drake swallowed hard – Spencer’s message was clear: better a swift end than whatever horror the death cult had in store for them.

	“On your left,” Spencer warned, and Drake twisted in time to see a pair of gunmen nearing, crouched low. He squeezed off six shots as Spencer fired at more slavers closing in from their right, the report of the pistols mere pops after the AK’s blast. One of the two gunmen went down, but the other opened fire, and it took Drake four more shots to silence him. More shooting exploded from the trees, and then another slaver ran toward Drake, strafing his hiding place with his assault rifle. Drake loosed a half dozen rounds and the man pitched forward no more than fifteen yards from his position.

	Remembering Spencer’s words, Drake glanced at the pistol and then to Allie, whose eyes were locked on him, her expression terrified…and something else. Time seemed to slow to nothing, and he realized that what he was seeing reflected in her eyes was resignation – the quiet acceptance of the unthinkable.

	The moment was shattered when more rounds slammed into the ground by Drake, and then the brush line shielding the slavers shredded to pieces as a deafening roar sounded from the sky. Hundreds of high-velocity rounds chewed the gunmen to confetti, the stream of glowing tracers slicing through everything in their path. Drake blinked in disbelief and rolled onto his back in time to see the hazy outline of a huge helicopter nearing, its heavy machine gun relentlessly raining death on the attackers.

	The gunship hovered over the clearing, and two lines unfurled from either side of it and bounced against the ground. A string of black-clad figures rappelled down, weapons blazing. Answering fire greeted them from a grove of trees on Spencer’s right, which immediately invited several hundred rounds from the new arrivals, decisively silencing the slavers and terminating the threat.

	Drake watched the commandos mop up the few surviving gunmen, and then the helicopter set down on the ground and a spotlight blinked to life, its high-wattage beam blinding him and framing them in its glare.

	



	

Chapter 56

	Suri heard the gunfight erupt over the hill from the mobile buildings and was immediately on his handheld radio, ordering more gunmen to the clearing. Something had obviously gone wrong if there was shooting – the cult had no guns, preferring to rely on antiquated but effective methods: the dagger and the garrote. Which meant that they’d missed a straggler earlier – an annoying wrinkle, but hardly fatal.

	A dozen guards raced over the hill with orders to kill anything that moved, and then Suri was faced with the approaching terrorists, obvious worry written across their faces. The elder faced him with a snarl.

	“What is happening?” the man demanded. “And no more of your ludicrous stories of target practice.”

	“We have some hikers who stumbled onto our land. We are dealing with them.”

	“Hikers? Do you not think I know the sound of an AK? What sort of hikers carry Kalashnikovs?” the man snapped.

	“That is what we are trying to identify. Many of the hill people carry those types of rifles – they are readily available due to the proximity of Afghanistan and Pakistan.” They listened as the gunfire stopped, and Suri nodded. “See? It is over.”

	His radio crackled, and he turned from the men and listened for several tense seconds, and then issued an order. The night was shattered by more shooting, this time many weapons, and Suri returned to the men. “I sent a patrol to finish them off. That’s what you’re hearing.”

	The lead terrorist frowned at his men and then turned to Suri. “We’ll take our chances in the mountains tonight. Where is our material?”

	“In your sleeping quarters. You are free to leave if that is your wish. I can arrange for an escort.” Suri looked at the ATVs the men had ridden to the camp. “Your vehicles have headlights – you should be fine as long as you drive prudently. Shall I have your case strapped to the back of one of them?”

	“I’ll take care of that,” the terrorist said. “Just fetch me some line.”

	Suri did as asked and was returning from the cave when he heard approaching helicopter blades. He stood motionless for a moment and then barked orders to the guard manning the .50-caliber machine gun, who nearly fell off his seat in his haste to swing the big weapon skyward.

	“What’s going on?” the lead terrorist demanded, his voice cracking on the last word.

	“I don’t know,” Suri said, trying to get a report from the gunmen he’d sent to the clearing on the radio. His eyes widened in shock at the ghostly image of five dark gray helicopters converging on the camp, and then the .50-caliber opened up beside him, the guard firing wildly at the airships as a pulsing green laser swept from the lead helo and settled on his sandbagged area.

	Suri and the Pakistanis were running for the cave when the sandbagged gun station exploded in a ball of flame, vaporized by a rocket from one of the gunships that sent scraps of metal, earth, and flesh skyward in flaming arcs. They made the cave mouth just in time to see dozens of heavily armed combat soldiers dropping from the bellies of the aircraft, their weapons firing at the slavers caught in the open, mowing them down without mercy.

	“Hold them off,” Suri commanded the guards at the cave opening, and motioned to the terrorists to follow him through the passage. The gunmen fired at the helicopter force and instantly drew a barrage of answering shots, the rounds ricocheting in the interior of the cavern. The shooting from the cave mouth receded as Suri led the terrorists deeper into the earth, and then they were in the main sleeping area. Hundreds of startled faces watched them as they ran along the edge of the cavern, Suri shouting orders to the gunmen, who rushed to defend the approach.

	When Suri and his companions had disappeared into the second chamber, the remaining guards glanced around nervously, suddenly aware that they were outnumbered a hundred to one. The same thought simultaneously occurred to some of the younger men, who stood and began moving toward them. One of the guards fired a warning shot overhead, which only served to galvanize the slaves, and then a wave of humanity rushed the gunmen, who emptied their rifles into the mob in blind panic. The bodies of the dead barely slowed the survivors, who leapt over the fallen in their haste to tear their captors apart with their bare hands.

	Suri arrived at Mehta’s chamber, pushed open the heavy iron door, and froze at the sight of an empty vault. He twisted around to where the terrorists were waiting, the stink of fear thick in the passage as more gunfire boomed through the caverns behind them. The elder terrorist grabbed him by the robe and pulled him near.

	“You will pay for your treachery, you lying dog,” he hissed.

	Suri shook his head in terror as bursts of automatic weapon fire, higher in pitch than that of the distinctive AKs the guards were equipped with, rattled from the cave.

	“No. We must try to–”

	Suri’s jaw gaped open as the terrorist stared into his eyes, and then a wash of blood erupted from his mouth as his gaze drifted down to the hilt of a knife protruding from his chest. The Pakistani released his hold on Suri, who staggered backward, grabbing at the knife handle with weakened hands before slumping down the front of Mehta’s desk, dead.

	Running boots reverberated in the passage, and the terrorists spun around just in time to face eight fighters with black body armor and night vision monocles, their helmets and uniforms unmarked and black smeared on their faces to kill any glare. One of the men pointed, his M4 assault rifle trained on the leader’s head, and another handed his rifle to the commando next to him and spoke, first in Hindi and then in Arabic.

	“Move and you’re dead. Hands over your heads. Now,” he ordered.

	The terrorists looked to their leader, who nodded slowly and raised his hands. The soldier patted the men down, tossing their daggers onto the stone floor, and then cinched tie wraps around their wrists. When he was done, four of the gunmen continued down the passage, past Mehta’s office, toward the ore milling cavern, and the soldier who’d bound the Pakistanis pulled black hoods over their heads. When he finished, his companion handed him back his weapon, and the soldiers escorted their captives from the cave, past the riot of slaves who were exacting lifetimes of revenge upon their captors in a tableau drawn straight from the bowels of hell.

	 

	Drake held his hands in the air as a dozen commandos approached through the spotlight’s blinding beam, and was surprised when the man at the head of the group spoke to him in American English.

	“Where’s Reynolds?” the commando demanded.

	Spencer shielded his eyes with one hand. “Over by that hill. There’s a cave. I patched him up as best I could, but he’s not going to walk out of this on his own power.”

	“You hurt?” the soldier asked.

	“No.”

	“Get up, nice and slow, and the sergeant here will search you. Then show me where he is.”

	“Fine by me. I’m guessing you’re the cavalry he called in.”

	The soldier didn’t say anything, and Spencer pushed himself to his feet and allowed himself to be patted down. When the frisking was done, he gestured toward the cave. “Couple hundred yards. But you might want to ensure the perimeter’s secure, just in case there’s a straggler who wants to play hero.”

	“We’ve got infrared. All hostiles are neutralized,” the man snapped.

	An explosion boomed from the distant camp, followed by the sound of a pitched battle, the gunfire steady and furious. Drake and Spencer exchanged a glance, and Spencer nodded.

	“Sounds like the black hats are getting the crap kicked out of them,” Spencer said.

	“But the slaves…” Allie said, looking up at the soldier who’d done all the talking. “There’s a cave – a big one, with nearly a thousand slave laborers. They’re unarmed,” she warned.

	The man ignored her and leveled a hard stare at Spencer. “Lead the way to Reynolds.” He turned to his men and indicated Drake and Allie. “Search them, and then get them into the bird. I want to be gone seconds after we return. Have the medics follow us over with a stretcher,” he instructed, and addressed Spencer. “Move.”

	Spencer obliged, leaving Drake and Allie to their armed escorts, who directed them to the helicopter after patting them down. Two medics bolted past them at a dead run, and Drake and Allie ducked as they neared the helicopter cargo door, the big aircraft’s blades turning slowly over their heads as the turbine idled. A soldier helped them aboard and motioned to a bench seat at the back. They sat and peered through the open doorway, and three minutes later the medics had returned with Reynolds on their stretcher. They hoisted him aboard and Spencer followed, and the first medic started an IV line in the dim red light of the cabin as the second removed a plasma bag from a first aid kit. Spencer joined Drake at the rear of the hold, and three more commandos climbed into the helicopter, followed by the officer who’d directed the operation.

	“I gave him a morphine stick about forty-five minutes ago,” Spencer said as the officer pulled the cabin door closed and took a seat facing them.

	“You told us already,” the officer said.

	“Right,” Spencer said. “Is there any point in asking where we’re going?”

	The officer checked his watch, ignoring the question.

	The helicopter lifted slowly into the air, and the officer turned away and muttered into his comm line, listened, and spoke again. The aircraft leveled off no more than five hundred feet above the terrain below and began moving forward, turning in a slow bank before accelerating away from the clearing, rising and dropping with the landscape, the only sound the throbbing pulse of the motor as the medics fought to save Reynolds’s life.

	



	

Chapter 57

	Mehta’s face blanched as he listened to the frenzied reports on the communications channel. When Suri warned that helicopters were over the camp, he sprang into action, snatching the dagger from his desk and taking off through the passage that led to the processing area, where the uranium ore was milled and chemically synthesized into yellowcake before being shipped off for refinement.

	He slid the dagger into his belt as he ran past the milling cave and made a left turn into an unlit recession. He stopped at an iron door mounted into the stone and fumbled for a key that hung from the gold chain around his neck. The lock opened with a pop, and he stepped into the darkness and felt for a flashlight in a holder mounted on the wall. His fingers found the cylinder, and he spun a small crank on the end, creating sufficient charge to power the LED bulb. Once he could see, he locked the bolt in place and knelt by a green canvas sack with a timer on top.

	Mehta set the device for three minutes, and the blinking red clock began a reverse countdown. He nodded to himself and then ran to the end of the tunnel, where rungs leading up into gloom were sunk into the stone. Holding the light in one hand, he used the other to pull himself up, two stories, where the shaft intersected with another passage. He heaved himself onto the passageway floor and leaned over to close a steel hatch. Mehta latched it into place and got to his feet, cranked the flashlight again, and crept cautiously along the tunnel.

	He was well away from the hatch when the charge by the door below blew. Part of the floor behind him collapsed, sending a cloud of dust billowing toward him. He held his breath and pushed himself to greater speed as he was enveloped by grit, and pulled his shirt over his nose and mouth as he felt his way along the stone walls.

	Five minutes later he was in clear air, in a large cavern with a shimmering pool in its center. His light played along the walls, and he made for a gap at chest level on the far side – a natural chute through which water entered from the mountain above during cloudbursts. When he reached the opening, he dragged his ample frame into the narrow space and crawled thirty yards, where he could feel a slight draft of cool air from beyond the vegetation that covered the opening of his emergency escape outlet.

	Once in the night air, he made his way down a steep ravine to a creek and hurried away from the camp on the other side of the mountain, toward one of the nearby hill villages, where he could arrange for transportation to a main road. He had no doubt that he’d been double-crossed, but there was little he could do about it at this point, other than to make it known to his supporters in the Indian government.

	That the camp was finished didn’t trouble him greatly – its usefulness had long since faded as his fortune from other ventures had swelled. The revenues from providing the government with undocumented yellowcake paled in comparison to his legitimate income since the country had undergone a construction boom, and maintaining the camp was now more a nuisance than anything, one which he’d toyed with shutting down of his own accord.

	He would send a trusted team to recover the euros that were hidden under the floor of the mobile building he used as his quarters when at the camp, assuming the attackers had missed the stash in the excitement of battle, and then move on to other things, his career as a slaver at an end.

	Far below, on the approach to the dam, he saw lights twinkling in a tiny hamlet inhabited by dirt-poor farmers who would be overjoyed to have a prosperous stranger appear in their midst and bestow riches upon them in exchange for a ride. Even at the late hour, his pocket money would be a month’s earnings for the farmers, and he had no doubt that by daybreak he would be on his way to Delhi, no worse for wear, the entire unpleasant mess behind him except necessary cleanup he could count on both governments to assist him with – everyone had much to lose in creating an international incident, and their self-interests would bind them together with the strongest glue.

	



	

Chapter 58

	Lahore, Pakistan

	 

	The helicopter landed in the center of a barren field located in the center of a military base. They were met by a security detail, and Reynolds was off-loaded into a waiting ambulance, which roared away toward a row of buildings, their lights blazing at the edge of the expanse. The detail directed Drake, Allie, and Spencer to a personnel carrier, and after they’d climbed aboard with the heavily armed soldiers, the big vehicle lurched along a rutted strip of pavement toward a metal Quonset hut near the lit buildings.

	When the conveyance had rolled to a halt, the grim-faced men instructed them to disembark, and more soldiers – these in U.S. Army uniforms with insignia rather than the black, anonymous garb of their escorts – led them into the structure, where an older man in fatigues was standing by a bank of monitors, studying the images with hawk-like concentration.

	The officer on their right saluted the older man and spoke. “Sir. They’re here.”

	The man looked up from the screen, obviously annoyed. “Put them in the conference room. I’ll be in shortly,” he said, his voice gruff.

	The soldiers showed them to a Sheetrock enclosure on the opposite end of the hut and opened a door. Inside were a conference table and six chairs. “Have a seat,” the officer said. “There’s bottled water in the credenza.” He eyed them a final time and then closed and locked the door, leaving them alone.

	“What’s going on, Spencer?” Allie whispered.

	“We’re on a U.S. base. Probably in Pakistan. I know we have some here, and we weren’t flying all that long, so…”

	“The DOD,” Drake spat. “I knew it. I told you Reynolds was going to screw us.”

	The lock on the door clanked, and then the metal slab opened and the older man entered carrying a file folder. He sat down at the head of the table, opened the folder, and tossed a cheap ballpoint pen toward Drake. He appraised them all with cold gray eyes and then his frigid glare settled on Drake.

	“Reynolds didn’t screw you, other than by being a damned fool,” he said, and removed three documents and slid them across the table. “These are security clearances. Everything you’ve seen falls under national security – top secret. Sign and date them.”

	“And if we don’t?” Spencer snapped.

	The man scowled. “Son, you’re testing my patience.”

	“I’m not your son.”

	“You want to go to jail for murder? Keep doubling down on a bad hand, and it’ll happen,” the man warned.

	“So this is blackmail,” Drake said.

	“This is national security. If I want to, I can hold you indefinitely with no trial, no charges, because you’re materially involved in a terrorist event. You want to play hardball with me? You’ll wish you’d never been born.”

	Allie read the document and signed. “I’m not sure this is even legal if signed under duress.”

	The man shrugged. “Take me to court.”

	Spencer gave Drake a dark stare and scrawled his name across the bottom. “Fine. Now what?”

	Drake did the same, and the man collected the documents, stood, and moved to the door. “I’ll be right back.”

	He stepped out of the room and Drake leaned toward Allie and Spencer. “This is scary weird, isn’t it?”

	Spencer pointed at the air-conditioning duct and held a finger to his lips. Drake’s eyes flitted to the grill and back to Spencer’s, and they sat in silence, awaiting the man’s return.

	Five minutes later, their patience was rewarded. The man reentered, walked unhurriedly to the head of the table, and sat. “All right. My name’s Monroe. General Monroe. Among other things, I’m responsible for coordinating things for the military in this neck of the woods. Reynolds got you involved in something that we’ve been working on for several years – a counterterrorism operation. You almost blew it for us and narrowly avoided getting killed in the process. You can never breathe a word about anything you’ve seen or heard, or you’ll be arrested and prosecuted for treason. Is that clear?”

	Spencer’s frown deepened. “Just like that? You redact everything, and we have to stay silent? Not on your life, General. You owe us an explanation. Reynolds told us we were working on behalf of the DOD. It’s going to take more than some national security mumbo jumbo, and I think you know that.”

	“I can answer a few questions, but there’s a limit. Remember, anything I say is covered under that security document.”

	“What does the DOD have to do with a slave labor camp, for starters?” Allie demanded.

	“Nothing. That’s not our affair.”

	“You said we were involved in a terrorist action. What does that mean, and how?” Drake asked.

	“We learned of a particularly nasty sect of extremists operating out of Pakistan who were trying to source nuclear material a few years back. This place is a hotbed of Islamic terrorism because of the Saudi-funded schools here – they exported their brand of intolerance and extremism via these institutions, and it found fertile ground in places like Afghanistan and Pakistan, twisted into Jihad by clerics who are preaching a litany of hate.”

	“Nuclear material?” Spencer asked.

	“Yes. After Bin Laden, we take these threats as seriously as a heart attack, so we came up with an operation where a credible third-party source would supply them with what they were after, so we could confirm the money trail, identify the ringleader, and neutralize the whole bunch in one fell swoop. That was coming to fruition, and then your buddy Carson started showing an unhealthy interest in the very area where that third party’s uranium mine is located. That’s how Reynolds and military intelligence got into the picture. By the time I put together that he was nosing around in a hot zone, it was too late – I tried squashing the inquiry and warning Reynolds off, but he went renegade on me, along with one of his agents, and then your man Carson lost his head, and the next thing I know I’ve got real problems while in the final stages of an operation that’s of the utmost importance…”

	“Then you knew about the slave camp. You knew what they’re doing there – all those people condemned to a life of suffering and death,” Allie said, barely containing her disgust.

	“Look, little lady, we just went in there and blew the place to kingdom come, all right? The bad guys got what was coming to them, and you got a big win: those imprisoned there are now no longer slaves. We’ll work with the locals to dismantle the place, provide some foreign aid to relocate them, the works. But there’s a limit to how things work in the real world, and it’s all about compromises. We did what we had to do. Believe me, there was no joy in dealing with any of these animals.”

	“What about the treasure?” Drake asked, his voice low. “We located it. At least we think so.”

	The general shook his head. “Can’t go near it. Covered under national security. That’s not negotiable.”

	“Where do you get off making that call?” Spencer demanded.

	“Simple. There can be no trace of anything that went on in that valley. You locate a treasure a quarter mile from where the camp was and pretty soon half the country is digging around the area, looking for more. Then there’s a lot of explaining to do when thousands of skeletons are discovered, as well as a vein of uranium in an area where none’s believed to exist. Too many questions arise – messy questions neither we nor the Indians want to have to answer.”

	“So you’re going to pretend nothing happened there? That’s your solution? What about prosecuting the monsters responsible? That’s a concentration camp, plain and simple. Since when do the good guys cover those up?” Allie said, outrage tingeing every word.

	“Little lady, things are never black and white. I’m sorry. That’s all I can say about it. We’ll do what we can for the survivors, and the world will keep turning. You did good, they’re free, and now it’s time to move on.”

	“I’m not your little lady,” she snapped.

	“No disrespect intended.”

	“We’re just supposed to walk away from the treasure,” Spencer said. “Just like that?”

	Monroe nodded. “Correct. Look, I know all about you three. You’re filthy rich. You don’t need the money, so this is just bragging rights for you. Here’s my advice, for what it’s worth: go enjoy being young and rich, and don’t invite consequences you can’t survive. There will be other treasures. Hell, this wasn’t even yours. It was Carson’s, and he’s dead. So get over it.” Monroe turned so that he was facing Spencer. “In return, you don’t rot in Guantanamo or an Indian prison, and you don’t have the full weight of the U.S. government landing on you like a piano. We make the Indian murder charges go away, just like magic, and you’re back to being carefree and happy. To this old man, that sounds like a hell of a deal.”

	“Because it’s not you giving up your treasure,” Spencer said.

	“It’s not yours, either. But fine. Let’s go down the hypothetical road. You decide to go after it, even though you’ll be charged with treason when you do so – because you think your money insulates you, even though it won’t. I can guarantee you’re never issued a permit to enter Kashmir, much less dig in a sacred site, by the Indians, who will alert us in a New York second. So you’re stopped at the border or, more likely, in India, and then you’re charged with treason. Spencer’s murder charge is resurrected after more evidence is found, and nothing changes – the treasure stays put, but your lives are ruined, and no amount of cash will buy your way clear. That sound like a good deal to you?”

	Allie shook her head. “I can’t believe you’re going to let the man who enslaved those people walk away.”

	“He’s too powerful. Sorry. That’s the truth. Nobody will touch him. He’s above the law in this country, and it’s their problem, not ours.”

	“You worked with him to achieve your objective. That makes you culpable. What about the people who died while you were doing so – whose lives you could have saved if you’d acted?” Allie asked.

	“Not that I have to justify things to you, little…Allie. But which do you think is more important: the lives of hundreds of thousands of American citizens or those imprisoned by the bad man here? In this instance, you only get to pick one. And don’t forget that in my case, it’s my sworn duty to protect Americans.” He saw the frustration on her face and nodded. “That’s right. It’s a horrible, impossible decision, and it’s the kind I have to make every day, so people like you can sleep safely at night. Welcome to my world. There’s no easy or good choices, there are just choices that save those I’m entrusted with protecting, sometimes at the expense of others, and choices that do even greater harm to my countrymen. So I do what I have to, try to hurt as few as possible in the process, and wake up every morning and look at myself in the mirror instead of eating the barrel of my pistol.” Monroe stood. “That’s all I’m prepared to say. I presume I have your cooperation.”

	It wasn’t a question.

	They nodded agreement. “We don’t have to like it,” Drake said.

	Monroe sighed. “No, young man, you don’t. Any more than I do. But that’s life.”

	“How long will we be stuck here?” Spencer asked.

	“No more than twenty-four hours. We still have to conclude the operation, so you’re the guests of the taxpayers until tomorrow, at which point the murder charges will be dropped and your passports returned. Then you’re free to go. Anywhere but Kashmir. Cross that off your map for the duration. Oh, and in case you get any bright ideas of giving your information to someone else so they can hunt down the treasure, that will be treated as treason on your part, so don’t even think about it.”

	“You made that quite clear,” Drake said.

	The general nodded, his message received loud and clear. “Then we’re done.”

	Monroe departed, leaving them fuming. The head of the security detail came in and stood at the door. “The general would like me to show you to your bunks. There are showers, and the mess is open round the clock if you’re hungry.”

	Drake stood and looked at Allie. “It’ll have to be a long shower to wash the stink of this whole thing off me,” he said.

	The officer’s face didn’t change. “We have unlimited soap and water. This way, please.”

	



	

Chapter 59

	General Monroe returned to the bank of monitors and studied the images as a younger man wearing a headset adjusted a joystick. The screen in front of him displayed a bluish glowing outline of a two-story home inside a walled area, with a number of vehicles parked in the front drive.

	“Heat signatures show the vehicles have been there for a while,” the younger man said.

	“Very good, Sergeant. How long until we’re in position?”

	“We’re ready now.”

	Monroe looked at the wall clock. “I’ll need to call the Pakistanis and alert them, but I don’t want to give them time to leak anything.”

	“Understood, General.”

	Monroe lifted a landline handset and pressed a speed-dial button on the base. The number blinked green on the phone’s tiny screen, and then a voice answered in English. Monroe identified himself and asked to speak to the duty officer. Thirty seconds later, another man was on the line.

	“Good evening, General Monroe. What can we do for you tonight?”

	“We have an operation in progress that will require clearance,” Monroe answered in a tone that indicated he wasn’t asking for permission.

	“An operation? Where?”

	“Rawalpindi.”

	“I see. And what is the nature of the clearance you require?”

	“Surgical remote strike using a Reaper drone with Hellfire missiles.”

	“Is the area residential?”

	“Yes, but the target is far enough away from any other buildings that there shouldn’t be any collateral damage. If you like, you can blame it on a gas tank blowing. We are not planning on issuing a statement.”

	“I’ll have to check on this. What is the address?”

	“I’d prefer to obtain clearance without disclosing that.”

	“I’m sorry, General, but you know that’s not how it’s done.”

	“It is this time.”

	“Then I’m afraid we can’t offer clearance.”

	Monroe bit his tongue and debated giving the duty officer the address, and then seemed to arrive at a decision. “You know what one of my favorite expressions is?” he asked softly.

	“I’m sorry, General. I’m not reading you.”

	“It’s a good one. The saying is ‘It’s better to ask for forgiveness than permission.’ What do you think of that, young man?”

	“General, there are established protocols we must follow. Agreed to by both our countries.”

	“Yes, well, I’m afraid the target has no address. We only have coordinates,” Monroe said. The sergeant watched Monroe from his position in front of the screens without expression.

	“What are the coordinates?”

	Monroe read off the longitude and latitude. “How long will this take?” he demanded when he was through.

	“Let me check with my superiors.”

	“Get them out of bed, call a meeting, however you want to do it, but get me my clearance, because I’m not going to wait forever.”

	“I urge you to follow the protocol.”

	“You have five minutes, and then I’m going in.” Monroe hung up, knowing that he’d take the heat for the exchange, but not particularly caring. He felt old, every year a dead weight, and if this was his last operation before being put out to pasture as a scapegoat for a necessary strike, so be it. Let the diplomats tussle and pull hair and jockey for advantage – he was a warrior who lived by a code of honor, too much of which had already been sacrificed to get them to this delicate point.

	He flashed back to the look of disgust on the young woman’s face at his collaboration with the slaver. A woman who could have been his daughter – or truthfully, more like an older version of his granddaughter. He’d tried to explain the delicacy, the inefficiency of using a blunt instrument like morality in a situation requiring considerable nuance and ethical elasticity – that it wasn’t a question of right or wrong, black or white, but only infinite shades of gray on a spectrum he hadn’t invented – but her glare had burned through him with the accusatory damnation of the righteous.

	Monroe tried to remember when he’d been that young, when he’d been able to afford moral certainty, before he’d learned the hard way that everything in life was about compromises, little adjustments made for the common good, even if they were repugnant in the short term. He couldn’t. It had been too long ago, too much water beneath that bridge, and all he could recall were his duty and his obligations.

	“General? Is everything all right, sir?” the sergeant asked, looking at Monroe with a worried expression.

	Monroe’s eyes focused on the screen, and he checked the time again. “Any signs of life?”

	“Negative, sir.”

	“Then maybe we got lucky on this one. He’s definitely in there?”

	“Affirmative. We tracked a cell call two hours ago. There’s no doubt, even–” The sergeant stopped talking as he watched the screen and quickly switched the image to infrared. “Sir, we have movement. Two men just exited the front door. There. Looks like they’re making for that vehicle.”

	“Blow them to hell, Sergeant. And send the house with them for company.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	The sergeant made a minor adjustment, and the glowing crosshairs zeroed on the SUV the two heat signatures were moving to. When they reached it, he depressed a button on his console. “Bird one is away,” he reported, and then moved the crosshairs to the left wing of the house and pressed another. “Bird two is away.” He shifted the marker to the right wing, repeated the steps, and then zeroed on the center. “All birds in flight. Time to impact – six seconds.”

	He switched back to night vision, and after a pause, the SUV dissolved in a blinding flash, followed almost instantly by the detonations that masked the house behind clouds of smoke and fire. Neither man said a word until the worst of the smoke had cleared and they could see that the dwelling was completely destroyed.

	The phone rang, and the sergeant glanced up at the general. Monroe shook his head and reached for it, clearing his throat as he raised the handset to his ear, his expression as rigid as if forged from iron.

	“Command, this is Monroe.”

	



	

Chapter 60

	Delhi, India

	 

	Peacocks prowled the grounds of Mehta’s palatial residence as he prepared to go to sleep. The day had been trying, and he hadn’t gotten back to Delhi until early evening, the trek from the hills and wait for his private jet to arrive having consumed most of his time. He’d contacted his people in the Indian government and notified them of the attack on the mine, and they’d agreed to shield him from any repercussions. Only an hour ago he’d spoken to the number three man in the administration, who’d filled him in on the latest events: the Americans, working with the Indian government, had blown the caverns, sealing them forever against prying eyes, and India had declared the area a protected heritage site, off-limits without special approval that would never be issued under any circumstances.

	The slave population had been bused to a remote staging area fifty miles away, and Mehta was asked to donate funds to secure each survivor a workable plot of land – for which he’d receive a full tax deduction, of course. He’d agreed, and the problem was solved, just like that, without Mehta having to admit to any culpability. As to the yellowcake that the terrorists had purchased, there was no mention, and he assumed that the Americans had spirited the evidence away.

	He tossed back the final inch of Johnny Walker Blue Scotch that he’d poured to calm his nerves and swallowed a sleeping pill, the residual adrenaline from the last calamitous twenty-four hours buzzing through his system and threatening him with a second sleepless night. He stood at his balcony doors, looking through the bulletproof glass at the perfectly manicured lawn stretching into the darkness, and nodded at the sight of one of his guards patrolling inside the tall wrought-iron fence. All was well that ended well, he thought, and turned to his bed with a sigh, the satin sheets inviting him as the pill took hold. He glanced at the dagger on his bedside table and made a mental note to have it returned to his brother tomorrow, the final order of the entire ugly episode thereby concluded, and harmony returned to the universe.

	Mehta walked to the bed and shed his robe, and then slid beneath the sheets and switched the lights off, his eyelids drooping as his eyes adjusted to the darkness. Minutes later his breathing was deep and regular, his waking concerns banished by the potent combination of drugs and alcohol.

	 

	Five hours later, Mehta shifted in his sleep as a shadow crossed his face, blocking the moonlight. He kicked off the top sheet, trying to get comfortable, and then jolted awake as a hideous stench overpowered him.

	Mehta’s eyes bugged out as the golden dagger stabbed into his stomach and sliced up toward his ribcage. He tried to scream, but his lungs refused to cooperate, and then the razor wire of a garrote bit into his neck, pushed down with the full weight of the cult assassin, the ropey muscles of the killer’s forearms straining from the effort. Mehta’s last vision was the black eyes of a madman glaring death into his soul as his life seeped from his body.

	The cultist straightened and wiped the dagger clean on Mehta’s pillow as blood dripped from the bedspread onto the creamy white marble floor. He paused by the night table and studied the photograph of Mehta and Swami Baba Raja at the swami’s ashram. He peered in the gloom at the sacred idol of the goddess glowing in the display case in the background, and then slid the framed image and the dagger into his satchel as he vanished through the balcony doors into the New Delhi night.

	



	

Chapter 61

	New Delhi, India

	 

	Spencer went in search of a cocktail as Drake and Allie sat in the departure lounge at Indira Gandhi International Airport, waiting for their flight to Los Angeles to be called. True to his word, Monroe had made the murder charges against Spencer evaporate, and an apologetic junior inspector had met him at police headquarters to return his effects. Drake’s passport and things were untouched at the hotel, as though nothing had occurred, and other than an annoying bill for four days’ stay, during which he’d spent all of five minutes in the room, he was no worse for wear, except for a headache and two stitches from the torch blow to his face.

	Allie was pensive as she stared at the planes taxiing on the tarmac, her mood morose ever since their discussion with the general. Drake shared her melancholy, the entire episode having soured him.

	He reached over and took Allie’s hand, and she turned to him with a wan smile.

	“Hey. You going to live?” he asked.

	“The prognosis is positive.” She sighed. “I’m trying not to let this eat at me, but I’m failing miserably.”

	“You did all you could, Allie. They’ll have better lives because of it. What more do you want?”

	“You think Monroe would have just allowed it to continue if we hadn’t seen it? Haven’t you wondered about that? Or do you believe that he intended to shut it down all along?”

	“I’d like to think our presence didn’t make him do the right thing – that it was planned.”

	“You really believe that?”

	“It’s unknowable, Allie. Why assume the worst? I prefer to focus on the positives. Let’s take him at his word.”

	She eyed the discolored wound on his face. “Your Buddha-like serenity and acceptance amazes me sometimes.”

	“It’s all an act. Inside I’m a stewing black cloud of rage.”

	She brightened. “Really? That makes me feel better somehow.”

	“Always glad to help.”

	Allie squeezed his hand. “When we were tied to the post and the cult was coming for us – the priest or whatever was getting ready to kill us – you started to say something.”

	“I did?”

	“Yes.”

	“Huh.” He looked away, his face flushing. “Well, whatever it was, I must have meant it, because I was convinced we were goners.”

	“Deathbed confession?”

	He leaned across and kissed her, taking his time, his tongue playing across her lips as his senses flooded with her smell and feel, and then pulled back, his breathing heavy. “I…the thought that I’d never see you again…that I got you into this, and we were going to die…I…”

	She kissed him again, and didn’t stop until Spencer’s voice interrupted them. “There are children here. And I think that’s a nun giving you the look.”

	Drake eyed him through slits. “Are you our chaperone?”

	“I’ll just remind you that fiddling with smoke detectors in airplane bathrooms violates federal law.”

	“Says the murderer,” Allie whispered.

	Spencer looked around. “Ugly rumors, nothing more.” He grinned and took a seat next to Allie. “You want to try one more bowl of curry to go?”

	“I’d rather be tied to the stake again,” Allie said. “Oh, and by the way, thank you for saving our lives.”

	“Oh, finally someone remembers who risked it all to battle an army of killers. Very nice. Took you long enough.”

	“Hey, I put you on my Christmas list. What more do you want?” Drake asked.

	Spencer waggled his eyebrows. “Nothing says appreciation like a few dozen million. In case you think I’m hard to shop for. You don’t even have to wrap ’em.”

	Drake shook his head. “Too impersonal. I was thinking a puppy. Or a donation to a home for wayward nymphomaniacs in your name.”

	“Don’t be too thoughtful. I’m actually extremely shallow and easy to please,” Spencer said, and toasted them with his plastic cup of beer. “Sorry to interrupt. Name one of the kids after me. Little Spence.” He strolled away, leaving them to each other.

	Allie inched closer to Drake and rested her head on his shoulder. “Just when I think I’ve seen your entire playbook, you come out of left field and throw me a curve, Drake Ramsey,” she whispered, and closed her eyes with a sigh.

	Drake sat with Allie’s fingers intertwined with his and watched a hall full of strangers going about their involved business, texting and chatting and worrying about important matters in a future that was anything but assured, and he smiled to himself, his chest swelling to the bursting point at Allie’s words. He considered a thousand possible responses and opted for none, the comfortable silence and intimate connection between them saying everything he could have wanted to, and more.

	There would be an eternity for words later.

	Now it was time to go home.
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	Author’s Note

	The Day After Never series portrays a future where civilization has broken down after a confluence of remarkable events – a deadly global pandemic and the resultant collapse of the monetary system. While it would be reassuring to say neither could happen, reality is that pandemics occur with some regularity every five to six generations, and the global monetary system is interconnected to a degree where the demise of one lynchpin player could cause a systemic collapse – one where faith is lost in paper money and the world suddenly finds itself without a mechanism to trade. Fiat currencies historically fail with some regularity, and it’s interesting to note that reserve currencies typically last thirty to forty years before a new standard supplants them. This was true when the dollar replaced the British pound in 1944, it was true when the gold-backed dollar collapsed following Nixon’s closure of the gold window in 1971–1973 (replaced by the petrodollar), and it nearly happened again in 2008 – but for global money printing by all the world’s central banks at historically unseen levels.

	The world envisioned in this scenario isn’t pretty, and The Day After Never series mines the dark side of human nature that surfaces when order collapses. My experience, having lived through a massive hurricane that shut down power, water, roads, hospitals, and the rule of law for two weeks in Mexico, is that when systems catastrophically fail, those entrusted with providing emergency services stay home to protect their own, while predators, sensing opportunity and weakness, become emboldened and come out in force. The frightening part is that it only takes a small number of lawless miscreants to dominate the majority in those circumstances. What that says about us as a species isn’t pretty. But it’s been the case throughout history, and it’s only recently that a notion took hold that the world is a benign place and our better natures will prevail.

	This being a work of fiction, I’ve taken some liberties with accuracy, particularly with a small town in New Mexico and with pretty much everything about Pecos, Texas, which I’m sure is a lovely place to visit and live – only not so much in this apocalyptic future. Likewise, I’ve imagined a reality that may seem farfetched, but only to those who haven’t lived through a Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans or an Odile in Baja, Mexico. Anyone who has might find this reality far more plausible than they’d like, which for me, at least, makes it an interesting read.

	Thanks for giving The Day After Never series a shot, and I hope you enjoy this first installment, Blood Honor.
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Chapter 1

	Lucas squinted through a pair of binoculars at a horizon distorted by the heat of a broiling West Texas sun and scanned the barren landscape. Greenish-brown scrub blemished the hillsides like tumors. A big bay stallion shifted beneath him with a shake of its head, and he leaned slowly forward and patted its neck for reassurance.

	“Easy, Tango. I know it’s been a long one,” he murmured.

	The horse stilled and Lucas returned to his task, his mouth a thin line in a face dusted with two days’ growth. The straight brim of a brown beaver felt cowboy hat shaded steel gray eyes and skin bronzed from a life outdoors.

	A hot wind blew from the mountains to his left, carrying with it the scent of rain. A band of plum-colored clouds pulsed with flashes of lightning where the peaks met the sky – still a ways off, he calculated, at least four or five hours, which increased the chances that the storm might spend itself before reaching him.

	Not that he’d mind a night in the rain. He had his tent and his bedroll, and his saddlebags were loaded with sufficient gear to stand him for weeks. He couldn’t predict how long it might take to track the herd of feral horses he was pursuing, and on expeditions like this, he traveled well-prepared for anything nature or man could throw at him.

	Lucas’s attention fixed on a distant spire of brown dust. He lowered the spyglasses and glanced at the heavens. It would be dark in a few more hours. He eyed the old mechanical pilot’s watch on his wrist, not because he had much use for time anymore, but to help with reckoning. The dust was maybe five miles off, and he didn’t want to blow out his horse on the trek – Lucas would need the animal’s speed to lasso his targets, and that was the priority.

	He nodded to himself. At a moderate pace, he could make it to the dust by twilight.

	Lucas adjusted the M4A1 assault rifle strapped across his back and felt automatically for the stock of his Remington 700 Police DM .308-caliber rifle in its scabbard by his right knee.

	Not that he would need them.

	Assuming the dust was the herd.

	There wasn’t much to forage in the arid gulches, all the homes having long ago been abandoned and stripped of anything of value, but that didn’t stop looting parties from Mexico from making their way north. The situation south of what had once been the border was as bad or worse than it was here, and based on what he’d seen firsthand, life was cheap to the border scavengers. They lived hardscrabble from anything they could steal, and would kill a man just as soon as look at him – gringo or Mexican, didn’t much matter.

	That was one of the reasons Lucas avoided the deserted highways that spanned the area. Other than the pavement being hard on Tango’s hooves, there were the depressing hulks of rusting vehicles dotting the road, left where they’d run dry. Even now, five years after the day everyone had said would never come, the highway was a threat, and there were still scum who lay in wait to ambush travelers – often desperate families trundling carts loaded with their possessions, heading toward somewhere they’d heard might hold better prospects for a life. Fuel had long ago degraded and was unusable, even diesel, leaving survivors to cobble together whatever they could for transportation – bicycles, animals, it didn’t matter as long as it enabled them to keep moving.

	“Fool’s errand,” he spat, and stopped at the dry sound of his voice. Talking to his horse was one thing; holding conversations with himself was a warning sign – one of many he was alert to. The fear that he might be cracking up was constant since things had come unraveled.

	Lucas made a clicking sound from the corner of his mouth and Tango plodded onward, the horse’s footing unsure on the loose shale. The soft sough of the wind was the only sound besides Tango’s clomping and an occasional snort. Lucas’s senses told him he was alone, but he remained alert. His clothes blended with the backdrop, and he hoped his worn jeans, tan shirt, and plate carrier in desert camouflage made him a difficult target. Unlike in the movies, it was harder than hell to tag a moving figure from any distance, especially with a brisk wind.

	He grunted as they moved over a particularly difficult section, and he urged Tango forward, Lucas’s lower back protesting the jolting ride. What he wouldn’t have given for an ATV, or even a dirt bike, much less a four-wheel drive vehicle like his old truck. He’d loved that big Chevy; the truck, like his M4, had been a perk of his service as one of the youngest Texas Rangers in the history of the force, operating with the E Division out of El Paso. But the vehicle, like the organization, hadn’t lasted, and it had been a sad day when he’d left it for dead in the high desert.

	The sun was a red ember sinking into the line of clouds when the reports of rifles reached him from the distance. The distinctive chatter of automatic weapons rattled in bursts across the landscape, barely louder than muffled firecrackers, but unmistakable. Tango drew up short, and Lucas’s eyes narrowed as he soothed the horse.

	“Looks like the dust wasn’t the herd,” he whispered.

	The shooting stopped after several minutes. He guessed that he was still at least a mile away. Lucas scanned the horizon again with the binoculars but saw nothing. Whatever had occurred had taken place out of sight, over a far crest.

	His instinct was to investigate – if there was a band of gunmen in the area, he needed to know sooner than later and would cut short his search for wild horses until they cleared out. He intended to use the animals for barter – the ranch was running low on stock items he could trade at a nearby outpost – but he had to be alive to do so, and he wouldn’t be able to cover his tracks adequately while droving unruly mustangs.

	“Come on, Tango. Time to earn your feedbag.” Lucas guided the horse to his left, opting for a circuitous path to avoid detection.

	Purple and salmon streaked the sky as he dismounted near the crest and tied Tango to a scraggly mesquite tree. He withdrew the Remington 700 rifle and patted the four spare thirty-round magazines of 5.56mm full-metal-jacketed rounds for the M4 in his ATS Aegis V2 plate carrier vest, reassured by the weight of his pride and joy, a Kimber 1911 Tactical Custom II .45 semiautomatic pistol on his hip. Lucas checked the safety and the flash suppressor on the M4, and then his gaze rose to the ebony forms of buzzards wheeling overhead.

	Lucas removed his hat as he crept toward the rise and froze behind a cover of dense brush. Bodies lay strewn around the base of a dry gulch. Lucas could tell at a glance that the group near the center had been ambushed from above – it was obvious from their position that the defenders had died staving off the attack.

	He regarded the area through his binoculars for several minutes, taking his time to study the bodies: four men wearing army-surplus camouflage shirts and pants, two with plate carriers over their shirts, clutching the distinctive shapes of their AR-15s or M16s. Two of their horses had been gunned down and were already bloating nearby, with a crude travois fashioned from a pair of crossed poles collapsed behind one of them. Nearby, thick crimson globules trailed up the arroyo, probably from horses that had been wounded, but not so badly they couldn’t put distance between themselves and the battleground.

	Five assailants ringed the area, their blood streaked against the hard rocks where they’d fallen as they’d closed in. In his mind’s eye Lucas could visualize the battle, which he knew from the shooting had been short and fierce. Judging by the tracks, the smaller group had been traveling northwest along the gulch toward a small lake, where they’d probably planned to spend the night. The attackers had chosen an advantageous spot and, with the sun to their backs, opened fire. But they’d been overconfident and moved in too quickly, suffering heavy casualties in their haste.

	Lucas squinted at the steep rock face of the opposite wall of the ravine, dotted with cave openings, wary of any possibility of ambush. Movement from near one of the fallen men in camo drew his attention, and he watched as a vulture withdrew its bloody beak from where it had been feasting. The big bird cocked its head in his direction and sized him up, and then flapped its ebony wings and returned to its meal, having decided Lucas posed no immediate threat from the crest.

	It was unlikely that any of the attackers remained, or the buzzards would have been more cautious. Besides, there was no reason for anyone to stick around – assuming there had been any survivors. He didn’t see any horses, so theirs had likely run off as well. More for Lucas to capture, he reasoned pragmatically. Better domesticated animals than wild ones. Easier to sell.

	Lucas had seen plenty of death since the collapse. Unmoved, he returned to Tango and remounted. The days of reckoning, of law and order, of consequences, were over, leaving in their wake a brutal alternative of predator and prey. When he’d been a Ranger, he would have made it his life’s mission to hunt down any surviving attackers and drag them to justice, but now no such concept existed, other than that issuing from the barrel of a gun.

	He slid his boots into the stirrups, gave Tango a soft slap against his neck with the reins, the M4 clutched in his right hand, and the horse began making his way down the slope toward the grisly scene. Lucas continued to survey the surroundings, sweeping the scene with his rifle barrel.

	The vulture hopped away and lifted into the air to join its companions in their overhead vigil as Lucas approached. Satisfied he was unobserved, he dismounted and whispered in Tango’s ear. “Stay.”

	Tango blinked at him with mahogany eyes and stood, waiting.

	Lucas took in the scene, sickened by the senseless loss of life, and moved to the first of the defenders’ corpses and rolled it over. Three wounds stitched across the man’s chest, the final one having torn away half his shoulder. His sightless eyes stared into eternity with a look of surprise that Lucas knew well, and he laid the man back down and moved to the next, repeating the process of verifying they were dead. It didn’t take long, the pools of blood beneath them all the evidence he needed. All had the rawboned look of men whose diets had dramatically changed when society ended, their consumption of processed crap replaced by whatever they could hunt or grow. He noted that they had reasonably cropped hair and decent gear, which he gathered quickly and placed in a pile, concentrating on the weapons and ammunition, finding little else of barter value he could easily ride with.

	Next he moved to the dead horses and checked their saddlebags, which held plastic containers of rice, pots, more ammunition, compasses, dried venison and other durable food, and the usual assortment of paltry belongings that counted for treasures nowadays. He emptied the bags and did a quick inventory, and then replaced the items he couldn’t carry – space and weight would be at a premium, and the value of a good buck knife or an AR-15 and several hundred rounds of 5.56mm were far higher than anything else he’d found.

	When he reached the first of the dead attackers, his nose wrinkled in distaste. The man’s head was grimy and buzzing with flies; the front of his skull had been vaporized by a round, leaving only his black, oily hair trimmed into a Mohawk on top and a filthy, unkempt beard below.

	“Raider,” Lucas muttered. The Mohawk was the calling card of one of the gangs that roamed the region, terrorizing anyone they came across. They were undisciplined amateurs, but still as dangerous as scorpions and utterly ruthless. Most were career criminals who had taken to the road when the grid had shut down, creating a tribe of cutthroats who lived by robbery and murder rather than the sweat of their brow. The collapse had brought out both the best and the worst in humanity; unfortunately, the worst had largely prevailed, their willingness to employ savagery against the meek giving them the edge.

	Lucas had seen the Raiders’ handiwork more than a few times in the undefended homes that had once populated the region. Like a plague of locusts, they destroyed everything they came across, killing all but the young females, whom they pressed into slavery – a fate worse than death, he understood from the rumors. He gave them a wide berth, and they left the town he lived near alone, preferring easier pickings than its heavily armed residents. Like the Raiders, Lucas had a reputation that preceded him, and they avoided the ranch where he lived with his grandfather just as he shunned their stronghold at all costs.

	Three of the other dead were also Raiders, one indicator being their weapon of choice, the Kalashnikov AK-47s, whose 7.62mm ammunition was easily obtained from trading with bandits from Mexico, which had been flooded with the guns during the war on drugs. Called the Cuerno de Chivo in Spanish – the goat’s horn, so monikered after their distinctively curved thirty-round magazines – most were fully automatic and, while not as accurate as Lucas’s M4, possessed of prodigious punch at ranges up to three hundred yards. Lucas gathered the assault rifles, two of which were the AKM variant with folding wire stocks, and tossed them near the rest of the weapons.

	A gurgle from a figure he’d yet to search stopped him in his tracks, and he swung around in a crouch, M4 at the ready. The man, his Mohawk bleached canary yellow, was dressed identically to the other Raiders in filthy black jeans and a sweat-stained shirt. Lucas jogged toward him, ready to open fire, but the man seemed oblivious. Blood from a head wound was crusted across his forehead and eyelids. Lucas relieved him of the Glock in his waistband and toed the AK away, and then knelt beside him cautiously.

	The man’s eyes fluttered open and he stared vacantly at Lucas. He tried to speak, but all that emanated from his mouth was a gush of blood; and then his head rolled to the side and he moaned, the death rattle drawn out for a good five seconds.

	Lucas went through his things and removed a folding buck knife from the man’s back pocket. It was of high quality and would command a reasonable trade. The Glock and the two spare magazines would also be prized for barter, he knew, although he personally had little use for a 9mm weapon. Lucas’s philosophy had always been that the trade-off of temporary deafness that accompanied firing his Kimber was more than compensated for by its raw stopping power.

	Once all the weapons were accounted for, he did a quick inventory and then carried the ones with the highest trade value over to Tango. Lucas loaded his saddlebags to the bursting point with guns and ammunition, disappointed but unsurprised that he had to leave two of the AK-47s and several pounds of ammo behind.

	The boom of distant thunder echoed off the gulch walls, and Lucas turned in the direction of the approaching storm – and froze when he spied another figure near a boulder outcropping, chest heaving and obviously alive. He hadn’t spotted the figure earlier, so whoever it was had been well concealed. He sprang into motion, sprinting in a zigzag toward the downed shooter, M4 trained on the figure as he ran.

	When he reached the outcropping, he stopped short, mouth open in disbelief.

	It was a woman.

	Unconscious and gasping, an AR-15 dropped nearby.

	But alive, her chest laboring with each ragged breath, her shirt and pants stained dark with blood.
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