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ONE

I possess knowledge that could alter the course of humankind. Of course, I don’t really expect anyone to believe me. Perhaps that is for the best. Writing this story is a difficult exercise for me, but I feel that I have no option.

It all began at Marampata, north of Machu Picchu; I had just finished working on the new dig there. I had come to the capital for three months of R and R and to work on my notes. It was there that I met Carlos Hidalgo, whom I first took for a Quechua Indian, a direct descendent of the ancient Incas.

The El Cordano, a restaurant opposite the railway station, serves a decent espresso, and as I was nursing a second cup of brew and studying a battered copy of Runasimi grammar, a gentleman interrupted me in lightly accented Spanish.

“I see that you are learning the language of the Quechua people.”

I looked up to see an elderly man, in a threadbare, ill-fitting suit. His features showed a definite indigenous influence, but he was uncommonly tall. He was perhaps the tallest man I had seen since coming to Peru.

“I already speak the language—well, a little of it,” I said modestly.

‘But you are not Peruvian.” It was a statement, not a question.

I nodded.

“Allow me to introduce myself. I am Carlos Hidalgo.”

“And I am a North American. From Pittsburgh.”

I pointedly did not tell him my name. After nearly three years in Peru, it still galls me that I am instantly pegged as a foreigner.

The elderly man eyed the chair across from me, but did not ask to sit down, nor did I suggest he should. “It surprises me to find a gringa who can speak the Quechua language. Even Peruvian whites will not bother with it.”

“I’m an archaeologist,” I explained. “Runasimi is helpful to me in the mountains. It’s also helpful to me here, in the city. I’m brushing up on my grammar this morning, because this afternoon I’m going to be teaching a class to embassy wives. Bored embassy wives. This is what I do between digs.”

Carlos Hidalgo laughed politely, his eyes still on the chair. “The señora has seen much of Peru?”

“From top to bottom,” I said.

It was intended as a joke. Peru’s altitude ranges from sea level to over 22,000 feet.

“Has the señora been to Machu Picchu?”

I briefly described my work at Marampata.

“So, the señora knows this area well?”

Again, it was less of a question than a statement.

“I could walk that portion of the Inca trail in my sleep,” I said. “Pre-conquest history has always fascinated me, and that is what I wrote my doctorate thesis on. To that end I studied Runasimi while still in college, via the internet, but nothing compared to hearing it spoken around me in the markets of Peru.”

His gaze lifted from the chair to regard me sombrely. “Ah, so you won’t be needing a guide then?”

“No, I am afraid not.”

“My card, señora, if you ever change your mind.” For a moment it looked as if he was going to say something else, but then he turned and left abruptly.

I glanced briefly at the card before filing it in the ashtray. Carlos Hidalgo, Official Tourist Guide.

I smiled to myself as I returned to my coffee and grammar book. Perhaps it was the ill-fitting suit, or perhaps his advanced age, but the man to whom I had just spoken did not fit my conception of a tourist guide. If his was a come-on line, then Carlos was definitely in need of some pointers. As an archaeologist I am trained to spot fakes, and Carlos Hidalgo was not who he pretended to be.

Six weeks later I met Carlos Hidalgo again.

I had just conducted my final Runasimi language class with the bored embassy wives in one of the embassy’s unused meeting rooms, and although I was still engaged in a conversation with one of them, my mind was already back in the Andes. After completing the work on my notes, I would be headed the next day for a new Inca dig above the Urubamba River opposite Calca.

“You will keep in touch, of course,” Judy Thompson was saying. She was the wife of a junior embassy officer, and certainly one of my more enthusiastic students.

“Yes, of course,” I said absent-mindedly.

“And next time you’re in Lima, stay with us. There’s no need to rent that dreary apartment again.”

I mumbled some hurried thanks, willing her out of the room, relieved when she finally departed. What I wanted just then was to be back at that dreary apartment, packing my things. New digs are, for me, as exciting as new relationships, and I couldn’t wait to hit the road at first light. As in new relationships, anything is possible in a new dig, and this one was very promising indeed.

Just the week before, a series of unusually hard rains had washed some of the mountain above the river away, revealing a portion of a wall of an unknown Inca settlement, and unearthing three human skeletons. Inca skeletons have been found by the thousands in Peru, but these were quite different from the norm. Two of the skeletons were male, the third one female. The remarkable thing was that both male skeletons measured in at over ten feet each, and the female just over nine. Almost as astonishing was the fact that, although the ruins appeared to be classical Inca, the skeletons were probably no more than two hundred years old.

I am an established member of the Peruvian archaeological community, but had I not been shown pictures of the skeletons, I would not have believed the story myself. Certainly, the public was not prepared to believe such a thing. The morning after the discovery, only one of Lima’s major newspapers carried news of this astonishing find, but the following day the same paper printed a retraction. The giant skeletons had been a hoax, the paper claimed. They blamed it on local Indians who were tired of having their history dissected and paraded before the world. Supposedly the giant skeletons were placed there by the Indians in a mistaken (and uncharacteristically stupid) belief that it would scare away archaeologists who had been scouting the area for potential new dig sites linked to the Incas.

Had I not seen the pictures, and talked to professionals who had seen the skeletons, I might have bought the hoax story. Although it didn’t make sense, neither did a ten-foot skeleton. Three skeletons, all over nine feet, made even less sense. Gigantism, usually as a result of a pituitary disorder, has always been an infrequent human phenomenon, but the individuals affected are seldom more than eight feet. It is certainly not a contagious condition, nor inherited to the degree that one would find a cluster of individuals living with the disorder.

The Incas, like their present-day descendants, the Runa, were generally short by Anglo-Saxon standards. Why three individuals with this condition—and to such an astonishing degree—should all be found together was a question I was burning to find out. And were there others like them still to be found at the site? The answer to that was not likely, but a good archaeologist always tries to keep an open mind.

With giants on my mind, I was more than just startled when Carlos Hidalgo slipped unexpectedly into the room just as I was leaving. I sat back down and tried to catch my breath, at the same time trying valiantly not to stare at him. I had remembered that he was exceptionally tall, but I had not allowed it to sink in just how tall he was. I could not help but notice now. Carlos Hidalgo had had to bend his neck to enter the classroom, and the top of his head when he straightened was just inches below the ceiling. Allowing for the fact that he was an elderly man, whose vertebrae were undoubtedly compressed somewhat with age, Carlos Hidalgo must at one time have stood well over seven feet tall. Yet his hands and ears were not overly large and out of scale with his body, as is so often the case in people suffering from a pituitary imbalance.

“Is the señora all right?” He sounded genuinely concerned.

I nodded mutely.

“Forgive me if I have frightened you, señora, but I must talk with you. It is imperative that I do so.”

“Please,” I said, “have a seat.”

He shook his head.

It would have been futile for him to try and sit at one of my classroom desks anyway. They had been built for normal Peruvian schoolchildren, and had been purchased by the embassy for use in its educational programs on site. Unfortunately, little thought had gone into the purchase of the desks. Even some of the embassy wives had trouble sliding into the small spaces.

“Señora, I have come to ask of you a great favor. I have come to ask if you will be so kind as to accompany me to my village in the mountains. My people are facing a great difficulty, and it is my hope that you will be able to help them.”

The strange request flabbergasted me. I struggled to master my tongue. “What is it that I can do for your people? What kind of difficulty is it?”

“Señora, I think that you will understand better if you see my people first.”

“See them? Are they sick? Why me? I am a doctor of archaeology, not of medicine.”

“Señora, I have come to you because you seem to be a kind woman. And because you speak Runasimi.”

I was not convinced. “There are many other kind women in Lima who speak Runasimi. The slums are filled with kind Runa women fresh from the mountains.”

Carlos Hidalgo sighed. “What you say is true. But señora, they cannot help me. Only you can help me. Please, trust me, señora. Please come with me to see my people.”

My head told me that I was a fool, but my gut overruled it. “When?”

“Tomorrow, señora. Today, if possible.”

“But it is not possible! Tomorrow I am heading up to a new dig. Who knows how long I will be there? Perhaps when my work is finished, then I can see your people.”

“Where is this new dig, señora? In which state?”

“In the state of Cuzco,” I said. “Somewhere near Calca, along the Urubamba River.” I did not plan to go into any more detail.

Carlos Hidalgo appeared to sway a little bit. His eyes closed tightly for a second, and when they fluttered open, I thought I recognized panic. His voice, however, was remarkably calm. “Ah, señora, then I am in luck. My village is in the state of Cuzco, and it too is near the Urubamba River. It will not be very far out of your way, I assure you.”

Reluctantly, I made arrangements for Carlos Hidalgo to meet me at the bus station in the morning. For some inexplicable reason, I found his request intriguing.

It would take me two days by bus and truck to get to the new dig anyway, what difference would another day out of my schedule make? As I found out in due course, it made all the difference in the world. Literally.




TWO

Peru is ten times the size of Pennsylvania, my home state. Both are mountainous regions, but the mountains of Pennsylvania are mere freckles when compared to the Andes. If Peru were to be flattened by a giant steamroller, it would dwarf its much larger neighbor Brazil.

Because of the difficult terrain, and the unfortunate condition of the roads (which is putting it mildly), not to mention the aggressiveness of Peruvian drivers (again, a charitable statement), I refuse to drive in that country. I have come to accept the indignities imposed on me by Peruvian public transport, which is not to say that I am used to them. Fortunately, the bus we caught to Nazca that morning was in good repair and relatively clean. I could not see the roadway through the floor, and the seats, although ripped, had been wiped sometime within human memory.

Carlos and I had agreed that, if possible, we would sit together, but make it appear as if it were quite by accident. This was my brainchild, not his. As an archaeologist I have a tidy mind, and there was no set of labels that I could trot out for the public that would explain our unlikely relationship.

I boarded the bus first, but before Carlos could take his place beside me, it was usurped by an Indian woman carrying a small child of about three, and a piglet in an open-weave basket. She was dressed in the layered skirts and woolen cape of the highlands, despite the fact that—on the coastal plain where we were—the heat was already stifling.

As for Carlos, he got routed to the back of the bus, and I didn’t see him again until we reached San Vicente de Cañete. In the meantime, I tried to make small talk with my seatmates. Both mother and child steadfastly refused to respond to my pleasantries, which I alternately delivered in Runa and Spanish. The piglet was much more communicative, although it was more likely that it was the potholes that invoked his responses, rather than my patter. In Cañete the threesome got off, and Carlos, pretending to wave at someone through the dusty windows, worked his way back up the aisle and folded his giant frame into the freed-up space beside me.

Fortunately all this was done in a matter of seconds, because the bus filled up rapidly again, and by the time we pulled out of the station it was standing room only.

Eventually, despite the crush of people, Carlos and I began to talk rather freely. I’m sure that sheer boredom had a lot to do with my change in perspective. There was nothing we could do anyway; I decided to give credence to our strange alliance. A young gringa and an elderly Indian were bound to raise suspicion, no matter how they tried to portray themselves. Throw in the element of Carlos’s extreme height, and we might as well have been waving red flags. We could not possibly attract any more attention than we already were.

“My name is Carol Baker,” I said for the first time. “But I go by my middle name, which is Ruth.”

“Our first names are very much alike. Perhaps it was destined that we should meet,” Carlos suggested with a grin.

For some reason this irritated me. “We did not exactly run into each other,” I reminded him. “Both times you made an obvious effort to see me. That does not sound like fate to me.”

Carlos seemed taken aback by my rebuke. “I am sorry, señora, if I have somehow offended you. It was not my intention, I assure you.”

“Forget it,” I said.

“Please,” he said, somewhat urgently, “if I might explain. I have been watching you for some time, señora, to get a measure of your character.”

“How much time?” I snapped. “What is it you need to know about me?”

The giant man seemed suddenly afraid of me. Or perhaps he was afraid that he had jeopardized his mission.

“I have been observing you for a year,” he said. “I have been watching to see how you treat the indigenous people of my country, as well as foreigners. What I have learned is that you are a kind woman, who is always courteous, even to beggars.”

“I see,” I sniffed. “Well, if you have been following my movements so carefully, why have I never spotted you before? You don’t exactly blend in.”

Carlos relaxed enough to laugh, a deep bass and not unpleasant sound. “That is very well said, señora. I believe the answer to that is because you are always very preoccupied with something very important and usually do not look more than three meters in any direction.”

I smiled. “And that is very well said. But why me? Surely there are other kind archaeologists in Peru. Dr. Ramirez at the university is supposed to be the expert on Inca archaeology, and then there is Ronald—”

Carlos waved a massive hand to indicate I need go no further. “Señora, my people need a female archaeologist. When I first began my search, we thought that we had a little time, but now there has been an unfortunate development and we are desperate.”

It was unbearably hot on the bus.

There was no air-conditioning as far as I was aware, and the smeared and dusty window had refused to budge more than a few inches. In desperation I decided to give it one more try. But although I strained so that the tendons in my wrists ached, it would open no further.

“Please, señora, permit me.” Without allowing time for me to protest, Carlos leaned over and, using just the tip of one index finger, he managed to do what I couldn’t do with both arms. The action appeared effortless.

“That is incredible,” I sputtered. I glanced around to see how the other passengers were reacting to such a feat, but no one else seemed to have observed it. Either that, or they simply weren’t impressed.

“It is nothing, señora, really,” Carlos said modestly, but there was something in his eyes that belied that modesty. It was as if he were saying: “You haven’t seen anything yet.”

I felt somehow challenged. “Carlos, how old are you?”

He chuckled. “I am very old, señora. Much older than you think.”

He certainly looked old. That is to say, his hair was gray, and his skin was leathery and deeply furrowed. Yet he appeared to have a full set of very white, straight teeth. If they were fakes, they were damn good ones; certainly far too expensive for a peasant to come by them honestly.

We were approaching Nazca, which is famous for being one of the ancient archaeological wonders of the world. Here long lines of stones have been laid out to form gigantic shapes that can only be seen from the air.

Many of the shapes are of animals, such as a condor with a 400-foot wingspan. Other lines are geometric shapes. The most intriguing are, perhaps, the pairs of parallel lines that extend for several kilometers across the barren desert. Frankly, we in the archaeology community haven’t the foggiest idea of the purpose of these gigantic configurations, although we have engaged in a lot of creative speculation.

In the late 1960s, a Swiss author by the name of Erich von Däniken postulated that the shapes had been designed to be viewed from spacecraft—spacecraft belonging to aliens! What’s more, these parallel lines were supposedly intended as a landing strip for those craft. At my alma mater, the archaeology department burned von Däniken in effigy. But that was long before my time.

“Carlos, what is your theory on the Nazca lines?”

The white teeth flashed. “What would an ignorant old man from the mountains know about such things, señora?”

“But you have heard of them, yes?” It never ceased to surprise me how so many people, even Peruvians, had never heard of the lines.

“Of course, I have heard of these lines,” said Carlos Hidalgo. “I am a Peruvian. But I have no theories that I can share. Do you?”

“Forgive me, Carlos. I was being presumptuous and rude. This is your country, and I rather doubt that you are ignorant. I, also, have no theories about these lines.”

Which was a lie. I personally favored Jim Woodman’s theory about the ancient Nazca people knowing how to construct hot-air balloons, and that they did indeed observe the lines from the air. But that opinion once almost cost me a hank of hair in college.

“Have you seen the lines yourself?” Carlos asked.

“Three times,” I said.

“Good,” said Carlos, and then, despite the fact that we were entering town and would have to disembark soon, he leaned back against his seat as much as space would allow and appeared to nap.

The bus we caught out of Nazca for the mountains left a lot to be desired. It had, at one time, been a large truck. Now it contained seven rows of wooden benches, plus a roped-off cargo area. The roof was an ancient black tarpaulin that sagged in the middle, but which was liberally vented with what appeared to be knife holes. Undoubtedly, they were drainage holes put there purposely to relieve the roof of its burden should it encounter heavy rain.

Both Carlos and I would have preferred to sit where the tarp sagged the least, but such was not our luck. The makeshift bus was all but full when we boarded. Carlos, because of his great height, must have suffered the most. All the way to Puquio, the heavy tarp rested on his head like a giant sombrero. But Carlos didn’t seem to mind. As for me, I found that by sitting as close to Carlos as possible, I could stay within the bell his head created, and escape contact with the nasty tarp completely.

I didn’t mind sitting close to Carlos. The man on my other side was a very large mestizo man, who sweated profusely, despite the very dry air. He had a goat, which refused to sit on the floor, but sat on the bench with its master, as if it were his wife. The goat’s name was Tia Maria, and the fat man talked to it incessantly in Spanish. The goat paid no attention to its master but amused itself by attempting to nibble at my hair. Perhaps because my hair is blonde, the goat thought it was straw. At any rate, I did my best to ensure that the animal did not suffer from indigestion.

In Puquio a dozen people got off, and Carlos and I abandoned the fat man and his goat in favor of a more open spot along the side of the truck. While Carlos dozed, I watched the Andes Mountains change their skin, like giant chameleons whose metamorphoses are triggered by altitude. On the Pacific side of the lower slopes, the skin seemed to hang in gray and brown folds, like the skin of an African elephant.

At higher elevations, where moisture-laden clouds nipped and jostled at the rising peaks, the skin softened and was flushed green with bamboo and other subtropical foliage. At still higher elevations the green gave way to brown once more, then gray, and then finally the blue-white flashes of eternal ice and snow.

At 10,000 feet I felt myself grow drowsy. At 14,000 feet, despite the increasing cold, I allowed myself to drift off for what seemed like a minute or two. When I awoke, I found that a number of the passengers, myself included, had been dusted with snow that had sifted through the holes in the tarp.

As we descended the eastern flank of the Cordillera Occidental, darkness fell prematurely, commensurate with the rising shadow of the mountains behind us. By the time we reached Chalhuanca, legitimate darkness had enveloped all of Peru, and I was more than ready to bed down for the night.

The Hotel Torre Blanca merits no stars in my book, but it was close to the bus station and right across the street from the police station.

It would make do. Carlos and I, of course, took separate rooms, and after agreeing on when and where to meet in the morning, we went our separate ways.

There was no dining room in the hotel, but there was a small café just a block down the street, and as soon I had stashed my duffle bag in the spartan room, I headed for the Café Buena Noche. Apart from a greasy ham sandwich on dry bread and a couple of shriveled oranges, I hadn’t had anything else to eat all day.

As distracted as I was by the thought of a warm meal, it is quite understandable, at least in my opinion, that I did not immediately hear my name called out as I entered the café. When Ronald Meechum had to call out to me the third or fourth time, he allowed the irritation to show in his voice.

“Ruth!”

I walked over reluctantly. I was in the mood to eat, not to listen to Ronald. Although he is a renowned scientist, Ronald Meechum has a lot of brushing up to do on his social skills. Contrary to what he would have you believe, the first intelligent life-form on this planet was not his mother, nor will the human species die out with him. The world of archaeology and anthropology is a competitive one, with each of us hoping to make a “textbook-worthy” discovery. We all know each other, and are often thrown together in social situations. I have had the unpleasant experience of spending evenings with Ronald Meechum at the home of Dr. Ramirez, Peru’s preeminent archaeologist.

“Ruth, it’s about time. If I’d shouted any louder, I might have started an avalanche, or at least a major mudslide. Speaking of mudslides, Ruth, I presume that is where you’re headed.”

“Yes, Ronald, I’ve even had my ticket validated.”

Ronald’s forehead puckered into lines beneath a shock of orange-red hair. “What ticket? Is this something new that the government has slapped on us? Dr. Ramirez never said anything about tickets.”

“Relax Ronald, I was just joking. Ramirez is already up there, and I’m sure that if you’ve been invited to participate in the dig—”

“Of course I was invited! Carbon dating is my specialty, after all. Not that we’ll be needing it on those three skeletons they found last week.”

I felt a tingle of excitement run up my own tired skeleton. “And pray tell, why is that?”

“Because none of those monsters was any older than fifty years, that’s why. Those were barely skeletons, Ruth. Stiffs are more like it.”

Ronald sat back and viewed my shocked face smugly. I can’t say that I blamed him.




THREE

“What did you say?” Ten hours on buses and trucks had not improved my admittedly poor sense of humor.

Ronald Meechum looked like the cat who discovered the cream. It was obvious he thought he knew more about the Calca situation than I did, though I doubted that was true.

“How good is your anatomy, Baker?”

“I haven’t put on a pound in years,” I snapped.

He waved a freckled hand impatiently. “Not your physique; your knowledge of anatomy. These Calca skeletons, besides being”—he hesitated for a moment—“gigantic, display several other glaring abnormalities.” He paused, and I humbly asked him to continue. After all, the photos that had been shown to me were not of the best quality.

Ronald grinned, happy to have my full attention. “I haven’t seen the skeletons myself, mind you, but word is that in all three, bone circumference is approximately that of what would be found in human beings of more average size.”

“So?” I must confess that it is my mind, as much as my body, that must adjust to the altitude.

“So! I said that the bone circumference is that of normal human beings, not proportional to it! So these guys—pardon me, guys and gal—have very skinny bones for their size. Bones that normally couldn’t possibly support their weight when they were fleshed out, which of course, they were at one time.”

“Of course,” I said. “Go on.” Ronald had my full attention. If he wanted to lick the cream bowl clean, let him.

“Aaron’s been up there since Tuesday. Ramirez called him in to take some samples of what appears to be flesh still clinging to some of the bones, particularly in the largest male. Anyway, Aaron called me last night to ask me to bring up a few things from Lima for him, and I managed to get him to talk a little. But you know Aaron. He’s as tight-lipped as they come.”

“Yeah, I know.” Aaron Gorhman, who is a forensic pathologist, not an archaeologist, is about as tight-lipped as a goldfish.

“Aaron said, and mind you, bones are not his specialty, that these bones appear to have a very compact, yet light molecular structure. Sort of like reindeer antlers. In other words, it’s as if these bones were aluminum, while ours are steel.”

“Isn’t steel stronger than aluminum?” I asked dully. I know absolutely nothing about metals, except that I find jewelry with a higher gold content to be more pleasing to my eye than that containing a greater percentage of alloy.

“No, it’s just the other way around. Ounce for ounce, aluminum is stronger than steel. Anyway, we’re not talking about metal here. My point is that the bones of these Calca stiffs, while no thicker or heavier than ours, were able to support far greater weights.”

“How much weight?” The cat lapped happily away at the cream.

“A preliminary estimate by Aaron, and mind you it’s off the record, is that the female weighed somewhere in the neighborhood of six hundred pounds, and the males upwards of a thousand.”

“No wonder the Incas built such sturdy roads!” It was meant as a joke, but Ronald didn’t crack a smile.

“Of course, if they had normal bones proportionate to their size, they’d be much heavier than that. Aaron bases his weight estimates on preliminary examination of tissue fragments. He thinks it’s possible that all three of the skeletons, even the female, had an exceptionally high ratio of muscle tissue to fat.”

“You mean they were in good physical shape?”

“I mean that they were exceptionally strong. With all that muscle, and lightweight but strong bones, they were probably capable of feats of strength that you and I could only imagine.”

I have trouble opening pickle jars, and I make no bones about it. Although all this sounded too fantastic to believe, I knew that Ronald Meechum at least believed what he was telling me. Given the size of his ego, there is no room in his head for fantasy. “Could you give me some idea of just how strong they might have been?”

The cat began to purr. “Sure, I’d be happy to. Take the chimpanzee, for instance. An adult male chimp can stand over five feet in height and tip the scales at over a hundred pounds. It is generally accepted that an adult male chimp has the strength of five men.

“But now take gorillas. Adult males are often over six feet in height and usually weigh over four hundred pounds. We can’t even begin to guess how much stronger they are than men.”

“Ten, maybe twelve times stronger?” I said.

Ronald frowned. “OK, smartass. But one of these Calca males, at ten feet, and weighing over a thousand pounds, most of it muscle, well—”

“But they are human, aren’t they? That’s the difference, isn’t it? I mean, we’re not talking about gorillas and chimpanzees.”

The cat looked up from his cream. “The truth is, it’s too early to jump to even that conclusion, Baker.”

“What about their skulls? Are they atypical as well?”

Ronald, the cat, began to lap again. “In some ways ‘yes,’ and in some ways ‘no.’ Like in the rest of the skeletal remains, the bone there is exceptionally strong, but lightweight. The general shape and alignment of the skulls, however, is very similar to ours. Identical, in fact. The real difference seems to lie in the number of teeth.”

“That makes sense,” I said. “A larger face would accommodate more teeth.”

Ronald sneered. “Are we jumping to conclusions again, Baker? The fact is that all three skulls exhibited fewer teeth than would be expected. The males have only sixteen teeth, each. Eight on the top, eight on the bottom. All molars, no bicuspids or incisors. And the female had no teeth.”

I gasped softly. “No teeth?”

“Is there an echo in here? Keep your voice down, Baker.” Ronald looked around the dingy restaurant, as if implying that we might be overheard. But the only other soul was the proprietor, asleep on a chair across the room.

“Did you say the female had no teeth?” I practically whispered.

“That’s right.”

“No teeth because they were missing, or no teeth because that’s her biology?”

“Her biology! Aaron couldn’t find a trace of an indentation on her jaw. Not one tooth socket.”

Imagine, a race of women whose bark is definitely worse than their bite!

“Now who’s jumping to conclusions?” I said gently. “One individual does not a race make. Besides, both the males have at least some teeth. Maybe in her case it was just a birth defect.”

The cat looked like he wanted to pounce on me. “Yes, but although the males have some teeth, they are rudimentary at best. More like primary, rather than secondary teeth. And where one would logically expect to find more teeth, there is only smooth jawbone.”

Unfortunately, logic seemed to be more and more irrelevant. “If what Aaron reports is true, then I suspect we might have to consider that we are dealing with a species other than Homo sapiens. Any theories so far?”

“You archaeologists love your theories, but we anthropologists prefer to deal with facts. And, here’s some more facts for you. Remember I said that these skeletons displayed several abnormalities?”

“Go on.” Apparently there was more cream in the bowl.

“Well, all three skeletons have an extra digit on both hands.”

If his pause was to give me time to gasp in astonishment, he was disappointed.

“That’s not so unusual, Ronald. A vestigial sixth finger is common in certain human populations, especially when there is a limited gene pool.”

The cat smirked happily. “Ah, but these are not vestiges, but full-sized fingers, equal in length to the specimen’s index fingers, and presumably every bit as functional.”

“Sounds like a theory,” I said.

Ronald glowered at me. “These sixth fingers are attached at the outside base of the hand, well below the little finger. Thus, like the thumb, they are opposable to all the fingers on the hand, including the thumb. So, what we have here, in fact, is a creature who, with one hand alone, has nearly the manual capacity of two hands. Times that by two (and I know even archaeologists are capable of doing that), and we have someone, or something, that has twice the manual dexterity of Homo sapiens. And who knows how many times the strength these creatures possess.”

Ronald sat back and observed me smugly. The cream bowl was finally empty. Now it was time to contemplate the joy it had brought.

“Well, well, well,” I said stupidly. What else could I say? I am used to dealing in scientific facts, and on those rare occasions when the facts simply do not make a bit of sense, it makes me very uncomfortable.

“Cat got your tongue?” asked Ronald.

I could feel the blood rush to my cheeks. Was his metaphor a coincidence, or was Ronald a mind-reader? I forced a smile.

“Yes, Ronald,” I said, “whatever you say. But is there any chance that this is a hoax? I mean, the papers—”

Ronald’s hands batted the air with renewed impatience. “Sure, there’s a chance. Giants have historically been a favorite subject of hoaxes. But there isn’t much of a chance of this being a hoax, if you ask me. Ramirez, as you know, does not play around.”

“Not with that new government in Lima on his back to make him account for every sol his department spends. And then there’s Aaron. Aaron Gorhman is up for a Nobel Prize this year for the work he did on the victims of that DC8 crash over Spain last fall. If Aaron even smelled a hoax, Ramirez would be choking on his dust.”

“What about you, Ronald, are you on the up and up?” Even as I asked that, I knew it was like asking a politician if he—or she—lied.

Ronald’s eyes narrowed into slits. “Believe what you want, Baker,” he said flatly, “but I was able to borrow a jeep from friends of mine in Lima. I plan to be out at the site by noon tomorrow. If you want to hop a ride, meet me outside your hotel at four in the morning.”

“Four?”

Ronald slapped a fistful of sols down on the table to cover our meal and stalked out. I was left alone in the room with the sleeping proprietor and an awakening imagination.




FOUR

I did the honorable thing and told Carlos Hidalgo that I would not be accompanying him to his village the next morning.

“But you must, señora,” he said for the third or fourth time.

“Please call me Ruth, and I’m sorry, but something has come up and I simply can’t go with you.”

He looked at me calmly, “But you must, señora.”

I could feel myself starting to bristle, “I don’t have to do anything, Carlos.”

His look was unwavering, “But you do have to come with me, Ruth.”

I turned and started to walk away, but Carlos’s hand had shot out and his fingers encircled my forearm with a viselike grip, “Let go of me!” I ordered.

“I cannot, Ruth.”

“Yes, you can, and you will this very moment!”

We were standing in the courtyard of the Hotel Torre Blanca. A light was still visible in the manager’s office, and I could hear a radio playing in one of the rooms behind me. If I raised my voice loud enough, surely someone would hear me.

“I cannot let you go, because my people need you. And you, Ruth, need to see them.”

“What I need is for you to let go of me!”

“If I let go, will you listen for one minute longer?”

“One minute! That’s sixty seconds. And then I’m out of here.”

“Agreed.” Carlos’s fingers relaxed their hold, and I snatched my arm away.

I also backed several steps away from him. “Start talking.”

“The bodies that were found at the dig opposite Calca belong to my people.” It had taken Carlos only ten seconds, but those ten seconds were enough to make a patient listener out of me.

“Go on, Carlos. Tell me more.”

Carlos motioned to a bench that faced an unused and trash-filled fountain. He began to talk again as we walked toward it. “Señora, I mean, Ruth—The Andes hold many secrets that even the Runa do not know. Up until now, these secrets have been safe deep within the mountains. But now, at Calca, these secrets are being spread before the world.

“Ruth, these secrets hurt no one in the outside world, but they are life and death to my people. I have been sent to find you, to ask you to help my people. To protect them from what will surely happen if their secrets are discovered. Will you help us, Ruth?”

I avoided looking at Carlos’s face. He sounded sincere, even impassioned, but I was beginning to feel angry again.

“Secrets? What kind of secrets? How can you ask me to help you, when you won’t even tell me what these secrets are?”

Carlos sat down. “But I will tell you the secrets, Ruth. However, I must do so slowly. They will be very hard secrets to believe.”

I remained standing. “Oh yeah? Try me! Are they any harder to believe than the bodies of three giants, all of whom have six fingers, and one of whom has absolutely no teeth? Tell me your secrets, Carlos, or don’t bother me anymore.”

Carlos sighed. “I prefer to show you our secrets, but very well, I will tell you first if I must.”

“You must. Otherwise, this conversation is over.”

“Look at my hand, Ruth.” Carlos extended his left hand to me. I briefly glanced at it in the pre-dawn light.

“So?”

“No, look at it closer, Ruth. Take it in your hand and look at it closely.”

I took his hand. I could see nothing special about it. It was huge. Then again, so was he. I was about to push it away, when the reality of what I was looking at caught up with me. I sat down heavily.

Carlos’s hand was not like mine. What should have been his little finger was identical in length and girth to his index finger. And running along the outside of his hand was a scar, which showed up rather lividly on his bronze skin. It seemed to me remarkable that I had not seen these anomalies before.

“It is a hand very much like the ones on the bodies found at Calca,” said Carlos. He sounded almost proud. “This hand too had an extra thumb, but the thumb was removed so that I could blend into your world. Tell me, Ruth, you did not notice that my hands were different, did you?”

I shook my head. Frankly, I had not looked at Carlos that closely. Whether because he was a man, an Indian, or extraordinarily tall, I cannot say. Perhaps if he had been a white woman of my own height, I might have noticed. Who knows?

“But you did notice that I am tall?” Carlos laughed softly.

“Of course I noticed that. But you aren’t anywhere near ten feet tall. Or did you have yourself surgically shortened?” I was half serious, half kidding.

Carlos laughed again. “No, I did not. You see, Ruth, I am a mixture of two worlds.”

“You mean you are half Runa, and half … whatever it is they found at Calca?” Again, the question was only half in jest.

Carlos frowned. “That is a simplification of things, but for the present that answer will suffice.”

It had taken a while for all Carlos had said to really sink in. When it did, I was glad I was sitting down. “Carlos, you said before that the bodies at Calca belong to your people. Did you mean that literally? That they are your people?”

Carlos nodded. “Ruth, do you know what the Runa word ‘wiraqocha’ means?”

“Yes, of course I do. It comes from Wiraqocha, the Andean creator God. He was associated with the color white, with sea foam and the Milky Way. The Incas applied this word to the Spaniards who arrived by sea, and were white. They believed that the Spaniards were—”

“Gods? Yes?”

“Yes, I suppose. At least at first.”

“But the Incas were not terribly surprised to see white Spaniards, were they?”

“Well, that’s hard to say—”

“Think, Ruth, what was it about the Spaniards that seemed oddest to the Inca?”

“Their beards?” I knew it was a silly answer. But it was the truth. It was the hairy faces of the conquistadores, not the color of their skin, that the Inca had found startling.

“Right, Ruth. Beards. You see, they had seen white skin before, but not beards.”

“Where had they seen white skin?” I half expected Carlos to pull out a copy of Erich von Däniken’s Chariots of the Gods and begin quoting from it.

“The white skin belonged to the true wiraqocha, who arrived in Peru long before the Spaniards did.”

“So where did these white gods come from, Carlos?” I was prepared to bolt if he as much as intimated that they arrived in flying saucers.

Carlos’s eyes bored into mine. I felt like he was willing me to believe him. “The true wiraqocha came from there.” Carlos pointed to the sky. “You have seen their landing strips, Ruth, at Nazca. And tomorrow, if you come with me, you will meet them yourself.”

I didn’t bolt.

Instead, I felt rooted to the bench, as if I was a statue carved from the same stone. In my core I somehow knew that Carlos was telling the truth, but my intellect was working on overdrive, trying to come up with logical explanations for what evidence I had already seen. Science presumes order, even though chaos is an omnipresent threat.

If I allowed myself to believe all that I had heard that night, all that didn’t fit with what I held to be true, my brain just might, to put it metaphorically, skip the tracks. I might well go mad. Perhaps I already had. By abandoning my set and safe system of beliefs, then anything was possible, and nothing was certain. What is madder than that?

But one thing was for sure, the next morning I would see what Carlos had to show me.




FIVE

I am ashamed to say that the next morning I lied to Ronald and told him I wasn’t feeling well enough to travel with him—at least there was truth in the fact that I couldn’t stomach him. Anyway, we were able to get a ride as far as Ollantaytambo at 9,200 feet, about halfway between Cuzco and Machu Picchu. Although not far from Calca, the valley here is deeper and narrower. Above the cliffs that flank the town, the snow-covered peaks of Alancoma, Pitusiray and Chicon flashed like diamonds in the morning sun.

I have been to Ollantaytambo many times before. I knew that this was the site of one of the few Inca victories over the Spanish conquistadores. However, the massive Inca ruins found there are most probably those of a temple, not a fort.

But, as in countless other Inca ruins scattered around Peru, the stonework presents an enigma. How were the Incas, a people who did not even employ the wheel for transport, able to lift or transport giant blocks of stone from the quarries miles away to their current positions? The stones weigh many tons each, and near Cuzco I had seen some stone blocks that were upwards of twenty feet tall, and which undoubtedly weighed several hundred tons.

I posed this question to Carlos as we left the modern town of Ollantaytambo and headed up the road that leads to the ancient ruins.

“You’ll see,” was all he said, and quickened his pace.

Most of the ruins comprise a terraced mound that sits at the base of the 22,000-foot Waqaywillka, or the Weeping Peak. As at most of the major ruins that have become tourist attractions, visits to the ancient city of Ollantaytambo are strictly regulated.

We bypassed the official entrance to the ruins, where a scowling young man in a khaki uniform was collecting tickets from a group of noisy tourists. A hundred yards past the entrance, where the road petered out, Carlos pulled me up against the smooth wall of an Inca terrace, one of five that encircle the ruins.

“We must try to stay out of sight from now on,” he said. “If they see us, they will think we are trying to avoid the fees. If they call out to us, keep walking. To there.”

He pointed to a finger of pinkish granite that projected out of the side of the mountain. I had not seen this rock spur before. From the present-day village, some 400 feet below, and from the entrance to the ruins, this formation was not visible. It was only when one had passed east of the mound that the great mountain revealed its secret. And then, as Carlos explained, it was only when the sun was at the right angle, between ten and eleven in the morning.

We hugged the eastern wall of the terrace. Because it was morning, we were in full sun and could easily have been spotted by anyone approaching the ruins from the east, or by people walking along the terrace above us. But luck was with us, and we made it to the protective field of scree that had collected at the base of the mountain, several hundred yards beyond the farthest edge of the ruins.

At one point the sun was briefly obscured by a narrow bank of clouds, and in those few minutes, the spur towards which we were heading seemed to recede back into the mountain like a door being closed.

Although I knew that it was an illusion, it had a powerful impact on me. When the sun reappeared, I strained to memorize the exact location of the spur on the face of the mountain.

Once again, as we were threading our way through the jagged scree, the sun did its disappearing act, but only for a second, and this time, looking up, I saw a great Andean condor soaring on the rising thermals. I took it as a good omen.

When the scree field ended at the base of the mountain, we faced our greatest danger of exposure. Directly above us now, the spur was fully visible, but to reach it we had to climb about a hundred feet up the face of Waqaywillka.

“It will not be a difficult climb. There are steps carved into the rock.” Carlos pointed to a spot directly in front of us where the shallow indentations began. “But we will have to wait until last light, or we will be seen. Then we must climb very fast, so that we can still see the steps before all light is gone.”

We passed the remainder of the day in relative silence. Carlos suggested that we both get as much sleep as possible, as we still had a long way to go but, frankly, I was too excited to catch more than a few winks.

Amongst the jumble of boulders in the scree field there was a niche, just large enough for the two of us to hide from the sun. Immediately after settling in it, Carlos fell asleep and began to snore lightly. It was as if he had pushed an “on” switch in his brain. Meanwhile I watched a pair of little gray and brown lizards play a game of tag, and when they finally scrabbled off out of sight, I amused myself by recalling some of the more stupid things I had done in my life up until then.

There was the time, not that long ago in college, when I accepted an invitation to spend a March weekend in Dallas with a relatively new boyfriend. I was supposed to meet his parents, as well as have an opportunity to get an early taste of spring. But there were no parents waiting for us at the airport, and the cabin he drove us to was a long way out of the city, even by Texas standards. I might have gotten a lot more than I had bargained for that weekend, had it not been for the self-defense class I’d taken the year before.

Was I getting myself into a similar situation? I wondered. I studied the old man while he slept and gradually found my apprehensions dissipating. The man who called himself Carlos Hidalgo was full of secrets, but I sensed that he was essentially a man to be trusted. But then again, I had initially felt that way about the boy from Dallas too. I decided to take comfort in the fact that the self-defense techniques I had learned could be utilized against any male attacker, no matter how strong they were, if I kept my wits about me. And that I was determined to do.

When the sun had cleared the peaks across the Urubamba Valley and the shadows had lengthened to the point that they were all merging, Carlos awakened abruptly and unfolded himself from the niche like a butterfly emerging from a cocoon. “It is time to go now,” he said simply, and led the way to the footholds.

From a distance the footholds had appeared to be shallow, perhaps impossible for me to climb. Close up I could see that they weren’t footholds at all, but stone rungs carved ingeniously by chipping out the rock behind them. They proved to be no harder to climb than a perpendicular ladder.

In just a few minutes we scaled the exposed face of the mountain, and took refuge behind the spur, which on closer inspection was a four-foot-wide ledge fronted by a twelve-foot-high shield of rock that was not more than a foot thick. The shield appeared to have been cut from a single piece of rock, and it seemed to balance precariously on the lip of the ledge, for I could not see any mortar or means of connecting it. Directly behind the shield, and invisible from any distance, was a doorway into the mountain.

The doorway was about ten feet high, and perhaps four feet across. It was framed by a lintel of small cut stones about a foot wide and two feet long. Two of these stones formed the top, and there were five on each side. They too appeared to be set without mortar.

By then the sun had disappeared behind the western mountains, and I could see nothing but blackness inside the opening. But deep within the yawning maw, I could hear the chittering of bats.

“Take my hand,” directed Carlos. “I will lead you into the mountain for a short way, and then I’ll light a torch. It’s necessary that we enter in darkness so that the light won’t be seen from the village. Are you afraid?”

I decided to lie. My fear of bats was not Carlos’s problem. “No. I’ll be fine. Lead the way.”

Carlos gripped my hand in his. As it was, his hand seemed to consume mine, but I almost wished that he had retained his second thumb. I had no wish to step off a ledge into inky blackness.

Carlos surged forward with absolute confidence, and having no choice then but to follow, I willed my legs to move of their own accord. For a few minutes I could see nothing and hear nothing but the slap of our feet against stone. Even the bats seemed to be holding their breath. Then Carlos stopped abruptly, using the strength of his wrist to keep me from running into him. His other hand seemed to fumble with something along the wall.

“I will let go of you now to light the torch,” he said.

I nodded stupidly in the dark.

There was the click of flint, followed by a hiss, as the woven reed torch that Carlos now held burst into flame. Then the inside of the mountain was illuminated. I could scarcely believe my eyes.




SIX

We were standing in a tunnel, not a cave. The walls, floor, and roof of the tunnel were lined with neatly cut blocks of stone. The tunnel was perhaps ten feet high—maybe a little more—and about six feet wide. The floor of the tunnel, while paved with stones, also contained steps. The steps were about eighteen inches high and were spaced at about ten-foot intervals. The ceiling, like the floor of the tunnel, changed height with every step, so that the floor and the ceiling were constantly parallel.

From where we were standing, the tunnel in front of us climbed upwards in orderly, precise degrees. The tunnel appeared to be absolutely straight. Whatever core minerals Waqaywillka contained, the builders of the tunnel had managed to deal with them.

“This is very impressive,” I said, and then immediately realized how trite I must have sounded.

Carlos offered a fleeting smile. For the first time he seemed self-conscious about revealing his teeth.

“You have heard the Runa legends that a system of Inca tunnels extends from Ecuador to Bolivia?” he asked.

“Yes. So the rumors are true?”

Carlos shook his head. “No. There were plans once for such a system, but the arrival of the Spaniards put an end to that. However, the project had already commenced, and this portion of the tunnel was the prototype.”

I thought of the Squirrel Hill and Fort Pitt tunnels back in Pittsburgh.

Both of them were impressive, but they paled in comparison with this. “Does this tunnel have a name, Carlos?”

“It does not, but the system as a whole was called the ‘chinkana,’ the place in which one becomes lost.”

“Why is that?”

Carlos pointed ahead. “About a quarter of a mile from here this tunnel divides—like a ‘Y’—to form two tunnels. Both of these tunnels give birth to many other tunnels, and they in turn give birth to more tunnels. It was possible to travel from here to Machu Picchu, to Cuzco, even as far as Raqchi without ever leaving the protection of the Earth.

“When the Spaniards came, my people sealed all the entrances to the chinkana. The tunnels themselves were left open in hopes that someday the Spaniards would be overthrown.”

“I think it is a little too late for that now,” I said, and then felt foolish. I am forever having to remove my foot from my mouth.

Carlos did not seem offended. He placed the torch in a stone holder and then reached down into what can best be described as a stone chest. What he brought out were the finest examples of Inca weaving I had ever seen.

“Here, Ruth, you will need to put this on.” He held out an embroidered smock and a pair of felt slippers.

“Why? What I’m wearing is quite comfortable.”

He held up another, larger smock and another much larger pair of slippers. “I too must put on these clothes. It is forbidden to take anything from the outside world any farther into the chinkana.”

“I don’t go anywhere without this,” I said, patting the leather pouch I wore around my waist, which contained, among other things, my passport and a money clip.

Carlos smiled. “I assure you, Ruth, that your things will be perfectly safe here.”

I found myself laughing. If I was going to trust Carlos enough to take me into a labyrinth of tunnels, I was going to have to trust him with my passport and money. If he wanted them, he could take them anyway.

“Must I remove everything from the outside world?” I asked.

“Everything, and then you must bathe.” He pointed to a stone trough that was apparently fed by a subterranean spring.

“Now wait just one minute! Changing my clothes is one thing, but if you expect me to climb into that—”

Even as I was speaking, Carlos had turned his back and was disrobing. Without another word, he sat down in the trough and began scrubbing himself with what looked like a bar of soap on the side of the trough.

Not one for communal bathing, I waited until Carlos was out and busy dressing before I took my turn at the tub. Carlos was enough of a gentleman to turn away, but stayed well within earshot. To say that the water was freezing is an understatement. And the soap, which appeared to be homemade, had a strong disinfectant smell. My bath was as brief and perfunctory as I could make it. But fear that Carlos might make me repeat the job ensured that I took my assignment seriously.

When we had both washed and changed, and our clothes and belongings had been stashed carefully in the stone box, Carlos picked up the torch again. The suggestion of a frown worried at his forehead.

“We must hurry now, Ruth,” he said urgently.

We walked in silence the rest of the way to the first intersection. Carlos briefly held the torch so that its light illuminated a portion of the tunnel that went to the left.

“This is the tunnel to Calca,” he said. “Remember, it is very easy to get lost. The three bodies that were found at Calca were not supposed to be there.” He set off down the original tunnel at a quickened pace.

I hurried to catch up with him. “And we’re not going to Calca, Carlos?”

My guide did not slow down his pace. Instead, he seemed to fling his words back at me.

“No. It’s too dangerous to go to Calca now. It is only a matter of time before that entrance is discovered. Anyway, Calca is not on our way.”

“On our way to where, Carlos? Where is it that we are going?”

“To Ukhu Pacha.”

“The inner world, Carlos?”

“Yes, Ruth, this is the true inner world. You will see.”

We did not talk again, until the reed torch Carlos was carrying began to flicker, signaling that it was about to burn out. Carlos stopped abruptly. I glanced around in panic, but could see no replacement torches in sight.

Carlos, on the other hand, was calmly, but intently, gazing at the walls, as if they held some secret or clue as to what we should do next. A moment later the torch sputtered its last and we were enveloped in pitch darkness.

Utter darkness is incomprehensible to those who have not experienced it. It is nothing like a darkened room, or even a darkened cellar. I have never been blind, but I would venture to say that it is more intense than even that. The darkness deep inside Waqaywillka was absolute. I could feel it on my skin, just as surely as I could the sunlight in the outer world.

I tried taking a few deep breaths to calm myself. “Is this what you meant by the inner world, Carlos?”

“No, Ruth. I’m sorry. This is my doing. I misjudged how long it would take to get from one torch to the other. I have never walked the distance with—”

“With a short-legged woman in tow?”

His chuckle echoed eerily in the black void of my surroundings. “Yes, but I should have taken that into consideration. I accept responsibility for the darkness. There is no need to be afraid though; it is a very short distance to the next torch. If you take my hand, we can go again.”

It wasn’t easy locating someone under such conditions.

When I found Carlos’s hand, it was like being thrown a lifeline. I clung to it tighter than was necessary. As we inched our way along, we kept up a constant stream of conversation. It was as if we were using words to give shape to the darkness.

“Why don’t you stock more torches at the entrance?” I asked. “That way you could carry a spare with you.”

Carlos answered immediately. “It is forbidden to stock extra torches. Of course, all the torches come from Ukhu Pacha. When one leaves Ukhu Pacha, they take with them the number of torches needed for the outgoing, and return, journeys. Only as many torches as are absolutely needed are taken. At appropriate intervals along the way, the traveler places the torches needed for the return trip.”

“Why is that, Carlos? Is the material for the torches so hard to come by in Ukhu Pacha?”

“That’s one reason. In Ukhu Pacha we have learned not to waste anything. The other reason is for protection. If we stocked extra torches, then our enemies might find them and use them to find their way through the chinkana.”

“Who are your enemies, Carlos?”

“In the old days they were the Spaniards. Today it is anyone from the outside world.”

“Except for me?”

“We have made an exception in your case, Ruth.”

Of course, I was flattered. “But, Carlos, you have been to the outside world. What is to prevent an outsider from bringing in a flashlight?”

There were a few seconds of silence this time, and I regretted having asked the question.

“I’m sorry to be so nosy,” I said, mostly to hear the sound of my voice.

“It was a fair question,” Carlos said at last. “The truth is, there is nothing to prevent such a thing from happening. Still, we are bound to the old ways. Nothing from the outside world may enter the chinkana and, most especially, nothing from your world may ever enter the Ukhu Pacha. It is a strict rule, but we believe it protects us.”

I risked putting my foot in my mouth again. “How did those three individuals at Calca die, Carlos?”

The answer was emotional, but forthcoming. “They were on a salvage mission to the old Inca city there, one which was buried by an earthquake before the arrival of the conquistadores. They were looking for those things which might be useful in Ukhu Pacha, like tools and caches of grain. Possibly even preserved meat. Apparently, their torches burned out.”

“I see.” I could hear Carlos’s free hand slapping the wall and, a few steps further on, his fingers found the torch he’d left there on his outward journey. Soon we were bathed in light.

“It’s glorious,” I said.

“We Yanakuna have a saying, ‘light is the mother of happiness.’”

“Yanakuna” was an old Inca word applied to the servant class. It seemed strange to hear Carlos, who was obviously very much in charge, refer to himself as a servant.

“Who is it you serve, Carlos? If you don’t mind me asking.”

“Ah, it is good that you ask that. I think it’s time now that I told you everything.” He did not slow down, nor did I want him to. “The one I serve is a Wanami. You will meet her very soon.”

“But Carlos, isn’t Wanami a Runasimi word for spirit? Are you saying that you work for a spirit?”

“You speak too quickly at times, Ruth. Wanami is not a Runasimi word; it is a word unto itself.” For the first time I heard harshness in Carlos’s voice. “Sometimes it’s better just to listen. Listen now and I will tell you about the Wanami, for there are more than just one. To begin with, they are not spirits.”

Our path had begun a downward slope, and both walking and listening were easier. For what must have been an hour, maybe much longer, Carlos told me everything I needed to know about the Wanami. I will tell it to you now, not as Carlos told me, but with some of the blanks filled in. I have taken the liberty to fill in the blanks because, as I quickly learned, I have a greater knowledge of the outside world than Carlos. I have, however, taken great pains not to distort or exaggerate anything Carlos said. I will swear to that in court. As a scientist, I believe in facts—not alternative facts, but facts that can be backed up by proof.




SEVEN

On another world, in another solar system, orbiting the cool, dwarf star known to us as Trappist 1, there lived (and to this day still exist) beings who called themselves Qooma. The Qooma are small creatures, seldom over three feet tall. Their heads are large in proportion to their bodies, and their eyes are large for their heads. They have only rudimentary mouths.

They are absolutely hairless.

The Qooma, like Homo sapiens, have opposable digits (although only three digits total on each hand) and great manual dexterity. They are also highly intelligent. They are, however, not of our species, nor even primates. Although most probably a carbon-based form of life, the Qooma are so different in their makeup that it is hard to compare them to anything. They are no closer to being mammals than they are to being fish. It is believed that the Qooma do not have something akin to blood, for instance. The Wanami believe themselves to be perceived as animals in the eyes of the Qooma.

Neither Carlos, nor in fact any of the living Wanami, had ever seen a Qooma, but they had seen “likenesses” of them. These likenesses can best be described as photographs, but of course they aren’t. Perhaps holograms is a better word, but even that is not exact.

None of the Qooma’s technology (and I can vouch for what little I have seen) comes close to duplicating that of Earth. Or should that have been stated the other way around? Although there are parallels to be drawn, the Qooma utilized materials that are alien to us and, like them, are not easy to describe. I have seen, for instance, some surgical tools made by the Qooma, and it is impossible for me to say if the tools are made out of metal, or some processed organic matter. Some of the Qooma objects don’t even maintain a consistent shape or color. In fact, I found out later that the Qooma themselves … but I will save that for another day.

The association between the Qooma and the ancestors of the Wanami goes back almost 300,000 years, to the Mindel-Riss interglacial period here on Earth. At that time there existed in China a hominid that twentieth-century scientists have named Homo erectus pekinensis—or Peking Man. Ashes and bones from a cave at Zhoukoudian, China, reveal to modern anthropologists that Peking Man was one of the earliest of his kind to use fire.

Precocious they may have been, but Peking Man was not destined to develop further on this Earth. In need of manual laborers, the Qooma, who had been visiting the Earth for millennia, rounded up most of the breeding population of Peking Man and returned with them to their home planet. The remaining population of Peking Man either died out or were absorbed by other developing hominid groups.

In the meantime, the Qooma set about breeding Peking Man for their own purposes. What they were ultimately after was a large, strong, but docile creature that could perform tasks that the Qooma were incapable of themselves performing. They also wanted a creature whose hands made up for what their own hands lacked.

The Qooma were perfectly capable of perfecting and employing robots to work for them; however, their religion forbade this practice. For instance, Codex 23, Chapter 54; Verse 7: “You shall not create unto yourselves inert images, wrought by your own hands, wherein the life force is not found, that these images might toil for you as beasts of burden. Rather it is incumbent on you to gather unto yourselves creatures from other worlds, where the Light of Qooma Naha does not shine, for verily these creatures are surely beasts of the fields and will take no notice of a yoke placed upon their necks.”

Carlos would not admit it to me, but I imagine that captured Peking Man took a great deal of notice when they were rounded up and captured. After all, according to even the statistics supplied to me by Carlos, nine out of ten of these early hominids died in transit to the planet Qoom, which is the most hospitable of the seven so-called habitable planets in the orbit of Trappist-1.

Still, the Qooma managed to collect a breeding population of Peking Man. Hundreds of thousands of years of selective breeding produced the modern-day Wanami who, as has been previously noted, are extremely tall, heavily muscled (although agile), and possess a total of twelve fingers, four of which function as thumbs. Thus the basic framework of the Wanami is as different from twenty-first-century man as a Saint Bernard is from a Chihuahua.

But size and strength were not the only desirable qualities. The Qooma, who ingest their food through a pea-size hole in their faces, found the human mouth a vulgar thing, and they originally tried to breed it out of existence. This attempt was stopped when Qooma scientists and behaviorists realized two things: a creature as large as the planned Wanami needed a large mouth to keep its body sufficiently nourished; and the primitive Homo erectus-Peking required this gaping hole in its face if it was going to communicate with other members of its species (an important aspect of cooperative labor). The mouth eradication program was stopped in time, but not before it had altered the dental biology of the developing Wanami.

The one other thing that bothered the Qooma to no end were the useless bristly appendages that sprouted all over the bodies, and especially the heads, of Homo erectus-Peking. Fortunately, that was a fairly easy thing to correct, the result of which was that no Wanami for the last 100,000 years has sported a single hair.

But all these changes took longer than we might expect, because in increasing Peking Man’s size, the Qooma also increased the gestation period of the creature they were developing. After all, larger organisms take longer to develop in utero.

Life expectancy also increased. Part of this was merely a matter of cause and effect, since larger organisms often live longer, but the change was primarily intentional. The Qooma, who themselves live to be 300 Earth years before expiring, could not conceive of a creature (even a slave creature) not endowed with a similar lifespan. Besides which, it was a bother having to train new slaves more than once in a lifetime.

As Peking Man was tamed, and developed into the work machine called Wanami, the Qooma declined physically to their current stature. Where once they had been almost five feet tall, their average height shrank to a mere three feet two inches at best. The arms that had once been capable of building a society that was interstellar in scope could now, as the old song goes, barely lift a spoon (not that the Qooma had much use for spoons). The fertility rate dropped to less than one out of a hundred paired couples. The Qooma, despite their superior intellectual powers, found that they had allowed themselves to all but atrophy out of existence. Theirs was a society that was doomed to end with a whimper, not a bang.

Then, in the year 5,437 BC (Earth time), there arose amongst the Qooma a prophetess named Nazca. Nazca’s message was one of love. She preached that the Qooma should love themselves more and express this love by rediscovering their own bodies. She also preached that slavery (even of the animal-like Wanami) was wrong. The Qooma, according to Nazca, could never fully learn to love themselves if they did not love the Wanami enough to release them from bondage. To demonstrate her sincerity, Nazca liberated all her own slaves.

At first, Nazca’s message was not well received. Even the Wanami didn’t want to hear it. Since the development of their race, they had been bred to take orders, and the thought of having to think for themselves was unbearable.

But Nazca’s message eventually did catch on with the more liberal Qooma, who controlled the media and, by extension, the minds of the informed masses. The Qooma, I learned, had family structures similar to ours, but poor Carlos found it impossible to describe the technology on their home planet, as he had never been there. The best description that he could give me, from hearsay, was that their equivalent of TV was “like magic. Real Qooma lived inside their televisions.” From that I surmised that he was trying to describe holograms. At any rate, eventually the conservative Qooma government was overthrown in the bloodiest (it was Wanami blood that was shed—since the Qooma have none) altercation in all of Qooma history. The war raged on for almost thirty years, during which time half the Wanami population perished. The Qooma, you see, were not disposed to killing each other, but they didn’t mind so much playing a kind of chess, a game in which the Wanami were the pieces. The Wanami, who had been bred to be utterly docile, were like sheep before the slaughter. It is said that the surface of Qoom was so stained with blood that it looked red to the inhabitants of its neighboring planets.

It was during the revolution that Nazca was captured and tortured by the conservatives, and presumably killed, although her body was never found. After the revolution, with the liberals in power, the Qooma tried valiantly to love themselves and the remaining Wanami among them. But soon it became clear that it was easier to love the Wanami from afar (their bodies gave off odors, for one thing) than next door. Over the protests of very few Qooma, the Wanami were rounded up and shipped back to Planet Earth in what appeared to be the only logical solution.

But only about a thousand Wanami made the trip to Earth, because on the eve of the eviction, the vast majority of Wanami, terrified at the prospect of life on a strange planet, took their own lives. This is not a hard, or messy, thing for a Wanami to do. The poor creatures have extremely high blood pressure and are given to sudden outbursts of intense emotion. They are essentially walking time bombs. All a Wanami must do in order to kick the bucket is to stop being in control—for even a minute. When they relinquish control, intentionally or not, their hearts literally burst.

The Wanami who made the trip to Earth faced obstacles that they and the Qooma hadn’t yet dreamed of, or if they had, they had simply chosen to overlook. Earth was by then more densely populated, and by creatures, if not as developed as the Wanami, at least a far cry from Peking Man. Unable to decide where to relocate their former slaves (the area around Zhoukoudian, China was quite populated by then), the Qooma picked two sites that seemed to offer the most possibilities.

Both sites were land bridges between two large continents, and the Qooma reasoned that the freed slaves could then spread either north or south, as they so wished, and take advantage of whichever continent appealed to them the most.

The spaceship carrying approximately half the freed Wanami that landed and discharged its passengers on the Sinai Peninsula, did so without incident. The ship bound for the Isthmus of Panama did not fare so well.

On board was a young, militant (a relative term, I assure you) female Wanami by the name of Nazca Inca. Although a Wanami, she was named after the Qooma prophetess and liberator of all Wanami. Nazca Inca had been born at the start of the revolution. At the time of deportation, she was not yet thirty, barely even old enough to breed. She, like her namesake, had exceptional charisma, but unlike her fellow deportees, her spirit had not been broken. Nazca Inca did not trust the Qooma in the least and was determined to wrest control of her future out of the hands (weak, though they were) of the spaceship crew. It is said that she also fancied herself to be a heroine and was quick to stir up trouble if she thought it would somehow advance her cause. At any rate, while still in flight over the Pacific (the ship had come east), Nazca Inca successfully, and single-handedly, hijacked the craft and forced it to land on the coast of what is today the nation of Peru. There she disembarked and invited all remaining Wanami to accompany her. Exactly 137 males and females of all ages responded to her call. It has been said that her commanding tones frightened them even more than fear of reprisal from the Qooma.

The hijacking was far less dramatic than it sounds. The Qooma aboard the spacecraft could not have cared less where Nazca Inca and her cronies wanted to disembark. After leaving their rebellious passengers behind, the crew continued their mission virtually unperturbed. A few seconds later, the spacecraft arrived at its original destination, the Isthmus of Panama, where the remaining Wanami left the ship. (This was the version of the hijacking which Carlos originally told me, but which I later found to be somewhat inaccurate.)

At any rate, at first things did not bode well for Nazca Inca. When the Wanami who had heeded her call saw just how desolate the rainless coast of Peru was, they turned against her and sent her packing into the wilderness. But since such drastic measures appear to be beyond most Wanami, perhaps it would be more accurate to say that Nazca Inca, sensing her people’s disappointment, headed off for the Andes Mountains of her own volition.

One of the first things the stranded Wanami did was to build a landing strip on the site where the spacecraft had left them off, in hopes of enticing it back at some future date. When, after many years, the spacecraft did not return, the Wanami made giant illustrations in the surrounding desert of animals they had encountered in their new world, in hopes that the Qooma, who might by now be looking for a new species to enslave, would be tempted by these creatures and return.

In the meantime, the Wanami had begun to interact with the Homo sapiens whom they had found inhabiting this strange new land. As the Wanami were a docile and peace-loving race, they did nothing to antagonize the indigenous people. On the contrary, once the indigenous people got over their fear of the Wanami’s great size, the two groups found that they had a lot to offer each other. The Wanami were soon performing the difficult physical tasks of the Indians, while the Indians kept them well supplied with food. In many respects the situation was not unlike the one they had experienced on the planet Qoom.

Similar relations existed between the Wanami and the indigenous peoples of Central America and North Africa. It was Indian brains, but Wanami brawn, that built the Aztec, Mayan and Inca monuments.

Likewise, it was Wanami muscle that piled up the pyramids. That modern archaeology cannot prove this is quite understandable. The Wanami have traditionally cremated their dead, and so no skeletal remains have ever been found. This practice was begun by the Qooma soon after importing Peking Man, because the planet Qoom lacks decomposing bacteria. After their return to Earth as the Wanami, the former Peking Man have faithfully cremated all their dead, except those few individuals that lost favor with the Mayans and were eaten for supper. Somewhere in the jungles of Belize and the Yucatan, there undoubtedly lie some giant bones waiting to be discovered. As for a record of the Wanami in the Near East, the Bible, among other documents, abounds with stories of giants. Perhaps Goliath was a Wanami. Their fate remains unknown.

But once the Mayans (and later the Aztecs) had their great cities built, they no longer saw the need to keep their work animals alive. After all, they were too docile to be sent into battle against the Mayan’s enemies. Then, remembering how good the occasional Wanami slacker had tasted, the Mayans (as the Aztecs did later) began to dine on them on a regular basis. Most of the Wanami were too docile to resist and soon ended up as dinner. A very few escaped into the jungles, where presumably their descendants exist to this day.

When the Mayans had polished off the last Wanami, they remembered that the Wanami had celebrated death by cremation, and so to appease the spirits of the dead Wanami (in the hope that new Wanami would magically appear), the Mayans cremated every Wanami bone they could find on the high altars of their temples. When no Wanami, tasty or otherwise, appeared, the Mayans figured that they had somehow offended the spirits of the giant Wanami. And since spirits are far more dangerous than flesh, the Mayans fled their massive cities that the Wanami had built, and themselves hid in the jungle.

In Peru, where the Wanami were never consumed, the story was different. There the Wanami lived quite safely with the Indians (who by this time had adopted the name Inca, for they were quite enamored of the story of Nazca Inca) until the arrival of the conquistadores.

But the Wanami, although safe and relatively happy, never quite thrived back on Earth. Although docile to the extreme, their race was too much given to taking their own lives. A cross word, or angry gesture, was often enough to motivate a Wanami to hurl himself (or herself) off a cliff or impale herself (or himself) on whatever sharp object was handy. Even without apparent negative stimuli, it was common for the Wanami, sometimes in large groups, to simply stop eating.

Acha Puma, perhaps the best known Wanami philosopher, theorized that Wanami depression was a result of too much Inca kindness. He reasoned that since the Wanami personality had been shaped over a period of almost two million years by beings who practiced very little kindness, the Wanami were emotionally ill-equipped to function in a society where kindness and consideration were commonplace. In short, the Wanami missed being mistreated. Therefore, even the slightest expression of disapproval by the Inca was enough to trigger intense homesickness in the Wanami, even those who had been born on Earth.

Unfortunately for the race, the Wanami were slow breeders. Neither sex matured until about their thirtieth year. Gestation averaged twenty months, and Wanami infants were not weaned until eight or nine years of age. Given their propensity for self-annihilation, and their slow rate of reproduction, it should not be surprising to discover that the Wanami population had decreased substantially by the time Europeans arrived on the scene.

When Spanish conquistador Francisco Pizarro first stepped off the boat on to what is now Ecuador, and began his infamous march to Peru, there were fewer than 1,000 Wanami in the region. The majority of these were in the Urubamba Valley, busily repairing the temple at Ollantaytambo. When the Spaniards committed their first atrocities, not long after their arrival, the Wanami at Ollantaytambo were immediately shepherded through the chinkana, the tunnel labyrinth that riddled the Inca Empire, to Ukhu Pacha, the secret inner world, by the Inca. The fear was, and rightly so, that news of the atrocities might well precipitate new rounds of mass suicide among the Wanami, and thus further decimate the valuable workforce. Those few Wanami elsewhere in the empire did indeed take their own lives, and their Inca friends reverently had them cremated.

Perhaps it was premonition, but the Inca Emperor Atahualpa provided those Wanami taking refuge at Ukhu Pacha with enough supplies to last them for a period of two years. In addition to food and livestock, he supplied them with servants from his own household. These servants were to see that Wanami survived until the Europeans (who clearly were not gods, nor anything like the gentle Wanami) were repelled. The servants were under strict orders not to allow anyone, themselves included, to leave the safety of Ukhu Pacha until a messenger bearing Atahualpa’s seal came to fetch them. All the entrances to the chinkana, except the Ollantaytambo and Ukhu Pacha entrances, were to be sealed. This may have been nothing more than sound business sense on the part of Atahualpa, but it was what saved the Wanami from virtual extinction.

The Yanakuna, or male Inca servants, who accompanied the Wanami, were chosen because they had no family entanglements and could be counted on to give their new job their total concentration. It is uncertain how many Yanakuna (all male) were selected for this task, but Carlos estimates that the number exceeded five hundred.

But although Atahualpa had foresight, he could not have foreseen the total collapse of the Inca Empire and subsequent European domination. For forty years, the Wanami and Yanakuna remained in isolation, awaiting the arrival of the messenger. Finally, the refugees took the matter into their hands. Lots were drawn and a man by the name of Saphi Pata was sent via the tunnels to investigate the outside world. He never returned, and presumably died shortly after leaving the valley, although not before being spotted by a local. (He is undoubtedly the origin of the legend, pervasive in the Andes, of a race of giants inhabiting a secret valley. Tradition has it that this tale-monger was considered mad and eventually imprisoned due to pressure from the Catholic Church.)

When Saphi Pata did not return, the Wanami and their Yanakuna were forced to take total responsibility for the future of their races. By then many of the Yanakuna had died of old age, and the Wanami had lost many of their number as well due to stress-induced suicide. (I learned subsequently that there was another cause of death even more common than suicide, but more on that later.) When the Yanakuna died out altogether, the Wanami would surely be doomed. It was then that the idea of crossbreeding the two races was conceived.

It is difficult for me, even now, to understand the genetic differences between the Wanami and Yanakuna. Despite the morphological changes the Qooma imposed on Peking Man, I believe that the Wanami are nothing more than a sub-species of Homo sapiens. Surely they are much more closely related to us than are to any of the great apes. At any rate, breeding between the two groups was certainly possible, and in time a number of mixed-blood offspring were born to Wanami mothers. For a while the infants thrived, and then suddenly, one by one, they died. Of the estimated seventy-five mixed-blood children, only three lived to adulthood. The two races quit intermingling.

Today there are of course no pure Yanakuna (male Incas of the servant class) around. Of the three hybrids who survived to adulthood, only Carlos remains alive. As for the Wanami (the descendants of Peking Man), they now number 358. At least, that was the situation last I saw them. Because Carlos is half Yanakuna (or Inca) he has a much stronger psyche. He does not fold up emotionally when he is confronted with negativity.

But now, let me get on with my story.




EIGHT

After about six hours of fast-paced walking through the chinkana, Carlos took mercy on me and declared a rest period. This meant that he had to blow out the torch, but by then I had gotten used to the tunnels, and the total blackness that ensued was unsettling, but no longer terrifying. Still, as we sat and rested, with our backs against the cold stone walls, I surreptitiously made sure that at least a few centimeters of my skin touched his.

I’m sure I slept, but it is hard to distinguish the transition from wakefulness to sleep in total darkness. Conscious thoughts glide into unconscious thoughts subtly and, with no external stimulation to give me clues, the transitions went unmarked. Sometimes I thought I was awake, and I would open my eyes wide, or squeeze them tight to verify my consciousness. Once I pinched myself, and hard, but when the leg I pinched responded by pinching me back, I knew within my dream that I was dreaming.

When Carlos shook me back into consciousness, the torch was already lit. “Get up, Ruth. We must continue if we are to reach Ukhu Pacha before dark.”

“How much further do we have?” I asked. I was stiff, and even the finely woven vicuna smock that I was wearing had not been enough to protect me from the damp cold.

“It is a two-hour walk yet.” Had an entire night and most of the day already passed since we’d entered the maze? Except for some nuts and a small flask of water that Carlos had brought with him, I had had nothing to eat or drink for thirty-six hours. Perhaps that was just as well. Relieving myself in total darkness had given me a very uncomfortable feeling. I don’t think it is possible to feel more vulnerable than that.

We walked in silence for what might have been an hour. Then Carlos began to speak with some urgency.

“In the Ukhu Pacha, we must speak only in Runa. If the others hear words they do not understand, they will get very upset.”

“Is Runa the Wanami’s mother tongue?” I asked in surprise.

Carlos made a clucking sound that I took to indicate disgust. But whether he was disgusted with me or the Wanami, I couldn’t tell. “The Wanami have no mother tongue. When they were first captured by the Qooma, they had not yet developed a language that went beyond a few primitive grunts. But that did not matter, for the Qooma had no spoken language either.

“Over time the Wanami were able to learn telepathic communication like the Qooma, but in a very limited way. I think perhaps it would be like the way a dog learns human commands.”

“I see.”

“But the Wanami are not like dogs,” said Carlos emphatically. “It is true that when they first landed in Peru they did not know how to speak, but in only a few days they had mastered the ancient Indian tongue.”

“That’s very impressive,” I said sincerely.

“But their accents are terrible,” said Carlos. It sounded like he was complaining. “Their mouths are not as suited to speech as some.”

“Like your own?”

“Yes, I am half Runa, am I not?”

“Has their language changed much since their isolation to the Ukhu Pacha?” I had switched to speaking Runa. I needed the practice.

“Some. Most words are the same, but a few words have taken on new meanings, or more than one meaning. If you are confused about anything, it is important that you ask me at once. You would not want to offend the Wanami.”

“I’m sure you’re right.” I have made it a life rule never to offend anyone over eight feet tall.

“My name is not really Carlos Hidalgo. It is only a name that I use on the outside world. My real name is Queycha. You must call me only Queycha in front of the others.”

“And where did you get Carlos Hidalgo from?”

“From a butcher’s sign in Ollantaytambo. But enough of that. I have many important things to tell you.” I listened quietly while Carlos—I mean Queycha—told me about life at Ukhu Pacha. Of course, it sounded bizarre to me, but since entering the chinkana I had suspended belief, or disbelief, depending on how you wanted to look at it. I am an archaeologist, a scientist trained to examine facts. For the moment I would listen and observe. Later, perhaps much later, I would sort out how I felt about what I had seen or heard.

“The Colleena is what your society might call the queen.”

“I am American, not English,” I reminded him.

I could only see the back of Queycha’s head, but I could almost hear him scowl.

“We have little time, Ruth.”

“Sorry.”

“We need your help. The Colleena wishes to speak to you, but you must first lie on the ground at her feet. Then, when she places her foot on the back of your neck, you address her as ‘The Colleena Wiraqocha of all that is above the Earth, on the Earth, and below the Earth.’ If she wishes you to speak to her, she will remove her foot from your neck and invite you to speak.”

“And if she doesn’t want me to speak?”

“The Colleena is very heavy, Ruth. It is wise not to speak to her unless it is absolutely necessary.”

“I see. Thanks for the tip.” But the concept of a dictatorial and capricious queen did not sound like one the Wanami had borrowed from the Indians. I asked Queycha how long the Wanami had had a royal family.

“I suppose, in a way, since their return to Earth. You see, The Colleena is a direct descendent of Nazca.”

“You mean the Nazca? The same one who went storming off into the Andes because her people hadn’t appreciated what she’d done for them?”

“Yes, she is the one. But she returned a short time later, and when she did, she was very contrite, and her people took her back. However, for many generations she and her descendants kept themselves apart from the rest of the Wanami. It was said by some that they acted as if they felt themselves to be superior to the rest of the Wanami. As if they shared some secret that set them above everyone else. But the truth is, their ancestors were slaves on Qoom, just like everyone else’s. Of course, one does not mention such things now.”

“Of course.” After all, who likes to be reminded of their humble beginnings?

“Until they were forced to take refuge in the Ukhu Pacha upon the arrival of the conquistadores, the descendants of Nazca Inca lived no differently than any other Wanami. Then suddenly, when both the Wanami and the Inca servants—the Yanakuna—who had taken refuge with them found themselves without a leader, that’s when Nazca Inca, the mother of The Colleena, stepped in and declared herself to be our new ruler.”

“And everyone else just let her?”

Queycha shrugged. “The Colleena is not like anyone else,” he said flatly. “Besides, as I already told you, the Wanami—well, most of them—are very timid.”

“Apparently so.” I hadn’t meant to be sarcastic, but anyone who had to put their foot on your neck before they allowed you to talk did not sound like the gentle Wanami Queycha had been telling me about.

Queycha’s pace quickened, and I practically had to run to keep up with him. He was saying something, but he was speaking very softly now, and what I thought I heard him say made no sense at all.

“Please, Queycha, say that again,” I gasped.

Queycha stopped abruptly and I would have run into him had it not been for a restraining hand. “The Colleena has a gun,” I thought I heard him say for the second time.

“A gun? You mean, like a rifle, or a pistol?” I strained my brain to recall if the conquistadores had used firearms.

I concluded that they had, but even if The Colleena had access to one of those early firing weapons, surely it would be of no use to her now.

“It is not like a gun that people make today,” said Queycha softly.

“You mean it’s more like an ancient gun?” So it was a conquistador firearm that The Colleena had.

Queycha shook his head. “No, Ruth. I do not think it is an ancient gun. I think it is a gun of the future.”




NINE

“A gun of the future?” Despite my fatigue, my brain was working just fine. My best asset has always been above my bra. “You mean like a space-age weapon of some sort? Something Nazca Inca might have stolen from the Qooma? And passed on to her descendants?”

It was then that Queycha grabbed me. With just one giant hand, which he positioned around my ribcage, he lifted me straight up in the air until we were at eye level. Surprisingly, he didn’t seem angry, just concerned.

“You must not talk like that in Ukhu Pacha. To do so might well mean your death. Promise me, Ruth, that you will think before you speak?”

“I promise.” I knew Queycha was trying to be gentle, but it hurts to be held up by one’s ribs, nonetheless.

His eyes seemed to bore into mine. “The rules of the outside world do not apply in Ukhu Pacha. Remember that.”

“I’ll remember.” He dropped me, like a sack of potatoes on a market square. Then he turned and stalked away. I hurried to catch up.

We walked—strode, rather—in silence for perhaps another hour. It was a silence that Queycha enforced. No amount of chatter, no matter how casual, on my part could get him to speak. Feeling foolish, I soon lapsed into silence. Just when the silence had become unbearable and I was considering taking drastic measures (although refusing to walk further might well have been drastic), Queycha broke the silence.

“There,” he said, pointing ahead, “is the first light of Ukhu Pacha.”

I strained to see what he meant, but could see nothing but the flicker of the torch against the dank stone walls. “I don’t see anything, Queycha. What is it I’m supposed to see?” His answer was to extinguish the torch. Then once again there was nothing but blackness—but only for minute. Then slowly, like a developing Polaroid film, an area of gray appeared in the direction in which we had been heading.

“Ukhu Pacha,” said Queycha, as if his vision was attuned to mine. “Come.” He grabbed my hand in the darkness and, without relighting the torch, pulled me in the direction of the growing light.

We had hardly gone a dozen paces when something monstrous stepped in front of that weak but beckoning light. I will admit that I screamed. Unlike in nightmares I’ve had, this scream came out loud and clear. Immediately Queycha clamped a hand over my mouth. But it was too late; the creature that had jumped in front of us had bolted and was itself running toward the light. Queycha chuckled softly.

Then my blood boiled. “Stop it!” I ordered. “It isn’t funny! And what was that? A Wanami?”

“That was Orchu. My nephew. Yes, he is a Wanami. A very scared Wanami now. He was supposed to be on guard duty. I think it will be a long time before he dares step foot back into the chinkana again.”

“Serves him right,” I said. It was some comfort to know, firsthand, that the Wanami really were as timid as Queycha had painted them.

A minute later we stepped out of the chinkana. After the flickering gloom of the tunnels, the natural daylight of Ukhu Pacha seemed blinding. I opened and closed my eyes several times, but it was not so much in response to the light, but to what the light revealed.

Ukhu Pacha, the inner world, is truly a world unto itself. My best guess is that it is a volcano crater, roughly circular, and measuring perhaps eight miles across at the bottom. The walls of the crater are virtually perpendicular, rising straight from the floor for about a mile or more. The floor of the crater is entirely flat. It is as if the crater began to fill with molten lava and then stopped. The lava hardened and formed a smooth, level plug. Surely deep within the earth there is pressure being exerted against this plug, and someday Ukhu Pacha will pop into the sky like a champagne cork. In the meantime, the citizens have maximized their resources.

Before the arrival of the conquistadores, Carlos explained, the floor of Ukhu Pacha was covered by a lake approximately two hundred feet deep. At that level, a small cave acted as a natural drain, preventing the lake from rising further. But even a hundred years before the Spanish invasion, a farsighted Inca emperor drained the lake, with the help of Wanami labor, in order to make the hidden crater habitable. His intention was not only to protect the Wanami from attacks by other warring kingdoms, but also the Inca royal family. A tunnel was dug lower down the mountain, on the outside of the volcano, until it connected with the cave, and the lake literally disappeared. By this time a major portion of the chinkana was in place. A remarkable thing about this volcano was that its crater walls were rife with gold deposits. The gold that was removed by digging the network of tunnels was literally dumped inside the crater, at the site where the royal palace now stands. Meanwhile workers began the never-ending task of bringing fertile topsoil into the crater from the outside. The soil was laid to a depth of about twenty feet and spread over a bed of crushed rocks that provided drainage.

When the groundwork was completed, the emperor’s son (the emperor had died by then) began to plant this veritable Eden with every fruit, grain, and vegetable familiar to his people. The relatively low altitude of the valley floor, and heat from the dormant volcano beneath it, conspired to give the crater a pleasant, subtropical climate, while on the peaks that soar above it, snow is often seen. After five hundred years of cultivation, an astonishing transformation has taken place.

There is a cover of vegetation now that overlays the valley floor. Along the perimeter of the bowl grows what looks like a scrub forest. According to Queycha, this miniature forest contains most of the important species, both plant and animal, native to the Upper Amazon Basin—all the size of toys or terrarium plants. They are the product of Wanami horticulture and animal husbandry.

An irrigation channel, fed by runoff from the crater walls, separates the forest strip from the next ring of vegetation. This next zone is a rich grassland. It is populated exclusively by a large herd of vicuna. The Wanami use vicuna wool for their lightweight garments, and vicuna meat is their one source of protein. Separated by yet another moat is the innermost ring. Herein are the potato fields and avocado groves of the Wanami; the two staples upon which their diet is based. These crops, incidentally, are not miniaturized. There is one last circular moat that defines an area roughly the size of two football fields, side by side. This is the Usnu, the palace of The Colleena. There are no other residents of the palace except The Colleena’s daughter, the crown princess, Pallay.




TEN

“Where do all the Wanami live?” I asked in bewilderment. “Where do you live?”

It was still several hours before sunset, but due to the surrounding mountain, the crater was already in deep shadow. Despite the absolute flatness of the crater bottom, the path Queycha and I followed had more turns and twists in it than an arthritic snake. We had followed this one-dimensional spiral through the forest and grazing zones—crossing the irrigation canals on stone bridges—and were now in the potato fields, fast approaching the Usnu. Except for a fleeting glimpse of Orchu, Queycha’s nephew, I had seen no other hominids.

The color on the back of Queycha’s neck seemed to deepen. “We live in caves along the forest’s edge.”

“Why is that?”

“It is not permitted for us to live beyond the forest zone.”

“Says who?”

Queycha’s sudden stop sent me slamming into his backside. “I have warned you not to speak dangerously, Ruth!”

“Was I?”

“In only a few minutes I will present you to The Colleena. If you show her even the slightest disrespect, you will be killed.” He paused. “And so shall I.” He turned and began to walk again.

“Gee, I can hardly wait,” I said. But I said it so softly that I’m sure Queycha didn’t hear me.

As we neared the Usnu, and its details became clearer, I began to doubt my sanity even more. I was looking at a palace on the scale of the Inca palaces I had helped excavate throughout Peru, and even Bolivia and Ecuador. But the sides of this palace, instead of being constructed out of expertly crafted stone, appeared to be made from gold.

“Are my eyes deceiving me, Queycha?” 

He did not stop to deliver his answer. “What do your eyes see, Ruth?”

“Gold?”

“It is gold, but it is not solid. It is made from stones that have been covered with gold.”

“How thick is the gold, Queycha?” I didn’t care if it was a rude question, or disrespectful of The Colleena.

Queycha shrugged, but held up two fingers about an inch apart. “I do not know for sure. It was built before I was born. But what does it matter? Gold has no value here, except as a covering to the Usnu, and for metal implements and tools. But you see, this ugly material is so shiny, that we must cover the roof of the palace with a cloth made of vicuna wool so that your airplanes do not discover us. Your satellites too.”

I whistled. “But gold is extremely valuable in the outside world. You do know that, don’t you?”

Queycha turned and regarded me somberly. “So I have heard. I have been to the outside world, remember? And although I have heard much talk of gold there, I saw very little of it. If it is so valuable, why is there none to be seen?”

“Because it is rare!” I almost shouted.

“But it is not so rare. When the chinkana were built, much gold was found by our workers. But what was the use? Except for covering the Usnu, it has no use,” he said stubbornly.

I left it at that. If Queycha wanted to equate gold with tar paper shingles, so be it.

Looking at all the gold took my mind off the impending meeting with The Colleena. But when the moment actually came, I don’t think any amount of preparation would have been helpful.

Fortunately, I met Pallay first.

“Get down,” ordered Queycha.

“Lie flat on your stomach, with your arms to your sides.” We had just crossed the little stone bridge spanning the innermost moat, and were standing in front of what might be termed the palace porch. Although I could feel a slight tremor in the ground under my feet, I could still see no one.

“I don’t see anyone,” I said. “Is it The Colleena?”

Queycha pushed me to the ground, and then threw himself down beside me. “No, it is Pallay. Do not speak until you have been spoken to.”

I raised my head and looked about. There was a gold step inches from my nose, but I could still see no one. “How do you know it’s Pallay?”

Although I cannot blame him now, at the time I thought it was rude when Queycha pushed my face into the ground instead of answering.

The vibrations I’d felt grew stronger and stronger, until whatever it was stood directly in front of me. Even above me perhaps. I looked up to see what I took to be Pallay towering over me.

“Stay down!” hissed Queycha.

Of course, I couldn’t obey. I was simply awestruck by what I saw. Queycha’s descriptions of the Wanami had not done them justice.

Pallay was at least nine feet tall, but with my head on the ground she looked much taller. She was wearing a vicuna smock similar to the one I was wearing, and since it came down only to the knees, and was sleeveless, there was a lot of exposed flesh to be seen.

Queycha was right on one score; the Wanami are entirely hairless. While their skin is comparable to ours, it appears much coarser and has larger pores. It also lacks pigment, so that the Wanami are, in effect, albinos.

They are, as Queycha described them, very muscular, and I would not have known Pallay’s gender, except that she was wearing no undergarments. In that department she looked remarkably like a human woman, all things considered.

Pallay’s head, like that of all Wanami, was slightly larger in proportion to her body than that of humans. However, I did not notice that peculiar feature at the time, due to my somewhat unusual perspective. I did notice, almost at once, that she had the extra digit on her hands.

The giantess found me fascinating as well. “Ooh, it’s so tiny!” she exclaimed. Her voice was very high-pitched for such a big creature, and again Queycha had been right—her Runa accent was miserable.

“I’m not an ‘it,’” I said. 

“Shh!” hissed Queycha.

The huge, many-digit hands clapped together. “Ooh, it speaks!”

“An ‘it’ is a thing. I am a woman. A female human.”

Pallay lifted her foot threateningly, and I dug my face into dirt at the bottom of the step. The foot came down and rested gently on my neck and back. I could feel its light pressure from the base of my skull to the base of my spine. The odor was repulsive.

“Get off of me,” I screamed.

I was accosted and mugged once back in Pittsburgh. Ever since then I have reacted to threats by going on the offensive. If Queycha wanted me to just lie there and be squashed like a banana, he was out of luck.

I could feel the pressure, as light as it was, growing even lighter. “But that’s not fair,” squealed Pallay in her high voice. “You are supposed to be afraid. And you aren’t supposed to talk—until talken to!”

“That’s spoken to,” I said. “And of course I’m afraid.”

“You are?” She seemed suddenly happier. “How afraid?”

“I think I just peed.”

Pallay giggled. “You are very amusing. Do you have a name, little thing?”

“Ruth Baker.”

“I find you very amusing, Ruth Baker.”

“So you said. Now, if you’ll kindly remove your foot, I’ll stand up and make your acquaintance.”

“Don’t move,” whispered Queycha through clenched teeth. There was abject terror in his eyes.

“What if I don’t want to let you up, Ruth Baker?”

I can’t abide bullies. “Get your damned foot off of me, Pallay, and go step on someone your own size!”

“Ooh! Ruth Baker swore!” squealed Pallay, but she took her foot off me.

I stood up and brushed the dirt from my tunic.

“Ooh! You didn’t pee after all,” said Pallay. She sounded disappointed.

“Pleased to meet you,” I said quickly, and gingerly held my hand up to her. Even if she meant to be gentle, it was already painfully evident that Pallay was capable of crushing every bone in my hand.

For a minute, Pallay stared at me with her pale pink eyes. Then she reached down and gently touched the palm of my hand with one of her fat, fleshy digits. “I can tell that you are not a reptile,” she said. “Or a fish. You feel much too warm.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “No, I am not a reptile, or a fish. I am much more like you.”

Pallay cocked her huge head. “But very tiny. You could be a large monkey.” A couple of digits made contact with my hair. “You are like a monkey—but not quite.”

“I am no more like a monkey than you are, dear. That, I can assure you.”

The oversized child giggled again. “You are very funny, Ruth Baker. Would you like to be my pet?”

“What did you say?” I sputtered.

“Mama—I mean, The Colleena—says that I can have a pet, if I can find one that will stay alive. Will you stay alive for me, Ruth Baker?”

I glanced quickly down at Queycha, but he was moaning softly to himself, seemingly oblivious to the conversation. Perhaps he thought I was already dead.

“Of course I’ll stay alive, but I will not be your pet. I will, however, be your friend. If you are nice to me.”

Pallay squealed delightedly. “Ooh, a friend! I have heard of such things. How do we start?”

“Take me to The Colleena,” I said.

Queycha moaned more loudly, but I decided to ignore him. Leaving him behind, I followed Pallay.




ELEVEN

Pallay led me through the palace. Like the exterior, the interior was all gold. Perhaps you’ve had a different experience, but I found the gold-paved floor to be both slippery and cold, despite the vicuna wool slippers I was wearing, which Carlos had supplied.

I never truly believed in that old adage about too much of a good thing being too much. I do now. There was not an inch of surface in that palace that wasn’t covered with gold. Even what appeared to be strictly functional objects, like cooking pots and storage bins, were made of gold—or were at least gold-covered. I’m sure that if The Colleena had gone in for flower arrangements, they too would have been gold dipped.

“Doesn’t all this gold get a little boring after a while?” I just had to ask.

Pallay giggled. “Of course it does. The Colleena is to be admired for her humility, don’t you think? I just know I could never be this humble.”

“Would you mind explaining that?” I asked.

Pallay turned a deep shade of pink, which I guess, considering her skin tone, was not surprising. “I must confess, Ruth Baker, that I can never be as humble as my mother. When I become The Colleena, I will be tempted to strip the gold away and expose some of the true beauty of these stones.” She pointed to the Usnu walls. “Do you think that awful of me?”

“Not at all,” I said. “Perhaps I could aspire to humility and take the cast-off gold to put on my own walls.”

“But you monkeys have no homes of your own, do you?” Pallay said.

“I am not a monkey, you dimwit!” I would have upbraided her further, except that a loud squeal emanating from a nearby room had commanded Pallay’s somewhat limited attention.

“Ooh! I forgot! The Colleena is still in the bathing pool. I was supposed to help her out before you got here. She can’t get out herself, you know. I must hurry, Ruth Baker. Come with me.”

Of course, I went with her. There were two reasons for that. First, Pallay was at least benign. Who knew what less pleasant creature might stumble upon me while I waited for her return? And as to the second reason—well, to be honest, I had hoped that by catching The Colleena in a somewhat compromising situation, I would gain the upper hand in our relationship.

I surely did not expect to see The Colleena lying stark naked in a pool barely big enough to contain her. It was the most grotesque sight I had ever seen, or will ever hope to see. Unlike Pallay, or the Wanami whom Queycha had described, The Colleena was not a mass of muscles. To put it succinctly, she was a glob of the Wanami equivalent of flesh. Her eyes and tiny mouth were barely discernible, and even her limbs seemed obscured by huge rolls of pale, pink fat. It looked to me like someone had skinned a whale and left it to die in a golden pool.

“Ooh Mama,” said Pallay excitedly. “This is my new pet. Her name is Ruth Baker.”

It was obviously not feasible for me to lie down and extend my neck to be trodden on, so instead I did a little curtsey. “Your Majesty,” I said, as solemnly as I could.

“Ooh, Mama, did you hear that?” squealed Pallay. “She talks! Can I keep her, Mama?”

The Colleena spoke. Like Pallay, hers was an incredibly high-pitched voice. The kind you might expect a giant grub to have if it could talk.

“Pallay!” she squeaked. “Get that horrid little creature out of here and help me out of the pool!”

“But Mama, you said I could have another pet, if I could get it to live, and Ruth Baker has promised to live.”

“I will certainly do my best to live—to thrive, even, Your Majesty,” I concurred.

“Pallay!”

“I’ll wait outside,” I said quickly. There was no point in me being there, after all. I’m five foot six and weigh 138 pounds. If Pallay couldn’t get her mother out of the tub, there was nothing I could do to help.

After I’d spent an interminable length of time staring at the monochromatic gold, Pallay joined me. “The Colleena will see you now,” she said with surprising formality. Apparently, Mama had given her daughter a tongue-lashing. “Follow me to the throne room.”

I followed Pallay through a series of gold-plated halls. One thing I already knew to be true about the Wanami was that they loved mazes. What made this maze particularly confusing was the reflectiveness of the gold. It was like walking through the hall of mirrors at a carnival. Although I didn’t like seeing glaring and distorted images of myself everywhere I turned, I suppose it did beat walking through the chinkana.

At last, we entered the throne room. Frankly it was a bit of a letdown. It was no different than any of the other rooms I had seen in the palace, except that it had a round gold dais at one end. On that dais sat The Colleena.

Thank heavens she was dressed now, and wearing a simple sarong-like garment made out of vicuna wool. Her pink, hairless head was covered with what resembled a wooden salad bowl. On her feet she wore vicuna slippers, identical to the ones I was wearing. Except for her immense size, she looked anything but regal.

“You must lie on the floor in front of The Colleena,” coached Pallay nervously.

“And what happens if I don’t?” Gold might have a warm color, but it is downright cold to lie on.

“Ooh!” gasped Pallay. “You mustn’t talk like that. The Colleena can do terrible things when she gets angry.”

“Like what?”

By that time, we must have been too close for Pallay to answer safely. In a surprising move, she yanked me forward by the arm, and all but threw me on the hard, slippery floor. If I never see gold again, it’ll be too soon for me.

I had long thought of myself as a fairly timid woman, but there is only so much abuse a body can take. No sooner was I down, then I was up again, slipping and sliding, but on my feet, nonetheless.

“Do that again and die!” I bellowed.

It must have been me that bellowed, because I was the only one there who didn’t have a high-pitched, squeaky voice like a cartoon character. Much to my surprise, Pallay fled from the room squealing, and The Colleena covered her face with her giant hands. On closer inspection I could see that she was shaking. I suppose that the prudent thing then would have been to lie down and beg for mercy, but I was on a roll and had left prudence far behind.

“Sorry about the yelling,” I said in conciliation. But that was as far as I was willing to go. “Look here, I was practically dragged here, through the bowels of the Earth, on the pretext that you needed my help. Well, if you want my cooperation, you are going to have to treat me with respect. I simply will not be bullied.” I softened just a little. “So, how about it? Can we treat each other decently?”

The Colleena slowly took her hands away from her face, but not that far away. “Yes, Ruth Baker. It is a reasonable thing to ask.”

“Well, then, I suggest we start over. Your Majesty, my name is Ruth Baker—as you are very much aware by now. I’m from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, in the USA. How may I help you?”

The Colleena began to smile. Since she was toothless, and very pink, she looked like a baby smiling. A very large baby, of course. A very large baby who had gotten into the cupboards and was wearing a salad bowl upside down on her head. I couldn’t help but chuckle just a little bit. To my great surprise, The Colleena began to laugh as well.

That’s when I realized that Pallay had sneaked back into the room, because suddenly she piped up. “Ooh Mama! I told you she was a funny creature. Can I keep her, Mama? Can I?”

I was no longer amused. “And that’s another thing,” I said sternly, but with controlled anger, to mother, more than child. “I am not pet material. I am human. Like the Inca.”

The Colleena’s deep-set little eyes widened perceptibly, and I could hear Pallay gasp. “The Inca were not human,” snapped The Colleena. “They had fur!”

“You mean hair? Yes, humans have hair. Like this, see?” I ran both hands through my shoulder-length, dishwater-blonde mop.

“Ooh, disgusting,” squealed Pallay.

The Colleena had drawn her head back in disapproval, which seemed to multiply her chins.

“The Wanami are human, and the Qooma—cursed be their memory—were human too. Neither has any hair.”

The Colleena’s logic baffled me. We were using the Inca, or Runa, word for human, which obviously the Inca had applied to themselves. It was one thing for the Wanami to appropriate it on their own behalf, but to extend it to the Qooma—cursed be their memory—seemed like a clear case of self-hatred to me.

“Look, you say that the Inca weren’t human, yet you managed to”—I paused and gave Pallay a dismissing look, which she blithely ignored—“breed with them. Are you saying that you mated with animals?”

The Colleena began to shake again. This time it was not fear.

“Approach the throne, Ruth Baker!”

I took two steps forward.

“Lie down, Ruth Baker!” The royal foot began to twitch in anticipation.

“Your Majesty, we had a deal.”

“Yes, a deal. But you aren’t showing me respect when you accuse my people of mating with animals.”

I tried in vain to look her straight in the eyes. Frankly, the drawback there was not so much my fear, as her size. “Well, you did co-mingle with the Incas, didn’t you?”

The Colleena swallowed hard, which set her chins to bobbling.

“If I grant you special status as a human, will you agree to drop this subject, Ruth Baker?”

“Ooh, Mama,” wailed Pallay, “you can’t do that! It isn’t fair. If I don’t have a pet, what will I play with?”

Winning an argument is a subjective thing. I decided to take my human status and leave well enough alone. “I agree to your offer,” I said with forced heartiness.

“Good. We will speak again tomorrow, Ruth Baker. Now you must hurry so that Queycha can take you to his home before dark.”

What? I have to come back to find out why I’m here? With all this room in the palace, you’re not even going to invite me to spend the night? That is what I thought of saying, but wisely I didn’t. The Colleena and her daughter were two of the most capricious characters I had ever met. Had I stayed, my mouth would have undoubtedly been the end of me before dawn. And then too, all that cold, hard gold was just not my style.




TWELVE

Queycha was exactly as I had left him—face down in the dirt. He appeared to be in a trance of some sort. I prodded him gently.

“Queycha?”

He stirred slightly.

“Queycha, Her Majesty has excused me. I’m free to go home with you now. Wherever that is.”

Queycha opened his eyes and sat up slowly. He seemed to be awakening from a deep sleep. “Ruth?”

“In the flesh. Well, are you going to invite me home with you, or not? I certainly hope so. Apparently the Hilton is all booked up.”

Queycha looked about him, then at me. He got up quickly, but with some difficulty.

“Come, we must hurry. Soon it will be dark.”

“So it will. What happens then? Do the spirits come out?” Honest, I meant it as a joke.

Queycha’s dark face paled. “Come, we must walk very fast.” He turned and strode away without another word. The direction in which he led me was the opposite of the one we had taken to reach the Usnu.

Apparently Queycha lived as far from the outside world as was possible.

I had to jog to keep up with the man. I was amazed to find that I still had some energy left, considering I hadn’t had anything besides a few nuts to eat in the last thirty-six hours.

Just as we entered the forest perimeter, a small, spotted creature darted across our path. It was hardly bigger than a house cat. Queycha stopped abruptly and peered off into the gloaming.

“What was that, Queycha?”

“A good omen.” He sounded much more relaxed.

“What kind of omen? What sort of animal was that?”

“A jaguar.”

“You mean an ocelot?”

“No, a jaguar.”

“But it was so small. Was it a cub?”

“No, Ruth. The Wanami know the Qooma secrets of selective breeding. When the Inca emperor was planning Ukhu Pacha, he asked the Wanami to breed him tiny species of animals from big species, so that he could populate the forest, like it would be in the outside world, yet not overcrowd it.”

“I see. I think.”

As we walked the rest of the way to Queycha’s home, he described the strange flora and fauna of Ukhu Pacha to me. I listened skeptically as he told me about cat-sized jaguars chasing guinea-pig-sized tapirs through a forest that had also been scaled down a tenth of its former size. Boa constrictors, and anacondas the size of garter snakes, supposedly slithered along the forest floor. Armadillos the size of mice rooted in the fallen leaves, and hummingbird-size macaws squawked as they winged their way through the canopy.

I looked around me with renewed interest. In the deepening dusk it was still possible to see the basic outline of the forest. It did appear rather odd, and I wondered why I had not noticed the peculiarities on my way to the Usnu. Perhaps my state of excitement had suppressed my generally keen powers of observation. At any rate, it was certainly clear now that this was no ordinary forest. Most of the trees were no larger than shrubs, and the very largest of them no more than twenty feet in height. Yet all of the trees that were at least eye level or taller appeared to be mature in form. I felt like I was walking through a giant’s toy railroad set.

By the time we got to Queycha’s home, it was completely dark, but seeing the pint-sized jaguar seemed to indeed have had a calming effect on the man. We strolled along, almost leisurely, in darkness that was all but palpable. Quite suddenly, through the scrub of full-grown trees, I could see a myriad of twinkling lights. Because they were so small, at first I thought they were fireflies. Then I realized they were stationary and came from hundreds of windows cut into the side of the mountain.

“My village,” said Queycha simply. He put his hands to his mouth and called out something that was frankly unintelligible to me. It sounded like “oosakuna,” which is not a Runa word as far as I knew.

Almost immediately we were surrounded by Wanami of all sizes and ages. Had I not already seen Pallay and the immense Colleena, I would truly have been overwhelmed. As it was, I found myself crowding up against Queycha like a frightened child might cling to her mother.

“Please, step back,” said Queycha sternly. He was addressing his people, not me, but as the crowd moved back obligingly, so did I.

“Oh, it is only a monkey,” said a Wanami youth about eight feet tall. I could tell that he was a male because he had teeth.

“I am not a monkey,” I said as patiently as I could.

The crowd gasped, and many of them clapped their six-fingered hands in glee.

“Look! The monkey talks,” said the smart-mouthed youth.

“Ruth Baker is not a monkey,” said Queycha rather sharply. “Gather in the Common Hall and you will see that for yourselves.”

“Yes, it is time for the Evening Prayers,” said a Wanami with only one tooth, whom I took to be an old male.

“There can be no monkeys in the Common Hall,” said a young female, who had begun to boldly feel my hair.

“And a very ugly monkey too,” said an exceptionally large male, who was no great beauty himself. Suddenly he put a huge hand on my face and began to pry open my mouth.

“Stop that, you bloody bastard!” I screamed and slapped his arm hard.

“Eieeeeeeeee!” squealed the male, and bolted through the crowd to disappear into the night.

In unison the crowd began to shimmy and shake with fear. It was as if someone had tapped on a log containing a termite colony.

“You see, she is no monkey,” repeated Queycha. “Ruth Baker is a human being, an Inca.”

“Thank you very much,” I said, and made a little bow.

“Ruth, you should not have done that,” Queycha said softly in Spanish.

“But I take it as a compliment to be called an Inca.”

“I mean that you should not have screamed and slapped at poor Wayoo like that.”

I could hardly believe my ears. “Poor Wayoo was pawing me with his dirty hand, and besides which, he’s twice as big as me.”

“The Wanami are very sensitive to criticism, remember what I told you?”

I thought back to the long series of informative talks that Queycha and I had had in the chinkana.

“Oh my God,” I gasped, “you don’t suppose he’s gone off to do himself in?” Although the brute had had no right to manhandle me, if I can use that term, I didn’t necessarily want him to die either.

Queycha shrugged. “Fortunately, Wayoo is one of the least sensitive Wanami. If the spirits do not find him, he will most likely come back on his own.”

I patted Queycha reassuringly. “The spirits will not find him. I’m sure of that.”

Queycha did not look convinced, but the crowd had begun to mutter, and he had obviously decided it was time to take action. “Come into the Common Hall,” he told the Wanami about us. “After Evening Prayers, I will tell you more about Ruth Baker and what she can do for us. So come, my people. It is time for us to go into the Common Hall.”

I glanced about, trying not to make eye contact with anyone.

Everywhere I looked there were giant Wanami who loomed over Queycha as well. Yet, despite his comparatively small size, it was soon clear that Queycha commanded respect. The crowd turned at once and began filing into a single door in the mountain.

“The Colleena has always decreed that we make our homes in the mountain,” he explained quickly. He sounded embarrassed.

“To protect you from the night spirits?” I teased.

Queycha smiled. “To protect us from the world, I think. And of course, from them.”

“The night spirits I referred to?”

He laughed. “No, the Qooma.”

I was stunned. “The Qooma?”

“Yes. Did you not know, Ruth, that the Qooma have been visiting Earth on a regular basis?”

I wasn’t sure what to say. I had read a number of UFO accounts but, like any sane person, was at best skeptical. That is, until I met Queycha.

But believing that aliens have visited Earth once or twice in the past was somehow easier to swallow than the almost daily reports one reads in the tabloids.

“I have heard stories about aliens,” I said weakly.

Queycha stared hard at me, as if willing me to believe. “Many of those stories are true, Ruth. The Qooma refuse to give up their search.”

“For what?”

“For us. I mean, for the Wanami.”

“But why? They dumped the Wanami on Earth again after Nazca’s revolution. You said they abolished slavery.”

“They had. But then there was a backlash on Qoom. The Qooma remembered how much easier life had been with slaves, and they have been trying to recover the Wanami ever since. It’s only a matter of time before they find us. With each visit, they are getting closer.”

My eyes opened long before any words came out. “How do you know that? I mean, have you had direct contact with them yourselves?”

Queycha shook his head. “It is written in the Chronicles.”

“The Chronicles?” I asked incredulously.

I had become almost accustomed to suspending belief over the last couple of days, but there is a limit to how far the mind can be pushed.

OK, so I was willing to believe that the Wanami were the descendants of prehistoric men that had been abducted—and then later released—by aliens, but that was because I had actually met some. One named Pallay had pushed me to the ground.

Nor was it so hard to believe my eyes when a cat-sized jaguar ran across my path. I had seen both wolves and Chihuahuas, and knew that genetic manipulation was possible.

But I also knew for a fact that Runa was not a written language. In fact, one of the challenges that I have enjoyed most about investigating the Inca culture is that there is no written language to make it easier for me.

As if he had read my mind, Queycha answered my next question. “The Chronicles are written in Qooma, Ruth. Come, you will see.”

He led me into the Common Hall on the heels of the last Wanami.




THIRTEEN

“There is nothing new under the sun,” wrote the author of Ecclesiastes. He was right. When I stepped into the Common Hall, I felt like I had stepped into a church on Sunday morning. The congregation, although a little restless, was sitting in an organized fashion on carved stone benches, facing a dais at the far end of the room. In the middle of the dais there was a single cut stone that was about table-high to a Wanami. Behind the stone table sat three very distinguished Wanami, all wearing mini versions of the bowl on The Collena’s head—wooden yarmulkes, if you will. From the doorway, however, it was impossible to tell their respective genders.

Above and behind the three dignitaries, suspended in the space between them and the back wall, was a three-dimensional image. The image was of a waiflike creature, not unlike Queycha’s description of a Qooma. What made this image even more remarkable was the fact that it was apparently not suspended by anything. It appeared to simply float in the air. It was also simultaneously transparent and opaque.

I know that this sounds like a contradiction, but I am merely describing what I saw. The image of the Qooma, for that is indeed what it was, appeared to change properties, depending on from what angle one viewed it. Much to my regret, I did not have the opportunity to examine it closely.

Upon seeing Queycha and me enter, the Wanami seated in the middle rose and addressed the room. “My fellow Wanami,” he or she began in a high-pitched voice, “and Yanakuna.” The speaker nodded at Queycha. “Apu will now lead us in a lamentation.”

The Wanami to the left of the leader got up, and in an equally high-pitched voice began to chant the following lamentation. Several members of the congregation joined in on the refrain. To be frank, the chanting sounded like the wails of grief I have heard from women in the Middle East on the passing of a loved one.

APU’S LAMENT

We once had a home on the planet of Qoom, where our lives were pleasant and easy.

It was safe for us there, we had never a care, and our stomachs were full until bursting. My heart longs for Qoom. My heart longs for Qoom.

Then Nazca arose and led us astray, down a path that was sure to destroy us.

We have sinned against Qoom, and we now face our doom, so our hearts are all empty and breaking.

We must gather our thoughts and direct them to Qoom—oh let the Qooma receive them.

We repent of our sin, we will not sin again, please restore us to Qoom’s way of living. My heart longs for Qoom. My heart longs for Qoom.

“How very strange,” I whispered to Queycha in Spanish, a language none of the Wanami had cause to learn. “These people are longing to go back to where they were once slaves?”

Queycha nodded somberly. “It must appear very strange. But I must confess that it is something I can understand. I am only half Wanami, but at times I too have had strange urges to go back … home.”

“Home?” I asked incredulously.

At my outburst, a number of the Wanami in the front row turned and stared at me. I in turn glared at them, a response which I now know was far too strong. They immediately turned around, and several of them began to shake violently in their seats. Two or three of them actually began to moan softly.

Fortunately, by this time the third Wanami on the dais had gotten up and had begun to speak, so attention was soon mercifully diverted to the front of the room again.

“And now, a reading from the Chronicles,” the Wanami was saying. He picked up what appeared to be a thin slab of stone from the table and held it aloft. “The Holy Writings of Qoom.”

“Qoom, Qoom, Qoom,” the congregation chanted reverently.

The image that was suspended behind the dais began to bob up and down in midair. It reminded me of the dancing balls I had seen in television commercials.

The Wanami held the stone slab out in front of him at chest level and in a loud, but extremely high-pitched voice, began to read in a singsong voice.

I have heard buzz saws that were both more melodious and intelligible.

Although the vocabulary was primarily Runa, there were enough foreign words to make translation necessary. The following approximates Queycha’s translation of what I was hearing.

“… in the dark days following the destruction visited upon Qoom by the evil Nazca and her cohorts, a great sadness reigned upon the land. Brother had turned against brother, parent against child, and the light of hope had all but vanished from the Qooma soul.

“Then, in the Third Council PNP (Post-Nazca Period), there arose in Qoom a new voice of wisdom. ‘Return to the old days,’ declared the Prophet Ataa Noka.

“‘Gather in the exiles from Omi Har (Earth) and restore Qoom to its former glory. Then there will be peace and contentment once more. Now this is what the Prophet Ataa Noka has promised. When the exiles have all been gathered in, then shall every soul be filled with peace and tranquility, every home blessed with unlimited sustenance—’”

“A chicken in every pot,” I said sarcastically.

In the back row, a couple of Wanami began to shake again, but this time no one turned to look at me. Queycha, on the other hand, appeared not to have heard me and continued to translate.

The reading droned on for a few minutes more, and then once again the reader held up the stone slab. “The Holy Writings of Qoom,” he concluded.

“Qoom, Qoom, Qoom,” the Wanami chanted again.

The dancing image at the front of the hall stilled and became so transparent as to be almost invisible. As it all but faded from sight, the atmosphere in the room became more relaxed, and people began to shift on their benches.

“And now Queycha will tell us of his journey,” said the speaker, “and who, and what exactly, this Ruth Baker is.”

The crowd began to murmur with excitement.

Queycha motioned for me to stand next to him on the dais. The fact that he towered above me didn’t bother me half as much as the hundreds of eyes staring at me, like I was a circus freak, or an exotic animal acquired by a zoo.

Queycha cleared his throat before speaking. “We have been fortunate to live in this peaceful place, hidden from the world for so long. However, with each passing day the danger of us being discovered increases. I have told you before what I learned on one of my many trips to the outside world, which is that the shiny yellow material that was used to cover The Colleena’s palace is extremely valuable to descendants of the conquistadores and the Runa people? There have been wars fought over this hard, slippery substance.”

The Wanami gasped. One of the braver Wanami stood up and raised a hand, signaling that he had a question.

“Do they also go to war over truly precious materials, like the wood that was used to build The Colleena’s crown?”

I snickered, then realized my faux pas immediately when three Wanami ran screaming from the hall. “I am so sorry,” I said at once. “I did not mean to offend anyone. It’s just that in the outside world, wood is so common that we grind it up, mix it with water, and then after it dries, we use it to wipe our bottoms. You know, when food is done passing through our bodies.”

I didn’t bother to count, but I could see that at least five Wanami fainted. Also, at least one person lost control of their functions. My nose told me that.

“Please, Ruth Baker,” Queycha said. “Do not talk anymore.”

“You can be sure of that.”

“For many years I have been making trips to the outside world, learning their language and customs. The most important thing I learned was that when our peaceful valley is discovered, the outsiders will take us all captive and perform terrible experiments on us. They will put The Colleena and Pallay on display, and their people will laugh and jeer at them, calling them ugly names.

“But then I discovered this scientist of theirs—Ruth Baker—who is famous in their world, and who also has connections with the government. Furthermore, after observing Ruth Baker for more than a year, I have concluded that she is kind, and a woman of her word. She is to be our liaison to the outside world—especially now since the graves of our three most recent Yanakuna to die were exposed on a mountainside in a mudslide.”

“But she is so ugly,” whined a teenage female. “The long fur on her head makes her look like she is part vicuna.”

A portly male giggled. “If she were a vicuna, then I would surely eat her. Queycha, are you positive that she is a human?”

I bristled at these insults. Queycha must have sensed my irritation, because he gently laid a massive hand lightly on my shoulder.

“Shhh,” he said soothingly. “Remember that the Wanami are like the children of your world,” he said to me in Spanish. He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Also, here you have all the power. If you were to scream and stamp your feet, as many as half the Wanami assembled in this room would die of fright.”

“Sí,” I said with a smile. “I will keep that in mind.”




FOURTEEN

“So, how can she help us?” asked Apu for second time. After the service Apu, one of the elders, had insisted that we join him for dinner in his home. Queycha had reluctantly agreed. It was clear that Apu was someone who needed to be appeased.

Queycha shook his head wearily. “I have explained it all already. The Colleena has explained it to you as well. But if you insist, I will explain it again. But first, might the two of us eat?”

“Very well.” Apu nodded to a Wanami female, possibly his wife, who was cooking something at a brick stove in the corner of the room.

Although it had a high ceiling, the room’s dimensions were not impressive. Assuming that all the Wanami homes were this modest, it was fair to say that they lived in mere cubicles when compared to The Colleena’s palace. Apu, at least, appeared to be immensely wealthy.

The Wanami whom I took to be his wife was using a gold implement to ladle stew into what appeared to be solid gold bowls. After setting the gleaming bowls down at the edge of the stove, she clapped her hands. At once a real woman crawled out of a small hole in the wall near the stove.

I gasped. Firstly, because the hole was only about two feet high, and I expected it to be nothing more than an air vent, and secondly, because the woman who emerged was a modern-day human, not Wanami. The Wanami female pointed to the bowls of stew, and then at us; the woman obligingly picked them up and started toward us. That was when I gasped the second time because, on closer inspection, it wasn’t a woman who was approaching us, but an animal of some sort, or possibly even a combination of both.

“It is a monkey,” said Queycha calmly. “It is only an animal, Ruth. I can assure you of that.”

I allowed myself to stare. After all, it is quite permissible in our society to stare at animals, at least as long as they look like animals. This animal both invited staring, yet also made me feel highly conscious of the act.

To begin with, she was naked. This was, however, not the problem, for I am not a prude, and have visited disparate cultures. But it was this animal’s nakedness that allowed me to determine conclusively that she was indeed an animal, and not a woman. Had she been dressed, though, she might well have passed casual inspection at any urban shopping mall in the States, without anyone questioning her humanity.

She was about my own height, and both walked and stood upright. Her hands and feet were shaped approximately like mine, except that her big toes were larger in proportion, and they angled slightly outwards. Her breasts were on the small side, and conical, but then who am I to talk? She had a pug nose, and her lips were uncommonly thin, but I have seen humans with faces not unlike hers. Her body, like mine, was relatively hairless. Unlike me, she did not appear to have pubic hair. Like me, she had a full scalp of hair. Hers was chestnut brown, quite coarse and straight, and about a foot long. It grew fairly low along her forehead, almost melding with the bushy eyebrows on her prominent brow. Still, with the aid of sufficient electrolysis, it would not have been an insurmountable beauty problem.

But what does one do with a tail? This was not a vestigial tail that many human babies are born with, but an actual, prehensile tail, perhaps four feet in length. Like the rest of her body, it was essentially hairless, which somehow made it seem even more obscene than it might have otherwise. I had not noticed the tail at first, but halfway across the room she had brought it forward to help steady one of the bowls of stew. That’s when I gasped for the second time.

“Put the food down now,” said Apu to the creature. He gestured as he spoke, like one might to a child, or to a foreigner.

The monkey woman placed the golden bowls containing soup at our feet, and then grunted. Apu patted the shaggy head in apparent fondness. The strange creature grunted again, and then, without being told, returned to the hole in the wall and disappeared.

“Is this something you just forgot to fill me in on?” I demanded of Queycha. “And if it is, it’s not too late now!”

Queycha picked up his bowl of soup and a slender golden spoon. “I didn’t want to overload you with information,” he said before taking his first slurp.

“I prefer shock to overload, every day but Tuesday, and today is Tuesday,” I snapped.

“You are angry,” Queycha said softly, “because I withheld information. For that I apologize. But please remember, Ruth Baker, that here the level of one’s emotions must be kept to a minimum, or else—”

“The locals run screeching—”

I felt the warmth of Queycha’s enormous hand while it was still inches from my face. He didn’t hit me; he merely muzzled me with a touch so gentle that it could scarcely have broken surface tension of water. For the first time that I can remember, I could smell him, and his scent was that of mushrooms sautéed in butter.

I mumbled my acquiescence. The soup was savory, seasoned with unfamiliar spices or herbs. Between sips, Queycha filled me in on the servant problem in Ukhu Pacha.

It seems that while the Wanami had, through their brute strength, been helping the Incas build their massive edifices, the Incas had, in turn, been catering to the Wanami’s every need. When the Wanami were forced to take refuge in Ukhu Pacha, they of course took Inca servants with them. But as the Inca servants, all of them male, began to die off, the Wanami had to cast about for replacements. Long before the last of the Incas died, the Wanami had begun to genetically transform the capuchin monkey (Cebus apella) into creatures that resembled humans. However, the Wanami had purposely done nothing to increase the monkeys’ mental abilities.

“The Yanakuna we bred,” said Apu, pointing to Queycha, “weren’t nearly as cooperative, although they were a little bit smarter.”

Both men laughed. I put down my bowl because my hands had begun to shake violently.

“So, you bred yourselves a species of slaves!” I shouted. The female Wanami dropped her golden ladle and fled the room. “After what your kind endured on Qoom! How dare you?”

Apu recoiled at my outburst, and for a moment I thought he might flee from the room just as the female had done. But after a few seconds of trembling, he managed to compose himself enough to look confused, rather than terrified.

“The monkeys aren’t slaves, Ruth Baker. They’re our helpers.”

“Like you were on Qoom?” I said.

“But that’s different. Comparing the monkeys to Wanami is like comparing potatoes and avocados. On Qoom we were forced to perform against our will. But this isn’t the case with the monkeys, I assure you. They’re only animals. They have no will.”

“So if that woman—I mean, monkey—that disappeared in the hole there, decides to just leave tomorrow, is she free to go?”

“Of course not! One can’t allow one’s property to just wander off.”

“Property? You think of her as property? Tell me, if she hadn’t brought the bowls to us as directed, what would you have done then?”

“Well …” Apu began hesitantly.

“Enough, Ruth,” said Queycha with surprising sharpness. “It is unfair to judge one culture by the standards of another.”

I whirled to face him, almost knocking over my golden bowl. The delicious stew be damned. “Yes, perhaps it is—in most cases. But there are certain truths that can be used to measure the moral fiber of any society.”

“Such as freedom from oppression?” Apu seemed to have warmed up to the argument.

“Yes, I suppose that’s one of them,” I said warily.

“I find this very interesting, Ruth Baker,” Apu said. “Queycha has told us that in your world many species of animals are forced into labor. Some are even killed and eaten. Is that so?”

“Yes.” Maybe it was because I was still very hungry and tired, but I couldn’t think of anything persuasive to say.

Apu smiled beneficently. “Perhaps you have strong feelings concerning the monkey because your species looks very similar to hers.”

I picked up that blasted golden bowl again, determined to regain my strength, and with it my wits. “Look Apu, I am a human being, not a monkey. Genetically, I am much more closely related to you.”

“But you have a tail, don’t you?” Apu said.

“I beg your pardon?”

“A tail,” Apu said. “Don’t you have a tail hidden under your tunic?”

His question both shocked and offended me. “No! I most certainly do not have a tail. Do you have a tail?”

A smirk spread slowly across Apu’s pallid face. “I’ll show you my tail, if you show me yours,” he said.

“What? You have a tail? I mean, I’m not showing you anything, Apu!”

Queycha laughed heartily. “Apu is teasing you, Ruth Baker. He doesn’t have a tail.”

I began to laugh, at first grudgingly, then in relief.

If the Wanami had a sense of humor, even a perverted one, it stood that we were much more likely to be able to communicate.

At the sound of our laughter, the Wanami female crept cautiously back into the room, hugging the walls of the cave. At Apu’s request, she collected our empty bowls and refilled them. When we had eaten all the stew our stomachs could hold, the Wanami female clapped her hands once more, and again the monkey appeared.

This time I studied the monkey’s personality rather than her appearance. Of course, I could come to no valid conclusions in such a short period of time, but overall, I garnered an impression, inaccurate though it may have been. It seemed to me that the monkey was performing with the same bored, rote attitude characteristic of most trained animals. I did not sense resentment seething in those deep brown eyes. I have ridden horses with much the same look, and because they were horses and did not possess hands or faces that resembled mine, I was not bothered by taking advantage of them in that regard. Since by then we had resumed our discussion of what I might do to help the Wanami, I had put from my mind any thoughts that they were a cruel, or immoral, species.

“So, you see,” said Queycha in summation, “Ruth Baker is considered an important scientist in her world. She has contacts and knows people in high places. And of course, she is sympathetic to our cause—that of our survival.”

Apu nodded.

“So, it is my belief,” Queycha said, “and also the belief of The Colleena, that we must ask Ruth Baker to be a liaison between us and the outside world. It is not only inevitable now, but necessary, for us to have contact with the outside world, and we need Ruth to pave the way for us.”

Apu, who had been listening quietly, suddenly seemed very agitated. His once milk-white skin had begun to redden, and he began blinking rapidly. “But it is not this world we should be turning to for help, Queycha! We must turn to Qoom!”

Queycha sighed deeply. “Qoom is in the past, Apu. You have heard many times all the arguments about why we cannot, and should not, continue to look to Qoom. And besides which, The Colleena has forbidden it.”

“Then someone should kill The Colleena,” I thought I heard Apu whisper.

Then I saw the Runa half of Queycha take control. “Traitor!” he bellowed at the much bigger Apu.

Apu fled from the room in fear at Queycha’s outburst.

But the female Wanami was not so fortunate. In her abject terror she had ripped a metal bar from the cooking grate and plunged it into her chest. I understood fully now why the Wanami were doomed.




FIFTEEN

Mercifully, Queycha and I were allowed to sleep in the next morning. The sun was almost directly above the crater when we passed through the last of the potato fields. I turned my face to it in joy. The Wanami tillers, whose fair skin would have been burned by that same sun, had retreated to the shade of a nearby avocado grove. There they were attended by solicitous monkeys who scrambled to bring them water, or wipe their brows with cloth sponges. One monkey who was not quite so solicitous was kicked by his angry master. The monkey’s howls elicited squeals of delight from several other Wanami.

“Savage brute,” I couldn’t help saying.

Queycha snorted. “In the outside world, I have seen both llamas and donkeys burdened with such heavy loads that they lay down and refused to walk.”

“Were they kicked?” I asked.

“Yes,” Queycha said. “As well as beaten with sticks.”

“But did their owners laugh when they cried out in pain?” I said.

Queycha shrugged. “Perhaps not. Instead, the owners killed their beasts and ate them.”

“Ha!” was all I could think to say next.

We walked in silence the rest of the way to the golden palace. I didn’t care what Queycha was thinking. As for me, I was trying to figure out why such an otherwise decent and compassionate soul had no regard for species other than his own. Well, at least for animals. I was feeling particularly grumpy when my reverie was disturbed by Pallay’s shrill voice.

“Ooh, Ruth Baker!” she practically squeaked. “Come here! Hurry, Ruth Baker.”

It isn’t easy to hurry down a serpentine path, and nothing makes me drag like orders to hurry up. Resolutely, I walked toward Pallay with all the haste of a teenager sent to clean her room.

“Ooooooh,” she squealed. “Ruth, you must hurry, or I’ll get very, very angry.”

“How old is she, anyway?” I demanded of Queycha.

“Thirty. Thirty-two, to be exact.”

“Months?” I’m sure he must have smiled, even though I didn’t see it.

“Years. The Wanami mature at a far slower rate than your people. But Pallay seems to mature more slowly than most.”

That much was obvious. Pallay was the same size and looked very similar to most of the other adult Wanami females I had seen, but emotionally she came across as a girl of about ten.

“Ooooooh, hurry, Ruth Baker!” Pallay squealed again.

“Get a grip on yourself,” I growled.

Queycha was walking in front of me and I could see the sweat streaming down his bronzed neck. I knew it was not the Andean sun that was causing this.

Pallay did not seem to mind my impertinence. “Ooh, Ruth Baker, I’m so happy you came to play with me today!” She had begun to jump up and down on the porch of the palace. Had it not been for the gold covering, I’m sure the stone blocks might have cracked.

In the meantime, Queycha had run forward and thrown himself at her feet. Before I could stop her, Pallay had obligingly lifted one of those enormous feet and placed it on Queycha’s neck.

“Whatever are you doing?” I demanded.

“It is protocol,” Queycha managed to mutter. Undoubtedly he had dirt in his mouth.

“No, not you, you!” I pointed to Pallay.

“Please,” whispered Queycha frantically.

I ignored him. “Get your big foot off of him this minute, you clumsy oaf!”

Pallay sat down with a resounding thud. Fortunately, she had lifted her foot off poor Queycha’s neck first.

“Oooh, please don’t be mad, Ruth Baker. Will you still play with me? Say you will, please. Please. Oooh, please!” Huge tears, the size of gumdrops, began rolling down her pallid cheeks.

“All right, all right,” I said reluctantly. I can’t stand to see anyone cry, especially men. And although Pallay wasn’t a man, I had been made quite sure of that, she was bigger and stronger than any man I had ever seen in the flesh. With one punch this girl-woman could knock out the World Heavyweight Boxing Champion, and here she was crying her eyes out because she thought I might not play with her.

Upon hearing my reassurances, Pallay jumped up and down as the ground shook again. “Goody! Ruth Baker will play with me, Queycha. You heard her, Ruth Baker will play with me.” She moved awkwardly towards me, as if to embrace me, but I, valuing my ribs and collarbone, stepped adroitly aside.

“Yes, Pallay,” I said, as if to a five-year-old, “I will play with you. But first Queycha and I must speak to your mother.” Then, noticing that the tears had begun to flow again, I explained that it was official business, but that I would try to make it as brief as I could.

Pallay squealed with delight and then led us jubilantly through the golden hallways, directly to her mother’s throne. The Colleena was already seated on the throne and appeared to have been waiting impatiently.

This time four monkey creatures, two on either side of her, fanned her with what looked like bouquets of miniature palm fronds fastened to tall poles. On closer inspection, I realized that each palm bouquet was actually composed of the crown of an entire miniature palm tree, and that the long pole attached to it was the palm tree’s trunk.

Again, Queycha prostrated himself, but I stood my ground. Mostly. OK, I will admit to bowing slightly while bending one knee. Much to my relief, my slight signal of subservience was enough to placate her highness, because that’s as far as I was willing to go. After all, The Colleena was not the Queen of England.

“Let’s get straight down to business, shall we?” The Colleena said, and then did. For about three-quarters of an hour we discussed The Plan, as we came to call it.

“I hope I can help you,” I said hesitantly. “I agree that it is only a matter of time before the outside world discovers your existence, especially now that those three skeletons have been discovered at Ollantaytambo. But you must understand that I will be unable to control the way the outside world ultimately reacts to the news of your discovery. All I can do is to smooth your way a little in the beginning. To bring the right people in on ‘your discovery,’ so to speak.”

“It is enough,” said Queycha, who mercifully had been given permission to stand. He looked to The Colleena for confirmation.

Her massive blubber-encased head nodded in agreement. “And, as Queycha said earlier, we really have no choice. Did you look around you in the Common Hall last night, Ruth Baker?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“How many children did you see?”

“A few.”

“Yes, a few, but how many babies?”

“I don’t recall seeing any babies.”

“That’s because we have none. All our babies die now within a year or two of birth. I myself have lost eight children since Pallay was born.”

That was shock to me. I had no idea The Colleena had a mate, and frankly I found it impossible to visualize anybody, or anything, mating with the likes of her.

“And that’s why I have no one to play with,” said Princess Pallay. The sadness in her voice was touching.

“You see, Ruth Baker,” The Colleena continued, “it is a matter of the immune system. Or lack of one. When our ancestors were on Qoom, they didn’t need immune systems. Not the ones they’d inherited from their Earth ancestors, at least. The Qooma cleansed them from all forms of disease before they even allowed them to enter the atmosphere of Qoom. The viruses and bacteria our ancestors encountered on Qoom were of a different sort, and the Qooma protected us and bred us so that our bodies developed new immune systems that responded to the new conditions. In the meantime, we gradually lost our ability to fight off any Earth diseases. At any rate, that’s how we first came to understand it.”

“Oh my,” was all I could think to say.

“This was of course terrible for us when we first returned to Earth. Many of us died within days. But many survived as well, and for a time it looked as if those of us who had survived had somehow retained at least a vestige of our original immune systems. But then more time passed and suddenly we began to die again, this time in far greater numbers. Many of these deaths were children.”

“Oh, how awful!”

“Yes, yes. Gradually the reason for all of this became clear. Our leading scientist discovered a horrific secret. Would you like to know it, Ruth Baker?”

“Yes, of course, Your Majesty!”

“The secret is this: in order to develop new immune systems in our ancestors that would be compatible with the planet Qoom, the Qooma had to first destroy our Earth immune systems. The Qooma did this by purposely infecting us with a virus that attacked these immune systems. Also, to make us compliant slaves back on Qoom, they bred us to be unable to tolerate stress. That way we would obey all their commands. If not, they merely had to raise their voices, and we would perish. This quality is something that our scientists say would take only selective breeding to eradicate. But we are not animals, Ruth Baker. 

“So you see,” continued The Colleena, “unless we find a cure for this virus that attacks the immune system, we are all dead anyway. What then do we have to lose, Ruth Baker, by asking the outside world for help? And the sooner the better?”

“You have nothing to lose, Your Majesty,” I said emphatically. I meant it at the time.
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I had a million questions. It was hard to decide what to ask first. “Your Majesty, would it be possible for me to speak to your leading scientists about this matter? To get more technical details that I could relay to our scientists in the outside world? Since you do have repressed immune systems, special steps are going to have to be taken before any broad-scale contact can be made between our two societies.”

The Colleena smiled. “I am Ukhu Pacha’s only remaining scientist, Ruth Baker.”

“You? I mean, Your Majesty, I—”

“Do you think I sit here all day wearing my beautiful wooden crown and otherwise doing nothing?”

“Absolutely not, Your Majesty.” Of course it was a lie.

“Good. So, I will give you all the details you want, Ruth Baker.” Suddenly The Colleena began to laugh. She laughed so hard that she had to hang on to the wooden contraption that she called a crown. She laughed so hard that the tremors generated by her vast body felt like the mild earthquake that I’d once experienced back in Pittsburgh.

“What is it, Your Majesty?” I asked with some impatience. Nobody likes being the butt of a joke, especially when the perpetrator is a somewhat rude, obscenely fat alien with a salad bowl on her head.

Her Majesty continued to laugh for several minutes before she answered. “You didn’t think that I actually—well, you know—directly, did you?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I snapped. There is only so much nonsense a person can take.

“That I had direct sexual contact with another Wanami,” she sputtered.

“I didn’t think about the details, Your Majesty.” Truer words were never spoken.

She calmed down enough to straighten the bowl before it fell off. “You see, as a scientist, I was able to artificially inseminate myself all those times when I got pregnant. Do you have artificial insemination in your world, Ruth Baker?”

“Yes, of course.”

“And how do you like it?”

I stamped my right foot. Trust me, gold is more jarring on the bones than plain stone. “I’ve never tried it, Your Majesty, and I don’t intend to discuss such personal matters with you.”

The Colleena shook her head and clucked. “You are such a mystery, Ruth Baker. Are the others of your kind that enigmatic as well?”

I shrugged. “We are all different, Your Majesty.” I was about to ask her if she had a laboratory, but then something more interesting occurred to me.

“Your Majesty, Apu and some of the others think that the solution is to return to Qoom, assuming that can be done. I gather that you are against that. May I ask why?”

First, The Colleena’s face reddened and began to twitch, then her entire body began to shake. Soon she was hyperventilating and sweating profusely. By that time, Queycha was lying prostrate on the floor again, moaning softly to himself. Even young Princess Pallay had sat down and was covering her face with her hands. Stubbornly, and perhaps foolishly, I stood my ground.

“Well, you don’t have to answer, if you don’t want to,” I said after a very long time had passed.

Gradually the hyperventilation turned to slower, deeper, gasps for air, and I could tell that The Colleena was trying to bring her rage under control.

I waited patiently, trying not to stare too much, until she was able to talk.

“The fools!” she squeaked. “Those ungrateful fools! Don’t they realize that even if they could return to Qoom, if the Qooma would have them back, they would be turned into slaves again? Is that what they want? Then maybe they should have it!” She took a couple of deep breaths and began again. “They are so ungrateful, those fools. Here they have all the food they can eat, and yes, they have to work for it, but they have freedom as well. Families can be together. They can think and say what they want, and nobody will punish them. As long as it isn’t anything I disapprove of, of course.” She paused long enough to give me a meaningful look. “And they have monkeys! Do you think they had monkeys on Qoom to attend to their smaller needs?”

“I would say ‘no.’”

“What fools! What ungrateful, despicable, lazy fools. What short memories they have!”

“We have a proverb in my world about the grass always being greener on the other side of the fence. But perhaps that doesn’t translate so well here.”

“It translates well enough.”

“Perhaps it is because they’re frightened of this virus that you spoke so eloquently about.”

The Colleena snorted. It was a high-pitched snort that sounded like a cat sneezing. “Of course they are frightened of this disease. But they are a weak and fearful people just the same. It has always been like this. From the moment the brave and beautiful Nazca Inca led the revolt on the spacecraft, and we landed on these shores, the people have been complaining. The climate was too hot, they said. Then too cold. First it was too dry. Then too wet. They were frightened of the Inca. They were frightened of birds. Sparrows even!”

She laughed. “From the very first day, they cowered and begged to go back home. Home! Can you imagine that? They begged to go back to where we were slaves—lower than monkeys! Where the soil ran red with our blood!” She seemed to have temporarily run out of breath.

“I see,” I said lamely.

“Of course you see,” she panted. “You are not stupid like them. Earth is our home, Ruth Baker. It was from Earth that our ancestors were originally taken. It was from the warm seas of Earth that our ancestors’ ancestors emerged. You and I are cousins, Ruth Baker. We, the Wanami, are not aliens in your world. We are long-lost members of your extended family. It is our right to be here. Do you understand?”

“I understand fully, Your Majesty. But I—uh—”

“Have you developed a speech problem, Ruth Baker?”

“No, Your Majesty. What I wanted to say is that although I agree with you fully, there might well be some in the outside world who will think of you as aliens. You do realize that, don’t you?”

One of her huge hands with its six fingers waved impatiently. “Then they are fools, too. When our ancestors were removed from the Earth, they were the most developed of the emerging species you now call ‘human.’ We were the first to use fire, did you know that?”

“Yes, Your Majesty. But nevertheless, there will still be those who will react with prejudice.”

“Why?” Her questions sounded completely innocent.

“Because Your Majesty,” I paused to choose my words carefully, “our basic phenotypes have evolved quite differently over the years.” Much to my surprise The Colleena did not seem to be at all offended. “Ah yes, your kind has degenerated to a shocking extent, that’s true—but I assure you, Ruth Baker, that the Wanami are not a prejudiced people.”

“I’m glad to hear that, Your Majesty, but what I meant was that some of my people will find your people to be very strange. Have you prepared them for that?”

She laughed loudly. I once had a gym teacher who could make almost the same sound on her whistle.

“You are a very funny woman, Ruth Baker. Perhaps that is one of the reasons that I think I like you. Yes, humor has its place. But now we must get back down to business. Do you have any serious questions to ask me?”

As a matter of fact, I did. “Your Majesty, just for the sake of argument, is it possible for your people to contact Qoom at this point?”

The Colleena scowled, and the glint of her pale eyes all but disappeared behind the rolls of fat.

“I regret to say that the answer is ‘yes.’”

“May I be so bold as to ask how?”

She attempted to wave a massive arm.

“It’s this palace, you see. Why do you think it’s so ugly? Covered with this hideous gold?”

“Frankly, I thought it was rather beautiful, Your Majesty.”

“Beautiful? But then you have teeth and hair.” She sighed. “This palace was not built just to live in. Surely you have seen that its design is very complex.”

“I have seen simpler mazes,” I said honestly.

“You see, Ruth Baker, what you are looking at is a very large, working model of a—” She paused and looked quizzically at Queycha. At least that’s the impression I got, although someone who has no eyebrows and barely visible eyes must have to work especially hard at it.

“It’s a transmitter,” said Queycha, supplying the Spanish word.

“Yes, that’s what it is. Its design is similar to those still in use on Qoom when our ancestors left there. But with one major difference. Here on Earth we could not duplicate the type of metals we had on Qoom. Gold was the closest in composition. And so the—ah, transmitter (her Spanish accent was awful)—had to be constructed using gold. But it is so hideous!”

I looked about in amazement. “I am very impressed, Your Majesty. But why build such a device if you have no intention of ever using it?”

“But I didn’t build it, Ruth Baker. This palace was built by my mother—may memories of her always be kind ones.”

“I’m sure that they will be. But what I want to know is, why did she build it then? Did she intend to get in touch with the Qooma?”

The Colleena sat motionless for an interminable length of time. I assumed she was studying me, but since her eyes were barely visible, she could have been falling asleep as far as I knew. At last, she spoke, and the sound of her high-pitched voice was as startling as the first time I heard it.

“Pallay, you must take Queycha out of the room. Take him to the first reception hall, and stay there until I send a monkey for you.”

“But Mama, you’re taking so long, and I want to play with Ruth Baker,” Pallay whined.

“Go,” said The Colleena simply, but there was no harshness to her voice.

“But Mama, you promised.”

“Go, child.”

Pallay waddled off reluctantly, while Queycha all but sprinted ahead of her.

“Come closer, Ruth Baker,” said The Colleena when we were all alone—except for the monkey people, of course, who didn’t really count as proper human beings.

I inched my way closer. Despite the fact that I had seen her bathe the day before, I discovered that The Colleena was not without a disagreeable odor. That was certainly new.

“Closer!” she commanded.

I got as close as I could without gagging. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

Slowly she leaned forward. The mountain was coming to Muhammad. “You see,” she whispered ever so softly, “it doesn’t work at all. It’s all for show.”
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I must have stared rudely at her. From that close position I could see her eyes clearly for the first time, and they were exceptional eyes, the eyes of genius and determination. “Your secret is safe with me,” I said, after what was undoubtedly a very long time.

“Good. It is good that you came, Ruth Baker. It has been very hard to keep this secret alone.”

“But what about Queycha? Why doesn’t he know? Don’t you trust him?”

She sighed deeply, and the odor of her breath was only a slight improvement over that of her body. “In this I could trust no one. No one! My people are very weak, Ruth Baker. When my people first fled into the Ukhu Pacha, upon the advance of the Spaniards, the stress they underwent was so severe that scores of them died daily. It is one thing not to have a healthy immune system, Ruth Baker, but when coupled with a weak character, it is a lethal combination.

“My mother—may memories of her always be kind ones—built this to give her people hope. They yearned for what they thought was the security of Qoom, and she gave them a concrete symbol on which to base their hope.”

“But it is just a symbol, it is not a real transmitter,” I mused.

The Colleena snorted, and I felt droplets on my face. “Even if this were real,” she said, “I would not use it to contact Qoom. The people don’t realize it, but they would be much worse off on Qoom. Still, there is always a chance that the Qooma may come back on their own to try and claim their former slaves—they have done that on other planets—but I’ve already thought of that.”

“No doubt you have, Your Majesty.”

“It is my duty to protect my people, Ruth Baker,” she said, her voice rising even higher, “and I do the best job I can at it.”

“I’m sure you do,” I said.

“Why do you think I have commanded, as my mother did before me, that all my people live only in caves in the mountain that surrounds us?”

I hate pop quizzes but did my best.

“So that you have more room for agriculture?” I said. Of course that didn’t account for the miniaturized jungle.

“Don’t be silly, you hairy creature. It’s so that the campfires of my people don’t attract attention from above. Both from your aircraft and the Qooma, of whom it is said, search for us without ceasing.”

“Ah yes, of course,” I said, feeling thoroughly chastised. “But just so you know, Your Majesty, I am not the hairiest example of my species!”

The Colleena laughed. “Impossible,” she said. “I refuse to believe such an absurdity.” She pointed to the baby-fine hair on my arms. “Any more of that and you would be a vicuna.”

“Your people are very obedient,” I said, trying to change the subject. “In my culture not everyone would stay in their cave at night. My people love an outdoor fire.”

“My people do as well, but it is my duty to protect them.” She paused. “Hasn’t Queycha told you yet that the Ukhu Pacha is filled with dangerous spirits that roam about at night?”

“Why, yes.”

“And who do you think was responsible for starting those frightening tales?”

Suddenly we both began to laugh. She until the tears rolled down her corpulent cheeks, and I until I thought I would wet my pants. It was strange, the bond I felt with her then. I would have thrown my arms around her, this immense, slug-like woman, had they been able to reach around her, and had it not been for her stench. Frankly, Her Majesty could use a tutorial on how to wash beneath her many overhanging rolls of fat.

“Well, Ruth Baker, I think we can be friends,” she said at last. “I am very glad you have chosen to help us.”

Remembering the responsibility of my mission sobered me. “I’ll do my best, Your Majesty. But please understand, I have no control over the people in my world—not in the way you have over the Wanami here.”

“Here?” She sounded puzzled. 

“The weapon,” I said carelessly.

She appeared to freeze. Suddenly the shimmying and shaking white grub in the vicuna garb had been transformed into a megalith snow creature. Then, just as suddenly, she thawed and once more began to laugh until the tears resumed.

I was not similarly amused. After waiting patiently for a reasonable length of time, I reminded her of my presence. “You can fill me in on what is so funny anytime you want,” I said.

She sputtered to a stop. “Oh, Ruth Baker, you say the most amusing things. A weapon!” She neighed a couple of times, before continuing. “I wish I had a weapon! If I had one, I would use it against the Qooma if, and when, they discovered our little Ukhu Pacha.”

“But I don’t understand! Queycha—and I regretted immediately having given him away—told me that Nazca the Hijacker had a weapon and that—”

Comprehension spread across her massive face. “Ah, that! How happy it makes me to hear that this story is still being told. But no, Ruth Baker, there never was any weapon. Just an attitude.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“When Nazca Inca came back from her self-imposed exile in the mountains and rejoined her people on the coastal plain, she brought with her a renewed sense of determination and a vision for the future.”

“She hadn’t by any chance discovered the joys of eating locusts and wild honey,” I said.

“What?” The Colleena said. Biblical references were apparently not her forte.

“Never mind,” I said.

“What my ancestress Nazca Inca had discovered was a deeper understanding of the Wanami psyche. She had realized that fear is the primary emotion of all Wanami—an emotion that had been bred into us, just as was the gene for an extra thumb. But Nazca Inca had also learned how to control that fear within her, and having done so, she soon learned how to use that fear in others to their best advantage.”

“And undoubtedly hers,” I quipped.

Graciously The Colleena ignored my last remark. “Nazca Inca told people she had discovered a weapon—a Qooma weapon of the highest caliber—and of course they believed her. Nazca also knew that all she had to do was to shout at her people, and they would tremble and shake and some of them were even driven to take their own lives. Nazca took that knowledge and built on it, and passed it on to her descendants.

“So, you see, Ruth Baker, my people fear me greatly, but the truth is they have no more reason to fear me than they do you.”

I remembered then that Apu’s wife had impaled herself at the sound of Queycha’s voice raised in anger, and I began to wonder if maybe that result had in fact been Queycha’s intention. Or perhaps Queycha had wished for Apu to react in a similar fashion.

“But of course you must have figured some of this out yourself, Ruth Baker, because I could see from the beginning that you did not fear me as you should.”

“Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words can never hurt me,” I retorted, even though the Runa translation was much more unwieldy.

The Colleena smiled. “But I could sit on you just the same.”

“Just try it, you overgrown vicuna,” I was so tempted to say.

I’m proud to say that I thought twice about it, because—as much as I liked her—a 1,500-pound woman in a salad bowl is not to be trusted, no matter how much you like her. Not totally, at any rate. But then neither is my tongue. Fortunately, before my curbed tongue could break free of its restraints, Princess Pallay came plodding back into the throne room.

“Oooh, Mama,” she wailed, “aren’t you done talking yet? You promised me that I could play with Ruth Baker. Don’t you remember, Mama?”

It was obvious by the way that her massive face glowed that The Colleena was very fond of her daughter. “Yes, my little one, your mama remembers. But I’m afraid that will have to wait until the next time she visits. Ruth Baker has to leave now, on a very important assignment.”

“But Mama, you promised! You promised!” Princess Pallay’s squeals took on the air of keening.

Although The Colleena looked distressed, she would not give in. “There will be plenty of time later, Pallay darling. You must act like a big girl now. You don’t want to embarrass yourself in front of Ruth Baker, do you?”

Pallay began to tremble with pent-up frustration, and I fully expected her to throw herself on the floor and wave her arms and kick her legs like a two-year-old having a tantrum. But surprisingly, she suddenly became very still, and in that high-pitched and girlish voice of hers began to sing a song of her own composition. This is what she sang.

PALLAY’S LAMENT

I once had a friend, but he died long ago, and since then my life has been lonely.

We had wonderful fun, we would skip and then run, till one day he fell and lay there bleeding.

My heart longs for Mu. My heart longs for Mu.

Then along came Ruth Baker, and I thought she would be my new best friend in the whole world.

But my Ruth Baker must leave, and I know I will grieve, because nothing will stop all this aching.

My heart aches for Ruth Baker. My heart aches for Ruth Baker.

What could I do? I reached up and patted Princess Pallay on the arm, since hugging her was logistically, and aesthetically, out of the question. As I did so one of Princess Pallay’s huge tears landed on my face. It was like being splashed with a cup full of warm salt water.
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It had been a brief visit to Ukhu Pacha. When I reentered the dark chinkana, it was like falling back to sleep again after having been awakened by a particularly vivid dream. When Queycha and I scrambled down from the scree just before dawn, the dream seemed like a distant memory. If it had not been for Queycha, standing right there in the flesh, with the scars on his hands as evidence, I might well have put the whole thing behind me by simply blocking it all out. It certainly would have been the simplest thing to do, and by far the least threatening.

It was decided that Queycha would remain behind in Ollantaytambo, while I crossed the Urubamba River and showed up, three days late, at the dig in Calca. Of course Ronald would be there, no doubt still dumbfounded by the bizarre discovery. My job would be to pretend to be as astounded as he was.

Queycha assured me that he would be safe in town. On his first visit to the outside world, he had befriended an elderly Runa woman whose husband had just died, and whose only son was trying to evict her. Queycha had persuaded the son to leave his mother alone. The son now lived in Lima, and the mother, who was effectively blind, relied heavily on Queycha whenever he made his visits to the outside world. It was a symbiotic relationship, but not at all a romantic one, I’m sure. Yet I have been known to be wrong about such things before.

“Of course I didn’t speak Spanish,” Queycha explained. “And my Runa, as you know, is sometimes different than the Runa they speak in the outside world.”

“Sometimes?” I said it with a laugh. Language is a living thing, always changing and adapting, and the Runa of Ukhu Pacha now shared only about an 80 percent similarity with the Runa of the outside world. I point this out partially to justify the fact that I called Princess Pallay a bladder full of honey, when I meant to say that she was sweet. Fortunately, Queycha had been right at my side to correct me.

“Anyway,” said Queycha patiently, “the point is, I needed a safe haven from which to observe, and where I could learn, and the widow, Techa Maria, provided that.”

“And she didn’t think your Runa was funny?”

He smiled. “I’m sure that she did. But she was grateful that I had intervened in her eviction. After all, her son was literally throwing her out of her own house. Techa Maria never asked me where I came from. She just offered me kindness and hospitality, and I accepted.”

“And she taught you Spanish?” I asked.

He nodded. “Her parents had been devout Catholics and sent her to a convent school. She grew up to be a teacher, married, and moved to Lima with her husband. It was only after her husband died that she returned to Ollantaytambo. So, you see, there was a lot she could teach me about the outside world. It was the luckiest day of my life when I stumbled across her in the street.”

“It does sound like incredibly good fortune,” I said.

“Even more so than you think.” There was a hint of mystery in Queycha’s voice.

“Oh?” I said.

“Yes, it was meant to be that I made the acquaintance of Techa Maria in particular.”

“How so?” I felt Queycha was unwrapping a gift meant solely for me and doing it slowly.

“Well, you see, when she was living in Lima, Techa Maria began working on her master’s degree in Peruvian history, and one of the courses she was required to take was a course in Peruvian archaeology.”

I felt my pulse race. The gift was now unwrapped.

“Do you mean,” I said breathlessly, “that she took my archaeology course?” I had taught at the university for only one semester. Only four of my students had been women, and only one of them had been a woman of maturity. Frankly, I didn’t remember any of their names.

Queycha smiled. “Sí. Techa Maria was very impressed with you. It was she who recommended you.”

“So, she knows about Ukhu Pacha?”

He shook his head. “She is a wise woman who understands that there are times when it is better for one not to know certain things. She does know that I am not like other Peruvians, and that I had need of an expert in Inca archaeology, such as yourself. She is content to know nothing more.”

“Bet me,” I said, but softly so Queycha could not hear. I, for one, could not help but be intensely curious about a seven-foot Indian who spoke an odd dialect of Runa, and who for all intents and purposes had been reared in a cave. But then again, maybe I’m the exception.

Nonetheless, it seemed to me that Techa Maria was someone who needed to be watched. It is my opinion that we archaeologists (and many anthropologists as well) are cursed with a special set of genes that makes us suspicious, sometimes even to the point of paranoia, of anyone in our field of expertise. After all, we are in the business of finding and validating the past before our competition has had the chance to do so. Each of us is a player in a non-stop treasure hunt, even if the prize is only a byline in a scholarly journal.

However, it wasn’t Queycha but me that I was really worried about. I am as adept at lying as your average nun is (or at least, ought to be) at fibbing in a confessional. While I might lie to myself from time to time, I find it next to impossible to falsify information when confronted with a direct question. “Alternative facts” are not my forte! Unfortunately, the welfare of many others very much depended on which words came out of my mouth, as well as how, and when. Since I operate much better when I’m playing offense, rather than defense, I decided that the most effective approach was for me to get the advantage at Calca by going on the offensive. Rather than wait for them to drag information out of me, I would use the information that I already had. It was not a finely tuned plan, to be sure, but a general approach.

Ronald Meechum was the only one I recognized when I first saw the dig. He was on his hands and knees in a shallow pit, giving orders to about a dozen Peruvian university students. He was in his element.

“Better late than never, I guess,” said Ronald when he first saw me standing above him at the dig site. He wiped his forehead with the back of a freckled hand, leaving a streak of Calca mud behind.

“I had a personal matter that needed to be dealt with. I’m sorry for standing you up.” I tried to sound cool, an all but impossible goal when I’m around Ronald. Maybe it is his flaming red hair, but all he has to do to get me hot under the collar is to open his mouth. It’s certainly not that I’m attracted to him. Ronald Meechum is not ugly, but he has the personality of a piranha.

“You’ve missed out on a lot, Baker. Hop on down and I’ll show you what we’ve got so far. That is, unless you’ve switched careers and have taken up geriatric nursing.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I said, more than a mite irritated. 

Ronald smirked. “Seems that you were seen sneaking out of town with an Indian old enough to be your grandfather. Or was he your boyfriend?”

“Shut up, Ronald. And if you get your butt up out of that pit, I’ll make you privy to some information that will make your head spin.”

“You’re finally going to confess your age?” He hopped up beside me, much to the relief of his students. Ronald Meechum was a sporadic bather, who saw no need to shower at all when he wasn’t dating. I immediately got the message that Ronald’s love life was currently suffering.

“Where’s Ramirez and Gorhman?” I demanded.

He jerked his head towards the road. “They went into Cuzco. Ramirez is flying to Lima to see about getting some federal troops to guard the site. And of course, more funding. In the meantime, Gorhman’s going to try and hire some gendarmes in Cuzco to pinch fill.”

“I see. This place does look overrun,” I observed.

“Funny as usual, Baker. This morning a tour bus from Cuzco stopped by, and just about an hour ago, a car full of American journalists hassled us. This thing is big, Baker, you have no idea how big.”

I led Ronald further away from the students, some of whom had been eyeing us inquisitively.

“I know a lot more about this thing than you do, Ronald.”

He started to interrupt me. “Shh,” I said. Then, because I knew him well and hadn’t been able to think of a better alternative for my mission, I told Ronald all about my meeting Queycha, and our trip to Ukhu Pacha.

He didn’t seem surprised at all. “So that’s what you get from a three-day bender. How does your head feel? Like you got rocks in it? Feel like throwing up, Baker? If Ramirez even suspects you’ve fallen off the wagon, you’re off the dig.”

I stared him straight in the eyes. “I haven’t been drinking, Ronald. And why is what I’ve just said so hard to believe, given what you have here?”

He shook his carrot mane. “Here we have three skeletons. Big, granted. Giant, even. But that’s a far cry from a lost city conveniently hidden in a dormant volcano, not to mention spaceships and aliens. Geez Louise, give me a break.”

“Take a look at this.” I reached into my purse then and pulled out a fist-sized chunk of gold. Queycha had given it to me just before we parted in Ollantaytambo. The man had come to understand our world very well on his brief forays into it.

“Holy shit!” said Ronald. He grabbed for the five-pound chunk. “Is this for real?”

“Have it tested if you want,” I said, “but then be prepared to explain how you happened to come by it.”

Ronald handed it quickly back, as if it was unclean, or perhaps too hot to hold. “There’s more of that?”

“Much more,” I said. “But that’s not the point. It’s the Wanami and the Yanakuna that should be interesting to you. They comprise a very fragile civilization, heretofore unknown to the outside world. Access to their valley must be highly restricted. A Wanami female will literally impale herself if she is spoken to harshly. I need you to help me protect their civilization. For that you will be repaid in gold. Do you understand the importance of what I’ve been telling you?”

“Of course,” Ronald said. “I’m absolutely fascinated by your story. It’s just that it is a little on the preposterous side—you must admit that. But I do believe you.”

“Now that you’ve seen the gold,” I said.

“If that’s what it is,” Ronald said. Just then a stiff breeze picked up behind him, sending my gag reflex into hyper-drive.

I thrust the huge nugget back out to him. “Here, take it. Test it. Do what you want with it. When you decide that you really do believe me, get in touch.” I started to walk away.

Like a dog being offered a meaty bone, Ronald was quick to grab the precious metal. He stood there for a moment, presumably staring at the gold, and then he ran to catch up.

“Hey, Baker.” He grabbed my shoulder with one hand, the one still in a fist clenching the gold. “Hey, I do believe you. I meant it. I mean, I believe you, and then again, I don’t. It’s like working on these stiffs here. We’ve all had that same feeling these last couple of days.”

“Congratulations. And what do think it’s been like for me? Look, either you help me help the people of this valley, or you don’t. Which is it going to be? And if you are going to help, do you have any ideas on how to get started? But if you’re not going to help, then hand me back that chunk of change. Just don’t give me a cock and bull story about having your imagination stretched to the outer limits. Because, believe me, Ronald, you ain’t seen nothing yet.”

“Yeah,” Ronald said, “it must have been tough, all right. Hey, sorry if I’ve been too hard on you. I know I can be a jerk sometimes.”

Could a leopard really change its spots? Could Ronald Meechum really go from being a jerk, to being a nice guy, just because he’d seen a chunk of gold? If I really believed that I was deserving of the title of the World’s Most Stupid Archaeologist. But if instead, I believed that a cooperative Ronald, even one whose motives were impure, could be useful, then at least my epitaph might contain the word “canny” in it somewhere. So, much to my credit, I didn’t say anything about forgiving him, nor did I argue with his analysis. I simply waited to see if he had anything constructive to say.

Ronald scratched his head with his free hand for a few minutes. “Look,” he said at last, “it seems to me that credibility is the issue here. Not that you have a problem with that. I don’t mean that. It’s just that given the extraordinary circumstances you’ve described, it would make it easier for others to accept this story, if you have someone to back you up.”

“But I do,” I said.

He blinked. He had almost no eyelashes. “You mean the Indian?”

“He’s not a full Indian,” I said. “He’s a Yanakuna, which means his ancestors hybridized with the giants you see in your dig.”

“Whatever. Baker, what I meant was another scientist to back you up.”

“Like yourself?”

“Well, yes, I’d be willing to go take a look.”

“You would?” I thought fast. What Ronald Meechum lacked in personality, he more than made up for in reputation. Although only in his mid-thirties, Ronald was a world-renowned anthropologist, as well as a paleontologist. His discovery and subsequent paper on a hitherto unknown species of prosimian (Lemur meechumi) in Madagascar, gave Ronald as much clout in the scientific community as any young man might be expected to wield judiciously, and still maintain their equilibrium. Of course, in my opinion, Ronald had failed to wield the clout judiciously and had long ago abandoned any attempts to hang on to his equilibrium. To put it plainly, Ronald Meechum had opted to be an arrogant ass. A somewhat benign ass, but an ass just the same. And one with a barnyard odor to boot.

“Well, Baker, what is it? Cat got your tongue?” he purred. After all that I’d seen, a purring ass made perfect sense.

“It’s a long way through the chinkana to the Ukhu Pacha. And the Wanami can be very unpredictable. Are you sure you want to risk it?”

I thought I saw Ronald glancing down at the gold in his hand, but that may simply be a retrospective memory. “Look, Baker, I’m in as good a shape as you.” He made a fist with his free hand and playfully flexed a pectoral. Then he began punching at the air with both fists, the gold flashing in the sun where it showed between his fingers.

I had never seen Ronald act so spontaneously, or known him to appear to be so friendly.

“Well, ten of you would still be no match for a Wanami, or even a Yanakuna. Of course we will have no need to protect ourselves against either of them. They are both very gentle creatures, you understand?”

“If you say so, Baker,” he said. “But remember, so far, it’s only you who can swear to this. Others might not feel so kindly about having giants among us.” I tried to shake the feeling that Ronald was being pushy. I will admit that I can be a stubborn woman and push back when I am being pushed. Even if the other person’s push is the best thing for me.

But Ronald did have a point. The best thing about the Wanami was if news of their existence was taken seriously from the beginning. And not everyone was going to be as easily convinced as Ronald, of that, I was sure. Maybe even especially not those at the top.

Despite Ronald’s reputation, it was Dr. Ramirez who fired the big guns in the Peruvian archaeological community, and who had highly placed connections in the various government ministries. And Aaron Gorhman, the forensic pathologist, was no slouch either. There were those that said he was a shoo-in for the Nobel Prize. With Ronald to back me up, I would save valuable time convincing these two titans that they were not the only living giants in the game.

“They’d almost have to believe the two of us,” I said, thinking aloud. “We’d make an odd pair of collaborators. I mean, we’re not exactly buddies, are we? They’d have to believe that only the truth would bring us together on a story as unbelievable as this.”

Ronald may have tried to chuckle then, but it came out as a smirk again. “Hey, Baker, we haven’t got forever, you know. Ramirez has already started some DNA tracking on those stiffs, and my guess is that it’s sooner rather than later that he’ll figure out that they’re not just a trio of overgrown Peruvians. Then when word gets out to the press—which it will—that this is a colossal case of gene manipulation—”

“So, what you’re saying is that if we get the correct version of the story out first, to the right people, we’ll be doing the Wanami a favor?”

“You got it. So, lead the way, Tarzan. Or should I say Jane?”

Perhaps I was too tired to think clearly, or perhaps I might even have done what I did under the best of circumstances. Looking back now, I should have sought out the nearest cot and slept for twenty-four hours.

But it’s too late now.




NINETEEN

“Oooh, Ruth, you came back! Oooh!” squeaked an utterly delighted Princess Pallay.

“Holy shit!” said Ronald. It was perhaps the hundredth time he’d said it in the last half-hour.

“Lie down,” whispered Queycha, who had already done so. Ronald obediently lay down. I secretly hoped that Princess Pallay would apply a heavy foot to him. Not enough to do him any lasting harm, but at least enough to expel some of that hot air. I, on the other hand, refused to lie down, as was my custom.

“Oooh, Ruth Baker, will you play with me now?” asked Princess Pallay.

I noticed with satisfaction that her foot was planted firmly on the back of the terrified Ronald.

“Soon Princess Pallay, very soon. But first we must speak with your mother.”

“Oooh! That makes me very sad,” she squealed.

In her agitation she was applying just enough pressure to make Ronald gasp.

“But Pallay, as soon as we take care of all the grown-up problems, then there will be lots of time to play with you. And I’ll even take you on an adventure. How’s that sound?”

“Oooh! An adventure! Do you promise, Ruth Baker? Do you promise?”

“Cross my heart and hope to die,” I said.

This expression did not come across well in Runa, and Princess Pallay grew even more agitated. “Oooh, Ruth, you mustn’t die. Oooh Queycha, Ruth Baker is going to die. What will we do?” She began to wring her hands and unwittingly applied too much pressure to Ronald Meechum. He began to scream.

“Oooh!” shrieked Princess Pallay. She jumped back with a horrified expression on her face. For one awful minute I thought that Ronald’s scream might cause Princess Pallay to take her own life. Fortunately, she managed to get a grip on herself.

“Calm down, Princess Pallay, you were just stepping on him too hard. Now, how about taking us to see The Colleena? The sooner we get the grown-up business taken care of, the sooner we can play.”

Her Royal Highness plodded happily away, as exuberant as any five-hundred-pound puppy given a playmate. I immediately followed Princess Pallay, leaving Queycha to help Ronald up out of the dirt.

I knew that The Colleena was happy to see me too, because she forbade me from prostrating myself. “Welcome, Ruth Baker,” she said, with just a hint of a toothless smile. “You’ve come back very soon. Much quicker than I’d anticipated.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” I said. “I was able to locate the man whom I sought almost immediately. I returned as soon as I learned what I needed to know.”

“Then is it good news that you bring to me from the outside world, Ruth Baker? Because if it is not, I will have four of my strongest monkeys hold you down while I sit on you.”

I glared at the corpulent despot. Didn’t she know that this was 2026, and that only Third World dictators and men like Vladimir Putin made such threats? She could sit on me if that’s what it came to, but first she was going to get a piece of my mind.

Fortunately, for me and my big mouth, it was Princess Pallay who came to my rescue. “Oooh, Mama, please, please don’t sit on the most favorite pet that I’ve had! You can even shave her bald, like you said you wanted to, but if you sit on her, she might never talk again. Even Queycha says that she is a human and understands at least a few of the words that she speaks. But if you sit on her, she will be like all the other monkeys that you’ve sat on, and I don’t need another rug for my room, Mama. Please!”

At that, Princess Pallay attempted to prostrate herself before the Throne of Mercy. Given that The Colleena’s young daughter was shaped like an overstuffed calzone, and not a healthy twenty-first century child, it was heartbreaking to watch the girl’s attempt to intervene on my behalf. Her clumsy efforts to appease her mother’s temper further enraged and emboldened me. I took several steps forward and wagged my index finger virtually under the monarch’s nose.

“You should be ashamed of yourself … Your Majesty! Just look at what you’re driving your daughter to do. If you want to make me suffer, fine! But to make your own flesh and blood—”

At that The Colleena held her outermost pinkie-finger against her two top teeth and emitted a whistle that was so loud, so high-pitched, and so sharp that I swear I could feel it cutting right through my eardrums like a hot knife blade through butter. I staggered backwards from the throne, while covering my ears. Then I immediately glanced around for a suitable place to vomit in case my strong desire to throw up didn’t abate. So much in distress was I that I scarcely felt the two burly monkey men that had me by my elbows and were holding me erect. In retrospect I could better understand how the Qooma were able to substitute primitive man’s “fight or flight” instincts with that of simply lying down and dying. Believe me, I came very close to doing just that.

“Relax, Ruth Baker,” were the first words that finally made it through my consciousness. “You have no reason to fear; I am very fond of you.”

“And me too, Mama?” Princess Pallay was still squirming about, neither standing nor prostrate. Somehow, she’d ended up on her back, rather like an overturned turtle. Her stubby arms and legs were indeed reminiscent of flippers, although rest assured that the child was just as human as you or me—so to speak.

“Of course, you too!” The Colleena said. Then she squeaked something at the monkey slaves who promptly let go of me and helped their young mistress to her feet. “Now dear,” she said to Princess Pallay, “you be a good girl and run along and play in your room while the grown-ups talk.”

At that Princess Pallay began to tremble petulantly, causing the throne to vibrate ominously. “Oooh, Mama,” she squealed, “you know how lonely I sometimes get. Now when I finally find a wonderful pet like Ruth Baker, you want to take her away from me and keep her all to yourself. Oooh, Mama, you are so unfair. I hate you!”

The Colleena blanched at her daughter’s harsh words, and most likely there was about to be more shrieking and shaking in the works, but I didn’t care. Something needed to be addressed once and for all.

“I am not your pet, Princess,” I hissed. “I am an adult woman, and as such I demand your respect.”

Before the much-indulged, over-sized child had a chance to react, I hurriedly explained to The Colleena the wisdom in Ronald’s argument about verification. The monarch closed her eyes and tilted back her head so far that the wooden bowl that comprised her crown knocked against the throne. Just when I was beginning to worry that The Colleena might be falling asleep, she opened her eyes.

“Do you trust this man, Ruth Baker?”

“Not as far as I can throw him, Your Majesty.”

“And how far is that?” It was quite understandable that The Colleena was confused by what I meant. Because of their lightweight bones and enormous muscles, a Wanami female could throw a Wanami male a good quarter of a mile. And vice versa, of course.

“I couldn’t even pick up Ronald Meechum on a good day,” I hastened to explain.

The Colleena gave me a look of pity. “In that case, we will both keep an eye on him. I will meet this man, but then you must immediately take him back to the outside world.”

“So soon, Your Majesty?”

“I am afraid that we have less time than I thought. Apu does not like our plan at all. To be frank, he doesn’t trust you—as far as you could throw him!” She laughed, and it sounded like the air being let slowly out of the stretched mouth of a balloon. Then her face assumed a grave expression. “Apu is convinced that our salvation lies in the return of the Qooma, and he is becoming more persuasive every day. It is even possible that he will try and get the people to overthrow me. If that happens, many will die.”

“Which you yourself will kill?” I asked by way of clarification.

She waved a six-fingered hand in annoyance. “To sacrifice some for many is the way of truth and justice. So, it is written in the Chronicles: Tablet One, line six.”

I gave The Colleena what I hoped was a withering look. “You quote the Holy Writings of Qoom as justification for killing off a bunch of your own people who simply want to return to what they’ve been told is their home?”

The Colleena calmly adjusted her wooden crown. “How fortunate for you, Ruth Baker, that I have grown quite fond of you, and will not order my monkey guards to seize you in order that I might perform my famous Flattening Dance upon your back.”

No sooner had she finished speaking than the throne room filled with screeching monkeys. The way that they jumped up and down, shoved each other, even climbed atop one another’s shoulders, it was evident to me that they were all there hoping to witness the famous Flattening Dance, with Yours Truly as one of the principal dancers. What made these primates particularly ominous was that they were all over five feet tall and had remarkably human faces.

“Silence!” screeched The Colleena.

Unless one has heard both sounds, one would do well to take my word that The Colleena’s screech is not to be compared to that of a mere monkey. Before her mouth closed, more than a dozen monkeys lay dead on the floor of the throne room, and another five were holding their ears, and writhing about on the floor like the anacondas on National Geographic channel. Within minutes those five monkeys were dead as well, and once the throne room was cleared of any sign of monkeys, The Colleena turned her majestic attention once more to me.

“Now where were we, my dear Ruth Baker? Ah, yes. My people. You see, Ruth Baker, you seem to have forgotten that the Qooma kidnapped an ancient people from this world, from a place that you now call China, and took them to Qoom, where they were selectively bred as slave stock. By returning to Qoom, the Wanami will not be going home—they will be returning into exile. Ruth Baker, another point to keep in mind is that the Wanami are like my Pallay; they don’t always know what’s best for them. It is my responsibility, as The Colleena, to do what is best for them. You may not understand it, but to sacrifice a few of my people so that the rest can live free—that is the course that I must follow.”

“You’re right, I don’t understand it.”

“But then, your people have never been slaves, have they, Ruth Baker?”

As a white American woman of English and German descent, I couldn’t truthfully claim that they had. At least not in historical times. “No,” I said grudgingly.

“I will meet the man you brought back with you,” said The Colleena.

Our Wanami rights discussion was closed.




TWENTY

No doubt there was a method to The Colleena’s madness. If I had to guess what her motives were, then I would venture that she believed a pound of humiliation was equal to at least an ounce of prevention. She certainly subjected poor Ronald Meechum to a ton of embarrassment that morning. Her Majesty brought him into the throne room, where he was set upon by a quartet of thuggish monkeys, stripped naked, and forced to lie face down on the precious metal floor. Again, the monkeys appeared to materialize out of nowhere, and Ron’s disrobement happened so fast that fortunately he wasn’t able to resist in the slightest, which was, of course, the only thing that saved his life.

“You are even uglier than Ruth Baker,” said The Colleena drily.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” said Ronald Meechum through gritted teeth. He was trembling, though whether from fear, rage, or the coldness of the gold pressed up against his face, I don’t know. Perhaps all three.

“And you smell like offal,” The Colleena said. “Ruth Baker was correct in her observation; there is much your primitive society can learn from ours. It strikes me now that hygiene would be a good place to start. Queycha, what are your thoughts?”

Queycha had waited with Ron in the antechamber until his audience had been secured, and he now stood beside me at the periphery of the throne room. I glanced at the dear man just in time to see what looked like the remains of a sly smile fade from his lips.

“Your Majesty, the humans on the outside world are indeed a pungent race. The Northern European variety who refers to themselves as Anglos, are particularly odiferous.”

The Colleena delicately, and perhaps mischievously, pressed her sixth digit beneath her nose. “Surely no natural bodily process could produce this horrific stench. I hereby summon my court physician, Taha Ohma.”

As if on cue, from a gilded room to my left, stepped a stately, full-blooded Wanami woman. I couldn’t begin to guess her age, but her skin was smooth and supple, and her bosom full and round beneath a tight-fitting white apron. Her most interesting feature was that she was much taller than Queycha, who was of mixed race. In fact, I guessed that this Wanami woman was closer to nine feet tall, which put her height in line with that of the female skeletons found after the mudslide.

“Taha Ohma,” The Colleena said, addressing her physician, “please examine this wretched specimen from the outside world to see if it is even still alive.”

“I am alive,” growled Ronald Meechum. Even men like Ronald can be pushed only so far.

“Silence,” The Colleena said, “or you shall feel the heavy foot of justice.” She gestured to her court physician. “Begin the examination.”

Taha Ohma reached into the large pocket sewn on to the front of her apron and withdrew an instrument that was about eight inches in length. It can best be described as golden wishbone, or a small golden divining rod. I held my breath. Ronald Meechum was not my favorite person in the world, to put it mildly, but a heavy metal implement in the hands of a giantess could turn into the sort of medical emergency that I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy.

With Ronald Meechum still being pinned, face down, on the golden floor, Taha Ohma knelt gracefully beside him, next to his head. Then, holding the golden wishbone about a foot above the man, she passed the device back and forth across his body and extremities. After the initial pass, she paused for a moment, and then repeated her movements.

“Now turn him over,” she directed the burly monkey guards.

Trust me, don’t ever find yourself in a situation where overgrown monkeys are your captors. The Wanami are exceedingly strong, but at least they trace their origins to Homo pekinensis, so they at least share our genus. Any monkey, on the other hand, and apes much more so, are disproportionately strong. The four burly monkey guards flipped poor Ronald over like a pancake on a cast-iron skillet. The archaeologist is only slightly more muscular than a headless mop, and he could easily have been seriously injured by such a maneuver. However, fortunately for Ronald Meechum, nature saw fit to bestow upon him a bum so large that it could barely be squeezed into a coach class seat on an airplane. That said, his prodigious posterior offered him a much softer landing than the monkeys had hoped for. The furry beasts screeched angrily, but Taha Ohma shook the golden wishbone at them, shutting them up at once.

“Now hold still, Vile One,” she said to Ronald. This time she moved the golden wishbone across his body at a much slower rate. When the instrument was passed over his genitalia for the third time, she paused and looked up at The Colleena. “Your Majesty, I am afraid that your alternative plan of breeding this outsider to our Wanami women is not feasible.”

The Colleena was obviously not the voyeur that I was. She had remained on her throne during the examination, but now, with an incredible amount of effort, stood and took several carefully placed steps forward. One could conceivably be critical of a woman who weighed over a thousand pounds, but certainly not of The Colleena. Her Majesty was truly majestic. I judged her to be over ten feet tall, which would make her taller than the ten-foot male skeletons that had been earthed by the mudslide. It occurred to me that The Colleena’s immense size, as well as Pallay’s, might have been traits passed down through the royal family.

“I am afraid there is not much to see,” said Taha Ohma, stepping well away from Ronald Meechum. Perhaps she feared that her sovereign would throw a tantrum at any moment. I certainly would have erred on the side of caution if I’d been that close.

“You are quite right,” The Colleena said. “His conception wand is so small that I would have missed it had I remained seated. It is a wonder these humans are able to procreate. And to think that I entertained the idea that this Ronald Meechum, odious though he is, might someday father offspring on my beloved Pallay to ensure the Yanakunas’ survival.” The Colleena shuddered; a sight that was both mesmerizing and somewhat unsettling to behold. “Just imagine the trauma my lovely daughter would have experienced, had she bedded a creature who wore a thatch of monkey hair at the bottom end of his torso.”

Ronald Meechum’s limbs were restrained; his tongue was free to condemn him. “Shut the hell up, you two-ton slug,” he roared. “I wouldn’t touch any of you—especially your daughter—with a ten-foot pole. Make that a twenty-foot pole. And speaking of your humongous daughter—”

I leapt into action. I don’t always think fast on my feet, but sometimes my feet can be pretty fast, nonetheless. In this instance, I was able to juxtapose myself next to Ronald’s head in a nanosecond, and cram one of my feet into his mouth while he was in mid-sentence. Alas, The Colleena detests footwear of any kind, believing as she does that shoes are incubators for fungi infections and their attendant foul odors. Thus it was that the foot in Ronald’s mouth was unshod, and whereas I do not blame him for chomping down on it in surprise, or even revenge, he didn’t have to bite down quite so hard. As there are twenty-six bones in a human foot, it was nothing short of a miracle that none were broken. That said, a copious amount of blood was spilled.

What ensued is still somewhat bewildering. I remember that I screamed in pain, and that after he jerked his head free from foot and spit out my blood, Ronald cursed a blue streak, but then the weirdest thing happened: my memory for what I am about to relate suddenly turned hazy, as if only this part of my encounter with the Wanami was something akin to a dream. It must have been a waking dream, for I swear that I saw Taha Ohma take the large gold wishbone and pass it low over my wounded foot. She did this three times, and with each pass of the golden prongs I could feel beams of energy touch the bite marks and heal them. At some point a golden stool had been provided for me to sit on, and when I bent over low to examine my foot, I could neither see, nor feel, any evidence that Ronald Meechum’s gleaming white teeth had pierced my skin.

Meanwhile Ronald Meechum remained on the floor, face up, and shivering like a hairless Chihuahua on a cold Pittsburgh morning. Ronald, however, was covered with hair, a fact that clearly disgusted The Colleena. She looked at me intently before speaking, and I got the feeling that she was assigning part of the blame for Ronald’s hirsuteness on Yours Truly.

“Ruth Baker, the history of our people has been recorded on the many sacred wooden tablets that are stored in our royal library. They trace our ancestry back to the poor frightened creatures whom the Qooma plucked from their caves in the land known today as China. We acknowledge that your ancestors were our distant cousins, and that both species had fur on their bellies like monkeys. The only good thing that the Qooma did for my people was to rid them of their disgusting fur.”

“Please permit me to make an observation, Your Majesty,” I said. “All of the monkeys that I’ve seen thus far are better looking than this human here, lying supine at your feet.”

The Colleena threw back her bald head and squealed in delight. The sound she emitted began at least two octaves above “high C” on a keyboard, and then slowly soared to heights that even a dog probably couldn’t hear. At first, I resisted clamping my hands over my ears, because I didn’t wish to appear rude. But when even the monkey guards began to grimace, and Ronald Meechum began writhing in pain, I broke down and fled the throne room for the anteroom where Queycha was waiting. But there was to be no escaping the ear-splitting sound, and since I was the culprit who had set her off, I sneaked back in before my absence was noticed. At least that was my intention.

“There you are, Ruth Baker,” The Colleena said. “I was beginning to think that you might have left Ukhu Pacha without taking my leave.”

“I was gone only for a few seconds, Your Majesty,” I said.

“Hump. So, you were. But had that been the case, Ruth Baker, I would have been forced to send some of my warrior monkeys to retrieve you, seeing that our business here has not been completed.”

“You have warrior monkeys?” I asked incredulously.

She glanced at Ronald, and then back at me. “Not now, Ruth Baker.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” I said. Aha, I thought, she does have warrior monkeys; she just doesn’t want to confirm that fact in front of Ronald Meechum.

“Get up, Ronald Meechum,” said The Colleena.

The archaeologist, who was only in his mid-thirties, got up like an arthritic old man. “Your Majesty,” he said, “it is a great pleasure to meet you.”

The Colleena said nothing.

Wisely Ronald kept his mouth shut. As I watched him standing there, still trembling, I couldn’t help but feel sorry for him.

I had never much liked the man, but just because he was often sarcastic was no reason not to sympathize with what he was going through. Ronald Meechum was a slight fellow, no taller than me, and built like a high-school boy. He was the kind of man that most women would instinctively try to mother—that is, until he opened his mouth. Too bad for him that The Colleena was definitely not your motherly sort of queen.

“Have you lost your tongue,” she asked at last, “or was that all you had to say to me?”

“No, Your Majesty. I mean I have not lost my tongue.”

“Then speak.”

Ronald glanced frantically at me, but I pretended not to notice. It wasn’t that I was being mean, or selfishly trying to protect my own skin. I had seen Ronald deal with Peruvian bureaucracy before, not to mention crafty old Ramirez, and I knew he could dance on raw eggs without cracking a single shell if he put his mind to it. The way I saw it, we each stood to gain by forging our own personal relationships with this somewhat unorthodox monarch.

“Your Majesty,” Ronald said, carefully this time, “I am simply overwhelmed with the magnificence of this golden palace. Uh, and your own impressive presence, of course.”

The Colleena was clearly not amused. Her maggot-white skin had turned a raspberry pink, and her eyes had all but disappeared in their sockets. “So, you choose to mock me, little man?”

“I beg your pardon?” Ronald was confused. “Your Majesty, please forgive me if my Runa is not up to par and I have offended you in some way. I was only trying to compliment—”

“By rubbing it in my face that this palace is covered with this ugly gold?” As is the case when a Wanami gets upset, her voice had again risen to that almost inaudibly high decibel.

“But Your Majesty, the gold is beautiful!” 

The Colleena reached up and reverently removed the wooden bowl from her head. Holding it between the two thumbs on her left hand, she lovingly rubbed her right hand over its smooth brown surface. “This is beautiful. Do you know why it is so beautiful, little man?”

“Because it’s your crown? Your symbol of state?” Ronald was crushing eggs left and right.

“Ha! You are as stupid as the monkeys you resemble. This is beautiful because it is rare. Have you ever seen trees large enough to make a crown this size out of one piece of wood, Ronald Meechum?”

“Not here, Your Majesty.” He seemed determined to make an omelet.

The Colleena stiffened. “You’ve seen trees elsewhere that are this large?”

I did my duty as a colleague and kicked Ronald hard on the ankle. Fortunately, the dolt took my hint.

“Your Majesty, the tree your crown came from is unsurpassed.”

The Colleena’s sigh of satisfaction was like the whistle on a tea kettle.

She ascended to her throne again, leaned back against a slab of ugly gold, and proudly replaced the wooden bowl on her head. “So, I understand that you have agreed to help Ruth Baker share our plight to your world?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Then go get started, Ronald Meechum. What are you waiting for?” She shifted on her throne, partially turning her back on him, signifying that the audience was over. The whole palace shook.

“Nothing, Your Majesty.” Ronald took a few steps backward, and then whirled around and all but ran from the room.

“You were a little hard on him, don’t you think?” I said.

This time I stood my ground and held my ears while The Colleena expressed her amusement. “Men,” she finally squeaked. “One can’t live with them, yet one can’t live without them. That’s what my mother always used to say. But of course, I do!”

“How strange,” I said. “We have that same saying here on Earth. But, since you weren’t discovered by me until yesterday, and I didn’t teach you that expression—that is a really good example of synchronicity.”

The Colleena frowned, an action which caused her irises to disappear between deep folds of pale fatty flesh. “Ruth Baker, my agent to the outside world, Queycha, has already informed me that Ukhu Pacha and the land of your birth, Penn-sail-veen-ia, are both part of the same Earth. For your information, you did not discover us yesterday; you were led to us by the noble Queycha.” She stuck her sixth finger (her second thumb) into an ear and jiggled it furiously to scratch an unnamed itch. “Also, we Wanami, and even the Yanakuna amongst us, such as Queycha, have no need to copy anyone in our manner of speech. That which flows from our mouths is original and correct. We are not like those of you on the outside, who lie and cheat for personal, or political, gain.”

What gall that woman had! If I was three feet taller and nine hundred pounds heavier, I would be tempted to rush the throne and … and do what? I couldn’t pull her hair, given that she had none to speak of. A nice hard slap was out too, because her monkey guards would subsequently fillet me alive. My only option was to eat my anger, just as I had at so many other times in my life, except that those occasions had usually involved sexist men.

The Colleena was rude and presumptive, but she was also perceptive. “Ruth Baker, I can see that my words have made you very unhappy. You may speak freely now, if you wish, without fear of reprisal.”

“Your Majesty,” I said, while feigning intense interest in the fingernails of my left hand, “if I really felt free to speak my mind, then I would say that I believe you to be a bully, very much like the president of my own country. I would also offer you some words of advice.”

I dared to look up then, and immediately we locked eyes. “Ruth Baker,” she said, “do you actually believe that you, a commoner from Pen-sail-veen-ia, is capable of giving The Colleena advice?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, “and it is Penn-syl-vain-ia. My advice is that sometimes it pays to be diplomatic, especially if you want someone to do something for you.”

She closed her eyes. When she opened them again, she was like a different person. “Ronald Meechum will cooperate, won’t he, Ruth Baker?”

“Well, yes, Ronald Meechum is not going to pass up the chance to let the rest of the world know that he was only the second outsider to set foot in the Ukhu Pacha. But from now on, I suggest you treat him—and any man from the outside world—with more kindness. After all, in the outside world it is the men who have all the power.”

The Colleena’s huge head recoiled in shock, sending the salad bowl into a half-spin. “The men have power?”

“Just about all of it, I’m afraid.”

“And you let them?”

I considered explaining that the average man was bigger and stronger than the average woman but decided not to waste precious time. Although not the tallest Wanami I’d seen, The Colleena was by far the largest mammal I’d laid my eyes on since viewing Dorothy the elephant at the Pittsburgh Zoo.

“It’s an historical thing,” I said honestly.

“Only the stupid are doomed to repeat their mistakes, and you, Ruth Baker, are not stupid.” She smiled. “Now hurry back to your world and tell them all about mine. Even if your world is run by men, it is bound to be a better place than Qoom.”

Don’t count on it, I thought. Men, or women, my world was peopled by beings every bit as selfish and cruel as the worst of the Qooma. Of that, I was sure. But there was also love and kindness in my world, equally distributed among the sexes, and on that I would stake my life. And that of the Wanami.

“Your Majesty,” I said, “I have one question before I go.”

The Colleena giggled behind an immense hand. “Ruth Baker, you are a female. You will have more than one question.”

I smiled broadly. “Yes, I am sure. My first question is: do you really have an army of monkeys?”

The Colleena closed her eyes, as the color started to drain from her face. “Do you think me a liar?”

“Oh no, ma’am. I thought maybe, I’d heard wrong.”

“Umph! Yes, Ruth Baker, of course I have an army. What monarch doesn’t have one? They have been trained to guard all the tunnels and keep us safe from intruders should we ever be invaded.”

“That is quite a relief to hear, Your Majesty. How many warrior monkeys do you have?”

“Thirty-six,” The Colleena said proudly.

“That is all?” I blurted.

The Colleena reared back so abruptly that her salad-bowl crown went sailing off behind her, and had it not been for the quickness and dexterity of the captain of her Monkey Guard, the symbol of her status might have shattered on the floor. “Isn’t that enough?” she wheezed.

“That depends, Your Majesty. How are your combatants armed?”

The Colleena looked at me as if I were a talking potato. “They are armed with rocks, of course. What else could they throw? No, wait, don’t answer that. My mother—may her memory always be for a blessing—once tried to get the monkeys to throw the little rhinoceroses and elephants that roam freely about, but the Wanami—who fancy themselves conservationists—would not stand for it. But trust me, Ruth Baker, there is no human from your world who can withstand a rock that is thrown at them—especially if that rock is tied to the end of a pole.”

“As usual, Your Majesty, your logic and understating of the universe is impeccable.” I backed away from the throne with a heavy heart. There was no way on earth that I was ever going to be able to see that giant slug and her daughter alive again.

On my way out of the throne room I was nearly tackled by 500-pound Pallay, who was trying to hide just inside the open doorway of the anteroom. Fortunately for me, Pallay’s enormous belly extended into the open doorway by at least a foot, which tipped me off to her presence. I sprinted past her with ease, but not without hurting the young girl’s feelings.

“Oooh, Ruth Baker, you said that you would play with me. I will be very angry if you don’t keep your promise.”

Already marble-sized tears had begun to roll down the colorless cheeks.

“All right, Pallay, I’ll play with you, but just for a short while. What would you like to play?”

When she had ceased jumping up and down with joy, Pallay stuck one of her inner thumbs into her mouth and thought hard. “We could play ‘leap the monkey,’” she said without removing the thumb.

I tried not to let my imagination conjure up too vivid a picture of what would happen if Pallay accidentally landed on the monkey over which she was leaping. “That sounds interesting,” I said, “but do you have any other ideas?”

“Throw the monkey?” she asked hopefully.

I breathed a prayer of thanksgiving that Queycha and I had been able to convince the girl that I was, in fact, not a monkey. Then I thought hard until that old proverbial light clicked on somewhere in my brain. “How about if you carry me across the valley ‘monkey-back’?”

“Oooh! That sounds like fun, Ruth Baker. And then will you carry me back to the palace?”

“In your dreams, dear.”

“I did dream about you last night, Ruth Baker. Did you dream about me?”

“I can honestly say yes to that.”

“Ruth Baker, when we get to the forest, can I throw you at the trees? I’m a very good shot, you know.”

“Don’t even think about it,” I snapped. Then patiently I explained to the dear child that besides lacking her strength, I undoubtedly lacked the agility and resilience of the monkeys—or whatever it was she had been throwing at the trees.

I would have undoubtedly enjoyed my “monkey-back” ride more if Princess Pallay’s hygienic standards more closely matched my own. But the odor of warm limburger cheese mixed with that of boiled cauliflower was so strong that every bit of my attention was directed to preventing myself from retching all over the outsized princess. Sadly, the unique flora and fauna of the Ukhu Pacha garnered scarcely a notice from me on the return trip. It was such a relief to finally climb down from her sweaty shoulders when we reached the entrance to the tunnels that I burst into tears.

Of course, Princess Pallay misinterpreted my reaction. “Oooh, Ruth Baker, you do love me!”

“What?”

“You must address her as Your Royal Highness,” Queycha whispered urgently.

“Your Royal Highness,” I said, having had a moment to recover from the shock of her question, “it is true that I am very fond of you.”

“But do you love me?” she persisted.

There would be no escaping the lonely girl’s emotional need. “Your Royal Highness, it would surprise you just how much I love you,” I said with the upmost sincerity.

“Reeeeeeeeeeeeally, Ruth Baker?”

I had never seen a happier child. But then, as was to be expected, Princess Pallay did not take our departure gracefully. Her goodbye hugs bruised my ribs (I believe that one may have actually cracked). Her marble-sized tears got my tunic soggy and matted my hair.

“Oooh, come back soon, Ruth Baker,” she said. “Promise you’ll come back soon.”

“I promise.” It was a promise that I meant to keep.




TWENTY-ONE

Back in Lima, Dr. Ramirez’s pale blue eyes regarded us coldly over the smoke of his cigar. At least he seemed cold to me.

Not that there is anything as a typical Latin, but Dr. Ramirez deviated far from the stereotypical notion of a Latin in my humble opinion. I had it on good authority that Pablo Ramirez was the grandson of Manfred Reinhardt, SS officer, and Helga Buckman, a women’s prison guard at Auschwitz Concentration Camp. The couple had first been given asylum in Argentina, where they had lived for ten years while studying Spanish intensely. By the time the Reinhardts finally settled in Peru, they had reinvented themselves as the Ramirez family from Buenos Aires, Argentina, and were fluent in Spanish with a passable Argentine accent. By the time Pablo Ramirez was born, his grandparents’ Nazi past was all but forgotten. Of course, little Pablo’s Spanish was flawlessly Peruvian.

“Tell the ministers exactly what you told me,” Dr. Ramirez said. “Leave nothing out.”

I began the story, but after only a few sentences, Ronald took over. The arrogant and know-it-all Ronald Meechum I used to know had miraculously returned the second he stepped out of the chinkana and into the bright sunshine of Ollantaytambo. But, leadership does have its price, I was soon to find out.

“But that’s preposterous,” sputtered Francisco Canno, Minister of the Interior. He had tried to interrupt Ronald numerous times but was no match for the redhead from Baltimore.

“But this isn’t,” said Ronald. He reached into a small cardboard box and removed the chunk of gold I had given him.

A collective gasp went up.

“Fool’s gold,” said Francisco Canno. He waved a dismissive hand.

“Test it,” Dr. Ramirez said.

“Gentlemen, we’re not here to talk about minerals, but about the plight of the Wanami and Yanakuna,” I reminded them.

Dr. Ramirez tapped the end of his cigar against a silver ashtray. “Dr. Baker is right. First things first. So first I would like to say that in the light of Dr. Baker’s and Dr. Meechum’s testimonies, I have reexamined the skeletons at Calca, and as preposterous as it might seem to some of you, the evidence is not in conflict with their stories.”

“Pardon me, Dr. Ramirez, but that sounds more like a neutral, rather than a positive statement. Could you be less equivocal?” Juan Bastida, Minister of Antiquities, was a stickler for precision.

Dr. Ramirez focused his infamous stare on the top of Bastida’s bald head. I wondered if Bastida could feel the blue eyes boring into his skull. “It is impossible for me as a scientist to be any more definitive than I have been, as I have not seen these Wanami skeletons firsthand. But I have every reason to believe that Dr. Baker and Dr. Meechum are telling the truth.”

“As they see it,” snorted Canno.

Ramirez’s gaze shifted from Bastida’s bald pate to Canno’s florid and heavily fleshed face. “Yes, as they see it. However, both are highly competent professionals, in a profession where objectivity is paramount.” He paused to take a puff on the cigar. “I would stake my reputation on that what they’re saying is true.”

You could have knocked me over with a feather. Dr. Ramirez had always intimidated me. And while I had always respected him, quite frankly it was a respect generated out of fear, not stemming from an appreciation of his abilities as an archaeologist. He was, however, top in his field. Anyway, to suddenly find out that he at least claimed to respect me as well, was a shock to my system. The boost to my ego would have to come later.

“Let me get this straight,” said Maria Vasquez, Minister of Health. “You want us to pass legislation protecting these mythical creatures, and their property, before we even have a chance to see them?”

“They aren’t mythical,” Ronald snapped.

“Nonetheless,” said Bastida, “what you are asking is for us to pass legislation concerning something that has yet to be proven. Why can’t you just take one of us there? Into this so-called hidden valley. Perhaps if we can see them for ourselves—”

Dr. Ramirez blew a ring of thick cigar smoke that sank immediately and spread out over the table like advancing fog. “I have staked my reputation on their stories. What more do you want?”

“Perhaps you would prefer to hang on to your reputation until after we get this tested,” said Canno. He flashed one of his Cheshire catlike grins and reached for the lump of gold. “Alfonso,” he said, turning to the Minister of Mines, “how soon can your boys take a peek at this?”

“Enough of this shit!” shouted Ronald. He sprang to his feet, his chair clattering on the cool, marble floor. “You guys can just go piss on yourselves, for all I care!” He stormed from the room.

It took me a second or two to react, and then I ran out after him. I caught up with Ronald just outside the main entrance to the cathedral on Plaza de Armas. The remnants of a wedding party were lingering on the steps, but with Ronald’s bright hair, picking him out of the crowd was a piece of cake.

“Hey, let’s talk,” I said. Nurturing is not a universal female trait, at least not when it comes to nurturing piranhas like Ronald. But I felt strangely sorry for the man. In retrospect, I should have been every bit as angry as Ronald. After all, I was the one who had made the original discovery.

“Leave me the hell alone,” Ronald snapped. Clearly, he was as used to receiving nurturing as I was to giving it.

“Look here,” I said, “we need to at least talk.” I grabbed one of his thin, freckled arms and steered him to a sidewalk cafe a few doors down.

“They’re a bunch of assholes, Baker. Don’t you get it? We may as well have told them that we discovered Santa’s hideout at the North Pole.”

I let him fume until after the waiter had delivered our espressos and our sandwiches, which consisted of greasy slabs of ham, sitting on wilted fragments of greenery, and held together by chunks of stale dry bread.

Most of the ham eventually went to feed the feral cat that was whipping around my legs and meowing piteously, and the bread went to a flock of sparrows. I wouldn’t have eaten the uncooked greens in any case.

“I agree with you, Ronald,” I said, as I fed God’s other, more agreeable, creatures. “We have a right to be angry. In effect, that jerk Canno was saying that we are liars—either that, or else we’re delusional. But on the other hand, it helps a little if one can put oneself in their place.”

“Canno’s place is in hell,” said Ronald, just before his jaws clamped down on his sandwich. The pink of the ham clashed horribly with the orange-red freckles that ringed his mouth.

“What I mean is—well, take the example you just gave. What if Canno had told us that he had just come back from the North Pole and talked to Old Saint Nick in person? Plus, he’d brought back with him a snowball to prove it. Would you have believed Canno?”

Ronald slapped the remainder of his sandwich down on his plate, sending the sparrows flying. “That’s something else, entirely. We’re professionals, Baker. We have PhDs, both of us. We are trained scientific observers. We encountered firsthand evidence. Sure, it might seem a little strange—”

“A little strange? Come on, Ronald. PhDs aside, which is easier to believe: a story about the existence of Santa Claus—a portly old man who just happens to be believed in by millions of people the world over; or a tale about some giants whose primitive ancestors were kidnapped by three-foot-tall aliens and then returned to Earth?”

Ronald stared sullenly at the uneaten sandwich on his plate. Slowly he eased into a grin. “All right, Baker, so they’re both hokey-sounding stories. But we know the one about the aliens is true. All we have to do is convince them now.”

“And it won’t be so hard, Ronald. We just need to give them time. Hey, Ramirez believes us already.”

“Ramirez believes the gold is real,” said Ronald bitterly. He pushed his plate aside. “But he doesn’t believe in the Wanami any more than he does the Easter Bunny.”

“Well, we’ll just have to convince all of them, and I think I have a plan that just might work.”

“Rotsa ruck! Remind me not to hold my breath, Baker.”

I tried to smile pleasantly. I knew my plan would work—if I could convince The Colleena of its wisdom. In the meantime, I had other worries nagging at my mind. For starters, why was Ronald Meechum so eager to be believed about the Wanami? He had not had an especially warm welcome to the Ukhu Pacha, and from what I had observed of him there, he had seemed far more interested in the gold than he had been in the inhabitants.

Ruefully, I reminded myself not to trust anyone but myself. And if Grandma Baker was right, as usual, it would behoove me to keep a sharp eye on myself as well.

I spent the rest of the day with Ronald Meechum. As we wandered in and out of cafes and Lima’s finer shops, I argued the merits of my plan.

“It’ll never work, Baker,” Ronald said. He was fingering some French silk ties which were extravagantly priced. It was only a small exaggeration to say that Ronald would get every bit as good a deal if he flew to Paris and bought the ties there.

“So, you have a better plan?” I asked.

He waved the clerk over and handed her three ties to wrap. “Give me time, and I’m bound to come up with one.”

“I see. Well, we have no time, Ronald. So, if you’re bailing out on me, just say so. I’ll go it alone.”

Ronald looked at me in surprise. “You’re crazy, Baker. It’ll never work. Not without some groundwork first. Like I said, just give me some time. I’ll do the groundwork—then we’ll try your plan.”

It was my turn to look surprised.

“Groundwork, Ronald? Talking to the ministers was supposed to be our groundwork. You were to secure legal protection for the Wanami and Yanakuna, and of course The Colleena and Pallay, before anyone else is allowed through the tunnels.”

He glanced at the Rolex that encircled his thin, freckled wrist. For an archaeologist, Ronald had expensive tastes. “I said I need time, Baker. Tell you what, give me until six o’clock. Then meet me on the steps of the cathedral. Maybe I’ll have something by then. If not, we can always give your plan a try. OK?”

“All right, then,” I said. Instead, I took the first bus headed out of Lima.




TWENTY-TWO

“Oooh, Mama, can I? Can I, please, Mama?” Pallay was jumping up and down like a child on a pogo stick.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered to her mother, “but I didn’t realize she was listening.”

The Colleena smiled. “My daughter has very sharp hearing. You see, what she lacks in one area, she makes up for in others. Her eyesight is superb as well, you know.”

“I’m sure it is. But of course, taking her is out of the question.”

“Ooooooh, Mama, please,” squealed Pallay.

She had stopped jumping and was down on her muscle-bound knees, her huge hands clasped in front of her.

The Colleena was no longer smiling, but it was me she seemed perturbed with, not Pallay. “And why is taking her out of the question?”

I couldn’t believe The Colleena was serious. “Well, she’s much too young,” I said breezily.

“And just how old are you, Ruth Baker?”

“Well, thirty-four, but—”

“Then it’s settled. Pallay will accompany you back outside the Ukhu Pacha, and be the first full-blooded Wanami to see the outside world since her ancestors took refuge here.”

I was stunned. My new thought had been for me to take an adult male volunteer back with me—one of normal mental prowess. Even that would have been exceptionally risky, given the Wanami’s predisposition to stress of any kind. In the event that no one volunteered, Queycha had agreed to undergo extensive medical tests in a last-ditch effort to convince the scientific world of the veracity of our story. My plan had certainly not called for an intellectually disabled female, and a royal princess at that.

“Are you speaking, Ruth Baker, or has my hearing gone bad?” There was look of genuine concern on Pallay’s face.

“Yes,” said The Colleena, “say something, or close your mouth. Teeth are such unattractive things.”

I closed my mouth just long enough to swallow. “Don’t you think it would be better to send a–a—”

“A what?” she snapped.

“A male,” I managed to say. Perhaps it is racist of me, but I will admit, I have a hard time referring to the Wanami as men and women.

“Are you a female, Ruth Baker?”

“Of course!” I straightened, thrusting my ribcage forward.

It was an unnecessary gesture because Wanami females do not exhibit mammary development unless they are lactating. Their former masters, the Qooma, found the sight of breasts disgusting.

“Are you prejudiced against your own sex, Ruth Baker?”

“Of course not!”

“Then what is your problem?”

“Nothing, Your Majesty.”

The Colleena smiled. With her small, toothless mouth and fat cheeks, she looked like a huge baby about to burp. “I think perhaps you are a little bit prejudiced against your own sex, Ruth Baker. Very well, we can’t all be perfect, can we?” She scratched her bald head thoughtfully.

The wooden crown bobbled precariously. “Well now, I think I have a solution. I will send Orchu, Queycha’s nephew, along with you and Pallay. After all, two Wanami will surely make more of a statement than one.”

“Oooh, Mama! Orchu! Oooh, thank you, Mama.” Pallay turned to me. “Orchu causes my privates to itch,” she said unabashedly. “Have you met Orchu, Ruth Baker?”

“I have,” I said. Frankly, the brief glimpse I caught of him in the chinkana did nothing for me physically.

“Does Orchu make your privates itch?” Pallay asked.

“Enough!” But The Colleena was smiling. Clearly, she doted on her daughter.

“Your Majesty,” I said miserably, “I cannot accept responsibility for your daughter. What if something should go wrong?”

The Colleena stiffened. “Wrong? What do you mean by wrong?”

“Well, Your Majesty,” I said, “it is impossible to predict how things will turn out. What I mean is that Pallay—or any Wanami for that matter—will cause quite a stir, and I can’t guarantee how my people will react. Although it is my plan to show the outside world that the Wanami are real people, who are intelligent beings who can speak, that doesn’t mean that all of them will become instant fans of yours.”

“Is your species generally cruel, Ruth Baker?”

“No, Your Majesty—well, but sometimes, some of them can be exceptionally cruel.”

The Colleena gazed down at her daughter’s upturned face fondly.

“Oooh, please, Mama. Please say yes,” Pallay begged. “I will be very good, I promise. I will do everything Ruth Baker says. And I promise not to swing the monkeys by their tails.”

The Colleena smiled. “Well, the matter is settled, then. Ruth Baker, my little Pallay will go with you. Of course, you will bring her back safe and sound when you’ve done what it is that you must accomplish. I am trusting you to keep her far away from anything negative that might hurt her. For every tear that my baby, the Princess Pallay, sheds, I will stomp on your back ten times, and when I am through making you as flat as a shadow, I will grab hold of that disgusting hair of yours, and swing you around my head until your eyes are dislodged from their sockets and fly off in separate directions. Only then will I let go and fling you all the way to the snowline on that far mountain on the other side of Ukhu Pacha. Have I made myself understood, Ruth Baker?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” I said. There could be no winning arguments with a ten-foot woman Richard Simmons couldn’t even begin to get his arms around. Not if on the other side of those arguments a nine-foot daughter with the mentality of a nine-year-old had her mother’s heartstrings securely wrapped around her six-digited hands.

“Oooh, Mama! Thank you, Mama!” Pallay started to jump with joy, and with the sort of clumsy intrusiveness only a mother could tolerate, threw herself across her mother and began smothering her with slobbery kisses. I have that scene etched into my mind; it will come in useful as a tool to jump-starting any diets I may contemplate in the future.

The Colleena insisted that we delay our departure for three days while she got Pallay ready for the trip. I assumed that it was psychological, and not physical, preparation of which she spoke, because Pallay always seemed to be wearing the same soiled tunic.

During those three days I didn’t visit the royal palace once, although I had been invited to stay. But when I turned The Colleena’s invitation down to stay with her at the Usnu, she didn’t seem at all offended, which confirmed my suspicion that she had been merely doing her duty. Clearly, she preferred to be alone with Pallay.

Fortunately, Queycha had generously asked me to be his guest, and I readily accepted his invitation. I had begun to think of Queycha as an old friend—an old, elderly friend. He was sort of like the grandfather I never had, since I was born late in my parents’ lives.

As the only living Yanakuna, Queycha had no one with whom to mate. (The Colleena’s mother, in her wisdom, had forbidden any more interracial unions because of the almost certain mortality of their issue.) After Queycha’s parents died, he might well have lived alone, had it not been for his nephew, Orchu.

Orchu was a full-blooded Wanami, the son of Queycha’s sister. Orchu was, by Wanami standards, very good-looking, and gifted. He would have made any Wanami female an excellent mate, had it not been for the fact that Orchu preferred Wanami males.

Apparently Orchu’s sexual preference was no secret to anybody, except to the royal family. Pallay was too sheltered to have understood Orchu’s nature, had she even been told about him. The Colleena, however, was nobody’s fool. But since The Colleena had no friends with whom to exchange gossip, and Orchu came across as hyper-masculine, the monarch had yet to find out the handsome Wanami’s secret. Queycha told me that The Colleena had tried furtively for years to woo Orchu, first as a mate for herself, and then as a potential suitor for her daughter.

Orchu was not nearly so shy the second time I met him. By the time Queycha took me home as his guest on my third visit, Orchu and I had become fast friends.

“Ruth, tell me more about the people in your world,” he said as he ladled a dish of avocado and dried potato stew into the solid gold bowl in front of me. “Queycha says that the people in your world lack fear. Is this so?”

I shook my head. “Of course not. They are afraid of many things.”

Queycha grunted. “But I have seen people on the outside shouting at each other, even hitting each other, and no one has died.”

“There, you see? That’s what I mean,” said Orchu excitedly. “People shouting and hitting, and no one dying! Imagine that! What does it feel like when someone is so angry that they shout at you, yet you don’t feel a need to die?”

I set down the monkey-bone spoon Queycha had carved for me on my first visit. Monkey “ivory” implements were prized far more than their golden counterparts, although there were advantages and disadvantages to both. Ivory discolored and sometimes cracked when exposed to high temperatures, whereas pure gold became unbearably hot to the touch. Whatever the reason, the inhabitants of Ukhu Pacha had never learned the science behind metal alloys.

“Well,” I said, “it can feel pretty awful sometimes, but deep down, you know that the feeling will pass, right?”

Orchu gaped at me in obvious surprise. “How can you know? For sure?”

I shrugged. “Because it always does, I guess. I mean, emotions are cyclical, aren’t they?”

“Are they?” Orchu’s confusion seemed genuine.

“It is the Qooma’s doing,” explained Queycha. “Their way to control the Wanami was to breed fear into them. Literally. They genetically manipulated emotions as well as bodies. The truth is that it is fear, not disease, that is the number one killer of my people. Every one of them—man, woman, or child—could die at any moment from fear.”

“Except of course for you, and The Colleena,” said Orchu matter-of-factly.

“Yes,” agreed Queycha.

“That is true. For me, the risk is lower because I am half-Inca. As for The Colleena—”

“The Colleena might be a mutant,” said Orchu, whispering. “You have said so yourself, Queycha.”

Queycha glanced at the door. “You have a big mouth, Orchu.” This, to a Wanami, was an insult as well as an accusation.

Orchu ignored it. He sounded bitter. “And she has a weapon.”

“Ah, but a weapon would only instill fear in others, it wouldn’t protect her from her own fear.” I felt the need to point out the obvious. Fearful people—I used to be one—don’t always think straight.

“I wouldn’t be afraid if I had a weapon,” said Orchu stubbornly.

“Maybe The Colleena has simply learned to master her fear,” I said. “If that is the case, then perhaps there is hope for the rest of you.”

I almost felt like I was betraying The Colleena. But knowing that one needs to conquer fear, and doing it, are two different things. It would be a long time before any of the Wanami I had seen would get their act together enough to be a real threat to Her Majesty.

Leave it to dear old Queycha to politely disagree. “Ruth,” he said, “it took over three hundred thousand years (and here he used the Spanish term) for the Qooma to breed this fear gene into the Wanami and create a people who would rather die than face conflict. I do not believe that even the bravest and most resolute of my people hope to master an emotion that is three hundred thousand years in the making. Besides, as you have alluded to, it is believed by some people that The Colleena is indeed a mutant, being that she is a direct descendant of Nazca. After all, no ordinary Wanami could have been as brave as Nazca, except for one with mutated genes.”

Unfortunately for the men, I love a good argument. “That might well be so. But for the rest of you, it is possible that the men and women who practice the healing arts in my world may have a solution for the problem of fear.”

“Yes,” said Queycha somberly. “Their solution is to drink beverages made from fermented maize. This is not permitted here.”

I sighed. “No, that is not what I meant. Our healers make potions that have truly amazing benefits. They can also perform delicate surgeries, such as remove the heart from a dead man, and place it in the chest of a man whose own heart is very weak with disease.”

“Hah!” said Orchu. “What would a man do with two hearts? And one dead, and the other nearly dead?”

“No, Orchu,” I said, “I did not explain that well. First they take the sick heart out of the live man—”

Queycha’s enormous hand was capable of a whisper-soft touch. His fingers alighted on my sleeve like a giant moth. I saw them, more than I felt their presence.

“Ruth Baker,” he said, suddenly more formal. “It is clear to me that there are many things about Ukhu Pacha that cannot be understood by someone who has not bothered to make the journey inside the chinkana. Likewise, it is impossible for anyone who was born in here, and who has never been outside, to understand the mysteries of your world without venturing outside the chinkana.” He paused long enough to give me a very intense look which, to anyone else, would have been crystal clear. “Do you not agree?”

“Of course, I agree,” I said, “but I can’t stand ignorance, and I especially can’t stand to be told to shut up—”

Queycha squeezed my arm gently, and then closed his eyes for a second. For the first time I noticed that he lacked eyelashes.

“Ruth,” he said, “the Wanami have a saying: ‘Silence is wooden.’”

I shut up immediately. How rude it had been of me to argue with my hosts. Anyway, I could be darn proud of the fact that at least now I was able to understand this strange Wanami saying equating silence with wood, given the scarcity of the latter.

We finished our meal in silence. Neither relative would permit me to wash dishes, which was perfectly fine with me. After all, it wasn’t much trouble for them either. When we had eaten our fill, Queycha simply clapped his hands and a monkey emerged from a hole in one wall to do the job.

Although the monkey’s sudden appearance was unsettling, I must admit that I was beginning to get used to the idea of monkeys as labor-saving conveniences. Perhaps the most disturbing thing about Queycha and Orchu’s monkey was that it was a male, who looked for all the world like my uncle, Peter Hathaway. Uncle Peter (God rest his soul) was always a bit of a pompous jerk. If my mother could have seen her brother’s doppelgänger (except of course Uncle Peter doesn’t have a tail, at least that I know of), walking around naked and washing up after me, she would have gladly gone into archaeology herself.

“Does he have a name?” I couldn’t help asking.

Queycha frowned. “Do your people name their cars?” 

“Sometimes,” I said.

He shook his head. “It is time to sleep now. Tomorrow I will show you our laboratory.” He used the Spanish word. “The Colleena has given her permission.”

I felt a rush of adrenalin. “Your laboratory?”

Queycha smiled. “Well, I meant ‘our’ in a more collective sense. But it is very much Orchu’s laboratory just the same. He is one of our scientists. Perhaps the best.”

Orchu blushed, which, as stated before, is not flattering to a Wanami. “That is why The Colleena has agreed to let me go with you to the outside world. Will you help me to learn Spanish on the way, Ruth Baker?”

“I’ll do my best,” I promised. But in the meantime, I was much more interested in Orchu’s lab than in giving him Spanish lessons. “Queycha,” I said, a mite puzzled. “The Colleena told me that she was your only scientist.”

Then Queycha blushed. “Ah, Ruth Baker, surely your president sometimes makes claims about himself that are best left alone.”

I nodded. Something about Queycha’s tone had warned me that this was neither the time nor place to be questioning Her Majesty’s use of power, or the spin she put on it.

To be sure, I had a hard time sleeping that night. In fact, I wouldn’t have slept at all, had not Orchu, with the assistance of a shy female monkey, concocted a warm beverage that was served to me in a tall narrow vessel (golden) that was shaped like a bud vase.

“What’s in it?” I asked. It was the scientist in me who was asking although, frankly, the “sleepless patient” part of me was willing to drink just about anything.

Orchu stepped back before answering and the she-monkey scurried back into her hole. Perhaps they feared my reaction to Orchu’s answer. 

“There are many varieties of trees in our forest,” Orchu said. “One of them has a special bark, which when ground into a powder, and mixed with a particular liquid, causes one to fall quickly into a deep sleep that lasts through the night.”

Given that Orchu had no knowledge of Latin, which is the basis of Western horticultural terms, I knew that I didn’t stand a chance of identifying the tree with the magic bark. But there was still the mysterious liquid about which to inquire.

“Orchu,” I said, “what is the source of the liquid in this drink?”

He took another step back. “It is one part honey, one part rainwater, and two parts monkey urine.” 

I gaped at him.

“Eee,” he said. “Queycha said that you would not like to hear this list of ingredients. This is why he did not get up to help me prepare the remedy for your sleeplessness. Even now he lies in bed with his ear turned to the door, listening for the sound of me dying of fear when you discover the source of this medication.”

“Ha! Is that so? Well, tell me this, Orchu, were the monkeys that supplied the urine clean and disease free?”

“Yes, Ruth Baker, they were perfect specimens.”

“Were they good-looking, as well?” I asked.

“I am sorry; I do not follow your reasoning.”

“Never mind,” I said. I quaffed the potion. “Down the hatch, hit me with another batch.”

Maybe it was the honey, or the taste of the bark, but the concoction was not unpleasant. It certainly didn’t taste like primate pee. Actually, it was more than just not unpleasant—it was pleasant.

“How long does it take for it to start working?”

I did not stay awake long enough to hear the answer.
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“As you will soon see, it is primarily a biological lab,” said Orchu, almost as an apology. “The Qooma trained us only as biological technicians. Essentially, they turned us into farmers. They were afraid that if we learned to master inert materials, we would make weapons and war against them. They were also careful not to teach us anything that would give us the ability to travel.”

“Like between Qoom and here, for instance?” I said.

He looked puzzled. “Where else would one travel?”

“Well,” I said, “I have always wanted to see the Temple of the Emerald Buddha in Bangkok.”

Since half my sentence was delivered in English, I’m sure it just sounded like gibberish to him, but he laughed politely, nonetheless. Then he quickly assumed a serious expression. “What the Qooma did not take into consideration was our ability to develop biological warfare against them.”

“Like deadly viruses and things?” My knowledge of biological warfare came from novels and Grade B movies.

Orchu smiled politely. “I have not heard of such a thing, except for the virus that the Qooma injected into us to suppress our immune systems. But we are very close to finding a cure for that.”

I may not have scratched my head, but I’m sure I looked puzzled. “Then what sort of biological warfare?”

“This way,” said Orchu, and he began to lead the way through what I can only guess were a multitude of scientific projects.

I had seen space alien movies before where the laboratories of the aliens bore an unlikely resemblance to laboratories on Earth. In all of those movies, the cultural bias of earthlings had been taken for granted. The aliens in those movies used materials that looked familiar. They had tables and chairs in those laboratories, and other familiar things that resembled beakers and test tubes.

This was not the case in Orchu’s lab. In Orchu’s lab it was sometimes hard to distinguish between the organic and the inorganic. It was at times difficult to differentiate between the containers, and the substances that they contained. The only thing that I could identify for sure was the ubiquitous gold.

“It is the only nonporous material in Ukhu Pacha that is malleable enough,” he said when I commented on it.

I asked him what sort of natural resources had been available for Wanami biologists on Qoom.

“On Qoom we had this,” he said. He removed the lid of a gold container.

Carefully, using both hands, he extracted what at first appeared to be a lump of gold.

“Gold?”

“Hold this.” Orchu placed the lump in my cupped hands. It felt cold at first. It was also very heavy. I would have sworn that it was gold. Then, as the heat from my hands began to warm it up, I noticed a gradual change in both its texture and its color. The shiny gold lump was transforming before my eyes into something pinky-beige and textured, like skin.

I dropped whatever it was that I had been holding.

Fortunately, Orchu had positioned his giant hands just beneath mine and caught the strange substance. I stared in disbelief while the thing turned the pale, almost blue-white shade of Wanami skin.

“What the hell!” I said in English.

Orchu gently placed the flesh-like blob on the gold lid of its container.

In a matter of seconds, the blob returned to its former state. To the naked eye it had become a cold, gold lump on a gold lid. “It is wirquonama. It is a Qooma word. There is no Runa translation for the word.”

I took a couple of extra-deep breaths to counteract the lightheadedness I was feeling. “That I believe! But what is it, Orchu? Is it organic, or is it inorganic? Is it alive?”

Orchu just as carefully returned the substance and sealed its container before answering. “To compare it with anything in the Ukhu Pacha would be like comparing avocados and potatoes.”

“We have a slightly different expression in the outside world, but I get the point. But please, Orchu, try to explain what it is.”

Orchu glanced around the room. The laboratory occupied a cavern about half the size of a football field. While it was cluttered with objects, there was only one other Wanami present, a female, who seemed engrossed in her own activities at least fifty feet away. Nonetheless Orchu began to whisper.

“Wirquonama is the essence of Qoom.”

“Heavy,” I said.

“It can be,” said Orchu. Apparently, my sarcasm had not translated well into Runa.

I tried again. “Is this—this wirquonama thing—alive?”

“It can be.”

“Can it die then?”

“It can.”

I thought hard before asking my next question. So far, I sensed that Orchu was being as cooperative as he could. The last thing I wanted was for a buzzer to sound announcing that the guessing game was over. “What is wirquonama used for on Qoom?” I asked.

Orchu frowned. “But that is a silly question!”

“It is?” My heart was beating fast. I was afraid that I’d already blown it with Orchu.

Orchu leaned closer. He spoke slowly, moving his thin lips in exaggerated movements. I have seen people speak to babies, foreigners and the disabled that way. “As I said before, wirquonama is the essence of Qoom. It is Qoom.”

“What?” I almost shouted.

Orchu grabbed my arms with two thumbs and pulled me away from the direction of the female scientist. “Asnah,” he said nodding in her direction, “is a good scientist, but she is a neighbor of Apu’s, and was a friend of his wife. It is better if she doesn’t know what we are discussing.”

“I’m sorry. I understand. But would you mind repeating what you just said. Am I to understand that the blob back there was the planet of Qoom?”

Orchu burst out laughing, but then immediately and effectively covered his small mouth with his hands. If Asnah heard him, she gave no indication.

“Yes, well, I’m just a container of laughs,” I said. I made an inner vow to learn more Runa idioms. Although the Wanami seemed to have their own.

“I’m sorry if I have offended you,” said Orchu, as if he meant it. “No, that was not Qoom. Not all of it, at any rate. But it was a piece of Qoom. A very small piece. One that Nazca smuggled with her during the great exile.”

“I understand.”

Orchu seemed to be studying my face. “You do?”

I decided to demonstrate my understanding. “What you have there is a chunk of Qoom. Just like that”—I pointed to a rock that was being used to prop something up—“is a chunk of this planet.”

Orchu smiled. In retrospect, he was very patient. “I don’t think you understand, Ruth Baker. You keep trying to compare avocados with potatoes.”

“Well, they’re both something to eat!” I said in exasperation.

“Yes,” Orchu said, “perhaps that wasn’t a good example. Let’s start over. Clear your mind of any comparisons. Try and just take in the new information without connecting it to anything you already know. Do you think you can do that?”

“I’ll try.” I had tried to do that when I learned Runa, but even then I had only partially succeeded. The human mind craves analogies.

“Good. Now, what I haven’t told you yet is that the wirquonama is not only a part of Qoom, but is also the Qooma.”

I thought I was listening closely, but for a second I still thought Orchu had repeated himself. “Say that again, please.”

“More accurately, I suppose, Qoom and the Qooma are both part of the wirquonama.”

I digested that information carefully. “Are you saying that the planet Qoom, and the Qooma, are one and the same?”

Orchu nodded. “Yes. And no. They are both wirquonama, but not the same.” He suddenly brightened. “Like ice, water and vapor. All the same, but not the same? Do you understand?”

I thought I did. Or did I? “But Queycha told me that the Qooma had bodies, like ours, except that they were tiny. Like this.” I held my hand out about a yard above the floor of the cavern.

Orchu nodded again. “That’s true.” He paused. “Ruth Baker, this is a very difficult concept to explain.”

“Explain!”

Orchu sighed. “The wirquonama is like nothing else I have seen in the Ukhu Pacha, or like our ancestors saw in your outside world.”

“Of that, I’m sure. Go on.”

“What you would call the planet Qoom is something like the wirquonama you have just seen. That is to say, it can be many things, depending on how it is guided.”

“And what guides it?”

“The Qooma. They guide it. But they are also a part of it. They guide it from within, and without. And at the same time.”

“Pretty talented folks, I’d say.”

Orchu grimaced. “But you see, that’s what is so hard to explain. The Qooma are not separate beings from their planet, like we the Wanami, or your people are from this planet. They are part of the wirquonama, but apart from it at the same time. They are like the wirquonama’s—”

“Personality?”

“Yes. Like millions of personalities. But again, not totally the same.”

“But what about their bodies?” I reminded him.

“Ah, yes, their bodies. Those are more like illusions of bodies. Illusions based on creatures that landed on Qoom millions of years ago.”

“Are they real bodies? I mean, can you touch them?”

Orchu shrugged. “That’s hard to answer. Yes, you can feel that you are touching something, but that doesn’t mean that you are touching what you feel.”

“If a tree falls in a forest, and there is no one around to hear it, does it make a sound?”

“What?”

“Never mind. Please continue.”

“I said that they were like illusions of bodies, because they are more than illusions. They are bodies, but only as long as the Qooma inhabiting them desire to be in that form. But again, that’s not quite right. It is very difficult to explain.”

“I think you’re doing a wonderful job,” I said sincerely. “Please, tell me more.”

“There is nothing more for me to say.”

“But what about you, the Wanami? Queycha said that the Qooma came here to Earth, looking for strong physical specimens of Earth life that they could breed into workers to do their heavy manual tasks for them.”

“Yes, that’s true.”

“But why didn’t the Qooma just assume their own strong physical shapes?”

“The wirquonama does not assume shapes on its own. It becomes something that already exists.”

“You mean it inhabits existing shapes?” Invasion of the Body Snatchers was supposed to be fiction.

Orchu nodded. “But it could not become like the ancestors of my people, the Wanami. It could not, because we have … we have—”

“Souls?” I asked gently.

He nodded again. “But come, Ruth Baker. Asnah is looking at us now. Undoubtedly, she is wondering what we have been talking about for so long.”

“Let her wonder,” I was tempted to say flippantly. I had a million more questions to ask Orchu. Why did the wirquonama need strong workers? Did the Qooma, in their own way, breed and multiply? Did they die? Could they reunite themselves with the wirquonama at will? But there was one more pressing matter: an urgent question brought up by Orchu himself.

“What kind of biological warfare against the Qooma were you talking about earlier?”

Orchu nearly yanked me from the lab. “I think I have discovered a way to genetically manipulate the wirquonama—even more so than the Qooma manipulated us.”

“How?”

Orchu only smiled.
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I don’t recall seeing Orchu again until the evening of our departure.

Queycha and I had gone to the Evening Prayers in the Common Hall.

It was packed. Every inhabitant of Ukhu Pacha was there, except for The Colleena and Pallay. According to Wanami tradition, those of royal blood—the descendants of Nazca—are not Wanami, but are instead wiraqocha. Gods.

“Is it to The Colleena that you are actually addressing your prayers?” I had asked Queycha during my first experience at Evening Prayers.

He had laughed. “No,” he said, “we address our prayers to the spirit of truth that is in all of us.”

“Does The Colleena possess more truth than anyone else?” I asked irreverently.

Queycha had not been bothered. “The Colleena is the Fountain of Truth. The truth flows from her and then through us, and back to her. But it is captured and possessed by no one.”

“Does The Colleena attend services?” I had asked.

“No, she has no need to do so.”

“Says who?”

That did seem to startle Queycha. “It has always been so, Ruth Baker.”

“Maybe the services just bore her,” I said, remembering some of my own childhood experiences.

Finally, I had succeeded in firmly pushing Queycha’s buttons, and that brief exchange had ended my inquiry into the Wanami faith. But it was fine with me. Both double-talk and double standards tended to make my eyes glaze over. My experiences in the outside world had taught me that double-talk was what you could generally expect from all but the most dogmatic religions. Personally, I preferred the religious company of zealots who made few, if any, compromises with their beliefs. At least I knew right away where I stood with those folks.

But as an archaeologist I had been schooled to show respect to the culture I was studying, so I didn’t think twice about going to Evening Prayers with Queycha on a regular basis. On the night before our departure, we sat in the front row, where I could get a close-up view of the Sacred Tablets when they were read. The Colleena had made the arrangements, I had been told. Apparently, the Fountain of Truth wanted to make sure I got a good dose of the truth before I left the Ukhu Pacha.

“Where have you been?” I whispered to Orchu, when he slid into his reserved seat beside me.

“Getting ready for tomorrow.” I wanted to press Orchu for details, but the service had already begun and Apu had just finished chanting his Lament. There was really no time to talk.

This time when the Chronicles were held aloft, I chanted “Qoom, Qoom, Qoom,” along with everyone else. I suppose I should have kept my relatively big mouth shut, but I was trying to do what the Romans do when in Rome.

Anyway, my voice falls within the normal range for a human female voice, but in Ukhu Pacha it was lower than that of everyone, except for Queycha. Apu, who had sat down again, began to glare at me. Apu is not cross-eyed, but the Wanami do have comparatively small eyes, and it was hard to tell for sure who he was glaring at. At any rate, the Wanami beside and immediately behind me, including Orchu, began to shake violently.

Orchu, in fact, began to moan.

Mercifully the reader began at once to read, and when Apu’s attention shifted to him (or was it a female?), the panic in the first two rows subsided.

“‘Who shall reap the vengeance of the universe?’ asked the Prophetess Nosaab. ‘He whose heart has turned against Qoom, who longeth not for Qoom, and in whose thoughts Qoom has become but a distant memory. He shall reap the vengeance of the universe, and with him the stranger who comes as a friend, and in whose heart there is nothing but deceit. Together they shall reap the vengeance of the universe.’

“‘For in the last days there will come a stranger unto you, a deceiver, whose form will be hideous to your eyes. This great deceiver will wear on her head more hair than a hundred grown monkeys, and when she opens her lying mouth to speak, her brightly painted lips will reveal more teeth than there are stars in the night sky. When you see this stranger, it would be better that you killed—’”

“Pardon me,” said Queycha rising, “but that is not what is written on the tablets.”

There was a collective gasp in the room. The Wanami who had been sitting to the left of Queycha slumped to the floor in a dead faint.

“This is an outrage,” said Apu, rising from his seat behind the dais. “Continue!” he ordered the reader.

The reader looked from Apu to Queycha and back again. Her broad face registered terror.

“Read it correctly,” said Queycha calmly. “Read the words as they are written on the tablets.”

“Silence!” ordered Apu.

The reader, who was the same Wanami who had read during my first visit to the Common Hall, was clearly between a rock and hard place. How fortunate for this woman that her moment of panic was short-lived, and she was able to take the only easy way out.

She simply closed her eyes and allowed herself to slump to the floor. I had seen it happen before, in fact, just a minute or so earlier. The reader, whose name was Dori, numbered among those very lucky Wanami who can throw themselves into a dead faint when the going gets tough. This mercifully prevents their emotional circuits from overloading, thereby cheating death.

Queycha foresaw what was happening. With the speed and agility that would make any 200-year-old man proud, he caught the stone tablet in his huge hands. Another collective gasp went up from the congregation and several more people slumped over in their chairs. Undoubtedly one or two of them were dead.

“Dori has not read the sacred writings correctly,” said Queycha with surprising authority.

“Return the tablet!” shouted Apu in his high, reedy voice.

Queycha’s hands began to tremble, but he did not faint, nor did he return the tablet. “‘For in the last days there will come a stranger unto you, whose form will be comely in your eyes.” He stopped reading and scanned the congregation. “The word on the tablet is ‘comely,’ not ‘hideous.’ Why did Dori read the word wrong, and why does Apu not want the mistake to be known?”

It sounded like a fair enough question to me, but it seemed to infuriate Apu. “How dare you interrupt a sacred service with your accusations?” he screeched. The female sitting directly behind me slumped to the floor, jarring the stone block upon which I sat.

Beads of sweat broke out on Queycha’s forehead, but he remained upright. “We gather here to seek truth, but there can be no truth when the wrong words are read.”

Apu was shaking violently, and I began to wonder if a Wanami could die of anger as easily as of fear. “Queycha does not know his scriptures as well as I do. The word in question is ‘hideous,’ not ‘comely.’ And the stranger to which the tablet refers is sitting right here in this room, in front of you!”

Quickly Queycha motioned me to stand. “Apu lies. The word on the tablet is ‘comely.’ The deceitful stranger that it foretells will be one who is comely in your eyes. But I ask you, my people, is this Ruth Baker who I have brought from the outside world ‘comely’? Comely means beautiful, my friends. Is Ruth Baker beautiful?” He reached out and ran an outside thumb through my shoulder-length hair.

“Is this beautiful?” There was a general murmur from the crowd.

One young person, undoubtedly a jealous female, raised her voice above the others. “Are monkeys beautiful?”

Much to my surprise, laughter rippled through the assembly. For a moment it seemed as if the tension had broken. I half expected the slumped forms to clamber up from the floor and brush themselves off.

Then Apu’s plaintive voice pierced the air. “And why should we listen to Queycha, anyway? He isn’t even a true Wanami, but a Yanakuna. The sole survivor amongst us with Inca blood. But if I am right, and the tablet does say ‘hideous,’ and not ‘comely,’ then perhaps it is he whom the tablet refers to. After all, who would call Queycha comely?”

When no one laughed at Apu’s cruel joke, Orchu stood. “My friends and relations,” he said with a dramatic sweep of his arms, “what you just heard was the sound of silence.”

“Sit,” Apu hissed menacingly, and was instantly obeyed. “Now, has it occurred to any of you—or should I say, Orchu’s friends and relations—why it is that Queycha would interrupt the holy reading? I’ll tell you why. It’s because—”

“Enough!” I was surprised to hear myself say. “This can’t be that hard of a problem to solve. Let’s just examine the thing and see for ourselves what the correct words are.” Of course, I meant that the people gathered should examine the word; it should definitely not be me.

Queycha was not the only one to shake his head. “That cannot be done, Ruth Baker,” he said. “There is no one alive today who can read the Chronicles.”

I undoubtedly gave him an open-mouthed, tooth-displaying stare. “What do you mean, that there is no one alive who can read them? You just read from them, didn’t you?”

“No. Actually, I did not. I was repeating the words from memory.”

“Then what about Dori, who lies there on the floor in a dead faint. She was reading the thing!”

Even as I spoke, the guilty party was painfully picking herself up off the floor. Apparently, she had heard my question.

“I don’t actually read the strange scratches,” she explained. “I simply use them as markers to tell me how far along in the text I am.”

“You mean that you have the whole thing committed to memory?”

“I learned it as a child. From my mother. It was my mother’s job to know the scriptures by heart, and now it is mine.”

“I see. But what happens if you forget a passage, or even a word?”

She seemed amused. “That never happens. It is my job to know what is written on these tablets.”

“Then are you sure that the word is ‘hideous’ and not ‘comely’?”

Dori glanced at Apu before answering. “I hurt my head when I fell,” she said softly. “It would be hard for me to find my place again so soon.”

Queycha, Orchu and I left shortly after that. We heard later that a total of nine Wanami had hit the decks, so to speak, during the heated exchange between Queycha and Apu. Of the nine, one was actually dead.
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The Colleena, in her infinite wisdom, had decided that we should make our getaway at night. Perhaps “getaway” is too dramatic of a word to use here, but we were trying to do it as surreptitiously as possible. Apu would certainly have blown a gasket if he had found out what we were up to. And anyway, night travel through the chinkana was no more of an ordeal than traveling by day. If we hurried, we would get to our exit at Ollantaytambo while it was still dark enough for us to make our way outside of the mountain unseen.

“And just how are we supposed to walk that fast? It has always taken me longer than that, and that’s not counting the rest periods.”

The Colleena had laughed delightedly. “Why do you think I have agreed to let Orchu accompany you?”

“To protect Pallay? Because he is your top scientist and therefore can hopefully explain things better than I can?”

The Colleena scowled. “Pallay will not need protection; you have already assured me of that. Yes, Orchu is my top scientist, but he is also young, and very strong. Haven’t you noticed, Ruth Baker?”

“Yes.”

“He is also very handsome!” She twittered again. “Don’t you agree?” I was not amused. Big deal, so Orchu was strong. I had noticed that.

But I’d also noticed that Pallay, despite her promise to the contrary, could lift a 200-pound male monkey above her head and toss him like a shot put. As for Orchu being young, if you added up both of my grandfather’s ages, it would be a figure just barely larger than Orchu’s age.

I was even less amused when The Colleena insisted that I hug her goodbye. I am not a physically demonstrative person, at least not with strangers. By my definition someone is a stranger unless they are related by blood, or I’ve dated them three times, or we have achieved a certain level of emotional intimacy. By that definition, The Colleena was most definitely a stranger.

I am grateful that I am not a short woman. My face came just above the level of her navel. My arms couldn’t begin to encircle her immense, gelatinous rolls of Wanami flesh. To be on the safe side, I held my breath the whole time. The Colleena, on the other hand, was panting heavily from the exertion of simply standing up. I vowed silently that dental floss would be my next gift to Her Majesty and then remembered with remorse that she had just one tooth.

It was absolutely heart-wrenching to witness the goodbye scene played out between Pallay and her mother. The only time I had ever heard high-pitched wailing to that extent, and at that volume, was at funeral I attended in Saudi Arabia. Before the two of them were done, I was shedding huge tears myself and would gladly have hugged The Colleena again just to shut her up.

At last, we were free to leave the golden Usnu and strike out along the curvy path that led to the chinkana. Much to my relief, Pallay brightened up almost immediately and was back to her usual cheery self. For a while, at least, it was a welcome change.

I was relieved to find out that Orchu would carry me, not directly on his back, but in a sort of sling, made from finely woven vicuna hair cloth. It was a remarkably comfortable sling, sort of like a hammock with holes in it for my legs. It was suspended from a tree trunk (miniature of course) that Orchu carried over his shoulder. While the sling, with me in it, swung to and fro with every step, it was not nearly as uncomfortable as it would have been tied to his back, where I would bounce with each jarring step.

“Oooh, Ruth Baker! Are you having fun?” asked Pallay endlessly. The poor dear was justifiably jealous of my mode of transportation.

Without my puny 100 percent Homo sapiens legs to slow us down, we made startling progress. So fast did we travel that I began to worry about Queycha, who might be almost seven feet tall and very strong, but who was born sometime during the American Revolution. However, Queycha had kept himself in excellent shape, and he did not seem to be having any harder of a time than my other two companions.

About five miles into the chinkana, we came to a screeching halt. I twisted around in my hammock but could discern no reason for the stop.

There was nothing blocking the tunnel that I could see, and the torches still burned bright.

“Oooh, why have we stopped?” squealed Pallay, who was still as energetic as a Jack Russell puppy. Undoubtedly, we were on the biggest adventure of her life.

Although Orchu carefully removed the tree trunk from his shoulder, that didn’t stop me from swinging like a pendulum as he handed me over to Pallay. “Would you like to carry her for a while?” he asked.

“Oooh, can I?” She began jumping up and down with joy.

“Try and keep her as steady as possible,” said Queycha, who sensed my plight, albeit far too late.

“Oooh, I will, I will,” squealed Pallay.

Despite her good intentions, I had been turned into a human yo-yo. I have been at sea several times and know that the best way to fight seasickness is to focus on a distant horizon. In the tunnels, however, there was no distant horizon. I was about to just close my eyes and hope for the best, when I saw Orchu reach into a dark space in the wall and remove a gold object. Perhaps a jar or container.

“What’s that?” I asked, and then immediately realized what it was, and recognized that I should have kept my big mouth shut.

Orchu nodded almost imperceptibly in my general direction, which I took to be a reference to Pallay. “It’s what I showed you in my lab,” he mumbled.

We needn’t have worried. Pallay was far too happy to have me in her possession to care about what Orchu was doing. “Oooh, can we go now? Can we?” she squealed.

Orchu picked up the heavy gold object, and I knew why I had been transferred to Pallay. What I didn’t know was why Orchu had decided to bring the wirquonama along. Then suddenly it made sense. What better way to explain Qoom to the outside world, than to show them a piece of Qoom?

Once we resumed traveling and Pallay hit her pace, things calmed down a little bit. So even were Pallay’s steps that the hammock swung rhythmically, like a child’s windup swing chair. For a while a series of excited squeals told me that Pallay was trying to carry on a conversation, but I pretended to fall asleep and did not answer. Eventually I really did fall asleep.

I dreamed that I was back in Pennsylvania. I had been taken captive by some giant marsh rats and was being whisked through a complex system of drainage culverts, en route to the marsh rats’ burrow. The marsh rats had made a hammock out of cattails for me and, while they carried me along through the maze, I slept and dreamed.

Suddenly, in my dream within my dream, an owl crashed through the top of the culvert and the marsh rats in their panic dropped me on the hard culvert floor. I tried to move but found that I couldn’t even move my fingers. Just as the owl’s talons were about to close around me, I woke up. Literally.

It was pitch-dark. Or so it seemed at first. We must have stopped for at least a minute, because my hammock and I had stopped swinging.

“What is it?” I asked groggily.

“Shh,” whispered Orchu.

“Oooh, Ruth,” squealed Pallay, in what for her was a whisper. “I think we are in danger.”

“Shh,” came the admonition again.

I waited in silent darkness for what seemed like an eternity for further explanation, but none was forthcoming. The breathing of my companions and myself was the only sound.

Then, ever so gradually, like the approaching buzz of a mosquito on a warm summer night, I heard a faint sound that did not come from our group. I could not identify the sound at first, so I thought—no, hoped—that it was the distant sound of water. But it was the sound of music that I heard. Modern, late-twentieth-century music, like the kind played by a radio or on a tape deck. Just as my senses recorded this disturbing fact, they discerned a faint lightening of the dark. Not quite yet a glow.

My heart began to pound. Both the music and the light were coming from ahead of us. From the direction of the outside world. Surely it was a dream. I wished that it was a dream. Even a nightmare more frightening than the owl’s talons would be welcome just then.

“Oooh, I’m scared,” squealed Pallay.

I could smell the fear rising off her and I knew it was not a dream.

“How far to the next cross tunnel?” asked Orchu.

“They are between us and it,” said Queycha.

“How far do you think it is back to the last one we passed?”

“Four miles.” He used a Wanami term. “We will have to hurry. And without lights.”

I cannot, I should not, blame Pallay for what happened next. She was in many ways just a child. No, I should take the blame squarely on my shoulders. It is all my fault. I see it now. I never should have interfered in the internal affairs of Ukhu Pacha, I should have left them to their devices. After all, it wasn’t anything to do with me that they were slowly dying off due to some strange immune deficiency, or that most of them were longing to return to the fleshpots of Qoom. But of course now it was too late.

The facts were these: I had interfered; I had tried to play fix-it; I was entirely to blame.




TWENTY-SIX

“Ooooooooh,” screamed Pallay, as the lights were doused. “Ooooooooooooh!”

I had never heard a sound quite like that. Somewhere between a locomotive whistle and a wolf, I suppose, but higher pitched than either. And much louder. It echoed through the tunnels stroboscopically. Had I not known it was Pallay making the awful sound, I would have been utterly terrified. Literally petrified with fear.

“Stop it, Pallay!” said Orchu as sternly as he could, without risking the poor dear’s already over-stressed nervous system.

But I doubt if Pallay even heard him.

“Ooooooooh,” she wailed again, and the hideous sounds continued to assault our ears.

In desperation, Queycha relit the torch.

Gradually Pallay’s cries shortened until they were barely more than high-pitched sobs. “Oooh, ooh, ooh. I am so afraid of the dark. Oooh, I am afraid, Ruth Baker. I am very afraid. Oooh.”

I struggled to get out of the hammock. Mercifully, Pallay still clung to the tree trunk propped over her shoulder. It was a long jump to the floor of the tunnel, but I wasn’t about to risk asking Pallay to put me down. In her state she would have undoubtedly dropped me on the hard rock like a bag of potatoes.

“There, there, it’s all right,” I said lamely. At least I had it in me to hug her, as unpleasant as it was.

“Ooh Ruth, I am so sorry. But I—”

It was too late for apologies. Nor was there much need, I foolishly thought. The hint of light we had seen down the tunnel had caught up with us and was now as bright as our own. Holding the burning torch was none other than Ronald Meechum. With him were three hefty urban Runa youths, who, unfortunately, fit my stereotype of Peruvian thugs. Their eyes were wide with astonishment, and they seemed as skittish as colts in a lightning storm.

But I was so relieved to see Ronald that I didn’t care about the company he was keeping. “It’s only you,” I cried happily.

“Thanks for the tip-off,” said Ronald in English, without any sort of greeting. “I almost made a wrong turn back there, but with this baby howling like a banshee, it put me right back on track.”

“She isn’t a baby,” I said, even though I knew that my correction would be useless. Then I noticed that he was wearing street clothes, and not the sterile vicuna tunics Queycha kept at the door. “Why are you here, Ronald, and how did you get this far?”

He laughed, and the echoes from his laugh were almost as unsettling as Pallay’s screams had been. “As far as how I got here, I’ve got a memory for this kind of thing. Mazes, I mean. And as to why, I expect you’ll find out soon enough.” So saying, he pulled a handgun out of a holster that he was wearing strapped to his chest, under a khaki safari vest.

Both Queycha and I gasped, but Orchu and Pallay showed no reaction. Later it sunk in that our Wanami companions had never seen a gun, and therefore had no clue that it could be dangerous.

“Ronald, what you doing?” I said. “Why do you have a pistol with you, and why is it pointed at us?”

He laughed again, as did his cronies, although I’m pretty sure that they hadn’t understood a word that we said. Nonetheless, they waited smugly till the echoes of his inane cackles dissipated.

“Baker,” he said, “this is not just a pistol. This is an automatic pistol. A Soviet Makarov PM, with eight-round magazines. Ain’t she a beaut?”

I felt my body tense. “Indeed, she is gorgeous. But why are you brandishing it?”

“You can get anything in Lima, Baker, if you’ve got connections.”

“Wow. I am very impressed, Ronald, but you didn’t answer my question. What do you plan to do with that pistol?”

“I’ve come to seek my fortune. What else? And what do you think my fortune might be, Baker?”

I wish I could say that there was a strange, or even a wicked, gleam in his eyes. But except for the cold tone in his voice, and the gun, of course, he seemed to be the same old Ronald. Frankly, that made the situation seem all the more terrifying. Ronald had not suddenly gone off the deep end. More likely, the Ronald I knew, and had never entirely liked, had been off the deep end all along. Getting him back to shore would be no small task. I swallowed repeatedly, trying futilely to ease the sudden and severe dryness in my throat.

“What’s the matter?” he said. “Cat got your tongue?”

I found a raspy voice. “Put the gun away … please, Ronald. I have something important to tell you.”

“Unless it’s sweet nothings that you wish to whisper in my ear, Baker, there’s nothing I want to hear.”

“But Ronald, what about your career? You are doing so brilliantly. Your discovery of the new prosimian in Madagascar—”

His laughter echoed off the walls again. “How the hell can you compare one rat-sized lemur to a mountain of gold?”

“But it’s much more complicated than that. Ronald, we need to talk.”

Ronald waved the gun wildly for a few seconds, which frankly gave me hope that this whole business was one of his sick practical jokes, but then pointed it straight at me. His eyes glittered menacingly in the torchlight. His trigger hand was as steady as if it had been a stone replica.

“I don’t want to talk. What I want now is for you to get out of our way. All of you.”

“Let’s let them pass,” I muttered to my companions in Runa. I intended to explain further once we were clear of Ronald and his goons. The main thing was to put a safe distance between us and the intruders.

Thank heavens both Orchu and Pallay were highly intuitive. They immediately responded to the urgency in my voice and stepped clumsily aside. Unfortunately, as Ronald began to stalk by them, his eyes caught sight of the golden container Orchu was holding. He stopped abruptly.

“Whoa, boys! What do we have here?”

“Nothing,” I said quickly. “Just a trinket from the palace. It’s nothing, really.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.” His free hand began to glide across the shiny gold surface. You would have thought by the expression on his face that he was having an orgasm.

Orchu was not a brilliant scientist for nothing. He may not have understood English, but he had understood enough of what was going on to realize that Ronald coveted the container. He also realized that Ronald Meechum was not the man to whom he should entrust the wirquonama.

“This is a present for those who would help us on the outside world,” he said in Runa. “Perhaps you know to whom we should direct it?”

Ronald chuckled, and replied in English, “I can see that it gets delivered. Hand it over.”

Before I could say anything to stop him, Orchu obediently thrust the golden urn at Ronald. Out of reflex, Ronald reached for it with his free hand, but the container, which must have weighed in excess of 200 pounds, was far too heavy for him, and it crashed to the floor, tipping on its side.

As the container hit the floor, the heavy gold lid was knocked loose and rolled a few inches before coming to rest with a clanging thump on the hard rock floor. At the same time, eight golden balls, slightly larger than my fist, rolled out of the urn.

I am positive that I saw exactly eight balls. I am a quick counter, and the balls rolled out right at my feet.

Then suddenly there were just seven golden balls, and a rock of equal size, but with the exact color and appearance of the tunnel floor. The transformation had been so swift that I, who knew of the wirquonama and some of its properties, not been able to see the change happen.

Apparently, Ronald had missed the transformation as well.

“What the hell?” he said. Then picking up the golden balls with one hand, his other hand still holding the gun, he replaced them reverently back into the urn. Had Ronald not even seen the eighth golden ball?

“Your cargo is a little redundant,” he said when he was done, “but hey, I’m easy to get along with.” The gun, however, had never stopped pointing at one or the other of us.

“OK, folks, it’s time to make a few snap decisions here.” I wasn’t surprised he spoke in English. Ronald’s Spanish had been always only passable and, as for his Runa, it was rudimentary at best.

“Well, it seems to me that the best thing is to just get this gold outside,” I said brightly. I figured that by keeping Ronald focused on the gold at hand, I could distract him from any real mischief.

To my shock, Ronald responded to my suggestion by hitting me across the cheek with the barrel of the pistol. It was not a particularly hard blow. In fact, only the tip of the barrel raked along my face, from my cheekbone to the corner of my mouth, but it took with it much more than just a layer of skin, and the bleeding was instantaneous and considerable. My cheek had been laid open, exposing bone, gums and teeth.

“Ooooooh!” shrieked Pallay. “Oooh! Ruth Baker is dying!”

At the same time that Pallay was responding in grief, Orchu responded in anger. Although the Wanami can seem clumsy and deliberate at times, they can react with incredible speed and agility.

Certainly, without any thinking on his part, Orchu came to my defense. One of his huge, six-fingered hands closed around Ronald’s throat, the other around his head. Almost instantaneously Ronald’s head and body parted company. That, of course, is a fancy way of saying that my big Wanami friend had decapitated the sociopathic archaeologist.

Unfortunately, I have lived that scene over in a thousand nightmares. In my dreams I can still see the surprised look on Orchu’s face as Ronald’s head came loose in his hand.

The poor giant had not had a clue just how fragile we pure-blooded Homo sapiens were. I can still hear the ghastly sounds as Ronald’s lungs continued to operate on reflex, gasping and heaving like the bellows on the pump organ my grandmother used to own. I can see Ronald’s eyes blink once in surprise and remain open in the fixed stare of death.

And of course I can see, smell, and taste blood in my dream. Blood was everywhere. My blood, and Ronald’s blood, mingled, forming one warm, moving sheet that clothed the two of us in a single, crimson cloak. The last thing I remember about that scene was the froth of bubbles that piled up on Orchu’s hand, as he, in utter shock, tried vainly to stem the flow from Ronald’s neck. Then I passed out.

Queycha tells me that I remained unconscious for at least five hours, but I have no way of knowing that for sure. He does not own a watch and the Wanami are unconcerned about such small units of time.

It doesn’t matter anyway, I guess. It’s just that I’m curious. At any rate, when I regained consciousness, we were already just inside the Ollantaytambo entrance to the chinkana, and all three of my new friends were bathing me with the cold water from the trough.

“Oooh, she really is a female after all,” I heard Pallay say.

“Of course I am!” I snapped. Somehow I had regained consciousness all at once, bypassing that confusing transition of fluctuating awareness.

“Oooh, Ruth!” squealed Pallay joyfully. “You’re back.”

“And cold and wet.” I sat up to see two pairs of anxious eyes and one pair of adoring peepers trained on me. I felt like I should do tricks, or perhaps ask for a cracker in a parrot’s voice. “Relax folks,” I said. “I’m fine.”

“Yes, you do look much better,” said Queycha, “but how do you feel?”

“Like I said, cold and wet. And why …” Then I remembered for the first time that they, and I, had good reason to be concerned about my health. I had totally forgotten about Ronald Meechum and what he had done to me. More importantly, I’d forgotten what Orchu had done to him. Reflexively both hands flew to touch my cheeks, but they both felt smooth, and neither of them hurt.

“I should like to explain,” said Orchu quickly.

But the shock of remembering, and then finding my ravaged face totally intact, had been too much. Like a long dead mackerel, I slid limply down to the bottom of the trough.




TWENTY-SEVEN

“Oooh Ruth Baker! Oooh Ruth, wake up!” Pallay was squealing when I came around again.

“Tell her quickly,” commanded Queycha. 

“The wirquonama healed you,” blurted Orchu.

I put my hands back up to my face. So I hadn’t been imagining it. Suddenly I realized that I was naked, and I quickly covered my breasts with my hands. For good measure I clamped my legs together and brought my knees up to my chest, covering the essentials below my waist.

“Here are your clothes from the outside,” said Queycha, sensing my discomfort. “And a clean tunic to dry with.” He stretched out an arm with the clothes, but turned his face away from me. Orchu turned away also, but Pallay was not as polite.

“Oooh, Ruth, I knew you weren’t a monkey. I knew so from the very beginning. Didn’t I say so, Ruth?”

“You said no such thing. In fact, you wanted me for a pet! Now turn your face around!” I was beginning to shiver.

When I had dried and dressed, Orchu launched into a more detailed explanation of my miraculous recovery.

“But you remember how the wirquonama changes form?” he asked for possibly the third time.

Frankly, I was having a hard time concentrating. I kept thinking of my face laid open, not to mention Ronald missing his head. “No. I mean, yes. But I don’t understand how that thing healed me.”

Orchu was far more patient than any teacher I’d had back in Pittsburgh. “When I laid the wirquonama on your face, it became part of your cheek. It became new flesh and new skin.”

“You’re kidding! That thing, that piece of a living, alien planet is in my face now?” The nightmare only seemed to be getting worse.

Orchu smiled and shook his head. “No, it is not in your face. It is your face now. Feel it. Does it feel any different?”

Suddenly I was afraid to touch my face. I had to make several quick swipes at it with my fingertips before I could bring myself to touch it again carefully. It certainly seemed to feel like my face. There were no seams of any kind, no area where the sensations differed.

“Look at yourself in the water trough,” said Queycha helpfully.

I looked. I have never been totally happy with my reflection, but at this moment it seemed no worse than usual.

“But I lost so much blood, didn’t I?” I asked, still unwilling to believe that an alien glob had somehow been incorporated into my cheek. “Did this—the wirquonama—replace my blood as well?”

Orchu shook his head. “It was my blood. The wirquonama becomes one with organic tissue over time, but in doing so it actually draws on blood from the rest of the body. You did not have any blood to spare.”

“In fact, you would have most probably died from loss of blood,” put in Queycha. It was obvious that he was proud of his nephew.

“Oooh, but you are alive now Ruth Baker,” Pallay squealed. “And I am so glad!”

“But how did your blood get into me?” I asked Orchu. “You didn’t just happen to have a transfusion kit with you, did you?”

“Only the wirquonama.”

“Pardon me?”

Orchu smiled again. He seemed suddenly bashful. “It occurred to me that if I made a small incision on myself here”—he indicated his left wrist—“and held it against the wirquonama sporadically while it was incorporating itself into your face, eventually the blood would pass on to you. And I was right. Of course, I could only hold my wrist up to it for brief periods of time, or—”

“Or we would be joined together, with your wrist stuck to my face?”

Everyone laughed.

“That’s it exactly.”

Then something occurred to me. I swear, sometimes I can be just as dense as my cousin, Melvin Stoltzfus, who once tried to milk a bull back on his farm near Hernia, Pennsylvania. “But the wirquonama! It’s gone now, isn’t it? I mean, it’s me now, but other than that, it’s gone!”

Orchu’s expression told me that I was right.

“I am so sorry, Orchu. I know how much you prized the wirquonama. And it was supposed to be our most compelling piece of evidence.”

Orchu shrugged. “Without you, Ruth Baker, there would have been no need for evidence. Anyway, you are far more important than any wirquonama.”

So moved was I that impulsively I threw my arms around him. Kissing him would, of course, have been impossible without his cooperation or a stepladder.

“Oooh, Ruth Baker, that’s no fair!” squeaked Pallay. “You don’t hug me like that!”

I backed quickly away from Orchu before Pallay could demand equal time. Orchu at least appeared to bathe now and then.

Suddenly I remembered the three Runa hoodlums whom Ronald had brought with him into the chinkana. As you can understand, I had been too distracted at the time of Ronald’s death to have kept track of them as well.

“Where are the other three?” I asked. “Don’t tell me you tied them up and left them back there.”

My friends exchanged knowing glances. “We didn’t have to,” said Queycha. “After what happened to Ronald Meechum, the three of them ran back down the tunnel screaming.”

“In the dark?” Ronald had been the only one carrying a torch, and it had dropped to the floor and extinguished itself when Orchu pounced on him.

Pallay giggled. “Oooh Ruth Baker, those bad men will never get out of the chinkana now. Queycha says that they will die and rot, and someday someone like you will discover their bones.”

“You talk too much,” said Queycha. He turned to me. “Are there any other questions?”

“Yes. Why were there seven other ‘gold’ balls in the container?”

“Camouflage,” said Orchu happily. “And it worked, too, didn’t it?”

I patted my new cheek. “Like a charm. So is that why it took you so long to remove the wirquonama from the container in your laboratory?”

He nodded. “It was very hard to distinguish the wirquonama ball from the actual gold balls. I had to lift each ball and see which one seemed to be clinging to the bottom of the jar. You see, the wirquonama can imitate any surface it is placed on, but it can only actually become a protein-based substance, not something like gold. Although it seemed to want to try very hard.”

“Fascinating!”

“Yes, it is,” said Queycha, who had undoubtedly heard it all many times before. “But we must hurry Ruth, before the sun comes up, if we are to leave the chinkana unobserved.” He seemed suddenly very nervous.

“What is it,” I demanded. “Queycha, what’s wrong?”

Then even Orchu began to fidget, and Pallay began to cry.

“Out with it!” I snapped. I hate it when people are coy with their explanations.

“Ooooooh!” Pallay squealed in mounting distress. “I can’t go with you to the outside world, Ruth Baker. Oooh, I can’t. Ooooooh! I want my mama!”

“She is afraid,” said Queycha, but not unkindly. “Ronald Meechum has made her afraid.”

“But not all people are like Ronald Meechum,” I hastened to assure her. I turned to Orchu. “You understand that, don’t you?”

Orchu hung his head. “I did not mean to kill the man from your world, Ruth Baker. Killing him has made me very sad. Very sad. My heart sags into my feet.”

I would not have been surprised if Orchu had begun to shed huge tears like the ones Pallay seemed to produce on a regular basis. But instead of crying, Orchu began to tremble. I knew by then that trembling among the Wanami was the early warning signal that hysteria was building. If Orchu was not sidetracked, he might well be dead within a matter of minutes. I had to do something.

Flinging my arms around Orchu again might inflame Pallay’s jealousy, but tough luck for her. I could not allow a man—yes, I now thought of Orchu as a man—to self-destruct from remorse all because of someone else’s emotional shortcomings.

“There, there, it’ll be all right,” I said. I had always found those words to be trite and unimaginative, but they are easy to remember.

Orchu seemed to have heard them for the first time. “Will it, Ruth Baker? Will it? I killed one of your people!” The poor man sounded like he was having a hard time breathing.

“Yes, but he was a wicked and greedy man. I’d say that you have made my world a little bit better.”

“But the Wanami do not kill each other.” Orchu wailed pitifully.

I remembered the three who had died during Evening Prayers the night before. Apu had killed them just as surely as Orchu had killed Ronald. But, I decided not to complicate the issue. “Ronald Meechum was not a Wanami. And besides, in my world people kill each other all the time.”

“They do?”

“All the time. It’s no big deal, really.”

Gradually he stopped shaking, and his breathing became regular. “Still, I would like to return to the Ukhu Pacha with Pallay, if that is all right with you.”

“After all, Pallay will need someone to accompany her back,” said Queycha loyally. “But I will go with you, Ruth. Your doctors may examine me instead if they wish.”

I felt somehow betrayed. I knew even then that it was circumstances, and not my friends who were to blame, but that did not ease my disappointment. What did I have now to show the world except for one dear old man, whose biochemistry may, or may not, corroborate my story.

“Can I at least take the gold with me?” I asked meanly.

Orchu looked surprised. “We left it behind. What good is gold anyway?”

“I told you!” said Queycha, but he didn’t sound triumphant. He reached into his tunic and pulled out a single gold ball. “Here. We didn’t leave it all back there. You’ll need this for expenses.”

In the end I returned to Lima alone. Queycha had reluctantly agreed to accompany the other two back to their world, although I was to find out much later that he had not kept his word. Nevertheless, I can still feel Pallay’s hot tears dripping on my reconstructed face as if it was yesterday. While it also pained me to part with my new friends, my disappointment in not fulfilling my original objective somewhat ameliorated my sadness.

In looking back at it now, perhaps that was for the best.




TWENTY-EIGHT

I did what comes naturally for me in times of great stress. I turned to my mother. Not my real mother, who lives in Pittsburgh, but to the closest thing I had to a mother in Peru—Judy Thompson. Judy, as you may recall, had been my Runa language student back in Lima, and had made me that generous offer of staying with her, and her husband, on my next trip back to town. I had not taken her up on her offer of hospitality on that aborted trip back with Ronald, but I was more than ready to do so now.

Judy was my archetype of a mother. She was level-headed. She was twenty-five years older than me, with grown children of her own. She was of medium height, neither too fat nor too thin. She had medium-brown hair streaked with a moderate amount of gray. Her features were regular. She dressed tastefully, but not extravagantly. You had to look hard to see that she was wearing makeup. If she had been a large doll, instead of a real live person, she would have been wearing a stamp saying: MOTHER—100 PERCENT NATURAL MATERIALS. MADE IN THE PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF CHINA. MACHINE WASH WARM, TUMBLE DRY LOW. DO NOT BLEACH.

Judy’s husband, Gerald, was a minor officer with the US Embassy. I had met him twice, I think, and he had seemed nice enough. At least he wasn’t obnoxious, like some of the other embassy personnel I’d encountered. Gerald Thompson was actually rather innocuous. I am ashamed to admit that I thought of him mostly as Judy’s husband, not as an individual in his own right.

Judy was delighted to hear from me. I’d called her from Ollantaytambo, and when I arrived in Lima, she was at the bus station waiting to pick me up.

“You poor dear. You look beat! As soon as I get you home, I’m putting you to bed.” Her remodeled nose twitched only slightly. “Although maybe you’d like to start with a nice hot bath, followed by something to eat.”

Already I was comforted by the sympathy in her voice. “What I really want is to talk with you.”

“Sure honey, we’ll talk our hearts out. But not until after you’ve had a nice long soak, some food, and then caught up on your sleep.” I assured Judy that those things could wait. Would, in fact, have to wait.

I had tried to sleep on the bus, but with my mind swirling around at a million miles per second, it had been hopeless. Unless I was tranquilized with an elephant dart, I would not sleep again until I’d had a chance to really unload to someone of my own culture and temperament.

But just to make Judy happy, I closed my eyes and pretended to snooze on the drive to her house. What I actually did was follow our progress under only partly lowered eyelids. Only once before had I been to the neighborhood in which the Thompsons lived; some disastrously boring cocktail party given by some government honcho somehow connected with the archaeological community. Although I had been bored by the cocktail conversation, I had most definitely not been bored by my surroundings.

The Vida Verde section of Lima is the most exclusive neighborhood in the country. Here one finds the sprawling hacienda-style mansions of drug-dealers, government ministers, highranking military brass, sports stars, entertainment figures, and even a few foreigners. The common denominator in Vida Verde is that virtually everyone in the subdivision is rolling in dough.

Where the Thompsons got that much money was not my business, but still, I found it odd that a United States government employee of fairly junior standing could afford to live in such ostentatious surroundings. Even the American ambassador to Peru apparently found it financially prudent to live elsewhere.

As we rolled up the wide, tree-lined streets, and past the walled mansions—all of them sporting fringes of broken glass along the tops of the walls—I concluded that either Judy, or Gerald, or perhaps both, had inherited vast family fortunes. It does happen, I’ve been told. Now I have nothing against the city of Lima, and certainly not against the country of Peru, or its wonderful people, but if I had inherited a vast fortune, I could certainly come up with a more romantic, or culturally stimulating, option than Lima.

“Home sweet home!” cried Judy gaily. The second she had started to turn into the driveway, a uniformed guard opened the massive iron gates.

“It’s charming,” I said. Of course I was pulling her leg. If Judy Thompson’s house was merely charming, then the Taj Mahal was simply cute.

Judy laughed. “It is a little big for our needs, I’ll admit. But we do a lot of entertaining, and one’s public rooms can never be too large.”

“Quite right.” OK, so Judy was my archetype of a mother, despite her slightly remodeled nose, and until she opened her mouth. When she spoke, I tended to think of her more like a sister. A very rich sister.

“Now then, do tell all,” Judy said after she had dutifully deposited me on a sofa that had probably seen the backside of Napoleon, and which would now sell for enough money to resurrect him from the dead, assuming that were possible.

I told Judy everything. I left nothing out. I talked until I was hoarse.

It was a tremendous release for me. Judy was a first-class listener, and even though my tale was more bizarre than fiction, she didn’t as much as raise an eyebrow. In fact, her perfectly tweezed eyebrows furrowed at precisely the right places.

“And I have this to prove it,” I declared finally, as I dug into my purse and pulled out the fist-sized gold ball.

Judy didn’t even blink. “But of course I believe you, dear. Why would you make up something so … so—”

“Bizarre?”

“Out of the ordinary.”

“So, you don’t think I’m crazy?”

“Of course not! I have always believed that there are mysteries out there”—she pointed vaguely upward—“that are just waiting to be discovered by an open mind. I think it’s wonderful that this has happened to you. You are a very lucky girl, Ruth.”

“But the responsibility of it all is terrible,” I whined.

“Yes, well, you don’t have to bear that responsibility alone. You’ve got me now, and Gerry. You must tell him everything, exactly like you told me, as soon as he gets home.”

I was so grateful right then that I burst into tears and bawled like Pallay might have done. I had only gotten to know Judy through brief chats after my class, but for once my instincts had been right on the money. Judy Thompson was clearly a peach.

Gerald was just as kind as his wife. Together they were a pair of peaches. I couldn’t believe my luck at having such supportive friends. Although my only contact with Gerald had been when he had come to pick up his wife after class, now he suddenly seemed like a dear old friend. He too believed my story and, like his wife, promised to help me through any rough times ahead. If he seemed only slightly more interested in the gold, it was because he had a lay person’s knowledge of geology—or so I told myself.

He did, however, ask me several times if I remembered where the entrance to the chinkana was, and did I think I could find my way through it on my own? I told him that the answer was “no” on both counts. Yes, I lied. But I only lied about not knowing how to find the entrance, and believe me, I felt bad about it. What else should I have done? Whereas I firmly believed that Gerald was a kind and gentle man, even good men can make bad choices when presented with too great of a temptation.

Why, look at what Ronald had done with the information. Not that I put the Thompsons in the same class as Ronald, mind you. It’s just that I thought sharing that final piece of information could wait for a while.

Gerald eventually accepted my lies. He suggested—actually insisted—that I devote the next few days to recovering, both physically and emotionally, from my ordeal. In the meantime, he would sound out various government officials, Peruvian as well as American, about the implications of my “discovery.”

“Someday your name will go down in the history books alongside that of Columbus,” he said quite seriously. It was a wonderful thought to hold in my mind as I fell into that deep and wonderful sleep that followed my unburdening.

For the next couple of days, Judy waited on me hand and foot, just like my mother would have, had I been in Pittsburgh. OK, so some of the time the waiting was done by proxy via her house staff, but the intention was the same. I felt protected and very much cared for.

In fact, so thoroughly did I recover from the trauma and stress I had experienced that my entire adventure began to seem like it might have been only a nightmare. To be sure, it would have been the most vivid nightmare I’d ever had, but nonetheless still just a dream.

On my third day at their house, the Thompsons announced that they would be hosting a dinner party that evening. They would be hurt, even insulted, they said, if I couldn’t attend. Also, I was not to mention my Wanami experiences, nor my dinner party invitation to anyone just yet.

Perhaps I appeared puzzled by the latter request, given that the Thompsons and I knew almost no one in common, but they prevailed upon my wobbly willpower with what seemed like sound logic. The other guests were all highly influential people, and should I desire to make my experiences public at the dinner, it would be the perfect forum for validating my story.

It was to be a black-tie dinner, and I knew from my limited experience in parallel, if not comparable situations, that Peruvians love to dress up. Frankly, if I had sold all my clothes for the amount that I paid for them, I still would not have been able to buy the kind of dress the dinner guests would undoubtedly be wearing. Again, the motherly Mrs. Thompson came to my rescue. With a warm, encouraging smile, she produced three dresses that belonged to one of her daughters who visited only occasionally.

“Please, dear,” she said, “choose whichever one you like. None of them have been worn more than once. In fact, the emerald green, tea-length gown with the cross-over bodice has never been worn. Cadence was going to wear it to a reception at the Spanish Embassy for their crown prince, but then she had one tiny pimple breakout on her chin and insisted on staying home.” Mrs. Thompson laughed wistfully at the memory. “If only we’d had a foundation to match her skin tone exactly, then today I might be the mother-in-law of a future Spanish king.”

“What an interesting story,” I said, having immediately decided against the emerald-green dress. It would have been my first choice, but now it seemed jinxed. On the off-chance that a Spanish prince crashed the party this very evening, I wasn’t about to have stumbling blocks in the way of the best possible outcome.

“So, what will it be?” Mrs. Thompson said. “The royal blue satin dress with the full skirt and attached crinoline, or the slinky little red number?”

“The royal blue satin one,” I said after much deliberation. Actually, I would have preferred the crimson silk sheath, but I didn’t think I could stand to put that color on. I would have thought about nothing except for Ronald Meechum’s blood the entire evening.

Judy approved of my choice. She helped me with my hair. She did everything I might have expected my mother to do for me—had I been going to my prom. But this was no prom. 

The first of the guests arrived shortly after eight in a limousine. That limousine, however, had not been rented just for the occasion. For the next half-hour, I watched from my room as many of Lima’s elite arrived in full formal regalia. It was all very grand, the stuff of fairy tales. Jewels sparkled in the light of hundreds of candles that lined the walk. At least a dozen women wore diamond tiaras, whilst an equal number of men sported crisp military uniforms, their chests covered with medals and ribbons.

A purple sash running diagonally across one man’s basketball-shaped paunch identified him as royalty. I recognized him as the heir presumptive to a minor European throne that had been abolished following World War I. Prince Huffandpuffandhoho, as he was called behind his back, was a poverty-stricken, lecherous old man, with appalling standards of hygiene. Nevertheless, the old goat was a fixture at all the best parties in Lima, so that visiting guests could claim to have rubbed elbows with royalty. Sadly, it was not the prince’s ego that made him a regular partygoer, but the fact that he got paid for his appearances.

I had delayed my grand entrance as long as I could in order to be a voyeur from the safety of my bedroom window. Now it was incumbent upon me to join the party that had been thrown in my honor. I made my grand entrance down the Thompsons’ broad, sweeping staircase. While gripping the wrought-iron filigree banister with one hand, and hoisting my skirts a trifle with the other, I made slow but stately progress—that is to say, at least I didn’t pitch forward and break my neck. I too felt like a princess. But just for a moment.

Before I had gotten halfway down the stairs, a few of the assembled faces turned to look in my direction, and among them I recognized those of Francisco Canno, Minister of the Interior, Maria Vasquez, Minister of Health, and Dr. Ramirez. My fairy tale was over.




TWENTY-NINE

“I didn’t know that you knew Paul,” Judy kept saying.

She was referring to Dr. Pablo Ramirez, someone whom I certainly had never called “Paul.” Perhaps she was telling the truth. But what about Francisco Canno?

“How many ministers of the interior can there be?” It was rude of me to speak to Judy that way, but I was suddenly very much on edge.

Judy, as ever, was calm and understanding of my mood. “Some of the guests are Gerry’s, and some are mine. I’m sorry if this is unsettling for you. If you’d rather not share your story tonight, we’d certainly understand.” She put an arm around my shoulder and gave it a quick squeeze.

I shrugged her arm away. “Whose guest is Maria Vasquez? Or is the Minister of Health a given at functions like this, just in case an epidemic should break out?”

Judy laughed pleasantly. “Oh, Maria. She is such a dear, old friend. I had quite forgotten that she has a cabinet position. You know how it is, when one’s friends achieve recognition after you’ve known them for a while. Don’t you, dear?”

I did, indeed, thanks to a newspaper clipping my real mother had sent me. My friends, Rich and Terri Keffert, from Penn Hills, PA, had gone on to be the first married couple ever to wheel a shopping buggy the length of Pennsylvania. The event had received local, if not national coverage, but I was sure that when I saw them again, I would see them for who they were, and not the celebrities they had become.

“Remember dear, you’re among friends.” Judy repeated the line as if it were a mantra.

I decided to go through with it. If I was going to make myself look like a fool with such a bizarre tale, I may as well do it with the warm support of Gerald and Judy. Whatever happened that evening, I knew I could count on those two.

Normally I limit my annual alcoholic consumption to eggnog at Christmas, and champagne on New Year’s Eve. That night, however, I decided to fortify myself with the pre-dinner drinks being passed around by a veritable platoon of liveried manservants. I was reaching for my third glass of vintage French champagne when I was tapped firmly on the shoulder. Frankly, I’m pleased that I kept my cool and quite deliberately retrieved that drink before I turned around.

“I’d stop at two drinks if I were you. As it is, this should prove to be a very interesting evening, one way or another.” Apparently, Dr. Ramirez (or should I call him Paul?) had been standing right behind me. I must say, he was looking unusually handsome in his penguin suit. Then again, Dr. Ramirez always looked good. Cold, but good.

“Oh?” I said, as casually as I could. “Do they have some sort of entertainment planned?” In the meantime, I started scrambling for excuses to explain my sudden departure from Lima earlier in the week, and Ronald’s disappearance. Surely they had both been noticed.

Dr. Ramirez sipped his champagne. “Precisely. The Thompsons have been billing this as the night to end all nights. As far as entertainment goes, that is. But, even if that’s been overrated, their chow is always tops, and the champagne ain’t bad either.” Dr. Ramirez had been educated at Stamford, and took great pains to sound like an American. But was that a slight Teutonic accent I heard, or was the champagne kicking in?

“Is that so?” I said. “What kind of entertainment?”

“Beats me. It’s always a surprise. Last time they had a rich American televangelist as their houseguest. This preacher claimed that he could heal any disease that exists, just as long as the afflicted sent a fifty-dollar donation directly to him and had sufficient faith. I mean, I know most of those guys are phony, but you had to really feel sorry for this preacher, because our hosts took him totally by surprise and really put him on the spot.”

“Do tell,” I said. Shame on me, but I had a weakness for gossip, especially gossip that exposed phonies who preyed on the poor and elderly, by begging for their charitable donations.

“The Thompsons definitely had a good time with this religious conman. Again, they threw a huge party, but this time they included their gardener’s brother who had a withered arm, and a nun who had been blind from birth, as well as an actor who was pretending to suffer from advanced Parkinson’s disease and was confined to a wheelchair. After everyone had had enough time to down a few drinks, Gerald announced that the reverend was going to heal the man with the withered arm and the nun, then and there, just by praying for them. Oh yes, and for a cash donation from each partygoer that was the equivalent of fifty dollars US. You should have seen the expression on that televangelist’s face. Believe me, it was worth any amount of money.”

“That’s unbelievable,” I said. I didn’t mean my comment literally; after what I’d just seen in the Ukhu Pacha, nothing was unbelievable.

“Wait,” Dr. Ramirez said. “It gets better. The preacher asked for his money upfront and then got down to the business of heavy-duty praying. After about five minutes of that, when the preacher was sweaty from his efforts, the actor in the wheelchair stood up and shouted: ‘I’m healed! Praise God, I’m healed!’”

“No way,” I said.

“Baker, I’m telling you, again the look on that so-called faith healer’s face was priceless. Only this time it wasn’t horror. No doubt he thought he’d won the spiritual jackpot. What an idiot. What a greedy idiot, because then he started running—I mean actually running—in tight little circles around the gardener’s brother, the man with the withered arm.” Dr. Ramirez gestured toward the main reception room. “As you can see, there is plenty of room in these mansions that you foreigners simply have to live in. Anyway, as the phony faith healer ran circles around the man with the withered arm, he berated the poor man for not having enough faith and accused him of being in league with the devil. “Pray harder,” he shouted. “If you don’t get healed now, it’s your own fault for not having enough faith. Either that, or you have been too stingy in your charitable giving. It’s not too late now, brother.”

“That is so wrong,” I said angrily.

Dr. Ramirez chuckled. “That is exactly what Sister Guadalupe said.”

“The nun who was born blind?”

“Yes. Although she couldn’t see, she had excellent hearing. She stuck her foot out and tripped that charlatan.”

“That’s awful,” I said.

“On the contrary; it was wonderful. Everyone—even the gardener’s poor brother with withered arm—burst out laughing. The Thompsons laughed loudest of all. After that, they became sort of a hit on the Lima social scene. Not just among the ex-pats, but even with some of the old Peruvian families—those with conquistador bloodlines began issuing them invitations. Did you see that white woman in the red dress with the matching fan made from scarlet macaw feathers?”

“Those were really macaw feathers?” I asked incredulously.

Dr. Ramirez nodded, as he smirked. “After subjugating the native people of this continent, slaughtering the wildlife would be small potatoes in comparison. That is the correct expression, yes?” The man prided himself on his knowledge of English, which he spoke with only a hint of an accent.

“It will do,” I said. My knees had suddenly gone weak, so I looked around for a chair.

“Hey, you all right?” The pale blue eyes, however, did not register concern.

“I’m fine.” I started to lurch in the general direction of an empty settee.

“You look a little pale, you know.”

Speaking of pale, it suddenly occurred to me that Dr. Ramirez was the only Peruvian I had ever met with pale blond eyebrows. “I’ll be fine. I just need to sit down for a bit.”

“Too much champagne?” 

“Too many people.”

“We could make a quick escape before dinner is announced. No one would see us leave.” Ramirez had followed me to the settee and plunked himself down beside me.

“Where would we go?” I asked numbly.

“Anywhere you want. My car is at your service.”

I took a gulp of champagne. Dr. Ramirez had always intimidated me. And I don’t think it’s just because I worked for him. In college we used to call them bedroom eyes, but Dr. Ramirez’s pale eyes were a motel unto themselves. And I don’t mean a friendly ma-and-pa type of motel either, or one of the sterile chain hostelries. This was a motel that rented its rooms by the hour and did not change its sheets between customers.

“I need to talk to you anyway, Baker. Departmental business. So how about it? Want to go for a spin?”

I found that draining my third glass of champagne made saying “yes” easier.

Dr. Ramirez drove me away in a vintage Chevy sedan, by far the most humble car at the dinner party. It was a warm night, and we drove with the windows down. We had driven less than a block when the questions started coming, fast and furious.

“Seen Ronald lately, Baker?”

“No.” Never apologize, never explain. I thought then that it was good advice.

“You sure, Baker?”

“Uh-huh.” We were passing a massive private home that would have cost several million dollars to build in the States. Through the wrought-iron gates, I caught a glimpse of a lit fountain.

“Ronald hasn’t been to the dig since that meeting last week with the cabinet. Maybe you know why that is.”

Since it wasn’t a question, I didn’t answer.

“Well, do you know, Baker?” I could hear the control in his voice.

It wasn’t a good sign.

“I have not seen him since that meeting, and I have absolutely no idea where he might be. Maybe you should inform the police that he’s missing.”

The car slowed. “I never said that he was missing. Is he missing, Baker?”

I shrugged. “How should I know? I just assumed from what you said that Ronald was missing. Look, Dr. Ramirez, Ronald and I aren’t the best of friends. We don’t keep tabs on each other.”

Ramirez’s fingers began to tap lightly on the side of the steering wheel. I had a date once who did that—seconds before he hauled off and hit me. I never did learn the reason why. To be on the safe side now, I leaned into the passenger side door.

The car speeded up.

“Been back to the dig yourself, Baker? Since the meeting?”

I thought fast. “No. Haven’t you been there?”

“Been back to Shangri-La?”

“I beg your pardon?”

The tapping grew louder. “Your secret mountain hideaway. Your hidden valley. Been back?”

“Look, maybe we ought to be getting back to the Thompsons’,” I said. Once away from their mansion, I had begun to feel foolish for doubting my friends’ intentions. Sometimes physical space is all that one needs in order to regain perspective.

“You didn’t answer my question, Baker. Been back?”

“No.”

“You sure?”

I decided to take the offensive with a few questions of my own. “Dr. Ramirez, why are we playing twenty questions?”

He had the nerve to try and laugh it off. “Just being a good administrator, that’s all. Keeping track of my employees is part of my job.”

I forced a smile but didn’t bother looking in his direction. “Well, tomorrow I’ll send you a detailed time sheet if you wish. But right now, can we get back to the Thompsons’?”

The fingers quit tapping. “Look Baker, I’ve known the Thompsons a lot longer than you have. They’re good people in their own way, and I’m fond of them, but I’m sorry to say they’re the biggest hypocrites on the face of God’s good earth.”

I was careful to only smile inwardly. I hadn’t realized Ramirez was a religious man.

“We’re none of us exactly what we want the world to see, are we?” I asked.

“The Thompsons are phonies,” he said.

“Because they like to tease televangelists?” Suddenly it didn’t seem like such a crime.

“The Thompsons would have crucified you tonight in front of your guests. You were to be their sacrificial lamb. And it wouldn’t have been a quick death, either. They would have ripped you apart—slowly.”

Had Ramirez at one time been an altar boy? If so, he was a textbook example of irony.

“Judy and Gerry have been very good friends to me,” I said. “Why should I believe that they would do something like you just described.”

“Because, like I said, I’ve seen it done.”

“No offense, Dr. Ramirez, but you’re asking me to take your word against my friends. I choose to trust the Thompsons.”

“You don’t want to go back, Baker.” The car gained speed.

I sat silently for a few minutes, thinking things over. Outside the posh homes whizzed by, the opulence too blurred to be appreciated, even in the moonlight. Then I took a couple of deep breaths.

“Take me back. Now.”

Ramirez slammed on the brakes and we careened over to the curb. His voice was like liquid nitrogen. The words seemed to freeze as he spoke. “Shut up, you stupid bitch,” he said.

“What did you say?”

“I said, shut up bitch!” Ramirez smacked me across the face with the back of his hand.

I was more shocked than hurt. And worried. My hands flew to my face, anxiously feeling every square centimeter. Only after I had determined that my cheek containing the wirquonama was absolutely intact did I direct my emotion towards the man beside me in the car.

“You bastard!”

The hand came up to strike me again, so I shut up and tried to squirm into the space between the back of my seat and the wall of the car.

Ramirez did not follow through with the second blow. Instead, he pressed the accelerator to the floor and the old sedan leaped forward like a horse that had been kicked hard in the ribs with spurs.

He drove me as far from the Thompsons’ place, economically speaking, as was possible. It was my first visit to the slum called Perra Negra. The dwellings there are not houses, nor even shacks, but flimsy lean-tos made of cardboard and scraps of corrugated iron. Houses made of cards seemed sturdier by comparison.

There are no streets in Perra Negra. Just spaces between the shacks, many of which were not wide enough to accommodate the car. After what seemed like more backing up than forward movement, Ramirez stomped on the brakes and the car came to a rocking stop in a swirl of dust.

“Out!”

I was actually glad to get out. In fact, I’d been contemplating jumping from the car ever since it had slowed down upon reaching the slums. Although I was a foreigner in an unfamiliar environment, and about as far out of my element as I could get, I reckoned that I would stand a far better chance throwing myself on the mercy of the Perra Negra inhabitants, than remaining with the capricious and violent Dr. Ramirez. I reached for my door handle, but Ramirez grabbed me firmly by the left arm.

“Don’t even think of running, Baker.” With his left hand he pulled a small revolver from inside the jacket of his tux.

“All right! I’ll cooperate,” I stammered. Let’s face it, I am no one’s idea of a heroine.

“Good. And you can start now. You’ve been feeding me nothing but lies since we left the Thompsons’.”

I swallowed several times, perhaps as much from fear as the fine dust that was settling into the car through the open windows.

“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” I said.

“Lying bitch!” The gun was raised and pointed just inches from my face.

Somewhere nearby, a radio was tuned to Spanish pop rock, which competed for the airwaves with crying babies and barking dogs. If Ramirez pulled the trigger, the sound of the bullet exploding in my brain would fail to draw anyone’s attention. My only hope was to stall him until I could come up with a plan.

“Yes, I did lie, Dr. Ramirez,” I said. “I admit it. But I’m willing to tell you the truth now.”

There was a clicking sound as he cocked the gun. “Start talking.”

“I did see Ronald Meechum this week,” I said. “About four days ago, as a matter of fact.”

“Go on,” he growled.

“He was with three thugs.”

The bedroom eyes blinked several times in rapid succession. “Those thugs,” Dr. Ramirez hissed, “were recruited from here, the Perra Negra. They are the best at what they do. Where are they now?”

It was my turn to blink a few times. “You knew those men? You and Ronald were in on that together?”

He laughed, displaying the perfect teeth that all his female students found so irresistible. “Together? Meechum and I were hardly in it together. He worked for me!”

I should have known. Ronald Meechum had lacked the spine of a mollusk. “I suppose that the Thompsons work for you too!”

Dr. Ramirez laughed again. How could anyone so evil be so achingly beautiful?

“No, Gerry does not work for me. But sometimes we work together. Gerry’s CIA. So am I.”

It was my turn to laugh. “Give me a break! If you were CIA, you wouldn’t be blowing your cover.”

“But I’m not,” he said calmly. “You’re going to talk, Baker. Then when I’m done with you, I’m going to blow your brains out.” He almost purred the words.

“Then blow away, fool. I sure as hell am not going to talk if you’re going to shoot me anyway.”

He smiled. “Oh, I don’t plan on shooting you here. Not unless you give me a hard time. We’re going to have our little talk over there.” He pointed with his chin at one or another of the wobbly shacks. “Friends of mine—you’d call them thugs as well, I guess—are going to help me loosen you up. Then maybe, if you’re real good, you can have one last go at happiness before you die. You do want to go out with a bang, don’t you, Baker?”

I thought as fast I could, but my brain seemed to have gotten stuck in first gear. My mouth, however, was stuck at fast speed.

“Then it’s the gold that you guys are after,” I blurted, “and not the Wanami who interest you. Am I right?”

I could have predicted that derisive laugh. “How ignorant do you think I am, Baker? I’ve known for years that the legends of lost Inca gold were based on fact. Why the hell do you think I became an archaeologist?”

“To study previous civilizations?” I said.

Dr. Ramirez snorted, distorting his gorgeous features. “Money is what keeps the world going, not bones and pottery shards.”

“Well, aren’t you even at all curious about the Wanami?” I asked incredulously.

“Of course. But my priority is to finally get my hands on the gold. That’s my job assignment.”

“I see, so you’re just following orders?” It was terribly foolish of me to be cheeky just then, but I couldn’t resist. Those words had been delivered in my best German accent.

Much to my surprise, Ramirez looked as if I had slapped him. “That’s not fair, Baker. I was born and raised in Peru. Right here in Lima. My grandparents immigrated before the war. And I mean World War I. Spanish is my native tongue. I can’t help the color of my skin.”

“Or lack of it,” I mumbled.

“What?” There was hurt in his voice, and it sounded genuine enough. 

“Sorry, cheap shot,” I said. Only I could feel sympathy for a man with a gun in his hand.

Ramirez was quick to recover. He aimed the gun at the spot just between my eyes. “Now tell me what happened to Ronald.”

“Ronald died trying to carry off a couple hundred pounds of gold. So did his amigos.”

That didn’t seem to surprise him. “The bastard was always a greedy son of a bitch. Sounds like he took a personal detour to nowhere. That wasn’t the plan at all.”

“What was?” I said.

“Ha, wouldn’t you like to know!”

“What difference does it make?” I said. “You’re going to kill me anyway.”

“Not just kill, Baker. After you’ve been tortured, I’m going to send you out with a bang. Remember?”

I know it’s hard to believe, but knowing that one is about to die is, in fact, quite liberating. Such knowledge certainly frees one from having to comply with the usual social niceties.

“Uh, Rami, dear, I’ve been meaning to tell you that even though you are easy on the eyes, your breath could freeze-dry a dragon. Also, if the Peruvian government could install desalinization plants in your armpits, they could export drinking water to Saudi Arabia.”

Ramirez must have been confident that he would get the information out of me that he wanted, because he didn’t even react to my jibes. “You’ve seen the gold, Baker,” he said. “You know even better than I do just how much there is. By Ronald’s estimation, at any rate, there’s more gold there than at–at—”

“Fort Knox?”

“Yeah, that’s the place. Anyway, according to Ronald, there’s enough gold there to make a serious impact on the American national debt.”

It was my turn to laugh, and although I may have sounded like a startled chicken, I gave it my best shot. “The Colleena’s palace is not solid gold! It’s only gold-plated!”

Ramirez’s trigger hand shook violently as he started to lower the gun. First, I thought he might actually be putting away the weapon, but he was only looking for a means whereby to steady it. At last, the cold tip of the gun barrel had found a place to nestle in the soft hollow of my throat. I closed my eyes and started to pray.




THIRTY

“You lying bitch,” he spat.

I swallowed, acutely aware that it might be my last swallow. Then I opened my eyes, so that I could literally stare death in the face.

“Go ahead and shoot me,” I said, “but it’s the truth. The Colleena told me herself. Personally, she finds the stuff disgusting. It’s wood that the Wanami prize, Dr. Ramirez, not gold!”

The pale blue eyes darkened and became polished sapphires. They glittered in the dim light of the Perra Negra, but they lacked the sparkle of human life. “I want to see this for myself.”

The memory of Orchu twisting off Ronald’s head flashed through my mind. Ramirez’s head was considerably more handsome than Ronald’s had been, but I must confess that at the moment I had a strong desire to see history repeat itself.

“I’ll take you to the secret valley that they call the Ukhu Pacha,” I said, “but there are several conditions.”

The pistol barrel pressed against my soft spot until it made me gag, but Ramirez was not able to intimidate me further. A corpse cannot cooperate, and I knew that. What’s more, all I wanted then was revenge.

My life was simply a pawn in the bargaining process. If Ramirez killed me, I would still get revenge. That knowledge made me invincible.

We made record time from Lima to Ollantaytambo in Ramirez’s beat-up sedan. I’ve had flight connections via Cuzco that have taken longer. Three times we got stopped by local police, but the thick wads of money Ramirez produced turned those occasions into only the briefest of delays. As a native-born Peruvian, which I now believed he was, Ramirez knew all the subtleties of the system.

It may sound strange to you, but I did not let Ramirez out of my sight for as much as a second. Even though he still had the gun, he was, for all intents and purposes, my prisoner now. His obsession with the gold had turned him into my slave, given that I was the only one who knew the gold’s location. However, I too had become a slave to obsession; it was my desire for revenge that now linked me to Pablo Ramirez, not the weapon that he carried.

There were several times en route when I might easily have escaped. I had to stop to pee once. It wasn’t just all the champagne that I’d drunk, but my nerves that necessitated it. I could have, I suppose, made Ramirez let me use the facilities at a bar or restaurant, but then he would have been out of my sight. Instead, I chose to relieve myself in the desert, under a full moon, within sight of Ramirez.

I could have run then. I’m sure he would have missed his shots. It is one thing to hit your target when you have them trapped in your car, but it is quite another thing when your target is zigzagging across a desert at night, even if the moon is bright. And Ramirez was no match for me on foot—of that, I was sure. I was a good ten years younger and, despite my excessive drinking that night, I had sipped a lot less champagne in my life than had Dr. Ramirez. Not that Ramirez was fat, mind you. He was anything but. However, the good life was just beginning to leave its mark on him, while I, on the other hand, was still in my prime. While he did his thing in Lima, it was me who did the fieldwork. The steep hills of Pittsburgh had been my training ground and, since coming to Peru, the Andes had been my gym. I could have disappeared into the landscape, but I chose not to do so.

When I saw the lights of Ollantaytambo twinkling through the rising dusk, I felt that I had come home. Well, close to home, at any rate. It was the Ukhu Pacha that somehow felt like home. Queycha, Orchu, Pallay, and even The Colleena had become family to me. Certainly, they were the closest friends I had in Peru.

By then I had a definite plan. I would do nothing to endanger my “family,” but I would wreak my revenge on Ramirez before this new day was done. The slumbering residents of Ollantaytambo, and of Ukhu Pacha, need never be the wiser.

It had occurred to me that Queycha might not have returned to Ukhu Pacha after all, and might be staying with Techa Maria in Ollantaytambo.

Since I didn’t want to risk blowing his cover, or endangering her, I avoided attempting to make contact. By then I knew my own way through the chinkana. And anyway, if Ramirez did manage to pull a fast one despite my precautions, I alone would be at risk.

The first thing I did upon entering the chinkana was to tell Ramirez to put his gun away.

“The hell I will,” he growled.

“Well then,” I said, “I guess we have ourselves a situation, because I am not taking another step as long as you’re pointing a gun at me.”

“Shut the hell up and start leading the way,” he said. With that he grabbed me by the shoulders, spun me around, and gave me a push into the darkness of the chinkana.

Like Ronald, Dr. Ramirez had brought along a powerful flashlight, but unlike Ronald, Ramirez had never stepped foot into the chinkana. Only fifty yards or so up the first tunnel was a “Y” intersection. Without being told, it would be impossible for him to tell which arm of the “Y” eventually led to Ukhu Pacha. Even if he selected the correct tunnel, its great length and many twists and turns would undoubtedly confuse him, and he might well turn back to try the alternative route. Knowing what lay ahead, I planted my feet and braced myself to be pistol-whipped, or possibly worse.

“I’m not budging,” I practically shouted, foolishly hoping that my voice could somehow echo through the mountainside.

“Suit yourself, then,” he said.

Dr. Pablo Ramirez strode arrogantly ahead on his own, while I sat on the edge of the water tank in the dark to wait for his return.

When he returned, he was more abusive than ever. There is no need to repeat the names he called me, or things he threatened to do to my anatomy. I will tell you that he hit me once, but I didn’t give him the satisfaction of crying out. I bit my lip and headed for the exit.

“Bitch,” he roared. “Get the hell back here.”

I turned and faced him. With his flashlight shining on my face, I felt like an animal caught in the headlights of an oncoming car. “Go ahead and shoot me, Ramirez. Do all the things you said you would. But we are not heading into the tunnels with your gun. Either you leave that thing here, or the secret of the chinkana and all that precious gold dies with me.”

He stared vacantly at me. Visions of solid gold sugar plums were undoubtedly dancing through his head. But I was not interested in his daydreams. I started for the exit again. “All right!”

“Go on, then. Drop that gun in the water trough.”

“The hell I will.”

“Drop it,” I said quietly.

The gun barely made a splash.

“Now strip everything off and start scrubbing.” He obeyed with little argument. The hard part was over. Ramirez had committed to the gold. The conditions now were all mine.

After I washed, I dressed in the tightly woven vicuna smock kept there for my use, but I prevented Ramirez from dressing similarly.

“We may encounter Wanami at any time in the tunnels,” I lied. “If they see you dressed, they will assume that you are armed, and they’ll kill you. Male Wanami do not wear clothes. Only the females.”

It didn’t surprise me that Ramirez accepted that story. After all, from the very beginning he had expressed little interest in Wanami customs.

Their size had interested him, and their numbers. But not what they wore, or what they ate. He had expressed no interest at all in their culture.

I will admit that I wanted to keep him naked just to shame him, to keep him feeling vulnerable as we made our way through that subterranean maze. Since I have always prided myself on being ruthlessly honest with myself, I feel that I should admit the following: Dr. Pablo Ramirez was easy on the eyes. That is to say, the occasional glimpses I had of his tanned and sculpted body did not make me desirous of putting out my eyes.

“Holy shit!” said Ramirez for the one hundredth time since we’d entered the chinkana. Despite his avarice, he was nonetheless impressed by the vast system of tunnels.

“It’s an incredible feat of engineering,” I said. “You can see now how those three so-called giants that turned up at Calca might have gotten lost.”

“Ha,” Ramirez scoffed. “That’s a hell of a lot of trouble to go to just to hide your gold.”

“What?” I said.

“Come on, Baker,” he said. “Cut with the altruistic anthropological crap. The Incas weren’t really concerned about protecting a bunch of goddam aliens. They just needed someplace to hide their gold.”

He was dead wrong and had to know it. “The Incas did not place a monetary value on gold, like we do. As you’ll recall, they were somewhat baffled by the conquistadores’ passion for the stuff. ‘Gold-eaters,’ they called them.”

“It just proves that the Incas weren’t stupid, you dumbass,” he said. “They recognized that they might be sitting on something—a gold mine—that had intrinsic value outside their community and therefore spelled power.”

“Oh,” I said snidely, “you mean like it does to you? Tell me something, Paul—how do you plan to remove tons and tons of the stuff through these tunnels?”

Although his laugh echoed eerily off the chinkana walls, such a thing had ceased to unnerve me. “Those kind of details get to be handled by somebody else.”

“Somebody else like the CIA?” I said. “I can just see them whisking all that gold through Peruvian customs.”

Apparently, Ramirez found that funny too. “You are a case, Baker! Is everyone back in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, this naive? Haven’t you ever heard of one hand-washing the other? Of certain deals between countries? And then if those things don’t work, there’s always a revolution.”

“The United States would never overthrow a foreign government just to get at that country’s resources.”

He shook his handsome head. “I’m beginning to think that you’re for real, Baker.”

“You get what you see, Dr. Ramirez.” Unfortunately, the same thing didn’t seem to apply to him. He was a lump of coal in an eighteen-karat mounting. At least Ronald Meechum had had the decency to be unattractive. Also, he had never tried to pass himself off as nice.

“I like what I see,” he surprised me by saying.

I started to stumble, but caught myself just in time to make it look like a skip. A somewhat incongruous skip, but a skip nonetheless. But I said nothing. When a snake flatters one, no response is probably one’s best course.

After a while Ramirez began to whistle, a jaunty little love song that I had sometimes heard sung, with great gusto, at Peruvian weddings. In the song the groom promises his bride that he will respect and honor her mother, as much as he does his own. It seemed particularly inappropriate for this situation, and besides which, the acoustics were terrible. I asked him to stop.

“Crabby are we, Baker?” He seemed very chipper himself. It wouldn’t have surprised me to learn that he could actually smell the gold that lay ahead.

“Tired,” I lied. With the adrenalin running through me, I could have run to the Ukhu Pacha and back.

“We could stop and rest,” he said. “Then when you’re all rested, we could have that fun I promised you.”

“In your dreams,” I said.

He chuckled lewdly. “I’ve already had those dreams. My dreams now are filled with gold.”

“Sugar plums?”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“Nothing. You know, it’s a shame that you won’t be able to keep any of this gold for yourself.”

His laughter echoed wickedly off the chinkana walls. “Who says I won’t?”

“Well,” I said, “it doesn’t seem to me that the CIA operates that way. Doesn’t Uncle Sam want all the gold for himself?”

“I suppose you’re an expert on the CIA, Baker? You don’t know what’s going to happen to the gold, and you never will.”

“I know that unless you’re working for yourself,” I said, “you’re not going to see any of the gold. At least not nearly enough to suit you.”

“Maybe I’m not CIA,” he said. “Maybe I lied.”

“Maybe you did,” I said. Why should I care what he was? He could have even been working for the other side, for all I cared. Greed is greed, no matter what labels come affixed to it. It was enough for me to know that Ramirez’s obsession with the gold was a personal one. It would make doing what I had to do that much easier for me.

From then on, we walked in silence. We walked without stopping to rest. Stopping meant extinguishing the torch, and I did not want to share total darkness with someone as evil as Dr. Pablo Ramirez. Not just yet.

It came as a shock to both of us to discover that neither Queycha nor my Wanami friends had taken the time to dispose of Ronald Meechum’s remains. Due to the coolness of the chinkana, and the virtual absence of flies and their maggot larvae, the wreckage of his body appeared almost as fresh as the day he died. By then rigor mortis had long left the body.

Except for the fact that Ronald’s head now lay about five feet away, where Orchu had dropped it, one might assume that Ronald Meechum had decided to take a nap. Of course, in order to make this assumption, one had to ignore a substantial amount of blood, which by now was tacky and almost black in color.

“Holy shit!” Ramirez said.

“Orchu just didn’t know his own strength,” I said. How strange that I should feel the need to apologize.

“Those goddam things are monsters.”

I said nothing further. What could I say? “Takes one to know one?”

We tiptoed over, and around, the carnage, trying to avoid the blood as best we could. We walked ever more quickly after that. There is nothing like seeing a headless corpse to make one pick up speed in an underground labyrinth.

As I have promised to be honest, what I am about to say I will tell only for the sake of keeping that promise. Trust me, I take no pride in its memory. I recognize that a human life, even that of someone like Dr. Ramirez, is not mine to take. Having said that, here is what happened.

When we got to the tunnel intersection, I purposely made a wrong turn. About a quarter of a mile into that tunnel I lied and told Ramirez that I finally needed to rest. He was reluctant to stop at first, but since he could not go on without me, he had no choice but to eventually yield to my desire.

We sat down on the cold stone floor, me in my warm vicuna smock, and Dr. Ramirez in nothing but what the Good Lord gave him. I wanted to sleep for several hours, I told him. I suggested that in the interest of saving the batteries, he would be well-advised to turn off the flashlight. I was both pleased and astonished when he saw the sense in that and complied.

Ramirez must have been even more tired than I. He had, after all, driven all night up torturous mountain roads. It was only a matter of a few minutes before his deep, regular breathing informed me that sleep had caught up with him on the chinkana floor. Still, I couldn’t afford to take any chances, and I shook him gently several times, and called his name softly.

There was no response. When I was satisfied that Ramirez was truly and deeply asleep, I quietly picked up the flashlight and crept away, feeling my way along the tunnel wall until I reached the last juncture.

I think of myself as a practical person, who puts no stock in tales of ghosts and supernatural demons, but feeling my way along that cold, damp wall in utter darkness was the most unsettling thing I have ever done. The whole time I half expected my advancing hand to touch something horrible. At the same time, although I could hear nothing but my own breathing, and the light slap of my bare feet on the stone floor, I half expected something—what, I don’t know—to grab me from behind.

It was some minutes after I made the correct turn before I dared to turn the flashlight back on. I breathed an immense sigh of relief. I had been correct in guessing. Just a few feet away from me was a Wanami torch station with a single torch, and a flint device not unlike a modern cigarette lighter. I got the torch to light on the third try. As the first blush of fire spread across the reeds, I smashed the flashlight against the tunnel wall, breaking both the lens and the bulb. Then I tore out the batteries and flung them as far up the tunnel as I could.

The torch was all I needed. The sound of the hissing flames and the flickering shadows on the walls greeted me like old friends, and I literally began to cry for joy. But I did not relax until I had put at least a mile between me and the tunnel that led to the unfortunate Dr. Ramirez. I will also confess that it brought a smile to my lips—and still does—when I pictured the man waking up from his nap in the pitch blackness of the side tunnel with no knowledge of which way to go, or what to do.

If there is justice in this world, Dr. Ramirez died of fear, and not of hunger or thirst. But earthly justice is a human concept and, besides which, Dr. Ramirez was not human. Evil craves darkness; it does not fear it. In all likelihood, Dr. Pablo Ramirez survived for several weeks after our unfortunate detour. Nevertheless, thinking pleasant thoughts about Dr. Pablo Ramirez’s death sustained me for the rest of my trek through the tunnels.




THIRTY-ONE

I had intended to head straight for Queycha and Orchu’s home at the far end of the valley. However, in order to do so, I had to either pass within sight of the Usnu, The Colleena’s palace, or cut through the avocado orchard at the inner edge of the miniaturized jungle. I decided on the latter route.

On my way through the jungle, a pair of blue and scarlet butterflies flew clumsily in front of my face, just inches from my nose. It wasn’t until they passed me that I realized they were macaws, and not insects. I took the tiny birds’ presence as a good omen.

I hoped fervently that the orchard would be devoid of Wanami. It seemed likely that it would, as it was near dusk, and the Wanami avoided trees if at all possible after dark. Besides, I reasoned, the faithful would be preparing to gather in the Common Hall for Evening Prayers.

It was my hope to sneak into Queycha’s house unseen and to wait for his and Orchu’s return from services. Suddenly I saw moving shapes up ahead in the orchard. I froze in my tracks, straining to see through the gathering gloom. Much to my relief, they turned out to be only monkeys.

Not just a few, but hundreds of monkeys. From a distance, at that time of day, one could be fooled into thinking that they were humans, a vast crowd of naked people milling about in a stunted avocado grove.

When the first monkey saw me, he, or she, began to grunt. Within seconds they all seemed to have joined in. The monkeys did not appear to be afraid, merely excited. The female that I recognized as belonging to Apu pushed out of the edge of the crowd and approached me cautiously.

She circled me a couple of times, all the while grunting softly.

Gradually this female worked her way closer, until at last she reached out and stroked my hair.

While I realize that a monkey’s tear ducts are not as directly triggered by emotions as ours, I would swear that she was crying.

“What is it?” I asked in Runa.

Of course I didn’t expect her to answer.

Much to my surprise, she took my face gently in both her hands, and turned me so that I was looking in the direction of the Usnu. From where we stood, only the gold roof of the Usnu could be seen above the avocado tree canopy.

“Yes?” I said. “Is something going on at the Usnu?”

The female monkey barked sharply. Twice.

“Is that a ‘yes’?” I said. “Well, we’ll just have to go and investigate then, won’t we?”

I caught one of her hands firmly and attempted to lead her towards the Usnu. You would have thought I had struck the wretched creature. She howled like a two-year-old human deprived of candy, and struggled to break loose from my grip. Immediately we were surrounded by other monkeys, all of them howling or grunting, but none of them daring to come closer than a few yards. I let go of the female’s hand, and although she jumped back a couple of paces, she did stay well within sight.

“You lily-livered apes!” I admonished them all.

Talking to the monkeys was like talking to your dog, or cat. It seemed natural enough, and it felt like communicating, even though you knew they didn’t understand the individual words.

Of course, at that point it was incumbent upon me to check out the Usnu, but it occurred to me that it would be wise to take some precautions. Whatever it was that had whipped the monkeys into such a state of agitation could have been anything—from a garter-snake-sized anaconda, to the return of the Qooma.

I caught my breath sharply. Could it actually be the Qooma? That would certainly explain things. None of the monkeys had ever seen a Qooma, and if Qooma had arrived in the valley, where else would they be, other than at the Usnu? Or Apu’s! But then why would Apu’s serving monkey be hiding in the grove?

Trust me, there are very few materials that one can use as a weapon in a miniaturized environment, especially one in which wood is precious, and where stones are simply not tolerated in the fields. The best that I could do was twist off a green avocado branch that would have made a dandy fly swatter, but which wasn’t good for much else.

Still, it somehow made me feel safer to have something to wave in front of me. At the very least, I could pretend to be saying incantations, or even just try to appear crazy. Throughout history, many an aggressor has backed off from a far weaker foe that presented itself as loco.

“Oogah, oogah, oogah,” I muttered, waving the pitiful plume of leaves in front of me.

At least the monkeys were impressed. To an animal, they jumped back, wide-eyed, undoubtedly expecting something of importance to follow.

“Aha!” I cried. “It works. See you dodos later.” I plunged through the avocado grove resolutely. There is no such thing as bravery, or cowardice, when there are no options.

About a quarter of a mile from the Usnu, I began to hear a familiar and heartening sound. At least Pallay was home, and alive, if not well and kicking. Undoubtedly the overgrown child was throwing a tantrum because she had not gotten her way again. For all her physical mass, and gruff exterior, The Colleena was a pushover when it came to her daughter. If you ask me, Pallay was a couple of spankings short of a well-brought-up child.

Most likely, by the time I got there, The Colleena would have given in on whatever the issue was, and Pallay would be bouncing about like a huge slobbering puppy.

But Pallay’s squeals of distress did not abate. And as I crossed the last of the potato fields between the avocado grove and the Usnu, I saw something that made me stifle a squeal of my own. Lying on the ground, just outside the Usnu, were a number of dead Wanami. There were seven of them altogether, although I only recognized four of them. The only one I knew by name was Apu. He, like the rest of them, appeared to have died from severe distress, rather than violent physical means. Clearly they had been dead for several days.

Knowing that there was nothing I could do, I hurried past them and into the Usnu to track down Pallay. It was harder to follow her cries of distress than you might think. The heavy gold plate on the walls (or were they indeed solid?) distorted sound, and I had to do a lot of backtracking. The throne room was one of the places I looked first and, finding it empty, I had a strong desire to crawl up on the vast golden chair and pretend, just for minute, that I was queen for a day.

I finally found Pallay in the bathing room, where she had taken me on my first day in Ukhu Pacha to meet her mother, The Colleena. Now Pallay was lying on the floor next to the pool, in a fetal position, her hands covering her face. To say that she was squealing like a stuck pig would be utterly insensitive, but entirely accurate.

I would have rushed straight over to Pallay, had I not seen that The Colleena was in the room as well. As on that first day, The Colleena was again in the pool, but she didn’t appear to be bathing. Maybe she was floating. I stepped quietly into the room and inched my way closer to the pool to see what was going on without being detected. I need not have worried.

The Colleena could not have heard me had I been a herd of trumpeting elephants. I did not even need to see her face to tell me that she was dead, and like the Wanami I had encountered outside, she had been dead for quite some time. She had obviously sunk to the bottom of her pool upon dying, become waterlogged, bloated, and risen to the top again like the dead whale I saw in the Pacific Ocean to the west of Lima.

I turned my full attention back to Pallay. Physically she seemed unharmed and, since she was being exceedingly vocal, I had no fear that she was in any immediate danger of becoming overstressed. It had occurred to me, and Queycha too, that Pallay’s dim brain was in fact her saving grace. Somehow, whatever it was that had dulled Pallay’s intellect seemed also to have dulled the effect her emotions had on her system. Whereas the average Wanami shorted out, so to speak, from sudden stress, Pallay’s peculiar circumstances allowed her to live in a state of constant agitation. With Pallay, one only need worry if she were calm.

“There, there, it’ll be all right,” I heard myself repeat a number of times. These were trite words of comfort, to be sure, but for Pallay they seemed to work.

Slowly she uncurled herself from her fetal position and sat up. Before I could move out of the way, she had clasped me in a sodden and most odoriferous embrace.

“Oooh Ruth Baker, will it? Will it really be all right? Mama won’t answer me! I think she’s mad, Ruth. Ooooooh, I hate it when Mama gets so mad.”

I remembered to breathe only through my mouth. “Why do you think your mama is mad at you, dear?”

She began to rock back and forth, forcing me to sway with her. “Oooh, Ruth, it was awful. Apu and the others got into an argument with Mama on the Usnu steps.” She paused for a couple of huge gasps.

“What were they arguing about, Pallay?”

“Oooh, Ruth, I hate arguments. Don’t you?”

“Very much. But now, I need to know what Apu and your mother were arguing about.” I reached up and patted the shiny dome of her head. It is hard to give physical comfort to someone who is six feet tall when sitting.

“Oooh, Ruth, I didn’t understand everything. But Mama was very angry because Apu wanted to come inside the Usnu.”

“And why was that?”

“He said he wanted to talk to Qoom. Imagine that, Ruth Baker! How could anyone talk to Qoom inside the Usnu?” In mid-sob she began to giggle.

“It does sound pretty farfetched,” I agreed. “Then what happened?”

“Then Mama said ‘no,’ and Apu said ‘yes,’ and then Mama yelled at Apu. She yelled very loud, Ruth. Like this …” She tried to shout like The Colleena might have done, but I’ve heard wrong notes played on a violin that have sounded more fearsome.

“And then what?”

“Then Apu and some of the others started to shake, and then they fell down. And then Mama came inside and climbed into the pool, but she fell asleep. And I can’t wake her up! Ruth, you’re not supposed to fall asleep when you’re in the pool, did you know that?”

“Why yes, that makes sense.”

“And do you know why?”

“Well, uh—”

“Because then you might not wake up,” she said almost gleefully. “Mama always told me not to fall asleep in the pool, and then she went and did it herself. Can you just imagine that?”

“Well …” I thought desperately for a way to tell Pallay that her mother was dead, but I wasn’t even sure if she understood the concept. Then I remembered her childhood friend who had fallen and died, and the monkey that Pallay had thrown that had not lived to be thrown a second time. I decided to come right out and tell her the truth and let the chips fall where they may.

“You see dear, your mother isn’t sleeping. She’s dead.”

Pallay giggled as she wiped tears and mucus from her face with a giant palm. “Oooh, you are so funny, Ruth Baker. Mama isn’t dead! She’s just sleeping.”

“But Pallay, remember the monkey that you threw?”

“Oooh Ruth, you are such a funny person. Sometimes I forget that you are not a Wanami. I didn’t throw Mama!”

“No, of course not, dear.” I decided to temporarily change the subject. “Where’s Orchu? Why aren’t any of the others with you?”

She shook her head at my stupidity. “Oooh, Ruth Baker, that’s such a silly question. Nobody is allowed inside the Usnu without Mama’s permission.”

“I understand, Pallay. But do you know where Orchu and the others are?”

Pallay stared intently at me. Could it possibly be that she thought that I was too slow on the uptake? No matter what she thought, I needed a response from her. Since she was too big to shake, I stopped patting her head and gave it a hard slap instead.

“Well?” I said.

“Oooh, Ruth Baker,” she said, “that tickled. Do it again!”

“Pallay, where is everyone?”

“Oooh, Ruth Baker, didn’t I tell you? After Apu fell down, some of the people that were with him came into the Usnu anyway and did the strangest things.” She paused, and I knew she was being hesitant because I might not believe her. The poor girl was used to being patronized. I was tempted to slap her again.

“Go on,” I said.

“I heard them talking to Qoom, Ruth. They do it on a special device that was given to us when we were deported and deposited here. It was to be used if we repented of our sins of rebellion and wished to return as obedient slaves. But to my knowledge, it has never been used until now. Ruth, do you think they can really talk to Qoom?”

“Maybe. Now go on.”

“Then they came in here and said that the Qooma were coming to get them and asked me if I wanted to come along! But of course I said ‘no.’ How could I go with them, if Mama was sleeping?”

“You couldn’t. Then what?”

“Mama would have been very angry with me if I had gone off to Qoom while she was sleeping. Don’t you think so?”

“She would have knocked your damned block off, for sure. Now tell me what the people said when you refused to go with them to Qoom.”

Pallay choked back a sob. “They laughed at me and said that they had just been teasing. They said they wouldn’t take me along with them if I was the last Wanami alive! And then they laughed again. Oooh, they were very mean to me, Ruth Baker.”

“They were horrible. What happened next?”

“Then I went to sleep! I was very tired, you know.”

“I’m sure you were, dear. But you didn’t see them leave?”

“No, but I dreamed that these funny little people, even smaller than you, came into the room and asked me if I wanted to go with them. Can you imagine that? The Wanami didn’t want me to come with them, but these little people did. Oooh, dreams can be so funny, Ruth Baker.”

“What did these funny little people look like?” I asked gently. Pallay smiled. “Oooh, they were so cute, Ruth Baker. They were only half as tall as you, and they had none of your ugly fur.”

“It’s hair, Pallay, not fur.”

“And they had big, big eyes shaped like avocado seeds. And their mouths were just the right size. Not big and ugly like yours.”

“Thank you very much. And what did you tell these funny little people?”

“I laughed at them. It was only a dream, remember?”

“Yes, I remember. So, in other words, you’ve been in here the whole time?”

“Ooh Ruth, I can’t leave Mama when she’s asleep, and I am so hungry!”

I made Pallay go find something to eat while I sat with The Colleena’s corpse. It had begun to smell like decay had set in, and I sure wasn’t in the mood to eat anything myself. At any rate, Pallay returned almost immediately with the less than startling news that there was nothing for her to eat. The women from the village had not sent their monkeys over with the royal family’s meals.

“And I am so hungry!” she added, wailing.

Although it was dark by then, I made a quick excursion back to the avocado grove and gathered some fallen avocados that appeared to be ripe. I could tell by the rustling in the low trees that the monkeys had roosted for the night and were nervous because of my presence. On my way back to the Usnu with an arm-load of fruit, I ran smack dab into Queycha. Literally. Those avocados that didn’t get squashed between us flew in all directions and rolled off into the darkness.

“What the hell!” I shouted.

Actually, I was more scared than angry, so when it sank in that it was only Queycha, I threw my guacamole-covered arms around him and began to sob. Pallay had nothing over me when it came to being emotional.

“I waited in Ollantaytambo, at Techa Maria’s house, in case you needed one,” he confessed. “I was worried about you, Ruth.”

“Speaking of worry, I thought you had gone back with the others,” I said. “How did the Qooma discover this wonderful hiding place? Don’t the monkeys keep the palace domes covered with vicuna cloth to prevent its detection?”

Queycha sighed while he scratched his cheek. “Yes, that has always been the way things were done. Then, on the night of the last full moon, Apu gave the palace monkeys wine made from figs. The monkeys got so drunk that they not only removed the vicuna cloth that night, but they carried the cloth into their forest, where they tore it apart and made sleeping hammocks for themselves. That, I believe is how the Qooma were able to spot The Colleena’s gold palace, which is like nothing else on Earth.”

We were sitting around the fire in Queycha’s house. Pallay had been fed and persuaded to sleep in her own room back at the Usnu. In the morning, Queycha would begin the difficult job of getting it through her thick skull that her mama was indeed dead. Then would come the problem of disposing of The Colleena’s massive hulk, and the other dead Wanami.

While Queycha was very strong by human standards, he would not be able to drag the half-ton queen out of her pool by himself. I would help, of course, but the difference I’d make would be negligible. Clearly, we would have to enlist Pallay’s help.

“And so, they’ve all gone back to Qoom,” I said rhetorically. “Even Orchu! It’s hard to believe he would do such a thing.”

“He didn’t,” said Queycha quietly.

I put down my vegetable stew. Although Queycha was a good cook, I still hadn’t gotten my appetite back. “What did you say?”

Queycha’s gaze fixed on his stew as if it were the most important thing in the world. I didn’t realize it then, but he was fighting back tears.

“I found Orchu dead in his laboratory,” Queycha said. 

“But how?” It didn’t seem like Orchu to die from stress. Still, if it had happened to The Colleena, it could happen to any Wanami. Except, of course, Pallay.

“It was some kind of weapon, I think. It was terrible.”

“The Qooma?” Of course, it had to be the Qooma. They had returned to collect their slaves, and finding one reluctant to leave with him, had killed him.

But Queycha thought it was more than that. “Orchu was dangerous. He was a scientist. They may have found something in his lab that threatened them.”

Then I remembered how Orchu had said that he was on the verge of discovering something important that would allow the Wanami to defend themselves against the Qooma. And although he was dead, it gave me some comfort to know that he had perhaps died successful in his quest.

“But why not Pallay?” I asked after a few moments of silence. “Why didn’t they take her back with them? Or kill her trying?”

I knew the answer. Dear, sweet Pallay could never be a slave. Neither could she cause any trouble. Again, it was her mental limitations that had saved her life.

“What will become of her now?” I asked as we prepared for sleep.

“I will look after her, Ruth. There is no need to worry.”

“And then?” There was no need to remind Queycha that he was old. But Queycha had no answer.




THIRTY-TWO

Queycha and I rose at first light. We had much to do that day, and we were in a hurry to do it. Unpleasant tasks are best dispensed with in a forthright manner, and few things are as unpleasant as burying ripe corpses.

We ate a light breakfast in silence. There was no monkey to serve us. It had joined the others, Queycha said, despite his attempts to dissuade it. There was no reasoning with a monkey, and Queycha would not put chains on anything, not even gold chains.

The shovels Queycha produced after breakfast were gold shovels, alloyed with silver. They were bent and jagged around the cutting edge, and I remembered just how soft the precious metals are. And heavy. I couldn’t even lift the shovel off the floor.

Queycha smiled. “Your species is weak. Like the Qooma.”

“Guilty. At least they have more brains than we do.”

He frowned. “But they have no heart.”

I thought of Ronald Meechum and Dr. Ramirez. I thought of the Holocaust, Armenia, Cambodia, Rwanda, and other atrocities that were taking place in the outside world even as we spoke. “I’m ashamed to say that there are many in my species who have no heart as well.”

“But you are not one of them, Ruth.” He looked away and I could tell that sentimentality embarrassed him. “You have a heart as big as … as a Wanami!”

“Thank you.”

“No, it is I who thank you. You have risked your life to save us, and no doubt you will risk it again. Not even a Wanami has a heart that big. Ruth, you are a credit to your species.”

“And Techa Maria, she has a big heart too, doesn’t she?”

“Yes, she has a big heart as well.”

When we were done extolling my virtues, we stepped out of the cave into the bright sunshine. We paused for a moment, drinking in the beauty of the day. The sky was exceptionally clear. The morning fog that tends to settle in the crater had lifted, and the golden Usnu gleamed in the distance.

The perfect moment was made even more perfect when a flock of bee-sized songbirds landed on my left arm. The birds perched there for a moment, singing. Their voices were surprisingly loud. Then seemingly out of nowhere, an eagle the size of a large moth swooped down and snatched up one of the birds in its miniature talons. The flock scattered.

“It is a bad omen,” said Queycha solemnly.

“Yes, for the bird,” I said. Frankly, I had found it rather stimulating. It was all part of nature, after all.

Queycha carried both shovels easily, over his shoulder, as we followed a twisting path to the Usnu. The uncultivated areas of Ukhu Pacha, the miniature forest in particular, had been laid out so that in order to get anywhere, one had maximum contact with the landscape. It reminded me of the miniature railroad that my Uncle Peter had in his basement in Verona, Pennsylvania. There a whole world had been telescoped to fit on a table ten feet long. But that was a world of green felt and papier-mâché. In the Ukhu Pacha I half expected to see elfin-size people run for safety beneath the miniature trees whenever I walked along the winding paths.

“Why aren’t there any tiny people in the forest?” I asked Queycha.

“You are tiny enough,” he said. He seemed distracted by something. Perhaps it was something he could see over the tops of the trees.

We walked briskly along, enveloped in our private silences, until the trail turned sharply to cut across the fields. It was there, where the stunted Amazon met the potato fields, that they attacked us.

It happened so quickly that I can’t remember all the details. One minute I was thinking about twelve-inch humans, and the next thing I knew, I was being scratched and bitten by human-size monkeys. At least four of the brutes attacked me, and even more jumped Queycha. They clawed at me with razor-sharp nails. They tore out hunks of my hair. One of them, a rather plump female, sank her canine teeth into my shoulder.

I screamed; it was the first human scream the monkeys had ever heard. Clearly my shriek had frightened them. The animals all fell back a few yards, with the exception of the plump female who had sunk her teeth into my shoulder. Perhaps she was deaf, or rabid.

It did not matter which just then. Queycha’s golden shovel came slicing down, and it cleanly separated the monkey’s head from her body. The lifeless body slumped to the path at my feet, but the head remained attached to my shoulder like a gruesome epaulette. Seeing the monkey head still affixed to my shoulder, I screamed again. Perhaps I had not stopped screaming at all.

I awoke in the Usnu. I was lying on my stomach on a golden couch that was covered with only one thin vicuna blanket for padding. It was not the kind of mattress I preferred.

“Ooooooh, she’s awake, Queycha. Oooh, Ruth Baker, will you speak to me now?” I looked up to see Pallay hovering over me, her immense face a sea of concern.

“This is one hard bed,” I muttered.

Some of that sea of concern began to splash on me. Emotional giantesses make soggy friends.

“Oooh, Ruth, I thought you were going to die. But Queycha saved your life. When Mama wakes up she will be very happy with him.”

“I simply got what I needed from Orchu’s lab,” said Queycha modestly. “Fortunately, the Qooma weren’t interested in my nephew’s work.”

I twisted my head around to get a look at my shoulder. If it hadn’t been for the torn tunic, I wouldn’t have immediately known anything was wrong. It took a close examination to discover little pink dots on my skin where the monkey had sunk her teeth.

“Wirquonama?” It didn’t seem possible. Orchu only had the one specimen to my knowledge.

Queycha beamed. “No. But it impresses you, does it not?”

“That it does!”

“My nephew and his predecessors made many discoveries from the plants in the miniature forest. This one, the antibiotic salve that promotes quick healing, was Orchu’s. It also prevents the disease of craziness from animal bites.” I knew he meant rabies.

I studied my shoulder again. “How long have I been unconscious?”

Queycha shrugged. “Perhaps two of your hours.”

I gasped. “Do you realize that this discovery would be worth more to the outside world than gold?”

Queycha did not share my enthusiasm. “Perhaps, someday, we will share this knowledge with your world. And our gold, as well. But in the meantime, I am sworn to protect Pallay. I am all she has now, and she is all that I have.”

“And The Colleena,” said Pallay loyally.

Queycha and I exchanged glances. I decided that I may as well play the part of the heavy. “Pallay, do you recognize that terrible smell coming from the pool room?”

“Oooh, Ruth Baker, stones breaking bones, bones over stones, a stick in your eye to make you cry. Do you promise not to tell?”

“What did she say?” I turned to Queycha for a possible explanation. “It is a childhood rhyme,” Queycha said. “Just tell her that you agree.”

“I promise,” I said.

Pallay giggled. “The bad smell is poo-poo, Ruth Baker. Like I told you before, Mama fell asleep in the pool. She must have been very tired, because this time she has been asleep so long that she made poo-poo in the pool. Even I, her little Pallay, find the smell offensive, but Mama won’t wake up. I am hoping that you will sing to her, Ruth Baker, because your voice is like that of monkey when its tail is pulled too hard. I think that if you sang to her, Mama would have to wake up so that she could order you to stop.”

“Thank you, dear, but like I told you before, your mama is not sleeping. Your dear mama is dead. What you smell is death. She is not going to get up out of the pool. Ever. Unless you, and I, and Queycha, get her out, and bury her.”

Pallay’s eyes widened, and her little mouth opened and shut with the regularity of a pump valve for several minutes while no sound came out.

Then her high-pitched cries, almost like a tea kettle whistling, began to ricochet off the palace walls. It was both eerie and heart-rending.

Before the day was done Queycha and I wept with her.

It had taken us well over an hour to calm the child down enough to explain to her exactly why her mother needed to be buried. Thereafter we had to stop repeatedly in our horrific task to attend to Pallay’s emotional needs. And while we did so out of affection for her, it is true that we needed her strength to bury her mother’s body, and those of the other dead Wanami.

Since I could not do any of the digging, it was my job to prepare the bodies for burial. I will not go into detail here. Suffice it to say, the Wanami burial practices differ from ours substantially. There are certain rituals that must be performed on the corpses to ensure that the souls of the departed find their way back to Qooma, or wherever else the deceased had set his, or her, sights on. These rituals are best done on an empty stomach, especially if the corpses have had a chance to ripen. I doubt if Pallay will ever truly appreciate just how much I did for her that day.

“Am I The Colleena now?” she asked perfunctorily when it was all over.

“Yes, Your Majesty, you are,” said Queycha, before prostrating himself at her feet.

I confess to feeling a surge of anger then. It was mostly directed at Queycha for being such a toady, but I addressed Pallay.

“A wise ruler respects her friends,” I said sternly.

“Ooooooh, Ruth Baker, you are my friend! I won’t make you lie down—if you don’t want to.”

“Queycha is your friend too, your best friend in fact,” I informed her. “And if I ever catch you putting your feet on him, I’ll slap you silly. Do you understand?”

Pallay nodded her bald head, and the tears began to flow again. It had been a hard day, and perhaps I had spoken too harshly. To make amends I stood on tiptoe and gave her a hug. She sighed happily.




THIRTY-THREE

I was arrested right outside the entrance to the chinkana.

Apparently, I had not been quite as elusive as I had thought. The men who arrested me wore the uniforms of Peruvian police, but I never for a moment believed that they were simply policemen. They certainly were not from Ollantaytambo.

I was taken to a van and driven straight to Lima. My repeated demands to know what the charges were fell on deaf ears. In Lima I was put directly into the women’s prison, in a large, dormitory-style room that housed upwards of fifty other women. Most of my roommates were whores who’d been unable to pay police bribes, or women accused of crimes against their husbands, by their husbands, who wanted to get rid of them without having to get a divorce. Three women were awaiting trial for murdering abusive husbands.

I was treated no better, or no worse, than the average woman there. My request to see a lawyer resulted in a five minute “interview” with a Peruvian national so drunk that he thought he was in court and began to plead another’s case to the prison matron. My request to see a representative from my embassy resulted in a visit from Gerald Thompson.

“It was very rude of you to just take off like that,” he said angrily. He had not even bothered to shake my hand. “But,” he said, after a dramatic pause, “if Judy can get over it, so can I. Now, about the pickle you’ve gotten yourself into.” He rubbed his chin and appeared to soften a little. “I suggest you start at the beginning and tell me everything you left out of your original story.”

“I didn’t leave anything out. Gerald, can you at least tell me what I’m being charged with?”

He spread his elegant, manicured hands. “Well, I believe the exact charges are still pending. But I think it has something to do with desecrating and defacing antiquities.”

“What? I’ve done no such thing!”

He shrugged. “I heard something about you being linked with the sudden disappearance of Dr. Ramirez last Tuesday. You were the last person seen with him, as I understand it. Perhaps you should tell me where the two of you went after you left our dinner party.”

I smiled inwardly; two could play his game. “Dr. Ramirez took me straight to my apartment, where he proceeded to try and get fresh with me. Then I kicked him out. Does that answer your question?”

Gerald Thompson’s upper lip curled into a silent snarl. “If you want me to help you, Baker, you’re going to have to level with me.”

“I have a bad back. Gerald. I don’t think I can stoop so low.”

It isn’t so bad in the women’s prison. That’s what I keep telling myself. At least I can speak Runa, and most of the women in here are indigenous peasant women who migrated to the big city before their respective misfortunes.

It has been almost eight months now, and I have yet to be charged. Gerald visits me regularly, as frequently as every other day. He gets angrier with each visit. He has yet to come out and say directly what he wants, but I know what it is. And of course I have no intention of ever leading him, or his cronies, through the chinkana to the Ukhu Pacha.

Judy Thompson has visited me only once. At the beginning of the visit, she was very sweet and cried over me like I know my mother will when she arrives to visit next month. But when she couldn’t get me to volunteer any information, she turned on me and accused me of ruining her husband’s career. Can you imagine that? A snake’s career is to produce venom and bite its victims, and her husband is very good at that. I told her so, but she was not amused.

Queycha has managed to visit me twice. I am amazed that he has been able to do so, and I worry that he is being followed when he returns to Ukhu Pacha. Needless to say, it is much harder for him now that the Ollantaytambo entrance to the chinkana is being guarded. He has found another entrance, he tells me, but he will not tell me where it is located, and neither do I want to know.

I worry about Queycha, and of course I worry about Pallay. You see, there is even more reason to worry about Pallay now; it is Queycha’s belief that she might be pregnant. It is our assumption that Apu, or one of his group, raped her the day the Qoom returned. Or even worse, and I shudder to think this, that Ron had managed to find his way with her, despite professing disgust upon seeing her.

“What will become of Pallay?” I asked Queycha. “Who will take care of her? How can she raise a child by herself?”

It pained me to ask these questions, because they implied that Queycha will die before Pallay and her offspring. Queycha has no answers. The answer, if there is one, lies in the scraps of paper I have stuffed in my straw mattress.

“And what about you, Ruth Baker?” he asked. “What will happen to you, if you persist in protecting us?”

“I’ll be fine, really,” I try and assure him, but the concern on his face makes me struggle to keep back the tears.

I know he blames himself for having involved me in the first place.

But it was an involvement I undertook willingly, and I would do it again if I had to. But hopefully without as many mistakes.




EPILOGUE

I was released from prison two weeks shy of completing my third year of incarceration. I was never formally charged.

In all, I have seen Queycha three times more since then. Pallay was definitely pregnant, and I am assuming that the birth of her child has kept him very busy. The last I heard she planned to name it Ruth Baker, regardless of the sex. I know it’s a terrible thought, but at times I hope that Ron is the father of Pallay’s baby. Perhaps an influx of outside DNA will give the child a fighting chance of survival while they edge closer to finding a cure. 

It has been six months since my release, and I have spent that time recuperating at my mother’s home in Pittsburgh and writing up the notes I made in prison. However, much to my mother’s dismay, I will be leaving soon to begin a new job, in a different country.

I know very little about Uganda, in East Africa, but I can’t imagine that I will be caught up in anything as momentous as that which I experienced in Peru. The dig that I have been accepted to work on sounds exciting, and I am raring to go.

Just last week I had my pre-employment physical. Who would have thought—certainly not the doctor who gave me the physical—that part of my face had once been a wirquonama, and that the blood of the Qooma runs through my veins.
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