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  Praise for Frozen Echos


"Frozen Echoes is a book that is impressive in both depth and scope. The characters are fully realized, down to earth, and perfectly offset by a vast and all consuming terror. Fans of cold, atmospheric, and cosmic horror are not going to want to miss this one." 
-Cat Voleur, author of Revenge Arc

"Frozen Echoes inspires all the wide-eyed wonder and thrills of Michel Crichton at his best. This book has it all–cursed objects, political intrigue, haunted shipwrecks. An old school adventure with a dash of horror that'll entertain anyone with a pulse."
-Caleb Jones, author of Red Hill Paradise

"Frozen Echoes is what you'd get if James Rollins and Michael Crichton wrote a book together. Fast-paced cosmic Sci-fi horror on a huge scale. You will fly through this book—just make sure you bundle up, it's cold out there!"
-Joe Scipione, author of Mr. Nightmare and The Gods Among Them.

“Frozen Echoes is a remarkable story where Ed Downes masterfully blends multiple genres with a skill few authors can match.”
-Bram Stoker Award-winner Michael Knost
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  CHAPTER 1


Dr. Flint Hill winced as he peeled the thin black glove liners off his shaking hands. The skin underneath was so badly chapped that it bled and stuck to the fleece, and removing the gloves reopened his wounds. But there was no avoiding it. His arthritis had gotten to the point where he could barely operate the weather station dials wearing gloves. Sometimes he couldn’t operate them at all and had to swallow his pride and radio for one of the bright-eyed grad students who infested the station to climb into the crow’s nest to help him. 
His hands were bad enough that any time he saw Dr. Julie Milroy, she’d inquire about when he planned to retire. It was a humiliating ritual, but Flint put up with it nonetheless. His plans for retirement involved dying with his fingers frozen to his research equipment somewhere out on the shelf. If he died out there, his body would stick around for a while, an everlasting meat popsicle. Like a monument. Grad students could drink schnapps around his corpse.
Flint wiggled his fingers and gasped in pain. Maybe he would break his promise to himself and talk to Bill, an old-timer mechanic with hands so calloused that Flint had never seen him wear a pair of gloves. Bill kept a tub of rank salve in his pocket. He enjoyed announcing it was made from illegal whale blubber, and applied it generously to his hands whenever he was around bright-eyed marine biologists.  Flint didn’t think it was actually whale blubber. Or at least he hoped it wasn’t, because he was about to beg a few ounces off the old engine wizard.
As Flint waited in the crow’s nest, he clicked the walkie-talkie. No sound, batteries dead. A recharge would have to wait until he was back on the station. There was no way his fingers would be able to maneuver AA batteries out of their little cellophane package.
To take his mind off the pain, he looked out the window. The horizon cut cleanly between the blue sky and white ice. According to the temperature gauge, it was zero degrees outside. Practically tropical. 
Except for his joint problems, Flint loved the cold. He believed ice and hardship were the world’s most powerful tools for cutting through bullshit. 
Flint worked his numb digits through his warming routine of rubbing, wiggling, and blowing, priming the blood until pins and needles indicated circulation. When his fingers were about as good as they were going to get, Flint got to work adjusting knobs and sliders and cursed under his breath in increasingly colorful language. After a moment, he realized the usually impeccable silence between these curses contained a new noise: helicopter blades. He squinted, and there it was, a buzzing black dot polluting his sky and ice, flying South so fast that if it didn’t slow down soon, it would be flying North again. Must be the new grad students. Flint shrugged and got back to work. Still, as he finished adjusting the weather station, an uneasy feeling hardened like clotting blood in the pit of his stomach.

      [image: image-placeholder]The crop of idealistic, hardworking young people was larger than normal this year. Well, who could blame them? The kids were probably trying to see snow while they still had the chance. He found them in the mess hall, arguing about the most efficient way to stack supplies. A thoughtful young woman nursing a cup of the station's perpetual carafe of cocoa was trying to talk a gigantic young man out of his enthusiasm for Tetris-like perfection. 
“If you do it that way, we’ll have to re-stack everything every time we need one of the big boxes,” she said, as if to a dense Great Dane. The young man growled, but her glare won over the rest of the students, and she directed the operation without moving off her bench. Flint sat down next to her.
“Could I talk you into bringing an old timer a cup of coffee?” he said. As she sucked in her breath to object to this possibly sexist demand, he held up his oozing hands. She switched a flash of revulsion into something a touch more compassionate.
“Arthritis,” Flint explained. “I doubt I'll be able to get them around a mug for another six or seven minutes.” She slid off her bench, and soon they were drinking their hot beverages together. She'd been kind enough to bring him a straw while his hands warmed up.
“What team are you on?” He'd warmed up enough for small talk.
“Geomicrobiology. I'm Suri.”
“I'm Flint.” He smiled at her, then lowered his voice conspiratorially. “Here's a piping hot tip. You can endear yourself to just about anyone on the station by bringing them hot coffee, but it’s especially true for Doctor Kaneka. And you'll earn bonus points for calling her Doctor Kaneka, even though she'll tell you to call her June. Her dissertation committee dragged her through the mud a few too many times, and she likes to be reminded it was worth it.”
Suri drank the knowledge in with her cocoa, then realization dawned.
“Flint…as in, Doctor Flint Hill?” she asked, a change in posture, wide eyes and smile giving her away her adoration. “You look different on books.”
“At your service,” Flint said. “Though you really can call me Flint. And, those pictures were taken a lifetime ago.”
“I referenced some of your work in my application for the Antarctica program!”
“Really? Do tell.” He hadn't foreseen his research having a significant impact outside of geology. 
Suri explained her previous research focused on copper-eating microbes and how she had used some of his big-picture stratigraphy to identify locations where similar bacteria might be found in the Southern hemisphere. Other young people joined them as they chatted, and the conversation became loud and slightly rowdy. Flint felt a stab of nostalgia for his first time on the ice. Some of these kids would fall in love, often with each other. But once in a while, one of them would fall hard for Antarctica itself. It was too early to tell, but he would have to keep an eye on Suri. She might be one of the people who found her home here. 
Around six o'clock, everyone who wasn't actively fending off a catastrophe trickled into the mess hall. Flint forced down a wave of anxiety as he made his way to the front of the room. He hadn't chosen a career in one of the most remote places on Earth because he loved crowds. But there was no avoiding it. He'd made it through several decades of Antarctica winters. He could make it through one little speech.
“Excuse me, everyone?”
A few people near him listened up, but mostly no one could hear him. He cleared his throat ineffectually for a moment before his eyes landed on Bill in the corner of the room. Bill was an absolute mountain of a man, with dexterous hands equally capable of delivering a baby or pulling a one-ton snowmobile off a man’s leg. Flint had seen Bill do both, his eyes glaring out from behind a beard that could only be described as chaotic. He gave Bill a pleading look, and the big man chuckled before putting his fingers in his mouth and whistling so loudly he raised the air pressure in the room. Flint seized advantage of the silence.
“Hello, everyone. I'm not a loud man, so I appreciate your careful attention. I'm Doctor Flint Hill, director of this Antarctic research station.” he looked around at a sea of curious faces. “Welcome to Outpost 56E of the Antarctic research program, or as we like to call it, ‘Frozen Echo’.”
The part of his brain that had expected a roar of approval was offended as blank, disinterested faces stared back at him.
“What happened to Doctor Booker?” Suri shouted from the back of the room.
“Doctor Booker, unfortunately, had to leave the station last month due to a personal medical emergency.”
She got drunk and dropped a half-million-dollar infrared camera in the Amundsen Sea. The ice got to a lot of people, crept under their skin, and frosted over the parts of their brains responsible for self-control and critical thinking. Sometimes, Flint suspected the people driven crazy by Antarctica were actually the sane ones. They were living somewhere impossible, relying on a delicate life-support system built by money and science. Who could blame them for drinking too much or hanging blankets over their bunk beds and having sex with whoever was available?
Flint licked his chapped lips. “We rarely get bad apples down here. You are all knowledgeable professionals, and I will do whatever I can to support your research and help you solve any problems that may arise. I love this place, I love this station, and I am pleased to be its servant. That being said, some of you are rather young and fearless. Your primary safety concern down here will always be the cold. Do not disrespect your environment. Wear your gloves. Wear your hats. Look out for each other, preferably through protective eyewear. You should all be appropriately outfitted, but if you discover you need anything, go see Bill and he will kit you out in ugly but effective cold-weather gear. Understood?”
The young people in the front took copious notes. He saw a few kids in the back joking with each other and half-heartedly paying attention. He'd have to ask Zelda to visit them later. Usually, when new people failed to take the good-cop lecture seriously, a glimpse of Zelda's noseless face diverted them back to the path of righteousness. She was a good sport about it. A lifer, like him.
Flint continued, “Our facility is a compact marvel of efficiency, designed to maximize functionality in the harsh Arctic environment. The heart of our station is this multi-purpose mess hall, which transforms from dining area to meeting space. Next door is our lab building, where vertical storage and modular benches allow for a range of equipment without sacrificing workspace.”
Looking around the room, Flint made a mental note of the new faces.
“Your quarters are made up of private sleeping pods. Built-in storage and fold-out desks make these tight spaces surprisingly comfortable. But I hope you aren’t claustrophobic. The station also features a small medical bay we fondly refer to as Club Med. We also have a communications center, and gym, all designed for maximum efficiency.”
Flint gestured toward the airlock at the front of the hall.
“Outside, you'll find an array of sensors and research equipment, built to withstand Arctic conditions. Life here requires adaptability and cooperation...”
The door to the mess hall opened, interrupting his lecture. Flint frowned when he saw the brown-haired man striding down the center of the mess hall, tablet in hand. Jurgen, one of the station’s communications officers, should have been working his shift in the radio room.
“Boss? We couldn't get you on your walkie,” Jurgen said as he approached.  
Flint cursed beneath his breath. He was starting to let things slide. It might be the beginning of the end. “The battery died. I lost track of time getting to know the new research assistants. Sorry, Jurgen.” He felt like a hypocrite after his big lecture on respect. He couldn't let his pain get in the way of his standards. Seeing Jurgen's face, he got even more nervous.
“What is it?” Flint said.
Jurgen leaned in to whisper, “There’s an issue that needs your attention.” He held out the tablet that displayed a topographical map with a red blinking dot in the middle, then motioned with his head to the hallway past the mess doors.
Flint nodded, then looked to his audience. “I’m sorry, everyone. Duty calls. We’ll have to continue the orientation later.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“A chopper went down three miles south of here.” 
“What chopper? The graduate students are here. Their chopper came in this morning.”
Jurgen passed the tablet to Flint. “I know. I... It's weird, boss. A different chopper that wasn't on the schedule. Lori didn't know about it. I thought you might. I assumed it was–”
“What?” Flint studied the blinking red map pin.
“I don't know,” Jurgen said. “Maybe a medical emergency. But it was weird. We picked them up on our instruments, but they wouldn't return our calls. Then we got a single Mayday. And then we lost all communication. No radio signal. If they'd flown back north, we would have seen them leave. But instead, they just...stopped. I was about to leave to get you when we picked up something on the radio.”
“A distress call?”
“Not exactly. Or, not that we know of yet. It wasn't plain language. It was a bunch of clicking noises, like Morse code.”
Bill had joined them, hulking and frowning with his usual gloom.
“You speak Morse?”
Bill shook his head. “No, but this place is lousy with Boy Scouts. I'll find someone.”
The old mechanic joined the mess hall crowd, approaching anyone who looked like they might have had a Cracker Jack decoder ring back in high school. Flint turned back to Jurgen.
“You get a location?” Flint asked. 
Jurgen shrugged. “I can tell you where their signal disappeared. My guess is that's where they are now.”
Flint pulled out his radio. “You go back to the communication center. I'll find some batteries and call you for the coordinates.”
Jurgen trotted out of the mess hall while Flint headed to the clinic.

      [image: image-placeholder]The research station’s medical facilities were tiny. Not to save on space, which Antarctica had plenty of, but to save on fuel. The little room was heated twenty degrees higher than the rest of the station, so everyone called it Club Med. Whenever Flint saw someone getting burnt out on the cold—or, more appropriately, frozen out—he sent them to Dr. Milroy for a checkup. The doctor maintained an array of homegrown flowers that kept the room fresh and inviting.
She always looked so alarmed when his infrequent visits, which only happened when there was a serious problem, brought him through her door, that he flushed in embarrassment. My hands aren't that bad. Yet.
“Relax, Doc. I'm fine,” Flint said. She did relax, which lowered the tension in the room by a small degree. “How would you feel about a little field trip?”
He explained the situation with the helicopter. She looked as shocked as he felt.
“Who would fly a chopper down here without telling us?” Milroy shivered despite the relative warmth of the clinic. 
Flint could hear the implication in the edge of her voice. Whoever was on that aircraft might be dangerous. 
“You don't have to go,” he said. Now she looked offended, like he'd asked her to shoot a penguin.
“Of course, I'll go. I just mean we should approach with caution. You’re not going, are you?”
“No, but I'll send you with my favorite pair of binoculars,” Flint said, then paused in the doorway as he moved to leave. “I gave the kids my best dress-for-the-cold speech today. I trust you'll set an example for them. I know you don't get much fresh air in here.”
He could practically hear her eyes roll. 
A few minutes later, Flint had his rescue team assembled. Dr. Milroy, Bill, and his senior research tech, Federico, who spent his vacations chasing various cold weather extreme sports around the world and had powerful brawny thighs that made pants shopping a challenge. There was a nagging fear in the bottom of Flint’s stomach, so he decided to send them with the only firearm at the station, a well-maintained Sig Sauer P320 9mm that had never been needed until now. 
You couldn’t shoot the weather. 
Flint’s anxiety was eased by the fact that Bill kept an enormous hunting knife strapped to his belt, which he used for everything from cleaning his fingernails to spreading Nutella on toast.
“I'd come along, but, uh...”
“Can't let the inmates run the asylum,” Bill said. 
“Sure. Something like that.” Flint was about to ask Bill for a little of his whale grease, but the hulking man was already gone, striding toward the snowmobile bay with careful efficiency.






  
  CHAPTER 2


Flint stared at the unconscious men in the clinic. Normally, the little room only had one exam table, and they'd had to dig up a second one from their emergency supplies in storage. Bill was in a chair in the corner, snoring softly, water dripping from the melted snow in his beard. He had searched the injured pilots for weapons when they'd arrived at the station and had come up with quite the little cache, which he'd locked in the pharmacy closet for lack of a better storage solution. Flint suspected Bill claimed a few items for himself. 
The pilots, who were East Asian but otherwise not identifiable, had had a few bigger guns, which Bill had left on their helo. They wouldn't be returning to the wreckage without help anytime soon, and he saw no reason to add oil to the fire back here at camp. What the team had seen had impressed Bill enough that he refused to leave Dr. Milroy alone with her patients, unconscious or not. That she was spooked enough to agree to this demand alarmed Flint.
“How are they?” Flint asked. 
Bill snorted and jolted awake.
Milroy was grim. “They're lucky to be alive. They both have the type of traumatic injuries you'd expect after a helo crash. Hypothermia has set in a bit, which you would also expect. I think they'll pull through, though. They're in their twenties in peak physical condition. And when I say peak, I mean Mt. Everest. I'm pretty sure whoever sent them here sent the creamiest cream of the crop.”
Bill piped up from the corner. “I couldn't find a single personal item on them. Not one. Most military guys, they've got a lucky charm, a photo. These guys are outfitted like mercenaries.”
“What?” said Flint.
“Actually, they're outfitted like elite government black ops troops pretending to be mercenaries, which worries me more.”
Bill was right. The pilots had a hardened, rough-around-the-edges look that made them unlikely to be standard military. Something about their equipment and uniforms was also off, like they were too new to have ever seen real service. The larger pilot had a light complexion and an old, deep purple scar that ran from his scalp, over his face, to his right shoulder. The smaller pilot was covered in skull tattoos, both arms and torso.
“How many skulls?” Flint asked.
“Over a hundred, easily.”
“Someone will be able to ID the helicopter,” Flint said.
“Yeah.” Bill sounded as uncertain about it as Flint felt. 
“You think Keiko will be able to decrypt the black box?”
“Based on what we've seen so far, I doubt it. And anyway, that would just tell us why they crashed. We need to know why they were here at all.” Bill glared at the nearest unconscious man. “I'm pretty sure I saw a ground penetrating radar unit in the wreck. And they had a lot of expensive camera equipment.”
“Until we know more, I want Scarface and Skeletor in restraints and under guard 24/7,” Flint said.
“Way ahead of you, boss.” Bill was already prepared with zip ties.
Flint left the room, more confused than when he'd entered. What possible interest could the military, any military, have in Antarctic research? They weren't  mining uranium down here. 
Flint went to check on Keiko, the station’s one-woman code guru. She did everything from helping research teams process their data to fixing wonky code on the sensor array that kept their produce storage rooms at a reasonably heated temperature. He still thought of those rooms as refrigerators, even though they had to be heated.
Flint found Keiko in her little den off the mess hall, cross-legged on the floor under a wool blanket, the exposed tips of her fingers poking out of the frayed cutoff ends of a pair of cashmere gloves. Flint's poor hands had been the beneficiaries of a number of pairs of Keiko's hand-knit gloves. The room was basically a closet, but there was something festive and cocoon like about it. Keiko had knitted custom covers for all the equipment that functioned better at warmer temperatures, and given her preference for jewel tones and neon accents, it was like stepping into a rainbow. She looked up as he came in and waved him over to look at her screen.
“Is this from the black box?” he asked.
“Yes. Well, sort of. ‘Black box’ is a little bit of a misnomer in this case, as those just contain cockpit recordings and flight data. That was all boring. They had some typical problems with ice combined with engine failure. That’s common down here. The cockpit recording is just two hours of silence, a few minutes of them taking photos and talking to one another, and then the crash.”
“What language were they speaking?” Flint asked. 
“Chinese. Central Mandarin, I think. Official, you know, not a regional dialect. Here’s what’s different: In addition to the normal cockpit recordings, the black box also had some data storage capacity, which isn't typical. Most of it is encrypted, but I managed to skim a few raw image files off the top.”
Flint peered at her screen.
It took a minute for his brain to connect with what he was seeing. Some of the images were familiar, the same rocks and ice he looked at every day. But the thing sticking out of the ice was...
“That's a ship,” he said. And not one of the modern research vessels that carried supplies around this part of the world. This was a wooden sailing ship, its lines conjuring images of Barbary pirates.
“Where was this taken?” he asked. 
After a long pause, Keiko shrugged and pointed in the general direction of the South Pole. Her message was clear. Somewhere out on the ice.
“It looks old,” Flint said. 
Keiko looked up. Her eyes conveyed agreement, and she went back to staring at her screen. 
Flint let out a deep huff. It took him a moment to realize he’d balled his hands into stiff fists. He held his breath and slowly unfolded his fingers, feeling the joints crack as painful shocks ran up both of his arms.






  
  CHAPTER 3


Dr. Eva Ward had heard people call the Amazon the lungs of the planet, but to her, it looked like a hairy green armpit—and she was pissed she was about to die there. 
First of all, Rodrigo, her discount bush pilot, refused to use navigation software. Fine. She doubted any government was interested in the man’s small-scale smuggling of tropical hallucinogens, and at the end of the day, it was his plane. 
But if a third-world bush pilot was going to forgo traditional navigation, he should at least have the decency not to hold his map upside-down. Now they were thirty miles off course with twenty miles of fuel left, in a tin can with wings that wasn't a glider. The plane bucked, and Eva's stomach dropped to somewhere near her toes.
Growing up, she thought she liked antiquities. But it turned out what she liked was museums. Air-conditioned museums with good lighting and imposing multimillion-dollar endowments. The auction houses were okay, too. Especially the high-end ones, with the velvet seats and the gilded paddles, and anonymous billionaires calling in large bids over landlines so ancient they could have been auctioned off as the last items of the night.
What Eva had discovered, to devastating effect, was that antiques were just stuff that had belonged to people as stupid as all the people alive today. With the major difference being historical people had lived, almost by definition, in cramped houses with no air conditioning at all.
She hated fieldwork. She hated fields in general, unless someone had already set up a luxury tent in them—and even then, they were on thin ice with her.
The pilot could land the plane in the middle of the mighty Amazon River, letting them take their chances with the pink river dolphins. But he seemed allergic to the idea of continuing to live without his plane, and so he had turned into the jungle.
“Why are we climbing?” Eva said. 
Rodrigo touched the little medal of St. Joseph of Cupertino on the dashboard and murmured a prayer under his breath.
“We'll be able to glide longer without fuel from higher up,” he explained without looking at her. 
Eva closed her eyes, trying to think nice thoughts, then decided she didn't want to spend her last minutes staring at the back of her own eyelids. She opened her eyes again and regretted that, too, as she saw wispy clouds around her and the Amazon running like a trail of spit beneath them. Curse this stupid planet and its weakling need for oxygen. 
“We're beginning our descent,” Rodrigo said.
“What does that mean?” Eva shouted. There was a long pause.
“It means we've run out of fuel.” Rodrico banked the plane toward the Rio Negro.
The cabin shuddered, and silence wrapped around the plane as the engines cut out. They were descending, alright. More like falling out of the sky.
The greenery beneath them crept up toward the plane. Eva hoped whatever jaguar ate her body would appreciate the nice whiskey in her stomach.
And then, out of nowhere, a gap opened up in the trees. A thin dirt line in the middle of the rainforest. She wondered how Rodrigo had managed to find it; the landscape all looked the same to her.
The runway rattled the plane, but somehow they finished the trip not only alive but upright. As he disengaged his instruments and snapped his seatbelt free, Rodrigo let out a whoop of joy that sounded more surprised than anything else. He still had his plane. 
A moment later, a man poked his head out of the jungle at the side of the dirt road. When she was done taking deep breaths of relief, Eva scrambled out of the airplane.
"Doctora Ward?" the man asked. Eva nodded. "Bem vindo! Please follow me." He pushed aside some vegetation, and Eva saw the rusted bumper of an old black Jeep. 
“You must be my driver, then.” She hoped she wasn't about to regret not dying. 
Hotel, museum, artifact, home.

      [image: image-placeholder]The only good thing about the heat in the rainforest was that the “rustic” lodge's total lack of hot water didn't bother her as much as it could have. The place felt like it was designed to be as uncomfortable as possible or, as the brochure put it, “eco-conscious.” Eva was already itchy and anxious, and she spent extra time trying to relax under the low-pressure, tepid stream of her room's shower. After a minute, she gave up on the idea of enjoying herself and put on a matching shirt and trousers. She hated people who took pride in putting function over form, but she was forced to admit snow-white linen might not have been the best choice for this particular adventure. It was time to brave dinner. 
Like everything else in the resort, the bar looked as if it had been built from Lincoln Logs and spit, but it was shaded, and it had a terrific view that stretched out over the silvery landscape of the Rio Negro running alongside it. Being this close to the water cooled things down considerably, she admitted. 
Taking a seat at the bar, Eva eyed the unlabeled bottles behind it with grim determination. The bartender, a young Kayapo woman who looked barely out of her teens, smiled. 
“Do you have a wine list?” Eva asked. An obnoxious snort echoed from the darkest corner of the bar. Following the sound to its source, she saw a disheveled man outfitted head to toe in beige smirking at her.
“They've got a great Chateau Lafite,” he said.
“Perhaps you would like a bottle of Dom Perignon?” the young bartender asked, pronouncing the words carefully.
Eva narrowed her eyes. “Do you actually have either of those things?”
“No!” the young woman said.
“Then give me a glass of whatever you have that's most likely to burn if set on fire.”
The bartender smiled and poured a generous three fingers of a milky orange liquid into a dented tin mug. Eva took a cautious sip and felt the roof of her mouth burn.
“This will do nicely,” she said, before slugging the concoction and asking for another.
Mr. REI, who appeared to be drinking the same corrosive orange liquid, picked up his glass and moved to the bar stool beside her. 
“I'm Xander. You can call me Xan.”
Eva shook his hand. “You can call me Doctor Ward.”
“Medical doctor? Dentist with a complex? Poetry dissertation?” He said the last one with a slight smirk.
“I'm an archaeologist,” she said. “What about you? What do you do when you're not clearing out the local mountaineering outfitter's bargain bin?”
Glancing down at his vest, the man looked wounded. “I'm a journalist.”
“You’re awfully far away from a city with enough Ramen noodles and studio apartments to support a journalist,” Eva said, trying not to let any of the blinding orange liquor drip onto her white pants.
“Yeah, yeah. I get it. I should introduce you to my mother. You can join her in her endless campaign to convince me to go to law school.”
Eva rolled her eyes. “Law school is for people without enough imagination to get rich doing something interesting.”
Xander brightened. “That's right. Although I don't care much about being rich.”
“I can see that,” Eva said, then felt ridiculous. As if she was one to talk. But the insult appeared to slide over him like a canoe over dark waters.
Pretty soon, they were eating piranha over mashed taro together. The bartender, Maria, who was home helping her parents for the summer between semesters at the University of Manaus, was eager to practice her English with someone other than Xander, and soon Eva learned Maria's life's story, including too much information about a boyfriend in Manaus and a botany post-doc from Ethiopia. The sunset glittered across the water outside the window, and as the conversation got rowdy, Eva struggled to put her finger on the emotion she was feeling. 
Is cheap liquor in a cheap hotel making me happy? O, how the mighty have fallen.
She tried and failed to convince Maria to pour her another drink, then excused herself to go collapse in her room. Xander, looking glassy eyed himself, watched her leave.
“Sleep tight, Doctor. Good luck keeping those pants clean!”
She smirked and took a last look at the gloomy expanse of darkness outside the window of the lodge. It was the loudest quiet place she'd ever been. Insects chittered, and monkeys howled. She could practically hear the trees growing.
What had she gotten herself into? 

      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, Eva was awakened by an earsplitting knock at her door. It had the acoustic quality of someone cracking a skull open with a green coconut. She threw on a shirt and found Maria standing outside with a steaming mug. The young woman thrust it into Eva's hands. 
“The men at the bar were insistent I wake you. They seem unhappy. I brought you coffee. I grew the beans myself.”
“What time is it?” Eva had had the foresight to set her alarm early into last night's drinking, and plugged it in to charge before passing out. As she padded back over to her bed, feeling guilty about inhaling what was some of the best coffee she'd ever had, she saw her phone was dead.
“We lost power last night for four or five hours,” Maria explained. 
Eva muttered a colorful curse under her breath at a low enough volume she hoped Maria wouldn't ask her to explain it. 
“Tell them if I can fly into a malarial swamp, they can wait another five minutes.”
Maria frowned. “There is little malaria here. The mineral content of the Rio Negro kills the mosquito eggs.”
Eva shut the door in the young woman's face. Then paused, reconsidered, and reopened the door. 
“Bring more coffee!” she said.
Eva squinted against the light streaming through her window. The vegetation, which had seemed lush and mysterious yesterday, looked sweaty and oppressive under the morning sunlight. She had a vision of sitting down to rest on a stump and being overtaken by parasitic vines that squeezed the breath from her lungs. If she stopped moving, this place would decompose her. She shivered and threw on another cotton top, less snowy and more eggshell. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The men who met her downstairs pushed their coffees to the side before she was halfway in the room, springing to their feet. 
“We will go to the museum now,” one of them announced. He was tall, thin, and fidgety. The undersides of his nails were filthy with dirt, and his calluses screamed “fieldwork.” Ugh.
Eva rolled her eyes and picked up the second cup of coffee Maria pushed toward her. She sipped it slowly, out of a sense of spite.
“Please, Doctora,” the other man said. He was a head shorter than her, with a muscular build and the annoying air of someone whose authority came from unadulterated competence. He introduced himself as Dr. Armand Martin, the man she’d been corresponding with about an unusual artifact uncovered in the middle of the rainforest. Eva was about to take another reproachful sip of her coffee when she saw a glint of emotion in the man's eyes. He wasn't annoyed, she realized. He was anxious and perhaps a little afraid. Well. The museum had paid her an irrational amount of money to fly down here. She could forgo the rest of Maria's excellent coffee.

      [image: image-placeholder]The Boa Vista regional museum was a small building, equally divided between natural history and Kayapo culture. It was well curated despite its size, with a prominent reputation in the antiquities community. 
The men who had met her at the lodge were the chief curator and his assistant, who represented two-thirds of the museum's staff. The building’s third employee was a sullen teenage boy who glared at Eva when she walked in the door, declining
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