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        Two urns by Jove’s high throne

        have ever stood.

        The source of evil one, and one of good.

        —Alexander Pope (1688–1744)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book is dedicated to

        my beautiful daughter, Camille.

        Travel far and travel well, my love.
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      Set 0:00

      

      It may be true that we were taught to never take lives, but after living with these savages for so many years, I believe I have shown remarkable restraint. And on the whole, I must admit, it has been uncommonly easy to set one human being against another and thereby achieve my objectives.

      

      Set, Egyptian God
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      Medicine Valley, California

      

      Jack Hughes had been warned to stay away from Medicine Valley. His grandmother had told him that only powerful shamans dared to venture into the shadowy canyon. But he had come here anyway, half of him running from his father, and the other half drawn by the magical stories he’d heard about this valley. And now he was in danger of losing his life in a storm, out in the middle of nowhere where no one could hear his cry for help.

      Jack Hughes dismounted in front of the cave, one wary eye on the storm behind him and the other on the yawning mouth of the cavern. He wondered if the Washoe Indian legend was true after all—that this valley was cursed. One moment the sky had been blue, and the next it had turned purple with rage, growing darker and more virulent with every mile he’d ridden.

      He pulled his horse through the cave opening while hail pelted his back and wind screamed in the gullies. But even at the young age of thirteen, he wasn’t the kind of kid who was easily scared. He would ride out this storm and complete his vision quest, accursed valley or not.

      He’d gone three days without food, and had spent each hour of the journey meditating on his life. He had vowed to find a way to live differently than his folks did, especially his father. He wanted none of his father’s greed and anger, and none of his mother’s cowardice and complacency.

      He’d heard stories about the Native Americans who had once roamed the Sierra Nevada and the Great Basin, how boys his age had fasted and prayed, and then sometimes set out into the wilderness in search of a spirit guide. Although no Native American blood ran in Jack’s veins, he had come to this desolate valley with that same goal in mind: to find his spirit guide, to find his path in life.

      Jack didn’t know what rituals the Native Americans performed during their quests. But his lack of knowledge didn’t deter him. He knew his heart was in the right place, and he was open to all possibilities. If a spirit guide was to come to him, he was certain it would appear here, in this special place.

      Lightning flashed overhead and thunder crashed soon after. The echoing boom shook the earth and the surrounding trees, rattling Jack’s eardrums.

      Terrified, his horse yanked up his head, gave a shrill whinny and danced backwards.

      “Easy, Biscuit,” Jack crooned, gently urging him back down. “Steady now, boy.”

      He stroked the side of the horse’s neck and looked over his shoulder into the blackness of the cave. He couldn’t see anything, as his eyes had not yet adjusted to the dark. Rain pelted the dry dirt where he stood in the opening, struggling to calm the horse. The sharp scent of ozone hung in the air, and the hair on his forearms raised, charged with static electricity.

      Before either boy or horse came fully to their senses, another flash of lightning rent the sky. Jack looked up just as a blinding light streaked toward the metal rings of Biscuit’s bridle, hit the horse, and in a monstrous glow of blue, traveled down Jack’s arm.

      Biscuit reared up, stunned by the bolt of electricity. Jack watched him paw the air as time stood still. Every cell in his body ignited as the glow passed through him. His lightheadedness merged with the searing energy of the lightning, and he felt his body lose all sense of gravity, all sense of form.

      He couldn’t move. All he could see now was the floor of Medicine Valley, but only in his mind’s eye. Through the chaparral pounded a herd of wild horses, their manes flying and their tails like flags. Jack had seen this herd before, but only from a distance. This time, they thundered toward him, unafraid. Or was he only imagining things? Was the noise he heard coming from the horses, or was it just the rolling thunder of the storm? Was he dreaming? Had he died from the lightning strike? Where was Biscuit?

      Still the horses came, led by a massive black stallion. Jack could see the look in the animal’s eyes. He was wild with fear and fury at seeing a man-child invading his territory. He could see the bulging muscles bunching at the stallion’s chest as the horse raised his forelegs, one after the other in a pounding frenzy, almost to the cave now.

      Jack knew he had to get away. The stallion could kill him. One blow from the horse’s huge hooves could knock him unconscious, leaving him helpless. He would be trampled to death.

      Jack tried to move, but his body would not obey him. The awesome beauty of the stallion held him in thrall. He could feel sweat trickling down his back, even though he was aware that his world stood suspended and he shouldn’t have had time to work up a sweat.

      Then, in another flash of lightning, the stallion reared up, inches from Jack now, shrieking and screaming, tossing his head, his gigantic form backlit by the storm.

      At that moment, Jack would have prayed to a God, had he believed in one. Instead he just stood there, mute, staring up at the horse, certain it would be the last vision of his life. He had trespassed into sacred territory. He would forfeit his life for the transgression. The old spirits of this place had sent a horse as a messenger of death to pound the life out of him.

      He could not break away, could not pull his stare from the blazing eyes of the stallion. He could feel the horse sucking his courage from him, sucking his will, sucking his life away.

      The lightning burst again, shimmering over the stallion and streaking through Jack, burning away every human thought, every vision.

      His mind went blank, his eyesight went dark, and he felt himself falling slowly backward—falling into buzzing, prickling nothingness.

      

      The next day, Jack’s grandmother found him lying in the meadow behind the barn, his hair singed, his fingernails black, and his clothing missing. Neither of them could explain how Jack had returned to the ranch without his horse in such a short amount of time. All Jack could remember was a vivid dream of running with the wild herd, clambering up the rocky trails and galloping across the high meadows, more powerful and fleet than he had ever been in his life.

      As his grandmother helped him into the barn, he said nothing of his wondrous dream, and his grandmother said nothing of his strange nakedness. Odd things could happen to a person when they were struck by lightning, making them forget, making them see things they never saw before. Neither Jack nor his grandmother needed more explanation than that.

      But once in the barn, as his grandmother fetched him a horse blanket from the tack room, Jack looked down the aisle between the stalls to the patch of blue beyond the barn and thought back to the stallion of Medicine Valley.

      Had he met his spirit guide after all? Or had the wild beast’s nature somehow merged with his own during the electrical storm? Maybe it was it all just a dream. A vision.

      Hungry and spent, Jack sank onto a bale of straw and leaned against the planks of the stall behind him. He had been transformed forever by Medicine Valley. He knew it. But he wasn’t sure exactly how.

      

      Two days later, Biscuit limped back to the ranch, dragging his tattered reins. His red-brown coat had turned completely white.
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      Set 1:00

      

      Modern day humans speak of body and soul. Maybe even spirit, if we stretch things a bit. But that’s it. I have to smile at such simplicity. We taught the Egyptians much more varied and subtle distinctions of form: the khat, ka, ba, khaibit, akhu, sahu, sekhem, ab, and ren.

      

      From the physical body to the secret name withheld from the earthly world, the true and full “being” is far more complicated than twenty-first century minds can fathom.

      

      Subtlety is lost on these people. Who could fault me for wishing to sleep through the last few millennia?

      

      Set, the Enlightened
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      Silicon Valley, California, Seventeen Years Later

      

      “I’m here to see Mr. Benton,” Claire Coulter announced, raising her chin.

      The emaciated, thin-lipped receptionist gave Claire a cool once-over through tiny German-engineered glasses. Claire refused to allow her gaze to waver and betray her nervousness. She had coifed her long ebony hair into a perfect French braid, selected a blue cotton sweater and navy slacks to fit in seamlessly with her coworkers—an outfit that was not too casual but not overly dressy either—and had complemented her clothes with jewelry both conservative and genuine: tiny sapphire earrings set in sterling silver. What fault could anyone find with her appearance? Claire raised her chin a notch higher.

      The receptionist took her time consulting an appointment book spread out upon her immaculate desk, a vast empty expanse marred only by a white and lavender orchid in full bloom and a framed photograph of a smiling man standing in front of the Eiffel Tower. Claire had never seen a desk so neat and wondered if the woman’s only task was scheduling Tobias Benton’s appointments. It could happen. Everyone at CommOptima was specialized, including herself.

      Claire waited, accustomed to enduring that extra excruciating moment she and her brother always suffered at the hands of teachers, public officials, and even bank tellers. Each time she waited, she worried that the moment had finally arrived when her true identity would be discovered—that this time there would be a tiny notation next to her name, damning her.

      Though she had no reason to fear such a moment now, she had waited for it to occur for so many years that the expectation was stamped on her psyche like a tattoo.

      Today’s particular scrutiny was made all the more excruciating because she had no idea why she had been summoned to the office of her boss, Tobias Benton, head of CommOptima and a man she had never met face-to-face.

      The receptionist gave Claire a second scathing glance and then reached for her phone, as if it were against her better judgment to allow anyone to pass through to the boss.

      “Miss Coulter is here,” the receptionist breathed into the phone. She paused for a moment, her eyes rolling toward the two-story ceiling as she listened to the reply. Then she replaced the receiver and glanced at Claire once more.

      “He’ll see you now.”

      “Thank you,” Claire replied, balancing her voice safely between good manners and chilly impatience at being treated as second-rate.

      The receptionist motioned toward the tall double doors behind her, and Claire took the gesture as permission to proceed. She wondered, if she had been anyone else, whether the receptionist would have stood up, showed her to the door, and opened it for her, instead of remaining seated behind her austere desk.

      Claire stepped toward the forbidding closed doors, accustomed to doing things for herself, facing great odds, and forging ahead. She was no coward. Still, the ominous summons to appear before Tobias Benton had her worried. What had she done? Was she going to be fired? She could think of no reason to be let go. But if she were going to be fired, why hadn’t her supervisor done the deed instead of handing her off to the CEO?

      Claire wrapped her fingers around the door handle, took a deep breath to steady her nerves, closed her eyes for a moment to find her calm center, and then opened the door.

      

      Tobias Benton barely noticed her entrance.

      She expected to see him glaring at her from behind a massive desk, her exit papers in hand. Instead, he stood with his back to her, staring out a large window overlooking the huge CommOptima campus, his hands braced on his hips, heatedly discussing something through a wireless headset curled around his right ear. His heavy cologne hung in the air, musky and oppressive, mingling with his perspiration.

      As Tobias Benton paced the floor in front of the window, Claire took the opportunity to survey the powerful billionaire, and was surprised at what she saw.

      She’d expected more from a man whose disposable income could have supported a few small countries. Such a man could have afforded a decent wardrobe or a stylist, or at least a stint in a tanning booth. But apparently Tobias Benton cared little about his outward appearance. His lank, dirty-blond hair was cut in an unflattering, boxy style with bangs, which he pushed to the side as if an afterthought. His skin was sallow, his eyes a dull blue. He wore a pair of wrinkled jeans that hung on his hips and poked out at the knees, no doubt from countless hours spent at a computer or behind a desk. A black polo shirt, stuffed into the top of his jeans, did little to disguise the lack of tone in his shallow chest and abdomen. And apparently he had dressed for the meeting by throwing on a jacket—from what looked like a decent suit—but the brown and tan pinstripes clashed with his jeans and shirt. Either he was color blind or just hopelessly unstylish.

      Claire stared at him as he droned on, wondering if Benton thought to display his importance by showing her how busy he was, or if he simply didn’t have time to spare for her. She heard words like stocks, leverage buyout, and profit margins. She waited, standing in front of his desk, certain that her job at CommOptima was at an end, and wondering how she would cope with no paycheck and a mountain of medical bills.

      

      After ten minutes, Benton said his goodbyes and turned around, tugging the phone from his ear.

      “Tobias Benton,” he droned in a monotone that matched the flat look in his eyes. He raised his hand toward her as his gaze slowly slipped down her figure, lingering on her breasts and hips. She saw a small smile of appreciation blossom on his lips.

      “Claire Coulter.” Fighting back a wave of anger at being ogled by her boss, she raised her hand to his. She would have thought that Tobias Benton, a well-respected computer genius, would have been more enlightened than the average guy and might have treated her in a nonsexual manner. But he had just given her the same old perusal she’d received from men since she’d reached puberty.

      His handshake was more what she had expected, though: cool and lackluster.

      “I don’t believe we’ve ever met, Miss Coulter.”

      “We haven’t.” She remained standing before his desk, hoping he would get her dismissal over with quickly. She wasn’t a person who liked to drag things out.

      “Pity.” He smiled and placed the headset on his desk. “I had no idea such a beautiful woman worked for me.”

      “I keep a low profile.”

      “An even greater pity.” He glanced at her sweater again. “Please,” he said, waving the air with a slender hand. “Have a seat.”

      “Thank you.” As Claire lowered herself into the leather chair that faced Benton’s desk, he sank into his own chair. Its high back gave her boss the appearance of a king sitting upon a throne.

      He opened a manila folder, glanced down at its contents, and then leveled his bland gaze upon her. “It says here you are a translation technician. That you work for our DigiArch division.”

      Claire nodded, still not sure why she had been summoned. Was he going to fire her or ask her out on a date? She didn’t know which would be worse.

      “And that CommOptima has started the paper work to get a green card for you.”

      “Yes.” Claire fought down a flush of alarm. This conversation might get a lot worse than she thought. She was relatively safe from jail time and deportation, but there was always her brother.

      “Someone must think very highly of your skills.” He glanced at her again.

      “My background is specialized,” she replied, hoping her cool voice concealed all traces of her inner turmoil.

      Benton nodded in approval. Then he slowly flipped through the papers of her file. Claire could hear the clock ticking on the wall, and she used the sound to steady her pulse. She watched her boss, wondering if he was reading the documents in the file or using the silence to make her squirm. He looked like the type to get gratification out of intimidating others.

      “You are pursuing a PhD?” he asked, looking across the desk at her. His gaze slipped into her hair and his eyes glazed over, as if he wasn’t really interested in her response.

      “Yes. In anthropology.”

      “What area?”

      “Linguistics.”

      Benton nodded and pursed his thin red lips. He surveyed a paper in his hands. “Do you like working for DigiArch, Miss Coulter?”

      “Yes, I do.” She really did. She loved her work, especially the last year when she’d become a translation tech. Her job had morphed from routine interpretation to intense cryptography. She worked on a team assigned to decipher one of archeology’s oldest mysteries, the Nimian Stone, a tablet inscribed with a chronicle of ancient history, much like the Rosetta stone.

      A year ago, the missing corner of the stone had been found in a newly excavated temple in Egypt. Benton had used his considerable wealth and influence to buy the piece on the black market before the discovery could even be announced.

      He’d brought the shard to DigiArch, the division of his conglomerate whose sole focus was to digitize artifacts and make them universally available to scientists and scholars. But information surrounding the missing shard of the Nimian stone had not been made public. Claire’s team worked in absolute secrecy as they struggled to decipher the strange code chiseled into the basalt. All employees working on the project had signed privacy statements and would face dismissal and lawsuits if they leaked any information about the stone to the public.

      “It says here you’ve worked for me for two years.”

      “That’s correct.”

      “Doing what?”

      “At first I worked on the Geological Data Bank, in the western division of the North American sector, section nine specifically.”

      “And now you are?” He consulted her papers again. “Assistant Director of the Nimian Project.” His eyebrows rose. “That’s heady stuff for a twenty-eight-year-old woman.”

      “I work hard,” she replied, shifting in her chair, still not able to guess where this interview was headed. “And I pay attention.”

      “Apparently you do.” Tobias sat back and looked at her. “And would you consider yourself ambitious?”

      Claire studied his flat blue eyes, fairly certain now that she wasn’t going to be fired. But what was Benton up to? Was he going to offer her a new job? Pick her brain about a coworker? What?

      She folded her hands in her lap and pressed them together to keep them from trembling. “Yes, I would say I’m ambitious. But—“ She broke off, not wanting to limit her chances, but not wanting to give up her present position either.

      “But what, Miss Coulter?”

      “I’m also deeply committed to the Nimian Project, sir. The Nimian Stone is the focus of my dissertation.”

      “Which is why I have asked to see you.”

      So that was what this was all about. Benton thought she had violated the privacy statement by something she’d written in her dissertation. But she hadn’t revealed anything whatsoever about the newly-found shard. Her work focused entirely on the Nimian Stone itself, which was safely ensconced in an Italian museum.

      But someone at CommOptima must have believed she’d overstepped her bounds. Claire clenched her teeth and chided herself for discussing her theories with her coworkers. She should have concentrated on her job and never said a word to anyone—as she had been raised to do. Her mother had always told her that the more information a person divulged to another, the harder it was to remain anonymous. And until Claire and her brother were legal, she needed to remain completely anonymous.

      “My dissertation has nothing to do with the shard,” she ventured. “If that is what this is all about.”

      “It does in a way, Miss Coulter.” Tobias Benton leaned back and made a steeple of his fingers in front of his chest. “And as to that, I have a proposition to make to you.”

      “Proposition?” Claire didn’t appreciate the way Benton’s flat eyes feasted on her, and she didn’t trust the smug look on his face. “What kind of proposition?”

      “I have a—“ Benton paused for a moment as if searching for precise terminology. ”A business partner, shall we say, who needs your services.”

      Claire wondered just what he meant by the word services. Ordinarily, she would assume he referred to her talents in a work capacity. But she was picking up a strange vibe from Benton, and she wasn’t sure of him or his motives. He set her senses on edge. “And what services would those be?”

      “Translating some code.”

      “Why me?” she asked. “Why not Randy Rivard?” Randy was the director of the Nimian Project. “He’s got more experience.”

      “And calls himself ‘The Code Meister.’ I know.” Benton waved away her suggestion with a dismissive flick of his hand and an equally dismissive smile. “But the Code Meister doesn’t have your skill of synthesis.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He didn’t take disparate facts such as geological survey data and a certain archeological find, and come up with a theory that the Nimian Stone may be connected to the Sierra Nevada. Now that’s what I call synthesis.”

      Shocked, Claire jumped to her feet. “You’ve read my dissertation!” she blurted.

      Benton shrugged, immune to her outburst. “Some of your logic is crude and there are plenty of places that could use supporting annotation, but the overall concept is quite astonishing.”

      Claire gaped at him, indignant to the point of speechlessness. “You read my work!” she sputtered. “Without my permission!”

      “Hey.” Benton rolled his eyes as he held up a white hand. “You used a company laptop for your school work. Anything on company equipment belongs to me.”

      “I can’t believe it!” Claire paced across the floor, her shoes sinking deep into the Persian carpet. “You’ve been spying on me!”

      “Actually it was your friend and coworker, Martha McConnell. But that’s beside the point, Miss Coulter.”

      Claire turned on him. “So now what? Are you going to claim ownership of my theory?”

      “Not at all. Calm down, Miss Coulter.” He motioned toward the chair again.

      Claire glared at him. “Are you going to steal my work just like you stole the shard?”

      “That’s enough!” He smacked the desk with the flat of his hand. Then he paused as if surprised by his own vehemence. He cleared his throat and leaned forward. “What we do is not stealing,” Benton continued. “It’s getting information about an artifact analyzed and recorded for the good of the public before some government locks it away.”

      “It seems like stealing to me.”

      “If the Vatican can do it, so can CommOptima.” He gazed at her and smiled. “I am serving the public in the end. And so are you.”

      Claire looked at him. The smug bastard. He knew he was in control, and that she was way out of control. She hated to lose her cool like this. She was so upset, she didn’t know what to do, slap the man or run screaming out of his office.

      “Now please, Miss Coulter,” Benton said, motioning toward the chair where the soft leather still showed the outlines of her body. “Do sit down and hear me out.”

      Still seething, Claire sighed and sunk down to the chair.

      “You feel violated. I understand that. But it was all done for a good cause. And don’t worry. CommOptima is not going to steal your intellectual thunder.”

      Claire made no reply. She kept her glare fastened to the edge of his massive cherry desk.

      “In fact,” Benton continued, “I have every intention of rewarding you for a job well done.”

      Claire shot a distrustful glare at him. “What do you mean—reward?”

      “Okay, here’s the deal.” Benton put both hands flat on the blotter in front of him. “And I don’t have to remind you that everything we say in this room is covered by the privacy statement you signed when you joined the special projects team at DigiArch. Do we understand each other?”

      Claire nodded grimly.

      “Okay. The business partner I mentioned? Well, he’s a bit unusual—unconventional, let’s say, and he needs to gain access to a certain area in the Sierra Nevada as soon as possible.”

      “What does that have to do with translating?” Claire asked, confused. “Or me?”

      “It involves an archeological site, one that’s never been discovered until now. But it’s been found by a colleague of my partner. The only thing is, the place is booby-trapped. And my business partner thinks the way in is by deciphering the code on a door that he believes will lead to an ancient fountain. A kind of fountain of youth, if you will.”

      Claire stared at Tobias Benton as the words he’d just spouted quickly filtered into her mind and then slowly coalesced into meaning. “Wait a minute,” she gasped. “Are you saying the code on this door is connected to the Nimian Stone code?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. Or at least that’s what I hope will be true once you see the actual door.”

      “You mean my theory may be correct—that the basalt of the Nimian Stone matches that of section nine in the Sierra Nevada?” She slowly rose to her feet as a cool wave of excitement passed through her.

      “That’s the theory.”

      Claire felt a shiver run down her back. “And that there existed a people who were in contact with the ancient Egyptians?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying, Miss Coulter.”

      “My God!” Claire clamped a hand over her mouth, shocked by the information she’d just been given, and soaring with excitement that her theories might prove to be true.

      Benton stood up. His smug expression stretched into a smile. “Think of it. You could prove your dissertation thesis, Miss Coulter. You could blow the lid off the world of archeology as we know it.”

      “Oh, my God!”

      “That is, of course, as soon as we ‘suddenly rediscover’ the missing shard in that Egyptian temple, so we can allow everything to finally be made public—which might take some time, unfortunately.”

      “I can’t believe it. I truly can’t believe it!”

      “But that isn’t the reward I mentioned earlier.” Benton waved her back into her seat. “I will also make this worth your while on a personal level. Something more immediate than announcing the true origin of the Nimian Stone.” Benton leaned forward and his expression sobered. “If you get my partner through that door and to the fountain, I will not only procure a green card for your brother, I’ll pay for his kidney transplant and all his post-operative care as well.”

      Claire swallowed, hardly able to grasp what she was hearing. A huge lump formed in her throat as she thought of the ramifications of the offer Benton had just made. He would get Emilio a kidney and make him legal? How could she say no to such an offer? Her life would be utterly transformed if Emilio wasn’t sick any more—and if they never again had to face the fear of being deported to Mexico. An enormous weight would be lifted from her shoulders. She and her brother could finally able to live whole, unfettered lives.

      But not only that, with this discovery, she would make her mark in the anthropology world. The Nimian Stone would make her famous, even immortal. Her name would be forever linked to that of the stone. It was more than she had ever dreamed.

      “Well?” Benton asked, tilting his head in expectation. “What do you say? Are you up to the challenge?”

      Claire raised her gaze to meet his, her eyes burning with determination. “When do we leave?” she replied.

      

      Later that night, as snatches of her conversation with Benton echoed in her thoughts, Claire recalled the hungry way he’d looked at her and the worrisome feeling she’d had that set her on edge. She was concerned that all was not right. Just as Benton had “stolen” the missing shard of the Nimian Stone, he and his business partner might have an ulterior and not-so-altruistic motive for breaking into an archeological site. Could she trust the man? He’d obviously been spying on her at work and digging into her personal life. Why? And who was his partner?

      Still, she was doing the right thing, surely. To get Emilio medical help, she would do just about anything. And the Nimian code was her specialty. She was the only person for the job.

      No matter how she tried to justify her part in the operation, however, she had a strange misgiving about the trip. Though Claire was not a religious person, she closed her eyes and spoke out loud to no particular deity—especially not the unresponsive God her mother had prayed to for sixty years.

      “If this is the path I should take,” Claire whispered into the night air, “please show me a sign.”
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      Two days later, Claire tucked her travel hair dryer into her suitcase, did a final pass through her mental checklist, was satisfied that she hadn’t forgotten anything for her trip, and then pulled down the flap of her suitcase. Just as she reached for the zipper, she heard her doorbell ring.

      Claire frowned. It was eight o’clock at night. Who would be at her door at this hour?

      Always careful, she padded down the hallway of her apartment to the front door and looked through the peephole. The face of her friend, Maria, stared back up at her, distorted by the fisheye lens. But even beyond that distortion, Maria’s face looked contorted. Something was wrong. Claire pulled open the door.

      “Hey, Maria,” she said in greeting, and was surprised when her small, fiery friend swept past her without so much as a hello and stormed into her living room.

      “Hello to you, too,” Claire remarked, closing the door.

      “Claire!” Maria tossed back her mane of long black hair and pivoted as she flung her purse on the couch. “I am so upset! I could just scream!”

      “What is it this time?” Claire asked, indicating for her guest to sit down on the couch. Maria glanced at the cotton upholstery but stomped across the floor and back again, her high heels clattering on the wood.

      “Ah, no, Maria,” Claire chided kindly. “It can’t be that Jonathan again.”

      Maria spouted a string of Spanish words toward the wall, as if a god lived above Claire’s fireplace and Maria was chewing him out for deserting her in her time of need. She crossed her arms over her chest.

      Claire sighed and sat down on the couch. “Okay. What has he done this time?”

      Maria whirled from facing the wall. “Bought La Puta this!”

      Maria never referred to Jonathan’s wife by name. She called her La Puta—The Bitch—instead, as if never speaking her name would keep her out of her reality.

      Maria flung a metal box onto the coffee table. The container flew across the glass surface and would have fallen to the ground if Claire hadn’t reacted quickly enough to catch it. She picked up the box, which was smaller than a paperback novel but much heavier.

      Claire turned the plain golden box to view it from the bottom and back around to the top again. It looked old, but not valuable enough to whip up such a frenzy of jealousy. Still, Maria would be offended by anything Jonathan bought for his wife. She placed the box in the center of the table. “So what is it?” she asked.

      “A deck of tarot cards!” Maria spit. “Really old ones. Gold leaf and everything!”

      “How do you know?”

      “Jonathan told me all about it. He was so excited. ‘La Puta loves tarot decks this,’ he says, and ‘La Puta loves antique tarot decks that!’ He spent a fortune on them. Half a million dollars! But that’s not what gets to me, Claire.” Maria flung both hands in the air. “He expects me to gift wrap them for her birthday. For her, Claire! He expects me to wrap a present for her!”

      Claire didn’t say anything. Maria wasn’t in the mood to listen to words of caution about affairs with married men.

      “He should have given me those cards,” Maria jabbed a finger in the direction of the box on the coffee table. “I know the tarot like nobody else, especially her! I am the tarot expert. Me!” She thumped her chest.

      Claire nodded.

      “You know what La Puta can do with that tarot deck?”

      Claire raised her dark eyebrows.

      “She can stick it up her big white culo, that’s what!” Maria whirled and stomped to the fireplace and then back to the coffee table. “Wrap her birthday present. Wrap her present!” She tossed her hair again, planting a hand on her hip like a toreador. “He promised me he was going to leave her, and now he asks me to wrap a present for her. Me!”

      Claire tilted her head. “You are their maid, Maria.”

      Maria stamped her foot and glared at Claire, but she could not find words to refute the truth.

      Claire leaned forward. “When he told you he would leave his wife, you didn’t believe him, did you?”

      Maria’s nostrils flared and the whites around her irises showed like those of an enraged bull. She lifted her chin in an effort to fend off the truth behind Claire’s question, and stood there, breathing heavily.

      “They always say they’re going to leave, Maria—that they’re so unhappy, so bored. That life with the wife is so pedestrian. But they never leave their wives. You know that.”

      “But I am like a flower!” she sputtered. “And she’s but a thistle! Wrinkled and prickly!” She crossed her arms again, her eyes blazing. “How could he choose her over me? Impossible!”

      “Because, Maria. You are a maid.” Claire rose and put her arm around Maria, squeezing her shoulders gently. “Not that being a maid is bad. And you are the best maid in Silicon Valley.” Claire felt the flare of Maria’s anger subside somewhat.

      Maria sniffed. “I care about my work.”

      “I know you do, Maria. You care about your work more than anyone I know.”

      “There is a lot of dust in the hills. But not in my house. Never.” She sliced the air with the edge of her hand. “Not one speck of dust!”

      “But it is not your house, Maria. And it never will be. No matter what that bastard Jonathan promises you.”

      For a moment Maria was still, as if Claire was finally getting through to her. Then the next moment her fiery outrage broke. Maria sagged against her friend and put her hands to her pretty face as she rotated into Claire’s embrace and hung there, sobbing.

      “How could he do this to me, Claire, how? How could he break my heart like this?” Her shoulders shook.

      “Ah, Maria.” Claire hugged her friend and swept her hand across Maria’s slender back and over her glossy black hair.

      No one had comforted her when she had needed it the most. No one had spoken words of support to her when her world had collapsed and spun out of control at the age of twenty. She had been too ashamed to tell anyone of her affair, not even Maria. But the shame of being spurned still burned her like a brand.

      When at last Maria’s sobs subsided, Claire urged her to sit down on the couch, and then she slipped into the kitchen to get them both a glass of red wine. Though she knew Maria would have preferred a shot of tequila, Claire never kept tequila in the house. In fact, she never kept anything remotely connected to her heritage in the house, as if purging the past from her environment could purge it from her heart. She’d even legally changed her last name to Coulter to distance herself from her roots. She’d never known the name of her father—which her people customarily added as a third name—so she had made one up, something that didn’t sound at all Spanish.

      Maria took the goblet of wine in both hands. “Gracias,” she murmured, her voice thick from crying.

      “You’re welcome,” Claire replied. She sat down beside her friend and reached for the cards in an effort to change the subject and clear the air.

      Maria sniffed beside her. “You are a good friend, Clarita Francisco. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “Hush now.” Claire patted her arm. “What about giving me a reading before I go off on my big adventure?”

      “You want a tarot reading?”

      “Yes. Just the short one. You know, where you have me pick a card and then you tell me the future?” She offered the box to Maria. “I don’t think you’re in the right mood for an extensive reading, are you?”

      Maria shook her head and set down her goblet. Claire watched her, relieved to see the anger and sadness already ebbing from the eyes of her childhood friend. She knew Maria well, knew how easily she could be distracted, even by the smallest of gestures. It was both her biggest downfall and her most endearing quality.

      Taking a deep, purging breath, Maria reached for the golden box and opened it. She set aside the top section, glanced down, and then swore under her breath.

      “Oh my God—” she murmured. “Look at this writing, Claire.”

      Claire leaned closer as she took a sip of her wine and looked down at the deck. Strange writing paraded across the yellow parchment that had been wrapped around the cards. She guessed it was some form of Aramaic. Unfortunately she couldn’t make out any of the words, as Aramaic had never been her specialty.

      “I don’t think we should touch these,” Claire whispered, wondering even as she whispered why they had both lowered their voices. She also wondered why she longed to hold the cards in her hands, even though she’d been taught by her years at CommOptima never to subject an archeological object to the destructive oils of human flesh.

      “Why not?” Maria shrugged. “La Puta will touch them.”

      “I think that’s real parchment.” Claire leaned closer to stare at the writing. “These cards really are old, Maria.”

      “So why give them to La Puta? She would not appreciate such a thing.”

      “Probably not.” Claire agreed, hoping to appease her friend, even though she knew differently. La Puta, known to the non-Maria world as Diana Allman, was a huge collector of antiques. But Claire wouldn’t press the point and risk having Maria whip herself into a frenzy again. Instead she added, “She probably doesn’t even know how to do a reading.”

      Maria blew air through her teeth in agreement as she carefully opened the parchment to reveal the deck of cards.

      “Wow,” Claire gasped, as she caught sight of the top card. Though she knew she was only looking at the back of the cards, the design was magnificent enough to take her breath away. And though she’d never studied much Egyptian history, she’d taken enough general knowledge classes in college to recognize the Eye of Horus staring back at her, exquisitely fashioned with real gold paint.

      “Man oh man!” Maria exclaimed.

      “You shouldn’t have taken these, Maria.”

      “Pah!” Maria waved her off. “What is Jonathan going to do? Accuse me of stealing?”

      “Someone might.” Claire shook her head. “Those cards look very valuable. I wouldn’t be carrying them around!”

      “Why?” Maria’s lip curled. “No one knows. The Allmans have left for Paris and won’t be back for a month.” She dropped the deck into her left hand. “Besides, Jonathan could buy a hundred decks like this. Easy.”

      “Only if another like it existed.” Claire took another sip of wine. “And I doubt one does!”

      “Hmph!” Maria shrugged a pert shoulder and fanned out the cards. Then she turned toward her friend. “Okay, think about your big adventure and pick a card, Claire.”

      Closing her eyes, Claire concentrated on the morning to come, when she would be whisked away to Lake Tahoe by her boss, Tobias Benton.

      “Okay. I’m ready.” Claire reached out, slipped a card from the fanned deck, and placed it upon the table.

      Maria squinted at it. “What?” she murmured, staring at the card, perplexed.

      “What is it?” Claire wasn’t accustomed to Maria pausing at anything put before her. “Is it bad?”

      “The Two Urns?” Maria scowled prettily. “I don’t know. I’ve never heard of The Two Urns!”

      “You don’t recognize the card?”

      “This deck must be a lot different than mine. Hold on.” Maria set the golden cards on the couch beside her and reached for her purse. She pawed through the contents of her bag until she brought out a velvet pouch that Claire recognized as the container of Maria’s usual set of tarot. “What number is on that card?” she asked over her shoulder.

      Claire looked at the Roman numeral in the lower left corner. “Fourteen.” She glanced over the strange card, which showed a man, standing on bare ground, a huge burst of light behind his head, and with wings on his back as well as at his ankles. He was young and dark-haired, with a flame coming out of the top of his head, and naked except for a striped sheath of cloth slung over his left shoulder. In his hands he held two urns, and he was pouring the contents of the upper urn into that of the lower one while he looked intently at something in the distance. In the top right corner was the astrological sign for Scorpio, and in the top left was a symbol comprised of three concentric circles, which she surmised was the glyph for the sun. The card made no sense to Claire whatsoever.

      She surrendered the card to Maria, who absently added it to the pile beside her, and then opened the velvet bag.

      Maria expertly shuffled through the top section of her cards. “Fourteen,” she repeated. “Just what I thought. Temperance.”

      “Temperance? What does that mean?”

      “Opposites attract, Claire.” Maria wiggled her eyebrows at her friend, much more cheerful than she had been a few minutes before. “Maybe you and this Tobias Benton guy are going to click?”

      Claire took a thoughtful drink of her wine. She was fairly certain she was opposite in every way to Tobias Benton, at least from what she’d seen of her boss. But she was dead certain she would never pursue a romantic relationship with the man, no matter how much money and power he possessed. Not even if she had to leave the Nimian Project.

      “The forces of purification and transformation are in the air.” Maria added. “A very fruitful union can be the result.”

      Claire considered the card in front of her. The two urns depicted a positive outcome. Was this tarot card her window to the future? Was this the sign she’d asked for?
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      The next day Claire and Tobias sped through the Sierra Nevada in Tobias’s Porsche, en route to his legendary fountain of youth. She had been disappointed when her boss had shown up in a sports car. She had expected they would be traveling with a larger group from CommOptima, along with Tobias’s business partner. She had assumed there would be safety in numbers. But Tobias had informed her that his associate would meet them later, and that no one else from the firm would be accompanying them. Claire had slipped onto the leather seat of the Porsche, her sixth sense telling her to be on her guard.

      Claire looked out the window of the car at the mountain pass they drove through, and couldn’t believe how busy her last forty-eight hours had been. One day she had been summoned to Benton’s office and the next day she was making last-minute calls to her coworkers and friends, going in for medical tests to see if she could donate a kidney to her brother, shopping for the camping trip, and packing for the trek into the Lake Tahoe area. Now she and Tobias were headed for the Dark Horse Ranch, whose owner was supposedly a knowledgeable guide who would take them into the mountains.

      Tobias took the curves in the road far too quickly for her taste, as if he were showing off or trying to frighten her. Claire kept her expression bland and her head turned away from him as the mountain fell away on her side of the car, plunging thousands of feet into a river valley. She wasn’t impressed with Tobias’s abrupt driving style, but she certainly wasn’t going to admit that she was frightened.

      “You sure don’t say much,” Tobias remarked. He turned toward her, but she still didn’t look at him.

      “I don’t have much to say.”

      “You might try lightening up. This could be an interesting trip. Exploring the unknown, if you know what I mean.”

      To Claire’s disgust, she felt Tobias’s left hand slide onto her knee. She froze and then glanced at him. He raised his lips over his teeth. She couldn’t tell if the expression was a smile or a grimace.

      “I beg your pardon,” she said coldly and angled her leg out from under his palm. “But that’s my leg.”

      “Ah, c’mon.” He snickered to mask the tenseness of the moment. But he retracted his hand and draped his wrist on his own thigh instead. “This could be like a vacation. You. Me. Nature’s playground. Why not have some fun while we’re up here? Get to know each other?”

      “You might be on vacation, Mr. Benton, but I’m not.”

      “You could be. Let’s say everything’s off the record the entire time we’re up here.” He looked over at her. “How would that be?”

      “Inappropriate,” she replied. “Uncomfortable.”

      “It doesn’t have to be.”

      “You are my boss, Mr. Benton.”

      “Tobias. I insist.”

      “You’re my boss,” she repeated firmly. ”And there’s a lot at stake in this for me.”

      “For me as well, you know.” He raised his hand to the wheel. “My business partner isn’t what you would call the easygoing type. If things don’t go well for him, he won’t be too happy.”

      “So that’s why you’re handling this yourself?”

      “Exactly.” His hands tightened around the wheel. “My idea of fun is definitely not camping. But having a beautiful woman along could take the rough corners off a whole lot of things, if you know what I mean.”

      Claire didn’t follow his logic and didn’t care to. “Not really, no,” she responded.

      “What I’m getting at is, we’re going to be stuck in the mountains for a good week. So we might as well get to be friends. Maybe even good friends.”

      “This is a business trip, Tobias. I intend to keep it that way.”

      “You want me to help your brother, don’t you?”

      She turned to stare at him, shocked by his implied threat. “Yes,” she replied, worried that he was about to put a limitation on the promise he’d made. She should have got the agreement in writing.

      “Then I would suggest that we get to know each other.” He glanced at her and smiled his watery, red-gummed grin at her. “Because I think we’ll be great compadres. Comprendo, princess?”

      She turned away again, stung by his use of Spanish, as if he meant to remind her of her place in the world and her subservience to him. Bile rose in her throat. She could always sue Tobias for sexual harassment, but then where would that put her brother and her work with the Nimian Project?

      Claire closed her eyes as Tobias took a sharp turn off the highway onto a gravel road. The Porsche fishtailed on the loose rock and then roared up the lane. Claire kept her eyes closed. Not only was she going to have to endure a rigorous horseback ride through mountain wilderness, she was also going to have to fight off the advances of her boss, who was nothing more than a creep with power—the worst kind of creep there was.

      What had the tarot card predicted? A fruitful union? Transformation? Purification? Tobias Benton would have to do a complete one-eighty before she’d contemplate even a casual friendship with the man.

      As far as she was concerned, this expedition had just taken a turn for the worse.

      

      Just after three o’clock, Claire noticed the scenery changing as the car sped higher and higher into the mountains, following the valley carved through the rocks by the American River. Oak trees and oleander gave way to red fir and pine. Even the light changed to more clear tones of cerulean and celadon high above the treetops. If the air-conditioning hadn’t been on in the car, Claire guessed she would have smelled the vanilla scent of warm pine bark.

      The beauty of the place stunned her. She’d come to know the area through Google maps, digital images and scientific data, which came nowhere near to capturing the splendor of the Sierra. No pixel count could reproduce the silvery quality of the atmosphere.

      A few minutes later, they rounded a curve in the gravel road and drove over a small wooden bridge that spanned the boulder-strewn river. The lane wound between tall stands of Jeffrey pine, past a marsh full of cattails and coots, and then through a field white with meadowfoam in full bloom. Ahead of them, in a pocket in the hills, Claire caught sight of a cluster of outbuildings, a cedar-shake house, and a perimeter of fence—the only sign of civilization they’d seen for miles.

      Tobias let up on the gas as they rumbled toward a ramshackle gate with an arching sign above and a cattle guard below.

      “Looks like we’re here,” Tobias announced.

      Claire looked up at the sign spanning the entry gate. Long ago, someone had fashioned a logo of a rearing horse from a sheet of metal. Over the years, the sign had bent so much, it looked as if the horse were going to launch itself toward the moon. The letters c and h had completely fallen off the sign.

      “Dark Horse Ran,” Tobias read out loud, and snickered. “Sounds like a weird Japanese movie.”

      He shifted down to second gear, rolled over the cattle guard, and continued up the drive toward the house. Claire perused the grounds of the ranch, which didn’t seem all that prosperous. The outbuildings were gray with age. The fence swayed and dipped, slung together with rusty barbed wire. The meadow seemed to march right up to the house. She couldn’t see a patch of lawn or even a vegetable garden beyond the waves of slender grasses. The only sign of life was a group of well-groomed horses grazing on a slope behind the house, their tails flicking in the bright April sun.

      The place wasn’t unkempt, but Claire would have bet it hadn’t seen a coat of paint in the past twenty years. What kind of rancher lived here? And did she want to entrust her life and her brother’s future to the person who owned this rusty old spread?

      They turned the final curve and came into full view of the house. A shiny black Hummer was parked outside, dwarfing the pickup beside it.

      “Somebody’s got some bucks,” Tobias commented, setting the parking brake.

      Claire reached for her purse. “It looks like an armored car.”

      “If they came here to pick up money, they’re going to be sorely disappointed.” Tobias turned off the engine. “The place looks like a dump.”

      “Maybe it’s different on the inside.” Claire rose from the low-slung seat of the Porsche, glad to get out of the car and away from her companion’s over-familiar presence. Behind her, she heard Tobias grunt with the effort of getting to his feet.

      She waited for him to catch up, and then walked toward the front of the house, where she spotted a grillwork entry leading to an atrium. The center area boasted a small pool full of water plants, and a riot of geraniums and African daisies—the first sign of human habitation besides the grazing horses.

      Claire couldn’t see a doorbell buzzer, but she did find a bell with an old rope dangling from it and boasting a small metal figurine of a horse much like the one on the gate. She pulled it, and the bell tipped and clanged, splitting the quiet heat of the afternoon with a loud dong.

      A tall, thin woman in a rose-colored suit answered the bell. With her polished pumps, stylish platinum hair, and the diamonds at her ears and throat, she looked startlingly civilized in such a rustic setting.

      “Yes?” she asked, glancing from Claire to Tobias, her green eyes guarded.

      “Tobias Benton,” Tobias announced. “I’m here to see Jack Hughes.”

      She stared at him, taking in his rumpled, informal clothes and lank, unstylish hair, and then seemed to snap out of her initial surprise. “Mr. Benton, of course!” She pulled open the iron door, which squealed in protest. “Do come in, do come in!” She swept the air, motioning them into the atrium.

      “Thank you.” Claire stepped through the gateway.

      “And this is Claire Coulter, my fiancée.”

      Stunned by Tobias’s introduction of her, Claire shot him a dark stare, but he just smirked and looked away.

      “How do you do?” The older woman shook Claire’s hand. “I’m Susan Hughes, Jack’s mother.”

      Claire tried to smile. “Pleased to meet you.”

      Susan led them into the cool darkness of the house, and for a moment Claire couldn’t see much more than basic shapes until her eyes adjusted to the dim light.

      “Jack won’t be home until supper. May I get you something to drink? You must be parched, driving all that way.”

      “Have any Coke?” Tobias asked in answer. He drifted into the living room and gawked at the interior. “Man, this place looks like something right out of a cowboy movie.”

      Claire followed his glance. Like the exterior of the house and outbuildings, the living room appeared as if it hadn’t been changed for a couple of decades. Paneled in pine, it was furnished with heavy Mission-style pieces upholstered in red, orange, and white stripes. The huge fireplace was built of rough-cut stone, and the windows were hung with heavy cotton drapes with pictures of pheasants stamped on an orange background. Stuffed animal heads—deer, mountain lion, and bear—gazed blankly from every wall. Claire had to turn away from their eyes.

      “What about you, dear?” she heard the older woman say.

      “Water is fine, Mrs. Hughes,” she replied, trying hard to mask the despair she felt for the animals whose now gruesome heads decorated the walls. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll be right back.” As soon as Susan Hughes disappeared down the hallway and out of earshot, Claire turned to Tobias.

      “How dare you!” she cried.

      “How dare I what?” Tobias’s mouth hung open.

      “Tell her we were engaged.”

      “I thought it would make it easier for everyone.”

      “In what way?”

      “People out here are old fashioned. They’d go to a lot of trouble if they thought we weren’t an item.”

      “What kind of trouble?”

      “Separate bedrooms, that kind of thing. I don’t want to put anyone out.”

      “I can’t believe you told her that!” Claire tossed her hair, realizing she was as fired-up as Maria got when talking about Diana Allman.

      “What are you so worked up about?” He gave her a scathing glance. “We’re both adults. You can handle it.”

      “Like you would ever marry me.” She met his gaze. “Aren’t you worried the news might get out?”

      He shrugged. “It wouldn’t be the end of the world.” Tobias’s small blue eyes leveled on a place between her breasts and then wandered up to her lips. ”Besides, it would make me look very progressive, choosing a woman like you.”

      “A woman like me? What is that exactly?” She crossed her arms. “You don’t even know me.”

      “Yeah, but what I’ve seen certainly isn’t hard on the eyes. If you know what I mean.”

      “I would prefer you cut the comments about my appearance.” She clenched her teeth. “If you know what I mean.”

      “Hey!” He held up both hands. “Don’t get so huffy! I meant it as a compliment.”

      She glared at him.

      Tobias gave a short laugh. “You’re a knockout. You must know it. I’m just giving an honest opinion.”

      Claire hugged her arms more tightly around her chest and said nothing.

      Then she heard him take a deep frustrated breath. “Wait a minute. You think I’m not good enough for you.”

      “I never said that.” She looked over her shoulder at him.

      “Yeah, well.” He curled his lip. “Just remember. Women are incredibly stupid when selecting mates. Don’t be one of them.”

      “I don’t expect to be. And just for the record, Tobias, I haven’t selected anyone, either.”

      “Then you’ve never fallen for a pretty boy, I take it.”

      “No.” None that she would tell him about, anyway.

      “Pretty doesn’t last, you know. But money and power does.”

      “What are you getting at?”

      “Simply this, Bright Eyes.” He stepped up behind her. “Don’t be so quick to dismiss me. You don’t know me either. I think we could work very well together. Very well. And don’t forget—we made a bargain.”

      “A bargain that didn’t include anything personal.”

      “Really? I call helping one of
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