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  Prologue


  Honolulu


  April 1935


  Lily sat on the edge of her bed, the shutters closed tight against the gaudy tropical sunset, and reached determinedly for bottle and glass. She poured herself two fingers of neat rum, downed it at a gulp, and poured again. Perhaps it was ill-advised — no, certainly it was a bad idea, but she hadn’t had a better one for years. She closed her eyes, the maudlin tears prickling the corners of her eyes. She’d done her best, done everything she was supposed to, everything she could do, and despite it all, the job was falling apart. She’d hoped to outrun her reputation, the whisper that said she was a jinx, a Jonah, but three thousand miles wasn’t far enough. Nothing ever would be.


  She pressed the bridge of her nose between thumb and forefinger, feeling the spots where her pince-nez had pinched. She wasn’t supposed to wear one, and as far as she knew, no one had seen her slipping it on and off again to read the menus, or the small print in the manual: one more thing to lay at his door, if she thought about it.


  Because that was exactly what he had promised her, for daring to leave him. You will never have luck again, he had said, his fingers digging sharply into the flesh of her arm just above her elbow. She could feel his touch there still, ten years later, an echo of an ache like a bruise that never healed. You dared to cross me — you who are nothing, less than nothing, except what I made you. I gave you your career, I opened up the doors of power, and I can close them again. She shuddered even in the warm unmoving air, feeling the chill of a San Francisco summer fog closing over her.


  Look, he had said, his voice low and clear and steady, freezing her to the bone. Look at me. Hear me and despair. I abjure you, unworthy disciple. You have strayed and failed and you shall be punished. You will have no luck, no good fortune, until the end of your days. That is the curse I lay on you.


  She hadn’t laughed it off, she’d never been that brave, but she had thought she could bear it, that his power was finite, and eventually he would turn it to someone else. After six months, she had gone back to her old lodge, the one she’d left for him, and begged for help. They had considered, consulted, agreed to perform a protective ceremony. She had consented, participated with all her heart and soul, and — nothing. No power of theirs could breach the chill that enclosed her. They had quarreled over it, and the lodge had split, the first time she had seen what her true curse was. Not only was she lost, but she destroyed others.


  And it wasn’t just the magic. That she could have lived without. But she had survived two crashes when her co-pilots died, and the whispers followed her along the west coast: not reliable, not safe, not competent. She had put her head down and tried to fight through, but disaster after disaster had washed over her, beating her down until there was no resistance left. This had been her last chance, and it was gone.


  She took a deep breath, stiffening her spine. He was her master, yes, but surely — she could at least ward herself from him, at least for a night. She took another breath, and then another, seeking the rhythm that had once come as easily as dancing, searching for her center, the power that was her own. Yes, there… she felt it, a spark of warmth, steadied herself as though she stood in a whirlwind. She knew the forms, they were at the tip of her tongue, but she couldn’t seem to find the words. Write them down, she told herself, and reached for the hotel stationary and the neatly sharpened pencil. Write it out, you know how this goes; write it out and then you can find just a little peace.


  The pencil snapped in her hand, gouging a hole in the heavy paper. She stared at it, disbelieving, then slowly bowed her head. The tears overflowed at last, burning her cheeks. There was no escape, not ever, and anyone who came too close to her was doomed.


  Chapter One


  Colorado Springs


  May 1935


  “Get the end. Careful,” Lewis said, trying to maneuver the wooden case through the Terrier’s hatch.


  “I’ve got it,” Alma said. She crouched just inside the plane, trying to lift the box in without dragging it across the floor. Sweat ran down her forehead for all that Lewis had most of the weight. This thing must weigh two hundred and fifty pounds.


  “Al…” Mitch was trying to get around the box, but Lewis was entirely blocking the door.


  ‘“I’ve got it,” she snapped, pulling forward another few inches. The last thing she needed was Mitch trying to lift this thing. He’d taken shrapnel in the groin and belly during the war, a shell exploding under his plane, and the doctors had warned he’d always have to be careful lifting heavy weights.


  Lewis frowned, holding the other end. “Ready?”


  “Ready.”


  He pushed, moving it forward and sliding it in, onto the felt pad that protected the Terrier’s skin.


  “There,” Alma said, shoving it onto the centerline ready to tie down. “We’ve got it.”


  “Let me balance it,” Mitch said, climbing in. “Come on, Al.”


  She nodded, getting to her feet. He wasn’t going to rupture something that way. She shoved damp hair back out of her face.


  “We needed Joey for this,” Lewis said.


  Joey Patterson usually helped load cargo, but he hadn’t showed up for work in three days.


  “Yes, well,” Alma said. “It’s time to hire someone else. I’m sick to death of his benders and his excuses. If he can’t show up for work even half the time, he’s out.”


  “He’s got a lot on his mind.” Mitch was bent over the case, securing the straps to the floor. “And he’s got three kids. Give him a break, Al.”


  “I’ve given him a break,” Alma said. “And a break and a break and a break. He hasn’t shown up for work in three days. He hasn’t called in sick. There’s a limit to what we can put up with.”


  “He’s a vet,” Mitch said, winching the strap tight.


  “So’s half the town, and they get to work.” Alma leaned out the hatch. Lewis was carefully not offering an opinion. He was very aware that Gilchrist Aviation belonged to Alma and Mitch. He might be the boss’s husband, but he wasn’t an owner, and whether they let Joey Patterson go or not wasn’t his decision.


  She looked up as Stasi came clattering across the concrete floor of the hangar on her Cuban heels, Dora on her shoulder wearing a very bizarre paper hat. “Alma, you need to come to the phone,” she said. “Floyd Odlum from Consolidated is calling you from LA!”


  Lewis straightened up like a hound who’s just heard a familiar car coming down the street.


  Dora let out a shriek and reached for Alma, but she ducked it. “Floyd Odlum?” He was the owner of Consolidated Aircraft, one of the biggest manufacturers in the country, and a part owner of RKO Pictures, a millionaire a dozen times over, an aircraft magnate to the limit. He’d never called Gilchrist Aviation before.


  Stasi nodded, red lipstick unsmeared and hair in finger waves despite Dora’s depredations. “I told him you were out in the hangar checking on a plane and that I’d get you immediately.”


  “What the hell?” Mitch wondered, leaning out the hatch.


  “I’ll go see.” Alma hurried back toward the office, Stasi following with Dora. At not quite two, Dora was much too young for school, and so she came to work every day, to her own little messy corner of the office off the hangar. There was always one of the four adults around to chase her or at least keep her out of things she shouldn’t be in, like aviation fuel. Today she seemed to have been making paper hats, which didn’t get the billing done, but at least Stasi was answering the phone.


  Alma took a deep breath before she picked up the earpiece and the phone. “Mr. Odlum? This is Alma Segura.”


  His voice was a little high pitched, not what you’d expect. “Out checking on your own planes? I like a hands-on approach.”


  “So do I,” Alma said. She didn’t mention that with only three people working on the planes full time, she couldn’t exactly sit in a corner office if she wanted to. Unlike Odlum, she didn’t have hundreds of employees.


  “I’m calling you with a business proposition,” Odlum said. “I’ve been talking with Henry Kershaw over at Republic, and he said he’d hired Gilchrist Aviation to do some work for him in the past and he’d been very, very pleased with the results.”


  “I’m glad to hear that, Mr. Odlum,” Alma said.


  “Call me Floyd. Henry had nothing but nice things to say, and I think you’re exactly the type of outfit I need for this job.”


  “What type is that?” Alma asked. “And please — call me Alma.”


  “Nimble. Independent. Henry said you had top quality pilots, decorated aces who had done some test flights for him. I’d like to contract with you for two or three guys for a couple of months to do some particular tests for me. And of course I’d pay top dollar — eight hundred dollars each per month, or two hundred bucks a week for the part months.”


  “That’s very generous,” Alma said. And it was. That was serious money. Mitch and Lewis had done some test flights for Henry for less than that. But a couple of months? “What’s the test?”


  “I’m sure you’ve heard about Consolidated’s Catalina Flying Boat,” Odlum said. “We’ve got a contract with the Navy to deliver a double-engine seaplane with flexible functions, as a cargo plane, a light bomber, whatever they need — anywhere there’s no runway but ocean. The Catalina is in final trials now, and we’re very pleased with it.” Odlum sounded appropriately smug. “But as you may surmise, the design has commercial applications as well. We’ve got a nose in from Qantas — you know, those Aussie guys. They’re interested in the Catalina as a passenger and cargo airplane for the South Pacific. Since it’s a flying boat and doesn’t require a runway to land, it would allow for service to islands where there is no runway and no money to build one. That’s very interesting to them. And there are a bunch of little guys, small companies and single aviators who provide a lot of the service out there — they want a reliable plane that can land on the water and that isn’t fussy about conditions. We think the Catalina could be their plane. We think it’s ideal for inter-island service, passenger and cargo both.”


  “That sounds very promising,” Alma said. “As you know, we principally run the Kershaw Terrier, and it’s the same kind of flexible utility plane.”


  “That’s why Henry suggested you,” Odlum said.


  Dora let out a shriek, reaching for Alma’s head with both arms, nearly flinging herself off Stasi in the process. Stasi grabbed her around the waist, and Dora screamed.


  “Is that a baby?” Odlum said.


  “Absolutely not,” Alma replied. Nothing looked more unprofessional than Dora in the office.


  “Oh,” Odlum said, and went on. “The Navy has been conducting field trials appropriate to their anticipated usage, but their data is not only unavailable to the public, but also obviously doesn’t apply in many situations.”


  Stasi did a little dance trying to keep Dora from grabbing the phone’s stick in Alma’s hand, and Alma picked up a pencil off the desk. She scribbled ‘Take her out in the hangar and keep Mitch from spraining something’ across the receipt pad.


  “Yes, clearly,” Alma said. “So I’m guessing, Floyd, that what you’re talking about is conducting civilian-use trials that will more closely approximate the kind of flying conditions that your Australian market might anticipate?”


  “Got it in one!” Odlum said.


  Stasi squinted at the note and nodded, hauling Dora around again in mid-squirm. Dora let out another shriek that was cut off by Stasi closing the hangar door behind them.


  “We need some data from an independent contractor, as of course our own internal trials aren’t going to generate data that’s convincing to the Qantas boys or any of the rest of them. Gilchrist has done good work for Republic in the past, and Henry says your pilots are top-notch. I remember meeting your husband and being very impressed.”


  “Lewis is a good pilot,” Alma said. “And yes, he’s done test piloting for Republic as well as winning the DSC in France for his air service.”


  “I thought I saw something about him being decorated for his search and rescue flying recently,” Odlum said. “For the reserves.”


  “Yes,” Alma said. “Lewis and Mitchell Sorley too. They’re who I’d suggest for your job.” Not that she wouldn’t want to do it, Alma thought with a twinge, but her credentials on paper weren’t nearly as good, not to mention that she couldn’t leave Dora for a couple of months. That was just off the table. “I take it you’d want them in LA?”


  “That sounds good,” Odlum said, “But not in LA. We want to approximate the kind of inter-island flying that our South Pacific buyers expect to do. Same weather conditions, same water landings, same challenges, same kind of wear and tear on the equipment. We’ll be conducting the trials in the Hawaiian Islands. My friend Miss Cochran — I think you met her at Henry’s a couple of years ago?”


  “Yes,” Alma said, “I did.” Hawaii. Lewis would go to Hawaii without her. For business, of course.


  “Miss Cochran was in the MacRobertson Air Race last fall. London to Melbourne. Had to drop out with damage in Bucharest, sadly. Anyway, she hasn’t won one yet.”


  “I hope she does,” Alma said. She only vaguely remembered the pretty young brunette she’d seen on Odlum’s arm at Henry’s party. There had been so much going on that night.


  “Well, I’m saying that there’s no reason she shouldn’t,” Odlum said. “That’s what I’m saying. Any chance you might be willing to take some of the test flights yourself? I hear good things about you in the air.”


  Alma opened her mouth and shut it again. Generally she had to shout to be heard, fight to prove that she ought to be allowed to take the controls, push clients who wanted Segura or Sorley to accept her because she was the owner. The only thing people wanted an aviatrix for was novelty value. Even Henry would rather deal with Mitch.


  But Odlum’s trials were private. There would be no publicity, no pictures. This was for an in-house audience, the aviators themselves who were making the decisions about which planes to buy, and a bunch of guys in Australia would have no idea whether L. Segura and A. Segura were man and wife or brothers. If Odlum wanted her it was because he thought she could do the job. And that was different, different enough to leave her momentarily speechless.


  “I know it’s hard to get out of the office,” Odlum said. “But I’d make it worth your while. I was thinking we’d kick this off in June or July, so you’ve got a few weeks to get your ducks in a row.”


  “It’s a possibility,” Alma said cautiously. “I’d have to look into arrangements.” Which might sound like she meant the business, not Dora. What if she and Lewis went to Hawaii? Would Mitch and Stasi keep Dora? She’d be fine, surely. She knew them like second parents anyhow. But Odlum would be paying for Mitch, and he’d probably want to go anyway. Putting aside a trip to Hawaii, it was a hell of a lot of money for Mitch to pass up.


  “Of course,” Odlum said. “I understand how hard it is to get away. If the cat’s away, the mice play! But please think it over, Alma. If you’ve got an interest in Gilchrist doing this.”


  “I’m absolutely interested,” Alma said quickly. “I think we’re just the company for your job, Floyd. You’ll want to show prospective buyers not only how the Catalina performs, but how easy it is for owner/operators to maintain. After all, a lot of your buyers are going to be small businesses.”


  “Exactly,” Odlum said. “How about I send you a formal letter of intent and you can run the terms past your legal guys?”


  “That sounds perfect,” Alma said. As if she had a legal department. Well, she’d show the contract to Milton Overman and see what he thought. He handled anything too complicated for Al’s own eyes, and as attorneys went she thought he was pretty straightforward.


  “Good. Then you give me a ring when you’ve had a looksee.”


  “I’ll do that,” Alma said.


  Mitch came in the door of the hangar with Dora on his shoulder, one grubby little hand hanging on to the back of his neck, an inquisitive look on his face. Alma gestured to say one minute, hoping Dora would be quiet. She was more often for Mitch than Stasi.


  “It’s a pleasure,” Odlum said. “I’ll talk to you in a few days then.”


  “Absolutely,” Alma said. “And thank you so much for thinking of Gilchrist. I’ll be looking for your letter.” She rang off and put the receiver down with a deep breath.


  “Good or bad?” Mitch said, putting Dora down to run shrieking back to her toys in the corner.


  “Good,” Alma said. “Very, very good.” She glanced toward the door. “What’s going on out there?”


  “Stasi’s helping Lewis load cargo.” Mitch looked duly sheepish. “Al, I think we should go check on Joey Patterson. It’s not like him to just blow off work.”


  “It is,” Alma said. “He’s done it before.”


  “Not for three days,” Mitch pointed out.


  “Well, no. But how would you like to go to Hawaii?”


  “Hawaii?”


  “That was Floyd Odlum with Consolidated. He wants us to test the Catalina Flying Boat in owner/operator conditions in the South Pacific. That’s a market he’s keen for.” Alma stood up, dusting her hands off on her coveralls. “Hawaii.”


  Mitch frowned. “And it’s a complete coincidence that Jerry’s in Hawaii with this dig.”


  “It probably is,” Alma said. “What’s Odlum got to do with that?”


  “You mean it’s a coincidence as far as Odlum is concerned,” Mitch said. He shook his head. “But you know the old universe doesn’t work that way. We could go lifetimes without a job in Hawaii, and we get one at the exact same time that Jerry’s there?”


  “Ok, that’s probably significant,” Alma said. There was a prickle at the back of her neck. She looked up at him. “You think there’s work put before us?”


  “I wouldn’t bet against it,” Mitch said. He glanced back toward the hangar. “How much is he paying?”


  “Two hundred per pilot per week,” Alma said, “and he wants all of us. You, Lewis, and me.”


  Mitch let out a whistle. “That’s some serious lettuce.”


  “You could hit every dance club in the islands on that,” Alma said with a smile. “There might be some people who’ve never heard of you, Astaire.”


  Mitch had the good grace to look abashed. “Yeah. Well. What about Dora? Gonna take her with us?”


  Alma put her head to the side. “You know,” she said. “I don’t know why not.”


  It was nearly nine o’clock, and Lewis looked out the window frowning. Dora had been fed and washed and put to bed hours earlier. Stasi was pacing around the living room smoking, the radio tuned to something random instead of any of the programs she liked while the meatloaf sat in the oven staying warm.


  “Where in the hell are they?” Lewis asked, looking out the front window again. The Torpedo sat under the trees, but Alma’s truck was nowhere in sight. He and Stasi had brought Dora home while Mitch and Alma swung by to see what had happened to Joey Patterson. Mitch had been sure that something was wrong that he hadn’t showed up to work in three days. Lewis hadn’t had a bad feeling at all, but now….


  “Do you think I know, darling?” Stasi snapped. Which was kind of a measure that she was getting worried too. How could it take four hours to run by a house two miles away?


  “Maybe I should go over there,” Lewis said.


  “Oh, and leave me here?”


  “Someone has to stay with Dora,” Lewis said.


  “Well, she’s your child. Maybe you should stay with her and I should go rescue Mitch and Alma,” Stasi replied.


  “We don’t know that they need to be rescued,” Lewis said. “What could happen to them in town?”


  “A car accident?”


  “In the truck? On city streets? Ok, maybe a fender bender, but it’s not like they’re stock car racing or running off a mountainside.” He didn’t think it was anything like that. Surely he’d know. Of course he’d know. And Alma was a very careful driver, not like Mitch. But she was driving because it was her truck.


  Stasi blew out a puff of smoke and ground out the butt in the ashtray. “I’ll go find them.”


  “No, I will.”


  “Mitch didn’t say you could drive the Torpedo,” Stasi said. Mitch’s car was a Hudson Torpedo, a sporty two-seater that had cost a year’s pay back in the twenties. It was a beautiful car, and he waxed it and babied it constantly.


  There was the sound of gravel crunching and Lewis swung around. There were headlights on the road, and then the familiar rumble of the Ford’s engines coming up the grade. “They’re back,” he said.


  Stasi muttered something under her breath that might have been either imprecation or prayer. “And of course dinner is stone cold,” she said. “And of course they didn’t call.”


  The truck pulled in by the Torpedo under the trees, but even in the dim light there was something strange. Mitch was around the back, helping a man out of the open bed.. No, a boy, two boys. The taller’s head only came up to his shoulder. The smaller one needed help climbing over the tailgate. And Alma was getting out with a baby in her arms, another toddler about the size of Dora.


  Lewis opened the front door. “What’s going on, Al?”


  “…we’ll have dinner in just a few minutes,” Mitch was saying to the older boy. “I’m sure there’s plenty.” He looked up and grinned. “Right, Stasi?”


  She put her hand on her hip and stared.


  Alma climbed up the porch steps, and Lewis’ heart gave a little leap. The little girl on her shoulder was about the same size as Dora, but where Dora had a heart shaped face, dark curls and big blue eyes that laughed all the time, this little girl was thin and silent. Her brown hair was lank and dirty, just like the boys that came up the steps with Mitch. The little boy was six or so, round face and dirty dungarees, while the older was thin as a rail, the age when a boy starts lengthening and seems all knees and elbows, brown eyes and a wary expression.


  “These are Joey Patterson’s kids,” Mitch said as the light hit them. “He’s been gone for three days and they don’t know where he is. Just the three of them, left by themselves.”


  “Come on, sweetheart,” Alma said, her arms around the little girl. “Let’s have a little bit of dinner and then you can go to bed.”


  Stasi seemed momentarily rooted to the floor as though all the wind had been taken out of her sails. “Dinner,” she said. “Yes, there’s dinner in the oven.”


  Mitch very carefully didn’t touch the boys as he herded them in ahead of him. “This is Jimmy and Douglas. Boys, this is Mrs. Sorley and Mr. Segura.”


  “Hi,” Lewis said. He looked at Alma over their heads. “Sure, I can put out more plates.”


  “And this is Merilee,” Alma said. “Jimmy’s been doing a good job taking care of her.” And that expression spoke volumes, a two year old with nobody but a kid who must be about eleven to take care of her for days. “She can sleep in Dora’s room tonight. There’s room in her bed for two and it’s nice and safe and quiet in there.”


  “The boys can sleep on the couch,” Mitch said. “But you guys should wash your hands and get ready for dinner first.”


  Stasi had found her feet and hurried into the kitchen babbling ten miles a minute about this and that and the other.


  Lewis caught Alma in the doorway. “What happened?”


  She took a deep breath, a streak of dirt across her cheek. “Joey Patterson bugged out. He left the kids twenty bucks and a note saying he was sorry. They thought he went to work but it was really clear he didn’t. Mikey at the station said he took the local to Denver on Tuesday. The oldest — that’s Jimmy — has been watching the two little ones but they’re out of food at the house and anyway we can’t just leave them alone. We called Sheriff Donnelly, which is how we found out about Mikey. Donnelly asked around. Anyhow, he said that he couldn’t leave the kids by themselves in the house but he reckoned they could sleep in the jail.” She looked down at the little girl in her arms. “But you know we couldn’t do that, Lewis!”


  “Of course not,” Lewis said. Merilee regarded him with big, sleepy eyes.


  “So Mitch asked if the sheriff would let us take them home with us and he allowed as how we could have temporary custody on the grounds it was better for them than the jail.”


  “My father will be back tomorrow,” Jimmy said loudly from the kitchen.


  Stasi hovered with a pan of macaroni and cheese. Douglas was already tucking into it like it was the best thing ever.


  “He can come pick you up as soon as he does,” Mitch said. “So have some dinner and get a good night’s sleep.”


  “He’s gone to Denver to get some money,” Jimmy said.


  “Of course he has, darling,” Stasi said. “But pip-pip cheerio and all that!”


  Jimmy stared at her. “What does that mean?”


  “I have no idea,” Stasi said airily. “It’s just a thing you say.”


  “Is he?” Lewis asked quietly.


  Alma shook her head. “I seriously doubt it. And if he does turn up, I expect the sheriff is going to have some things to say about child desertion. Merilee’s not but two! She can’t be left on her own like this, with no responsible adult!”


  “Well,” Lewis said, looking down at her cuddled against Alma, so like Dora and so unlike. “Of course they can stay as long as they need to.”


  “I knew you’d say that,” Alma said, and her smile was tired and glorious.


  In his cabin aboard the Matston Line’s Malolo, Jerry shuffled the cards in the circle of light from his desk lamp, the worn pasteboard sliding comfortably through his fingers, the colors still bright after all these years. The porthole glowed hot gold as they ran on toward the sunset, but the desk was in shadow. He could — should — have asked Lewis or Stasi to read for him before he’d left Colorado, but at the time he hadn’t been sure he really wanted to know. This job was a gamble: a summer in Hawaii, supervising a dig that was so far outside his own specialty to be almost ridiculous, with only the unofficial promise that if it went well he would be considered for the position he really wanted, supervising the proposed dig in Alexandria to search for the Pylon of Isis. If anyone else had wanted this job, he knew, they would have been chosen in his place. But the project itself was intrinsically ridiculous, an attempt to prove that the Chinese had visited Hawaii before white men, all on the basis of some fragments of Ming dynasty pottery found in a pineapple field, and there weren’t many professionals who’d be willing to be involved with that at all. When you factored in that this was the height of dig season, the Bishop Museum was in fact lucky to have him supervising, even with one leg and a gap of nearly twenty years since he’d been in the field. Of course, he was desperate for any job that would let him prove that he could in fact manage in the field in spite of his wooden leg, and this was the only one that was available. It was also the only one where his failure wouldn’t hurt serious scholarship, and he knew perfectly well that had been in the back of Hutcheson’s mind when he recommended him for the position. There was no risk involved for anyone but him — well, and for the Bishop Museum and its directors, who were paying his way — and now that he was committed, he felt he could bear to know what the outcome might be.


  This was not his primary talent, not by a long shot, but he could catch a thread here and there, warp and weft of things to come. He took a deep breath, centering, tasted salt air and felt the gentle roll of the ship beneath him as she cut through the long swells. This was his element, and he found it invigorating, let it envelop him as he took another breath and drew the familiar sign across his body.


  “Ateh malkuth ve-gevurah ve-gedulah le-olaham, amen.”


  He cut the cards left-handed, moving to the left, three times, then tidied the deck, the cards warm in his hand. He turned the first card: the Six of Swords, a hooded woman and child in a boat, swords planted before them like trees in a forest. A journey by water, no surprise there, but also a promise of a better future after difficulties. Crossing it — his breath caught. Crossing it, the Devil, torch and pentacle inverted, its hand lifted in a parody of blessing, a man and a woman chained to its altar. A part of him wanted to sweep up the cards, shuffle and deal again, but he knew better. And besides, he could guess who that referred to, how it fit with this: not an immediate obstacle, but the enemy he had made three years ago when he had begun to pick up his academic career again. A threat and an obstacle, yes, but not here and now.


  He turned the next card, set it below the crossed cards: the Ten of Swords, ten swords piercing a dead man beneath a sullen midnight sky. Loss, defeat, disruption, the grief that was Gil’s death, old and familiar enough that he set down the fourth card with a steady hand. It was the Hanged Man, of course. He had known he would see it somewhere; it had appeared in every reading he had done for the last three years, counseling patience, holding him suspended until — finally — it was time to act. And now it sat in the recent past, an influence passing away, but not yet to be entirely ignored.


  He dealt the last two cards quickly, the Magician crowning the reading and the King of Wands in the near future. The King of Wands seemed clear enough: a hot-tempered, passionate, fair-haired man, an expert in his field — someone on the dig, most likely, perhaps Dr. Buck or the German Professor Radke who’d been hired as the Oriental expert, but someone in his future, for good or for ill. And the Magician, mastery of vocation, in the possible future: that was what he hoped to gain, in taking this job. Or even… Three years ago, he had discovered a Ptolemaic medallion that could hold the key to finding the long-long tomb of Alexander the Great. Last year, the Met had provisionally agreed to undertake the first step, finding the Pylon of Isis. Hutcheson, the man in charge, knew it was Jerry’s find, and had promised to do everything he could to get him the dig. At least the cards maintained it was possible.


  He bent his head for a moment in silent thanks, then swept the cards together, tapping them back into a neat stack. He wrapped them in the silk handkerchief that he used to protect them, and returned them to their box, which fit neatly into his small suitcase. It was an unsurprising reading, even taking into account the appearance of the Devil, the sort of reading that could be as much a reflection of his own subconscious as of the future. Either way, though, it was fair warning, and he would not forget. He knew he ought to turn in early — it would be a busy day tomorrow — but he was still wide awake. A last cigarette, he thought, and shrugged on his jacket before he could change his mind.


  It was three decks up to the promenade, a struggle with his cane against the movement of the ship, but at last he’d reached the stern and paused in the shelter of the last row of first class cabins to light his cigarette. Beyond the railing, the Malolo’s wake stretched white toward the darkening east, the sky purple above the darker sea. He wasn’t the only person too excited to be sensible, he saw without surprise. The two Stanford boys who’d shared his dinner table swung around the corner, walking off their dinner and probably a drink or two. One was the son of a plantation engineer, the other the son of a Chinese doctor who hoped to be a doctor himself someday. He nodded a greeting as they passed, got a nod and a smile in return.


  He braced himself against the rail, wedging shoulder and wooden leg against a stanchion, and took a long drag of his cigarette. Malolo was scheduled to dock mid-morning; Dr. Buck had promised that a graduate student would collect him and his luggage, so presumably they would take him to wherever he was staying and then on to the Museum to meet Buck and Radke and find out the rest of the details of the job.


  “Good evening, Dr. Ballard.”


  He turned, tipped his hat to the Misses Carmichael, aunt and niece rather than sisters, both members of a Methodist missionary society that ran a school on Maui. They, too, had shared his table at dinner, and had been pleasant, if sober, company. “Miss Carmichael, Miss Maude.”


  “Apparently we can see Hawaii on the horizon,” the older woman said, with a tolerant smile. “Maude wanted a look, or we’d have turned in by now.”


  “We passed Mr. Chang coming on deck, and he said the islands were just in view,” Maude said. “Won’t you join us, Dr. Ballard?”


  “Yes, indeed,” Miss Carmichael said, and Jerry let himself be persuaded.


  They made their way up the port side promenade, the women matching Jerry’s slower pace without seeming to notice. There were maybe a dozen people on the foredeck, pressed against the rail, the wind of the ship’s passage a steady pressure. Overhead, the sky was hazy, thin clouds veiling the stars. The sunset had faded, was pale blue with only a narrow edge of white-gold where it met the sea, but — yes, there it was, Jerry thought, a thicker shadow between sky and water. And another, lower and fainter, barely more than a thicker bit of sea.


  “Oh!” Maude said, with delight, and young Mr. Chang, the doctor’s son, turned with a smile.


  “Oh, good, Miss Maude, you came. That’s Maui, I think, or maybe Hawaii. It depends on how far south we’ve come.”


  “It looks like Maui to me,” Stewart said. “Your new home, Miss Maude.”


  Chang shook his head. “You can’t tell. Not at this distance.”


  Miss Carmichael gave Jerry an amused look. There weren’t many young women in cabin class, and Miss Carmichael had been a tolerant but no-nonsense chaperone.


  “What do you think, Aunt?” Maude asked, and Miss Carmichael shook her head.


  “My dear, I can’t tell. And now, I do think we should retire. We’re docking early tomorrow.”


  Jerry tipped his hat again as they moved away, and took a last drag on his cigarette. Hawaii. A new beginning, God willing, he thought, and turned to make the long trek back to his cabin.


  Chapter Two


  Breakfast was more hurried than usual. Even the normally-imperturbable waiters were distracted by the sight of Oahu off the starboard side. Jerry ate his eggs and bacon with deliberate speed and took himself off to the rail. His suitcase was packed, and the steward had assured him that it and his trunk would be unloaded and waiting for him once he disembarked. There was nothing more he needed to do — nothing more he could do — and he might as well enjoy the novelty of their arrival.


  Oahu rose from the sea off the Malolo’s starboard side, a narrow fringe of beach and frothing surf and — were those swimmers in the distant water, a fleck of brown amid the white? He couldn’t be sure. He’d seen pictures of surfers, of course, improbably crouched on what looked like long planks, balanced on the back of a breaking wave, and for a moment he felt the sting of envy. If he’d been younger, or even whole, he would have been tempted to try it himself. The newsreels showed tourists, mostly pretty girls, taking lessons from beautiful bronzed youths — no, maybe it was better that he wasn’t tempted, that he had to confine his admiration to watching from shore. He didn’t need to create trouble for himself, not on his first field job in nearly twenty years. Much better to be drearily respectable, and celibate, for the summer.


  The beach narrowed then, fields of what looked like grass and stubby trees coming closer to the water’s edge. Not far inland, mountains thrust abruptly out of the plain, sharp folds only slightly softened by the dark green of the jungle, untouched, and, by the look of them, mostly untouchable. The sky was impossibly blue, only a few clouds on the western horizon hinting at a change of weather. Jerry felt his heart lift. How many thousands of men had seen these lush islands rise out of the sea, beautiful and welcoming? Sailors from the world over, traders, whalers, before them explorers and scientists and Navy men, pirates and Polynesians in their enormous canoes — and yes, on this morning he was willing to grant the possibility, perhaps even the servants of the Ming emperor — had taken heart from the sight after months at sea. It was only five days from San Francisco, but Jerry lifted his face to the sun and the salt breeze. Welcome. Welcome to adventure.


  The Malolo made her stately way into the harbor, escorted by a pair of tugs and a small flotilla of local boats, their crews waving exuberantly to the tourists lining the rails.


  “We’ll dock at the main pier,” young Mr. Chang said. To Jerry’s amusement, he’d worked out that including Jerry in his conversation made it much harder for Miss Carmichael to hint him away. “That’s the Aloha Tower there.”


  “The lighthouse?” Maude shaded her eyes beneath her broad-brimmed hat. Her dress was plain, even a little old-fashioned, but the breeze molded it to her trim figure, and both Chang and Stewart were clearly captivated.


  “That’s right,” Stewart said. “It says aloha to the ships as they arrive and depart — hello and goodbye, all the same word.”


  “There are so many people on the pier,” Maude said.


  “This is the college boat,” Chang said. “Most of us who are coming home for the summer come on this sailing. My family should be here, and Stewart’s, too. And I expect Miss Carmichael’s church has sent someone to collect you?”


  She gave a grave nod. “So we were told.”


  “If there’s ever a problem,” Stewart said, and kept his eyes carefully away from Maude, “I do hope you’ll call on me, and my family. Let me give you my card, Miss Carmichael?”


  “And mine,” Chang said quickly. “I have some cousins on Maui who have a boat. They’d be happy to be of service.”


  Jerry looked past them, wondering which of the hundred or more people on the dock were from the Bishop Museum. Beyond the low terminals, the buildings of Honolulu’s downtown crowded together, pale stucco and tile and whitewashed concrete, a bit like California even to the palm trees — but there was no mistaking this for San Francisco or even Los Angeles. The green was different, the sky deeper, the smell of the land rich and alien.


  The ship’s whistle sounded above them, and the Malolo settled against the dock. There was a cheer from the waiting crowd, and a prolonged rattle of metal as the crew ran the gangplank out and secured it on the dock. The band that had been waiting began to play, guitars and ukuleles and voices raised in an unfamiliar tune, and a parade of dark-skinned young women started up the gangplank, all of them in grass skirts and skimpy tops and crowns and necklaces and wristlets of flowers. Jerry glanced at Chang, wondering what he thought, and caught the boy thumbing away a tear.


  Chang flushed, and Jerry said, “It must be good to be home. I don’t expect you’re able to spend holidays with your family.”


  “No.” Chang recovered himself quickly. “It’s just too far. So it’s doubly sweet to be home now.”


  They made their way slowly toward the gangplank, listening to the band as it ran through a medley of popular songs. Jerry had heard most of them on the radio, but there were others he didn’t know, ones with an odd lilt to their rhythm, and he wondered if they were native folk songs or more recent creations. Stewart had said that the native Hawaiians still kept a good deal of their old culture, but there was no telling if it was enough to still write songs in their own language.


  As they came closer to the gangway, Jerry could see that several of the girls had separated themselves from the rest of the group. The band struck up an instrumental piece, and the trio began to dance, hips swaying, arms outstretched, hands carving graceful shapes while the grass skirts accentuated every movement of their lower bodies. Miss Carmichael shook her head, but said nothing; Maude stared open-mouthed, and the boys grinned cheerfully. Jerry had seen belly-dancers in Egypt years ago, before the war; this was like and unlike, the same control harnessed to entirely different effect. Stewart was humming the dancers’ tune under his breath, then seemed to realize what he was doing and stopped abruptly.


  They had reached the deck by the gangplank, where the rest of the grass-skirted girls were waiting, their arms filled with flower wreaths that they looped over the heads of the disembarking passengers. Jerry accepted his with good grace — a lei, he believed it was called, white orchids with purple edges, bright against his pale gray suit — and hooked his cane over his elbow to grip the gangplank’s rails with both hands. He reached the dock without too much difficulty, and stood for a moment trying to get his land legs under him. He remembered this from his trip to Europe in ‘34, the twenty hours or so where the ground conspired to unbalance him, and he braced himself firmly with his cane before he risked taking a step.


  “Dr. Ballard?” That was a young man in a seersucker suit, his skin tanned dark beneath his panama hat. “I’m Bob Hanson, from the Museum.”


  “Mr. Hanson.” Jerry shook his hand, trying not to feel entirely ancient.


  “Welcome to Hawaii, sir.”


  “Thank you.”


  Beyond Hanson, Jerry could see Chang embracing a tiny woman in a black silk coat and trousers — a grandmother, surely, from the near-white hair — then shaking hands with a distinguished-looking man in an impeccable suit. There were other children, too, an older boy in his first nice jacket and a brace of younger girls in pretty print dresses. Their mother was dead, Jerry remembered, from dinner conversation. There was a shout from further down the dock, and Jerry saw Stewart hug a tall man in slacks and a short-sleeved shirt printed with enormous flowers, both of them pounding each other on the back with whoops of glee while a buxom woman in a blue dress held her hat in place with one hand and tried to work a camera with the other. Miss Carmichael and Maude stood together, Miss Carmichael searching the crowd with a frown, but then her expression eased and she started toward a stoop-shouldered man in a rumpled linen suit.


  With Hanson’s help, Jerry found a porter and collected both his suitcase and the hefty steamer trunk. Fortunately, Hanson’s elderly Buick was large enough that they could strap it to the back, and Jerry levered himself cautiously into the passenger seat.


  “Dr. Buck asked me to bring you straight to the museum,” Hanson said cheerfully, easing the Buick into gear. “He said he thought you’d have questions about the dig, and you could meet Dr. Radke and the rest of us straight away.”


  “You’re part of the dig, too?” Jerry asked.


  “We all are,” Hanson answered. “There aren’t so many students attached to the museum that any of us can be left out. Even for something as — well, as weird as this.”


  It’s damned weird, Jerry thought, but swallowed the words. It wasn’t time yet to start gossiping with the graduate students; best to hear the official story first, and ask questions after.


  Hanson drove sedately inland, first following the curve of the harbor, then heading toward the mountains that towered over the downtown area. Jerry didn’t try to hide his curiosity, craning his neck like any tourist, and Hanson was happy to oblige, reeling off the names of streets and buildings in a mix of sober English and the liquid native language and pointing out things Dr. Ballard had to be sure to see once he was settled.


  “Are you from here?” Jerry asked, and Hanson gave an embarrassed laugh.


  “No, actually, I’m from Seattle. I came out at the end of April to work at the Museum — and lucky to get the job, at that.”


  “Congratulations,” Jerry said politely. “I’m sure they had their pick of candidates.” And that was certainly true. In other years, a promising young professor might have hesitated to maroon himself in the islands, far from the prestige of mainland institutions, but not with the economy the way it was. Roosevelt’s efforts had made a significant difference, no thanks to the Republicans and the Supreme Court, but the universities were still suffering as young men concentrated on finding paying work rather than education, and research was at the bottom of everyone’s list of vital expenditures.


  The museum turned out to be a pair of large Romanesque buildings shoehorned into the campus of the Kamehameha School for Boys. Hanson parked his car in a spot of shade behind the towered building that was the Hawaiian Hall, and Jerry levered himself out, wincing as the ground seemed to rise and fall under him. He braced himself on his cane, and followed the younger man into the building. It was cool inside, stone walls and stone floors, the latter a little skittish underfoot, and he took his time, forcing Hanson to slow for him. That was embarrassing, but not as embarrassing as going sprawling in front of everyone. He caught a glimpse of the main exhibit hall, crowded and a bit old-fashioned, but Hanson had already opened a side door, letting them into the office area. Dr. Buck’s office was at the end, clearly the largest, and Hanson knocked briskly on the door, opening it without waiting for an answer.


  “Dr. Ballard’s here, sir.”


  “Excellent. Thank you, Hanson.” The man rose from behind his desk, and Jerry bit down hard on his surprise, accepting the offered hand with enough alacrity that he could hope he hadn’t betrayed himself. Dr. Peter Buck was not white. Tall, broad-shouldered, with graying hair and an impeccable and expensive suit, but — definitely not white. There had been nothing in the biographies Jerry had looked up when he took the job to suggest that Dr. Buck was anything but as British as his name.


  Dr. Buck is a native of New Zealand, a graduate of the University of Otago, and incoming director of the Bishop Museum in Honolulu, of which he has been a Fellow since 1925. He is a former member of the New Zealand Parliament and held the rank of major in the Commonwealth New Zealand Pioneer Battalion, in which he saw action in France and Belgium. Dr. Buck is also qualified as a medical doctor. He returns to the Bishop Museum following four years as Visiting Professor of Anthropology at Yale University. He is the author of The Evolution of Maori Clothing and Material Culture of the Cook Islands as well as more than forty articles.


  “Welcome to Honolulu, Dr. Ballard,” Dr. Buck said. “I hope your trip was pleasant?”


  “Ideal,” Jerry answered. He hoped he didn’t look flustered as Dr. Buck waved him toward the guest’s chair set beside the polished teak desk. “It was a very smooth crossing, and of course the weather this morning is perfect.”


  “It always is in Hawai’i,” Dr. Buck said with a smile. He gave the word an unfamiliar twist at the end, an oddly lilting shift of the doubled vowel. “Except of course when it isn’t. Have you met Dr. Radke before?”


  “Sadly, no,” Jerry answered. “Though I look forward to it.”


  “He arrived on Saturday. He’s to be the expert on East Asian material, and you will be our dig director. Of course, the Museum is glad to extend all possible assistance to both of you over the next twelve weeks.”


  “I’m very pleased to be here,” Jerry said. That had spelled out their respective roles very neatly, and also the Museum’s part in the business. Of course he’d looked up Dr. Radke, too — Wilhelm Friedrich Radke, distinguished graduate of the University of Heidelberg, currently on the staff of the Neues Museum in Berlin, and a veteran of digs all over Asia, including recent expeditions to Tibet and Chinese Turkestan — and frankly the man’s record was far too good for a job like this. Not to mention that he was surely capable of acting as dig director himself. There were some very odd undercurrents here.


  “You met Dr. Hanson,” Dr. Buck continued. “He’ll be working with you and Dr. Radke, and you’ll have a couple of sturdy graduate students as well. But I imagine you have some questions for me before I start introducing you to your colleagues.” He fixed Jerry with a singularly penetrating gaze.


  “I do,” Jerry said. Quite a lot of questions, actually, and he’d had ample time on the ship to consider how best to ask them so as both to elicit answers and not to seem supercilious. “I was wondering if you might tell me how exactly this dig came about.”


  “Ah.” Dr. Buck leaned back in his chair, not quite smiling, and Jerry had the sense that he’d pleased him. By asking the right question? By asking the wrong one? That was harder to tell. “We’ll start with the facts, then. In 1925, a pineapple farmer named Ed Collins found a ceramic jar in his grove. It was attractive and unusual, and so he dug around in the mud a bit more. A vase came to light and a bowl as well. He thought they were pretty, so he washed them and put them on his mantelpiece. And there they sat for two years until one day the Reverend Mr. Jones came for dinner. Jones is something of an amateur artist, and he recognized them for what they are — Ming Dynasty porcelain from China, in extremely good condition, and probably from the fifteenth century.”


  “An extraordinary find,” Jerry said, when it became clear something was expected of him.


  “Certainly. The good Reverend urged Collins to bring them here, which he did a few months later. It was my opinion, and that of others I consulted with at the university, that they were indeed Ming Dynasty and a singular find for Hawai’i. And this of course is where it gets murky.” Dr. Buck shrugged. “By the time I examined Collins’ pineapple grove, two years had passed since the find. During that time the soil had been repeatedly disturbed by cultivation. An immediate examination of the site revealed nothing — no fragments or further pieces, and no other artifacts or material that would allow dating. The cultivation had disturbed the surface irrevocably to a depth of twenty inches.”


  “I see,” Jerry said.


  “A proper and thorough excavation might yield more information, but the Bishop Museum, like every other museum in the world, doesn’t have the funds to investigate every interesting site. In the absence of anything more promising, Collins’ porcelain was an interesting oddity, and the site remained uninvestigated — until this year.”


  “What changed?” Jerry asked. He understood the problem well enough, had seen it before in a dozen other contexts: every museum had a list of similar problems, projects that would never be funded because the money was always better spent on something else.


  Dr. Buck’s expression was carefully neutral. “An anonymous donor made a substantial gift, much of it earmarked for funding a dig in Collins’ pineapple grove to determine the origin of the Ming porcelain. The donor also suggested that Dr. Radke be approached to take charge of the dig. Frankly, we felt that the likelihood of his being willing to take the job was remote, but as it happened, when we contacted him he was in Hankow, ready to leave China, and professed himself interested in the project.”


  “I see,” Jerry said again. At least, he saw part of it. If Buck truly didn’t know the identity of the donor — or if he did know, and distrusted the scholarly faction represented — then there was every reason to want a neutral party to supervise the actual excavation. But it still didn’t explain why someone with Radke’s expertise would want to take it on. “And what sort of result is the donor looking for, do you know?”


  “They want a full report on all our findings, and right of first refusal should the museum decide not to keep any artifacts unearthed in the course of the dig.”


  None of which was unusual or in any way out of line, except for the fact of the dig itself. Jerry rubbed his chin, unable to think of a way to ask the questions he really wanted answered — why does someone want to know if the Chinese discovered Hawaii? — and Dr. Buck gave a small smile.


  “In any case, Dr. Ballard, we should probably meet your team. I’ve taken the liberty of arranging a small luncheon for all of us here on site.”


  “That sounds lovely,” Jerry said, and levered himself out of the low-slung chair.


  ‘On site’ proved to be a table on a shaded patio, where the museum wall and a good portion of the brick wall surrounding the patio were covered with flowering vines. A table had been set for six, and a pair of Chinese women were setting out pitchers of iced tea while what seemed to be the junior members of the expedition hovered expectantly by the table. Hanson was there, along with a younger man who Dr. Buck introduced as Jamie Tompkins, one of the graduate students assigned to the project. He was young and shy and sunburned, and Jerry was glad when the other graduate student made his appearance. Dr. Buck introduced him as Clancy Gray, from a plantation family on the Big Island, and before they could do much more than agree that the weather was excellent, the door opened again.


  “I am so sorry, Dr. Buck,” a lightly accented voice said. “I am still getting used to driving here.”


  “You’re just in time,” Dr. Buck answered. “Dr. Ballard, this is Dr. Radke.”


  Jerry took the offered hand, smiling with careful ease. Wilhelm Friedrich Radke was unexpectedly good-looking, a bit below Jerry’s own height, and lightly-built, with pale blue eyes and untidy sun-bleached hair that wanted cutting. His handshake was firm and entirely masculine and Jerry checked that line of speculation sharply as far too dangerous. “A pleasure to meet you, Dr. Radke.”


  “And you,” Radke answered. “I have read some of your work on Indian influences on Hellenistic sculpture, and I believe you have some good ideas there.”


  “We come at the question from opposite ends of the Silk Road,” Jerry said, and saw the first flicker of real enthusiasm in Radke’s eyes.


  “That’s a very apposite description.”


  “I believe that’s part of what you were working on in Hankow?” Dr. Buck said. “Please, gentlemen, have a seat.”


  “It was a part of what my last dig was investigating,” Radke said, as they took their places and the waitresses began to offer tea. “Though it was not in Hankow. The dig itself was near Lop Nur, in Chinese Turkestan.” He gave Jerry a slight smile. “You have perhaps heard of the red-haired mummies that have been found in this region?”


  Jerry dredged his memory. “Von Le Coq’s work?” What he also remembered too late about the German archeologist was that he’d removed hundreds of pounds of carvings and frescos along with the mummies, and he wasn’t surprised that Radke made a face.


  “A very old-fashioned man, and one who did not make friends among the Chinese authorities. But, yes, he and Sven Hedin — and Aurel Stein on the British side — found what they called mummies, although it is my suspicion that they were not intentionally preserved, merely desiccated by the climate. They all have red or blond or red-brown hair, and their features look European, so of course people are curious as to where they came from, how they ended up in the Chinese desert.”


  “Didn’t Hedin have an expedition planned this year?” Dr. Buck asked, not entirely idly, and Radke nodded.


  “Yes. He was surveying a number of sites along the Silk Road.”


  “Was that part of your expedition, Dr. Radke?” Hanson asked.


  “No,” Radke answered. “Sadly. The group I was with had made a bargain with the local authorities to investigate a stupa and surrounding buildings north and east of Dr. Hedin’s planned track.”


  “And did you find any more of these red-haired mummies?” Jerry asked.


  Radke looked momentarily pleased. “We did — two men and a young girl, as well as a trove of writings in the abandoned stupa and its outbuildings. Unfortunately, they were not in as good condition as von Le Coq’s mummies, so I believe we must leave the question of European origins unanswered. It’s my belief that the red color of the hair has more to do with the soil in which they were buried, and despite my colleagues’ best efforts, I do not think they have proved that that faces are actually Aryan in form.”


  “Is there a local explanation? A descendant population?” Jerry reached for his iced tea.


  “The inhabitants were recognized as ethnically different from the Han Chinese as far back as records go.” Radke shrugged. “The population died out after the Lop Nur Lake moved, sometime in the first two centuries AD. There are stories that one group, the Yuezhi, who may be Tocharians, sold horses and jade to the Emperors of China, and that their queen led them out of China after a famine and into Bactria.”


  Jerry lifted an eyebrow at that. “That does bring them into my end of the Silk Road. Is there a date?”


  Radke shrugged again. “Sometime between the fifth and second centuries BC. But I know what you’re thinking. Alexander, yes?”


  Jerry allowed himself a smile. “Bactria in that time? Yes, of course.”


  “There is a medieval story, very late, that Alexander’s bride was a queen of the Yuezhi, and that the Mandate of Heaven struck him down because he dared to challenge the true Emperor.” Radke smiled back. “But, as I said, it’s too late to be worth anything.”


  The waitresses returned, bringing plates of creamed chicken on toast points, garnished with Waldof salad, and the conversation became more general. Jerry nibbled at his chicken — quite tasty, but disappointingly ordinary, the sort of thing he could have had at the Sunbonnet Tea Shop in Colorado Springs — and let the graduate students ask their questions. Hanson clearly specialized in Chinese culture, while Gray and Tompkins were Polynesian specialists. Tompkins had actually been born in the islands, and under Gray’s prodding admitted to a Hawaiian grandmother. Jerry glanced at Radke at that, but saw only polite interest in his expression.


  “Do you perhaps speak Hawaiian, then, Mr. Tompkins?”


  “No, sir.” Tompkins’s face was even redder beneath his sunburn. “A few words here and there, but not enough to be useful.”


  “That’s too bad,” Radke said. “Knowing the local language can make a difference.”


  “Everyone on the islands pretty much speaks English,” Gray said. “Even the old people can understand you.”


  “Oh, I have no doubt,” Radke said. “But sometimes the nuances are easier to hear in the original.”


  Jerry nodded in agreement, and Dr. Buck said, “Well, we have plenty of Hawaiian speakers on staff and among the volunteers, should you need them.”


  “That may yet come in handy,” Radke said. “Thank you.”


  “I have to admit to some curiosity,” Dr. Buck went on. “Please understand me, we’re delighted to have a scholar of your eminence working on our dig, but — after nearly a year in China, I would have thought you’d be eager to get home.”


  “I had some invitations to speak in the United States in the autumn,” Radke said. “And to come home the long way, with a visit to a tropical paradise — I think anyone would have leaped at the chance.”


  Did I imagine it, Jerry thought, or was there just the slightest hesitation before he came up with that answer?


  “Still, your wife must miss you,” Dr. Buck said.


  “I’m not married.” Radke gave a white-toothed smile. “Footloose and fancy free.”


  And also far too qualified for this job, Jerry thought. He could see the same speculation in Dr. Buck’s eyes, and wasn’t surprised when the director continued to probe.


  “When your name was mentioned, I really didn’t expect you would be available. Our donor was most encouraging, but nonetheless it was a delightful surprise when you accepted. Or had you told our donor that you were trying to — go home the long way, as you put it?”


  Radke set down his
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