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For Amy Griswold, who gives us all Stasi’s best lines.


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 fork, and spread his hands. “Dr. Buck, I’m afraid I don’t know anything about this donor either.  I did say to a number of people that I was afraid I would have to decline the lecture opportunities, and was disappointed — I imagine that got back to whoever it is who funded this dig.”

“You couldn’t even hazard a guess?”

“I’m afraid not.”  Radke’s smile was definitely a little tight.  “The donors that I am familiar with are all in Germany, and I can’t imagine any of them funding a dig here.”

“And yet they were most insistent that we hire you,” Buck said.

“Perhaps it is just my pretty face,” Radke said, with a wider smile, and Buck laughed and turned the conversation.

Jerry blinked.  He was very nice-looking, but that was not the response you’d expect from a normal man, and he’d admitted he was unmarried… Jerry repressed the thought sternly, only to see Radke glance his way, the barest hint of mischief in his eyes.

The rest of the lunch was spent in a general discussion of the upcoming dig.  Collins had agreed to let them work on the land, and was willing to loan them unskilled labor if they needed it, and in general Jerry thought they had far more equipment and expertise and backing than a crackpot dig like this should reasonably attract.  Of course, if Radke had been part of one of the German expeditions searching for Aryan influences — there seemed to be more of them every year — but, no, that didn’t explain why he might want to find Chinese influences in Hawaii. And certainly from his tart comments Radke seemed suitably skeptical about the more outlandish theories proposed by some of his countrymen.

They finished their desserts; ice cream in tall glasses drizzled with bright green crème de menthe, and milled about on the patio while the waitresses cleared the table.  Buck was giving instructions to the graduate students, and Jerry found himself next to Radke and out of earshot of the other men.

“I was at the Neues Museum myself last year,” he said, and Radke gave him what Jerry could only take as a speculative glance.

“Oh, yes?  I hope you had some chance to explore Berlin as well.”

“I did, and enjoyed it very much.  It’s a fascinating city.”  Jerry took a breath. “There was a club not too far from the Museum — Leo’s, it was called. A very interesting place.”

Radke’s eyebrows twitched.  As well they might, Jerry thought.  Leo’s catered to queers, with a drag show that was for the regulars rather than the tourists and a decent jazz band.  He didn’t dance himself, not anymore, but he’d enjoyed watching the handsome young men in their elegant suits turning in each other’s arms, bought a drink or two for the pretty boys in dresses.

“I have been there,” Radke admitted, after a moment.

“Congenial,” Jerry suggested.

“Just so.”  Radke gave him a sidelong glance.  “I have not found anyplace similar here, but of course I’ve only been here a few days.  But if there were someone to explore with…”

“It could be an interesting adventure,” Jerry said, and Dr. Buck gave him a curious look.

“We were discussing tourist activities,” Radke said, with a smile that wasn’t quite a smirk, and Jerry coughed to hide his own amusement.

“There’s a good deal to see,” Dr. Buck said.  “I hope you’ll find the time.”

They spent the rest of the afternoon looking at the survey maps of Collins’ pineapple grove and making some preliminary plans.  To Jerry’s relief, he and Radke were in agreement on the basic parameters of the dig site, and on the best places to put the first test trenches, and Dr. Buck promised to send Gray with a full team of laborers as soon as they were ready to get started.

“Shall we say at nine o’clock?” Radke asked, and Jerry nodded.  It still felt as though the ground was heaving underfoot, but surely that would wear off in another day or two. 

“Excellent.”  Radke rubbed his hands together.  “And now if I might borrow Mr. Hanson I would like to sort out the equipment you offered, Dr. Buck?”

“By all means,” Dr. Buck answered.  “Bob, I’ve told Dr. Radke he’s welcome to any and all of our tools.  In the meantime, Dr. Ballard, one of our museum volunteers has offered to put you up for the night, and to help with making more permanent arrangements.  Mrs. Patton is quite good at such things.”

“That’s very generous,” Jerry said.  What he’d really hoped for was a nice hotel room and perhaps dinner with Radke and a chance to — discuss their shared experiences — not to have to make nice to someone who was clearly a valuable museum employee.  Not to mention having to negotiate a stranger’s house with only one leg to stand on.

“Then we should go find her.”  Dr. Buck held the door and Jerry perforce preceded him.

The galleries of the Bishop Museum were cluttered.  Too many artifacts and too little space resulted in cases of objects down the middle of rooms that should have had room to stand back, precious statuary roped off in corridors.  Boxes of labeled potsherds and spearheads were affixed to the walls over shelves of entirely different objects with little explanation or reason.  In short, they had an excess of riches and no place to put them.  It was a glaring contrast with the spacious corridors of the Met.  Spear tips from Ancient Egypt resided in their own padded boxes at the Met, nestled in cotton wool and properly labeled by an army of graduate students and curators.  Here, spear tips from Polynesia were jumbled together in a box with a handwritten tag.  Still, Jerry thought, this was the best collection in the world of everything Pacific, better even than the Victoria Museum in Melbourne.  At least these things were being preserved and studied rather than broken up as curiosities to private collectors.

The private areas of the museum were even more confusing.  An electric fan turned slowly overhead, moving air from the single open window, and a middle-aged woman looked up from a dining table in the middle of the room.  She had a cardboard box full of stone fishhooks and was sorting them into seven green cloth trays, a magnifying glass at her elbow.  She was perhaps Jerry’s age, with brown hair going gray pulled back in an untidy bun, and a white shirtwaist dress.  She looked up when the door opened, her face lighting with a smile that seemed entirely unfeigned. There was something vaguely familiar about that expression, but he couldn’t seem to place it.

“This is Dr. Ballard,” Dr. Buck said.  “Dr. Ballard, Mrs. Patton.”

She got up quickly and offered her hand, which Jerry shook.  “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Patton.”

“It’s so nice to meet you too,” she said.  “I’ve heard a great deal about you, and I’m delighted you’ll be spending the summer in Hawai’i.”  Like Dr. Buck, she pronounced the last word with the ending emphasized, as though it were part of a language other than English — which he supposed it was, now that he thought about it.

“I will leave Dr. Ballard to your tender care,” Dr. Buck said.  “How are the fishhooks coming?”

“Slowly,” she said.  She gave Jerry another smile, inviting him to see.  “We’ve been given a box of fishhooks that a man collected all over the South Pacific on his travels — lovely, of course, but he could not tell us where any of them came from or when he got them.  So I’m sorting them stylistically by island group.  There are about two hundred, all total.”  She picked up the nearest one.  “This one is from Easter Island.  It’s very distinctive.”

“If you say so,” Jerry said politely.  “I’m a Classicist by training, and I’m afraid the taxonomy of Polynesian fishhooks isn’t my area of expertise.”

“Polynesian, Melanesian, Maori…” Dr. Buck said.  “We have a little of everything.  At best we hope for context and order, so that future generations may be able to give these artifacts the attention they deserve.  Mrs. Patton has been one of our volunteers for the better part of a decade, saving the years when she had to leave the islands.”  His expression seemed rather warmer than one might expect for a mere volunteer.  “And of course a family friend.”

Jerry couldn’t get over the prickling feeling that he’d met her before.  “Why did you leave the islands?”

“My husband is in the service.  We were posted elsewhere for a while.  And delighted to return!”  She got up, putting the fishhook back on the cloth tray, and reached down for an enormous straw handbag under the chair.  “You’re welcome to stay until you find another place, Dr. Ballard.  We’ve rented this house and it’s perfectly enormous for us.  You could stay in a hotel, of course, but I must tell you that Honolulu hotels are very expensive and not very good.  If you’re going to be here for several months you’re much better off with a rental.  There is an agent I can recommend if you’re interested.  Or I do have a friend who has a house for rent.  A military family unexpectedly transferred.”

“Much appreciated,” Jerry said.  He wondered if a hotel wasn’t better, though.  A cottage just for him seemed excessive — though if he could persuade Radke to share, they would have a certain amount of privacy.  But then they’d have to hire someone to cook and clean and that could be complicated.  And all of that assumed that Radke was actually interested, though he’d certainly seemed not uninterested…

“I will see you tomorrow then,” Buck said, offering his hand again.  “Perhaps you could meet me at nine and we’ll drive over to the dig together?  Beatrice, is nine too early for you?”

“Not at all,” she said.  “Buddy will be in school, so I’ll deliver Dr. Ballard promptly.  We have another week until school is out.  And then it’s just insanity ahead!”  She put her purse on her shoulder and led Jerry through a side door to another door labeled “Do Not Open.”  She opened it, letting the warm air and sunshine in and showing a tiny staff parking lot outside.

“You have children?” Jerry asked, making conversation as he followed her carefully down the two poured concrete steps.

“My son’s in fifth grade,” she said.  She unlocked the door of a sleek blue Packard.  “And my daughter’s studying physical therapy at the Naval Hospital over at Pearl Harbor.  I think every young person should have a means of adequately supporting themselves, don’t you?”

“I suppose,” Jerry said, easing himself into the passenger seat.  It was quite a luxurious car.

“My older daughter is married and back east,” she said.  “And of course my husband is on the post a good deal of the time, but he should be around later.  I think it will be just the three of us tonight.  Buddy has some sports thing or other and Ruth will be late at the hospital.  It’s an excellent program.  She should qualify as a fully certified physical therapist at the end.”

Jerry rolled the window down, letting the hot air out of the car where it had been sitting in the sun.  “Are you an anthropologist?”

“Only an amateur.”  Bea put on her sunglasses and popped the car into gear with a great deal of stomping on the clutch.  “Actually, I’m a writer.”

Jerry’s eyebrows rose.  “Oh?”

“I’ve published a number of short stories and my first novel is coming out next year.”  The corners of her mouth twitched.  “It’s about interracial marriage and gods who act through their mortal avatars and how bloods mingle in the womb.  And war and sex and eternal love, of course.”

“That sounds ambitious,” Jerry said.  And not at all the sort of thing someone so aggressively respectable-seeming would write.

“Well, I expect Henry Kershaw will buy a copy.”

“Henry Kershaw?”  Jerry blinked.

She gave him a quick smile as they stopped at a traffic light.  “I asked Henry about you when I saw your name on the list for the dig.  I thought you seemed familiar and then I remembered.”

“The Great Passenger Derby,” Jerry said.  That was why she looked familiar.  He’d seen her at Henry’s launch party in Los Angeles the night the cursed necklace was stolen.

“You’re in Mitchell Sorley’s lodge,” she said, and Jerry winced.  Henry had no business babbling about lodges or who was in what.  Discretion was the rule, both spoken and unspoken.  “I had a good chat with him at the party.  And then we found the safe cracked.”

“Ah,” Jerry said.  Now he had her placed.  The woman Mitch had been talking to the police with.  He didn’t think he’d actually seen her for more than a moment.

She shot him a quick glance as the traffic moved on.  “I’m Isis and Serapis myself.”  And that was proper — to expose oneself the same way one exposed the other, mutual jeopardy.  “We have a very eclectic meeting here in the islands, a little of this and a little of that, rather than sticking to one formal tradition.  There are people from all over, you see.  This is a place where people pass through, and it welcomes all travelers with its spirit of aloha.”

“Doesn’t that mean hello?” Jerry asked.

“What does ‘ave’ mean?”  She downshifted as they went around a switchback and started climbing a steep hill.  “It means hello.  And goodbye.  And a lot of other things too.  But for now I give it to you as a gift and a beginning.”

Willi Radke sat on the lanai of the Moana Hotel, staring out at the beach where the surf flashed white in the twilight, the last mai tai of the night half-finished in his hand.  It had been an interesting day, to say the least, even if he had had to spend more of lunch than he would have liked tap-dancing around the question of who had put up the money for this most unlikely of digs. Buck was suspicious, for which one could hardly blame him, and he could foresee weeks of awkward conversation around the topic.  He wasn’t actually lying, he reminded himself; he truly didn’t know who had been recruited to make the offer, even if he could guess exactly where the money had come from.  But it didn’t really make him feel any better about the questions. Professor Buck was a great man in the field; it was degrading to have to deceive him this way.

Although…  He smiled.  Dr. Ballard’s look of amused appreciation had almost been worth it.  And of course Ballard had then managed to ask — so casually! — about Leo’s.  That was a real club, not for the tourists or the latest horde of sun-worshipping he-men, and it had been impossible not to respond in kind.  Dropping hairpins, one of his American friends had called it, that delicious dance of hint and innuendo, all the more exciting for being conducted under the noses of their normal companions. There had been a positive clatter of pins from Dr. Ballard.

And he wanted very much to pick them up. Willi took a long swallow of his drink, fruit juice and heady rum in what seemed to be equal and generous measure, the breeze from the ocean cool on his face.  Even knowing how dangerous it could be. 

Though maybe it was not as dangerous as all that, or at least no more so than usual.  Ballard was hardly going to betray him, and even if something slipped, he wasn’t working in his usual field, and he was a long way from anyone who knew him.  Except that he was expected to make reports to certain men at the consulate, and that brought him entirely too much into the government’s eye.

There was also no knowing what Ballard’s part might be in this game. He was a Classicist, entirely the wrong man to be supervising this dig; yes, he had said he was doing it to prove that he could in fact manage a dig despite his missing leg, and that was not unreasonable on the surface, but — there were surely better qualified men available, even for a vanity project like this.  He had been warned not to underestimate the Americans.

And yet,  Ballard had made the first move.  That was not the act of an agent.  The men from the consulate couldn’t question his spending time with his colleagues.  It was merely devotion to his work. The trouble was, he wanted to take the chance, foolish and dangerous as it might be.  He had read Ballard’s papers, even agreed with some of them; he liked the wry humor he’d seen in flashes over the afternoon, and he admired both the courage it took to ask and the careful way he’d done it.  He’d left himself an out, could have claimed to be shocked himself up to the moment Willi had admitted knowing the place. And also — even crippled, he was an attractive man. Willi allowed his thoughts to linger on the well-cut suit, the crimson-striped tie, a nod to Ballard’s university and to his tastes, another hairpin slipping free.  He imagined loosening that neat half-Windsor knot, unbuttoning the collar, his hands in the graying hair and a kiss that tasted of pineapple and tobacco.  It had been a long dry winter in the desert, under the too-watchful eye of the Chinese authorities and of his own colleagues.  Surely he could afford to indulge himself just a little.

He drained his glass, and rose sedately from his chair, the sound of the surf hollow in the distance.  The sensible thing to do would be to let it go, but he was not that sensible.  He would see how far they could go before he had to call a halt.

Jerry slept better than he had expected, considering that the bed still seemed to move unexpectedly under him every time he started to fall asleep.  Mrs. Patton had chosen his room carefully, close enough to the bathroom that he could make it there on his crutches without waking the entire household, and it had been nice not to have to worry about having to fumble with his leg in the middle of the night.  But of course she was a military wife; it was a good bet that some of Colonel Patton’s friends were similarly handicapped, given that he was easily old enough to have been in the War.  He woke to light through the curtains and the sound of voices in the hall, but by the time he was properly dressed and shaved the house was silent except for the sound of a radio.  He stood for a moment in the doorway of his room, feeling the familiar prickle of standing wards — a tradition not quite his own, cast by a sure hand — then followed the radio’s music through the house and out to the shaded lanai where a teak table and chairs looked out over palm trees.

Mrs. Patton was drinking coffee and reading the paper, the radio playing.  She looked up as he stood in the door.  “Dr. Ballard!  I hope you slept well.”

“Very well, thank you,” Jerry said. 

“Join me.  I’ll have Ito bring a second cup.”  A silent Japanese houseboy disappeared into the dining room beyond.

“I’d be glad to,” Jerry said.  It was just short of eight o’clock, so they had a little time before they were to meet Dr. Buck.  Hopefully there would be more than coffee for breakfast.  One advantage of staying in a hotel would be room service.  He settled down in the other chair, taking deep breaths of the warm air.  It was very peaceful.

She waited until the houseboy had returned with a pristine white porcelain cup and saucer and deftly placed them in front of Jerry before she continued.  “I expect you’ll want to go out to the dig as soon as possible.”

“I will,” Jerry said, helping himself to the sugar.  “Mrs. Patton, there are some things about this that baffle me.”

“You too,” she said, sipping her coffee with a smile.  “There are certainly things that baffle Peter.”

“The identity of the donor?”

“Yes.”  She nodded.  “Even he doesn’t know.  Only certain members of the museum’s Board of Directors do.  Also, why Dr. Radke is here.”

“This dig is far beneath him,” Jerry said.  “His qualifications exceed anything that one could hope to learn.  For that matter, what could one hope to learn?”

Beatrice took a deep breath.  “That’s the question, isn’t it?  There is a sad chapter in these islands’ history, the transformation by the missionaries who hoped to ‘civilize’ the heathens.  Perhaps some of the 19th century missionaries had been in China and had acquired the porcelain there.”

Jerry shook his head.  “Which is very interesting in terms of local history, but hardly worthy of Dr. Radke’s attention, or frankly of the attention of the Bishop Museum.  19th century missions are not exactly rare.  Nor do they require a foremost East Asian scholar.”

“There is the other option,” Beatrice said mildly, lifting her coffee cup to her lips.  “That Hawai’i was discovered by the Chinese in the fifteenth century, two hundred years or more before Cook claimed the islands for England.”

Jerry frowned.  “Is that a serious theory?”

“No.  It’s a crackpot theory.”  Beatrice smiled.  “And there has never been anything discovered to lend credence to it.”

“Until now,” Jerry said.

Bea nodded.  “If you find some evidence of fifteenth century ruins, or frankly anything before 1800 that is at all suggestive of Asian origins, it will turn every mainstream theory about Polynesia on its ear.  It says that the islands were populated very slowly from west to east by peoples moving from one island to another in outrigger canoes, and that those peoples were Polynesian and had no contact with other populations until very late in the game.  Contact with mainland China is out of the question and would completely change everything we think we know.”

“But there are people who embrace that theory?” Jerry asked.  This was entirely outside his sphere of expertise.

“There are people who believe that Aryan supermen built the statues on Easter Island,” Bea said with an enigmatic smile.  “There are people who believe a lot of things.  And one of them has enough money to finance a dig in Collins’ pineapple grove.”

“But if it’s true….”

“If it’s true that the Chinese had contact with Hawai’i, that changes our understanding.”  Bea nodded.  “You are an outside authority with no dog in the fight, a Classicist who has no professional motive to find evidence or not to find it.  And that’s the heart of the matter, Dr. Ballard.”

“I see,” Jerry said.  His management of the dig would have to be impeccable.  Any deviation would be seized upon by either side of the debate as a sign that the results were hopelessly flawed.  He must be utterly impartial.  Which would be easy enough, Jerry thought, as he had no personal feelings about this one way or the other.  It would be easy enough not to bias his conclusions.  After all, he had no emotional involvement in the outcome.

“But I’m remiss,” Bea said.  “You must want breakfast.”

It was bacon and eggs, plain and tasty, served on the veranda along with a glass of pineapple juice and more of the excellent coffee.  He tried not to wolf his food, but it seemed to him that it disappeared with dismaying haste.  When he had finished, Bea collected hat and gloves and they climbed back into the Packard for the drive down the mountainside to the Museum. The air blowing past the car was soft and warm and strangely scented, and he couldn’t help a smile. 

Dr. Buck was waiting already, although by Jerry’s watch it wasn’t quite nine, standing beside an elderly Ford that had definitely seen better days.  The doors were missing, and the roof had been cut away in the back to make a cargo platform.  Bea made her farewells without seeming to notice its state, promising to collect Jerry in the evening, and disappeared into the Museum. A couple of young men dodged past her carrying baskets and three shovels, which they tied to the car with the ease of long practice.  Dr. Buck gave Jerry an apologetic glance.

“I’m afraid I’ve loaned Dr. Radke my car at the moment — I had things to deliver here before we headed to the dig. There’s something of a tradition of creative repurposing here on Hawai’i, Dr. Ballard.  New imported vehicles are prohibitively expensive for most people, so the majority make do with older, rebuilt models.  Even the museum.”

“So this belongs to the museum?” Jerry asked, and levered himself carefully into the passenger seat.  There was a leather strap bolted to the frame above where the door had been, and he wound his fingers through it.

Buck nodded, working the starter.  “Or possibly in a museum.  But it’s at your disposal, yours and Dr. Radke’s. All the boys working at the dig can drive, so there’s no shortage of drivers, either.”  He backed the Ford carefully out of its place, and turned onto the road that seemed to lead north out of town. “Mind you, like many machines, it has its own eccentricities.”

“I’m used to that,” Jerry said, with a smile.  He appreciated Buck’s tact.  He hadn’t been able to drive a car since he lost his leg.  Alma had talked about rigging him a hand throttle, but he had dreaded the thought — one more thing to relearn that had once been instinctive and easy — anyway, there had never been any real need.

“That’s right,” Buck said. “I imagine your aviator friends have to improvise occasionally.”

“More than one might wish,” Jerry answered, and was rewarded with a grin.

“Yes, I followed the Great Passenger Derby, Dr. Ballard.  I wasn’t sorry to see Harvard’s defeat.”

Right, Buck had been a visiting scholar at Yale that year. Jerry felt himself blush anyway. So much for presenting himself purely as a serious academic.

The buildings fell away behind them as they turned north along the coast road, traveling on an edge between the houses and shops on the seaward side, and the farmland further in.  Jerry didn’t recognize most of the crops, though he guessed that the short, spike-leaved plants were pineapples; to the west, the surf beat against reefs and curled in here and there to beaches as pale as new bread.  After about half an hour, Buck turned onto a road that led into the fields.  It rapidly became little more than a rutted track, and Jerry tightened his grip on the leather strap. Buck downshifted, gears grinding, as they crossed a muddy irrigation ditch, and turned up a last steep incline.  Jerry caught his breath. 

Hawaii really was impossibly, unfairly beautiful.  The pineapple groves were on the middle ground, rising above the beaches and the coast road with its shacks and more substantial houses; inland, the mountains rose sharply, lush and green and still forbidding, and all around him rose the improbable plants that would produce pineapples in due season.  The air smelled of salt and freshly turned earth, and the sun was already baking his shoulders, making him glad of his broad-brimmed panama.  Ahead, a section of field lay fallow.  A newer model Buick was parked in the turnaround, under the shade of the single tree, and Gray and Tompkins had already started placing stakes in the soft ground.  A teenage boy with a Chinese face stood holding a clipboard, and Radke stood beside him hands on hips, directing the placement of the stakes.  He’d stripped to the waist already in the rising heat, and Jerry followed the line of his backbone with appreciation.  He was thin but neatly muscled, and the light khakis suggested an equally nice ass.  His months in the Chinese desert had left him bronzed, and when he turned to face the approaching truck, the hair on his arms and belly caught the light like red gold. Oh, my good Lord… Jerry hoped he hadn’t actually said that out loud, and focused on getting himself out of the doorless truck.

Radke removed his hat and propped his sunglasses on top of his head.  “Good morning, gentlemen,” he said, and when Jerry made himself meet the German’s eyes, there was a definite glint of mischief there.

“A lovely day,” he answered.  “And quite a view.”

Radke’s smile widened for an instant to a smirk. “I’m glad you think so.” He turned back toward the unplowed field, and Jerry limped after him, his cane sinking slightly in the rich dirt.

“This tree is where Mr. Collins found the first pieces of porcelain,” Radke went on smoothly, and Jerry gave himself a mental shake.  “I’ve had Gray and Tompkins start laying out the test trenches as we discussed yesterday.”

Jerry took the clipboard with its site plan and notes, pushing his glasses up on his nose, and saw Buck give a smile of satisfaction.

“I’ll leave you to it, then,” he said, and turned back to collect the Buick. His car, Jerry guessed, not the Museum’s.

“Does it meet with your approval?” Radke asked, and Jerry couldn’t resist a quick glance in his direction.

“Entirely, at least so far.”  He took a breath, looking from plan to ground and back again.  “Let’s think about extending the western trench a little further out of the field. The ground may not have been as badly disturbed there.”

“Yes.” Radke nodded.  “Very well.”

Jerry looked at the plan again, focusing on the familiar minutiae of ground and plot, angles that would give good coverage. He was here to work, not to admire any of the scenery, human or otherwise.  For a moment, he thought he could hear Gil laughing, then the wind blew the sound away.


Chapter Three

Alma opened the thick letter from Floyd Odlum, trying to tune out the general chaos in the office off Gilchrist Aviation’s hangar.  Despite the thin wall that separated the office from the hangar, the sound of Lewis pulling the Frontiersman out for the run to Santa Fe was quiet compared to the rest of it.  Mitch was on the phone with someone at the Sheriff’s office, ducking his head while holding the receiver with one hand and the stick with the other in hopes of hearing what the other person was saying.  The radio was blaring. Stasi, Dora, and Merilee were singing what sounded like a jingle for peanut butter at the top of their voices.  Dora didn’t have all of the words right, since she wouldn’t be two until next month, but she made up for it with volume.  Merilee had all the words but they were all punctuated with loud squeals of excitement.  

One child in the office had been a lot.  Two were too much.  But there wasn’t exactly an alternative.  Jimmy and Douglas, the two Patterson boys, were at school — in fifth and first grades respectively — but Merilee was too young.  As long as they were keeping the kids, Merilee had to come to work with Dora.  Or else they’d have to have someone stay home, and they couldn’t afford to do that right now with Odlum’s contract.

Alma slit the manila envelope and pulled out the contents.  She’d already signed the contract — eight weeks work in Hawaii field-testing the Catalina Flying Boat under owner/operator conditions, based at Honolulu on the island of Oahu.  This included their steamer tickets plus the extra one for Stasi, sailing from San Diego on the tenth of June, as well as all of the manuals and technical documents related to the Catalina.  Alma couldn’t wait to dig into those.

“Ok, thank you.”  Mitch put the phone down, shaking his head.  

Stasi looked up, a frown between her brows.  “What did they say?”  She got to her feet, dusting off her black dress.

Mitch blew out a breath, including Alma in his answer.  “They’ve had a missing persons report on Joey for three weeks and nothing.  The guy who owns the house he was renting has filed to evict and to seize the household property in lieu of back rent.  It’s going to be sold at auction.”

“Doesn’t that belong to the children?” Alma said.

“It would if Joey were dead,” Mitch said.  “But we don’t know that.  For all we know he’s working in Chicago or something.”  A note of frustration had crept into his voice.  “They don’t even own the clothes on their backs, much less their toys back at the house or their winter coats or their parents’ pictures.  But that’s not the worst of it.  He’s got no kin as far as anyone can find.  So the kids are supposed to go to the State Home in Denver.”

Stasi drew a sharp breath.

Alma frowned.  “I thought the Sheriff said it was ok for them to stay with us.”

“As a temporary haven, he called it,” Mitch said.  “Which is fine for three weeks.  But they’ve got to have proper guardians or go into state custody.”  He shook his head, putting the phone back on the desk carefully.  “And we’re going to Hawaii in two weeks.  So after the weekend one of the deputy sheriffs will drive them up to Denver.”

Stasi brushed her hands off on her dress abruptly.  “I’m going to see what Lewis is doing,” she said and hurried out into the hangar.

Alma stepped around the little girls playing on the floor, her own and the other, the one who had no home.  “Surely Joey will turn up.”

Mitch looked intently at the phone on the desk.  “Al, don’t you think he would have by now if he was just on a bender?  I think he’s dead.  But God knows when somebody will find his body.”

“I wish Stasi could,” Alma said.

“So does she,” Mitch replied.  “But she can’t talk to the Dead unless they want to.  She can’t make Joey turn up disembodied any more than I can make him show up in the flesh!”  He changed the subject with visible effort.  “So what does Odlum say?”

“He’s sent all the specs,” Alma said.  “We can go over them in detail on the boat.  And he’s sent the tickets.  We need to head for San Diego next Wednesday if we’re going to spend a few days with Lewis’s sisters.  You and Stasi can come later if you want, but we promised his family we’d visit since we’re going through San Diego.  Maria has never seen Dora, and Kathy hasn’t seen her since she was a newborn.”

“I guess Stasi and I will take care of things with the Sheriff and getting the kids off then,” Mitch said unhappily.

“We’ve done the best we could,” Alma said.  “I don’t know what Joey was thinking.”

“Yeah.”  Mitch glanced out the window at the runway and the clouds beyond.  “At least Jimmy and Douglas will finish the school year here, with their friends.  And next year if they start in Denver it will be at the beginning of the year.  Their friends, their house, all their stuff…not just their father.”

Alma put her hand on his back.  “It’s rough.  It’s really rough.  But we do the best we can.”

“I know,” Mitch said.

Dinner was more subdued than usual, and Lewis found himself hoping the children hadn’t noticed.  Mitch’s news couldn’t have come at a worse time, he thought, as he mechanically dried the dishes and stacked them into the cabinets.  They’d gotten their first check from Odlum, but most of that had gone to hire replacement pilots from Comanche Air.  Paul Rayburn, Comanche’s owner and an old friend, had recommended them highly, and admitted that he’d been expecting to have to lay off a couple of men after a slow spring.  Alma had bargained to get Rayburn’s more experienced men, and ended up with a pair of brothers, Ted and Jeff Mulligan, and a scrawny string bean of a kid named Foster.  They were lodging in town at the moment, and would move into the house once the rest of them were gone.

“How was the kid?” Mitch asked, slipping through the kitchen door, and Alma glanced over her shoulder.

“You got the boys settled?”

“I told Jimmy he and Douglas could listen to The Shadow,” Mitch answered, “and Stasi’s taken Merilee up to bed.”

The sound of the radio came faintly from the front room as Alma turned off the water in the sink.  Lewis hung the dishtowel neatly in its place and nodded as Alma held up the coffeepot.  They settled at the kitchen table, and Lewis folded his hands around his cup.

“Tiny’s good.  Not at all a hot shot. Not a lot of hours, but he has good instincts.  I let him bring the Frontiersman back on his own.”  Lewis saw Alma grin at that, and gave a sheepish smile in answer.  Of Gilchrist’s planes, the Frontiersman was his baby, and she knew what it meant for him to let someone else take the controls.  “I think he’ll be ok.”

“Do they really call him Tiny?” Alma asked.

“Apparently he has a couple of older brothers who are even taller,” Mitch answered.

“He’s not really checked out on a trimotor,” Lewis said, “but I expect they can work around that.”

“He’ll be qualified by the end of the summer,” Alma said.  “And that’s a nice bonus for him.”

Lewis took a sip of his cooling coffee, cut half and half with milk at this late hour.  It was a nice bonus for Foster, and a break for the Mulligans, no need to worry about layoffs in a summer when work was still hard to come by. It was a huge break for Gilchrist, a chance to make themselves useful to one of the most important men in aviation, and one that came with a free trip to the South Seas, the kind of tourist destination he’d never have been able to afford. Not to mention the chance to see his own family, something he’d expected to have to put off for at least another year.  For that matter, it was probably a break for Odlum:  Gilchrist Aviation had to be cheaper than some of the larger companies he could have hired.  The only people for whom it wasn’t a break at all were the Patterson kids.

“I talked to the sheriff again,” Mitch said, as though he’d read Lewis’s mind. But then, Lewis thought, there wasn’t much else any of them were thinking about right now.  “I asked if there was any way we could at least get some of the kids’ clothes back, or their toys, but the landlord’s put a lien on the whole mess.  If we’d just taken the stuff with us when we brought them back here, they’d at least have something.”

“We couldn’t have known,” Alma said, but she sounded guilty, too.  Lewis put his hand over hers, and he gripped it tightly for a moment.  “What is heaven’s name is Pete Palmer thinking?”

“That Joey hasn’t paid rent in God knows how long,” Mitch said. “And he’s got kids of his own to feed.”

Alma shook her head.  “It’s still not right.”

“I was thinking,” Mitch said, after a moment. “If you could advance me a couple bucks from my next check — Palmer’s putting the household goods up for auction, maybe I could buy back a few things.  Just so they’d have something to take with them to Denver.”

Alma sucked in her breath.  “I — let me look at the books, ok?  Maybe a dollar or two, but — I can’t promise.”

Mitch nodded.  “Sure.  I understand.  Thanks, Al.”  He pushed back his chair, painfully casual.  “I’m just going to go check on Stasi.”

“Sure,” Alma answered, her voice just as muted. Lewis waited until the door closed behind Mitch, and rested his hand on her shoulder. 

“More coffee?”

She leaned against him, but shook her head. “No, thanks.”

“Ok.”  Lewis poured himself another half cup of coffee, stirred in sugar and milk.  “Tell me what Odlum sent. I haven’t had a chance to look at anything.”

As he’d hoped, her expression eased a little.  “It looks like everything. All the specs, the draft of the manual, even notes from the first test groups.”

“We’re not the first?” Lewis sat up a little straighter. If they weren’t the first — what had the other test pilots found that Odlum didn’t want to accept?

“I know what you’re thinking,” Alma said, “and it’s not like that. Or at least I don’t think it is. The initial test group was military, and they passed it.  The only thing they didn’t like was they said they thought it was underpowered for a plane this size.  The first group he hired in Honolulu agreed, so Floyd shut down the test and he’s sending us with a couple of replacement engines that he thinks will do the trick.”

“Uh-huh,” Lewis said.  What he really wanted to know was why Odlum had hired them, an entirely new team that had to be shipped to the islands along with the new engines, instead of continuing with the team he already had. But Alma needed cheering up, and he didn’t feel any of the prickly worry that he’d learned to recognize as the first warnings of his Sight. There would be time to ask the hard questions later.  “Has he got someone already to do the installation?”

“Yes.”  Alma nodded. “There’s a company there that Floyd has used before. And the flight engineer who worked with the first team — L. Lauder, whoever he is.”

That was somewhat reassuring. If the engineer was willing to stick around, then there probably wasn’t anything serious wrong with the plane.  Maybe Odlum hadn’t liked their work, or maybe they had other jobs lined up; there were a dozen perfectly harmless reasons Odlum might need a new team to do his testing. He folded his hands around his cup again, turning his concentration inward. There was still nothing there, and he smiled at Alma. “Want to take a quick look at the specs before we turn in?”

She smiled back, the lines easing from her forehead, and his heart lifted. “Sure.  Let me get the package.”

Mitch went upstairs quietly just in case the girls were actually asleep.  It seemed like Stasi had gone up to put them to bed a long time ago.  She’d missed the whole discussion downstairs about the steamer and the Mulligans and the plans for while they were away.   He eased the door to the small bedroom open.

Dora was asleep in the bed, curled in a little ball against the bedrail, wrapped around her rag doll.  Stasi sat in the rocker, Merilee on her lap, legs wrapped around her waist with her head on Stasi’s shoulder, the light of the nightlight bathing her in a warm glow.  Stasi’s eyes were closed, her cheek against the baby’s head.  Silent tears crept from under her eyelids, making glittering tracks against her cheek, and one glistened on Merilee’s hair.  Her features were half in shadow, half in light, her lips pursed.  

His weight shifted.  The floor creaked, and Stasi looked up.  “Oh,” she whispered.  She got up carefully with Merilee.  “I was just putting the girls to bed.  Dora went right to sleep but Merilee needed to be rocked.”

Mitch didn’t say anything.

Gently she put Merilee down next to Dora, one quilt over both, two little brown-haired girls, one two and a bit and the other not quite two.  Merilee wiggled a little, sprawling with her hand outflung, palm opening.

Stasi tiptoed out of the room and shut the door, standing beside him in the dark hall.

“I’m sorry,” Mitch said.  There were other things he might say, but he didn’t know which was right.  I didn’t know it would be so hard for you.  I would never want to do anything to hurt you.  It’s just for a little while.  And so he just put his arms around her.

“I had a little girl,” she said.  

Her head was inclined.  He couldn’t see her face.  For a moment he didn’t realize what she meant.  

“Right after the war.  I left her at the Protestant Orphan Asylum in Prague.”  Her voice choked.  “She was born in the fall after the White Terror.  I couldn’t take care of her.  I didn’t have anywhere to live.  I didn’t have any money.  I didn’t even have a roof over my head.  I didn’t have any…”  She stopped, swallowing.

He held onto her, not saying anything, just holding her as tight as he could, full of words that didn’t come.

“I had to give her up for adoption.  It was the only way I could keep her safe.  I couldn’t take care of her.”  Stasi stopped again, her hand tight against his back.  “But she was the most beautiful baby.”

Each sob seemed torn out, Stasi who never cried, Stasi who always had a brave face on everything.  “She’d be fifteen now.  I hope nice things happened to her.”

“Stasi.  Stasi.”  There was nothing to do but hold on, to stand like that in the dark hallway, holding on to her.  If I could take it all and make everything perfect for you…

She looked up, her hands tight on the back of his shirt, her voice hard as the bones of the earth.  “We are not taking these children to the State Home in Denver.  Not while there is breath in my body.”

“No,” Mitch said.  “I see we aren’t.”  His world rearranged itself in a moment, patterns shifting and reforming, a second chance for everyone.

She dropped her face for a moment, mascara all over the shoulder of his shirt.

“We’ll petition the judge to make us their permanent guardians.  He’ll do that.  He knows us,” he said.  A leap of faith, a huge thing, no turning back.  “And if Joey doesn’t turn up, we’ll adopt the whole lot.”  

“I don’t have any idea how to be a good mother.”

“I reckon you just do your best,” Mitch said.  “It can’t be any worse than where they are now, with no mother or father at all.”  His kids.  His family.  Impossible and unexpected.  She’d never said anything about kids or wanting them, but of course she wouldn’t.  Of course she wouldn’t, because it would hurt him, because it would be an accusation, a dishonorable blow since she’d gone into this knowing that he could never father anyone’s child.  But…

“We’ve got to be better than the State Home, don’t we?”  There was that choke in her voice again.  “They wouldn’t keep them together.  Merilee would go somewhere without her brothers and she’d never know who they were or remember….”

“We’d be lots better than the State Home.”  His little girl, sleeping on her mother’s shoulder.  His boys, bumping along in the back of the pickup truck, throwing the ball around the yard and reading Call of the Wild…

“Could we really?”

“Yeah.”  His arms tightened around her again.  There was no terrifying plunge they couldn’t take together.  But it was going to be tricky.  It was going to be tight.  “We’ll have to get a bigger place.”

“I do see that we can’t have five people over the garage,” Stasi said.  “Merilee can share with Dora, but the boys can’t sleep on the couch forever.  I suppose we could rent a house.  With actual bedrooms.”

“We could rent a house.”  A house in town, where the kids could walk to school or take the school bus, since there was absolutely no way that five people would fit in the car.  Or he’d have to trade cars, sell the Torpedo and get something with more space, but that wouldn’t solve the sleeping on the couch problem.  And there was one even bigger problem.  “Hawaii,” Mitch said.  “We’re supposed to leave next week.  It’s a lot of money, Stasi.  And we’re going to need it.  You could stay here, but I have to go.”  It was solid money, good money that couldn’t be replaced.  

“With you gone for two months?”  Stasi looked spooked.  “Me, by myself with them for two or three months?  With Alma and Lewis gone?”

Or not.  “They’re taking Dora,” Mitch said.  “What if we just brought the whole bunch with us?  It’ll be summer.  School will be out.  We could bring all three of them with us.  It’s just eight weeks.”

“Take three children to Hawaii?  Three children who just lost their father and who have probably never been out of the state of Colorado in their lives, one of them who isn’t but two years old?”

“Yep,” Mitch said.

She laid her head against his shoulder.  “Well then.  I don’t see what could possibly go wrong.”

“Not a thing,” Mitch said.  “It will all work out.”


Chapter Four

They had taken their coffee out onto the hotel’s lanai, the better to continue their discussion of the first two weeks of the dig.   They hadn’t found much, and what little they had turned up certainly wasn’t Chinese, but Jerry had to admit that they suggested that anything more interesting would lie a bit to the north of the area they’d staked out so far.  He and Radke had argued about it over their dinner, Radke pushing for an immediate shift of emphasis, Jerry holding out to finish analyzing the results from all the trenches before they changed their overall plans.

“We have the time,” he said, for the third time. “And if we do turn up something — interesting — no one will be able to question its provenance if we’ve definitively eliminated all possibility of missionary interference.”

“Nobody can do that,” Radke said.  “And besides, the land records prove that there were no missionary groups on this property.  What more could any reasonable person want?”

“The records don’t show everything,” Jerry answered.  “Especially in a colonial setting.”

Radke looked doubtful, but said nothing, which Jerry decided to take as acceptance of the point.  He had discovered that Radke liked to argue, and rather enjoyed it himself.  But not every minute.

“I have to find a place to stay,” he said, after a moment.  He’d kept his voice carefully casual, but Radke gave him a sharp glance.

“Yes, I can see that it might become awkward to go on staying with the Pattons.  As charming as Mrs. Patton is.”

“I’d like to be able to come and go without disturbing them,” Jerry said.  Radke nodded, the lines at the corners of his eyes tightening toward laughter, but said nothing.  He’s going to make me ask, Jerry thought, and couldn’t help smiling himself. It had been far too long since he’d felt like this, the delicious dance of offer and deniability, and he never minded making the first move.  “I was thinking of getting a room here, but Mrs. Patton suggested I rent a cottage — she knows of one that might work. I was wondering if you’d be willing to show me your room? So I could compare my options.”

Radke nodded gravely. “I would be delighted to show you my — room.”

They rode the elevator to the fourth floor in silence, two respectable and mostly sober academics careful to leave a solid six inches between their shoulders as they stood side by side in the narrow car.  The elevator operator wished them a cheerful good night, and Radke led the way down the hall and around a corner. He unlocked the door in silence, and beckoned Jerry in.

It was small and plain, with louvered shutters on the windows and a fan that Radke switched on along with the lights, but Jerry’s eyes were drawn inexorably to the iron-framed bed with its celadon-green coverlet.

“Do you speak German?” Radke asked, in that language.  “The walls are thin, and it’s better to be discreet.”

Jerry took a breath, shifting mental gears, and dredged up the vocabulary to answer in kind.  “Yes. Though I’ve never found keeping quiet to be such a hardship.”

“We’ll see about that,” Radke said, and grasped his tie to pull him in for a thorough kiss.

They ended up sprawled sideways across the foot of the bed, just their clothes undone as though they were students, still, rather than grown men.  Jerry couldn’t tell if it had been excitement or tact, or a mixture of both, but he was glad not to have had to deal with his leg just yet.  Radke had managed to shed shirt and undershirt, lying with his head on Jerry’s shoulder, ribs still heaving in the aftermath of climax, and Jerry cupped the back of his head, the red-blond curls springy under his hand.  Radke shifted with an appreciative murmur, and Jerry went on combing his fingers idly through the other’s hair, feeling the sweat drying on his own skin.

“Perhaps a cottage,” Radke said sleepily, his breath stirring the hair on Jerry’s chest.  “It would be more private.”

“We were quiet enough,” Jerry said, unable to resist, and felt Radke laugh.

“Maybe I’d like to hear you make some noise.”

“It’s like that, is it?” Jerry said softly, a thrill shooting through him, and Radke lifted his head.

“Do you dislike the idea?”

Jerry shook his head.  “I don’t mind being pushed some.” And that was as far as he was prepared to go tonight, in this moment, but it was enough.

It was close to midnight by the time he crept down the stairs and tipped the doorman to summon a taxi.  At least he had a key to the Pattons’ house, but he felt guiltily certain he would wake them stumbling in smelling of rum and tobacco and hopefully not too much of sex, and then he would have to brazen it out at the breakfast table with George disapproving and Bea amused.  He tipped his head back against the seat as the taxi climbed the dark hills, the lights of Honolulu falling away behind them.  Tomorrow was Friday; he would talk to Bea over the weekend about the cottage her friend was trying to rent.

The taxi slowed as they came around the last curve, the lights sweeping over the white Packard in the driveway.  Jerry handed the driver his fare and the tip and began to lever himself out, only to stop as he saw the tall figure standing by the car.  He finished hauling himself out, and saw the clenched fists open and George’s face relax as he recognized the new arrival.

“Ballard!  You’re home late.”

“I’m afraid so.”

The taxi pulled away, leaving them in the light from the porch, flickering as enormous moths battered themselves against its glass. George came around the back of the Packard, his gait just a fraction unsteady. He was drunk, Jerry realized, a long way from incapable, but still drunk enough to make manhandling that car up the mountain roads a dangerous proposition.

“Honolulu’s a good place for it,” George said. “Hell of a party town.”

There was a bitter note to his voice, but it was gone so quickly Jerry could almost think he’d imagined it.

“Don’t worry about waking my wife,” George went on, climbing the steps to the porch with a heavy tread.  “Either she’s up or — she isn’t.”

Jerry made a non-committal noise.  The last thing he wanted to do was get involved in any argument between his hosts.  George got the door open with a minimum of fumbling and flicked on a light in the hall.

“Did you find a good party?”

“I had dinner with Dr. Radke,” Jerry said, cautiously, and George grinned.

“I won’t ask where you went after that.”

Jerry smiled, hoping he looked worldly rather than nervous.  He didn’t need to rouse Colonel Patton’s suspicions.

“Say, there was — yeah, here it is. You got a telegram.”  George retrieved the Western Union envelope from among a group of Polynesian carvings and a chipped conch shell.  “Here you go.”

Jerry took it, frowning, and tore open the flap.  He held the telegram in the circle of lamplight, his eyebrows rising further as he read.

Job in Honolulu.  Arriving June 15 on Matsonia. Can you find us place to stay? Reply ℅ Odlum.

Care of Floyd Odlum? Jerry blinked at the type-written message, sure for a moment that he’d misread it.  But, no, it definitely said Odlum.  That must mean the job was for Consolidated, though the last he’d heard, Al had been talking about some extra work for Henry Kershaw.  Kershaw and Odlum were personal friends but business rivals — but presumably Al knew what she was doing.

“Everything all right?” George asked, and Jerry shook himself.

“Yes, sorry.  Didn’t mean to worry you.  It turns out some friends of mine have taken a job that’s bringing them to Honolulu, and they’ve asked me to look for a house for them.”  It would have to be a house, four adults plus Dora, and he couldn’t help thinking about Bea’s suggestion. “Mrs. Patton said something about your having a friend who had a place she was trying to rent?”

“Yeah, I think one of Bea’s friends still has a house here — they weren’t able to sell it when they were posted back to the States.  It’s pretty big, though.”

“Maybe I’ll share with them,” Jerry said.  “And with Dr. Radke, if there’s room.  I can’t keep imposing on your hospitality like this.”

“It’s too bad to spoil your fun,” George said, with a wink, “but they’re your friends.  Leave it to Bea, Ballard, she’ll turn up something.”

“Thanks.”  Jerry leaned on his cane, the drink and the unaccustomed exertion rolling over him like a wave.  “If you don’t mind, I think I’m going to hit the hay.”

“Of course.”  George nodded toward Jerry’s wooden leg. “Need a hand with anything?”

His tone was utterly matter-of-fact — though of course he must have seen plenty of men with missing limbs over the course of his career, and probably had some idea of the complicated logistics involved.  Jerry blinked, unexpectedly touched by the offer.  “Thanks,” he said, and hoped George heard that he meant it.  “I think I can manage.”

George nodded again.  “Good night, then, Ballard.  Don’t let Bea bully you about the cottage.”

“I appreciate her help,” Jerry said. “Good night.”

He let himself into the guest bedroom, moving as quietly as he could. He’d barely seen the Patton children, but he knew they were nearby, and they didn’t deserve to be woken up at this hour on a school night.  He washed and undressed with careful haste, then set his crutches within reach and freed himself from his leg to tend to the stump that wagged ridiculously below his right knee.  The extra walking over rough ground had left some new rubbed patches, both on the stump itself and where the straps held the leg in place, and he treated them with his usual ointment.  He’d replace the moleskin pad in the socket in the morning, but all in all he was in better shape than he’d feared he might be.  He could certainly handle an urban dig in Egypt.  Al would be pleased for him, he thought, and switched off the light.

“Lot number 8,” the auctioneer said. “A cathedral radio. It works good. This is a real nice set. Bidding starts at four dollars.” It was a sad, small crowd on the lawn, ten or twelve people, bargain hunters and the woman who had the second hand shop. It was a hot day for this early in the summer. Maybe that’s why there weren’t more people here. Mitch leaned against Alma’s truck parked on the street in front of the little house, watching the auction.

“Four dollars,” Maude McGee, the lady with the second hand shop, said.

“Four fifty,” said a man in the crowd. Bidding went on up to six dollars and then stalled. 

“Six dollars it is,” the auctioneer said. He shook his head as if he were disappointed. That was the nicest thing in the bunch, and it hadn’t gone for much, Mitch thought.   The auctioneer picked up the next box, pulling out a few things. “Lionel train set,” he said. “Two engines, some cars and track. Also a set of Tinkertoys, a stuffed bear and duck, and a Shirley Temple doll.” He pulled out the doll and held her up. Her hair was kind of wild but she had her original pink dress even if she had no shoes. “Real nice doll. The bidding starts at fifty cents.”

“Fifty cents,” Mitch said.

Maude McGee already had her hand raised, but she turned around and saw Mitch, then put her hand down. Nobody else said a word.

“Mrs. McGee, don’t you have a bid?” the auctioneer said to her. 

She shook her head.

“Sold for fifty cents,” the auctioneer said. He picked up the next box. “Boys clothes,” he said, lifting out a winter coat. “Got some good wear left in them. Pants, coats, shirts.” He held up a little cotton dress. “Some baby clothes in here too. Starting bid is fifty cents.” He looked at Mrs. McGee.

She glanced over her shoulder at Mitch leaning on the truck.

“Fifty cents,” he said.

“I have fifty cents,” the auctioneer said. “Do I have sixty-five? Somebody bid me sixty-five on this lot of children’s clothes. They’re in good shape, ladies and gentlemen. Lots of wear in them still.”

Nobody spoke. Mrs. McGee, who sold stuff like this every day in her second hand shop, looked like her mouth was glued shut.

“Fifty cents, going for fifty cents,” the auctioneer said. “Gone.” He pulled up the next lot. “Men’s clothes,” he said. “Got a suit and a couple of ties here. Starting at one dollar, ladies and gentlemen.”

Mitch was silent. He couldn’t afford to bid on everything, and Joey’s clothes wouldn’t do the kids any good.

“One dollar,” Mrs. McGee said.

“Dollar fifty,” said Howie Mills who worked at the train station.

“Two dollars,” Mrs. McGee said keenly. That suit by itself was worth three or four. She bought the lot in the end for three twenty five.

The auctioneer smiled. He pulled up the next box. “Lot number 12,” he said. “Ladies’ dresser set. Got a silver plate comb and brush here, powder box and picture frame.” He held each piece up. The picture frame held a sepia picture of a plain woman with her hair up in a bun holding a fat and unprepossessing infant, staring at its face as though it were holy writ. 

“Silver plate?” a man in the crowd asked. 

The auctioneer turned the brush over. “It says Oneida silver plate,” he confirmed. “It’s a nice set, Bob. Starting at three dollars.”

“Three dollars,” Mitch said.  

Nobody said another word.

“Bob?” asked the auctioneer.

“Nah.” The man shook his head, spitting tobacco juice on the ground. “Don’t reckon so.”

Silence reigned. 

“Gone for three dollars,” the auctioneer said.

There were a few more lots he bid on — a box of books with a battered copy of The Wizard of Oz and The Women’s Study Bible with notes and markers in it, some blankets and homemade quilts, When it was done, Mitch picked up his lots, lifting each box carefully into the bed of the Ford. Mrs. McGee stopped by him. “How’re you doing?”

He put the box down, Shirley Temple’s legs sticking out between train tracks, and tipped his hat. “Pretty good, how about you?”

“I’m doing all right now,” she said with a smile. “You give everybody my best, Stasi and the children too.”

“I’ll be sure to.”  Mitch stopped, looking for the words.  “You know, I’ve never been prouder that I live in this town.”

She put her gloved hand on his arm.  “As if anybody would bid against you once they knew you were bidding for the children!  Why if anybody did, I’d swat them over the head with my purse!”

And that was a picture, Maude laying about with her purse, making sure every lot he bid on went at the starting price.  Though she’d done as much with her eyes.  Maude’s glare could melt glass.

“It’s a good thing the judge said they could stay with you,” she said.  “I saw him at church on Sunday and told him so.  I said it may be that Mrs. Sorley is a little eccentric, but she has a heart of gold.  And all right, maybe she’s got red knickers and she’s showed them to the whole town, but they were practically married already.  I mean, you wouldn’t do that kind of dancing except with your husband, but it was Saturday and they were married on Tuesday!  Just nobody knew they were engaged at the time.  So it was all right.  And good Lord that woman can bake.”

“She sure can,” Mitch said, since that was the only part of the entire speech he could answer.

“And that Joey Patterson.  He ain’t been right since Alice died.  She just took the heart out of him and left him with the bottle, and that’s poor comfort for a man with three children.  He was bad enough before that, but I haven’t seen him sober since the funeral.  It would do Alice good to know that you’re looking out for them.”  She nodded toward the box with the dresser set, the picture in its silver frame.  “That’s Alice there.  And Jimmy, I reckon.  Back when there was money for studio photographs, before the Depression.”

“I reckon it is,” Mitch said.  He didn’t trust his voice to say more.

“I know they’ll get along fine with you,” she said.  “And would you ask your wife if I can buy two of her cakes? We’ve got a world of company coming this weekend for Homecoming at the church, and I sure could use some help with the baking.”

“I will,” he said. “What kind do you want?”

“I reckon those chocolate ones with the buttercream icing,” she said. “If she can do that in this heat.”

“I expect she can,” Mitch said. “I’ll tell her you want them. When? Saturday?”

“Saturday would be perfect,” she said, and watched him lift the last box in. “You take care.”

He went around to the cab and got in, backed the old Ford out and drove away. He trundled carefully through town, through two stop lights and up the long road that led into the hills, the peaks against the sky, lower slopes whispering with aspen trees, round the dirt road corners and switchbacks. 

All the windows were open at the house, curtains blowing in house and garage alike, the Torpedo parked on the lawn. He pulled the pickup in beside it and lifted the box of clothes out, bending over carefully with the familiar aching pull of muscles in his abdomen. Then he got the box of toys out.

Douglas and Merilee came running, Jimmy following more slowly and suspiciously.  Alma stuck her head out the front door to see what the commotion was and raised a hand in greeting.

“Bear!” Merilee squealed, making a dive for the box and grabbing the battered bear with both arms. “Bear, Bear, Bear!”

“There’s your bear,” Mitch said. “And your doll and your duck and some other things.”

“My trains!” Douglas grabbed an engine and some track. “Jim, it’s our trains! Our trains!” He waved one over his head, his round face pink and hot from running, then plunged into the box. “It’s all here. Here’s the Santa Fe and Western caboose!”

Merilee took off across the yard with her bear like she was afraid somebody would grab it while Douglas danced around. 

Jimmy stood quietly, then reached in the pickup for the third box, the powder box lying on its side beside the brush, the silver picture frame. He pulled himself up, thin sharp shoulders under a plaid work shirt, his mouth working. He reached out and picked up the frame, one finger touching her face, and he closed his eyes for a second. Then he opened them and swallowed hard, squaring his shoulders. “Mr. Sorley, you didn’t have to.”

“Yes, I did,” Mitch said.

Jerry smoothed the heavy folds of his linen robe carefully, taking pleasure in the severe lines and the general solemnity.  His Lodge rarely made time for the formalities — rarely had time, if truth were told, snatching moments when everyone was home and awake, even when they weren’t cobbling together some last ditch plan to stop something dreadful from happening.  He grinned, not sorry to be free of that as well, able to approach the evening in a contemplative frame of mind.  Of course, he understood well enough that it was intent and precision that mattered more than the form of the ritual, but there were no escaping the beauty of ritual done with thought and care.  Well done, it was a pleasure like no other.

He glanced at his image one last time, and opened the door of the spare bedroom that was being used for a changing room.  The Patton children were elsewhere for the evening, and the house was full of people he didn’t know, or had met only in passing.  To his surprise, the first person he saw was Dr. Buck.

“Dr. Ballard,” Buck said, his strong features emphasized by the white linen.  “Good to see you here.”

“And you, sir,” Jerry said.  He knew he had looked surprised, and hoped that didn’t offend.

“Both sides of my heritage,” Buck said gently, as though he’d said it often. “I am both. It’s no more startling that I should participate in this ritual than in any other.”

Jerry nodded, though of course respectable academics weren’t supposed to participate in any rituals more demanding than a bloodless Congregationalist Sunday service or the rounds of a country club dance. “I see that.”

Buck smiled. “I thought you would, Hellenist as you are.  Syncretism isn’t just something that happened long ago.”  He glanced toward the dining room doors.  “It’s a rather more eclectic bunch than common, I believe.  But that is the danger with these military people.  They come and they go, and their hearth is where they sit today. They need gods other than the gods of place.”

The military was not alone in that, Jerry thought, following Buck into the dining room.  He himself had planned just such a wandering life, and might still be coming to that, late as it was.  There were perhaps a dozen people there, all in white linen — even George, somewhat to Jerry’s surprise, had donned a robe and was obviously prepared to take part. He still wasn’t sure what to make of George, a strange mix of career officer, hard-drinking playboy, avid outdoorsman, and now Lodge member, and that was another reason he had been glad to take Bea’s suggestion about a cottage.  He and Radke had it all to themselves at the moment, but there was room enough that they should have their privacy even after the others arrived.  

The men had gathered on one side of the room, and he let himself be shifted through the usual introductions, naming his own Lodge and tradition and hearing the others’ listed in turn. “Eclectic” might be an understatement, he thought, smiling politely.  Many of them were related to the Golden Dawn, as was his own Aedificatorii Templi, but they had branched and split and changed dramatically.  Isis and Serapis, Urania, Brotherhood of the Golden Rose, the Moon Increscent:  those were all names he knew, and discreet questions established that they had acquaintances in common.  But then there were the others who came from other traditions, like Mr. Solway of the British Pacific Company, who called himself A Perfect Accepted Mason, and the McIntyres, who followed the teachings of the Ascended Masters.  Mrs. Johnstone claimed Tibetan revelations, and Jerry was relieved to see that she clung close to Solway, hanging on his arm as devoutly as she hung on his every word.

He eased away, found himself next to George and a stocky, bespectacled man who’d been introduced as Major Jennison. George gave him a nod of acknowledgement.

“Maybe you’ve run into her, too, Ballard.”

“Who?” Jerry asked, hoping he didn’t look as blank as he felt.

“Her name’s Lily, Lucy, something like that. Nice looking woman, dark-haired, kind of exotic? Not all that young, but probably not forty.”

Jerry shook his head.  “She doesn’t ring a bell.”

“You’d remember her if you’d met her,” George said.  

“Like that, is it?” Jennison asked, with a grin.

“She’s striking,” George said. “And she’s in trouble.”

The expression on Jennison’s face suggested he was having trouble repressing the words of course she is… Jerry shook his head again.  “Nothing, sorry.”

“She said she was Brotherhood of the Golden Rose,” George went on, looking at Jennison now.  “I don’t suppose you know her?”

“I don’t think so.”  Jennison’s voice trailed off, and he frowned.  “Wait a minute. Maybe — you know there was a split about ten years ago?  Before my time, but it seems to me I heard there was a woman involved, and I think her name was Lily.  Marie would know.”  He looked over his shoulder for his wife, but before he could wave her over, Bea had moved to the room’s center and was calling the group to order.  She turned off the dining room lights, leaving only the pair of tall candles on the sideboard to help them find their places.

The form of the ritual was Celtic, to Jerry’s mind an odd and rather newfangled set of correspondences to use for Lodge work.  He had gathered that this gathering had no regular Form, but a different writer for each occasion, with each of the roles within the circle assigned according to who would be there and only then to how they suited. As a newcomer of course he had no part, but he was not surprised to see that the ritual’s creator had also chosen to call the southern quarter.  She was a pretty Irishwoman perhaps five years his senior, the candlelight striking auburn glints form her hair as she called Brigid, smith of all learning and skill. 

It was no particular surprise either that their hostess called north, but there was something in the tilt of her chin as she lifted her face to the darkness outside the circle of candles that sent a chill down his spine.  “Lady of Ravens, She who masters the Wild Hunt, who gathers in the souls of the fallen and the unborn, grant us your blessing here tonight.”

Her robe was plainly white, but for a moment he thought it was black, saw Beatrice’s face painted like a skull, chalk white with her eyes and lips limned in black.  His memory supplied the goddess’s name, though it was not spoken aloud in this place:  the Morrigan, the Storm Lady who is Death herself.  This was but the tiniest fraction of that awesome power, but it made the hair stand up on the backs of his hands.  He had stumbled into — or been led to, he would admit that here in the circle, and be grateful — a group that practiced an effective power.  Jerry fitted himself into the rhythm with the ease of long practice, letting the energy flow through and over him, passing it on as he was bid, until it was released to the healing of the land at the full moon, a tide of gratitude and peace.

And after the ritual, it was utterly gone, properly grounded and set aside, and the group stood gossiping in the dining room, baked ham and salads on the buffet, while George poured drinks for everyone.  

Jerry accepted a cocktail, nodding to Jennison and his wife, and George said, “Jennison!  What was it you said about your wife knowing about this Lily woman?”

Marie Jennison gave him a polite smile, but there was the faintest hint of withdrawal in her manner.  “What woman is this, Colonel?”

“A woman I met at the Coconut Club,” George said.  “She said she was in a bit of trouble — more than a bit, in fact.  And she said she was Brotherhood of the Golden Rose.”

“There was something about a woman named Lily or something like that,” Jennison said apologetically.  “At least I thought there was?  Back when the group split.”

“That was before our time,” Marie said. There was a faintly repressive note in her voice, just as there had been a deep restraint in her presence in the circle, and Jerry wondered why she was there at all.  But the answer was obvious:  she was there to be with her husband, though whether he insisted on it or not was an open question.

“But I know I heard something,” Jennison persisted.  “Something about a curse…”

George’s head lifted at that, but Marie spoke first.  “My understanding is that there was an unfortunate affair, and people took sides.  It happens.”

“Well, yes.”  Jennison looked faintly embarrassed, and Marie tucked her arm through his.

“If you’ll excuse us, Colonel, I promised Mr. Solway that Frank would have a word with him.”

George made some sort of agreeing noise, then shook himself and began to assemble another drink, frowning more deeply.

“That meant something,” Jerry said, and looked away, embarrassed.  “Sorry, it’s none of my business.”

“She said she was cursed,” George said.  “She was three-quarters drunk, I’ll admit, but — you could tell she knew what she was doing.  And I called her on it, and she named her lodge, and she said she was cursed.  That it had ruined a job she had been hired for, and that she brought nothing but ruin.”

Jerry blinked.  It wasn’t impossible, but it was hardly common; on the other hand, a drunken woman who talked about curses in a Honolulu bar was more the stuff of pulp magazines and B movies. Before he could say anything, George’s eyes shifted, the disillusioned stare of a man who knew himself disbelieved, and he quickly filled another glass.  

“Do me a favor, will you, Ballard? Take this to my wife.”

“Of course,” Jerry said, and turned carefully away.

Jerry made his way across the room, cane hooked over his arm, and smiled politely at Bea.  The Irishwoman stood with her, luckily with a full drink already in her hand, and Jerry included her in his nod.  “Your husband sent this over, Mrs. Patton.”

Bea’s smile deepened.  “That was nice of him.  Did you meet Margaret earlier?”

“I didn’t have the pleasure,” Jerry said.  “Though I think someone pointed you out as the author of tonight’s piece?”

She smiled.  “I was.”

“It was very well done,” Jerry said.  

“I’m glad you think so,” Margaret said.  She held out her hand, and Jerry took it. “It’s Dr. Ballard, isn’t it?  Peter’s told me about your dig.  I hope it’s going well.”

“Margaret is Peter’s wife,” Beatrice said. “Margaret Buck.”

Jerry hoped his surprise didn’t show on his face or in his handshake.  “We’re very much in the preliminary stages. And of course it’s a tremendous long shot that we’d find anything.”

“So he said. But still — you may be lucky.”  Margaret smiled. “Sometimes one is.”

“We can hope so,” Jerry said. Behind her Bea had a warning look on her face, and so he finished with more than his usual warmth.  “I appreciate your good wishes.”

“I hope you’ll come to dinner some night,” Margaret said.  “And Dr. Radke, of course, if you think he’d be willing.”

Jerry couldn’t help flinching a little at that — he knew perfectly well what she was worried about, and felt a little guilty for having stayed so determinedly off politics with Willi.  “I’d be delighted,” he said, and felt like crossing his fingers like a child. “And I’m sure Dr. Radke would be, too.”

Both she and Bea gave him a look that suggested they had heard the evasion, but appreciated the effort. “We’ll have to find a suitable evening,” Margaret said.

“I’m entirely at your disposal,” Jerry answered, and she moved away, leaving him and Beatrice by the lanai doors. She looked at him as if he’d passed some test more significant than any in the ritual, and he knew perfectly well what it was. “I don’t disapprove,” he said. “I’ve just never met a racially mixed couple before.”

“Unsurprising, since there isn’t a state in the Union where they could marry,” Beatrice said tartly. “Fortunately, New Zealand is more — lenient.”

He suspected she had been going to say reasonable.  “I’m glad for them,” he said. He was certainly aware of the dangers, couldn’t help wondering how they had managed during their year at Yale.  When he had first roomed with Iskinder in his own college years, he’d observed the care with which Iskinder interacted with other students, friendly and personable and outgoing with the men, but entirely abstracted and cool to women.  He’d wondered — hoped, as he got to know Iskinder better — if Iskinder simply didn’t like women much. And then he’d realized that it had nothing to do with that, but was rather that any kind of friendship with a white woman was a minefield.  It could so easily become a disaster for her, the kind of thing that ruined one’s reputation and prospects for life, and for him — well, it probably wouldn’t have been lethal within the bounds of Harvard College, especially not when he was a prince of Ethiopia, but there were certainly places where so much as speaking to a white woman could only end with a death.  Not all of them were hundreds of miles from Cambridge, either.

Of course going the other way was more acceptable.  There were men who scouted the jazz clubs of Harlem and the South Side the way he had scouted Times Square, who took up with dancers in the jazz revues the way he might take up with a Broadway chorus boy. But it was the same thing, a peculiar vice.  A kink. A dubious and dangerous taste, whether one liked Josephine Baker in high camp or golden-haired boys in drag.  A white woman married to a brown-skinned man was an enormous exception in good society, and their position would never be entirely secure.  He wondered how it was in Hawaii, where there were so many races mingling in such close quarters, imagined it could go either way.

Bea was still watching him, her expression intent.  “I truly don’t disapprove,” Jerry said.  “One of my best friends…” And then he stopped, coloring, aware of how it sounded. “My roommate all through college…”  And that was no better, but Bea only smiled.

“One of my best friends, too.  Peter and Margaret are dear friends. And I don’t mean to be rude.  I may be just a little protective of them.”

“I understand,” Jerry said.  Certainly anyone who was rude to Iskinder would never be a friend of his.

Her face relaxed a little, and she stepped out into the relative darkness of the lanai, its rafters strung with lanterns.  Jerry followed, unsure what the invitation meant, but glad they were fully out of Margaret’s hearing. 

“If Dr. Radke is going to be difficult, don’t invite him,” Bea said.  “Margaret doesn’t need to hear anything about German racial theories.”

“Certainly not over a meal,” Jerry said. She couldn’t avoid them in academia, no one could, but one did not have to have them at the dinner table.  “I don’t actually know what Radke’s politics are, but of course I won’t bring him if there’s any chance of him being unpleasant.”

“No, I know you won’t,” Bea said. She tugged a dead leaf from one of the plants along the railing.  “That’s what my book is about. The one that’s out next year.  It’s a love story with an interracial couple.”

“It must have been hard finding a publisher,” Jerry said. He frankly couldn’t imagine that a single New York house would touch a book like that.

“You have no idea,” Bea said. “It’s being published by a small press here in Hawaii.  My first book was only published in France. I translated it myself because no American house would take it.” She took a sip of her drink, looking out into the palm fronds stirring in the night breeze.  “This one is about an Englishman who is left in Hawaii in the eighteenth century and his Polynesian wife. Not that they’re ever married in the Church of England, or that she accepts his god except as one more truth among many.  It’s about their twenty-five years together, and how they do and don’t reconcile their cultures.” She glanced at him sideways, a smile playing about her lips. “Most people would consider it a very immoral book.”

“I don’t think so,” Jerry said, startled into more truth than usual. “Love is always sacred.  Love is love.”

She smiled at him again, the corners of his eyes crinkling, and he wondered if he’d said far too much.  “Love is so big.  It doesn’t belong in a little box.  Any relationship between adults who consent to it is no one else’s business.”

Jerry froze for a fraction of a second, then made himself take a drink of George’s lethal cocktail.  Did she know about Radke, about him?  Was it his behavior, or a lucky guess?  Clairvoyance?  He wouldn’t put that past her.  Or was it simply a Free Love platitude, and he fled like a guilty man?

“But I won’t have Dr. Radke being rude to Margaret,” she said briskly.  “I just won’t stand for that.”

“No, indeed,” Jerry said, relieved to find his voice steady. “That would never do.”


Chapter Five

They were disembarking at noon. Douglas rolled the new word over in his head, enjoying its syllables even though he knew it just meant “getting off the boat.”  The suitcases they had had with them in the cabins were all packed again, and Mrs. Sorley said the trunks they’d watched being swung aboard the Matsonia in giant nets back in San Diego would be waiting for them on the dock.  He had a couple of books in those trunks that he’d be glad to see again, even though he hadn’t finished the book he’d brought with him because he’d spent too much time exploring the ship.

“Douglas!” Mrs. Sorley said. “Come here, darling, let me comb your hair.”

Douglas submitted without complaint, mindful of Jimmy’s eyes on him.  Jimmy had yelled at him for scaring everyone, which he hadn’t meant to do, except that he was curious about the engine room and then he’d gotten lost.  But the stokers had been really nice, and they’d let him help carry the coal while the engineer told Mr. Sorley where he’d gone, and then Mr. Sorley had climbed down to collect him and apologize. He wasn’t entirely sure what Mr. Sorley was apologizing for, because he’d been really careful about not getting underfoot, and he didn’t think the stokers were mad at him.  Jimmy had been mad, though, and that wasn’t fair.  He wasn’t really in charge, no matter if he was eleven.

“Why do we have to get dressed up to disembark?” he asked, and Mrs. Sorley gave his chin a quick rub with her handkerchief.

“Because we’re coming to a new place, darling, and you always want to make a good impression.  Jimmy, go wash your hands, please. Merilee, come here.”

Douglas parked himself on the padded bench that ran along the cabin wall, swinging his legs. He supposed that made sense. Certainly Jimmy would think so. He gave Jimmy a scowl as he came out of the little bathroom, but Jimmy ignored him. As far as Douglas could figure, Jimmy had nearly talked them out of this trip, and now that he’d been on a real ship — a freightliner, the stokers said it was called — he wouldn’t forgive Jimmy for that, not easily. He remembered Mr. Sorley sitting them down in the room that served as Gilchrist Aviation’s office, with all their licenses framed on the wall like diplomas at the doctor’s.  He’d explained that the grown-ups had a job that was going to take them to Hawaii, and that he would like to bring them along.

“Why?” Jimmy asked, after a moment.

“A couple of reasons,” Mr. Sorley said.  “First, if — when — your father comes back, nothing will have happened that can’t be changed. If you don’t come with us, the sheriff says we have to find someone to take care of you here, or you’ll have to go to the Children’s Home in Denver, and that might be harder to undo. Second — Mrs. Sorley and I like you, and Dora likes you. It would be nice for Dora to have some company on this trip.”

Douglas had nodded, but Jimmy frowned even more deeply. “What if our dad comes back while we’re gone?  He’ll think something awful has happened.”

“If he does, he’ll go straight to the sheriff himself,” Mr. Sorley said.  “And the sheriff can tell him where you are.  And he can send us a telegram right away, so you’ll know what’s happened.”

“But we’ll be on the boat,” Jimmy said.

“They get telegrams on boats all the time,” Mr. Sorley answered. “I promise, he’ll be able to find you.”

They did get telegrams on the ship; Douglas had seen them delivered in the dining room, the waiters carrying the envelopes on little silver trays.  They’d never gotten one, though — his father was probably still in Denver, still looking for work, or maybe he’d found a job that took him traveling, so he couldn’t write.

He didn’t like to think about that, so he turned his attention to the essay he’d been composing all the way across the Pacific.  He was starting second grade next year, and the teacher was bound to ask them to write about what they’d done over the summer. He was going to have the best story in the class, hands down — the only problem was deciding what to write.  

We went to Hawaii over the summer.  But first we went to California and saw palm trees and Mr. Sorley learned to fly a seaplane —

He frowned. 

Mr. and Mrs. Segura and Mr. Sorley learned to fly a seaplane and we visited Mr. Segura’s sisters and we saw all the baggage put in a net to go onto the ship and my little sister had to wear a leash so she wouldn’t fall overboard.  And we met Miss Lee, who’s Chinese and goes to college in California and helped watch my sister and Dora —

“Douglas!”  Mrs. Sorley said.  “Stop wool-gathering!  It’s time to go.”

“Ok.” Douglas slid off the bench and fell into line beside her.  “Mrs. Sorley, why do they call it wool-gathering?”

“Because —” Mrs. Sorley stopped.  “You know, darling, I don’t know.  English is a very odd language sometimes.”

“We can look it up in a dictionary,” Jimmy said. “When we get to the house.”

As if there was going to be a dictionary in Hawaii.  Douglas knew better than to say that aloud, though, and didn’t pull away when Jimmy grabbed his hand. They were supposed to be staying in a house that Dr. Ballard had rented for them, and he hoped maybe it would have a thatched roof and a palm tree of its own. Dr. Ballard had a wooden leg and spoke Latin, and was hunting buried treasure, which sounded even more exciting than testing a seaplane.  Maybe there would be spies, and he could get to use some of the tricks he’d learned from the Hardy Boys —

“Come on, Douglas,” Jimmy said, yanking at his hand, and Douglas let himself be dragged up the last flight of stairs to the desk. 

As they came out into the sunshine, Douglas could hear music, light and sway-y, with lots of guitars and people singing in a language he didn’t recognize.  Mr. Sorley was waiting for them, along with Mrs. Segura and Dora, and Douglas saw him give Mrs. Sorley an extra-wide smile.  Jimmy said they liked to dance, that he’d caught them dancing once in the kitchen after everybody else was supposed to be in bed, and Douglas wondered if maybe they’d dance on the dock. Miss Lee joined the line, waving cheerfully to Mrs. Segura, and Mrs. Segura turned back to talk to her.

“— really appreciate all your help with the children —”

“I missed my own little sisters so much while I was at school,” Miss Lee answered. “It was kind of you to let me play with the girls, and with Douglas and Jimmy.”

“They’re going to hire her to take care of us over the summer,” Jimmy said, in Douglas’s ear. “Because she needs the money for college.  I heard Mrs. Segura talking about it last night.”

“Well, that’s good.”  Douglas liked Miss Lee:  she had a sense of humor and nothing much got her bothered.  She said it was because she had a brother and a whole bunch of little boy cousins, and Douglas wondered if maybe they could make friends with them.  He’d like to meet more Chinese people.

Jimmy looked disapproving.  “Mrs. Sorley ought to be able to take care of us. Since she brought us here.”

“I’d rather be here than in Denver,” Douglas said, and Jimmy looked for a minute as though he was going to punch him.

“We wouldn’t have gone to Denver!  Somebody would have taken us in — the Thompsons, maybe.”

The Thompsons lived next door to their old house, and had four kids already.  Douglas was pretty sure that if they hadn’t helped out when their father left, they weren’t going to help out now, but he didn’t want to think too hard about it.  He looked over the rail instead, down onto the wharf where the band was playing.  There were brown-skinned girls in grass skirts and wreaths of flowers, swaying back and forth as though their waists were hinged, and he pointed.  “Look at that!”

“Don’t point, darling,” Mrs. Sorley said, shifting Merilee to her other hip, and then they were at the head of the gangway. “Be careful, now.”

Douglas wanted to run, but Jimmy gave him a look that promised retribution if he tried.  He walked sedately instead, one hand on the rail, the music from the band getting louder and louder.  The girls were still dancing, better than in a movie, and the sun was hot and bright and everything smelled of vanilla and things he didn’t recognize.  Someday when I’m grown up, I’m going to come back here, he thought, and for an instant it seemed as though he changed, body stretching and taking on a man’s weight, and he came down a shorter ramp to embrace a Chinese woman who held him tight against the rain and wind — And then it was gone, sharper than a daydream and just as real, and he looked up to see one of the dancers holding up a necklace of purple flowers.

“Aloha, little boy,” she said.  “Welcome to Hawai’i.”

“Well,” Alma said, surveying the neat little bungalow with its broad lanai and the sleeping porch along the side.  “It’s very pretty.”

Jerry gave her a look that mingled affection and exasperation.  “When Willi and I rented it, we thought it was just going to be you two and Mitch and Stasi and Dora.  Not all of you plus the Patterson kids.”

Alma gave him a guilty look.  “I was sure I’d written you about that.”

“You did.  Just not that they were coming with you.”

“We could hardly leave them,” Alma said. She felt on more certain ground with that, since she had a sneaking feeling that she’d forgotten to mention bringing the kids more or less on purpose. “They’d have had to go to the State Home if we didn’t take them — Joey doesn’t have any relatives that the sheriff could find, or Alice either.”

“That’s a shame,” Jerry said.  “And I do see you had to take them. I’m just not sure where to put everyone.”  He shook his head, looking briefly amused.  “Willi and I can share a bedroom, I suppose, and that gives you and Lewis — no, you and Lewis should be downstairs, in the guest bedroom, there’s more room for Dora if she still has nightmares, and then Mitch and Stasi can have the other upstairs bedroom.  There’s a box room that’s just big enough for both girls, and the boys can have the sleeping porch.”

It’s like that, is it? Alma thought. She had only met Dr. Radke briefly when he’d driven Jerry to meet them at the dock, but she had to admit he was a very good-looking man, lithe and lean and sun-browned. “I expect that will work. And if it doesn’t, we can always look for another cottage to rent.  There must be one available.”

“I’ll introduce you to Mrs. Patton,” Jerry said.  “She knows everything, it seems — she found us this place.  Oh, and we have a cook, Sue Fong, who also does the cleaning.  So that’s taken care of.”

Alma nodded. “As long as you let us chip in.  I’m sure she’s going to charge more once she sees all of us.”

“I’ll take you up on that,” Jerry said cheerfully.

“And we’re hiring a girl we met on the boat to help watch the children,” Alma went on. “Her name is Ida Lee, and she’s a student at the University of California — in an engineering program, if you’ll believe it. Her father has a machine shop here in Honolulu, and she was looking for work for the summer.  She was wonderful with the girls on the boat, so it seemed like a perfect fit.”

“You must have had fun,” Jerry said, “riding herd on four kids all the way across the Pacific.”

“It was tiring at times,” Alma admitted.  “But they’re pretty well-behaved, just  — adventurous.”

“Well, I’ll be at the dig,” Jerry said, with a grin, “and you’ll be at the harbor with the plane, so — I hope you’re paying Miss Lee what she’s worth.”

Alma smiled, the old affection welling up in her, and caught him in a firm hug. “Oh, it’s good to see you again, Jerry.”

He returned the embrace, awkward only because of his cane. “Good to have you here, Al. All of you.”

They’d need to rent a car, too, Alma thought, as she and Lewis and Mitch bounced in the uncomfortable taxi back down toward the harbor and the address where the Catalina was currently moored.  Taxis were going to be expensive, judging by this one, and they needed to be able to come and go conveniently.  At least Jerry had a phone in the bungalow; she’d called the company, Finch and Sons, and told them Gilchrist was coming.  The man on the other end of the line acknowledged that Matson had informed him that the engines had arrived, but he hadn’t yet made arrangements to have them delivered.  Tomorrow, he promised, sounding flustered, and Alma knew she was in for another wearisome conversation proving that she was in fact in charge and competent to be so before she could get Finch on her side.

They came out of the hills and into Honolulu proper, a mix of white-washed buildings with red tile roofs and two-story storefronts with galleries along the second floor and a scattering of pretentious fake-Gothic fortresses.  As they got closer to the inner harbor and the Navy base, the buildings were newer and more carefully painted:  Navy offices or government contractors, she guessed.  Finch and Sons proved to be a sturdy-looking building on the waterfront, with a corrugated metal roof and a freshly painted sign that displayed a bright yellow-green bird perched on the top of the F. She hoped the willingness to pun was a good sign.

The main door was open, letting a little air into the hot dark; the main area was an open hangar, except that in the center of the concrete floor there was a long narrow dock where at least two seaplanes could be moored.  At the moment, there was only the Catalina, her odd hybrid shape unmistakable, twin engines mounted on the high wing above the massive fuselage.  She’d liked the Catalina she’d flown in San Diego, though she agreed that it was underpowered. The engines they had brought with them from California were Republic Coronadoes, specially modified for a flying boat, and she was eager to try them out.

There were doors along the left-hand wall, probably the office and the smaller workshops, and sure enough one opened and a Hawaiian man in oily coveralls appeared, wiping his hands on a rag. He looked them over, his gaze settling inevitably on Mitch, and said, “Can I help you, mister?”

“Yes, thanks,” Alma said, with a smile.  “I’m Alma Segura, from Gilchrist Aviation.  I believe that’s our Catalina you’ve got there.”

The Hawaiian looked startled for a moment, then gave a slow nod.  “I’ll get Mr. Finch.”

“Thank you,” Alma said, to his departing back, and heard Lewis sigh.

After a moment, another door opened, and a stocky balding man in grease-marked slacks and a short-sleeved shirt printed with a pattern of enormous leaves and pineapples started toward them. A woman trailed behind him, her dark brown hair pulled back with a brightly printed scarf.  She wore slacks and a short-sleeved shirt, too, but they were spotless, and positively dowdy compared with the tropical brilliance of the man’s outfit.

“Keith Finch,” the man said, and held out his hand to Alma.

“Alma Segura,” she said, pleasantly surprised, and returned the no-nonsense grip.  “These are my partner and pilot, Mitchell Sorley and Lewis Segura.  We spoke earlier, I believe?”

Finch exchanged handshakes with the others.  “Yep, that was me.  I’m afraid I have some bad news, Mrs. Segura. I just got a call from the dock, and apparently there was some sort of screw-up unloading.  One of the engine crates is damaged.  They’ll pay, of course, but —”

Alma swallowed a most unladylike curse.  “What about the engine itself?”

“I won’t know until it gets here.  Hopefully not, but —”  Finch spread his hands. “I figured you’d better get the bad news up front.”

“Can you fix it if it has been damaged?” Alma asked, and the brunette cleared her throat.

“He certainly can.  That’s one of the reasons Floyd hired him.”  She held out her hand.  “I’m Lily Lauder — the flight engineer.”

Alma took it automatically, several things slotting into place. If L. Lauder the flight engineer was Lily Lauder, that might explain some of the reservations in the reports she’d read on the boat over.  She’d been all too aware that there were things unsaid, some problem that had never been stated; if it was just that the pilots hadn’t liked working with a woman — well, that was a lot better than she had feared.  And that would be just like Odlum, to hire another woman so that he’d know for sure which problems were the plane and which were the crew.  Another man would simply have fired Lily, but that wasn’t fair, and Odlum knew it.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Lauder.”

She introduced the others, and Mitch gave his most charming smile.  “You look familiar, Miss Lauder.  Didn’t you use to be Lily Taylor?”

Alma blinked at that, and thought Lily flinched.  Lily Taylor had been a notable aviatrix back in the ‘20s, a popular barnstormer who’d had some parts in movies.  She’d had a couple of bad crashes, though — a co-pilot killed, and somebody on the ground, too — and dropped out of sight. 

“That was before I married,” Lily said, with a smile that looked a little forced. 

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Lauder,” Mitch began, and she shook her head.

“Please don’t be, Mr. Sorley.  I’m divorced now.  I go by ‘miss.’”

Not very lucky at all, Alma thought, and stepped in to cover any awkwardness. “It’s good to have you as part of the team.  Floyd spoke highly of you.  And of you, Mr. Finch.”

“We’re doing our best,” Finch said.  He shook his head.  “I’m afraid there’s not much we can do until we get the engines down here and take a look at them.  I can show you the test parameters that we mapped out the first time, but I expect you’ve seen those already.”

“What I’d really like is to look over the plane,” Alma said. “That and rent a car.  Those were the two things we wanted to get done today.”

“I can help you with the car,” Finch said. “The first team was using one of my cousin’s old runabouts.  He’d be glad to rent it to you, dollar fifty a week and you pay for the gas.”

“Everything on the island is more expense,” Lily said, with a sideways smile.

It was more than she’d expect to pay in California, but that expense would go on Odlum’s tab, and it would keep Finch happy.  “That would be lovely,” she said.  “When can we pick it up?”

“You can leave in it,” Finch answered.  “Jim left it here while he went over to Molokai to help his wife’s people with the fishing.”

“Excellent,” Alma said, and turned toward the plane.

The Catalina was enormous, almost sixty-four feet from nose to tail, a good fifteen feet longer than the Terrier that was their workhorse, with a hundred foot-plus wingspan.  That was thirty feet more than the Terrier, and from the ground the wing seemed disproportionately large, though Alma knew that was what gave it the massive lift she’d so liked about it.  The wing was elevated above the fuselage on a central pylon — the Cabane Strut, the plans called it — and the two big engines were set into the wing just outboard of the fuselage. Floating in the dock, it was hard to see the depth of the hull, or the complicated stepped curves that shortened the take-off, though she could just make out the ledge that let a crewman stand by the bow to handle anchoring.  The side hatch was open just forward of the struts that braced the wing, an aluminum gangway running out to it; further aft, the fuselage narrowed, its rear coming up at a slight angle, rising clear of the water to end in the towering tail. The latest drawings, the one she’d studied on the trip over, had indicated that Odlum planned to include a pair of gun turrets at the waist aft of the wing, but this one didn’t have them installed. Of course, neither had the one they’d flown in San Diego.  Both planes, though, had the awkwardly placed nose turret, jutting up below the cockpit windows:  it was great for defense, but it cut the pilots’ visibility more than she liked. 

“Did you get a chance to get checked out before you left the States?” Finch asked, and Alma shook herself back to attention.

“We did.  She’s a nice plane.”

“A little underpowered,” Lily said.  “But otherwise very nice.”

“I’ll give you the walk-through,” Finch said, and started up the metal gangway that led into the open side hatch.

Alma followed, more cautiously, one hand on each rail as the metal bounced underfoot, and saw that the others waited until she had ducked through the hatch before they started up the gangway.  Finch flipped a switch, turning on a string of working lights, and Alma couldn’t help a delighted smile.  They were standing in the middle compartment, with the mechanic’s station, built into the Cabane Strut that supported the enormous wing, just above them. Someone had tied a piece of old cushion to the underside of the mechanics’ seats, and Alma suspected Mitch, at least, would be grateful for that protection. Another open hatch led forward into the radio and navigation compartment, while toward the tail gray-painted catwalks formed a narrow floor between the struts and structural members.

“We’re not fitted out with much of anything except the necessary equipment,” Finch said.  “You’ve got your life raft and the parachutes —”  He pointed to where they hung on the compartment walls, five gray bundles and a much larger yellow one. “But that’s about it.  This here, where I’m standing, that’s supposed to be the galley, and I guess they’ll put bunks in for the Navy.  Or bomb racks.”

Alma looked around the unfinished-looking space, noting the auxiliary power plant and storage lockers. There was plenty of room to hang a couple of bunks, and beyond that another hatch opened onto what the plans had called the waist gunners’ compartment.  “Looks like there’s plenty of room for cargo.”

“What’s the range?” Mitch asked, looking at Alma, but it was Lily who answered first.

“Projected to be twenty-five hundred miles.  Twenty-five twenty, to be precise.”

Lewis whistled softly, and Alma nodded agreement. That was a comfortable range for island-hopping, could make this a very useful civilian plane with a few modifications.  She peered through the hatch into the plane’s waist, trying to imagine chairs for passengers set there — or maybe curtained bunks, like on a train.  The Catalina could easily spend twenty hours in the air; you’d want a full galley and a couple of stewards to tend the passengers, and space for the crew to rest as well. Probably it would make more sense to make shorter runs — you wouldn’t need as big a crew, or quite as elaborate accommodations for the passengers, but if Odlum could make the cabin fittings interchangeable, the way Henry Kershaw had done for the Terrier…

She was getting ahead of herself, she knew, and pulled her attention back to the matter at hand.

“Just through here is radio and navigation,” Finch said, and gestured for her to precede him through the hatch.  

Alma stepped carefully over the high combing, checking out the radio equipment that climbed the bulkhead to either side.  Odlum hadn’t skimped here, she was pleased to see. Not that they were likely to need the kind of range those big transmitters possessed, or the navigation table with its inset chronometers and the box of instruments strapped to the bulkhead, not with the short flights they had planned, but she felt better flying in the Pacific with all of it on board.

“Cockpit’s just ahead,” Finch said.

Alma stepped cautiously through the final hatch, avoiding the ramp that led between the pilots’ seats to the bombardier’s position in the nose, settled herself in the pilot’s seat.  The nose turret sat just forward of the cockpit and above the bombardier’s station. It was a slightly different shape from the one on the Catalina she’d flown in California, but it still rose high enough to block part of her vision.  Lewis swung himself into the other chair, grimacing as he realized the same thing, and Mitch stooped to peer into the bombardier’s compartment.

“Interesting.”

“Not very practical for civilian use,” Alma said.

Finch nodded.  “I think you’ll want a plain clipper nose for that.  She’ll be steadier on landing that way, too.  But this is what we’ve got, unless Odlum wants to pay to modify it.”

“Not at the moment,” Alma said briskly, and thought he looked disappointed.

They spent the next hour going through the plane from nose to tail, familiarizing themselves with the systems they’d learned in California and on the voyage over, but finally Alma pulled herself away.  What she really wanted was to take it up for a spin, but it was too late in the day to think of that, even if she hadn’t been tired from their arrival.

“We’ve made a good start,” she said, firmly.  “Mr. Finch, thank you for all your help.  Miss Lauder, we’ll talk more in the morning.”

“I’ll telephone you first thing when the engines arrive,” Finch said, and they shook hands again.

The runabout proved to be a seven-year-old Buick with a worn interior but an engine that Mitch pronounced impeccable. They climbed aboard, Alma happy for once to let Mitch drive, and he pulled sedately out of the alley beside the hangar. 

Alma leaned back in her seat as they wound their way through the city and then up the hills toward the rented bungalow.  It was a good day’s work, she thought. Finch seemed reasonable enough, and Lily — well, she had to be a good engineer, or Odlum wouldn’t have hired her.  She was inclined to think that the first batch of pilots hadn’t quite known what to do with her — that would explain the reserve she’d suspected in their reports.  She was all too aware of how many people didn’t like to rely on a woman.

She twisted in her seat as they reached the top of the long hill, looking back toward the naval harbor and the small airfield beside it.  They had a better view from the bungalow’s back lanai, but she still hadn’t gotten used to the brilliant contrasts, the vivid greens and blues and the startling tropical whites and the distant ocean.  Everything was strange and exotic, and she was almost as excited about it all as the children were. 

She was abruptly aware that Lewis had been very quiet since they left Finch and Sons, and gave him a quick glance.  “Everything all right?”

He looked up, frowning, eyes for a moment unfocused.  “There’s something — off — about Miss Lauder.  Something not quite right, but I can’t seem to put a finger on what it is.”

“She got two of her co-pilots killed back in the ‘20s,” Mitch said.  “One was a big crash, at a county fair or something, and a family on the ground was killed, too.  I reckon she still feels that.”

Alma winced at the thought. Yes, that would haunt you, and if you were a woman, you’d be blamed more than a man would be, and would have to work ten times as hard to prove you were over it.  As long as it hadn’t made her overcautious — but she’d cross that bridge when they came to it.

“Maybe?” Lewis shook his head. “I’ll read the cards tonight, maybe that’ll give me something.”

“It’s not just that she’s having to prove herself, is it?” Alma said, and he gave her his shy smile.

“I thought about that, and I don’t think so.  But I’ll keep it in mind.”

The bungalow had seemed a good deal more spacious before they’d unpacked.  Lewis settled himself at the narrow desk that stood in the downstairs bedroom, the lamp casting a warm circle of light on the scratched wood.  Alma was propped up in the narrow bed with book in hand, a second lamp lit on the bedside table, her shoulders bare beneath a thin chemise.  The windows were open to the night air, and the tall standing fan swept back and forth, adding an extra breeze.  It was still hot, but not so bad they wouldn’t eventually be able to sleep.  At least everything was quiet on the sleeping porch, the two boys apparently asleep at last, and there was only the occasional creak of a floorboard overhead as the others got ready for bed.

A bigger place would be nice.  Not least because he was starting to get the idea that Dr. Radke and Jerry had a thing going, which still made him blush.  Not that Radke didn’t seem to be a nice guy, if a little peppery — but then, if I’d been settling in for a summer of illicit fun, I’d be a little annoyed to have my boyfriend’s friends and family pile in on top of me, Lewis reflected.  You couldn’t really blame the guy.  And he seemed nice enough, with a sharp sense of humor, even if he was German.  Jerry had been pretty scathing about the National Socialists when he’d come back from Berlin last year, and just as sour on the Communists, so presumably he knew what he was doing.  Everyone had been careful to keep away from politics over dinner, though.

And that wasn’t what he was supposed to be thinking about here.  He unwrapped his deck, taking a deep breath, then crossed himself, letting the Ave Maria slide through his mind. It wasn’t that he disbelieved Alma and Stasi when they said that the cards were only a tool, that intent was everything; it was more that the prayer ordered his mind, tidied his intent into something he felt he could trust. He addressed Saint Michael as well, the same prayer he had whispered at the front in France, and felt the familiar centered calm steal over him at last.

He shuffled the cards, holding Lily Lauder’s face in his mind: strong-boned, attractive, perhaps a little foreign somehow, but there was also something there that spoke of deep unhappiness, a bone-deep sorrow that had been borne a long time.  Haunted, or perhaps hunted:  either one seemed possible.  Diana guide me, he thought, and cut the cards, the pasteboard warm in his hands. He turned the first card.

A woman stood bound and blindfolded within a fence of eight swords: restriction, tightened circumstances, being trapped and unable to move on.  That fit well enough with what he thought he had read just in her expression, and he turned the second card, laying it across the first as the force opposite, the cause of the unhappiness.  The Devil scowled back at him, naked man and woman chained at his feet.  He didn’t take it literally, of course, didn’t believe that Lily was actually pursued by the devil or even his agents; that didn’t seem to fit the story he could feel unfolding at his fingertips.  Power and the misuse of power, yes, that he could believe.  That would fit the shadows on Lily’s face.

He turned three more cards in quick succession, laid them out below the crossed cards, past, present, and future in a neat line from left to right:  the Five of Cups, the Five of Coins, and the Nine of Wands. In the past , loss, disappointment, disillusionment; three spilled cups at the feet of the bowed figure.  Beggars creeping through the snow beneath a well-lighted window in the present: depression and more loss, lack of employment.  Lily Taylor had been a minor star, a figure of glamour, and now she was reduced to acting as someone else’s flight engineer, working not just for Odlum but for Odlum’s employees.  In the future…  He cocked his head at the Nine of Wands, a man with a bandaged head standing in front of a line of wands like a palisade.  A battle hard fought, and not yet won. 

If Mitch’s story was true, that all made sense.  Tragic accidents, the loss of her livelihood, the failed marriage… And yet he was missing something. The story felt incomplete, and yet he felt no desire to turn another card. The pieces were all there, but he wasn’t seeing them clearly.  The key was the Devil, he thought.  Power and the misuse of power.  Had Lily made poor choices?  Or was someone working against her, making sure she didn’t get work?  There was the ex-husband to think about, and the families of the people who’d died in her crashes.  That was a heavy burden.  Neither one felt quite right, though, and he sighed and swept the cards together.  He’d seen all he was going to see tonight; he’d talk it over with Stasi in the morning and see if she could suggest anything more. 

He returned the cards to their silk bag and began getting ready for bed, aware of Alma’s friendly attention from the bed.  

“Anything useful?” she asked, slipping a piece of paper into her book.

“Maybe?”  Lewis gave her an apologetic smile as he fastened his pajama top, and flicked out the desk lamp.  “From what I could tell, she’s had a hard time of it — though I don’t know that we needed the cards to figure that out.”

“Not entirely,” Alma agreed, scooting over to give him more room. She switched off her own lamp, plunging the room into sudden dark.  The fan seemed louder all of a sudden, and Lewis settled himself carefully next to her, working his feet under the cool sheet.  “I know I read that she’d been in a bad wreck, but that was when Gil was getting sick, so — I really didn’t pay much attention.  And then she just disappeared.”

“The Crash ruined a lot of flyers,” Lewis said. It had come close to ruining them; Gilchrist Aviation had survived only by winning a cross-country air race — largely thanks to Alma — and they were still struggling to pay the bills each month.  This job was a lucky break, and they couldn’t afford to let Lily’s problems spill over onto them. But that didn’t seem all that likely.  As long as she was halfway competent, they’d all be fine.

Alma settled on his shoulder, her hair tickling his nose, and he brushed it aside.  “Not too warm?” she asked, her voice already blurred with sleep, and he shook his head.

“Just fine.”

She settled more comfortably, and he stroked her shoulder through the thin cotton. 

“I expect being divorced doesn’t make it any easier,” she said, after a moment.

“Probably not.”  Lewis kept his voice even, and felt her breathing shift toward sleep.  Divorce was still a sore subject with him.  He didn’t think it bothered Alma much at all, but he was occasionally far too aware that his divorce kept them from being married properly — there was a part of him that felt that he was lying to God every time they signed a hotel register as man and wife.  At least the state of Colorado accepted his divorce, unlike some other places, but the Church made no such allowance.  By its lights, he and Alma were living in sin, and theirs was no marriage at all.  It wouldn’t matter so much if it wasn’t for Dora.  She was getting old enough that they’d have to decide what they were going to teach her, decide whether they were going to start attending Mass at St. Mary’s so that she could be brought up in the Church.  They’d managed to get her baptized without too much trouble, but that had been old Father Paul, who was careful not to ask too many awkward questions.  There was a new priest now, and Lewis had heard that he was more zealous, more determined to see good done.

And that was not a problem for tonight.  Dora would be two in a few more days; her party and presents were what he needed to worry about right now, not what to do about her confirmation, or how much he sometimes missed the comfort of the Mass.  The incongruity of his choices provoked a wry smile:  he was pretty sure no one would tell him it was all right to say an Ave Maria before he picked up his tarot deck, or to invoke St. Michael and Diana in almost the same breath.  He had said that once to Jerry, after a Midwinter ritual that had gone unusually well, and Jerry had clapped him on the shoulder.  You’re not the first, he had said.  A thousand midwinters past, how many good Christians fed a Yule fire and whispered a quick prayer to the gods of the reborn year?  It had been a startling thought, but not entirely consoling.  That was Jerry’s way; he was still groping toward his own.


Chapter Six

The call came during breakfast, while Stasi and Mrs. Fong battled the stove and attempted to dish out eggs and bacon and, inexplicably, rice for Dr. Radke. Of course Douglas asked for some, too — Lewis was beginning to think the boy would eat anything — and was now valiantly working his way through the small bowl while Jimmy stared at his plate and the two little girls ate scrambled eggs with spoon and fingers.

Alma was closest to the telephone, and sprang to her feet with an eagerness that spoke of relief. Lewis, reaching to catch a spoonful of egg before it hit the floor, could certainly sympathize. Jerry and Radke excused themselves, Mrs. Fong bustling out with a thermos of tea to take with them, and then Miss Lee arrived and swept the girls off to wash up, promising a trip to the beach later if Mrs. Sorley said it was all right.

“Because my brother says there’s rain coming tomorrow that’ll stick around for a few days, so now might be a good time.”

Across the table, Mitch looked up sharply, and Lewis turned his head, but Miss Lee and Stasi had already disappeared into the kitchen.

“May we be excused, Mr. Sorley?” Jimmy asked, and Mitch nodded.

“Ok.”

The boys headed for the kitchen, too, though Douglas lingered long enough to snatch one last piece of bacon. Lewis covered his mouth to hide his smile, and Mitch shook his head, but said nothing. Lewis could guess why: it was a good bet the kids had gone hungry more than a few times before Joey took off for good.

The living room door opened, and Alma returned, running a hand through her hair.

“Trouble?” Lewis asked, and she shrugged.

“Nothing new. That was Finch. He’s finally got the engines, and the one that was dropped is damaged. No surprise there, but it’s a nuisance. He says he can fix it, but it’s going to add a day or two onto the whole installation. I told him we’d take her up today anyway, without the new engines, just to get the flying time. I called Miss Lauder, and she’ll meet us there.”

“Works for me,” Mitch said, and stood up, reaching for his jacket. “I’ll drive.”

Alma took her place in the passenger seat calmly enough, but Lewis, sitting in the narrow back seat, could see her hand tight on the strap above the door. The twisty roads that led down from the bungalow were definitely something to treat with respect. He glanced out the window, assessing the high haze over the harbor. It was easy to believe that Miss Lee was right and the weather was changing; he could feel it in the thread of breeze that wormed through the windows when they stopped at a light. “Do you think the Navy would be willing to give us a forecast?”

Alma gave him a sharp glance, and he shook his head.

“No, I don’t have any feeling, it just seemed like a good idea. Miss Lee said something about rain coming.”

“You’re right, of course,” Alma said. “We’ll see what we can do. We’re using the Navy take-off lane anyway, so maybe the tower will be willing to share.”

They pulled up beside Finch and Sons a little after nine, the watery sunlight warm on the back of Lewis’s neck. The water of the harbor looked calm enough for flying, but the first high clouds were starting to creep in. You didn’t need a weather report to guess that rain was coming.

Finch was waiting for them, and brought them directly to the larger of the two machine shops, where one of the Coronados stood ready on a stand. The other lay in pieces across a workbench, and Alma grimaced at the sight.

“What happened?”

“The chains slipped, apparently,” Finch answered. “Damned kanakas didn’t get the crates secure. Or maybe they just weren’t paying attention. Either way, it hit the dock hard and busted in a corner of the packing.”

“How bad is it?” Alma drifted toward the bench, frowning at the scattered parts. Lewis kept his distance. He recognized most of the pieces, or at least the main ones, but engines weren’t his specialty.

“Oh, I can fix it — fix all of it,” Finch said. “Republic sent a bunch of spare magnetos, and I can replace the cracked cylinder. You might want to cable Republic for more spares, though. I’ll only have a couple left once this is fixed.”

“I’ll do that,” Alma said. “How long is it going to take?”

Finch shrugged. “Couple of days to get the repair done and tested, another couple of days to get them mounted and run in.”

“Damn.” Alma shook her head. “Bad luck.”

“It’s not bad luck.” That was Lily Lauder, dressed for flying, her hair pulled back in a scarf and sunglasses dangling from her hand. “With the weather that’s coming, we’d lose those days anyway. So — it’s not actually bad luck.”

“I wouldn’t call it good luck,” Alma said, with a grin, “but I take your point.”

Lily looked abruptly embarrassed. “Sorry, Mrs. Segura. There was just a lot of loose talk last time.”

Which might explain why Finch’s men were giving her a wide berth, Lewis thought, but once again he felt the prickle of something larger.

“What exactly is the forecast?” Mitch asked, and Finch fumbled for a clipboard, handed it to him.

“Rain, a little wind. Nothing too bad, but not fun to fly in. Not something you’d want to do unless you had to.”

Mitch nodded and passed the clipboard to Alma, who flipped slowly through the stack of flimsies.

“Especially if you don’t know the plane,” Finch went on. Lily scowled at that, but said nothing.

“Which is why I want to take her up today,” Alma said briskly, and handed Lewis the clipboard. “The weather should be plenty good until tonight.”

Lewis paged through the thin sheets himself, grubby carbons marred with blotchy strikeovers where the typist had missed the right keys. A front coming through, bringing rain and wind for the next two days, then wind diminishing and back to Hawaii’s regular sunshine. Just in time for Dora’s birthday, too, he thought, but knew better than to say it. Alma wouldn’t thank him for reminding anyone that she was a mother.

“I figured you’d say that,” Finch said. “I’ll get Hickham Field on the phone and let them know you’re planning to go up. Billy, hook up the tractor, Mrs. Segura’s taking the Cat out.”

They climbed aboard, Lewis coming last to release the gangway from inside the hatch. One of the Hawaiians hauled it aside while another man started up a heavy tractor and another Hawaiian scrambled onto the narrow ledge that surrounded the Catalina’s nose and attached the pusher bar to the mooring post beside the empty nose turret. Lewis closed the hatch and dogged it shut, and Alma gave him a quick smile.

“Take the radio, will you? Mitch and I will fly. Miss Lauder, you’ll be engineer, of course.”

Something prickled at the nape of Lewis’s neck, and he met Alma’s eyes. “Actually — after I get the electrics up and running, I’d like to shadow Miss Lauder at the engines. If you don’t mind.”

That was the code they’d worked out, the phrase that meant it was important in ways that he couldn’t explain. Mitch’s head came up, and Alma’s expression sharpened, but she just nodded. “Go ahead, I’m sure Miss Lauder won’t mind.” She started forward without waiting for an answer, Mitch at her heels.

And that forced Lily’s hand very nicely, too. Lewis pasted on his most harmless smile and turned to stand by Lily’s beneath the engineer’s station. He was relieved to see that they had rigged a second seat inside the Cabane Strut that supported the wing, and she gave him a sour look.

“Yes, we’re set up for training. And before you ask, I’ve got over a hundred hours in this bird. Here and back in California.”

“I’ve got fifteen,” Lewis said. He couldn’t blame her for being prickly, he’d seen Alma having to deal with the same automatic assumptions and questions, but it would be a lot more pleasant if they could get onto a friendly footing. “I’m following your lead.”

She seemed to relax a little at that, but hauled herself up into the main seat. “Go ahead, then, start the auxiliary. I’ll talk you through it if you want.”

“Let me try it on my own first,” Lewis said. The generator was tucked into what would be the galley once the plane was in service, and he crouched to adjust the choke. “Fuel?”

“On,” Lily answered, and he jerked hard on the starter rope. There was no reaction, and he tried again. This time it caught and steadied, and he pushed the choke in as soon as he was sure it had caught. He checked to be sure the vents were open, and raised his voice to be heard over the noise of the generator.

“I’m going to switch on the electrics.”

“Ok.”

He ducked forward into the next compartment, where the radio and navigation equipment were wedged between the frames of the hull. He’d done this each time they’d taken a Catalina out, but he followed the checklist carefully, using the clipboard that was tied to the navigation table, connecting batteries and buses until all the systems were up and running. Mitch leaned out of the cockpit to give him a thumbs up. Lewis returned the gesture, and climbed back to the engineer’s compartment.

“Everything’s running,” he said, and Lily nodded.

“It’s not like we’ll need a radio operator on this flight. Come on up, why don’t you?”

He hauled himself up into the second seat, found the jack for the headphones that were hanging on his side of the instrument panel, and plugged in. He still felt tethered by the cord and heavy headset, though he knew perfectly well you couldn’t fly a plane this size without some way of communicating among the crew. And it certainly made things easier. He remembered shouting back and forth in the Terrier’s cockpit not three years ago; now even the Frontiersman had an intercom installed.

Alma and Lily worked their way down their own checklists, getting ready to start the engines, and Lewis cocked his head, listening to them work as Finch’s men got the Catalina backed out of the hangar and into the open basin. Lily worked the primer, then the pump to keep the pressure up as she switched the port engine to “start.” It coughed and caught, and she repeated the process with the starboard engine. Alma kept the revolutions low even after the oil pressure came up, and began the slow taxi toward the take-off lane. He wished he had a better view than the two small windows on either side of the Cabane Strut. If he ducked and twisted, he could see past the engines to the water, but not much beyond that.

Hickam Control spoke in his ears, giving them clearance to enter the lane, and he felt the big bird dip and sway as Alma made the turn. She was taking her time, patient on the controls as always, and Mitch took over the conversation with the tower, reporting them ready for take-off.

“Roger that, Gilchrist,” Hickam Control answered. “You’re cleared for take-off in the buoyed lane.”

“Thank you, Hickam,” Alma said. “We are cleared for takeoff.”

“Have a nice flight, Gilchrist,” Hickam answered, its voice young and cheerful, and the first of the indicator lights flashed on in the row above Lily’s control panel, requesting the fuel mix be set to Auto Rich. Lily adjusted the levers, her eyes darting across the controls as she opened the cowl flaps as well. Lewis glanced at the clipboard, refreshing his memory of the prescribed pressures and temperatures, and Lily flicked off the Auto Rich light, confirming her action.

“Ready for take-off,” Lily said, into the intercom, and Lewis felt the Catalina lurch forward even as Alma answered.

“Going now.”

The Catalina bumped over the harbor’s gentle chop, the hull hitting harder as their speed increased. It was a long run, and Lewis found himself watching the gauges, temperature and pressure creeping up just as they ought. And yet something didn’t feel right. The Cat felt heavy, as though the engines weren’t developing enough power, and his eyes went to the tachometers. The rpms were low, not impossible, but lower than they should be, and in the same moment Alma’s voice crackled on the intercom.

“I’m not getting enough power.”

Lily looked frantically from gauge to gauge. “I’m not seeing a problem —”

“I need more power, or we abort.”

“Go to Full Rich,” Lewis said. Lily gave him an uncertain look, and he reached past her, shoved the levers up into the new position. “We’re at Full Rich, Al. See if that helps —”

The tachometers were already climbed, and he felt the Cat’s balance change.

“That’s got it,” Alma answered, and the Catalina lifted, sluggish but willing. The sluggishness was just the size, Lewis thought, focused on the feeling of the air under them; whatever had gone wrong, the richer mixture had fixed it. The altimeter was moving smoothly, five hundred feet and climbing, and Lily swore under her breath as she adjusted the cowl flaps. Lewis said nothing, letting her make the first move, and after a moment some of the furious embarrassment faded from her face.

“We’ve had some problems with the fuel pump before, Mrs. Segura. You might want to ask Finch to check it out when we get back.”

“I’ll do that,” Alma answered calmly.

Lily glanced at Lewis, then covered her microphone. “I don’t — I’m not —” She shook her head. “Nothing would have happened except we had to go around again.”

That was almost certainly true, but it wasn’t the answer you wanted from the flight engineer. He didn’t want to make things any more difficult, but she’d screwed up —

Lily shook her head again, an unhappy smile twisting her face. “And I messed up.” She uncovered the microphone. “Sorry about that, Mrs. Segura. Won’t happen again.”

“We’ll get used to each other,” Alma answered. “Can you dial the mix back now? I don’t want to waste fuel.”

“Dialing back,” Lily answered, adjusting the levers. Lewis frowned as the rpms dropped again, and Lily adjusted first the cowl flaps and then pressure. “I’m not liking this —”

“Put it back,” Alma said. “What was the problem with the fuel pump?”

“The mix valve was sticking,” Lily answered. “I’m afraid it might be doing it again.”

“Is that anything you can get at while we’re in the air?” Mitch asked, and Lily gave a harsh laugh.

“Sorry. No.”

“Right,” Alma said. There was a little silence, the static singing in the headphones, and then Lewis heard her sigh. “All right. We’ll make this a little shorter than I’d planned. No point in wasting fuel.”

“Not at these prices,” Mitch said.

Odlum was paying, of course, but even so, the prices on the islands had been enough higher than in California to make Lewis blink. It made sense when he thought about it, since everything had to be shipped in, but even so it was kind of painful to think about what the bills were going to be. He closed his eyes for a moment, trying to feel if there was anything else he needed to worry about, but the prickly sense of wrongness had vanished, and he opened his eyes to see Lily looking curiously at him.

“You’re not airsick. It’s perfectly calm.”

“Just listening,” Lewis said, vaguely, and fixed his attention on the instruments.

They headed due south, out to sea, and then Alma turned south and east, following the islands that were now well off the port wing. When they made the turn off the Big Island, heading back toward Honolulu, Lewis climbed out of the engineer’s position and came forward to take his seat in the radio compartment. At least there were bigger windows there, and he bent to peer out, first to port where a thicker line of clouds rose from the horizon, and then to starboard where the islands rose impossibly green out of the sea. There were clouds on the tops of the highest mountains, and the ocean beneath their wings was brilliant blue.

He settled himself reluctantly at the radio station, plugging his headset in, and heard Alma’s voice almost fretful.

“— still burning fuel like nobody’s business.”

“We’ve got plenty,” Lily said.

“Yes, but it’s a waste,” Alma said. “I’ll have Finch go over the entire fuel system when he installs the engines.”

“That’s going to add extra time,” Mitch said.

“Maybe not too much,” Alma answered. “He’s going to have to look at most of it anyway.”

Lewis tuned them out, reaching for the radio operator’s manual to read through the checklists and the penciled notes the first team had left in the margins. The Catalina was a perfectly good plane, but slow and lumbering. What he wouldn’t give to be back in the Frontiersman, dodging thunderheads on the Albuquerque run… He killed that thought. This was where the job was, and this was the job at hand. He couldn’t complain just because it wasn’t his favorite kind of plane, or because he’d rather be in Colorado.

They landed at Honolulu without further incident, and Alma taxied the Cat back to the hangar through water that was already slightly choppier than it had been when they left. The sky overhead was white with high cloud, and as Lewis opened the hatch once they’d been drawn inside, he could feel the air had changed. One of the Hawaiians pushed out the gangplank, and he secured it, straightening as Lily climbed out of the engineer’s seat. Alma ducked through the hatch in the same moment, and Lily flushed.

“Mrs. Segura, I’m sorry about what happened —”

“No harm done,” Alma said briskly. “We’ll get Finch to pull the pump and see what’s going on.”

“Just a bit of bad luck, that’s all,” Mitch said.

Lewis saw something like panic flicker over Lily’s face, but she controlled herself, nodding. “I suppose so.”

“I think we’re done until the new engines are in,” Alma said. “But I’ll call you if we need you for anything.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Segura,” Lily answered, and clattered down the gangplank. Lewis watched her walk away through the hangar, her back very straight, the tails of her scarf streaming behind her. Something still wasn’t right, but he couldn’t place it yet.

Alma spent another hour with Finch going over the flight and the plans for the installation, while Lewis and Mitch had a cigarette beside their rented car. The breeze was picking up, rustling through the pair of palms that still stood across the street, and Mitch stretched, working his shoulders.

“She doesn’t handle bad for something that size, but — I’m out of shape.”

“She’s big,” Lewis agreed, stubbing out his cigarette half-finished as Alma appeared.

“I’ll drive,” she said, and this time it was Mitch who was relegated to the rear seat. She worked the starter, then backed the car out again. “All right, Lewis. How bad was it really?”

Lewis considered. “She froze,” he said, after a moment. “I think she’s good, but — she froze. Something’s eating her, too.”

“I don’t so much care about that,” Alma said. “What I care about is not crashing the plane. How would you feel about taking over as engineer?”

“She’s got a hundred hours,” Lewis said. “I have fifteen.”

“Yes, but…” Alma closed her mouth over whatever else she might have said, and concentrated on negotiating a particularly tricky turn.

“It takes a while to get used to a new team,” Mitch said.

“I know.” Alma sighed. “You think I should keep her, Lewis?”

Lewis considered, letting himself wait long enough that any premonition should have time to appear. “I think so. I don’t think that’ll happen again.”

“It had better not,” Alma muttered, shifting gears. “All right. We keep working with her.”

Charitably put, it was raining buckets. All signs suggested it was going to continue raining buckets for the foreseeable future, turning the dig into a quagmire despite the tarps spread over the site itself and of course rendering it completely unnavigable for Jerry. Impatiently, he waited in the workroom at the Bishop Museum while Willi and the graduate students brought back several boxes of sifted material that could at least be examined.

Not that he would be a great deal of use with that, Jerry reflected. His job was to supervise the dig, and the taxonomy of Polynesian stone tools was not his area of expertise. He could no more identify the age of an obsidian blade in Polynesia than… well, than Willi could tell Hittite from Assyrian.

Bea came in the back door, stopping to shake out her umbrella before she closed it.  She propped the umbrella against the wall beside the door.  “It’s still pouring,” she said.

“Yes,” Jerry replied.  “I’m afraid we’ll be here in the workroom today as soon as Dr. Radke gets back with the sifted material.  It’s too wet to be in the field today.”

“I won’t be here long,” Bea said.  “I needed speak to Peter for a moment, and then I’m gone.”  She glanced around to be sure that none of the graduate students were lurking in corners, and dropped her voice as she came closer.  “I also wanted to ask you if you’d like to join our gathering on the 22nd.  Fortunately the correct night is a Saturday, which is very convenient.”

Midsummer’s Eve, of course.  The actual date of the summer solstice varied by a few days from year to year, and this year it was the 22nd.  As Bea said, a Saturday night was very convenient.

“I’d be honored,” Jerry said.  “But four members of my own group are in town.  The friends I told you about.”  He scrupulously avoided any words like Lodge that might sound odd if overheard by others, as scrupulously as she’d avoided the word Midsummer.  

“Ah.” Bea smiled.  “Well, it’s a very large party, so to speak.  Your friends would be welcome.”

“Truly?”

“It’s going to be a lovely luau on the beach,” Bea said.  “I’m sure no one would mind if you brought your friends.”

“That would be very kind,” Jerry said.  He was a little surprised, but not as much as he would have been if he hadn’t already seen the eclectic group that had met on the full moon for the monthly meeting.  “I’ll ask them if they’d like to come.  It’s wonderful of you to ask.”

“Then I’ll let you know more details soon,” she said.  “Oh, hello, Dr. Radke!  So nice to see you.  I’ll just step down the hall and have a word with Dr. Buck if he’s free.”  She maneuvered past Willi and went down the hall, her heels clicking on the linoleum.

Willi came in dripping, accompanied by Gray and Hanson, each carrying a soggy cardboard box. Willi looked cheerful. “All right, boys,” he said. “Let’s have a look. Sort by type, then material.”

“What can I do to help?” Jerry asked. 

Willi put one of the boxes down on the table. “Can you sketch the ones I think are significant? Not that there’s anything in this batch that’s extraordinary, but there are some that might be moderately nice pieces. I’ve already photographed everything in situ except for the sifted pieces from the fill, but I think that’s mostly fishhooks and blackened shells.” He shrugged expressively. “Useful in terms of a picture of daily life, but the Bishop Museum has literally thousands of fishhooks.”

“Of course,” Jerry said. Though neither of them had said as much yet, it was becoming increasingly obvious that this dig was not going to yield anything of importance. Fishhooks. Stone tools for making kapa cloth. Stone knives. Post holes. A few small carved pieces that might be of interest to collectors of Polynesian antiquities, but nothing extraordinary or indeed very old. Four hundred year old fishing net weights with carvings were the best they’d found so far. This was shaping up to be a coherent picture — an ordinary small village with a dancing floor dating to between four and five hundred years ago. Useful, of course, to the graduate students who could learn how to put the picture together, but hardly worth the time and funds and expertise spent upon it. Whoever the Museum’s mystery donor was, he wasn’t getting his money’s worth.

“Dr. Radke?” Hanson was frowning at a small black stone. “This one might have an interesting carving?”

Willi took it with practiced fingers, flipping open a jeweler’s loupe to see it more closely. Jerry watched his face change.

“They look like scratches,” Hanson said. “But not representational. Symbolic?”

“Or maybe they’re just random scratches,” Gray said from down the table. Gray seemed pretty bored with this entire thing. He might have preferred colossi in Asia Minor.

Willi’s face was utterly blank.

“What is it?” Jerry asked.

Wordlessly, Willi handed the stone to him. Scratches, yes. But they might have been letters. It might be possible to see two Chinese characters there, carved lightly on the surface of the piece of hard obsidian, barely more than the faintest tracery. They might be letters. They might be scratches. If it was gibberish, obviously it meant nothing. And still Jerry felt his heart race. “What does it say?”

“The Navel of the World,” Willi said.

Hanson and Gray crowded in, both trying to look at it.

“It might be scratches,” Gray said skeptically.

“Indeed it might.” Willi’s voice was brisk. 

“I think it’s lettering,” Hanson said. “If it is, what does that mean?”

“It means we have one stone with some ambiguous scratches,” Willi said firmly. “That is not a find. That is not proof of anything, or indeed suggestive of anything.”

“But the characters do mean something,” Hanson said.

“Yes. They are legitimately characters.” Willi’s face was closed. “If they are intentional, not merely scratches.”

“The Navel of the World,” Jerry said. The words conjured up images, a dozen meanings in a dozen cultures.

“What does the Navel of the World mean?” Gray asked. “In a Chinese context, I mean.”

Willi sighed. He put it down on the table in front of him as though he could read something more from it. “It is a very complicated story, and fanciful of course as these things are.”

Jerry put his head to the side, waiting.

“We’re not going anywhere,” Gray said.

Willi shook his head. “Then we will begin with history. With facts, gentlemen. With the administrative records of the Forbidden City. In the year 1421, the Yung-Lo Emperor of China, Chu Ti, the third ruler of the Ming Dynasty, sent forth a trading fleet comprising of more than a hundred mighty ships. The purpose of this fleet was multifold. Firstly, to show the flag, as it were, in the ports of China’s allies from Korea to the coast of East Africa. Secondly, to find new trading partners and conclude alliances beneficial to China.” Willi ticked the objectives off on his fingers. “Thirdly, to explore and expand the boundaries of knowledge. And fourthly to bring back to China luxury goods, valuables, and objects of intrinsic or academic value.”

“That sounds…really advanced,” Hanson said.

Willi snorted. “Ming China was very advanced, far more so than contemporary Europe, where the Renaissance was just taking hold.  In any event, his fleet did just that.  Two years later the bulk of it returned, its mission accomplished.”

“But not all of it,” Jerry said.

Willi shot him a quick glance. “No,” he said. “Not all of it. There were of course shipwrecks and storms, vessels which were blown off course or damaged and abandoned in a distant port. As happens.”

“What does that have to do with the Navel of the World?” Hanson asked.

Willi looked uncomfortable. “There was one vessel, the Wind Raker, that had a separate charge. Its mission was to find the Navel of the World, purportedly a mysterious island that was where the world itself began. This site was supposed to possess extraordinary supernatural powers. Commanded by Chou Hsian, one of Chu Ti’s most distinguished eunuch captains….”

“Wait,” Gray said. “Eunuch captains?”

“Most of Chu Ti’s distinguished commanders were eunuchs,” Willi said. “This was the result of his grandfather’s action against the city of Kunming during the siege of 1382….”

Hanson looked appalled. “They had their balls cut off?”

“This was a common fate of prisoners of war,” Willi said. “Particularly of their sons. Some suffered simple castration while others had their male genitalia completely removed.”

Hanson looked ill. “Really? And they didn’t die?”

“Some prisoners perished from infection, of course….”

Gray blinked. “And the rest didn’t kill themselves? I know I sure would.”

“They let this eunuch guy captain a ship?” Hanson asked. “How would you let a guy like that do a job like that? I mean, he’s messed up and he’s not a man….”

“I would shoot myself,” Gray said seriously.

Jerry tried not to let his hands shake. “There are quite a few parts you can lose and still be a man,” he said, pointedly tapping his wooden foot with his cane. “And the last time I looked, you commanded with your head, not with your balls.”

Hanson looked abashed. “Yeah, but Doc, that’s your foot. I mean, that’s awful and all but….”

“I lost this foot in an artillery barrage in the Great War,” Jerry said. “But a lot of men lost other things in the service of their country. And it doesn’t make them worth any less. It doesn’t now, and it didn’t in the fifteenth century. You boys need to get over your preconceptions if you’re going to be worth anything as scholars. Or as men.” Jerry got up and stomped off before he said something worse, leaving stunned silence behind him.

It was still raining hard, a cooling rain that drenched the palm trees and blew against the side of the house.  Mitch had moved the boys’ beds back from against the screens in the sleeping porch, but both of them had said they didn’t want to sleep in the living room instead.  Douglas had professed it must be like being on a ship during a typhoon and demonstrated by bouncing around as if on a heaving ship.  Jimmy had said that it wasn’t too wet and it was fine, which Mitch took at face value.  If he decided it was too wet he could always come in the house.

Mitch shook his head, taking off his undershirt to sleep in just thin cotton pajama bottoms.  He was fussing over them.  It was rain.  Rain didn’t melt eleven-year-old boys.  Sleeping on the porch when it was raining was just a tiny adventure.  He’d have gladly slept on the porch during Carolina thunderstorms when he was a boy, if his mother hadn’t been convinced the night air would give him pneumonia, which seemed unlikely when it was about eighty degrees.

Stasi came in and closed the door quietly, unzipping her dress at the side and beginning to undress in the dark, a silhouette echoed by her pale twin in the dresser mirror.  She caught his eyes in the mirror and there was that long, secret smile.

“Everybody settled?” Mitch asked.

“Finally,” Stasi said, pulling the dress over her head.  “Douglas required a lengthy chapter of The Further Adventures of Queen Esther before he would quiet down.  Did you know there were submarines at the Battle of Salamis, darling?  It’s why the Persians won.”

“Never heard that before,” Mitch said.  

“It’s a secret.  I made it up just now,” Stasi said, stepping out of her combinations and kicking them under the chair.  Which left her completely nude.

“Clothes?” Mitch said.

“It’s too hot for clothes.”  

“It’s a tropical island.  It’s supposed to be hot.”

“And that’s why on tropical islands people wear very few clothes.”  She settled onto his shoulder.  Stasi plucked at the leg of the pajamas with two fingers.  “And you’d be cooler if you wore fewer.  It’s dark, darling.”

“I suppose.”  He made no move to take the pajamas off, though.  Not that she hadn’t seen the way things were, in two years and a bit, but casual nudity was never going to be his cup of tea.  Her hair was soft against his chest, smelling like Breck shampoo.  Mitch closed his eyes, taking a deep breath.  Sometimes there was a moment he wished he could just bottle and keep, a moment he knew would become a well-worn memory, taken out and caressed in years to come.  And that reminded him of something.

“You know,” he said slowly, “I haven’t forgotten in a long time.  I haven’t blanked out in three years.”  Not since the Great Passenger Derby.  And that had been more than three years.  “Sometimes I’ve gotten that drifting feeling.”  It was hard to put into words.  “Like the world is getting less and less real.  But it never goes all the way.  It’s just weird for a few minutes and then it stops.”

“That’s good, darling.”  She hooked her foot around his calf, snuggling up close.

There were other differences, big ones.  “I used to have trouble sleeping.  I’d stay up until two or three in the morning, reading and listening to the radio, trying to keep my mind busy.  And then I’d be dead the next day.  But that doesn’t happen anymore.”  And there was a reason for that, a real clear one, and she ought to know it.  “You keep me talking and playing and here.”

He felt her smile.  “It’s easier to sleep with someone else,” she said, which was one of those typical Stasi answers.  Maybe it was about him and maybe it was about her.  Sometimes she’d jerk in her sleep, suddenly starting awake wide-eyed.  It would wake him up and he’d turn on the radio, listening to the static crackling softly while they settled back again, talking about something silly.

“I need you,” he said.

“Well, you have me.”  She squeezed a little tighter.  “My big dog.”

He bent his face against her hair.  “Where would you like to go tonight?”

“It’s a bit warm for Amazons of the Yukon,” Stasi said contemplatively. 

“Unless the Yukon is suddenly tropical.”

“The atmosphere isn’t really conducive to huddling together for warmth,” she said.  “Something more appropriately tropical.  Terry and the Pirates?”

“Isn’t that for kids?”  Mitch asked.  “It’s a comic strip.”

“Maybe.  Maybe not.”  She ran her fingers up his back lightly and he felt the goosebumps follow them.  “Terry may be a perfect innocent, but I bet Pat’s been around the block.”

“Yeah, old Pat does seem to have a fairly unhealthy fixation on the Dragon Lady.”

“Unhealthy?  I think he’s just a good red-blooded American boy,” Stasi said.  “A big, handsome fellow who probably isn’t as nice as he seems.”

“That could be,” Mitch said.   “Hard not to notice the Dragon Lady.  Especially the way she keeps tying him up.”

“Perfectly innocently, of course,” Stasi said.  “I always tie men up perfectly innocently.”

“I bet you do.”  He tilted her chin up, a long, lingering kiss, just tasting.  Oh yes.  Deep and slow, and then trailing down her throat.  “I’m sure the Dragon Lady can think of some awful things to do to poor Pat.”

“Hundreds, darling,” she said.  “It could take weeks and weeks.”

There was a sudden crash in the next room as if someone had thrown a book at the wall, the sound of raised voices swearing in German.

Mitch lifted his head and took a deep breath.  “Ok, that’s getting annoying.”

“Whoof,” Stasi said.  She rolled off to the side, staring up at the ceiling with a martyred expression.  

The voices rose further, enough that the words would have been completely understandable if they hadn’t been in German, and Mitch considered banging on the wall with his fist.  “Goddamnit, Jerry.”  He started to get up, but Stasi put a hand on his arm.

“Wait,” she said.  “This won’t last too long from the sound of it.”

“What?” Mitch stopped.  “I didn’t know you spoke German.”

“Of course I do, darling.”  Stasi reached for her cigarette case and holder on the bedside table, and Mitch held the lighter for her.  The flame flared suddenly in the dark, casting interesting shadows across her bare breasts, and she shifted to keep the ash off her and the sheets.  “School was German language only, even in primary school.”  

He passed her the ashtray, his voice studiously casual.  “Where was that exactly?”

Her smile widened as she blew out the first puff of smoke, pleased that he’d caught her out just a little bit but not willing to give more.  “St. Petersburg, darling.  At the palace of my dear cousin Nikky.  The Czar, you know.” 

“Of course,” Mitch said with a grin.  “Not somewhere in the Austro-Hungarian Empire.”  

“I can’t imagine what you mean.”

Something thumped against the wall again, and Mitch winced.  “So what’s Jerry so worked up about?”

Stasi drew in a long lungful of smoke, narrowing her eyes.  “At the moment, it’s — well, something about the trench, the test trench where they found the rock.  And how they’re going to lay out the grid?  There are a lot of technical terms that I’ve never heard of.”

“I should tell them to shut up,” Mitch said.  “If we can be quiet, they can be.”

“No, wait,” Stasi said again.  Radke’s voice rose, lighter and sharper than Jerry’s. “Professor Radke seems to feel that Professor Ballard is simply being difficult.  Perhaps because he has not been laid recently enough.”

“What?”

Jerry said something, his tone just as cutting, and Stasi blew a smoke ring.  “And Professor Ballard says that if Professor Radke can only think with his dick —”

There was a different, doubled thump, the sound of a body hitting the bed and the headboard hitting the wall.

“— Perhaps he should be in a different profession.”

It was a little too easy to imagine what was going on in the other room, Radke sprawled on the bed, flushed and angry and aroused, Jerry teetering on his wooden leg…  And none of that train of thought ought to be pursued.

More German, the voices mingling, and Stasi drew in a last breath of smoke, then set the cigarette and ashtray aside.  “Professor Radke says that he is not the one who is thinking with that organ, but if Professor Ballard thinks his dick is so big —”  She rolled to face him, curling a knee over his thigh, and Mitch swallowed hard.  “Is it, darling?”

“Is what?”

“Is it a big dick?”

“I really wouldn’t know!”  Except that he had seen Jerry naked, and… yeah.  Stasi ran her foot lazily up the inside of his knee, and Jerry spoke again, his voice rough with passion.

“Ah,” Stasi said.  “Professor Ballard suggests Professor Radke put his mouth to better use.  And I think —”

There was another thump, and she smiled.  “Yes, I think Professor Ballard wins that round.”

“Christ, Stasi,” Mitch said, and she pushed up to straddle him, so that his eyes were level with her breasts, swinging free in the half-light through the rainy window screen.

“So I believe Pat was the prisoner of the Dragon Lady,” Stasi whispered, her shadow falling across him.

“Something like that,” Mitch said, and she bent to kiss him as he leaned up into her.

Willi shifted to a more comfortable position, careful not to touch Jerry’s wooden leg in the process.  Now that they were sharing a bed, he had been permitted to see Jerry without it, had seen him struggle with crutches in the middle of the night, and seen the laborious process of getting it on and off and tending the stump, but there had been no real discussion of it. A war wound, he had gathered, and he had to admit to a certain embarrassed relief when he found that Jerry had been on the Italian front. He himself had been too young to see combat, though he had been called up in the last year of the war, just turned seventeen and bewildered by defeat, and he was unreasonably grateful that it hadn’t been his people who maimed Jerry.  That brought him too close to the report that he was supposed to make — someday soon, too — and he shifted again, feeling Jerry move to accommodate him.  It was very strange to be sharing a room — a luxury, yes, but also dangerous.  Jerry’s friends were far from stupid.  Not that he thought they were going to say anything, but it always made him nervous to put his safety in other people’s hands.   A careless word could ruin him — there was very little chance their social circles would cross, but even so.

“Perhaps we should be more discreet,” he said softly, and felt Jerry laugh.

“I wouldn’t worry.  Nobody else speaks German.”

“You’re sure about that?”

“Reasonably.”  Jerry disentangled himself and pushed himself to a sitting position, reaching for the cigarettes he’d left on the nightstand.  Willi took one when he offered, and accepted a light as well. Jerry leaned back against the headboard, his clothes still undone, the wooden leg dangling off the edge of the bed, and took a long draw on his cigarette.

“Reasonably?”  Willi repeated, and began putting himself to rights.

“Well, I know for sure Al and Mitch don’t speak German, and I’m pretty sure neither Lewis nor Stasi does either.”  Jerry released a lungful of smoke, his eyes slitted in sleepy pleasure. “Al speaks Italian, though, and Mitch speaks French.”

“Where is Mrs. Sorley from?” Willi asked. She was the one he should worry about, sharp and knowing like any number of girls he’d known in Berlin, in the life.  Not all of them had been women, either — not that drag would bother Jerry, but Willi didn’t know how he’d take the idea that his friend’s wife reminded him of those people.

“She says she’s Russian,” Jerry said.  “A countess, darling!”  The mimicry was fond, and Willi was glad he hadn’t said anything.  “But I’ve no idea.  I think she maybe spent some time south of the border — Tijuana maybe? But she’s a good egg.  She really is, in spite of the act.”

“It’s quite an act,” Willi said.  She and her husband made an odd pair.  He looked so wholesome, so entirely American, big and hearty and good-looking, everybody’s comrade.  If this were a film, Mrs. Sorley would be taking him for a ride, using him for everything she could get, but he’d seen the way Sorley looked at her when he thought no one was watching, amused and deeply appreciative of her games.  Sorley was no dupe, and she was no moll, and that, he hoped, meant they were less of a danger.  No, ultimately it was the Seguras who worried him.  Not so much Mrs. Segura, he’d known plenty of women like her, brilliant, focused, utterly determined to succeed in a man’s world, and aviation was certainly that.  Segura, though…  It was the way he watched that betrayed him, Willi thought, showed him for one of those quiet, unpredictable men who were utterly deadly in a fight. He’d been surprised when Jerry said it was Sorley who was the fighter ace, not Segura. He didn’t want to trust his secrets to Segura, not without knowing where the man stood. “You’ve known them a long time,” he said instead.

“Yes.  Gil — Mrs. Segura’s first husband, the man who founded the company — I knew him in the war.  When I lost my foot, I was pretty sick.  They took me in.”

“So that didn’t happen during the war?” Willi asked, greatly daring, and gave a soundless sigh when Jerry shook his head.

“No.  I mean, obviously, I was wounded then, in the Veneto — caught a piece of shrapnel in my foot, of all things.  But then it got infected, and finally it had to come off.”

There was a much longer story there, and a painful one.  Willi grimaced in sympathy.  “They knew about you, then?”

Jerry laughed again.  “Gil and I were lovers. Yes, they all know about me.  And, no, they won’t say anything.”

And what did Mrs. Segura think about that? Willi wondered.  She didn’t seem the sort to marry without passion. But that wasn’t something he could ask Jerry, not without offending him, and instead he stubbed out his cigarette and began to get undressed.  Jerry watched him, smiling slightly, and Willi couldn’t suppress a pleased shiver. It had been far too long since he’d had this sort of affair.

“You might have warned me about all the children,” he said, and pulled his undershirt over his head.

“Ah.  Well.  I didn’t realize there would be this many.”

“Didn’t realize?”  Willi looked doubtfully at him over the tops of his glasses.  “Really?”

Jerry made a face, putting aside his own cigarette. “It’s complicated.  Dora — the other three are actually the children of a man who used to work for the company, for Gilchrist Aviation.  Mitch said Patterson up and left them, so he and Stasi took them in.  That was just before they were going to leave, so…”

“They brought the children with them,” Willi said.  Take three abandoned children with them halfway across the Pacific, away from everything familiar — though of course the father had worked for Gilchrist, so they weren’t entirely strangers to each other. “Well, why not?”

“They could hardly leave them.”  Jerry hauled himself upright and began undressing, turning his back as he did so.

Willi averted his eyes, reaching for the notebook he’d left at the side of the bed. Jerry had made it clear he didn’t want help, and didn’t particularly welcome any attention at all, so he flipped back through the pages, looking for the notes on the black stone.  He’d made Jerry draw it for him, knowing that Jerry knew no Chinese, and couldn’t shade the image toward the desired result, and now as he looked at the neat pencil lines it was all he could do not to swear aloud. Surely those were characters; and just as surely they proclaimed “the navel of the world.”

The rain beat on the tin roof, louder now as a new squall worked its way through, and he got up, still not looking in Jerry’s direction, and opened the window to let in a breath of gloriously cool and fragrant air.  Willi let his head fall back, closing his eyes, and heard the scrape and thump as Jerry got his crutches under him and made his way across the hall to the bathroom.  The navel of the world.

It wasn’t proof.  Not when there was nothing else to indicate a Chinese presence.  Everything else was utterly, ordinarily Polynesian, an absolutely typical village.  Although the dancing floor seemed perhaps larger than he would have expected, and there was that odd mound to the north, where he would have expected to find an observatory in a Chinese town.  It was probably nothing, though, a natural formation. They’d barely begun digging there.

But if it was… He shivered in the rain-sweet breeze, letting his imagination roam.  If it was man-made, if it was an observatory terrace, and if the writing on the stone was real… The treasure fleets had sailed, that was incontrovertible, attested to in Chinese sources and in Indian records as well.  Wind Raker had been real, and her mission had been to find the navel of the world.

And if he went back to Berlin with such a claim, half his colleagues would mock him for his credulity, and they’d be right to point out how weak his evidence really was.  The ones who’d believe him were in the Nazis’ pocket; they’d twist his find to claim it proved that Aryan supermen — or Tibetans, probably; the idiots were fixed on Tibet as a source of all mystic nonsense — had explored the world first and best.  He grimaced, tasting bile.  He’d had enough of that in China, had seen what so-called scientists were willing to do to make their bizarre theories seem plausible.  To be associated with them would label him a crackpot, just as mad as they were.

The door of the room opened again, and he carefully didn’t look up as Jerry switched off the overhead light and made his way back to the bed, setting his crutches within easy reach.  “You were hard on the boys this morning.”

Jerry’s breath caught for an instant, but he finished arranging himself in bed, tucking his stump under the sheet so that there was at least the illusion of a whole leg.  “Yeah.  I suppose I was.”

“Someone you knew?” Willi was careful to keep his eyes on the notebook.

“A guy I served with.”

“Your lover?” This time Willi did glance at him, and was relieved to see only regret, not pain.

“No.  Just a friend.” Jerry lay back on his pillow, one arm under his head. “I missed the rest of the story when I stomped out.  Tell me about the — Wind Raker, was it?”

“Yes.” Willi put his notebook carefully away, and turned out his own light. In the soft and rain-swept dark, it was easier to believe the stories, to tell them without judgment or embellishment.  “Wind Raker was one of the Yung-Lo Emperor’s treasure fleet, but its Admiral Chou Hsian was an important official of the Lingtai, the Terrace of Spirits — that was the department of the Imperial bureaucracy that was responsible for astrology and astronomy and geomancy.  It was supposed to predict the future for the Emperor’s benefit, though their records are most useful as observations of natural phenomena.  Chou Hsian and Wind Raker were supposed to find the place where the world began.”

“The navel of the world,” Jerry said softly.

“Just so.”  Willi nodded. “Wind Raker sailed with the fleet for three days, and then turned away to the east and was never seen again. That is all the story there is.”

“No one ever went looking for them?”

“The Yung-Lo Emperor was an usurper, and throughout his reign he faced tremendous opposition from the Confucian scholars — despite being willing to torture and kill them wholesale to gain their cooperation.  When he died, the Hung-hsi Emperor and then the Hsuan-te Emperor both decided that the fleets were a waste of money.  The great admiral Cheng Ho was out of favor. There was no one left who could demand another mission.”

“And that’s what we’re looking for here?” Jerry sounded half asleep already, and Willi settled beside him.

“This is not the navel of the world.”


Chapter Seven

It took two full days for the rain to stop, days of bored children confined to the house with only the radio and Miss Lee to keep the adults from being utterly overwhelmed.  At least Miss Lee didn’t seem to mind the rain and was perfectly happy to bundle the boys up in slickers she’d borrowed from various cousins and march them off on adventures, which did something to use up Douglas’s boundless energy.  Alma was less sure it did much for Jimmy, but she didn’t think it would hurt, and he was painfully well-behaved with Miss Lee. He was fretting about his father, she guessed.  He was old enough to understand that they’d been abandoned.  Dora and Merilee got along like sisters, though, and she was guiltily glad of a day or two to play mother.

On the third day, she woke to early sunlight and sat up eagerly, Lewis stirring beside her, only to hear the rush of wind through the palms beside the house.  She slipped out of bed to peer out the curtain, swallowing her disappointment at the sight of the bending trees.  With that wind, they wouldn’t be flying today, not even if it was clear.

“It’s not raining,” Lewis said sleepily, propping himself up on one elbow to check his watch.

“It’s really windy,” Alma answered, reaching for her dressing gown.  She shrugged it on and padded through the living room and out onto the lanai. Maybe it wouldn’t be so windy in the harbor — but, no, she could see the whitecaps on the water from here and she sighed as Lewis came up beside her.  “Not today either. Even if Finch has finished the installation.”

“No.”  He put his arms around her, resting his chin on her shoulder, stubbled cheek against her own. “But tomorrow for sure.”

“Yes.” She leaned back against him, enjoying the chance to be close and quiet. “What time is it? I didn’t look.”

“A little after seven.”

She sighed wistfully, and he tightened his hold for a moment, reading her mind.  “Mrs. Fong will be here any minute.  And then the girls will be up.”

“And everyone else.”  The bougainvillea was between them and the street, and Alma turned into his arms, kissing him thoroughly. “Tonight?”

“It’s a date,” he answered, and the sound of a car making its way up the hill sent them back inside.

Alma called the hangar as soon as it opened, suppressing a sigh as Finch told her what she’d already suspected.

“Look on the bright side, Mrs. Segura, we’ve got a full day to get the engines broken in.  No need to rush it.”

“I suppose.”  Alma straightened her spine.  “We’ll come down anyway, do some systems familiarization — if that won’t get in your way.”

“No, not at all.” 

“Would you call Miss Lauder and ask her to come in? I don’t seem to have her number.”  And that, Alma thought, she would need to remedy.

There was a moment of hesitation, so brief she almost didn’t notice it, and then Finch said, “Sure, Mrs. Segura.  I’ll give her a call.”

They made it down to the hangar in good time, the wind whipping around them as they crossed from the car to the shelter of the doorway.  Alma smoothed her hair back into order, thinking that this must be one reason Lily wore a scarf all the time.  She nodded to Finch’s foreman, Henry Kiliki, and he gave her a half salute.

“Morning, Mrs. Segura.  I’ll let the boss know you’re here.”

“Thanks.”  Alma’s eyes were already on the Catalina, the engine cowlings showing signs of the recent installation. If the earlier reports were right, the bigger engines should make the Cat a lot less touchy. She wasn’t bad now, but extra power would give her pilots a much better margin in adverse conditions — in weather like today, in fact.  She glanced around the hangar, seeing the newly familiar faces of Finch’s crew, but there was no sign of Lily.  Already on board? But, no, the hatch was still closed, the gangplank lying on the dock.  She turned at Finch’s approach, unable to hide a frown.  “Good morning, Mr. Finch.  Miss Lauder’s not here yet?”

He hesitated, just for an instant, then gave an almost theatrical shrug.  “I’m sorry, Mrs. Segura, I couldn’t get hold of her.  But I’m sure we can work without her.  It’ll give Mr. Segura a chance to get used to the controls.”

Did you call her at all? Alma wondered.  She couldn’t say it, not out loud, but she let her skepticism show, and Finch’s color deepened. “I suppose we can.  She’s on salary, Mr. Finch?”

He looked even more uncomfortable.  “I believe so.”

Alma nodded.  As long as Lily wasn’t being paid hourly, she wasn’t being cheated, and her absence gave Alma a chance to figure out what was really going on here. “Then let’s get started.  Mitch, if you and Lewis would start the checklist, I’d like a quick word with Mr. Finch.”

“Sure thing,” Mitch said easily, and he and Lewis moved toward the plane.  Alma took a couple of steps toward the workshops, drawing Finch out of earshot of his men.

“What’s the problem with Lily Lauder?” She’d discovered that sometimes the best way to get an answer was simply to ask. Even when people gasped and sputtered and denied anything was wrong, the way they did was almost as good as an actual answer.

Finch made a face. “You’re from the mainland.  I thought you’d have heard.”

Alma shook her head.  “We’re based out of Colorado, not California.  What’s the problem?”

“She’s — the men think she’s bad luck. A jinx. A Jonah.”

“The men?”

Finch wouldn’t meet her eyes.  “You’ve seen how things go wrong when she’s around. It’s not normal.”

“You’re sure this isn’t because your guys don’t like working with a woman?”

Finch looked up then, his expression faintly hurt. “Hell, no. They don’t give you any trouble, do they?  And they didn’t have a problem with her until things started going wrong.”

“What exactly are you talking about?” Alma asked. 

“Just a lot of little things, but more than there should be.  One right after another, and no let up.  The condensers wouldn’t work right, the float switch kept sticking, the entire electrical went out for no good reason the first time she set foot in the cockpit —”  Finch stopped, shrugging.  “Ask anybody.  That’s why the rest of the first team walked. They weren’t going to stick with her.”

“I thought a couple of them got work with the Navy,” Alma said sharply.

“Ok, yeah, Danby did, but the others went back to the mainland.”

Alma considered that.  On balance, she was inclined to discount the other team entirely:  with Gilchrist coming in, they would have known they weren’t going to get any more work out of it.  Odlum knew the only position they couldn’t easily fill was flight engineer, so keeping Lily on made sense, and clearly he thought she was worth the trouble.  He might like to hire women when he could, but he wasn’t going to risk his plane’s trials for it.  On the other hand — on the other hand, there was whatever Lewis was sensing, and there was the way she’d frozen on their first flight.  If she’d done that one too many times, and the stuck float switch and maybe the condensers might be explained that way, then that would be enough to give her a bad name.  Add the story about the crash, and you had a jinx.  But that didn’t explain Lewis’s feeling, or the reading he’d done.

“Look, Mrs. Segura,” Finch said, “I really don’t mean to tell you your business.  And if I’m out of line, I apologize.  But Miss Lauder is a problem.  Ok, maybe there’s no such thing as a Jonah, but the guys believe it, and that right there is reason enough to get rid of her.  I’m sure Mr. Segura can do the job, or I can give you the name of at least three more guys who could take over if you’d rather.”

Alma shook her head, swallowing a snippy retort.  “I think I’ll stick with the person Floyd hired for now, thanks.”  She hoped that put him in his place — but, she reminded herself, he had meant well.  “Let’s get on with the breaking in.”

“Whatever you say, Mrs. Segura,” he answered, and she made her way to the plane.

By the end of the day, she was sweaty and exhausted and her ears were ringing from the constant noise of the engines, but she was beginning to think she understood the Catalina.  She let Mitch drive them back to the bungalow, and claimed the tub for a quick bath before supper. Clean and refreshed, she made her way back to the lanai, only to find Lewis and Dora there ahead of her.  There were a pair of mai tais on the table beside him, and he was teaching Dora to twirl, lifting her hand and coaching her to spin while she giggled madly.

Alma collected her drink and dropped into the chair beside him with a sigh of satisfaction.  “That was a good day’s work.”

“It was.  No, honey, that’s Daddy’s drink.”

Dora stopped reaching for the mai tai and held up her hand. “Again!”

Lewis twirled her, then caught her up and settled her on his lap.  “Mitch and I heard a few things from the guys in the shop.”

“That Lily’s a jinx?” Alma asked, and he nodded.

“You don’t sound surprised.”

“Well, neither did you.  But, no, Finch told me.  He wanted me to fire her, hire somebody the shop crew would find easier to work with.”

“You said no.”

Alma nodded.  “But — I couldn’t help noticing we didn’t have a single mechanical problem all day.”

“I noticed that, too.”

“So’d I,” Mitch said, coming onto the porch. Dora slid off Lewis’s lap with a happy shriek, and flung herself at Mitch’s knees.  He swung her up into the air, making her laugh. “And how’s Dora-belle?  How’s my pretty Dora?  Is it Isadora?”

Careful.  Alma swallowed the word, knowing Mitch was the best judge of what he could and couldn’t do, but she couldn’t help worrying.  Rupture would always be a risk, Gil had said, and she hated to see him take chances. “What do you think, Mitch?”

“I don’t believe in jinxes, as a rule,” Mitch said, setting Dora down.  She scrambled across to Alma, who took her into her lap.  Her hair smelled of coconut, and Alma decided not to ask why.  “There’s usually something a lot simpler going on.”

“But?” Alma looked up at him, and saw him shrug.

“I honestly don’t know.”

The door opened, and Stasi came out to join them, fanning herself.  “Dinner’s in ten minutes. The boys set the table, and I’ve sent them to wash up —”

“What do you think about this jinx business?” Alma asked, and Stasi stopped abruptly.

“People can do terrible things to themselves that way, darling.  You know that.”

Lewis stirred slightly.  “I’ve seen it happen the other way, when I was wild-catting.  There was a kid who just couldn’t seem to get it right, and pretty soon everybody said that everything that went wrong was his fault. And most of the time it was.”

“You said she froze,” Mitch said.

“She did.” Lewis nodded.  “And —” He lowered his voice slightly, though the boys couldn’t have heard unless they were right in the doorway with Stasi.  “There’s the reading I did. I do think there’s something wrong here.”

“What do you want to do about it?” Mitch asked, looking straight at Alma.

She sighed.  That was the question, of course, the one she’d been wrestling with since they got back to the bungalow.  Should she fire Lily, or let it go a little longer and see if they could figure out what was actually going on? “Let’s let it ride for now,” she said.  “Floyd thinks well of her, and he’s got an eye for talent.  And she’s got the time in the plane.”

Mitch nodded. “Suits me.”

“Just keep your eyes open, darlings,” Stasi said, and disappeared back into the house.

“I fully intend to,” Alma answered, and saw Lewis nod.

“Happy birthday Dora!”  Dora looked momentarily stunned as the flash of Mitch’s camera went off and Alma put the big frosted white cake in front of her.  

“It’s for you!” Alma said, bending over smiling.  “You’re two.”

“Two!”  Dora yelled and made a grab for the top of the cake, coming away with a fistful of frosting.  

Everyone laughed.  “You might try the plate,” Alma said, producing one.  Stasi beamed while Dora cheerfully stuffed buttercream in her mouth.

“I want some too,” Douglas said, bouncing up and down.  “A really big piece.”  

“You can have a really big piece,” Stasi promised.

“An enormous piece!”

“We’ll see how far it goes,” Alma said.  “Everyone needs to have some.  Dora.  You.  Merilee.  Jimmy.  Me and Mr. Segura and Mr. and Mrs. Sorley and Miss Lee and Dr. Ballard…  That’s ten pieces.”  Alma looked uncharacteristically flustered by the geometry of cutting the cake.

“I should have made two cakes,” Stasi said.

“I don’t need to have a piece,” Jimmy said.  He was standing back from the table, his face closed.

“Of course there’s cake for you,” Alma said.  

“Just a little one for me,” Lewis said.  “Half sized.  I’m pretty full from lunch.”

Alma passed out plates and forks and pieces while Mitch took three or four more shots, getting in everyone’s way in the process.  Dora plunged in happily with only mild disregard of the fork.  Everyone was talking loudly.

There was the sound of a distant airplane motor, the change of pitch for a dive, and Lewis’ head jerked up.  There shouldn’t be….

No one else seemed to have noticed.  Alma was laughing with Miss Lee as they passed plates to Jimmy and Stasi, and Mitch was still tinkering with the camera, trying to get a picture of Dora and Merilee eating cake together.  Jerry was sitting in one of the side chairs with the plate before him, the light glancing off his glasses as he listened to something Alma was saying. 

But the sound was gone, if it had ever been real.  And maybe it hadn’t been. If it were real someone would have noticed.  They were aviators and vets.  Lewis took a deep breath.  He had imagined that, the sound of a plane in a dive just over the house, and not for the first time since they’d come here.  

Not a ghost.  That was a modern engine, and he’d asked around.  There hadn’t been any significant crashes anywhere nearby.  A single engine plane, not anything like the Catalina, so it wasn’t precognition of an accident that waited for them.  Someone else’s future crash?  And that didn’t feel right either.  It felt bigger than that, like he looked at one tiny corner of a big picture.

Miss Lee held out a plate for him and Lewis shook his head.  It had no right to intrude on Dora’s birthday like this, the shades of what might be, not urgent but so hard to ignore.  Quietly, Lewis let himself out on the lanai.  He needed a minute to breathe, a moment to compose his thoughts.

The day was clear and bright, a perfect day for flying.  Lewis looked out over the tops of trees further down the hill, houses and neighborhoods nestled among palms, all the way to the edge of the bay blue against the white shapes of the waterfront buildings.  On the horizon to the right Diamond Head made a stark line against the sky, while to the left Ford Island nestled amid the waters.  The wind made the palm fronds whisper.

The door opened and closed behind him.  He knew Stasi’s step.

“It’s very peaceful, isn’t it?” Lewis said, wishing it were.

Stasi nodded.  She was looking into the eye of the wind, her hair blown straight back from her face, tight skin showing the faint bleed of lipstick at the corners of her mouth like a stark mask, black hair, white face.

“Very peaceful,” Lewis said.  He watched a car crawling along the road under the trees.  Closing his eyes would only make it worse.

“You can’t make it stop that way,” Stasi said.  She didn’t look at him, only out across the bay.

“I’ve got to control it,” Lewis said.

“You won’t that way,” she said gently.  “Pushing it down will only make it come back.  You have to just let it run its course.”  She leaned against the rail, her eyes on the distant clouds over Diamond Head and Hickam Field.  “What do you see?”

“Shadows on the water.”  Lewis blinked, lifting his face into the wind.  “Like great flocks of birds.  The shadow of their wings on the waves.”  He shook his head.  “I don’t know what it means.”

“Don’t you?”  Stasi did look at him then, sideways, her arms about her midsection as she leaned on the rail.  

“The end of my peace,” Lewis said.  

She said nothing, only waited.

“I’m oathbound,” he said.  “I swore an oath under the trees at Lake Nemi.  I belong to Diana, and I lead a charmed life until She calls me.  Until She calls for the sacrifice.”  The wind stirred his hair, plucking at the sleeves of his shirt, slipping inside his collar, cool and quiet.  “It’s just that I love life too much.  I don’t want it to be over.”  He lifted his head, watching the shapes of clouds, the swooping shapes that weren’t really there.  “I’ll do what needs to be done when the time comes.  And She’s given me beautiful years, none better in the world.  I just don’t want it to be soon.  That’s all.”  

Stasi said nothing, just took his fingers and squeezed them.  

Beyond, the shadows of clouds shifted across Pearl Harbor.

Willi left the Museum’s car parked in a sunny lot on the edge of the harbor, and made his way along Ala Moana toward Fort Street, glad of the breeze that damped some of the afternoon heat.  The ground at the dig was still too wet to make more excavation practical, so he and Jerry had made sure the trenches were undamaged after the days of rain and turned the graduate students loose at noon.  Jerry had been glad of the opportunity to attend his friends’ daughter’s birthday party — there were times, Willi thought, that Jerry acted entirely like a doting uncle. He couldn’t help wondering what Mrs. Segura had known about her first husband, what their relationship had been, for her to be so clearly fond of Jerry.

This was not the time to worry about that problem.  In fact, it was not a good time to think about it at all.  He should concentrate on his errand, on delivering his letter without fuss, and then perhaps stopping for a drink at one of the more respectable bars. He would have earned it, and that would give Jerry’s friends plenty of time to finish their birthday party and for him to drown any sense of guilt.  He was not harming Jerry in any way, and the dig’s reputation couldn’t be any more peculiar.  There would be no harm done.

He turned onto Front Street, the sweat crawling on the back of his neck in spite of his lightest suit and pale Panama hat.  At least, he preferred to blame that on the heat rather than nerves.  After all, there was no real reason be nervous, not this time.  All he had to do was deliver the letter that rested in his breast pocket, a careful, noncommittal account of the dig so far, a single page of deliberately technical comment.  He had never been on a dig before that was expected to report to the local Consul’s office, not even when he had been in Persia after the war and it might have been reasonable.  The Lop Nur dig had reported directly to Berlin via radio, but that had not been his concern.  No, this was bound to have something to do with the dig’s secret funding.  He was betting that the man behind it was Karl Lindemann, who had put up a chunk of the money for Lop Nur, and therefore it was all about the Nazis’ bizarre racial theories, and he’d had a bellyful of that in China.

There was no missing the American Factors’ building.  It dominated the waterfront, and when he pushed though the enormous doors into the lobby, the space was proportional.  The floors were a faux-classical mosaic, the walls marble, and a four-story rotunda swelled overhead.  At least it was a little cooler inside, with the stone and the shadows, and he paused for a moment to let his eyes adjust to the relative dark. It was a busy place, three or four Chinese men lined up at one of the counters, where a Chinese clerk worked behind the gold-painted grill; a pretty Hawaiian girl in a cheap silk dress stood nervously beside one of the closed grills, relaxing only when a boy in a seersucker suit came hurrying out of the office block to join her.  Young romance, Willi thought, and headed for the stairs.

The consul’s office was on the second floor, a suite of rooms wedged between a Russian shipping firm and the secondary office of Norddeutscher Lloyd.  Willi smiled at the young woman who was acting as receptionist, and addressed her in German.

“Excuse me, Fraulein, but I just need to leave a note for Herr Hackfeld?”

“Of course, sir.”  By her accent, she was Bavarian, a pretty girl with a deep tan and bright blue eyes.  “May I say who it’s from?”

“Professor Radke.”

“Oh.”  She looked momentarily startled. “I’m sorry, Herr Professor, I didn’t recognize you.  Herr Hackfeld asked me to inform him when you arrived.”

“I didn’t think I was expected,” Willi said, startled in turn, and the door to the inner office opened.

“Herr Professor!”  That was Hackfeld himself, the local man who served as consul, tall and blond and very American in his linen suit.  He bustled over, holding out his hand, a slighter man trailing in his shadow. “A pleasure to see you again.”  His German was perfectly fluent, but carried a touch of an American accent.

“Herr Hackfeld.”  Willi gave him a polite half-bow, heels together as though they were back in Berlin, and the other man gave him an unreadable look.  He was somehow familiar, Willi thought, but couldn’t place where he’d seen him before.

“I don’t know if you know Herr Lange?”

“It seems to me that we have met, Herr Lange?” Willi said, and Lange bowed slightly in turn.

“Last year in Hankow, Herr Professor. You have an excellent memory.”

Hankow.  First on the way to the dig, at a party sponsored by Norddeutscher Lloyd, and then again on the way home, huddling with a group of Willi’s colleagues. He had been the one to receive the sealed box that was the result of the cave experiment… Willi’s skin crawled at the memory, but he managed to shake the man’s hand. “A pleasure to see you again.”

“And you, Professor.”

Willi reached into his jacket and brought out his letter, held it out carefully between them. “I’m afraid I have very little to report, but everything that I have is here.”

“Come on into my office,” Hackfeld said, and Willi had no choice but to obey.

At least it was cooler there, with a ceiling fan that drummed steadily overhead.  Hackfeld fussed about, offering cigarettes and a light, and Willi accepted, smiling politely and waiting for the other shoe to drop. Lange took one as well, and drew a long lungful of smoke, releasing it with a sigh.

“I am curious about your progress, Herr Professor.  Such an interesting project.”

“Everything is in my report,” Willi answered.

“Of course.  But if you wouldn’t mind — a verbal report from the man in the field is always most illuminating.”

“As you wish.”  Willi remembered then that Peterson had said that Lange was something in Naval Intelligence.  He hadn’t really believed it, not if the man was involved with the mystic fringe, but now he was not so sure. “Honestly, it’s a peculiar project.  The idea that Chinese ships could have reached these islands during the Ming dynasty?  It seems much more likely that some later settler, a trader or a missionary, perhaps, broke some souvenir of their travels, and it was lost amongst less solid trash.”

“That area has always been fields, though,” Hackfield said.  “As long as white men have been on the island, anyway.”

“So the records show,” Willi agreed. “And indeed we’ve found no signs of white settlement, just a rather ordinary native village.  But we also haven’t found any more Chinese porcelain.”   And that was all true, though not perhaps perfectly accurate; he wasn’t prepared yet to offer an opinion on the black stone with its mysterious carving, and he certainly wasn’t going to mention it to Lange until after he had made an academic decision.

“I would like to know more about Professor Ballard,” Lange said. “He seems a very odd choice for this business — it’s not at all his specialty, I believe.”

“It’s not,” Willi said.  “But — you know he lost a leg in the war, yes?  It has kept him out of work for years, and what he has said to me is that he needs to prove that he can handle a dig site if he wants to work again.  And no one in the field — no one of better reputation — wanted to take a chance on this job.”

“And where does he want to dig so badly?” Lange asked.  He leaned forward to tap the ash from his cigarette and the ring on his left hand caught the light.  It was a skull and crossbones, dull silver crudely modeled, leaves to either side of the main symbol forming an odd bezel.  Willi had seen rings like that before in the Lop Nur — two of his colleagues had worn them, and… He shoved that memory into the back of his mind.  At this moment, it meant only that Lange could be trusted even less than he had feared, and he made himself shrug, the world slipping neatly back into gear.

“Egypt, I think, would be his preference.  Or possibly the Turkish coast, he’s talked about both those places.  But I think he would go anywhere. As I said, he’s desperate to get back to work.”

“I think someone told me he used to work for the Met in New York?” Hackfeld said.

“He has been on some small contracts for them,” Willi said, ruthlessly sacrificing Jerry’s reputation. “Things, to be honest, no one more important would take.  Mind you, he’s certainly competent, but —”

“A cripple,” Lange said.

“Just so,” Willi said, and ground out his own cigarette with a hand that did not tremble at all.

They went over the same ground again, and then he was dismissed, with the polite reminder that he was expected to keep the consulate informed of his progress.  Willi smiled and agreed, and didn’t stop to light another cigarette until he was halfway down the stairs.  Outside on Queen Street, he stood for a moment in the dazzling light, trying to decide what to do next.  He couldn’t stand to go back to the bungalow — couldn’t stand to talk to Jerry just now, not with this conversation still so raw.  He had known from the start that this was his choice:  cooperate and continue to work under the new regime, or find that no one would hire him, or publish his papers, while his funding vanished around him… Jerry would understand, he thought.  He knew what it was like to be out of work, to have no one willing to take a chance; he’d understand why Willi had to cooperate, irrational as these people were.  If they wanted to find Aryan supermen in Hawaii — well, he wouldn’t lie, that was professional suicide, but he would be meticulous in his reports, and no one would be able to say he hadn’t been cooperative. But he would find a bar first.


Chapter Eight

Alma came downstairs smoothing her blue serge dress, hoping it was nice enough for the evening’s events.  It was the best dress she had with her, bar the formal dress she’d brought for dinner on the liner, but it wasn’t very up to date.  The little girls were in bed, but Douglas was still going great guns in the dining room, running in circles around Mitch quite literally.  

“But why can’t we come?” he pleaded again.

“It’s a luau,” Mitch said patiently, walking into the living room with his little orbital satellite going around him again.

“What’s a luau?”

“A party for grownups,” Mitch said.  He caught Alma’s eye, and she couldn’t help but laugh.  

Douglas went around again.  “Does that mean there’s hooch?”

“Probably,” Mitch said.  “But you’re not going.  You’re staying here with Miss Lee.”

There was a knock at the door.  “And that’s her now,” Alma said, hastening to answer it and leaving Mitch to the fun of explaining why Douglas couldn’t have any hooch.

“Good evening,” Miss Lee said, coming in and taking off her gloves.  

“I’m afraid Douglas is still up,” Alma said.  “And bouncing around wildly.  Jimmy’s reading on the sleeping porch.”

“I can handle Douglas,” Miss Lee said cheerfully.  “Don’t worry.”

“Are you going to hula dance?” Douglas was asking Mitch as he ran round and round the dining table.

“What’s your secret?” Alma asked.  

“Bribery,” Miss Lee said.  “Hey!  Douglas!  Come here and see what I have for you if you behave!”

Douglas swarmed her, and Mitch broke away to join Alma at the door.  “Are you set?” 

“Yep.  Just waiting for the others,” Alma replied.

They all jammed into the car with Jerry riding shotgun beside Lewis, as the front seat had the most room for his leg.  Lewis glanced back over the seat at Alma.  “So where is this place anyway?”

Jerry pulled out an envelope with his scribbles on it.  “I have directions.  It’s at the home of some people called the Andersons.”

“Are you sure it’s all right for us all to come?” Stasi asked.  She was powdering her nose with her compact open, perched in the middle of the rear seat between Alma and Mitch.

“She said it was fine.  That it was one of the big rituals of the year and it was quasi-open,” Jerry replied.  “Apparently the full moon I went to was a much smaller group.  This is much more public, like some of Henry’s Lodge’s rituals.”

“Which means it can pass as theater,” Alma said.  

“Or quaint native customs,” Stasi said.  She frowned at herself in the compact mirror.  

“I wouldn’t bet on that,” Jerry said.  “Bea takes Hawaii very seriously, and I can’t imagine Dr. Buck would be a part of anything demeaning.”

“No, I wouldn’t expect so,” Alma said.  “Personally, I’m excited to have the opportunity to learn something new.”

“I expect it will be that,” Mitch said.

At first glance it just looked like quite a party.  The Anderson’s house was beachfront, with a gorgeous view of ocean and sky and a somewhat rocky beach.  The house itself was sprawling and one story, as though a hundred years ago someone had built a modest cottage and just kept on adding through years of monarchy and territory.  The lot was large enough even now that there were no other houses close enough to see through screening palms.  It must have cost a small fortune.

“Wow,” Mitch said.

“Yeah.”  Lewis maneuvered his car around others parked in the circle drive, then started back toward the road.  “I’m going to have to park back this way.  Sorry, Jerry.” 

“Ok,” Al said.  There must be a dozen cars.  So something like twenty people?  Maybe more, if they’d all jammed in the way her group had.

“It’s a nice flat drive,” Jerry said.  “Or you could stop and let me out here.  There’s Dr. Buck.”  He raised a hand to a tall, dark-skinned man in an impeccable summer suit walking up the drive with a red-haired woman in a peacock blue fascinator.

Lewis stopped the car as the Bucks waited, and Alma was glad Jerry had forewarned everyone that they were an interracial couple.  It would be insulting to look shocked, even if it was just surprise.

“Good to see you, Ballard,” Dr. Buck said, opening the car door for Jerry and offering him a hand with no ado.

“Thanks,” Jerry said.  “Dr. Buck, Mrs. Buck, these are my friends — Mr. and Mrs. Segura and Mr. and Mrs. Sorley.  Mrs. Segura is our Magister.”

“Pleased to meet you all.”

“And you, Dr. Buck,” Alma said from the backseat.  “Jerry’s spoken so much of you.”

Jerry got to his feet with some difficulty, and Alma made note that the crushed shell of the drive was more treacherous than it looked.

“And here’s Mrs. Patton,” Dr. Buck said as another couple came up the drive from where a sporty white Packard was parked.  “And Colonel Patton.”

Mitch had unobtrusively gotten out of the car to give Jerry a hand, and now he opened the back door for Stasi.  Lewis shrugged at Alma — he’d just go park then, since Mitch was handing the ladies out.  

“It’s good to see you,” Jerry said, shaking hands with Mrs. Patton with some warmth, and Alma recalled that he’d stayed with them for a few days when he’d first arrived in Hawaii.  “I’d like to introduce my friends.  This is Mrs. Segura, Mrs. Sorley, and this is Mr. Sorley.  He’s also a major in the reserves,” Jerry said aside to the colonel as Mitch shook hands.  “And Mr. Segura is driving.  I think he’s going to go park.”

“I’ll be back in a minute,” Lewis said, waving as Alma shut the door.

“I won’t go far,” she said, and he pulled out.

“What branch of the service are you in?” Colonel Patton was asking Mitch.

“Air Corps reserves in Colorado, Lewis Segura is a captain in the same unit,” Mitch said.  He looked at Mrs. Patton.  “And we’ve met before!”

“Henry’s party,” she said, her eyes crinkling at the corners as she gave him a very genuine smile.  “The burgled safe.  Did you ever find out who did it?”

Stasi attempted to make herself as small as possible behind Alma.

“Never did,” Mitch said pleasantly.  “One of those things, I guess.”

The house was pretty fantastic, Mitch thought.  What he liked best was the long porch that ran the length of the living room on the seaward side.  With the drapes pulled back, it showed a fantastic panorama of sea and sky.  Candles in hurricane lanterns glowed on each post, and there were tiki torches set in the grass to light a path down to the beach.  A pair of French doors were open, and people were coming and going with stuff.

“Is it outside?” Stasi asked.

Mitch shrugged.  

“Yes, indeed,” Mrs. Patton said to Stasi, stopping next to them to put her shoes under a chair.  “And you’d better take your shoes and stockings off if you don’t want to ruin them.  I’m Beatrice Patton, by the way.  Call me Bea.”  She extended a hand to Stasi.

“Stasi Sorley,” Stasi said.  She always looked like it was strange to say that.  At least half of it was her real name.  Their marriage license was valid even if none of her other papers were.  “It’s lovely to meet you, darling.  Mitchell has said so much about you.”  Apparently she’d decided to brazen out being recognized from Henry’s safecracking.  After all, Beatrice had no way to know she was the one who’d opened the safe even if she recognized her from the party.  Still, a little diversion might be in order.

“Should I take off my shoes too?  I take it we’re on the beach?”

“I would if I were you,” Beatrice said.  “Yes, we’re on the beach.  It’s a very eclectic group, and I think you can see more of a Polynesian flavor in this celebration of the summer solstice than in most of our things.  It varies by who’s writing it, of course.  This one is mostly Peter and Emma.”  She smiled.  “But that’s syncretic too, of course.  The Maori and the Hawaiians are from thousands of miles apart, rather like lumping Norse and Greek traditions as the same thing because they’re both European.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know anything about Polynesian traditions,” Mitch said.  “I hate to go into this ignorant.”

“It’s all right.”  Bea smiled warmly.  “There’s nothing secret or difficult in this.  Just an honoring of the season.  And many different cultures have rituals at the sea on or around midsummer.  I think Peter and Emma have done a good job of finding the common threads that link us.”

“An advantage of having an anthropologist write the ritual,” Mitch said.

“Exactly.”  She beamed.  “We’ll give thanks to sea and sky and to all the deities that they encompass with gifts of song and flowers.”

“That’s not so different than the epagomenal days honoring the Ennead in Egypt,” Stasi said, and Mitch blinked at her.

“Have you been hanging around with Jerry?” he asked.

“I’m widely read, darling.”  Stasi tossed her head.

“It’s very much like that,” Bea said seriously.  “But since Hawaii has an ocean, not a river, putting lamps afloat wouldn’t work well.  They’d swamp.  So here the gifts are flowers.”

“That makes perfect sense,” Stasi said.  “I can’t wait.”  She sat down on a little side chair to take off her shoes and stockings.  Bea moved off to get a basket from Mrs. Buck and carry it outside.

“This is different,” Mitch said.

Stasi looked up, squirming as she unhooked her garter without lifting the skirt of her black dress.  “You haven’t worked in many different traditions, have you?”

“Not really,” Mitch said.  “I mean, some variation within Hermetics, but not outside that.  I’ve never done something explicitly pagan.”

Stasi looked amused.  “What do you think the classics are?  Doesn’t it seem to you that Jerry treats the classics as a living, breathing truth?”

“Sometimes I think Jerry lives in the Roman world,” Mitch said.  “In a play by Plautus, maybe.”

“I think this is more The Golden Ass, darling.”  Stasi folded her backseam stockings carefully and tucked them in one shoe.  “Do you have a problem with it?”

Mitch took a deep breath.  “No,” he said.  “There’s no difference between being a guest at a pagan ritual than being a guest in a Synagogue.”

“And what would you know about that?” Stasi bent over to put her shoes under the chair with Bea’s.

“I know I’d go if someone wanted to take me,” Mitch said.  “With a full and loving heart.”

He couldn’t see her face as she arranged her shoes carefully.  Then she got up, an insouciant smile on her face.  “What an interesting piece of trivia!  Shall we go out?”

“Sure,” he said, and offered her his arm.

The waning moon was high in the sky over the sea, just beginning its descent in the west.  The air was very clear and warm, the stars incredibly bright over the ocean, bright as they appeared from a plane on a clear night.  Mitch took a deep breath.  The palm fronds rustled in the breeze, and the scent of frangipani wafted from the trees near the porch.  The narrow path more or less forced everyone into single file.  Mitch followed Stasi around the curving bushes no more than waist high.

Bea was standing with the basket where the sand began.  She smiled and held out a lei for Stasi — white orchids, each large and beautiful enough to be a whole corsage at home.  

“Oh my,” Stasi said, bending her head so that Bea could slip it on her.  The enormous fragile blooms were stark against her black dress, stark as Easter lilies in the darkness of a predawn church.

Mitch’s lei was red hibiscus.  “Thank you,” he said.

A semi-circle of about twenty people were assembling on the beach, most of them sitting on large towels or blankets spread on the sand facing the water.  The other half of the circle was empty except for slow gentle waves lapping up on the shore and receding, leaving behind the bubbles that showed where clams were hidden.  Stasi claimed a seat on the right side and Mitch sat down beside her.  Alma and Lewis were pretty much opposite them next to Jerry who was sitting in a folding beach chair instead of on the ground.  An older Hawaiian woman was bending down talking to him, his glasses flashing reflection of the torches at the edge of the path.  Both of them were smiling.  She straightened up, leaving something in Jerry’s lap.  It looked like a drum.

“What…” Mitch began, but stopped as another drum began off to his left, a slow steady beat.  Everyone who had not already sat down came in single file, one after another, their voices mingling in a song in a language he didn’t understand.  Stasi looked about avidly, and Mitch watched as they slowly came to stand in a line facing the semi-circle, four women and one man with Dr. Buck in the middle.  The little waves flowed almost to their heels.  The song ended on a high note, the drum ceasing.  

“Welcome friends,” Dr. Buck said.  “I give you aloha, friends from all over the earth, from every land under the stars, of every people, who come here united by our love of this beautiful world.”  He raised his arms to the skies.  “This Earth, this planet hurtling through space, is our home.  We are part of it.  Our breath is its skies.  Our blood is its waters.  Our flesh is its body.  Our spirits are part of its immortal energy.  We are alike — human beings, children of the gods.”

The drum beat began again, a heartbeat in the darkness.  Across the circle, Lewis was sitting up very straight, like a hound with ears pricked forward.

“This is the first sound you heard,” Dr. Buck said.  “You heard the heartbeat in the womb.  We are all children of women, born to breathe air.  We were born in blood.  We took our first breaths, and we were on our own, independent lives.  We took our first drinks, and we knew the world.  We belong to it, to its mana.  We are connected by our common humanity.”

He stretched out his hands to either side, taking the hands of the woman to each side.  All around the semi-circle hands reached out.  Mitch clasped Stasi’s hand, took the hand of a short, gray haired man sitting on the next beach towel.  The energy was palpable, connections forming as the circle did.

The older woman who had been talking to Jerry stepped forward.  “Oh Io, Oh Io!  Thy servant calls Thee to the very housetops.  Thou art Iolani, the eyes of gracious eternity!”

There was a response, the voices of the other women rising in song.  The drums grew louder, three or four more instruments joining the heartbeat.  Mitch saw with some surprise that one of them was Jerry’s, his face intent as he matched the beat.

“Father of those who harken, of we humans who think and are fruitful, Father whose eyes are everywhere, have mercy on Thy children!”  The woman’s voice rose above the drums.

The singers replied, the drums louder still.

Stasi shifted, her hand tightening on his, and Mitch looked sideways at her.  Her eyes were defocused and wide.  “There are others here,” she whispered.  “The Dead have come to dance.”

A chill ran down his spine.  And yet there was nothing to see, nothing he could see besides the older woman beginning to sway.  It was nothing like the dance the girls had performed when the steamer came into port, slow and careful, her feet barely moving on the damp sand, her back straight.  Her hips moved, her arms moved, both with a grace that belied her age.  

This was what it must have looked like on so many beaches since the world began, Mitch thought, in so many now deserted temples.  This was the dance of birth.  This was the dance of waves on the shore, of rain on trees.  The other three women standing joined her, Dr. Buck having stepped entirely aside.  One of them was Beatrice.  Her flowered white summer dress ought to be incongruous, but it wasn’t.  Each step was decorous, and yet it made his blood sing.

“Will you?” The man to his left held out a small drum.

“Yes,” Mitch said.  There were more drums now, eight or ten, some keeping worse time than he would, the power growing with each addition.  A heartbeat.  A drum beat.  He looked across at Jerry, the sharp lines of his face suffused with joy, and he tried to follow Jerry’s movements.  Beside Jerry Alma met his eyes, her cheeks flushed.

The other three women were coming forward now, and with a smile Bea reached out a hand to draw Stasi to her feet, still keeping the rhythm with feet and hips.

“I don’t know the dance,” Stasi said.

“It’s all one dance,” Bea said, and Stasi took her hand, rising from the wet sand which stuck to her bare feet.  

Heartbeat.  Heartbeat.  All the women were standing now, dancing with more or less skill but no less beauty, turning and turning about each other in improvised figures. Alma rotated slowly, the torchlight turning her light colored dress to blood.  Stasi turned next to Beatrice like her shadow, black dress and white, revolving around and around each other like life and death entwined.

The song rose higher and higher.  The lead woman turned and began to dance toward the sea.  The other women followed, the waves splashing over their ankles.  

Heartbeat.  Heartbeat. The drums quickened, a heartbeat racing in love or danger.  

The waves were to their knees, Stasi dancing in the waves completely disregarding her dress.  One crested later than the others, flowing in white foam over the dancers, wetting them to the waist or higher.  And now they were taking off their leis, putting them reverently on the breast of the water, flowers of every color borne in wreaths on the depths.

The drums rose to a crescendo.  With a shout of “Ai!” they stopped, Mitch stilling his hands before he made one last strike out of order.  Jerry’s hair fell out of its usual combed and Brylcreemed lines, drooping forward over his face which was all sharp intensity.  Mitch took a long breath, drained as if he’d been running.  “Wow,” he said.

Afterwards, Stasi borrowed a fuzzy white bathrobe to put over her damp dress while everyone ate baked ham and potato salad.  Well, Stasi ate the fish instead, but not so anybody would notice.  She was beautiful soaking wet, laughing and talking with the other women in a way that seemed unusually relaxed for her.  Generally she was tense as a cord in company.

Bea had changed into a bright pink dress, apparently forewarned that she’d be soaking wet.  She had a glass in one hand and a plate in the other as Mitch found himself next to her and her husband at the end of the sideboard set up as a self-serve bar.  “That was something,” he said.

“I’m glad you liked it,” she said.  

“I just wondered about one thing,” he said.  “Weren’t you worried about sharks feeding at night when you walked into the water like that?  I’ve seen a bunch of shark warnings posted.”

“Hardly,” Bea said.  “Emma — Mrs. Taylor who was leading it — is of the blood of the shark.  No shark would bother us with her.”

Jerry had come up beside Mitch, also looking relaxed and drained, almost post-coital, not that Mitch would know.  “Is that a clan designation?” he asked keenly.

“Something like that,” Bea said.  “It used to mean literal descent, though most people don’t take it that way today.”  She smiled.  “It’s also the title of my book, the one that comes out next year, The Blood of the Shark.”

“Congratulations on the book,” Mitch said.  “Have you started another one?”

“About twelve,” her husband said, not looking up from where he was mixing a drink.

“I was working on another book about a very different subject,” she said.  Her smile faded.  “But I’ve put that away since Ford Maddox Ford’s A Little Less Than Gods came out.  It was unpublishable.”

“Why is that?” Jerry asked.

Her husband straightened up grinning.  “It’s indecent,” he said.  “Based on the life of a notorious courtesan.”

She gave him a sharp look.  “No, because it uses much of the same material that Ford Maddox Ford did, and nobody is going to publish another book based on the same events when his just came out.  I’ll have to wait until everyone has completely forgotten about A Little Less Than Gods.”

Jerry frowned.  “But Ford is a bestseller.  That could take decades.”

Bea’s smile returned.  “Well,” she said.  “I’ve got time.”


Chapter Nine

Jerry was a little startled the next morning that Beatrice had brought George with her to drop off the box of stones Hansen and Gray had sieved, but she waved away his surprise quickly.  “We were just on our way to the club for lunch, and you’re right on our way.  We’re ridiculously early.”  She was wearing a white straw pancake hat with a spray of white silk camellia blossoms on the side, a delicate flower that seemed nothing like her.  A less likely Dame Aux Camelias he couldn’t imagine.

Alma had come to the door behind him.  “Please come in,” she said.  “We were about to take the children to the beach, but I know Jerry and Dr. Radke would be happy to offer you coffee.”  She gave Jerry a sideways look as if to ask if he’d completely forgotten his manners.

“Of course,” Jerry said, stepping back.  “Please take coffee with us.”

He expected Bea to politely refuse but instead she smiled hugely and came right in, George following after like a dutiful escort, his hands in his pockets.  “I hoped you’d have a few minutes,” she said.  “Peter told me all about your stone.  So I’ve brought you a story.”

“A story?” Jerry wondered if he looked as bemused as he sounded.

“Coffee on the lanai,” Alma said.  “I’ll get you all set up before we leave for the beach.  Lewis is staying here too if you need anything.”

“About the navel of the world,” Bea said.  “There’s a Hawaiian story about it.  I thought you’d like to hear it.”

“Very much,” Jerry said quickly, feeling the familiar prickle of anticipation.  “I’ll call Dr. Radke down this moment.”

It was very quiet in the house once Mitch, Stasi, Alma and all four children piled in the car and left for the beach.  Jerry sat on the lanai with Willi, Bea, and the coffeepot, all small talk concluded.

“Once, in the time when all the stories happened,” she began. Bea had a melodious voice, Jerry thought. She could have been an actress, if that were a job for a respectable woman. Instead, it wove with the sea wind through the palm fronds, whispering across the quiet lanai, the distant shouts of the children playing outside. 

“In the time when all the stories happened, there was a floating island. The gods had made it that way, an island with no roots to the bottom of the sea, and so it drifted on the currents beneath the sky, guided by Lono until it came at last to the lands of the People.” 

Willi shifted in his seat, his coffee cup clinking against the saucer as he put it down, and Jerry steepled his hands.

“Now this floating island had people as well, and they were brothers and sisters to the golden lizard, and their chief was a man who was not a man. Seven moons they had floated beneath the sky, and their stores were depleted, so when they came to the lands of Hawai’i they came to shore immediately in their boats, bearing baskets and casks of leather. They sought the navel of the world.” 

“I don’t…” Willi began.

“All human beings have a navel,” she said. “Omphalos. The ancient Greeks set a stone before the cave of the Oracle at Delphi.”

“The gates of the underworld,” Jerry said, and for a moment it seemed that a chill crawled down his back. “The inward passage. The descent.”

Bea smiled, and it ought to have been reassuring but it wasn’t. “The gates of birth and death. We all carry that mark on us. Our navel, the twisting passage that marks where we were joined.”

“The navel of the world,” Jerry said softly. He lifted his head, eyes rising toward the distant ridge of Diamond Head against the sea. So many patterns, so many stories. Volcanoes and underworld passages….

“Did they find it?” Willi asked abruptly, his glasses sliding down his nose. “In the story, I mean. The center of the world?”

She nodded, a sideways smile, her eyes looking unnaturally dark even in the shade of the lanai. “They did. They found the navel of the world and it was here.”

“The navel of the world….” Jerry said. There were too many thoughts, too many patterns, a crowd of stories that would take days to put in order.

“Very good for them,” Willi said briskly, “But what does that have to do with Mr. Collins’ porcelain?  A story proves nothing.”

“A great deal. Or nothing.” She shrugged, an ordinary woman in an overdone hat, white camellias at her brow. “And there’s more than one version of this particular tale.  Some say the floating island was wrecked here or that it ran aground and became Ni’hau. But it has been my experience that sometimes stories hold truth. Wrapped in metaphor, perhaps, but stories have a way of being true.”

“There is no such thing as the navel of the world,” Willi said. “It is a mythological conceit, Mrs. Patton.” He shoved his glasses up on his nose, his voice unaccustomedly passionate. “Underworld passages and mysterious places and all the rest are part of the fodder of mythology, but that is all they are, the shared neuroses of primitive peoples.”

“And magic?” she asked.

“There is no such thing as magic,” Willi said shortly. “Come. Be rational.”

Her smile didn’t change. “Do you agree, Dr. Ballard?”

Jerry swallowed. “I think very often stories hold the key to history,” he said. “After all, consider Schliemann and Troy.”

“That is not the same thing,” Willi said hotly. “There was a long and well documented history of occupation on the site of Hisarlik.”

“Isn’t it?” Bea asked. “You have a site and a story. Surely these things do bear examining against one another.”

“We have some porcelains that have no business being where they were found,” Willi said. “And we have one stone with ambiguous scratches.  That is all we know we have. Let us not hare off on stories about floating islands and bizarre hypotheses about Chinese explorers in Hawaii. We must be conservative in our conclusions, and as yet we have nothing to support these strange theories.” He took a quick gulp of his coffee. “I do not put any stock in these theories fashionable today about Aryan supermen responsible for strange sites all over the globe or odd Oriental geniuses who left mysterious puzzles! There is no evidence, just the wishful thinking of people who want to see a connection between a rune in Tibet and one in Norway that happen to bear a passing resemblance to one another.”

“And yet we have fifteenth century Chinese porcelain found in Hawaii,” Jerry observed.

“It very well could have been brought by nineteenth century missionaries,” Willi snapped. 

“Very true,” Bea conceded. “It may be early nineteenth century. And there were certainly missionaries who had been previously in China.”

“And the only way we will know more is to dig.” Willi got to his feet swiftly. “It was lovely to see you, Mrs. Patton, but I fear I must get back to the dig.”

“Go on then,” Jerry said. He looked at Beatrice, hesitating a moment.  “I’ll be along later.”

“We really need to go on too,” she said, smiling to show Jerry she wasn’t offended by Willi’s abruptness.  “We have a luncheon date.  I’ll collect George from wherever he’s gotten to.”

Lewis wasn’t entirely surprised to find George in the kitchen, since he’d just passed Jerry and Willi having old home hour with Bea on the lanai over whatever they’d dug up the day before. He was reading the paper and looked up when Lewis came in. “I hope you don’t mind,” he said, gesturing at the Sunday paper spread on the table.

“Not a bit.” Lewis poured himself a cup of coffee from the pot on the stove. “It’s a little early for fishhooks and rocks for me.”

George snorted. “It’s always early for fishhooks for me. You’d think it was Tut’s mummy.”

“Yeah, well.” Lewis sat down at the table with his cup. “That’s Jerry’s department, not mine. Anything good in the paper?”

George tossed the first section across the table. “Maginot Line. The French have opened a new section with all pomp and circumstance as befits deterrent defensive weaponry.” He shook his head. “Have you ever seen a bigger waste of money and time?”

“How’s that?” Lewis said.

“It’s a wall. Essentially. It has phases, like old school star fortifications, but it’s essentially a wall of fortifications along the entire Franco-German border, hundreds of miles long and several miles deep. It’s the trench system to end all trench systems. It’s supposed to be utterly impenetrable. To go through it you’d need to get through an outer perimeter that’s heavily defended and covered by heavy artillery, then through a series of trenches, underground bunkers, and blockhouses connected by light rail. All of it defended by 19 divisions, roughly 90,000 men.”

“That sounds impossible,” Lewis said, taking a drink. He hadn’t been in the trenches. He’d looked down on them from above, miles and miles of blasted landscape in the Somme, not a tree standing for miles, a desert created by men in which nothing could survive.

“It’s easy,” George said. 

Lewis blinked. “What?”

“Oh come on,” George said, leaning back in his chair and snagging the coffee pot off the stove to pour himself another cup. “Don’t tell me you can’t see it.”

“No,” Lewis said.

George grinned, getting up and tearing a piece of butcher paper off the roll on the counter. He fished a pen out of his pocket. “I’ll show you.” He drew a wide curving sweep across the page. “That’s the border between France and Germany. Imagine this looks like a real map.”

“Ok,” Lewis said.

“Here’s the line.” He filled in heavy ink. “Now with classical tactics, what do you do?”

Lewis shrugged. “Go around it.”

“Yep.” He filled in the line again, pointing at the paper. “Now on the south end of the line you’re in the Alps. Can’t go around it that way because you can’t get through. So you extend the line north, right? You counter each flanking movement. That’s what happened in the Race to the Sea in 1914, when the Great War started. Until you get to the English Channel. Then you can’t go around that way either.”

“So,” Lewis said slowly, “If you’ve got both ends of the line anchored in a natural defense you can’t move, then you’re in the clear, right?”

George leaned forward over the paper. “Ok, warfare alternates between defensive and offensive superiority. That’s what’s happened throughout history. Somebody comes up with a really good weapon, like the chariot, and it’s the best thing in the world for a few centuries. Until somebody else comes up with ditches and obstacles that screw them up. Then for a while it’s all about building mud brick forts. Then somebody comes up with horse archers, and your forts are screwed because they’ll just shoot over the walls. So you build bigger walls and put archers on top. But then somebody invents catapults and knocks the walls down. That’s how it goes. Fast forward to the Middle Ages. It’s all about the castle. Until cannon. It’s all about the infantry square with pikemen. Until muskets. It’s all about muskets — until Napoleonic cavalry.” He tilted his hands back and forth like a scale. “Offense, defense. Offense, defense. The technology changes, and the balance tilts.”

“Ok,” Lewis said. “I see that. We went into the Great War thinking that it was going to be like the Civil War, but the defensive technology was too good. Machine guns change the equation. You can’t charge through fire. And so you get trench warfare and you’re stuck.”

“Actually the technology was already changing at the time of the Civil War,” George said. His blue eyes were very bright. “Stonewall Jackson was the last gasp of Jominian cavalry tactics in the Valley Campaign. Ten years later, in the Franco-Prussian War, when the sons of Marshals tried to fight it that way they got their butts kicked. You can’t beat the artillery. And then barbed wire and the machine gun sewed it up.”

“So,” Lewis said, looking at the line on the paper. “The Maginot Line is the ultimate trench system. Both ends are anchored in natural defenses that you can’t get through, mountains and sea, and you can’t get through the middle. What’s the deal?”

George tapped it with the pen. “The world isn’t a piece of paper. It’s in three dimensions.”

Looking down on the trenches from above, out over the wing at a blasted no man’s land, at the muddy line of despoiled river, at the haze on the far horizon of lands behind the lines….

“Oh boy,” Lewis said. 

Turning like a bird on the wind, the puffs of smoke from the barrage far below, the only thing that could touch you a silhouette against high, thin clouds, the swift shape of another biplane….

“How tall a wall do you have to build to stop an airplane?” George asked softly. “How big a gun do you need to hit a plane at eight or ten thousand feet?”

“It can’t be done,” Lewis said. “Not with the current technology. We’re not talking about Wright planes that fly at a few hundred feet. There’s not an artillery piece in the world that could hit a modern aircraft.”

“Or that’s fast enough to,” George said. “Is there a gun in the world fast enough to hit you in a powered dive? Is there a gun that could touch you?”

“No,” Lewis said. He could see it absolutely clearly, stooping like a kestrel in a fighter plane that moved like wind itself, four hundred miles an hour in a dive. Maybe more. “Those new Messerschmitts are clocking at better than three hundred miles an hour flat out.”

“379,” George said. “I’d put money on well over four in a dive.”

Lewis nodded. The possibilities were dizzying. “With a plane like that, nobody could hit me.” 

George smiled. “There’s not a gun in the world that could. And this?” He gestured to the drawing of the Maginot Line. “It’s not even an obstacle.”

A line on the ground, harmless as a line on the map. It made his fingers itch for the controls of the plane he imagined, for the rush of wind and the ballet of death. 

“Go over the top,” Lewis said. “And then you just clean up behind. Cut off the fortification and let them starve.” He could see. He could see so clearly.

“It’s the flying wedge,” George said. “That’s as classic as you get. Only instead of sweeping around a flank with cavalry, you’re sweeping over the top with close tactical air support. The third dimension.” 

Lewis was still looking at the paper, but he didn’t really see it. No, he could feel what the maneuver would look like, the shape of the squadron behind him, the point of a lance of steel and fire driving everything in front of it. Over the top and into the heart, a dive out of the sun, lethal and bright. Not the one-on-one air combat of the Great War, but a thunder to eclipse any cavalry that ever lived, planes stacked in tight three dimensional formations, a pack of hounds baying after their quarry in concert….

“It’s easy,” he said.

George sat back in his chair, his face oddly solemn. “I told you it was.”

“I can do that,” Lewis said. He could see how. He could feel exactly how, surely as if the plane’s controls were in his hands.

“You can,” George said. “And you probably will.”

Lewis nodded slowly. “You think there will be another war?”

George’s eyes met his straightforwardly. “I think if there weren’t I wouldn’t be here.”

By the time they’d returned from the dig, Willi was feeling thoroughly ashamed of himself for his behavior that morning. He managed to say as much to Jerry at the dig, but there was no privacy, and too much other work to do for Jerry to do more than shrug.  There was no chance to speak before dinner, either, and certainly not during, and Willi excused himself from the usual gathering on the lanai, pleading a busy day.  He opened the bedroom windows and turned on the fan, stripping to his shorts, grateful for the night breeze that stirred the palms. Faintly, he could hear voices as the boys settled onto the porch, and then at last the door opened.

Jerry shut the door behind him, leaning heavily on his cane for a moment, then came to sit on the edge of the bed.  That was another problem with the crowded house, Willi thought.  The rooms were small, and there was hardly enough furniture in this one for them to stay physically separated.  Jerry lifted his leg onto the mattress with a sigh, and Willi slanted a glance at him.

“I should not have been so rude.”

“It’s not me you owe an apology.”

“I intend to apologize to Mrs. Patton too. But I was rude. I’m sorry.”

“You’re the one who told me the story of the Wind Raker,” Jerry said. “What the hell? It fits with what Mrs. Patton said —”

“It’s just a story,” Willi said. “They are both just stories.”

“Stories that fit together,” Jerry said.

“There are thousands of tales of strangers from over the sea,” Willi said.  “In South America as well as Polynesia.  In Australia, too, I believe.  It’s sheer coincidence.”

“You can’t seriously mean to discount the possibility of legends leading to truth.”

They were both keeping their voices down, Willi realized, a sure sign that this was serious. “You classicists are fixated on Schliemann and Troy. Yes, in that case the legends were accurate, but in how many others have they proved totally misleading?”

Jerry hauled himself further up onto the bed, bracing himself against the headboard.  “And yet from what you told me, the Wind Raker story has documentary evidence.”

Trust Jerry to remember that. Willi scowled.  “A fragmentary record of a ship sent on a peculiar mission.  Why would Hawaii be the navel of the world?  There is nothing in legend to suggest that.  The island names are all references to harborage, as one would expect — this is the Fair Haven of the Gathering Place here.”

“And yet,” Jerry said.  “Dr. Buck tells me that the word cognate to hawai’i in a number of other Polynesian languages generally means underworld or ancestral home.  He said that for the Maori, it’s both — which is hardly a contradiction.”

“No, as myth-logic it would not be,” Willi said, deadly polite.

“The underworld, the ancestral homeland, the navel of the world. Surely you can see that connection.”

He could, too, and it was damnably attractive, a chain of inference that could lead anywhere or nowhere. He shook his head.  “It’s a coincidence.  Nothing more.”

“Oh?” Jerry’s expression was militant.  “We know for a fact that this was Wind Raker’s mission:  find the navel of the world. And we know she sailed east when the rest of the fleet sailed west.  Why is it outrageous to speculate that, as she sailed further into Polynesia, she heard tales of an ancestral homeland — called ‘Hawai’i,’ or something like it — and bent the search that way?”

Willi hesitated, caught for a moment in the same vision.  Yes, it could have happened that way, the Ming admirals were noted for their willingness to hire native guides, follow local sailing routes. He could believe that Admiral Chou could have heard such a story, could have followed it across the Pacific to the place where the world was made…  And he had learned in China where such speculation could lead.  If he had not woven that tale while the sparks whirled up from their fire to meet the canopy of stars—  He swallowed that guilt, and shook his head.  “There’s no proof.  None.”

“Just one or two suggestive oddities,” Jerry retorted.  “Ming porcelain where it shouldn’t be, and a stone that by your own admission says ‘the navel of the world.’”

“I have not said so,” Willi snapped. “It might, that’s all.  Or it might be scratches.”

“Scratches that look like actual Chinese characters,” Jerry said. “In fill dirt from when the village was in its heyday.”

Of course he’d noticed that, too.  Willi scowled.  “So?  Everything else is ordinary Hawaiian material, another hundred fishhooks for the Bishop Museum.  I am not willing to put my career on the line by aligning myself with a bunch of lunatics —”

“What are you talking about?”

Willi licked his lips. “Saying that the Chinese discovered Hawaii is a lunatic statement.”

“No.”  Jerry shook his head.  “What do you have against those people — and who are they, anyway? The people who backed this dig?”

Willi’s breath caught.  Part of him wanted to tell — not because he was afraid, but because Jerry needed to know what he was up against, what the stakes really were.  But there were so many layers, and so many lies…  “I told you, I don’t know who put up the money.”

“But you do know why they wanted you.”  Jerry fixed him with a narrow stare.

And that question was even more dangerous than the first one, and Willi made himself shrug.  “I am one of the leading experts, and I was available.  Nothing more than that.  As to why I don’t want to be part of this question — you are aware of the National Socialists’ racial theories, I’m sure?”

He made it a question, so that Jerry had to nod.  “They’re hard to miss.”

“There is a — specialist branch within the party that has taken up the theory that the ancient Aryans conquered most of the Far East, including both China and Japan, by the year 2000 BC.  The expedition to Lop Nur was expected to find proof that von Le Coq’s red-haired mummies were a descendant population, the last survivors of that conquest.  Which —”  Willi managed a shrug.  “I suppose it’s possible, but I can think of many more likely origins for a more-or-less Caucasian population on China’s western borders.  But, in any case, there was a great deal of pressure to interpret everything we found according to that theory.”

Jerry nodded again.  He had to understand academic politics, Willi thought, but he found himself talking on, spelling it out in detail.

“I am caught between a rock and a hard place. If I acquiesce, once the Nazis are out of power my reputation is ruined.  If I say what I really think, I will most certainly lose my place at the Neues Museum, and quite frankly I can’t afford it. So. I am cautious, I quibble and question and never actually express an opinion — and that is one reason I was glad to take this job, since it meant another eight months before I go home again — and now here it is again.”

Jerry reached for his cigarettes, offered one, and Willi took it, cupping his hand around Jerry’s as he offered a light as well.  “I do see the problem,” Jerry said, and exhaled a cloud of smoke.

“Just so.”  Willi leaned back against the headboard himself, savoring the smoke. “And it is a pretty story, Jerry, I do see how it fits.  But — there is no real evidence.  And I don’t think we’re going to find any. Not here.”

Jerry’s mouth curled into a crooked smile. “Surely the Aryan theorists can’t like the idea that their supermen were commanded by a eunuch.”

Willi snorted.  “They’ll argue that it had only a spiritual meaning or some such nonsense.  When it was very real…”  He shook his head. “I do not want to give them ammunition.”

“I agree,” Jerry said.  “And yet — we have these finds.”

“Which I will report, yes.”

“But you’re going to minimize them.”

“I think I must.”  Willi met his eyes frankly. “It’s too easy to make too much out of them.”

There was a long silence, and then Jerry nodded slowly.  “It’s your dig.  You understand the material far better than I do.”

Willi took another long pull on his cigarette, a shiver of relief running through him.  Oh, he had known he could trust Jerry, even as he feared he’d have to tell him at least some of what was going on, and it was good to have it over with.  If only this was enough.


Chapter Ten

Douglas trudged up the beach, careful to keep within sight of Miss Lee and Mrs. Sorley, who had the little girls down by the water’s edge.  At the entrance to the cove, waves broke over what Miss Lee had said was a coral reef, a welter of foam and turbulence, but inside the cover, the water was calm enough that the babies could kick their way through the water without being knocked over.  Miss Lee had waded out knee deep herself, and lifted Dora up and over each incoming wave so that her feet just caught their tops; Mrs. Sorley and Merilee were walking solemnly side by side, Merilee squatting now and then to examine something in the sand.  Jimmy was at the dig with Dr. Ballard and Dr. Radke, which had been nice because it meant there was no big brother to tell him what to do, but was kind of too bad now because he didn’t really want to go wading, and Mrs. Sorley had told him in her no-fooling voice that if he ran off by himself he wouldn’t get any cake after supper.  He’d seen the cake, and he was going to be good.

He had reached the dry sand above the tide line, where it was harder to walk, and he stopped to take off his shoes, tying the laces together and hanging them around his neck the way he’d seen the Hawaiian boys do. Jimmy disapproved, but Jimmy disapproved of everything, as far as Douglas could tell.  He had almost reached the edge of the beach, and he looked back to be sure Mrs. Sorley could still see him.  Ahead, a few palm trees straggled on top of the slight rise, casting a bit of shade.  He could maybe sit there and read his adventure story, even if he’d read it a hundred times already.  If Jimmy hadn’t made him put his allowance in the piggy bank, he’d have had a nickel to buy another one…

There was sudden movement from among the palms, and a skinny figure leaped out at him, pointing a stripped palm frond at him like a sword.

“I am Han Mei-Lan the pirate queen, and you are my prisoner!”

Douglas jumped back, his feet turning in the loose sand, but he managed not to fall.  “Well, I’m Frank Hardy and my plane crashed, so I’ll fight you for my freedom!”

The pirate queen grinned at him over her palm frond.  She was Chinese like Miss Lee, skinny and barefoot in a faded cotton dress, her hair chin-length with uncompromising bangs cut square across her forehead.  “Pick up your sword, then, Frank Hardy! We’ll fight to see who keeps the plane!”

Douglas looked around, and grabbed a palm frond of his own, stripping the pieces of leaf away from the central spine.  “No pirate can have my plane!”

“We’ll see about that,” the pirate queen answered, and swung her frond at him.  He blocked it, inexpertly, and they clashed fronds back and forth, Douglas fighting to keep his feet as he was driven back into the loose sand, the pirate queen following as though she did this every day.  Which she probably did, Douglas thought, and swung low at her bare legs.  She probably went to the beach every day and played pirates —

“Emily Han!  What in the world do you think you’re doing?”

The pirate queen straightened up, suddenly a girl about his own age, and Douglas dropped his own palm frond as though it burned his hand.  One thing he knew for sure was that you weren’t supposed to fight girls even when they attacked first.

“I’m sorry, Aunt Daisy —”

“I told you I needed your help with your cousins.  Honestly, Emily!”  A Chinese woman about Mrs. Sorley’s age came trudging up the slope, a big umbrella under one arm along with what looked like a picnic basket. She had a boy a little older than Merilee by the hand, and another boy who looked about five was dawdling along behind them.  “Paulie, keep up now.”

Paulie ignored her, squatting down to look at a seashell, and the woman gave him a harassed look. “Emily —”

“Please, ma’am,” Douglas said.  He had no idea where the courage or the words came from, but he knew he didn’t want to see Emily go away again.  “If I help you and Emily get set up, would it be all right if she came to play with me?”

The woman gave him a doubtful look, and Douglas hurried on.  “I mean, here on the beach.  That’s my stepmother over there, with Miss Lee and my sister and Dora.  I could carry the umbrella, ma’am.”

Her mouth twitched up in a reluctant smile.  “All right, young man, you may carry the umbrella.”

Douglas took it quickly, balanced it on his shoulder.  It was heavier than he’d expected, but he was sure he could manage.

“Emily, bring Paulie, and then you and your new friend can go play.”

“Thank you, Aunt Daisy,” Emily said, and took the older boy firmly by the hand.

They made their way across the beach, Douglas struggling a little with the awkward weight, but at last they reached a spot Emily’s aunt liked.  She took the umbrella and shoved it down into the sand, sending Douglas and Emily to collect rocks and bits of coral to wedge it upright, and Douglas straightened from placing the last one to see Miss Lee coming toward them.

“Mrs. Ma!  How nice to see you!”

“Ida!”  Emily’s aunt looked genuinely happy for the first time since Douglas had met her.  “Oh, so this is one of the boys you’re looking after this summer?  Your mother told me you had a job.”

“That’s right,” Miss Lee said cheerfully, and put her arm around Douglas’s shoulder. “This is Douglas Patterson, and he’s a pretty good boy.”

“I’m sure he is,” Mrs. Ma answered, but she looked as though she might believe Miss Lee.

“Please can Emily come play with me?” Douglas asked.

Mrs. Ma looked doubtful again.  “I need her to help watch the boys —”

“Why don’t you come join us?” Miss Lee said. “I bet Dora and Merilee would like having someone new to play with, and I know it would be a treat for Douglas.”

Douglas crossed his fingers behind his back. He wasn’t exactly sure why he wanted this so much, except that a girl who announced herself as a pirate queen was somebody he definitely wanted to know.

“Well, I suppose,” Mrs. Ma said.  “But just for a little while, Emily.”

“Yes, Aunt Daisy,” Emily said, and looked at Douglas.  “Race you to the big rock.”

She darted off with the last word, leaving Douglas to flounder after her, slipping in the loose sand.  She beat him easily, was sitting on the pocked black rock when he struggled up, scowling.

“No fair, Emily.”

“My name’s Mei-Lan.”

Douglas considered that for a moment. “Ok. Mei-Lan.”  The words didn’t sound quite right, not the way she said it, but she didn’t correct him. “But it’s still not fair.”

“Maybe so,” she said, after a moment.

“You still want to play, right?”  Douglas gave her a worried look.  “You can be the pirate queen, and I’ll be the crashed aviator.”

“I think we should both be pirates,” Emily said.

Jerry moved carefully through the network of trenches and piled fill, sticking as much as possible to the solid ground. He had developed techniques for moving through the actual dig area, but they were slower, and occasionally undignified, and he preferred to avoid them until they were absolutely necessary.  Willi saw him coming, and hauled himself up out of the newest trench, coming to meet him so that he didn’t have to negotiate the churned-up ground.  It also had the advantage of taking them out of earshot of their crew — expanded today by Jimmy, currently sieving a basket of dirt under Gray’s watchful eye.  Beyond them, a trio of Hawaiians were extending the trench, following a line of post holes, Tompkins supervising.  Hanson had the Museum’s good camera today, and was methodically photographing an earlier trench. Good practice for him, Jerry thought, but not likely to turn up anything useful.

Willi lit a cigarette, squinting into the sun, and Jerry braced his cane on a more solid piece of ground. “How are the post holes?”

Willi shrugged.  “It’s the second largest building site that we’ve found, but it looks very much like every other island longhouse.  I don’t think we’re going to find anything different here.”

Jerry lit his own cigarette, cupping his hands against the wind.  “I can’t really argue. Though, to play devil’s advocate, you said yourself you were turning up some exceptionally nice tools.”

“Hawaiian tools,” Willi retorted.  “Beautiful tapa-cloth smoothers and poi-pounders. Fishhooks of every size and shape. But nothing Chinese.”

“And what about your peculiar terrace?”

Willi shrugged again. “It’s unusual. Not something I’ve seen before in the literature, and, yes, Dr. Buck agrees.  But to leap from that to an observatory terrace?  I have found nothing that hints at its use.”

“If we were in the Mediterranean, I’d be looking for a temple,” Jerry said.  “An altar.”

“And that would be a likely use here, too,” Willi agreed.  “But — nothing.”

“I wonder if we need to look at this another way,” Jerry said slowly.  “Why would Chinese castaways settle here?  Or, more correctly, what would Chinese castaways want in a settlement site?”

“That’s an interesting question,” Willi said, after a moment.  “Very interesting.  But we have permission — and funding — to dig here.”

“I know.”

“If in fact Wind Raker did land here, and if in fact it was in distress, as Mrs. Patton’s story suggests — and those are an appalling number of ‘ifs’ — then they would want a good harbor — a deep harbor, large and deep — and I would think they would maintain a separate camp.”

“In order to re-provision and repair their ship, you mean?”

Willi nodded. “At least that would be my expectation.  The Ming Admirals made gifts to the local powers wherever they made port — their intent was to establish diplomatic relations with these foreigners on behalf of the Yung-lo Emperor — and I would assume they would do the same in Polynesia.”

“So what we could be looking at is a chief’s village that received some of those gifts,” Jerry said slowly.  “Which means we should be looking somewhere else for more solid evidence of Chinese presence.”

“On the shores of Pearl Harbor, perhaps,” Willi said, “but I cannot see us digging there.”

Jerry grinned. “No.  But I wonder — have you ever done any aerial surveying?”

“Not personally.  There was talk of it in China, but the logistics were impossible.  We used camels and pack mules, and even then we barely had enough fuel for the radio.”  Willi narrowed his eyes.  “But you have.  And you think it would be useful?”

“I think we might find it helpful to see where the Wind Raker might have landed,” Jerry answered.  “And since we have access to a plane…”

“Your friends would do that for us?”

“They have to test the plane.  Flying along the coast is as good a way as any.”  Jerry smiled. “It can’t hurt to ask.”

“True enough.”  Willi gave a rueful smile.  “It’s a pity we don’t have one of those spotter’s cameras from the war.”

Jerry nodded.  “But even being able to mark up a map could be helpful.  I’ll talk to Al tonight.”

“You should definitely go if she says yes.”

Jerry blinked, startled. “I thought we’d both go.  Hanson can take care of things here for a day.”  Or maybe Willi was afraid of flying?  He forgot sometimes that people were.

“I would like to go,” Willi said, lowering his voice.  “But I’m not entirely sure I want to leave things unsupervised for very long.”

“What’s the problem?”  Jerry glanced past him, scanning the dig for trouble.  The usual fears, the ones he’d learned in Egypt and Persia didn’t seem to apply, he didn’t have a foreign government to worry about or a black market to buy stolen artifacts; Tompkins and the Hawaiians were still working on the trench, and now Hanson was helping Gray go through the spoil, Jimmy watching over his shoulder.  “You don’t mind that I brought Jimmy?”

“No, no, he’s done a good job, hasn’t been any trouble.   No, it’s Gray.” Willi shook his head. “He cannot shout at the men as though they are farm hands. These are the Museum’s picked men.”

“Which he should know,” Jerry said.  He hadn’t seen any sign of that sort of behavior himself. Was he not watching closely enough?  Did he need to spend more time in the trenches, difficult as that might be? Or was Gray being careful not to do it when he was around?  Or, for that matter, was Willi overreacting, misunderstanding harmless joking? No, Willi’s English was too good for that, and, besides, he was a damn good judge of men.  “You should have told me.”

“I am telling you,” Willi answered.  “It was not bad enough to say anything until yesterday.  So today I had him work with Jimmy, and put Tompkins to extend the trench.”

“I’ll have a word with Hanson,” Jerry said.  “Assuming Al can take us. And I’ll keep an eye on him.”

“As will I,” Willi said, and ground out the butt of his cigarette underfoot.  “And now — there is the platform to consider.”

“Right.”  Jerry put out his own cigarette and followed cautiously across the uneven ground.

There was no moment to talk to Alma until after supper when they had retreated to the lanai to enjoy a last drink or cup of coffee in the cooling air. Mitch had turned on the radio in the living room, and the sound of dance music floated softly on the breeze, sweet as syrup. Jerry lit a cigarette and offered the pack to Alma, who shook her head.

“Dr. Radke’s gone to bed?”

“He had some reading he wanted to do.”  Jerry rested his hip against the railing, wincing a little as his stump shifted in its socket.  He was managing well enough, but the end of the day always left him sore.

“I like him,” Alma said. 

Jerry didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “I’m glad.”

She glanced sideways at him, her smile full of mischief.  “I’m a little sorry we descended on you like this.  It doesn’t seem quite fair to deprive you of your privacy.”

“I was afraid we might have to have some of the graduate students living with us,” Jerry answered.  “I’d rather it was you.”

“As long as we’re not too overwhelming.”

Jerry shook his head. “We’re fine.”  It was only for the summer, anyway. In a few short months, they would each take ship for America and that would be the end of that.  That was an unexpectedly bitter thought, and he shoved it away.  He would know by then if Alexandria was a possibility: that was the thing to remember, not a summer affair. “I was wondering if you could do us a favor, Al.”

“You know I will if I can.”

“I’d like to get a look at the coastline from the air. Is there any chance you could take us up on one of your test flights?”

Alma tipped her head to one side, her fair hair stirring in the breeze.  “It depends on what part of the coastline you want to look at.  The Army isn’t going to like us flying around over their base — security aside, it’d get in the way of their flights.”

“I was thinking more to the west and then north,” Jerry said.  “Or back east through the channel, if that would be easier for you.”

“I don’t see why we couldn’t circumnavigate the island,” Alma said.  “Maybe finish up with an overflight, if that would be useful?  It doesn’t so much matter where we fly right now as that we spend the time in the air.”

“That would be perfect,” Jerry said.

“We’ll have to get permission, but I don’t think it would be an enormous problem.”  She smiled past him. “Lewis. How’d you like to take a trip around Oahu?”

“Sure. Are we looking for anything in particular?”

Lewis not only took everything in stride, Jerry thought, he was a hell of a lot brighter than he let on. “Someplace big enough for a Chinese treasure ship to find safe harbor.  Though I suspect all we’ll find is beaches and fishermen.”

“Sounds interesting,” Lewis said.  “I bet you can see a lot from those side windows.”

They made small talk for a little longer, until Stasi returned from putting the girls to bed, and then Jerry excused himself.  He stopped in the dining room to pour himself a generous two fingers of scotch — Willi would gladly share — and Jimmy looked out of the doorway to the sleeping porch.

“Excuse me, Dr. Ballard.”

Jerry paused, decanter in one hand, glass in the other, cane hanging awkwardly from his elbow. There were several uncomfortable places this conversation could go. “Yes?”

‘I was wondering… can I come with you to the dig tomorrow, too?”

Jerry set the decanter down, and rested his weight on the cane again, buying time.  Jimmy seemed to take the silence as rejection, and slid further into the living room.

“I did just what Clancy — Mr. Gray — said, and I think we found some fishhooks and stuff.  And it’s really interesting.”

And it’s not stuck at the house with Stasi and the little kids, Jerry thought. You’d have to be blind and deaf to miss that Jimmy wasn’t exactly happy here, and he and Stasi struck sparks off each other in all the wrong ways.  Not that he himself had ever really wanted custody of an eleven-year-old, but — Jimmy really hadn’t been any trouble. He nodded. “If Mrs. Sorley doesn’t need you to help with the other children. Yes, you may.”

“Thank you, Dr. Ballard.”  Jimmy darted for the lanai door, and Jerry followed him more slowly, reached the door just in time to see Mitch spin Stasi elegantly out and reel her back again, dipping her in perfect time to the music before they turned on a count of four, bodies tight against each other.  

Jimmy’s face was flaming, but he managed to speak up.  “Excuse me, Mrs. Sorley?”

The dancers fell apart, and Stasi poked at her hair, looking a bit embarrassed herself.  “Yes, darling?”

“I wanted to know if you needed me to help with Douglas and Merilee tomorrow, or if I could go to the dig again with Dr. Ballard.”

A look almost of panic flickered over Stasi’s face, and Mitch said, “Have you asked Dr. Ballard?”

“Yes, sir.  He said I could if Mrs. Sorley didn’t need me.”

Stasi looked past Jimmy, her eyes wide in question, and Jerry nodded silently.  “Well, all right, darling. But you’re not to be any trouble.”

“I won’t be.”

Mitch cocked his head at that, and Jimmy took a breath.

“I really won’t.  Thank you, Mrs. Sorley.”

Jerry turned back to the sideboard to collect his glass, bracing himself for the stairs, and Jimmy came back inside, closing the lanai doors behind him.  He ought to say something, Jerry thought, but he wasn’t sure what would help rather than harm.

“I promise I won’t cause trouble,” Jimmy said, his voice ragged, and Jerry nodded.

“I know you won’t,” he said, and started toward the stairs.

It took a couple of days to get the flight plan approved, and even then they were discouraged from spending too much time over the naval base, but by the time everything was in order the weather was perfect. The Catalina was moored in the basin outside the hangar, and Alma settled herself in the launch with a feeling of happy anticipation.  Mitch and Lewis helped Jerry aboard, and Willi followed, and then at last Lily came hurrying out of the hangar.  Alma made the introductions as they pulled away from the dock, and thought Jerry’s expression sharpened.  There was no time to ask what that meant, though, as they pulled alongside the Catalina and began hauling themselves and their gear aboard.  There was no graceful way for Jerry to make the transfer; Finch’s man gunned the engine, pinning the boat against the fenders that protected the fuselage, and Willi and Lewis caught his arms and dragged him over.  He landed on his backside, feet almost in the water, but pulled himself in and got to his feet with a look that dared anyone to comment.  He would have bruises, Alma guessed, but he wouldn’t thank her for noticing.

“Right,” she said briskly. “You and Dr. Radke can ride in the navigator’s compartment — that’s just forward, through this hatch. Lewis, cast us off, please.  Mitch, you’ll be co-pilot, and Lily will take the engineer’s station as usual. Lewis, you’ll ride the take-off there, too.  Once we’re up, Lewis, would you take the radio?”

“I’ll do that,” Lewis answered, and escorted the two professors into the navigation compartment, showing them where they could strap in for take-off.

Alma settled herself into the pilot’s seat, running down the pre-flight checklist that was becoming second nature. Once they were finished, Mitch radioed Hickam Field, and a few minutes later they were taxiing down the long channel, lift gathering under the Catalina’s wings.  Alma checked her airspeed and rocked the Cat slightly, using the stepped hull to break the water’s grip on the plane, and the Catalina lumbered into the air.  She turned southwest as they climbed, following the coast, and leveled off at two thousand feet, listening to the others on the intercom as she throttled back to an economical cruising speed.  They hadn’t had any problems with Lily since that first flight, though they’d had what seemed to be more than their share of minor mechanical glitches, but Alma still wasn’t sure she was willing to leave her entirely unsupervised. 

The intercom clicked, and Lewis’s voice spoke in her headset.  “I’m back in the radio compartment, and ready to take over communications.”

“Go ahead,” Alma said, not sorry to have that off her plate, and out of the corner of her eye saw Mitch nod in agreement.

There was a moment of silent, nothing but the noise of the engines dulled by her headphones, and then Lewis spoke again.  “Ok, Hickam says we’re cleared for the flight plan.  There’s not supposed to be anyone else in the area until we come back into the Kaiwi Channel, but then we’ll need to look out for training flights climbing to eight to ten thousand and heading south. Ceiling’s unlimited, winds light — it’s a pretty nice day for flying.”

Alma grinned.  It was a perfect day, and perfect for Jerry’s observations, too.  “How’s Jerry doing?  Are they set up?”

“I’ve put them on channel three,” Lewis answered.  “Jerry wants to know if he can ask you to circle back if they see anything good.”

“As long as we don’t see anybody else up here, I don’t think it’ll be a problem.”  Alma glanced at her instruments, and then out the side of the cockpit.  Visibility over the nose was awkward, thanks to the bow turret. To her left, the ocean stretched glittering to the horizon, the swells flattened to invisibility by their height; to her right, past Mitch, Oahu’s central mountains rose against the sky, the steep ridges barely softened by the brilliant green of the vegetation. A beautiful day, a spectacular sight, and she couldn’t help smiling.

She could see the lighthouse at Barber’s Point, and turned north to follow the coast.  Once she was on the new heading, she switched to channel three, and a mix of English and German crackled in her ears.

“Ja, du sagst —”

“— not likely until Waimea Bay —”

“Waialua is also possible —”

“The best sites still look to be on the eastern shore.”

They switched back to German then, and Alma sighed, flipping back to the crew channel.  “How are we doing, Lily?”

“Everything’s steady here.  Oil temperature is optimal, revs right on target.”

“Good,” Alma said.  “Good work.”  If this flight went well, an hour and a bit traveling clockwise around the island and the same back, they could consider a flight down to the Big Island and back next, and then the open ocean.

“So far, so good,” Mitch said, on the pilots’ channel, and she nodded.

They droned on up the coast, the Catalina steady under them, the surf flashing white on the island’s fringe. The Cat was a good plane, Alma thought, solid and sturdy, and if Floyd could give the interior a proper makeover, it would be ideal for island-hopping.  She liked the feel of it, heavy but responsive: a plane you could trust.

The starboard engine coughed, backfired, and she glanced quickly at her instruments, trimming the plane before it could drop a wingtip.  “Lily?”

“It’s a problem with the mix again,” Lily answered.  She sounded annoyed rather than afraid, and Alma felt herself relax.  “I’m going to try to lean it out a little, but —”

The engine backfired again, and Alma winced. “Don’t risk it. We’ve got the fuel load.  We’ll just run a little rich.”

“Ok. I’ll re-run the numbers just to be sure.”

“Ok.”

“We’ll be fine,” Lily said, after a moment.  “Both tanks are reading half full, and that’s more than enough to take us around and back.  It’s just a bit wasteful.”

“I know,” Alma said.  But if they didn’t get more flying time, they were going to fall behind on the test schedule.  On the other hand, Floyd wasn’t going to be happy paying a third again as much as he’d expected for fuel.  “We’ll ride it out today, and I’ll get Finch to go over the chokes again.  And the carburetor.  Anything else you can think of he should look at?”

“Maybe the floats in the tanks themselves,” Lily said.  “I can’t think what else.”

“Right.”  Alma reached for her notepad, scribbled herself a note.  If everything continued according to plan, they’d be back in Honolulu by one, and that should give Finch enough time to tear down the engines and find the fault in time for them to go up tomorrow afternoon.  Republic’s engines were usually reliable; she couldn’t understand why these just weren’t working right.

They reached the Kaena Point lighthouse, and Alma banked gently onto the new heading, running east along the island’s northern coast.  Here the waves seemed stronger, a wider belt of white, and where the land turned north toward Kahuku Point, she thought she could see swimmers in the waves.  There were certainly fishing boats, riding the steady swell, and further out what looked like a Navy cutter, driving through the waves.

“You want me to take her for a while?” Mitch asked, and Alma nodded.

“Yeah. I’m going back to talk to Jerry.  We’re not going to have as much time to circle around over things as I’d thought.”

“I’ve got the controls,” Mitch said.

Alma nodded, and clambered out of the cockpit.  In the navigator’s compartment, Lewis had strapped in to the radio operator’s seat.  Willi was glued to the small side window, while Jerry sat at the chart table, a map of Oahu spread out in front of him.  As she watched, he unplugged his headset and lurched to his feet to join Willi at the window, steadying himself on the other man’s shoulder.  Willi shouted something, his voice lost in the drone of the engines.  Jerry nodded, and turned back to the table.  He started, seeing her, then smiled.

“Everything all right?”

Alma nodded, coming close so that she could shout in his ear.  “So far.  We’ve got a minor fuel issue, so I wanted to talk to you about what we were doing on the east coast of the island.  We’re not going to be able to just turn back and circle on a whim.  Can you show me what you want to look at?”

Jerry nodded, turning the map on the table so that she could see.  “These are the most likely places.”  His finger traced a line from Kahana Bay around the deeper curve that was Kaneohe Bay.  “We’re particularly interested in the southern end of the big bay, here, and the point, and then the bay on the far side.”

“What’s your ideal course?” Alma called.

“Here.”  Jerry drew a circle that encompassed the point and the bay it sheltered, curving around an island labeled ‘Kapapa.’   “If I had the option, I’d like to circle that a couple of times, then spiral out so we could circle the entire bay.   I’d like to do a circle over Kailua Bay, too.”

Alma considered the map.  “How about we circle the south part of Kaneohe Bay, here?  I can take us down to a thousand feet to give you a good look, and we can stay low around the point and over the second bay — Kailua.  Does that work?”

“That’s great,” Jerry answered, and took off his headset. “Listen, Al —”

Even over the noise of the plane, she recognized the note in his voice.  “What’s wrong?”

He leaned close, pitching his voice carefully.  “Lily — I heard a story about her from Colonel Patton that I think you should know.”

“Go on.”

 “He said he’d met Lily in a bar.  She was drunk and upset and said she’d been cursed.  What she said made him think she knew what she was doing, and she admitted being Brotherhood of the Golden Rose. I think you need to be careful, Al.”

Alma grimaced. That changed things. It was one thing if it were something Lily was doing to herself, but active enmity from a third party was something else entirely. Not that curses were all that common, but it fit far too well with Lewis’s reading, filled in gaps she hadn’t known to look for; it made nasty sense of all the little things that had been going wrong around Lily.  And if it was true — if it was true, she probably ought to fire Lily, or at the very least have a good long talk and find out what the woman knew.  It was no good bringing malice into the air with them.

Willi turned away from the window, waving for Jerry to join him, and Alma said quickly, “I’ll definitely keep that in mind, Jerry, thanks.”

He nodded back — he had always been good about taking her at her word — and hauled himself back to the window.

Alma took the controls for the circles over Kaneohe Bay, listening to the chatter on the intercom.  As far as she could tell, however, neither Jerry nor Willi spotted anything particularly interesting, and she turned the controls back to Mitch as they turned back west for the run up the channel to Diamond Head and went to check on everyone. Jerry had returned to the chart table, and Willi was peering out the opposite window, searching for Koko Head and Maunalua Bay.  Lewis had left the radio and was looking out the other window, though he turned his head as soon as she entered the compartment.

“Take a look at this.” 

She had to guess at the words, but the gesture was unmistakable.  She came to join him, stooping to peer out the side window.  There was a ship below them, in the center of the channel — a warship, a big one, with what looked like two tall masts and two funnels belching smoke.  Lewis’s hands twitched, as though he was plotting a dive, his face for an instant keen and sharp and hungry. She could see it, too: the Catalina was designed as a bomber, though it was low and slow to take on something that size. She couldn’t really see the antiaircraft guns, but she knew they had to be there —

She shook herself, hard, looked at Lewis.  “One of ours?”

He shook his head, the sharpness fading from his gaze.  “Look at the pennant.”

It was scarlet, streaming out from the ship’s stern, a white circle marked in black flickering in and out of vision.  A white circle with a swastika, she amended, and crossed the compartment to take Willi’s arm.

“Dr. Radke.  Would you take a look at this, please?”

“Yes, of course —”  He stopped abruptly as Lewis moved aside for him and he was able to see out the window, his brows drawing down into a frown. At the chart table, Jerry looked up sharply, but Alma ignored him.

“You know her,” Lewis said.

Willi gave him an unhappy glance.  “I — think so?  I believe she is the training ship, the light cruiser Emden.”

“What’s she doing here?” Alma asked.

“She’s a training ship,” Willi said again.  He shrugged. “She goes around the world so cadets can get experience.”

Alma made herself relax.  There was no reason to be concerned, nothing out of the ordinary — there was no reason the German Navy couldn’t send its cadets to visit Hawaii, showing the flag across the Pacific just the way the American Navy did. Still, there was something about it that raised the hackles on the back of her neck, and she touched Lewis’s arm for reassurance.  “I’m heading back up front,” she said, and he nodded.

The return flight was uneventful, just a hint of a headwind as they came around the top of the island to slow them down.  Alma let Mitch take the landing, though her fingers itched for the controls — not that she didn’t trust him, but she was really starting to love the feel of the big plane, the rigorous and elegant ballet that was the crew’s teamwork, everything turning over like clockwork under her direction.  Mitch needed the practice as much as she did, though, and their eventual report needed his perspective; she settled herself to match his rhythm, quicker and tighter than her own.  They passed the Emden again, slowing as it entered the harbor, and then the most recently arrived Matson liner snugged tight to her pier, and Mitch put the Cat down as gently as he’d put Merilee to bed.

They taxied to their mooring, and Alma sent Mitch and Lewis back with Jerry and Willi, keeping Lily with her to talk to Finch’s head mechanic, Bert McCormack, who had come out with the launch.

“The engines still don’t want to run when we have it set Auto Lean,” she said, standing with him and Lily and a couple of the Hawaiian mechanics in the engineer’s compartment.  “I figure either there’s something wrong with the choke or there’s something wrong with the indicators, but I need it fixed.”

“Maybe it’s the engines,” McCormack said. “Maybe they just don’t run good lean.”

“I’ve been flying Republic engines for the last fifteen years,” Alma said.  “This would be the first one that was a fuel hog.  It’s always the same.  We set to Auto Lean, and the engines start to cough.  I’m thinking it’s the choke settings, or maybe a control linkage.”

“We’ve been over the delivery systems three times already,” one of the mechanics protested.  McCormack acted as though he didn’t hear, and Alma’s eyes narrowed.

“Then we’ll do it a fourth time,” she said briskly. “I’ll come up with you.”

She spent the next two hours on the Catalina’s wing, examining first the choke mechanisms and then the floats and finally every inch of the linkage.  The starboard choke was stiff at first touch, but then moved normally; everything else seemed completely normal, and she climbed down, pretending not to see one of the Hawaiians nudging his friend as Lily slid down behind her.

“Replace both the chokes,” she said at last, and let one of the men ferry her and Lily ashore.

It was a quarter to four, and Lewis wouldn’t be back to collect her until four-thirty:  she’d timed it right, she thought, and gave Lily a smile.  “Let’s grab something to drink — Lewis and I can give you a ride home, too, if you’d like.  I don’t suppose you know a place around here?”

“There’s a diner around the corner,” Lily answered, after only the slightest of hesitations, and Alma nodded.

“Sounds perfect.  Let’s go.”

The diner was small and nearly empty at this hour, between the lunch rush and the men stopping for dinner after work, the overhead fans working hard to stir the air. The single waitress — a tall middle-aged Hawaiian woman with a plain blue dress and an orchid tucked into her pinned-up hair — took their order without blinking, as though wind-blown white women in greasy slacks showed up every day.  And maybe they did, Alma thought, draining her first glass of iced tea.  She might be doing Honolulu an injustice. The waitress brought a second glass without comment, and their dishes of ice cream, then retreated behind the counter with a magazine.  Perfect, Alma thought again, and took a bite of her ice cream.  It tasted funny, and Lily gave a lopsided smile.

“They make it with condensed milk here.  I should have warned you.”

“It’s just different,” Alma said.  And that was all it was, just a bit more coarse-grained and a stronger taste of vanilla.  “I wanted to have a private word with you.”

Lily flinched. “I’m doing everything I can.  I know I screwed up — bad — that first flight, but I thought everything’s been fine since then.”

“It’s not just that,” Alma said.  

“Look, if it’s the men —” Lily shook her head.  “I’m trying not to give them a reason to talk, but it’s really not my fault. There’s no such thing as a jinx.”

“Oh?” Alma lifted her eyebrows and saw the color drain from Lily’s face.

“Surely you don’t believe in that sort of thing, Mrs. Segura.”  Lily’s voice wavered in spite of the brave words.

“I’ve seen stranger,” Alma said. “Look, Lily, I’m going to be straight with you.  You told a friend of mine that you were under a curse.  I want to know the details.”

“I —”  Lily stopped, shaking her head again. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yes, you do.”  Alma took a breath.  “I’m a Builder of the Temple.”

For a moment, she thought she’d gotten it wrong, and then Lily’s face crumbled. “Brotherhood of the Golden Rose.  Or at least I was.”

“Tell me about this curse,” Alma said.

Lily took a deep breath, her thin shoulders rising. “It — I made a stupid mistake back in ‘20.  I was working in Hollywood, doing stunts and bit parts, and I met a man, a writer.  He was married but separated; his wife was back east somewhere and he was just waiting for the divorce to go through.”  Lily shrugged. “That’s what he told me, anyway.  I’m not defending myself, I know better, but — he was older, and very handsome — compelling, maybe that’s the word.  Not like a movie star, I had plenty of them, corn-fed beef and just about as interesting, but more — dignified.  Like a professor or a banker. A man who was somebody.”

Alma nodded.  It was easy to imagine just how appealing that must have been, two years after the War had ended, someone solid and real in the middle of all the Hollywood pretense, and only when it was too late would you see that it was just another act.

“A picture I was supposed to be in fell through,” Lily said.  “I’d been counting on it, and that left me pretty close to broke, and he suggested I try to sell a couple of articles to the national magazines.  You’re bright enough, he said, you could tell everyone about the romance of flying and about the trials of a young woman alone in Hollywood.  I told him it was a great idea, but I wasn’t anybody’s idea of a writer.  I wouldn’t know where to begin. Oh, I’ll help you, he said. I’ll ghostwrite it, I do that all the time for famous people, and I won’t even take a share of the fee.  It’s just a shame a nice girl like you has to live like this.”  She gave a sideways smile.  “I guess you can tell where that ended.  He came over to my apartment to help me rough out a story, and — well.  Things went on from there.”

Alma nodded.

“That was when he told me he was getting a divorce,” Lily said. “So it was all right. I suppose I wanted to believe him.  We kept company for most of the summer, but then one of our friends asked me if I was going back East with B — with him, my friend.  Of course, I didn’t know anything about it, and when I asked, he told me he was just going back to finalize those last legal questions, but he didn’t have a return ticket.  And then I found a letter from his wife — we were pretty much living together then — and it said how happy she was that he’d be home for the birth of their baby after all.”

Alma made a noise in spite of herself.  “Sorry. Go on.”

“Yeah, well, you know what happens next.”  Lily shrugged. “I told him where to get off, and —”  She shivered, in spite of the heat, looking suddenly smaller against the booth’s cracked padding.  “That was when he did it.  When he cursed me.”

Alma took a long breath, feeling Lily’s dread reach across the table.  She couldn’t give in to fear, that was not the way to face the problem, and she made herself focus on the practical problems. “What exactly was the curse?  No, wait — was he a member of your Lodge?”

“Not exactly.  He was a visitor — he had Lodge ties with our Magister.  A shared initiation, I think? His practice was — you could tell he was from a different tradition from us, even though he was pretty good at fitting in.”

“What was his name?” Alma kept her voice gentle, but Lily blanched and shook her head.

“I can’t!  That was part of it —”

“What do you mean?” Alma asked, though she thought she knew.

“If I told, if I blamed him, it would just rebound on me and make everything worse.”  Lily closed her eyes.  “It did, too.”

“All right,” Alma said.  “Just tell me about the curse itself.”

“He said everything I touched would turn in my hand, would turn to ash and gall.” Lily’s voice took on a sing-song note, as though she was reciting lines in school, as though the words were burned into her soul. “I was nothing without him — he had made me, and I’d be nothing without him.  My strength and my cleverness were nothing to his power.  Bad luck would be my only companion, and I would destroy everything I loved.”

Alma winced in sympathy.  Even without power behind it, those were heavy words, a frightening specter to carry. Pilots needed luck — no matter how good you were, there were times when you just needed to know that things could break your way, and if you’d lost that confidence, you’d lost half yourself.  For her ex-lover to attack her there — it was no wonder Lily was so shaken.  Especially when she believed there was real power behind it.  “What did your Magister do about it?”

“I didn’t tell him. Not at first.”  Lily wound her fingers together, unable to meet Alma’s eyes. “I couldn’t! He was B — my friend’s friend, the one who brought him into the group, and if I said anything —”

She stopped abruptly, her face flaming. Alma nodded.  She could see perfectly clearly how it would have looked from outside, the jilted mistress making accusations once she found out her lover had lied about his marriage.  It had happened before, people accusing each other of manipulative magic when what was really going on was a messy breakup, and on top of that there were always a few people in every Lodge who were happy to sling accusations to get their way.  She’d seen both when their Lodge split after the War, and it was one reason they’d kept the group small.  But this… If it felt this different fifteen years later, then at the time the problem should have been obvious.

“Finally I had to tell him — it was obvious something was wrong,” Lily said. “The Magister agreed to try to help me, but it didn’t work, and the rest of them hadn’t believed me to start with. I dropped out of the Lodge. Tried to pretend it didn’t happen.  Of course, that didn’t do me a damn bit of good.  After the crash, I went back, but the Lodge had split, and I didn’t know anybody.  So I’ve just kept running.”  She took a deep breath, but her voice wobbled anyway. “And if you have any sense at all, Mrs. Segura, you’ll fire me right now, because I’ve just opened you up to his power.”

Alma reached across the table to pat her hand. “Not yet, and maybe not ever. So. Let’s look at this Lodge-ically.”

To her relief, Lily gave a watery smile at the pun, dreadful as it was.

“Tell me everything you know about your ex and whatever tradition you think he came from.  Let’s see if we can figure out a way to deal with this.”

“I’ll tell you what I know,” Lily said.

Unfortunately, Alma thought, as they walked back toward Finch’s hangar, that wasn’t a great deal.  Lily’s Mystery Man was able to work within the Golden Dawn’s traditions, but wasn’t entirely part of that; he’d been middle-aged then, a dapper, good-looking man who claimed to have secrets that he wasn’t allowed to reveal.  Lily was sure his power was real, and enormous; Alma reserved judgment.

Lewis was waiting with the rented car, but Lily declined the offer of a ride.  She was meeting some friends in town, she said, but Alma suspected she just wanted to get away.  And that was all right: Alma wanted a break herself, and she leaned back in the passenger seat as Lewis began the long drive out of town.  She’d been so lucky.  She’d found Gil, and magic, and Gil had been brave enough to show her his full self, the man who loved Jerry as well as her.  But that was Gil, always ready to go for broke, and he generally got what he wanted.  She loved Jerry, too — differently from Gil, though there had been those few times when all three of them had shared a bed, so she couldn’t pretend that wasn’t there as well.  They had grieved together when Gil died, and he had been glad for her when she found Lewis.  Just as she was glad he’d found Willi, whether for the summer or however long he chose.

“Everything all right?” Lewis asked, downshifting as they started the long climb to the bungalow, and she reached across to squeeze his shoulder.

“We need to have a talk about Lily — tonight, if we can manage.  But I was just thinking how lucky I am.”

“So am I,” he answered, his face softening the way it always did for her, and eased the Buick around another sweeping curve.


Chapter Eleven

Mitch opened the front door, lifting his head as a delicious smell hit him —frying onions, he thought, and oil, and something else he didn’t quite recognize that still made his stomach rumble. Dinner was well underway, from the noise that emanated from the kitchen, and he couldn’t help smiling. 

“That smells good,” Lewis.

“Oh yes,” Alma said.  She had never been a cook, not in all the years Mitch had known her, and she’d been happy to turn that job over to Stasi and Mrs. Fong. “I’m going to run up and change before dinner.”

“Great.”  

Mitch headed into the kitchen, Lewis trailing behind him.  The record player at full volume competed with Dora and Merilee making a racket. Both of them sat on the floor, their hair liberally dusted with flour, banging cheerfully on overturned pots, Dora with a wooden spoon and Merilee without.  Douglas was standing on a chair with a paper airplane, and Stasi was frying something on the stove, the table covered in flour and scraps of dough.

Dora let out a shriek when she saw Lewis.   “Daddy!” 

“Hello, sweetheart.”  Lewis reached down and scooped her up, flour, spoon and all.  “How was your day?’

“She’s nearly beaten the pot to death,” Stasi said.  “I think she’ll make a fine drummer.  One of those enormous kettledrums…  Douglas and I took them shopping.  Miraculously we all survived.”

“We got ice cream,” Douglas said from the chair where he perched like a small, round humpty dumpty preparing to fall.  “And we went in a shop where they burn insects!”

“Incense, darling,” Stasi said, scooping out a little round packet of fried dough and plopping it with others on a dishcloth.

“And they had all kinds of gods and funny shoes and she bought me handcuffs so I put them on Dora.”

Lewis looked perplexed.  “Handcuffs?”

Mitch opened his mouth and shut it again.

“Chinese handcuffs,” Stasi said, and he could swear she was smirking.  “Those little paper things you put on your fingers.  For children.  All perfectly wholesome, darling.  Besides, it’s never too soon to let children start handcuffing each other.”

“Only Dora didn’t like them so I took them off,” Douglas said, jumping down and pulling on Mitch’s shirt reassuringly.  “I wouldn’t leave them on a little kid like that.  We were just playing pirates.”

“Ok,” Mitch said.  “Were you a pirate?”

“I was the pirate,” Douglas said.  “So I handcuffed them but I let them go again.  Cause Momma said I had to.  I mean,” he stopped short.  “Mrs. Sorley said I had to.”

“You should always unhandcuff the girls when they want to be let go,” Mitch said solemnly, unable to resist a quick glance at Stasi. She tried to look stern, but her eyes were laughing.

Dora stretched out her arms.  “Pirate!” she yelled.  “Pirate pirate pirate!”

“More like a parrot,” Lewis said, lifting her up on his shoulders.  “Are you a pirate or a parrot?”

“Pirate!”

Mitch took a look at the frying pan again.  “Are those dumplings?”

Stasi seemed enormously pleased with herself.  “They’re Chinese dumplings.  We’re having them for dinner.  I thought instead of making something usual we’d try something different.”

“They smell good,” Lewis said, a small pirate on his head holding onto his hair with both hands.

“Do Chinese dumplings have potatoes and sour cream?” Mitch asked.  “Because these seem to.  Not that I’m complaining, but they seem like very Austro-Hungarian Chinese dumplings.”

“They’re a cultural experience,” Stasi said primly.  “Like the League of Nations.”

“I’m going to eat twenty!” Douglas proclaimed.

“I got something else too,” Stasi said, turning the stove off and setting the empty pan as far from the edge as possible.  “I need to change.  Douglas, darling, come along and be my little manservant.  Mummy can’t manage the zipper alone.”  She swanned off, followed by Douglas, still proclaiming he was going to eat twenty dumplings.

Lewis snagged one and popped it in his mouth.  “I hope she made a lot of these.”

“About a hundred,” Mitch said, looking at the plate and the dishcloth combined.  “Stasi never does anything halfway.”  He picked up Merilee and futilely attempted to dust the flour off her.  She put her arm around his neck and held on, her cheek against his as though she had known him all her life.

“Good,” Lewis said.  

“Yeah.” Mitch picked up a dumpling and tasted it carefully, since it was still steaming.  It was very good.  “Sort of a Chinese pierogi,” he said thoughtfully.  And then words failed him.

Stasi was standing in the doorway, one arm extended over her head along the frame, a long black lacquered cigarette holder in her hand.  She was wearing a scarlet silk cheongsam, fitted tightly from mandarin collar to below the knees, a slit up the side all the way to her thigh giving a glimpse of garter belt at the top.  It skimmed every curve, making the most of absolutely everything.

“Lordy, Miss Stasi,” he breathed.

Her smile grew, wicked and insouciant.  “You like it?”

“She looks just like the Dragon Lady!” Douglas said, popping around her and bobbing up and down like a cork.

She did, too, Mitch thought. Or even better, though that might be because it was Stasi… Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Lewis blushing.

“In the funny papers,” Douglas said helpfully.

“Terry and the Pirates,” Lewis said, nodding.  “Comic strips. Come on, Dora-bell, let’s go help Mama —” He backed hastily out of the kitchen, leaving Mitch to stare.

“Very much like the Dragon Lady,” Mitch said.  Boy, did that dress skim every curve.

“She’s a girl pirate,” Douglas said.  

“No, darling.  She’s the queen of the Chinese pirates,” Stasi said, lifting her head with the cigarette holder in exactly the pose the Dragon Lady affected.  “She’s the head honcho, the lady of the seven seas.”

“And she’s after them for some reason,” Douglas said.  “There was this time she captured Terry and she wanted him to tell her something but then Pat showed up.  He’s the guy with the plane.  And then Pat said she could keep him if she’d let Terry go, so Terry ran to go get help and….”

“Poor Pat,” Stasi purred.  “That poor aviator in the Dragon Lady’s clutches.  Who knows what terrible things might happen to him?”

“Only Terry went and got help so they came back and they stormed the Dragon Lady’s hideout only she had this guy who was really good with a sword and then she threw knives and then she got away so they rescued Pat only they didn’t catch the Dragon Lady so you know she’ll be back with her pirates.  Even though she’s a girl,” Douglas said.  “So you look just like the Dragon Lady!  I could be Terry.  We even have a plane!”

“We do,” Stasi said.  She licked the corner of her bottom lip over Douglas’s head.  “Just like poor Pat.  I wonder what unspeakable torments befell him.”

“Torments,” Mitch said, feebly.  Dinner.  Children.  She was going to let him stew like this for hours.  It would be at least three hours, maybe four, before they got everyone fed and the kitchen cleaned up and the flour off the walls and the light fixture and Merilee, and then got Merilee put to bed and the boys settled down on the sleeping porch and….

Her smirk showed that she’d followed every single thought.  She glided past, getting plates out of the cupboard, while Douglas jumped up and down telling Lewis every detail of the comic strip.  “I wonder what kind of handcuffs the Dragon Lady has,” Stasi said.

Mitch and Alma washed the dishes while Lewis and Stasi put the kids to bed, Alma cocking her head to listen to the last rowdy bounces from the girls’ room upstairs.  “He likes this time with Dora,” she said.  “I suppose most men don’t, but coming to it so late…”  She stopped as though she realized she’d just walked into a minefield.

Mitch rinsed a plate.  “I see that,” he said.  Dora had been an unlooked-for miracle, and Lewis seemed to treasure every moment with her.  She was daddy’s girl through and through.

“Do you think you’re going to keep the kids?” Alma asked quietly.

Mitch handed her the plate to dry.  “I reckon if Joey was coming back, he’d have come by now,” he said.  “Not a peep out of the sheriff, and you know the whole town knew where we were going.  When we get back five weeks from now….”

“Yeah,” Alma said.  “I know.”  It wasn’t fair that anyone would leave these kids, not even Joey, not even as broke as he was.  “I wish Joey had said something about it….”

“Well, he didn’t,” Mitch said.  He refrained from saying that Alma had wanted to fire him.  She knew that.  That was probably the cause of the guilty sound in her voice, guilt that leaning on him maybe had something to do with his desperation.  “All we can do is the best we can now.”  He rinsed another plate, glancing over at her.  “I’m thinking Stasi and I need to rent a house in town.  Fifteen years might be long enough to live over your garage.”

Alma laughed as he’d meant her to.  “I can’t imagine not having you over the garage!  It’s been so good, having family nearby.”

“Al, we’ll just be in town.  And you see me every single day at work.”

“True.”  Alma was biting her lip.

Mitch held out another wet plate.  “I’ll miss it too,” he said seriously.  “It’s a big change.”  

She took the plate, still chewing on her lip.  “When Gil was so sick….  I don’t know how Jerry and I would have managed without you.  When he couldn’t get around and had to be lifted….  I never thanked you enough.”

“You don’t have to say anything,” Mitch said.  “We’re family.  Always will be.”  He nudged her shoulder sideways, his hands in the sink.  “You and Gil took care of me when I didn’t know my own name half the time.”

“Oh, you were never that bad,” Al said.  “Just a little strange sometimes.  It was ok.”

“Yeah, it was ok,” Mitch said.  And it had been ok because he’d had somewhere to go, family to look out for him, friends to give him purpose.  If he hadn’t had that he might be Joey, or one of those blank faced guys riding the rails.

Alma put the dried plate away carefully.  “But we need to talk about Lily,” she said.  “And I’d like to have Jerry here while we can get him without Willi. Willi’s got something in town tonight.”

Mitch felt his eyebrows rise.  “Oh?”

“It’s Lodge business, not Gilchrist Aviation.”

“The Jonah thing?”

Alma nodded.  “Will you go see if Jerry has a minute?  Maybe we can have a discreet little meeting while Willi’s out.  Lewis and Stasi will be down when they’re done.”

Right.  Which meant the Dragon Lady and Pat would have to wait.  That was about par for the course.  Mitch sighed.  “Sure,” He said.

Alma waited until they were all there, Jerry and Lewis taking the other two kitchen chairs while Stasi leaned on the sink with her legs crossed.  She pulled out a cigarette and Mitch leaned over to give her a light.

“Thank you, darling,” she said, still in that fabulous dress.  Surely this meeting couldn’t take too long.

“You were right, Jerry,” Alma said.  “Lily is the woman who talked to George and says she’s under a curse.”  Quickly Al laid out what Lily had told her — the older boyfriend who turned out to be still married, his revenge when she dumped him — Lewis looking thunderous by the end of it.

“That’s just plain evil,” Lewis said.  “To deceive a woman like that, and then….”

Jerry’s expression was serious.  “Lots of people are capable of malice when a relationship goes sour, but not many can make it stick like that.”

“Half of it is belief, darling,” Stasi said, taking a draw on her cigarette.  “Lily believed he had the power to curse her, so he did.  It’s a twisted kind of consent.  And possibly on some subliminal Freudian level she felt she ought to be punished for adultery so it was her just deserts.”

Mitch looked at her sideways.  “So you’re saying that if she hadn’t believed she’d done anything wrong, it couldn’t have touched her?”

Stasi shrugged.  “Pretty much.  That’s how oaths work, isn’t it?  You mean them when you take them and they mean what you think they mean.  If you don’t consent, they don’t bind.  Think about forced marriages.  Even the law states that if a marriage is coerced it’s not valid.  If you take the oaths but don’t consent to them, they don’t bind you.”

Lewis looked uncomfortable.  “Yes, but if you consent to them you can’t just take it back later if you change your mind.”

Stasi didn’t look away from him.  “That depends on what you think you can do.”

“There’s more to it than that,” Jerry broke in, a concerned expression on his face.  “There are plenty of things that can damage you even if you don’t consent to it.  Remember how we nearly crashed in the Gulf of Mexico on the last leg of the Great Passenger Derby?”

“Vividly,” Mitch said.  “There’s got to be some way to punch this guy in the nose too.”

“But then we knew who it was, what the protocol was, and exactly what he was doing,” Jerry said.  “This is a curse of unknown type executed by an unknown man fifteen years ago with whom we have no contact.  I’m not saying it can’t be broken.  I’m saying I don’t see how to do it yet.”

“We could ask Henry if he heard anything about this,” Alma said.  “He was in the California Lodge community at the time.”

“That’s possible,” Mitch said.  “He might know something.  Doesn’t hurt to ask.  But it’s kind of a long shot.”  He glanced at Stasi.  “I don’t suppose you knew anybody in California?”

“Darling, I wasn’t in the country in 1920,” Stasi replied.  “And no, I didn’t hear anything in particular.  There are plenty of handsome older men.  And besides, she said he went back east.  If he left California five years before I got there, how would I know him?  If I knew his name, maybe I would have heard something about him, but without that…”  Stasi shrugged.

“I can ask George if he knows more,” Jerry said.  “But I doubt it.  I don’t expect Lily told him more than she told Alma.  The other couple, the ones who are Brotherhood of the Rose, weren’t exactly forthcoming either.”

“It sounds like what we need to find out is what form the curse took,” Alma said briskly.  “What protocol he used.  Jerry, if we knew that do you think you could work something out?”

Jerry nodded.  “Probably. Especially if there were material components that were left with Lily.  And it would require her cooperation.”

“And her belief,” Stasi said.  “If she believes we have the power to help her, maybe we do.  It’s all about what story you want to believe.  If Lily wants to believe she’s a tragic heroine, a wronged woman punished for her sins, then that’s who she’ll be.  The moment you believe you’re the powerless victim, that’s who you are.”

Lewis frowned.  “Why would anyone want that?”

“Because then you’re good, darling.”  Stasi walked around the table, stopping behind Mitch’s chair, not quite touching him.  “An innocent girl, the victim of cruel men!  Deceived!  Ruined!  Her life destroyed by someone else, forever unable to make anything of herself because of the deeds of others!  It’s very dramatic.  And it makes one virtuous, doesn’t it?  It’s operatic, darling.  Marguerite is a victim and Carmen is a bitch.”

“I have no idea who those women are,” Lewis said.

“They’re operas,” Mitch said.  “But that’s neither here nor there.  I see your point that we can’t help Lily unless she wants us to.  If the curse is kind of her excuse for not getting her life together, then no, we can’t break it.  Not if she secretly needs it to justify — what?  Freezing in the air?  Not being as good as she’d like to be?”

“Maybe,” Alma said slowly.  “But I do think she’s really scared.  I’m more inclined to think that this is about her belief.  She believes her former lover has power over her, and that’s what keeps his malice in play.  We need to show her that he can be bested.”

“How do we do that when we don’t know who he is?” Jerry asked.

“Cultivate her belief in us?” Mitch suggested.  “But that’s pretty dangerous.”

Jerry nodded.  “Dangerous but effective.  But it won’t work unless we actually have enough to go on to intervene.  Right now we just don’t have that.”

Alma nodded.  “I’ll ask her about the protocol and if there were material components.  It’s a Golden Dawn-compatible tradition.  It’s not as though he worked in some system we’ve never heard of.  And in the meantime….”

“What about the plane?” Mitch said.  “Do we keep having her in the air with us knowing she’s cursed?”

“It doesn’t feel right to dump her,” Lewis said.  “It’s not her fault.”

Stasi’s hand closed on the back of Mitch’s chair.  “Yes, but it’s your hides.”

“Ward the plane,” Jerry said.  “That would protect you, and it would give her a sense of safety.  Which would be a start toward dealing with the curse itself.”

Alma nodded thoughtfully. “I see that.  But we can’t do it at the hangar — or out in the harbor, for that matter.  Not with all of Honolulu watching.”

“We managed it at Henry’s,” Lewis said. “If you’re talking about painting sigils on the tail or something.”

“I don’t really want to do anything that visible,” Alma said. “Nothing that we’d have to explain to Finch and his men.  They’re nervous enough about Lily.”

“It wouldn’t have to be big,” Mitch said, and Jerry nodded.

“I can work something out — if you want me to, Al.”

“Yes, do that,” Alma said. Jerry was good at this sort of thing, and on top of that he and Gil had written the original warding that they used on their own planes at home. It was just too bad he couldn’t be with them, but even if he could take more time away from the dig, she couldn’t see him clambering around Catalina’s hull.

“What are you thinking?” Mitch asked.

“The next part of the test is sheltered landings and take-offs,” Alma answered.  “I say we pick an isolated bay, do our runs — and in between one set, we anchor and do the ritual. Anyone who sees us will just think we’re dealing with a mechanical problem.”

“That makes sense,” Mitch said.  “Can you work with that, Jer?”

Jerry nodded.

“And you want Lily to be involved?” Lewis asked. He didn’t say it, but Alma could hear the unspoken question: Isn’t that asking for trouble?

“Yes.”  She ticked off the reasons on her fingers. “First, we can’t fly the Cat out there without her, not without raising more questions than answers.  Second, if we’re serious about helping her, this is a necessary first step.”

“And, third,” Stasi said, “it’ll tell you if she’s willing to be helped.”

“That, too,” Alma said. “And we can work the ritual so that anything that’s wrong with and about her is nullified.”

“Ok,” Lewis said.

“I’m going to write Henry, too,” Alma said. “Ask him what he knows about all of this.  What do you want to bet he can give us some background, even if it’s not his Lodge?”

Jerry grinned.  “Henry does know everyone and everything.  I could write Bullfinch, too, though God knows where he is these days.”

“Couldn’t hurt,” Alma answered. “So.  We keep her for now, we ward the plane, and we see where that leaves us.”  She looked at Stasi over Mitch’s head.  “We’re not taking any crazy risks there.”

“Ok,” Mitch said. “That’s a plan.”

It was hot in the consul’s office in spite of the fans, the plaster holding the day’s heat.  One window was open, letting in a bit of the evening breeze, but Willi could still feel the sweat crawling on his spine.  He wished he hadn’t refused the offer of iced tea from Hackfeld’s secretary.  Hackfeld himself was nowhere in evidence — not a particularly good sign — but the girl had promised that Herr Lange would be with him directly.  He couldn’t think what Lange could want, not so soon after his previous report, and the possibilities flicked through his brain like a dog chasing its tail.  Something to do with China?  Had someone reported his reluctance to participate in certain activities? But surely if that was the problem, he simply wouldn’t have gotten the job in the first place.  There had been plenty of people to tell the interested parties from the moment they returned to Hankow. 

He rose to his feet as the door opened, his hat still in his hand as he turned.  The tanned secretary held the door for Lange and a second man, slim and silver-haired, with a neat Van Dyke beard.

“And I will be leaving now, Herr Lange,” she said.  “Please don’t forget to lock up.”

Lange ignored her. “Herr Professor.  Thank you for giving us a bit of your valuable time.”  He switched to English.  “May I present Mr. William Pelley?  Mr. Pelley is a noted writer and political thinker, who is in the islands to do a story on Hawaii’s deeper history.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Dr. Radke.”  Pelley held out his hand and Willi perforce shook it, matching the manly pressure precisely.

“And you, Herr Pelley.”

Pelley wore the sort of smirk that Willi associated with UFA actors, condescension barely concealed by a veneer of humility.  Usually Americans did that better, he thought, and knew he’d taken a dislike to the man.

“I really appreciate your being willing to give me some time this evening.  I hope you’ll let me buy you dinner in return.”

It was not really a request, of course.  Willi gave a polite smile.  “That’s very kind, Herr Pelley.”

“I’ve taken the liberty of booking us a table at the Golden Grill,” Lange said.  “We can talk more comfortably there.”

Willi made appropriately appreciative noises, and let himself be led back out and down the block to a building with a gold-trimmed awning stretching over the sidewalk. A uniformed doorwoman let them in, murmuring a deferential greeting to Lange, and a dinner-jacketed maitre d’ bustled up.

“Good evening, Mr. Lange.  Mr. Hackfeld asked me to be sure you were taken care of.”

He led them through the main dining room, already starting to get crowded, a quartet tuning on the bandstand, and brought them to a banquette in a secluded alcove where a ceiling fan drove a steady breeze onto the immaculate linens. They ordered mai tais, and both Willi and Pelley acceded to Lange’s suggestions of steak and potatoes — so very American, the best of what the United States can do — and a decent burgundy.  Cocktail in hand, Willi smiled and listened while the waiter brought a tray of canapés for the table, and waited for the other shoe to drop.

It was Pelley who spoke first, his flat accent unfamiliar to Willi. “I’m intrigued by this Chinese connection, Dr. Radke. It seems so unlikely that such a debased people could manage to cross the Pacific.”

“The Ming were very sophisticated, even by European standards,” Willi began. “The Yong-Le Emperor dispatched fleets to trade as far west as India and Africa. It is not impossible that other ships were sent to the east.” Pelley repressed a tiny smile, and Willi realized abruptly what was happening. “But, of course, there is no proof.”

“Ming dynasty porcelain in a pineapple fields sure sounds like proof of something,” Pelley said.

Willi managed a smile of his own.  “Possibly only that some American missionaries had exquisite taste in souvenirs.”

Lange laughed, and Pelley joined him only a hair late.  “So there’s still nothing, Herr Professor?”

“So far not,” Willi answered. 

“Do you think you’ll find something?” Pelley asked.

“It’s possible,” Willi said. “Indeed, I still hope that something more conclusive may emerge.  But so far — nothing.”

“The Ming dynasty seems to have been something quite remarkable,” Pelley said. “Unusual for China, certainly.”

Willi’s hand twitched on his fork, but he managed not to say anything.

“Is it true that there is a connection between the Ming Emperors and Tibet?”

Not Tibet again.  Willi swallowed his first, regrettable answer, and said, carefully, “Like the Yuan before them, the Ming pursued good relations with Tibet, yes.  As to the nature of those relations, Tibetan sources differ from the Chinese.”

“But everyone agrees that Tibetan teachers were sent to advise the emperors,” Lange interposed, and Willi nodded reluctantly.

“That is so.”

“What teachings did they bring, I wonder?” Pelley said. “That’s an inspiring idea, the sacred knowledge of Tibet finding an outlet in the activities of the Ming Emperors, leading them to send explorers across the seas in search of — who knows what wonders?”

“The western expeditions sought to arrange trade alliances,” Willi said, as pedantically as he could manage. “To collect tribute and bring back curiosities from all across the known world.  For example, one expedition even managed to capture a giraffe, and keep it alive all the way back to China. Cheng Ho believed it to be a ch’i-lin, or Chinese unicorn —”

“And what did the eastern expeditions seek, Herr Professor?” Lange interposed.

He knew the story, Willi thought.  He said, carefully, “Many of them, of course, sought the same things, particularly with the kingdoms to the south, like Anam.  And there was also intent to suppress pirate fleets, who used Japan as their base and interfered considerably with ordinary shipping along the Chinese coast. But, yes, there is a legend that one of the treasure ships was sent into the east to search for the origin of the world.”

Lange’s face relaxed slightly. 

“But that’s a marvelous story,” Pelley exclaimed.  “Searching for the origin of the world — do you suppose that could be what brought your Chinese here to Oahu?”

“There is no evidence that there were any Chinese here at all in the Ming period,” Willi said.  “I’m sorry, Mr. Pelley. Yes, it is a lovely story, very evocative, but — there is nothing to show that the connection is real. As I told Herr Lange, what we have found so far is a quite ordinary Hawaiian village, probably the home of a mid-ranking chief.  There is nothing in the evidence that gives even a hint of Chinese influence.”

“Yes, of course,” Pelley said.  “But, as you say — it’s evocative.”

There was a pause as the waiter brought their main course, and Willi applied himself to his steak with an effort, barely tasting it. 

“Tell me more about these Chinese sailors,” Pelley said. “Who were they, where did they come from?  They must have been quite extraordinary men for Chinese.”

He’s looking for Tibetans, Willi thought.  Something that will bolster his Aryan theories.  But…  “The sailors were mostly professionals, ordinary Chinese seamen from the coastal towns, recruited among fisherman and merchants. The commanders — nearly all of them were eunuchs, boys captured in the civil wars that established the Ming dynasty and castrated so that they couldn’t follow in their fathers’ rebellious footsteps.  Once their genitals were removed, they were given to the imperial bureaucracy, where they were expected to become the emperor’s loyal servants. If they survived, of course.  This is not like Turkey, where only the testicles were removed.  In China, it was the custom to remove the penis as well, and of course the mortality rate was quite high.”

Pelley looked nonplused, and Lange said, “Come, Dr. Radke, not all of the commanders.”

Willi shrugged.  “That is what the records say.”

“Thoroughly barbarous,” Pelley said.

“It was the practice of the time,” Willi answered.

There was a little silence, and then Lange forced a smile. “But tell me, Doctor, have you found any more interesting artifacts since last we spoke?”

“Quite a few,” Willi lied.  “Just today, in fact, we found an excellent example of the stones used for smoothing kapa cloth —”  This was the sort of talk he could give in his sleep, and he was meanly pleased to see Pelley’s eyes begin to glaze.  He kept it up through the rest of the meal, hoping Pelley would dismiss him as a pedant, but when they had finished, and he made his farewells, Pelley insisted on leaving with him.

Outside on the sidewalk, it was cooler, all but the brightest stars drowned by the streetlights and the neon flashing from club facades, and Pelley paused on the sidewalk to offer his cigarette case. Willi shook his head, and Pelley lit his own, shaking out the match and grinding it underfoot.

“It seems you don’t set much stock in the origin of the world, Dr. Radke.”

“I’m a scientist, Mr. Pelley.”  Willi straightened his spine.  “Legends can — occasionally — be suggestive, but they are not scientific.”

“Science…”  Pelley’s voice was low but deep, compelling.  “Do you truly think that science as it now stands knows everything there is in the world?  Two hundred years ago, no one expected to be able to move goods cross-country in less than months, and today a train crosses the United States in three days.  Fifty years ago, flight was for birds, kites and balloons. Today man has crossed the Atlantic by airplane, and who knows where he will fly tomorrow?  Records, impossibilities, they all fall by the wayside.  Could you not concede that there might be other powers, currently only poorly and partially understood, that once mastered, may usher in a new scientific spirituality?”

Willi swallowed bile.  He’d heard that argument before, or something very like it, sitting around the fires in Lop Nur, and he’d seen where that led.  For a moment he could smell wood smoke, see the cave dark on the hill above the camp — He shoved the memory down, back where it belonged, and took a breath, fighting for the right words, but nothing came.  Across the street, the sidewalk was crowded, sailors in uniform and young men in civilian clothes mingling amiably enough, but here there was no one, no excuse or escape.  And then he saw them, two young men in impeccably pressed midshipmen’s uniforms, stark white against the night.  The nearer one looked familiar, like a student he’d taught in the bad years before he’d won a place in Berlin, when he was still teaching history at a mediocre secondary school and trying to keep food on the table.

“Excuse me, Mr. Pelley, I see — Lorenz!”  He plunged into the mercifully slow-moving traffic, fetched up on the opposite side of the street.  “Lorenz, is that you?”

The taller midshipman turned, his face lightening.  “Professor Radke! What in the world are you doing in Hawaii?”

“I am working on an archeological dig,” Willi answered.  Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Pelley hesitating, trying to decide if he would follow.  “And you — but I don’t need to ask.  I saw the Emden arriving today.”

Lorenz grinned.  “Yes, indeed, Herr Professor.  Our first leave in a tropical port!”  He stopped.  “I’m sorry, where are my manners? Herr Professor, this is my classmate and very good friend Max Sommer.  Max, this is Herr Professor Radke, the one from school that I told you about.”

“Very pleased to meet you, sir,” Sommer said politely.  He was dark and skinny, with the look of someone still growing into his adult body.

“And you, Midshipman Sommer.”  Pelley had given it up as a bad bet, was no longer anywhere in sight, and Willi allowed himself a sigh of relief.  “I won’t keep you from your well-deserved tropical leave, but if you are looking for sights — come and see our dig.  It’s only a Hawaiian village, but there are interesting features.”

Sommer looked momentarily skeptical, though he was too polite to say anything.  Lorenz smiled. “I’d love to see it, Herr Professor.  Where can I find you?”

“Ask at the Bishop Museum,” Willi answered.  “Which I also highly recommend.”

“I will — and thank you, Herr Professor,” Lorenz said.

“I’ll look forward to it,” Willi said, not believing him — what sailor would spend a day in the highlands when he could be on the beach looking at pretty girls — but happy to let them both pretend.  “Good night, gentlemen.”

“Good night, Herr Professor,” they chorused, and Willi turned away, looking for a cab.


Chapter Twelve

Mitch looked out the front window of the Catalina, then glanced back at the compass.  They were on course, and in about fifteen minutes should see Molokai ahead.  The seas were calm, the sky cloudless — a perfect day for a test flight.  Alma had her head buried in the map, no doubt committing to memory every shoal and current anywhere near the Hawaiian Islands, just for her future reference.  That was Al for you.  He knew better than to interrupt.  

Stasi was with the kids, though Jimmy seemed less than enthusiastic about spending the day with Miss Lee, Douglas and the little girls.  Mitch shook his head.  They’d have to be careful about what Jimmy saw.  He was too old not to realize how weird some of it was.  Well, Douglas was too, but Douglas would probably think everything was neat rather than scary or wrong.  Douglas would just want to try it himself, and Mitch figured he wouldn’t be put off easily.  Of all the kids, Douglas was the one most like him, strange as that might seem at first.  Douglas wanted it to be real.  The minute he saw something Mitch couldn’t rationally explain, he’d be all over it like white on rice.  He sure had been.

They’d been at Aviano eleven days, eleven days at a forward airstrip, four patrols and one dogfight.  His second contact with the enemy was nearly his last, and he never even got in his plane.  

Spotters had sounded the alarm: Austrian planes coming in, a flight coming in high and fast, above the range of the artillery pieces.  They didn’t drop until they were over the field, spiraling down in long dives, machine guns blazing, tracer bullets burning bright.  At the first alarm Mitch had run for his plane, Lt. Colonel Gilchrist right behind him.  They were out in the open, still twenty yards from the flight line, when the first of the attackers dove.  

Mitch threw himself flat on the ground, covering his head with his hands as though that would help.  The sound of bullets smacking into the ground around him sounded like hail, like a heavy rain back home, not like something that would kill him.  And then it swept past.  Its engine was loud over him, the gun firing, and he lifted his head to see Gilchrist’s plane riddled with shot where it sat on the flight line, bullets punching through the thin skin of the wings, perforating it in a way that should surely bleed even though he knew it was cloth and wood.  A line snapped, whipping up and then down.

Mitch started to get to his feet.  His plane was just beyond.  If he could get to it, get into the air face to face with these sons of bitches….

“Get down!” Gilchrist yelled, knocking him down again as a second plane began its run.  “Roll!”

Mitch did as he was told, rolling hard to the left.  It was curiously unreal, watching the dirt kick where he had lain. 

The runway had been flattened out with heavy equipment, but at the edge there was a ditch a couple of feet deep, just a leftover from the construction process.  They rolled into it together, dirt in his eyes, dirt in his mouth.

The third Austrian dived from the other side of the field, sweeping toward them across the flight line.  Sparks, fire….  Another plane exploded in flames, the bullet hitting the gas tank.  Nobody’d made it to the flight line, so at least nobody was trying to taxi it, Mitch thought.  He put his head down and stayed down in the ditch as the plane’s machine gun wove its pattern of destruction, and then the bullets were past.  

Mitch started to say something, or maybe Gilchrist did, just as the plane swept over.  Something fell with a hollow, bouncing sound.

A grenade.

It landed just between them in the ditch, four feet from each, bounced twice and came to rest.  

Time elongated.  There were two seconds left, maybe three.  Five or six beats of his heart, and then his life was over.  There was no way he could reach it in time.  There was no way Gilchrist could.  It was going to explode right between them, and there was no cover, no time to run, no time to do anything other than scream.  He looked at Gilchrist, and it seemed every movement took forever, slow as moving under water.

Gilchrist’s hand rose, palm out, as though he could shove the grenade away though it was further than he could possibly reach, some nonsense word shouted at the top of his voice.

The grenade bounced.  It turned, bounced once more, over the lip of the ditch onto the dirt above.  Mitch turned his head down just as it exploded, dirt showering down over them both in a brown rain.

Time ran normally again.  The plane continued on, pulling up as it passed over the buildings at the end of the field, a bright dot in the air, yellow with a knight’s helmet painted on the tail.

“You ok?” Gilchrist yelled.  At least Mitch thought he was yelling.  His ears were still ringing.

“Yeah.”  

And there was the heavy boom, boom of the artillery, the rattle of machine gun fire.  They were getting some ground cover at last.  The yellow biplane lifted into the blue sky, rising out of reach of the guns.

Gilchrist was already scrambling to his feet, running out onto the flight line to see the damage.  Mitch stilled his hands and took a deep breath.  Over.  It was over, and he was fine.  Somehow.

He should have let it drop.  But replaying the moment over and over all afternoon, Mitch couldn’t see how it happened.  The grenade fell into the ditch between them.  It bounced twice.  It came to rest.  And then it moved again, bounced straight up, turned in the air, and bounced out of the ditch.  That was flat out impossible.  There was no way in the world the grenade could have moved like that.  But if it hadn’t, he’d be dead.  Gilchrist had done something.  The colonel had done something that saved his life.

Mitch waited until after dinner, until the lights of fat oil lamps shone out through the full dark, lighting canvas tents like lanterns incongruously arranged for some kind of party along the edges of the field.  Gilchrist’s was on the end.  Someday they’d have better quarters, hopefully before winter came, but for now it was tents.  Mitch called out from outside as was proper.  “Colonel Gilchrist?  May I have a word with you, sir?”

“Come in.”

Gilchrist was sitting at his folding table, papers and maps spread out, the lamp making a halo of light around his prematurely gray hair, his young, unlined face.  He didn’t look up.  “Sorley.”

“How did you do that, sir?”

“Do what?” Gilchrist still didn’t look up, but Mitch saw him hesitate.

“With the grenade,” Mitch said.

“I didn’t do anything.  It bounced.”  Still didn’t look up.

Mitch straightened his back.  “With all due respect, sir.  That’s not what happened.”

Now Gilchrist did look up, meeting his eyes squarely.  “Sorley, in combat the eyes can play tricks on you.  Sometimes you think you see something and you don’t, just because it’s a high-pressure situation.  The grenade bounced.  Lucky for us.”

And that was where he should have left it.  He should have said, “Thank you, sir,” and gone out.  But that wasn’t what happened, and he knew it.  Something wonderful had happened.  Something amazing.  And he was going to know what it was.

“That word you said,” Mitch said.  “That’s what caused it.”  He swallowed.  “You saved my life, colonel.  Thank you.”  Gilchrist didn’t say anything, just sat there with a curious expression on his face, and so Mitch plunged on.  “I know you did something.  I don’t know what.  But if you hadn’t I wouldn’t be here now.  I want to know how you did that.”

“Do you?” Gilchrist asked.  His voice was low and conversational, but a shiver ran down Mitch’s spine.  “Do you really?”

“I want to know,” Mitch said.

“To know what?”

“Everything.”  There were so many things he wanted, so many corners of the world unexplored, so many amazing things, horrible and good at once that ninety years wouldn’t be enough to grab them all, and he’d nearly run out of time here, today, twenty-five years old.  “How did you do that?  What was the word you said?  Can you teach me to do that?”

“The word has nothing to do with it,” Gilchrist said.  “It’s just a tool, a focus for natural ability.  And no, I can’t teach you.  Not that.  Not unless you’re already inclined that way.”

“What is it?”

“It’s called telekinesis,” Gilchrist said.  “Moving things with your mind.  And I didn’t know it would work, not for sure.”  He grinned, suddenly looking young despite being an old man of thirty-three.  “But mortal fear is a powerful incentive!”

“You didn’t know it would work?”

Gilchrist shook his head.  “It was pure reflex.  A Hail Mary pass.  That was the only way to reach it in time.”  He shrugged.  “Good thing it did, for you and me both.”

“And this is…”  Mitch searched for the words, pulled out of myths and family stories both.  “This is like the Second Sight or something.  A thing that you have to have naturally.”

“And what do you know about the Sight?” Gilchrist asked.

“It runs in families.  Women mostly.  My grandmother…”  Mitch stopped, aware he was about to sound crazy.  “My grandmother could tell the future.  She was a Scot.  She said it came down her line from a farmer’s daughter accused of being a witch who hied off to the colonies one step ahead of the law.”  Gilchrist was just watching him.  He sounded like an idiot.  “I haven’t got it or anything,” Mitch said quickly.  “It’s just a myth.”

“All the myths are true.”  

Gilchrist’s voice was perfectly even, a statement as bald as if he’d said the weather would be clear tomorrow.  All the myths are true.  A hundred thoughts ran through Mitch’s mind in that moment, gods and sea monsters and witches calling down fire, vampires and nightmares and portentous dreams of strange countries under blazing dawns, legends and histories and stories half remembered, the dreams that you spin as a child half asleep when knights on white horses appear out of the fog.

“All of them?” Mitch said.

Gilchrist grinned.  “Almost all of them.  The world is an amazing place for those with eyes to see.”

“You saved my life with telekinesis.”

“And my own,” Gilchrist said.  “Lucky thing, huh?”

“Tell me what it’s like.”

Gilchrist blinked.  “What?”

“What it’s like.  What it feels like to do that.  I want to understand.”  Mitch felt like he was flailing, looking for the words, the magic words that would unlock everything.  “I want to know.”

“It feels good,” Gilchrist said.  “Right.  Big.”  He paused, as though he were looking for the words himself, like he’d never answered this question before.  “Like being more yourself than you’ve ever been before.”

Mitch nodded slowly.  “I want that,” he said.

Gilchrist leaned back on his camp stool, crossing his arms across his chest.  “And what would you do with it if you had it, Sorley?”

“I reckon I’d try to save the world.”

Gilchrist smiled.

“Mitch?” Alma’s voice broke through his reverie.  “I said, there’s Molokai.  We’re off a little to the west.  We need to correct our course.”

“Oh, sorry Al.”  Mitch shook himself, making the minute adjustments necessary to get back on track.  “Gathering wool.”

Al folded the map.  “What were you thinking about so hard?”

“Gil,” Mitch said.  He glanced at her sideways.  “All the stuff he taught me.  Everything I owe him.”

Al nodded slowly.  There was no pain in her face, just the ghost of a smile.  “He was pretty wonderful, wasn’t he?”

“Yeah.”  He shook his head.  “I don’t know why he took a chance on me.  Telling me stuff.  I must have seemed pretty whitebread.  I mean, compared to you and Jerry…”

“You wanted it,” Al said.  “That’s the only requirement: a willing heart and an open mind.  It’s not about talent or birth.  It’s about dedication.  And you’ve got that in spades.”  There was a long silence, and then Al chuckled.  “And if you’re only whitebread compared to me and Jerry, I think that makes you stranger than almost anybody!”

“Maybe so, Al,” he said. “But the company’s real good.”

Douglas stuck his head around the kitchen door hopefully.  It was the middle of the afternoon.  Mrs. Sorley had the record player set up in the kitchen playing some kind of bouncy song, and she was sitting at the kitchen table wearing black satin lounging pajamas with a cigarette in the long lacquered holder smoking in a bright red ashtray.  She had a pair of Mr. Sorley’s shoes and tracing around them onto a piece of newspaper.  She put the shoes down and started cutting out the outlines, humming cheerfully.  

Douglas ambled in.  “Wha’cha doing?” There were about ten sets of shoe outlines piled on the edge of the table all cut out of newspaper.

“Making feet,” she said.  “Want to help?”

“Sure.”  Douglas sat down at the table and she handed him the pen and the shoes.  

“Draw about six more pairs, darling.”

“Ok.”  He put the shoes down on newspaper, concentrating with his tongue sticking out while he drew around them.  And around them.  And one more time around.  Mr. Sorley sure did have big shoes.  “What are you making feet for?”

“We’re learning the Continental,” she said.  “It’s a dance.  We didn’t have time to learn it before we came, so we’re going to learn it now.”

“With newspaper feet?”  Douglas felt like he was missing something.  Though it was fun to trace shoes.  He’d never seen anyone do that before.

“I sent off for a mail order kit,” Mrs. Sorley said.  She took a long draw on the cigarette and dropped it back in the ashtray, then handed him a piece of paper.  It looked like endless footprints and dotted lines chasing each other around.  “See?  These are the steps for the Continental.  It’s an update of the carioca, but it’s so popular this year, and it’s terribly showy without any lifts at all.”

Douglas frowned at the paper.  It looked like the picture in Winnie-the-Pooh where they think there’s a Heffalump but there isn’t and so Pooh and Piglet go round and round a bunch of bushes.  “Huh?”

“What I’m going to do when we get done making feet is we’ll move the table back and tape them to the kitchen floor.  Then all Mr. Sorley and I have to do to learn to dance the Continental is just stand on the feet and follow them.  Like playing hopscotch, darling.  We just jump from one footprint to another!”

“And that’s fun?”

Mrs. Sorley shrugged.  “It is for us.”

Douglas considered.  It did sound a lot like hopscotch.  Which was worth pursuing, since Jimmy was reading a book and Merilee and Dora were taking naps.  “Would you teach me to dance?”

Her lipsticked mouth elongated in a wide smile.  “Of course, darling!  If you want to.  Let’s tape these feet to the floor and we can try out the Continental!”

“Ok.”  

They taped the feet down.  Or rather, she told him where to put them, consulting the really complicated picture, and he did the taping.  It kind of did look like a Heffalump was chasing them.  

“Now I have the record,” she said, going over to move the needle back to the start.  “It came with the instructions as a package.  So I’ll put it on and you run and get in the first position.  Stand on the first feet.  That’s right.”  She came and stood in front of him, beaming.  “Now!  Put your right arm on my waist like that.  Perfect, darling.  Now take my hand with your left hand.  That’s how we start.”

It felt very grown up to stand like that.  Like Fred Astaire.  He bet he looked like Fred Astaire.  Even though he was wearing short pants instead of a tuxedo.  Douglas stood up very straight.

“Ok, now.  On the beat.  Hop to the next feet!”

Douglas hopped.  He landed with one foot on top of her foot as the peppy music swelled.

“Don’t worry about it,” she said quickly.  “Just jump to the next one.  Now!”

They jumped.  This time he didn’t land on her foot.

“Again!”

They jumped.  Or rather he jumped and she stepped.  But it actually worked.  This kind of turned them around.  On the record, a girl started singing along with the music, “It’s daring, the Continental.”  He could be daring.  He could be ultra-new.  Yeah.  

“Jump!”  Another set of feet, turning around again.  She was laughing.  His tongue was sticking out in concentration and she didn’t tell him to put his tongue back in his mouth the way his teacher always did.  “Now on the next one let go of my waist so I can swing out.”

“Ok.”  Douglas wasn’t sure what a swing out was, but he let go.  

“Jump!”

“What are you doing?”  Jimmy’s voice cut through the music and Douglas froze.

“Dancing,” he said.   He let go and turned around, swallowing hard.  That sound in Jimmy’s voice made his stomach hurt.

Mrs. Sorley had stopped, standing in the middle of the room on the newspaper feet in her black pajamas looking like Merilee when she was in trouble.

Douglas had to say something.  “I was just helping her cut out feet and I asked Momma if she’d teach me too….”

Jimmy’s eyes were blazing.  “Mrs. Sorley is not our mother,” he said quietly.  “She’s nothing like our mother.”  He turned and walked out the door.

Douglas hurried after him, grabbing him in the hall.  “Well, no, but she’s nice and….”

Jimmy’s face was very white.  “Do you even remember our mother?  Do you?”  He put both hands on Douglas’s shoulders, his fingers digging in.  “Her name was Alice and she was quiet and good and she never raised her voice and she liked to read.  Do you remember?  She read to us.  She read us books and she told us stories and when she was sick we’d climb on the bed with her, one on each side, and she’d read to us.  Don’t you remember that?”  He looked like he was about to cry.  Or maybe to hit something.  “She read to us all the time.  She wanted us to love books.  And when she got so sick she couldn’t read anymore they came and took her to St. Francis and she died there and never came home.  That was our real mother!”  He looked furiously toward the kitchen.  “She doesn’t even know how to be a proper mother, hanging around the house in pajamas all day and smoking all the time and drinking gin.  Our mother never drank gin!  She got dressed and she cooked proper meals and she told us not to eat too many sweets and to be polite and think of others and she wasn’t a…”  He balled up his fists like he was going to say something awful.  “She wasn’t a hoochie-koochie woman!”

“A what?” Douglas said.

“We have a mother,” Jimmy said, and he let go, walking toward the front door.  “Our mother is in heaven.  Merilee doesn’t remember her and I don’t think you do either.  But I do.  She was a real mother.  She was good!”  He went out the front door and slammed it behind him.

“Oh,” Douglas said to the silent living room.  “Oh.”

The Catalina settled neatly onto the waves off the coast of Molokai, rocking gently as she came to rest, and Alma killed the engines with a sigh that was almost regret.  She was really coming to love this plane.  The Terrier was Mitch’s darling and Lewis preferred something lighter and faster, but the Cat was rapidly becoming her favorite.

Mitch took his headset off.  “Ok,” he said quietly.  “What’s the drill?  I take it you and Jerry figured out how to ward the plane?  Without painting anything on it?”

Alma nodded.  “Without doing anything that the guys back at the machine shop will notice.”

“I reckon if you needed a gallon of my aftershave you’d have said so,” Mitch said with a grin.  “So what are we using?”

“Milk and eggs,” Alma said.  “It’s a blessing from the Ploiaphesia.”

“From the what?” Lewis stuck his head over the back of Alma’s seat.  

“Isn’t that for ships?” Mitch asked.

“Ships, sea planes, same difference.”  Alma grinned back.  “If the ancient Egyptians had sea planes, they probably would have blessed them.”

“Ok,” Mitch said.  

“I’m still not there,” Lewis said patiently, and Al turned around in her seat. “Remember that ritual at Henry’s, the first one I took you to when Jerry was looking at the curse tablet?  That was a Ploiaphesia.  It’s a blessing of ships.”

“The one with the canoe in the swimming pool?”  Lewis looked bemused.

“Well, yes, but more to the point, it’s a warding of things that help you travel over water.”  Alma patted the Cat’s side lovingly.  “Which the Cat certainly is.  So we’re going to bless it like a ship with the closest approximation of Hellenistic ceremony Jerry can write for us to do on the fly.”

“Hopefully not actually on the fly,” Mitch said.  

Lily had come up behind Lewis.  “What’s going on?  Is something wrong?”  She looked drawn, as though braced to be told she’d screwed up.

“We’re talking about warding the plane,” Alma said calmly.

Lily flinched.  “I don’t….”

“I’m their Magister,” Alma said, making her voice as even as if she were explaining that she owned Gilchrist Aviation.  “Mitch and Lewis are in my Lodge.  Since you’re concerned that there may be a curse, we’ve decided to ward the plane just in case.  That should take care of any negative energy focused on you or these trials.”

Lily blinked.  “But you can’t.  I mean, it’s too strong.”

“I doubt that,” Alma said firmly, getting to her feet.  “Mitch and I have been practicing together for more than fifteen years, and we’ve all dealt with things of this nature before.  We’ll simply neutralize any unpleasant influence.”

Lily looked spooked.  “But you can’t,” she said quickly.  “You have no idea.  Mrs. Segura, you have no idea how strong he is!  You have no idea how much power he has at his disposal!”

“So do we,” Alma said.  She met Lily’s eyes directly, trying to project calm confidence.  “We’re more than capable of handling this.”

“I haven’t been in circle since…”  Her eyes dropped.  “I don’t think I can…”

“There’s nothing you need to do,” Alma said.  “This doesn’t take the form of a conventional circle.”  Which was something she and Jerry had discussed — it had to work if there were only three people in it, and four was the usual minimum for their Lodge tradition.  But there were other ways, older ways that didn’t rely on a collegial unit, languages of symbols far older than the ones they usually employed.  They were more energy intensive, relied more on the strength of a single individual, but as Alma had talked it through with Jerry she’d been certain she could handle it.  She turned to Lewis.  “Hey, Lewis.  Will you get out the picnic basket?”

Lily looked confused as Lewis opened it, as well she might: packets of sandwiches wrapped in wax paper, sliced pineapple in a jar, hardboiled eggs, bottled cokes, and a bottle of milk.  “That looks like your lunch.”

“Doesn’t it?” Alma said with a smile, extracting the bottle of milk and the top egg and examining it.  “This one’s raw.”

Mitch looked fascinated.  “Ok, this is pretty nifty.”

Alma pushed back the canopy above her seat and climbed out, balancing neatly on the Cat’s broad back in front of the wings.  “Come on, everybody.  Mitch on my right, Lewis on my left.  Lily, you stand wherever there’s room.”  

They had to squeeze, Lily stepping back between the props with Lewis standing more at her back than at her side, a reassuring presence behind her.  She gave him a quick smile, and he nodded.  “Don’t let me fall off.”

“I won’t,” Lewis said.  It would be easy to slip and fall down the Catalina’s side into the sea.

She handed Mitch the bottle of milk.  “You get to be the hierophant.”

“Suits me,” he said.

Alma closed her eyes, the egg in her right hand, both hands at her sides.  Everyone stilled.  With her eyes closed, every other sense seemed magnified.  She could smell the salt air touched with the warm, oily scent of the plane, the faint whisper of Mitch’s aftershave, the fainter scent of Lewis’ skin, beloved and familiar.  The waves lapped at the plane’s floats, at her curved belly like a ship, splashing a little as the Cat rocked gently on the calm sea.  Far above a sea bird cried.  The sun was warm on her face, cool on her back where the shadow of the wing fell across her, and Alma tilted her face up to the light.  Ocean.  Salt.  Wind.  Sun.  

Not my power but yours, Alma thought.  Not my element, but yours.  Gracious Lady, forgive us if we offend.

The sea was quiet, the sun warm.  The breeze touched her face like a blessing.  Alma stood at the center of the world.

Her voice was strong but not loud as she began the invocation Jerry had written.  “Isis Pelagia, Lady of the Seas.  Isis Euploia, Lady of Good Sailing.  Isis Pharia, Lady of the Journey’s Safe Return. By threefold names I invoke Thee.  We journey the oceans of the world under stars that are Yours.  We follow the paths of the mariners, the high paths of the air.  We invoke You.  We beseech You — grant us safety in our journeys.  Bless this vessel in which we travel.  Bless these wings that carry us and the floats that hold us safe on the sea.  Bless these engines that power us.  Bless these instruments that guide us beneath the vault of heaven.”

She paused.  There was power, yes, but it was not the raw power of earth she was used to, the bright indomitable power like a blade.  This was quiet, peaceful.  It was like falling asleep in Lewis’ arms.  

The Catalina floated at rest, peaceful and quiescent.  She felt it like her own body, as though she lay on the breast of the tropical ocean, the wind kissing her face, each green wave lifting her gently.  She was the Catalina, willing and whole, delighting in the sky and in the return.  She was a vessel meant for the long haul, for continents and oceans beneath her wings, for decades and decades of stars by night to steer by.  For a moment Alma could almost see it — endless stars over a dark sea, no light in sight beneath and only the heavens above, just as ancient mariners must have seen it.

“Isis Pharia,” she whispered.  A lighthouse to lead us safely home, the welcoming beacon from an airfield on a tiny island somewhere….

The blessing was real and complete.  Alma let out a long breath, opening her eyes.  The sea danced with dazzling brightness, reflections of sun on the waves.  She lifted the raw egg.

“Isis Pelagia,” she said aloud, “Let all that is rotten be pulled within this egg.  Let all ill will that may touch this plane or its inhabitants be locked in this shell.  Let it pull within it and seal away all that would do us harm.”

And that was wrong.  It was kicking now, the power pushing back, strong as winds tearing across the tops of waves.  Alma caught her breath, taken aback by the force of it.  Lily warned me, she thought.  She hadn’t believed her.  Not like this, not this amount of raw power, greater than anything human Alma had ever felt before.  Stronger than a Lodge, stronger than a festival — how in the world could there be this much energy in it?  How many people, what strength of working could do this?  Her breath caught.  Alma pushed, but it did not give.  Instead, it began to force her back, the tendrils of the curse reaching out, four arms grasping.  Her strength was not enough.  It was stronger, much stronger, even though she knew Mitch and Lewis stood by her side, their wills joined to hers.  It was much stronger, a wave to overtop houses and trees, rushing like a tidal wave….

Isis Pelagia.  Not my power, but Thine.

“Nothing may touch this plane or its occupants,” Alma said, putting intention to words.  She could not break it, not here, not now, but she could keep it from the plane.  The grasping power that was the curse could not touch that, could not challenge the Sea Lady directly.  

Not yet, something whispered inside her.  It may not touch Me yet.

The egg was hot in her hand, containing all the malice directed at Lily at this moment.  It would not take more.  And this did not break the curse, only contained it while Lily was aboard the plane.  But it was the best she could do for now.

Alma took a deep breath.  “Let all that is unwholesome reside within this shell, consigned to the deep.”  She gently tossed the egg out and away from the plane, and with a reassuring plop it sunk into the sea.

Suddenly the day seemed brighter and she wondered if Lewis and Mitch had felt it too.  Lewis probably had, but she didn’t turn around to look.  They’d talk about it later.  “The milk,” she said.

Mitch was frowning.  He’d caught it too, much less sensitive than Lewis, an ill wind that had blown over and past.  He handed her the bottle of milk.

Jerry had written words for this and she’d learned them.  Back on the script, back to the ritual as it was written.  “Isis Galactrophousa,” she began, careful not to mangle the title.  Mitch’s eyes got wide, as though he were trying not to comment that it sounded like a henchman of Ming the Merciless.  

“Galactrophousa,” Alma said again, “She Who Nurses Her Son in the Barque of Heaven, whose milk gave birth to the stars.  Accept our offering of milk and our thanksgiving.”  She opened the bottle, pouring it down the Cat’s side so that it flowed into the sea.  “So may it be.”

And it was.

Everything was very quiet when Mitch opened the door to the bungalow, Alma and Lewis just behind him, Al still holding forth about the test flight. Very quiet.  There was no sound of the radio, which was usually blaring.  There was no sound of Douglas shouting, which was becoming a comforting sound.  There was no sound of Merilee and Dora banging on pots.

Something was really, really wrong.  Mitch felt his heart speed.  “Stasi?” he called.

“In here.”

He opened the living room door.  Merilee was sound asleep stretched on the carpet while Dora attempted to tie herself up with a ball of yarn like a kitten.  Douglas sat on the floor looking rebellious next to Jimmy, who just looked bored.  Stasi sat in the armchair with a book in her lap and Mitch boggled.  Her hair was pulled back severely in a bun instead of her usual finger waves and she wore a plain blue cotton housedress.  Her hands were denuded of nail polish and rings alike.  With no powder and lipstick and the severe hairstyle she looked like someone else entirely, a decade older and rather plain.  Grim.  Her expression was grim.

“What are you reading?” Mitch asked.

“Little Women,” Stasi said.  “I borrowed it from Miss Lee.  It’s very improving.”

Behind him, Lewis blinked in confusion.

“I don’t like it!” Douglas blurted.  “It’s all about girls sitting around and sewing and paying calls and there aren’t any pirates or mummies or swordfights.  Or wild dogs,” he amended.

“You don’t need a diet of sensation,” Stasi said severely.  “Real life isn’t full of pirates and mummies and swordfights.”

Alma’s eyes got huge and round.  She came in and scooped up Dora.  “Hello, short stuff,” she said, swinging Dora onto her shoulder.  “How have you been?”

“Bored,” Dora said truthfully.  She buried her face in Alma’s neck.

Douglas jumped up.  “Mr. Sorley, can we listen to Detective Story?  Please?  It’s on in twenty minutes.  Please!”

“I guess…” Mitch began.

“I have already told you that you cannot,” Stasi said in stern tones that brought back a frisson of terror from his own childhood.  “Detective Story is too violent, and radio shows are damaging to the minds of the young.”  She looked at Mitch.  “And I expect you to uphold my discipline.”

“Ok,” Mitch said, scratching the back of his neck.  “I don’t know what you’ve done to get this far in the doghouse, Douglas.  But if Mrs. Sorley says no radio tonight, then there’s no radio.”

“But I haven’t done anything!” Douglas said.  “Really!”

“This isn’t punishment,” Stasi said.  “This is to help you get a good start in life so that you can grow up to be an educated and responsible person who goes to a good college and gets a good job.”

Mitch cringed.  Though he knew she’d never met her, Stasi had just managed to sound exactly like his mother.

“But I’m not going to a good college and getting a good job,” Douglas said seriously.  “I’m going to be a pirate.  Or a private eye.”

“You most certainly are not,” Stasi said sternly.  “That is unrealistic.”

Alma’s eyes were as big as dinner plates.  “Ok! Well, thank you for watching Dora this afternoon.  I’m going to go give her a bath if nobody else calls dibs on the bathroom.”

“I’ll help,” Lewis said.  They beat a hasty retreat upstairs.

“Thank you for reading to us, Mrs. Sorley.”  Jimmy got up from the floor looking curiously subdued.  He went out without another word.

“But I want to listen to Detective Story!” Douglas pleaded.  “And my brain hasn’t rotted yet.  Please, Mr. Sorley?”

“Mrs. Sorley said no,” Mitch said, looking at Stasi over Douglas’s head.  “But you should go wash your hands for dinner.”

“The children have already eaten,” Stasi said.  “They had a mild and nutritious supper an hour ago, with no rich foods or stimulating tastes.  The adults will take dinner properly at eight.  So Douglas, go put on your pajamas and get ready for bed.”

“But it’s quarter till seven!” Douglas expostulated.  “It’s not even dark!  I haven’t gone to bed at seven o’clock in my whole life!”

“Pediatricians say that plentiful sleep is necessary to proper brain development,” Stasi said.  “Early to bed, early to rise makes a man healthy, wealthy and wise.”

“When did my mother get here?” Mitch asked.  “Stasi?”

“I have no idea what you mean,” she said briskly.  “Now no more protests, young man.  You may read an improving book in bed.  Here is Pilgrim’s Progress.”

Douglas looked at the book with utter horror.  “What?”

“You can read any book in bed,” Mitch said.  “It doesn’t matter.  Stasi, you know he can’t possibly read Pilgrim’s Progress.  He’s in second grade.”

For a moment she looked flustered.  “Oh.  Well.  Then read a different book.”

“Ok.”  Douglas looked like he was about to protest again.

“Go on,” Mitch said.  He shooed Douglas out and stepped over Merilee sleeping on the floor.  She stood there stiffly, her shoulders tense under the blue cotton.  “Stasi, are you ok?  What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong.”  She turned around, showing him her back as she picked up the yarn.

Mitch turned the radio on, letting the sweet sounds of a big band wash over them.  “How about I make you a gin fizz and we relax a little before dinner?”

“I’ve given up gin,” Stasi said briskly and picked up a folded apron.  “And I have far too much to do in the kitchen.”

Mitch followed her into the kitchen.  “Are you mad at me for something?  Because if so, I’m sorry.  I have no idea what I did.”

“You didn’t do anything.”  Her back was like a board when he put his arms around her.

“Then what’s going on?”

“I was just thinking.  That’s all.”  Her voice sounded choked.  “If we’re going to raise these children, we need to be proper parents.  With bedtimes and no radio and nutritious food and schedules.  We have to try to do right by them.”

“I thought we were doing ok before.”  Mitch felt totally at sea.  “I mean, Douglas is kind of high spirited but that’s ok.  He’s seven.  He doesn’t have to sit still and be serious.  And Jimmy is a good kid who makes good grades and takes a lot on himself.  And Merilee is just a baby who needs love.”

“Children need a hundred times more than that,” Stasi said, and there was that choke again.  “They need stability and security and not to be exposed to things that will warp their psychosexual development. They need discipline and structure if they’re going to grow up to be scholars and righteous men.”  

“I’ve never heard you talk like this before,” Mitch said.

She was actually crying now, and he turned her around in his arms, her shoulders too thin in the dowdy blue housedress.  “I have to try to be a good mother for their sakes, don’t you see?  I have to try!”

“Ok,” Mitch said.  “I guess you do.  I guess so.”  

“Promise me you’ll help.  Promise me that you’ll help me be good.”  Her face was against his chest and he couldn’t see her expression.

“I promise, Stasi,” he said, holding her tight, the severe bun under his hand instead of waves.  “I’ll help you with whatever you need.”

Jimmy caught him at breakfast the next day, standing almost at attention next to the newspaper until Mitch put it down.  “What’s shaking?” Mitch asked.

“Mr. Sorley, I’ve been thinking,” Jimmy said.  “I’m not a little kid like Douglas and Merilee. I’m eleven years old.  And I’d like to earn my keep.”

Mitch folded the paper carefully, giving himself time to think.  “Why’s that?”

“I don’t want to be beholden to charity,” Jimmy said solemnly.  “I can work.  Lots of boys my age used to have jobs.”

“That’s true,” Mitch said slowly.  “But there’s a reason President Roosevelt just signed the Child Labor Act.  It’s not good for kids under sixteen to be working fulltime jobs when they should be in school.”

“But it’s summer!” Jimmy said.  “I’m not in school!  And I can pay my way.  I can!”

“You don’t have to,” Mitch said gently.  “There’s absolutely no reason you need to work for money.  I make plenty of money to take care of you and your brother and sister.  It’s admirable of you to want to provide for them, but it’s not something you need to do at this time in your life.”

“I want to,” Jimmy said, and there was an urgent light in his eyes, willing Mitch to understand.  “I don’t want to be a deadbeat.”

And how many times had he heard that word, Mitch thought.  How many times had people said that about Joey Patterson?  He was a deadbeat, a drunk, a man too depressed to take care of his kids and make sure they had food on the table, too hung over to get to work loading cargo.

“You’re not a deadbeat,” Mitch said.  “You’re a boy.  You’re eleven years old.”

Jimmy squared his shoulders.  “Dr. Ballard said that I could help on the dig.  He said he’d pay me five cents an hour if I’d do the same work the graduate students do, sieving and moving dirt.  I can do that, Mr. Sorley!  I can.  And it’s a whole lot of money.  I can pay you for what we eat.”

Mitch took a long, thoughtful breath, considering.  Jerry wouldn’t overwork Jimmy, and he could see that the company of men and boys on the dig was more interesting to Jimmy at his age than hanging around with Stasi and Miss Lee and the little kids.  He wanted role models and a look at a man’s world.  Well, he couldn’t do better for a role model than Jerry.  If anybody could teach him courage and determination and respect for learning, it was Jerry.  And Jerry wouldn’t let him do more than he safely could.

“Five cents an hour?” Mitch said seriously.  “That’s a lot of money.  You’d have to prove yourself worth it.”

“I can be,” Jimmy said.  He stood up very straight.  “I know I can learn what Dr. Ballard teaches me.  I know I can do it right.”

Mitch nodded slowly.  “Very well.  As your guardian, I’ll let you work for Dr. Ballard on one condition.”

“What’s that, sir?”

“Half of the money you earn will go into a passbook savings account for your college,” Mitch said.  “I’m not going to take it because I don’t need it right now.  But we will need it in a few years when you’re ready to go to the university.  You’ll be eighteen and a man then, and I won’t be able to tell you what to do with it, but when you’re eighteen it can buy you your freedom to go where you want and study what you want.”

“You think I can go to college?” Jimmy asked seriously.  “It’s awful expensive.”

“I think it’s possible,” Mitch said.  “You have excellent grades so far.  If they stay all A’s in high school, I think you will be admitted to college.  Paying for it is a trick, but if you save your money, that will be a big help.”

Jimmy nodded, a grown up expression on a boy’s face that made Mitch want to hug him, to put his arms around him and tell him he didn’t have to be a man yet, but he knew that wouldn’t be welcome.  It would be no more welcome than telling Jimmy to call him Dad.  Jimmy ached for his father.  What he wanted was a trustee who treated him like an adult.

“So yes, you can work for Dr. Ballard,” Mitch said.  “And I’m sure he’ll have some good recommendations about universities and how to apply when the time comes.  Dr. Ballard would make an excellent reference for you.  Remember, his Alma Mater is Harvard.”

“When I’m eighteen,” Jimmy said solemnly.

“Yes, when you’re eighteen.”

Jimmy squared his shoulders.  “I’ll work hard and get into school.  When I’m eighteen.  In 1942.”


Chapter Thirteen

Lewis folded the paper into a more manageable shape and slid it across the breakfast table toward Mitch.  “Take a look at this.”

Mitch took it, frowning curiously.  “Ok…”

“The Emden is having an open house to celebrate the Fourth,” Lewis said patiently. “I thought, the way Jimmy’s been watching it, he might enjoy going aboard.”

“Not a bad thought,” Mitch said. He paused.  “I should probably take Douglas, too — he’s been saying he wants to go to sea.”

“I thought he wanted to be a pirate,” Lewis said.

“I’m not sure he knows there’s a difference,” Mitch answered, and Lewis couldn’t help smiling.

“Maybe not.”

“I should ask Stasi,” Mitch said, and a faintly guilty look crossed his face.

Lewis kept his own face expressionless.  He wasn’t at all sure what had brought on this sudden attack of virtue — Stasi was prone to sudden enthusiasms, though she certainly didn’t seem to be enjoying this one any more than any of the rest of them were — but getting her away from Jimmy’s unhappiness couldn’t hurt.  “It’s educational.”

Apparently that argument did the trick.  Alma dropped them off at the streetcar stop a bit before noon, and they made their way down to the harbor.  There was a considerable line waiting to go aboard when they got there, supervised by sweating and very young cadets in spotless tropical whites, and Lewis looked at Mitch over the boys’ heads.

“Why don’t we get lunch first?” he suggested, and even Jimmy seemed agreeable.  They found an open diner, and settled the boys in a booth with hot dogs and two orange sodas.  Lewis could see the line through the window, and thought it was starting to get shorter.  

“I probably ought to make them eat something healthy,” Mitch muttered, and Lewis shook his head.  Stasi’s kick was definitely getting out of hand.

“A hot dog on the Fourth of July isn’t going to hurt them.”  For an instant, he was overwhelmed by memory, hot dogs at the Fairgrounds to go with the bottled Coca-Cola and the roasted ears of corn seasoned with chiles and butter that they’d brought from home.  He remembered a tall man laughing — his father? an uncle? — and the smell of the barns where the horses were kept. He shook the thought away, focusing on the battleship rising like a wall at the end of the pier, and saw Mitch nod.

“Yeah, I suppose not.”

“Can we have ice cream?” Douglas asked.

“The ice cream here isn’t very good,” Jimmy said, and looked embarrassed.  “I mean, it’s different.”

“Well, I like it,” Douglas said, sticking out his chin.

As much as he sympathized with Douglas, it was probably better to divert the incipient argument. “I know something you might like better,” Lewis said.  “Shave ice.  There’s usually a stand or two down by the docks.  I’ll buy everyone a cone once we’re through with the ship.”

The line to go on board the Emden had shortened considerably in the heat of the afternoon, and Lewis was relieved to see that it was moving pretty quickly.  Jimmy’s scowl had faded, and he was staring at the towering hull and the angular superstructure with an expression almost of awe.  From this angle, looking up at the ship’s funnels, it was hard to see the gun turrets, but he’d seen them from the air, and they were pretty impressive.  More to the point, they were looking right up at the anti-aircraft guns, a pair of them, and he’d bet they were three-inchers at least. Not terribly well placed, though — you might stand a chance coming in over the bridge.  He shook that thought away — not his business, not any more — and put a hand on Douglas’s shoulder as they reached the top of the gangway.

Two cadets in spotless white were waiting there, along with a bored-looking sailor to tend the gangway.  The taller of the cadets cleared his throat politely, and said, in good English, “Welcome aboard the Emden. I am Midshipman Lorenz, and I will be escorting your group over our ship.” He looked down the line waiting to come aboard.  “If all of you ahead of the gentleman in the straw hat would follow me, my comrade will take the next group.  If you have questions, I will do my best to answer them.”  

Lewis felt Douglas give an excited little bounce, and tightened his grip as they moved left, toward the ship’s stern where the blood-red flag hung limp in the gentle breeze.  At least there were other boys in the group, a couple even younger than Douglas, though the men stared just as open-mouthed as the boys.  Lorenz set an easy pace, pointing out the massive stern turrets and then, as they came around the open stern deck and back up the outer side of the ship, the anti-aircraft guns and the masts that towered above the twin funnels. The sun beat down on the metal deck, and Lewis felt the sweat running beneath his shirt.  He’d be glad of that shaved ice himself when they got done with this, but from the look of rapt attention on Jimmy’s face, it was worth it.  He caught Mitch’s eye, and Mitch returned a rueful smile.

Lorenz took them through the officers’ mess, where the table was set with an elaborate china service specially made for the ship, and then back out onto deck.  At least there the superstructure provided some shade, and Lewis peered up at it, shading his eyes.  An older and obviously senior officer in tropical whites was looking down at them from the outer wing of the bridge, his expression impossible to read at that distance.  Lorenz saw Lewis’s attention shift, and glanced up himself.

“Ah.  That is our captain, Fregattenkapitän Dönitz. An excellent commander.”

It felt as though he’d bitten off something more he would have said, and Lewis guessed it was about Dönitz’s war record.  It had to feel a little awkward, showing your erstwhile enemies over your ship and trying to remember what you could and couldn’t safely say.

Douglas lifted his hand as though he was in school, and Lorenz smiled.  

“Yes, young man?”

“Can we see the engines?”

“I’m sorry.”  Lorenz’s smile didn’t waver. “Are you going to be an engineer, then?”

Lewis braced himself for one of Douglas’s long answers, but the boy was seized by sudden shyness, and stepped back against him, blushing furiously. 

“He might,” Jimmy said.  “He’d be a good one.”

Douglas’s eyes and mouth opened wide. Lorenz nodded almost approvingly, and motioned them on.

By the time they’d returned to the gangplank, Lewis was heartily sick of battleships, and even Douglas looked overwhelmed.  Lewis found the shave ice stand and negotiated their selections — orange, orange-and-pineapple, lemonade, and, for Douglas, lychee and kiwi and orange with a dollop of what looked like red paste at the bottom of the cup.

“Are you sure you want that?” Lewis asked, reaching into his pocket, and Douglas nodded vigorously.  

“Azuki bean,” the shave ice man said.  “Very sweet, very good.”

“All right, then.”  Lewis handed over his quarters, managing not to shake his head as Douglas tucked happily into his multi-colored cone, and they moved to join Mitch and Jimmy in the shade of one of the warehouses.

“That was nice of you to say that about your brother,” Mitch was saying as they came up, and Jimmy shrugged, his face settling into the old unhappy lines.  Mitch sighed, flashing Lewis a look of frustration, and Lewis gave a tiny shrug in turn.  At least they’d gotten him to be happy for a day.  Surely that was a start.

Alma leaned back comfortably in her chair on the lanai, a rare sense of peace surrounding her.  Dora was half asleep on her lap, there was a mai tai on the table at her elbow, and the sky was fading to indigo across the harbor, the stars faint counterpoint to the brilliant lights of Honolulu.  Dance music floated out through the open windows despite Stasi’s uncharacteristic solemnity.  She and Stasi had taken the little girls to the beach, “the big sandbox” as Merilee called it, and it had been really nice to spend a day with Dora just being her mother.  She was a quiet little girl with so much of Lewis in her thoughtful expressions that sometimes it made Alma’s heart leap.  She was perfect.  Loving her was so big, so fierce — she’d never imagined it.  

But now Dora was nodding, her head turned so that her cheek rested against Alma’s heart, her eyes drifting closed and then popping open again.  “Don’t you want to stay up for the pretty fireworks?” Alma asked as her eyes closed again.  “Dora?’

“She’s not going to make it,” Lewis said, coming out and sitting down in another chair, his white shirt open at the collar.

“I’ll take her upstairs in a few minutes then,” Alma said, reluctant to move, to break this perfect moment.  “Where’s Jerry?”

“He and Dr. Radke went into town,” Lewis said. “I didn’t ask.”

“Probably best not to,” Alma agreed.  If Jerry had found the local nightlife, good for him.  He’d promised to stay in tomorrow night and watch Dora so she and Lewis could go out, so he was entitled to his night of fun.  “Mitch and Stasi?’

“Arguing about whether Douglas gets to stay up or not.  I think Mitch is winning.  Stasi reforming means she can’t yell back at him like she usually does.”  Lewis grinned.  “We’ll see how long that lasts.  This sudden attack of motherhood….” Lewis shrugged, as if to say that women were inexplicable.

“She seemed really sad at the beach today,” Alma said quietly.

“I hope she doesn’t give up steak like she’s giving up gin.”

“It’s not actually funny,” Alma said.

“You know Stasi goes on weird kicks.  This is going to be like the time we all had to listen to Rachmanioff and eat borscht for a month.”

Alma’s reply was caught short by the sound of footsteps and Mitch came out on the porch with Douglas, a rum and coke in his hand.  Stasi followed more slowly in her black dress, a plain Coca-Cola in the bottle in hers.

“When are they going to start?” Douglas asked, bouncing up and down against the rail.

“When it’s completely dark,” Mitch said.

“It’s dark now!”

“It’s not all the way dark.”

“It’s nearly dark enough,” Alma said.  Dora was snoring softly.  She really should take her in and put her in bed with Merilee, who had conked out an hour ago, but it was so nice to sit here, the palm trees whispering and the sounds of traffic far away.  “They’ll start soon.”

There was a shape moving on the street, a boy on a bicycle coming to a halt in front of the house.  As he got off, Alma saw the shape of his cap against the distant streetlights.  

Mitch did too.  “A telegram at this hour?”

The boy came up the walk.  “I have a telegram for Mrs. Segura?”

“Right here,” Alma said.

Lewis got up and took it, tipping him a nickel and handing it to Alma so she didn’t have to get up.  

“Thanks.”  She reached around Dora, tearing open the envelope and lifting the flimsy to read it in the light through the window.  “It’s from Henry.  Remember, I wrote to him?”

“And he replied by wire?” Mitch frowned.  “He must have answered the minute he got it.”

There was one line of type, and Alma read it aloud.  “Man you inquired about is William Pelley.”

“What?” Lewis said.

“I’ll second that.”  Mitch turned around.  “William Pelley?  As in head of the Silver Legion William Pelley?  The guy who slimed up to me in LA two years ago?  The writer who founded the Silver Shirts?”

“That’s what it says.”  Alma’s mind was racing.  “I asked Henry if he’d ever heard of Lily or her ex.”

Douglas was listening curiously.  “Who?”

“It’s not important, darling,” Stasi said. 

“Pelley is Lily’s ex?”  Mitch frowned.  “That’s serious.”

“You bet,” Alma said.  And it made sense of the pushback she’d had from the curse.  Pelley had a lot of energy, especially if he tapped the esoteric connections of his organizations.  “No wonder Lily is scared of him.”  Stasi looked like she was holding her breath, and Alma looked at her.  “Did you know anything about this?”

“I told you, darling.  Lily was before my time.  She must have moved on from the scene before I got to LA in ‘28.  But I did do a couple of small jobs for Pelley, and I can certainly see…”  She glanced down at the top of Douglas’ head.  “I can see what she found compelling.  He had a couple of attractive lady friends who shared common interests with him and Henry Kershaw, but I didn’t know them well.”  Stasi took a quick drink of her Coca-Cola and grimaced, apparently at discovering there was no rum in it, and put it down on the railing.  “I can’t say I’m surprised.  I don’t know why I didn’t think of it.”

“There wasn’t any reason to think about it,” Mitch said.  “Or maybe there’s more of a reason than that.”  He glanced down at Douglas too, who looked up.

“Is it about hooch and bathtub gin?” Douglas asked.  “Like a mysterious crime lord?  Or a syndicate?  With gangsters and G-men?”

“It’s about who our flight engineer used to be engaged to,” Mitch said.  “Which is pretty boring.”

“Yeah.”  Douglas looked crestfallen.

“But we handle this, right?” Lewis asked.  Trying to have this conversation over Douglas’ head involved very few nouns.

Alma nodded.  “It’s going to be more complicated.  But yes, I think we can handle Pelley at least as far as Lily is concerned.”

There was a sudden explosion, and all four of them jumped, Mitch nearly knocking over his drink.  The faint trail of the rocket was visible for a second, and then the first firework exploded, a flower of red and white reflected in the water of the harbor.  Another followed half a second later, blue petals unfolding through the white.

“Wow!” Douglas ran to the rail.  “That’s super!”

Another explosion, double sparklers and a bright white shower of sparks.  Dora didn’t stir.

Stasi put her hand on Mitch’s arm.  “Are you all right?”

“Just startled me.”  He put his arm around her waist, the gunpowder scent washing back toward them, redolent of shells in days past.  

“Just fireworks,” Lewis said, perching on the arm of Alma’s chair.  “What could be prettier than fireworks over Pearl Harbor?”

There were two bars by the waterfront that allowed a gay crowd to gather in peace, both at the Chinese end of the street. Of the two, Johnny Chen’s was less rowdy, and it had become Jerry’s preferred stop.  It was also somewhat more likely to be raided, Willi had pointed out with a wry smile, and Jerry couldn’t disagree.  Whoever the owner was, he clearly wasn’t paying off as many people as the Wong Note down the street, but the risk seemed a fair trade for a certain measure of privacy.  More of Chen’s customers were actually homosexual, as opposed to the bigger bar’s, and that made a difference.  The drinks were expensive, but not watered; the band was passable and the cover charge outrageous, and for the most part it was safe to let their hair down.  And if there was trouble, Honolulu was a long way from either New York or Berlin.

It was unusually crowded for a Thursday night, plenty of people off for the holiday, but they managed to find a table to one side, far enough from the band that they could carry on a conversation. A strong smell of reefer drifted from the darkest corner, but it was a small price to pay.

The first explosion caught him completely off guard, rattling the shuttered windows and making the floor tremble underfoot.  He froze, automatically calculating the fall of the shell, before he remembered when and where they were, and how close to the waterfront they actually were.

“Fireworks,” Willi said, and anything else he might have said was swallowed in the next explosion.

Jerry took a deep breath. He knew what this was, knew it was harmless despite the smell of cordite that drifted in through the open door.  He made himself take a swallow of his drink, barely tasting the rum, and Willi put a cautious arm around his shoulder.  Jerry winced, not sure if he wanted to know that Willi felt it each time he flinched, but Willi made no comment. There was just the steady, undemanding weight of his arm across Jerry’s back and abruptly Jerry let himself relax into that comfort.

The barrage seemed to go on forever. He knew it wasn’t his guns, could recognize the different rhythm, sharp and stuttering where his battery had been proud of steady fire, but he couldn’t seem to get the taste of powder out of his mouth and mind.  Willi spoke into a pause in the roar.

“Would it be better if you could see it?”

Jerry considered.  It might be, but he wasn’t sure how easily he could move, or that he wanted to give up Willi’s embrace.  He shook his head, gulping more of his drink, and a little later another appeared on the table. And then, at last, the bombardment ended, to the cheers of the crowd at the main viewing area and louder shouts and whistles from the street outside.  Willi settled back in his own chair, and ordered another round.  After a moment, Jerry managed a crooked smile.

“Thanks.”

“Not to worry.”

The club was filling up again, men and the occasional woman moving on from the display, and the bandleader signaled his boys to start another tune.

“Would you rather go?” Willi asked, leaning close, and Jerry shook his head.

“Let’s finish this round, and then we’ll see.”

By the time their glasses were empty, it was crowded enough that a good number of the patrons probably weren’t queers, and that was usually a good time to leave.  Jerry pushed himself to his feet with the help of his cane, and was relieved to discover he felt steady enough to make his way back to their car.

It was considerably cooler outside, and the smell of gunpowder had faded, to be replaced by the perfume of flowers Jerry didn’t recognize. The street was bright with neon and still busy, girls in bright dresses and brighter makeup clinging with determination to the arms of young men — some of them very young and uniformed, Jerry saw with amusement.  Apparently both the Emden’s crew and the boys from the Army base were making the most of the holiday.  He shook his head at a girl who asked for a light, and took a more secure grip on his cane as he made his way along the cracked sidewalk. Off in the shadows between two bars, a boy in sailor’s whites was being comprehensively sick, too bent over for Jerry to tell whether the uniform was American or German.  A tall girl in wedge heels was walking quickly away, and Willi swore.

“She’ll have his wallet.”

Probably.  Jerry put a hand on his arm.  “There’s nothing we can do.  And we don’t know.”

“No.”  Willi glared after her a moment longer, then sighed. “And he’d have lost more in Berlin, I know.”

“In New York, she’d have gotten his buttons, too,” Jerry said, and as he’d hoped, Willi laughed.

“Well, it’s harder for him to chase her if his trousers are falling down.”

“New York girls aren’t dumb,” Jerry began, and a voice spoke behind them.

“Herr Professor?”

He and Willi turned together, to see a lanky fair-haired boy in rumpled cadet whites.  Jerry looked at Willi, his eyebrows rising, and Willi sighed.

“Midshipman Lorenz was a student of mine at the Realgymnasium in Bremen.  Lorenz, this is my colleague, Dr. Ballard.”

“Delighted,” Jerry said, though he wasn’t really feeling it. What he wanted was to get home and into bed — His attention sharpened abruptly.  No, Lorenz wasn’t drunk, and his expression hinted at something gone wrong.

“Please, Herr Professor,” Lorenz began, and stopped, words failing him.

“Are you in trouble?” Willi’s voice was calm, as though this sort of thing happened to him every day, and Lorenz’s tight stance relaxed just a little.

“Not me — it’s my friend, my messmate Sommer, the one you met the other night, Herr Professor.”

Willi nodded. “Will you tell me? We may be able to help.”

“Sommer, he —”  Lorenz grimaced, tried again. “We had leave tonight, until two this morning, but there was a fight, some of our sailors got into it with some Americans, and Captain Dönitz has cancelled all our leaves.”  His voice trailed off, and Jerry gave an encouraging nod.  

Willi said, “And you’ve lost Sommer?”

Lorenz nodded.  “The Shore Patrol will sweep the bars, and — he — I’m worried he might get into real trouble if I don’t find him first.”

Jerry frowned, and Willi laid a hand on his arm.  “Let me understand you.  You’re worried that Midshipman Sommer has gone off on an adventure that might be a bit — hotter — than was wise.”

Lorenz nodded gratefully.  “Just so, Herr Professor.”

Jerry blinked, then remembered Berlin slang.  “Hotties” were homosexuals, sharp young men in sharper suits and too-long hair, the “hot brothers” who dominated certain popular clubs. If this other midshipman was a homosexual, and was looking for adventure —  He met Willi’s eye, and Will nodded briskly.

“I would look,” Lorenz said unhappily, “but I don’t know where to start, and if I found him, then if I was asked —”

He would have to lie under oath, Jerry thought, or betray a friend.  No wonder he was upset.

“What if we also look for your friend?” Willi asked.  “You check the bars at that end of the street —”  He waved toward the brighter neon of the American end.  “And we’ll look here.  I’m sure we’ll find him that way.”

“Yes.  Thank you, Herr Professor.  Just tell him that leave is cancelled —” Lorenz turned away without waiting for an answer.

Willi looked sideways.  “Well, what else could I do?”

“The kid’s one of us?” Jerry asked, though he thought he already knew the answer.

“Lorenz thinks so,” Willi answered.  “And he was always notably observant.”

“Which is how he knows about you?” Jerry asked.

“I had a steady friend when I was teaching there,” Willi said. “Though it didn’t work out.  And that is hardly relevant now.”

Jerry nodded.  If I were a young sailor looking for trouble —  “The Wong Note,” he said aloud, and Willi nodded.

The Wong Note lay just on the Chinese side of the strip, with pink stucco walls and a neon pagoda for its sign.  A pair of cartoon Chinamen were painted on either side of the door, one with a clarinet, the other with a trumpet, while a cartoon Dragon Lady winked from the shutters.  Inside, the noise was like a body blow, at least a hundred people shouting to be heard over the efforts of a bad Hawaiian band massacring a dance tune.  The room was dimly lit, with blocks of small tables around the central dance floor, and a long bar at the back where waitresses in shortened cheongsams were collecting trays of glasses. There was a revue later, Jerry knew, with a chorus in drag as well as regular girls, and the crowd was a mix of homosexuals, Hawaiians, Filipinos, Chinese and even a few Negroes as well as white couples looking for a bit of extra spice or the cocaine and heroin that were dealt at the back tables.  That was part of the price of admission, being part of the decor, and one of the reasons Jerry preferred Chen’s.  He leaned close to Willi’s ear.

“Let’s have a word with the bartender.”

Willi nodded. “I don’t see the boy.”

“No.”  Jerry looked around again as his eyes adjusted to the light.  The white tropical uniforms should stand out like a beacon — and, yes, there were a couple of American sailors vying to put the moves on a tall girl that Jerry hoped was actually a woman — but there was no sign of Sommer.

Jerry fetched up at the right-hand end of the bar where an older man with slicked-back hair was drying a rack of more-or-less washed glasses.  He was the senior man and queer himself, and Jerry leaned comfortably on the bar until he caught the man’s eye.

“Drink, mister?”

“Two bourbons, thanks.”  Jerry waited while they were poured, then put his hand over the money before the bartender could take it.  “A word to the wise.  The German cruiser cancelled leave and is sending its shore patrol to round up its boys.”

“That right?”  The bartender’s voice was carefully incurious, but his eyes were alert and wary. 

“Heard it from one of the midshipmen,” Jerry said.  “You may have a deal with the Navy…”

“But not them guys,” the bartender said.  He pushed the money back.  “Thanks, mister.  On the house.”

Jerry didn’t take it.  “You wouldn’t know anything about one of those midshipmen?  Might have gone off with someone he oughtn’t?”

The bartender grinned.  “Yeah, that’s one way of putting it.”  He jerked his head toward the door to the right of the bar, almost invisible in the shadows.  “He was out there.  Left maybe ten minutes ago.”

“Thank you,” Jerry said, and left the money on the bar.  He caught Willi’s arm.  “Come on.”

They slipped through the door into an alley that smelled of piss and semen, and Willi swore unhappily.  Jerry’s breath caught.  A little further in the shadows, a boy in white was on his knees, another boy in a band member’s embroidered jacket braced against the wall in front of him, head back and eyes closed in the aftermath of climax.  Sommer’s hand was busy between his thighs, and as Jerry watched, he came, sharp and hot and astonishingly beautiful.  Willi swore again, more loudly, and both boys turned, startled and then afraid.

“Emden’s leave has been cancelled,” Willi said, in German.  “You had better get back. Now.”

Sommer shook himself, all trace of pleasure vanishing, and pushed himself awkwardly to his feet, buttoning his fly. There wasn’t much he could do about the dirt on his knees, but that need not be too betraying.  The musician looked warily from him to Willi and back again, and Jerry said, “Shore patrol’s coming.”

The musician swore, fastening his own pants.  Sommer looked at him, gave a sudden grin and a shrug that made the musician smile back, and then he pushed past them, losing himself in the crowd on the street outside.  The musician sighed.

“Back to work,” he said, and pulled open the door that led back into the Wong Note.  Jerry caught it before it closed, and after a moment Willi shrugged and followed the boy.

Their drinks were still waiting, and Jerry leaned hard against the bar, willing his own erection to subside.  From the look on his face, Willi had the same problem, and Jerry lifted his drink in ironic salute.  Willi gave a rueful smile, and touched glasses.

“There won’t always be someone to rescue him.”

Jerry nodded.  The trick was always not to get caught, and it was something you could only learn by doing, by taking the risk and winning. Maybe they hadn’t done him a favor, but — “He’ll know better next time,” he said, and took another sip of his drink.


Chapter Fourteen

Jerry woke with a headache and the dry mouth that came from one too many cigarettes, but by the time he’d taken a couple of aspirin and finished breakfast, he felt normal again.  Willi wolfed the rice congee the Mrs. Fong cooked for him every morning — salted this time, with peanuts and green onions chopped into it — and Douglas pouted because Stasi made him eat poached eggs on toast.

“But I like jook!” Douglas protested, and Stasi narrowed her eyes at him.

“Eggs are much more nutritious.”

“Mrs. Fong says it’s good for Chinese boys,” Douglas said.

“You’re not Chinese,” Stasi said.

“Neither is Dr. Radke,” Douglas pointed out. “And it doesn’t hurt him.”

“He’s a grown man,” Stasi said primly, and dished out scrambled eggs for Merilee.

“If you eat that stuff, you might turn Chinese,” Jimmy said.

“Boys,” Mitch said.

“I could be Chinese,” Douglas said.

“No, you couldn’t,” Jimmy said scornfully. “You wouldn’t want to be, anyway. You’re white.  And American.”

“Boys,” Mitch said again, more loudly, and Jerry cleared his throat.

“Jimmy, did you get yourself a pair of work gloves the way I asked you to?”

Jimmy nodded.  “Yes, sir.”

“Then if you’ve finished, go and get them.”

“Yes, sir,” Jimmy said again, and pushed his chair away from the table.

Jerry looked at Douglas.  “Douglas, if you want to come with us today, you have to promise not to cause trouble.”

Douglas looked down at his plate.  “I wasn’t —”

“Maybe you should stay here,” Stasi said.

“I’m sure he’ll be fine, Mrs. Sorley,” Willi said, with a smile, and Douglas nodded.

“I’ll be good.  I will!”

His expression was far from chastened, but Jerry decided that it was agreement enough.  “Right. If you’ve had enough breakfast, go get our lunch basket from Mrs. Fong, please.”

“Ok.”  Douglas slid out of his chair and disappeared into the kitchen.

Stasi gave Jerry an unhappy look.  “I don’t want him to be a bother —”

“We’re not going to get a lot of work done today anyway,” Jerry said.  “Not between the holiday yesterday and a half-day tomorrow.”

“And rain coming,” Willi interjected.

“He’ll be fine.”  Jerry gave Stasi what he hoped was a reassuring smile.  Her attempts at proper mothering were painful — so different from the woman he’d finally grown to like — but he thought he understood why she felt she had to try. “Don’t worry.”

“No.”  She managed a smile of her own, her lips bloodless and thin without the scarlet lipstick, and Jerry pushed his own plate aside.

“Let’s go.”

The graduate students were ahead of them at the dig, Hanson fussing with the big box camera while Tompkins checked a line of stakes that had been bent sideways overnight.  Willi scowled, seeing that, and levered himself out of the truck, leaving Jerry to follow more slowly.  Jimmy scrambled out of the back of the truck, pulling Douglas with him, and Gray gave them a cheerful greeting, pointing them toward the sieves.  That was a good place to start, Jerry thought, as long as Jimmy didn’t get too bossy with his brother, and turned as the Ford that carried the Museum’s laborers came slowly up the hill.  It was Charlie Ma’s truck, and he gave Jerry a cheerful nod as they all clambered out.

“Nice day, huh, Doc?  Did you see the fireworks?”

“You’re late!” Gray called. “Get over here and don’t waste any more time.”

Ma’s mouth tightened, and Jerry said, “I didn’t see them, unfortunately.  But it was nice to have a holiday.  Mr. Gray!”

“Sir?”

Jerry waited until Ma and his men were out of earshot.  “If you treat them like that, you won’t get good work out of them.”

“They’re day labor,” Gray said.

They’re the Museum’s picked men,” Jerry pointed out.  “Dr. Buck’s choice. You don’t want to be responsible for them quitting on him, do you?”

For a moment, he thought Gray was going to protest, but then the boy thought better of it.  “No, sir.”

“Ease up,” Jerry said, and turned away.

He made his way across the broken ground to where Willi was examining the plan, and Willi looked up alertly  “Trouble?”

“The same that you mentioned.”  Jerry took a deep breath.  “We’ll need to keep an eye on him.”

Willi nodded.  “He doesn’t bully the boys, at least. That may be the best place for him.”

“He doesn’t bully Jimmy because Jimmy’s white,” Jerry said.  Anger tightened his voice, and he made himself relax.  “No, today I’ll give Jimmy and Douglas to Tompkins, he’s got younger brothers, he said, and I’ll work with Gray myself.”

“If you think that’s best.”  Willi’s attention sharpened, and Jerry turned at the sound of another car on the rutted track.  It was an unfamiliar vehicle, and Jerry frowned, wondering if it was someone else from the Museum.  But as it pulled in beside Ma’s car, he heard Willi give an exasperated sigh.  Lorenz climbed carefully out of the driver’s seat — he was alone, Jerry saw, with some relief; he wasn’t sure he could have faced Sommer — and made his way toward them.

“Good morning, Herr Professor,” he said. “And Dr. Ballard.”

“Good morning,” Willi answered. “I trust your friend made it safety back to the ship?”

Lorenz looked momentarily annoyed. “He did.  Before me, in fact.  I was rousted out of a bar by our shore patrol, and he —” He seemed to realize the humor of it, and smiled ruefully.  “When I got back aboard, he was waiting for me.  So all is well.”

“I’m glad,” Jerry said, and meant it.  He couldn’t wish exposure on anyone.  “Willi, if you want to show Herr Lorenz around the site, I’ll just have a word with Gray.”

“Yes,” Willi said.  “Yes, that would be good.”

Jerry worked his way awkwardly around the end of the trenches to the spot where Ma and the rest of the diggers were opening a new trench along the western edge of the platform.  “Now, Mr. Gray —”

“Dr. Ballard!” Tompkins stood upright by the sieves, something cupped in his hands.  Douglas bounced up and down beside him, and even Jimmy looked excited.  “Dr. Ballard, Dr. Radke, I think we’ve got something interesting.”

Jerry dragged himself across the broken ground again, Gray following, and Tompkins held out what looked like a piece of bone.  “Look at the cracks and the burned place.”

Willi took it, reaching for the jeweler’s loupe he carried in his pocket, and gave a grunt of surprise.  “An oracle bone?  Surely not.”

Jerry took it, frowning.  The fragment was smaller than the palm of his hand, and clearly only part of the piece; a series of splits and cracks that radiated from a burned point on the edge, where the rest of the bone had been broken away.  He had read about oracle bones — they were older than the Ming, though, bones and turtle shells inscribed with question and then pressed with a red-hot iron until the bone cracked, the pattern forming the answer to the question.  “I don’t see any inscription.”

“No.”  Willi picked up the bone again, loupe firmly fixed against his eye. “Under the Zhou, the diviners stopped carving the questions, but wrote them in cinnabar ink, which washed away over time.  I have seen blank bones before —”  He stopped, shaking his head.  “But.  This may just be the remains of someone’s pig roast.”

“The point of burning is too deliberate, surely,” Jerry said.

Tompkins cleared his throat. “It came from the fill we took out of trench nine, Dr. Radke.”

That was the one that ran along the northern edge of the unexplained platform. Jerry pursed his lips in a soundless whistle. “Very interesting.”

“Yes.”  Willi turned the bone over again.  “A rib bone, I think, which is not typical. Not unheard-of, but very much not typical.  And this style is Chou, not Ming. But…”

Jerry nodded. “We need to get the rest of this sifted.  Good work, Tompkins.”

“May I help?” That was Lorenz, hovering at the edge of the group.  “Professor Radke knows I have done this before.”

“Yes,” Willi said, before Jerry could answer. “I want this sieved as soon as possible.  If there is more — I want to find it now.”

They spent the rest of the morning working through the pile of dirt, everyone from the visiting German cadet to Dr. Ballard himself manning a sieve, but to Douglas’s disappointment, they didn’t find anything except a few fishhooks.  Dr. Ballard told everybody to break for lunch — and about time, too, Douglas thought, wolfing his sandwich — and then he and Dr. Radke and Mr. Hanson huddled together talking while everyone else smoked and drank tea and talked about the fireworks and the dig and somebody’s girlfriend. Nobody really wanted to talk to him, but Douglas was used to that.  And anyway, he had a plan of his own. The boy from the Emden, Midshipman Lorenz, there was no good reason for him to be here except to spy on the dig, and it was Douglas’s duty to make sure he didn’t find out anything he shouldn’t. Douglas gave a quick glance around, saw that no one was paying any attention to him, and stepped off into the pineapple plants as though he was going to find a place to pee.  He could see Jimmy and Lorenz sitting on the tail of the truck, and worked his way through the underbrush and the spiky leaves until he could lie on the dry bottom of the ditch that ringed the field and listen without being heard.

“Do you smoke?” Lorenz held out his pack of cigarettes. Douglas could see Jimmy weigh the odds — would he look grown-up, or would he get sick like he did when he tried it back home? — but then shook his head.

“No, thanks.”

“You’re probably smart.  Our leader says that tobacco is a vile habit, but I haven’t been able to quit.” Lorenz lit his own and lifted his face to the sun.  He seemed really ordinary, but then, Douglas supposed that would be the sort of person who would be recruited as a spy.  “God, this is beautiful!  Do you live here?”

Jimmy shook his head. “My — I guess he’s our stepfather — Mr. Sorley — his company is testing a seaplane here, and he brought us with him.”

Douglas shook his head. He supposed everybody knew that much, but you weren’t supposed to tell potential spies anything.  In fact, you were supposed to try to throw them off the track, which he figured meant you could make up stuff. But Jimmy never did that.

“It can be difficult when one’s mother remarries.”

“My mother’s dead.”  Jimmy’s voice was bitter.

Lorenz’s face changed. “Oh. I am sorry.”

“Our father left,” Jimmy said, after a minute.  “I don’t know what we did — I tried to keep everybody in line, but they wouldn’t do what I said, and so he was always yelling. Then we got up one morning and he was gone.”

Douglas drew himself deeper into the bushes, bit his lip to keep from yelling back.  It wasn’t his fault, or Merilee’s.  Dad had gone to Denver to look for work, and probably he’d gotten hit by a bus or he was sick somewhere but he’d come back.  Eventually.  But not until after they’d been to Hawaii, and maybe not for a while after that, because Mrs. Sorley was the best cook ever and Mrs. Fong made pork barbecue and jook and brought him char sui bao from the market — and it wasn’t his fault.  It wasn’t.

“It’s hard being the responsible one,” Lorenz said.  “But you took care of — your brother?  Is that him who was helping?”

Jimmy nodded.  “Douglas. And my sister. Merilee.”  He gave Lorenz a sideways look.  “Girls are hard.  And I didn’t know what to do about the diapers.”

“Very hard,” Lorenz said.  “You did well to take care of them at all.”

“If it hadn’t been for Merilee, I wouldn’t have had to go with Mr. Sorley,” Jimmy said. “But the milk was sour and she wouldn’t eat oatmeal.”

That was because the oatmeal was awful, Douglas thought. He’d never heard Jimmy talk like this — usually he just yelled at them, and told them Mrs. Sorley wasn’t a good mother, which wasn’t fair at all.

Lorenz nodded as though it all made perfect sense, and they sat for a while in silence, just the sound of the men talking and the distant surf and something rustling through the underbrush beyond the line of cars.  Finally Lorenz stubbed out his cigarette.

“My father was killed when I was three, killed in the war, so I didn’t really know him.  We had his pension, my mother and I, but it wasn’t so much, and when the inflation came — I was just about your age — we lost our flat and we had to stay wherever my mother was working.  That was a shop sometimes, or sometimes a club… There was one night she came home with her purse stuffed full of million-mark notes — so full it wouldn’t even close — and she woke me up to show me.  But by the time the bakery opened in the morning, you needed another purse just as big to buy a loaf of bread.  She was so angry, because she said the men knew when they paid her that it would happen —”  He broke off, shaking his head, and lit another cigarette.  “My father’s mother took us in.  She lived in the country, and there was food.  She was strict but — not unkind.  She got me into the Marineschule because her brother was killed at Jutland.”  He grinned, his teeth very white in his tanned face.  “I wasn’t very grateful at first, but now I’m glad. We’re going to change things. Our leader has a plan, and he’s going to make sure that can never happen again.”

“That’s what Mr. Sorley says about the new president,” Jimmy said. “He’s going to make things better.”

“I hope he will,” Lorenz said politely.

“A lot of people don’t like him,” Jimmy said. “But they’re greedy.  Or stupid.  People can be pretty stupid.” He was quoting Dr. Ballard, Douglas knew, but Lorenz treated him as though it were his own idea.

“So you give them rules, simple honest rules that are the same for everybody.  Good people will follow them willingly because they’re right, and the bad ones will be punished, and we can teach the weak ones how.  They’ll learn for their own good.”

“Some people don’t like rules,” Jimmy said, and Douglas wriggled in annoyance.  He was pretty sure Jimmy was thinking about him, because he wasn’t very good at following rules he didn’t agree with.  And now Mrs. Sorley was agreeing with Jimmy all the time, and he really was trying…

“It’s so much better when you follow the rules — it’s easier when there are rules and you follow them.”  Lorenz was looking toward the trenches, where Dr. Ballard and Dr. Radke were arguing about something, Dr. Radke waving his arms like a windmill.  “When you know what you’re supposed to do and you do it and so does everybody else.”

“People ought to follow the rules.”  Jimmy nodded. “It’s not that hard!”

“It’s not,” Lorenz said.  “That’s what our leader wants, rules that everyone follows, that don’t let financiers and profiteers steal from everyone else.”

“When I grow up,” Jimmy said, “I want to go to West Point.  I’ve got good grades, and I think Mr. Sorley could get our Senator to sponsor me.  I want to serve our country — like you said, to make things right.”

Douglas caught his breath.  Jimmy’d never said anything about that to him, not to anybody.  But Lorenz nodded as though it were the most reasonable thing in the world.

“You would make a good officer, I think.  And perhaps we will make things right together.”

“I’d like that,” Jimmy said.

It was Friday night and the supper club was crowded, with good food and a lively band.  Alma and Lewis revolved slowly near the edge of the dance floor, and she told herself to relax.  She was borrowing trouble, uneasy for reasons she couldn’t place.  It had nothing to do with the day’s flight, which had gone amazingly smoothly.  Even Lily had been smiling, pleased by this evidence the warding had worked.  It had been their best flight yet.  Not even the most paranoid person could have found any evidence of a jinx.

So surely they could all relax for one night!  Jerry was watching the kids while she and Lewis and Mitch and Stasi had a night out at the supper club that Mrs. Patton had recommended.  She didn’t seem to be here tonight, but Lewis had greeted her husband, who was talking to a couple of Army officers by the coat check as they came in.  

Stasi seemed subdued for Stasi, which meant about normal for anyone else, but Mitch had persuaded her out into the middle to show off some flashy dance with a lot of spins.  People stopped and backed out of their way to watch just like in an Astaire and Rogers movie.  Stasi had a black dress with marabou around the hem, which you’d think would look silly but it really didn’t out in the middle of the floor, her back straight as she twirled into Mitch’s arms with a hundred watt smile like there was a camera and a spotlight.  He looked like he was having the best time ever, tux and all.   Ok, the part that kind of looked like a waltz only with both of them hopping on one foot was a little silly but… 

She felt Lewis stiffen suddenly, looking at something over her shoulder.  “What’s wrong?” she asked in a low voice.

“That man,” Lewis said.

“What man?”  Whoever he was looking at was directly behind her, and he’d have to turn her in the dance for her to see.

Which he did.  “That man at the bar talking to George.”

George was easy to find, even in the press.  He was talking to a man in impeccable evening dress, a gray haired man with a Van Dyke beard and a mobile, animated face.  They were both smiling and nodding a lot.  “So?” Alma asked.

“I don’t know what he’s doing in Hawaii, but that’s Pelley.”

“What?”  Alma watched as he reached into a silver case and handed George something, who took it and shook hands.  “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely,” Lewis said.  “I met him in LA with Henry two years ago.  I’m absolutely sure.”  Lewis turned her again, trying to see.  “What’s he giving him?”

“It looked like a business card,” Al said, rotating around.

“I suppose there’s no harm in that.” The momentum of the dance took her back around.  Pelley was walking away.  George took a last drink of his cocktail, draining it all the way down, and put the glass on the bar while he slipped the card into his pocket and pulled out his keys.  He laid two bits on the bar by the empty glass and headed for the door.

A cold chill ran down Alma’s spine.  “We have to go,” she said.

“What?”  Lewis had his back to the bar.

“We need to go.  Now.”  Alma broke out of the dance, pulling Lewis after her.

“What about Mitch and Stasi?” Lewis said, following her through the crowd. 

“It will take too much time.”  Mitch and Stasi were out in the middle of the floor, absolutely surrounded by people.

“How are they going to get home?”

“They can take a cab.”  Alma hurried past the coat check.  She could come back for her wrap tomorrow.  It was hardly the first time a lady had forgotten her wrap.  Lewis followed after.  The doorman barely got it open before she plunged out.

The rising whine of eight cylinders cut through the night, George’s white car pulling out, headlights glancing across the sign and shrubbery as he turned onto the coast road.

“What’s going on?” Lewis said.

“I don’t know.  But you drive.”  Alma ran for their Buick, shoving the keys into Lewis’ hand.  “I need both hands free.”

Lewis got the car in gear quickly, pealing out with the squeal of rubber, and Alma braced herself.  

“How could a business card be dangerous?” Lewis asked.  He didn’t take his eyes off the road, and that was Lewis to a T, doing what needed to be done and only asking questions when they wouldn’t slow things down.

“It’s a marker,” Alma said.  “I’ve seen that done before.  It’s like a homing beacon.  You get someone to take it and then they’re marked for something to find them.”

Lewis shot her a sideways alarmed look and they careened around a curve.  “Like what?”

“A fetch,” Alma said.  The certainty was growing in her.  There was a wrongness in the air tonight she could almost feel.  “Catch up to George.  Keep him in sight.”

“Ok.”  Lewis stepped on the gas, shifting up as they sped down the coast road, distant taillights elusively ahead of them.  A curve loomed and Lewis swore under his breath, shifting down and rounding it.  The road came out of trees for a moment into bright moonlight, the sea on their right side sighing at the base of stark volcanic cliffs.

“He’s going too fast,” Alma said.  The white car was in view for a moment ahead, and then the road twisted and it was swallowed by trees.

“He knows the road and I don’t,” Lewis said.  He shifted up again, pouring it on while the road was straight.  

“Stay with him,” Alma said.  The sense of dread was rising, but so was power.  It bled out of rocks and hills, out of the sea and the air that washed the trees of Hawaii.  It was dark as blood from stones, molten and seaward-bound, close to the surface and bright as though only the faintest cinders obscured it from sight.  “Close as a wingman.”

“Will do.”  Lewis trimmed the big machine through the curve, his face set in concentration.  His headlights flashed over the road ahead.

The white car accelerated on the straightway under the trees, then downshifted just before a turn, the sky lighter ahead.

“What…” 

Lewis had barely breathed a word, but she saw it, a dark shape emerging — no, coalescing — at the side of the road, gathering itself to spring.

“Aegis!”  There was no need for subtlety, no need for silence.  Alma shouted the word aloud, hands forward to propel the force outward with the strength of her thought, Athena’s shield, brazen and solid, Medusa’s head with snakes entwining upon it, fueled by the deep earth of Hawaii.  She flung it outward, between the fetch and the white car.

In that same split second the driver saw the fetch, a dark shape big as a horse or a cow barreling out of the underbrush directly in its path.  The car swerved, brakes squealing.

The fetch collided with the shield just shy of the car’s left front bumper with an unearthly scream echoed by the tires, Lewis fish-tailing the rental as he tried not to run into the white car from behind.

The white car skidded, one tire blowing as the driver fought for control.  It half rotated, headlights flashing across the tableau caught for one moment, fanged creature and bright shield, before both vanished.  With a crash and crunch of steel the back of the car slid into a tree, back right side crumpling as it came to rest.

Lewis feathered the brake, a spray of gravel pelting as he pulled up beside it.

Alma’s arms shook from the power exerted, her heart pounding as she threw open the door and jumped out.

The white car’s driver’s side window was shattered and George had a cut over his eye, a thin trickle of blood running down his face, but he looked up and swore when he saw her.  “What in the hell was that?”

There was no point in pretense.  “A fetch,” Alma said.  “Sent to kill you.”

The back passenger door was crunched against the tree, and just beyond it the cliff dropped away sixty feet or more to the rocky surf.

“The bastard damn near did,” George said.  He seemed to feel the cut for the first time and reached up to touch it, looking at the blood on his fingers.  “Who the hell are you people?”

“The Builders of the Temple,” Lewis said calmly and confidently.  “You already knew we were in a Lodge.”

Yes, but that was social, Alma thought.  It was one thing to join a lodge and to socialize with other occultists, to celebrate the seasons or to balance oneself.  It was an entirely different thing to believe this.

And yet his gaze was perfectly level.  “Did you see that thing?’

“Yes,” Alma said.  “It was absolutely real.”

George took a deep breath.  Then he climbed out of the car, wincing as he did.  He looked at the shattered back end.  “And so is this,” he said.  “Crap.”

Stasi glanced around the club, aware that Mitch was doing the same.  “Looking for Alma and Lewis?”

There was the beginning of a frown between his brows.  “Yeah. I haven’t seen them in quite a while.”

“I haven’t either.”  Stasi turned, drawing him toward the edge of the dance floor.  “At least three dances.”

“Maybe they’re in the rest room,” Mitch said, but there was a sound in his voice that said he didn’t believe it.

“Both of them, darling?  For twenty minutes?”  She craned her neck.  Sometimes it was a pain to be short.  “Do you see them in the bar?”

“No.”  He let go of her hand, checking out the bar patrons.  “Maybe they went out on the lanai to get some air.”

“Maybe.”  She followed him out, standing in the puddle of light of the tiki torches while he looked around.

“The car’s gone.”

“What?”

“They’ve left.”  Mitch came back, nothing lazy about his stance or voice now.  “That’s not ok.”

“We can call a cab,” Stasi said.

“Al wouldn’t leave without telling us unless it was an emergency,” Mitch said.

A stab of fear went through her.  “The children?”

“If Jerry had called he would have paged us if it were any of ours.  If it were Dora, Lewis would have said something before they left.”  Mitch shook his head, turning back to the parking lot again.  “You stay here in case they call.  I’m going to take a look around the area.  Chances are they….”

“They what?” Stasi asked.  “Ran off into the woods?”

“If they did, it’s for a good reason,” Mitch said.

“Ok.  I’ll be in the bar.”  She went back inside, stopping to check her lipstick in the entry mirror.  Mitch was just looking for a reason to go crawl around in a tuxedo.  Really, what would Alma and Lewis be doing in the woods with the car?  Surely taking the car meant they were driving somewhere!  

She sat down at the bar, contemplating, and then tugged at the bartender’s sleeve.  “Is there a phone I could use to call a taxi?”

“I’m happy to call you a taxi, ma’am,” the bartender said.  “It usually takes about twenty minutes.”

“Thank you,” Stasi said, crossing her legs and checking the clock.  “I’ll wait right here.”

A man slid onto the barstool next to her.  “I’m afraid it’s going to be a good deal more than twenty minutes tonight,” he said.  “There’s been an accident on the coast road.  Very unfortunate.  Of course people will take the curves too fast when they’ve been drinking.  It’s tragic but hardly unexpected.”

Stasi schooled her face to calm, though his voice sent a shiver down her spine, a voice from her past that she hoped she’d left behind.  “Mr. Pelley,” she said evenly.

“Mrs. Mitchell Sorley.”  His hair was a little grayer, streaking dark hair in a way that looked distinguished rather than old, dapper and neat in evening dress and Van Dyke beard like a continental gentleman.  He nodded courteously, taking in her black dress with marabou trim and her wedding band.  “You’ve moved up in the world.”

“Well,” Stasi said, opening her cigarette case and drawing one out.  “A girl’s got to look after herself.”

“And very nicely too,” Pelley said.  “May I congratulate you on your marriage?”  He offered her a light with a silver lighter.

“Thank you.”  The ritual of the cigarette gave her a moment to think.  If Lewis and Alma had been in a wreck there wasn’t anything she could do from here, nothing Mitch could do, and she couldn’t get back to the house and the children without a taxi.  On the other hand, if this were a game of Pelley’s she’d do well not to spook.  Either way, he was dangerous but while he was talking to her in a very public place he wasn’t doing anything else.  

“You’re worried about your aviator friends,” Pelley said shrewdly, lighting one of his own.  “No need to.  I don’t think they were the ones killed.  Some hard drinking soldier.”  He shrugged.  “These things happen.”

“And how would you know that?” Stasi asked, a hint of challenge in her voice.  “I don’t see you out on the coast road.”

He smiled.  “Do you and I need to be physically present to know something?”

“Do we?” Stasi said.  There were no Dead in the club.  Not recently dead, not long dead.  There was no one she could ask, and certainly no just killed soul running about in confusion, returning to the last place they’d been.

“I don’t,” he said.  He turned to the bartender.  “Whisky on the rocks for me.  Mrs. Sorley, would you like something?”

“A gin fizz,” Stasi said.  Letting Pelley buy her drinks was one way to do it.  She gave him what she hoped was a knowing smile.  “Tell me something, Bill.  What are you up to?”

He smiled urbanely.  “Let me tell you a story, Mrs. Sorley.  It’s very fanciful, but bear with me.  I think you’ll find it interesting.”

“I’m sure I will,” Stasi said.  Where in the hell was Mitch?  

He took a long draw from his cigarette.  “Once upon a time….  That’s how fairy tales start, right?  Once upon a time there was a kingdom that was defended by a peerless fellowship of knights.  Maybe they were the Paladins of Charlemagne or the Knights of the Round Table.  Or maybe they were some other knights altogether.  It doesn’t matter.  What does matter is this — there was blood and steel and kingdoms were won and lost and cities fell and flames went up to the sky.  Treasures were buried and the dead lay in the open air.  There was victory and defeat, gold to adorn the biers of noble kings and queens, and at last the knights lay still and silent, every single one.  Crypts were sealed with weeping, and those whose bodies were never found rotted away in the spring, their corpses revealed by the melting snow.  Grass covered all, white flowers dotting the hillsides like unchanging snowflakes.”

A shiver ran down her spine, visions rising at his words.  It seemed she could see all he said, made as real before her eyes as a moving picture.

“But the knights only slept.  They were bound, you see.  They were bound by their oaths and their fellowship, by their king and their God.  They belonged to the Story, slaves to the world, as though the rings on their fingers were fetters of iron rather than bands of gold.  The greatest knights who ever lived!”  

Pelley stopped and raised his whisky as the bartender put it down, lifted his glass as though in toast.  “Again and again they are called back, not as skeletal forms that move in the dark but in new bodies, young and strong and perfect, ready to take up their service again.  They are the ultimate warriors, honed by thousands of years of human strife, victors and losers of the greatest battles in history.  They are the best of the best, unconquerable save by one another.”

Stasi reached for her gin fizz, hoping her hand didn’t shake.  “And what does that have to do with anything?”

“Now that great fellowship assembles again.  It’s time to put the world in order.”  

“Your order?”

“Not mine solely or exclusively.”  Pelley took a drink.  “But a new order.  And there shall be no night there.”  He smiled as she blinked.  “I don’t expect you know that quote from the Book of Revelations, being a Jew and all.  That’s not as secret as you think, Mrs. Sorley.  Does your husband know?”

She said nothing, and he smiled again, taking a draw from his cigarette.  “His business, not mine.  But it’s time to clean up.  A world without night — imagine that!  No darkness, no deception, no superstition.  Science, progress, order, health — no slums where vermin breed, no dark corners that shelter the prostitute and the homosexual, the deviant and the criminal.  No con men and flim-flam artists, no drug addicts and drunks — all rehabilitated in clean, sanitary conditions.”

“And what about those you can’t rehabilitate?” Stasi asked.  There was a lot of gin in this fizz, and that was a good thing.

“Quarantine, of course.”  Pelley shrugged.  “Just like tuberculosis or leprosy.  You can’t let a few rotten apples spoil the barrel.  Restrict the contagion to ten urban centers in North America, ten cities that have proper facilities, and then the rest of the country will be clean.  Healthy.”  He shook his head as though he were a fond schoolmaster.  “You can’t expect to raise those Gentile children correctly, can you, Mrs. Sorley?  They may not be your blood, but what can they learn from you?  How to booze it up in clubs and dance the Charleston?  How to take people in a con scheme?  How to make a living based on your charms, considerable as they are?  What kind of mother are you and what are you teaching them?” 

She drew in a quick breath.

“Pure sunlight,” Pelley said.  “Pure brightness.  The midsummer sun that illuminates all dark corners, that immolates all impurity it touches.  There will be no night there.”  He put his glass down.  “You can serve that light, Mrs. Sorley.  That’s a choice you can make.”

“And if I don’t?”  

He smiled gently.  “Ultimately it will be very sad, just like your friend tonight.  He was a great man once, a servant of Impenetrable Brightness.  But he fell away from that course long ago, moved by the dying words of a slave woman.  It was good poetry, I admit — ‘very well, as befits the last of so many noble rulers…’  And now — well, you see him, don’t you?  Boozing it up in clubs, playing dangerous and silly games, frittering away his talent and his life, when he might answer that great call.  Now is the time.  The horns have sounded, Mrs. Sorley, and either you are with us or against us.  If he had come over, he might have been a great force for good.  Who knows what he might have done, opening the gates of the Potomac to those who would bring America into concert with great events?  He might have led Roosevelt out in chains so that the whole nation could see what happens when you give a Jew-loving cripple the reins of power!  He might have met his brothers face to face, a handclasp between those who were meant to fight the darkness of Stalinism together!  But instead…”  Pelley shook his head sadly.  “Instead he’s a might-have-been.  A man who died in a drunk driving accident in Hawaii without ever having done a single thing of note in his life.”

“Not yet.”  

Stasi spun around. 

George was standing right behind Pelley, his white dinner jacket streaked with dirt and a bleeding cut over one eye.  Lewis was just behind him, Alma and Mitch bringing up the rear.  George grabbed Pelley by the shirtfront, hauling him off the barstool.  “Now listen, you little pipsqueak.”  His voice was low but forceful.  “If you ever do anything like that again, I will know.  And no matter where you do it or to whom, I will personally find you and break your neck.”  He lifted Pelley up just a little more than was comfortable as the entire bar turned to look.  

“I don’t know what you mean,” Pelley said.

“You do.”  George bent close to his ear, a feral smile on his face.  “And let me tell you something else.  If you happen to get lucky and do me in, my wife won’t kill you.  She’s got something better than that.  Are you afraid of the dark, Pelley?  If you’re not, you will be by the time she gets done.  She knows a Hawaiian curse that will shrivel the skin from your bones and consume every bit of meat on you as you scream in pain, splintering your bones very, very slowly over the years while your skin rots and you beg for someone to put you out of your misery.  And finally you’ll shoot yourself right through the brain, if you’ve got balls enough to do it.  And she’ll watch you the whole time, laughing.”  His smile broadened, showing wolf teeth at the sides.  “People make the mistake of thinking I’m the dangerous one.”

The bartender cleared his throat.  “Hey, buddy…”

George let go of Pelley, grinning affably.  “Sorry, old chum.  I got carried away there for a second.”  He brushed his hands off.  “Hope I didn’t crease your suit.”

“He’s been in a car accident,” Alma said to the bartender. Her voice was pitched to carry to the gathering crowd. “It’s been a rough night.  Can we use your phone?”

Stasi looked at Mitch, whose expression said clearer than words, I’ll tell you later.

Pelley melted away into the gathering crowd, not looking back once, but the chill he’d left on her didn’t dispel.  Everyone was milling around asking questions.

“No one was badly hurt,” Alma said loudly.  “Just the car banged up and some cuts and bruises.  I think Colonel Patton hit a pig in the road.  Lewis and I were very fortunate to be right behind and able to give him a lift back.  He’s definitely going to need a towing service.  But all’s well that ends well.”

Stasi reached for Mitch’s hand, squeezing it once.  She had never been more frightened in her life.


Chapter Fifteen

Mitch dropped Jerry and Jimmy at the Bishop Museum the next morning at nine even though it was Saturday.  Alma and Lewis were still in bed and Stasi was taming the madding crowd with about fifty pancakes, cigarette in one hand and spatula in the other, a bleary expression on her face.  

After he dropped Jerry he started home, then on impulse turned onto Hilea Road to go to the Patton’s house instead.  He probably ought to see how things were this morning.

The Japanese houseboy answered the door.  “Is Colonel Patton in?” Mitch asked.

“No, sorry.  He has gone already,” the boy said, but Bea came up behind him.

“Mitchell!  Do come in,” she said.

“There’s no need,” Mitch said.  “I just wanted to check by and see if George was ok after last night.”

“He has three stitches, but for him that’s nothing,” she said, opening the door and motioning him in.  “He had a meeting at Hickam Field this morning, and he said he was just fine, so he went on.”

“I’m glad to hear everything is ok,” Mitch said, following her through the dining room to the breakfast table on the lanai.

“Hardly that.”  Bea stopped.  “The car is a wreck.  He was very lucky.”

Mitch swallowed.  “The pig he hit…”

“He told me.”  Her voice was brisk.  She went out on the lanai, leaning against the rail looking toward the sea.  “He told me it was a fetch, and that it was no accident.”

Mitch came to the rail beside her, casting a glance sideways.  She looked so ordinary in her white shirtwaist dress, graying hair pinned up at the back of her neck, a few years older than he was, a perfectly normal person.  But she wasn’t, and neither was he.  She’d shown that back at Henry’s house, when they’d found the iron necklace stolen.  It was time to throw the dice.  “Beatrice, why does William Pelley want to kill your husband?”

She took a deep breath, not looking at him.  “Because of who he was in the past, in a life before this one.  As though Pelley were strong enough for that!  This isn’t the first time he’s tried, and it probably won’t be the last.”

“He tried before?”  Mitch frowned.

Bea nodded.  “It didn’t work because the bones he used weren’t the right person.  If Pelley was half as clever as he thinks he is, he would have known that the name on the tombstone didn’t match the man buried there.  He thinks he knows the stories, but he only knows what’s in the history books.”

And that made sense, a connection suddenly knitting.  “My wife is a medium,” Mitch said.  “Pelley tried to hire her a few years ago to call a man shot in 1815, but it didn’t work.  Stasi said no, by the way.”

Bea’s face lit in a wide smile.  “That would be it, yes.  I’m glad your wife didn’t get into it, but it wouldn’t have worked anyway.  George wasn’t shot in 1815 and so those were not his bones.  But I tell you this, Pelley isn’t the only one hunting Companions. And he’s certainly not the strongest.”

Mitch took his time, picking his words carefully.  “Pelley told my wife a story about knights, about a group of warriors forever oathbound.  Are you saying it’s true?”

She raised her hands to her chin, pressing them against her mouth for a moment as though she decided whether to speak or not, and then turned to face him squarely.  “My husband believes — I believe — that he has been reincarnated many times.  He has fought in many wars in many eras, for good and ill, and because of his karma and his choices he returns to fight again.  Sometimes it’s been battles you would have heard of, and most often not.  There are others who share his fate.  Including me.”

Mitch nodded slowly.  It didn’t seem fair, but there it was.  “And are you also bound against your will?”

Bea smiled, glancing down at Mitch’s left hand where it rested on the rail.  “That ring on your finger — is it an oath or a fetter?”

“It’s my wedding band,” Mitch said.  “It’s an oath.”

“Some men would say it’s a fetter,” Bea said.  “The old ball and chain!”

“That’s not what it is to me,” Mitch said.  “I chose to make that promise to Stasi of my own free will, and I don’t regret it for a second.”

“That is what my oaths are to me,” Bea said gently.  “I took them of my own free will, and I don’t regret them either.  I don’t want to be unbound from the company of those I love.  I find my freedom in service, in our shared love for the world, just as you find your freedom and happiness in your marriage.  I can see that you love her very much.  That binding isn’t a loss, but a gain.”

Mitch swallowed.  “We understand each other,” he said.  “We’re a team.  She’s the only person who’s ever really gotten me, and I think I’m the only person she’s ever relied on.  She’s my freedom.”

“And my oaths are mine,” Bea said quietly.  “This is who I am.  Wife, mother, writer, amateur anthropologist.  Oracle and eternal Companion.”

He put his other hand on the railing, looking out toward the sea.  Incredible, but true.  He knew it in his bones.  What she said was absolutely true.

She watched his face change.  “You believe me.”

“Yes.”

“Most people wouldn’t, even if I told them.”

“I’m not most people,” Mitch said.

“We’re very good at looking normal, you and I. We’re very good at passing. You’re such a good guy, such a regular fellow, a good pilot who likes football and beer and his family. And I — I am an army wife who dabbles at writing novels full of romance and adventure. You’d never know, would you?”

“No,” Mitch said. “We’re pretty good at passing.” 

She looked away, out toward the distant sea. “It’s the others I feel for,” she said. “The ones who can’t. The ones who slip up or who are just too strange. They need too much or they say the wrong thing and they can’t survive in the daylight world. And then they lose everything. The best they can hope for is to tumble from grace and the worst….” She stopped, and when she went on her voice was hard. “At the worst, they face electroshocks, medicines…. We’re the lucky ones. No one will ever catch us.” She lifted her chin. “Dr. Radke has more to be afraid of than we do. He has more to lose, and he looks like an outlaw no matter how respectable his suits.”

“Not like a housewife.”

“Not like a good old boy.” Bea gave him a shifting smile. “But we know who our kin are, no matter how normal we look.”

“The night world,” he said, leaning his elbows on the rail of the lanai. “It gets pretty strange sometimes, but I never wanted an ordinary life.”

“Nor did I,” she said.

“Dead people wandering around all the time wanting stuff, strange happenings every month or two, random people trying to kill other random people, weird science, occult conspiracies…. It’s like living in Weird Tales.” Mitch grinned.

“And you love it,” Bea said. She pushed her hair back from her face. “And so do I. That’s the first thing I say when someone asks me if it’s real. I ask them if they want it to be.”

“I want it to be,” Mitch said.  “I want to understand what’s going on.  Pelley and his Silver Legion — the whole thing makes the hair stand up on the back of my neck.  Pelley wants to summon the dead to fight for him.”

“Not the dead,” she said. “The living. Why not make an army of the greatest military minds of all time? Why not find all of the best, the reincarnations of the most talented and undefeated generals who ever lived, and bring them all to your side to fight for you? Why not bind them to you, one by one? Who can defeat you if you have Hannibal and Agrippa, if you have the Knights of the Round Table and Charlemagne’s Paladins and Napoleon’s Marshals all rolled up together?”

“Oh damn,” Mitch said.

“In a word.” 

“Pelley calls his inner circle the Marshals.”

“It’s an easy list to start with,” Bea said. “And far easier to find material correspondences for men dead a century ago than those dead a thousand years or more.  Far easier to find them.  Not that Pelley has the sense to find half of them.  He’s too fettered by his own beliefs.”

“Come again?”

She turned, leaning back against the rail, and it struck him that she was really pretty, compelling in the same way Stasi was.  “The soul has no gender or race, Mitchell.  Today I’m a woman and you’re a man.  A hundred years ago you might have been a woman.  Three hundred years ago I was a man.  Pelley would know this if he read his own apparently Christian doctrine.  ‘In Christ there is no male nor female.’  Galatians 3:28.  ‘There is no Jew or Gentile, no slave nor free.’  We are all one.”

Mitch nodded.  

“And so those who are knights and warriors in one life may be wives or servants in another,” Bea said.  “We play all parts, given world enough and time.  Priestess and soldier, mother and son, king and courtesan.”

“So half of the people Pelley’s looking for are people he now disqualifies,” Mitch said.  “He thinks only white men are worth talking to, so he’s missing half the people he’s looking for!”  It was so perfectly obvious when he thought about it, ironic and completely reasonable.

“George registers to him because he’s currently a white man.  But he wouldn’t notice me unless I bit him.”

Mitch grinned.  “Would you?”

“Oh yes.”  She smiled back.  “And I bite hard.”

“So I hear,” Mitch said, realizing belatedly that sounded like innuendo.  She must get a lot of innuendo, as attractive as she was.

Bea didn’t seem to take it that way.  “George won’t play ball with his Silver Legion.  Pelley will never get the time of day out of him again, nor any of his associates.  But that’s not the biggest problem right now.”

“The dig?” Mitch asked.

Bea nodded.  “I think Pelley is the mystery donor.  Peter can’t find out who gave the money, but I think it was Pelley.  I think Pelley is funding the dig in hopes of finding the navel of the world, but I don’t think ultimately he’s the one pulling the strings.”

“Then who is?”

“Can’t you guess?”

“I don’t have all the pieces,” Mitch said.  “I don’t know archaeology.  I don’t know the players.”

“Dr. Radke was recommended to Peter by Dr. Herman Wirth,” Bea said.  “He’s a German prehistorian who has just been appointed to a new government post, heading an organization called Studiengesellschaft für Geistesurgeschichte Deutsches Ahnenerbe, or the Ahnenerbe for short.  The Society for the Study of the German Ancestral Heritage. He works for Heinrich Himmler.”

Mitch leaned against the rail thoughtfully.  “You think the German government is pulling the strings.”

“I think the Ahnenerbe is,” Bea said.  “I think Pelley is the conduit for the money to fund the dig.  Which suggests that Pelley has found very congenial friends for his theories of racial and spiritual superiority, doesn’t it?”

“And so the appearance of a German battlecruiser in Hawaii….”

“Is probably not coincidental, no,” Bea said dryly.  “Wouldn’t you keep Pelley on a tight leash?”

“I wouldn’t trust him as far as I could throw him,” Mitch said.

“I doubt the captain of the battlecruiser — Dönitz, I think his name is — does either.  I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s checking up on the dig, whether or not he knows anything about Pelley’s other work.”

Mitch started.  “You think he might?”

“I have no idea if he does or not.  But do you truly think it’s impossible for military officers to be involved in the occult?”

Mitch had to snort.  “I see your point.  It’s always wise to assume that your opponent has as much common sense as you do.”

“Even if the entire business seems crazy.”  Bea leaned against the rail.  “Which it does.  But here we are, and last night Pelley tried to kill George.”

“You think he’ll try again?”

“Not George,” she said.  “I think George put the fear of God in him.  Or at least the fear of things that go bump in the night.  But he will try again with someone else, another time in another place.  If he’s hunting Companions he’s not going to stop.”

“We’ve got to take Pelley down,” Mitch said. It settled over him in a cold certainty.  It seemed impossible.  But it had to be.

“That won’t stop the Ahnenerbe.”

“No, but it will deny them a magician,” Mitch said. He took a deep breath. “We have to stop the Silver Legion. And I don’t have any idea how we’re going to do that.”

Lewis dreamed, and in his dream he left Alma sleeping and walked into dawn, eastward over the Pacific Ocean toward the rising sun.  Waves passed beneath him, faster than the best plane he’d ever flown, the coast of California with the sun behind it.  He soared into morning.  Mountains unfolded beneath him, deserts and plains, running east into blinding light.  Forests and mountains, cities and sea.  Afternoon shadows lengthened, stretching out in front of him, evening coming as dawn came half a world away in Hawaii.  The summer evening was balmy and bright as he alighted before a palace in a lake.

Its pale stone shone whitely.  A hundred windows reflected light, while fountains played between courtyards and lawns.  Versailles, Lewis thought.  But no.  Versailles wasn’t in the middle of a lake.  Something touched his palm and he looked down.

A white hound stood beside him, looking up at him with eyes as blue as the skies.

Lewis went down on one knee, caressing her silky ears.  “My lady,” he said.  Her fur was soft under his hand, warm and supple, and She looked at him with pride and knowing.  Whenever he’d dreamed like this before it was important.  Whenever She chose to speak to him, he should listen.  “What is it that you want to show me?”

The hound walked off a few paces, then stopped and looked back.

“I’ll follow you,” Lewis said.

And so he did, through galleries and salons full of precious gilt furniture, past children and lingering tourists and guides trying to herd them on as closing time approached, passing through velvet ropes and up staircases like a ghost, until they reached a room on the second floor.  The sun was setting, and this room was in shadow, on the east side of the building with heavy drapes already drawn.  A row of glass cases sat along the wall, tidy cards labeling objects displayed on black cloth.

“I don’t understand,” Lewis said.  He was trying to.  A piece of jewelry?  Was this like the cursed necklace had been, iron to strangle, iron to kill?  There was iron, there was steel…  The more he tried to make the room clear, to read the labels, the more they wavered.  His conscious mind fought for clarity, pushing the dream away.

The hound nosed at one cabinet and he looked where She stood, trying to see even as he felt himself waking, as he pushed against the gathering dusk.  

A white cross gleamed against the dark background, a cross and some other things.  A brooch?  A decoration?  A white cross, surrounded by something…  No, not a cross.  A five pointed star, the magician’s protective pentagram…

Lewis woke.  He sat up in bed, alone in the rented cottage in Hawaii, sunlight streaming in through the window.  The sound of water running in the bath upstairs and the empty space beside him suggested that Alma was already up.  He shook his head, trying to shake the sleep from his eyes.  “I don’t understand,” he said aloud.  His voice was loud in the empty room, all of the events of the night before rushing back.  He had gone to sleep worrying about Pelley and the fetch, and Diana had tried to show him.  But what did the dream mean?  As usual, Lewis felt two steps behind.  

It was half an hour before Lewis sat at the dining room table with a cup of coffee, still unshaved but at least dressed, while Dora and Merilee played some game that involved running around and around the table and chairs screaming.  They’d already had breakfast and Stasi looked like she’d been through the wars, and Mrs. Fong took mercy on her, taking the girls into the kitchen to help shell peas for lunch.  The radio was blaring a cowboy show from the living room, presumably for Douglas, who must also have already eaten given the amount of crumbs under the table and the glass half full of Ovaltine sitting on the table amid pieces of cut up newspaper.  It looked like someone had taken pinking shears to the advertising sections.

“Where’s Mitch?” Lewis asked blearily.

“He drove Jerry and Jimmy over to the dig,” Stasi said.  She frowned.  “He should have been back by now.”

At that moment the front door opened and a second later Mitch came in, putting the keys back in his pocket.  “Sorry,” he said.  “I didn’t mean to worry you.”

“You didn’t, darling.”  Stasi leaned back against the sideboard, her cigarette in hand.  She seemed suddenly to notice it and pulled it out of the holder, grimacing, and ground it out in the nearest ashtray.  “Why would I worry about you just because someone nearly had a fatal accident last night?”

“I didn’t nearly have a fatal accident, and I’m fine.”  Mitch poured himself a cup of coffee from the pot sitting on the end of the sideboard.  “I stopped by to see how George was this morning.”

“And?” Alma asked, coming in the other door, her hair wet and her face shiny.

“Bea says he’s fine.  He’s gone to work.”

“That’s something,” Alma said.  She looked at Lewis, reading something from his expression.  “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know,” Lewis said, and he told them the dream, about the hound and the white pentagram in the case and the palace in the lake.

Stasi took off her apron, twisting it in her hands.  “Herrenchiemsee,” she said.

“Gesundheit,” Mitch said.

She swatted him with the apron.  “The palace.  It’s Herrenchiemsee, in Bavaria.  Built fifty years ago by Mad King Ludwig as a copy of Versailles.  It’s remarkably easy to burgle.”

“Oh.”  Mitch looked impressed.  “Have you?”

“Let’s not delve into that too closely, shall we?”  Stasi smirked.  “But it’s been open to the public since just after the war.  It’s very pretty.”

Alma frowned.  “Is it a museum?”

“There are some minor pieces in addition to the palace itself, but no great works of art,” Stasi replied.  “It has a collection related to Ludwig’s family.  A rather nice portrait of old Max Joseph.  A lovely Meissen chandelier.”

“Did you burgle a chandelier?” Mitch asked.  “I can just see you stealing a huge china chandelier.”

“I didn’t steal the chandelier,” Stasi said.  “It’s still there.”

“What else is there?” Alma asked.

“Some uniforms and clothing.  A couple of nineteenth century wedding gowns displayed on store models.  Some Christening gowns and little shoes.”

“Those are the kinds of things Pelley or someone else could use for correspondences,” Alma said thoughtfully.  “Personal items, not works of art.  And we’ve seen him go after antiquities before.”

“Were there any military decorations?” Lewis asked.  He kept trying to make the picture come clear in his mind, but he had been half awake and it eluded him. But he thought he’d seen something like it before.

Stasi nodded.  “A couple of cases of them.  I don’t think I ever looked at them closely.”  She gave Lewis a brilliant smile.  “They’re not that valuable, darling.”

Mitch shook his head.  “But what do we do about it, Al?  If somebody is going to steal something from Herrenchiemsee, which is six thousand miles away, and use it for a correspondence, what are we supposed to do about it?”  He looked at Lewis.  “Why would Diana tell you?  I don’t think she would unless there was something you could actually do?”

“I don’t know.  But there must be something I’m supposed to do about it.”  Lewis frowned.  “I don’t think we’ve seen the last of Pelley, and after last night….”

“We can’t let him do something else like last night,” Alma said briskly.  “George may be fine, but the next person Pelley aims at won’t be.”

“Can he just do this anywhere in the world if he has an item?” Lewis asked.

“I don’t think so,” Mitch said thoughtfully.  “That would take a huge amount of energy.”

“If he could, he wouldn’t be here in Hawaii,” Alma said.  “No, he may have some correspondence that reaches George, but he needed to be in close proximity.  He needed to actually hand him the business card for the fetch to home in on.  He couldn’t do it from California or he would have.”

“That makes sense,” Lewis said.

“We need to talk to Jerry about this,” Alma said.  “I take it he’s gone out to the dig?”

“I took him to work,” Mitch said.  “And I think we should talk to Bea too.  She knows a lot, and her Lodge could be helpful.”

“Not to mention that George is the one with the correspondence Pelley was homing in on,” Alma said.

Mitch sat down at the table, cupping his hands around his coffee cup.  “Bea says that Pelley is hunting people who were famous soldiers in the past.  And she thinks he’s not the top guy.  She thinks the trail leads back to the German government.”

“Then they don’t need to steal whatever it is,” Stasi observed.  “Just go get it.  It’s in a national museum in Bavaria.  Just have someone borrow it for study or conservation or whatever.”

Alma took a deep breath, and Lewis knew what she was thinking.  This was impossible.  How do you prevent the legitimate owners of something from using it when you’re six thousand miles away and have no right to it?

“We need to have a serious conversation,” Mitch said.  “All of us, with Jerry here.  And Bea and George.  You need to hear what she has to say, Al.  I can’t do it justice.”

Al’s brows twitched.  “You think we won’t believe it.  That it’s too far out there.”

Mitch didn’t say anything, just looked at her steadily.

“But you do,” Stasi said.  She came and stood behind his chair, one hand on his shoulder.  

Mitch nodded.  “Yeah,” he said slowly.  “I do.”

“Ok,” Al said.  “That’s good enough for me.  Let’s get together and talk about it.”

It was raining hard by mid-morning, a strong west wind lashing against the windows of the borrowed office, and Jerry was glad he’d had the sense to avoid the dig today.  Not that he couldn’t manage if he had to, but it would be painfully hard, and exceedingly wet, and it was much more pleasant in the museum’s back rooms.  At the moment, the worktable was covered with the more interesting objects they had found, laid out in clustered that approximated their relative positions in situ.  It was mostly the detritus of daily life — fishhooks, bits of stone tools, shells pierced for decoration, ordinary and homely and fascinating.  Their map of the site was unrolled on the smaller table, its edges weighted with a poi-masher, a giant clamshell, and a very worn stone figure, and he moved from one to the other, updating the map with the most recent finds and letting the patterns wash over him.

If this were the Mediterranean or Egypt — or the Levant — he’d be certain what he was looking at:  a perfectly ordinary village, unremarkable in any way.  A tantalizing glimpse of how ordinary islanders lived before the arrival of the white man, but hardly a major find.  Definitely nothing that supported the idea of a Chinese discovery of Hawaii.

And yet there were the anomalies.  Both Willi and Dr. Buck agreed that it was unusual for such a small village to have a dancing floor this large. The mound at the northern edge could be a temple base so eroded as to show no signs of its use, or it could be an observatory platform.  The view of sea and sky was unusually good, the central mountains blocking only a small portion of the eastern sky. There was the fragment of bone with its burnt edge and web of cracks, and three more smaller bits of bone that might have come from the same or similar fragments.  If you could believe Mr. Collins’ recollection, the porcelain had been found on the site of the chief’s hut.  

And, of course, there was the stone.  He picked it out of the pattern, took it across to his desk to hold it under the light, turning it so that the scratches showed most clearly. For the hundredth time, he wished he read Chinese. If the marks had been Demotic, for example, he could have hazarded a guess as to whether they were random marks that happened to look like letters or if they were real but crudely made.  Willi still refused to commit himself, but Jerry thought he believed they were real.

The door opened, and Mrs. Tang came in, balancing the tea tray in her hands. Jerry hastily cleared a spot on his desk, and she set it down with a smile.

“Good day for tea, huh?”

The rain rattled against the windows in punctuation, and Jerry nodded. “Perfect for it.”

“Be nicer tomorrow,” she said.  “You want a cup for Dr. Radke?”

“Yes, thanks.”  If the rain kept up, Willi would close the dig early, and there might as well be a cup waiting.

She nodded, adding the second cup.  “I’ll pick this up before you go.”

“Thank you,” Jerry said again, and reached for his magnifying glass as the door closed behind her.  The scratches looked purposeful to him, but it was hard to tell. After a moment, he poured himself a cup of tea, pale gold and smelling of jasmine, too delicate to spoil with cream and sugar.  If there had been Chinese explorers here — if Bea’s story was true, the island-ship crashing ashore, never to depart again — had the crew drunk tea like this in their exile?  For a moment, he could almost see them, a man in silk and a man in feathers, a pot of tea and a bowl of poi between them, and then the image faded.  He took another drink of tea, picked up his pencil, and returned to the map.

He was lost in the pattern when the door opened again, and he looked up, blinking, to see not Mrs. Tang but Willi, a cigar box in one hand and propelling Jimmy ahead of him with the other.

“Take the box, please,” Willi said, and Jimmy obeyed without protest. Jerry lifted an eyebrow, and Willi went on, in German, “If you would take him, Jerry, we have work still at the site.”

“In this weather?” Jerry held up the teapot, and Willi nodded once.

“Thank you.  Yes, I am worried about protecting the dancing floor.”  He drained half the cup and set it back with a clatter. Both he and Jimmy were wearing borrowed oilskins; Willi’s hair was plastered to his skull and Jimmy’s jeans were wet to the knee.  Neither of them would die of cold, not in a tropical downpour, but he didn’t like the mulish look on Jimmy’s face, or the militant light in Willi’s eye.

“Everything all right?”

Willi snorted. “Not so much. He has been a pain in the ass all day — but I’ll let him tell you.  If he chooses.”

Jerry felt his eyebrows rise even further.  “Ok.”

“Also we have found some interesting items,” Willi said, switching back to English.  “Which Jimmy can help you with.”  He tossed off the rest of his cup.  “And now I will get back to the dig.”

“Ok,” Jerry said again, but the door had already closed behind the other man.  He looked at Jimmy instead.  “Set the box down here and get out of that jacket. I don’t want you dripping on my notes.”

“Yes, sir.”  Jimmy’s voice was meek enough, but his expression was stormy. He freed himself from the oilskin jacket and hat, hung it carefully on the coatrack, and returned to the table, wiping his hands on his pants.  Jerry studied him, decided he wasn’t actually dripping, and motioned to the teapot.  

“Would you like a cup?”

Something that was almost anger flickered across the boy’s face. “I don’t drink that Chinese mess.”

“That’s your choice,” Jerry said, “but don’t be rude about it.”

Jimmy shrugged one shoulder.  “Nobody heard. And anyway, they’re only Chinese.”

“And where did you pick that up?” Jerry said, softly. 

Jimmy shrugged again.  “Everybody knows it.”

“Why don’t you tell me why you’re in trouble?” Jerry said, after a moment.

“I didn’t do anything.”  Jimmy’s face was tight.  “I was just trying to help.”

Jerry waited, watching him over the rim of his glasses, and Jimmy looked away.

“They weren’t working fast enough, and Dr. Radke said we had to get everything protected.  I just told them to hurry up, that’s all.”

“You were giving orders to Dr. Radke’s workers,” Jerry said.

Jimmy flushed to the roots of his hair. “They needed to go faster —”

“You’re a boy of eleven working his first dig,” Jerry said. “These men have all been trained by Dr. Buck and the University staff. Do you think it might be possible that there was a reason for them to go more slowly than you’d like?”

“They’re Hawaiian,” Jimmy muttered.  “Clancy says they don’t like to work hard.”

And there, Jerry thought, was the root of the problem.  Gray had learned better than to say things like that where he or Willi could hear, but that didn’t mean he didn’t believe them.  “Did Dr. Radke think there was a problem?”

“He couldn’t see,” Jimmy said. “And the guys were all laughing at me anyway.”

Jerry relaxed just a little. If Buck’s men were able to laugh at the situation, rain and all, it was less likely they’d quit outright.  “It’s not your business to be giving orders. If anything, it’s the other way round.  You’re supposed to be helping them.”

“I thought I was helping you and Dr. Radke,” Jimmy said.

“You’re helping on the dig,” Jerry answered. “That means you’re there to do things for the more experienced men.  And, yes, that includes the diggers — in fact, it’s pretty much everyone.”

“Yes, sir.”

Jerry considered the boy’s tone, decided he sounded genuinely chastened.  “Good.  That’s settled, then.  What’s in the box? And are you sure you don’t want some tea?”

“No, thank you,” Jimmy said.  “There’s some more tools, but mostly — another of those bones.”

Jerry opened the box, contemplating the damp objects.  A stone ring, a broken stone with a rounded end that was probably part of a tool of some sort, and, yes, another, larger piece of cracked bone. There was no burn mark this time, but there were scratches….  He picked up the magnifying glass again.  Yes, the scratches were made prior to the cracks, and they looked more than a bit like Chinese characters. 

Jimmy cleared his throat. “You’re not going to fire me, are you, Dr. Ballard?”

Jerry blinked.  “No.  Not for one mistake. You’ve been doing a good job otherwise, and I think we’ve gotten things clear.” He took a careful breath, wishing he knew what to say to children.  “Mr. Gray may eventually be a good archeologist. It’s far too soon to tell about that. But a good man doesn’t assume people are less than he just because of their color or their job.”

“Yes, sir,” Jimmy said again.

“Now.  Can you show me where the bone was found?”  Jerry stepped aside, letting Jimmy lead the way to the map, and hoped he’d said enough.


Chapter Sixteen

It was Wednesday evening before they could actually arrange it, Miss Lee agreeing to babysit on the theory that the adults had been invited to a dinner party.  Certainly that was plausible enough, and didn’t involve any strange or occult considerations.  The only sore person might be Willi, since something involving the dig’s supporters that Jerry had deliberately cut him out of was bound to give offense.  Lewis didn’t ask what Jerry had told him.  Or maybe Jerry just hadn’t mentioned the dinner party and hoped he wouldn’t hear.  In any event, all five of them turned up at Beatrice’s house at barely seven, early for cocktails but not so early as to cause comment.

They sat on the lanai in the gathering dusk, fortified with a mai tai or two, while Alma sketched out what she had learned about Pelley, adding his connection with Lily.  She was trusting them with a lot, but Lewis supposed this was one of those situations where you had to trust people if you wanted to get anywhere.  Certainly it would wreck George’s career if they blabbed about his occult dealings.

“And that’s how we know Pelley,” Alma concluded.  

“He’s a slimy little coward,” George said conversationally.

“But a dangerous one,” Alma said.  

“I can take care of myself,” George said.

“We can,” Beatrice murmured, with a feral smile, and George grinned himself, showing teeth.

“ I don’t doubt it,” Alma said, “but that’s not necessarily true of anyone else he may target.”

“Some of them may be children,” Beatrice mused.  “Or completely defenseless.”  

“We have to do something about that,” Alma said.  “If you do think he’s actually got a list.  I don’t know if we can warn them or somehow protect them….”

“How do we protect them when we don’t know who they are?” George asked.

“We don’t know who they are now,” Jerry said, pushing his glasses back up on his nose.  “No more than Pelley does.  But if he’s hunting the greatest soldiers who ever lived, he’s got a list.  We’ve seen before that he’s buying and stealing antiquities associated with his targets.”

George and Beatrice exchanged a glance, and she shook her head.  “He could be using anything.”

“Not just anything,” Alma said briskly.  “It has to be personal and verifiable.  There may be mythical swords of King Arthur or horns of Roland, but none of them are historically verifiable.  And just something from the right era won’t do.  It has to be personal to the individual, something that belonged to them and that meant something to them.  That’s a much shorter list.”

“Until you get to Napoleon’s marshals,” George said.  “Some of those men were still alive eighty years ago.  There are letters in their handwriting.  Journals.  Maps.  Uniforms.  Personal belongings.  Even photographs of some of the last generals to die.”

“Which is why we think Pelley’s starting with that list,” Mitch said.

“There are literally thousands of items associated with Napoleonic marshals and generals,” Beatrice said.  “And many of them can be legitimately acquired.  I don’t see how we can possibly ward all of them.  And that’s the big problem.  Unless there’s something that can reach all of them at once.”

“There is,” Lewis blurted.  Everyone stared at him.  He had to trust himself, trust Diana.  “That’s what my dream meant.  She was showing me.  Something we can use and so can they, something that will reach the whole list.  I think it was a decoration.  A white five pointed star, like a pentagram.  I didn’t get a good look, but I think it was a medal on a ribbon.”

George got up without a word and went in the house.  

Alma looked after him.  “I know this sounds bizarre,” she said to Beatrice.  “Truly, I know that it does.”

Beatrice smiled.  “It takes more than this to be too strange for me.  And the attack on George was real.”  She dropped her voice.  “He doesn’t like to think so, but it could have killed him.  If he’d gone off that cliff….”

He came back out, and Lewis twisted around in his chair as George handed him a green velvet box.  “Did it look like this?”  Lewis opened it.

A heavy medal on a red ribbon lay within.  The ribbon itself was faded, but the decoration was bright, a white five pointed star, each point separating into two, with a wreath of olive branches and oak leaves behind it, while a crown surmounted it.  In the center was a gold medallion, a man in profile, while gold words picked out a legend on a blue enamel circle — Napoleon Emp. des Français.  

Lewis reached down and picked it up carefully, feeling the heavy weight of the gold.  Now he knew why it looked familiar.  He’d seen one similar during the war.  Only there had been a wreath instead of a crown, a woman’s head in the center.  But the one in his dream had looked like this.  “Yes,” Lewis said slowly.  “This is it.  I knew it was like something I’d seen during the war, but not quite.”  He looked up.  “This is a Legion of Honor.”

“A First Empire Legion of Honor,” George said.  “I bought it from a military antiques dealer ten years ago.  This is from the fourth issue, early 1813.  You can tell by the balls on the points of the star.”

Lewis nodded slowly, trying to make the picture in memory come clear.  “I don’t think the one in the case had those.  And it had some kind of collar or chain.  An officer’s version?  A higher version of the order?”

Beatrice stirred in her chair.  “If it’s in Herrenchiemsee, it’s probably Prince Eugene’s.  He married Max Joseph’s daughter, which made him one of Ludwig’s great uncles.  So certainly an officer of the order, and probably an earlier issue than 1813.  I’d have to look up when Eugene was awarded the Legion of Honor.  I don’t remember off the top of my head.”

“Does that matter?” Lewis asked.

“Not for these purposes,” Alma said.  “But a symbol of a fraternal order, a decoration that was a prized possession of the wearer, something that already has enormous emotional weight — that would be ideal to use as a correspondence.”  She shook her head, frowning.  “Every wearer of the Legion of Honor, living and dead, now and to come….”

“Can it do that?” Mitch asked.  “Can a symbol like that bind you beyond death?”

“If you consent to it,” Stasi said.  She’d been unusually quiet the entire time.  “Anything can bind you if you consent to it.”

“And this was meant to bind,” Beatrice said.  “It was meant to create ties between its wearers.  When you receive the Legion of Honor, you are part of a fraternity now and forever.  It was meant to be like the Knights of the Round Table.”

Mitch looked really disturbed.  “But can you corrupt that?  Can you twist a living bond around like that?”

George shrugged.  “I would think there would be a lot of resistance.  And I don’t think you could push it diametrically against its original purpose.  I don’t think you could turn it against France, for example.  But to simply use it to find people?  Probably.  Anyone who had worn a First Empire Legion of Honor.”

“Which is everybody on the list,” Alma said.

“Not everybody,” Bea said tartly.  

George grinned.  “Not everybody who absolutely and completely deserved it but didn’t receive one because of their sex and the secrecy of their work, but whose merits should have been amply established and recognized.  Not that you’re still bitter.”

Beatrice looked somewhat mollified.

“A lot of women deserved things and didn’t get them,” Mitch said abruptly.

Stasi looked sideways at the heat in his tone.

“Well, it was crap,” Mitch said.  “Pardon my language.  And that whole business of pulling widows’ pensions in the 1820s unless they could produce a valid marriage certificate.  As if anyone could who was married on campaign!  It was petty and it was cruel.”  He stopped suddenly, blinking.  “I guess I feel strongly about that.”

“Apparently you do.”  Alma looked amused.

Mitch wavered suddenly before Lewis’s eyes, like an overlay of one piece of film over another, so clear that for a moment he thought he saw it physically — a small woman, busty and striking, her dark hair pinned up in braids that crossed over her head, brown eyes and a tilt to her head like a bird, but something of Mitch about her still, something the same in her face and expression though it seemed she could not be more unlike.

Alma said something Lewis didn’t catch, leaning forward, and her familiar, beloved face wavered too, long mustaches and a saturnine complexion entirely at odds with Alma.  But there were the same broad shoulders, the same smile, the same sky blue eyes, her usual protectiveness of Mitch transformed into tenderness.

Lewis was so distracted that he missed the beginning of what Jerry said.  “…it stands to reason if they could use one of the decorations to find people to harm them, we could use it to counter them.  Since you own a First Empire Legion of Honor it seems straightforward.  But I think the key would be having this done by someone who was themselves decorated with a First Empire Legion of Honor.  Someone authorized, as it were.”

“Alma was,” Lewis said.  He could see it against the dark blue of her coat, exactly like the one in his hand, just above the steel of her cuirass.  

George’s head snapped around, his bright eyes fixing on Alma.

A slow flush rose in her face.  “I don’t remember anything,” she said.

“A cuirassier,” Lewis said.  “With brown hair and a moustache.”  The overlay had faded, and he reached for it again.  “A sergeant, I think.”

“My father was a cavalry sergeant,” Alma said.  “He said I was born to the saddle and it’s a pity I wasn’t a boy.”

“If you were, you wouldn’t be an aviatrix,” George said.  “And that may be a lot more important right now.”  He paused.  “Imperial guard at Waterloo?” he asked thoughtfully.

“I don’t remember anything,” Alma said.  “Now or ever.  Ask Lewis.”

Lewis shook his head. “I only saw what I said.  Definitely a Legion of Honor.  The same one as this, with the balls on the tips.”  He didn’t see any reason to mention seeing Mitch as a woman, as confusing and embarrassing as that was.  For some reason imagining Mitch as a busty campaign wife was much weirder than imagining Alma a cavalry sergeant.

“Then that means there are two people who can use the correspondence,” Beatrice said to Jerry.  “George had one too.  I think we can do some kind of protection if we use the medal.  Something that will at least counteract Pelley’s malice.”

Jerry nodded slowly.  “This is going to be complicated.  And it’s going to take a lot of energy.  Though the seven of us are fairly strong.”

“We can count on Peter too,” Beatrice said.  “And Margaret.  I don’t know a lot of the other people here well yet, because we just moved back to the islands this spring and most of them came in while we were gone.  I’m not sure I’d trust them completely.  But Peter and Margaret are solid.”

Alma nodded.  “We’ll trust your judgment on that,” she said.  “And perhaps you and Jerry can put your heads together writing it?”

“We can do that,” Jerry said.  “And plan to do this sometime next week?”

“I’d want to look at an ephemeris,” Beatrice said.

“So would I,” Jerry replied.

“Then we’ll leave you to it and call it a plan,” Alma said.

“Just keep your eyes open,” George said, with another wolfish smile.  “I’m willing to bet Pelley’s not done with us yet.” Lewis thought it sounded almost as though he’d welcome another attack. “And I do mean all of us.  You got in his way, and he’s not going to forget that.”

“We’ll be careful,” Alma said.

Jerry made his way onto the lanai, drink in one hand, cane in the other, and lowered himself carefully into the chair that was set furthest from the rest, stretching his leg with a wince of pain.  The soft ground had been giving him fits the last few days, a bright new sore on the side of his stump.  He was treating it with his usual ointments and extra moleskin pads, but he couldn’t deny he was happier not going into Honolulu this evening.  Willi had taken Hansen out for dinner and a conversation about Clancy Gray, and Jerry wasn’t sorry to be missing that, either. Admittedly, if he’d gone, they could have stopped by Johnny Chen’s afterward, but it was more sensible to stay home and rest his leg.  He had learned through bitter experience that he couldn’t push himself too far without paying for it later.

He looked up as Alma came to join him, the children’s voices following her out the open doors.  It was still half an hour or more to supper, and the usual chaos prevailed.

“I’ve left Lewis to get Dora cleaned up.  How a child can get so grubby at the beach is beyond me.”

Jerry grinned. “Salt water’s not really good for washing, Al.”

“But apparently it’s perfect for collecting sand.”  Alma dropped into the chair beside him, stretching out her legs in unconscious imitation. “Oh, that’s good. The Cat’s cockpit is just a little cramped — the bombardier’s compartment is practically under our feet, and I’m always afraid I’m going to miss my step.”

“Everything still going well with Miss Lauder?”  Jerry took a sip of his drink, squinting at the harbor, the long shadows beginning to fall across the ships at anchor. She was the weak point, the closest connection Pelley had with them, though so far he hadn’t tried to use it. Probably he wasn’t aware of it, Jerry thought, and the warding should at least protect them in the air… and that was one more thing he ought to be working on, along with the larger ritual, some way to break Pelley’s hold for good.

“So far.  We haven’t had any more trouble.”  

“We ought to try to do something for her. More than warding the plane.”

“I suppose.  I mean, yes, we should, but she’s pretty skittish about the whole thing.  And I told you, Pelley’s strong, stronger than I expected. I’d like to hit this plan of his first, before he’s aware of what we can do.”

“It’s a risk,” Jerry said.

“Lily’s as protected as she’s willing to be right now. And — you heard Lewis.  I think this ritual has to come first.” She glanced sideways at him.  “And, speaking of that… I’ve been talking to Mrs. Patton, and it looks as though we need to have our meeting here on the 16th.”

“Here?” Jerry sat up, frowning. “Bea hosted the ritual last time —”

“It’s a Tuesday night,” Alma said.  “Her daughter’s going to be home, and Bea doesn’t want her to know what’s going on.”

Of course not.  Jerry said, “What about Dr. Buck?  Couldn’t we meet at their house?”

“They’re living in a hotel,” Alma said.

“What were you planning to do with our kids?” Jerry asked, and Alma grimaced.

“Well, Dora and Merilee will be in bed, that’s not a problem.  I hadn’t quite figured out what to do with Jimmy and Douglas.”

“I suppose we’ll have to think of something.”  Jerry took a swallow of his drink, barely tasting the rum. If they had to meet here, that meant doing something about Willi, and that was a thing he had been hoping to avoid. Alma was looking at him and he sighed.  “And you want me to ask Willi to let us have the house that night, I suppose?”

Alma nodded.  “If you don’t mind.  I know it’s awkward —”

“It’s a bit more than awkward.”  Jerry shook his head. “If the Bucks are going to be here as well as the Pattons — you have to see how that’s going to look.”

“I know,” Alma said again. “I’m sorry.”

“If I make an effort to talk to Dr. Buck without him — and with Bea Patton, who is something of an expert in her own right — it’ll look as though I’m going behind his back about the dig.  And we’re currently not in agreement about a couple of the finds, which makes it even more likely that I might try that.”

“I didn’t know that,” Alma said, after a moment, and Jerry looked away, staring blindly over the harbor.

“We found two pieces of what might be oracle bones.  Chinese oracle bones. One of them has scratches that might be crudely-formed characters, but Willi’s adamant that they’re just marks.  Accidental and therefore meaningless.”  He reached for his cigarette case, lit one, the match flaring in the gathering dusk. “I don’t know why he’s so determined not to find anything, but — he’s very definite. Asking him to leave us alone will only make the situation worse.”

Alma sighed.  “We can’t change the date.”

“And what am I supposed to tell him?” Jerry drew a lungful of smoke, barely tasting it.  “Would you mind giving us the house for an evening, only I can’t tell you exactly what we’re doing, except that I’m inviting our boss and not you?”

“Tell him it’s for dinner,” Alma said. “Army business, Colonel Patton and friends talking to Mitch and Lewis.”

“And not tell him about Dr. Buck?”

“It’s an option, I suppose.”

“Not a good one.”  People talked — someone would say something, and then it would look even worse.  Jerry shook his head. “If there’s no other way, of course I’ll talk to him.  It’s just…”  It was just that this was the first thing he’d had that was something like a relationship since Gil died, and he didn’t want it to end.  Not yet.

“That bad?” Alma rested her hand lightly on his arm.

“I don’t know.  I hope not.”  He stopped, staring out into the rising dark. “I like him, Al.”

“I know.”  She tightened her fingers, sympathy but not apology, and he sighed again.

“He’s not very sympathetic to esoteric ideas.”

“Lots of people aren’t,” she said.

Jerry nodded. “Gil spoiled me.”

“We were lucky,” she said, with a quicksilver smile.  “Believe me, I know it.”

“And I know this is Lodge business,” Jerry said.  “I’ll talk to him.”

“Let me settle things with the kids first,” Alma said.  “No point in saying anything until we know they’re squared away.”

“Thank you.”  

“If there were any other way, I wouldn’t ask,” Alma said, and Jerry nodded.  He knew that was true, knew she understood what she was asking, and knew what it meant to him.  She wouldn’t grudge him what he’d found any more than he had grudged her Lewis.  Only Lewis had walked into their strange life and made it home.

“I’ll make it work,” he said, and hoped it would be possible.

The problem nagged at him all the next day, and despite his efforts to keep things ordinary, he caught Willi watching him curiously at their lunch break.

“Everything all right?” he asked.  They were still speaking German to each other, though Jerry had to remember that Hanson certainly read the language.  Good practice for him, and good incentive for his seniors to keep their conversations professional.

“I’d like you to look at the new bone again and tell me what those characters say,” Jerry said, grasping at the first topic that came to mind, and then flinched as he realized it was only going to make things worse.

Willi scowled. “They aren’t characters. I keep telling you that.”

“If they were,” Jerry said.

“But they’re not.”  Willi brushed crumbs from his lap and stood up quickly.  “Very well, gentleman, back to work!”

They made little progress after that, and when they returned to the house, tired and irritable, Alma caught his sleeve and drew him into the kitchen.  The air was hot and smelled of potatoes and roasting pork, and Stasi was busy stirring something on the stove while the two little girls sat solemnly in a corner, one with a doll, the other with a wooden spoon.

“Stasi talked to Miss Lee,” Alma said. “She’s going to take the boys out on a harbor cruise with her cousins Tuesday night.  Apparently one of the cousins owns a charter boat, and does some sort of cruise with drinks.  He said he’d take her and the kids. It’s an adventure.”

“That’s good,” Jerry said, though he felt his stomach knot.  “I’ll have a word with Willi, then.”

“Thanks.” Alma laid her hand gently on his shoulder, and turned away.

There was no chance to talk to Willi until well after dinner, when the little girls were upstairs in bed and the boys had been sent to the sleeping porch to read until lights out.  It was dark on the lanai, the lights of Honolulu spread below them, just the lamps in the living room to cast a soft glow across the worn boards.  The radio was playing a dance tune, and a twinned pair of shadows moved against the curtains.  Alma and Lewis had retreated to their room after they put the girls to bed, and wouldn’t be out again, and this… this was the best chance he’d get.  Jerry lit a cigarette, looking sideways at Willi where he leaned against the rail, and offered him the case.  Willi took it and a light, exhaling smoke into the dark.

“I am sorry about today,” he said. “I think Gray has me more on edge than I realize.”

Jerry winced. “He’s a difficult boy.  He must know this isn’t helping his career.”

“I’m not sure that has crossed his mind.”

“I suppose not.”  Jerry took a deep breath.  “I need to ask a favor.”

Willi looked up, startled. “Of course.”

“Tuesday night — Alma and Mitch want the house to themselves, for a meeting.”

“Sure.”  Willi shrugged. “You and I can have dinner in town and then — Johnny Chen’s, maybe?”

Jerry winced again. “Actually, I’m going to be at the meeting, too.”

“Oh?” Willi’s expression was wary.  “What sort of a meeting will this be?”

“I’d rather not say.”

“And who else will be at this meeting?” Willi asked. 

For an instant, Jerry considered the outright lie, then looked away. “I’d rather not say.”

“Can you tell me truthfully that Peter Buck won’t be there?”

Jerry didn’t answer, and Willi shook his head. 

“I can’t believe this. You’re going to go behind my back simply because I won’t indulge in gross speculation.”

“If I were going behind your back,” Jerry said, “I’d hardly have asked you to vacate the house for me.  I have plenty of time to talk to Dr. Buck or anyone else when I’m at the Museum.”

Willi looked somewhat mollified at that. “All right, yes. But then why won’t you tell me what this meeting is about?”

Jerry took a long drag on his cigarette. There were only three options:  lie, refuse to say, or tell the truth.  Willi wasn’t about to accept I can’t tell you, that was clear in his stance and his scowl, and to lie now would make it harder to tell the truth later. And he wanted there to be a later.  It was all well and good to say this was a summer fling, to remind himself that he’d only known Willi for nine weeks. He wanted the chance for more.  “It’s not entirely my business to talk about.”

“Oh?”

“It’s — I suppose you’d say it was a religious meeting,” Jerry said.

“I cannot think of a single religion that meets in secret on Tuesday nights.”

“It’s the full moon,” Jerry said.  “We’re Theosophists, more or less —”

Willi’s head came up sharply.  “You have more sense than that, surely.”

“It’s what I believe.”

“You’re an intelligent man — an educated man,” Willi said.  “You cannot seriously expect me to believe that you take that nonsense about spirits and blood secrets and hidden knowledge manifesting in nature.”

Jerry took a careful breath. “You know as well as I do that there are gaps in the scientific understanding of the universe.  A hundred years ago flight was a fantasy, and the steam engine was just coming into its own.  A hundred years from now, who knows what apparently fantastic belief will be solid fact?”

Willi shuddered, and stubbed out the last of his cigarette.  “That is utter bullshit.”

“Can you allow that I believe it?” Jerry asked.  He hated the note of pain in his own voice, and cleared his throat.  “I’m not asking you to believe it, just to let us use the house Tuesday night.”

“To work magic?”  Willi glared at him.

“And that would be my business,” Jerry snapped.  “Common courtesy —”

“Common courtesy would be not involving others in this sordid business.”  Willi straightened, his expression bleak.  “Very well.  The house is yours Tuesday. I will stay away until midnight and you and your friends may do as you please.  But we will not speak of this again.”

“If that’s how you want it.” Jerry reached for his cigarettes, lit one with hands that did not shake, and pointedly did not offer the pack to the other man.

“Yes. It is. And now, if you will excuse me —”  Willi fumbled in his pockets, came up with the keys to the Museum’s truck.  “You have given me much to think about, Dr. Ballard, and I prefer to do that thinking elsewhere.”

“Suit yourself,” Jerry answered, but Willi was already gone.  He took a deep breath, the tobacco stale on his tongue, stubbed out the cigarette with a grimace of distaste.  Where had he gone wrong? Surely there was something he could say that would mend this…  He had been lucky with Gil.  What were the odds that he’d get that lucky twice? 

The music was still playing inside, bright and peppy, Mitch and Stasi’s shadows swirling past the shade in some complicated figure.  He ought to go inside, get himself a very stiff drink, or maybe two, and hope that he was sound asleep before Willi came home.  But that would mean passing the others, answering questions he wasn’t prepared to hear, and instead he slumped down lower in his chair.  He’d wait until they went upstairs, and maybe then he’d know what to say.

Jerry stared into his coffee nursing a headache that had nothing to do with alcohol.  It was barely dawn, the house still quiet.  Mrs. Fong hadn’t even arrived yet.  He’d made the coffee himself, unwilling to wait for someone else.  He’d better get used to doing things alone.

There was a step at the door and Mitch came in, the faint shadow of stubble on his face, a sure sign he hadn’t shaved in a few days.  He checked when he saw Jerry.  “You’re up early.”

“Yeah,” Jerry said.

Mitch got a cup from the cupboard.  “Hung over?”

Jerry laughed mirthlessly.  “Would be nice.”

Mitch got the milk from the icebox and mixed his coffee weak and sweet, his back to Jerry.  Obviously he couldn’t help but hear some of the discussion the night before, and even if he hadn’t understood a word of it, the raised voices told their own story.  “Radke upset that we went over to the Patton’s for cocktails?”

“Not exactly,” Jerry said dryly.

“You told him about the Lodge.”  

“I tried to.  It didn’t go well.”  Which was an understatement if there ever was one.  Jerry took a long drink of his black coffee.

Mitch sat down opposite him, scrubbing his chin.  “That’s Pelley.  Sowing disorder.”

“Why doesn’t Pelley’s vision appeal to you?” Jerry asked curiously.  “Why aren’t you sold?”

Mitch thought about it for a long moment, long enough that Jerry thought he could almost see the wheels turning.  “I suppose because I’m happy,” Mitch said.

Jerry snorted.  A simple answer, and yet at the bottom of it right.  Mitch had a way of cutting through the smoke to the fire.  

“I think that’s the bottom line,” Mitch said.  “People who are miserable are looking for something to save them.  They’re looking for answers.  And right now there are a lot of miserable people in the world who don’t see any way to be happy or to get the things they need.  So when somebody sells them a picture that explains it all and helps them out, they buy the whole thing without thinking any harder about it.”  He shrugged.  “But I’m lucky.”

Jerry shook his head.  “Not so much.”  Only Mitch would say that when he was a certifiable lunatic missing an entire year of his life and two nuts short of a pound.

“I am,” Mitch said.  “I’ve got everything I need.  So Pelley’s got nothing to offer me.”

“A lot of people buy it anyway,” Jerry said.  “The happy and the smug.  The people who are sure that everyone in the world would be happy if they were just as good as they are.”  There was a bitter sound in his voice that surprised him.  “The people who hate you aren’t nearly as bad as the ones who feel sorry for you.  They have no idea what they’re missing.  Some of the clubs, some of the people…”  He broke off, looking for words to explain the inexplicable.  “There’s an entire world they don’t see value in.  An entire world they don’t imagine.  If they ever looked under their fat, happy toes…”

“I’ll go with you anytime you want.”

Jerry looked up, startled.

“I’m serious,” Mitch said.  “I’ll come with you.  Meet your friends.”  He grinned.  “Confuse everybody a little bit.”

Jerry could easily imagine that, the speculative glances that would follow Mitch, the innuendo about Jerry finding some fresh corn-fed beef.  “You wouldn’t like that,” Jerry said.  “People would….”

“They might make me queer?”  Mitch grinned again.  “I think if I was going to be queer I would have gone and done it a long time ago.  And if you’re thinking someone might get the wrong idea and come on to me, I think I can take care of myself.”  He took a drink of his coffee.  “I’ll come anywhere you want, Jer.  I’m happy to meet your friends.  Anytime.”

Jerry felt an unaccountable warmth in his chest.  “Some of them are campy and outrageous.”

“I reckon I can handle campy and outrageous.”

Jerry had to laugh.  “Yeah,” he said.  “I guess you can.  You know, that suddenly makes sense.  Stasi reminds me of a drag queen.  Only she’s actually female.”

“She is,” Mitch laughed.  “She’s a drag queen.  Well, when she’s not ‘being good,’  which I wish she’d stop.  Right now it’s sort of an American Gothic parody of my mother.  Jesus, if I’d wanted to marry my mother I wouldn’t have married a jewel thief!”

Jerry nodded seriously.  Something clicked into place, the reason he and Mitch would never have suited, aside from Mitch never seeming to have the faintest interest in men — they liked exactly the same type.  Excitable, voluble, brilliant, irritating…  “Damn,” Jerry said.  

“What?”

“Willi is just like her.”

“Willi is a drag queen?  Jerry, I don’t need to know that.”

“Not literally.  I mean, maybe, but not here.  I mean, if so I haven’t…”  Jerry flailed.

Mitch was grinning.  “Yeah, Jerry?”

The door to the kitchen swung open.  Alma came in carrying Dora on her shoulder, pudgy little arm around Alma’s neck.  “Good morning.”

“Hi!” Dora shrieked.  Dora seemed to have one volume setting — the top of her lungs.

“What are you talking about so seriously?” Alma asked, going to the icebox.

“Nothing,” they said in chorus.

Alma got out the milk.  “Where’s Dr. Radke this morning?”

Jerry winced.  “He already left for the dig.”

Mitch leaned back in his chair.  “Hey, Jerry, I’ve got an idea.  If there’s nothing urgent on the dig, you could come with us today.  We’re going to overfly the Big Island.  You could look for sites down there.  After all, who’s to say your Chinese ships made landfall on Oahu?  Isn’t it just as likely it was Hawaii?”

Alma looked at Mitch quizzically, then at Jerry.  Whatever she saw in his expression decided her.  “Sure,” she said.  “We could give you a good aerial look at the coastline.  Why not?”

“What about Jimmy?” Jerry asked.  “He usually goes with me to the dig.”

“We’ll bring Jimmy with us too,” Alma said.  “He can help you on the plane.  You’re going to want to correlate with a map.  Jimmy can get down in the turret and spot for you.  He’d probably enjoy that.”

And why not?  At the least it would postpone the inevitable scene of polite professionalism, worse than any cutting remark.  At best — at best — what if he found where the Wind Raker had made landfall?  What if he found the site that proved that the Chinese had discovered Hawaii?  He’d be willing to bet any money that nobody had ever done an aerial archaeological survey of the Big Island, not even a cursory one.  Maybe there was a site.  Maybe it was extraordinary.

Jerry smiled at himself.  And that was the eternal optimism of the archaeologist.  Maybe this pile of tumbled stones hides something fantastic!  

“Ok,” he said.  “That sounds fine.”

The rented car was packed to overflowing as Alma drove them down the mountain to the hangar, with Jerry and Jimmy both packed into the back seat with Lewis, Jimmy in the middle with Stasi’s picnic basket balanced on his lap.  It had taken Jerry a couple of false starts to compose his note to Willi, and Alma had tried not to see the pinched look on his face.  He had looked like that right after he’d lost his leg, and she didn’t like the implications.  Didn’t go well, Mitch had murmured in her ear as they were loading, and she would have to leave it at that for now.

To her surprise, Lily was nowhere to be seen.  Lately, she’d been the first one in, sometimes even before Finch’s secretary, and Finch had given her keys to the kitchenette so that she could start the coffee perking, a job she did without complaint.  In fact, Finch himself was coming out of the kitchen, scowling and wiping his hands on his pants, and Alma waved a greeting.

“Good morning!  I guess Lily’s not here?”

“I haven’t seen her.”  Finch gave a wry smile. “I’ve been spoiled.  Aolani’s a nice kid, but she can’t make coffee to save her soul.”

“Maybe she had a date,” Lewis said, coming up with the picnic basket under his arm.  “I’ve been thinking, Al, if Jerry didn’t mind being manhandled a bit, we could probably set him up in the nose turret.  That’s the best view he could possibly have.  And Jimmy could make notes on the map for him.”

“I’ll talk to him,” Alma said, though she was dreading it. She’d asked him to talk to Willi, after all.  To her surprise, though, he listened and nodded.

“Sure, why not?  It’s worth it for the view.”

And that was unlike Jerry, who hated to show weakness, but there was nothing she could say, no question she could ask here that wouldn’t make things worse.  She swallowed what she might have said, turning as she heard another car pull in beside the hangar.  It was Lily, sunglasses firmly in place beneath her scarf as she hauled herself out of the battered runabout.  She lifted a hand in greeting, but there was something odd about her stance. Alma frowned again, and started toward her.

“Morning!”

“Good morning.”  Lily’s voice was colorless, and Alma cocked her head to one side.

“Everything all right?”

“Not — exactly.”  Lily took a deep breath. “Can I have a quick word with you?  In private?”

“Of course,” Alma said.  Finch was in his office along with Aolani, and there wasn’t anyplace else except the tiny Ladies’. She caught Lily by the elbow and drew her into the narrow bathroom.  The tiles were cracked, but it was clean, smelling strongly of bleach, and Alma latched the door behind them.

“All right.  Give.”

“My ex is in town.”  Lily took off her sunglasses, revealing reddened eyes. “He sent me his card. I burned it, but I couldn’t sleep all night, and — honestly, Mrs. Segura, I don’t know if I’m safe to have in the air right now.”

“You burned it,” Alma repeated.  Pelley seemed to have a narrow range of tricks, or maybe they were just the ones he knew would work.  After what she’d felt when they warded the plane, she didn’t want to underestimate him.

Lily nodded.  “I set it on fire, and then I ground up the ashes in the ashtray and put a glass over them — you know, upside down — and this morning I tipped them down a storm drain.”

That would break any connection.  Alma said, “Good.  That’s good work.  How did he know where you were?”

“I’m not hard to find.  He knows Floyd would give me a job, so all he’d have to do was ask around.”

Alma considered the possibilities.  From everything they’d seen, Pelley had bigger fish to fry than tormenting his old girlfriend.  Sending her his card was easy, and didn’t even require any magical exertion on his part; she’d panic and that would be enough to get results.  Lily had done the right thing to destroy it, and even if Pelley was willing to waste more power to keep chasing her, the wards on the plane should be enough. “Let me talk to my husband,” she said. “He’s our clairvoyant.  But if he doesn’t see anything, I don’t see why you should stay behind.”

“Thank you,” Lily said, looking more settled, and Alma unfastened the door.

She managed to take Lewis aside while Finch’s men were readying the boat, and he considered the question for a long moment, his eyes unfocusing as he searched his own senses.  “I really don’t see anything,” he said at last.  “I mean, I know Pelley’s here, but I don’t think he’s paying any attention to us.  It’s like he’s looking somewhere else, and I have no idea where.”

“Good enough,” Alma said.

They got Jerry into the nose turret with some difficulty, Lewis taking most of his weight while Mitch steadied him, and then Lewis retreated to the navigator’s compartment with Jimmy while Alma and Mitch went through the preflight checklists and fired up the engines. Hickam Tower was talking in her headset, directing traffic on their own field and in the harbor, and she listened with half an ear, waiting for their own name to come through.  They were well down the queue, behind a flight of Army fighters, and she didn’t need to be able to see the navigator’s compartment to know that Lewis was craving his head to catch a glimpse of their takeoff.  They got permission to taxi out to the main lane, and then for takeoff, and she shoved the throttles forward, unable to suppress a grin.

She banked east out of the harbor, threading the channel between Oahu and Molokai where they’d seen the Emden, then set her course to keep the islands steady off her starboard wing.  The plan was to skim the northern coast of Molokai, then cross Maui and the Maui Channel to follow the coast over Hilo before turning to crisscross the island.  Jerry would get a decent look at the ground, and she and Mitch would get to see how the Cat reacted to being taken up and over the mountains. Volcanoes, she amended, with a quick grin. She’d never seen a volcano from the air before — never seen one at all, for that matter — and she couldn’t help wondering if she would be able to see smoke and lava.

She brought the Cat down to five thousand feet as they crossed the Maui Channel, and then to three thousand as they passed down the coast, Mauna Kea rising ten thousand feet above them in the island’s center.  At the mountain’s base, the ground was vivid green, even more lush than on Oahu, and she could feel the wind rushing down the mountain’s slopes.  Hilo passed beneath their wingtip, buildings crowded between the tropical slopes and the funnel-shaped harbor, and Mitch spoke on the pilots’ channel.

“So what exactly is the plan?”

“Time to test how she climbs,” Alma answered.  “We’ll head out to sea just a bit, then come in over the center of the island.  We’ll keep three thousand feet between us and the ground, and that’ll bring us right up to our ceiling.”

“Good thing it’s a nice clear day,” Mitch said.

“I suppose that’s the point of testing in Hawaii,” Alma answered. “If there are no problems, we’ll cross back, and then we can do a slow circuit of the island for Jerry.”

“Works for me,” Mitch answered, and Alma tipped the Cat into a gentle turn.

She repeated the plan on the intercom’s main channel, and checked her instruments as she lined up on the steep slopes. Everything looked good, all systems in order, and she pulled back on the wheel as they approached the beach.  Here the land showed barren patches, the green broken by fans of open ground.  Of bare rock, she amended, or very nearly.  Those were the marks of the volcanoes, new land not yet softened by vegetation.  All the islands must have looked like that once, even the farmlands of Oahu.

“I’m going to aim between the two peaks for this pass,” she said aloud, and Mitch answered smoothly.

“Between the two peaks.  Where are you planning on topping out?”

“Thirteen thousand for starters. Plenty of room.”  Both the peaks were taller, but only by a little, and there was plenty of room between.

She pulled back on the wheel again, feeling the air around them stiffen, wind coming down off the slopes — more wind than there should be, and at a sudden speed that jarred the control surfaces under her hands.

“What the hell?” Mitch said, grabbing his own controls more tightly, and Alma shook her head.

“Where did that come from —” She broke off, swearing under her breath as the Cat hit a downdraft.  She muscled it up again, and switched to the general channel.  “Lewis, Jerry, can you tell if anything’s wrong?”

Mitch swore again, but she couldn’t spare the time to answer.  The air coming off the slopes was like a river, a waterfall, battering the Cat and driving it down toward the steep slopes.  It was taking all her strength to hold it — all both their strength, she could feel Mitch pulling, too, and Lewis said, “I don’t like the feel of this wind.  It’s — there’s a hand behind it.”

“Bill.” Lily’s voice was small and terrified.  “Oh, God, he’s found me.”

“The plane is warded,” Alma snapped.  “You’re safe in it.”

“Until he brings it down.” Lily wavered for a moment on the edge of hysteria, then steadied.  “The engines are starting to overheat.  I’m opening all the vents.”

That was from fighting against the headwind.  They needed to abort, Alma thought, turn around and get back out to sea, but she wasn’t sure the Cat could take the strain.  She touched the rudder, and felt the Cat buck and slide, so that she had to struggle for control.  At least they were still climbing, though slowly — too slowly, she realized, fear stabbing through her.  They were shallowing out and the mountains were rising ever more steeply ahead of them, lines that would converge in a fiery crash —

“Lewis, Jerry —”  She hesitated, added the third name.  “Lily.  I need some room — breathing space, I can’t turn her in this wind.  You have to get me clear.”

“I can help,” Mitch said, and she shook her head.

“I can’t hold her alone.  It’s up to them.”

“We’ll do what we can,” Jerry said, and Alma bent her attention to the controls.


Chapter Seventeen

Jerry braced himself against the uncomfortable metal framing, trying not to see the mountainside flashing below him, all too visible through the bombardier’s window. The slopes showed vivid green, tangled vegetation, slashed here and there by strips of open ground where the jungle had not yet reclaimed the new lava.  And it was all coming closer in spite of Alma’s best efforts.  He could feel the plane shuddering, fighting — Alma had said wind, a headwind, and they would have to stop it.

He released one hand to cross himself, struggling to find his center in the howl of air and engines.  He could feel the power now, enormous, impossible strength bent against them, turned the wind that normally came off the slopes into a gale powerful enough to drive the Catalina into the ground.  They couldn’t stop that, not the three of them, him and Lewis and Lily; they weren’t strong enough to oppose that massive blow directly.  Air and water…

“Lily. When were you born?”

“What?”

“Lily!” Lewis said sharply. There was a snap from the intercom, a spark of static. “Answer him!”

“February. Aquarius.”  Her voice was high and sharp in Jerry’s ears. “Aries moon.”

Air and water, Jerry thought.  It was all air and water between them, with a touch of fire from Lily’s Aries moon.  Air to air was a contest of strength, and they couldn’t win; water wasn’t much help. Jimmy?  He dismissed the thought almost as it formed.  Young as he was, without training or any kind of experience, there was nothing he could do.  Air and water make clouds, clouds make rain — not helpful, that, but —

“Jerry,” Mitch began, and Alma interrupted.

“Stay on the controls, damn it.  It’s going to take both of us to hold her.”

Jerry closed his eyes, shutting out the voices and the ground blurred beneath him.  Air and water and cloud.  There was something there, something Gil had told him once, sitting on the porch looking at the birds soaring against the Rockies…  “Thermals,” he said aloud. “Lift —”

“There aren’t any,” Mitch said tightly, and Jerry ignored him.

“Lewis, Lily, we need lift.”

For a moment, there was nothing, and then he felt Lewis reach out to him, energy flowing along the channels they had built over four years of Lodge work.  Jerry seized it gratefully, wedding it to his own will, the words forming in his mind.

“Aeolus, Wind-Keeper, send us a south wind, a rising wind.”  He could feel the power building, Lewis’s greater strength buttressing his own. “From out of the southeast, send Apeliotes to lift us.”

It was there, but not enough, the power shredding as it met the onrushing north wind.

“A south wind, a rising wind, Aeolus.”

“Lily,” Lewis said, his voice crackling in the headphones.  “Lily, help us!”

There was a choked sound, like a sob, and suddenly she was there as well, her touch clumsy but effective, and Jerry seized the energy she offered. She was strong, stronger than he’d expected, and it took an instant to get a handle on it.

“Wind-Keeper! A wind from the southeast, Apeliotes, a wind from the sea —”

He could feel it now, weaving into his words, air and sea and the spark of flame that called to the fire that lay very close beneath the ground.  Lewis’s familiar strength flowed into him, steady and firm and everything he had. Lily’s touch was less familiar, but powerful, fear transmuted to anger that rose like the flames beneath the ground. A warm wind, rising from that fire, from the jungle, building behind them, beneath them.  In the bombardier’s window, the ground was closer still, rock and green flashing past almost close enough to make out individual plants.

“A rising wind, Aeolus, a south wind —”

The Cat lifted suddenly, the ground dropping away as the onrushing air eased, and Mitch shouted, “Now, Al!”

Jerry felt the left wing dip, the side of the plane dropping away beneath him, and the big plane rotated on its wingtip.  “Wind-Keeper —”

His power was fading, the bone-cold wind from the north rushing in, but the Cat had her tail to it now.  She bounced and shuddered, but rode the blast like a gull.  Jerry closed his eyes, bracing himself against the sides of the compartment. Aeolus, I thank you, Apeliotes, I am grateful….  The rest was up to Alma.

Alma checked her instruments again, the Cat bucking under her hands.  They were holding altitude at last, and the ground was dropping away below them:  they weren’t going to crash into the mountain, at least, but warning lights were flashing on the engine panels, both big engines running hot.

“Throttle back?” Mitch asked, the tendons standing out in his hands as he held the wheel steady.

“I need the power,” Alma answered.  “Lily!”

For a long moment, there was no answer, but then Lily’s voice sounded in the headphones, cracked and worn but steady.  “I have the vents wide open, but the temperature’s not dropping. You’ll have to cut the throttle or we’ll have to put down.”

Alma eased the throttle back as much as she dared, the Cat rocking under her, but the red light kept blinking.  They could reach the ocean, she thought, but it wasn’t exactly protected water — no nice bays along this coast — and if they couldn’t anchor, they’d be driven on the rocky shore.

“Temperature’s dropped about fifteen degrees,” Lily reported, “but we’re still running in the red.”

The stern wind was easing, Alma thought, the pressure on the control surfaces less intense.  It was a natural wind again, Pelley’s malice spent.  And when she got hold of him — She killed that thought. If she could turn back east, there was a town west of Cape Kumukahi — but it wasn’t on the coast.  Still, someone might see them, be able to launch a boat.  “How long can we keep running without blowing them up entirely?”

“Fifteen, twenty minutes?  It’s pushing them hard,” Lily answered.

They’d be over the ocean in ten minutes, Alma thought, maybe less.  If she set them down, let the engines cool, there was a good chance they’d be able to fly back to Honolulu without any problems.  The swell had been low, well within what the Cat was supposed to be able to handle — this was an excellent test, only she would have preferred slightly more preparation.

“Lewis, radio the tower at Hilo, let them know we’re having a mechanical problem and are settling down south of —”  She looked at Mitch, who shrugged.

“There’s not much here, Al, sorry. Looks like all lava flows.”

“It’s marked on my map as the 1823 lava flow,” Lewis said calmly. “They ought to recognize that.”

“Right.” Alma took a deep breath, throttled back a little further.  They were over lava now, a weird dark purple rock pocked with what looked like thousands of holes, like the bubbles in a pancake.  Surf foamed at its edge, vivid white against the rocks.  The port engine skipped, and came back, its beat ragged, but she kept the Cat steady on her heading. The tail wind was still steady, but there was none of the malice she had felt before, and she spared a quick glance at the bombardier’s compartment. “Jerry?  You ok?”

“I’m fine.”

She could hear the exhaustion in his voice, but that was only to be expected.  “Jimmy?”  There was no answer, and she frowned. “Lewis?  Is Jimmy all right?”

“Sorry, Al,” Lewis said.  “Looks like his headset was unplugged.”

“I’m all right, Mrs. Segura,” Jimmy said, in almost the same moment, and Alma allowed herself a sigh of relief. If Lewis had managed to unplug the boy’s headset, maybe there wouldn’t be quite so many awkward explanations for later.

“Good,” she said aloud.  “Everybody, make sure you’re strapped in. I’m going to put us down as soon as we get over open water.”

There was a disjointed murmur of agreement, and Lily said, “We’re on the red line again.  As soon as you can.”

“Roger that,” Alma said.  She brought the Cat around in a sweeping turn, heading back into the wind, and flipped the signal switch.  “Lower the floats.”

“Floats are lowered,” Lily answered, and the confirming light flashed on the control board.  “Floats are locked.”

Alma let the Cat drop lower, shedding speed as well, heading back into the wind that came down the mountainside.  Three hundred feet, a hundred, the waves flashing past with only a curl of foam licking at the top of the swell.  Fifty feet, and then they were down, the heavy hull cutting into the water.  She heard Lily adjust the engines, throttling back to minimum power, and Lewis spoke in her ear.

“Hilo Tower acknowledges our message. They want to know if we need help.”

Mitch levered himself out of the co-pilot’s position, dropped down into the nose turret, Jerry drawing himself out of the way, and Alma heard metal scrape on metal as he opened the little bow hatch. She heard thuds against the outside of the hull as he worked his way along the narrow ledge of the chine rail to set the anchor. For an instant, she wished she’d thought to have them all wear life vests, but it was too late for that now

“I don’t know yet,” she said.  “Tell them I don’t think so, but we haven’t had a chance to look over our engines. We’ll radio them with more information as soon as we have it.”

“Roger,” Lewis said, and flipped back to the Hilo channel. 

“Temperature is still high,” Lily said.  “It’s going to be an hour or so before we can see what’s happened.”

“Plenty of time,” Alma said, and glanced at her watch.  Well, not plenty of time — if they had to spend too much time making repairs, they’d be landing in Honolulu after dark — but time enough, she told herself firmly.  There was a heavy splash from the Cat’s nose, and a moment later Mitch ducked back inside, peering up at her from the turret.

“I’ve set the sea anchor.  Looks like it’s holding.”

The Cat was swinging slowly, putting her nose into the current, lying now with the beach between the bow and the port wing.

“Good,” Alma said, and offered a hand for him to steady himself as he climbed up out of the turret. 

“Nice flying.”

“Be nicer if we hadn’t had to,” Alma said, with a rueful smile. “All right.  Let’s see what we’ve got.”

Hilo Tower took their transmission in stride, confirming that they would stand by for any further requests.  Lewis left the radio on stand-by and went forward, leaving Jimmy still sitting quietly at the navigator’s station.  He felt a little bad about having pulled the kid’s headset, but it has seemed the most sensible thing to do.  In the cockpit, Mitch and Alma were talking to Jerry, who was still in the nose turret, and at Alma’s look, Lewis took over the job of helping him out. That was the hardest thing, someone having to take Jerry’s full weight until he could get himself up onto the catwalk between the pilots’ stations, and even with Alma’s help, Mitch shouldn’t make the effort.  And Jerry wasn’t helping as much as usual, so that they had to drag him up like landing a big fish, leaving him sitting awkwardly in the catwalk for a moment until he could get his feet under him.  The effort left him red-faced and sweating, but instead of glaring at everyone as though daring them to say anything, he took the cane Mitch held out to him and limped into the next compartment, Lily flattening herself against the bulkhead to let him past.  Lewis pressed himself back against Alma’s seat and she came all the way into the cockpit. She looked drained but somehow better, as though she’d found an answer in those moments of struggle.  And maybe she had:  she’d fought back at last, and if they hadn’t won a complete victory, they certainly hadn’t lost. 

“Right,” Alma said. “How are we looking?”

“The temperature’s still dropping,” Lily answered.  “But I wouldn’t want to go poking at it just yet.”  She looked uneasily at the instrument panel.  “Is everything else all right?”

“Nothing seems damaged,” Alma said.  “The landing was perfectly normal.”

“I’m going to kill that son-of-a-bitch,” Mitch said.

Lewis blinked. He couldn’t remember having heard Mitch swear before, and he’d definitely never heard that particular edge in Mitch’s voice.

“Get in line,” Lily muttered.

“Nobody’s going to do anything right now,” Alma said, with a significant look toward the navigation compartment. “And the first thing we should do is take a look at those engines.”

They climbed out through the canopy and onto the top of the fuselage, gathering at the base of the Cabane Strut that supported the enormous wing.  The Cat rolled heavily in the swell, and Lewis was careful to keep his feet on the flat walkway at the center. There wasn’t much to hold on to, and he had no desire to be pitched out into the ocean.  At least the sea anchor was holding, turning them into the swells and holding them off the beach perhaps three hundred yards to the north.  The surf flashed white against the dark, almost purple rock: not a good place to be driven ashore.

Lily hauled herself up onto the wing to check the engines, and Lewis heard the clang of metal on metal as she opened the cowlings even further.  “Cooling nicely,” she called, “but it’s going to be a little longer before I can take a proper look at them.”

Alma shaded her eyes, looking up at her. “We might as well wait out here.”

“Right.”  Mitch climbed carefully onto the wing after her and settled himself beside the port engine, his legs dangling over the wing’s leading edge.  “We’ve got to do something about this guy, Al.”

Alma lowered herself carefully so that she was sitting on the fuselage, and Lewis copied her, keeping one hand on the canopy rail. Objectively, he supposed it wasn’t that much, but it made him feel more secure. 

“We’re doing what we can,” Alma said, a warning note in her voice, and Lily leaned down.

“He’s dangerous — I did warn you, Mrs. Segura.  I’m just sorry —”

“He couldn’t touch the plane,” Lewis said.  The warding had held; it seemed important to remember that.

“I’d like to touch him,” Mitch said. “Right in the kisser.”

“That would be a very bad idea,” Alma said, and Lewis saw a sudden flash of amusement cross her face. “What are you going to do, Mitch, walk up and punch him? What are you going to say when the cops ask why?”

Mitch looked sheepish. “Ok, yeah, that’s probably not a good plan.”

“We’ll deal with him,” Alma said again.

“I’d like to help,” Lily said.  She slid down to sit on the edge of the wing herself, kicking her feet like a much younger woman.  “He’s — I want —”

“You’ve broken his curse,” Alma said.

“I think so,” Lily answered.  “Or at least I can break it now.  I can fight back. It feels… different.”

“And if he were here now?” Alma asked.

Improbably, Lily grinned.  “Well, I’d have a good explanation for why I punched him. Though it probably wouldn’t keep me out of the lock-up.”

“Let’s all try to stay out of jail,” Lewis said. He didn’t need to use clairvoyance to know that was bad publicity.

Alma gave him a quick smile.  “That’s probably the best plan.”

“I was serious,” Lily said.  “If you do something — your Lodge, I mean — it would be an honor to be part of it.”

“We don’t have any plans yet,” Alma said, and Lewis thought only he could hear the false note in her voice.  “But I will definitely keep that in mind.”  She pushed herself carefully to her feet, and came aft to the Cabane Strut, looking up at Lily.  “How are the engines?”

“We can start looking at them now, I think,” Lily answered, and Alma clambered up to join her.

Jerry shifted his weight in the radio operator’s uncomfortable chair, stretching his leg as far as he could move it.  His stump was burning, and he guessed that somewhere in Alma’s maneuvers he had twisted it against the leg’s socket.  He hoped he hadn’t rubbed it completely raw, because that would mean spending a day or two off his feet, and ideally without his leg, to let the sores heal.  He shoved that thought aside, and glanced at Jimmy, still sitting silent and white-faced on the other side of the table.

“How are you doing?”

The boy shrugged.  “I’m ok.”

He didn’t really sound it, but Jerry wasn’t going to call him on it. “Good.”

There was another silence, the water lapping against the hull as the Cat rode the low swell, and Jimmy stirred again.  “Dr. Ballard, were we nearly killed?”

Jerry considered the question.  He didn’t want to frighten the boy, but he didn’t want to lie, either.  “Al got us turned with time to spare.”

Jimmy nodded. “What really happened?”

And that was an even harder question. He looked at Jimmy, but the boy’s expression was unreadable, giving no hint of whether he wanted confirmation of something he’d seen or reassurance that it wasn’t real. “We were caught in a downdraft.  It was keeping the plane from rising above the mountain.  Luckily, we found a thermal and Al was able to turn and run back out to sea.”

Jimmy nodded again.  Jerry waited, studying the boy’s face. It was even odds whether he’d ask more questions — and of course everything depended on what he’d seen or heard. Lewis had disconnected him from the intercom; he might not have realized that anything unusual was happening, or nothing more unusual than a problem with the airplane.

“It was really dangerous,” Jimmy said, after a moment.  “Taking me along.”

Jerry lifted an eyebrow.  “The flight itself wasn’t that dangerous. We had a bit of bad luck.”

“We nearly crashed. And we’re stuck here.  If they can’t fix the engines —”

“If they can’t fix the engines, we’ll radio Hilo and they’ll send a boat either with the part we need or to tow us in,” Jerry said.  “Why are you so eager to see it — ah.” 

He stopped, the pieces fitting together at last, and Jimmy looked away.  “They’re supposed to take care of us.  If the Sheriff knew —”

“If you told the Sheriff,” Jerry said, deliberately, and Jimmy flushed.

“Well, he wouldn’t like it.”

“He might not,” Jerry said.  “And you might get yourself and your siblings taken away from Mr. and Mrs. Sorley. That’s what you’re thinking, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.”  Jimmy still wouldn’t meet his eyes.

Jerry nodded slowly, tamping down his own anger.  That wouldn’t do any good, not now, not when this might be his only chance to be sure that Jimmy understood the situation.  “You could do that. You could even just tell Mr. and Mrs. Sorley that you don’t want to stay with them.  It would make them sad, but they want you to be happy.  What do you think would happen then?”

“My father might be back,” Jimmy said. “He might be back right now, and we wouldn’t know.”

“The Sheriff promised to send a telegram if he came back,” Jerry said.  “He knows where we’re staying.  I’m sorry.  He’s not there.”

“But he might be.”

“Jimmy.  Your father may not come back.”  Jerry held up his hand to stem the furious protest.  “I believe he meant to come back, but — times are hard. Something may have happened to him.  And if he doesn’t come back, and you don’t want to stay with the Sorleys — what are you going to do?”

“We could stay at the house,” Jimmy said. “Dad is coming, and I can get a job —”

Jerry grimaced.  He hated this, hated having to destroy a child’s fantasy, but he couldn’t see anything else he could do. “You’re eleven years old.  There’s no work you can do that would let you take care of your brother and sister — and that’s not to say you’re not smart and hardworking, it’s just that you’re eleven.  You can’t work, and you can’t take care of Merilee.  If you don’t stay with the Sorleys, you’ll have to go to the State Home in Denver.”

“Maybe that’s better.”  Jimmy glared at him.

Jerry took a deep breath.  There was only one thing left to give, as he had known there would be. “Jimmy.  I was raised in an orphanage.  You want your family to stay together, don’t you?”

“And not forget!” Jimmy burst out.  “Not forget our mother.  Mrs. Sorley’s not our mother, she’s not.”

“No, she’s not,” Jerry said.  “And you won’t forget her, I promise you that.”

“They will.”

“You’ll remember for them,” Jerry said. “But if you go to the State Home — Jimmy, most people who come to orphanages don’t want three children.  They want one, one baby, or a little girl or boy, someone who won’t remember where they came from.  I’m sure they’ll try to keep you together, but if someone, some family, falls in love with Merilee or with Douglas, they may not want to take all of you.  And it’s the State Home’s responsibility to take care of orphans, and that means sending brothers and sisters to different homes if they have people who will take one but not the other.”

“Did that happen to you?” Jimmy’s voice was small.

“No.”  Jerry shook his head. “I was an only child. But it happened to some of my friends, and it was pretty awful.” He was falling back into a child’s vocabulary, remembering his best friend hiding in the washhouse because they’d taken away his little brother, and not knowing anything that would make it even the slightest bit better.  “I know this isn’t what you’d choose, but it seems to me that Douglas and Merilee are happy, and I know Mitch and Stasi want to keep all of you.  If you can make the best of it, you’ll be together, and you can make sure they don’t forget your parents.  You can tell them the stories they need to know — they’ll remember what you tell them.  And in seven years, you’ll be eighteen.  You can do what you want then.”

“I just don’t…” Jimmy stopped, as though he couldn’t put a name to what it was he didn’t want, his face bleak.

“You don’t have to decide now,” Jerry said. “Nothing can be done until you get back from Hawaii.  Just — think about what I said.”

“It’s hard.”  Jimmy flushed again, the ready color rising under his skin, and Jerry nodded.

“It is. It’s hard to be responsible.”

There was another long silence, Jimmy staring blindly out the window. He turned back at last, frowning slightly.  “Were you really raised in an orphanage?”

“Yes.”

“But — Mr. Sorley said you went to Harvard.”

“Yes.”

“But I thought — “ Jimmy stopped, his face scarlet again.

“You thought only rich men’s sons went to Harvard,” Jerry said, and Jimmy nodded.  “Most of them are, yes, but not everyone.  I won a scholarship, and I worked a lot of jobs, and it was hard work.  But I loved it, too.”

“I think I’d like to go to college,” Jimmy said seriously.  “My grades are good.”  He gave Jerry an odd, shy glance.  “Or — there’s West Point.  To serve the country.”

“It’s a hard life,” Jerry said.  “But an honorable one.”

To his relief, that seemed to be all Jimmy wanted to say about it.  They were quiet again, and Jerry stretched his leg, flinching. Surely Al was fixing the engines even now. Surely they’d be back in the air in an hour or two, and then it would be home and he could take his leg off and maybe Stasi wouldn’t mind if he took supper upstairs on a tray.  And Willi — He shied away from that thought.  Surely Willi would cut him some slack, much as he hated to look like a cripple.  He smiled bitterly. But of course he was a cripple, and there was nothing he could do about it. The whole point of this dig was to prove that he could handle himself.  To prove that he could handle Alexandria. He pushed himself slowly to his feet, swaying with the movement of the hull, pain flaring across his stump.  It held, though, and he limped stiffly to the nearest window, peered out at the distant surf.

This was all new land, the result of a volcanic eruption only a bit more than a hundred years ago. He turned back to the chart table to check it, seeing the various lava flows laid out on the map, land that he had to ignore when thinking about a possible landing site for any Chinese explorers.  This one was, he thought, from 1823; there had been another in 1920, but that hadn’t reached the shore.  Around the island’s south cape, there were even more: 1867 and 1868, 1907, 1919 and 1926.  It had been easier to see from the air, the long scars of bare rock cutting through the jungle.  He was willing to bet that the Chinese ship hadn’t landed on the Big Island:  too much volcanic activity, too many new and transient peoples.  They’d land on the other islands, where the chiefs were more established, had more power…

“Dr. Ballard,” Jimmy said, tentatively, and Jerry looked up from the chart.

“Yes?”

“Are those really volcanoes?  I mean, you know, working ones?”

“Active,” Jerry corrected, absently.  “And, yes, they are active.”

“Are they likely to explode?” Jimmy was starting to look spooked again, and Jerry shook his head.

“These aren’t that sort of volcano.  Yes, there are some volcanoes, like Mt. Vesuvius or Krakatoa, that erupt with explosive force, but there are also volcanoes like these, that erupt frequently and simply release streams of lava.  It flows downhill until it cools and hardens into new rock.  Did you see the bare spots in the jungle when we flew down the eastern coast?  That’s all new land, left by lava flows less than a hundred years ago.”  He stooped to peer out the window again, at the surf white against the dark stone.  “This whole section of the island is new.  It wasn’t here even a hundred years ago.” There was a thump from the cockpit, and Mitch ducked through the hatch, but Jerry ignored him.  “The Big Island is steadily getting bigger.  New land is being created all along this side.”  He stopped, an idea forming.  New land…  “Oh, my God.”

“What?” Jimmy looked wildly out the window, and even Mitch looked nonplused.

Jerry shook his head.  “No, no, it’s fine, it’s just — it’s all about the translation.  I should have thought.  There’s more than one way to translate each word, and then we fit it into our frame of reference, not theirs.”

“What?” Mitch said in turn, tipping his head to the side. “Jer?”

“The Navel of the World,” Jerry said.  “Not ‘where the earth was created’ but ‘where land is made.’  Where you can actually see land being made.  Right here, the leading edge of the island.  Where land is made!”

“I’m not getting it,” Mitch began.

“This whole dig,” Jerry said.  “We’re looking for a Chinese ship that was sent to find the Navel of the World, which we assumed meant something esoteric, the place where the world began, but — it’s so much simpler. They were looking for where the land was made.  And this is it.  This, right here, this is the Navel of the World.” He stopped, trying to order his thoughts.  “Well, not right here, this would have been well offshore in the fifteenth century, but on this side of the Big Island, on Hawai’i proper.  They must have heard about it, stories passed along by sailors all across the Pacific, and come looking for this, one of the few places in the world where you can see land being made. This is what the Wind Raker was looking for.”

A slow smile spread across Mitch’s face.  “That makes sense. That’s got to be it.”

Jimmy looked from one to the other.  “Does that mean we’re going home?”

Mitch grimaced.  “Well, not just this minute.  One of the gaskets is leaking.  Lily and Lewis are trying to figure out if it will hold long enough to get us back to Hilo, and Al sent me to radio Hilo Tower to see if anyone can run us out a spare.”

“Lovely.”  Jerry lowered himself into the navigator’s chair as Mitch settled himself at the radio, fiddling with the dials until he raised Hilo.  If they needed a spare — well, all things considered, an overnight in Hilo might not be that bad.  It would spare him another awkward night with Willi.  Though perhaps this new idea might distract him?  It was painful to realize how much he wanted things to be back to normal.

“Hey, Dr. Ballard,” Jimmy said.  “I think I see a ship. Maybe they can help.”

Jerry craned his neck to see where the boy was pointing. There was a smudge on the horizon, all right, smeared by haze, but it looked more like a rising cloud than smoke. Still, there was no point in discouraging him.  “Maybe so.  If it is, Hilo should know who’s there.”

Mitch fiddled with the knobs again, frowning, and there was a howl of static from the speaker above him. It resolved to a firm, lightly accented voice.

“— we have you in sight. Can we be of assistance?”

“Say again,” Mitch requested.

“Hilo Tower, Catalina, Kriegsmarine cruiser Emden here. We have you in sight and are twenty minutes from your position.  Can we be of assistance?”

Mitch whistled soundlessly, and Jerry caught Jimmy’s sleeve.  “Run and tell Mrs. Segura we need her.”

“Yes, sir.”  Jimmy ducked through into the cockpit, and Jerry looked at Mitch.

“Will they have the part?”

“Probably.  But this is going to be a government bomber —”

“Catalina, this is Emden. Can you hear us?”

Mitch pressed the transmit button reluctantly. “Emden, this is the Catalina.  I hear you, thanks.  We’re in need of an engine gasket, but otherwise fine.”

“Catalina, this is Emden. We may have spare parts, otherwise we will stand by until help arrives.”

“No arguing with that,” Alma said, ducking through the hatch.  “Tell them yes, and thank you, Mitch.  If they’re going to check us out, we might as well get the repairs out of it.”

“I reckon,” Mitch agreed, and turned his attention back to the radio.

The Emden came slowly into view in the promised time, and hove to further offshore, neatly trapping the Catalina between her and the shore. But there was no reason to think she was hostile, Lewis reminded himself.  Lily and Alma had consulted with Emden’s radio operator, and the captain had promised to send over a selection of spare gaskets.  Surely one of them would fit, the radio operator had said, and if it didn’t, they would take the Cat under tow.

He shaded his eyes, watching as Emden lowered a boat with brisk efficiency, and climbed down onto the chine rail that surrounded the Cat’s nose as they motored across. One of the neatly-dressed cadets tossed a rope; he caught it, looping it twice around the anchor post, and pulled them carefully alongside. 

“Permission to come aboard?” Presumably that was the senior cadet, a tall, fair-haired boy with a tanned face, and Alma spoke from the top of the fuselage.

“Come on up.”

The boy clambered aboard, moving easily against the swells, and a darker boy handed up a toolkit before climbing after him.  The fair boy looked familiar, Lewis thought, and then remembered:  he was the cadet who’d showed them around the Emden.  Presumably he’d been picked for both jobs because he spoke decent English. One of the cadets still in the boat had put out fenders, and Lewis tied off the rope, then climbed back to the top of the fuselage, where the two cadets were balancing with negligent ease.

“Midshipman Lorenz, ma’am,” the fair boy was saying, “and Engineer-Cadet Sommer.  Captain Dönitz sends his compliments, and has ordered us to provide whatever help we can.”

“I’m Alma Segura,” Alma said.  “We had an overheating problem and burned through a gasket. We could probably make it back to Hilo on what we have, but I’d just as soon not chance it.”

“We have brought many choices,” Sommer said, his English less assured than Lorenz’s, and Alma waved him toward the wing.

“Let’s see what we’ve got.”

Lewis watched them climb up to join Lily, who was still prodding morosely at the starboard engine, and then realized that the other cadet was staring at him.  The boy seemed to realize it in the same moment, and offered an embarrassed smile.

“I’m sorry, you look familiar somehow…”

“So do you,” Lewis answered frankly.  “We took a tour of the Emden a few days back, my friend and his two boys.  I think you might have been the cadet who took us around.”

“Ah.” Lorenz’s face relaxed.  “Yes, I think so?”

“It was very interesting,” Lewis said. “The boys enjoyed it very much.”

“The little boy who wanted to see the engines,” Lorenz said. “And that means — you are friends of Professor Radke.”

“A friend of ours is working with him on his dig,” Lewis answered. There was something not right about this conversation, some touch of something that sent cold fingers trailing down his spine in spite of the Hawaiian sun.  Maybe it was just that he wasn’t used to talking to Germans like this, not after he’d spent the War trying to kill young men just as blond and pleasant as this one, but he pushed the doubt aside.  He would trust the warning, trust his instincts, and say as little as possible. “I don’t know much about it.”

“Professor Radke was my teacher in — high school, I think is the equivalent?  Before I went to the Marineschule.”  Lorenz glanced around the Catalina, his gaze assessing, and Lewis hid a grimace.  That couldn’t be good, either, considering that the Cat was intended to be a Navy bomber.  For just an instant, he saw the Emden as he had seen her in the Kaiwi Channel, the Cat coming up her stern.  Low and slow, the anti-aircraft would have too much chance to take them out, but as far as he could see, the Cat didn’t have any speed other than slow, and low would get the best angle… Lewis shook the thought away.

“He seems like a nice guy.”  He glanced over his shoulder at the Emden, still standing patiently out to sea, smoke curling from her funnels.  “So you boys are traveling around the world?”

“Yes.”  Lorenz was still examining Cat’s fuselage, his eyes bright and curious. “It’s a training cruise.”

Mitch hauled himself up out of the cockpit, blinked and smiled as he recognized Lorenz.  “Aren’t you —?”

“You are the father of the boy who wanted to see the engines,” Lorenz said, in the same moment.  “Or — stepfather?”

“That’s right,” Mitch said, sounding surprised, and Lorenz gave a little shrug.

“I met your older son again at Professor Radke’s dig. He was my teacher before.”

“I get it,” Mitch said, with a quick glance at Lewis.

“He said you were testing this seaplane?” Lorenz looked back at the wing, where Sommer was rummaging in the toolkit while Lily did something with the engine’s interior.

“That’s right,” Mitch said again, with an easy smile. 

“She looks impressive,” Lorenz said.  “A proper flying boat.”

“We’re just running some tests for civilian pilots,” Mitch said.  “She’d make a nice air taxi.”

Lorenz blinked, visibly translating, then nodded. “Can she carry many passengers?”

“We’re figuring that out,” Mitch answered.  “Today we were just doing a friend a favor — Dr. Radke’s partner came up with us to survey the coastline along here.”

“Interesting,” Lorenz said.

Lewis felt the same cold finger trace his backbone.  He fixed Mitch with a stare, willing him not to go on talking, Lorenz right in his line of sight so that he couldn’t shake his head in warning.

“Yeah.  I guess they weren’t finding as much as they’d hoped up at the dig site, so Jerry thought he’d see if there might be anything visible from the air —”  Mitch stopped, finally feeling Lewis’s look.

“It all seemed very interesting,” Lorenz said again.

“You’d have to talk to the professors about it,” Mitch said.  “That’s pretty much all I know.”

For a second, it hung in the balance, Lorenz ready to ask more questions that Lewis knew they shouldn’t answer, and then there was a pleased exclamation from the wing.  Lorenz turned, and Sommer said something in German, sounding happy.

“Got it!” Alma called.  “Third one fit like a charm.”  She dropped down to the fuselage, smiling. “Midshipman, you’ve been an enormous help.  Please tell Captain Dönitz that we’re very grateful.”

“I will do that,” Lorenz said, and moved to take the toolkit from his fellow. “It was our honor to be of service.”

They got themselves back into the boat with a further exchange of what Lewis could only think of as very Teutonic compliments, and then cast off, motoring back toward the Emden.

“I’ll let Hilo know we’re taken care of,” Alma said, and slithered down into the cockpit.

Mitch looked at Lewis. “What was that about?”

Lewis shrugged, feeling faintly embarrassed again.  “I had a feeling.  We shouldn’t talk too much about the dig to those kids.”

Mitch’s eyebrows rose, but he nodded.  “Bea Patton said she wondered if the Germans wouldn’t find a way to check up on the dig. Dönitz — well, he’s here and he’ll do what he’s told. But what I don’t get is why they care.”

Lewis shook his head, watching the boat pull alongside the Emden, the cadets handling it with panache as well as skill.  If there was another war, they were likely to be the enemy, the Germans and the Italians who were now allied with them — but surely no one was ready for another war.  It had only been seventeen years since the Great War ended — not even seventeen years, sixteen and a few months — and nobody was going to risk that happening again, no matter how much saber-rattling they were doing.  The breeze was chill on his skin, and he suppressed a shiver.   “I don’t know either,” he said.  “But if they care this much…”

Mitch nodded again.  “I trust your judgment.”

Lily slid down off the wing, wiping greasy hands on her pants.  “That’s taken care of it,” she said happily.  “Good thing those boys were nearby.”

“Yeah,” Lewis said, and followed her down into the body of the plane.  He settled himself at the radio operator’s station while Alma and Mitch went through the take-off checklists, the Emden still visible through the side window.  She had steam up, but wasn’t planning on going anywhere in a hurry — making sure they got off all right, he guessed, and glanced at Jerry as he fastened himself into the navigator’s seat.

“Hey, Jerry, why would one of the cadets be interested in your dig?”

To his surprised, Jerry laughed.  “Oh, no.  Was it Lorenz and Sommer?”

Lewis nodded.  “Those were the names, yeah.”

“Lorenz was Willi’s student before he joined the Navy,” Jerry said. “We ran into them the night of the Fourth down in Honolulu when they were trying to find trouble to get into, and now I can’t seem to stop running into them. It’s just a little awkward.”

Lewis smiled in spite of himself. That might explain both the interest and the awkwardness, but he was still glad he hadn’t told them any more details.  Overhead, the port engine coughed, then roared to life, and the starboard engine followed.  He adjusted his headphones, and readied himself for the flight back to Honolulu.


Chapter Eighteen

Douglas waited for his moment carefully.  He was lying in his cot on the sleeping porch, fat tropical moths banging softly against the screen, trying to get to the light bulb casting a glow over the center of the porch.  Jimmy was in his bed, the covers pulled up and his face to the wall, but Douglas knew he wasn’t asleep.  He waited until it was time to be told to put the light out and go to sleep.  That was the right moment.

Douglas put down the dog-eared copy of The Wizard of Oz.  “Can I ask you a question?”  And that was the right way to put it too — with no salutation.  Mr. Sorley would put him off, and Dad would put Jimmy off.  Not saying either one was something nobody could get mad at.

“Sure.”  Mr. Sorley probably expected it to be something about what they were doing tomorrow or if there could be cake for breakfast.

“Is magic real?  Or is it all just made up?”

He frowned, taking a deep breath like that wasn’t a question he expected, like the answer was really hard.  “Yes,” Mr. Sorley said.  “It’s real.”

“And people really do magic?”

“Yes.”  

Just a plain answer, like he’d asked if the Pacific was an ocean.  Which made the next question obvious.  “Then if you can really do magic, why aren’t you rich and famous?”

Mr. Sorley sat down on the end of the bed, taking his time about it like he needed a minute to think.  “Real magic is hard,” he said.  “It’s not whiz bang pop like in the comics.  You have to give a lot to it.  But it can give you your heart’s desire.”

Douglas sat up.  “Then why aren’t you rich and famous like Lindbergh?  He’s the most famous aviator ever.  He’s a millionaire and everybody in the world knows who he is!  You’re as good as him, right?  Mr. Segura said so.  He said the two of you could do anything Lindbergh does.  But he makes money by the ton and he’s in the newsreel nearly every week!”

“That’s true.”  Mr. Sorley nodded.  His voice was quiet.  “And because he’s so rich and so famous, his little boy was kidnapped and murdered.  I wouldn’t trade ten million dollars and my face in every paper in the world for my son’s life.  And I expect Colonel Lindbergh feels the same way.”

A bunch of those newsreel stories were about the trial, sure enough.  Lots of pictures of Lindbergh arriving at the courthouse, stony-faced, his wife’s face hidden beneath her hat, but not a picture of that little boy Merilee’s age killed and dumped in the woods, though everybody talked about it.  Moms talked about it, like their kid was somebody famous that you’d want to abduct, when they were just plain old kids.  Nobody was going to kidnap him for a hundred thousand dollars in ransom money, that was for sure.  Well, Mr. Sorley was nobody famous.  So that came right around, didn’t it?

“Magic is real,” he said quietly.  “And it can help you get your heart’s desire.  But everybody’s heart’s desires are different.  Some people want to be rich or famous, and that really is their heart’s desire.  But not everyone.”  He picked up the copy of Tthe Wizard of Oz, glancing at Jimmy’s stiff shoulders in the other bed.  “What’s your heart’s desire?”

“Adventure!”  Douglas bounced a little.  “I want to live on a South Sea island with pirates and spies.  And animals.  Lots of animals.”  He’d thought a lot about this.  “And I want to live in a treehouse like Tarzan.  Only on an island, not in the jungle.  With volcanoes like here.  And maybe dinosaurs, only probably not because they’re all dead.  That’s what that book by Roy Chapman Andrews says.  But you can go dig them up in the Gobby Desert.  I’m not sure where that is.  Maybe Japan.  But you can find their bones and things.  And I’d put them back together in my treehouse.”

Mr. Sorley’s mouth twitched.  “That sounds like a very exciting ambition.”

“And then I’d stop the pirates and spies when they wanted to steal my dinosaur bones,” Douglas said.

“Pirates and spies together?”

“Maybe one at a time,” Douglas conceded.  “Can magic help me do that?”

“Yes.  If you want it enough.”  He stood up.  “It can help you get your heart’s desire, even if it’s a long and weird road.”  He reached up and pulled the string to turn the sleeping porch light out.  “Now go to bed.  It’s late.”

“Ok.”  Douglas lay back down, plopping the pillow around a few times.  

Mr. Sorley’s hand brushed over his brow.  “Good night,” he said.

Douglas looked up.  “Did you get your heart’s desire?”

He stopped for a moment, silhouetted against the light in the hall beyond, his face in shadow.  “Yes,” he said.  “I did.”

Jerry’s leg felt better than he had expected, enough better that he felt reasonably certain he wasn’t going to do himself any harm if he didn’t go straight to bed. Besides, the others were still keyed up from the flight and Stasi had caught their nervousness and was bustling about trying to make sure the children had a proper dinner and did something improving rather than listen to the radio.  Douglas had sulked all through the meal, and Jimmy had that bewildered look as though he couldn’t figure out why he wasn’t happier that he was getting what he wanted.  Jerry was glad when they were banished to the sleeping porch.  At least Willi had absented himself entirely, pleading business in Honolulu that would keep him late, and Jerry couldn’t say he was entirely sorry. He would find a way to deal with that — somehow — but his talk with Jimmy on the plane had broken loose old memories. Stasi seemed so unhappy, and he thought he could guess some of what was wrong; the least he could do was offer her his own story.

He paused at the sideboard, considering. Alma and Lewis had taken the girls up to bed, Mitch was dealing with the boys, and Stasi… Stasi had retreated to the lanai, for once leaving the dishes untouched. Jerry gave the mai tai in his left hand a last swirl, then hung his cane over his arm, picked up his own drink, and made his way awkwardly through the doors to join her. His wooden leg seemed painfully loud against the sound of the wind and the distant surf, but Stasi didn’t turn.  She stood at the edge of the lanai, leaning on the rail, her skin very pale in the rising dusk.  The breeze ruffled her hair where it was coming loose from the pins, a single strand tracing a pattern like writing along her cheek.  Jerry set the drink carefully on the rail beside her, put his own own on the other side, and rested one hand on the rail.  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her glance at him, but he was careful not to look at her, not to see the smudged mascara and the bitten lipstick. At least she was wearing makeup again. Maybe she wouldn’t refuse the drink — she looked as though she could use it.

“I want to tell you a story,” he said.

She made a sound that might have been a laugh.  “There’s nothing but fairytales here, darling.”

“Once upon a time….” Jerry looked out at the harbor, where waves drew a white line against the dark. The sky and sea were both purple, the brightest stars already visible overhead. This was not the time for clever banter.  “When I was eight,” he said, “my mother made me put on my Sunday clothes on Saturday, and we rode the streetcar to the end of the line, all the way to the edge of town.  And then we walked past where the gravel ended to a house with a barn.  There was a woman there, and a pack of kids. My mother gave her ten dollars, a five and four ones and the rest in change.  And the she gave me the parcel she’d been carrying, and she walked back to town.  I never saw her again.”

He risked a glance this time, but she was motionless, her profile white against the night.  “The next year, someone called Child Protection about the baby farm, and I ended up at St. Vincent’s Male Orphan Asylum in Baltimore.  The brothers told me study was the only way out, and — it was.”  He reached into his pocket, brought out his cigarette case, busied himself lighting one until he thought he could find the words.  “I can’t help watching you with the kids.   I wish — you’re taking such good care of them.”

Stasi took a deep breath, her thin shoulders rising and falling sharply, and turned to face him.  “Darling, it’s rude not to offer a lady a smoke.”

Jerry held out the case wordlessly, waited while she fitted it into her long black holder, and flicked his lighter for her.  She exhaled the smoke in a long sigh.

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” she said.  “I haven’t the faintest idea where to start.”

“Mrs. Fletcher drank herself into a stupor five nights out of seven,” Jerry said, “and in the morning she’d work off her hangover beating whichever ones of us she could catch.  Though, to be fair, it wasn’t usually me because I could read the paper to her when it came.  We were four to a mattress — no actual beds — and there wasn’t usually quite enough to eat, and I fought like a trapped rat when Child Protection came to take us away, because she was better than nothing.  You — I’d have killed to have someone like you take me in.”

He cleared his throat, reached for his own drink to drown the old familiar shame.  He heard Stasi breathe again, the end of her cigarette glowing brighter in the dark.

“What was in the parcel?” she asked, and her voice was almost normal.

“What?”

“The package.  What was in it?”

“Underwear,” Jerry said.  “Socks.”

“Socks.”  Stasi shook her head.  “Thank you for the drink, darling.  I needed that.”

Mitch winced as he tuned the radio, the strident Midwestern tones of Father Coughlin cutting through the Polynesian twilight.  “…giving every person a number instead of a name.  That’s the Mark of the Beast, my friends!  Social Security numbers take away your human identity, your Christian name, and replace it with a godless number to be used by the government!”  Mitch turned the dial quickly to music.  The last thing he wanted to hear was more criticism of the New Deal, which was getting increasingly strident and unreasonable as Roosevelt’s economic policies were showing some results.  Sure, the Depression wasn’t over.  They weren’t out of the woods by a long shot.  But it was better than it had been a couple of years earlier, and without a revolution like they’d had in Germany and other places.  It was better.  And what was the deal with hating Social Security numbers?  Everybody knew there might be twenty guys named Mike Smith in Boston.  How would you keep track of which Mike Smith had paid what if there weren’t a unique number for each of them?

Stasi was standing on the lanai with Jerry, the hot cherry of her cigarette bright against the gathering night.  Jerry was bent toward her, leaning on the rail.  And then he turned, nodding, and stumped off along to the other doors.  There was something in the movement of her shoulders, of her back.

He went out.  “Stasi, are you ok?”  She turned away quickly, but not before he saw the track of a tear on her face.  “Are you crying?  What did Jerry say?”  It wasn’t fair of Jerry to pile on right now, not when the kids were already giving her a rough time.  Protective anger boiled up in him.  If Jerry was hassling her about something he was going to give Jerry a piece of his mind….

Stasi caught his arm as he turned away.  “No.  Don’t.  What he said helped.  Really, it did.  I needed to hear it.”

“The hell you did.  You don’t need any more crap right now.”

“It wasn’t like that.”  Stasi held onto him by the shirt cuff.  In the light through the door her eyes were very bright.  “He told me…  Well, it helped a lot, darling.  Jerry is dear.”

All this anger and nowhere to go, a mess that was probably his own making, words that were never the right ones, never enough.  “I should never have dropped this thing with the kids on you.  If I had known it would make you this unhappy, take away…”  Words.  It was so hard to find the right words, even with her holding onto his arm in the dark of the lanai.  But he had to find them.  “All I want is you.  Do you understand?  I want you back the way you were.  I never wanted you to reform or be a good wife or a righteous woman or any of those horrible things.  I just want you.”  His hand closed on her elbow as though he could keep her from drifting away at sea.  “I miss my gin-swizzling, Lindy-hopping, pajamas in the daytime, costume-wearing, madcap unreformed dame.”

She started laughing through her tears, pulled him close, her face against his neck, cigarette held clear over his shoulder.  “I miss being that person too.”

“Then stop all this.  Just be you.  That’s all I ever wanted.”

“Jerry said…”  She hesitated, then went on.  “He said he would have killed to have someone like me take him in.”

Mitch nodded slowly.  He thought he remembered Gil saying once, years ago, that Jerry had been raised in a foundling home, but he’d never thought about it much.  But of course that was why Jerry hadn’t kicked up a fuss about the kids crashing his summer love nest.

“You’d have been a good mother for Jerry,” he said.  “Wild and intellectually curious.  A mother who wouldn’t try to push him into the mold.  Who wouldn’t cast him off when she guessed about his preferences.”  His arms tightened around her.  “Think about Douglas.  That kind of grim, upright woman would kill him.  He’d be squashed.  Imagine Douglas having to follow those rules, being told that everything he wants is somehow a mistake.”

“I couldn’t stand that,” Stasi said.

“Douglas needs you.  He needs a mother like you.  And Merilee loves you.  She just needs a mom.  She’s a baby.  She needs what you have to give.”

“Jimmy,” Stasi said.

Mitch took a deep breath.  “Jimmy has it harder than the other two.  He’s trying to prove he’s not Joey, and at the same time he’s got to defend Joey to his last breath.  But he’s a kid, Stasi.  He thinks he’s grown up, but he’s a kid.  He’s saying things that hurt because he hurts.  The best anyone can do with him is be patient and help him find his way to manhood on his own, because nobody can give him back his mother.  Nobody can make it like it was, and that’s the only thing he wants right now.”  He lowered his face against her hair.  “And Jerry’s really good for him right now.  He’s more like Jerry than he is like you or me.  Proud.  Stiff.  Smart and too responsible.  But he could take Jerry for a mentor.  He needs someone to look up to, someone to show him how to be a man.  A leader.  Jimmy is looking for someone to follow, and he could do a lot worse.  I’d be proud for him to grow up like Jerry.”

“So would I,” Stasi said.  Her voice sounded a little choked.  She lifted her face, dashing the tears away with a swipe.  “Crying again.  I’ve cried more over these children than I have in ten years.”

“I hear children have that effect,” Mitch said.  “But you want to do this, right?  Even if it’s hard?  Even if it breaks our hearts?”

“What’s a broken heart, darling?” she said, smiling through her tears.  “I’ve had lots of broken hearts, but it seems to heal right up.”  She put her hand on his chest, against his heart.  “But we can do anything together.”

“Saving the world?”

“Oh yes.”  Her eyes were serious.  “This is saving the world too.”

“Can I have my dame back?” Mitch asked.  

At that she laughed.  “You sound exactly like Douglas asking for more dumplings.”

“Maybe so.”

“Yes, darling.”

Jerry settled himself wincing on his side of the bed, dragging the pillow up between his back and the knobbed bedstead.  His leg ached, the stump raw and red, and the ointment seemed to make it worse instead of better.  That would change in the morning, he hoped, and reached for the aspirin he’d brought from the bathroom.  He chased the tablets with a swallow of bourbon — he’d brought a very generous glass upstairs with him, in case the aspirin didn’t work — and leaned back against the wall, closing his eyes.  It had been a long day, and he was very nearly dead on his feet. But not dead in fact, he reminded himself, despite Pelley’s best efforts.  At least he hoped those were Pelley’s best efforts. If that was a casual attack, or less than Pelley’s full strength — he didn’t want to think too hard about it. 

A car crunched to a stop on the gravel outside, and his body tightened. He’d hoped he might have more time before Willi turned up, had been thinking he might pretend to be asleep, but it was too late for that. Willi would have seen the light from the yard.  He tucked his stump under the sheet and took another swallow of bourbon, listening for Willi’s step on the stair.  There it was, light and quick, and the doorknob turned.  Jerry braced himself, unable to muster a smile, and Willi gave him a tired nod.

“How was your flight?”

Jerry had to swallow an entirely inappropriate laugh.  How indeed?  And it wasn’t as though he could explain what had gone wrong; that hadn’t gone over well the last time… He pulled himself up sharply.  “All right.  We had a mechanical problem, had to put down on the open ocean south of the Big Island, but Al got it fixed.”

“Are you all right?”  Willi shed his jacket and tie, and came to perch cautiously on the edge of the bed.  He smelled of cigarettes and, more faintly, of reefer:  Johnny Chen’s, Jerry guessed.  “You are looking a little worn.”

“I’m feeling it.” Jerry reached for his bourbon again.

“Look, last night…”  Willi shook his head. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have reacted so.”

“It’s ok.”  Jerry held out the glass, and Willi took it with a nod of thanks.  “Bad day?”

“Not as good as I’d hoped.”  Willi took a long drink and handed it back. “A problem with one of the trenches — yes, 12B, as you predicted —”

“Sorry.”

“No, you’re not.”

“Call it sympathy,” Jerry suggested.  “Gray giving you trouble?”

“No more than usual.”  Willi accepted the glass again. “Ah, that’s good — better than the kerosene they serve at Chen’s.”

“If you drink it all, you can go get more,” Jerry said.

“A fair deal.”  Willi handed the glass back and began to undress.  Jerry sipped idly, watching the bronze skin appear and disappear again beneath the thin pajamas. “Did you find anything?”

“Not — I had an idea,” Jerry said.  “I told you, we had to put down in open water south of Hawai’i, which put us south of Mauna Loa, of one of the recent lava flows.”

“That can’t have been very nice if you had engine trouble,” Willi said.  He settled himself at Jerry’s side, not quite touching, and Jerry held out the glass.

“Al and Mitch handled it.  But it took a while, and I had a thought.”

“Go on.” Willi returned the glass, and Jerry took another drink.

“The Wind Raker was looking for the Navel of the World,” Jerry said.  “The place where the world began.  Or maybe — the place where the world was made?  Where the land was made?  Where you could see the lava flowing to the sea and turning into rock, where Pele built up the island around her fire pit —”

Willi froze, his breath catching in his chest.  “Yes,” he said, “you could see it that way —”

“The Wind Raker leaves the fleet and sails east,” Jerry said.  “As they travel, they hear about Hawai’i, the ancestral home, where the gates of the underworld are open and new land is born from Pele’s fire. They follow that story, and they come — here.”

“It could be.”  Willi took the glass again.  “But it is not evidence.”

“No, it’s not,” Jerry agreed. “But it’s suggestive.  It’s a reason a Chinese ship might have come here —”

“But not evidence,” Willi repeated.  “It is not scientific.”

“I’m not proposing we write it up in a paper,” Jerry said.  “It’s one more tool, one more way to shape where we look.”

“Except that you believe in such things.”

“This is not about magic.”  Jerry stopped, abruptly aware that Willi’s hands were shaking.  “This is nothing more than any archeologist might do.  What are you so scared of, anyway?”

“Because I have seen where such speculation leads.”  Willi glared at him over the top of the glass.  “Among people who believe this.”

Jerry shook his head. “You’re not making sense.”

Willi took a deep breath.  “I will tell you, then — and if you repeat it, I will deny every word, understand that!  But you cannot tell me this is untrue.” 

He tossed back another drink, and Jerry took the glass from him before it spilled. “I won’t say anything.”

“Hah.” Willi shook his head.  At some point they had reverted to German, and he went on in that language, more quietly.  “This was at Lop Nur, you understand, at the eastern end of the Taklamakan.  I told you, I was part of a dig looking for Aryan mummies — indeed we found a few. But also…” He rubbed his chin.  “We found a stupa beside a cave complex that was much older, and the writing still left at the stupa said that these caves were a place of power before the Buddhists came and bound the thing that lived there.  I translated it, you know.  I went through the few texts that were left, and the paintings, and talked to the locals, and I put the story together, how the caves were possessed by a white-haired spirit, a demon who could be tricked into answering questions if it was fed human blood and wine, and how the monks came and called it with the blood of a pig that they had cast a spell on.  They asked it a question that confounded it, and it retreated to the depths of the caverns, where they bound it forever, and built the stupa to seal the victory.”  He gave Jerry a wincing, sidelong glance. “I thought, you see, that it was an interesting parallel to Western beliefs about ghosts, particularly Greek beliefs, and that it was another thing that pointed to a Hellenistic strain that reached all the way to the eastern end of the Silk Road.”

It did sound like that, Jerry thought, but didn’t interrupt, and Willi closed his eyes.

“So I told my story at the campfire one night — God, I was so pleased with myself! The others told me I was clever, that it had potential, and then the dig director took the truck before dawn, the truck and two men, and drove to the nearest town.  He came back at sundown with a Chinese man, a criminal from the town jail weeping with fear.  They tied him up in a spare tent, and when I asked what in the world they were doing, Baer laughed and said he was their canary.  God help me, I believed him — the air in the caves wasn’t good, I thought they were going to send him ahead of them to be sure the passages were clear.  So I ate my dinner by the fire, and —”

He stopped, shaking his head.  “To make a long story short, someone put something in my tea that night.  I slept like a dead man, and in the morning — the Chinese prisoner was gone.  Escaped, they said, though where he could go in the desert I couldn’t imagine.  But when I went up to the caves a day later, the ground was disturbed, and when I dug, there was blood, poured out on the ground in sacrifice.  There were marks where they had drawn signs and rubbed them out in the dark, not perfectly, and in the dig director’s tent there was a wooden box sealed with wax and bound with tapes that had not been there before and the smell of death around it.  It was never out of the sight of one of them after that, and I was very careful to pretend I never saw it.”

He shook himself, managed a bitter smile.  “And now you will tell me that I imagined it, that something I ate or drank disagreed with me, and that people who believe in magic would never do such a thing.”

“No.”  Jerry knocked back a slug of the bourbon himself.  Even in the tropical night, he was chilled, imagining the desert night and a bound man, sacrificed to… something.  It was possible, though no one liked to admit it; blood sacrifice was forbidden in nearly every tradition he had encountered, and for good reason, but not because it was ineffective.  “Do you know what tradition they were?”

It was a stupid question, Jerry thought, and wasn’t surprised when Willi laughed.  “They were SS, Jerry, that’s all I know. And I notice you are not telling me it is impossible.”

“I wish I could.”  Jerry took a deep breath, still sickened by the scene Willi had conjured for him.  “But I will tell you it’s wrong.  Our tradition holds that the universe is just, and your actions come back to you in threefold measure — and that’s just one of a hundred reasons no one I know would perform such a ritual.”

“But it was done.  And you could do it.”

“I suppose, if I worked at it.”  Jerry shook his head. “But I wouldn’t.  No one in my Lodge  — my group, the group I practice with — would do such a thing. At bottom, magic is a tool like any other.  It can be misused as badly as a gun or a knife or medicines.  You can save a man’s life with morphine, or kill him just as easily, it’s all in how you use it.”

“And then there are things like mustard gas,” Willi said, “that have no good use at all.”

Jerry flinched, remembering Gil drawn and sick and dying years after he had breathed the poison, and Willi’s face changed.

“Jerry?”

“Gil died of mustard gas,” Jerry said. “You couldn’t know.”

“I’m sorry,” Willi said.

“It’s not a bad analogy,” Jerry said, after a moment. “Mustard gas.  No one should use it, the laws of war and the laws of peace both forbid it.  There’s some magic that is just as wrong.  And there are men who will do it all the same.”

“And how can I trust anyone with that?” Willi asked, his voice cracking.

There was no good answer, and Jerry spread his hands, careful not to spill the last of the drink.  “You know me. You’ve worked with me, lived with me, slept with me — do you really think I’d do something like that?”

“I didn’t think even they would,” Willi muttered, but something eased in his taut shoulders.  “No, I don’t think so, but —”

“All I can do is give you my word.”

“And do you?”

Jerry nodded.  “I do.”

“Well.” Willi smiled lopsidedly.  “I have drunk all your bourbon.”

“You can get me more,” Jerry said.

Willi reached for the glass. “A little bit for both of us, and then — I am exhausted.”

“So am I.”  Jerry let his fingers linger, and Willi smiled again, more naturally.

“Then let me fetch it, and then we’ll see.”

They had pulled the Catalina into the hangar and now the mechanics were swarming over the wing, the cowlings open on both engines. Alma glared at them from the dock, but she couldn’t really complain.  They’d put off the routine tear-down as long as she could, but it had to be done. It was part of the trial and couldn’t be avoided, even if it was a perfect day for flying… 

She heaved a sigh, and turned her back on the plane to see Lewis smiling at her.

“I know,” she said, and his smile widened.

“You really like the Cat, don’t you?”

“I do,” she admitted. It still surprised her how much she enjoyed flying the big plane, not just the weight and power under her hands, but coordinating the crew, leading the dance. “And you don’t.” She gave him a smile to show there were no hard feelings.

He shook his head, not particularly chastened. “I’ve been talking to George about some of the Army’s new planes —” 

He broke off as Lily made her way toward them, her sunglasses hooked in the neck of her blouse and her hair held back in another of her bright printed scarves.  They were brighter than they had been, Alma realized, vivid fuchsia and lemon yellow and hot green, just as her mood was lighter than it had ever been before.  Even the men had noticed something: there hadn’t been any talk of a Jonah in days.

“How’s it going?” Alma called, and Lily smiled.  You could see what had made her a potential movie star, Alma thought, the energy that crackled off her like electricity off one of Tesla’s machines. Pelley had attacked that deliberately, intending to maim rather than to kill, and that was another thing for which she could not forgive him.

“Everything looks good so far,” Lily answered.  “We’ve still got to sieve the oil, see what that looks like, but right now, I’d say we were golden.”  She glanced over her shoulder and lowered her voice.  “Listen, I was wondering if you’d — um, if you’d come to any decision about, you know, what almost happened.  Because if you were going to do something about it, I meant it when I said I’d like to help.”

Alma considered her for a moment. From everything both Jerry and Lewis had said, Lily was strong and reasonably controlled, even if it had been a while since she’d been a regular participant in any circle. They were already at a disadvantage, given the power Pelley had behind him. If she was as strong as they said, her presence would definitely be a help — and besides, she was right, she did owe Pelley a bad turn.  “As a matter of fact,” she said slowly.  “What are you doing the night of the full moon?”


Chapter Nineteen

Alma stopped a moment to take a deep breath, smoothing her hair down into its neat bob even though it was damp.  It was time.  She’d just bathed and robed, and she stood in front of the bathroom mirror for a long moment.  It was the night of the full moon of July, four days after Pelley’s attack on the plane, and it was time to stop him or anyone else from using the medals.  This was the biggest ritual she’d ever run as Magister, and certainly the most important.  Hundreds of lives might rest on this, the lives of people she didn’t know and would probably never meet.  

She’d never know if this worked or not.  That was the hardest thing because it was the thing that made her feel silly.  And that was undermining doubt, an enemy of the Work — self-consciousness that made one flinch from doing what needed to be done not because it was frightening but because in the eyes of the bigger world it was silly, a bunch of grownups playing at masquerades, a bunch of middle aged would-be heroes pretending that they were saving humanity.

Alma took another deep breath.  And if it were, it would do no harm.  If it weren’t, and they failed to do it…  Alma nodded at herself in the mirror.  If it was real and urgent and they failed to do it, hundreds of people might be menaced by Pelley.  It was too late for second guesses.  This was her job, and she was sworn to it.

With that thought, Alma opened the door and went downstairs.

Beatrice and George had already arrived.  Bea was huddled with Jerry in the dining room, the lights already turned out and a candelabra lit on the table.  Alma didn’t recognize it, so she presumed Bea had brought it with her.  Alma went in to join them.  “Everything ok?”

Jerry nodded.  “Just going over some last minute logistics.”  He looked down at the neatly handwritten script.  “Al, this is the part where you present the elements.”

“I’d rather not be on the quarter if you don’t mind,” Alma said.  “I think I’ve got enough going on.”

Jerry’s eyebrows rose.  The Magister was almost always on a quarter, not just for the honor but because that gave them added control.  “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” Alma said firmly.  “I’d rather have the circle held firmly behind me.”

“Let’s put George on the South quarter then,” Bea said.  “That’s the easiest.”

Jerry agreed.  “We can just swap them.  We’ll put you between South and East, Al.  That’s a decent position to work from, and Lewis has East.”  Which was a lot of responsibility, the starting position and the spark, but Lewis had practiced for it. 

“Sounds good to me,” Alma said.

“You’ve got your lines?” Jerry said.

“Of course I do.”  Jerry had a tendency to write absolutely endless scripts that took days to memorize, but this one was fairly straightforward.  Maybe having Bea write it with him cut down the frou-frou a bit.  Or maybe it was trying to write in an older style.  They’d decided from the start that since the focus of the ritual was the First Empire Legion of Honor that the form should follow the style of the period, echoing as closely as possible the rituals its original wearers would have used.  That meant removing the syncretic elements introduced into the western ceremonial tradition by the Golden Dawn, which was quite a feat.  Alma wasn’t entirely sure where Jerry and Bea had found the references since Jerry didn’t have his library with him, but certainly the script was both lovely and straightforward.

The doorbell rang and Mitch went to answer it, returning a moment later with Dr. Buck and his wife, exchanging pleasantries as he showed them where to go upstairs to change.  In the room behind a record player came to life, a lush string overture beginning quietly.  Alma looked around.  Bea was adjusting the volume so that it was atmospheric rather than intrusive.  “What is it?” Alma asked.

“Beethoven’s Third Symphony,” Bea said.  She looked a little embarrassed.  “I’m sorry I don’t have anything more appropriate.  But at least it’s period.”

“Eroica,” Jerry said with an approving nod.  “It was written for Napoleon.”

“Before Beethoven went off Napoleon,” Bea said.  “I’m afraid I don’t have a lot of records with us in Hawaii.  The next best choice is Berlioz, and that’s late.”

“I’m sure it’s fine,” Alma said.  

George came up and handed her the velvet box containing the medal.  He’d already changed, and with his fair hair he looked like a knight robed in white, like a penitent knight seeking absolution.  “Here you go.”

“Thank you,” Alma said.  She opened the box reluctantly.  The Legion of Honor gleamed on its dark background.  It seemed wrong to use it like this, but far less wrong than what Pelley might do.  “I don’t remember,” she said softly.

George nodded solemnly, his voice too low for Jerry and Bea to hear, who were now discussing the placement of candle stands.  “Even if you don’t remember, the emotions remain.  What do you feel when you look at that?”

Alma shut her eyes for a moment.  “Sad,” she said.  “We came so damn close.”  It was there just out of reach, a well of sadness and loss, of failing so near the prize.  Not pain.  Not horror.  Just a deep and abiding sorrow, counterpoint to the swelling, hopeful music.

“We did,” George said roughly.  She opened her eyes.  “And if you look at it a certain way, we won.”

“I don’t see how,” Alma said.

“What world do we live in?  A world of absolute monarchs and the Church universal?  Or a world that at least pays lip service to democracy, where more people every year enjoy the Rights of Man?”  He gave her an ironic smile.  “We won.  Just not for us.  For those who came after.  That’s what building the Temple is.”

“Yes,” Alma said.  And at that her heart did lift.  It was true and it meant something that he said it, warming as brandy in the stomach on a winter day.  “You don’t ever doubt this is real, do you?”

“About half the time I think it’s all nuts,” George said.  He shrugged.  “And then something like this happens.  The fetch was real.”

“Oh yes,” Alma said.  “It was real.  And it could have killed you.”

“So.  We do this.”  George shrugged again.  “Let’s do it.”

Alma squared her shoulders.  Sometimes it really was that simple.  “Then you have South.”

The doorbell rang again and Lewis went to answer it.  Lily followed him in, a nervous smile of greeting on her face.  “I’ve brought my old robe,” she said.  “I don’t know if you….”

“I’m sure it will be perfect,” Alma said firmly.  

“The woman from the Coconut Club,” George said, a genuine smile lighting his face.  “Lily, was it?”

“Yes.  And I had no idea!”  Lily spread her hands to include the room and the Lodge half-robed.

“I forgot you’d already met,” Alma said.  

“You said you’d like to help me,” Lily said.  “I didn’t think….”

“That I meant it?” George asked.

“No, I thought that.”  Lily smiled.  “The curse is broken.  He’ll never have that kind of power over me again.  I’ve learned to fight it.”

“Sometimes that’s all it takes,” George said.  “And now we’re taking the fight to him.”

“I’m proud to be part of it,” Lily said.  “Anything I can do.”

“Right now you can change,” Alma said.  “Lewis, will you show Miss Lauder to our room?  I think the Bucks are in Mitch and Stasi’s room.”

“Sure,” Lewis said.  “Come on back.”

Douglas wondered how much Mr. and Mrs. Sorley were paying Miss Lee to babysit tonight.  If it was a million dollars it wasn’t enough.  This had to be better than anything you did with 4-H or the Boy Scouts or anything, not that he’d done any of those things because he was too young for 4-H and the Boy Scouts until last year, and then his dad hadn’t wanted to do any of that stuff.  But maybe Mr. Sorley would want to do 4-H, because it seemed really neat to raise piglets.  Anyway, this was better.  This was about the best thing on the whole planet Earth.

The charter boat chugged out through the channel, its wake white in the dark water behind them.  The lights onshore suddenly seemed very far away, even the bright lights that marked Battleship Row along Ford Island and the USS Arizona lit up at anchor.  It was quiet.  Even the bustle of traffic was stilled.  There was only the sound of the engines and the tourists talking to one another excitedly on the deck above, a smartly dressed couple leaning on the rail while he pointed out to her the sights of the shore.  Douglas and Jimmy were down below, right in the bow of the crew deck.  Miss Lee was sitting with her brother and a Hawaiian boy named Rick who seemed to be paying her a whole lot of attention.  Douglas had never seen Miss Lee smile this much, though she was usually pretty cheerful.  It was better down here than on the tourist deck.  Not only could you see better, but you didn’t have a bunch of grownups wandering around with cocktails and stuff.

“See Hawaii by moonlight!” the sign by the dock had read.  “Enjoy Oahu’s most romantic cruise aboard the Pau’a.  Departs nightly 8 pm — midnight.  $2 per person, drinks available aboard.”  The boat belonged to a friend of Miss Lee’s brother, Douglas gathered, and somehow Mrs. Sorley had talked Miss Lee into taking him and Jimmy even though it was way past bedtime.  He was awfully glad Mrs. Sorley had unreformed.  

Even Jimmy seemed to think this was fun.  He was standing right up in the bow, the wind blowing over him as he looked out.  Douglas went and stood beside him, being careful not to lean too far out over the rail.  The pitch of the boat changed suddenly as it cleared the harbor, choppy waves changing to long Pacific rollers, lifting and falling.  There were lights out to sea, another ship distant on the horizon.  “I wonder what that ship is,” he said.

“I don’t know,” Jimmy said.  He took a deep breath, like he was really breathing for the first time in a long time.  “Maybe it’s the Emden.”

“Maybe,” Douglas said.  He looked sideways at his brother.  “You really like the Emden, don’t you?”

Jimmy shrugged, which might have been encouragement.  

“I think when I’m grown up,” Douglas said slowly, “I think I’m going to go to sea.”  He hadn’t been sure of it until now, but tonight off Hawaii, the drone of the engines beneath them, the bright lights of the shore receding under a perfect dome of starry sky, it came to him like he’d always meant it, like it had been waiting for him all along.

Jimmy turned and looked at him.  “Really?”

“Really,” Douglas said.  It unfolded inside him, like wings stretching out somewhere in the middle of his chest.  “I’m going to do this forever.”

“You might,” Jimmy said, and put his hand on Douglas’ shoulder.  

“Did you mean it when you said I was good with engines?” Douglas asked.

“Yeah.”

“Ok.”

Up on the tourist deck music started, a record player beginning some kind of sweet song, the kind grownups liked to dance to.  The full moon was rising out of the sea, a silver sliver above the horizon.  Miss Lee laughed at something Rick said.  

“Hey boys,” Miss Lee’s brother called.  “You want to hear a ghost story?  Come on down here.”

They climbed down into the shelter of the deck above and Douglas perched on a box.  “I don’t believe in ghosts,” Jimmy said stalwartly.

“This one’s 100% true,” Miss Lee’s brother said with a grin.  “Absolutely factual.  It happened to a friend of mine from high school.  See, one night he was driving home along the Wailea Road….”

“Come on, Frank,” Miss Lee began.

“Boys like ghost stories,” he said.  “They’re not scaredy cats.  Are you, guys?”

“Of course not,” Jimmy said.  “I just don’t believe in ghosts, is all.”

“Well, one night this friend of mine was driving home along the Wailea road when he saw a girl in a white dress standing by the side of the road.  And he wondered what she was doing there at night all by herself.  He thought she must be in some kind of trouble.  So he pulled over and opened the door and asked her if she was ok.”

“Was she?” Douglas asked.  A friendly chill ran down his back.

“She said she needed to go home and he asked her where she lived.  He thought her dress was kind of old fashioned, but she gave him an address in town and said she’d be glad of a ride.  So he said sure and she hopped in.  He drove her to the place she asked, a nice little house, stopped the car, and went around to open her door for her.”  His voice dropped.  “And what do you think he saw?”

“What?” Douglas demanded.

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?” Jimmy said dubiously.

“Nothing.  There was nobody there.  The front seat was empty.”  He paused dramatically.  “So he went to the house and knocked.  An old woman answered the door and so he told her what had happened.”

“But what happened?” Douglas asked.  “How could the girl just disappear?”

“She was never there to begin with.  The girl was a ghost.  The old woman’s daughter had died twenty years before on her way back from a dance, and so she haunted the Wailea Road in her white dress, always asking motorists to take her home.”

“Wow.”  Douglas shivered.  “Wow.”  

“I think that’s made up,” Jimmy said.  “Cause I heard exactly the same story only it happened on the Denver Highway.”

Miss Lee laughed.  “He’s got you,” she said.  “Jimmy’s smart.”

“Oh,” Douglas said disappointedly.  “I wanted a real story.”

Rick, the Hawaiian boy, cleared his throat.  “I can tell you a real story,” he said.  He came and sat down on one of the boxes beside Douglas and lit a cigarette.  “A true story, a Hawaiian story.”

“Ok,” Douglas said.  “Please.”

“Once, in the time when all the stories happened….”

Alma lay with her eyes closed, the wash of candlelight around her.  Someone had tucked a blanket around her so that she wouldn’t be distracted by cold, another blanket folded beneath her.  The voices went on and on, quiet, soothing.  

As they were supposed to be.  This was supposed to induce a trance state, a state of unthinking.  It almost was.  She was aware of the beating of her heart, her breath, all the worries of the day becoming more and more distant.  She lay at the heart of the world as though held up by the hands of her friends, as though she did not lie on blanket and floor but on their outstretched arms.  Quiet.  Peaceful.

Lewis’ voice was sure and calm, speaking the words that Jerry and Bea had written.  “Truth he has, and all truth is power, truth too deep to be denied.  Truth to bind his power’s working, truth that cannot be defied.”  

This was true.  It was all true, all the stories, no matter how unlikely.  There was power in Story, and these stories were true.  Pelley knew that, and so did they.  Knowing, they could manipulate it too.  Knowing, the story was theirs as well.

There was a murmur around the circle, everyone speaking the response.  “May its true nature be revealed.”

Now George spoke from South, to Alma’s left, his light tenor precise.  “Power that tries to chain the Light, with stolen tools that are not their own, to their purpose they shall be true, though that purpose be seen and known.”

And the response, reverberating deep in Alma’s bones, “May this decoration serve its true purpose.”

Jerry’s voice was reassuring, the power building as she felt the force in his words.  “Medal meant to serve the land, against its truth break this will.  It was not made to serve their hand.  May they have no dominion still.”

The response was strong.  “May no lies pass through it.”

It was as though she lay in a plane, the engine’s rising throb beneath her, power rising.  

Bea’s voice was ringing.  “Past tools may bring memories, but not lies told to snare the soul.  Doors to the past are made for truth.  They will not pass if not told whole.”

Jerry’s hand — she thought it was Jerry’s — gentle against her chest, and she felt the weight of the medal settle against her, just at her sternum where she would have worn it on a ribbon once, worn it at the collar of her uniform coat.  She felt it cool against her skin, cool and heavy, the points burning with cold fire.  And the doors opened.

Again and again the guns sounded, invisible ahead in the clouds of rolling powder-smoke.  Her horse was dead, its blood all over her.  Or did her own blood soak her sleeves, her cuffs heavy with it, stinking in the heat?  She staggered over the blasted ground, over the corpses of the dead.  She took up a rifle from a Guardsman who lay with unseeing eyes, his head half severed by a bayonet thrust.  She took powder and cartridge.  The guns boomed again and again.  

Ahead there was a line, the faint flashes of musket fire.  Along what might have once been a fence marking the edge of a pasture there was still resistance.  Motley uniforms, men of half a dozen units….

His hat was gone, his face blackened from a powder burn, red hair dark with sweat, but he had a sword in his hand.  “Come on then!  But hold your fire until they’re closer.  We’re not going to get but one good shot.”  He saw her, and for a moment his eyes met hers, seeing her: a dismounted Imperial Guard cavalryman with a musket in  hand.

“Over here,” he said.  “Behind the fence.”

She went down on her knees behind the barricade, her body stiff with a wound she did not yet feel.  The last resistance of the last day…

For a second his hand rested on her shoulder.  “Good man.”

Her voice was completely steady.  “Marshal Ney.”  It would be no little thing to die at his side.

Out of the mist came the hair-raising sound, the skirling of bagpipes.  The Highland regiment was advancing…

Alma’s breath caught in her throat, her body arching, almost breaking the trance.  

“…through lady, through sword…”  Jerry was speaking the words of the ritual still.  

Her lines were next and they fled, the ones he had written, the ones she had learned.  Other words crowded in instead.

“This honor was bought with my blood and paid for with my blood,” Alma said, her eyes still closed, the medal cold against her chest.  “As were they all.  They may not be turned against those whose sacrifices hallowed them.  By the blood of the slain, by the blood of those who wore them in honor to hallowed graves, by the names graven in stone and the bodies left beneath the tundra, you have no power!  By every bit of power in every bone of every man and woman who wore this honor, called to us as your brethren — you have no power!”  

Enormous, immense, huge as houses, huge as hurricanes, it gathered.  Drawn from quiet graves in country churchyards, from marble tombs in Pere Lachaise, from cold unmarked graves in Russia and Lithuania, it gathered.  A whisper from each, not even a ghost, but simply a tendril of each, a vast army of men in their shakos and bicorns and plumed Phrygian helmets, forever young and striving.  And then there were the old, the faint slivers of the will of those who had worn these medals till their dying days, who had posed in Victorian studios with great grandchildren on their laps, who had gone down into the darkness at last with “soldier of the Revolution” carved on their stones — they were here too.  

“Through lady, through gold….” George said, and she thought it was his hand that rested on her shoulder, just as it had at that barricade so long ago.  

“You shall not touch its purpose.  You shall not touch its power.”  So much power.  No wonder he wanted it, Pelley and his masters.  She gathered it, confident and sure.  It was hers to order, a right won in blood.  “And in the name of God Almighty, you may not use this bond!”

It rushed out, a wind of hopes and purpose, a web born of devotion and fraternity, impenetrable and dense and complete.  It shone for a second, whole and real, a vast tapestry of brilliant points of light, every person who had worn this decoration in honor.

But not as they were then, not an army of shades, not an army of memories.  For one moment Alma saw what Pelley had wanted to see — every single person who had worn a First Empire Legion of Honor as they were today.

…a child stood by a streetcar in an Indian city, his dark eyes wide as he looked up suddenly, a school book under his arm….

…an old woman paused at her knitting, the light of an arctic white night pouring in through the window….

…a plane cut through the clouds toward dawn over the desert, the pilot passing a hand across his eyes over headset and mustache….

…a teenage girl paused suddenly, steps failing her in the middle of the Lindy, while her partner asked if she was dizzy…

…the captain of the Emden looked up from his desk, his stern face all focus, as though someone had called his name in the same room, his eyes on Alma…

…and it was George at her side, his hand on her shoulder, grounding and solid.

“All of them,” Alma said.  Her voice sounded rusty.  “All of them.”

And then it was gone.  The net faded, its work accomplished.  The Legion of Honor lay heavy and cool against her breast, untouchable and untouched.

“It worked,” Alma said, and felt a tear slide from beneath her lashes.

Willi eased the Museum’s truck around the last rising curve, headlights sweeping across bougainvillea and a dozen gaudy tropical plants. It was past midnight, well past the time Jerry had said they would be finished, but there was still a car in the drive as he turned the last corner.  He hesitated, ready to drive on by, spend the night elsewhere, but then he saw lights on in the hall and on the sleeping porch.  The car was a jalopy almost as battered as the truck, not the Pattons’ Packard or the Bucks’ less showy Ford, and he pulled into the bare space on the grass that left the other car clear to back out.  There were three young men in the car, and as he switched off his engine the front door opened and Miss Lee came down the steps, looking tired and happy. Clearly the children were home and the ritual was over. Willi hauled himself out of the car, tipping his hat to Miss Lee as he passed her on the walk.  He heard the car door close behind him, and hoped her evening would continue to be pleasant.

Inside, he heard the murmur of voices as Mitch got the boys to bed, and he slipped up the stairs without attracting attention.  The hall was dark, a little light seeping in from the single window opposite the stairs.  Electric light showed under the Sorleys’ door, but his own room was dark.  Willi took a deep breath, and turned the knob.

Jerry had left the window open, and the night breeze stirred the room, cool and smelling of flowers and earth and green things.  Jerry lay sprawled, the sheets pushed aside, one arm dangling off the edge of the mattress and the twisted end of his stump for once fully exposed. It ended five or six inches below the knee, just enough bone and muscle to fit into the socket of the artificial leg. Jerry had said once that he had been lucky to keep the knee.

Willi looked away, not because it was ugly but because Jerry had not meant to show him this, and began to undress.  He did his best to move silently, but he wasn’t surprised to hear Jerry stir. In the mirror above the dresser, he saw Jerry turn over, automatically tucking the stump beneath the sheet, and then prop himself up on one elbow, rubbing his eyes with the other hand.

“Willi?”  His voice was blurred with sleep.  “Everything all right?”

Willi paused, his undershirt half over his head.  Yes, it was, and in a way he couldn’t quite define — a softness, an ease in the air, like the washed-clean morning after a storm.  He pulled the shirt all the way off and settled onto the bed at Jerry’s side.

“Yes.”  He hesitated.  “You look beat.”

Jerry smiled.  “I’m pretty tired, yeah.”

“It went well?”  Willi knew he sounded uncertain, and Jerry gave him a sharp glance.

“Yes.”

“I’m glad.” And he was, Willi realized abruptly.  He was glad it had gone well.

“Oh?” Jerry sounded skeptical, and Willi rolled to face him, not quite daring to touch.

“I am.  It feels — different. Much better than the other.”  Willi sighed, trying to find a joke in the darkness.  “And don’t say I’m sensitive.”

Jerry gave a sleepy laugh. “You wouldn’t need to be very sensitive to feel something like that.  But tonight —”

“It feels as though the weather has broken,” Willi said. “I can smell the rain.”

He saw Jerry’s face change despite the shadows, a smile easing the long face. They would both be sorry when the summer ended, Willi realized, had both grown almost too comfortable together. And that was too bad: there was no chance to continue the affair, not with them on separate continents and in different fields.  They had what they had, the summer’s end, and he could only make the most of it.  He eased closer, resting his head on Jerry’s shoulder, and Jerry put his arm around him.  He smelled of sweat and more faintly of musk, like church incense, and Willi wrapped an arm and a leg over him as though he could hold him safe that way.

“I trust you,” he said.  “How can I not?  I just — I don’t trust it.  I can’t, not after…” He shook the words away. “Is that enough?”  He flushed, realizing that he sounded more serious than Jerry had ever indicated would be welcome, but Jerry nodded slowly, his chin against Willi’s hair.

“Yes.”

It was answer enough.  Willi resisted the urge to hold him tighter still, and let himself drift to sleep as well.


Chapter Twenty

The peaks of the Big Island rose off either wing, Mauna Loa to port, Mauna Kea to starboard, a wisp of smoke rising from Mauna Kea. On the second pass, Alma thought, she’d try a direct overflight, just to get a glimpse of the hidden fires, the blood of the world so close to the surface here.  But for now, they would thread the gap between the mountains, cruising comfortably at 13,500 feet, the Cat purring under her hands.  She was still tired, in spite of sleeping in, but it was a good tired, the stretched feeling from a long day’s flight.

The ritual had done its job and more. She could still see the rush of faces, all those others who once had worn that symbol, could still feel its ghostly pressure at the notch of her collarbone.  She had never remembered anything before, not like so many others, and if she never remembered anything else this would be enough, a gift she had never expected.  Lewis had admitted that he’d seen Mitch as well, small and brown-haired and buxom and her wife, and she couldn’t repress a fond smile.  She loved him like a brother, this time, but she was no less glad of him.

They were past the peaks now, boring north of west through cloudless sky, and Alma put the Cat’s nose down, beginning the gentle descent that would settle them at 10,000 feet as they reached the ocean.  Mitch’s voice crackled in her headphones.

“So far, so good. What’s next?”

“We’ll put her down in —” She glanced at her map. “In Ohiki Bay.  Lily will take a look at the engines, then we’ll do another overflight at our operational ceiling.  And then we’ll head home.”

“I think I can tell you what I’m going to find,” Lily said. “Nothing.”

“I believe that,” Alma said. “They’re purring like kittens today.  But we’ll follow the protocol.”

“Besides,” Lewis said, “there’s this enormous basket Stasi packed.  Seems a shame to try to eat that in the air.”

Ohiki Bay was like a millpond.  Alma set the Cat down gently in the sun-dazzled water, and shut down the engines while Lewis scrambled past her to set out the sea anchor.  It was hot in the plane even with the windows and the canopy open. After a few minutes, Alma closed the cabin windows and they climbed out onto the fuselage.  Lewis handed up the picnic basket and they sat in the gentle breeze, the anchor holding the Cat nicely into the swells.  Inshore, there was golden sand, but also the hard purple-brown rock of another lava flow, and beyond the line of scrubby trees, Mauna Loa reared snow-capped into the sky.

They feasted on chicken salad and ham sandwiches and a jar of barely soured pickles.  There were delicate almond cookies, too, barely browned, and another thermos of cold tea, this one scented with jasmine, and Alma leaned back in the shade of the wing, resting her shoulder against Lewis’s warm arm.  Lily stretched out on top of the nose turret, sunning herself like a lizard, while Mitch let his feet hang down the curve of the hull.  In the distance, a fishing boat motored slowly into the bay, the water sparkling and flashing ahead of it. Alma frowned, curious, and Lily sat up.

“Look, flying fish!”

“Is that what those are?”  Alma shaded her eyes.  It was hard to see against the sun and the bright spray, but she thought she could make out silvery bullet shapes skimming above the waves for what seemed to be impossible distances before they splashed back into the water. They were running from the boat, she thought, and as they leaped past the Cat, she caught a glimpse of fins spread like moth’s wings.

“Hey mister!”  That was one of the fishermen, his hands cupped to make a megaphone.  “Hey, mister, everything ok?”

“Everything’s fine, thanks,” Alma shouted back.

The fisherman waved, and his tillerman turned away, heading out of the bay.  The flying fish skittered on a little further, then slowed and sank, disappearing beneath the waves.  Lily pushed herself reluctantly to her feet, clambering up onto the fuselage.

“Guess I’d better take a look at the engines.”

Alma and Lewis shifted their feet to let her reach the step on the cabane strut, and she pulled herself onto the wing.  A moment later, Alma could hear the clang of hatches opening, and she sighed again.

“I’m going to miss this when we’re home.”

Not all of it, of course — not Stasi’s awful attempt at goodness, not Jerry and Willi arguing incomprehensibly, not Jimmy’s sulks, though those were getting better, and most of all not Pelley, his power and his darkness and his hate.  At least she knew in her bones that they had stopped his first plan.  Scotched the snake, not killed it: the quotation floated through her mind, and with it came the certainty that nothing was over.  They would face him, or someone like him, again and again and again, the world wobbling between poles. But that was all right. She could live with that, on this particular day, the same way that she could live with Lewis’s vows. It would come; it would all come home to roost, but not today.

She squeezed Lewis’s shoulder, eliciting a small, sleepy smile, and climbed onto the wing.  “How’s it going?”

“Everything’s jake,” Lily answered, closing the last compartment.  “No scorching, no magneto problems, no nothing.  I like these Republic engines.”

“Henry builds good machines,” Alma answered.  She looked back at Mauna Loa, white-topped against the vivid sky.  “What are your plans after this?”

“I don’t know.” Lily wiped her hands on her pants, heedless of the stains. “Go back to the States, I guess.  Or — I might stay here, if I can find work, or maybe head further west. Australia, maybe.” She gave Alma a sidelong glance and a wry smile. “I can’t thank you enough, you know that.  I never thought I’d be free of him, of the luck he put on me.  But now — now I need to figure out what I want, what I am, and I think I need to do it away from him.”

“That’s sensible,” Alma said, and meant it.  Pelley wasn’t someone to be toyed with.  “If you want a reference, I’d be glad to give you one — Mitch would sign one, too. And I know Floyd would be glad to put in a word.”

“Thank you,” Lily said.  “I’ll take you up on that, and gladly.”

“And also —” Alma hesitated, then decided she could make promises for both sides.  “I could ask Dr. Buck if he could give you an introduction to a… congenial circle.  If you’d like, of course.”

“I’ve missed it,” Lily said. “Missed it terribly. It’s not all like last night, but — yes, I’d be very grateful.”

“I’ll talk to him,” Alma said.  More likely, she’d talk to Bea Patton, but, either way, she’d get it done.  She squinted at the sun, dropping down from the zenith, and shook her head.  “All right,” she called, raising her voice to include the men below. “Time to get back to work.”

Cataloging was hardly Jerry’s favorite part of the dig, but it was the part that could be done from the office in the Bishop Museum rather than out in the field.  And truth be told they were really reaching the end of the fieldwork.  Their trenches now encompassed the entire area formerly occupied by a very nondescript village, and there wasn’t much else that digging here could tell them.  Mostly at this point it was cataloging the finds, and Jerry had volunteered to get started on that while Willi oversaw the completion of the last trenches and the sieving of the dirt.  In a week it would be time to fill everything in again, leaving Mr. Collins his pineapple grove more or less as they had found it.  

Also, it was the morning after the ritual and Jerry was feeling hung over in a way that had nothing to do with alcohol.  That kind of work was very energy intensive, and it had easily been the most encompassing working he’d ever participated in.  It had succeeded.  Jerry was certain of that.  At least one door was closed to Pelley and to his associates, whoever they were.  After the things Willi had told him he almost dreaded knowing.  No, he dreaded the circumstances that would lead him to know.  This wasn’t over.  They’d won a skirmish, but the great battle still loomed and each day he grew more and more certain that it was coming.  To face it as a one-legged middle-aged man was not what he’d hoped, but he couldn’t entirely say that he didn’t want it.  He had always wanted an extraordinary life, and last night’s working was as heady as wine.  He couldn’t say he actually flinched from the challenge, no more than Lewis flinched from the prospect of war in the air.  Lewis was Diana’s Hunter, and he…  Perhaps he was the warrior no more.  But he could be the magician.  That was no little role in the grand scheme of things.

He slipped his hand into his pocket, feeling the folded sheet of the telegram that had arrived this morning.  Pylon dig approved, it read. You to direct. Funding to follow. Hutcheson had kept his promise, and if —when — the funding was completed, there would be Alexandria.  Professionally, too, he had a new role to play, and he hadn’t believed that was possible, either.

The door opened and Bea came in, taking off her hat to put it on the top of the bookcase.  She stopped as she saw him.  “Good morning.”

“Good morning,” Jerry said, acutely aware of the receptionist on the other side of the open door.  

“Cataloging today?”  She looked brisk and well satisfied, like a cat who’s been at the cream.

“Yes, indeed,” Jerry replied.  “Care to give me a hand with these stone tools?  You may be more familiar than I.”

“Of course.”  She looked intensely pleased to be asked and sat down across the table from him, letting the door swing shut naturally.  “It was quite something, wasn’t it?” she asked in a low voice.

“It certainly was.”  Jerry couldn’t help but share her satisfaction.  “These, however…”  He gestured to the small collection of stone tools spread on the table.

“Aren’t much,” she said flatly.

“No.”  Jerry shook his head.  “I’m afraid what we have is a picture of an ordinary village.  Except for one or two items.”

Bea leaned closer.  “Which?”

It would do no harm to tell her.  Someone should share their surmises, and perhaps Bea Patton was the right person.  “This is conjecture,” Jerry said, “But Dr. Radke and I have some thoughts.”  He told her the entire thing, laid it all out, their musings and interpretations, his epiphany off the coast of the Big Island watching the lava flows, all of the things that could be, and she listened with shining eyes.

“That’s just how it happened,” she said at last.  “It has to be.”

“We have no proof of anything,” Jerry said.  “And you understand why it’s best if our conjectures don’t see the light of day.”

“But you give me the story,” she said.

He nodded.  “It’s up to you if you want to tell Dr. Buck, and how much and when.  But someone should know.”

“You give me the story.”  She sat back, folding her hands on her lap.  “People give me stories a lot.  Old people, Hawaiians, others.  I’m not the right person.  Their children and their grandchildren are the right people, but young people in Hawaii today don’t want old stories.  They want university degrees and good jobs and cars and dreams of the big world, airplanes their outrigger canoes to cross the ocean to lands unknown.  They don’t want stories about lizards that speak and floating islands.  And so the old people give their stories to me because I want them.  I’m not an anthropologist and I’m not a scholar, but I’m here and I’m listening.  They put their stories in my hands, and now so do you.”

Jerry nodded solemnly.  “Someone should know, even if we can’t prove anything.  Even if this is all there is.  The Wind Raker came here, and here they found where the land was made.  But right now it’s better if we don’t speculate publicly.”

“I understand,” Bea said.  “The world is full of lost things, and some of them are better off not found.”

“Yes,” Jerry said.  

Willi’s steps slowed as he came closer to the American Factors building, the fancy facade dominating the street.  It was early evening, the end of the working day, and most of the others on the street were headed home, away from the downtown.  The banks were long closed, and the wholesale houses were beginning to shut down; as he made his way through the lobby, he was the only person going toward the stairs. 

“Dr. Radke!”  An American voice, unpleasantly familiar, and Willi forced a smile as Pelley approached, holding out his hand. He took it without — he hoped — visible reluctance, and returned the handshake.

“Mr. Pelley.”

“A pleasure to see you again.”  Pelley’s voice was full and cheerful, though Willi thought there was something beneath the facade, leashed annoyance. “Anything new at the dig?”

“Some good tools and a rather nice ki’i, or tiki, figure,” Willi answered cautiously.  “And the dancing floor is indeed larger and better than we had expected.”

Was that disappointment on Pelley’s face?  Willi maintained his bland smile.  Pelley said, “Nothing more about the Chinese, then?”

“I’m afraid not.  You must have known it was a very long shot.”

And that was a long shot of his own, implying that Pelley was behind the dig, but to his surprise the American nodded. “And yet there is every reason to believe it is true.  Even if there is no so-called scientific evidence.”

There was unexpected venom in his tone. Willi blinked. “I will agree the stories are suggestive, but without archeological finds to back them up, they can only remain that.  And if you will excuse me, I am late for a meeting.”

“Of course.”  Pelley moderated his stare.  Willi gave a little bow and started up the stairs, grateful to have gotten away.

The door of Hackfeld’s office was open, and the secretary smiled at him as she rose from her desk.

“Good afternoon, Herr Professor.  Herr Hackfeld is waiting.”  She tapped on the inner door and opened it.

Willi stepped past her into the inner office, the sun and heat heavy in the air in spite of the open window and the whirring fan.  There was an ice bucket on a side tray, two bottles of wine buried in it, and three men sitting in the comfortable chairs.  He knew Hackfeld and Lange, but not the third man, slim and neat in a well-cut linen suit. His hair was close-cut, his bearing military, and Willi was not surprised when Hackfeld introduced him as Fregattenkapitän Dönitz of the Emden. 

“I had the pleasure of teaching one of your cadets some years ago,” he said, and wondered if he was making a mistake.

“Oh?” Dönitz sounded genuinely curious, and Willi gave a careful smile.

“Dieter Lorenz, Herr Fregattenkapitän.  A solid student.”

Dönitz’s tight expression relaxed just a fraction.  “A good cadet.  Hard-working.”

Lange cleared his throat, and held out a glass of wine. “Herr Professor?  Are there any new finds we should know about?”

Willi accepted the glass and took a cautious sip. It was better than he’d expected, and he answered with even greater care.  “You’ll receive a copy of our final report, of course, but — the short answer is that, while we’ve found a number of quite nice Polynesian artifacts, there has been very little that would be of interest to the sponsor of the dig.”

“Herr Pelley was quite insistent that there was a solid traditional connection,” Lange observed.

“I’m not so certain of that,” Willi said. “There is the Chinese documentary evidence that a ship was sent east, yes, and there is a Hawaiian tale of a floating island, crewed by ‘people who were kin to the golden lizard,’ but there is nothing to say whether there is a connection between the two.  And — most importantly, from my point of view — there is absolutely no physical evidence that would connect the story with the land.  There are so many stories of strangers from the sea, in almost every culture. I just don’t see it as proving anything.  At least not yet.”

“But there were those porcelain pieces,” Hackfeld said.

“Yes.” Willi nodded.  “I have examined them, and there’s no question that they are genuinely Ming pieces. I think there are three possibilities. First, they were brought to Hawaii by missionaries and lost.  Against that, there is no record of a missionary house in the area where Mr. Collins found them, nor did we find any evidence of such.  Also, one does not easily lose intact expensive porcelain.”

Both Hackfeld and Dönitz laughed, and even Lange allowed himself a smile.

“Second, it is just barely possible that the pieces belonged to Chinese immigrants, and were hidden in the fields for some reason.  It’s unlikely that an immigrant with access to the pineapple fields would own such high quality objects, and also these fields were in cultivation by then, and I would have expected them to be found earlier if this were the case. The final possibility is that indeed there was a Chinese presence, but we were not looking in the right place,” Willi went on.  “Perhaps Mr. Collins misremembered the spot, or perhaps the objects were buried away from the Chinese settlement for some reason.  Against that — well, there are the remains of a very typical Hawaiian village on the site.  I cannot see another settlement placed too close to it.  And we found nothing that is identifiably Chinese.”  He spread his hands, careful not to spill his wine.  “I incline toward the missionary hypothesis myself.”

“And does Professor Ballard agree with you?” Lange asked.

“For the most part, yes,” Willi said.  Jerry had promised he would back whatever Willi thought needed to go into the report, and more importantly, what needed not to be said. “There are one or two points where we disagree, but we in accord on the main questions.”

“Is there any possibility he might be holding out on you?” Lange held up his hand. “I know, he is your colleague, but he’s an American, and there’s a chance he might have some government connections.”

Willi put his wine on the edge of the desk, concentrating on placing it precisely so that his fear wouldn’t show. “I really don’t think so, Herr Lange.  I don’t think he’s that kind of man, and even so — the dig is very small, and there were only a handful of people involved. Even if he had found something, he couldn’t have kept it secret.”

“I’m more concerned with things he deliberately didn’t find,” Lange answered.

Willi spread his hands again. “What can I say to that?  If he concealed objects, it’s possible I wouldn’t know — but I can’t see how he could have done it.  We were at the dig together nearly every day.”

“But not every day.”

“No.”  Willi did his best to sound reasonable. “But if I wasn’t there, our assistants were, and they are all young men eager to make a name for themselves.  It would have been very hard to hide anything from them.  And before you say it, there were bonuses for the workers, if they found anything unusual.  We paid out for any number of artifacts.”

“Still,” Lange said.  “I wonder if we should have a word with Dr. Ballard.”

Willi froze, the breath caught in his chest, and Dönitz stirred. 

“Be reasonable, man.  If there’s nothing to find, they won’t find it.”

“But, Herr Freggatenkapitän —”

“I was asked to look in on this unofficially,” Dönitz said, with a small, surprisingly pleasant smile in Willi’s direction, “so of course nothing I say can be construed as an order. But it seems to me that both Professor Radke and Professor Ballard have done their best, together and separately.  I think I mentioned, Herr Lange, that I — well, Emden — encountered his aviator friends and was able to give them some assistance?  If they are calling in favors to perform aerial surveys, I don’t think you can argue that they aren’t trying.  Occam’s Razor:  there’s nothing there to find.”

Willi released his held breath and picked up his wine again. Lange sat back, scowling, and Hockfeld looked from one to the other.

“It was always a long shot,” he ventured, and Lange sighed.

“Just so.  You will give us copies of the final expedition report, Herr Professor?”

“Of course.  And copies of all the photographs as well.”

That seemed to mollify Lange, as he had hoped it might.  “Very well, and thank you.  I am sorry this has not proved more illuminating.”

“On the contrary,” Willi answered.  “It has been a good teaching tool, and a pleasant holiday, for which I am grateful.  The Chinese expedition was very hard work.”

“Especially compared to this, eh?” Dönitz said, deflecting anything Lange might have said.  “Your efforts are appreciated, Professor.”

“Yes, indeed,” Hackfeld said. “You’ll join us for dinner, Herr Professor?”

“With pleasure,” Willi lied. It was a small price to pay for freedom.


Epilogue

It had been raining all day, first hard enough to sound like drums on the bungalow roof to Douglas, and then steady through the afternoon.  The grown-ups’ jobs were just about finished, so Dr. Radke had called all his people and told them to take the day off and then gone back to bed.  The rest of them had eaten a long, leisurely breakfast because there wasn’t going to be any flying today either, and Momma had let him have a small bowl of jook when Dr. Radke and Dr. Ballard finally had their breakfasts.  After that, though, it had been pretty dull.  He’d read for a while, but he’d already finished The Wizard of Oz, and all three of his comic books — and Jimmy’s, too — and so he’d tried to get the little girls to play Hawaiian band with him until Momma made him stop.

“It’s giving me a headache, darling.  Why don’t you read a book?”

“I read all of them.”

Momma raised an eyebrow, and Jimmy said, “I could drill you on the times tables. Then you’d be ahead of everybody else when you get back to school.”

“It’s summer,” Douglas said, firmly.

“It’s almost over.”

“But not yet.”

“You need to know how to do math if you’re going to be an engineer,” Jimmy said.

Douglas looked at Momma. “Do I really?”

“I’m afraid so, darling,” she said. 

“I don’t want to learn the times tables.”  Douglas stuck his lip out.

“Well, you’ll have to sometime,” Momma said, “but not right now.  I know something else you need if you’re going to go to sea.  Languages!  You’ll be in all sorts of foreign countries, talking to all sorts of foreign people, and you’ll need to know how to say at least hello.”  She smiled like the Dragon Lady, all secrets. “And in this house, there are people who know lots of different languages.  Why don’t you ask all the grown-ups how to say ‘hello’ and ‘goodbye’ and ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ in all the languages they know?  You can write them down on the telephone pad, darling, and then you’ll have a list to start learning.”

“That’s a neat idea,” Jimmy said.  “Can I make a list, too?”

“Of course, darling!”  Momma looked in the kitchen drawers until she found another pad of paper. “There you go. Now, go ask Mrs. Segura how to say all that in Italian.”

The rain was ending now, the clouds breaking to the west, so that the setting sun glowed as red as fire on the horizon.  Red sky at night, sailor’s delight, Douglas thought.  He was going to put that in his notebook, too, just as soon as he finished copying his list from the telephone pad. Dr. Ballard had given him and Jimmy each a notebook of their own, like a real book except it had lined pages like an exercise book, and he was busy copying the list he’d acquired over the course of the day.  It was really a surprise how many languages people spoke.  Mr. Segura spoke Spanish, and Mrs. Segura spoke Italian and a little of what she called Indian Spanish, and he’d left her and Mr. Segura discussing whether it was really Spanish or Pueblo or something.  Dr. Radke spoke German and French and Chinese — Mandarin Chinese, Douglas corrected himself; Dr. Ballard spoke German and French and Latin and Greek and Hebrew and knew how to say ‘hello’ and ‘thank you’ in Egyptian and Arabic and Turkish too, though Dr. Radke said that Latin and Egyptian didn’t count since there was nobody alive who spoke them anyway, and he wasn’t sure anyone spoke Greek like Dr. Ballard, either.  Douglas left them to fight about it — they liked fighting more than anybody he knew — and went back into the kitchen, where Mrs. Fong told him the words in Cantonese Chinese and in Hawaiian, and Momma added Hungarian and Czech.  And that made fifteen languages, and he’d bet nobody at school knew there were that many, never mind two different kinds of Chinese.

He closed his notebook carefully, looking around the lanai, the adults’ voices soft counterpoint to the rain.  Dora was asleep on Mrs. Segura’s lap, and Merilee was snuggled up with Dad, fist to her mouth, not quite asleep, but not really awake, either.  He was full of roast pork and cake and chocolate milk, and even Jimmy looked happy.  Dr. Radke lifted a pitcher, and topped up glasses for Momma and Dr. Ballard and Mr. Segura.

“I do wish we had found a connection with Wind Raker,” he said, with a glance at Dr. Ballard, and Douglas looked up.

“I know that story.”

“You do?” Dad said.  “Where’d you hear that, Doug?”  He patted the couch cushion on the other side from where Merilee was curled up.

“On the boat.”  Douglas sat beside him, feeling very grown up himself.  “Miss Lee’s friend told us that story.”

“I’d like to hear it,” Dr. Ballard said, with a smile, and Dr. Radke nodded.

“Please.”

Dad nodded. “Go ahead.”

“Once upon a time —” Douglas frowned.  No, that wasn’t quite right.  “Once when the stories happened!  Once when the stories happened, there was a ship as big as an island, and tall as the moon, and it was called Wind Raker because the winds got caught in its sails like grass in the tines of a rake.  And there were so many winds caught there that there was a huge storm and the ship was blown all the way through all the islands to Hawaii and it wrecked there on the lava-rock and all the winds got loose and flew away so it couldn’t sail any more. And the captain and his people looked around at the lava rock, where Pele had banked up her hearth fire, and the islanders looked at the wreck, and they came out onto the land together.  The captain of the Wind Raker said that he’d come looking for the navel of the world, but they were wrecked and now he’d never finish his mission.  And the chiefs sat down with him and wept with him, because he was breaking his promise to the great chief back home.  But there was nothing they could do about it, so they dried their tears, and they took everything off the ship, and they built houses and planted taro and some of them met girls and got married and had babies.  And when A’hia who served Pele heard about it, she came down off her mountain and walked through the jungle and the fields and came to the captain’s house, where he lived all alone. 

“Why are you alone? she asked him, and he said, because I couldn’t find the navel of the world. I promised I’d find it, and I can’t.  And she said, look about you.  And he did, and saw his crew in their houses and their children and grandchildren around them, and he shook his head.  Look around you, she said again, and he saw his comfortable house and A’hia who served Pele, and the chief’s daughter who brought him dinner every day and the chief’s son who told him stories.  And A’hia who served Pele said, this is the navel of the world.  The navel of the world is home.”

It was very quiet on the lanai, just the sound of the rain and a bird calling in the distance.  Douglas looked around, worried that he’d gotten it wrong, and Momma sniffed loudly.

“That’s a lovely story, darling.”  Her voice was funny, like she was going to cry, and Douglas gave Dad a nervous look.  Dad smiled down at him and put his arm around his shoulders.

“That is a good story, Doug.”

“Yes,” Dr. Radke said. “Yes, indeed.”

“And you heard it from one of the boys on the boat?” Dr. Ballard asked, his face intent. “A Chinese boy?”

“Hawaiian,” Jimmy said.  “His name’s Rick.  He wants to be Miss Lee’s boyfriend.”

“Well, as long as he’s a nice boy, that’s a good thing,” Momma said briskly.  “Now.  It’s time to get ready for bed, boys.”

Douglas picked himself up, and saw Mrs. Segura smile at her husband.

“The navel of the world is home.”
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