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   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   I had never visited Washington D.C. for longer than an airport layover. Twice in my lifetime, the first time was during my ill-fated trip to Egypt with my former college roommate, Mario Thomas. The second time was after I headed south from Toronto, Canada, on my way to Honduras.
 
   But now I would be a resident, or indentured servant, depending on how one looked at Ishi’s and my current circumstances. No longer free to follow our ‘creative archaeologist’ whims, our spirits were now shackled and bound to serve a clandestine US government agency known simply as “Project Golden Eye”—or as Agent Brandon Jacobs prefers to call it, “PGE”. 
 
   Sounds like a tranquilizer for unruly kids, if you ask me.
 
   For the benefit of those unfamiliar with my first five journals, my name is Nick Caine. My Towankan pal, Ishi Cuyamel, and I have been partners in the antiquities black market for damn near fifteen years, after I took him under my wing as an impoverished kid in Honduras. No, he wasn’t an orphan… but he might as well have been.
 
   There was a third person in our troupe, too, but Marie Da Vinci has been detained indefinitely in another world. At least that’s how I prefer to think of it…. In all likelihood, though, I doubt we’ll ever see her again after she took a swan dive into a deep chasm inside a Scottish cave near Loch Morar. I’m not ready to embrace the likelihood she is dead. Not yet… although at some point I will have to come to terms with her willing desertion of me, and of Ishi, too. Just not in the present moment. After all, her suicidal leap was less than seventy-six hours ago. In the meantime, Ishi and I are set to begin a new chapter in our lives.
 
   “Look, Boss, there’s the skyline.” Ishi pointed ahead to our new home, framed by the advent of sunset behind the capital of America. His warm brown eyes sparkled with excitement at the city’s sprawl, lightly aglow. Surely, the streets were alive in a festive mood as Christmas was just ten days away. Not that I shared the festive outlook or his excitement, since the broken heart Marie left me throbbed as a fresh wound. “Agent Jacobs said our apartment wouldn’t be far from downtown. We’ll be close to everything!”
 
   True. Our new digs were supposedly in an upscale condominium building near Capitol Hill, complete with a doorman and security guard on twenty-four hour duty.
 
   “We should land at Dulles in the next twenty minutes,” Brandon Jacobs advised from behind us. “We’ve arranged for dinner and then you two will have the rest of the night to yourselves. Just remember you have a meeting with my boss at eight o’clock sharp tomorrow morning.”
 
   Agent Jacobs was the only other passenger on our private flight from Scotland. The meeting he referred to was our upcoming introduction to Agent William Spence, who apparently was the guy who recruited Jacobs fresh out of Georgetown nearly eight years ago. Most interesting to me was the fact Agent Spence was also the one who had insisted on recruiting Ishi and me specifically to leave our nefarious lives as ancient artifact ‘looters’ and come over to the light.
 
   Why us, over so many other candidates in the ‘soft-pillaging biz’? Surely there were more accomplished criminals in the antiquities black market than lil’ ole Ishi and me.
 
   I hoped to learn that answer early on during tomorrow’s face-to-face introduction to the employer we’d soon be contracted to for an initial five year term. Yeah, five frigging years! It felt interminably long…. But the harshness was softened by the fact Ishi and I were spared possibly spending the next twenty years in foreign prisons and then being released into poverty. Instead, part of our sweetened deal was getting to keep the loot we had collected over the years. We just couldn’t add to our stash with more artifacts, after initialing a clause that served as our signed oath to uphold the law.
 
   Being allowed to walk away with enough wealth to never have to work for an honest living heightened my curiosity about Spence’s true motivation in sending Jacobs to travel to Scotland to recruit us. Recruit us with a full court press, I might add.
 
   After landing and taking care of all the obligatory US Customs inspections, we were soon on our way to McCormick and Schmicks. Ishi was surprised by the dinner reservations at one of D.C.’s posh steakhouses, and I was already keeping track of every opulent move, since I had no doubt that everything given would end up added to our tab.
 
   “Order anything you want,” said Agent Jacobs, his warm smile much brighter than before, and his light blue eyes aglow.
 
   I had thought his unruly dark curly hair made him look older than his twenty-nine years, but he seemed more like a kid fresh out of college in the table’s candlelight glow. Surely, he was relieved that he managed to get us safely to Washington without a hitch. Yassir Ali was gone, but it was entirely possible that his assassins continued to hunt for my Towankan pal and me. 
 
    “Does that offer include the most expensive bottle of booze they carry here?” I smiled playfully to let him know I was kidding, drawing a chuckle from Ishi, who looked up briefly from his menu. “Is this how we’re always going to eat?”
 
   “No,” said the agent. “But we wanted to give you a nice welcome to your new home.”
 
   “Ahh,” I raised my water glass in salute.
 
   “Because in two days, you guys are headed to Fiji.”
 
   “What?” Ishi’s head popped up suddenly, as if he were a wack-a-mole. “An assignment so soon?”
 
   “Yep,” Jacobs replied smugly. “Gotta whittle away the debt you’ve spent the last fifteen years accumulating.”
 
   “I thought that was all forgiven as long as we didn’t go back to our lives in… in the ancient artifact recovery business,” I said, lowering my voice and leaning forward when a middle-aged couple at a nearby table cast a curious glance in our direction. “Is this some sort of bait and switch bullshit? It isn’t what we discussed in Glasgow… maybe we should talk to your man, Spence, tonight.”
 
   Agent Jacobs shook his head, his smile softening to an elfin grin.
 
   “There’s no need to involve him. I was just messing with you about the penance part,” he said, to which Ishi groaned at the joke poorly played. “But you are flying to Lautoka Monday afternoon. So, enjoy your Saturday night. You will meet with William tomorrow morning, and then go home and review the files on the guys we want you to track and apprehend in the act of stealing artifacts. You’ll get your final briefing Monday morning.”
 
   “Shit, you make me feel like a rock star,” I deadpanned.
 
   “Or, James Bond,” added Ishi. “A couple of spies, no?”
 
   “I think they intend for us to arrest these guys, Ishi,” I said. “That makes it a little more complicated, I believe.”
 
   “Don’t we need training for that—”
 
   “Gentlemen, all you have to do is track these criminals,” Jacobs interrupted. “We’ll have a boat offshore that each of you will be wired to. Once we detect you closing in on these guys caught in the act, we will dispatch a team of professionals to come take over. If you’re in danger at any point, we’ll get you out of there immediately and safely.”
 
   “Whoa, whoa…. You didn’t say anything about risking our lives, man!” I hissed, though quietly, feeling increasingly alarmed about this arrangement. Perhaps I was headed for a reunion with Marie sooner than anticipated. Ishi’s presence could make it a nice little threesome party in the afterlife. “I thought these crooks were like us?”
 
   “They are… just a little more ruthless and packing more heat than a bowie knife and pistol.” 
 
   He studied us with a pained but compassionate look, as if Ishi and I were children learning for the first time that Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny were make believe.
 
   I wanted to pursue the details about the miscreants we would be dealing with, but our waiter returned. By the time we finished ordering our meals, Jacobs had distracted Ishi into telling him more about Honduras, with the promise of an early spring trip home for a month long visit with a beloved aunt he had only recently found out was still alive—provided we successfully fulfilled the agency’s upcoming assignments between now and then.
 
   “Sometimes it’s best to digest a little at a time when it comes to a challenging task,” Jacobs advised, as I tried to revisit the Fiji details again. “In time, Nick, you and Ishi will learn to trust me and William, as well as the network we have painstakingly set up for your backup and protection. Just do your job and we’ll do ours.”
 
   He eyed me knowingly, and it brought to mind Marie’s pointed admonitions. I missed her terribly at that moment, and hated what the healing period would be like—especially if dealing with Agent Jacobs’ smugness proved to be the standard treatment we received from the other agents associated with this so-called Project Golden Eye.
 
   He raised his wine glass in salute and Ishi raised his Jack and Coke. I reluctantly raised my glass of Scotch and cranberry on the rocks, wishing all restaurants in America still permitted smoking. Jacobs informed me as I reached for my pack and lighter earlier, when we were seated at our table, that cigarettes were banned in Washington’s restaurants, as was also the case in most U.S. cities. I hadn’t been back to the States since moving to Honduras, and had missed the crusade against my cherished addiction. Only cigars were permitted, and exclusively limited to select lounges. I resolved to get familiar with such establishments, since a panatela or stogie was better than nothing. In the meantime, I intended to wash down as much Scotch as possible that night, to inspire a lasting smile to hide behind.
 
   “Okay, then…. We’ll do our jobs and try to trust you guys to do yours,” I said, adding a wry smile. The alcohol was working, and the spreading warmth told me it would soon be talking for me, too. Ah, yes, much better!
 
   “What?” asked Jacobs, when a smirk slid through my façade.
 
   “It’s nothing,” I assured him. “You mentioned in Scotland that we would be getting paid and would enjoy company benefits…. Right?”
 
   “Yes. William will go over all of that information with you both tomorrow.”
 
   “I’ll have to tell him to hold off on the life insurance, since all Ishi and I have is each other. If either of us ever falls down into a rabbit hole, the other is bound to follow.”
 
   My joke was poorly received by him, but at least Ishi smiled and nodded approvingly.
 
   We still have each other’s backs… at least there is that!
 
   Perhaps Agent Jacobs could tell that I intended to soon become the life of the party. Or, maybe he needed his beauty sleep to keep the spring in his loose curls, along with pampering his flawless skin. Regardless, he kept the subsequent chitchat to a minimum and within the hour he had hailed a cab for us to be taken to our new residence.
 
   “Here’s your security entrance cards and the keys to your condo and mailbox,” he advised, from outside the taxi. “Everything should be set for you guys, but you can call me at the number I gave you if we missed anything. A driver will be waiting for you outside at seven-forty tomorrow morning. Don’t be late.”
 
   He stood by the curb until we were more than a block away, and then I assumed he hailed his own ride home. Folks in his business have to keep a low profile, but I was surprised that during the past thirty-plus hours since Scotland’s police had escorted us to a private room to meet Agent Jacobs, we had learned very little about the man. He knew a helluva lot more about Ishi and me, both from our previous profiles and the casual conversations we had shared during the long transatlantic flight to the United States.
 
   “He seems okay,” said Ishi, after our driver confirmed our address, which was less than ten miles away from the restaurant. I shrugged. “You don’t think so, Nick?”
 
   “It’s too early to tell,” I said. “At least it’s too early to trust anyone…. And that may be the way it remains for me, my friend. Other than me trusting you, of course.”
 
   He nodded and smiled before turning his attention to the Smithsonian and other attractions we passed on the way to our accommodations. When the driver stopped in front of the address plate, I could only shake my head at the Lincoln Palace’s ostentatious façade.
 
   “It’s not so bad, no?” Ishi enthused, once we arrived to our suite on the fourth floor, a spacious apartment with an incredible view of Capitol Hill.
 
   “Not bad,” I agreed, nodding approvingly. 
 
   The place even came with an outdoor balcony, set up with an umbrella table and two chairs. All of the furnishings inside appeared to be high end. If only that sort of thing mattered, which it never had for me. Sleeping in a tent in the rugged wilderness—regardless of natural hazards or the weather—was preferable to the loss of freedom this place represented. I’d trade it all to explore uncharted lands in hopes of uncovering legendary artifacts from the past… but too late for that. 
 
   The condo appealed to Ishi, and that would be enough for me for a while. To make sure he remained happy here, I offered him the bigger bedroom, which also included the better skyline view. 
 
   After one last smoke to break in the balcony as my own small refuge, I retired an hour after Ishi had called it a night. I washed up in the spacious main bath, where a glance at my reflection in a Hollywood mirror gave me pause…. My eyes seemed darker than normal, and almost not even hazel. Maybe it was the winter affect on my dark blonde beard that was almost brown.
 
   The burden of worry reflected back to me, and the heavy weight from so many regrettable events in such a short span of time threatened to crush my spirit.
 
   “What in the hell have you done, Nick?” I whispered at my reflection.
 
   Of course, there was no reply. Just like there was no going back to happier times that now seemed like years ago, despite being a mere few weeks in the past.  I bitterly recalled how my life seemed less than fortunate at the time. I would gladly trade running for our lives from Yassir Ali’s men any day over our current state… and if Marie was still alive. 
 
   All I knew for certain at that profound moment was the end of our five year commitment to Project Golden Eye seemed like an eternity to look forward to. If only the beginning could be fast-forwarded to the final day. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   The trip to the office that would be Ishi’s and my ‘home away from home’ for the next five years took just seven minutes. The driver who picked us up also worked for the agency, and arrived at 7:38 a.m. Good thing Ishi and I were waiting for him outside the building’s entrance.
 
   Introducing ourselves to George Paradis, who stated he would be our assigned driver for the next several months, turned into an exercise in silence after he nodded and said he knew who we were and offered the information about his assignment as if he already relished reaching its conclusion. All other questions were ignored after an initial “That’s William’s job to inform you.”
 
   Meanwhile, the office was less than five blocks away from the Smithsonian complex, and the outside façade of the old brownstone looked nothing like what I had expected. Chipped concrete steps and graffiti-covered bricks made the building look more like an inner city crack house than anything else, along with boarded-up windows. But once inside, the décor was modern and spoke to an expensive renovation.
 
   “It’s not much to look at from the outside,” said Agent Jacobs, greeting us after Agent Paradis dropped us off at the reception desk in the lobby. Apparently Jacobs read my grimace as we entered the building. “We’re the only agency in town that operates like this, and even though new offices are being built for us in the suburbs, I prefer this place… it fits our personality and our purpose.”
 
   Not sure what in the hell he meant by that, but perhaps it was the casual atmosphere he was referring to. Jeans and a sweatshirt had replaced Jacob’s suit and tie from the previous two days. Other employees dipping in and out of the first floor offices were similarly attired. Despite wearing what looked like official U.S. government I.D. badges, this didn’t seem like a legit agency by any stretch.
 
   “Come on… William is waiting.”
 
   We followed him upstairs to the first landing, where he led us down a short hall and to the last office on the left. Jacobs knocked on the door’s frosted window and entered without waiting for a reply. Ishi and I peered through the open doorway.
 
   “Come in,” said an older man’s voice.
 
   The room was decorated in the fashion I had envisioned some government offices to look like… in the 1950s, that is. Although, the computer monitor on the desk was ultra-thin with a wireless keyboard—something from the modern age. And, at least the room looked somewhat legit. But the man rising from his high-back leather chair behind the desk looked more like a Mafia bodyguard. Or, perhaps he had once played sports on a serious level. Judging from the powerful chest and arms defined beneath a blue turtleneck sweater it was something full-contact, like football… as in rugby.
 
   “So you are the infamous Nicholas Caine and Ishima Cuyamel.” The man’s voice was rich and robust, with the timbre of an operatic baritone. He smiled warmly and extended his hand for both of us to shake. “I’m William Spence.”
 
   “Nice to meet you, Agent Spence,” said Ishi, followed by a ‘howdy’ from me. My response drew an amused chuckle from this handsome middle-ager. His green eyes, that would always be lighter than mine, twinkled in his lined face—a face that had either worshipped the sun or gained its character through harrowing adventures that rivaled my own. His blonde hair was tinged with gray along the temples and near the front of his full hairline.
 
   “So are you guys excited for your first assignment with us?” he asked, motioning for us to sit down in a pair of smaller leather chairs in front of his desk. “Brandon has brought me up to speed on some things, and I’ll get to your compensation packages in a moment. What do you think of your new pad? Pretty nice, huh?”
 
   Ishi and I exchanged bashful looks that were more on account of Agent Spence’s congeniality. We had expected a stodgy asshole. Not that Agent Jacobs was a bad guy either, but the way he had referred to his boss spoke of a rigidity we had yet to see, or sense. Then again, I haven’t had the greatest success in assessing people as of late.  
 
   A large bookshelf dominated the wall behind Agent Spence, and I recognized some of the volumes from my college days. Only for me, the anthropological treatises and other works from famed pioneers like E.B. Tylor and James Frazer—as well as the archeology studies of Grahme Clarke, Louis Leaky, Lewis Binford, and others—had come in summarized textbooks. Some of the books here appeared to be leather-bound special editions, and I couldn’t help wondering if the famed scientists signed any of them.
 
   “I see your fascination with my little library, Nick,” said Spence, returning to his chair. “I almost headed down the anthropologist/archaeologist path thirty-eight years ago—not far from where you did your schooling. Back in the mid-seventies Berkley seemed a better choice for me than UCLA. After I finished my masters work, I ended up in law enforcement, eventually working for the FBI, CIA, and now… this.”
 
   “Impressive,” I said, hoping I didn’t come across as glib. In truth, I was more stuck on the law enforcement aspects than Spence’s impressive book collection and educational background. After all, Ishi’s and my near miss with going to prison had everything to do with this agent. “How did you end up pursuing black market antiquities purveyors?”
 
   “Such as you guys?”
 
   I still wasn’t convinced everything was on the up and up here, but the words stung. I could feel Ishi bristling next to me, since we had always considered what we dabbled in as a step above that kind of thief—especially since we did give much of what we recovered to some of the better museums in the world… just not all of it. Admittedly, though, ‘looters with a conscience’ had always stood on shaky ground, and maintainable only when no one else questioned that status.
 
   Agent Spence was still smiling, and shared an amused glance with Agent Jacobs, who leaned back against a small table with his arms folded across his chest. He observed with smugness more palpable than the night before.
 
   “I’m just kidding with you, Nick,” said Agent Spence, relaxing in his chair. “You and Ishi haven’t been the most honest sorts we’ve worked with until now, but you have your good points. We’ve seen the list of donations to the museums in Los Angeles, Denver, and Boston up close and personal. And, I like to believe that a man can change his ways… as long as he is willing to alter his perspective about a few things.”
 
   Ishi glanced at me warily—surely worried our promised deal was a ruse to get us to Washington so we could be arrested formally. 
 
   “The deal that Agent Jacobs related to you both the other day still stands,” said Jacobs’ boss. “In fact, as long as you guys work faithfully for us for the mere term of your contract, you’ll never go to jail anywhere in the world, and you’ll get to keep the sizeable bounty you have collected over the years—the artifacts in storage in Honduras and Switzerland, along with the money. All of it.”
 
   Ishi let out a sigh of relief while I waited for the other shoe to fall.
 
   “But, in return for our… kindness, for lack of a better term, you two will be working your butts off to help us curtail the less than noble activities of some of the world’s most dangerous criminals,” he continued, studying us both intently, and with a keenness that spoke to the more ruthless nature hinted at by Agent Jacobs on the plane ride across the Atlantic. “I’m not going to sugar coat this, guys. The job comes with some risks, although we have streamlined our processes to where the chances of you two sustaining permanent and life-threatening injuries are remote.”
 
   Boy, that announcement made me feel a helluva lot better.
 
   “Just to clarify, you’re saying that you might not be able to protect us from the ‘marks’ you want us to investigate?” I asked, beginning to care less and less about the unsavory conditions of spending the next ten years locked inside an Egyptian prison cell. “And you expect us to willingly work under such duress for the next five years?”
 
   “You mean we could die?” Ishi chimed in.
 
   “Yes... I do expect your full cooperation,” said Spence, in response to my question while ignoring Ishi’s. His warm and engaging tone had taken on a slight edge, difficult to gauge if it was merely solemnity to make a point or coldness.
 
   “I don’t want to die,” said Ishi, turning his attention solely to me. “Maybe prison would be better.”
 
   “Maybe,” I agreed.
 
   “We are planning for fifteen to twenty missions per year,” added Jacobs. “That’s seventy-five to one hundred over the span of your contract.”
 
   “And, some won’t be dangerous at all,” said Spence, his smile returning. Perhaps he picked up something subtle from my expression, since I was doing the math while calculating what could possibly be our fate in Cairo’s modern dungeons—or even what might await us in Latin America, since Jacobs had mentioned our activities in Honduras and elsewhere had not escaped local governmental notice as I had hoped. “Some of the assignments will be in the United States, along the lines of participating in a sting operation to catch crooked museum curators and the small time crooks fencing relics through the black market avenues you know quite well.”
 
   “So what’s up with Fiji?” I asked.
 
   “Well, for starters the small gang of thieves we have been tracking have managed to plunder a number of Buddhist monuments and temples, and have had a knack for finding remote locations in some Pacific nations that we didn’t even know about until after the fact,” Spence explained, his smile dissolving into a grimace. It was either heartburn or an incredible distaste for being two steps behind the gang he described.
 
   “You guys sound like you are chasing these bad dudes instead of anticipating where they’ll end up next,” I said, deciding to lay things out there as I saw them, instead of kissing up to my new employers by trying to guess what they wanted to hear from Ishi and me. “I’d bet our first month’s paycheck that you’ve been chasing them for years now, always a day late and a treasure trove short.  How about it?”
 
   Agent Jacobs’ smug look faded, but Agent Spence smiled with admiration, nodding approvingly.
 
   “See, Brandon? I told you these were the right guys!” he enthused. “Yes, Nick, you are ‘dead on’ accurate—as I expected a successful antiquities thief to be in regard to a situation such as this, which we’re trying to bring to an end. The heists mean little to us personally, since golden Buddhas have been stolen and successfully fenced for decades, if not much longer…. Our problem is the thieves are converting the treasure to money to buy weapons and drugs. The resultant drug money, along with the weapons, is being used to fund terrorist activities in South America.”
 
   I nodded thoughtfully while Ishi looked on, listening intently to what he surely perceived as a death sentence descending upon our heads.
 
   “I thought we were going to be working for a North American government agency,” I said, suddenly lost as to why we were helping someone other than a United States institution. Was this penance for Ishi’s and my successful digs in the lower American continent?
 
   Agent Spence chuckled, shaking his head as if amused by my smartass comment while the sparkle in his eyes faded, surely meaning he wasn’t.
 
   “This group has attacked US Embassy employees in Venezuela, Argentina, and just last month in Brazil,” he said, the warmth dying in his tone. “You most certainly are working for a North American government agency, and these assholes need to be stopped before they gain any more confidence and head further north. Another of our nation’s employees barely escaped being kidnapped in Mexico City two days after the Brazil incident. These guys are likely planning a bolder move very soon. We finally have a tip that their artifact recovery and fencing operation is in Fiji right now, and have honed in on their next target. Based on our previous experiences with this group, we have until Friday, tops, to find them and interrupt their latest operation. After that it will be too late, and we will have to wait for them to turn up again….”
 
   The agent’s voice trailed off as he opened a bottom drawer on the right side of his desk.
 
   “Let’s go ahead and get the job paperwork out of the way, and once you boys have filled out everything for our Human Resources department and the IRS—and we’ve discussed how your compensation will work—we can go over the basic information in the files on the‎Bandidos de Fantasmas.”
 
   “Ghost bandits?” I whispered thoughtfully.
 
   “Yep, that’s what they call themselves,” he agreed, closing the drawer and then pushing two files toward Ishi and me. “Go ahead and look this over, and then I’ll answer any questions either of you might have.”
 
   I hadn’t filled out an application like this since working at a burger joint in college. It was worse for Ishi, since he had never officially worked for anyone other than me. But, together we muddled through everything… that is, until we reached the last page, which spoke specifically about our compensation.
 
   “Is this true?” Ishi’s eyes grew wide with excitement while he pointed to the dollar amount printed on the contract.
 
   “Ten thousand dollars plus expenses for each excursion?” I sought to confirm. Suddenly, I wasn’t nearly as worried about the drug lord/arms dealers plundering ancient Buddhist monuments.
 
   “Ten thousand bucks for each completed assignment,” said Agent Spence, while Agent Jacobs stepped over and pointed out the fine print for Ishi to see on his contract. “Make headway that eventually leads to a successful arrest and you’ll still get five thousand—even though you didn’t finish successfully. But… if you fuck up and fail to make a valiant effort on the part of the United States government, you won’t get jack shit, and the expenses will come out of your asses. Comprende?”
 
   The monster feared by Agent Jacobs had just come out from under the bed. I thought Agent Spence might be joking and paused to study his face…. Not even a trace of humor or goodwill existed there. It had been thoroughly vanquished, or exorcised, in a nanosecond.
 
   And just like that, the guy had become a certifiable sociopath in my book. But again, he and Jacobs held the keys to our redemption, so I smiled good-naturedly and encouraged Ishi to follow my lead in signing the damned contracts.
 
   Afterward, Spence presented a stack of files for us to briefly peruse with him, before packing them up in a briefcase to take home with us. Our immediate assignment was to study the documents and pictures in our condo thoroughly, so that by Monday morning’s briefing we would be ready for the latest information on Bandidos de Fantasmas, and then be ferried off to the airport by Agent Paradis in the afternoon.
 
   It sounded doable, despite our misgivings. Too late to start over, and for better or for worse, our first adventure working for Project Golden Eye was under way.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Reviewing the files on Luiz and Felipe Ramos turned out to be more involved than either Ishi or I had anticipated. The brothers and three cousins were the principle players in the gang. At least they were the main ones handling the archaeological plunder assignments. Of course, the rap sheets for the brothers explained Agent Spence’s mention of packing serious heat. One would need that for armed robbery charges. Not to mention both brothers had been in and out of Brazil prisons in their youth for a litany of crimes ranging from robbery to extortion, to even more serious crimes such as kidnapping and murder.
 
   “How in the hell did these guys ever get out of jail?” asked Ishi, shaking his head after reviewing photographs from an apparent assassination of a newspaper editor for O Estado de S. Paulo in Sao Paulo.
 
   The same way it works in every other country, I’m afraid,” I said, pulling out fresh pages to spread across the dining room table. “More often than not, the justice systems of the world protect the guilty…. These are definitely some hard core dudes.”
 
   “I’m not liking this arrangement,” he said. “Do you think we’re being bugged?”
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   I looked up from the mug shots of the cousins included in the gang. All of them carried the last name of Perez, and at least these guys didn’t carry the pedigree of death that the Ramos brothers brought with them. Important information to keep handy in case our cover got blown and we were forced to exploit the weaker links in the familial chain of command. The rest of the gang’s members carried similar arrest records to the Perez boys.
 
    Ishi pointed to the lights and other electronic devices in our vicinity.
 
   “You’re not serious, Ishi… or are you?”
 
   “So you don’t think we’re being listened to?”
 
   “Nah, I don….”
 
   It seemed preposterous, but then again, everything was being paid for by our employers, who didn’t have to do much to drive home the fact we could end up in prison at the snap of Agent Spence’s or Agent Jacobs’ fingers. The leaders of Project Golden Eye might not see invading our privacy as a crime, based on our nefarious past activities.
 
   “Thanks a lot, Ishi,” I said, glaring at him in irritation. “I could’ve gone months—weeks at least—without thinking about that fun possibility.”
 
   “So, do you think we are being bugged, or not?”
 
   “Why, do you?”
 
   “Yes… I mean, maybe,” he replied, glancing nervously around the dining room and cautiously peering into the living room and then into the nearby kitchen. “I want to talk about a different plan.”
 
   “I’m not following you, man,” I said, wondering why in the hell he wanted to discuss something other than the assignment we would be quizzed on less than ten hours from now, based on the ten o’clock news broadcast just starting five minutes ago. “Is it because of those pictures?”
 
   I pointed to the barely recognizable bodies of the editor and his wife, butchered beyond recognition by a barrage of bullets while sitting in their car at a traffic light in Sao Paulo. 
 
   “Yes. We’re going to die if we go to Fiji, Boss—I can feel it,” he said, pounding once on his chest to emphasize his point. “These men… they are just like Yassir Ali’s men, and maybe worse since instead of pursuing us, this time we are pursuing them. What happens to a jaguar when you corner it in its den?”
 
   He had a point.
 
   “Have you ever cornered a jag in its den before?” I asked, unable to contain the smirk Marie always hated and my Tawankan pal had learned over the years to tolerate.
 
   “Go ahead and make fun, Nick,” he said, scowling. “But if I die, then you get to tell my auntie why you didn’t listen!”
 
   “How in the hell does listening to you sharing your fears make me take on the blame if you happen to be right?” I countered, getting more irritated by what I considered a stupid and useless conversation. “Look, Ishi, we’re either headed to Fiji or a long prison term tomorrow morning. Five years of doing what they tell us, or the rest of our lives spent half in prison and half in poverty. And, as far as these other assholes are concerned? We’ve faced worse. Don’t you remember the Rodriguez brothers on that island near Belize? Hmmm?”
 
   He nodded sullenly.
 
   “And what did they say they were going to do to us after they had us tied up in the cave where the tide was coming in, steadily getting closer to our feet?”
 
   “They were going to cut us and let us either bleed to death or drown,” he mumbled.
 
   “Well, just to clarify… it wasn’t going to be a suicidal cut on the wrists, pal. They intended to cut our nuts off and let us bleed out in agony,” I reminded him. “These cats don’t seem that extreme to me—”
 
   “We could leave tonight and head for Honduras. Once we’re in the jungles, no one would find us!” he interrupted me, and his soft brown eyes twinkled with hope. “I checked the roads to Florida, and we could be there by morning and on a boat that night—”
 
   “Where the local police and feds would be waiting, thank you very much!” I said, returning the favor of cutting him off. “Dude, we’re stuck! All running will do is make things worse. We need to chill and focus on doing what Spence and Jacobs have assigned to us, and try not to get killed. It’s the only…. Well, who in the hell could that be at this hour?”
 
   Someone knocked on our front door. The knuckles’ rap upon the wood was almost like a secret lover’s message intended to only awaken their beau sleeping somewhere close to the door. The doorbell contained a musical bell chime, and one couldn’t miss the button next to the doorknob. But it was ignored.
 
   “Who is it?” whispered Ishi, when I shook my head in surprise after peering through the peephole.
 
   “It’s our employer.”
 
   I opened the door to Agent Jacobs, who pushed his way inside and then quickly closed the door behind him.
 
   “Are you all right, man?”
 
   “Sorry, Nick… sorry to you too, Ishi,” he said, dusting off snowflakes from his trench coat while wiping his shoes on the floor mat. “I know it’s late. But this can’t wait until tomorrow.”
 
   I shrugged indifferently and Ishi offered to take his coat and scarf.
 
   “Thanks,” he said. “I won’t be here too long…. I see you guys are working on your assignment.”
 
   He motioned to the files and photographs spread out on the dining room table and stepped over to them.
 
   “We’re getting a good handle on what to expect,” I said, pausing to wait for Ishi to rejoin us. “Maybe we should’ve signed up for the life insurance policies after all.”
 
   The three of us shared a polite laugh. By then, Ishi seemed to notice the same thing I had immediately picked up on. Jacobs was nervous… almost jittery.
 
   “Christ… I won’t beat around the bush about what’s up,” he said, gazing down at the same Brazilian homicide photographs that had spurred Ishi’s wariness about the upcoming trip. “But may I ask for something to drink? I could use a beer.”
 
   “All we have is Guinness,” I said.
 
   “That’ll do.”
 
   “You want one too, Ishi?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   I had a sudden impression that we might polish off the eight longnecks remaining from a twelve-pack in the fridge. Agent Jacobs being on edge was a totally different side of him from what we had seen the past few days. I looked forward to finding out what was eating at him.
 
   “You might want to put this shit away for now,” he said, after I returned with three opened bottles. He pushed aside the files closest to him as he took a seat at the table. Ishi and I did the same.
 
   “Why? Aren’t we supposed to be getting a pop quiz on ‘this shit’ in the morning from Professor Spence?” I asked, drawing a pained grin from our late night visitor.
 
   He drained nearly half of his Guinness before responding.
 
   “If you’ll be agreeable to what I ask of you tonight, you won’t be heading to Fiji tomorrow after all,” he said.
 
   “Really?” Ishi’s eyes lit up.
 
   “Something much more important has come up,” he said, shifting his gaze from me to Ishi and back again. “I need your help with something personal…. It might even cost me the career I have dedicated myself tirelessly to these past eight years. But I have no choice, and you guys are perfectly suited for this mission.”
 
   “Gee, thanks for the flattery,” I deadpanned. “But while you are polishing up your resume to work for someone else, perhaps some swanky D.C. senator’s office or law firm, what’s to prevent us from swinging from the gallows like Mary Surratt?”
 
   “You have my word—I would go to jail first before allowing either of you to take the fall for this,” he said. “You won’t be breaking any laws, and what you’ll be doing still falls under the general guidelines of what we take care of under Project Golden Eye.”
 
   “So, is this an official reassignment?” I asked.
 
   “No… It won’t be on the books until William finds out about it,” he said. “I can’t tell him anything until after you guys arrive in Ecuador.”
 
   “Huh? So… this is a rogue assignment?” I must confess to enjoying the secretive and almost privileged way it sounded.
 
   “It is,” he admitted. “If William finds out about any of this before you guys are on the plane I booked for Quito earlier tonight, and have safely cleared the United States’ airspace, all three of us will be royally screwed. That is why I am taking extra pains to make sure he doesn’t find out.”
 
   “You hear that, Ishi?”
 
   “We are going to Ecuador, right?” he replied.
 
   “Yep, and what does that imply about your earlier rant?”
 
   “I don’t know… oh, oh… I get it! You are so funny, Boss!”
 
   “What’s he talking about, Nick?” Jacobs frowned suspiciously.
 
   “Nothing too serious,” I said, and it was a sweet thing to be the guy smiling smugly. “My buddy over here thought you guys might have the place bugged, since he and I are held in such high esteem.”
 
   Agent Jacobs suddenly seemed worried, which wasn’t at all the reaction I expected. Ishi’s relief melted into a paranoid expression worse than before. If the two didn’t look so damned hilarious in their reactions I might’ve withheld my devil-may-care reaction.
 
   “It’s not funny, Boss!” said Ishi, when I burst out laughing.
 
   “The hell it isn’t!”
 
   To my further surprise, our guest shook his head sheepishly and soon chuckled about it, too—surely resigned to the fact he had already stepped past the point of no return when he showed up at our condo that night.
 
   “So, I guess we could be under surveillance right now from hidden devices?” I persisted.
 
   “Not that I know of,” he said, after a moment’s silent deliberation. “But anything’s possible with an agency that protects a portion of our government’s chief interests. If this place is wired, well… I hope whomever is listening will hear me out before deciding to crash the place.”
 
   That last part was especially comforting. Ishi looked more and more like the timid kid I rescued from a San Lorenzo slum’s garbage dump.
 
   “Well, then, let’s hope for the best,” I said, tipping my bottle toward my companions. “So, tell us why you want us to visit Ecuador.”
 
   Our proposed assignment turned out to have even less to do with Project Golden Eye’s scope of support than I suspected, as it consisted almost entirely of a personal matter. A personal matter that was very dear to the heart of Agent Jacobs… namely a woman.
 
   Sandra Pierce was her name, and to hear Jacobs speak of his one-time-sweetheart, who attended the University of Virginia while he was at Georgetown, she was a former flame who remained greatly cherished by him. To watch his eyes tear up and the fact he had to clear his sinuses several times in detailing her recent misfortune told me the man’s devotion to this long lost love was far from familial, and far from over. He was still madly in love with Ms. Pierce.
 
   Had he brought this up, say, a year before, I might’ve been tempted to hand him the rest of our Guinness and send him on his way—to wallow in his misery until he came to his senses and realized a host of realities pointed to him needing to move on from the gal, even if it meant enduring extensive professional counseling to do so. But, my heart’s grief over Marie Da Vinci was quite fresh, and watching the man bravely talk about his ‘former’ love was like holding a mirror up to my face and heart.
 
   I was all in for aiding his quest—even before he got to the part about Sandra crusading across the northern sections of South America with her family—a family led by a famed archaeologist I was quite familiar with from afar: Dr. Nathaniel Pierce.
 
   “Dr. Pierce is on a humanitarian pursuit of securing recently discovered Inca treasures—many of which are tied to several ‘city of gold’ legends that have long existed throughout the Amazon nations, such as Peru, Brazil, Venezuela, and Colombia,” Jacobs explained.
 
   “And, apparently, Ecuador, too,” I added, since that was where we were being rerouted for our initial assignment under his supervision. 
 
   “Yes… that is correct.” He nodded thoughtfully. A hopeful smile belied the forlornness in his dimmed blue eyes. “Sandra and her mom joined her dad and two brothers in Manaus, after Dr. Pierce’s most recent success in northern Brazil. Then, with a dozen guides and other assistants, the group headed north through the Amazon jungles in search of the lost city of Logrono.”
 
   “Not too far from Cuenca, in the southwest section of the country,” I said, drawing an admiring look from Jacobs and a perplexed one from Ishi. “No, I’ve never been there… but I have heard of the place—both the new town founded by missionaries in the early nineteen-fifties, and the original one that once was near a mystical refuge that belonged to the Jivaro people. No one has ever found evidence of that golden metropolis, from what I understand.”
 
   “That’s what our records showed, too… but apparently due to the deforestation going on throughout the Amazon Basin, large sections of what used to be impenetrable wilderness is being explored and marked for further pillaging. During one of these ‘expeditions’, small golden artifacts were recovered, and when the items hit the black market, rumors spread that the relics were found near a cave that bore an Incan seal carved into the side of the cavern’s entrance.”
 
   “I would think the place has already been plundered by now… yet you wouldn’t be enlisting our help if that was the case…. Would you?” I thought of my own experiences, where certain hidden sites were stripped clean once they made it onto the antiquities radar. 
 
   “No, I wouldn’t be troubling either of you tonight,” he said. “What scares the hell out of me for Sandra and her family’s safety is the fact the area is said to be the home of what’s left of the Ecuadorian Jivaro tribes. And, one of the reasons nothing more than the initial small statues made it into the black market is that one of the men died from a poison dart wound. His partners—all indigenous Indians from Cuenca—refused to discuss the details of where the mysterious cave could be found. Superstitions run deep in Ecuador, and since their attackers never revealed themselves from the thick cover, they believe they had angered the spirits who rule the Amazon jungle…. At least, this is what I was told when I began researching Logrono, after I learned from a friend that Sandra had already left the States and would be traveling through ‘headhunter’ territory with her dad and family. I was panicked then, and am beyond terrified for her safety now….”
 
   Agent Jacobs began to tremble, covering his mouth with one hand while digging the fingertips of his other into a crevice in the tabletop’s leather façade. He obviously pictured and believed that something horrible had already happened to the Pierce clan and their team.
 
   “When did they go?” Ishi asked.
 
   “Sandra and her mom flew out to see Dr. Pierce the week before Halloween,” he said, after releasing a deep breath. “Then the two decided to join him and the rest of the group in early November, with the intent of coming back to Virginia in time for Thanksgiving. Sandra’s return ticket was left open until November twenty-first….”
 
   I reached out and gently touched his wrist when more than a minute passed and Jacobs wouldn’t continue. “When was the last time anyone heard from her, Dr. Pierce or the team?”
 
   He looked up suddenly, as if awakened from an extremely lucid daydream, likely picturing this girl, Sandra, in terrible straights. As if he could read my assumption, he reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet, removing her picture.
 
   “This is her when we were dating,” he said proudly. “Granted, it’s been almost ten years since that photo was taken, but I swear to God she looks the same…. The last time anyone reported seeing them was in the new town of Logrono. That was on November eighth, and they were purchasing supplies and food. No one has seen or heard anything since. A search team comprised of Dr. Pierce’s associates in Brazil and Peru turned up nothing. It’s as if they vanished from the face of the Earth.”
 
   Sandra back in college was a pretty blue-eyed blonde, and didn’t look like the type who would fair well after disappearing from contact nearly five weeks ago. However, the chances of anyone surviving in the jungles are not near as bad as some might think. But to survive means knowing how to procure food and shelter, and also know what plants and creatures to avoid—some toxins from either one could kill a human within a few hours, and often in minutes if the toxins reached the bloodstream unimpeded.
 
   And if the infamous Jivaro were involved?
 
   Let’s just say that the Ramos brothers—the so-called ‘ghost bandits’—would have nothing on this reclusive tribe that was never conquered by the Spaniards, who brought an end to the Inca’s mighty empire. The Jivaro warriors were said to be able to strike cleanly and as effectively as any guerilla soldiers from more modern ages, and when confronted face-to-face they would fight with a ferocity that defied fear of pain or death. Then, as was their custom, they would decapitate their victims and through a painstaking ceremonial process would remove the face and hair from a victim’s skull and shrink it to the size of a man’s fist. Seeing one’s comrades hanging from a Jivaro warrior’s belt was most certainly a terrifying sight!
 
   I would rather pursue the Ramos and Rodriguez brothers as a tandem any day over dealing with a single Jivaro warrior—in ancient or modern times. Yet, as I prepared to decline Jacobs’ request, on behalf of both Ishi and myself, his desperate gaze bore a hole to the core of my soul as it met my eyes…. I thought about my own haunted look that had greeted me the night before in the bathroom mirror’s reflection. It effectively trumped what my mind wanted to tell him.
 
   “All right, boss,” I said, while Ishi’s raised eyebrows anticipated what was coming out of my mouth next. “We’ll do it. You take care of Agent Spence’s wrath and we’ll take care of finding your lovely woman… and the rest of Dr. Pierce’s team, of course.”
 
   Hopefully, Jacobs’ heart and mine proved to be right, and our new mission would be successful. Otherwise, being disciplined or going to jail would be the least of our worries. We could very well end up over our heads in this… or without them.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Our flight to Quito that Monday morning departed from Dulles much earlier than I would’ve liked, but at least it was a chartered airplane again. The captain and lone flight attendant were accommodating—more so than the ones on our transatlantic flight. I slept for most of the six-hour flight that departed Washington just after 4:30 a.m. The time in Ecuador is exactly the same as Washington’s Eastern Standard Time, outside of daylight savings in the spring, which made for an easy adjustment as we prepared to land.
 
   “I think I could go for some good ceviche, Ishi,” I said after we landed, and the customs routine had been taken care of. “Maybe that and a steak.”
 
   “Marinated in achiote? Mmmm… it could get us all tasty before the headhunters decide to eat us!”
 
   Ishi was still smarting from my decision without discussing it with him privately first before giving the okay to Agent Jacobs. But, hell… he already said he wasn’t up for the Fiji deal, and I assumed he would be all in for Ecuador.
 
   The good news was he had warmed up to the idea quite a bit during our trip—likely since it was too late to turn back now. 
 
   “Where is this guide supposed to meet us?” he asked, as we gathered our duffel bags from the plane and headed across the tarmac where the main terminal sat.
 
   “Someplace out front, according to Jacobs,” I replied, picking up my pace when the drizzling rain threatened to become a downpour.
 
   December is moderately warm in this part of the world, but also very wet. It usually marks the start of the rainy season, and those who have spent extensive time in Ecuador will gladly confirm the next four months will be a sodden mess. Traveling in the deeper wilderness is never recommended.
 
   “It is a woman, right?” Ishi sought to confirm. “A woman who is not afraid of losing her head, no?”
 
   “That’s correct, my friend…. She apparently knows the area and the jungles as well as anyone,” I said, waiting until we made it to the covered walkway. The facilities at Mariscal Sucre International Airport were fairly new, and the place seemed vastly superior to the majority of South American airports I had visited during the past twenty years. I had heard that many of them were being modernized, so maybe other airports were getting updated, too. “Jacobs said she’s better than most of the male guides, and he also advised she is the only one with a pedigree that can help us with the Jivaro… remember?”
 
   “Her ancestors were Jivaro?”
 
   “Yeah… probably on her mother’s side, since her last name is Navarro,” I said, suddenly noticing a late model Jeep that matched Agent Jacobs’ description of what Ms. Navarro would be driving. I motioned for Ishi to follow me across the street to where the Jeep sat under a large canopy, next to a handful of taxis and shuttles awaiting fresh passengers. “That could be her.”
 
   I’ll admit I was expecting a gal hardened by time spent in the Andean wilderness—which is how Jacobs described her on the way to Dulles. She was taller than expected, given her heritage, standing just a few inches shorter than me as she stepped out of the Jeep to greet us. She was also gorgeous.
 
   “Nick Caine and Ishi Cuyamel?” 
 
   She smiled warmly, and her voice carried an alluring grace… lovely, yet at the same time there was something hard about it… hard as nails, actually. This was a no-nonsense lady who seemed aware that I had taken a brief moment to size her up. No, I hadn’t mentally undressed her—that wouldn’t be my M.O. for as long as my heart belonged to Marie—whether truly deceased, or as our convenient Scottish cabby named Brodie MacFarlane claimed, still alive in some other realm.
 
   “I am Mayta Navarro, the guide my friend Brandon Jacobs has hired to help you find the Pierce family.”
 
   She sized me up with a quick glance, allowing her deep brown eyes to linger longer on Ishi in his bashfulness. He was taken by her presence as well, but his complete lack of pretentiousness seemed to sit better with her. In other words, Ishi wasn’t a threat… and I had some work to do in order to show her I wasn’t a threat either.
 
   “Go ahead and get in,” she said.
 
   In retrospect, I should’ve suggested that Ishi take the front passenger seat. But he had chosen the back seat before I finished loading our bags into the Jeep’s rear compartment. Besides, I had a subject to help break the initial awkwardness… or so I hoped.
 
   “How long have you known Agent Jacobs?” I asked.
 
   “Did he tell you that he has arranged for you both to stay tonight in the Mansion del Angel?” she replied, ignoring my question.
 
   “Yes, he did,” I said. “I hear the cuisine served at the restaurant on site is outstanding.”
 
   “It is… I have dined there once myself,” she said, grinning smugly. Her long dark hair fell forward as she swerved onto the roadway.
 
   Not sure why I was being played like this, but based on previous run-ins with strong independent gals, I could tell she was setting parameters. It seemed wisest to let her run the show initially, and I would have to wait for my opportunities to learn more about her. I wasn’t about to ask her again how she and our boss became friends. Maybe it was just a cultural thing, like in Mexico where just about everyone I had ever met for the first time would either refer to me in conversation as ‘my friend’ or the standard ‘amigo’.
 
   “Brandon Jacobs’ father once taught at the Central University of Ecuador,” she said. “I was a student in his history classes for three years, and I met Brandon one summer when he came to visit from the United States.”
 
   Wow. As if she had discerned my private musing she delivered another unexpected response, leaving more sidebars as potential explosives than an Iraqi minefield might contain.
 
   “He seems like a real good guy,” I said. “Ishi and I haven’t known him long, but so far we enjoy working for him and Agent Spence.”
 
   “Brandon’s boss…. So, this is your first assignment?” 
 
   I detected tension in her voice, so this information came to her as a surprise.
 
   “Yes… yes it is, actually,” I told her, wondering how much longer it would be before I seriously regretted not going to Fiji. “But, Ishi and I have many years of experience in this type of expedition.”
 
   “You mean living for a few weeks in the Amazon jungles,” she confirmed, with enough skepticism to pull Ishi’s attention from the iPad he had been fiddling with behind us. “Besides dealing with the rain, you have gone that long without any contact with modern conveniences… such as the iPad, no?”
 
   “Tell her, Ishi… what’s the longest we have stayed away from any town—even those that carry what would be considered modern conveniences in the nineteen-forties,” I said, with a healthy dose of my own smugness. “With a good spell spent in the rain, too.”
 
   “Five weeks,” he said, after deliberating for nearly a full minute. “But it was not good… we almost got killed several times. Once by a jaguar, then there was quicksand, and after that we were captured by the Rodriguez brothers who said they were going to cut off our—”
 
   “That’s all right, Ishi—I’m sure Mayta gets the point,” I said, wishing to God that he had chosen a different adventure to highlight.
 
   Meanwhile, our haughty hostess chuckled. “I can take you to your hotel right now… or we can get a head start on the supplies we will need,” she said. “Brandon has already wired me the money for expenses, so there is no need to wait. That way, we can be on our way to Cuenca at dawn tomorrow. As surely you know, the longer we take to get going on this, the worse the chances are of finding the Pierces.”
 
   “At least finding them alive,” I deadpanned, quietly. “Sure, let’s go ahead and take care of the supplies and whatever non-perishable food items you believe we’ll need. Ishi and I haven’t eaten since around four o’clock this morning, so we might need to stop somewhere for a bite before too long.”
 
   “Great, I know just the place to pick up what we need, and there are a few restaurants nearby.”
 
   Running the show was definitely Mayta Navarro’s comfort zone, and the initial coolness seemed to thaw a bit while we purchased tents, backpacks, and a host of digging supplies in what at first looked like a rag-tag sporting goods store. But we managed to eliminate much of our collective lists in the store—including a pair of Bowie knives. Since I hadn’t expected to find the genuine article, despite Quito being a major Ecuadorian city, I decided to purchase both knives, giving one to Ishi for safekeeping. 
 
   Mayta found my knife fetish humorous, and teased me about the pair of machetes we also purchased being vastly more handy than the ‘wood whittling’ blades I bought.
 
   Afterward, the same lighthearted feeling followed us as the sunshine returned and she led the way to a small open-air café that specialized in the local cuisine Ishi and I were craving. It was here that Mayta decided to share personal information about her Jivaro heritage as it pertained to what we would soon face.
 
   “Many of the jungles in Ecuador have been explored by modern peoples… but many more have not,” she said. “My Jivaro heritage comes from my mother’s ancestors, who stepped away from our tribe before the nineteenth century had ended. The modern name for the Jivaro, by the way, is Shuar. But I prefer to save that term for the civilized descendants and not the tribes who remain in hiding, deep in the jungles of Ecuador and Colombia…. Knowledge of legends and customs have stayed with my family, despite being separated from our tribe by time and distance. And, I will say this: Failure to fully appreciate the Jivaro’s desire to stay separate from the modern world can get a person killed quite easily.”
 
   “Even after all these years, they remain that violently hostile to outsiders?” I asked, hoping the words came out of my mouth respectfully, as the guarapo served with our meal proved to be more potent than I had anticipated. Somehow, despite the sugar cane liquor’s sweetness, it was better than Scotch for dousing the pain from a broken heart. Or, perhaps it was the lack of disdain for my cigarettes that inspired the blissful and carefree feeling as we talked while watching the local citizenry pass by our table located near the street. “So, you think the Pierce party is already dead?”
 
   She didn’t answer right away, her eyes drawn to an older couple slowly navigating the other side of the roadway. Ishi’s and my gaze followed hers.
 
   “They could be dead,” she said finally. “It would be better for us if they are alive.”
 
   Aside from the obvious reasons, I prodded her to define what she meant by that.
 
   “Because if they are alive, we have a chance to penetrate deep enough in the jungles to find them, and perhaps catch the Jivaro warriors—who I feel certain have captured them—by surprise,” she explained. “But if they have already been killed by the Jivaro, then the warriors will be waiting….”
 
   “And if that happens, I suppose it won’t be a pretty end for us, will it?” I said, when she wouldn’t finish.
 
   “I don’t want my head cut off,” said Ishi, worriedly. 
 
   “If you get hit in the neck first with a poisonous dart, you probably won’t feel a damned thing, Ishi,” I teased, spurred on by my enhanced euphoria. “I doubt anyone will be sawing on body parts until after we’re dead.”
 
   “So, you think we will die?” 
 
   Damn. I should’ve tried to tackle that last part before it slipped beyond my flapping gums.
 
   “If the two of you trust me and don’t get in the way of me doing my job the right way, you should have nothing to worry about,” said Mayta, evenly. “You are going to have to leave your cigarettes out of the jungle, Nick. The Jivaro will smell you from a mile away.”
 
   Well, that sucked. I almost put up a challenge, but the stern look in her eyes succeeded in eliciting a nod that I would comply with her request.
 
   “I have a good friend who is also a Jivaro descendant,” she continued. “He will meet us in Cuenca tomorrow; today he is exploring the immediate jungle outside of Logrono. He knows the area very well and this will save us several days. We need to find Dr. Pierce and his group quickly.”
 
   So she wasn’t planning on searching the jungles for weeks after all, huh? And, yes, that question went unasked, though she could likely tell from my expression that I was dying to say something smartass.
 
   “I don’t anticipate actually needing three weeks to find them,” she advised, making me more paranoid about how readable my poker face had become in the wake of my split with Marie. “No one disappears into the land of the Jivaro without a trace in the modern era, especially since Brandon told me that Dr. Pierce was carrying satellite phones at one time. The last transmission’s map coordinates are where my friend is searching today….”
 
   The way she said this last point made me think that she was expecting news of body recoveries from this Cuencan friend of hers. I again held my tongue about the possibility of surviving in the jungle without phone access. Missing out on food and medical supplies would be much more dire, I would think. But at this point, the best thing to do was either wait for news on what Mayta’s buddy discovered or make the trip south and find out for ourselves what in the hell was going on.
 
   We wrapped up our lunch, and since we had procured enough supplies to last at least a couple of weeks, there was no need to do any additional shopping. Perishable staples would be purchased in Cuenca, or Logrono, depending on when we headed out on the highway Tuesday morning. 
 
   Mayta dropped us off in front of the Mansion del Angel with an advisement to meet her out in front of the hotel at 6:00 a.m. sharp, sounding a lot like Agent Jacobs at that moment. Then she disappeared into the mid-afternoon traffic.
 
   The rest of the day was spent relaxing in our room, or watching kids take over the swimming pool directly below our second floor balcony. Once again, Ishi was first to retire that night, and I sat outside until I finished enjoying the last of an open pack of cigarettes. 
 
   I tried not to think about too much, hoping to get a better night’s sleep than what I had managed lately. But my thoughts turned to Marie and her crazy swan dive inside the mystical Scottish cave by Loch Morar. The only thing that pushed our tearful goodbye out of my head was the image of Mayta Navarro with her hard stare and ‘no bullshit’ attitude.
 
   The two women were not that much alike… or were they?
 
   The only thing I could say for certain is although I couldn’t say for sure how Mayta would react to Marie, I had a strong hunch Marie would like Mayta… probably like her an awful lot.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   On a hunch, Ishi and I got up a little earlier than originally planned. We grabbed some grub from the on-site restaurant that was just opening for business, and stepped outside at 5:45 a.m. to find Mayta waiting for us. Waiting and wearing what I hoped was a playfully perturbed expression, as if we were half an hour late instead of being fifteen minutes early.
 
   “Well, good morning to you, too,” I said, after Ishi climbed into the front seat at my behest and she offered a tepid reply to his greeting. I caught her eyeing me through the rearview mirror and tipped my fedora to her. I couldn’t tell if she was smiling, despite an impish twinkle in her eyes, but I sure as hell was. Having a better—and safer—vantage point from the Jeep’s backseat already made it a good day. “How long does it take to reach Cuenca?”
 
   I handed Ishi a small backpack that held his iPad and laptop, and heartily patted his shoulder in a show of support for his bravery in taking the front seat. All kidding aside, I was prepared for Mayta’s disdainful regard for Ishi’s fondness of electronic devices that would soon prove useless once we were officially ‘off the grid’ in every sense of that term’s meaning.
 
   “A computer might come in handy,” I said, in response to her noticeable sigh after he had pulled out the laptop and a small cell phone he purchased the day before to act as a modem. “At least until we are out of contact with your country’s wireless providers.”
 
   “The signal will be too weak once we are outside of Quito and again when we are one hundred kilometers away from Cuenca heading south,” she advised. “And as to your question, Nick, it technically takes almost six hours to reach Cuenca from here. I can get us there in just over four hours.” 
 
   Now she was smiling, proudly… until Ishi burst that bubble of arrogance.
 
   “No disrespect intended, Miss Mayta, but according to the maps I have studied since last night, we will head southwest to reach Cuenca, and then we must travel southeast from there to reach Logrono,” he said, his tone subdued, as if he feared ruffling her feathers. “It appears that going to Cuenca will add extra hours to get to Logrono, as compared to driving directly to Logrono from here. Two hours, specifically.... Is this not correct?”
 
   Nicely played, little buddy… or, so I thought. It took her less than thirty seconds to douse the illusion of one-upmanship in the front seat.
 
   “I appreciate that you have gone to such trouble, Ishi,” she said, sweetly, while casting a stern glance in my direction as if this was my idea, and therefore my fault. “You are certainly correct—it would be easier, and quicker to go directly to Logrono. However, Marcos is most comfortable meeting me in Cuenca…. Not everyone in my country disregards old superstitions like I do. He won’t meet me anywhere near Logrono, and we need to know what he has discovered.”
 
   “And, yet he is willing to go beyond the town of Logrono and into the jungles of the Jivaro?” It made absolutely no sense to me that this friend of hers could do one thing but not the other.
 
   “I know it makes little sense,” she said.
 
   “It makes zero sense,” I countered, my contempt for supporting that sort of debilitating perspective shining through, big time.
 
   “You know so little about us, Nick Caine,” she said, coolly. “And you have never shown consideration for local customs and traditions—including belief in the ones dealing with the supernatural—in your other travels, no? If so, you are even less skilled than I believed you were yesterday.”
 
   Ouch!
 
   For a moment, I wanted to tell her about Sekhmet in Egypt and Morag in Scotland—strange beings that went way beyond simple superstition, since Ishi and I dealt with these ‘other worldly’ beings face-to-face. Hell, even the Ambrosius Amulet was something that would surely amaze her. None of that was based on mere fanciful fears of the Ecuador jungles that might contain a smidgen of truth but likely did not…. That’s what I wanted to tell her. Yet, this wasn’t a pissing contest, and I regretted reacting to her explanation as I did, although it did make zero sense.
 
   “Okay… you are correct about that, Mayta. I’m sorry for rushing to conclusions about your friend,” I said, trying to sound like I fully meant it. 
 
   She studied me in the mirror with repeated glances as she drove, while I fought to restrain the part of me that remained indignant. It must’ve made me look unsure, as if I felt awkward and contrite. But it proved effective in getting her to move on.
 
   “I accept your apology,” she said. “It will be worth it to meet Marcus where he is most comfortable, which is at his Cuenca home. Yes, we will lose a few hours…. But at least we are on the road now instead of waiting until afternoon. Do you not agree?”
 
   Her smile came across as completely genuine, and Ishi seemed relieved when I did offer my unreserved agreement. I hoped it became the cornerstone for a healthier interaction with her, since for better or for worse we would be dealing with each other’s quirks and temperaments more intimately as our journey progressed.
 
   The drive to Cuenca was one of the most scenic I had witnessed in South America, with breathtaking views available from either side of the Jeep. Mayta was correct in that it took far less than six hours to reach the city, although it was closer to 10:30 a.m. when we reached the northeastern outskirts. Cuenca is roughly one-fifth the size of Quito, and it surprised me when Mayta claimed that the city had become one of the biggest tourist attractions in Ecuador.
 
   “I believe it’s because of the beauty that surrounds Cuenca, as well as the relative lack of crime,” she said, as we moved toward one of the city’s older sections. “It is safe to walk in many areas at night, where this is not the case in Quito or Guayaquil.”
 
   “It is beautiful,” I agreed, nudging Ishi from behind to get him to close his laptop. “You’re missing the sights, Ishi.”
 
   “I was just checking the weather forecast,” he claimed, which might’ve been partly true. But from peering over his shoulder, it sure looked like a wicked game of either Angry Birds or Bad Piggies was going on in a minimized screen on his computer’s desktop.
 
   “I could have saved you the time, Ishi—it’s going to rain!” teased Mayta. “Just like it is raining today.”
 
   True. Although where he and I came from, a slight drizzle hardly counted as rain. Rain that gets noticed is a crippling of plans sort of downpour, such as a monsoon.
 
   “The next fourteen days show heavy rain showers in just eight of the days, with moderate in four,” he advised. “There are two days that are almost clear.”
 
   “I’m afraid it will rain on those days, too,” I said, to which our guide to the rain-slick Amazon Basin agreed while chuckling. No doubt, Mayta was looking forward to witnessing how her two foreign companions handled staying drenched like muskrats for a day or two without relief.
 
   We soon arrived in front of a modest one-story cottage. Even before Mayta finished parking the Jeep, a man of similar heritage to hers stepped outside from the house. Not as tall as she, the man shouted something to her. Although my Spanish isn’t the greatest, I could tell from her response that he wanted to meet inside his home, despite the presence of a table with enough chairs to accommodate all of us beneath the covered front porch.
 
   “Leave your electronics in the Jeep, Ishi,” she advised, to which he complied. She locked the vehicle remotely as we headed up the walkway to where Marcos waited, just inside his front doorway.
 
   “So, these are the Americans you spoke of?” he asked, to which she nodded. “I am Marcos Quintana. Please, come inside.”
 
   Hard to believe this guy carried any quirky superstitions—especially considering his sure handshakes to Ishi and me that spoke of a powerful grip despite his slender build. Maybe this was also part of what he inherited from his Jivaro ancestors.
 
   “Please, sit down.” 
 
   He motioned to the kitchen table, where a pair of toddlers played. He spoke to a pretty woman whom I assumed was his wife, using a dialect Mayta later explained was a combination between Cuencano and Shuar. The woman gathered up the youngsters and disappeared down a nearby hallway.
 
   “It should not take long for me to tell you and them what I discovered yesterday,” he told Mayta.
 
   “Did you find anything substantial to pinpoint where Dr. Pierce and the others might have gone?” she asked, once we had sat down. 
 
   He offered us something to drink, a pale lager from a local brewery called Biela. It came highly recommended by Mayta, and since it would likely be my final taste of alcohol until we finished our search for the Pierce party, I readily accepted, as did Ishi.
 
   Meanwhile, Marcos shook his head in response to her question, while producing the shattered remains of Dr. Pierce’s satellite handset. The device looked as if it had been repeatedly stepped on and then bashed against a rock surface. In other words, the damage looked intentional.
 
   “This is all I found,” he advised. “Raul and I searched several kilometers in almost every direction from the map coordinates you gave us.”
 
   “What do you mean by ‘almost’?” she asked.
 
   “We only avoided the areas where the jungle is thick and where there was no sign of any recent disturbance,” he replied. “It’s unlikely anyone traveled through those areas, especially a group that includes twelve to fifteen people, as you stated were traveling with Dr. Pierce….”
 
   Marcos grew quiet, as if suddenly picturing something else, but didn’t care to share it with Mayta or us.
 
   “What is it?” she gently prodded him. “You know something important… I can feel it, Marcos.”
 
   “Raul’s momma still lives in Logrono, as you know,” he said, finally. “She spoke to us before we returned to Cuenca. She was very worried for our safety, but did not want Raul to become angry with her, as he often does. So, she waited to speak to us until after we finished our survey for you….”
 
   “And?” said Mayta, when he wouldn’t continue, shaking his head as if whatever had frightened Raul’s mother also frightened him badly.
 
   “The Jivaro usually stay far away from any town near the jungles, and especially Logrono,” he said, after taking a deep breath and turning his attention completely to her again. “But a number of warriors followed Dr. Pierce and his people as they traveled north through Colombia. Raul’s momma said the warriors intended to kill the ‘unwanted whites’ for invading their land without first seeking permission to do so.”
 
   Ishi and I exchanged looks, confirming we had screwed up royally by agreeing to come to Ecuador. But there was more.
 
   “Do they laugh at our beliefs?” Marcos pointed at Ishi and then me, while the question was obviously posed to Mayta alone.
 
   “No, they don’t,” she assured him. “They believe in them like I do.”
 
   I nudged Ishi with my foot under the table to play along, and he and I both nodded convincingly.
 
   “Okay… then I will tell you the rest,” said Marcos. “Raul’s momma told us that a local shaman in Logrono felt the presence of a very bad man who leads this band of warriors. It is another shaman, and one who is legendary in the area for being very powerful… and very evil.”
 
   “And you think this other shaman is responsible for what has happened to Dr. Pierce and his family?” she asked, sounding sympathetic despite her eyebrows furrowed as if she thought this last part was utter nonsense.
 
   “I do,” he said after another moment’s hesitation, as if he either saw through her response or merely despised the fact he had to discuss this villain. “She said the Jivaro shaman is known as Shuratu, and he practices the ancient traditions—including beheading his victims and then shrinking their heads. He wears them all, and it is said that you can hear the heads knocking against each other from his waist as he moves through the Amazon jungles…. They were told not to return to the jungle by the shaman in Logrono, but they ignored the warning.”
 
   “And by ‘they’, you mean Dr. Pierce and his party?” I asked, mindful to speak in a respectful tone.
 
   “Yes,” said Marcos, the intensity of his gaze causing me to look away. It was as if he could see inside my heart, and in no way did I want him to clam up after discovering my wavering belief. Not that I discounted everything, since I had experienced much during the past year that would support the claims he was making. But the part of me that clings to the pragmatic continues to put up a remarkable fight to remain skeptical... even as it had become damned near impossible to support anymore. “Dr. Pierce scoffed at the warning… and now they are gone.”
 
   That was the last thing Marcos would say in Ishi’s and my presence, other than beseeching Mayta to reconsider our intended journey into the jungles near Logrono. But turning back now would mean having to face a heartbroken and disappointed Agent Jacobs and whatever wrath awaited us from Agent Spence. Avoiding either one seemed most wise…. Fear of repercussions and jail time easily won out over the potential downside of running into the shaman known as Shuratu and his band of Jivaro warriors. 
 
   At least for now.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   “Is there anything important we should know about?”
 
   We had just returned to the Jeep, and I hoped I wouldn’t have to spell out further what I was getting at. Marcos had whispered something into Mayta’s ear as we left, and her response was an expression of surprise and horror.
 
   “It’s not important, since we won’t be able to verify what he told me,” she said, sounding subdued and obviously still shaken by what he had told her.
 
   “Why don’t you try us anyway?” I said, hoping I sounded nonchalant. “After all, it’s soon going to be the three of us against everyone else out there in the jungle.”
 
   “So, you think they are already dead?” She studied me intently through the rearview mirror, repeatedly holding my gaze until she merged onto the main thoroughfare leading out of Marcos’ neighborhood.
 
   “Why, don’t you?”
 
   “I don’t know what I think yet,” she said.
 
   “Yes. I do think they’re dead… or held captive and wishing they were dead,” I said.
 
   “I also think they are dead,” said Ishi. “And, I think if we run into this Shuratu out in the jungle, we might soon be dead, too.”
 
   “Marcos told me that he has seen shrunken heads before on the black market,” she said, finally, after we had reached the highway system leading out of Cuenca toward Colombia and the general vicinity of Logrono. “Some recently… and he feels the recent ones could have come from this witch doctor.”
 
   “Is that the term they use down here for a nefarious shaman?” I teased.
 
   “No.” She smiled weakly. “It’s the one I use for assholes preying upon the superstitions of the poorly educated in our country…. But, if someone like this has convinced a tribe of Jivaro warriors to follow him, then it is a very dangerous mission we are on.”
 
   “Maybe we should call it off,” Ishi suggested. “The broken satellite phone and Marcos’ testimony that he could find no sign of them should be acceptable proof, no? Why endanger anyone else?”
 
   He had a point… a great one this time.
 
   “Then what will become of Brandon, I worry?” she said. “He lost his parents in a car accident in Quito two years ago, and now the loss of his love, Sandra.”
 
   I hated myself for feeling torn. On the one hand, it made complete sense to head back to Quito, get on a plane, and tell Agent Jacobs the news man-to-man…. Or, Ishi and I could try to make a break for it. But that would likely mean immediate seizure of our assets stored in two banks—everything we own. Or, we could….
 
   “Why don’t we shorten our plans and spend a day or two looking over the area,” I suggested. “Then we could honestly state that we visited the area near Logrono. If we find anything pointing to the group’s survival, then we can continue to search. And, if not, then we can call it off with a clean conscience… or, at least conveniently clean enough.”
 
   At first, it appeared that my suggestion would be overruled—either by a decision to immediately head back to Quito or proceed to explore the jungles near Logrono for as long as it took to find Dr. Pierce and his cohorts—the original plan. In fact, neither Mayta nor Ishi gave my idea much consideration until we stopped at a market off the highway, located roughly halfway between Cuenca and Logrono, to shop and eat our lunch. Satisfying three rumbling stomachs brought a clearer perspective, or so it seemed.
 
   “I believe your idea is a good one,” said Mayta, after our meal. She encouraged Ishi and me to join her in the store to pick up the perishables we would need for our trip, as well as any non-perishable items we might have previously missed from our lists. “Why not plan to spend just a few days while purchasing supplies to last a week, in case we find something that supports extending our search?”
 
   “That sounds like a solid plan,” I agreed.
 
   Ishi remained hesitant about staying any longer than a couple of days, but finally nodded his consent when I assured him I would have his back—and neck—protected from Shuratu and any other Jivaro headhunter.
 
   To ensure we made the most of our remaining daylight, since the sky above remained overcast, we headed straight for the wilderness edge after completing our purchases, instead of stopping next in Logrono. Knowing that the modern version of the city was built several kilometers from where the original Spanish settlement was erected in the mid-sixteenth century, the actual sacred Incan sites protected by the Jivaro would be much deeper in the Amazon Basin from that point. It made sense to not waste time rehashing what Marcos and his friend Raul had already gleaned from the townsfolk.
 
   Mayta had brought a large canoe strapped to the roof of her Jeep, and although we had hoped to not actually need it, the swollen waterways made the canoe a necessity. In all likelihood, many of the pathways traveled by Dr. Pierce and his group had since been flooded—especially during the past two weeks of steady rain each day. This development meant we would leave nearly half of our food supplies locked inside the Jeep, and would return for them if we decided to carry on. Of course, due to the heat and humidity that was certain to steadily get worse, it also meant most of the perishables would come with us and we would rely on the remaining non-perishables hidden beneath the Jeep’s seats for emergency sustenance.
 
   “They could be anywhere out there,” lamented Ishi, as we set out to cross the first tributary. 
 
   “This is true,” said Mayta. “But we will know more once we reach the other side and have a chance to look around.”
 
   Her advisement soon proved to be prophetic.
 
   Just beyond the trees, the path resumed from its submerged starting point. For the time being, we stashed the canoe and most of our supplies behind a large cluster of bushes far enough away from the water’s edge to be considered safe. Then we set out on foot into Ecuador’s southern rain forest.
 
   Marcos had taken pictures of the path and surrounding areas, both with his Nikon camera and his cell phone when the Nikon’s battery died. So, much of what we found in the next hour looked quite similar, if not identical, to what his cameras had captured. The barren path gradually became more filled with trampled-upon vegetation. By the time the grass and weeds rose above our ankles, a mile or so from where we had left the canoe, we were nearing the end of what Marcos and Raul had explored. Likely, this was where the locals would also turn back…. To our right was another seasonal waterway, and to our left stood the imposing and largely unexplored tropical woods reported by Mayta’s buddy.
 
   “Well, so far we have seen nothing that tells us where they could be… no clue as to where they have ventured,” I advised, stating the obvious.
 
   “I guess we should go back and get the canoe,” said Mayta.
 
   “Or, maybe we should take a moment and picture what Dr. Pierce would have done when he and the others reached this point,” Ishi suggested. “Faced with the same choices—though there was probably very little water around them—what would he have likely done?”
 
   “That’s brilliant, Ishi,” I said, after a moment’s consideration. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of this. “He was searching for a lost city of Inca gold, and they sure as hell don’t make reliable maps for places like that.”
 
   Ishi chuckled, while Mayta regarded me curiously.
 
   “Since Dr. Pierce was looking for this lost city, then we should do the same!” Ishi enthused. “Find the cavern said to be filled with Incan gold and I bet we will also find them!”
 
   “Or, what’s left of them,” I added, hating the sudden image of a family of shrunken heads. But hope of a rescue was still alive, and would remain so unless we stumbled across evidence of violence involving the Pierce party. “Where would you look for something off the beaten path that even the greediest treasure hunters have yet to find?”
 
   Just in case they mistook this as a topic for open discussion, I added a dramatic ‘Ta-da!’ to go with both hands pointing in exaggerated fashion toward the jungle to our left.
 
   “They could’ve made it to another jungle entrance on the other side,” said Mayta, motioning to what looked like the path’s deteriorating continuation across the waterway to our right. 
 
   Was she trying to be a contrary ass? Or, was she just that reluctant to abandon her own suggestion to retrieve the canoe and journey where others have frequently gone? 
 
   “Tell you what, Mayta…. Why don’t you look there and Ishi and I will hack through this forest mess over here?” I suggested. “We can meet back in an hour at this very spot. Surely one of us will have found something by then, and if not, we can set up camp right here and decide where to search next in the morning.”
 
   The rain had subsided to a barely detectible drizzle. However, an ominous rumble in the distance spoke of a fresh thunderstorm on the way. We would have at most an hour to look for clues before a deluge arrived. Once it hit, we’d be better off shutting things down for the evening—especially if the coming downpour lasted several hours.
 
   Mayta headed back down the path toward the canoe, and Ishi almost took the bait to follow her. But he heeded my urging to help me hack away at the overgrown vines and foliage where I was drawn to explore next. I could clearly picture the elusive treasure that had captured Dr. Pierce’s fancy as much as it would’ve seized my own.
 
   “What happens if she gets into trouble?” he worried, after I handed him a machete before resuming my efforts to cut a path large enough for us to move through.
 
   “She’s a big girl, and will be fine,” I said. “Besides, my hunch is she’ll be back in a moment to find out if I’m right or not.”
 
   “But, it might be best to try and find the path made by Dr. Pierce and his workers instead of making a new one, Boss… don’t you think?”
 
   I paused to study his face. The uneasiness was getting worse.
 
   “Ishi, I’m not trying to follow the path to where they’ve been, but rather where they might be right now, this very moment,” I said, careful to not upbraid him for his faltering courage and unwillingness to trust the instincts that had made him and me a tidy fortune over the years. “Dr. Pierce and his team set out to find the Inca’s gold hidden out here more than a month ago. All that finding their path would provide is a damned snapshot of the past…. We need to know where they are this afternoon, and I think if they’re still alive then they have either found the cave they sought or are still trying to find it. So, your idea of looking for the place as if we were Dr. Pierce is really the only viable excuse to be out here in this mess.”
 
   He nodded thoughtfully and shrugged. Yet, it wasn’t until I detected a slight smile from my peripheral view, as I hacked away in earnest, that I knew he would follow my lead.
 
   We had cut through nearly fifty feet of cumbersome vines and saplings when we stepped through to a previous path cut similar to ours.
 
   “Well, I’ll be damned—looks like we just found the professor’s pathway!” I felt an immediate surge of confidence about my gut’s direction. “It’s headed further north than I would’ve assumed, but not by too much…. Come on!”
 
   I sheathed my machete, despite the fact I might need it again very soon, while Ishi ran to catch up. A small clearing appeared ahead of us up a fairly steep incline. Meanwhile, the announcement of thunder nearby meant sheets of rain might greet us by the time we reached it.
 
   “Look, Boss!” 
 
   Ishi pointed behind us. I couldn’t help a wry grin in response to one beautiful Ecuadorian stumbling through Ishi’s and my sloppy effort at creating a trail through the near impenetrable foliage. 
 
   “Don’t think you are off the hook yet, Nick!” huffed Mayta, pausing to catch her breath once she caught up to us. “I only came back because I need your help with the canoe….”
 
   Her voice trailed off and she pointed to the clearing ahead. Following her gaze up to the forest opening soon revealed what had left her speechless.
 
   “Shit—come on!” I said.
 
   The three of us raced up the path, and as we neared the clearing I became aware of the sound of rushing water. The sound grew stronger, until finally we stepped out onto a small cliff. 
 
   “Whoa—careful now!”
 
   I stopped Ishi from tumbling down a chasm of forty to fifty feet—or, roughly twelve to fifteen meters for measurement consistency sake. A dozen small waterfalls emptied into a deep blue pool down below. Breathtaking in its suddenness since we weren’t expecting it, along with its unspoiled beauty, this sight wasn’t what captured Mayta’s attention, and her focus soon became Ishi’s and mine too. 
 
   A child’s hiking boot was perched near the ledge. Badly soiled, it likely could’ve been there for at least a week… perhaps much longer. No other footprints were visible, until Mayta pushed aside a palm frond near the cliff’s edge. Beneath it were several bare footprints sustained by the palm’s shelter from the weather’s erosion. The footprints were human and much larger than the boot. A number of broken fronds and branches from other palms and kapok saplings nearby appeared snapped, as if someone had come out of hiding and surprised the child… perhaps a struggle ensued.
 
   Although impossible to say conclusively, it appeared the spot marked where the Pierce family and Jivaro warriors crossed paths. Hopes of finding any of the Pierces alive had just sustained a severe blow.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
 
    
 
   “Looks like there is no other choice than going down there.”
 
   That was my advice to Mayta and Ishi after a thorough search of the immediate area revealed no more clues as to what had taken place along the ledge overlooking the waterfalls. Worn stone steps carved into the hillside led to the pristine pool below. From our present vantage point it looked like a sparkling sapphire nestled in a ring of white sand, with more palms and other vegetation radiating out toward the surrounding cliff sides and waterfalls.
 
   Inviting, simply based on its own merits, there appeared to be no other option than to descend down to the bottom and check out this wondrous site… one that might also harbor true danger, if the Jivaro were waiting for us.
 
   “What if Shuratu is down there, Nick?” Ishi gave voice to my thoughts, and in truth it heightened my own uneasiness. “They could be hiding in the bushes or behind the trees.” He pointed to several areas below where the thick foliage appeared nearly as impenetrable as the forest we had recently emerged from.
 
   “I doubt it,” I said, hoping by dismissing his worry out of hand it would boost his courage. “The shoe looks like it has been here for at least a week, and probably much longer. We are more apt to find dead bodies than we are Jivaro warriors poised with dart shafts and machetes.”
 
   It was a grim likelihood, but I winked with confidence to sell the notion that no living threats were waiting for us. Still, the expectation of finding our sought-after archaeological team as decomposing corpses strewn about the area below was a potential and unsettling fact that could very well be true. And if the Jivaro warriors, along with their shrunken-head baring leader, were on the lookout for us, it was likely from somewhere up above. Perhaps near where we were right then, which meant they already had knowledge of us and of our present location. The only safe place to be was in Logrono or some other town far away from the Amazon wilderness.
 
   “I agree with Nick, Ishi,” said Mayta. She had been scanning the waterfalls, sheltering her eyes from the rain that was picking up. “We might find something useful to tell us what happened… and maybe this would be a good place to set up camp if we don’t find anything.”
 
   “Like witch doctors and dead bodies?” Ishi grimaced, as if he could clearly picture the latter.
 
   “Would you prefer an anaconda lurking in the water?” I teased. Mayta shot me a disdainful look when Ishi seemed to seriously consider that possibility. “Hey, man, I doubt we’ll find anything more menacing than the mosquitoes trying to feast on us back there.” I pointed my machete toward the jungle we had semi-conquered to get to this point.
 
   “It looks like there are some caves down below, behind the waterfalls… some might be deep and safe enough to set up camp tonight,” Mayta advised, drawing our attention back to what lay ahead of us. “We should be able to explore a few kilometers beyond the waterfalls, following what looks like a path that begins next to the biggest waterfall. Do you see it?”
 
   She pointed across the way, where the widest of the waterfalls’ water crashed upon the floor of the basin. It joined the flow from three other falls in forming a stream that fed the pool. Most of the remaining waterfalls’ water plummeted directly into the pool. Darkness behind the wide veil of water indicated at least one fairly large cave and possibly more… and to the side of it was what looked like an overgrown stone path—the only break in the near-perfect circle of cliffs and waterfalls. Hard to guess where the path led, since it disappeared from view into thick woods across the way. 
 
   “Maybe we should get the tents and supplies from the canoe before we go down there,” Ishi suggested. “It would save us a trip.”
 
   “I think we should check things out first… just to be safe,” I said. 
 
   Sure, going back now to get everything sounded like the most time-efficient idea. However, I didn’t like the aspect of taking everything down to the bottom. Hell, if there truly was an anaconda lounging near the tiny lagoon, we could be in a world of hurt if the thing was hungry and we were tired victims. At least someone as small as Ishi would be in trouble. Images of the three of us scurrying back up the hillside would be a hell of a lot worse if laden with our camping gear.
 
   “You truly think they are dead, Nick… no?” Mayta studied me, wearing a curious look. “I don’t smell anything from here, and if they were killed recently or within the last week—”
 
   “Maybe that shoe has been here for a month,” I said, not meaning to cut her off. “Sorry… but, until we go down there, we won’t know what’s going on or whether the caves down there are suitable for spending a night inside one of them.”
 
   She didn’t respond right away, and when she looked longingly back to where we came from, I expected her to dig in her heels on getting the gear now. To my surprise, she didn’t.
 
   “Okay… let’s go down and see what the place looks like up close,” she said. “I’ll go first.”
 
   The gentlemanly thing might’ve been for me or Ishi to lead the way… but when she scurried down the steps, I reminded myself that this is what she was hired to do as our guide. I followed after her and urged Ishi to keep up. The steps were slippery and both Ishi and I nearly tumbled after losing our footing on a crumbling step halfway down. Mayta had no such trouble, and made it safely to the bottom long before we did.
 
   “So, it has been a while, eh?” she teased, after it took us another five minutes to catch up to her. The increasing rain had rendered Ishi and me as a pair of sloths, to which our nimble leader with cat-like reflexes smiled smugly. A definite sweet moment for her.
 
   “Not as long ago as it appears, but yeah… traveling through Egypt and Europe isn’t quite as treacherous as what the Amazon presents,” I admitted. “In terms of environment, that is…. At least no one is firing bullets at us yet.”
 
   “Poison darts can be worse,” she quipped. “With bullets, you can sometimes duck… with darts, you always go down.”
 
   Really, I should like this gal more than I did. But, hearing something I might say come out of her mouth was more than a tad irritating.
 
   She shot me a knowing look, which only added to my discomfort in her presence. Annoying, and yet at the same time damned alluring.
 
   Careful, Nick… keep your heart out of this.
 
   To distract myself I focused on the lush environment surrounding us. Paradise. Even in the rain the place seemed magical, and I could only imagine what it would be like under clear skies—by light of the sun or under a full moon.
 
   “What’s this over here?”
 
   Ishi pointed to where a piece of torn canvas peered out from a clump of bushes just beyond the beach area we walked upon. He moved over to it cautiously, gingerly pushing the fronds of a palm aside with his machete to reveal a foot-long piece of what likely once belonged to a tent.
 
   Shit!
 
   No footprints this time, but the ragged edges of the torn material appeared to have been made by some crude cutting tool… or ripped away in a violent rage. But nothing else was found in the immediate vicinity. Meanwhile, Mayta’s gaze was drawn back up to the top of the surrounding cliffs.
 
   “What’s up?” I asked her, to which she shushed me.
 
   Ishi and I joined her anxious scan of the area we had just left, filled with misgivings for thinking coming down here was a good idea.
 
   “Do you feel it?” she whispered.
 
   “Feel what?” I replied.
 
   “We’re being watched.”
 
   “Where is the feeling coming from?” I knew the feeling she spoke of from past experiences, but didn’t sense anything like it at the moment. However, her nervousness was infectious.
 
   “Maybe we should go inside the caves and see if anyone comes out from up there,” suggested Ishi.
 
   Mayta appeared ready to rebuke him, but caught herself—likely for the same reason that hit me. Ishi’s idea made a lot of sense—especially when considering her earlier mention of being dropped by poison darts.
 
   “The caves are right over there,” I said, motioning to the trio of waterfalls we had discussed from atop the basin. “Let’s make a run for ‘em—unless you feel someone’s waiting there for us as well.”
 
   She shook her head, and I took that as the opportunity to nudge her and Ishi to move ahead of me. I took the rear in preparation to fend off whatever menace pursued us. The small hairs along the back of my neck sprang to life as we neared the first waterfall, but a glance over my shoulder revealed nothing obvious. Despite the water’s drone as it poured down upon a small heap of boulders before flowing down its stream-like course to the pool, the three of us worked together as one, moving behind the falls until we reached the only suitable cave of the three. As we had discerned from above, the winner sat behind the broadest waterfall.
 
   “Ahh, shit—this ain’t good!” I lamented.
 
   I removed a small flashlight from my belt to confirm the extent of the mayhem we encountered at the mouth of the cavern roughly ten to twelve meters deep. By my count the flashlight’s glow revealed the remains of four large tents, along with several chests that had been torn and broken into pieces. Clothing, cooking pots, pans, and utensils—along with expensive electronic equipment—lay in haphazard piles. Most importantly, torn documents that confirmed ownership for much of this stuff by Nathaniel Pierce were scattered throughout the cave.
 
   But, no bodies. And, as far as we could tell from a cursory exploration of the small cavern that was a single room with no other exits, there was no blood either.
 
   “They’ve been taken,” I said, stating again what I assumed was obvious.
 
   “Maybe the professor’s team did this,” Mayta suggested. “Maybe they were trying to keep it out of the Jivaro’s hands.”
 
   Perhaps, but not likely… at least not in my opinion.
 
   “Sorry, sweetheart, but we’re gonna have to disagree on that,” I said, forgetting for a moment I wasn’t addressing Marie. A glared response colder than an Andes’ glacier met my gaze when I turned to face her. “Sorry… I didn’t mean what I said, Mayta. It just slipped….”
 
   All I could do was make things worse by continuing to talk, so I moved over to the electronic equipment to gain some space… to hopefully regroup and then make my point.
 
   “I can see busting the electronics as a way to keep them out of a competitor’s hands,” I said, finally. “But a witch doctor and a tribe that has nothing but disdain for modern society and its inventions would be a mild threat to exploit whatever secrets Dr. Pierce had kept in his destroyed laptop. And this other equipment looks much more expensive—as well as indispensable in getting depth readings and such….”
 
   It made no sense. Other than a renegade shaman and his indigenous followers marauding on the verge of extinction had surprised the professor and his foolhardy group. 
 
   “Shit, Boss! I think they’re coming!” whispered Ishi, pointing toward the top of the steps we had recently descended.
 
   Four bare-chested men of short stature were on their way down to the basin. Dressed in the Jivaro traditions of centuries past—complete with painted faces as part of their renowned war personas, each one was armed with a bamboo dart shaft, but they also carried machetes made of steel. A deadly combination of the past and present… and headed our way.
 
   “What do we do?”
 
   “Keep calm, Ishi. I’m thinking,” I said.
 
   We had nowhere to go. Worse, our pursuers had obviously watched our progress and were now moving in for the kill.
 
   “Remember the path I pointed out to you?” asked Mayta, moving toward the eastern edge of the waterfall—the area farthest from our Jivaro visitors.
 
   “Yeah… but.”
 
   I stopped there… realizing nothing I could say would mean much in the next few minutes. Getting our asses moving would be the only thing that could save us, while avoiding a direct confrontation with a deadly menace.
 
   “She’s right, Ishi—it’s our only chance!” I told him, pulling him with me to catch up to Mayta, who had already vacated the cave and was on her way to the only spot in the circular basin that didn’t connect. A place where an overgrown path lay waiting…. 
 
   Hopefully the forgotten trail led to safety, and not disaster.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   We didn’t have the luxury of hacking recklessly at the vines and branches that encumbered our escape from our pursuers. Yet, a number of branches bore recent cut marks, which led us to not only believe Dr. Pierce and his team had moved through the area as of late, but also had a good idea where they were headed. Or, so we hoped.
 
   Meanwhile, the foursome behind us had missed our exit from the cave. Unless, of course, they were being thorough in their pursuit and wanted to see what we had recovered from the cave before coming after us with a vengeance. That was my assumption. The important thing was we didn’t detect them behind us for the first few hundred feet. By then, the path had become less cumbersome, and we traveled with the intent of not leaving new evidence of our own as we passed through.
 
   There remained no definitive sign of the Pierce group, other than the cut marks and trodden ground cover. I began to worry we might not find the cave of treasure sought by Dr. Pierce, and our focus was shifting to survival—despite the fact we were moving deeper into the Amazon wilderness. 
 
   In all likelihood, we would’ve been destined to follow this pathway to wherever it ended—especially when the vines and branches continued to thin out. But then I nearly tripped on what I at first thought was a fallen tree branch.
 
   “What in the hell?” I whispered, noticing a small silver glint from the object. I could tell it was a clasp of some sort.
 
   Ishi and I moved over to it, followed by Mayta. Surprised to discover the damned thing was a journal, it was enclosed in a leather sheath and belonged to Dr. Pierce.
 
   “Whoever did the number on the cave must’ve missed this… it looks intact,” I said, glancing over my shoulder and listening for clues about our pursuers’ progress. Hard to say for sure, but I believed we had a moment to look at this thing. I opened it up to the first page to get a reference point, and when I determined it had been started just a few months earlier in Brazil, I flipped back to the last page…. “Well, shit. The last entry was from four weeks ago today—November seventeenth.”
 
   A whirlwind of thoughts bombarded my mind… everything from now having a likely timeline for when the shoe and the destroyed items in the cave took place, to the fact the Pierce team had made it this far in the jungle. I read the journal’s final entry, and at first I didn’t think it would tell us anything useful… until I reached the last two paragraphs.
 
    
 
   We have found the waterfalls, and the Inca site must be nearby. It is supposed to be near another waterfall that is larger than any of these….
 
    
 
   “They were right here,” said Ishi, thoughtfully, after following my verbalizing of the entry. “They could still be someplace close by.”
 
   “There’s more,” I said, motioning for him to let me finish before drawing conclusions.
 
    
 
   …From what I can determine from the map, we need to explore the pathway that bisects the basin at daybreak. As noted before, a boulder favoring a lion in appearance marks the cave we seek, and it sits high above the site. Hopefully this time we will be in the right place. If we find this marker, I will be relieved after experiencing so many false leads and disappointments. The cave we seek should be located directly below this unusual boulder. The face of Momma Killa should be waiting next to the cavern of gold’s entrance.
 
    
 
   “Momma Killa?” mumbled Ishi. “There are no lions in South America.”
 
   “She is cat-like and an important deity of the Incas,” said Mayta. “Even in modern times many Incan descendants especially honor her. She—” 
 
   “We don’t have time for the long version of her mythos in the Incan pantheon,” I interrupted her, mouthing another sorry to her for my gruff response. But rather than carry on with a similar speech, I pointed behind us where the sound of twigs snapping announced our pursuers from earlier were hot on our trail. 
 
   We resumed our trek immediately with inspired urgency. Ishi led the way while keeping the cutting to a minimum. This meant scraping our arms and legs a bit more to squeeze through narrower openings in the dense overgrowth that had suddenly worsened and was once again difficult to pass through. Is this where the Jivaro caught up to the good doctor and his crew? I wondered. Meanwhile, Mayta scanned the cliffs as best she could along either side of the path for any large rocks resembling the king of beasts, and I kept a watchful eye on the area behind us.
 
   It was nerve-wracking progress, and it seemed we might get overtaken. I could see glimpses of brown legs and arms less than twenty meters away through gaps in the foliage. Surely the foursome could see us, too, but had to fight through the same obstacle as we. This went on for what seemed like nearly an hour, as advancement along the path was tedious despite our rush to reach our goal. The path abruptly veered to our right and began to climb—similar to how the first pathway we had encountered had progressed as it led to the ring of waterfalls. The sound of rushing water soon greeted our ears.
 
   “Do you hear that, Boss?” asked Ishi.
 
   “Yes,” I said, grinning sheepishly after an immediate ‘shush’ received from Mayta. 
 
   Despite an impish look that accompanied her ‘tit’ for my earlier ‘tat’ deep worry shrouded her eyes. We remained far from safe from the guys pursuing us. The growing din from the rushing water as we approached spoke to a new liability, and if the foursome picked up their pace to overtake us, our only clues would come from what I could visually detect from behind. I pictured these menaces adapting easily to an environment foreign to us, spreading out to cut us off before we found a refuge.
 
   Nonetheless, we continued purposefully along our course through the narrow jungle, and picked up our pace as the forest’s denseness finally thinned out again.
 
   “Look!” Mayta pointed excitedly to an area less than a hundred meters away on our left. 
 
   Fast moving water spilled over the top of the hillside—we could detect the upper edge of this event, and would soon see more of it. Late afternoon sunlight peered through the cloud cover above, casting the illusion of a faint rainbow.
 
   “Well, I’ll be damned,” I whispered, reverently, as we emerged from the overgrowth. The stone walkway beneath our feet was still partially covered in dirt, and it headed straight for the waterfall’s apex, or so it seemed. From what I could tell, we had scaled an incline of several hundred feet—roughly one hundred and forty meters from the base of the path, and this waterfall bore a breadth of fifteen to twenty meters—at least five times the size of the widest mini-waterfall we had encountered earlier.
 
   The waterfall was truly breathtaking in its magisterial presence—so unexpected, and likely witnessed by very few human beings since the civilization that had built the path had died out from existence. Perhaps it was known by the conquistadors from Spain—the people overthrown in this region only by the Jivaro tribes who refused to give in and either be enslaved or murdered by the arrogant Europeans. Regardless, I would’ve wagered everything in my Honduras bank account that the Anglo-Saxons in the Pierce party and myself were the only ones to see this sight in the past century—and likely longer.
 
   This pristine waterfall wasn’t the only thing to capture my amazement—and if we weren’t worried about being followed and killed, it surely would produce one hell of a Pinterest or Instagram moment. A large boulder sat perched precariously across from us, not far from the waterfall’s northern border. You could call me a monkey’s uncle if the damned thing didn’t look an awful lot like a fully-maned African lion. Surely the descriptor mentioned in Dr. Pierce’s journal would be a different animal if written by an indigenous person from this continent.
 
   “It looks like the path goes just below the waterfall’s mouth!” said Mayta, excitedly. “My people have long talked about the ‘Waterfall of Gold’… could this be it? We’ll need to be careful. If the path is wet, we could slip and fall…”
 
   She didn’t need to finish, and Ishi nodded grimly. In the meantime, I expected our Jivaro friends to join our little sightseeing tour at any moment.
 
   “We can only move forward, so let’s get going!” I urged.
 
   Mayta nodded readily, as did Ishi, and we trotted along the path that began to descend again as it approached the water’s powerful flow. I glanced behind me, flinching instinctively as I expected a flurry of poison darts to drop us—either to the path or over the edge. My hunch was the guys tailing our asses wouldn’t care much either way.
 
   The stone path was completely void of dirt and other debris by the time we stepped in under the arc of water. Louder than a damned earthquake, too. More importantly, it was definitely slick…slippery as a frigging ice-skating rink. I had afforded myself one last glance behind us as we began our descent, and the coast was clear. I prayed it remained that way, since I wasn’t about to take my eyes off the less-wet areas of the path I hoped to navigate. Even with these precautions, I still slipped, coming close enough to the edge to have a wonderful view of where I would die if I drifted any farther, a football field’s length below our present point.
 
   But we made it through. I tried not to think about how much fun it was going to be when it came time to leave, since the path appeared to end at the mouth of another cave. Unlike the previous caves we had seen that day, the entrance was narrow, and only came up to my chest. Fit for someone Ishi’s size… although he was in no hurry to continue leading the way.
 
   “How would you like to someday introduce a gal like Momma Killa to your long lost auntie?” I teased him, pointing to the Incan goddess’s mug carved onto the rock wall to the right of the cave entrance. His response was a distraught look of horror.
 
   “Surely you have seen Incan artistry before, no?” asked Mayta, her tone defensive while eyeing me suspiciously.
 
   “Hey, I was just kidding… trying to keep things loose before they get hairy again,” I assured her, pausing to cast another glance along the other side of the chasm where the path remained vacant. Another glance through the waterfall’s arc confirmed the same status. The four Jivaro warriors had either gotten lost along the way, or were watching us from a distance. Hopefully that meant a safe distance. “Ladies first?”
 
   I offered my best shit-eating smile, and was surprised by the glint of admiration in her eyes. 
 
   So, Mayta has a thing for naughty boys, huh?
 
   She removed her flashlight from her belt clip and led the way inside the cave. Initially, the path remained narrow, and under our flashlights’ collective glow cobwebs hung down far enough to be a nuisance. Some had been recently tampered with, as remnants of a fairly large web stuck to one of the walls as a tangled-slimy mess.
 
   We moved cautiously, passing a number of other deeper caverns attached to this one. All the while I kept an eye on the fading daylight behind us that was barely visible through the shrinking entryway. I began to notice more and more embossed figures similar to the style of Momma Killa’s face lying haphazard in these other caves. But it wasn’t until we neared the end of the initial pathway that we found anything significant.
 
   Ishi’s flashlight beam landed on something that gleamed in the dimness of the last cavern to our left. He drew our attention to it when he brought the beam’s focus back. An arm-sized statue covered in grime and thick webs glimmered again. The sheen was strong enough for me to safely assume we had struck pay dirt.
 
   “It looks like gold,” said Ishi, his voice hushed as he moved up to the statue and blew away the dust—not something I taught him to do, by the way. “Look, Mayta and Nick—there are a lot more statues behind this one!”
 
   Indeed, there were literally hundreds of statues and other artifacts. Most were covered in enough grime to hide their true composition, and after wiping off a few more it became safe to say that this had to be the trove Dr. Pierce sought. And, yet, again there was no sign of him, his family, or anyone else associated with the professor.
 
   “We have found the site!” Ishi announced excitedly, as if we could lay claim to it—as we would in olden times. “We should explore the rest of the….”
 
   His voice trailed off, and while Mayta and I shared his wonder about the trove of golden relics lying all around us, it took a moment to realize what had seized my buddy by the throat. Nearly two-dozen shadowed figures were moving towards us and, all too late, I realized we had stepped into this room too deeply to attempt an escape. All of the figures were shoulder high, except one in the midst of the others. That one seemed taller than me… until all of them reached the glow of our flashlights.
 
   We were surrounded by Jivaro warriors, their dart shafts, spears, and machetes at the ready. The height of the one in the middle was consistent with the rest, as it was his tall headdress that had thrown me off. 
 
   Shuratu!
 
   It had to be the guy we had heard about, and as he approached, his unnatural yellow eyes made us all instinctively step backward. He smiled wickedly, nodding approvingly as he continued his advance, with his belt of shrunken heads tapping one another like dull bells on a reindeer’s harness with each menacing step he took.
 
   Looking for proof of Incan gold and the Pierce clan’s survival, we found the perpetrators of their demise instead.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   Shuratu proved to be one strange hombre.
 
   And, yes, in addition to that fun fact, the guy made it clear he was extremely dangerous—right from the start. Cunning and mentally unstable in a Hitler-ish kind of way, his initial antics also qualified him as the real deal in terms of being a shaman. 
 
   How do I know this?...
 
   “Nick Caine and his sidekick Ishi Cuyamel!” Shuratu greeted us, his voice much deeper than I expected. It rumbled forth from his puffed-out chest and open throat, reverberating off the cavern walls. In response, the gooseflesh along the back of my arms and neck rose in painful barbs as I shuddered. “What brings you here?”
 
   Surely there are those who immediately would wonder why this spiritual leader for a reclusive tribe of warriors addressed us in English. Hell, that was the third thing that popped into my head as I stared stupidly at this menacing man. The first, of course, were the eyes—yellow and glowing like a cat’s peepers in the dimness. The second thing I noticed was his lips seemed to be making different sounds than what reached my ears. His lips spit out harsh consonants, and yet what reached my ears somehow translated to smooth, genteel English. It reminded me of watching Americanized Bruce Lee films as a kid, where the translated words rarely matched the delivery and timing of the actors’ diction.
 
    Very weird, indeed.
 
   “We’re looking for someone,” I replied. “Tall guy with salt and pepper hair, goes by the name ‘Doc Pierce’ and brought his wife, kids, along with some scientists that would probably be much obliged to run some tests on those eyeballs of yours. Ya seen ‘em around?”
 
   The witch doctor chuckled meanly, pulling his gaze away from me to regard his companions. He said something to them that was completely unintelligible to me, and I assumed to Ishi as well, although the stern concentration on Mayta’s face seemed to indicate she was following this other dialogue just fine. The men gathered around us laughed.
 
   Maybe I should’ve responded a bit more demurely—a worried glance from Mayta indicated as much, and even Ishi implored me with pleading eyes to behave. But crazy usually doesn’t do well with captives groveling in hopes of mercy. Not in my experience, anyway.
 
   “Doctor Nathaniel Pierce and his family are doing fine, and all but one of his other companions are resting peacefully in their current accommodations,” Shuratu advised. He lifted up his belt to show me one of the shrunken heads attached to the end. “This is the bodyguard named Jeb, from Dallas, Texas. He didn’t believe me when I told Dr. Pierce it would do no good to resist their imprisonment or try to flee. Tangawe introduced Jeb to the poison of a tree frog, and then Jeb gave up his spirit to serve me, Shuratu, as a tsantsa forever!”
 
   Well, at least we knew for certain ‘whom’ we were dealing with. My smug response elicited a smile from Shuratu that expanded with near-toothless glee when I refused to take a closer look at Jeb’s tiny face with the eyelids and lips forever sewn shut.
 
   “I have room on this belt for at least one more head—and perhaps I can squeeze in three!” he enthused, stepping back and nodding for his warriors to move in and subdue us. It would’ve been futile to resist, given how badly outnumbered we were right then. “Would you like to visit with Dr. Pierce and his lovely daughter, Sandra?”
 
   His tone was almost sweet, and yet he couldn’t hide the sadistic monster lying behind those unfriendly eyes. But in light of the fact that if we did mount a successful escape, it would mean fleeing this place without ever looking back, with no more than a passing thought about the professor and his ill-fated companions, I told him “sure.”
 
   “Ahhh, very good, Nick Caine. Follow me!”
 
   Shuratu waved his hand over a pair of dormant torches carried by two of the more diminutive Jivaro natives, and immediately they sprang to life. Each one’s flame reached toward the high ceiling of the cavern for a brief instant—long enough to illuminate the incredible expanse of golden artifacts. Granted, over the years I have seen more spectacular sights in that regard—priceless objects created many hundreds of years ago—often millennia stretching back long before what is generally accepted as recorded history.
 
   The hidden caverns that Ishi and I had witnessed in Honduras and the Maldives held nearly as much of the gleaming yellow metal. But I had never seen a trove of Incan gold such as this place. Hell, to be completely honest, only our recent journeys to Egypt and Scotland had anything comparable in terms of exquisite statues, chairs, bowls, and other items. The archaeological value alone was staggering to consider.
 
   “You like what you see, eh, Nick?” said Shuratu, without bothering to look back at us. 
 
   He led the way, navigating the dimness ahead of the torches by means of a wooden staff. His long robe of bird feathers flowed behind him as if carried by a breeze that surrounded only him as he walked.
 
   “It’s not why we’re here,” I said, pausing to glance at Ishi and Mayta. Both were too terrified to utter anything—even a warning for me to watch my tongue. But it was written on their faces, and I kept it in mind as I continued to engage the shaman. “The gold doesn’t belong to us… not to anyone.”
 
   “Wrong!” he shouted, raising his staff to abruptly halt our progress. He turned around and approached me, and as he studied me with wild, angry eyes, I decided we could officially add ‘homicidal psychopath’ to my previous assessment of Shuratu. Even the warriors holding my arms tensed, as if fearing they could be destroyed along with me by the shaman’s wrath. “It belongs to us—the Jivaro who have not disobeyed our gods’ instructions to not mingle with modern society!”
 
   He waited for us all to acknowledge his assertion—and the three of us nodded, Ishi and Mayta somewhat more enthusiastically than I. Usually, this means something ultra smartass is brewing within… and it took a whispered plea from Ishi to get me to show a bit more support.
 
   “Okay, so it is no longer property of the Incan empire that coexisted with your people long ago,” I said, nodding congenially, and hoping my smirk would pass for something agreeable. “Would it surprise you to learn that Dr. Pierce came here on his own expense to try and preserve this treasure for all the inhabitants of Ecuador?”
 
   “Why should I care?” he said, after studying me intently for a moment. Admittedly, my heart was thumping like a big band’s bass drum. “They are all infidels, and someday many of them will occupy new belts!”
 
   He raised ole Jeb from Dallas, Texas towards my face once more.
 
   “Okay… but if you hurt anyone else from Dr. Pierce’s group—who came here to help, and not plunder—then I must wonder what your gods think of that.”
 
   Dangerous, yes. But again, we were dealing with a lunatic given to faulty reasoning. I had already assumed that if a bodyguard to a man seeking to do the right thing for the poorer South American nations could be slaughtered easily and without remorse, then our chances of survival were bleak at best. I had no doubt that he would kill us if we became uninteresting, and I was far from convinced that the Pierce party hadn’t become boring and were no longer among the living.
 
   “You doubt my honor…. Come, I will show you that my word is true. It pleases our gods and goddesses… even Nungui, whom your guide, Mayta, worships,” he said, drawing a gasp from Mayta who looked at me incredulously—as if she thought she would be spared the ‘I know who in the hell you are’ game that Ishi and I encountered earlier. “Yes, tell them, Mayta, about who Nungui is.”
 
   “She is the goddess of Mother Earth,” she said timidly. “She and the arutam protect us from harm, while making the garden that is Ecuador so beautiful.”
 
   A Déjà vu from what I had encountered with Marie in Egypt and again in Scotland came to the forefront of my mind.
 
   No way! Surely not this shit again!
 
   But aside from the annoyance of having to deal with ancient deities, crazed killers, and events that could not be explained rationally, it was definitely Ground Hog Day all over again. The only way to play the survival game was by the seat of one’s pants. 
 
   Shuratu paused to study all three of us in silence, and for a moment I feared we might not make it alive out of this cavern of gold. But a moment later he muttered a surly humph and led us deeper into the cave.
 
   Another cavern soon appeared ahead of us, aglow from wall torches that ignited as we approached.
 
   “Oh my God!” whispered Ishi, as we entered the next room.
 
   I imagine that Mayta’s verbal response would’ve been much the same… if she had one. But like me, all she could do was stare in amazement at the sight before us.
 
   Unlike the other cavern—one that was enormous and filled with vast artifacts of gold, this cave was much smaller, and other than a small stream of water coursing through its center—along with a few stalagmites—it was barren. Empty of treasure, but not of life.
 
   By my count, seventeen human beings were here. The good news was that Shuratu had told us the truth—all of them were alive and seemed to be peacefully resting… if being asleep and suspended vertically in the air counted for anything.
 
   “What in the hell?...” It was all I could murmur while walking up to a small boy, after the warriors released their grip on Mayta, Ishi, and lastly, me. Dr. Pierce was behind him, and nearby were two females—one appearing to be the mother of the other. Agent Jacobs was right… the older woman’s daughter that he had loved was just as gorgeous now as she was back in college. Sandra Pierce. They all looked completely at peace, so full of life, so….”
 
   “Do not touch them or they will die immediately!” Shuratu warned from behind me. “They are safe in this state, and until I decide what to do with them, they shall remain unharmed.”
 
   “You make it sound like their fate hangs in a balance,” I said, turning to face him. I was taken aback by his stare, as his eyes had taken on a slight orange tint, and I could almost feel the heat from his inflamed gaze boring into my mind and soul. “Why don’t you just let them go?”
 
   He grinned mischievously and again turned away from me to address his warriors in the strange tongue from earlier. This time they didn’t laugh, but nodded approvingly. I decided that could be more a good thing than bad, until I noticed Mayta’s panicked expression.
 
   Definitely bad this time.
 
   “They have trespassed—as have you!” he snarled, after turning back to me, slamming the bottom of his staff onto the cave floor. “These caves hold more secrets than you deserve to know, and what lies deeper shall forever remain hidden.”
 
   “Okay, so we won’t go exploring there,” I said, knowing I had to come up with some immediate response and feeling at a loss for the right words to give him. “If we can collect our friends and take them home, I’ll see to it that no one ever returns here.”
 
   He shook his head and drew closer. I stepped back into Ishi, who peered around my right shoulder. I could feel him shaking, and I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that my mouth and throat were bone dry while my pulse quickened angrily. The scent of ginger and something more exotic, but unpleasing, wafted toward us as he came to within a few inches of me.
 
   “This place is sacred to my people—more sacred than any other. The blood of our ancestors protected it from the Spanish, and the conquistadors’ blood protected it for centuries more,” he said. “It is now rediscovered, which is why we came back, following Dr. Pierce and those foolish enough to join him…. The caverns here, and the waterfall long forgotten, must again be wiped from the knowledge of modern man. For that to happen, it will take the strongest magic.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say in response. Especially, when I got the distinct impression that either the three of us, or those presently ‘hanging out’ around us, would be part of some ‘blood flowing’ solution Shuratu had in mind. 
 
   He nodded deliberately, and to my horror I worried that his successful probing into my brain and spirit had somehow inspired my sudden graphic fear.
 
   “In the old days, the Inca priests would sacrifice their captives from dawn until dusk,” he said. “We are not like them… not normally. But when the sun rises tomorrow, we will do the same, taking all of you one by one until Nungui and her brothers and sisters are satisfied, and this place is safe from mankind’s harm once more… and for all time!” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   Shuratu allowed us a last meal consisting of what we had brought with us, which amounted to three protein bars and two bottles of water. After a moment of semi-privacy to take care of any other needs we might have, we were tied up to the stalagmites closest to the cave’s entrance. Ishi and I shared one, and Mayta had the other all to herself.
 
   I needed a cigarette in the worst way, but thinking about it only made the craving unbearable. So, I thought about the other aspects of our shitty predicament instead… focusing mostly on the few positive things, like the fact I still had my bowie knife strapped to my left ankle, hidden beneath my jeans. Ishi had teased me about getting overwhelmed from the humid heat by opting to wear them instead of khaki shorts like he did, similar to Mayta’s attire. He had forgotten that insects like to eat me up below the belt, and the more coverage I had on meant a helluva lot less discomfort.
 
   It also meant a place to successfully hide a weapon, which I had worked furiously to not think about in Shuratu’s presence. The dude was beyond creepy in discerning private thoughts, and even without that gift his paranoid cunningness should’ve brought a full-body pat down for each of us. But we weren’t frisked, and I prayed it would end up costing him as an arrogant oversight. It needed to become a watershed moment in future hindsight if we had any hope of surviving this latest ordeal. 
 
   Mayta quietly related to me that the last thing Shuratu shared with his peers was a plan for me to be the first victim in getting their head removed and boiled down to a miniature version in a pot presently sitting next to this latest cave’s entryway. Kindling wood had been stacked next to the pot with an apparent intent to light the damned thing inside this place—despite the smoke asphyxiation risks to everyone, including his own men.
 
   The guards assigned to watch over us didn’t share their leader’s gift of discerning English, as confirmed by Mayta’s attempt to engage them in several languages. Each attempt failed to draw a knowing response until she offered a few Shuar phrases. Even though this group disdained the modern Jivaro language, the newer tongue was based on the one they used. Neither guard answered her questions presented in Shuar, but the light of recognition appeared in their faces.
 
   None of us slept worth a damn that night—either from being too cramped or dealing with the perpetual stare of hostile eyes. For me, much of my time was spent listening to the soft, steady breaths of the Pierce family and their assistants, counting to a thousand and starting over again until I thought for sure I would lose my frigging mind.
 
   There was no hope of any peace as long as we had Jivaro attendants in our midst. I shared Mayta’s assumption that they would outlast us, or if they needed a break then a new pair of warriors would relieve them. My mind drifted through the years gone by, and I pictured all of the people I had lost, from my parents at a very young age to Marie less than a week ago. I would soon be reunited with them all….
 
   Suddenly, and for no explicable reason, our guardians stood up and left us. Maybe it had something to do with the dawn’s impending approach—although none of us could see any trace of sunlight this far away from the surface. I still carried my watch, but it was inside my inaccessible pants pocket. I put it there to keep it from getting scratched up while we cut our way through the jungles the previous afternoon.
 
   “Are they gone?” asked Ishi, straining to peer into the passageway to the treasure cavern.
 
   “I don’t know… I don’t think so,” said Mayta. She sounded like she had been silently weeping, but I couldn’t tell for sure in the dimness. The only torch left burning in the area was the one closest to the only exit, near where the guards had been stationed. “Surely they will be back… or replaced by others.”
 
   “Maybe… but while we have a moment, we need to try to get out of here,” I said.
 
   “What in the hell are you talking about?” she replied, scornfully. She had been slumped over—likely from the discomfort to her back—but now she sat up. I could feel her anger as she turned toward me, either because she thought I was an idiot, or if I had an idea then why wait until now to share it?
 
   “I’ve still got my knife… remember? The wood-whittling special you teased me about?”
 
   She leaned forward enough for me to see she had indeed been crying, as a pair of small streams framed her delicate nose and full lips. A lovely face that called for loving, if this was some other lifetime….  She smiled, as a faint glimmer of hope brightened her countenance. It was the same for Ishi, whose defeated look gained new life as well.
 
   “Where is it?” she asked.
 
   “Strapped around my ankle,” I said, to which the hopeful light dimmed. She frowned, surely aware there wasn’t any way to get to it… at least not easily. “Ishi…. If I raise my leg up toward you, can you lean down and pull my pant leg up to your hands with your teeth?”
 
   “Are you shitting me?” he asked incredulously, ready to fall back into despair.
 
   “No, I’m serious,” I assured him.  “As serious as I’ve ever been, Ishi. You can do this—don’t give up hope. Don’t give up without trying. If this works, we can be out of here in a matter of minutes….”
 
   I had been lifting my leg and positioning my body to get it close enough to him, beginning to believe it might work…. But then I noticed something crawling on my shoe.
 
   “Shit!” I hissed, as much from fear as annoyance. “Ishi…. Do you think you can brush that sucker off my shoe, without angering it?”
 
   “What do you mean? Ah, hell, Boss—that’s a tarantula!” he said, pushing himself away from my leg.
 
   I should probably add here that while I’ve often dealt with sticky webs and spiders of all kinds in my line of work, it takes every ounce of concentration for me not to freak out around them. Mind over matter has worked well in that regard—especially when high dollar treasures are there for the taking…. However, without that incentive, my bravery readily melts away and the pitiful display of a grown man acting like a terrified little girl is often the result of my severe arachnophobia.
 
   Spiders scare the holy be-Jesus out of me!
 
   It didn’t even need to be a big spider to send me scurrying about, slapping at myself in a bruising frenzy to kill the little monster. But a large furry arachnid with a body the size of my fist, and getting dangerously close to advancing up my leg—either above or below my jeans’ cuff?... It was all I could do to not scream.
 
   Remaining calm and collected was beyond critical at this point. I fought to keep my head—literally.
 
   “Nick… stay relaxed and don’t make any sudden movements,” Mayta advised, her voice soft but commanding. “It won’t hurt you if you remain calm.”
 
   The little vermin stopped for a moment as if listening to her, and then resumed its course, sticking one of its legs underneath the cuff, the bastard’s prickly foot sticking to my sock. I might not be the most religious person on the planet, but I threw every Hail Mary, the Lord’s Prayer, and a few Buddhist hymns in a frantic torrent of silent shrieks heavenward for the little shithead to withdraw its unwelcome paw and travel on top of my jeans instead. Meanwhile, valuable time to mount an escape from this place was being lost….
 
   “Now… you guys need to work together,” she continued, her tone as smooth as a hypnotist. “Ishi… can you move closer to Nick, please?”
 
   “No,” he said, drawing a sharp look from me. He was cringing in horror that even astounded me. Is this the wuss I look like? “I hate spiders too… sorry, Boss.”
 
   “Which is worse… this or getting your skin peeled off your skull to make a nice little Ishi-head for your dear auntie in Honduras to learn about someday?” I asked, suddenly feeling more bravado than I expected. But a damned spider bite would be a helluva lot easier to recover from then becoming a pair of headless treasure hunters.
 
   He glared at me as if my barb was unwarranted, but I could almost see the wheels churning inside his head. When the reality of what we would soon face sunk in, he inched toward me, turning his right side toward my left leg and reaching his hands toward our furry friend that had frozen as if unsure of the Tawankan’s intent.
 
   “Okay… just raise your foot up, little guy,” I coaxed the spider quietly, praying for a small miracle. As if it had second thoughts it withdrew its leg and appeared ready to abandon its course. I began to release a tense breath I was holding inside… and then the tarantula suddenly ran up my leg toward my knee. “Ahh, damn it! Shit—help me Ishi!”
 
   Whether or not Ishi was ready for me, I swung my leg toward him, grimly certain the furry critter would bolt up my pants toward my torso. An excruciatingly embarrassing moment awaited us all if that were to happen. But just before the spider was about to turn the corner on my knee and continue up my thigh, Ishi stretched his hand through the rope restraining his arms and flicked the spider off me with his fingers.
 
   “Whew!” I said, releasing yet another breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. But we weren’t done quite yet with our contest with the ornery arachnid. It began to crawl warily toward me again from where it landed, less than five feet away. “Quick, Ishi—grab the cuff with your teeth and pull me towards you!”
 
   Without waiting for his response, I swung my leg up higher and over toward him, temporarily blinding me to the spider’s presence as my ass faced its approach. It would be most unfortunate if this effort failed and Ishi and I had to try and repeat this maneuver. But somehow he caught the cuff with his mouth, nearly pulling my leg out of my hip socket while grabbing at my sock and yanking out shin hairs to get the knife. 
 
   More prayers and gritting my teeth to not pull back.
 
   “I got it!” he enthused, securing the knife. 
 
   My little buddy happens to be quite skilled with working in tight places, and he managed to slice his bonds away within a minute. Then he moved on to me. 
 
   “I hear voices… they sound like they’re coming from near the entrance to the treasure room,” I whispered, while Ishi freed Mayta from her bonds. “I bet they’ll be back in just a few minutes… maybe sooner.”
 
   I glanced around me, not seeing the tarantula. I gingerly brushed where my fingers could reach and prayed it wasn’t creeping where they couldn’t touch.
 
   “I saw one of the warriors carry something in that direction,” said Mayta, pointing opposite from the entrance our guards had taken—which I had assumed was the only route to enter or exit this particular cave. “He hasn’t come back. Knowing the superstitions of my ancestors, I doubt he would go back there and stay… there must be another way to get in and out of the cave system.”
 
   It made sense… or we could try hiding in the treasure room in hopes that Shuratu believed we had escaped and then he and his band of merry men would return to the surface to look for us.
 
   “That won’t work,” Mayta chided me, when I ventured toward the exit to peer into the other cavern. “Have you not learned anything about the ancient magic of my people? Shuratu will easily find us if we stay anywhere around here—surely you have seen enough to know he has the advantage.”
 
   She pointed to the floating bodies of the people we were commissioned to save, and would now have to abandon to certain death. I felt horrible inside, and told myself that perhaps we could return with a local police force to rescue them in the next day or so. A well-intentioned thought that felt totally hollow.
 
   “We need to leave now!” she urged, as more voices resounded near where the others had come from. The language was foreign to me, and the timbre much higher than Shuratu’s voice, although it was just a matter of time before he would come looking for the next candidate for a new shrunken head on his belt. “I’ll lead the way.”
 
   So, we set out to follow Mayta in hopes this was our best choice. But as we prepared to follow the earlier path of the Jivaro warrior who hadn’t returned, my head bumped into the shoeless foot of Dr. Pierce’s youngest daughter. Her body moved above me, bobbing lightly as it floated, and a slight moan escaped her throat.
 
   What in the hell?
 
   “Did you hear that, Boss… Mayta?” asked Ishi.
 
   Mayta said nothing, but the torn look on her face matched the feeling in my heart.
 
   If the young girl awakened, as seemed likely, not only would she panic, but she would also abort our chances of getting a significant head start on our Jivaro captors. Worse, she might take my place as the first victim of Shuratu’s dawn to dusk ceremony of death.
 
   As fate would have it, we couldn’t leave… at least not yet. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   Before doing anything direly foolish, I crept up to the entryway separating us from the voices in the other cavern. Difficult to say for certain, but it appeared that the treasure room lay empty at present. The voices we heard came from a trio of Jivaro warriors gathered near the other entrance to the immense room. They stood in the initial cavern we had moved through shortly after entering the cave system from outside. 
 
   Perhaps they waited for the arrival of Shuratu or were reluctant to enter the treasure room without permission… or maybe it was nothing like that. Regardless, we had another minute or two to make a decision on what to do about the little girl. 
 
   She was our focus, as both Mayta and I held out hope the others would survive a while longer in their comatose state. Based only on a gut feeling—in this case Mayta’s—all seventeen had been floating in this small cavern for at least a week and likely longer. What were the chances their lives would end that day as opposed to any other day that had passed since their suspended incarceration began? The only wildcard I could see was Shuratu’s anger when he found the three of us had left with one of his sleeping captives.
 
   “Nick, you need to think this through, man,” said Ishi, crouching next to me as I observed the trio in the distance, roughly sixty meters away by my guess. “He said he is going to sacrifice everyone from dawn to dusk… remember? And, if we take the little girl? …That’s some serious shit, Boss.”
 
   He shook his head worriedly, and there wasn’t a need to spell out what would likely take place if we got caught trying to escape and rescuing one of Shuratu’s prized hostages. As with any child, the little girl would likely start screaming the minute she found herself being carried away by three strangers. It wouldn’t matter how big a head start we had, but it would be most perilous if that happened while we sought to find the back way out of this hellhole.
 
   “We can’t leave her!” Mayta had crawled over to us, urging Ishi and me to quit debating what needed to be done. Namely, it would be my job to reach up and try to pull Dr. Pierce’s youngster down without disturbing her—or worse, causing her to fall to the cave’s unforgiving stone floor. “The longer you take, the more danger we’ll be in, Nick. Your puny knife won’t last long against the Jivaro’s better weapons.”
 
   She pointed to the trio that appeared to have stopped talking amongst themselves. Not on our account, as it appeared someone was approaching from the main entrance. My gut predicted we had less than a minute to make a decision.
 
   “Mayta’s right… sorry, Ishi, you’re outvoted this time.” 
 
   I stood up and quietly scurried back to where the child lay suspended. Shuratu’s overconfidence we would never escape our bonds and become a nuisance meant that only our obvious weapons—the machetes—had been confiscated, along with our cell phones. The small flashlight I carried would now prove to be a necessity to ensure I didn’t startle the child while figuring out how to remove her from a shaman’s sleeping prison.
 
   “Hold this, Ishi, while I pull her down.” I handed him the flashlight while motioning for Mayta to prepare to receive our first rescue. In the light’s glow the little girl squinted with a slight grimace, as if she were halfway between waking and dreaming and the halogen brightness irritated her closed eyes. I braced myself for an unpredictable response from the kid, thankful I didn’t have to perform the same maneuver in full darkness. “Once we’ve got her, we’ll need to leave immediately. You’ll need to watch our backs, Ishi, while Mayta leads the way…. You got that?”
 
   He didn’t reply right away, focused on keeping the light steady to ensure I had a clear view above. Dr. Pierce, his wife, and the lovely Sandra surrounded the youngster, and I needed to take extra care in not disturbing them. Bumping into any of them could prove disastrous.
 
   “What if she gets to be too heavy, and they catch up?” whispered Ishi.
 
   He glanced anxiously toward our cave’s entrance. It sounded like more voices had joined the other three guys, and all had moved into the treasure room…. Damn it, they’re on the way back here!
 
   “A sleeping child can be a dead weight,” he warned.
 
   “Just leave that sort of worry to me, Ishi—I can carry her.” 
 
   I pulled gently on her knees. To my surprise, she floated down into my arms, light as a feather until she breached whatever energy field suspended her weight. Then she became a sixty-pound kid, heavy enough to prevent running more than a mile with her in my arms. She might as well be a hundred pound bag of coal at that point. 
 
   “Time to go!” I announced, once I had her secured against my chest. For the moment, her eyes were barely open and I prayed she would believe this experience was part of a dream and just relax and roll with it. That fantasy lasted all of fifteen seconds, when her eyes shot wide open, revealing her terrified surprise.
 
   “Shhh, it’s okay, sweetie—we’re rescuing you from the bad men,” I said sweetly, determined to assure and comfort her. “We’re going to come back for your mommy and daddy in just a moment.” 
 
   The child studied me with a sullen frown in the dimness, as we moved beyond the other victims still drifting in the air. In our flashlights’ collective glow, I could tell this kid was destined to be a beauty when she grew up, with the same blonde hair and blue eyes as her older sister. I’m sure she could charm an angry viper if she wanted to… just not right then. Her lips were pursed as if she suppressed tears or a scream.
 
   Unfortunately for us, it was the latter—despite my brightest smile that tested the elasticity of my cheek muscles. And when she opened her mouth, it wasn’t simply to express a frightened screech and be done with it. No, what escaped her lungs as a shrill shriek would undoubtedly send the devil into hiding, and I thought for sure my eardrums would burst from such close proximity to this angel-turned-banshee in my arms.
 
   “Damn it, Nick! See? I told you this was a bad idea!” lamented Ishi.
 
   We immediately picked up our pace to reach the path taken by the warrior from earlier.
 
   “Can’t you shut her up?” chided Mayta.
 
   “What?! Maybe you’d like to trade places right about now!” I shot back. “Shuratu is probably on his way by now, with this kid sounding a damned alarm!”
 
   “Then don’t look back and try to keep up!” she urged, as we exited the cavern and stepped onto the path. “Whoa—be careful, guys! Watch out for the chasm to my left!”
 
   Ishi directed the flashlight’s glow briefly over the edge, where the murky darkness below the path seemed impenetrable. Though impossible to say for certain, there wasn’t time to toss a rock into the pit and wait for a reply. And, once the little girl saw it, she screamed even louder.
 
   There remained no doubt in my weary mind that we would be recaptured and then readied to join Shuratu’s belt as his latest ornaments. I glanced beyond Ishi into the thick blackness behind him, waiting for the glow of a torch to immerge in pursuit. Meanwhile, I continued to plead with the little girl to stop screaming—even stooping to the shameful tactic of telling her that the temper tantrum was going to likely get her and everyone else killed. Of course, that approach failed miserably. Nothing worked, and finally in frustration Mayta stopped and turned to hand me the flashlight she carried in exchange for our sobbing child.
 
   “Men!” she huffed, and spoke to the little girl in a soothing tone that momentarily mesmerized me, as I hadn’t expected this much of a soft side from our no-nonsense guide. But the little girl’s cries fell to a whimper.
 
   I felt a moment of hope—especially since no one was coming up fast from behind. Daylight appeared less than a hundred meters ahead… we were almost to freedom.
 
   “Ah, damn it—this just figures!”
 
   A warrior stood ahead of us, less than twenty meters away, armed with a machete and spear. Perhaps it was the same guy from earlier, but he wasn’t alone. Several other Jivaro warriors stood to either side, and the tallest one approached us.
 
   “You are a bigger fool than I assumed, Nick Caine,” rumbled a deep voice—one familiar and much angrier than before. “Did you really believe we would leave you an easy opportunity for escape?”
 
   Holding a lighted torch, Shuratu stepped toward us with a regal gait while the hollow clicks from the row of miniature human heads knocked against one another from the witch doctor’s waist. Ishi shrunk beside me as if hoping for protection. Even Mayta drew closer; the little girl standing by her side suddenly buried her head into Mayta’s stomach.
 
   “Well, dawn has arrived and you four are still alive… but not for long,” Shuratu advised, grinning in amusement as he studied us. His gaze finally rested upon me, sending a series of prickly chills up and down my spine. “We are ready to begin.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   Standing at death’s door wasn’t a new thing for Ishi and me. Admittedly, encounters that define the fragility of life can lend themselves to a broader perspective about human existence, as well as the nobility of accepting one’s fate when the cards have been counted and a hand dealt has come up short. However, none of that ethereal hogwash meant a damned thing that morning. 
 
   Perhaps it was Sharatu’s unnatural eyes, fiercely aglow as if he were some hellish demon. Or, the fact that several of his warriors were loading fresh darts into their long bamboo shafts, intending to either paralyze us while we waited turns in getting decapitated, or delivering a slower death by suffocation from neurotoxins shutting down our bodies.
 
   Most likely it wasn’t any of the reasons mentioned above. I prefer to believe it was merely the continual and unsettling noise of previous victims’ heads knocking against one another along the shaman’s waistline, and knowing that Jeb from Dallas, Texas was about to get some new friends.
 
   It only took a moment for me to decide what ‘noble’ meant that day….
 
   “Run!” I shouted, shoving Mayta and the little girl back toward the cave we came from and urging Ishi to not look behind him while keeping up with the rest of us. 
 
   “What about the other guys we heard in the treasure room?” worried Mayta, glancing back at me.
 
   “They’ll probably be waiting for us where the others are floating,” added Ishi, just as worriedly.
 
   “Would you rather take your chances with the assholes behind us, with their darts and machetes?” Neither one replied. “I’ll take that as a ‘yes’, so lift those knees and pump your arms like you mean business! If we go down, better to do it kicking and screaming!”
 
   I picked up my speed, prompting Mayta and Ishi to do the same. The little girl proved to be quite a runner, and as much as she detested me earlier she took my advice seriously now, running in socks with her knees high and pumping her arms like an Olympian.
 
   As for Shuratu, he stayed hot on our tails, shouting for us to stop with profanity-laden threats. I couldn’t help but laugh at what his out-of sync tirade might look like in his native tongue turned English. But I had no doubt he would try to fillet us—surely me first—if he got close enough. 
 
   Frankly, I was surprised the dart guys hadn’t shot us yet. Perhaps it had something to do with the deep chasm to our right. Shoot us with poison and we might fall to our deaths… something that might’ve appealed to some of the warriors. But Shuratu wanted his trophies.
 
   “Everyone stay focused and head for Dr. Pierce and the others!” I urged my companions, as we reached the cave where the Pierce party had hovered in the air when we last left them. “It’s gonna sound insane, but we need to try and wake them all up!”
 
   Something in my gut suggested this crazy idea could prove to be a game changer. At worst, it would throw off Shuratu’s focus if he had to consider twenty prisoners instead of just four. And at best? …Well, I wasn’t sure about that part yet.
 
   “How can we do that? We’re not as tall as you!” worried Ishi.
 
   “Take a running leap, my friend,” I said. “Run and pull them down—”
 
   “And, if they get slaughtered in their comatose state, what then?” Mayta’s fearful expression, when she looked back at me, confirmed what the heat meant near the back of my head. Shuratu had closed within a few feet and was no longer shouting at us to stop. One Machete swing or a torch tap to my fedora would jeopardize my noggin’s usefulness... to me, anyway.
 
   “They’re going to die regardless if it’s now or later, if we fail to save them,” I said. “Hell, all of us might die this day… just don’t make it easy for ‘em!”
 
   “It will be easy, and I will win!” Shuratu boasted from behind. 
 
   I instinctively ducked, feeling a breeze from a blade’s whirr as it sliced through the air where my head had been seconds before. I sprinted toward our targets, praying my companions had the good sense to get out of the way while I set out for Dr. Pierce with Shuratu determined to stop me first. For the moment, the Pierce clan and friends remained unharmed as they drifted in the air. But the warriors we had seen earlier had gathered with their buddies, hovering protectively near each captive, as if these individuals belonged to them, like children or personal slaves.
 
   Ishi and Mayta ducked out of the path of Shuratu as he slung his machete wildly, but the little girl ran to her mother, seemingly ignoring the witch doctor’s antics as well as the menacing warrior set to defend her mother as his prize. 
 
   I don’t know what came over me, but instead of going for Dr. Pierce I ran after his young daughter instead, pushing her out of the way in order to do battle with her mom’s guardian in her place. Dodging another blow from Shuratu, I reached up and pulled Mrs. Pierce’s foot. My attempt to bring her down was interrupted by the warrior coming at me with his gleaming machete. I was surprised to see the professor’s wife drifting to the floor without my help, like a helium balloon that had lost its buoyancy. As soon as her foot touched the cave floor, she let out a gasp.
 
   She’s awake? That could be good, or….
 
   The warrior’s enraged expression grew dark with fury and he lunged at me, just barely missing my face with the blade that came close enough to my nose to smell the blood-soiled metal. Not waiting for him to take a second shot at me while expecting Shuratu to join in at any moment, I dove into the warrior’s torso before he could react. We both fell to the ground… at least that’s what I first believed had happened.
 
   “What in the….?!”
 
   The sucker had disappeared beneath me, and my knuckles cracked against the unforgiving rock floor. I whirled around, thinking he might’ve eluded my grasp and now prepared to finish me off from behind, but he was gone. Vanished into thin air. Meanwhile, Mrs. Pierce sat on the floor, clinging to her daughter and sharing the little girl’s wide-eyed expression as she looked up at the other fifteen members of her husband’s exploration team.
 
   “Kill them all!” shrieked Shuratu in raging anger, as if I had just murdered his only begotten son. He turned his focus back to me, the torch and machete held before him as if he intended to use both on me. At the same time, the other Jivaro bastards positioned their weapons near the bellies of the sleeping fifteen. Yet, despite Shuratu’s command, they didn’t make a move to harm anyone. Seemingly reluctant to lay a finger on a single victim, Shuratu’s escalated threats had no effect. It was as if the warriors could no longer hear him, or had unanimously chosen to ignore his commands. 
 
   The hodge-podge craziness of what I had witnessed began to take root in my mind, connecting dots that would’ve made me sound like a blubbering imbecile had I tried to explain the images in my head to Ishi and Mayta. Shuratu chased me around the cavern, where we repeatedly splashed up water from the small stream. I dodged the drawn weapons of each of the warriors guarding their precious prisoners—surprised that they weren’t just protecting them from me, but from their leader as well.
 
   “Stop him!” Shuratu shouted, when I reached up and pulled down the feet of two of the burlier members of the Pierce exploration team. This time, Sharatu’s weapon grazed my left arm, drawing a thin line of blood. But I eluded his pursuit long enough to pull down Dr. Pierce, his son, and his oldest daughter.
 
   “Look!” shouted Ishi, pointing to the bigger guys that had landed on their feet, shaking their heads as if clearing the fog that had hijacked their conscious minds for the past week and likely even longer. Their awakening coincided with the disintegration of their Jivaro guardians. I looked over at Mrs. Pierce and she was huddled, still wide-eyed, with the younger daughter near Dr. Pierce, whose spear-wielding sentinel had already vanished. The same bizarre phenomenon was happening to the pair of warriors guarding the Pierce’s other two kids.
 
   “Oh my God,” I whispered, smiling in amazement at what had seemed like a fanciful wish inside my head. My half-baked plan was working! Despite the strange absurdities going on around us, here was the antidote provided by true reality… Shuratu’s army wasn’t real, destined soon to be no more.
 
   While glorying in this thought I was suddenly pummeled to the ground, as Shuratu bowled me over and was on top of me before I could fend him off. He could’ve filleted me from behind, and watched me die that way—perhaps chiding me for the moment of fascination that distracted me long enough for him to gain the upper hand. However, instead of a quick and merciful end to my existence, he seemed to desire the pleasure of watching my life ebb away as his powerful fingers constricted around my throat.
 
   “How’s this for ‘reality’, Nick Caine?” he taunted. “You think this is all sorcery and not real? The magic of the ancients will still win… and you and your friends shall die just the same!”
 
   He laughed wickedly, and a fiery mist began to emanate from his back, quickly spreading in all directions. Something inside the radiant haze slashed about violently as the haze spread throughout the cave. Meanwhile, Mayta dodged past the remaining Jivaro warriors to leap up and pull down the last few members of the Pierce team.
 
   Good for them, I thought to myself. I began to black out and quit struggling to breathe. Shuratu was too strong for me to fight off, despite my size advantage, and what I had assumed would be a strength advantage as well. I couldn’t resist him physically, but I hoped to soon elude the terrifying voices and faces fighting to escape the confines of the haze. I worried this might be the enslavement of a soul that the shaman spoke of earlier, in regard to the unfortunate Texan named Jeb. I had assumed it was just superstitious mumbo-jumbo, but recent experiences elsewhere in the world had shown me that almost anything imaginable was possible. Unfortunately. 
 
   Shuratu’s laughter filled my head, along with his gloating that he wouldn’t need to cut off and shrink my physical head to accomplish what he had done countless times—I would be his servant forevermore… I would be a slave to do his bidding until the end of time… I would be….”
 
   “Get off him!” shrieked a familiar voice, one that quickened my heart for fear of further retribution.
 
   Ishi? I need to save him… save him doing something that’s going to get him killed!
 
   Shuratu’s fingers eased up on my throat, and I sucked in as much air as I could, but it felt like my throat’s passage had been narrowed. I could barely breathe and would need more air, but my arms were too weak to be raised and my vision hadn’t returned.
 
   There was no way for me to fight him off… no way to ward off the deepening darkness and the ringing in my ears that was getting progressively louder. I quit struggling as a sensation of peace washed over me….
 
   Ishi’s voice gained more urgency, and I knew it must be because he couldn’t save me on his own. But Shuratu’s cackles in my head had ceased, and soon after this his bodyweight was lifted from my chest and arms. A much softer weight rested briefly upon my upper torso, and I determined it was someone laying his or her head upon me, as if to listen…
 
   Am I dead? I hear worried talk that there’s no heartbeat.
 
   The sensation of a fist pounding my chest startled me, and then the weight of the person’s head—a woman from the feel of her hair—pressed against my chest again, but this time just for a moment. The ringing stopped, as did the feeling of peace.
 
   “I detect a heartbeat… faint!” said Mayta, above me. I couldn’t see her… but she was nearer than anyone else.
 
   A pair of soft lips caressed mine, but the fantasy of dying in a woman’s loving embrace left me as warm air flowed into my mouth that steadily seeped into my lungs…. In the distance, a man was shouting… Sharatu? The voice was similar, but instead of unbridled malice and anger, I detected terror… and then a high-pitched shriek that faded. 
 
   Some might picture me smiling at the mental image of the evil shaman’s lips mouthing something different than the words ‘Nungui, no!’ that I heard. But I was too busy coughing while trying to fill my lungs with the blessed invisible elixir of life. Oxygen!
 
   The cavern’s stale air was sweeter than anything I could remember… at least off hand. Darkness turned to a blurred vision of shadows standing as silhouettes in front of torchlight. When it cleared, I found myself surrounded… but not by Jivaro warriors. 
 
   “Welcome back, Boss,” said Ishi, weeping. “We thought we lost you.”
 
   
 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   I hadn’t woken up to a room full of strangers staring at me since my sophomore year at UCLA. But unlike that awkward experience from yesteryear, I wasn’t in a hurry to sneak away from an intimate moment, such as what happened between the girl and me when we were startled awake, lying naked together on a balcony outside her room with her gawking sorority sisters surrounding us. Granted, all that had taken place between me and Mayta was her gentle caress of my lips, perhaps viewed as those of a dead man. It might’ve been a moment of curiosity, or worse, that she figured my soul had already been carted off to some unpleasant corner of the afterlife, and this was a perfect opportunity to steal a cherished touch before my body cooled to a rigid corpse.
 
   But, then, she did pound on my chest to try and save me, right? So, maybe it was something more than just a fleeting whim of curiosity or lust.
 
   All kidding aside, I was more embarrassed and self-conscious about the other folks peering down at me from all sides. And isn’t it funny how people always look different when animated as opposed to sleeping? Personalities remain undefined until a soul interacts with another… or so I’ve been told. It sure looked to be the case right then, since I almost didn’t recognize half of my audience.
 
   “Are you okay?” asked Mayta, with more compassion than I thought she could ever show me. Charmed by a tepid kiss, perhaps?
 
   “Yeah… I think so,” I said, my voice sounding hoarse and my throat feeling the residual pain from Shuratu’s powerful finger-squeeze. “I can use a hand standing up.”
 
   She and Ishi helped me to my feet, and for an instant the world swam around me. Most everyone was smiling, which announced to me that either Shuratu and his little army were completely vanquished or I was dreaming. Ishi was the only one not smiling as he studied my neck.
 
   “You have some deep bruises, Nick,” he said. “Maybe you should see a doctor?”
 
   “An archaeological kind of doctor, like Nathaniel Pierce, or did you mean one that can cast a spell with tree frog venom?” I teased, offering him a good-natured smile and warm pat on his shoulder. “Otherwise, it’s a day’s journey to reach a decent physician in these parts, little buddy.”
 
   “I can take a look at your neck,” advised the woman I recognized as Dr. Pierce’s wife. She came closer and Ishi and Mayta stepped aside to allow her into my personal space. Sandra and the little girl took after their mom in terms of their looks and the little boy favored his dad. Mrs. Pierce smiled as if she could read my thoughts, but I knew it was more my amused expression. “Yes… those bruises are going to remain uncomfortable for the next day or two, maybe three. But you’ll live.”
 
   “How do you know?” I asked, as she moved back to where her husband and kids waited. “Are you a doctor or nurse?”
 
   “I was an RN for almost a decade, until Nathan finished his doctoral work,” she said, smiling wryly. “Much of that time was spent in the ER at Sibley Memorial in D.C.”
 
   I nodded and turned my attention to Mayta and Ishi.
 
   “Where is Shuratu?”
 
   “Hopefully he’s dead. Tim and Rick threw him down into the chasm outside this room,” said Ishi, motioning to the bigger guys I had pulled down from their sleeping state first. “I listened to his screams until they were too far away.”
 
   “It was bad… but he was an evil man who would’ve killed us all,” said Mayta. She looked uncomfortable despite her words. If the shrieking pleas for mercy I heard had truly come from the wicked witch doctor, then I certainly understood her remorse.
 
   “He killed our friend, Jeb,” said one of the burly twins—impossible yet to say which was Tim or Rick. “The fucker deserved to die.”
 
   No remorse there, and also understandable.
 
   “Okay… so can we get the hell out of here?” I was ready to get this show back on the road to civilization.
 
   “We’ve been waiting on you,” said Dr. Pierce. He stepped forward with his right hand extended, and his powerful grip matched the charisma exuding from him. His warm brown eyes twinkled with amusement, and I recognized the kindred spirit driving the man. Some might fault him for dragging his family into such a dangerous operation, including me…until now. I caught a glimpse of what made the man tick, and the foolhardy drive was damned near identical to what steered me into similar predicaments. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Nick… Caine? Name sounds familiar to me…. Have you spent time in these parts?”
 
   All at once I felt incredibly naked again, like the young, foolish version of myself clambering down from a second story balcony in the Sunday morning sunshine and streaking back bare-assed to my dormitory, with a baseball cap the only thing covering my privates. Never mind the fact the rest of my clothes remained unclaimed for several days, until the sweet gal confronted me for not calling her as promised.
 
   I had always looked at that romantic event-gone-bad as the beginning of my less than fortuitous luck with women, having unwittingly drawn Aphrodite’s scorn ever since.
 
   “We spent time in Honduras—”
 
   “That’s where I adopted my young friend and brought him back to the States,” I said, placing my arm around Ishi and squeezing his shoulder tightly, as a reminder to shut the hell up. “We work as a team for a government operation that specifically seeks to protect prospectors like you guys from getting in over your heads.”
 
   “Meaning what?” Dr. Pierce asked guardedly.
 
    “Nothing personal, Doc,” I assured him. His eyes flashed with annoyance at my casual approach, but I hoped it was the burning spur to move him away from thinking about the unfortunate familiarity with my name. “We know you’re one of the good guys—and Ishi and I are big fans of your work. We were sent to rescue you from the Jivaro warriors who had captured you…. Why don’t we get out of this place and discuss it further on the way back to Quito?”
 
   “Quito? Why can’t we refresh our supplies in Logrono and continue cataloguing the Incan artifacts in the next cavern?” he said, eyeing me as if I had just insulted his mother. “My daughter, Sandra, and my wife, Marianne, need to get back to the States in the next few days for Thanksgiving, and I’d like to have this done before they leave. Then I’ll join them next week…. What?”
 
   I guess my mouth dropped open far enough to distract him. Either that or Ishi’s and Mayta’s similar reactions were what did the trick. So, one week was really four weeks? Shit!
 
   “Your Thanksgiving holiday in the United States came and passed more than three weeks ago,” said Mayta, quietly. She eyed him with the same compassion she had shown me earlier, and it was tough to not enjoy the allure of this other side of her that I had failed to discern until now. “You have all been under Shuratu’s spell.”
 
   “But that’s impossible!” said Sandra, shaking her head. “He had killed Jeb and told us we would be next if we didn’t keep quiet. The other five Jivaro warriors had their weapons on us and we had to wait to strike back, since our guns were out of reach… and then we must’ve fallen asleep….” The look of sudden realization spread across her face.
 
   “For three weeks? Wait…. You’re saying we were asleep for more than… four goddamn weeks?” Dr. Pierce asked incredulously, while the rest of his team mumbled amongst themselves about it. Only his youngest offspring remained quiet, the girl looking at me as if she were reliving what had happened earlier.
 
   “Somehow he created Jivaro warriors from your essences while you slept,” I said, hating how silly the words sounded as they left my mouth. “Your youngest daughter saw them… and likely others did, too. There was a helluva lot more than five warriors, and most were guarding your bodies, as if they knew that if you died, so would they. How you all survived without food and water for damned near a month is… hell I don’t know what it is.”
 
   Dr. Pierce was about to say something else, but stopped himself, as if he suddenly recalled the crazy scene of warriors disappearing into thin air going on around him. He looked at his companions, and all but a few seemed to be having the same recollection of events that supported my absurd claim.
 
   “We can get your journal maps and other observations to the Minister of the Interior for Ecuador, along with any photographs you have taken, and secure what is here as we leave,” offered Mayta, tentatively presenting to him the leather-sleeved journal we had found on the way to this place. He grabbed it as if she had stolen it from his backpack just moments earlier, adding further confirmation that he was having a tough time reconciling what had happened to him, his family, and his exploration team. “But we really should leave this place before anything else happens.”
 
   She didn’t have to elaborate on what she meant, since a palpable negative current of energy moved through the cave, carried by a cool breeze. It could’ve been inspired by anything and it could’ve been nothing to be alarmed about…. But just the same, after what Mayta, Ishi, and I had witnessed—hell, what most of them had seen with their own eyes—it meant that more craziness was just a Mad Hatter’s hop away.
 
   In our case, that would be a stocky forty-ish male of ‘Jivaroan’ descent, whose crazy bonnet was a ceremonial feathered headdress. 
 
   “Not to be paranoid, but it truly is time to go now,” I emphasized, when the professor and his wife quietly debated Mayta’s advisement as if they had all morning available to reach a decision. “We can discuss everything in greater detail when we’re on our way back to Quito.”
 
   “You parked off the main entrance to the area, I take it? Or did you try to drive in here?” asked Dr. Pierce.
 
   “Yes, we are not parked far from there… and we took a canoe to cross the waterways,” Mayta replied. 
 
   “The area flooded from the rains?” Dr. Pierce shook his head, as obviously this information further confirmed what we had been trying to pound through his thick skull about the past three weeks of life he had missed. “We parked further to the south… our trucks and the Jeep could be lost!”
 
   That could certainly be inconvenient. Very much so, if the sudden moan emanating from where Rick and Tim had deposited a certain ‘master of the black arts’ meant anything.
 
   “I have a radio in my Jeep and can call for help,” Mayta advised. “We can either get your vehicles pulled out, or arrange rides for everyone to travel to Quito—or even Cuenca, if my contacts won’t go that far north—”
 
   “What was that?” Ishi interrupted her, while nearly everyone else gasped at the approach of a thick shadow that had steadily crept to where we were gathered. 
 
   Several torches had been lit in this small cave, and one by one the flames flickered and died. But not before the shadow lengthened into a ghoulish representation of the sulking figure whose unusual headdress inspired it.
 
    “This can’t be possible,” mumbled one of the burly guys—unknown to me whether it was Tim or Rick. “He’s dead!”
 
   A deep-throated chuckle erupted from the dimness that steadily swallowed up the cave. The burning rage within a pair of inflamed eyes announced the debate on what to do next was officially over. From here on out, it would be a footrace between prey and predator…. All of us scrambled to escape the cave system, running for our lives to reach the main entrance in faint hopes of escaping the powerful wiles of a wicked and furious shaman.
 
   Shuratu had returned.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Near-blinding sunlight greeted us as we emerged from the cave system. It was unexpected, since overcast skies and heavy rain had been the extended forecast. Of worse concern, our companions who had spent most of the past month in torch-lit dimness immediately shielded their eyes, momentarily forgetting the pathway’s narrowness. Several members of the Pierce group nearly slid to their deaths after staggering dangerously close to the path’s edge. 
 
   Hell, it also took a moment for Ishi, Mayta, and me to adjust to the brightness and the crowded path that only allowed for a single file descent. It left us vulnerable from behind, and a steeper decline in slope when we reached the roaring waterfall enhanced the path’s slipperiness, further slowing our escape.
 
   “Shuratu is going to catch us from behind!” worried Ishi, presently one spot ahead of Mayta. I pulled up the rear, keeping a constant watchful eye out for the witch doctor’s emergence through the main entrance. “They’re moving too damned slow!”
 
   He pointed ahead, where Rick and Tim prevented their comrades from trying to navigate the more slippery section leading under the waterfall until Dr. Pierce was ready to give the okay to proceed.
 
   “No… I don’t think he will catch us,” said Mayta, squinting her eyes as she peered beyond me into the cavern’s darkness. “Not yet.” 
 
   Her closeness stirred something uncomfortable in me, and the onslaught of her sudden allure continued to surprise me. Even my efforts to try and focus on Marie’s face in memory failed to provide relief.
 
   “What in the hell do you mean by that?” I asked, glancing at the murkiness beyond the entrance. “If he jumps out here, we’ll be in a world of hurt.”
 
   But something seemed different about the netherworld we had just exited. The ominous feeling that had pursued us through the immense cavern filled with Inca treasure had waned when we reached the initial passageway that sat partly awash in daylight…. As we emerged to freedom, I was going to make a snarky remark that the bastard could reach out and pull the three of us back into the cavern, but the sound of his laughter and angry threats had long ceased and it would’ve been a jest in poor taste—not to mention a possible invitation for added retribution if Shuratu continued to follow from a discreet distance. Meanwhile, I wondered what had become of my latest nemesis…. Had he changed his tactics and now planned to surprise us from another location along our retreat to safety? Or, was what happened moments ago merely the last gasp from a wraith now confined to where the murderous shaman had perished? 
 
   “Where do you think he disappeared to?” I persisted with Mayta, when she hadn’t responded to my earlier question and comment, while the line poised to travel beneath the waterfall was finally moving.
 
   She wouldn’t answer, offering a wan smile as she shook her head. Her eyes seemed warmer to me… but they were also filled with worry. She was still frightened.
 
   A glance from Ishi confirmed the same thing from him, and I offered an assuring nod to let him know I had his and everyone else’s back…. But when they refocused their attention to the treacherous pathway ahead, I allowed my gaze to linger behind us.
 
   Nothing. Or, I should say nothing I could physically see… although it felt like we were being followed, or tracked. I kept my hand on the handle of my Bowie knife that I had reclaimed from Ishi, its holster attached to my belt near the buckle. 
 
   A prickly feeling along the back of my neck grew stronger as we moved through the waterfall, where footsteps from behind would’ve been impossible to detect.
 
   “What’s wrong, Boss?” asked Ishi, raising his voice above the din, and attracting the attention of Dr. Pierce and others moving ahead of us. The path had widened as it descended to the jungle that separated this waterfall from the others, and where the exploration team had set up their camp before running afoul of Shuratu and his initial band of five Jivaro warriors.
 
   “Nothing,” I lied. “Just making sure we don’t get any unpleasant surprises.”
 
   Mayta shot me a look with an arched eyebrow that so reminded me of Marie when she thought something coming out of my mouth was a load of bull. 
 
   “What became of the five warriors, you think?” she asked, quietly, pulling back to where we could chat for a moment. “They obviously weren’t of the same essence as the ones who vanished before our eyes…. Maybe they are real.”
 
   We had now been out in the wild for more than a day, long enough to begin to ripen, as humans are apt to do in a warm, humid jungle. I tried not to think about anything other than her question, since despite our condition her close proximity stirred me to consider things—sensual urges and naughty notions I previously believed would remain foreign to me for months, if not years, after my long misadventure with Ms. Da Vinci.
 
   As for her question? I honestly hadn’t thought about the five potentially ‘real’ companions of Shuratu.
 
   “I don’t know,” I replied. “So, you think they’re real?”
 
   “Yes,” she said, her voice even more hushed than before. “And, I think they are watching.”
 
   “From where?” I admit to feeling a sudden pang of paranoia, since I had only considered our crazy shaman as pursuing us invisibly. The legends of the Jivaro from ages past tell of this secretive and reclusive people being able to track their enemies as undetectable predators, until ready to pounce.
 
   I expected her to indicate the area behind us…. But she motioned ahead, to the hillsides on either side of the jungle we were steadily descending toward. At present, it wasn’t possible to detect anyone hiding amid the lush vegetation.
 
   “But as to ‘what’ or ‘who’ is trailing us? That is something else… we should hurry,” she advised.
 
   That’s comforting. Not to mention, Ishi heard her last admonition, looking back at Mayta and me for another sign of assurance all would be okay. It wasn’t there this time. Not after I watched Tim and Rick caution everyone up front to be careful as the first of the group reached the edge of the jungle.
 
   “They feel the others’ presence, too,” said Mayta. “But it is better to keep moving. Sitting still will be worse. I can’t tell you why I know this, but we must keep moving….”
 
   She mouthed that she would soon return and ran up to where the burly guys were discussing what to do next with Dr. Pierce. Everyone else gathered around them until Mayta pulled the big guys with her and moved to the very front. The trio disappeared into the thick foliage and everyone else soon followed.
 
   “I guess this means you and me are pulling up the rear, huh, Nick?” said Ishi, smiling nervously, and pulling on my protective instincts to make sure he remained safe. “Are we the only sane ones here?
 
   “Sure looks like it, kiddo,” I told him, gripping his shoulder and offering my best Hollywood smile. Still, I made sure he remained ahead of me. I allowed myself one last glance behind us and then we picked up our pace to catch up to the others.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Moving through the jungle pathway that had been forged first by Dr. Pierce’s team and then widened by Ishi and me, we made surprisingly fast progress. I began to feel the ever-present creepiness might be related more to an overactive imagination than a living threat... or five living threats, to be exact, and possibly six if the entity we had encountered back in the cave was truly Shuratu. That confidence grew upon reaching the dozen smaller waterfalls and the pristine lagoon they fed.
 
   But as our twenty-member human caravan prepared to exit the jungle, five diminutive figures stood in a slight arc waiting for us to emerge. All were indigenous in appearance and stature, and all carried spears and dart shafts… loaded dart shafts, no doubt. The only difference between these Jivaro warriors and the others we had dealt with was their modern attire. All were dressed in shorts and T-shirts, with one guy wearing a blue polo shirt.
 
   Mayta and the others stopped, and when she began to try to engage the apparent leader of this small band, my heart leapt into my throat. She probably assumed they embraced the more modern culture of the Shuar, but if so, why were they here, and with an aggressive posture? I prepared to launch into a sprint to come to her rescue, taking the first step, when a menacing voice from behind startled me severely enough to send me tumbling to the ground. When I stood up and whirled around, a figure began to appear behind us, becoming more solid as the long, purposeful strides came up fast from the jungle’s other entrance.
 
   Shuratu?
 
   It didn’t matter if he was solid or only his disembodied spirit for the materialization to be frigging creepy. A murmur spread throughout the group once they noticed the figure’s approach, and it gained strength when it was clear that Shuratu was the dude running toward us. His left hand hoisted a spear ready to launch, and his right hand pointed a gleaming machete at yours truly.
 
   “Nick Caine? Prepare to die for your mockery of the Jivaro ways!” he roared. The echo of his voice carried an eeriness that made it sound inhuman… like a Vulcan god approached instead of a crazy mortal shaman. “All of you prepare to die!”
 
   Shuratu finished his materialization, and soon appeared solid. Solid in the flesh, I should say, while picking up speed. In panic, the tandem of Rick and Tim attacked the warriors, apparently thinking they were the weak link here. Both men were promptly shot with darts, soon dropping to their knees in response to the darts’ neurotoxins. From what I could tell, the arrows were sent to the pair’s extremities, as if these warriors were reluctant to kill the pair. Immobilization seemed to be the goal… or so I thought.
 
   As for the witch doctor who wouldn’t die? I had no doubt his intentions were far from altruistic. The rage in those sunburst eyes told me the bastard was in a very foul and murderous mood. Me, being the immediate target for his ire was likely due to waking up the group that had since made it to the brink of freedom…. But this realization didn’t stop Ishi and me from running like scared rabbits to catch up to the others, who had made it to the white sand beach bordering the gorgeous lagoon and its sapphire water.
 
   No sooner had we reached the beach, Shuratu’s spear slammed into the sand between my legs from behind. I looked around at the terrified faces of Dr. Pierce’s exploration team, as well as the writhing bodies of their protectors, Rick and Tim. Their collective fear pulled on my heart… but not like the frightened looks upon Ishi’s and Mayta’s faces. And, I detected something else in Mayta’s expression....
 
   Does she expect for me to be the hero here? I mean… really?!
 
   The glint in her eye spoke of hope and admiration, and if I hadn’t pictured the death of those very qualities by any expression of cowardice, I might’ve cowered with them all. But I couldn’t that day.
 
   I turned around to face him. Shuratu’s pace slowed once he closed to within ten feet, as if he wanted to savor the moment of victory. He wielded the machete menacingly.
 
   “I should’ve killed you the moment I first saw you!” he snarled, crouching in preparation for his next attack. “I won’t delay the missed opportunity any longer!”
 
   There wasn’t anywhere to go, but I backed up when he flew through the air, swinging wildly at me. Everyone moved out of the way—including the five guys I assumed were Shuratu’s surviving henchmen. To keep him at bay while my mind raced for some way to get the upper hand or means of escape, I removed my Bowie knife and held it out before me. 
 
   He laughed.
 
   “What have you got there, Nick? Our women carry knives bigger than that to cut flowers!” he taunted, swinging the machete as he lunged again.
 
   He barely missed my chin as the blade nicked my shirt near the right shoulder. It took a moment for blood to seep through the cotton, but the adrenaline was flowing too powerfully for me to guess the severity of the wound. I took the slow saturation to indicate a surface wound only. Meanwhile, I had stepped back to where another foot would send me sprawling into the water. In fact, I began to think that might be my only escape, although it would merely prolong my inevitable demise. 
 
   “Ahhh… would you like to quit?” he teased. “You can spare the rest of your friends agonizing torture by surrendering to me now. Or, we can continue our contest. But I have already foreseen how this will end, Nick, and one way or another, your head is going to be a wonderful addition to my belt!”
 
   He motioned to his warriors to come stand behind him, forming a new arc that separated me from Ishi, Mayta, and the others and also prevented any of them from coming to my aid. Then Shuratu dove at me again. This time, the shaman completely missed his mark, and I struck pay dirt with the Bowie knife, though the gash I delivered to his left forearm wasn’t life threatening. It did manage to seriously piss him off, and he leapt into the air. He floated higher than what seemed humanly possible, and then somersaulted over me.
 
   I instinctively ducked, and his knee hit me in the face. In surprise, I fell backward, and before I could recover I found myself pinned on my back in the sand. The steady purr of the waterfalls emptying into the lagoon seemed louder lying like this, joined by the rush of water from the other falls pouring into the stream that also fed the azure pool. Surprisingly, the steady churn of water brought me an unexpected feeling of peace… almost like the proverbial Heaven on Earth. If this was going to be the place and moment of my death, I was hard pressed to picture a more alluring scene… unless it also included me lying in the arms of a fair maiden like my dear Marie, or the new potential flame that had captured my heart’s attention, Mayta.
 
   But I couldn’t see either one. Not in my mind or in my physical field of vision. In fact, I could see nothing but the monstrous mug of Shuratu, grinning wickedly from just inches above my face. The menacing smirk and soulless eyes, inhumanly orange, took every ounce of courage to not pull my gaze away from them. If I was going to die, I would face my killer with courage and not give him the satisfaction of knowing he had defeated my soul in addition to my body. 
 
   I would….
 
   But my silent declarations were suddenly interrupted by a look of horrific surprise suddenly appearing on Shuratu’s face His eyes grew wide, and when he opened his mouth to what I assumed would be another demeaning threat against my person, a shrill shriek was all that escaped. Then, for the second time that day, Shuratu was lifted off of me. This time, however, my rescuer wasn’t another human being. Something else had come to my salvation.
 
   “It’s not over, Nick Caine!” he screamed, while his fingers dug deep into the white sand less than a meter away from where I crouched, too stunned to move. “I will be back! I will find you—I swear!….”
 
   An anaconda the length of a school bus had its tail wrapped tightly around Shuratu’s legs, and the witch doctor’s machete had fallen out of reach after making a sizeable wound in the snake’s lower extremities. But the cut wasn’t severe enough to get the monster to let go, and instead seemed to anger it into more aggressive behavior.
 
   Where the snake came from, God only knew. It hissed angrily, regarding me with dead eyes as it bared a wide mouth filled with long sharp fangs. Then the deep blue water claimed the anaconda’s dark thick body, and it pulled the evil witch doctor down under the surface with it. Shuratu’s words became an empty stream of bubbles. Carried down to the bottom of the shallow pool his fist rose defiantly out of the water, until the fingers loosened their expression of anger and the hand went limp. Still, none of us—Jivaro and otherwise—took a step until the last appendage disappeared in the water and the shaman’s feathered headdress floated empty upon the surface.

              
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   An awkward moment followed as the five beleaguered followers of Shuratu kept their weapons trained on everyone… everyone but me, that is. Not sure if they were planning to deal with me later, or if I had gained free passage after their leader’s demise, but they ignored me just the same.
 
   It wasn’t until I spoke up that they seemed to remember I was standing behind them. The guy in the blue polo shirt was their apparent new leader in Shuratu’s place. He nodded shyly and then spoke to his companions, who soon wore similar sheepish smiles while lowering their weapons. Then they scurried as a group into the jungle, disappearing from view in a matter of seconds.
 
   “Hmmm… that was interesting, and more exciting than I care to go through again,” said Dr. Pierce, as we watched the five modern warriors be absorbed by the near-impenetrable foliage. “We need to get help for Rick and Tim.” 
 
   He moved over to the pair of bodyguards, where his wife was already assessing their condition. Surprisingly, the men waved off their offer of assistance, claiming to suddenly feel better. I looked back at the spot where the Jivaro men had disappeared, wondering now if they were any more real than the others that had vanished earlier. If they weren’t completely based in our reality, then neither would their poison-dipped darts… right?
 
   A cool breeze suddenly moved across the basin from where they disappeared. I couldn’t honestly deny I half-expected Shuratu to suddenly rise up out of the lagoon like a 1950s ‘creature-feature’. Hell, if the damned giant anaconda were to emerge in Shuratu’s place, I’d willingly bet my present net worth that everyone—including Dr. Nathaniel Pierce—would be hightailing it to where the canoe was hopefully still parked, instead of standing around as if we had all day to decide what to do next.
 
   “We should get the hell out of here,” Ishi suggested, stating what seemed obvious.
 
    “Ishi’s right… we should go,” Mayta agreed. “However, I believe Shuratu is finally gone. “ Her casual survey of the area around us portrayed confidence, but the wariness in her eyes betrayed deeper doubts. 
 
   “You sure the bastard isn’t actually a cat in disguise, with nine lives?” I replied, unable to resist a playful jab. “He has had at least one resurrection that we know of, and you’ve seen how everyone picked up their pace when passing the headdress bobbing near the shore to ensure they didn’t come in contact with the cursed thing. I guarantee nobody else would be shocked if he suddenly reappeared.”
 
   “And he promised to come back for you, Boss,” added Ishi, motioning for us to hurry and catch up to the professor’s team that was finally exiting the basin and moving into the jungle that separated us from Mayta’s canoe. 
 
   She, Ishi, and I pulled up the rear of this ‘camel train’, and soon followed the path we had widened the previous afternoon. Admittedly, I kept an eye out for a certain witch doctor to begin his third incarnation, inspiring a series of chills to race up and down my spine. But, nothing followed us… at least nothing I could see, hear, or feel.
 
   After our ascension to the top of the ring of waterfalls, and before we descended down the pathway that would lead us out of this unspoiled corner of the Amazon, I paused to take it all in one last time. The waterfalls descending down into the basin, with the lush and endless wilderness as a backdrop in the morning sun was one of the most incredible sights I had ever witnessed in this continent. There are places more dramatic and famous throughout South America, but none pulled upon my heart and soul as this spot did. And as I touched on earlier, it must have had a similar effect on the ancient peoples who witnessed comparable beauty eons ago. The chances of Ishi and I ever getting the opportunity to come back here was quite slim, and I tried to create a lasting picture of it all in my mind.
 
   “There is no other place like this on earth, Nick,” said Mayta, dangerously close to invading my personal space again. I’d be lying if I stated I didn’t want her to linger a little closer. “Maybe you should stay in Ecuador for a while… to see all the sights.”
 
   “Maybe I should,” I agreed, meeting her smile with my own.
 
   “I’ll visit you in jail,” Ishi quipped, sending me an admonishing look before turning his attention to her. “Maybe you could visit us in the States, no?”
 
   She nodded thoughtfully and then shrugged. “Who knows?” she said. “But we better catch up to the others, to make sure we get them out of the jungle without any more excitement.”
 
   But there was excitement… just not the dangerous kind. More along the lines of a Prima Donna episode featuring Dr. Pierce having a meltdown moment when finding his vehicles submerged in murky water up to the windshield wipers. Apparently, he either didn’t believe what Mayta advised earlier about the seasonal rains that had taken over the dry terrain he and his group had traversed through in November, or he was still not ready to accept that it was Christmas season and the opportunity to enjoy turkey and dressing in North America had passed.
 
   “This is just great—just fucking lovely!”
 
   Maybe we weren’t so similar after all. The professor was definitely a “glass half empty” kind of guy, since his journal and main cameras were intact. The rest of what was missed could be reconstructed, and the lost vehicles were likely fully insured or the provisions of a wealthy benefactor who would have a much better excuse for a hissy-fit. 
 
   “Hey, Doc…. I know you’re frustrated, and admittedly I wouldn’t be pleased if I encountered a sight like this—and in fact, we have before,” I said, pointing to Ishi, who nodded supportively. “But you have done what no one has been able to accomplish since the Spanish first set out to plunder the region’s gold resources.”
 
   He eyed me curiously, and I soon regretted sticking my nose into the effort to coddle his arrogant ass.
 
   “Who asked you, anyway, Mr… Mr. Caine?” he snapped.
 
   “Hey, just trying to find a way to keep you from losing your shit over something that might prove to be less problematic than waiting—” 
 
   “Exactly my point!” he seethed. “We could be out here for a day or two, without suitable shelter from the rain… and what do you suggest we do for food?”
 
   True. He had me there, and the more I thought about it, I really should’ve stayed out of it. I glanced at Mrs. Pierce… Marianne, and her daughters. They eyed me with compassion, which told me Nathaniel must often be a bear to deal with. I thought of Marie, and felt a twinge of guilt for feeling she was high maintenance… and perhaps she would still be considered as such. But assuredly there were worse examples….
 
   “Nothing to say, Nick?” persisted the professor.
 
   “Let’s just hope Mayta’s Jeep is still where we left it,” I said, fighting to keep my forced but amenable smile from deteriorating into an irritated smirk. “If hers is up shit’s creek, too, then pray her radio isn’t submerged. It might be the only thing that keeps us from having to hike over to Logrono and call for assistance from there. Not to mention, she’s got a sizable first aid kit with anti-venom that might be a match for the tree frog venom used in the darts.”
 
   Mayta had recently left with a guy and gal named Charles and Rita. These assistants were of slight build, Mayta’s canoe could hold the trio safely, and in case there was a delay for their return to us, she left the supplies we had stored in the canoe—roughly enough to sustain the rest of us for at least a day.
 
   As for my mentioning the anti-venom so casually? Rick and Tim had truly made a remarkable recovery since the Jivaro quintet left our presence. But just in case complications arose later, it was best to have the anti-venom on hand, where hopefully it proved to be a match for the dart poison used. 
 
   I expected Mayta to return within an hour, and when her absence approached the two-hour mark, I started to worry, wondering if maybe I should’ve accompanied her instead. But, just before I expressed my worry to Ishi, the trio returned.
 
   “Help is on the way!” she announced. “A transport is coming from Cuenca, and it will be here within an hour!”
 
   “How in the hell did you manage that?” asked Dr. Pierce, stealing the question from my mouth.
 
   “One has been on standby, arranged by my employer, who is also Nick’s and Ishi’s boss,” she said, proudly, and drawing surprised looks from the professor and his family, as well as from Ishi and me. I knew she was hired help, but I figured the arrangement was more of the temporary kind. It sounded like she had a hot line to D.C. at her disposal.
 
   “Who might that be?” asked Dr. Pierce.
 
   “Special agent Brandon Jacobs,” she replied. “He became worried when a report reached his Washington office that you all had disappeared in the jungles near Logrono.”
 
   She managed to do what I had begun to believe was impossible, namely rendering our dear archaeologist-snob speechless. He looked over at me and then at Ishi, and our expressions matched his wide-eyed look.
 
   “You know Brandon?” Sandra Pierce asked Mayta. She seemed more astonished than the rest of us.
 
   “Yes, I do,” she said. “And Nick and Ishi were sent here by him to find you and your family. In truth, I might not have ever found you without their help.”
 
   Yet another flirtatious look came my way. I no longer cared how I had gone from village idiot in attendance to a potential beau, but the benefits of that change continued to be quite fortuitous. Dr. Pierce studied my Tawankan pal and me, and I could literally see the elevator ride from the dunghill to potentially becoming esteemed colleagues in his eyes. They twinkled with keen interest, accompanied by a widening smile that was as infectiously warm as it had been when we first shook hands.
 
   “I like Brandon… quite a bit,” he said, pausing to regard his eldest daughter once more. “He would’ve made a wonderful son-in-law.”
 
   I worried his comment might kill the progress we had made to achieving a happier work environment the past few minutes. However, Dr. Pierce remained jovial and agreeable for the duration of our time with him. When the transport arrived, it looked like one that had originally been commissioned during the Vietnam War. It sounded like it, too, as we lumbered through the sky back to Quito. After we landed at the airport, Sandra Pierce pulled me aside on the tarmac before Ishi and I returned to the Mansion del Angel, where a new one-night reservation awaited us, as we wouldn’t return to Washington until tomorrow morning.
 
   “Would you mind delivering this to Brandon?”
 
   She held out an envelope containing a letter she had composed on the way to Quito from the Amazon Basin. I could tell from the look in her eyes that she felt as strongly about Agent Jacobs as he did for her…. Truly a poignant moment for me to see what ‘true love in absentia’ looked like. These two lovebirds needed to quit whatever bullshit game they were playing and get hitched… just sayin’.
 
   “Sure, I’ll be glad to deliver it,” I told her, fighting the urge to share her tears that she dabbed at while repeatedly thanking me as we walked to where her parents waited for her, next to the taxi that would take them to the offices of Ecuador’s Minister of the Interior. 
 
   “Maybe you could learn something from Ms. Pierce and Agent Jacobs, eh?” asked Ishi, after Mayta dropped us off at the hotel and we were on our way up to our suite. Mayta planned to join us for dinner that night, and I planned to rest for a few hours beforehand. 
 
   “What do you mean?” I thought he might be hinting at the sparks emitted that day between our assigned guide/fellow PGE employee and me.
 
   “Or, maybe not,” he said, after pausing to open the suite’s door for us.
 
   “Okay, now I’m confused, little buddy,” I said, after we stepped inside our suite. Glad to be back to something that reeked of western comfort, I looked forward to a bed with an actual mattress after sleeping very little the night before, tied to a stalagmite and believing my unshaven mug was destined to become part of Shuratu’s belt at dawn. “What are you trying to say?”
 
   “You are better alone, Nick, than with a woman,” he said. “We are still friends, no?”
 
   “Of course…. More like brothers,” I said, feeling a twinge of anger, despite being told what also rang true in my heart. “You’re like the little brother I never had…. But again, what are you getting at?”
 
   “Mayta… you should leave it as it is right now,” he said, after studying my face, as if clearly picturing my latest internal debate. “Marie still owns your heart… at least today she does. Don’t start something you can’t finish…. Unless you want to end up like Agent Jacobs and Ms. Pierce. Lasting happiness is not destined for them… and not for you either. At least not with Mayta, just like it wasn’t with Marie….”
 
   He looked like he wanted to say something else, but I shushed him. There was no need to persist… I knew he was right, and only wanted to help me avoid an inevitable heartache that would be piled upon the one I was already dealing with. I longed for things to be different with a new love interest, but knew it wouldn’t be until I took the time to heal.
 
   And that’s where a tall bottle of Scotch and a pack of cigarettes could come in handy. The situation called for a drink and a smoke… and not necessarily in that order. If only either option could permanently dull the pain and the temptation to go through it all again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   “Will Agent Paradis meet us at the airport since we are going to the office first thing?” asked Ishi, as our chartered jet began its final descent into Dulles Airport.
 
   “I’m not sure,” I said, checking the current D.C. time on my cell phone. “It will probably be another of Agent Spence’s lackeys.” 
 
   Just after one-thirty in the afternoon, the last thing Mayta had told us was Agent Jacobs’ instructions to be on the lookout for his driver, and that we would immediately head to the office for our debriefing. It sounded like potential trouble was in the offing for Ishi and me, since the original plan was for us to get a good night’s rest and then get grilled the next morning.
 
   My bet was on Agent Jacobs somehow turning the tables on Ishi and me, landing us a solo trip to the big boss’ doghouse. Meanwhile, he would skip off merrily into the sunset with Sandra Pierce on his arm—contrary to what Ishi prophesized the night before.
 
   “You’re still thinking about her, aren’t you?” 
 
   Ishi peered into my face, as if hoping to steal a peek at my eyes shielded by a pair of moderately effective sunglasses I picked up at the airport in Quito. Thankfully, he seemed unable to detect the little sleep I had managed to extract from a restless night. I had told him I managed three hours worth that morning at breakfast, but in truth it was much less. Too much going on, and nothing remotely as fun as some might assume.
 
   “Mayta?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Nah… she’s already old news, little buddy,” I assured him. 
 
   Despite the truth that Mayta and I would likely never cross paths again in this lifetime, Ishi was right. I was thinking about her, and had been since last night. In fact, she dominated my restless thoughts until we approached the States. Then Marie popped back into my awareness, pushing aside my latest infatuation as if it was a flimsy adolescent crush. Perhaps that’s all it was.
 
   But before that moment, my heart and mind had been in agony since last night’s dinner. Maybe if Ishi’s words hadn’t already found a resting place in my heart—or worse, in my mind’s forefront—I could’ve enjoyed one helluva fling and been ready to move on afterward. Instead, my head had been filled with an endless barrage of ‘what ifs’ since last night…. Allow me to explain.
 
   Ishi and I decided to wait in a lounge adjacent to the main lobby of the Mansion del Angel. I was actually in the process of commending him on the wisdom of his earlier advice when an unexpected vision of sensual beauty strolled into the lounge and headed for us… a goddess in the flesh, if such a thing was possible.
 
   Mayta. Mayta looking nothing like the tough-natured guide who had accompanied us into the unforgiving Amazon wilderness. Dolled up in a casual and yet refined blouse and shorts ensemble, I was struck by her ease in carrying this glamorous side that had been hidden until now. Her lovely legs almost Madison Avenue in their perfection… my quickening heartbeat confirmed how vastly I had undersold her physical attributes. Instead, it was like a fashion model had decided to grace a couple of rough-cuts with her ethereal presence for charity… yet she eyed me with the same fiery desire from earlier.
 
   My resolve to heed Ishi’s advice—that still made some sense to my head—was dissolving rapidly. Especially, when she brushed up against me and lingered close while tightly wrapping her arms around my neck after we rose to greet her. Mayta’s hand rested on my chest, softly stroking me before she pulled herself away, as if laying her initial claim upon my body for later on that night….
 
   Regardless of my loins clamoring for my brain to stay out of this, and after the three of us enjoyed a leisurely meal in the hotel’s acclaimed restaurant, I resisted the bait to spend the night with this maddeningly alluring lady. It took staying focused on what I thought of Mayta when we first met, while silently cursing Ishi for giving me the stink eye out of range of her sight, to carry out my platonic ruse.
 
   Yes, she seemed confused, surely based on my earlier comments and flirtation in the jungle. But without giving me long to reconsider my stated desire to retire early to catch up on lost sleep from the night before, she gracefully agreed to call it a night, reiterating her earlier offer to take us to the airport in the morning. She mouthed a kiss to me as she left our presence….
 
   Who knows what might’ve happened had she still shown interest when she returned to the hotel this morning? But by then the warm, sweet, and sexually interested lady had been siphoned away from the no-nonsense gal we had met two days prior. After dropping us off at the airport terminal, we parted ways with polite goodbyes and a handshake, as she eluded my move to embrace her.
 
   Maybe it’s better this way…. 
 
   “That’s good, Boss,” said Ishi, smiling. Luckily, my Tawankan pal lacks the keen intuitions of the fairer gender, as obviously so do I. He chuckled when I returned his smile. “Maybe you’re getting back to being the old Nick, no?… Back to the good times.”
 
   One could only hope. Hell, maybe I am healing… maybe I can finally move on. Maybe this is bullshit.
 
   Fortunately, that marked the end of the Mayta and Marie discussion. After we landed and took care of the customs routine, we found the familiar Mercedes waiting for us. Only this time, we had a new driver.
 
   “Agent Jacobs? What are you doing here?” asked Ishi, the first to notice the ultra non-congenial Agent Paradis wasn’t the dude waiting to take us to PGE’s headquarters.
 
   “Agent Spence wanted me to personally welcome you guys back,” he said, smiling weakly. Actually, it was more of a wounded puppy look, and I wouldn’t have been surprised to see him sitting on a pillow to comfort his ass from the teeth marks and paddle blows received from the big boss. I handed him the letter from Sandra Pierce soon after I slid into the back seat with Ishi. “What’s this?”
 
   “A good word from our sponsors,” I quipped. “Hell, man, don’t you recognize the handwriting on the envelope?”
 
   His face lit up and he tore into it, quickly scanning the contents. His smile improved slightly when finished and then he stuffed the letter inside his jacket. I had scarcely noticed that he had foregone the casual attire from when he dropped us off a few days earlier and was back to wearing his formal blue suit.
 
   “Thanks,” he said, quietly, before turning his attention to the road ahead.
 
   “That’s it?” I asked, curious about the letter’s contents, after Sandra’s desperate entreaty to deliver it to him, which had preceded the past Sunday night featuring the agent’s dramatic outburst over his long lost sweetheart.
 
   It appeared the passion had waned and only the ‘long’ and ‘lost’ aspects remained. Bye-bye ‘sweetheart’.
 
   “You must’ve gotten in some serious trouble, huh?” added Ishi, when Jacobs’ response to me was a weary shrug.
 
   “I guess you could say that,” he said. “At least she and her family are safe.”
 
   “No rekindling of the romance you prattled on about the other night?” I asked. He shot me a perturbed look in the rearview mirror. “Sorry, lack of sleep.”
 
   “Maybe something’s still there,” he said, shaking his head after releasing a drawn-out sigh. “She will be back in Virginia with her parents for a couple of weeks after New Year’s…. I’ll know more then.”
 
   I thought again about what Ishi had proclaimed the night before about the agent’s love prospects with Ms. Pierce. Maybe my buddy’s intuitions were better than I assumed. Definitely better than mine.
 
   Agent Jacobs advised we would reach our destination in the next few minutes and turned up the stereo’s classic rock, ending the discussion about his dysfunctional love affair. We soon pulled into a newly developed strip mall, a few miles closer to the airport than the dilapidated building we last visited. Ishi and I exchanged perplexed looks when our ‘chaperone’ parked the sedan in front of a storefront that had a ‘For Lease’ sign in the window.
 
   “It’s our latest digs,” Agent Jacobs explained, just before he stepped out of the vehicle. “You’ll get used to it.”
 
   “Used to what?”
 
   “We’re the ‘rolling stone’ of all the agencies in the city,” he said. “We change venues more often than some people change socks and underwear. So, try not to get attached to any particular location. You might be there a month, or maybe two. Most times, it will be for just a few days.”
 
   “Huh? I thought you had a new office being built somewhere in the burbs, man,” I said, following Ishi out of the sedan.
 
   “Well… apparently that place is going to the DEA,” Jacobs advised. “Besides, Project Golden Eye gets other perks that are a helluva lot nicer than some swanky office complex.”
 
   Another fun teaser to consider, it kindled new questions about the mysterious agency that had hijacked our lives. An agency that could be headquartered someplace new at any time, and without warning. How ‘Men in Black’ of you, Agent Jacobs! Maybe Ishi and I should keep an eye out for a neuralyzer, eh?
 
   Meanwhile, he headed for the door without waiting for us.
 
   “Is Agent Spence angry we went to Ecuador?” Ishi asked him, motioning for me to hurry and catch up before the agent moved through the main entrance—a grand brick façade with two tall tinted-glass doors.
 
   “He’s not happy,” he replied. “He’ll be even unhappier if we keep him waiting much longer.” 
 
   “Are you still our direct supervisor?” I asked, as we navigated through a lobby with a grand fountain, a large reception desk, and then headed down a hall with glassed-in offices. Everyone was dressed in formal business attire. Most of the faces were familiar, but both the laid-back style and relaxed atmosphere from last Sunday’s meeting with Agent Spence were absent.
 
   “For now,” he said, motioning to the last office on the left. “William is ready to forgive, provided you guys come through for us in the next assignment.”
 
   What in the hell? Like this excursion into head-hunting country was our idea?!
 
   Before I could utter something smartass that surely would’ve made things worse, Ishi and I were ushered into the office. Agent Spence sat in his high back leather chair and barely looked up while immediately motioning for us to sit down in what looked like the same pair of smaller leather chairs from his last office. The imposing cherry desk was new. The man knows how to style it—gotta give him that.
 
   “That was quite a stunt Brandon pulled,” he grumbled, handing us each a copy of a surprisingly detailed report about what had happened down in Ecuador, instructing us to review and sign off on it. “This kind of shit won’t ever happen again. Correct?”
 
   Ishi and I nodded, and a slight smile tugged on the corners of Spence’s mouth. 
 
   “Good. Now we can get back to your original assignment.”
 
   “Are we heading to Fiji?” I asked him. “We’ve still gotta bust two drug dealing brothers pretending to be archaeologists, right?”
 
   Agent Spence chuckled, while his penetrating gaze regarding me never wavered. A slight shiver raced up and down my spine.
 
   “Nope. The Ramos brothers have moved on, and so shall you two,” he advised. “The pair is believed to be hiding in the jungle forest near Kilauea. That’s where they disappeared to a few days ago.”
 
   “You mean the volcano in Hawaii, on the big island?”
 
   “Are you always this sharp?”
 
   He regarded me with an impish expression, and I honestly wasn’t sure if this was playful or demeaning in intent.
 
   “Only when I’ve had less than three hours sleep,” I said. “And, having a persistent head hunter wanting to get a closer look at my noggin makes me especially… incisive.”
 
   “Sorry about that, Nick... but at least you and Ishi are still with us, and in one piece. Right?”
 
   “That’s one way of looking at it,” I said, unwilling to lower my guard just yet. “So, what’s the catch? Why do you need us to flush ‘em out of this new jungle?”
 
   “Our contacts tell us the brothers are following up on a lead about an ancient statue that was reportedly stolen sixty years ago from a wealthy Oahu resident,” he said. “It’s a statue, three feet in height, made of solid gold.... But there is more. The statue was never intended to be in a private collection.”
 
   “You mean it was stolen by the rich guy living along Waikiki?” I persisted.
 
   “Well… let’s just say it was a legitimate purchase from nefarious sorts—not all that different than something you guys would arrange in your previous lives,” he said.
 
   Ouch!
 
   “However, the important thing now is to get it back for the Department of Interior office, as the statue means a great deal to the native Hawaiians,” he continued. “The statue is a rare depiction of Pele.”
 
   “The goddess—that Pele?” asked Ishi, immediately horrified.
 
   “Yes, that’s correct.”
 
   “So, it’s a real idol, and not an imitation version,” I said, exchanging glances with Ishi, whose unease was growing worse by the second.
 
   “If you mean does the idol date back to pre-colonial times, or older?… Yes,” Agent Spence confirmed, chuckling again as his gaze settled on Ishi. “But you don’t really believe in all the mumbo-jumbo bullshit about Pele, do you?”
 
   Ishi looked at me before answering, and maybe I should’ve cautioned him to just let it go… but I didn’t. Maybe I needed a little more fun—this time at my little buddy’s expense. Maybe I wanted to see what our big boss believed…. Or, maybe after everything Ishi and I had gone through together, I wasn’t quite ready to dismiss the legends of a temperamental goddess as fable. Especially when given my recent luck with the ladies—mortal and otherwise.
 
   “When we’re out on our own this time, do you think you can get us a cell phone to use?” I said, deciding to divert us from a debate about Pele’s reality. Besides, after learning of Mayta’s hotline to Agent Jacobs, I wanted one too. “Better yet, how about getting us a couple of the new satellite versions?”
 
   “Well… having those privileges is what following protocol will do for you,” Spence replied, seemingly ready to move on to the details of our next assignment. “Taking another ill-advised side trip in commando fashion will leave you missing more than just your skivvies. Comprende?”
 
   Okay… so we couldn’t do anymore ‘favor missions’ for Agent Jacobs, or anyone else. Ishi and I nodded.
 
   “Good… I will see that you both have the latest communications gear,” he said. “Now for the most important details. You guys will be leaving for Hilo tomorrow morning, and will be based in a resort condo in Kona—not far from the volcano and the jungle you’ll be searching. One of our agents stationed in the islands will meet you, and she will help you guys get acclimated to the area….”
 
   She? I have to admit to being intrigued. Even more so by the lovely name that followed…. Anouhea Kahanamoku.
 
   Dangerous drug lord brothers and a legendary goddess with a far-reaching curse produced the spice to pique my curiosity… but a living gal with an alluring moniker added something more. An ingredient to seal the deal… or ensure disaster?
 
   Only one way to know for sure, and like Ishi and me, you’ll have to wait to find out how it all shakes down.
 
    
 
   Until next time,
 
   Nick
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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   The Witches Of Denmark
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   The day we left Chicago was the day I became homeless. 
 
   Might as well have been sentenced as a vagabond. 
 
   Chicago had been my home during my entire life up until this past spring. But, as the school year ended, my family decided it was time to move on. So, we left our home in Wheaton, a quiet suburb of Chicago, to find someplace new. Someplace even less exciting than Wheaton, believe it or not. Someplace… down south?
 
   Are you frigging kidding me?!
 
   Maybe if it had been Nashville or Atlanta, or even Louisville, I could’ve coped with the move in terms of some comparability to what I’d lost. But Dad and Mom insisted on moving to some place far off the beaten path. Deep in the sticks. A place where they could chill out, lay low, and where my sister and I could experience a “different pace of life.” 
 
   Seriously, they said that.
 
   Such a load of crap would be more apropos for my grandparents, who would soon join us in this insane venture below the Mason-Dixon Line…. 
 
   It was a move founded in desperation. To get away from the past. Our unfortunate, and deeply regrettable, past.
 
   But you know what they say about trying to run away from one’s problems, right?
 
   Yeah, well, there will be more about that in the coming pages of whatever this thing should be called. A diary or a journal? A book, perhaps? I like the sound of ‘journal’ best, since I can write as much or as little as I please, and be as detailed as I want or don’t want to be…. So, that’s what I’ll call it. My journal about the good, the bad, and the absolutely absurd shit that has visited me and my family in a place called Denmark, Tennessee. You should picture the twang to go with that, Chicago deep-dish style.
 
   My name is Sebastian. Sebastian Radu, and my family and close friends call me ‘Bas’. I come from a proud Romanian family that has resided in the United States since 1801. We were New Yorkers in those days, or immigrants who pretended to be New Yorkers, doing their best to fit in with every other European embracing what was, at that time, a land of incredible opportunity. Maybe it’s a little corny. It certainly was easier to make a life and name for oneself back then. 
 
   But if you want a history lesson, my parents and grandparents are the ones to ask about that. As for Alisia, my younger sister, and me, we’ve always preferred to focus more on the present. We have our reasons, as you will soon learn.
 
   We left the day after my graduation. May 22nd. My parents wanted to make this sort of a farewell/family vacation/graduation road trip. But all I wanted to do was get to wherever we were going, so I could begin my internment without the fanfare.
 
   “Hey, at least you don’t have to go to school anymore,” Alisia told me, as we finished loading up the Escalade with the last of our stuff deemed too sacred to transport in the moving van that had already departed for Tennessee. “I’ve still got, like, forever before I graduate.”
 
   I almost felt sorry for her. But schooling for a Radu had never been an easy, or traditional, thing.
 
   “Let’s go kids!” 
 
   Dad and Mom stood by the SUV. They gazed at our old cape cod longingly, maybe enduring a moment of nostalgia while looking back on the deserted house. Our home, now abandoned and left to die. But despite my sister and I remaining glum after piling into the back seat, once we merged onto Highway 41 and headed south to Dixie, our parents seemed relieved. Running from a death threat can even bring a level of euphoria, I’m told. But we had never run from our troubles before.
 
   In the meantime, while they seemed to exhale all their fears and worries from decades of uncertainty, I felt like heavy iron bonds and chains had been applied to my wrists and ankles. Even around my neck. Like a free man returned to the old south as a fugitive runaway. It didn’t seem to be as bad for Alisia, though she was far from experiencing the falling confetti and balloons going on in the front seat.
 
   Dad said the trip would take less than nine hours to reach our destination—and less than eight if we drove straight through without stopping for lunch and/or dinner. But the drive seemed longer. Much longer. I ignored most of the scenery my mother pointed out, which honestly didn’t get interesting until we neared the Kentucky border. The hills got bigger and were covered with trees for miles on end. It inspired a nasal rendition of “Dueling Banjos” from the movie Deliverance, bringing an abrupt end to Mom’s efforts as our tour guide. But, hell, at least I got a giggle from my sis.
 
   “Quit acting like an insolent ass.” My father pulled me aside, after we stopped for a bite in Murray, Kentucky. “You’re making this much harder than it needs to be, son.”
 
   He regarded me wearily, and annoyance fueled his hazel irises to a brighter shade. Maybe the exodus south wasn’t easy on him either. Maybe he saw a younger version of himself, when he and Mom were forced to leave New York with my grandparents long ago. His face was the same one passed down for generations, or so I’ve been told, with only slight alterations. Nearly all of the Radu males in our clan have sleek pilgrim noses, thick dark hair, and some variation of green eyes—hazel or emerald. 
 
   My mother’s blue eyes and blonde hair have tainted that pattern slightly; giving Alisia blonde hair and both of us blue eyes. My sister’s features are softer than what Mom calls the ‘rugged Romanian comeliness of the Radu’. But everyone else, aside from Mom and Grandma, carries our traditional family traits. 
 
   I see myself as sort of a Kerouac beatnik figure, taller than most of my clan at six-foot four with a lanky build, shoulder length hair and often hiding my eyes behind a pair of dark Ray-Bans. Since my father sees it as supremely disrespectful to wear sunglasses when being chastised by him, I pulled them down until he finished.
 
   “I’m not happy about the move, Dad,” I said. “Not at all.”
 
   He regarded me a moment longer and sighed.
 
   “If not for me, can you tone it down for your mother?” He grasped my shoulder, and though it was done affectionately, the strength of his grip prevailed most. An effort to coerce a truce? “It will make the transition easier.”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   “See that you do.”
 
   So I tried. It was easy enough during dinner, since my raging hunger being satisfied brought a moment of contentment. I fought to hold on to that feeling as we resumed our trip south. After Murray, we soon reached a very small town called Hazel, Kentucky, where my mother and sister remarked favorably about the prospects of antiquing. Both sides of the road were lined with stores specializing in the merchandise of yesteryear. In fact, the stores seemed to be all that existed of Hazel, other than a restaurant or two, and a filling station. 
 
   Dad seemed pretty intrigued about returning to the little antique-hoarding town, too. As for me, I had never cared much for trinkets from bygone eras. Only the bigger items, like the stately and ostentatious furniture of the Victorian age. Something I grew up with.
 
    “Can we come here again, like, maybe tomorrow?” Alisia asked, causing me to whip my head in her direction. She whispered, “Sorry!” when I eyed her accusingly. This wasn’t the agreed upon plan between us, and she was making things too easy on our parents.
 
   “Sure, sweetie,” said Mom, sounding quite pleased to have one kid wavering toward the dark side. “I’d love that.”
 
   I had officially been betrayed. This royally sucks! 
 
   Left to continue my protest alone, I scarcely noticed we had crossed the Tennessee border, less than a minute beyond Hazel. After moving through another small town on the Tennessee side, we reached the outskirts of Denmark.
 
   “I know how you both detest long road trips,” Dad said. “But, at least you got to see the same scenery your mom and I enjoyed when we came down here to close on the house last week. Southern Kentucky and Tennessee are certainly as beautiful as advertised.” 
 
   “We didn’t get to see Kentucky Lake, despite your promise, Dad,” I said, determined to keep the conversation objective. “An aerial view would’ve been better for that. Much better, in fact.”
 
   Another glint of annoyance flashed in his eyes as he regarded me through the rearview mirror. Surely he knew what I was getting at. He looked away to view the road ahead and to exchange a loving glance with Mom, whose irritation I could almost feel the warmth from, radiating toward me through the back of her seat. Though I couldn’t see her expression, I could clearly picture it. The fire in Dad’s eyes was usually nothing compared to her sapphire flames, whenever she’s had enough of either Alisia’s or my sassiness.
 
   Alisia grinned at me, mouthing “Way to go!” 
 
   “It’s located to the east of us, son,” Mom advised, releasing a low sigh that extinguished much of her ire. “But what you’re getting at, we discussed thoroughly last night. Remember? We can no longer afford to be frequent flyers. It’s important to fit in with the people of Denmark as much as possible. And, once we get settled, your father and I have discussed purchasing a nice boat for the lake. There is much to do there in the way of fun, from what our real estate agent told us. The lake is enormous.”
 
   “The largest manmade lake in North America and the second largest in the world.” Dad sounded impressed. “The fishing is supposed to be comparable, if not better, than Lake Michigan.”
 
   “Oh, really?” 
 
   Not that I expected him to expound further, since we had reached Denmark’s city limits. At least I assumed so, judging from the huge frog smiling at us from the side of the road. A frog wearing a cowboy hat, no less. That, and a big neon “Welcome to Denmark” above the frog sign. 
 
   “Yes, it’s true, Bas,” said Dad, resuming our conversation. “As you can see, we’re here.”
 
   At first, ‘here’ looked like any other small town we had seen since reaching southern Illinois. A few salvage yards and building supply companies, an auto repair shop, and a drive thru ATM for the First Bank of Denmark. Next came a bar-b-que pit, a run down Mexican restaurant, and at least five beauty shops lining both sides of the road—three of them situated between a Farm Bureau insurance agent, Edward Jones Investments, and the offices of the local Denmark Gazette.
 
   “Well, at least the square looks pretty cool,” said Alisia, drifting further from our alliance as we came upon Denmark’s version of downtown. The place that Dad claimed they held the ‘World’s Biggest Frog Leg Fry’ every spring. Thank God April’s already behind us! “Hey, Mom, look—there’s a fashion boutique!”
 
   She pointed to a quaint shop sitting next to what I assumed was the town’s lone Chinese restaurant, “The Sanchuan Dragon”. The restaurant was framed in red lattice with a gold-leafed dragon straight out of San Fran’s China Town.
 
   “Much of the architecture has been restored to what the square looked like shortly after the Civil War ended,” Dad told me, when Mom joined Alisia’s fixation with the discovery of new places to explore and shop. “The courthouse sitting in the middle is the oldest building to survive a pre-Civil War fire, and was expanded to its current size during the last railroad boom around 1890….”
 
   Admittedly, he lost me after that. My attention, and soon my sister’s, was drawn to an old white guy making a political statement along the walkway in front of the courthouse.
 
   “This place is loaded with history… interesting history at that,” said Dad. It appeared he noticed my fixation with the old man parading back and forth like a proud peacock.
 
   “We had plenty of interesting history back home,” I told him, glumly.
 
   “This might be home for awhile, son,” he advised, this time not bothering to look at me in the rearview mirror. Instead, he appeared anxious for the light to change and for the slowpoke in front of us to get out of the way, so my father could turn right onto a narrow two lane street taking us away from the blip of downtown. “You should try to make the best of it.”
 
   He’s really in a hurry to get someplace…. The new house?
 
   “Yeah, well we’ll have to see about that,” I said, pleased when my comment drew a glance from him.
 
   “Give it time…. Who knows? You might like it here,” said Mom, craning her neck toward me. “And, if you don’t, well, you might get your wish for us to try something else out west. Just depends.”
 
   “On what?” Alisia stifled a laugh. “On the guy over there wearing the sandwich board that says ‘White Rights’?”
 
   She pointed to the old white guy who had stopped to shout at passing motorists, more like an angry rooster now. It seemed that everyone within striking distance either ignored him or got out of his way. Even the blacks ignored him, as if they had seen his tired routine for so long his racial hatred had become invisible.
 
   “Oh,” said our father, pausing to watch the man for a moment, before turning onto the road that would take us away from the spectacle. “I guess not everyone has moved past Jim Crow.”
 
   “No, not everyone…. But, we knew things would be a little different than up north,” said Mom. “And the people we met while purchasing the house were quite nice. I liked their smiles.”
 
   I couldn’t help snickering. “Are you serious? You decided to move us out of the hometown we grew up in because you liked these people’s smiles?”
 
   A middle-aged African-American man crossed the road ahead of us, jaywalking. Dad politely waited for him to cross, and the man shuffled slowly, delivering a hard stare at the Escalade and its passengers.
 
   “Good thing that guy’s not a wand carrier, huh?”
 
   “Yes, Bas, it is indeed fortunate,” Dad replied, glancing in the mirror again. He let out a slight chuckle. “Actually, that guy’s expression is similar to your typical Chicagoan, if you think about it. I’m sure you’ll find plenty of others like him down here, too…. But, as for the comment to your mom, what have you got against warm and friendly people?”
 
   “Nothing. Just thought it was funny, is all.”
 
   We were on the way down Woodard Street, which kind of reminded me of parts of Wheaton and other suburbs like Elmhurst. Lots of ‘four square’ and ‘craftsman’ homes on either side. Although, just like in many Chicago neighborhoods, one could easily detect an imaginary line that separated the ‘haves’ on the one side of the street from the less-fortunate residents on the other. In this case, the homes on the south side were in much worse shape than those on the north side of Woodard.
 
   “We met a couple of families in the neighborhood who moved here from Wisconsin, to get away from the cold. They seemed nice, too,” said Mom.
 
   “Anyway, why don’t you kids check out the homes up this way?” Dad had just turned right, onto a narrower street called Chaffin’s Bend. “You might see a thing or two that’ll catch your eye.”
 
   Although signs remained of a nearby ‘hood’ lurking just a few blocks away, the trip up to the top of what Dad called ‘Depot Hill’ was more like a trip through deeper layers of Denmark’s storied history. Of course, none of us fully understood the area’s significance to the city at the time, other than the fact we came upon several grand Victorian homes that mom called ‘painted ladies’ based on pink, purple, and green color schemes from the post-Civil War reconstruction period.
 
   It wasn’t enough to elicit ‘oohs’ and ‘ahhs’ as our parents might’ve hoped for, since these weren’t homes to rival the massive opulence of Chico Town’s Highland Park area. But, I’ll admit these elaborate 1880s homes stood out sharply compared to the more modest homes we had seen. As I alluded to earlier, I’ve always been drawn to Victorian architecture, either here or in England.
 
   “So, you like?” asked Mom, grinning at our approving nods.
 
   “It’s kinda cool… interesting in a different way,” said Alisia.
 
   “I’m with Alisia on that,” I said, reluctantly giving ground in the tug-o-war for leverage to ensure our stay in Denmark was short and sweet. I intended to go heavy on the ‘short’ aspect. “I think I just spotted a couple of crack dealers back there in an alley, and….”
 
   “And what?” asked Alisia, when I didn’t finish. She followed my gaze and gasped.
 
   Rising like a mini Mount Olympus on the corner of Chaffin’s Bend and Old Dominion Road stood a stately plantation house. Sheltered by majestic trees that were surely as old as it, and the grounds decorated with old statues and park-like gardens, the house looked like it belonged in some classic movie. Not that we hadn’t seen more lavish residences in Chicago—including the aforementioned Highland Park villas and mansions. But, to see this antebellum edifice in the middle of an area that was surrounded by near slum-like conditions just a few blocks away was… well unsettling, to be honest.
 
   Regardless, I had to recover from such an unfavorable reaction… and, quickly.
 
   “Uhhh… what’s a nice place like that doing in a run-down area?”
 
   Not exactly what I wanted to say, but effective enough to allow a retreat and regroup before going on the offensive again.
 
   “The area is in transition—not run down,” said Dad, irritated. I began to wonder if he and Mom had picked one of the more modest houses on either Old Dominion or further down Chaffin’s Bend. That would allow us to abide by ‘The Code’. “Yes, the area needs work, but, this part of town was once the high-society area of Denmark. This house is called ‘Twin Magnolias’ for the majestic trees on either side of the house facing out toward Old Dominion. It once belonged to a wealthy US Senator and Confederate general, Jeremiah Atwater, who was largely responsible for the development and prosperity of Denmark. So, the older folks call it the ‘Old Atwater Place’. The house once sat on over 40 acres of land. The other Victorian homes were added later, as part of a ritzy neighborhood built around this wonderful home at the turn of the twentieth century.”
 
   “It looks like Tara from Gone With The Wind,” said Alisia, reverently.
 
   True. It did look a lot like Tara.
 
   “It’s not near as big as Tara, Alisia,” said Mom, smiling broadly in response to our reactions. It did make it harder to be as disdainful of Denmark. “It was built in 1854, and remained a farm until 1904, when the land was divided up and sold to build the other houses around it that are almost as big.”
 
   “Mini mansions?” I asked, determined to whittle away the magic.
 
   “Yes… in a way. They were considered mansions back in the day, but now a 4500 square foot home is just a big house,” said Dad. “But this place still has two acres of the original lot, and a servants’ cottage and barn still remain as well.”
 
   “How come you two know so much about this place?” asked Alisia. “I assume our new digs will be around here someplace, right?”
 
   I had been scouting the area for the big blue semi carrying our shit from Wheaton. But couldn’t see it anywhere.
 
   “I love history, remember? Once taught it at the University of Chicago… long ago,” said Dad. I had forgotten about that, and surely my sister had, too. Though she was probably too young to remember, if I had the dates of Dad’s tenure right.
 
   Our SUV coasted through the intersection, and moved further down Chaffin’s Bend. A fairly nice bungalow to the left enjoyed a great view of the grand house. And, as the Escalade continued to creep along, I figured this must be our new house… or was it the bigger four-square next to it? Both needed a little work, but our old cape cod was in worse shape when we purchased it. Either house would fit “The Code”, as defined by our extended family, albeit cars and trucks were parked on the street in front of each one.
 
   But Dad kept driving, and my heart sank as the next houses needed serious work. One was leaning and looked like a solid gust would blow it over.
 
   Please dear God, don’t let it be….
 
   I began to scheme about getting the hell out of Denmark by the next morning, sans my sis and parents if necessary. But then Dad pulled into the long gravel drive that led up to the grand old house my sister and I had embarrassingly fawned over. I figured he’d find a place to turn around and exit the property. Until we moved past the barn and I saw the blue semi. We didn’t stop until we were parked next to it, near the rear of the house.
 
   “Mom? Dad? … Does this mean what I think it does?” asked Alisia, her voice hushed. 
 
   “Hmmm,” Dad replied, smugly. “If by that, you’re asking ‘will we be living here?’, the answer is… yes.”
 
   My sister squealed in delight, and reached into the front seat to hug our parents… while I looked on in horror. No, check that. I was absolutely mortified.
 
   So much for being ‘deep in the sticks’, and laying low.
 
   “What about The Code?!” I practically yelled, causing my sister to jump in surprise, while my parents regarded me as if I had sprouted a third eye in my forehead. “A place like this has got to cost a million bucks or more, and we’re not supposed to spend that kind of money! We’re gonna be in serious trouble! …Right?”
 
   “Wrong,” said Dad, compassionately. Though this had to be a sweet moment for him, as he made no effort to diminish the smirk he wore. “We won’t be hearing from the Elders in Europe, if that’s what you’re worried about, son. In fact, they already know about this place. And, because Denmark unfortunately is in an economically depressed area, we paid half of what our previous house cost fifteen years ago.”
 
   “Are you shitting me?”
 
   “Watch your tone and word choice, Bas…. But, yes, I am being completely honest with you.” He looked at Mom before continuing. She gave him an approving nod before offering a forgiving smile to me. “We couldn’t have bought a two bedroom bungalow anywhere in Chicago for what this place cost.”
 
   “So, you own it?”
 
   “Yes… we own it.”
 
   It would take time for that notion to settle in, as I still felt homeless in my heart. One can’t just shift gears and forget an investment of time and memories—and I had quite a few from both our old house and Wheaton itself, as well as the rest of Chicago. But for now I could pretend to be a guest in this grand old house. Being the proud owners of a frigging, Cat-Daddy, plantation house was pretty damned cool. Just wished it was in upstate Illinois.
 
   Maybe the idea of residing in a quaint southern town would grow on me. Hell, at least it was far away from our enemies—the family determined to wipe us clean from the face of the earth. Maybe they’d never find us here….
 
   We exited the SUV to climb a flight of wooden steps to the immense back porch that encircled much of the house. Alisia was the last one to join us, and had purposely left her car door open, grinning wickedly as she wiggled her right forefinger behind her to close it.
 
   “Not here… remember?”
 
   Mom’s elation faded slightly from her hissed admonishment. The Escalade’s door was already closing, but my sister lowered her hand and it stopped. She walked back down the steps to the vehicle and closed the door like normal people would do. As people are wont to do anywhere else in America… north or south.
 
   People blissfully ignorant of magic, and a deadly war on the horizon.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   I suppose this is a good place in my story to mention a few very important details before moving forward. 
 
   The reference to magic and a coming war are certainly dead giveaways that we are not your typical suburban family seeking a new start in Small Town USA. My parents would appear like anyone else in their late thirties, and Alisia looks and acts like most sixteen-year-olds. As for me, I sometimes act like the eighteen-year-old kid that fits my physical appearance. 
 
   My affinity for the Victorian era might stem from the fact I was born in Paris, during a bitterly cold November in 1889. Yes, the very year the Eiffel Tower was erected as the entrance arch to the World’s Fair. 
 
   Bet that got you.
 
   So, if you were thinking this was a story about slightly agitated parents moving their beleaguered kids and belongings to get away from big city life, in favor of the stereotypically simpler lifestyle in a quaint little town in the rural south, then this is where you should get off. Get off this train and go find that more typical American drama. Otherwise, get ready to hold on to your seats as we move on in this chronicle. The shit, as they say, is coming... from our enemies and by virtue of whom and what we are.
 
   Since much of what follows after this chapter in my journal is pretty far out there for most people, it seems appropriate to share some of my family’s history first. Especially, the history that impacts the here and now for us in Denmark; as well as the reasons why we have moved five hundred miles to start a brand new life.
 
    I was born after my father and mother had fled America to return to Romania. Ironically, my birth while my parents were stranded in Paris became the catalyst for their decision to return to the United States. To return, and take up the fight against the Mateis—a rival family of warlocks and witches who once held close kinship to my family. A tragic event in 1877 crushed our two families’ friendship, and destroyed all alliances beyond repair. Alliances that were in some parts of the world over one thousand years old.
 
   I will detail that tragedy in due time.
 
   But first, let me start with a fuller introduction to my immediate family. My sister, Alisia, is the only one—other than two of my cousins—to be born in this country. Not only is she native to the red, white, and blue, but she also hails from the town we just left: Wheaton, Illinois. Born in April, 1928, she just celebrated her eighty-sixth birthday.
 
   Yet, she looks barely old enough to request a ‘learner’s permit’. Considering that the rest of us are much older than her, and in some cases look hundreds of years younger, one might say we, and those like us, hold exclusive rights to the legendary fountain of youth. No, we are not fully immortal, though it is difficult to kill a warlock or witch consecrated by naștere la întuneric, or birth to darkness, as it is translated from Romanian to English.
 
   Although I preceded my sister’s arrival on this planet by almost forty years, as the aging process is very slow per the ceremony I just mentioned, I hadn’t reached adolescence yet. So, like Alisia, my formative years were spent in Chicago at first, and in Wheaton from shortly before her birth. Our family resided in three different homes during our ninety-year stay in America’s Christian Mecca, and each residence met the rigorous standards of ‘The Code’ mentioned earlier. By the Roaring Twenties, our line of the Radus had amassed a significant fortune that has since been distributed among a myriad of investments overseen by my father and grandfather. Enough to live lavishly for centuries, it will never happen. Yes, it often sucks, but Blending in Modestly has been the mandate protecting our clan for these many centuries. Temptations to stray are handled harshly. Many of our less scrupulous brethren have paid a steep price for such foolishness, and sometimes it has been with their very lives if they try to live like kings and queens.
 
   I will leave Wheaton alone for now, with a brief mention of a fond memory of Grandpa and me flying up to the famed college’s chapel bell tower last fall, and re-hanging the bell upside down. It caused quite a stir among the students and staff, from what we understand, given the location of the bell and the enormous weight involved. Then, just before a crew was scheduled to fix it a few days later, we returned with Alisia in tow to change it back to its original position—all captured on film by my sis for YouTube, Facebook, and Instagram. Great fun, though Grandma stepped in to stop Alisia from posting the footage. What a shame.
 
   Why Denmark? Of all places on God’s green earth, why move to a tiny town in Tennessee that until two months ago, I had never heard of? Well, none of us had heard of it. Except for Grandpa. Grandpa said Al Capone once told him about the place, back in the days of Prohibition. If drinking, buying, and selling alcohol didn’t get you arrested, it could get you killed just as much in the south as the north, according to him… but not as well publicized.
 
   Anyway, when the latest Matei vendetta made it far too dangerous to remain in the Chicago area, Grandpa mentioned how he wished for a hideout like Capone once had in Denmark, Tennessee. Obviously, it was more figurative than anything, and moving south was at first dismissed. Las Vegas sounded like a better choice, since blending in with a steady stream of tourists seemed much safer. But, after Grandpa became more and more convinced that the initial idea might be some heaven-sent omen, my folks made arrangements to visit the town of Denmark, check out the available real estate, and… voila! The rest snowballed quickly. When our house in Wheaton sold nearly overnight in a soft market, it seemed like everything—other than Alisia’s and my fractured hearts—supported the move.
 
   My one hundred and twenty-fifth birthday will be here two months from now, in September. I hope by then to discover a genuine silver lining from this move…. Maybe it will come from the fact I look closer to a nineteen-year-old these days. Dad and Mom told me the night before our move that I no longer had to participate in the middle school/high school circuit—a tour that my poor sis must still deal with for another, oh… thirty to forty years would be my guess. It sucks for her, but hell, I’ve been in high school from the time Elvis Presley first made the airwaves, and on up until Miley Cyrus lost her damned mind. Sixty frigging years of name changes, hair color changes, pretending to ride a bus across town—or even pretending certain homes were where I lived when walking the supposed mile or so home with buddies who now draw social security checks.
 
   Why in the hell would we put up with such a torturous exercise, one might ask? Believe it or not, I have sometimes wondered that myself… but in the end, it has always been easier to try to ‘fit in’ when we can. Less questions and less noticing that my sister and I haven’t aged much over the years. Of course, none of us have aged much during the past one hundred years. Occasionally, Alisia and I have been able to sit out a decade or two from school, disguised as young men and women living as boarders in our own home. Pretty humorous, except when it has sometimes meant ‘bewitching’ the neighbors who had become suspicious.
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