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The slashing of the machete and the grunts of the guide wielding the weapon merely blended into the cacophony of noise in the jungle surrounding the small column of expedition members. The chirrup of insects and the call of exotic birds and monkeys in the treetops was deafening. Costas Romero struggled to put one foot in front of the other as the heat and humidity were stifling. Costas was not a tall man. Although standing at 1.76 metres, his classic Latin looks ensured he was never short of female company. His finely chiselled nose, jet-black hair and newly sprouting beard gave him a resemblance to Che Guevara. Costas had never experienced conditions like this before. It was so hot and humid that sweat-soaked his shirt. It clung to his arms and chest, restricting his movement. Following his turn with the machete, he now sported two painful open sores under his arms. 

All he could hear was the pounding of blood through his ears, so much so that the sound of the jungle around him had diminished to a dull buzz. His breathing was laboured, and he felt as if he had run ten kilometres rather than the ten, they had bushwhacked that morning. He felt very uncomfortable; his limbs ached from his exertions with the machete, and the weight of his pack seemed to be getting heavier by the minute. His legs throbbed, and felt like swollen lumps of lead. He prayed for a halt in the march to drink and rest. The guides had prohibited them all from smoking, saying that this would alert the native people to their presence and might jeopardise the success of the expedition. He could not appreciate their argument because they were making so much noise forcing their way through the undergrowth. The guides had also said they should not bathe using soap, as this, too, would alert the Indians. Anything that smelled artificial and out of place in this environment must be avoided. It was strange; he thought that he and all the other male members of the party exuded a fetid odour of sweat, and yet the only woman in the party did not. He only realised this when the breeze brought the smell of his companions to his attention; any odour from the woman that he could detect was still sweet and not at all unpleasant. Lost in these thoughts, he was not paying attention properly as he stepped over the exposed roots of a tree. Suddenly he slipped and fell, smashing his nose and cheek on the rock-hard buttress roots of a giant Oje tree. 

For a moment, everything around him ceased to exist. The world was now dark and silent. He could no longer smell anything. His tiredness and his struggles to keep pace with the guides vanished. He luxuriated as he relaxed and felt so much at peace. The party must have stopped for a rest. That was the only explanation for the blissful state he was experiencing. Suddenly he became aware of the shouts of those about him, though he could not determine what they were saying. Couldn’t they all shut up and sod off, especially whoever it was shouting in his face. Now he could see an unfocused image of someone moving in front of his face. What were they pinching his nose for? As reality returned to Costas, a wave of pain washed over him. Now he could focus; it was the face of the woman; she was pinching his nose and holding a cloth to his cheek.

“Costas, are you OK”? She was repeating this over and over, each time emphasising a different part of the same sentence.

As Costas made to reply, he opened his mouth, but no sound came out. He took a moment to clear the confusion that masked his reality. God! He felt worse than ever now. Once again, he tried to speak, but this time, he put all his effort into forming the words. Expecting his voice to be deafening, he was shocked at the tiny voice that emerged from his mouth.

“Yes, I think so”, he muttered. “What happened?

“You fell over a root, gashed your cheek and probably broke your nose. But don’t worry; it won’t spoil your looks.”

Now he was conscious of other expedition members peering down at him, but just as they swam into focus, they all started to drift away.

“I think we should rest here while you recover. It would help if you held your nose here,” she instructed him. “I need to put a couple of stitches in this wound on your cheek.”

Costas did as he was told while the woman heaved her pack onto the ground before him. It took her only a few seconds to find what she wanted in the top pouch of her rucksack and then turn back to him. Costas closed his eyes while she very efficiently closed the wound with two sutures.

“OK, Costas, that’s all done, but now we need to straighten your nose so you can breathe more easily. Now concentrate on good thoughts and grit your teeth because this will hurt.”

With the skill of an ER physician, she gently pushed the bones of his nose into alignment with the centre of his face. Costas felt an initial jolt of pain but then returned to the dark, peaceful quiet of unconsciousness.

When Costas came round, he felt terrible. He could not breathe through his nose, and his left eye was so swollen that he could not see through it. His right eye was better, but focusing on the world around him hurt. Surely that was not normal, he thought. His nurse, the woman, returned to him and crouched before him. She was very close, and he found it less painful to focus on her face.

“How are you doing?” she said in a soothing voice. “You have a broken nose, a split cheek, and your left eye has swollen shut. You are fortunate that both eyes are not swollen shut.”

Costas did not think himself lucky. He thought he was in hell. The pain pulsed through his face in giant waves. His arms hurt even more, he was still uncomfortably hot, and each breath took a significant effort. Whenever would he feel normal again? Now he focussed his attention on yet another pain, this time though it was on his ankle. Something was biting him. He moved to see what it was. The woman held him down and looked at the offending ankle.

“It’s OK, Costas, it’s just an ant” She returned to her pack and retrieved an aerosol can of insect repellent. She applied some odour-free spray to his ankle and smiled down at him.

“Fancy you troubling yourself about a small insect bite when your face is banged up. A bit like the story of the Princess and the Pea.” she chuckled.

Costas was in no mood to see any hilarity in how he was feeling.

“We are going to camp here tonight so you can rest before we continue in the morning. Here are some paracetamol painkillers; they should help you feel more comfortable. And tell me if you have any more trouble with ants,” she smiled.

Dr Gina Thomasson, with her husband, Dr Michael Thomasson, was the reason why Costas was here. Two anthropologists supported by UCLA were exploring the Amazon Basin for a mysterious tribe of Indians who had isolated themselves from the twentieth century. The couple had found Costas through a friend, Jorgè Santoya, who knew Costas and knew that he needed the work. Costas had his doubts about this expedition. He had been hired to organise guides and porters, then liaise between them and the Thomassons. He had done all that was asked of him, and they were pleased with his efforts. Costas claimed he could also communicate with the Indians the expedition was seeking. Everyone in Brasilia knew the legends of these mythical people, but no one had seen them. There had been several previous expeditions though none had ever returned. It was believed that they had just got lost in the rainforest. These expeditions had tried to locate the Indians from the stories that had percolated out of the forest, but no one knew where they were. Costas had his sources of information, primarily from other Indian tribes that emerged from the rainforest occasionally to trade with the entrepreneurs that lived in many of the small rundown villages on the fringes of the rainforest. These traders made their money exchanging metal utensils and knives for animal skins and even live animals for the pet trade in the United States. Through these traders, Costas learned of the mysterious tribe of nomadic Indians who came down from the highlands in the wet season to hunt animals in the river basin. After a month or two, they would disappear as mysteriously as they had arrived in the region. 

Costas had given every encouragement to his employers, telling them that he was the man to find the Indians and that he could communicate with them. He also told them that the expedition would return to civilisation within a month. However, he did not tell them that he had little idea of where to find the Indians or that if they searched for years, they still might not find them. He paid little heed to the reliability of his information and was very keen to lead them on a ‘wild goose chase’ as long as he still earned the generous fee the couple were paying him. He was in this for the money, not to satisfy the anthropological dreams of the Thomassons. He would allow the guides to lead them into the rainforest for two weeks and then a further two weeks needed for the return journey. Easy money! After ten days of marching into the depths of the rainforest, with the biting insects, poor food, the heat, the lack of good sleep and now smashing his face into the root of a tree, all he wanted was to turn around and head back to civilisation. He thought it best to approach the couple tonight, and with the corroboration of the head guide, he would tell them that there were no signs of the mysterious Indians and that the expedition should best head back. After all, he was now severely injured, wasn’t he? Easy money, rubbish! Now he just wanted to sleep and escape from the throbbing pain he was experiencing from the wounds on his face.

Costas awoke with a start; an unusual noise had caught his subconscious attention. He opened his eye-straining to see what had awoken him. He was about to turn over and resume his slumber when one of the guides approached him.

“Sir, we have company. Look there,” the guide pointed to nothing Costas could recognise as human in the flickering shadows cast by the campfire. The guide must have read his confusion and pointed once more to the same shadow at the fringe of the campsite.

“There, sir, there.”

Costas was unsure whether to send the guide back to his bedroll or rouse the Thomassons when he saw the shadow move.

“Quick, Manuel go and get the couple,” he said to the guide as he struggled to clear the woozy sensation in his head that almost overwhelmed him as he stood up.

Suddenly, all around the campsite were other shadows silently moving into the dim light of the campfire. Men, naked Indian men, moved into the centre of the camp. Each held a spear or a bow and arrow, all pointing at the expedition members. One of the porters turned and started to run towards the shadows; he never made it; he collapsed like a rag doll with the tip of one of the Indian spears emerging from his chest. As he fell dead, his face screwed up with pain; he made no sound. Costas heard the woman give a strangled cry before she covered her eyes with her hands. Looking around the group of Indians, he could not identify which one had thrown the spear; the assassin was that fast.

Costas struggled with the words that he, a self-proclaimed expert on these Indians, should use to allay the fears of the other expedition members; he was ashamed that he was no expert. He knew nothing that could help them. What could he say? He only spoke Portuguese and a few words of the language of the native porters. He looked towards the head guide Manuel Ortega and saw the terror in his eyes. In a choked, weak voice, he addressed the head guide.

“Manuel, can you tell them we mean them no harm? We are traders with gifts for them all” Manuel turned to look at him.

“Sir, I do not know them. I do not know what language they speak.”

“If you don’t wish to end up like him,” Costas replied, pointing to the body of the dead porter, “try a bit bloody harder.”

The Indian that Costas suspected of throwing the spear slowly turned towards the head guide as he started to speak. The Indian made no reply to the guide’s plea; he just turned to his companions and said a few words in a tongue unknown to Costas. In unison, the Indians moved into the camp and rounded up the expedition’s members without saying a word. Being poked with spears and pushed physically was a universal language they all understood. Herded into line, they were then forced into the darkness of the rainforest. Following a trail they previously were unaware of, the expedition trudged forward, all terrified of what might happen next. 

When Michael Thomasson looked back to see if Gina was behind him, one of the Indians alongside the group smashed a heavy cudgel into his side; a rush of air escaped from his lungs as he crumpled to the ground. On seeing the heavy blow, Gina automatically cried out in sympathy for her husband, but then an Indian close to her savagely stuck her in the face. Costas never heard her cry out again. The semiconscious body of Michael Thomasson was lifted by two of the Indians who supported him until he could stand on his own on unsteady legs. The party of silent captives shuffled forward in a single file once more, their heads bowed, looking only at the person in front of them. All of them trying not to draw attention to themselves. In the twilight, they could barely make out the trail they were following or their travelling direction. Each step carried them further into the rainforest and further into uncertainty.

After what seemed like hours, the single column of captives was forced to sit down with their hands beneath them. No one spoke; they were too frightened of what might happen next. Then as Costas heard a muted cry of a child, more Indians emerged from the shadows. This time though, it was women and children. One of the Indians at the front of the column welcomed the women, then turned to the captives and motioned for them to rise. Under the influence of a series of prods from the sharp spears, they were forced once more to shuffle forward along the trail as the Indian women and children followed close behind. Not until it was utterly dark did they stop, then herded into a tight circle; they were forced to sit down again. They were all thirsty and hungry, yet no sustenance was offered. Exhausted, the little band of captives tried their best to sleep, but hunched up and suffering cramps, few slept.

They were aroused from their discomfort and forced to march again before the dawn had reached the forest floor. Yet, with each step forward, the light grew brighter as the first rays of sunlight beaming through the canopy heralded a new day. Soon the cacophony of noise that is so much a part of the rainforest reached its zenith, and with the new day, the heat and the humidity returned. With their heads held low, the captives shuffled forward, sweating with the day’s heat and fear. Fear has its odour, the same odour that dogs can detect as they menacingly approach an intruder. Costas could feel it, smell it, even taste it as it surrounded the captives. Their future was uncertain, and none thought any further ahead than the present moment. There was one certainty, their captor’s motive was not benevolent. They trembled, their footsteps uncertain, their breathing shallow and rapid. This was a march to hell. Now all those niggling aches and pains were amplified to a point where they almost became debilitating. Their discomfort consumed their consciousness; it was now all they could feel. Gone was the beauty of the rainforest, the mosaic of lush greens and the infinite variety of plant life. No one now heard the chirruping of the insects or the call of monkeys high in the canopy. Now it was just a deafening wall of white noise.

Costas was not brave; he was intelligent but lacked a superhero’s dynamic assessment and lateral thinking. However, he was an opportunist and would take any opportunity to escape if it presented itself. He had a good sense of survival and would not hesitate to abandon his companions in a second if that elusive opportunity arose.

After what seemed an eternity, they moved into a small clearing. Within this clearing, they could see some primitive shelters made of straight branches cut from the trees surrounding it. The waist-high roofs were covered with broad leaves, skilfully woven to keep out the rain. Many Indians soon used pointed staves to excavate nine holes in the centre of the clearing. Into each of these holes, they planted larger hardwood poles that would serve to hold the prisoners. Then split into groups of three, the porters and guides were forced at spear point to sit around these poles, and their hands were tied securely behind their backs to the base of the poles. Costas and the Thomassons were secured to tha set of three poles.

As the captives settled into their new discomfort, some Indian women began starting a fire. Others gutted and skinned several small monkeys and a small deer the Indian men had killed earlier in the day. The Indian men sat apart from the women and drank some mysterious milky liquid from a communal gourd flask. As they passed the gourd around the group, they were engaged in conversation, which was punctuated with laughter at intervals. As time passed, the conversation and laughter became more raucous. Occasionally, some of the Indian men would turn and point threateningly at the captives; this must have been funny as the other men in the group would then burst into peals of laughter. With their heads hung low, the prisoners were too frightened to speak to each other. All were lost in their own thoughts, thoughts dominated by the earlier brutal killing of the porter. Costas’ throat was parched with thirst; they had not been given any water to drink. Neither had they been given any food. This all added to the misery that all the captives shared. Later, some Indian children rushed toward them, brandishing small spears, and with them, they taunted the captives. As the men had done, the children found this hilarious.

The silence of the captives was eventually broken when Manuel asked a passing Indian woman for water. The woman stopped and stared silently at Manuel. She made no indication that she had understood his request and, after a short pause, walked on to join the other women around the large fire they had made. An hour or two passed before one of the women brought a gourd containing water for the captives to drink. She offered the gourd to each of the captives, gently tipping the gourd so they could drink from the water vessel; however, their thirst was not satiated. Whilst the woman was administering the water, one of the Indian men stood but a pace away, ready to attack if the woman was accosted. None of the captives could move, and none thought to speak to the woman, let alone threaten her, even if they could. All were too grateful for the kindness the woman had shown them by giving them the gift of water.

Time passed at a snail’s pace. The activity of their captors diminished as most lay down to sleep through the hottest part of the day. Then later in the afternoon, they just sat around talking and sharing more of their fermented brew. The agonising discomfort of being tied as they were to the stakes was broken only briefly when they shuffled to relieve the cramp in their buttocks. But, there was no relief from the leather thongs that bound their wrists and cut deeply into their flesh. It was dark when one of the Indian men approached the captives. For the briefest moment, they thought their misery might be relieved, and they may be given their freedom. This dream, though, was soon shattered as the Indians made no move to cut their bonds. He circled the group, looking at each of them, seemingly analysing whether they met some hidden criteria. Having dismissed one, he would move on to the next repeating the process until he came to the last of the captives. Then with purpose, he strode back to Manuel and knelt before him. The Indian then unfolded a cloth he had been holding and offered Manuel a small brown piece of root. Manuel opened his mouth and accepted the morsel of what he believed was food. The Indian smiled at Manuel and then retreated into the shadows, joining his companions on the fringes of light cast by the flames of the campfire. Costas could see the group of men who huddled together conspiratorially. They whispered, occasionally looking back at Manuel before resuming their conversation, which was once again punctuated by large expressive hand movements and peals of laughter.

Manuel gradually slumped down to his left-hand side; his hands twisted awkwardly because of the tight straps of leather that bound his wrists. Costas looked at the senior guide, searching for any signs of distress; he did not know what the Indian had given him; it could have been poison. Manuel started to snore, and as he breathed, little puffs of dust billowed up from the dry ground beneath his face. Costas assumed that Manuel was OK and tried to get some sleep himself. With movement restricted because his hands were tied behind him, this would not be a comfortable night’s sleep. 

When Costas awoke in the night, it was because Manuel cried out in his sleep. The campfire was low but still burning. He had no idea what the time was. He glanced across at Manuel and watched him for some time; he had ceased snoring. Manuel lay very still in the same awkward position where he had fallen asleep. Although Costas could not detect if Manuel was still breathing, he assumed that he was and, once more, tried to get in a comfortable position to resume his slumber.

The morning came with the raucous call of birds in the canopy and the incessant noise of insects. Costas’ mouth was parched, his tongue was coated with mucus and stuck to the roof of his mouth, his lips were cracked and painful. He looked again towards the pole beside which Manuel had slept during the long cold night. Manuel was not there. He tracked across the campsite looking for the guide but could not see him. He saw the purposeful activity of two Indian men building up the fire again. When the two men were satisfied that the fire was well established once more, they turned and propped a large piece of meat close to the flames.

The large yellow flames licked at the meat and the two large sticks holding it. The surface of the meat sizzled and crackled as the fat dripped from its lower edge. It was making Costas’ mouth water; it smelled delicious. He watched the men poke the fire and the meat with a long-pointed stick. The meat was large enough to feed the Indians and the captives. It smelled like Sunday lunch, roasted pork. Costas concluded that it must be a wild pig and they must have killed it during the night. It smelled divine. With the side of the meat facing the fire seared, the men carefully turned it around and secured it to the supporting sticks once more. They had done this before as they accomplished this manoeuvre effectively without burning their fingers or dropping the meat into the dirt. Costas hoped and prayed that they would soon feed him and his companions; they were all starving.

Costas watched the Indian chefs continuously and paid little attention to what was happening in the rest of the clearing. Soon the men at the fire shouted to the other Indians to join them in the feast as the meat was now well-cooked. Costas watched enviously as the Indians ate, and he tried to imagine what it would taste like. When all the Indians had eaten their fill, one of the chefs pointed towards the captives and said something to one of the Indian women. Thankfully, Costas’s dream was coming true as two women carried some of the larger leftover pieces of meat towards the captives. Two men detached the captives from their poles and they were herded together around the meat that lay before them on four large palm leaves. Everyone looked longingly at the first food they had been given since they were captured. Their bonds were not released, so they had to kneel on the ground and edge forward to bite off chunks, which they ravenously devoured. There was civility about how each captive would wait their turn before returning to bite off another chunk. As Costas strained his neck to reach the meat again, the piece he aimed for flipped over. To his astonishment, he saw a tattoo pretty clearly through the cooked skin. The tattoo was of a dragon, the same dragon tattoo that Manuel had on his back. What they had eaten, and enjoyed eating, was Manuel.
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Costas urgently turned away from the meat. Hunched over on his knees, he could feel the bile rise into his mouth. He gagged reflexively and brought most of the meat back as he vomited. God! What sort of nightmare was this? The two Indian men guarding the group pointed at Costas and laughed loudly. Other members of the captive group stopped eating and looked across at Costas, wondering why he was so sick. The meal was delicious. What was wrong with him? Didn’t he know that this was perhaps the last meal they would have for some time? The rest of the group kept eating. Then someone else saw the tattoo, and their reaction was the same as Costas’. The watching Indians laughed as more and more captives realised what they had eaten and started vomiting. Some of the prisoners looked at their companions being sick, then back at the meat, and, with a shrug of their shoulders, they continued eating. Survival was their motive, and nothing would get in way of that. Who cared that it was Manuel? They were eating; they did not know him, did they? And wouldn’t he do the same? Costas looked at the banqueting captives and could not believe what he saw. They had all known Manuel.

“What is it with you, people? Can’t you see what you are eating? This is a sin against God.” Costas yelled at them.

No one spoke. Those who had been sick turned away and shuffled towards the poles where they had been bound. Suddenly one of the Indians ran behind Costas and, with a high-pitched scream, hit Costas across the shoulders. The pain was unendurable, and Costas collapsed into the dirt. He lay there panting, trying to breathe the pain away. The Indian looked down at him, still screaming some abuse. Costas understood that speaking aloud was prohibited. He would be silent from now on and not give them any excuse to punish him again. Had Manuel been killed because he had spoken aloud yesterday? Costas thought so.

Soon the captives were once more secured to the poles, and every one of them was morose and bowed their heads in shame. A feeling of doom had settled over them. Had they been allowed to speak, they could have supported one another. However, they had to face this horror alone and in silence. Some of the captives slipped into a deep depression. They slumped down on the dirt beside their poles and stared into oblivion. Others endeavoured to keep their demons at bay by trying to sleep; it was difficult. They were all captives in a living hell. No one thought they would escape alive, and many resigned themselves to fate, whatever horror that might be.

It was getting dark once more when Costas roused from a fitful sleep. His mind was still filled with the nightmarish vision of Manuel’s head being roasted on the fire and the Indians dancing around the macabre trophy. Oh, God! Please help us, he thought, help us. He was thirsty again, and he looked across the campsite at the Indians, hoping to communicate telepathically and tell them that he and his companions needed water. To his surprise, that is precisely what they did. Two women brought water in a large gourd and assisted all the captives to drink whilst their hands were still bound. Weird, thought Costas. Did they hear him telepathically? Surely not.

Time again crept inexorably by. The Indians busied themselves with preparing and eating their meal; God knows what they were eating. Costas would not allow himself to imagine. He had to keep himself mentally tough. Costas had to pay attention to the activities of his captors and take advantage of any opportunity that may arise for his escape. He knew he would have to desert his companions, that his best chance of survival would be to try and make it alone. As the night drew closer, the activity in the camp diminished. And Costas worried about what would happen tonight. Out of the shadows, the same Indian approached the group of captives as he did the night before. He paced about the poles and studied each of them. Then he returned to Gina Thomasson. He crouched down and stared at her just a few centimetres in front of her face. Gina recoiled as much as she could and turned her face away from him. The Indian then seemed angry and viciously caught and squeezed her face, pulling her back to stare at him. She spat at him. Costas could see the phlegm sliding down the Indian’s face from where he sat. Costas thought this was foolish; she would pay for that now. The Indian, still holding Gina’s face, stared mockingly at her. Then as quick as the spear attack the day before, the Indian had unwrapped another piece of the brown tree root and forced it into Gina’s mouth. He held her mouth and nose so she would swallow the offering. Her husband screamed abuse at the Indian, who turned to meet the husband’s stare. From the shadows, another Indian came and smashed a wooden club into Michael Thomasson’s face. Just as in the movies, a gout of blood spewed from his mouth. Thomasson quickly lost consciousness and slumped forward. The Indian loosened his grip on Gina Thomasson’s face, and she tried to retch and vomit up the piece of root. Once again, the Indian smiled at her mockingly.

In what must have been an hour or less, Gina had collapsed into a deep sleep. Costas could hear her snoring, just as Manuel had done. Costas tried to keep himself awake as the campfire started to die down. Each time he nodded off, the same nightmare plagued Costas’ slumber, the only difference being there were now two heads in the flames. When Costas looked into Gina’s eyes, they widened in terror, her mouth gaped open, and she screamed louder and louder. Each time he saw the heads, he was instantly awake.

The screaming continued when Gina woke up from her nightmare. When Costs looked over, she was trying to stand up.

“I’ve been raped” she screamed. “I’ve been raped.”

She was hysterical and continued repeatedly screaming the same words—a small patch of blood-stained her inner thigh. The Indian guard who had struck Michael Thomasson appeared from nowhere and hit Gina across her head with the wooden club. Gina was silenced immediately and collapsed like a rag doll to the bottom of her pole. None of the captives could look at Gina; they all tucked their chins into their chests and ignored the woman.

Slowly and painfully, Gina regained consciousness and rejoined her companions in the nightmare that was the shocking reality in which they all existed. Some of the porters who were bound to other poles refused to look at Gina Thomasson. They thought that if they couldn’t see the current player caught in this nightmare, such a nightmare wouldn’t exist. Children play this game when they naively put their hands before their eyes, thinking that if they can’t see reality, then any other occupants of their existence cannot see them. Michael Thomasson looked furtively around the campsite, trying to spot the Indian with the club or anyone who might hear them talking. The ‘coast’ seemed to be clear. In a sibilant whisper, Michael tried to attract his wife’s attention. Although conscious, she made no indication that she had heard or understood what her husband was saying. Costas listened to the whispering and looked across at the Thomassons. He tried to attract Michael’s attention, but the man ignored him. The whispering continued for a few minutes longer, and then Michael Thomasson was silent.

Throughout the day, the Indians did their business with little noise and fuss. The men entered the forest carrying their weapons, some with spears and others with bows and arrows. The women prepared food or weaved long straight leaves into baskets or mats. Others were nursing infants whilst a group of children sat watching their mothers. Occasionally two or three of the children would run around the group of women laughing and smiling at each other. It was so incongruous with the nightmare shared by the captives. There was discipline in the activities of both the women and the children. Their conversations and the children’s antics were muted as if they were concerned someone may discover them from a world outside their tribe.

Costas’s lips were again cracked and bleeding as the sun reached its zenith. He looked towards the nearest of the Indian shelters and prayed for water. Once again, the Indian woman, accompanied by a male guard, came to them with a platter containing a few morsels of fruit and the gourd that held the water. She knelt before each of the captives and helped them take a few mouthfuls of water and a small piece of fruit. Gina shook her head when the woman tried to give her some water. The Indian guard used his wooden club to raise her head, and as she was forced to stare into his eyes, Gina realised that she would have to capitulate or be beaten again. Having finished the task of feeding and watering their captives, both of the Indians disappeared as quickly as they had appeared. Michael Thomasson once again tried to speak to his wife;

“Gina, are you OK? He whispered. Gina once again ignored him. Then as loud as he dared, Michael tried again.

“Come on, Gina, speak to me. Are you OK?

Weakly Gina raised her head and looked across the patch of dirt that separated them. “Leave me alone; they will only beat us again.” She replied.

“How do you know you were raped, my love, because the night you were forced to eat that poison, I stayed awake in case they would take you, as they did Manuel?”

“Of course, I know. I can feel what has happened; I don’t have to look. I feel violated; I am torn inside. She whispered hoarsely.

“I don’t know how that is possible. You remained in my sight constantly; you just slept and snored all night. You cried out a few times, but that was all.”

“Shut up, Michael, I am telling you the truth,” she hissed.

Michael recoiled at the venom in his wife’s command. He shook his head, hurt and confused. Then Costas looked across at Gina and spoke.

“He is right, Mrs Thomasson. I was awake, part of the night, and no one touched you.”

Gina looked at Costas and, without saying a word, silenced him as well.

Costas shook his head in confusion. How could the woman have been raped? He was confident that no living soul had touched her. He knew that. He knew he had not slept that night; he had kept the vigil all night. It was impossible. She must be imagining it. Of course, that was the answer, he thought; women often imagined their worst nightmare, didn’t they?

Satisfied with the explanation he had deduced; Costas shifted his buttocks until he was relatively comfortable and then thought about the business with the water. It seemed improbable; the women had come with the water on two separate occasions not long after he had looked towards the Indian shelter and prayed for it. Coincidence or an act of God? Surely if God had something to do with the water, he would also answer their prayers and secure their release. Costas could not remove the negative thoughts from his head that they would never be released. Not too long after this, the men returned from their hunt. It seemed that they had had little success. Though it was difficult for Costas to see, it looked like they had killed a small deer and an even smaller monkey. Costas felt a blade of fear run the length of his spine. With little meat, the Indians might be tempted to eat another one of their captives. Perhaps even him.

As the sun fell lower in the sky, the trees soon obscured its warming rays. Everyone felt the temperature drop, and their fear began to rise. Some of the porters started to moan softly, convinced that this was their last night on the planet. It was a thought shared by all, though not expressed vocally, as the fear that they would be beaten kept all their mouths shut. Just after the sun went down, the Indian woman and the guard returned. The guard removed them from the poles, and as the previous night, large leaves were placed in front of the small groups of captives. The woman put some boiled vegetables on these leaves, none of which the prisoners recognised, and some fruit. None of the captives moved. No one was prepared to eat.

None wanted to eat human flesh again. Costas stared at the offerings on the leaf mat in front of his group. Then he looked up at the Thamassons. Michael Thomasson had a look on his face that implored Costas to try the food and to confirm that it was not human. Hesitantly, Costas bowed and closely inspected the grey-brown lumps that could have been anything. He knew that this was not meat. It didn’t look like it and did not smell like it. Tentatively he took an exploratory bite out of one of the lumps; it didn’t taste like meat, though he wasn’t entirely confident with his conclusion. He looked up at the others as he slowly chewed and tasted the food in his mouth. Slowly a look of pleasure spread across his face. The others sensed that the food was safe, and as Costas smiled at them, they all bent down and started to eat. They were all famished, and the small amount of food the Indians had provided did not last long. Suddenly one of the porters started shouting at one of the others in his group. He accused one of the others of taking more than his fair share. Silently, with his mouth still full, the accused shook his head. This seemed to enrage his accuser even more, and he lunged at the man, head butting and trying to bite his enemy. Calmly the Indian guard stepped forward and viscously hit both men on the head with his wooden club. Both men slumped to the ground, dead.

All the captives looked at the horror being played in front of them. All were terrified to say anything. As they looked at the lifeless bodies being dragged away, they all anticipated that these men would be eaten. Almost as one, they all silently denied that this was happening to them. Surely this was a dream. The Indian guard soon returned, and the captives were again bound to the poles.

After the brutal killing of the two porters, none of the captives could relax, even if this were possible, being tied to a stake. Costas felt sick. He wished he had stayed behind in Manaus. He knew that this tramp into the rainforest would be hard going. But Costas always looked for that magic moment to see him rich and famous. He thought that if he came with the Thomassons, he too could share their glory and, of course, be adequately compensated for his important role in the successful outcome of an expedition like this. Now they may become famous for the wrong reasons, that of being the last victims of cannibals in the twenty-first century, and that was not the fame that any one of them wanted.

Costas felt helpless and could not suppress the horror that they would all be eaten. The mythical image of missionaries standing in a large iron cauldron of water, being heated on a fire and surrounded by celebrating cannibals, was not their reality. Their reality was brutal and bloody, as four of them had been slain. The first porter killed by the Indians had been callously discarded by the Indians and had not been on the night’s menu. They did not know how Manuel had died; they assumed, at first, that he had been poisoned by the lump of tree root he had been given. But that meant little sense because the poison would be in the victim’s flesh and surely poison anyone else who ate him. They had participated in eating Manuel, yet none had fallen victim to any poison. Now two more had been killed—two more to be butchered then devoured. As the last rays of sunlight ebbed away, only light from the large campfire illuminated their world. Now the captive members of the expedition that set out to find a tribe of mysterious, benevolent Indians all anticipated the sickly smell of cooking human flesh. All of the captives now prayed for their deliverance. But such an odour never came. What then had happened to the bodies of the unfortunate porters? What horrors would they have to endure next?

Gina Thomasson had slumped very low to the bottom of the pole to which she was bound. She was breathing, but only slightly. Costas hissed to gain the attention of her husband. When Michael Thomasson reacted to the noise, Costas nodded toward Gina. Michael Thomasson was beside himself with the condition of his wife. She seemed to have lost the will to live. Perhaps she anticipated being raped a second time or being eaten. Michael Thomasson tried to whisper to his wife, but she could not hear him or did not have the strength to raise her head. In desperation, Michael then cried out to his wife.

“Gina, darling, it’s going to be OK. We will get through this. These people will be brought to justice; please believe this. Gina, speak to me, sweetheart. Gina!”

Gina Thomasson remained inert at the bottom of the pole, her face flat to the ground. Michael Thomasson tried again to get his wife to respond to his call.

“Gina, don’t leave me. You are strong. You can get through this. Come on, Gina, wake up. Speak to me, love. Fight this, Gina, fight this.”

Gina Thomasson reacted slightly with a weak grunt, though this was only enough to show she was still alive. Then once more, out of the shadows, stepped the Indian guard. He strode up to Michael Thomasson and raised the wooden club above his head as if to strike the hog-tied anthropologist. Thomasson cowered and lowered his head to his chest, anticipating the inevitable blow. But it never came. The guard put the end of his wooden club underneath Thomasson’s chin and raised his head until he could stare into the terrified eyes of his prisoner. Thomasson knew what the unspoken message was in this gesture. It was unmistakable. Cry out again, and you will die. With the tip of the wooden club, the Indian viscously pushed Thomasson’s sternum so hard that his head smacked into the pole behind him. Thomasson’s whole body now shook. He had just come face to face with his death. He knew that there would be no escape next time. He got the message; he would not cry out again. With his concern for his wife now forgotten, he cowered once more as the Indian moved away.

Costas stared at the drama that played out in the flickering light of the campfire. He looked across at Gina Thomasson and saw that her eyes were wide open in a fixed stare. She was still breathing; She had not reacted to the threat against her husband. She appeared catatonic, totally unresponsive to what was going on around her. The same Indian woman who fed them a short while ago approached Gina holding a small bowl and cloth. Gently, she raised Gina’s head and, using the fabric, soaked in some of the liquid from the bowl, she squeezed it into the mouth of the inert woman. She repeated this several times before gently raising Gina into a sitting position and her head leaning against the pole. She then wiped Gina’s face with the cloth and closed her eyes with a finger and thumb. Then as quickly as she came, the Indian woman slipped back into the shadows and one of the wooden shelters. Costas didn’t know what to make of this. On the one hand, the utter brutality of the Indian guard slaying the two porters contrasted starkly with the Indian woman who had gently nursed Gina. Costas was confused.

What seemed only moments later, another Indian male walked around the captives and stared carefully at all of them. Costas held his breath as he immediately realised what was about to take place. He prayed that he would be left alone, but his worst fears were realised when the Indian knelt in front of him. This man appeared quite old as his skin looked parched, wrinkled leather and his triceps muscles dangled without tone beneath his upper arms. Costas could smell something sickly on the Indian’s breath. The Indian smiled at Costas and revealed he had no teeth at the front of his top jaw. This toothy smile suddenly changed to a sneer. Trying to put off the inevitable, Costas immediately turned his head away from the Indian and firmly shut his jaws. The Indian made a fist and hit Costas’ forehead as one would knock on a neighbour’s front door. Costas closed his eyes and tried to put the horror of what was about to happen out of his mind. This small gesture of defiance did not perturb the Indian. He grabbed Costas’ chin and deftly swung his head to the front, then, just as you would with a young child, the Indian squeezed Costas’ nose, shutting off his breathing until Costas was forced to open his mouth to breathe. As quick as a flash, Costas realised he had a deadly piece of the mysterious tree root in his mouth. The Indian now held Costas’ mouth closed, so he had little choice but to swallow the piece of root. Costas opened his eyes immediately and stared at the Indian whose toothy sneer had returned. As the Indian stood up, he gave Costas a playful smack on the cheek, raised the forefinger of his right hand to his right temple and smiled once more. The message was clear; “that’s you sorted.”

Costas was terrified. They were going to eat him. His body stiffened until it was as rigid as a piece of steel. He would not allow himself to sleep. If he remained awake, he thought, then he would be safe. He turned his head towards his companions and saw them all staring at him, including Gina Thomasson. He did not see any sympathy towards his plight. All he saw was the relief on their faces that it had not happened to them and that they were safe for the moment. They would not be killed and eaten this night. It was his ‘number that was up.’ Costas felt abandoned by his fellow captives. They had sacrificed him on the altar of self-preservation. He no longer wanted to see their faces; what he saw had sickened him. He could not sympathise with them; they were safe. He failed to realise that if the tables were reversed, he would look at the latest victim with the same relief they were showing him. Costas shut his eyes tightly, momentarily forgetting that he must remain awake. Before him now flashed the events of the last few days, the long march into the rainforest, the aching of his arms from swinging the machete, the leaden weight of his pack cutting his shoulders. He remembered falling and smashing his nose and cheek; he remembered the gentle hands of Gina Thomasson and her words of encouragement. His broken nose hurt now. He had been too terrified to feel the Indian squeezing it when he was forced to swallow that root.

“Oh, God!” He screamed, “Help me! I don’t want to die. Help me fight this. Help me stay awake. Don’t let them ...”

The other captives stared at Costas. They all thought, thank God it wasn’t me this time. The Thomassons looked at each other, their eyes communicating, “I am so glad you’re alright. Thank God it wasn’t you.” As they both turned towards poor Costas again, he looked deep into their soul and saw their relief. Momentarily they felt ashamed, ashamed that they were to live and that soon, Costas would not. They had seen the disappointment and then the despair in his eyes. As they tried to sympathise with him, he closed his eyes and turned away. They wondered why he had said nothing and why he had not screamed. Then, as before, they heard him snoring as sleep overtook him.
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Staring Death in the Face
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At first, there was complete darkness, a smothering, choking darkness, the sort that creeps into your soul, perhaps like death itself. Then there was light. Blinding, searing, painful to the eyes. It was some time before Costas could focus on what was about him. He was lying on his back on a patch of hard dirt between two Indian shelters. He looked around for any of the Indians; there were none. He twisted his body, then raised himself onto all fours and crawled to the nearest of the shelters. He peered inside, but his eyes were unaccustomed to the dim light inside the primitive Indian home. He could not detect the presence of anyone inside, so he scuttled into the shadows beside the shelter’s opening. Hiding now, deep in the shadows of the dimly lit interior, Costas took a moment to gather his thoughts. He was alive, wasn’t he? He pinched the exposed flesh of his neck, which they did in films. Yes, it hurt. That confirmed it; he was alive. He thought he heard a pounding sound, very close, but it was just his heart beating powerfully in his chest. He sat up and kept a wary eye on what little he could see outside the shelter door. Slowly, he controlled his breathing, which in turn helped to quieten his heartbeat. He allowed himself to relax a little for the first time since his mysterious awakening.

Grasping one of the stout wooden stakes that made up the walls of the shelter, he tried to pull himself up into a kneeling position, but the stake came loose in his hand. Now, using the stake he levered himself up, so he could barge past anyone who entered the shelter and make good his escape. Costas took another look outside. Still, there were no Indians. Now he tried to calculate his position relative to the boundaries of the clearing and to the poles which held his fellow captives. He could not see the prisoners, but he could see the edge of the clearing, only ten metres from his present position. Sitting back on his haunches, he gathered himself for the run into the rainforest. Then just as he was about to leave the cover of the wooden shelter, he heard a voice.

“Gather your strength, young one; you are about to meet your doom.”

Costas could not locate the source of the deeply accented voice. He was also shocked that someone was speaking to him in English. Why hadn’t they shown themselves before if such a person was in the encampment? Why hadn’t they been rescued? Costas had no time to analyse this before an Indian stepped out of the shadows and into the light streaming through the doorway. He was the old Indian, the same one who had given him the poison. Not being tall, he could easily stand up straight inside the hut without his head touching the low roof. Costas would have to stoop if he were to stand. Once again, the Indian sneered at Costas with open contempt. His toothless top jaw made him all the more menacing.

“You can run, but you cannot hide from me. I will savour killing you. You and your fellow captives will all die after we have had our sport with you.”

Costas saw that the Indian was armed with a long wooden club. However, this club had a blade made from a piece of bone bound to the upper quarter of the weapon. Costas was dumbstruck. In a flash, the Indian raised his club and rushed forwards to strike Costas. The bone blade hit Costas on his arm, just below his shoulder. The pain from this blow was almost unbearable. His skin split beneath the blade, and instantly blood coursed down his arm. Costas realised immediately that the low roof had saved his life. The Indian had been forced to swing the club in this unusual manner because the low roof prevented him from raising the club above his head. He also saw that he would soon be crippled if he were to be struck again. Instinctively Costas thrust the wooden stake he was holding between the legs of the Indian as he rolled towards the open door. As Costas emerged into the open, he caught sight of the old Indian falling to the ground and grunting as the air was pushed from his lungs.

In the bright sunlight, Costas still saw no one in view. He ran around to the back of the shelter and made towards the edge of the clearing. As he made to run, the same wooden club hit him on the back of his head. Costas fell heavily to the ground. Before the Indian could hit him again, Costas rolled away from the Indian and held his arm in front of his face. It would offer little protection from another savage blow from the Indians club. He had been lucky this time as the Indian had mistakenly hit him with the back of the club, not with the blade. He wouldn’t be so fortunate again. As Costas looked up into the toothless grin of the old Indian, he knew he was doomed. The Indian took a bite from a piece of the root he held in his free hand. In a final bid to kill Costas, the Indian swung his club high above his head and stepped forward with his right foot to deliver the fatal blow. Costas saw what was coming and brought up the wooden stake, which he still had in his hand, to quickly stab the Indian in the throat. The sharpened end of the stake, which was originally driven into the ground to make part of the wall of the shelter, penetrated deep into the Indian’s neck. Blood squirted under pressure through the hole the wooden stake had made. The Indian was frozen in mid-air, his club still above his head. Still staring at Costas, he now had a look of confusion on his face. As the Indian’s lifeblood poured away, he started to lose consciousness. As his knees buckled, he fell to the ground, the blood still squirting from the wound in his throat, pooled beneath his body. Costas rolled away, horrified by what had happened but very thankful he had won the duel.

The Indian, now prostrate, tried to speak, however, blood frothed at his mouth, making it difficult for Costas to understand what the Indian was saying.

“You cannot escape...you are still not free...you and your friends will all die soon.”

Costas, now kneeling beside the dying Indian, grabbed the man by the shoulders and shook him as he stammered.

“What do you mean, old man? It is you who are dying, not me? What do you mean I am still not free?”

The Old Indian just looked at Costas and sneered for the final time. It was as if the old man was laughing at Costas. He had a secret that he would not share. A secret that Costas would soon learn when he faced his doom. With an obscene gurgling sound, the old Indian died. Costas threw the Indian’s shoulders to the ground and squatted on his haunches. Looking down at the lifeless body, he tried vainly to understand what he had been told.

“What’s stopping me from running away now, old man? There is nobody here except you and me. Where are your friends now? There is no one to stop me, old fool.”

Costas was exhausted. The nervous energy that he had expended fighting the Indian had drained him. He fell backward onto his buttocks and held his fists to his face. His bloodied hands held the metallic stench of the Indian’s blood. Costas felt sick. His head sank to the ground, and as he retched, he rocked forwards and backwards, lost in the horror of what had just happened.

“Oh God, help me. Please tell me what I should do. Oh God, please.”

Slowly Costas regained his composure and looked once more at the body of the Indian. Spilt from a leather pouch at the Indian’s waist lay four or five pieces of the mysterious root; without thinking why Costas scooped them up and put them in his pocket. He took the Indian’s knife from its sheath and picked up the wooden club. Slowly turning around, he tried to get his bearings. From the corner of his eye, he caught someone else’s movement. Costas dare not move. Slowly he looked across the clearing to where he had seen the movement. It was the shin and army boot of one of the porters, sitting beneath a pole but partially obscured by one of the Indian shelters. This was great, thought Costas. He was not alone. He would free all the captives, and they could escape into the rainforest together.

Costas crept forward towards the shelter that obscured his companions. He was surprised that there were no Indians to be seen. As he looked around the shelter, he could now see all the captives, still bound to the poles and all asleep. Unconsciously he scanned the line of poles and ticked off a list of all the remaining captives in his mind. With relief, he realised that they were all there. All clearly alive, down to the last ma...n... But there were too many. With unbelief, he looked towards the furthest pole. This couldn’t be, he thought. What does this mean?

“No, no, this can’t be happening.” He whispered to himself. “This cannot be.”

Costas moved slightly to clearly see the furthest pole and confirm what he could not comprehend. His mouth fell open as he saw the person half-lying at the foot of the most distant pole. It was him; he was lying on the ground, still bound by his wrists to the pole. He could not believe his own eyes. It was him. Costas pinched himself again. Yes, it still hurt; he was not in a dream. He carefully crawled along the wall of the shelter that he had been trying to hide behind. He slowly made his way forward towards the body that lay beneath the pole, the body that was his own.

As Costas drew close to the inert body, he saw that ‘he’ was still breathing. He saw the blood that marked the wound he had received from the club the old Indian had hit him with. The stain was still spreading across the material covering his shoulder. Costas immediately looked at his arm and saw that it was still bleeding. The body in front of him was bleeding the same as he was. He stretched out his hand and carefully touched the cheek of the sleeping Costas. Immediately he retracted his hand as if he had been electrocuted. When he touched ‘its’ cheek, he felt the caress on his own cheek. Costas was perplexed. Slowly summoning up the courage, he stretched out again and once more touched the cheek of the sleeping Costas. He had not imagined it; he felt the same touch on his own cheek. The sleeping body suddenly moved; frightened, Costas withdrew his hand again. Costas sank to his knees and stared at the body of ‘himself’. He was, for what seemed an eternity, completely paralysed. His eyes started to hurt as he realised that he had not blinked. This action brought Costas out of his reverie. He reached out and touched the wound on the shoulder of the sleeping body; whoever it was shrank away from his touch. He then stretched out and touched the bound hands on the other side of the pole. Both explorations confirmed what he had experienced before. He could feel the touch on his own arm and his own wrists.

Costas needed to figure out what to do next. He now realised what the old Indian meant when he said, “You cannot escape......you are still not free.”

Costas was determined to beat the prophecy and escape his captors. How he would achieve this, though, was still beyond his comprehension. He was still shaking from the discovery that there were two of him. He reasoned that if the old man was to be believed, the sleeping Costas was real and that he was, however weird it seemed, in a dream. OK, how could he use this fact to help him overcome his captors?

He could not think. This was beyond belief, beyond reasoning. He started to breathe in through his nose and out through his mouth. Trying, as much as he could, to relax. Costas wondered if the ‘touchy-feely’ thing could work the other way. He held the knife as he would hold a pencil. He drew the knife blade across the back of his left hand very gently and slowly. The sleeping Costas stirred and flexed his left hand. He did not awake, but the back of ‘its’ hand was bleeding slightly.

‘Right,’ he thought, ‘how does that help?’ It was a great idea, but he didn’t know how it helped. He surmised that he didn’t have much time left as a sleepwalker. One thing he could do was to cut partly through the sleeping Costas’ bonds, then keep them hidden from any cursory glance from his captors, yet they would be weak enough to break under a concerted effort later on. Perhaps he should cut the bonds completely and then wake the sleeping Costas so that he could escape now. Every fibre of his soul wanted to ‘cut and run’. He pictured himself running through the rainforest to safety. However, he knew that this would not work because although it was daylight for him, in this dream, in reality, it was dark. Escaping in the dark would be impossible. Besides, didn’t the myth say that waking a sleepwalker could kill the sleeper? Costas did not believe this, but, if truth be known, he didn’t know what to do. He reasoned that it would be best to escape in the day when the men had gone off into the rainforest to hunt. He would watch the hunters leave and note their direction, and then he would leave in the opposite direction. As far as he remembered, only one male guard would be left in the camp. 

While he cut partway through the bonds of the sleeping Costas, he tried to sort out the logic of what he would do next. He would have to throw the knife away because when they found the dead Indian, they would see that his knife had been taken, and they would surely search the real Costas, who was bound to the pole. The Indians would be on their guard when they found their dead comrade. However, running away early in the day would give him twelve hours of daylight to escape. When Costas was satisfied that he had cut the bonds enough and that his work was hidden well enough, he threw the knife toward the dead Indian. The weapon bounced onto the dusty ground outside the Indian shelter and in full view of anyone leaving the hut. Satisfied that he could do no more, he sat beside the still-sleeping body of his double.

‘OK,’ he thought, what should he do now? He had the urge to run away but realised that because his real body was still captive, any distance he gained would end inevitably back at the pole once the real Costas awoke. He wondered how he could help his fellow captives escape. It would be a simple task of cutting their bonds and mobilising them to run for the cover of the undergrowth at the edge of the clearing. If they all stuck together, they would survive. He kept a vigil over his prostrate form, carefully scanning all about the clearing, frightened that he would be discovered. As he cast a wary eye over the Indian shelters, fully expecting someone to charge out of the shadows to kill him, he detected that the light was fading. What could this mean, he thought. He would not have much time to think this through as it gradually became dark. Just before he lost all of the ambient light, he felt his body spiralling into blackness. As the darkness encroached upon his consciousness, the spinning became more pronounced. He was spiralling back into the stupor of sleep, back into his real body.

Costas flinched as he met the dead stare of the old Indian. The same Indian he had slain only minutes before. The sneer on the old man’s face was fixed in some morbid tableau. No matter where he looked or how hard he shut his eyes, the terrifying visage of his enemy, his nemesis, stared back at him. Costas could not escape the horror of his duel with the old Indian. Was this reality? Would he ever escape from this nightmare? He felt himself screaming, his mouth open wide to allow the haunting visions to escape. But he could hear no sound. He tried to scream louder; his body shook with the effort. He felt a cold, clammy sweat soaking his shirt, sticking it to his body and restricting his movements. It was strangling him like a constricting serpent coiled around his torso. He made no sound because he could not breathe. He was being choked, suffocated by his fears. Like a drowning man, he forced his head back to clear his nostrils from the fear, just snatching a single life-giving breath. He felt the veins on his neck and temples start to bulge as if to bursting point. His head was going to explode. This was it; he was staring death in the face.

Ahhhh!

With a high-pitched scream, Costas awoke. His body contorted at the bottom of the pole he was bound to. He gulped in lungful’s of air as his body twitched, trying to obtain
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