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PROLOGUE

 


Francisco de Orellana realized the
hopelessness of the situation. The conquistador cursed his bad
fortune. A month before he had entered the godforsaken Amazon
jungle at the bequest of Pizarro to search for a city that
supposedly was laden with gold, but the only thing he and his men
found were clouds of insects and twenty-foot anacondas. To make
matters worse, in the span of one month, he lost five of his men:
Two were killed by hostile Indians, one strayed from the group and
was never found, one died of a high fever, and another never
recovered from a snake bite.

With only three conquistadors riding by his
side, deep in the jungle, but close to one of the river’s
tributaries, they came across a tribe of ancient Indians with
snow-white hair. When Orellana and his men entered the compound,
their armor and swords glinting in the sun, the Indians had thrown
themselves to the ground. It was a sight Orellana had witnessed
many times before. None of them, he was certain, had ever seen a
white man before—or a horse for that matter. To these people, he
and his fellow conquistadors were gods.

In the year and a half Orellana had spent in
the steamy jungle, he had managed to learn some of their language,
a combination of Quechua words and Portuguese slang. When he asked
the chief if he knew of a city rumored to contain gold, the Indian
merely shook his head from side to side and pointed to the heavens.
“You must be one of the great ones who came from the sky.”

Orellana, thinking he could acquire more
information if the Indian thought he was a god, said, “It is true.
My men came from a far-off land, and you and your people shall
incur our wrath unless you tell me the truth. Do you know of such a
city?”

The chief of the tribe and his followers
kneeled before him, subservient. “I know of a place deep inside a
mountain that is rumored to have gold, but it belongs to the
immortals.”

Confused, Orellana asked, “What do you mean
by the immortals?”

“They are gods who have pale skin just
like you. We call them the Star Walkers.”

Star Walkers? Orellana was baffled for he had
never heard of these Star Walkers. Immortal? Impossible! No one
lived forever. But his curiosity was piqued. “Do you know where I
can find these Star Walkers you speak of?”

The chief smoothed the ground before him and
with his finger drew a wavy line. “This is the big river. Follow it
upstream. In two days time you will come upon a fork. If you take
the left branch, in time you will come upon three large rocks. Two
are on land, one is in the river.”

“Follow the river, upstream, left
branch, three rocks,” Orellana repeated. “Go on.”

“Then walk in the direction of the tall
mountains, and you shall find a stone needle that points toward the
sky. At the base of the needle is an Inca symbol. It’s called a
Chakana.”

“Okay. I walk toward the mountains.
There I will find a stone needle and a Chakana. What do I do
then?”

“Wait for the sun to reach its zenith.
Twist the innermost circle of the Chakana and a shaft of light will
point you to a tunnel. Enter it and eventually you will come upon a
place where four corridors meet—”

Orellana interrupted the Indian. “I want to
make sure I have it right. I am to twist the innermost circle of
the Chakana. When the sun is high in the sky, its rays will shine
on a tunnel. Inside the tunnel is a place where four corridors
meet.”

The Indian nodded. “Turn the head of the
jackal. Its eyes will reveal where you need to go. Eventually you
will come upon a place deep in the ground. That is where you will
find the Star Walkers.”

“You said to turn the head of a jackal
and it will point me to a tunnel. I am to follow it to a place deep
in the ground. Are you sure that’s where the Star Walkers
live?”

Again the Indian nodded.

Upon returning to his camp, Orellana wrote a
letter to Pizarro. He made certain to include all the information
the Indian had given him. He ended the letter by writing:

“Whoever or whatever these Star Walkers
are, they could very well have large quantities of
gold.”

After recreating a diagram of the scribbles
the Indian had drawn on the ground, Orellana hid it along with the
letter inside the lining of his helmet for safekeeping.

The conquistadors set out to find the three
large boulders that hopefully would lead them to the stone needle.
Orellana took the lead. He was within a stone’s throw of the rocks
when a shrill noise emanated from somewhere in the jungle. The
screeching and yipping sounded as if a group of monkeys and coyotes
were about to fight it out.

“Arm yourselves,” he yelled at his men
as he scanned the line of trees growing close to the river. There,
in plain sight, was a group of savages with war paint smeared on
their chests and faces. Spears in hand, they proceeded to rush
toward him and his men.

Orellana leveled his musket and pulled the
trigger. The bullet smashed into an Indian’s chest, stopping him in
his tracks. He was in the process of reloading his musket when he
felt a sharp pain course through his leg as an arrow pierced the
fleshy part of his thigh.

A second Indian tried to pull him off his
horse. Orellana swung his sword and beheaded the savage with a
single blow.

The ambush had caught him and his men by
surprise. One lay face down in the river with an arrow sticking out
of his back. Another had died after being pinned to the ground with
a spear. He watched in horror as a third was being dragged into the
jungle. He aimed and fired, but this time the bullet missed its
mark.

Screams and gunshots filled the air. And then
it was over. The Indians had retreated into the jungle, and
Orellana found himself alone. Although he was in a great deal of
pain, he somehow managed to extract the arrow from his thigh and
staunch the bleeding. Dizzy and weak from the loss of blood,
Orellana realized he didn’t have the strength to make it back to
the garrison. He slid off his horse and lay down to rest by the
river. He definitely needed help, but how to get it?

So Orellana did the only thing he could. He
grabbed his leather satchel and searched for the letter he had
written to Pizarro, the one about the Star Walkers. He removed his
helmet and inserted the diagram and the letter inside the lining.
He then placed the helmet in the leather satchel, strapped the
pouch to his grey mare and hit the animal on the rump with the
blunt edge of his sword. He figured his horse had a fifty-fifty
chance of reaching his military encampment . . . and
if it did make it back and someone were to look inside the
satchel . . . well, maybe he had a chance. The
helmet denoted his rank. After all, he was not just a common
soldier, but one of Pizarro’s lieutenants. All he could hope for
was that the garrison commander would send a contingency of men
looking for him. It was wishful thinking, he knew, but then there
were no other options—unless he decided to place the musket to his
head and pull the trigger.

 



CHAPTER 1

 


The large diesel trucks with their blaring
horns barreled down the highway, a road that was within a stone’s
throw of where Eric Shade was standing. If he was aware of their
existence, he didn’t show it. Instead, he focused on Canstancia.
She stood outside the front door of their apartment with two
suitcases by her side.

A look of alarm crossed his face. “Are you
going someplace?”

“I left you a note.”

“What do you mean you left me a
note?”

“It’s just not working out.”

Eric bit his lower lip. The facts were
beginning their slow accretion. So were the possible
interpretations.

“I thought we agreed. I told you I
needed some time to myself so I could search for my father. You
told me you understood.”

“I know I did,” Canstancia said barely
above a whisper. “But I just can’t go on living like this. Do you
realize that in the past six months, you’ve been home less than
five weeks? I can’t stay with someone who is as fixated as you are.
The only thing you ever talk about is your father. He’s gone, Eric.
Why can’t you just accept it?”

“For the first time I actually have a
lead. Do you expect me to ignore it?”

“That so-called lead of yours came from
an Indian who spends most of his time fabricating stories in order
to get free booze. You said so yourself.”

It was on the tip of his tongue to tell her
the lead had come from a different Indian, but just then a taxi
pulled up to the curb. The cabbie was halfway up the walk when he
asked, “Need some help with those, lady?”

“Yes, please. Would you mind putting my
suitcases in the car?”

A knot formed in Eric’s stomach. He moved his
head back and forth in denial. “It’s a different Indian, and I
don’t think this one is lying. Please don’t do this. Give me one
more month. If I don’t find him by then, I promise you I’ll stop.
Just one more—”

Constantia’s voice drowned out his plea. “You
are repeating yourself again. That’s what you told me last
month . . . and the month before that. How long do
you expect me to put my life on hold? I am sorry your father is
missing. That happened before I met you. You are fixated, not only
on finding him, but on the Amazon itself. You can’t seem to stay
away from the place.”

“Can’t we at least talk about
this?”

Canstancia hooded her eyes. “What’s there to
talk about? This isn’t just about you looking for your father. Ever
since we returned from the jungle, you have been a stranger to me.
Have you forgotten about the promise you made? You told me you were
going to apply for a teaching job, and once you found one, we were
going to get married, have kids, you know, lead a normal life for a
change. You never meant it . . . any of it, did
you?”

Canstancia waited for his response. When none
came, she said, “I have to go. The cabbie is waiting.”

She quickly walked passed him and slipped
into the taxi. He followed her as far as the curb. He wanted to
tell her he had tried to find work at one of the universities, but
they weren’t even accepting applications, much less hiring. He
wanted to remind her that he had only succeeded in selling a few
articles, stories that dealt with not only finding the Golden Disk
of the Sun, but also the city of Akakor. But he knew all it would
do is exacerbate matters. When he finally did open his mouth to
speak, the taxi had already pulled away.

The apartment looked barren when he entered
it. He immediately noticed that most of the pictures were gone,
memories of better times. Canstancia left the one she had given him
after he had saved her from certain death at the hands of Raul
Estavo, the cocaine trafficker from Manaus. She had scribbled the
words: “I will always love you, no matter what.” Obviously the
words had just been as empty as his life would be now. Eric sat on
the bed and placed his head in his hands. Why hadn’t he seen this
coming? He should have spent more time at home. He had taken her
love for granted. Now he didn’t think she would ever find it in her
heart to forgive him.

Eric’s eyes welled up with tears. He was at
an age when most men had not only attained their goals, but had
also married and fathered children. All he had to show for his
forty-one years was a few more wrinkles on his weather-beaten
face . . . and the money he received when he sold
the gold statue he had found in the temple ruins of Akakor.

He needed a drink. There was a tavern nearby,
one he could walk to. When he entered the place, he avoided going
to the bar and picked a corner booth instead. A waitress in a
low-cut blouse acknowledged him with a smile.

“What can I get you, Doc?”

Eric abhorred the abbreviated title. He
always downplayed the fact that he had a doctorate degree. One day
he had come to this place with his best friend, Chris Bordeaux.
Chris had been the one to tell the waitress he had a PhD and that
at one time he had taught South American history at a
university.

He placed a wad of bills on the table. “Bring
me a bottle of whisky, will you, Betty?”

A look of concern crossed Betty’s face. “Is
something the matter?”

Irritated with the question, Eric’s reply was
curt. “What makes you think something is the matter?”

“I’ve never seen you have more than one
drink. Now all of a sudden you want a whole bottle.”

“What’s with the
inquisition?”

“I’m sorry I asked. Want anything with
it? Seven-Up? Water?”

“Just the booze.”

Eric poured some of the liquor into the
glass. The first few sips tasted like battery acid, but after a
couple of belts the whisky didn’t seem quite so harsh.

His thoughts gravitated back toward
Canstancia. They had been through a lot together. Double-crossed by
a drug lord, stalked by cannibals, given sanctuary by a tribe of
Indians who were supposed to be extinct. Danger had lurked at every
turn, yet they had managed to prevail. Who would have guessed that
she had been harboring this pent-up resentment of him searching for
his father? He rehashed the conversation he’d had with her earlier.
He had been a fool, but then Canstancia hadn’t been exactly
forthright either. She was the type of person who rarely talked
about things that bothered her.

After finishing a third of the bottle, he
remembered she told him she had left a note. Eric raised himself
out of his seat.

“Aren’t you going to take the bottle?”
Betty asked. “After all, you paid for it. It’s yours.”

“Give it to someone you don’t like. The
booze is so god-awful, I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if it didn’t
corrode my stomach.”

Betty scooped the bottle off the table along
with Eric’s tip. “Very funny. Since when have you become a
comedian?”

Eric stumbled outside. It had started to
drizzle. He pulled his windbreaker over his head and walked
unsteadily toward his apartment. Suddenly all hell broke loose. The
rain, which was now swirling in sheets, made it difficult to see
the road, but he forged on, determined to make it home before the
weather became even worse. The water pummeled his face, but didn’t
help much to clear his head. Hell, if he could brave the cloying
dangers of the Amazon, he could certainly walk the two blocks to
his apartment.

He found Canstancia’s note. The few words she
had written in her cursive hand didn’t tell him anything he didn’t
already know. He crumpled it up and threw it on the floor thinking
it would help erase her from his mind, but all it did was make him
wish she had stayed long enough to give him a chance to explain how
he felt—not so much about his father, but about their future. He
couldn’t help but think she left because he had been avoiding the
subject of marriage. It wasn’t that he didn’t care for her, but
marriage was a commitment, and the last thing he wanted was to
incur additional obligations.

He took a shower thinking it would make him
feel better, but it didn’t. Being alone in the apartment was more
than he could bear. He grabbed his cell phone and called Chris.
When he picked up the line, Eric came right to the point. “She left
me.”

He spent a half hour explaining to Chris what
had happened before he finally disconnected. He had to admit he
felt a little better.

“She loves you,” Chris had said. “Give
her a couple of weeks. She’ll come around.”

Two days later, Eric tried to call
Canstancia, only to find she had disconnected her cell phone. A
month passed, then two, and still he hadn’t heard from her. Eric
made a half-hearted attempt to track her down, probably to appease
his conscience, but he had no luck. It was obvious she was
determined to make a new life for herself, a life without him. Not
that he blamed her. He had to remind himself that he still had a
purpose in life. He had to continue searching for his father. Hell,
he had chucked his teaching job to go looking for him.

He rationalized that maybe it was for the
best. Maybe Canstancia had been right. Maybe marriage wasn’t for
him. He put off setting a date so many times on the pretext that
first he had to find a good job. Had he been honest with himself,
he would have admitted that the real reason was because he was
afraid of taking on the responsibilities of raising a family.

 


* * *

 


Canstancia had been gone for almost five
months when Chris suggested that Eric move in with him. “It’s not
good for you to be in that apartment by yourself. You spend far too
much time dwelling on the past. Besides, it would help if I had
someone with whom to share expenses. Come live with me. We could
reactivate our partnership. We had a hell of a good thing going
before you went off with her to chase after those silver orbs.”

“I don’t know,” Eric said. “I’ll have
to give it some thought.”

“What’s there to think about? You can’t
get a job teaching, at least not in this lousy economy. I know you
have enough money to live on—at least for a while—but you can’t
just sit around and do nothing.”

“I went into the Amazon several times
to look for my father. What would you call that?”

“I’m sorry,” Chris replied. “I didn’t
really mean what I said. It’s just that you have to start thinking
of your future. Even though it will most likely be temporary, we
could do worse than lead people into the Amazon. It just might put
some meaning back in your life.”

It took some persuasion, but Chris finally
convinced Eric to make the move. They reactivated their partnership
and once again started working as tour guides.

Another month went by. Then, just when Eric
was beginning to feel good about himself, the visions began. At
first they were little more than shadows that flicked in and out of
his subconscious mind. The images would materialize out of nowhere
only to disappear before he could determine what they were. He
found them to be disconcerting. Why was this happening? Was he
becoming delusional?

 



CHAPTER 2

 


Lorena Calderon was pleased. She sat at a
vanity table and ran her fingers through her luxurious
shoulder-length auburn hair. Then she touched the beauty mark on
her left cheek. Men had told her it looked sexy against her
almond-colored complexion. She was particularly proud of her eyes,
two large hazel pools. Enigmatic in appearance, they imparted a
mesmerizing effect on most men. Much like a rattlesnake that sheds
its skin, Lorena could metamorphose from a seemingly innocent,
vulnerable woman to a hardened one who had no compunction of
destroying whoever or whatever got in her way.

Lorena opened one of the bedroom windows.
There was no wind, and the sky was unusually clear. She looked up
at the stars, a myriad of sparkling jewels dotting the heavens, and
again thought of the newspaper article that prompted her to check
out “Lot 64.”

Earlier that day she had gone to
MercadoLivre, by far the largest auction house in Manaus. She had
read in the newspaper that a sixteenth-century letter and map were
to be auctioned off. What had piqued her interest was the letter.
MercadoLivre claimed it had been written by one of Pizarro’s
lieutenants, a man by the name of Francisco de Orellana. The
conquistador claimed he had run into some Indians who showed him
how he could find the Star Walkers, a group of pale-skinned gods
who supposedly held the secret to eternal life. Although she had
only been able to examine a portion of the letter, she believed it
to be authentic and that Orellana had told the truth.

As a little girl, her father used to tell her
stories about the Star Walkers, deities who had come from the stars
in golden ships to impart their knowledge upon the world. What had
drawn her to the letter was that the Indian had told Orellana that
the Star Walkers lived forever. As a scientist, she believed that
immortality was not out of the realm of possibility. Marine
biologists had already confirmed that lobsters and a certain
species of jellyfish that lived off the coast of Africa were
virtually immortal.

With all that modern medicine had to offer,
only a small percentage of the human population lived to be a
hundred. Thirty years ago, people who had managed to reach the ripe
old age of sixty-five were considered to be fortunate. Now most
lived well into their eighties. She had no doubt whatsoever that
eventually scientists who dealt with biogenetic engineering would
make enormous strides in being able to increase the life span of
humans. She also hoped that her company, Transgenics, would be at
the forefront of this development.

Lorena had read that evidence had been
unearthed in Egypt that pointed to the fact that the ancients, in
their quest for immortality, dabbled with potions and elixirs,
which they believed would extend life. Along with some South
American cultures, they were convinced that DNA came from the
stars. If they were right, then maybe the Star Walkers, whoever
they were, did possess the secret to everlasting life.

Lorena was both a pragmatist and a dreamer.
She realized it could take scientists at Transgenics years to
develop a way to medically increase the human life span to the
point where people could live well past a hundred. But if she could
become the successful bidder and acquire the letter and map that
went with it . . . She didn’t think the Star Walkers
would still be there, not after five hundred years. But if she were
to find their legacy, some written account of their vast knowledge,
possibly the secret to their longevity, she would become rich. Of
course, this was all predicated upon a number of “ifs.” But then
again, Lorena was a risk taker.

The full moon cast an eerie glow over the
manicured grounds of her estate, a villa she would soon lose unless
she could find a way to infuse some much needed cash into her
pharmaceutical company. She wished she had listened to her father,
a brilliant biochemist who had built a small but extremely
lucrative drug manufacturing enterprise. Horez Calderon had warned
her that it would only be a question of time before the Brazilian
government would impose price controls and restrictions on certain
pharmaceuticals, particularly on patented drugs and vaccines.

When her father was murdered, Lorena had
inherited his business. The money had been so good that she had all
but forgotten about his predictions. Convinced that the relatively
untapped field of biogenetic engineering was the wave of the
future, she expanded her company by hiring scientists who
specialized in genetic research. Because she had wanted the
company’s name to reflect the type of work she and her scientists
were performing, Lorena renamed her corporation from Calderon
Pharmaceuticals to Transgenics Incorporated.

Transgenics quickly shifted its emphasis.
Instead of concentrating on the production of vaccines and
antibiotics, it began to experiment with DNA technology for the
purpose of genetically reconfiguring human cells. The changeover
placed an enormous strain on the company’s finances. Lorena had
been forced to purchase new equipment, equipment her biochemists
told her was essential to performing molecular cloning so that
desired DNA sequences could be attained. The combination of
conducting research into this relatively new field, intense
competition from companies devoted to the manufacture of generic
drugs, and a currency de-evaluation placed an additional strain on
finances.

Lorena was also confronted with other
problems. The National Health Surveillance Agency, better known as
ANVISA, had recently imposed price controls on a number of drugs
Transgenics was in the process of manufacturing. In the past, the
company’s main source of income stemmed from the production of
vaccines. Now, a special health agency funded by the Brazilian
government and spearheaded by ANVISA provided mass inoculations of
vaccines to the entire Brazilian population at no charge! The
demand for vaccines in the private sector literally dried up
overnight. With an oversupply of vaccines in the company’s
warehouse, which all had expiration dates, Lorena was now forced to
dispose of her inventory to the government at highly discounted
prices. The thought of what the government had done to her business
made her blood pressure rise. Insensitive bastards!

As recently as a year ago, it had been easy
for her to obtain bank loans. In the past she had dealt with bank
presidents who would personally grant her large advances merely on
her signature. Now, Lorena was relegated to some vice president’s
assistant who had her complete mounds of paperwork that some
obscure loan committee took weeks to review.

She finally decided that fretting over money
issues was counter-productive. She recently began courting a few
wealthy individuals, rich men who could well afford to make a dicey
investment providing the upside potential for future profit looked
promising.

She went to her wall safe and extracted a
manila envelope containing three folders, folders that had been
prepared for her by her most trusted employee, a man who went by
the name of Ignacio Vega. She opened the first, quickly discarded
it, and then picked up the second. The photograph in the folder was
that of a middle-aged man. Manuel Saladas owned one of the largest
coffee plantations in Brazil. A family man, Saladas was Catholic.
He attended church on a regular basis with his family and appeared
to be a person of propriety.

It had taken three weeks for Ignacio to
ascertain that Saladas had an insatiable appetite for kinky sex. He
obviously enjoyed being humiliated by a dominatrix. Lorena had
pictures of him being tied to a bedpost and beaten with a whip.
Afraid that someone might discover his perverted fetish, Saladas
was cautious. He never paid for sex and usually had a mistress or
two stashed in a condo, eager to cater to his perversions.

Lorena smiled when she saw the photographs.
One was of Saladas handcuffed to a bedpost. A brunette in a
tight-fitting, short leather skirt, wearing a pair of four-inch
stiletto heels, held a noose around his neck. She obviously had cut
off his circulation, but Saladas appeared to be in sheer
ecstasy.

Another photograph revealed him in a prone
position. A woman was standing over him with a whip. A person did
not have to have a vivid imagination to know that Saladas was
definitely into masochism.

Lorena had devised her blackmail scheme when
one look at Transgenic’s finances had sent a number of potential
investors scurrying out of the building like rats on a sinking
ship. She beamed. This time, she would show Mr. Saladas something a
great deal more convincing than a profit and loss statement.

 



CHAPTER 3

 


Eric’s bloodcurdling scream brought Chris
rushing into the room. When he turned on the light, he saw Eric
sitting on the edge of his bed drenched in perspiration.

“Did you have another one of those
nightmares?”

“They aren’t exactly nightmares. I see
visions—of the Amazon—of an obelisk—of that statue, the one of the
three Caucasian men. But what I really find disconcerting are the
images of my father. He appears to be beckoning to me. He’s alive,
Chris! I’m sure of it.”

“They are just dreams, Eric. It’s
natural for you to dream of your father. You’ve been searching for
him off and on for a couple of years now.”

Eric tried to find his voice. “What I find
puzzling is every time I see my father, those three individuals are
always in the background. I don’t know if I told you this, but I
first saw them when my father and I discovered the ancient city of
Ingregil. Their image was scribed on a piece of stone that at one
time had been displayed on the outer wall of a temple. The same
figures had been placed on a stone archway that led to Akakor,
which was the city I found that most mainstream archeologists
believed to be a myth. Then there was an identical image of them on
the antique water jar, the one containing the instructions we used
to find that fabulous treasure. You’ve also seen a rendition of
them when we stumbled upon that ancient mechanized portal, the one
that ultimately led us to the Golden Disk of the Sun?
Remember?”

“How could I ever forget? When I first
entered the treasure chamber, I thought I had died and gone to
heaven. I now wish I would have taken a few more of those precious
stones. But, yes, I do recall the statue of the three men. In fact,
at the time they somewhat reminded me of the three wise men; you
know, the ones mentioned in the Bible.”

Chris paused for a moment, then added, “Come
on, Eric. So you dreamed about those statues. So what? You said
yourself that you’ve seen them numerous times. That doesn’t mean a
thing. Wait a minute. You aren’t still thinking that those statues
are representations of the Star Walkers, are you?”

“You weren’t with me at that Indian
village, the one where the Ugha Mongulala live. They convinced me
the Star Walkers really did exist. Hell, for all I know they still
do. When I was with those Indians, I was one of seven men chosen to
attend a ritual where I was given a potion to drink. God, it was
vile.” Eric took the ring off his finger and handed it to Chris.
“Before I left the village, the chief’s gave me this.” As you can
see, the emerald in the middle is shaped like a scarab.”

Chris took a quick look at the ring and gave
it back to Eric. “You’ve showed me this once before. You said the
scarab is an Egyptian symbol that stands for everlasting life. I’ve
often wondered how the Indian got a hold of it.”

“I can’t answer that; however, I did
manage to find out that those Indians periodically retrieve gold
artifacts from a myriad of tunnels that surround their village. You
should have seen those Indians, Chris. I swear that half of them
were over a hundred years old. The white-haired chief claimed he
was a hundred and six. Although he never said so, I wonder if the
Star Walkers had something to do with those Indians living so long.
Maybe they gave them an elixir that extended their life. At first I
thought the ring might have something to do with the visions so I
took it off, but it changed nothing.”

Eric rubbed the three small indelible circles
on his wrist. “It might be this tattoo. It appeared shortly after I
participated in the ritual, a ceremony that supposedly gave me a
connection to the Star Walkers.”

“What do the circles stand for?” Chris
asked.

“It’s a calligraphic symbol, which
stands for Orion the Hunter. In case you didn’t know, Orion is a
beautiful constellation in a far-off distant galaxy. It’s also one
of the easiest to find. It sort of looks like a large rectangle
high in winter’s southeastern sky.”

Eric placed the ring back on his finger. “To
say I find the images unsettling would be an understatement.”

“So what you are saying is whatever you
drank is causing you to see not only your father, but also those
images.”

“I believe so,” Eric said. “Maybe those
Indians were right. As far-fetched as it sounds, perhaps the green
potion did give me a connection to the Star Walkers. But why does
my father keep appearing? I know this probably sounds crazy, but
I’m beginning to think that maybe he’s with them.”

“Come on, Eric. Listen to yourself.
Star Walkers? Potions? Visions? That kind of talk just doesn’t make
sense.”

“I know, I know. I should probably go
see a shrink.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You don’t need to
go to a psychiatrist. What you need to do is stop dwelling in the
past, particularly on your father.”

Eric tried to take Chris’s advice, but he
couldn’t block the apparitions out of his mind. Somehow he knew
that Jonathan Shade was still alive and that the Star Walkers had
something to do with it.

 



CHAPTER 4

 


A week had passed. Eric and Chris had just
returned from taking a group of foreign exchange students on a tour
of the Amazon. Eric was catching up on the news when his attention
was drawn to a large ad about an antique auction being held by
MercadoLivre. What piqued his interest was Lot 64, a letter and map
that purportedly had been written in the sixteenth century by a
Spanish conquistador.

“Hey, Chris, look at this. They’re
auctioning off a letter that was meant to provide Pizarro with
information about how to find the Star Walkers. Can you believe
this? It even mentions the obelisk. You know, the stone needle I
told you about that’s near the Purus River. Lot 64 can be previewed
at the auction house. I’m going to go there and take a look. Want
to come?”

“We are taking five freshmen college
students, all biology majors, into the Amazon later today. Or have
you forgotten?”

Eric groaned. “Why is it that all of our
clients are in their teens?”

“You know the answer to that as well as
I do. The young think they’re invincible. It’s only when people get
to be our age that they begin to realize that they won’t live
forever. Most adults who have half a brain aren’t willing to risk
their lives, because that’s exactly what people do when they enter
the Amazon.”

“Then why the hell do we keep taking
these treks into the rain forest?”

Chris sighed. “Jesus, Eric. What is it with
you today? Are you having some kind of an epiphany?”

 


* * *

 


The day after Eric and Chris returned from
the Amazon, they drove to MercadoLivre to preview Lot 64. The
auction house was huge. From the outside it looked as if two
warehouses had been connected to form one structure. Upon entering
the building, Chris exclaimed, “Wow, where do we start?”

“There is a security guard over there.
Maybe he can help.”

The guard pointed them to several aisles
where they found a series of display cases. In them were numerous
items of correspondence: envelopes containing rare stamps,
certificates, ancient manuscripts, as well as leather-bound books
and maps of the New World. The original correspondence, either
framed or bound, was inaccessible, probably because the documents
were fragile; however, copies were available for inspection.

“Looks like there are hundreds of
items,” Chris said. “I’ll take one side, you take the other.
Between us, we should be able to find what you are looking
for.”

Eric carefully examined every letter and
manuscript. When he finally found Lot 64, his entire body tensed.
The original letter and diagram were in a leather-bound folder
locked inside the glass case; however, a copy of Orellana’s
dispatch, which had been translated from Spanish to Portuguese, had
been made available to the public. A few sentences had purposely
been omitted, but there was enough there for Eric to determine that
the letter contained directions as to how to find the Star Walkers.
He called Chris over and read it to him:

“Follow the watercourse upstream. In
two days’ time, you will come to a fork in the river. Take the left
branch. In time you will come upon three large rocks. Two are on
land, one is in the river. Walk in the direction of the tall
mountains, and you shall find the stone needle that points toward
the heavens. When the sun reaches the highest point in the sky,
you . . .”

Except for the last few sentences, the rest
of the letter had been blocked out. He continued reading:

“When you come to a place where four
corridors meet, twist the head of the jackal. A light from the
statue’s eyes shall reveal a tunnel. Follow it and you will come
upon a place that lies deep beneath the ground. That is where you
shall find the Star Walkers.”

Eric’s face became flushed. Thinking he was
on the verge of hyperventilating, Chris said, “Let’s get you some
fresh air.”

Once they were in the Jeep, Chris asked,
“What the hell happened in there?”

Eric’s mouth worked around what he was about
to say. “I’m convinced Orellana was in the same place I was when I
led that expedition to look for those silver orbs. Don’t you see?
The needle in the sky has to be the obelisk!”

“So does that mean you are going to bid
on the letter?”

“You bet I am. This is the first
written account of the Star Walkers. I should know. I’ve been
searching library archives for years trying to find the smallest
shred of evidence, an account of their existence. Granted, the
Indian could have been lying, but don’t forget that Orellana and
his soldiers would have been an imposing sight. Few Indians that
lived deep within the Amazon had ever seen a white man before, much
less a conquistador in full regalia.”

“Hey, slow down,” Chris interrupted.
“You’re going on a mile a minute.”

“I know, I know, but this seems too
good to be true. Orellana mentions a watercourse. He also talks
about a stone needle in the sky. I’m convinced he saw the same
monument I saw. There can only be one obelisk, and the obelisk I
saw wasn’t far from the Purus River!”

Eric shook Chris by his shoulders. “If I
become the successful bidder of Lot 64, we could very well find
something so historically important, something so significant that
it could turn out to be the most noteworthy discovery of the
century!”

A bemused look appeared on Chris’s face. He
hadn’t seen Eric this excited in a long time. “Something tells me
we are about to go on another one of your quests.”

 



CHAPTER 5

 


The edifice that housed Transgenics was a
futuristic-looking steel-shelled structure that might have fit into
the cityscape of Las Vegas, but it looked out of place in Manaus.
Sleek as an airliner, it dwarfed the much smaller, older buildings
around it. The main reason Transgenics was situated within the
proximity of the Amazon was because scientists who worked there
often conducted numerous experiments with a variety of plant life
that could only be found in the rain forest. Lorena was convinced,
as her father was before her, that much of the jungle’s vegetation
had the potential of producing new and more effective
medicines.

Unlike most people, Lorena felt at ease among
the prolific diversity of plant life that existed in the rain
forest; however being cautious, she never ventured far into the
Amazon and never by herself. That was because she had a great deal
of respect for the environs of the jungle. To say she found the
place mystifying would be an understatement. She didn’t think
Darwin’s theory of evolution explained the rapid progression of
life there.

Four thousand years ago, the Amazon had been
nothing but a wasteland. The present day rain forest had only been
in existence for two thousand five hundred years, a mere nanosecond
when one compared the progression of time to a geological clock.
This was a conundrum to scientists who to this day can’t explain
how such a complex biological ecosystem could have evolved so
quickly. Was it some undiscovered nutrient in the water? Did the
answer lie in the high levels of concentration of ultraviolet
light? Or were there other mysterious forces at work?

Lorena pushed scientists at Transgenics to
experiment with plants that had the potential of producing
successful new antitoxins as well as drugs that would help people
stave off debilitating illnesses such as cancer, dementia, and
diabetes.

She parked her Mercedes in an underground
parking facility in a slot specifically reserved for her. As she
entered the building, she passed through a set of
hermetically-sealed doors that led to several sterile-looking
laboratories where men in white coats spent most of their time
peering into microscopes. Instead of taking the elevator, she
walked briskly up a flight of stairs to an area where food crops
were being genetically altered so that farmers in Nebraska could
grow fruits and vegetables in the dead of winter.

“Making any progress?” she asked a man
who was monitoring the growth of a dozen strawberry plants that had
been exposed to near freezing temperatures.

“This particular strain has sustained
temperatures as low as minus fifteen degrees Celsius.”

Lorena nodded her approval. “Good. Keep at
it. It gets a hell of a lot colder than that in Alaska.”

Lorena turned down a hallway and entered an
elevator that whisked her to the ninth floor. Here, scientists were
experimenting with various DNA fragments which she hoped would soon
produce more effective pharmaceuticals such as insulin and
interferon. After talking to one of her supervisors, she walked up
a flight of stairs to her sumptuous office. Her goal for the
morning was to read the rather lengthy email her attorney, Eduardo
Cabal, had sent her on the progress he was making, or lack of it,
regarding the Pantera trial.

Transgenics had patented the drug two years
ago. It wasn’t a cure for cancer, but those patients who were in
the advanced stage of the disease could buy some additional
time—anywhere from a couple of months to a year. Although Pantera
was effective at prolonging life, unfortunately the side effects
for a relatively few were devastating. She hadn’t gotten past the
first few paragraphs when she stormed into Eduardo’s office.

“No way am I going to take your advice.
The son-of-a-bitch signed all the disclosure forms, didn’t he? I
mean he was going to die anyway, the Pantera drug
notwithstanding.”

“I know, but it will cost you much less
to settle,” Eduardo countered. “You’ll end up paying a lot more if
we lose the case. The man was in his early forties. He left a wife
and four kids, for Christ’s sake! A jury is always sympathetic to
widows who cry a lot. And, believe me, this one sheds enough tears
to fill an Olympic-sized swimming pool! I see sympathy written all
over those jurors’ faces. They aren’t going to consider the fact
that the guy was about to die. No way.”

“How many lawsuits do
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