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      “Of course, you want to hear about South America. Land of the Dead, nothing but bones, angry corpses, and a lack of proper booze…” Nick gulped the lager in front of him and sighed in relief. The Haven may have been grungy, but it had decent beer and strong cocktails. He took a long look at the woman sitting opposite him. Why would she want to know about the Land of the Dead?

      A lanky man leaned on the bar for support and turned to Nick. “This time you’ve gone too far…” He let out a belch that could have shattered glass and slumped away to the dimmest corner he could find. Most tables at least had flickering lights above them, unlike the booth farthest from the jukebox. People used it for sleeping off whatever Jimmy served them and preferred to do so in semi-darkness. Slumping onto the worn vinyl bench, the lanky man soon snored softly, clutching a half-drunk glass of questionable brown liquid to his chest.

      “Well, it doesn’t really matter if you believe me, Marcus,” Nick called out. “Wasn’t talking to you anyway.” Marcus didn’t even twitch. Nick turned his attention back to his date, remembering that he was not at The Haven to debate Marcus and the other drunks hiding in the shadows. “Sorry about that.” He made a dismissive gesture in Marcus’s direction.

      She sipped a gin and tonic while staring at him intently. “Happen often?” A sly grin spread across her face as she set the drink down.

      “More often than I’d like.” There was something familiar in her eyes, but Nick couldn’t quite place it. God, I hope I haven’t been on this date before. It wouldn’t have been the first time. Why, oh, why did I take her to Jimmy’s? The answer was simple. He had never intended to spend the entire night there. Nick had put on his best clothes: a faded suit jacket, slacks that barely fit, and a pair of shoes he had stolen off a corpse. After, he wracked his brain for the names of the fanciest bars he knew, realized he could afford none of them for long, and opted to do the bulk of the night’s drinking at The Haven.

      “Now, where was I?” asked Nick, trying to assuage the urge to tell Marcus off again.

      “You were about to spout some lies about how you’ve been to the Land of the Dead,” said his date, her eyes shining with the tiniest hint of menace in the dim bar light. “It’s not the worst opening line I’ve heard, but it’s close.”

      Nick looked to Marcus, who was snoring louder than ever and groaned as he noticed a barrel of a man pushing through the western-style double doors that concealed the bathrooms. Albert sported a long, unkempt beard, overalls, and a larger-than-necessary crossbow that remained strapped to his back. It said something about one’s mental state when they needed to take medieval weaponry to the toilet. Then again, monster hunters were a paranoid bunch.

      The man pulled at his overalls. “Why don’t you save us all a few hours and skip to whatever ending you’ve concocted this time.”

      Nick flushed. He had told many lies at The Haven, that was for sure, but lately, real-life had been too compelling to embellish. “They’re not lies,” he said with a sigh. “When have I ever lied to you, Albert?”

      Albert’s eyes glazed over, the wheels of his mind spinning. “I think it was…” he paused, scooping up an empty glass from a table and trying to drink it. Dismayed that it was indeed empty, he set it back down and scratched his chin. For a good minute, he sat there, staring at the ceiling, muttering to himself in mental calculation. Eventually, he returned from his sumptuous reverie and declared: “Yesterday. Yesterday you were trying to fill us with some cock and bull story about a man who fancied himself Bigfoot and murdered some folks in Clearwater.”

      “That one was on the news, Albert!” Nick was growing exasperated. He looked to his companion for confirmation.

      A flicker of recognition crossed her face like she was about to say something, but she picked up her phone instead. Nick couldn’t be sure, but he suspected she was googling the incident.

      “Oh sure, Local Eye. Hell of a paper that is. Good thing too, I was worried Elvis actually was dead for a while there.” Albert let out a hearty laugh and zigzagged through the mess of tables toward the bar. “But that’s none of my business. She’ll see through you soon enough anyway.”

      Nick cursed the day that Albert had wandered out of his mudhole and into the city. “Usually,” started Nick, trying to regain the flow of conversation. “Usually, it’s not this bad.”

      “So, the great Dr. Ventner is a tale spinner, eh?” The woman finished her drink.

      Never said I was a doctor. Nick didn’t bother to correct her and finished his own glass, motioning to the bar for another. “Mostly, yes,” he admitted. “But sometimes, just sometimes, I’ve got a tale or two that are true, and this is one of them. If you’re not satisfied by the end, the door is there.” This was a desperate play, and Nick knew it. Tonight was the first date he had been on in years, and indeed, he had given her the excuse she needed to leave.

      A sleepy bartender shuffled over and plopped a glass down. It fizzled and popped with acidity. He placed another gin and tonic next to Nick’s companion. “Compliments of Mr. Albert over there,” said Jimmy, and he walked back to the bar to polish dirty glasses and watch his TV.

      “You have this much time to impress me,” said the woman, motioning to the height of the glass. There was a joking manner to it, but Nick knew there was also a little bit of truth.

      “Right, well, no time like the present.” He took a drink of the fizzy mixture, and confidence rushed through him in an instant. “Well, it all started when I took what some would consider to be a rather ill-advised trip into the Amazon…”
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            PARADISE LOST

          

        

      

    

    
      Rain slapped the windshield of the cockpit, and my stomach turned as the plane lurched toward the jungle below. The old Cessna had come cheap, but in the middle of that storm, I wished we had sprung for something a little sturdier. It’s funny how being thousands of feet in the air can cure a miser of his shallow pockets. I thought about the money we had saved and remembered that it had funded a noble cause—the nearly empty bottle I was clutching between my hands.

      The plane shuddered again, making a terrible groaning noise. I looked out the rain-spattered window and, to my relief, saw that the wings were still attached. “Are you sure this thing can handle the storm?”

      Lopsang sat confidently in the pilot’s chair. He wore a classic fur-lined aviator’s jacket and a leather cap to match. They had been the first things he spent his money on after the Nepal incident; flying lessons came second. If we hadn’t been in a rickety old leisure plane, it would have been easy to mistake him for a fighter pilot. He waved a calm hand at me. “This is nothing. We had worse on the mountain, don’t you remember?”

      “At least then, we had our feet on the ground.” I had never liked flying. Something about sandwiching myself in a tin can at the mercy of a pilot unnerved me.

      Lopsang patted a cartoon image of a yeti that had been plastered above the center console. “Migoi can make it through anything.”

      The name made me wince. I had forbidden him from saying ‘yeti,’ so he had taken to using the word from his native tongue. “I’m still not sure why you’d name a gift after something that nearly killed us.”

      Lopsang only smiled. “It’s the reason we had to buy the plane, isn’t it?”

      He wasn’t wrong. I was about to argue the point further when the plane dropped several feet. My legs went out from under me, and I fell facedown in the center aisle surrounded by our spilled gear. “You do know it’s only you that’s immortal, right?” I groaned and pushed myself back up to a low stoop, the only height the plane’s cabin allowed for. A bright flash illuminated the trees far below and was followed by a deafening thunderclap that shook the plane’s metal frame.

      For the first time, Lopsang’s face showed a flicker of unease. “That was close,” he said, eyeing the thunderous skies. Taking a deep breath, he returned to his calm demeanor and flexed his fingers around the flight controls.

      I tried to take a drink from the bottle I had held on to so tightly but found it had emptied in the tumble. Luckily, I spotted my flask wedged in the co-pilot’s chair and grabbed it, thankful that it made a sloshing sound. “Be careful.” I knew there wasn’t much good in caution now that we were already in the storm, but saying it made me feel better.

      As I made my way back through the cramped cabin, I spotted a parachute pack attached to the back of the pilot’s chair. I didn’t want to offend Lopsang, but I also didn’t want to take any chances. With what I assumed was ninjalike stealth, I unhooked the parachute and slung it around my back. Better safe than sorry. Skydiving was one of the many activities I had never wanted to try, but it was a better alternative to a fiery death.

      “You really have no faith in me, do you?” Lopsang said, eyeing me.  He chuckled and returned his eyes to the tormented sky.

      “Don’t take it personally. You know I don’t have faith in anything.” The plane lurched again and sent me sprawling into the passenger seat. I clutched the straps of the parachute, taking what little comfort I could from them.

      “Woah there,” Lopsang said, patting the plane’s center console. “Easy now.”

      “Pretty sure that isn’t helping.” I took another drink from the flask and tried to savor the fire that poured out of it. Either I was too drunk, too scared, or both because I felt nothing. I could barely hear the beating of my own heart over the gale outside and the constant whine of engines struggling to keep us aloft.

      The plane’s cabin was an absolute mess. Our supplies had been upended by the turbulence, some of which were less than safe to be around. Leather-bound tomes were scattered across the aisles among knives, stray bullets, and various trinkets that were meant to ward off evil.

      The plane lurched again, sending one of the knives into the air. It landed with a soft thunk in the chair’s armrest, the blade buried about a half-inch into the fabric. “Nothing is worth this,” I moaned. If Lopsang hadn’t said the forecast was ‘clear skies,’ I never would have gotten on the plane.

      “Don’t worry, my friend. Now is not our time.” Lopsang’s tone was easy, and his calm demeanor was infuriating.

      “Don’t say that! That’s what people say right before the plane crashes and they’re never heard from again.” I didn’t put much into superstition, but jinxes were not worth meddling with. As a distraction, I tried to look out the window and get my bearings. There was nothing but uniform dark-grey clouds streaking by, mixed with the constant pelting of rain. Another flash of lightning illuminated the hellscape of the storm, churning around our plane like a sky-bound maelstrom.

      In the cockpit, a red warning light flashed, and a siren blared.

      “Lopsang?” The sound made me wince. Alarms and flashing lights were never a good thing, adding fuel to a wicked hangover. “I’m guessing that isn’t good.”

      Lopsang was frantically flipping toggles and switches, trying to turn the alarm off. “Nothing to worry about, Nick.” He reached beneath his seat and pulled out a large book labeled ‘Owner’s Manual.’ Other lights turned on and flashed until the plane’s controls looked like a god-damned Christmas tree.

      The plane shook violently, knocking the flask from my hand and sending what little booze remained inside pouring onto the floor. I looked down in utter dismay. “I think we should turn back.” A cold dread had spread through my extremities. It was impossible to tell if it was the drink or the fear that was responsible.

      I watched Lopsang turn from the owner’s manual to the console repeatedly, trying more buttons with the detached interest of a documentary cameraman. All at once, the noise outside lessened. Already knowing what it meant, I turned to look out the window. One of the engine’s props had ceased to spin. Most planes are designed to survive a single engine failure, but like I said, we had bought it on the cheap. Almost immediately, the plane’s nose dipped toward the horizon.

      The last of the warning lights turned on, and Lopsang finally admitted what was obvious. “Alright, we’re in trouble.” The altimeter spun backward, fueling the horror of the situation. Lopsang, however, remained completely calm and did his best to control the descent.

      “Any ideas, Lopsang?” I yelled, struggling to be heard as the wind picked up around the falling plane.

      Lopsang turned back with a half-hearted chuckle. “You’re not going to like it.” He yanked heavily on the flight stick, trying desperately to point us in a direction that wasn’t straight down.

      The parachute was never meant to be more than a safety blanket. I knew how to use it but jumping into the middle of uncharted territory by choice was another matter entirely. “Oh, hell, no.”

      “You’re the one who put it on.” Lopsang looked out of the cockpit window. We were passing through clouds, but I had a feeling that if we could see the canopy, it would be too late.

      “I know nothing about the Amazon!” I had planned on reading more about it but ended up drinking instead.

      “Well, I know a thing or two about plane crashes. Namely, you won’t survive it.

      I cocked an eyebrow. “Wait, why aren’t you jumping?”

      “And leave Migoi? Not a chance.” Lopsang patted the console again.

      “It’s a hunk of metal, Lopsang. I’ll buy you a new one!”

      “You’re as broke as I am.” Lopsang set his jaw and stared firmly ahead. “If you’re going to jump, you’ll need to do it soon. We’re going to be too low in a minute.” His voice was ever calm as the altimeter continued to spin backward, bringing us closer and closer to doom.

      “There’s no fucking way.” Lightning struck the other engine, and it erupted into a ball of flame. “Oh, come on!” One of the windows blew open, and cold rain sprayed through, slapping my face.

      “Time to go, Nick. You can’t find him if you’re dead.”

      It was the one thing Lopsang knew I couldn’t ignore. “You really are a bastard.” I stumbled out of my seat, grabbed my gear bag, and staggered toward the plane’s door.

      Lopsang looked back. “I’ll see you soon, Nick.” He laughed and pulled a pair of flight goggles over his eyes.

      The bright red emergency handle was like a lighthouse in a chaotic storm. I reached for it, and a lump formed in my throat. Come on, you can do this. I grabbed the handle, wrenched the door open, and before I could jump, the wind sucked me into the fury of the storm. The plane quickly disappeared, nothing but a red fireball hurtling toward the distant horizon.

      My stomach fell out from under me as I spun violently into the storm. For the first few seconds, all I could do was scream, but even that was soon swallowed up by the raging wind around me. Rain blurred my vision and stung my eyes, making it impossible to see. Eventually, survival instinct kicked in, and I slapped a numb hand to my parachute, fumbling with the ripcord. It took a few clumsy attempts before I was able to get a grip and pull it free.

      The parachute shot out of the pack and opened with violent force, snapping my head back. Stars blotted my vision, and I was acutely aware of the fact that my descent wasn’t slowing. Above, the cords of the parachute tangled together, preventing the canvas from opening fully. “Last time I let you save my life!” I screamed into the wind, hoping that somehow, Lopsang would hear my ire.

      A bolt of lightning flashed across the sky, illuminating the forest. I was never good at math, but one look below told me there wasn’t much time left before I would smack into it. My heart leaped into my throat. Desperately, I fought with the lines, trying to get them straightened but succeeding only in making matters worse. The parachute flapped and fluttered in the wind but ultimately did nothing to forestall my doom.

      Despite my better instincts, I looked down. The last thing I remember thinking was: Oh shit, this is actually happening. Then I hit the canopy and blacked out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “How’d you survive?”

      Nick jumped. Somehow over the course of the story, Marcus had risen from the corner booth and moved directly behind him. Sneaky little bastard when he wants to be. “I nearly didn’t. Believe me, after a fall from that height, I wasn’t feeling too well when I woke up.” Nick did his best to recover his composure after the embarrassing scare.

      “You expect us to believe that you fell out of a plane, in a storm, at low altitude, without a functioning parachute, and lived to tell the tale?” Marcus shook his head in disbelief. “I’ve flown with better men who were killed by less.” He parted his coat to reveal the royal cross dangling around his neck that might as well have been permanently affixed. “You would have splattered on the ground like a bag of rotten fruit.” He slammed a palm on the table and blew a raspberry, illustrating the point.

      Nick’s companion remained silent throughout the inquisition. If anything, her wry smile encouraged Marcus’s aggressive questioning.

      Well, at least she’s listening. Nick wished that Marcus would flee back to some hole and sleep it off. Most nights, he could have handled the drunk bastard’s critiques, but most nights, there wasn’t a date involved.

      “I got caught in the canopy, Marcus.”

      Marcus looked at him, eyes squinted, weighing the explanation. “Which jungle was this, eh?” The berating tone was still there, and he slumped down in his chair a little.

      “The Amazon. Were you even listening?”

      “I was until you started spinning bullshit again!” roared Marcus. Then, as if startled by his own voice, he quieted down. “Sorry ‘bout that. Continue then, Nick.”

      Nick shot an apologetic look to his companion.

      She laughed. “It’s quite alright, Marcus. It’s nice to know someone here is keeping him honest.” The mischievous look had returned to her eyes.

      Something about those eyes. Nick had always possessed a weak spot for mischief.

      Marcus took a massive gulp of his beer. “Tha’s me, always keepin’ ‘im honest.” It seemed that the more Marcus drank, the more syllables he dropped. “Amazon, big trees thar. Canopy. Go’it. Continue on then.” His head drooped low toward the table.

      “Right, well, now that I have Marcus’s permission…”
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            SOFT LANDINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      When I awoke, it was to the patter of warm rain through the jungle canopy. Light filtered through the thinning clouds, but the rain showed no sign of letting up. I blearily tried to get my bearings and had the sensation of falling. I threw my arms and legs out instinctively, trying to grab for anything that would slow my descent. My fists closed over nothing but air, and my body swung gently in the breeze. A soreness crept through my shoulders where the parachute straps were digging in. I was getting angry about it when I caught a glimpse of the ground about thirty feet below me. My stomach turned.

      There was no time to revel in the fact that I was alive as my longevity was still up for debate. I looked around for a way to get to the forest floor that didn’t involve dropping like a stone. Above me, I saw the tangled straps of my parachute intertwined with the branches of the canopy. It was a mess, and the fact that I hadn’t broken bones falling through it was nothing short of a miracle.

      As my senses returned, the sounds of wildlife slowly grew. Birds sang, insects chirped, and somewhere in the distance, I could hear the howl of monkeys. It was enough to make me realize how deep the shit I was in went. Instantly, I regretted not reading up on the expanse of the jungle between us and our destination. This wouldn’t have been an issue if we had made it to Dedos Ligeros like we planned.

      The original idea was to fly to a small smuggling town known for its jungle guides and thievery. Most of the time, their business was guiding tourists out into the wild, robbing them blind, and then leaving them to rot, but I had a few friends that owed favors. I hadn’t called ahead per se, but I was confident that they would help us with a little persuasion. Not that any of that mattered from my precarious perch high above the forest floor.

      Looking down at the sprawling green expanse below, I knew immediately that I was out of my depth. To my surprise, my gear appeared to have landed safely. While it was a blessing, there was still the issue of being thirty feet above it. Ordinarily, I would have been excited to get a vantage point and survey my surroundings, but the forest was so thick, I could hardly make anything out a hundred feet to each side.

      To my untrained eye, it seemed like a bit of bad luck that I had landed in a clearing. There was nothing to grasp or to help me find my way down. The easiest solution was to unclip from the harness and hope for the best, but I wasn’t quite that desperate yet. As I began to formulate a plan, the branches above me rustled.

      I looked up and, to my horror, saw a gargantuan, green snake inching slowly toward me.

      “Oh, come on…” The irony was not lost on me that I had fallen into one of film’s most fantastic adventure tropes by developing a fear of snakes, but something about the way they slithered was unnatural—that and, of course, the venom they carried. As a child, I was bitten by a cottonmouth and barely survived. After spending a day in the hospital, limbs swollen, chills wracking my body, I developed what I thought to be a healthy respect for the creatures. As it turns out, healthy respect can rapidly turn into a phobia.

      Being stuck beneath one of these creatures was as close to my worst-case scenario as I could get. To my right, twenty feet away, was another large tree with thick, gnarled branches. They looked strong, and in the presence of the snake, I thought up a plan that was more than a little foolhardy. Like a child on a swing set or Tarzan with a vine, I would kick my legs, build my momentum into a consistent arc, unbuckle at the top, and fly safely to the adjacent tree. It wasn’t perfect, but it ended without me being turned into snake food.

      Action films from my childhood were always the primary source of my half-baked plans. There were times when they landed me in trouble, but surprisingly, they worked more often than not. Kicking my legs out in front of me, I rocked back and forth. The branches above me groaned, and the snake moved quicker, perhaps sensing the urgency in its prey.

      I cursed aloud and tried to focus, moving my feet rhythmically with the small swing I had generated. Somewhere above me, a branch cracked, and I winced, half expecting to plummet to my death for the second time. Miraculously, it held.

      I kicked again, my swing growing wider with each passing moment. Above, the snake continued to slither closer, murder in its cold, dark eyes. Reaching out with my fingers, I could almost touch the opposite tree. “This is going to work, this is going to work.” Repeating the mantra made it feel like I had a better chance. Sparing one last glance at the snake above, I put my hand on the clip that would release me from the harness and kicked. At the top of my swing, I unbuckled. The straps slid from beneath my arms, and my forward momentum stopped abruptly.

      I tried to grasp the opposing tree, but my hands found nothing but air. Falling in slow motion, I looked up at the snake staring down at me with disappointment. Through the paralyzing fear, I managed to give it the finger. A second later, I smacked into the ground, violently expelling all the air from my lungs.

      For a while, I lay there, eyes closed, not wanting to move for fear of finding out I couldn’t. A profound soreness radiated in a painful spiral from my back. Raindrops fell on my forehead, tracing cold lines down the contours of my face. I am so well and profoundly screwed. As the seconds passed and turned into minutes, I wondered if I would ever be able to walk again. The pain in my back did not dissipate and instead kept up a low throb, reminding me of my idiocy.

      Eventually, I opened my eyes and looked up at the canopy. Sure enough, the snake was winding its way lazily through the treetops, no doubt reveling in my misery. “You’re a bastard,” I croaked. Through throbbing pain, I pushed myself to a sitting position. Surprisingly, my back held the weight. The damp forest floor sunk down, enveloping my palms. It was the first stroke of luck I’d had in days. Hell knew I needed it.

      After a few minutes of sitting, trying to come to terms with the fact that I was stranded in the jungle, I struggled to my feet. The jeans and jacket I wore were caked in muck and soaked throughout. I cursed myself for not picking more functional clothing, but then again, trekking through miles of uncharted terrain hadn’t been in the brochure. “I was supposed to be drinking with a bandit king by now!” I yelled to no one in particular. The sound of my own voice echoing through the trees was enough to spark throbbing in my temples. Ah shit, I thought, realizing my flask was empty, and I was about to endure the mother of all withdrawals.

      I thought wistfully to the bottles that had shattered in the plane crash. Then my mind drifted for the first time that morning to Lopsang. I wasn’t so much concerned for his well-being, given that he was a demi-god, but I was angry that he hadn’t jumped with me. All this for a stupid airplane. I did my best to brush the mud off my clothes and surveyed the clearing.

      Thick vines and creeping moss ran from the forest floor up trunks of trees and into the canopy. Beneath me, I could almost feel the scuttling of a thousand unpleasant critters that no doubt lay in hiding. Lopsang had prepared an entire dossier on the area, but I hadn’t exactly been in the studying mood. All it took was a blurb about the Amazon playing host to fifteen different species of venomous snake for me to toss it aside and never pick it up again. I shivered at the idea of the hundreds of unknown species that hid in the jungle’s depths.

      Of all the places in the world to land, why did it have to be here? I trudged across the clearing, looking for my bag. Every snapping twig beneath my feet and every distant bird call brought fresh waves of fear. Anything could be hiding in the dense foliage. Without any of my weapons, I didn’t like my odds. Come on, if Paul Mansen can hack it out here, then so can I.

      Paul had been the host of a television show on National Geographic, back in its heyday. He had gone all over the world, hunting for oddities, examining ancient ruins, and making passes at local archaeologists. In my opinion, he was one of the worst kind of idiots with the best kind of luck. In his travels, he had uncovered more precious artifacts in the name of ratings than most respectable scientists found in a lifetime.

      Over the years, we had developed a sort of enmity. Partly due to repeated attempts to discredit and impugn his honor, but mostly because he was kind of a dick. For my money, I thought the man had sold his soul for fame in a literal sense. Unfortunately for my curiosity, none of my contacts in the dark arts trade had heard tell of such a deal. I counted myself lucky that the man was gone. A few years earlier, I had the misfortune of witnessing his brother’s death, and knowing Paul, he would have found some way to blame it on me. As I walked through the forest, it did not escape me that it was the same part of the world he had disappeared in.

      I found my bag in a bush, covered entirely with red ants. I grabbed it and shook off the irksome creatures. Several had already started to scuttle up my arm. To my dismay, they were biters. I shook the bag, attempting to rid myself of the fiery, little bastards, and heard the jingle of broken glass. Unzipping the canvas, I found a broken bottle of vodka, the remnants of which quickly evaporated into the air.

      I swore loudly, the sound echoing off the forest. Birds flew from their perches in attempts to flee my vulgarity. Despite the heat, a cold chill ran down my spine. I was reminded distinctly of prey in the moments before being disemboweled by some shapeless predator. Do they have panthers here? One more reason I should have read the pamphlet. I later found out they did not, but there were jaguars, which were oh so much worse. Where a panther would stalk and kill you, Jaguars liked to play with their food, leaving it alive.

      Trying to occupy my mind, I rummaged through my bag. It contained a map of the region, totally useless when I had no idea where I landed. A tarp was bound into a cube by bungee cords, a water purifier, dried military rations, a large machete, and waterproof matches. I had never forgotten the lesson I learned almost freezing to death on a mountain, and from then on, I always brought matches. While the contents were varied, they were only meant for a few days’ survival, which meant I had to move quickly. Without the promise of more drink, my confidence was waning.

      By Lopsang’s estimate, we were only twenty minutes or so from landing when the plane crashed, but it could take days on foot. There was also the fact that the storm might have taken us off course. Even if I paid attention to the direction the plane was crashing, the fall had spun me around so much that I completely lost my bearings.

      I opened the map and said a silent thank you to Lopsang for encasing it in plastic. Everything in the jungle was damp and terrible. Dedos Ligeros had been marked with a large red X. A dotted line left from the small airport where we had taken off and followed the Amazon river straight towards its source in Iquita. A sense of renewed hope filled me. If I could find the river, I could follow it to our destination.

      I looked up from the map, hoping to get a sense of direction, but the dense green foliage spread out in a circle around me made it impossible. Other than my parachute pack hanging from the trees, there were no distinguishing features. Looking up at the sun, I guessed it was still on the rise and decided heading west was my best option. At least that would give me some barometer to ensure I wasn’t walking in circles.

      Soggy and hungover, I stuffed the map back into the bag and pulled the machete out. The broken bottle inside slashed along my hand, and blood trickled down my wrist to the forest floor. I wondered whether predators would be able to smell it as a shark would. Wiping my hand on my pants and trying not to think about it, I turned away from the rising sun and set off.

      I held the machete in front of me, doing my best to imitate the caricatured explorers of old. They had lived long enough for people to tell stories about them, so clearly, they were doing something right. The machete provided the illusion of safety, even if it wasn’t great for much more than clearing brush. My spirits lifted. Despite leaving my adversary behind, I kept my eyes on the canopy, watching for more snakes. I only wish I had directed my attention to the path before me and watched my surroundings a little more carefully…
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      The sun rose, burning off low rainclouds and replacing them with oppressive, muggy heat. While the towering canopy provided shade from direct sunlight, it also trapped the jungle’s damp warmth. Initially, I thought the heat might be a reprieve from my soggy hell, but somehow, it was far worse. I was out of water and unable to find another source to drink from. The irony was not lost on me that I would die of dehydration next to the world’s largest river in a so-called rainforest.

      The insects were incessant, swarming around me in a thick cloud. I would fling a hand out and they would disperse, only to return a few seconds later. Every inch of my exposed skin was covered in bumps and rashes. I stopped to scratch and wallow in my own misery, but even my self-pity didn’t last. My dismay truly began with an intense itching sensation on my lower thigh—not that abnormal, given the thousands of bugs trying to suck my blood with every breath. Then, it was like something had set fire to my skin. Desperately, I rolled up my pant leg, the pain growing with every passing second until a wave of nausea and disgust washed over me.

      A centipede more than a foot in length had wrapped its body around my leg. Now, I’ve stayed the night in a cabin surrounded by vampires with nothing but a dollar-store portrait of the Virgin Mary for company, but that was nothing compared to the sight of a blue-grey shell with far too many yellow appendages scuttling across my skin. Centipedes, when you think about it, are like snakes with the addition of a hundred poisonous legs. So, naturally, my rationality fled like a bog monster from soap. My heart beat frantically, reminding me of the immense pain the creature was causing me with every slight movement it made.

      I looked deep into the centipede’s eyes, or at least what I thought were its eyes, trying to project calm. What I wanted to do was hack it into a hundred equal segments with my machete and burn the carcass, but it didn’t need to know that. The centipede, having millions of years of evolution on me, saw through this charade. In an almost cordial gesture, it wiggled it’s curled red antennae and sank its pincers into my already ravaged skin. The pain was immediate and overwhelming. If I hadn’t seen the insect, I would have been sure someone had taken two red hot pokers straight from the forge and plunged them into my soft flesh. I was frozen in agony, right up until the moment the creature started a purposeful march toward my groin.

      With each step, the centipede’s feet blistered my skin. Rising through the pain and revulsion, I grabbed my machete and swung at the creature with the flat end, careful not to sever my own leg in the process. The blade struck and sent it writhing to the ground, but before I could complete my mission of hacking the little shit into bite-sized morsels, it scuttled into the underbrush.

      Still reeling in pain, I checked my surroundings to make sure there were no more crawling nightmares lying in wait. My leg throbbed, swelling and growing hotter with each passing second. I looked down and gasped in pain. Parallel lines of blisters ran in a serpentine pattern from my ankle to below my thigh. Where the pincers had gone in, two purple bumps had raised, oozing what I hoped was only blood.

      “That’s not good.” My words came out slow and heavy. Better keep a move on. Shouldering my pack, I continued a struggling march toward civilization, hoping to hell that centipede venom wasn’t something I needed to treat immediately. Something told me the cure would have been some straight whiskey coupled with a moratorium on jungle exploration, but that wasn’t in the cards.

      The day wore on, and the temperature managed to rise even higher. The farther I walked, the more aware I was of how carelessly sweat wasted every precious drop of water I had. The centipede bites continued to swell, and my head ached with a throbbing tempo usually reserved for the aftermath of vicious weekend benders. I had been wandering in the jungle for half a day and already had dreams of gleefully bulldozing the lot of it and reclining back in my apartment with a brand-new set of custom souvenir rainforest coasters.

      The thought of home and a cold drink caused the trees to shimmer. It might have been the centipede venom, dehydration, or wishful thinking, but I could see a tumbler floating in the forest beyond. I found myself wishing for a frigid blast of mountain air, even if it meant confronting a yeti again.

      The disturbances in my vision steadily worsened, and I wished to hell I had our medical bag. I couldn’t remember reading about anyone dying from a centipede bite, but then again, I hadn’t done much reading. Either way, a numbing lotion, or any way to assuage the pain from each chafing step, would have been a godsend. The jungle around me blurred, and several times green eyes shone out at me from the trees. I shook my head—trying to clear the hallucination—and focused on the action of putting one sodden foot in front of the other.

      The sun sunk toward the horizon, bathing everything in its red glow. I needed another rest, only without any venomous interruptions this time. While not precisely clearing, there was a mossy rock that protruded a few feet above the ground. Through pain and exhaustion, I hoisted myself up and sat.

      Wanting something to distract from my unfortunate reality, I unshouldered the gear bag and looked for the leather-bound tome I always carried. It contained the half-coherent ramblings of a man who treated drinking like a professional sport but somehow
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