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      Alchemy

       

      
        “I shall instruct thee, my son, in this Blessed Science, in that learning which was hid from the Wise of old, to whom God was pleased to shew much favour. Know ye therefore, that our Matter is the chiefest of all things in the Earth, though of least estimation and account, as shall hereafter more plainly appear. For if Water incorporate itself with Earth, the Water shall be lowest of all, but shall ascend higher, and thus it shall be shewn, how Water doth be both highest and lowest. True though it is, that it is of least estimation, in the Earth thee shall find that Water which is very pure and clear, which is the Seed of Metals, and the Fifth Essence, born of Heavenly fire, and even when that Earth be dross and good for nothing else, and of no estimation, that Water is yet the chiefest of all Matter.”
      

       

      —Excerpted and abridged from, A Treatise of Mercury and the Philosophers Stone, by Sir George Ripley, 1680. 

      



  



Prologue

      Munich, Germany, 1943

      Dr. Hans Obermiller replaced his ink pen in the pocket of his lab coat. He folded his arms across his chest and leaned back casually against the lab bench, regarding the Gestapo colonel with a smile.

      “If Ghruber can find the primary deposit, this ore will win the war for us, Colonel Heinrich. It will win the world. The glory of the Third Reich will last as long as the seas contain water.”

      “Can you synthesize it?”

      “In time. It has a great affinity for iron. In time we shall discover the catalytic fraction that makes the compound work. It will bring our heavy water experiments to fruition.”

      “Have you calculated the yield?”

      “Yes. The figures seem incredible. If they are correct, one small bomb will have the energy to lay waste to an entire city. The conversion principle is the same as that of the sun. The hydrogen isotope is converted into helium, and enormous quantities of energy are liberated. It will obsolete Strassmann’s fission bomb, even before it is perfected.”

      “The Führer is betting on Strassmann. So must I. He does not place much credence in old explorers’ tales. But, I will continue to fund Ghruber’s adventures for a time, at present levels. It is not very costly, and he may turn up something of importance. I want no more requests for people and equipment. Ghruber must make do with what he has. When you and he have proof of this discovery, and its miraculous powers, we will revisit the funding issue.

      “In the meantime, I suggest you find the Führer a synthetic fuel based on something more tangible. If we do not find a reliable source of fuel, the foundries and manufacturing plants will cease to operate. The army and navy will crumble, not to mention the air force. Tiger tanks, U-boats and Messerschmidts run on diesel oil. Those wonderful new rockets also require fuel. If we do not find a way to get it, Germany will again be a beaten and plundered state. The cur of Europe!

      “For your own sake, I strongly suggest you keep your priorities in order, Herr Doktor.”

      Obermiller watched Heinrich leave. “The fool!” he muttered. “Here in this retort is the holy grail of fuel. The dreams of the ancient alchemists come true. The Philosophers’ Stone. With it, we shall make gardens of the deserts. The advances in chemistry alone will transform the world. He who controls it shall rule that world. One day soon, Colonel Heinrich, I shall be that ruler. Then, I shall have a suggestion for you.”

      



  



Chapter 1

      The Purus River, Brazil, 2040

      Mark Applewhite wiped his face on his shirtsleeve and cast a resentful look at the sun. High overhead, it was a blinding orb in the clear Brazilian sky. He removed his hat, its brim and crown stained with the accumulated sweat and dirt of years of outdoor work in tropical heat. He pulled a handkerchief from his hip pocket and mopped his face and hair. His efforts barely affected the runnels of sweat coursing down his face and dripping from his chin.

      He dropped the hand pick in the bottom of the hole he was kneeling in, climbed to his feet and stretched his aching back muscles. Sitting back on the lip of the hole, he mopped out the sweatband of his hat with the handkerchief, and fanned himself with the hat as he surveyed his surroundings.

      He retrieved his canteen from the mound of freshly dug earth beside the hole, took a generous swallow, and rinsed out his handkerchief. The wet cloth felt good on his face and neck.

      Applewhite was something of a colorful character to his colleagues and students. He was generally well liked by both. He had a streak of stubborn individuality that they admired. He never vacillated, he was seldom argumentative and he rarely allowed anyone to force him to do something he didn’t want to do. He was just quietly immovable. He went his own way. When he wanted to do something he found a way, sometimes unorthodox, to accomplish it. This innate streak of bull-headedness occasionally miffed a colleague, but such skirmishes seldom resulted in a lasting resentment.

      Applewhite’s dean admired his honesty and loyalty in spite of his legendary stubbornness, and in general, let him get away with murder. Their friendship included occasional blow-ups, but such incidents were usually forgotten by the following day. There were rare moments when handy access to a baseball bat might have resulted in a messy incident, but in the final tally they got along pretty well. Whatever else he was, Applewhite was faithful to his friends and a true professional in his work. To his dean, his good traits more than excused his minor transgressions.

      At the present time, Applewhite and his students were camped on a high plateau in the foothills of the Andes Mountains, near the southern edge of the vast Amazon watershed. For the past three years his summer dig had been located on the bank of the Aqualista Creek, a tributary stream of the Purus River, six degrees south of the equator.

      The surrounding country was a jungle paradise or a green hell, depending on one’s outlook and the time of day. In the cool mornings it was singing birds, sunlight slanting through giant hardwood trees, and majestic mountain views. In the afternoons it was sweltering heat and high humidity. At six p.m., it was stinging sand flies. By nightfall, it was campfires, good food, pleasant conversation and the music of cicadas.

      Applewhite’s gaze drifted down the mountain to the edge of the Purus River canyon. From his vantage point, he could see a long way down the length of the great chasm, a vista of ten miles or more. The canyon appeared to narrow as it receded in the distance, closing to a dark line as it curved away and disappeared into the forest-covered plateau.

      Plagued by mild vertigo, Applewhite experienced a tingling in the pit of his stomach each time he looked into that awesome gorge. Sheer walls of gray limestone dropped a dizzying six hundred feet to the river. Vertical streaks of black marked the cliffs where pockets of soil hid in the cracks and crevices near the rim. Runoff from the frequent rains carried the soil nutrients downward, and lichens and molds grew on the stains they left behind.

      Far below, the waters’ surface was a sickle of glass, reflecting the high afternoon sun like a mirror. Birds wheeled above the shallows and mud flats near the inner curve of the river. In the shallows, pools and puddles dotted with water lilies and moss teemed with an avian buffet of minnows, frogs and insects. The feeding birds formed a lazy pattern of flitting, diving specks of color, brilliant reds, blues and yellows contrasted against the water and the dark green vegetation.

      Applewhite reflected that at certain times of the day this remote land seemed almost magical. It reminded him of the mythical world of Tolkien, with hidden forest glens, ghostly Elvin ships, fairy-like waterfalls and sinister pockets of gloom. Just above the horizon, scattered clouds plied the sky like a convoy of ancient sailing ships. Rosy dawns and golden sunsets set the sails of those distant ships ablaze with reflected sunlight. In the dead of night, strange rustlings came from the bushes, the distant waters muttered and eerie calls echoed hauntingly from deep in the forest. Magic and mystery, in a place left over from the dawn of time.

      At a wide curve of the river, Agualista creek emptied down from its lofty heights through a cleft in the canyon rim. The little stream got its name, “Mischievous Water,” from the way it coiled and toiled through the jungle as it meandered across the plateau. It dropped off the steppes of the escarpment through a series of falls before taking its final, magnificent plunge into the Purus River Canyon, tumbling out of the canyon wall through a high, narrow notch.

      The notch described a narrow triangle that was almost closed near the top, where the water had begun cutting its way down through the face of the bluff long ages ago, and a hundred feet wide at the bottom, where it continued to wear away the rock and expand the opening. At this distance, the cleft appeared little more than a knife-slit.

      The stream spilled out through the notch and plummeted in a thundering white cataract down the side of the canyon, into the river four hundred feet below. The eroding force of the falling water had created a deep blue pool in the river bottom that grew lighter in color where the expanding ripples radiated outward into shallower waters. At this great distance, the image appeared frozen, like an artistic effect in a photograph or painting. An arc of white connected the gray canyon wall to an azure splotch in the bend of the river. Where the arc touched the river, rings of dappled light sparkled like the facets of a diamond.

      His gaze drifted to the southwest. The vast virgin wilderness, perhaps half-a-million square miles in area, sloped down imperceptibly from the foothills of the Andes Mountains to the south and west, and drained into the Amazon River basin to the north.

      On top of the plateau a canopy of giant hardwood trees hid deep ravines and seasonal streambeds filled with lush vegetation. This tree-vaulted paradise was home to parrots, parakeets and other colorful birds. Snakes, wild pigs, and an occasional puma or ocelot, crawled, rooted and crept among the shadowed glades, or lay up during the sweltering day and browsed for food at night.

      There were other hungry critters as well, small and voracious scorpions, spiders and tarantulas, and a thousand other nameless species. The list included mosquitoes the size of small aircraft. Aedes Aegypti was the prevalent local species, and it carried both the Yellow and Dengue Fevers.

      Thinking about them reminded Applewhite to take the bottle of insect repellant from his pocket and coat his face, arms and hair. It had to be applied often. Sweat washed it off, it inhibited the cooling effect of his sweat, it was a constant chore and it added to his discomfort. It was like being steamed in oil, but it was preferable to contracting one of the deadly fevers.

      After applying the insect repellant, he took a stick of beef jerky from his pocket, opened back the plastic wrapper and took a bite, chewing thoughtfully as he contemplated the view and allowed his body temperature to fall. The salt-cured meat provided energy, helped the body retain fluids and reduced the chance of sunstroke.

      The hole where Applewhite sat overlooked the northwest side of a hill that sloped gradually down to a grassy savanna a half-mile wide and three miles long. The open plain leveled off near the canyon rim.

      Applewhite mopped his brow again, noting for the hundredth time that the open vista was unusual, an open clearing of several hundred acres in the midst of terrain that was covered everywhere else by trees and undergrowth.

      It was a fortunate feature, it provided a convenient landing zone for the helicopter service that was their only means of transport and supply, and it provided relief from the claustrophobic embrace of the jungle. His team members often strolled out to the clearing in the early morning, or after the evening meal, just to take in the majestic scenery and experience the freedom of open sky and limitless horizon.

      On this occasion, it had resulted in a discovery. Applewhite had stumbled on the ruin a couple of hours earlier while taking a walk out to the clearing, a break from the dig where his crew toiled with trowels and paint brushes amid a grid-work of labeled strings and stakes. His eyes were attuned to irregular features, signs of human habitation, and a streak of darker soil had caught his attention. He half-interestedly scraped at the discolored topsoil with his handpick, and was surprised when he turned up traces of charcoal, partially-burned milled lumber, metal fittings and nails.

      He began digging in earnest. A few inches beneath the surface he hit a thick layer of charcoal and ash with remnants of charred furniture. There were personal affects, too. The pick turned up a silver picture frame, with heat-discolored glass and an intact black-and-white photograph. He wiped the grime off against his pant leg, leaving a charcoal smear, and spit on the glass and polished it with his shirtsleeve until the image was visible. It was a portrait of a young Hispanic couple, the man sitting in a chair and the woman standing at his shoulder. They were dressed in period wedding finery indicative of the early twentieth century.

      A few inches further down, his pick rang against something hard. The impact stung. The unyielding object proved to be the edge of a concrete foundation. He scraped away at the loose soil alongside it and exposed a vertical wall that continued down into the earth. It went too deep to be a simple foundation footing. A border of decorative stonework ran along the top edge.

      Masonry foundations were highly unusual in the Amazon. Generally, buildings were built on wooden piles, a method called pier-and-beam construction. Houses seldom had even a root cellar. This one appeared to have had a basement.

      The stonework was decorated with a border of carved glyphs similar to those of the pre-Columbian Caribe and Arawak Indians. Those tribes had inhabited the Amazon and South American coastal regions around 1000 A.D. Such glyphs were usually found on tribal totems, or near ancient watering holes. They ran the length of the exposed wall.

      Applewhite assumed that the wall had been above ground and exposed to view at one time, otherwise the decorative artwork made no sense. He was coming to the conclusion that this had once been a large house with distinctive architecture.

      At a depth of three feet he uncovered a lintel stone and the top outline of what appeared to be a metal door. His excitement was growing. He was almost certain that he had found an intact basement. In all probability the buried room would yield nothing more than worthless trash, but to an archaeologist, historic trash is like prospector’s gold. It could yield clues to the past.

      He stopped to rest again, took another swallow of water and poured some over his head. It ran in the collar of his shirt, down his chest and back, and felt delicious. He thought longingly of a cold shower.

      They had a canvas shower enclosure near the camp. Applewhite thought about making an early day of it and treating himself to a long solitary soak. He smiled ruefully to himself and acknowledged that with this bunch of kids, solitude was a pipe dream. They would hear the pop-pop-pop of the pump motor and come to investigate, and because he often ragged them for wanting to quit and play, he knew he would be setting a bad example. It really wouldn’t be fair to them anyway, he admitted. They were probably just as miserable as he was. He dismissed the idea, deciding to content himself with his canteen, and to simply rest until the heat went out of his face and neck.

      He leaned back against the mound of earth he had excavated, studying the exposed wall and the fire-blackened overburden above it. It had probably been a plantation house. The upper structure had obviously been destroyed by fire, but the concrete foundation and basement had survived. As the years passed, heavy rains must have eroded the hillside above and buried the remains of the structure beneath several feet of loam. Only the leaching edge of the charcoal-laden soil lay exposed on the downhill side.

      Concrete and milled lumber suggested early twentieth century work. He knew it had been a monumental task to haul construction materials to this remote spot, and carry them up to the rim of the escarpment. Discounting the local burro trails that wended their way between nearby villages, the river provided the only means of access to the region. There were no roads or other means of transportation. There was an old wharf on the bank of the Purus, with an overgrown footpath that led up the mountain to the Agualista village site, and from there, east toward the clearing. He assumed that must have been the way they had brought up their supplies.

      Applewhite guessed that the high location and the age of the structure would be about right for a sugar plantation. That would also explain the cleared land. Sugar cane had begun fading out as a cash crop along the Amazon during the early nineteen hundreds, following the dying rubber trade as the vagaries of world economics waxed and waned. Now, mining, timber, tobacco and tropical fruit were the staples of Brazil’s export trade. These were mostly lowland industries. This site would have been a remote outpost in the early 1900’s. It still was.

      His current team consisted of two graduate students who were also his teaching assistants, five undergraduates and five paying volunteers. They were laboring away at a primitive site that lay beside a quiet bend of the Agualista, two hundred yards from where he sat. A small village had nestled there in a protected, hillside cocoon. Giant mahogany trees surrounded the ancient clearing, great wooden pillars supporting a leafy canopy a hundred feet high.

      They were excavating a prehistoric midden and several fire pits. Potsherds, animal bones and arrowheads were abundant. From the depth of the artifact-bearing strata, the site appeared to have been occupied for many generations, possibly centuries. They had found no burial sites yet. Applewhite thought it likely that the villagers had interred their dead in some traditional spot, possibly in one of the caves that dotted the hills and valleys surrounding the area. Perhaps this particular tribe had practiced cremation, or consigned their remains to the animals. So far, they lacked enough evidence to draw any conclusions in that respect.

      The ancient villagers had developed a few crude civil works, including a stone dam that slowed and pooled the waters of the Agualista to create a community reservoir. Along with a year-round supply of water, the burbling stream had afforded them fish and a means of hygiene and recreation.

      Their only evident foray into agriculture and animal husbandry had been the planting of pepperbushes, the seeds of which appeared statistically abundant in the strata, and the farming of edible fish. The small dam had narrow spillways designed to channel fish toward the village side of the stream. Woven baskets or nets could be lowered into the chute to capture fish carried along by the current, and pulled up once or twice a day to retrieve the catch. Applewhite thought it must have been an idyllic existence, a Brazilian Garden of Eden.

      The sound of voices and approaching footsteps ended Applewhite’s reverie. He looked up as Stephen Burress and John Matzig walked into the clearing and hailed him. “Hey, Doc,” grinned the lanky, sandy-haired youth, as they approached, “look at what we found.” He handed Applewhite the rusted remains of a matchlock musket. “Spanish Conquistadors?” asked Matzig, rounding the hole where Applewhite sat and squatting down opposite Burress.

      “Probably Portuguese,” Applewhite responded. He turned the piece over in his hands, studying the barely discernible engraving on the side-plate of the ancient rifle’s lock mechanism. “Not that there was a lot of difference between them. This could have been lost by someone from an expeditionary force. Lots of explorers and traders came through these parts during the early colonial days. This is late sixteenth or early seventeenth century, I think.

      “The Portuguese usually sailed down the coast of Africa by way of the Canary Islands and Cape Verde, then turned due west, crossing the Atlantic to the Lower Antilles islands. From there, they sailed down along the east coast of Brazil to the mouth of the Amazon, near where Macapa and Belem are now.

      “The Spanish had a strong foothold in the Gulf of Mexico, and from Central America and the Gulf coast they generally turned their eyes toward North America. The Portuguese homed in on Brazil and points south. In short, they avoided each other. Conflicts over exploring and claiming new world territory, when there was so much of it for the taking, must have seemed foolish even then.”

      “Treasure hunting and plundering weaker cultures paid off better than warring with each other,” Matzig smiled, summing up Applewhite’s comments in his usual concise way.

      Applewhite returned the smile. “Exactly. As far as Brazil was concerned, expeditions generally followed the Amazon inland from its mouth, exploring the tributary rivers and streams as they came. They mostly stuck to the navigable rivers like the Purus, and sent exploratory parties on short incursions up the tributary creeks and streams to see what they could find.

      “Placer mineral deposits were high on their shopping lists. Shallow streams like the Agualista, with high rates of fall from higher elevations and subsequent high rates of erosion, are more likely to have placer gold or gemstone deposits. The eroded ores wash into pools and eddies at the bottoms of waterfalls, or in quiet bends where the currents are slower, and the heavier fractions can settle out on the bottom.

      “The owner of that musket may have been to our village,” Applewhite said, referring to their dig site. “Probably looking for placer gold in the pool there.” He hefted the matchlock. “Find anything else?”

      “Not yet,” answered Burress. “We found it with the metal detector, a hundred yards north of the dig. We were just following the trail. It was about six inches down.”

      “Flag the site,” Applewhite said, handing the ancient gun back to him. “We’ll go over the area again and do a thorough search. I doubt that whoever owned this gave it up willingly. Maybe some of the local Indians objected to being pillaged. There may be some armor or skeletal remains near where you found it.”

      “Say, Mark,” said Matzig, noticing the exposed wall for the first time. “What have you got there? Those look like Tucano glyphs.”

      “I know,” Applewhite turned to study the wall. “Older. Arawak, I think. But they never built poured masonry walls like this.” He tapped the top of the concrete wall with his pick. “I just stumbled across it. I think it may be the remains of a fairly recent plantation house. Judging from the milled lumber, I’m guessing early twentieth century. The stone carvings are definitely of pre-Columbian design, but this masonry is, by no stretch, that old. Either the builder just liked the cultural motif, or the Indians he employed added the carving as a kind of totem, or blessing, to protect the house. At any rate, I want to excavate this door and see what’s behind it. It may clear up some of the mystery.”

      Turning to Burress, he said, “Steve, go get Greg and a couple of the other boys. Have them bring spades and picks. Grab my toolbox with the small sledge and rock chisels, too. We’ll start about twenty feet back from this wall and dig down level with the bottom of the door. If we hustle, we ought to be able to expose it before suppertime.”

      “Sure thing, Doc,” Burress said as he hurried into the jungle. “Back in a flash.”

      By late afternoon they had unearthed a door made of wood, covered with a painted steel plate, and set into a concrete casement. The door had been plastered shut at some time in the past-sealed off with a layer of chicken wire lathe and concrete plaster. Chipping away the wire and mortar had turned into a slow, tedious task even for Applewhite’s nitride-hardened chisels and hammer.

      They worked past sunset, with Applewhite, Matzig and the students taking turns in the hole. Applewhite finally called a halt when it became too dark to see, and they retired to camp, intending on tackling it again the next morning.

      The other members of the team were excited by the news of the find and anxious to take part in the opening. Applewhite agreed to let everyone take time off from the dig to come and watch. Although his camp was still relatively sane and happy after six weeks of sifting through potsherds and refuse, Applewhite thought that the find was a fortunate circumstance, providing a much-needed break in the monotony. He would later remember that thought, with irony.

      



  



Chapter 2

      The next morning, thirteen people, counting the two local cook-laborers Applewhite had hired, stood in a semi-circle around the pit where Applewhite toiled with hammer and chisel. The youngsters were firing helpful suggestions, advice and speculations at his sweat-soaked back.

      Greg Falsworth and Stephen Burress were his teaching assistants, husky and healthy academic slaves. He smiled at the thought. The two boys did a pretty good job of encouraging the other students, they spent their time productively, teaching and guiding them.

      Actually, all the students labored good-naturedly and seldom complained. These student archaeological digs entailed a lot of boring work, at mostly minor sites. The tedious labor was interspersed with rare moments of excitement when a modest find of some sort was made, and an occasional organized side-trip. He tried to keep things interesting for them during the eight-week projects.

      Applewhite was even more pleased than usual with the makeup of his crew this year. The older, paying volunteers were like kids on a treasure hunt, enthusiastic and willing to do almost anything he asked. Everyone got along well and the campfire conversation was as interesting as it had ever been, perhaps the best ever.

      Marjorie Beatty, a high school English teacher in her early thirties, had a passion for archaeology that stemmed in part from watching old Indiana Jones movies, and a romantic streak that quite obviously had come to include Applewhite under the heading of “Things of Interest.” Small, dark haired and attractive, her intelligent and eager interest in his work naturally appealed to Applewhite. He was leaning toward an affirmative response to her rather chaste advances.

      The Matzigs were a retired military couple from Texas, fit and enthusiastic in their late fifties, with a streak of adventure in their souls. This was their second stint here with Applewhite and there was a growing friendship between them.

      Nora Matzig was a tall, attractive woman with soft hazel eyes full of intelligence and humor. Always elegant and self-assured, even in dirty jeans and a baggy work shirt, she wore her graying blonde hair swept up and back in an elegant style that spoke volumes about her career as the wife of an Air Force officer.

      Nora had tried to talk her wayward teenage son into coming along, but he wasn’t having any of it. He was just out of high school and apparently quite happy getting into minor scrapes in San Antonio. Worry about him was the only distraction from her enjoyment of the expedition.

      She had formed a motherly attachment for Applewhite that he found moving, and something inside him responded to her in kind. He happily returned her small gestures of affection—she would often fix his plate at supper, he held her chair, fetched her coffee and was attentive to her safety on rough trails.

      Her husband, John, was a retired Air Force aeronautical engineer. In the course of his career he had been a Taiwan skirmish veteran, a pilot, and a military operations chief. He had an interest in all things scientific. Standing six feet four inches tall, he wore his two hundred pounds well. An iron-gray shock of hair fell in a boyish curl over a high brow, and no-nonsense brown eyes surveyed the world with an engineer’s practicality. He had found a new love in archaeology, and to his delight, an interest he could share with his wife of thirty years. He had taken a liking to Applewhite, too, having developed an admiration and respect for the younger man.

      Applewhite liked Matzig’s enthusiasm, intelligence and wry humor. The man was like an inquisitive sponge, curious about everything. He frequently amazed Applewhite with his insight. Ever the practical engineer, he had the ability to distill seemingly complex issues down to their fundamentals. He was a wealth of historical anecdotes and practical experience, and a good influence on the kids.

      Orphaned in his early twenties, Applewhite felt the unconscious pull of a long-missed father figure toward John Matzig. The older man took everything in stride. He was an unflappable bastion of self-confidence, and absolutely dependable in any situation.

      Unlike the Matzigs and Marjorie Beatty, Carlos Ruiz and his pretty wife Yolanda were not amateurs. This was the Ruiz’s third year with Applewhite. A senior professor at the National University of Brazil, Ruiz was the Cultural Sciences liaison between the Brazilian government and the American team. Since his presence was more or less required, the University of Brazil picked up their expenses.

      A small and enthusiastic individual, Ruiz was well spoken, energetic and knowledgeable in his profession. He was playful, intelligent and unconventional, and he had formed some conclusions about Mesoamerican cultural extinctions that fascinated Applewhite.

      Applewhite respected him as a professional and a colleague, but more than that, the two men had formed an immediate bond during their first season together and it had developed into a strong friendship. It wasn’t just Applewhite, everyone liked the little professor. The students adored him. He was always upbeat and happy, and ten minutes spent with him could cure the doldrums in anyone.

      During the first season they had camped here, he had become Applewhite’s cohort in crime, his playmate. He was the juvenile counterpoint to the parental appeal of the Matzigs. He loved to play harmless practical jokes on his teammates, and to his credit, was just as delighted to be a victim of them.

      He would form little conspiracies with first one teammate, and then with another, but mostly with Applewhite, in visiting mildly wicked pranks on the students and other team members. He was also completely kind hearted, so if you occasionally woke up with your feet tied to your cot, or found your shoes nailed to a plank and heard a muffled chortling in the distance, you couldn’t help but smile.

      He would often race through camp in the evening, yelling in mock terror, with a gang of laughing students hard on his heels. On those occasions, he usually ended up climbing dripping from the creek where the students had tossed him, a happy grin on his face.

      His bright disposition added to everyone’s morale, and Applewhite knew that was why the man did the things he did. A pack of kids could get bored and miserable in a hurry, working their butts off for weeks on end in some pest-ridden jungle hundreds of miles from the nearest pizza shop and teen hangout. With Ruiz in camp, the students truly regretted it when the dig was over for the year. These summer camps were something they would remember with fondness for the rest of their lives.

      Ruiz’ wife Yolanda, like Carlos, was habitually happy and bright. Still beautiful in her early fifties, the woman had been a Spanish siren in her youth, voluptuous of figure, dark haired and darker eyed, with long lashes and a full sensuous mouth in a small, exquisite face. The small age lines around her eyes and mouth had so far done little to detract from her beauty.

      The Ruizs’ had a twenty year old daughter, Juliana, who had been married a year and was expecting to deliver their first grandchild within a few weeks. Yolanda was so happy she could barely contain herself, finding limitless facets of the experience to discuss with an almost equally fascinated Nora Matzig.

      The remaining five undergraduate members of his team consisted of two girls and three boys who were cut-ups that constantly chattered and chivvied each other while they worked—mischievous bundles of suppressed energy. Applewhite was the force that suppressed them, and goaded them good-naturedly into accomplishing some useful work.

      Finally, the last of the grout fell out of the crack between the door and its concrete jamb. Shielding his face and eyes with one hand, Applewhite delivered four strong blows with a heavy rubber mallet, one to each corner of the door. He then used a pry-bar to jimmy it open about half an inch. He knocked it back in with the mallet and repeated the action with the pry-bar. Each time he knocked it back and jimmied it out, it came open a little further.

      At last, something crunched, as if the mortar had given way. With a squeal of rusty hinges, the door swung outward a few inches and stopped. Applewhite tossed his mallet, hammer and chisel into the open toolbox, and wiped the sweat pouring from his head and face on his already soaked shirtsleeve. He smiled at his crew, standing silent now with anticipation. Gripping the door with both hands, Applewhite pulled it slowly open. As he did so, he heard a small metallic ping. A curved metal handle, olive drab in color, flew out the half-open door and landed at his feet. It took a moment for its identity to register in Applewhite’s consciousness.

      “Down!” he screamed, shoving the door shut and bounding up the side of the pit, falling as he gained the edge. The students stood frozen for an instant, then Applewhite came up from his knees and drove into them, arms spread wide to carry them along. They fell backward in a heap. As the urgency of his yells sank in, they began scrambling to get away.

      Thirty yards down the slope, they clustered together under a lone tree. They lay prone, or crouched down, in obedience to Applewhite’s orders. Several breathless minutes passed as they watched the earthen mound that marked the excavation. Nothing happened. Individuals gradually began to rise, glancing questioningly at Applewhite, and trading looks with their equally baffled companions.

      “Give me that flashlight,” Applewhite said, again wiping the dirt and sweat from his eyes. “Stay here, and stay down.”

      “What did you see, Mark?” asked Matzig.

      “The handle from a hand grenade flew out when I opened the door,” Applewhite responded, looking into Matzig’s eyes. “They have a three second delay. It should have gone off by now.”

      “Maybe we should give it a little more time,” said Matzig, frowning. “If it’s a booby trap, it could be rigged almost any way. Give it another ten minutes, then I’ll go with you.”

      “I’ll go, Doc,” Stephen Burress offered.

      “No. I’ll go alone. There’s no sense in risking more than one person,” Applewhite replied. “But thanks, both of you. I’ll give it a little longer.”

      “I think we should report this to my government,” said Carlos Ruiz. “This is obviously not an prehistoric ruin, for which our permit is written. Not with the grenades and the booby-traps. The military should investigate this. They have trained explosives personnel—como se dice en Ingles—a ‘bomb squad.’ If someone is injured, there will be repercussions. My university could be penalized. I might be reprimanded.”

      “Don’t you want to know what’s in there, Carlos?” Applewhite grinned. “Can you just walk away?”

      Ruiz looked doubtfully at Applewhite’s smiling face, glanced at Matzig’s frowning countenance, then studied the ground as he assessed the pros and cons of the situation. Applewhite waited, smiling fondly at the smaller man’s bald spot.

      Ruiz’ raven-black hair was normally combed straight back very neatly on the sides of his head. At the moment, a tuft stuck out wildly on one side and the back of his head was caked with dirt. He had fallen flat on his back when Applewhite charged into them.

      Applewhite glanced at the others. The students talked among themselves in low voices, all traces of their earlier exuberance gone. Marjorie Beatty stood to one side, quietly watching. Yolanda Ruiz and Nora Matzig were standing nearest the three men, concern showing in their faces.

      Applewhite half expected one or both of them to object. They seldom argued with Applewhite or Ruiz, but he thought they might this time, especially if their husbands were at risk. They were as curious as the men though, and he doubted that anyone in the crew wanted to simply walk away without seeing what was behind that door.

      Everyone waited for Ruiz to speak. Applewhite was in charge of the expedition and responsible for the conduct of the archaeological program, but Ruiz was responsible to his university and the Brazilian government for the observance of regulations governing cultural treasures. They would not proceed if he decided against it. Applewhite winked at Yolanda and she smiled worriedly in return. They both knew that Carlos couldn’t resist his own curiosity.

      “You’re not responsible for modern artifacts, Carlos,” Applewhite offered. “Besides, what could be so valuable that someone would rig a trap to protect it? Could be treasure!”

      Ruiz grinned. “You play with me, Amigo. All right! I will go along with you, but I think you should attach a rope to the door and pull it open from a distance. That way, there is less chance of us regretting our foolishness in the future. You agree?”

      Greg Falsworth was dispatched to camp. He left at a run, and returned a few minutes later with a coil of rope.

      “You sure about this?” Matzig asked, as Applewhite took the rope and flashlight.

      “I think so,” he replied. “I don’t think the risk is that great or I wouldn’t do it. I’m just going to open the door wide enough so that I can see inside. If anything should go wrong, get on the radio and get the medi-vac helicopter in from Manaus.”

      Applewhite put his hand on Matzig’s arm and said, quietly, “If something should happen, John, I would appreciate it if you would give Carlos a hand. Help him look after the students and get them all back home safely. You can help with the administrative details too, if you will. Call Dr. Harmon Russell, in Albuquerque. He can send someone from the university down to handle affairs and arrange things with the Brazilian government from our end. He can also wire you money for interim expenses if necessary, in case you have to wait in a hotel while the matter is being investigated.”

      “Okay, I can do that,” said Matzig. “Just don’t take any chances, Mark. Carlos is right. You should get a loop over the corner of the door and pull it open from a distance.”

      “Exactly what I intend to do,” said Applewhite, shouldering the coil of nylon rope. “Keep everybody here, and make ‘em keep their heads down.”

      Applewhite approached the hole gingerly and peered over the edge. He had trained his students well. They had terraced one side of the excavation as they dug it, cutting uniform steps of approximately eighteen inches depth and breadth into the dirt wall, a staircase of earth. It made it easier for workers to get in and out of the pit, which was almost ten feet deep, without having to cart heavy loads up and down ladders.

      Applewhite stepped down into the pit and dropped to the bottom a few feet from the door. He got down on his stomach and crawled up to the door, careful to keep his body to the side of the door opening, where the wall of concrete and earth offered some protection. The door hung slightly ajar, a crack a couple of inches wide showing.

      Thumbing the switch of the flashlight, he peered through the crack, shining the light up and down the narrow opening. He couldn’t see much through the narrow slit between the door and jamb, but he could make out something on the dusty floor. It looked like a dust-covered canvas haversack with what appeared to be military-style fasteners. Beside it lay the skeletal remains of a human hand.

      He reached forward with his left hand, holding the flashlight in his right, and cautiously eased the door open a few inches. He could see a strap of iron across the inner surface of the door, and a drawn deadbolt. In the beam of his flashlight, he could see a slack wire tied to the deadbolt.

      Applewhite got to his feet and lifted his toolbox down from where it rested on one of the steps of earth. Putting it down on the floor of the pit, he lifted out the tray and found a pair of wire cutters. Returning to his prone position beside the door, he reached inside and snipped the wire. It made a muted twanging sound as it fell to the floor.

      After a brief wait, Applewhite expelled the breath he was unconsciously holding. He stood well back behind the earthen wall, and using the handle of a spade, he slowly pushed the door outward until it stood open wide. He peered cautiously around the jamb, extending the flashlight through the opening with his left hand. He tracked the beam along the trip-wire and saw where it ended, tied to a wire ring and pin assembly that lay on the floor. It had been unnecessary to cut the wire. The ring was no longer attached to the trigger handle on the World War Two fragmentation grenade.

      The grenade was tied with baling wire to the leg of a wooden table. Two chairs stood next to the table. Except for the dust that covered them, they seemed conspicuously empty and expectant, as though someone had risen from that table only minutes before and was due to return shortly.

      The door opening was short, just over six feet high, and the sill was a foot above the floor. Cautiously, Applewhite stepped over it and into the room, finding that he could stand upright. The ceiling was low. He estimated the height at around seven-and-a-half feet.

      Approaching the table gingerly, he brought the light close and examined the grenade. The hammer had tripped and was resting against the firing pin. The hammer spring and pin were covered with corrosion. Applewhite guessed that the weakened spring had not had sufficient force to drive the firing pin into the detonator. He looked closer at the firing pin. It appeared to be rusted solid. Whoever had rigged the hasty trap had not expected it to last for decades, perhaps a century.

      Applewhite snipped the twisted wire that secured the grenade to the table leg and carefully carried the grenade outside, laying it on the edge of the pit. Climbing out, he picked it up and carried it to a ravine about two hundred feet away. Once there, he threw it in, ducking back from the edge as he did so. He heard the grenade crash through the thick brush that grew in the ravine, making heavy, muffled thuds as it bounced and bounded down the slope, carrying a cascade of rocks and earth along with it. It finally came to rest on the bottom, some thirty feet below. Now, Applewhite thought, exposed to the elements, the grenade would finish corroding away in a few years. In this remote site, it was unlikely to cause any harm.

      He returned to the pit and examined the apartment thoroughly, searching for additional booby traps. He cautiously inspected the moldering remains of a mattress and bedding on the single wooden bunk bed in the corner, looked through the cabinets and cupboards, and sorted through the contents inside an army footlocker. It was filled with books, papers and rolls of engineering drawings wrapped in oilcloth and bound with hemp twine. They were miraculously well preserved.

      In one corner, an open box contained a hammer, and wooden stakes used by civil engineers to mark right-of-way. Leaning against the wall next to it stood a tripod with an old brass surveyor’s transit. The canvas cover for the telescope had decayed and partially fallen away. To Applewhite, it appeared that an engineer had lived in the apartment.

      The skeletal remains that lay on the floor near the table leg included the finger-bones, the wrist or carpus, and a portion of the forearm bones of a man’s left hand. Applewhite picked them up and moved them to the cupboard so they wouldn’t be stepped on. Seeing no further danger, he climbed out of the pit and called the others in.

      The students raced up the hill, eager to see what he had found. Youthful curiosity being what it is, Ruiz and Matzig had had their hands full keeping them from tearing up the hill and “helping.” Applewhite held them at the edge of the pit until everyone had gathered. He explained what he had found, and what he had done, and warned them to stay away from the ravine where he had disposed of the grenade. He cautioned the students not to touch anything inside the apartment, especially the books and papers, until he and Dr. Ruiz had gone through them.

      He let a few of them at a time take turns standing just inside the doorway and looking around the room. Though young and eager, they were well trained and understood the need to protect the integrity of the site.

      Applewhite sent one of the students for a Coleman lantern. After a few moments pumping, he managed to get it lit, and using the trip-wire with the grenade pin still attached, he suspended the lantern from a piece of reinforcing wire that protruded from the Spalding concrete ceiling. The lantern cast a bright, actinic light throughout the apartment.

      He paced the length and breadth of the apartment. It was divided into two rooms, the largest approximately seventeen by twenty feet. It had cupboards, bookshelves, a table, two chairs and a bunk. A recess in the wall had once served as a clothes closet, a hanging cloth, gathered on a rod slide at the top of the opening, had served as its door. There was no toilet, sink or stove, Applewhite presumed that those amenities had existed in the above ground portion of the structure.

      For some reason, a single small window in the wall near the door had been crudely mortared shut. Applewhite examined the remains of the canvas knapsack that lay on the floor near where the bones had been. It appeared as though the knapsack had been torn apart. Whatever the contents may have been, nothing remained of them.

      Given the modern tools and furnishings, Applewhite was now certain that he had found the basement of a twentieth-century house. Because of the mortared up window, he also knew that when this room was last occupied, the doorway had been at ground level. Decades of erosion from the hillside above had buried the structure.

      In the farther corner toward the hillside, a stairwell led upward to a boarded-up opening in the ceiling. The ceiling was failing near the opening, having cracked and settled inward a few inches due to the weight of the soil that had accumulated above it.

      It appeared to Applewhite and Ruiz that something significant had taken place inside the basement apartment, and then it had been booby-trapped, boarded up and mortared shut to seal it off. Perhaps the upper structure had been burned down at the same time. Over the years, nature had finished the job. The hillside had enveloped the remains, burying them under several feet of earth. It was as though someone wanted to erase the house from existence, to obliterate all signs of it having been there.

      “Indian uprising?” he asked Ruiz, speculating.

      Ruiz stood, looking around the room. “Who knows!” He shook his head, a sour expression on his face. “Something bad, though,” he agreed.

      The apartment was constructed completely of reinforced concrete. The wood-grain impressions from the wooden forms were still visible on the walls and ceiling. In its day, it must have been a relatively expensive and well-constructed house, Applewhite reasoned. That was the only thing that had preserved the apartment. A far more common form of construction for that era, stacked wooden timbers caulked with creosote, would have long since caved in from rot and been filled in by the soil washing down from above. Even the floor was concrete, though the thin covering of dust had made it appear at first to be a dirt floor.

      After all the crew had an opportunity to look around, he chased them out, suffered their groans of disappointment, and sent them back to work at the camp. He and Ruiz remained behind.

      He tested the table and chairs. They were made of Teak, and though slightly rickety and covered with mildew, they appeared sturdy enough to support his weight. Pulling out the wide camelhair paintbrush he habitually carried in his hip pocket for fieldwork, he brushed the film of dirt from the chair seats and tabletop. He opened the footlocker and took out several of the cloth-bound books. The trunk was also made of teak, and lined with cedar.

      He lifted out several rolls of blueprints and yellowed documents. The paper edges were brittle and crumbly, and Applewhite handled them with care. The cedar-lined chest had preserved them. They had been rolled in oilcloth and wax paper to protect them from the humidity and insects, and tied up tightly with engineer’s twine. He knew that despite these efforts, if the trunk had been constructed of a different type of wood, the artifacts would long since have perished. He laid them gently on the table with the books.

      Applewhite pointed at the stairwell and window. “Whatever happened here, someone wanted to preserve these things. Otherwise they would have dumped them on the floor and left the window and door open, and not have bothered to seal up the stairwell. Somebody left this place intact and planned to return. Apparently, they never made it back. Nothing else makes sense.”

      He sat down and motioned Ruiz to take the other chair. He opened the first of a series of eleven clasped books that were obviously work diaries. “Let’s begin with these,” he said, “Let’s see if we can get some idea of what happened here. This diary dates to 1939, Carlos. Uh oh, they’re in a foreign language. German, I think. Damn!”

      Ruiz laughed. “It is the mark of our consistently poor fortune, no? No doubt, if we were dying of thirst in the desert, Fate would mock us by arranging it so that we would find a flowing spring of the purest, coldest water, and when we reached it, cause us to fall in and drown.”

      Applewhite favored him with a smile. “More likely, once we had fallen in, we would discover that it was a sewer,” he laughed.

      They heard thumps and thuds as two of the students tumbled down into the pit and abruptly poked their heads in at the door. Per his earlier instructions, the two boys had returned bringing sandwiches and an artifact classification kit containing self-stick labels, felt-tip marker pens and a roll of lock-seal plastic specimen bags. The bags and labels they would use to bag and tag the artifacts.

      One of the students, a black youth named Robin Lamont, was a second-year student. “Lunch!” he announced, as he placed a water cooler on the floor just inside the door and balanced a package of sandwiches on top of it.

      Lamont was something of a cut-up, forever making wisecracks. He was also insatiably curious, continually peering into his companions’ personal effects and asking unwelcome questions. He meant no harm, it was just his nature to be nosy. Applewhite thought he would make a hell of an archaeologist some day. Or, a divorce detective. He wasn’t willing to bet on which way Lamont would go.

      The other student, Bobbie Mitchell, was a diffident white boy, quiet and studious. Mitchell asked where Applewhite wanted the bags and other supplies, and laid them on the floor near the table, as instructed.

      His task completed, Lamont stood with his fingers stuffed into his hip pockets, his head bobbing and craning as he surveyed the apartment.

      Applewhite and Ruiz had adopted a method of friendly torture for the boy that involved stopping whatever they were doing and simply staring fixedly at him whenever they tired of his constant interrogations. By some instinctive sense of timing that had developed between them, they did so now.

      Lamont’s head ceased swiveling about, and he looked first at Applewhite, then at Ruiz, his look of happy enthusiasm turning to wounded indignation. “Aw, man!” he said, heading for the door. “Okay, we’re going. C’mon, Bobbie, we’re not wanted here. We’re just the pizza delivery guys.”

      They heard his voice fade out as they returned down the train toward camp, still mildly complaining to Mitchell. When the students were gone, Applewhite and Ruiz returned to their examination.

      “Poor kid!” Ruiz commented. “We’re going to have to stop doing that to him, Amigo. He’s going to get a complex.”

      “Guess you’re right,” Applewhite responded, glancing through the pages of the diary. He looked up at Ruiz, and they traded malicious smiles.

      The blueprints and maps bore standard metric annotations. The maps were German military ordinance maps, stamped with the swastika marks of the Nazi army. They gave detailed grid coordinates and the topographic profile of the Amazon River basin and Purus River valley. They were inferior in detail to their more current maps, most of the streams and minor terrain features were missing. Large blank areas signified unexplored areas in the fastness of the jungle.

      Applewhite and Ruiz agreed that the older maps could be of significant historical value to archaeological and environmental science. Comparing the surveys against present-day topography would show erosion and sedimentation patterns along the river course over a period of ten decades. They might even yield clues to the origins of some exotic plants that had been found down-river, in ancient alluvial deposits.

      The two archaeologists were good with maps, and soon realized that the topographic maps were catalogued as a series of grid sections. When assembled, they formed a composite view of the Amazon watershed.

      They assembled the sheets on the floor in one corner of the room and found that the drawings detailed an extensive inland section of the Amazon River, from the city of Manaus to the northwest, up-river almost to the town of Coari. Assembled on the floor, the maps covered and area of roughly four by eight feet. The two men could stand over them and get a remarkably detailed view of the Amazon Basin.

      A second roll of maps detailed sections of the Purus River, southward from the Amazon to the Agualista Creek and up the Agualista to their present location. Bordering the river canyon, dashed lines clearly marked out a planned right-of-way for a narrow-gauge railway. It led from a wharf on the Purus River, upward along the Agualista trail and into the hills above the village where Applewhite’s team was camped.

      The blueprints came next. They were detailed plans for concrete and steel trestles and bridges. They were meant to span several deep ravines in the hills to the south. The drawings showed engineering fills, or “cuts,” with drainage culverts at intervals along the railway. Their purpose was to drain away the heavy monsoon rains and prevent the runoff from undermining the rail-bed, the ties and gravel fill that supported the iron rails.

      After going through the maps and plans, Applewhite and Ruiz turned back to the books. They thought they might be able to extract some clues from them. They appeared to be a chronological series of working diaries, dutifully dated and written in a neat, precise hand. They contained geological data and chemical formulas, with some Latin reference words that were still common to the engineering and physical sciences, but the rest of the writing was indecipherable. The books and notes spanned more than ten years, from May 1935, until November 1945. They had been lined up according to year along the bottom of the trunk. The owner had been a well-ordered man, an SS-Sturmbannführer Hans Ghruber by name.

      “Nazi rank,” commented Ruiz, leafing slowly through one of the diaries.

      “I noticed,” Applewhite responded, as he perused another volume.

      “Why would the Nazis wish to construct a railway into these hills?” Ruiz asked. “Most assuredly, it was not to conduct any sort of military operation. Brazil joined the allied cause during the war. The German military was not welcome here.”

      “It might have been a secret operation,” Applewhite said, thoughtfully. “Naturalized German immigrants, Brazilian citizens of German descent, even German nationals with visas, were permitted to stay in the Americas during the war and carry on with their local business interests. They had to take a loyalty oath in most countries, I think. I’m not really sure.

      “Anyway, it’s possible our Mr. Ghruber pretended to be one of those. He could have stayed here and worked under the guise of an immigrant. If he had Brazilian citizenship, he could even have been working for some legitimate local business. Who knows? He might even have been hiding from the law. In the nineteen forties, I doubt there was much law and order in this neck of the woods. There could have been hundreds of anonymous people wandering around the Amazon jungle, working for small local companies, or dodging the law for one reason or another.”

      Applewhite gazed thoughtfully at the books and plans for a moment. “On the other hand, our German friend may have been a real spy, an infiltrator posing as a non-political type. From the dates in these notebooks, it looks like he lived in South America for almost ten years. Most of his early entries begin with the date and location. See,” said Applewhite, gingerly turning the brittle pages in one of the notebooks and pointing to the entries, “he seemed to move around constantly up until the last two years. In the late thirties he was in Peru. See here, he was in Lima in early 1937, and a few months later, in La Paz. The Amazon survey was all done during forty-four and forty-five. He had apparently settled down here by then. What do you make of it?” he asked Ruiz.

      “I am not certain,” Ruiz responded, “but it looks as if he was searching for minerals. The terrain is too difficult, and unnecessarily remote, for timber or food crops. I doubt that the Germans needed mahogany badly enough to warrant a foreign operation like this, anyway. More likely, it was gemstones or gold. Something to finance the war effort.

      “When he found what he was looking for, he stopped moving around. The significant clue is that he surveyed a rail-bed down to the river. What could that mean, but an ore train? The Purus River was navigable to cargo vessels even then. From here they could sail the ore out to the Amazon, then east on the river to the Atlantic Ocean.”

      Applewhite frowned. “We’re assuming a lot based on the German military references. It could just as easily have been that he defected when the war broke out, and moved around taking honest engineering and survey work wherever he could get it. This work could just as easily have been genuine service for a Brazilian minerals company, as well as the German war machine.”

      “I don’t think so,” said Ruiz, pointing to the signed bookplate in the cover of the last notebook. “The military rank I don’t know, but the SS designation meant the Waffen-SS, the Nazi secret police. They didn’t come into being until the late nineteen thirties, I believe. He apparently enlisted in the German war effort sometime after the war began, after he was already in South America, and still considered himself a soldier as late as 1945. You do not continue to sign your military rank to things after you have defected.”

      “I guess you’re right,” Applewhite conceded, “If he was here on a military mission, it makes sense that he was trying to locate something that would aid the Nazi war effort, and if an ore train was needed to exploit it, it couldn’t be anything else but gems or precious metals. They certainly weren’t going to mine iron in the Amazon, when they had iron mines closer to hand in Africa. He might have found a deposit of some metal needed for high strength alloys, though, such as cobalt or vanadium. Even tin. I think you’re right, I can’t see any other use for a narrow-gauge railway, extending a couple of miles back into the hills, other than for carrying out some kind of ore.

      “Know anything about the mineralogy of this region? Isn’t there gold, or diamonds, or strategic metals, that sort of thing?”

      “Yes,” Ruiz said, scratching his head thoughtfully. “Gold, diamonds, emeralds. Deposits of tin, bauxite, cobalt and other things, as you say, that might be needed to alloy with iron to make high temperature engine parts for warplanes, or to harden gun barrels. Brazil is rich in valuable ores. Mining is a large part of the economy. Gemstones would have been valuable both in terms of ready cash, and for industrial abrasives to hone and polish those super-hard alloys we mentioned.”

      Applewhite flipped through the pages of one of the last two diaries, scanning for a formula he had noticed earlier. “There’s some kind of chemical formula here. Be3Al2Si6O18. Know what it is?”

      “I am no chemist, Compadre, but I have a friend who’s a geologist. I will call him in the morning.”

      Applewhite glanced around the room, puzzled by a thought. He began searching through some of the blueprints and plans they had already looked at. He unrolled roll after roll of the blueprints, spreading them on the table, only to roll them back up and get another. Finally, he found what he was looking for.

      “I couldn’t make this out before. Now, I think I understand what it is.” He traced out a segmented figure with his forefinger, drawn in faded India ink. “See, Carlos, I thought it was part of a bridge trestle, but it narrows to this half-round cross-section. I think it’s a sluice, an elevated water ditch. He probably had an engine-driven pump somewhere near the creek.”

      He turned back a page of the drawings, and examined the one beneath it. “See, here? This didn’t make much sense before, but now I know we’re on the right track. Look,” Applewhite traced a section of watercourse with lines leading off to two circular figures, “this isn’t part of the right-of-way for the road. It’s a diversion canal off the Agualista. And, this little figure and symbol must mean a canal gate. These circles must be holding ponds.

      “They needed water and a sluice, and that can only mean a mining operation. The shed pictured here was probably the pumping station. They had to get the water up to the top of the sluice. That means the ore-crusher and mill were going to be up higher, possibly up one of these ravines that shoot off from the river. What do you think, Buddy?”

      “I think you are right, Amigo. Let me see,” Ruiz searched among the piles of blueprints on the floor behind him, found a roll of plans and spread them out over the other drawings on the table. “Mira! See here, ‘Rio Purus.’ This bend in the river corresponds with the bend here, verdad?”

      He lifted up a corner of the sheaf of plans and pointed to a similar outline on the plans for the sluice and watercourse diversion. “This little squiggle is the tributary where we are. So this must be the dig, and the spot marked ‘X,’” he emphasized the quotes with the fingers of one hand, “must be somewhere on that hillside that is upstream from the village.”

      “Could be,” said Applewhite, looking first at one, then the other. “Yes, I think you’re right. That means that the canal would start here,” he said, pointing, “just above the village. The stamping mill would have had to be at the top of the sluice. That would put it in that big ravine that comes out further down, behind the village. That’s just above our dig. The mine can’t be far from the mill. It must be somewhere near the top of the hill, just here. See?”

      “I think I will wait until we look at the site before I contact my geologist friend,” said Ruiz, looking at
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