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“The forest did not tolerate frailty of body or mind. Show your weakness, and it would consume you without hesitation.”

– Tahir Shah, House of the Tiger King 
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I know I'm not the first, and I won't be the last. But dammit if I'm not going to take my shot at the brass ring. This will be my legacy. I can feel it in my bones. Or maybe that's the jungle fever. Either way, I'm not stopping. Not after having come this far.

Rick Braeden. Adventurer. At your service. I've been scouring the Amazon jungles for weeks now. And I have the scorpion and snakebites to prove it. Out here, if the malaria doesn't get you, the jaguars will. But so far, I'm still walking and still sane, and still determined to find what others have tried and died doing.

Where’s here you ask? The Mato Grosso region of the Amazon jungle. It’s lush, it’s dense, it’s deadly. But it’s where I need to be. I must find the Lost City of Gold. I will find it. It won’t stay lost forever and I won’t let anyone beat me to it.

* * *
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Rick glanced up at the thick canopy. The jungle was alive with a cacophony of shrieks, whistles, and brightly varied songs. It was warning others that someone was here who didn’t belong. Someone who could easily be killed a dozen ways before breakfast.

“Sergio!” Rick called out. “Does the map show where we should cross?” He placed his hands on his hips as he surveyed the murky greenish-brown water. Ripples showed themselves every dozen or so feet. Crocodiles. Hungry crocodiles, just waiting for them to slip up. His throat went dry. He reached for his canteen, taking a sip of water. He lifted his hat and wiped his brow with his shirtsleeve. His wavy, dark brown hair was drenched. The day was hot, the air thick, the humidity off the charts. At least the jungle provided plenty of shelter from the sun if you stayed under its seemingly endless awning.

“No, Señor Rick,” Sergio called back in his thick Brazilian accent. Though many of the inhabitants of this region spoke Portuguese, he was Spanish. His thick, black, shoulder-length, curly hair was pulled into a loose ponytail, and unlike his lighter-skinned, light-eyed travelling companion, he never bothered with sunglasses, though he carried a pair with him. His dark eyes had no problem dealing with the blazing sun in these regions. It was his home.

“Crap,” Rick said. “This is going to be a problem.”

“Si señor,” Sergio answered, looking around for a solution to their problem. He glanced back down at their well-worn map, frowning. It showed the river, and their destination on the other side. He looked back up, just as set of black, beady eyes lazily floated by, watching them. He took a step back.

They were at the Upper Xingu, a tributary on the southeast edge of the Amazon River. The water was moving fast, carrying branches, leaves and other debris with it, along with a variety of the local wildlife, some more deadly than others.

Rick checked his compass for the tenth time. They had to get over this river one way or another. He made a mental note of the supplies they had in their large rucksacks, enough survival gear to last two months out here. He hoped they wouldn’t need near that long. He ran through the items that might help right now. They had some plastic sheeting and some strong twine. ‘That could be useful,’ he thought. He took off his sunglasses, his green eyes squinting in the light, and looked around for logs. They’d have to make a raft and cross over the river that way. It was their only choice.

“Sergio, I think we need to build ourselves a raft,” he said, putting his shades back on.

Sergio sighed, evidently hoping they could turn back. “Balsa, si.” Sergio’s mood had been deteriorating over the course of their trek into the heart of the jungle. He was looking dark and gloomy more often than not in recent days and had seemed more withdrawn. Rick didn’t know him well enough to know what to make of it, so he just ignored it and pressed on.

‘Once we build this raft and cross the river, things will change,’ Rick thought to himself. ‘Maybe Sergio is just getting tired or homesick.’ Rick was glad that his own survival training was coming in handy. Make useful things from what you find around you.

He was grateful for Sergio, in spite of his moods. His Brazilian guide knew the jungle and was knowledgeable about the region they’d be heading into. At least that’s what he’d been told. Sergio did have a deep respect for, and healthy fear of it. That much was clear. He had been Rick’s traveling partner for the last two weeks as they made their way inland. Rick initially had trouble convincing anyone to guide him to this region on his quest. Over one hundred treasure hunters and curious souls had lost their lives seeking ‘Z’ – the mythological City of Gold, ever since Percy Fawcett and his expedition disappeared in 1925 searching for it. Rumors abounded as to what became of them. Like them, Rick was convinced the lost city was not just myth and he was determined to prove it.

Back in 1743, a manuscript was penned detailing a Portuguese expedition into the interior of the Amazon and describing the ancient city they had found. As many before him did, Rick believed this lost city existed and he was obsessed with finding it. Where there was smoke, there was fire, he always believed. And this quest felt hot, he could feel the city was out there, waiting for him. And when he found it, his life would change, he’d have everything he had always dreamed of. He’d be respected, renowned, rich, and redeemed. Or so he hoped anyway.

Due to the body count of the, at least, thirteen previous expeditions, he had to pay Sergio triple what most guides went for. Rick had wanted a couple more men to accompany them, but he could find no other takers, even at that premium. Sergio was it and he felt lucky to have him. Besides, Sergio insisted Rick only needed a single guide, that he could handle all of his expedition needs. Rick didn’t have a choice. It was either that or go it alone. And in the jungle, that just wasn’t an option.

Rick learned that Sergio was a family man. He had three young kids and a wife who stayed at home to look after them. Near as Rick could tell, Sergio was in his early to mid-thirties, a bit younger than Rick, who was only a couple of years away from forty, but Sergio carried a bit of a paunch, which aged him. Like Rick, he suspected he liked the brews. They had met in a bar after all. Sergio was only a couple of inches taller than Rick, who was 5’11”, but outweighed him by a good twenty pounds. Rick patted his own small paunch. He’d have to watch that it didn’t keep expanding. Things like that had a way of sneaking up on you. Just like things in the jungle.

* * *
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After nearly two hours of gathering wood and fashioning a craft, they were ready to head out across the river. They still had enough daylight to make it relatively safe to travel. They could make camp somewhere on the other side.

Sergio wiped his brow, and stretched his back. He let out a big sigh, and then looked at Rick with a strange expression on his face.

Rick took a gulp of water, and noticed Sergio looking at him. “What is it?” he asked, his brow furrowed. “Don’t you think the raft will hold? I mean, it looks OK to me and...”

Sergio waved a finger at him. “I have a bad feeling about this Señor Rick,” he said, taking a step closer. “I know this jungle, and my instintos are telling me we should turn back. Now.”

Rick laughed at first, but stopped when he saw Sergio was serious. “But you knew what we were getting into. This is all part of the plan,” he said as he placed his hands on his hips. He had noticed Sergio’s frequent furtive glances across the river. He thought he was just sizing up the area. “Sergio, seriously,” he said, shrugging his shoulders and holding his hands out, “we’ve been trekking here for two weeks. There’s no way I’m turning back now.”

Sergio shook his head. “Something bad is out there,” he said, gazing off across the river into the shadowy, dense jungle beyond. “I can feel it. Something evil waits for us...”
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After much back and forth bartering of positions, Rick had managed to convince Sergio to keep going. The Brazilian seemed even testier now, but he had eventually relented. Rick had to offer him a bonus upon their safe return, another ten percent of what he was already paying him.

Finally, they had managed to cross the river, but it was no pleasure cruise. Rick had counted at least six large crocodiles passing by at close range as he and Sergio made their way across the muddy, rippled water. Rick knew enough to realize the crocs were on the hunt and were sizing them up as possible prey. One wrong move and they’d strike. It had been a nerve-wracking experience. Sergio had been as silent as possible, warily watching their deadly escorts, but kept his cool. Rick, on the other hand, sweated bullets all the way across and was relieved to be back on terra firma.

Stepping carefully onto shore, and watching for any sudden lunges from the river, they were pulling their raft up away from the water’s edge, when suddenly it felt as if the temperature dropped ten degrees.

Rick shuddered.

Sergio looked at him, indicating he felt it, too.

Rick looked up. The jungle canopy was thicker on this side. ‘That must be it,’ he thought, trying to shake the chill. ‘It’s just blocking out the sunlight.’

They finished hauling the raft up and secured it under some heavy brush for their return trip. They
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