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PROLOGUE

 


Eladio heard the mosquito buzz by his ear.
Under normal circumstances he would have brushed the bothersome
insect away, but today he didn’t dare move. He knew the puma was
close by. Although he’d laid the trap for the big cat carefully, he
instinctively perceived that any movement on his part could scare
the animal away. Uncomfortable sitting in his lofty perch nestled
between two tree limbs, Eladio thought back to what his father had
told him. It was two weeks ago on his fourteenth birthday that his
father had taken him aside. “Eladio, my son. It’s time for you to
become a man. You must follow the ways of our village and kill a
puma. Once you do this, you will skin the cat and wear his fur to
keep you warm.”

Eladio recalled asking, “How do I do this,
Father? The puma is very swift, and I have no way to protect myself
from its deadly fangs and claws.”

“Man is smarter than the most cunning
of animals, even the puma,” his father had answered. “You will dig
a pit. In that pit you shall place bamboo. Use your knife to make
the points sharp. Then kill a tapir. Drain its blood over the
leaves of the fern branches that you will use to camouflage your
trap. In time, the puma will come. Remember, you must be patient
and sit very still or else you will fail—and if you don’t come back
to our village wearing the fur of a warrior, you won’t become a
man.”

Eladio had followed his father’s
instructions. He was much more afraid of not accomplishing his task
than he was of the puma’s teeth and claws. He’d sat in the fern
tree for almost two days. Although his muscles ached from misuse,
he was afraid to stretch them. If he made the slightest sound, the
puma might not come, and then he would have to return to his
village in shame.

Eladio was glad it started raining again. The
rain was insurance against the puma picking up his scent. He swore
to himself. The mosquito was now feasting on his blood. Very
carefully he pried the vermin off his cheek, grinding it to a pulp
between his fingers.

Listening for any unusual sounds, Eladio
heard the raindrops as they splattered against the dense vegetation
of the Amazon jungle. Then a different sound caused his heart to
skip a beat—the rustling of leaves. He knew it had to be the puma.
Afraid if he breathed he’d give himself away, Eladio closed his
eyes, clenched his teeth, and waited. He could only hope the cat’s
hunger would win out over its instinctive, cautious nature.

The silence was broken as the puma fell into
the pit, its growl barely audible as the dying cat attempted to
extricate himself from the sharp bamboo spikes penetrating its
flesh. Within a few minutes the rustling stopped, and the only
sound Eladio heard was the rain. His father had warned him that
pumas often hunted in pairs. Remembering the words of caution,
Eladio sat in the tree for another two hours waiting for dawn.

In this part of the rain forest, a perpetual
gloom existed. This was because the sun couldn’t penetrate through
the thick canopy of trees. Eladio could see little more at midday
than at dawn, because in the Amazon the dense, swirling fog
enveloped the jungle like a shroud.

Climbing down from the fern tree, Eladio
cautiously approached the trap. He was relieved when he saw the
dead puma, its magnificent torso impaled by several pieces of
bamboo. Once he removed the carcass from its deadly hold, Eladio
took the task of skinning the hide. It was then he saw the
half-exposed object buried in the dirt. Curious, Eladio used his
knife to dig around the object so as not to damage it. To his
amazement, he found a small, sealed aryballos. The vessel’s shape
reminded him of a type of squash his father grew in the vegetable
garden; however, the relief decoration and the writing were
unfamiliar. He luxuriated in the knowledge that his father would be
proud of him. Not only would he be returning to his village a man,
but he’d also bring something of value to the household, something
that could be traded.

It took two days for Eladio to descend from
the steep Pico do Papagaio
Mountain, the highest peak in the state of Pernambuco in Brazil.
Once he was within earshot of the people in his village, he wrapped
the puma’s hide around his shoulders, oblivious to its stench.
Hacking his way through the dense vegetation with a machete, Eladio
approached his father’s hut with pride.

When his younger brothers and sisters saw the
fierce-looking head of the cat resting benignly on Eladio’s
shoulders, they screamed with delight. His mother was not as
pleased. “Get that animal off you and let its hide cure. It
stinks.” With his ego slightly bruised, Eladio walked outside to
look for his father, knowing he would be proud of him.

That evening his father let him sit with the
other men around the fire. Pride showed on Eladio’s face as the
elders passed around the aryballos. His father told and retold
Eladio’s story to anyone willing to listen. Each time the story was
repeated, it was embellished upon with such ardor that Eladio
himself began believing in his mighty prowess. If one were to
believe the tale, Eladio had seized the ancient artifact from a
sorcerer who had attempted to cast an evil spell on the boy. After
slaying the magician with his machete, Eladio had purportedly
placed the man’s soul inside the gourd-like jar, sealing it. Of
course, no one bothered to ask the all-important question as to how
a fourteen-year-old could have single-handedly accomplished such a
feat.

After all the villagers had seen and held the
aryballos, Eladio’s father instructed him to take a raft to the
town of Belem de Paro and trade it for something more useful.
“Shouldn’t we open it first to see what’s inside?” Eladio
asked.

“To open it would only diminish the
value of the object. If you look closely at the jar, you will see
that it has a picture of the Star Walkers.”

“Didn’t you say they were gods? And
that they descended from the sky long, long ago—even before Great
Grandfather was born?”

“Yes, my son. I have been told they
built fabulous cities deep within the Amazon, cities that have been
lost to the jungle.”

Eladio traced one of his fingers over the
image. “I think you are right, Father. Maybe I should leave it
alone.”

Looking at his son, Eladio’s father smiled.
“Besides, we wouldn’t want the evil soul of the sorcerer to escape,
would we?”

Later, Eladio managed to convince a merchant
in Belem de Paro to trade a blanket and some corn seeds for the
aryballos. He knew the blanket would please his mother, and the
corn seeds could always be used in the family’s garden.

 


* * *

 


Eladio swatted at the bothersome insect, but
his reflexes were much too slow for the mosquito. He could remember
a time when his eyes were much sharper than they were now. Sitting
cross-legged by the embers of a dying fire, Eladio pulled the
tattered puma hide closer to his body in order to ward off the
morning cold. Although it was now threadbare, it still managed to
keep the chill off his old bones.

The young boy sitting by Eladio’s side tugged
on his wrinkled hand. “Tell me what happened then, great warrior.
Did anyone let the evil spirit out of the sealed jar?”

Eladio looked fondly into the inquisitive
face of his great grandson, wondering where the time had gone.
“This I do not know. I remember my father telling me about the
strange picture-writing on the aryballos. He said it was the
language of the Star Walkers.”

“Who are the Star Walkers?” asked the
boy.

“You mean to tell me your father has
never told you about the Star Walkers?”

The young boy’s eyes became wide. “No, please
tell me about them.”

Eladio wrapped a portion of the puma’s hide
around the shivering boy. “One day, many, many years ago, the Star
Walkers came. They arrived from the sky on shimmering golden ships.
Like gods they descended upon our land. They were the ones who gave
our ancestors the wisdom of the ancients. Had it not been for them,
we wouldn’t have the potions and elixirs to cure the sick.”

“Did you see them, Great Grandfather?”
asked the boy.

“No, my son. Neither did my father or
his father before him. As I said, this all happened a very long
time ago. But I did see a picture of them. It was on the water jar.
You see, many, many years ago our tribe lived in the city of
Akakor. Right before the Star Walkers came, the city was destroyed
by a powerful earthquake. Many died. Had it not been for the Star
Walkers, we, the Ugha Mongulala, would not have
survived.”

The boy nestled closer to Eladio. “Do you
think Father will let me hunt for the puma?”

“Yes. Soon the time will come when it
will be your turn to venture into the jungle for your own hide.
Then, you too will become a brave warrior.”

The boy looked up into Eladio’s wrinkled
face. “Maybe I will capture an evil spirit and become famous like
you.”

 


* * *

 


The ancient aryballos passed from hand to
hand many times. Eventually, it fell off a barge into the Amazon
River. Because the aryballos was buoyant, it bobbed up and down the
watercourse. Eventually it came to rest on the shore among a pile
of debris close to the city of Manaus, Brazil. It lay there
half-buried for several centuries. It would still be there had it
not been for an occurrence of fate.

 



CHAPTER 1

 


Eric Shade wondered if he had made the right
decision. Four months earlier, he had been an assistant professor
of South American history at the University of New York. And now he
was unemployed, sitting in a bar in Manaus, nursing a beer. It had
all happened so suddenly.

A colleague of his father’s had sent him a
telegram informing him that his father had left Manaus on a quest
to find a lost city in the Amazon and was never heard from again. A
hard punch to the stomach would have been much less painful.

Eric worshipped his father. Jonathan Shade
was dedicated to two things: archeology and his son. When Eric
graduated from high school, he joined his father on an expedition
to look for lost cities in the Amazon. After spending almost a year
in the jungle, they had found Ingregil. Eric would never forget the
day because had it not been for a fluky occurrence, they might not
have come across the ancient ruins. His father had been wielding a
machete, trying to clear a path in the jungle, when his blade hit a
section of a stone pillar that had been totally obscured by vines.
The dense vegetation had literally swallowed the city, but,
nonetheless, there it was. The discovery had made headlines,
probably because for the first time archeologists could actually
prove that South America had a past, a past much older than anyone
had ever imagined.

From that point on, Eric decided he wanted to
be an explorer just like his father. But that was not to be.
Jonathan Shade had insisted Eric attend the University of New York.
They argued. At that time in his life all he wanted to do was see
some of the world so he joined the Army. Because he was an
outstanding soldier, one of his company commanders recommended he
attend officer candidate school. As a second lieutenant, Eric opted
to join U.S. Army’s Special Operations Forces, and eventually
became a Green Beret. He was assigned to an elite unit nicknamed
the “Night Stalkers.” Time and time again, Eric proved himself as a
soldier. He attended flight school, became a helicopter pilot, and
flew his fellow Green Berets to strategic “hot spots” in various
parts of the Islamic world. When Eric completed his tour of duty,
mainly to please his father, he attended the University of New
York. Much to his surprise, he enjoyed the world of academia,
became an outstanding student, and in time, received a doctorate in
South American history.

An argument on the other side of the bar
brought Eric out of his reverie. “Don’t talk to me about how tough
life is around here. How’d you like to skipper a barge up and down
the Amazon River? A couple of months ago, my first mate stuck his
hand in that river. When he took it out, all that was left were a
few pieces of flesh hanging from his bones.”

“You really are a pussy, you know
that?” a Caucasian man wearing a tattered baseball cap responded.
“You should have warned your first mate that there are thousands of
piranhas in that damned river. They swim in schools, you
know.”

They were on their feet ready to trade blows
when a waiter walked up to them with a couple of beers. After
placing them on the table, he said, “You two better knock it off.
We don’t allow fighting in here.”

The two men quieted down, and Eric’s thoughts
drifted back to his father. In addition to being an exceptionally
good field archeologist, Jonathan Shade was also an excellent
tracker and guide. His father was very capable of taking care of
himself, particularly in the Amazon. That’s why Eric was convinced
he must have encountered foul play.

Upon hearing the news, Eric hadn’t think.
He’d just acted. He could have requested an emergency leave, but
no. Like a fool, he had left the chairman of his department a note
and took the first plane to Manaus. Now, here he was, sitting in a
bar, almost broke. Eric had gone through most of his savings
looking for his father, but it was as if Jonathan Shade had never
existed.

Eric’s thoughts were shattered by the sound
of glass breaking. The noise caused a roomful of people to stop
talking. The man holding the broken bottle wore a baseball cap. He
waved it menacingly at a mestizo who was sitting in a chair several
tables away. “You son-of-a-bitch,” Baseball Cap said. “Come any
closer and I’ll ram this piece of glass up your ass!”

A bruiser the size of a freight train stood
up. “What do you think you’re going to do, cut me?” the man said in
broken Portuguese. “I’ll take that bottle away from you and slit
your throat with it.” Appearing out of nowhere two other mestizos
sidled up next to Freight Train.

Baseball Cap picked up a chair and held it as
a shield to ward off a possible attack. “Come on, motherfuckers,”
he shouted. “I’ll cut out your tongues!” A scuffle ensued and
within seconds two of the three mestizos had Baseball Cap down on
the beer-stained floor.

Freight Train took out a switchblade, and
when he pressed the button a long, tapered knife suddenly appeared.
Placing a smile on his face, he took a few tentative steps toward
Baseball Cap. “I’m going to carve your heart out,” he said, raising
the knife.

The blood coursed faster in Eric’s veins. He
only had a second to decide. Is Freight Train posturing or is he
planning on using the knife? Without any regard for his own safety,
Eric flew off the bar stool and kicked Freight Train’s arm with his
boot, sending the menacing blade flying through the air. Freight
Train let out an expletive and sprung toward Eric, who simply
lifted up his knee and hit the man in the groin. Freight Train
grabbed his crotch and yelled out in pain. That enabled Baseball
Cap to ward off the other two mestizos.

“Do you have a death wish or
something?” Eric asked Baseball Cap. “These guys are apt to cut off
your balls and stuff them in your mouth.”

“Not without a fight they won’t,”
Baseball Cap replied.

What’s your name?” Eric asked of the man who
had been foolish enough to piss off the mestizos.

“Chris Bordeaux. What’s
yours?”

“Eric. Eric Shade. I think it would be
a good idea if we left this place. Don’t you?”

Chris nodded, then shook Eric’s hand. “Thanks
for helping me.”

“You are quite welcome.”

“Can I buy you a beer?”

Eric glanced around the room. “Yes, but not
here. By the looks we’re getting, I think it would be wise for us
to leave while we still can.”

Chris laughed a throaty laugh. “Good idea. My
place isn’t far from here. How about we go there?”

 



CHAPTER 2

 


Eric liked Chris. The younger man had come to
Manaus from Le Havre, France. To hear Chris tell the story, it was
either escape to South America or be nabbed by the gendarmes. He
had read about Manaus; the Brazilian city was far enough away where
he could start a new life. That was three years ago. In those days,
Chris didn’t speak Portuguese, but then a person didn’t have to
speak the language to obtain a job as a dockworker. The only
requirement was a strong back.

Chris told Eric that he led a relatively
simple life. He would work at the docks Monday through Friday and
on weekends would spend his hard-earned cash at a few of his
favorite watering spots. By Monday, he was out of money so he would
hit the docks to earn more. It was a cycle he hoped to break.

That evening, Chris laid a sleeping bag out
on the couch and suggested Eric crash at his place. Upon Chris’s
invitation, the next day Eric took the few belongings from the
hotel where he’d been staying and moved in with Chris. The place
was just a shack, but it beat sleeping on a park bench, which is
what Eric anticipated he would have had to do when his money ran
out. The two decided to team up and work together as guides. Eric
spent the little money he had left on some advertising and within a
few days they had several tours lined up. It turned out to be a
good partnership. Chris helped Eric guide tourists into the Amazon
while Eric reciprocated by keeping Chris out of trouble.

Occasionally, the two would end up at one of
the local bars. Eric drank less because the initial shock of losing
his father had worn off, and Chris didn’t brawl quite as much
because Eric wouldn’t let him. Chris looked upon Eric as an older
brother he’d never had, and Eric enjoyed looking out for the
younger man.

 


* * *

 


Sweat pummeled off Eric’s forehead as he
strained to apply additional pressure on the man seated across from
him. Just when it looked like the arm-wrestling match would turn
out to be a tie, Eric’s opponent’s arm hit the surface of the table
with such force that it knocked a couple of beer bottles to the
floor. Eric peered into the eyes of his challenger. “Looks to me
like you’ll be buying the next round.”

“Shall we have another go at it?” the
man asked. “I’m game if you are.”

“Perhaps some other time.” Eric
chastised himself. Why is it that I always have to try and prove
I’m just as strong or stronger than men half my age? Eric
gravitated toward the bar where he overheard Chris spinning a yarn
to a wide-eyed mestizo.

“It was late afternoon when I saw the
creature,” Chris said. “It was thirty meters long. Largest damn
anaconda I’ve ever seen.”

“No kidding?” the mestizo replied,
wide-eyed. “So what did you do?”

Chris drained his beer. “I took out my
machete and hacked the sucker into little pieces.”

“Come on, Chris. Let’s go,” Eric said.
“You’ve told enough stories for one night. We have to lead a group
into the jungle tomorrow, or have you forgotten?”

Chris turned to flag down the bartender.
“Just one more. Then we’ll go.”

Eric grabbed ahold of Chris and gently pried
him off the barstool. “I’ve heard that from you before. Then,
before you know it, one beer turns into two, then three. That’s
when you start drinking tequila ‘shooters.’ After a few shooters,
you’ll end up picking a fight, a fight I usually have to break up.
Come on. We are leaving now.”

Once they were outside in the parking lot,
Eric helped Chris into the passenger side of the jeep. “Look at
you. You’re so drunk you can’t even drive.”

As he drove along a winding, rutted road,
Eric reflected on his current situation. Since Manaus was but a
stone’s throw from the Amazon River, the location provided him and
Chris with an ample supply of tourists who wanted to experience the
full flavor of the jungle the dangerous way, which was by land.
Acting as tour guides for rich Americans, the two managed to
scratch out a living from nature lovers, treasure hunters, and a
few people who were passionate about climbing mountain peaks.
However, after working with Chris for three months as a tour guide,
Eric didn’t feel as if he was getting anywhere. The two often heard
stories about lost gold, abandoned silver mines, and ancient
cities, but as much as they would have liked to have spent some
time chasing some of those myths, their financial situation
prohibited them from doing so.

Eric also had to remind himself that he had a
doctorate degree, and as much as he enjoyed his life, he had to
think of the future. He was thirty-nine years old. Somehow, he
couldn’t picture himself being a guide in the Amazon and
arm-wrestling people for beers twenty years from now. He often
thought about writing a book, but then decided against it. What
would he write? A book about how dummies could survive in the
Amazon?

Eric believed he had made a mistake to chuck
the world of academia for this place, but at least he could look at
himself in the mirror and say he had tried to find his father. The
last time he had spoken to Jonathan Shade, his father told him to
stick with teaching. “It may be less glamorous than searching for
lost cities in the jungle, but believe me, it pays a heck of a lot
better—and it’s safer.” Of course, the problem was that Eric no
longer had a teaching job, and he wasn’t overly optimistic about
finding one in Manaus. Maybe if his field had been math or science,
but there were almost as many history professors as there were fish
vendors who lined the marketplace every morning to sell their
catch. What he was doing with Chris was treading water at best.

In the meantime, it didn’t cost a thing to
dream. “If my father and I could find Ingregil, I bet the two of us
could find Akakor,” he’d often say to Chris. In truth, Eric didn’t
have his father’s optimism. Over the last couple of centuries,
scores of people had looked for the lost city. Of the many who had
entered the Amazon to search for it, few had come out alive. He
prayed that hadn’t happened to his father.

Now that Eric had experienced the full flavor
of the jungle by moving to Manaus, he didn’t think he would ever
leave the Amazon. The power, majesty, and energy of the primeval
rain forest were impossible to fathom. The air was so heavy with
moisture, the humidity so overpowering that a perpetual fog
enveloped the surroundings. Sometimes it was so thick that a person
could almost feel it. There is a stillness to the Amazon that is
difficult to describe. The first thing one notices upon entering
the jungle is that there is absolutely no wind. It’s hard to
conceptualize the sheer proliferation of plant and animal life that
exists in this tropical wonder. One of the reasons Eric respected
the jungle was because it was by far the largest bio-diversified
ecosystem on the planet. It was also an abominable place, dripping
with maleficence, the home of malaria as well as other deadly
diseases, some so obscure that there simply was no cure. If you
were unlucky enough to be bitten by some of the rarer poisonous
insects, it was a sure bet you would either become violently ill or
die without an antidote.

There were flies that actually caused people
to lose their sight—and there were other perils: fierce tribes,
dangerous animals, and exotic reptiles. The rain forest had varying
degrees of temperatures. It was often above a hundred degrees close
to the canopy where the sun shined, but at ground level, surrounded
by dappled shades of green of every color, the temperature was
often well below eighty degrees. This was because less than ten
percent of sunlight ever reached the forest floor.

Eric knew the emerald canopy of the Amazon
was one of the most hostile places on earth, nonetheless, he was
drawn to it and its secrets. He believed most of the stories he’d
heard about the place: remains of ancient civilizations that
possessed an advanced technology linked to the origins of mankind.
Strange tribes, refugees from an older civilization who had
auburn-colored hair. White-skinned people who some Indians believe
are the progeny of the Star Walkers. Unusual bright lights, which
the Indians claim have burned continually for generations. And, of
course, there was gold, literally tons of it.

Too tired to take off his clothes, Eric
flopped on Chris’s couch. He figured the money the two would earn
from the college students would enable them to pursue a lead he had
recently received from an old mestizo. A man in a bar he and Chris
had met a week ago told him he had come across the ruins of an old
temple about a mile west of the Purus River. He was certain an
ancient city lay close by, buried beneath the rubble. Eric wondered
if it could be Akakor. Most mainstream archeologists didn’t believe
the city had ever existed, but then what did they know? The idiots
thought Ingregil was nothing more than a figment of someone’s
overactive imagination until he and his father had proved them
wrong. Even if his father hadn’t gone to Akakor, if he could find
the fabled city, maybe he could make a name for himself in the
world of academia. And if that were to happen, a teaching job would
be easier to find. All he needed was money, but at the rate he and
Chris were going, he doubted if he would have more than a living
wage anytime soon.

Eric closed his eyes. He knew dawn would come
soon enough and with it another day of babysitting a group of
neophytes in the jungle, a jungle that could very well be his home
for quite some time.

 



CHAPTER 3

 


The sound of the phone distracted Catalina
Rivera from the article she was reading. She picked up the receiver
just before the answering machine took the call.

“It’s Marcelo, honey.”

There was an imperceptible intake of breath.
“Granddad, is everything all right?” she asked in impeccable
Portuguese.

“Fine, just fine. Listen, I called to
tell you that a friend of mine, a dealer in South American
antiquities, has just acquired a rather remarkable artifact. I
thought Phillip might be interested so I gave him your phone number
as well as your email address. His name is Arcell Duvant. You can
trust him—even if he is French.”

Catalina laughed. Although her grandfather
was eighty-four, he still had a sense of humor. Normally, Catalina
didn’t buy from dealers. This was because they usually sold at
retail prices. She much preferred the auction houses because if one
didn’t get into a bidding war, that’s where the good deals were.
“Sure, Granddad. What is it?”

“It’s an aryballos.”

“I don’t think Phillip will be
interested in a water jar. They are rather common, you
know.”

“This one isn’t. I told Arcell to email
you some pictures. Take a look at them, and if you’re interested,
give him a call.”

After Catalina jotted down Arcell’s telephone
number, and answered Marcelo’s questions about what the weather was
like in Los Angeles, a topic of conversation that for some reason
always interested him, she ended the call.

Later that afternoon, she went to her
computer and found a message from Arcell. She opened the attachment
and immediately became intrigued with what she saw. It was an
elegant-looking terracotta receptacle of Inca Imperial style.
Although it had the shape of an aryballos, she figured it was much
too small to be one. The other unusual thing was the vessel was
sealed. It appeared to be in remarkable condition, but then she
really couldn’t tell how old it was from the pictures. The face of
it was tattooed with geometrical motifs as well as with winged
jaguars. She could also see some unusual calligraphy on the jar’s
neck. She tried to read the writing, but it was too faint.

She immediately called Arcell. “How did you
acquire it?” was the first question she asked.

“An Indian from a local village near
Manaus found it in the jungle half-buried in sediment close to the
Amazon River.”

Typically, an aryballos would not pique her
curiosity, but there was an element of mystery to this one she just
couldn’t ignore. Why in the world would anyone want to seal an
aryballos? And then there was the question of provenance. It looked
like an Inca artifact, but if it was, how did the object get that
far from Peru?

“Do you know how old it is?” she
asked.

“I would say late fifteenth or early
sixteenth century, but I can’t be sure.”

“If it’s that old, I’m going to have a
difficult time getting it through customs.”

“No, you won’t,” Arcell assured her. “A
customs officer isn’t going to give it a second look. It resembles
a jug of wine. Could very well be one for that matter. All they’ll
want to know is what you paid for it. I’ll give you a bill of sale,
and if you pay customs their standard rate of—”

Catalina cut him off. “Okay, Arcell. I get
the picture. I’m not going to lie to you. The artifact piques my
curiosity, but I would only be prepared to make you an offer if my
employer would want to add it to his collection. I’ll show him the
photographs, and if he’s interested, I’ll call you back.”

“Don’t wait too long. I have a couple
of people who have expressed a desire to purchase it.”

A typical ploy if I ever did hear one,
Catalina thought. She went back to her computer to study the
photographs with a magnifying glass. She scrutinized the intricate
pictographic detail inscribed on the artifact. Intrigued, she
flipped to the next frame. There was something peculiar about one
of the illustrations on the aryballos. At first, she couldn’t put
her finger on it, but then it came to her. What would a scarab,
which was Egypt’s symbol for immortality, be doing on a South
American artifact? She was surprised that an aryballos, even one as
unusual-looking as this one, would rivet her attention. It was as
if some mysterious force was drawing her into the jar. She was
about to make a closer inspection of the ancient writing when she
happened to glance at her watch.

Where did the time go? Phillip will be here
at any moment, and I’m not even dressed. She sometimes wished he
wouldn’t be such a stickler for punctuality. Oh, what the hell. Why
should I be worried if I’m a little late? I’m doing this for him
anyway.

Even though she knew Phillip would be fuming,
Catalina went back to her computer. She did manage to identify some
of the writing. Some of it was Proto-Quechua, which was the
forerunner to the Quechua language spoken by some ten million
people in South America. Other portions of the script had sustained
some water damage so on first inspection, she could only make out a
few words. “Derrotero.” Catalina rolled the word on her
lips, her Spanish fluent. She gave the word some thought. I know
what that means.

Just then, the doorbell buzzed. She didn’t
have to be a mind reader to know it was Phillip. “The door is
unlocked,” she shouted. “Fix yourself a drink if you like. I’ll be
down in a jiffy.”

“Please hurry,” he shouted back, “or
we’ll be late for our dinner reservation.”

Catalina wondered what Phillip’s reaction
would be if she told him she wasn’t in the mood to go out to
dinner. She much preferred to stay home and examine the pictures
Arcell had sent, but she was afraid to disappoint him. As good as
Phillip was to her, she didn’t like it when he made her march to
his clock. At times like these, she felt trapped. When am I going
to become my own woman?

Catalina had been relying on Phillip Nash for
so long that she wondered if she was even capable of striking off
on her own. At age twenty-eight, it seemed no matter what she did,
she still needed his approval. Theirs was a strange relationship.
Although she had known Phillip for over eight years, and he
showered her with nothing but kindness, she couldn’t understand why
he was always so formal.

When Catalina finished fussing with her hair,
she reached into her jewelry box and extracted a stunning
five-carat emerald ring with channel cut diamonds. As she admired
it sparkling on her finger, she thought back to the day Phillip had
presented it to her. Catalina had just completed the arduous job of
cataloging and displaying his collected works of South American
antiquities. She could still hear his words: “This ring is just a
small token of my appreciation for your devoted work on my
artifacts.”

The sound of Phillip’s voice snapped her back
to the present. “Are you coming or not?”

“Give me a moment.” Catalina squeezed
into her dress, then took one last look at her reflection in the
mirror. She had accentuated her large, oval green eyes with a touch
of black mascara. Her high cheekbones had received just enough
rouge to make her ivory-colored skin appear translucent. Satisfied
that her shoulder-length black hair had been combed to perfection,
she headed down the stairs.

On impulse, she thought of making a copy of
Arcell’s file for Phillip in order to get his opinion, but then
thought better of it. Phillip Nash was the sort of man who rewarded
assertiveness. By the same token, she’d seen him dress down people
who were unsure of themselves or their convictions. Besides, if
Catalina needed his opinion, she could ask for it tomorrow. It was
Friday night, and she and Phillip always dined out on Fridays.

Phillip was standing in the foyer, tapping
his fingers on the wooden balustrade. She wasn’t surprised to see
an annoyed look on his face. His black hair was slicked straight
back, and his navy blue worsted suit hung perfectly on his slender
but muscled build. It sometimes annoyed Catalina that everything
about Phillip’s outer appearance conveyed perfection. She wondered
what he would do if she walked over to him and messed up his
hair.

His voice betrayed his annoyance. “You know
how I hate to be kept waiting, Catalina. I really feel you are
being inconsiderate when you choose to be somewhat less than
punctual.”

Oh no, she thought. He’s not going to give me
that lecture again, or is he? “I’m really sorry, Phillip. An
antiquities dealer has offered to sell me an artifact, and I was
examining some of the pictures.” She was angry with herself that
she felt obligated to add, “Will you forgive me?”

“Well, since you were looking out for
my best interests, I won’t nag you any more than I already
have.”

She wondered why Phillip always had to convey
a sense of urgency. It didn’t much matter if they were going out to
dinner, to a concert, or simply for a horseback ride, he was always
in a rush. She couldn’t remember a time when the two of them spent
a carefree night. Everything they did together had to be planned.
It was times like this that she felt trapped. Catalina had been
relying on Phillip far too long. As good as he is to me, I need to
start a life of my own. Granted, she was well educated and could
probably find work, but was she socially prepared to be out in a
world away from him? Catalina decided it wouldn’t be worth it to
make a scene. She would have dinner with him, and then hurry back
to her place so that she could continue to study the photographs
Arcell had sent her.

 



CHAPTER 4

 


Eric Shade was accustomed to taking the lead.
Chris was a good twelve years younger, but Eric was stronger. That
was probably because he was used to arm wrestling mestizos for
beers and hiking long distances; however, the rigorous trek through
the rain forest combined with the steep climb to the plateau had
left the raconteur guide short of breath. He cursed, knowing that
if he had quit smoking years ago, he wouldn’t be having this
problem. Realizing that if he didn’t pick up the pace, Chris and
the others would soon catch up. Eric lengthened his stride. At
least he was still comforted with the knowledge that he was still
able to outdistance his younger partner.

When he and his father had been in the Amazon
searching for Ingregil, Eric had become knowledgeable about the
jungle and its perils. Chris, although born and raised in France,
had lived in Brazil long enough to also become familiar with the
Amazon. That’s why the two made such a good team. A mirror image of
Eric in his youth, Chris was not only his partner, but also his
best friend. At times, when they didn’t have clients, the two would
go off into the Amazon in search of tunnel entrances, which one day
they hoped to explore.

There were numerous stories of the gold the
Incas had supposedly hidden out of Pizarro’s reach in the myriad of
tunnels that exist in South America. At first, Eric had scoffed at
searching for Inca gold in Brazil because he wasn’t convinced the
tunnels stretched that far north. But that was before the Brazilian
government had declassified some information their
ground-penetrating radar had gathered. Even with the facts staring
him in the face, it was difficult for Eric to believe the
government’s claim that some of the tunnels ran for hundreds of
kilometers all the way from Peru to Mato Grosso, Brazil. This
information and his passion for adventure rekindled his quest in
searching for treasure. The problem was he and Chris had an
insurmountable amount of ground to cover. Also, what made the
search dangerous was that many sections of the Amazon were
inhabited by hostile Indians who had never come face to face with a
white man before.

Eric stopped. He picked up a tarantula larger
than a dinner plate and placed it on a low-growing liana vine,
thinking the harmless insect had probably fallen off a bromeliad
plant. “Lucky for you, I was the one who ran into you,” he said.
“If one of those young eager-beaver tourists had spotted you, you’d
be flatter than a pancake by now.”

Talk about luck. Eric decided it must have
been God’s will for him to meet up with Chris. Prior to forming
their partnership, Chris worked as a deckhand on one of the barges
that navigated the tributaries of the Amazon River. When Chris
decided to quit the backbreaking job of loading and unloading
everything from vegetables to horse manure, he settled on the
outskirts of Manaus. Passionate in his belief that one day he would
find an enormous gold cache, he never tired of searching for
treasure.

Chris had booked a guided tour for them with
a group of juveniles whose parents apparently had money. Eric had
chastised him because he didn’t like to take teenagers into the
Amazon. They were risk takers, probably because at their age they
believed they were invincible. But then neither of them could
afford to be too choosy.

The two enjoyed their work, at least most of
the time, because they were free to make their own decisions. In
other words, they liked the idea of not having to work for a large
tour guide company where they would have to abide to a bunch of
regulations.

Both men knew of Atahualpa’s treasure as the
quasi-incredible story had been told and retold for generations.
Intended as barter for the life of a god-king, twenty tons of
smelted bullion had been offered for the Inca king’s release. When
the Spaniards murdered Atahualpa, who at the time was the supreme
ruler of the Incas, the bounty had been spirited away from the
gold-greedy Spaniards. Many believed the loot had been hidden
somewhere in the Llanganates Mountains. Others felt the thousand or
so men had carted some of the treasure into a maze of tunnels that
led from Peru to Brazil.

Chris was convinced that sooner or later the
two would find enough gold so that they could live a life of
leisure. Eric wasn’t as optimistic. He knew numerous expeditions
had ended in failure, mostly because of the dangers the Amazon
imposed. Nonetheless, Chris refused to give up his dream of chasing
myths, for to do so would mean he would have to resign himself to
working the rest of his life, and that was something he was not
prepared to do. It wasn’t that Eric didn’t want to find the
proverbial pot of gold. He was just more realistic than his
partner.

Eric swore. His mind willed him on, but his
legs commanded he take a break. He sighed with relief when he saw
the entourage behind him signal for a rest stop. Once Chris reached
him, he pulled him aside. “I’m getting too old for this.”

Chris laughed. “No, you aren’t. I’m truly
amazed at your endurance.” Chris kicked a piece of dung off his
boot. “Seriously, did you know they tell stories about you? Some
Indians say you eat fried scorpions and wrestle alligators for the
sport of it. A lot of natives around here are afraid of you. Prior
to us teaming up, they thought you were loco to venture into the
Amazon by yourself. but they respect your bravery.”

“Hell, I’m not loco. But it’s true.
Before I met you, I’d go traipsing off into the jungle by myself to
look for my father.”

Chris nodded his head. “I totally understand.
Had it been my father, I probably would have done the same
thing.”

Just like Jonathan Shade, many had gone off
into the Amazon never to be seen or heard from again. Eric knew the
Indians thought he had made a pact with Satan because that was the
only rationale they could think of for him to still be alive. He
stood up and brushed the dust off his pants. “Come on, buddy. We’d
better join the rest of the juvenile delinquents before one of them
gets lost or worse.”

They continued to hack their way through the
dense undergrowth, Eric pointing out some of the unusual flora
along the way. With only an hour or so of daylight left, Chris
suggested setting up camp for the night. Once the tents were up,
one of the young men sauntered over to Eric. Wanting to impress his
friends who were within earshot, he said, “There is still plenty of
daylight left, Dr. Shade. We paid you to be our guide, and with or
without you, I aim to get my money’s worth. I think I’ll do some
exploring on my own.”

Chris started to say something, but Eric
silenced him with a wave of his hand. He placed his arm on the
young man’s shoulder and raised his voice a notch so the others
could hear. “What’s your name?”

“Tom Spear.”

“How old are you, Tommy?”

Caught
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