
  
    [image: Two Faces of the Jaguar]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Note from the Author

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

    

    
      
        Thank You For Reading

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        TWO FACES OF THE JAGUAR

        Copyright © 2020 George Dismukes

      

        

      
        ISBN: 978-1-68046-898-4

      

        

      
        Melange Books, LLC

        White Bear Lake, MN 55110

        www.melange-books.com

      

        

      
        Names, characters, and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, organizations, or persons, living or dead, except for historical figures and events, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author or the publisher. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review or scholarly journal.

      

        

      
        Published in the United States of America.

      

        

      
        Cover Design by Ashley Redbird Designs

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Nadine

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      All geographic locations referenced in Two Faces of the Jaguar actually exist. This includes The Lost City of The Monkey God, which lies in the far eastern “Gracias A Dios” section of The Mosquitia Jungle in Honduras. I only renamed one place, the village of Sambala is actually called Sambo Creek.

      Honduras is a Latin country and the national language is Spanish. Although many of the characters in this story are American, just as many are Honduran. In a natural environment, many of the conversations might have taken place in Spanish. But that would make the story distracting in the least, and to most, likely unreadable Therefore, we have left only a few throw-away comments and expletives in Spanish.

      The characters are all fictitious, but most of them are extracts of people I have known. Andrea Granger is a composite.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Bad Dawn in Sambala

        

      

    

    
      Dawn broke peacefully along the north coast of Honduras. Small waves washed up onto a coral sand beach as if it were too much trouble to make the effort. The fronds of coconut palms barely swayed, slowly, gracefully, to and fro. Small fiddler crabs scurried about on the sand, outrunning each incoming wave. The coastal village of Sambala, nestled against the Caribbean Sea, slept.

      That is, most of it. There was one exception to this pastoral scene. On a narrow dirt backstreet of Sambala existed a rectangular clapboard building painted dark blue with a rusting tin roof. The building rested on round pilings which suspended its floor five feet above the ground. A large half-moon shaped cement stairway and landing gave the building entrance a much grander entrada than it deserved.

      It was the activity going on inside this structure which gave the whole place a sinister aura. The interior was designed like a primitive sanctuary. Two rows of pews lined each side with a center aisle leading to a dais at the back end of the building. Animal skulls were tied to the wooden pole rafters. Voodoo figurines made of corn husks and straw festooned the walls here and there.

      A podium stood atop the dais, and adjacent to that, an iron barred cage, four feet wide by six feet long and four feet tall. A two-hundred-pound jaguar lay inside the cage. She was black as night, and her name was Naja. She was, much to her dismay, the instrument of this temple’s leader; a man who had the gall to call himself, “Smoke Jaguar.” That’s what he called himself, a royal name usurped from an ancient Mayan king of Copan.

      Nobody knew his real name, and his origin was equally vague. He spoke with an accent that hinted of Jamaica. But he had never admitted to it. He was tall, thin, sported a shaved head, but not a shaved face. He wore, dark sunglasses, even when indoors, and dressed in an off-white muslin robe which fell to the top of his sandaled feet.

      He stood behind the podium, adjacent to the iron cage, ranting like a madman. Most of his words were incoherent to all except him. Occasionally he would bring down a heavy walking stick hard on top of the cage, which infuriated Naja and elicited a furious roar from her every time. The thunderous sound within the small building had managed to reawaken those with the temerity to doze during Smoke Jaguar’s rambling diatribe.

      Sitting on the second row of pews to the left side of the building was an exhausted Amer-Indian woman named Anna Maria, and her six-year-old son, Evaristo. Anna Maria cared less about what Smoke Jaguar was saying, even if she would have been able to understand him, which she couldn’t.

      She sat there because her drunkard husband had staggered home from one of the palapa bars on the beach at about 2:00 a.m. He was higher than a Ceiba tree and in a romantic mood. After pawing her breasts way too roughly, and then demanding that she service him orally, she railed against his demands, grabbed her child and escaped out the front door.

      She wandered aimlessly through the back streets of Sambala for an hour. Then, when she could walk no more, she spotted the open doors of the temple and wandered in simply because it offered a place to sit. She was so tired that she was even willing to put up with the nonsensical spewing of Smoke Jaguar. At least he wouldn’t be trying to run his hand up her skirt and force his fingers inside her.

      Now, in slumber, Anna Maria became oblivious to all sights and sounds around her. Sleep took her blissfully away from her misery. Evaristo, on the other hand, was left to his own devices. He had napped, but the miracle of youth permitted him to awaken refreshed after an hour.

      In ‘forma de six,’ he was curious, and enthralled by the majestic black cat in the cage.

      No one noticed when Evaristo abandoned his mother’s side and made his way around the end of the pew. Like Anna Maria, what few visitors there were to the Temple of The Black Jaguar were asleep, even in the face of non-stop jabbering.

      Little Evaristo approached the dais and stood in front of the cage watching the huge cat from scant inches away. Naja saw the child, but he represented no threat to her, so she dismissed his presence and laid her head on her paws. Evaristo, on the other hand, couldn’t understand why she didn’t roar at him.

      After watching for several uneventful minutes, Evaristo reached over and seized the large walking stick from where it rested against the side of the cage. Heavy in his small hands, Evaristo didn’t possess the size or strength to bang it down on top of the cage. Instead, he slipped one end of it through the bars and jabbed as hard as he could at the ribs of Naja.

      Like everyone else present in the temple, with the possible exception of Smoke Jaguar, Naja felt exhausted. Because Smoke Jaguar had left her alone for a while, she dozed. But the shock of a foreign object being jammed into her side awoke her in surprise and fury. She roared loudly and sprang backward to try and escape the invading object. In so doing she set two things into motion.

      (1) The offending stick cantilevered between the bars of the cage. The large end of the stick was below Evaristo’s arm. The force of the stick now launched him, flinging him through the air like some child’s doll. He landed hard against the wall of the building. The impact knocked him unconscious and he slumped to the floor.

      (2) When she sprang backwards, trying to escape the stick, Naja’s flank hit hard against the old rusty door of the cage. It was as if providence itself intervened, when horrifyingly, the latch gave way and the door creaked slowly open. The event got Smoke Jaguar’s immediate attention and caused him to finally shut up. He turned his attention to the cage. Seeing the door swing open, and seeing Naja turn toward that door, the seemingly fearless Smoke Jaguar started to panic. His eyes grew wide with fear.

      Meanwhile, when Naja realized what had happened, she turned toward the door and moved to it slowly, cautiously. It was at this precise moment that Smoke Jaguar gave in to his fear. He screamed a blood curdling alarm, jumped down from the dais and scrambled toward the front of the building, pausing only a moment to grab a straw basket sitting on a small table, containing several bills of money.

      The terrified attendees, including Anna Maria, followed him, having been roused by the ruckus, to say nothing of Smoke Jaguar’s horrific scream. Men and women poured out the front of the building, down the steps and onto the dirt street. Smoke Jaguar slammed the old wooden double doors shut and tied them with a rope which fit through holes where knobs would normally be.

      He then had the presence of mind to call for assistance from some of the male followers. He told them to go quickly on both sides of the building and close the wooden shutters which were hinged at the top and held open by prop sticks. Several men responded with surprising alacrity and speed. Within moments, they secured the building. The mayhem was contained, but now what? Smoke Jaguar’s mind raced. “What next?” He wasn’t sure.

      He leaned back against the double doors, clutching his straw basket of money tight against his chest. He had fucked up badly, and he knew it. He needed time to think. His narcissistic mind was already seeking remedies for this mess. How could he get out of this with minimal damage control?

      The first issue was, of course, the little problem of a three-hundred-pound jaguar loose inside his temple. Naja did not like him, so it wasn’t as if he was going to be able to go in there and call to her by saying, “Here kitty-kitty!” Given the chance, she would use her razor claws to turn him into thick sliced bacon.

      Dawn was bringing light to Sambala. The sun peeked over the horizon. Now that Anna Maria spent a few moments waking up and gathering her thoughts, she began looking for Evaristo. She didn’t see him, so she called to him. Then, the horrible truth hit her. Evaristo was still inside the temple… with the black jaguar!

      Horrible confirmation of Anna Maria’s fears came a moment later. Naja roared so loudly that the building vibrated. At the same time, Evaristo screamed a prolonged, terrified scream. After that, only a deafening silence came from inside the temple.

      Witnesses surrounding the front of the building had heard it all. Their eyes grew wide in disbelief and horror. Anna Maria went into shock. She had heard her child’s scream. She tried to hold her arms out, but they felt like lead. She sagged down onto the concrete steps, held her face in her hands and began to sob.

      There was one person present at the gathering whom no one had noticed. He had been passing by en route to his morning errands when the stampede out the front doors of the temple drew his attention. His name was Julio. He was fifteen, born and raised in Sambala. He was skinny, burned dark brown by the Central American sun, a thick mass of hair on his head. He was an intelligent lad and it only took him a moment to size up the severity of the situation.

      He knew for sure there was only one person alive who could defuse this situation. He needed to run fast and find Brandon Shaw. There was not a moment to lose if wholesale bloodshed was to be averted in his village. Julio turned toward Cuyamel and ran like the wind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Unexpected Surprise

        

      

    

    
      The old, faded blue, flatbed truck with wooden siderails groaned with every move as it made its way slowly along the pothole filled road. Calling it a road was being gratuitous; it hardly qualified for the term. In truth, it was no more than a wide bulldozed path through the jungle which ran parallel with the north coast of Honduras. The road was re-graded every couple of months to keep it passable, not that it did much good. On the day of the grading, it looked reasonably flat, but the moment a rain came, which was often, potholes reappeared like magic, turning the road into a pockmarked nightmare. There was no way to dodge one hole without hitting another. If one had enough patience and most of all, endurance, they could travel the road as far east as the edge of the Mosquitia jungle.

      The truck was pointed west, coming from a business called Jungle Cargo at Cuyamel, on the beach, destination, the airport at La Ceiba. The side rails clattered as they rocked back and forth with each bump. The live cargo, in shipping crates on board the truck screamed their disapproval to no avail. Monkeys, various species of birds, tayras, agoutis, kinkachoos, jaguarundis, coati mundis, and beneath all those crates, the flat wooden boxes with tiny holes drilled in the sides. Boxes filled with venom wielding deadly vipers, snakes; fer-de-lance, tropical rattlesnakes, jumping vipers, things no person in their right mind would come within a hundred yards of. But to Brandon Shaw, it was all in a day’s work. For him, the snakes held no dread. They were his stock-in-trade. What did hold dread for him this morning was the pothole dotted road.

      At the moment, he sat slumped on the passenger side of the bench seat, clinging to the window frame for additional support. Lorenzo Ponce, his young Amer-Indian right-hand man drove the truck. Lorenzo was slight, dark skinned with a perpetual smile.

      As the truck sank into another jolting hole, Brandon cursed under his breath and held his aching head.

      “Jesus Christ, Lorenzo! The object is to try and miss a hole every now and then; not try to run up a score by hitting as many as possible.”

      Lorenzo wrestled with the large steering wheel and laughed at his boss. “Maybe if you hadn’t tried to drink all the rum in Cuyamel last night, your crudo might not be so bad this morning!” Lorenzo chided in his thick, Honduran accent. The truck sank into another pothole with a wrenching toss to the left.

      “Yeah. Thanks for the sage advice,” Brandon said with sarcasm.

      The thick, coastal jungle crowded right up to the road. Tree branches scraped against the truck constantly. It created the illusion of traveling through a green tunnel. Adding to the adventure, there were three small streams that had to be forded en route to town. Normally, each one was no more than fifty feet from bank to bank, and a few inches deep. But it was the beginning of the rainy season in Honduras.

      A mountain range was set back from the coast less than half a mile in some places. When it rained, water cascaded down from the slopes and swelled the small streams to dangerous levels. Traffic, such as it was, frequently stalled for hours following a downpour, waiting for the water level in the streams to abate enough to allow passage. But the day was still young and most of the rains boiled up in the afternoons in response to the heat.

      As they pushed on through the green tunnel en route to La Ceiba, Lorenzo did his best to avert as many potholes as possible, although, missing them all was impossible. The slamming sound of a tire sinking into a hole was so frequent and consistent that it almost established a rhythm.

      More than an hour passed before the green tunnel widened and then gave way completely to signs of civilization. The truck and all its occupants had arrived at the outskirts of La Ceiba. A blacktop road now stretched out before them. With one final bump, the truck launched itself up onto the blacktop and left the pot holed nightmare behind. Both passengers in the truck sighed with relief, and the terrified screaming from the cargo area diminished.

      They had traveled less than half a mile, however, when Brandon pointed at a blue, cinderblock building on the left side of the road and said, “Pull in there.”

      The parking lot fronting the building was not paved. Therefore, once again, they left the blacktop with a bump and rolled to a stop in front of the “Gato Azul,” a cantina, identified by a not so well drawn blue cat over the frieze of the door. The words “Gato Azul” were painted above the cat in the shape of an arch.

      Two screen doors secured the front opening of the Gato Azul. The doors managed to keep the flies from getting out more than getting in. Brandon climbed down from the truck slowly, in pain not only from his hangover, but the ride to town.

      With both feet on the ground, he turned to Lorenzo and asked, “Anything to drink?”

      “Si,” Lorenzo said loudly, over the sound of the truck, “Una soda naranja, por favor.”

      “Orange soda!” Brandon repeated. “Okay!”

      Brandon opened one of the screen doors and entered the half dark enclosure. There were several metal tables scattered around the rough, uneven concrete floor. The air smelled of stale beer and cigarette smoke. Most of the place replicated any typical Central American bar. But the actual bar within the barroom was as out of place as a diamond in a homeless shelter.

      The massive, dark stained mahogany wooden structure stood four feet tall, with hand carved reliefs of Mayan scenes, copies from archaeological sites, inlaid from one end of the bar to the other. Centrally positioned on the bar front was a depiction of a Maya chieftain, adorned in war regalia, a jaguar pelt over the shoulders, a huge bonnet of Quetzal feathers, standing with one foot on the back of a supine captive.

      It was impossible to see this magnificent work of art without wondering how the hell it came to be here, in this dump. The owner must have appropriated it from some hotel that went defunct. That, or there had to be some other really good story about how the expensive work wound up here.

      Brandon paused a moment to admire the depictions before approaching. A squat looking Amer-Indian woman stood behind the bar with a blank expression on her face.

      “Buenos dias!” Brandon greeted.

      “Buenos dias!” the woman replied.

      “I need six beers to go,” he said. “Oh, and one orange soda.” The woman opened a large cooler behind the bar and removed the beers, setting the wet bottles on top of the bar-top which showed damage from constant similar abuse.

      Brandon could not help shaking his head slightly and saying, “Pearls before swine!” If only he had room for this thing, he would offer the owner whatever he wanted for it, just to rescue it from exposure to peons and uncaring, constant abuse.

      “Please open one of them,” Brandon said. The woman complied, and Brandon turned the bottle up until it was drained. He replaced the empty on the bar, belched and said, “Open one more, please.”

      The woman complied, again. She placed the other bottles, including the orange soda, in a plastic bag. Brandon tossed money on the bar, thanked her, took his purchase and retreated to the front door.

      Outside, Lorenzo waited patiently, truck motor idling. By now, the air around the truck was pungent with the smell of gasoline fumes. Brandon climbed into the truck, withdrew Lorenzo’s soda pop and handed it to him. They kept an opener in the unused ashtray. Lorenzo lifted the cap off his drink, took a deep sip, and turned the truck back toward the road. They bounced back onto the blacktop and turned left, toward town and the airport.

      Brandon opened one beer after another, gulping down the contents until finally the pain between his ears began to abate. Lorenzo ignored him, focusing instead on his driving. Oddly, he was much more at home driving on the pothole filled road. He was a country boy, having been raised in the village of Sambala. City traffic spooked him. So many people, so many cars, so many ox carts clogging traffic with their heavy loads of papaya, plantains and mango.

      This was to say nothing of the naïve Indians walking the streets who had been forced to come to town for one reason or another. They understood nothing at all about city traffic and constantly walked out in front of moving vehicles. Why more of them weren’t injured or killed was a wonder. One had to constantly be on alert for them, and this old truck didn’t exactly stop on a dime.

      Twenty minutes later they turned right off the main road onto the airport access. The terminal was less than five minutes away. As they approached, Lorenzo turned into a short drive adjacent to the terminal and came to a stop in front of a hurricane fence gate. A uniformed officer came out of a guard house and opened the gate for him. Lorenzo would have, under normal circumstances, been required to let the guard inspect his export documents. But the guard and Lorenzo had been through this same routine so many times over the years that the inspection routine had long since been abandoned.

      Instead, there was usually some kind of a gift proffered, which also prevented seizure of any animals that might be on the protected species list. Today, the gift was a small white envelope, discreetly handed to the guard as he approached the truck to greet Lorenzo. The guard tipped his hat and waved the truck through.

      The company’s old DC-6, gutted and re-fitted to carry animal crates waited on the tarmac. At this point, Brandon split off from Lorenzo. Lorenzo’s next job was to do what he had done so many times in the past that he could do it in his sleep.

      He off-loaded all the incoming supplies from the plane and set the boxes on the tarmac. Next, he began transferring crates from the truck, onto the plane.

      Large fans were set up at the bay doors to keep air circulating through the aircraft until takeoff time. Extra workers appeared for these tasks. When the truck was empty, the incoming supplies would be loaded on board.

      While these operations were taking place, Brandon made his way inside the terminal to find his partner, Doug Bennet. Brandon found him in the same place where he usually found him, at the customs desk.

      But this time there was a surprise. Doug was not alone. A long-haired blond woman accompanied him. She seemed too beautiful to be here, somehow out of place in these environs.

      Be that as it may, Brandon leaned against a close at hand marble column and listened as she spoke to the customs officer in impeccable Spanish. Doug looked almost sheepish standing next to her. At one point, Doug turned, spotted Brandon, and waved to him. Brandon waved back with a half-smile. Like Brandon, Doug was attired in a khaki safari outfit. But that’s where the similarity ended. Brandon was tall. Doug Bennet was barely five-eight. Brandon walked with a swagger. Doug walked in measured steps. And he had a slight speech impediment. He frequently repeated words or sentences when he spoke.

      It didn’t take long until the customs agent, obviously charmed by the beautiful blonde, stamped the visas in their passports and wished them a pleasant stay. Then they turned and walked toward Brandon. He was suddenly aware of his disheveled appearance and felt self-conscious. It was too late to do anything about it now, except brush his hair back. A moment later they were standing right in front of him.

      Doug grabbed Brandon’s hand and shook it, at the same time saying, “Brandon, I want you to meet Andrea Granger. Andrea, this is Brandon Shaw, the man I have told you about for so long…so long.”

      “Glad to meet you, Mr. Shaw,” Andrea said, extending her hand. “You are something of a legend in Florida.”

      Andrea was wearing a tan colored spring outfit with a skirt cut at mid-calf. The blouse was collared and buttoned down the front. She wore clips in her hair, which fell almost to the middle of her back. She was drop dead beautiful. Brandon Shaw felt his stomach go tight. This woman was trouble if ever he saw trouble, starting with his reaction to her, which was far stronger than he was comfortable with. Topping it all were blue eyes that pierced right into his soul. Shit! he thought. What’s going on?

      For a moment, Brandon just stood there, dumbfounded. Andrea’s impeccable presence made him painfully aware of his own appearance, attired in a rumpled khaki safari shirt and matching shorts. He was normally clean shaven, but not today, his hangover had prevented any normal toilette when he finally struggled out of bed to make this trip to the airport. But goddammit, he would have shaved if he had known she was going to be here. Damn Doug anyway!

      Brandon Shaw was six foot two inches tall, but at the moment, he felt smaller. What was supposed to come next?

      Doug came to the rescue by saying, “Uh, it’s been a long trip from Gainsville… Long trip. How ‘bout we go get some lunch?”

      “I’ll vote for that,” Brandon said, sounding clumsy, more like a schoolboy than the jungle icon of repute. The trio turned and walked through the terminal, exiting through one of the side doors which led to the plane. Brandon advised Lorenzo of their plans, asked him to baby sit the plane and promised to bring something back for him to eat. Actually, it was a little early for lunch, but right now Brandon wanted anything for a distraction. He needed to get a grip on this feeling in his stomach, an apprehension which he did not understand at all.

      Several taxis waited in queue in front of the terminal. The trio grabbed one.

      Brandon said, “Las Palmas,” and they were on their way.

      The Las Palmas restaurant was appropriately named. The interior was festooned with several large terra cotta pots hosting an assortment of palms. The roof of the place had enough skylights to support the light needs of the plants. The overall effect was very tropical and relaxing. It justified the slightly high prices and uniformed waiters.

      When the trio had settled at a table, a waiter approached and greeted them, then asked for their drink orders. Andrea said, “You know, it’s kind of early, but I think I’d like to have something tropical with a little rum in it.”

      Brandon was next. “Yeah, me too,” he said to the waiter with a wry smile. “Let me have something tropical with rum in it. Like for instance, a glass with some ice and rum.” He looked at Andrea. “I just love ice.”

      Doug declined. “I’m flying.” And vied for a lemonade.

      The drinks had not arrived before Brandon turned to Andrea and stared at her hard. “Why are you here?” he asked.

      Andrea appeared slightly taken aback by his directness but recovered. “Well,” she explained. “I’ve been working at the compound in Gainsville for about six months now. It’s always fascinated me to see Doug returning from down here, and the things he brings. It’s kind of like Christmas, uncrating all the new animals.”

      “Christmas,” Brandon said, absently.

      The drinks arrived. Brandon took a deep sip. “So, you’re here out of curiosity?” He smiled a knowing smile at Andrea.

      “Well,” Andrea hesitated a brief moment, “I’m also here to learn.”

      “Learn?” Brandon repeated. “Learn what?”

      “All that you’ll teach me,” she replied. Then she looked at Doug for help.

      “I’m guessing,” Doug said, “Judging from your reaction, that you didn’t get my email…uh, my email.”

      “Email?” Brandon repeated. “What email?”

      “I sent you a long email three days ago, telling you about Andrea, about Andrea, the fact that she was coming down here to stay with you for a while.”

      “What?” Brandon said in mild alarm. “What do you mean, ‘stay with me’?”

      Doug continued. “Andrea has been working for us about six months now. It’s amazing how much she’s learned. Amazing. She’s also read everything there is to read about you. She wants to come down here and study under your tutelage…study.”

      “Under my what? Did anybody think of asking me about this?”

      “Yes,” Doug replied. "That’s what the email was about.”

      “Oh, goddamn some frapping email!” Brandon spat. “You know I hate computers. I don’t look at that thing more than once or twice a month.”

      “Well, maybe you should look at it more often,” Doug attempted to sound offended.

      “Why? So, I can learn how to Google, or Tweet, and whatever the hell else people do with those things. The day Brandon Shaw starts ‘tweeting’ is the day I start to shit bird seed.”

      “Okay, okay. Just calm down a little, a little.” Doug tried to say in a soothing voice.

      “No. Calming down doesn’t seem to be on the menu here.” Brandon forced himself to look at the menu just handed him. “My suggestion is, Ms. Granger, that we all have a nice relaxing lunch. You get about half in the bag, then climb back on that airplane and enjoy your ride back to Florida. With luck, you can be back in Gainsville by dark.”

      Now it was Andrea’s turn to be direct. “What are you afraid of, Mr. Shaw?"

      “Afraid? I’m not afraid of a damn thing. I just don’t need a woman to baby sit at Jungle Cargo. Besides, we don’t have any spare rooms in that little house. There’s no place for you to bunk.”

      “That’s bullshit, and you know it,” Doug said. “That’s a three-bedroom house.”

      “Yeah, and I have two of those bedrooms filled with boxes and all sorts of crap.”

      “So? Move the crap out of one of the rooms and make space for a guest. We’re only talking about a couple of weeks.”

      “Two weeks,” Brandon said, rolling his eyes. “Fish and house guests begin to stink after three days.”

      “I wouldn’t be your house guest,” Andrea said. “I would be your protégé. I expect to work and pull my weight while I’m at Jungle Cargo.”

      “I need a protégé about like I need an extra set of nuts,” Brandon snapped. “We have no room for you at Jungle Cargo. Not only that, the lifestyle out there doesn’t befit anyone that looks like you.”

      “What lifestyle could that possibly be?” Andrea asked.

      “What lifestyle? Well, there’s a lot of drinking and whoring that goes on out there. People walking around mostly naked. Frequently, old floozies walking around completely naked! We get drunk and piss on the trees… I don’t want to have to explain all this to you. I’m sorry, but request denied.”

      Andrea tried to suppress a laugh when hearing the word, ‘floozies’. “I’m sorry you feel that way.”

      “It’s for the best,” Brandon concluded. “Believe me, you would not be comfortable out there.”

      “I didn’t come down here to be comfortable,” Andrea said, with determination. “I came down here to work and learn.”

      “Learn what?” Brandon demanded. “There’s nothing to learn. Well, wait a minute. I take that back. You could learn just how many new laws there are being enacted to protect wildlife. They don’t make a damn difference on this end because we can pay people off. But U.S. Customs doesn’t have any sense of humor. They’d seize the animals and file charges against us. So, what you can learn is that Jungle Cargo is on the hairy edge of being legislated out of business. Don’t look now, but this is a business on the brink of extinction.

      “What else? You could learn that I live like a fricking caveman. I drink way too much, I consort with other drunks and whores. My life is at a dead end. Legend? Legend of what? Legend, my ass. Our company is at the end of the road. You say you’ve been working with us for six months. Haven’t you figured that out by now?”

      “Yes, I have,” Andrea said defensively. “But you know what? I’ve also figured out more. There might be some options available to you that you’ve never considered which could keep Jungle Cargo alive and well.”

      “You’re a dreamer,” Brandon quipped.

      “Maybe. But wouldn’t it be worth letting me hang around for a few weeks to find out? Even if there was nothing more than a slim chance for survival, that would be better than no chance. Maybe there are things we can learn from each other.”

      Brandon sat quietly for a long moment. He stared across the table at Andrea like a cat sizing up a mouse. He then decided to change the subject. “How are things in Gainsville?”

      That question seemed to unleash a disquieting topic for Doug Bennet. “Not good,” he said, as if somebody just let the air out of him. “Gainsville has been an old school college town for decades…decades. Now, something is going terribly wrong. It’s turning into a swamp…a swamp.” He shook his head vigorously back and forth.

      “What are you talking about?” Brandon asked.

      “Gangs are sprouting up. Crime is on the rise. Drugs. There are drugs coming in somehow. My God, we’ve never had a drug problem before in Gainsville. Never… never. You know Cali Spencer?”

      “Yeah?” Brandon said, tensing up.

      “Well…well, Cali’s dead. Overdosed on drugs, heroin they say…heroin.”

      When Doug said that, Brandon looked as if he had just been stung by a scorpion. He started to say something when suddenly, Julio, the youngster from Sambala, came rushing into the restaurant, and straight to their
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