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 Prologue

 


Wisps of steam rose from the jungle floor. The ancient trees
trapped the oppressive heat beneath the high overhead canopy.
Relentless swarms of insects hovered above the column of partially
clad men, darting in to drink their fill of the men's blood, then
returning to the increasingly dark and amassing cloud of buzzing
life flying above them. If that wasn't enough, small poisonous
snakes, large crocodiles, and other poisonous insects took their
daily toll on the dwindling column of exhausted men. And perhaps
worst of all were the sicknesses and never-ending fevers that
ravaged the haggard column.

The terrain itself was another obstacle and
hazard to the weary men. Thick undergrowth clogged their passage
and had to be hacked through, skirted around, or climbed over, many
times up and down steep mountainous hillsides. Rivers had to be
crossed or forded in various ways, sometimes by raft and sometimes
by wading.

Two hundred men were assigned the duty of
clearing a way through the thick jungle for the porters. Each man
carried a large machete and spent the day chopping his way through
the dense tropical growth, taking turns in the lead when those up
front became too exhausted to continue.

Although the men didn't know it, their
journey was nearing an end. Only their Guide knew the final
destination. Even the tribe Elder, the person in charge of the
expedition, didn't know exactly where they were headed, or how long
it would take to get there.

Every day for months the caravan of men
trudged slowly southward, several thousand strong at the beginning.
Their numbers had been reduced to almost half of their original
strength through the attrition caused by the dangers on the trip.
Many had died and were still dying each day from the terrible
sickness and fevers contracted on the arduous journey, not to
mention the toll taken by the poisonous insect and snake bites.
Still, none of their loads were left behind. It had been
anticipated there would be substantial loses in their numbers along
the way. The strongest of the survivors took up the burdens of
their fallen comrades. Although the pace slowed somewhat under the
increased weight of their loads, day after day every ounce was
carried further south. Always further south. And no one complained.
They had all volunteered for this important duty.

Finally, after many months, the toiling
length of men reached a deep wide river and turned west, following
along its bank. The further west they traveled the higher the bank
became. For nearly a week they struggled upriver, over and through
the tangled overgrown terrain, until eventually they arrived at a
spot high above the churning water of the river below. Here the
jungle had given way to thick slabs of dark gray rock, an area
devoid of trees and brush, high on a bank overlooking a deep
canyon.

A short way further up the river were
beautiful many stepped waterfalls, making drops of varying
distances down the rocky cliff walls before flowing over a jutting
ledge and plunging down into a deep wide pool at the bottom. From
there the river raced down a steep, ever widening, boulder strewn
gorge toward the east, until gradually slowing its travel through
the valley, several miles below where the caravan rested.

The cliff top was solid rock, extending
down, wind swept, water eroded, gorge walls several hundred feet
deep. The walls on either side of the gorge were several hundred
feet apart, as well. The solid rock at the top of the cliff, where
the caravan stopped, was almost three dozen yards wide and
presented a clear area where the men could set up a temporary,
makeshift, camp. Along the outside edge of the rocky ground ran a
small creek that eventually turned and toppled over the edge of the
rock wall where it plummeted down into the river.

While the tired men rested and waited, the
Guide and Elder left camp together, just the two of them, and hiked
along the rocky cliff top toward the west. Several hours later they
returned, passing the word that the caravan would rest for three
days.

During those days, strength was renewed,
fortitude rebuilt and resolve rekindled. The Guide and Elder left
each morning at first light and returned every evening at dusk. Not
a word was said to anyone in the caravan as to how they spent those
days. The men knew they were preparing to hide the caravan's vast
and heavy cargo. Each man hoped and prayed the long journey was
finally at its end.

On the fourth day five hundred of the
strongest men were selected to follow the Guide and Elder up the
river. The rest waited at the long and narrow campsite, enjoying
another day of recuperation. Except for a few tools and axes the
heavy loads of the five hundred men were left behind with the
others. With relief, the men knew then they had finally reached the
end of their long and difficult journey.

Cacama was one of the men selected to follow
the Guide and Elder. Although he had suffered on the difficult trek
southward, he had fared better than most of his countrymen. As he
rose and walked along with the others he reached up to his chest
and felt to make sure the small leather pouch still hung around his
neck. This he always did at the beginning of each day. It was more
than just a ritual; the pouch was the most precious thing in his
life.

After walking for a mile or so, the Guide
and Elder motioned for them to halt. The highest-ranking tribesmen,
below the Elder in position, gathered around for instructions. They
were told to have the men begin making various digging tools and
two-man litters for hauling dirt and rock. Orders were given and
the men moved off into the surrounding woods to begin fashioning
tools from the hardwoods that grew in the area. A few began to
weave heavy vines around sturdy poles, creating litters capable of
supporting a great deal of weight. The tribesmen of rank followed
the Guide and Elder another hundred yards down river to receive
further orders and instructions. They all knew why they were there.
Their purpose had been made clear before embarking on the dangerous
and difficult journey. Now it was only a matter of carrying out
specific orders and acting on the details of the man in charge; the
Elder.

After their short walk along the cliff bank,
they came to a hole in the rock. The hole was about twice as wide
as a man was tall and dropped down into the rock about the height
of three men. The rocky lip at the edge of the hole barely held
back the small creek that continued down along the cliff top. A
vine had been cut, tied to the nearest tree, and hung down through
the hole to the rock floor below.

One by one the small group of men climbed
down the vine. What originally appeared to be the floor was a wide
ledge overlooking a large cavern. The far side of the cavern opened
out into the gorge, overlooking the river below, and looked
directly across to the opposite canyon wall several hundred feet
away. The cavern was slightly less than one hundred feet wide and
nearly the same in height at the opening. The ceiling tapered down
toward the back of the open room to a height of around fifty or
sixty feet. Another small ledge existed about halfway between the
ledge, on which stood the group of men, and the floor of the cavern
below. They descended another rope of vine to that lower ledge. And
then still another to the cavern floor.

The hole through which they had descended
was situated at the far eastern end and in the innermost corner of
the open room. At the opposite end of the cavern, about one hundred
yards away, in the darkest corner, was a small opening in the rock,
an almost unnoticeable entrance to a cave. The men walked the
length of the sandy cavern floor to that small dark opening in the
wall.

Lying near the cave entrance were several
recently made torches, lengths of tree branches dipped in heavy
pitch. Each man picked one up, then spent a couple of minutes
lighting it, before venturing into the darkness.

Following the Guide and Elder the men
stepped through the small opening, shadows flickering on the walls
from their lighted torches. The Elder, a tall wide man, had to duck
his head to negotiate the low overhang. After the first few feet
the cave entrance widened slightly into a short tunnel, around
thirty or forty feet in length, and sloped steeply downward. The
tunnel's headroom gradually increased as they moved deeper into the
rock, until the ceiling was several feet above their heads. At its
end, the tunnel opened into a huge cavern. Although it wasn't very
high, it was over two hundred yards long and approximately twenty
yards wide; the remnants of an ancient underground river.

The following day the men that had been left
to wait at the campsite joined the others and they all began what
was to be their final labor. Around the clock the men worked. Three
rotating shifts of five hundred men spent several days preparing
the long underground cave. Litter after litter of sand and dirt was
hauled into the cave to level the floor. Stone tables were
constructed in various parts of the underground site. Rock was
brought in from along the cliff top and mortared together to form
platforms, and to shore up weak walls. Fortunately, the east end of
the open cavern was filled with sand, so they didn't have to haul
it very far. As ton after ton of the sand was brought into the cave
a large hole developed in the far end of the open cavern's
floor.

While shifts of men worked below others
labored up on the cliff top. It was their job to make tools and new
litters to replace the ones that had broken or had been worn out
from use. Along with these projects they also worked at creating a
faster way to lower the caravan's goods down to the cavern floor
from the rocky bluff above. Wooden platforms, suspended by rope,
were constructed and placed into position. Little by little the
heavy baskets, litters, and single items, were lowered first to the
ledge below the hole and eventually down to the cavern floor.

The work proceeded rapidly and soon the
cavern was prepared. Two additional days were needed to transfer
the precious cargo into the long narrow cave. Basket after basket
was carried into the torch lit room. Some baskets were filled with
diamonds, others with emeralds, while many more contained pearls
and a wide assortment of other precious gems. Containers were
stacked along walls in several areas, sometimes on top of one
another to a height of five feet, all filled with gold nuggets.
Many of these nuggets were as large as a man's fist.

Aside from the tremendous amount of raw gold
and gems there were hundreds of gem-studded solid gold statues,
gold wine goblets, and ornamental shields decorated with diamonds
and emeralds. There were golden ceremonial daggers, most of which
had their hilts embedded with rare gems. Many pieces of royal
jewelry, along with dozens of baskets filled with more common
jewelry, were taken inside the cave and displayed as well.

A small alcove had been specially prepared
to house the royal articles; statues and jewelry; goblets and
ceremonial items, as well as a large assortment of some of the
finest gems. When these and other settings throughout the cave had
been displayed satisfactorily, according to the Elder, a major part
of the work had been accomplished. Orders were then given to begin
erasing all traces of their presence.

Hundreds of men began to clean up the debris
from their living areas and labor, beginning at the site where they
first had made camp when they arrived. They worked their way up the
river toward the open cavern, picking up and moving with them every
scrap of man-made material as they went. The men also did their
best to hide the damage in the surrounding jungle made by workers
as they fashioned tools and worked on other projects. They knew the
jungle would quickly erase all traces of what remained of their
presence in a short period of time.

Down through the hole the men climbed,
carrying all remnants of their passing with them. The vines had
been cut and in their place were wooden ladders. These were pulled
down behind them when the last man had passed, until finally they
and all their belongings, tools and trash, were inside on the
cavern floor. Systematically they disassembled ladders, litters and
tools, and gradually threw them out the side of the cavern down
into the river. This was done slowly at intervals so the debris
would have time to wash a way down river, leaving no sign of the
massive amount thrown out from the large opening high in the canyon
wall.

While this was being done, others were
carrying sand and dirt from the pit in the cavern floor to the cave
entrance. A rock wall was constructed on the far side of the tunnel
at the entrance into the cave itself. When this was finished load
after load of sand and dirt was carried and packed into the tunnel
until it was completely full, all except the last three or four
feet. Another wall was being assembled at the beginning of the
tunnel entrance, trying to emulate as best as possible a natural
looking rock wall. The stone masons were masters at their craft.
The Elder's Guide was one of the better craftsmen and he worked
alongside the other masons to create the natural looking
partition.

The wall was constructed of the same rock as
the cavern walls, tightly fit so that it appeared to have many
hairline fractures, but not in such a way as to look man made. It
was very difficult to tell the difference between the man-made wall
and the natural cavern walls, even when you knew exactly where to
look. When the new wall filled three fourths of the opening, the
masons stopped.

After the last of the debris had been thrown
out the cliff side and down into the river the workers gathered and
kneeled, facing the partially sealed cave entrance. The floor of
the cavern was crowded with hundreds of remaining men, the
strongest of those that had begun the trek south many months
earlier. These men were the finest Aztec warriors that could be
assembled for this task. And this was solemn business, there was no
talking. In fact, there had been very little talking during the
preceding days, less the closer the throng of men concluded their
efforts.

A fire had been started in the center of the
open cavern. Several men were stirring a concoction over the fire
whose ingredients had been brought with them from the north. When
the mixture had been thoroughly prepared, the Elder moved to stand
before them. He had donned his ceremonial robe for the
occasion.

The kneeling men watched with deep reverence
as the Elder stepped forward and drank a small wooden cupful of the
hot and bitter mixture. No words were spoken, none were needed. One
by one all the men came forward and took the cup and drank. When
every man had been to the fire, the Elder raised his hands, looked
up toward the heavens, and praised the throng of men.

"May our spirits guard and protect this
sacred site until our children can return and retrieve their
heritage. Once the invading armies from across the seas have been
driven from our lands, our ancestors will return. Here they will
find us, watching over their possessions. Peace be with you in your
final hour my brothers."

With this short statement the ceremony
concluded. The Elder lowered his hands and looked toward the
kneeling men with challenge in his eyes. "Who will be the first to
honor his kinsmen?"

To a man, the proud men rose and shouted, "I
will!"

Then, in utter silence, the men quickly
turned and rushed the open side of the cavern. When they reached
it, in turn, they jumped to their death.

The Guide, the Elder, and three men held
back by the Guide were all that remained of the caravan of men. Not
a sound was heard as the hundreds of brave warriors descended to
their death, nor did anyone expect any.

There wasn't much time left before the
poison took their lives. And that wouldn’t be a pleasant death.
Quickly the remaining men went about wrapping up their business,
before the poison could act on their systems.

One of the men began to put the fire out and
clean up the last remnants of the men that only a short time
previously had occupied the cavern. There wasn't much, so thorough
had been their earlier efforts. The other two men and the Guide
went back to the unfinished wall and assisted the Elder in climbing
through the open section, into the hollow area remaining behind the
wall.

The Guide and the two men hurriedly dumped
basket after basket of sand through the opening at the top of the
wall while the Elder stood there, arms outstretched, watching them
bury him alive. He had the most responsibility and would die the
most painfully. The poison would kill him. It was much preferable
to die in any other way than let the poison destroy your
system.

When the sand had filled the small space all
that remained visible behind the wall was the head of the Elder, a
determined expression on his face, as he looked out at the other
workers. A small pocket of air would remain behind the wall in
front of his face when the passageway was completely sealed;
allowing him to live until the poison gradually froze his
heart.

The Guide and his two helpers were joined by
the third man who had finished throwing the burning remnants of the
fire over the side. The four men quickly sealed the passageway, not
even hesitating when they covered the set face of the Elder. Again,
no words were spoken. There was very little time remaining. The men
finished cleaning up around the sealed passageway, brushed out
their tracks, and jumped over the cavern wall to their deaths, just
as the first spasms of pain began to wrack their bodies.

Below the open cavern lay the bodies of
dozens of men. Most had landed in the rushing water and had been
carried far down river, but some few dozen had been unable to jump
amidst the crowded men and had fallen to their deaths on the rocks
along the edge of the fast-moving current. Those that had fallen in
the river had died also, all that is except for three. The river
wasn't that deep, and it was a terribly long drop from the cavern,
it was amazing anyone lived at all. One of those three drown when
he hit his head on a boulder and was knocked unconscious while
being carried down river. The second also died by drowning when he
was unable to resurface for air, due to exhaustion and the force of
the water churning around him. The third was the last one of all
the men to die, although it was supposed to have been the
Elder.

Cacama lay in the river with his back wedged
in between two large boulders. He couldn't move. His legs were
broken, as was his back, his neck, and one of his arms. His face
was twisted in a position where he was looking upward, up toward
the open cavern. He watched as the Guide and other workers jumped
from high above where he lay. One of the workers barely missed him
as he landed on a nearby boulder.

From his position, half submerged in the
rushing water; by shifting his eyes to the left, he could see the
waterfall upriver in the distance. He refocused his gaze on the
opening above. He wasn't afraid to die. In fact, he welcomed death.
The truth was his heart had died a long time ago. It was why he had
volunteered to act as one of the porters in the caravan. He knew,
as they all had known, that once they disposed of their precious
cargo, they would all leave this world.

Out of long habit, with his unbroken arm, he
slowly reached upward toward his chest, barely able to tolerate the
pain caused by the movement. Then, he remembered the pouch was no
longer there. It was now hidden in a safe place.

Long after the poison should have killed
him, he finally, mercifully, succumbed to the internal injuries he
had sustained from the fall. As the remaining spark of life left
his broken body his last thought was of the beautiful woman
Atzi.
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Chapter 1

 


The
skies were dotted with numerous large cumulus clouds, portending a
possible thunderstorm later in the day. It was mid-morning as the
long flight from Miami made its turbulent descent into the resort
city of Rio. Ryan Winters strained his neck looking out the port
window of the Boeing aircraft, trying to take in everything at
once. Gradually the patches of green below turned into discernible
shapes as the altitude lowered and they made their way down through
the rough air.

"Dad, when are we taking the smaller plane?"
asked Ryan, turning his face away from the window for the first
time since they started their descent.

"Tomorrow morning," replied his father,
thinking how much his son looked like his mother, sandy brown hair
and all. He couldn't help smiling seeing the grin on Ryan's face,
even after the long tiring flight.

Ryan could see the city in the distance, and
the white sand flowing along the edge of the turquoise ocean.
Gentle waves were rippling slowly onto the shore. As the plane
descended lower, he could see that the beaches were crowded with
dark skinned people, although they were still too high to make out
any specific details. Moments later the land came up to meet the
jetliner and the wheels touched down with a slight bump. Although
tired, Ryan was beside himself with excitement.

This was the first time his dad had allowed
him to come along on one of his business trips to Brazil. At 14, it
was the first time Ryan had been on such a long vacation, let alone
out of the United States. He was excited to make his first visit to
another country. More than just a little excited, in fact. What a
way to get to spend his summer vacation! And to top it off his dad
had promised when they were through in Brazil, they would spend a
week in Mexico on the Yucatan Peninsula touring some of the ancient
ruins. Of course, he was looking forward to the time they would be
spending in Brazil as well, but his real excitement and focus was
Mexico and the ancient civilizations. Talk about a dream come true!
He still wasn't sure if this was all really happening to him or if
any minute now, he would wake up and find it was all just a
dream.

For as long as he could remember, Ryan had
been interested in the old civilizations in Mexico and further
south. He couldn't remember exactly when he had become so
interested, unless it had been when he had gone on a school field
trip up into the mountains with his fourth-grade class. That had
been a few years ago. They went looking for arrowheads not too far
outside of Albuquerque, New Mexico, where he lived at that time. He
had been one of the lucky ones to find a shiny black arrowhead
about the same size as his thumb. It wasn't in perfect shape, but
it was nearly whole. Although other students found pieces of broken
ones as well, none were as nice as his. He still had that first
find and along with it he had found others in the years that
followed. He now had a fairly large collection of arrowheads and
pieces of pottery. They were all professionally mounted and
displayed on his bedroom wall. Somewhere along the way, his
enthusiasm and interest had been transferred to the Mayan and Aztec
cultures. He was fascinated with everything about those people and
their way of life.

In any event, he had been collecting and
reading everything he could get his hands on regarding the old
civilizations for at least two years now. Whenever his dad returned
from one of his business trips to Mexico, he would always bring
home something related to the Aztecs or Mayans. Sometimes it was a
book and other times it was a copy of one of their many legends,
printed on paper that was made to appear like old parchment.
Occasionally he brought home a small trinket, or some replica made
to look like it was truly an ancient artifact from one of those
cultures. But all that was before the divorce. Things were
different now.

His dad hadn't taken any business trips
lately with his acceptance of a new position and promotion in
Denver, Colorado. He had been transferred to his new job and they
had moved about six months ago, right after the divorce. The
divorce was a bitter one and, in the end, Ryan had remained living
with his father. That was all right with him. Ryan didn't know
exactly what all the reasons were behind the divorce but knew for a
long time neither one of his parents seemed as happy as they had
when he was younger. They never did anything together as a family
during those last years prior to the divorce anyway. And to Ryan’s
way of thinking, they fought way too much about things that weren’t
very important. He wasn't angry at either one of them, just sad
that things weren't the way he remembered when he was a few years
younger.

The divorce was the main reason Ryan was on
this trip with his father. His dad didn't have to go on as many
business trips as before, but when he was unexpectedly asked to
make this one, he couldn't bear to leave Ryan home alone, or with a
relative so soon after the divorce. He really didn't know that Ryan
had accepted the broken marriage much better than he. Although his
dad didn’t say anything, Ryan suspected he didn’t want to leave him
with his mother now that she was involved in a new relationship.
She still lived in their old house in Albuquerque.

Ryan grabbed his carry-on bag and followed
his dad down the aisle and out into the airport concourse. The
first thing he noticed was the humidity. The air was thicker. Even
in the air-conditioned building he could feel the heat trying to
suppress the cool air. They made their way to the baggage terminal,
claimed their luggage and left in search of a taxi. In minutes they
arrived at their hotel. Even as tired as they were that afternoon,
after checking into their room, they played the role of tourists.
Ryan's dad showed him some of the highlights of the city not too
far from the hotel, and then they had an early dinner and retired
for the night.

Early the next morning Ryan was up and ready
for the next leg of their journey. His dad was a little slower to
come around, feeling the effects of the long flight and time
difference a lot more than his son. Ryan had to wake him up twice
before he finally got out of bed. After breakfast in the hotel
lobby, they grabbed a taxi and headed out to the small corporate
airport on the outskirts of the city.

Next to the Aztecs, flying was Ryan's second
love. He liked flying in the large jets, but they didn't excite him
as much as smaller aircraft. What he was really interested in was
helicopters. His dad had told him they would be using a helicopter
on the last part of their journey to a remote outpost in the
Brazilian rain forest. He had only been in a helicopter once on a
sightseeing trip at the Grand Canyon when his family was on a rare
vacation together. From the moment they lifted off and moved out
over the deep chasm he had become hooked.

At the airport father and son boarded the
corporate jet bound for the northern city of Belem, just south of
the mouth of the Amazon River, not too far from the coast. There
they would transfer to a small twin engine aircraft and fly
northwest across the Amazon to a small airstrip. They would spend
the night at a camp used by workers harvesting everything from wood
to gum in the surrounding jungle. The following day they would then
change to a helicopter for the last leg of their journey.

Ryan's father worked for a subsidiary of a
major pharmaceutical company. They were doing research on certain
diseases; cancers, heart disease, and AIDS, to name a few. That
research took them to such exotic places as deep in the dense
jungles and rain forests of central and northern Brazil, the high
mountains of Peru, and the tropical lowlands of Mexico. It was big
business to search for and procure certain plants and flowers
growing in the tropics believed to have been used by ancient
civilizations as cures for many ailments and diseases.

Ryan's dad used to make the rounds to all
these remote sites to check the progress of the various research
facilities, as well as help fill whatever requests they had for
equipment and supplies. He didn't do that anymore, but the man who
had taken his previous position was in the hospital recovering from
an automobile accident, so he was covering for him in the
meantime.

A development at one of the outposts had
taken place that required someone to make the trip as soon as
possible. A breakthrough in some research procedure that Ryan
didn’t quite understand was the reason his father had been asked to
leave Denver with little notice and hurry down to Brazil. Since he
knew everyone working at these outposts and was familiar with the
various sites and respective projects, he was the obvious choice to
take the injured man’s place.

They landed in Belem and within an hour were
on a twin-engine Beechcraft flying northwest. Skirting the tops of
the jungle Ryan marveled at how big and high the trees were,
certainly nothing in Colorado compared to them. And flying over the
Amazon River was a unique thrill. To read about the river in class
and then to see if for the first time was an incredible experience.
It was hard to believe that people lived down in that immense and
dangerous looking forest. It was never-ending in all directions
Ryan looked.

By the time they landed at a refueling site
on the northern side of the Amazon they were both exhausted. It had
been another long day of travel. They would spend the night at the
remote camp and continue their journey the following morning.

As Ryan lay in his cot that night, he
thought about their three-hour flight in the twin engine aircraft
over the Amazon River and surrounding rain forest. It was the most
exciting part of the day's travel. The jet into Rio flew too high
and he was unable to see much on the ground in any detail. In the
slower smaller plane, he had a bird's eye view of everything. He
relived the entire flight in his mind. He knew from his studies
that the Amazon River was large, but just how large he hadn’t
really comprehended until they flew over it. It was much larger
than he had envisioned. His dad and the pilot had both laughed as
Ryan asked question after question about flying and the country
below. Tired after two days of travel it wasn’t long before he fell
fast asleep, even while his mind continued to view the events of
the flight.

They planned to sleep in the following day.
The helicopter that was supposed to take them the rest of the way
to their destination wasn't due in until later that morning, so it
gave them an opportunity to catch up a little on sleep and to begin
the process of overcoming the jet lag of such a long trip. By the
time the helicopter refueled and loaded supplies it wasn't
anticipated they would lift off much before one o’clock that
afternoon, assuming it arrived on time in the first place, an
assumption that seldom panned out in this part of the world.

The small airstrip was designed as a
refueling stop and had little else to offer. There were several
Quonset huts constructed a short distance from the single grass
runway that were used as sleeping quarters and storage. There was
also a main office for conducting business in the camp, at the end
of which was a small diner. Everyone traveling through the depot
and spending the night, slept on cots with their own sleeping bags.
Ryan and his father were no exception. They did have the hut all to
themselves, however. Ryan's dad said that was great because they
didn't have to stay awake all night listening to anyone snore. And
after making that statement Ryan's father began to mimic a loud
snore causing Ryan to double over with laughter. Apparently, Ryan’s
dad had experienced the companionship of more than one loud snoring
person on previous trips.

Ryan was first to arise, his anticipation of
flying in the helicopter getting the better of him. It was hot.
There was no air conditioning in the hut. And the humidity was
terrible. While his father continued sleeping, he explored the few
facilities at the little depot. It didn't take him long. There were
very few people, all men as far as he could see, and the small site
was surrounded by jungle. The jungle interested him, but he
promised his dad not to go into any areas of the dense growth by
himself. He wasn't about to jeopardize his stop in Mexico for
anything in the world, so he obediently complied with his father’s
wishes. Besides he was feeling hungry and thinking about getting
some breakfast.

Just as he finished exploring the small
camp, he heard the drone of helicopter rotors in the distance. He
hurried out to where he could better see the sky to the north, and
soon caught his first glimpse of the chopper as it made its way
over the landing zone and slowly touched down. Ryan ran to get his
father, and by the time he arrived at the Quonset hut, he was
soaking wet with sweat.

His dad had just finished dressing and was
packing. Ryan rolled up his sleeping bag and helped his father pack
the rest of their things. His father put his arm around his
shoulders, somewhat refreshed after a long sleep, and together they
went to meet the pilot and get something to eat.

"Hi Bill," Ryan's father greeted the pilot.
"This is my son Ryan."

"Hi there, Ryan. How are you doing, Jim?"
returned the pilot, shaking Ryan's hand and then his father’s. "We
sure have missed you these past few months, Jim. How are things in
Denver?"

"Okay, I guess. I do miss some of the travel
though."

The three walked over to the little diner to
get some breakfast. The pilot stopped at the front desk and asked
to get the chopper refueled. He also asked if they had his order
ready to pick up. He was told everything would be ready to load in
a few minutes; they were about done putting it together.

After a filling breakfast of ham, pancakes,
and eggs they went back out to the landing pad to check the
progress of refueling. The refueling was just about completed. A
pickup truck pulled up as they watched and began to unload the few
boxes in its bed, setting them beside the back of the helicopter.
Ryan and the two men loaded the boxes into the back-cargo area of
the helicopter as the truck drove off. Ryan was in heaven just
being around the awkward looking machine.

Earlier than they had expected, their gear
was loaded, and they were in the air. Ryan was allowed to sit in
the copilot's seat while his dad sat in one of the jump seats in
the back. The pilot patiently explained the controls to Ryan, even
let him handle the stick a little when they were at their cruising
altitude. It was the most enjoyable moment of his life, thus
far.

The helicopter did not fly very high above
the top canopy of the jungle. And as they flew the view below
flashed by with incredible beauty. Ryan was finding it difficult to
look everywhere at once. They flew north and slightly west for a
couple of hours. All in all, they expected the flight to take a
little less than three hours. As the pilot was slightly changing
their course Ryan pointed further toward the west and asked,
"What's that?"

"Where?" said Bill, trying to see where Ryan
was pointing.

"That dark area over there."

"Oh that. It's probably a canyon or
something. I've never gone over there to check it out. We're ahead
of schedule so let’s have a look. That is if it’s okay with you,
Jim? Won’t take but a few minutes."

Ryan's dad shrugged helplessly, not able to
resist the excited look on his son’s face. Bill laughed as he
turned the ungainly bird a little more toward the west.

In a matter of minutes, they
approached the long dark area. Up close it looked much different
than it had from the distance. It turned out to be a long deep
gorge coming out of the foothills of the Acarai Mountains. In fact,
it was very deep and wide. As they got closer Ryan could see a
river running at the bottom, swiftly rushing over large boulders
down the gorge. This was
unbelievable, thought Ryan, his face
covered in an ear-to-ear grin.

As Bill maneuvered the helicopter over the
deep canyon beneath them, Ryan was the first to see the waterfall
at the far end of the gorge. He pointed toward it and Bill slowly
flew in that direction, settling the chopper lower as they went.
Ryan got his 35mm camera ready to take some pictures.

When he raised his head, after looking down
for a couple of minutes adjusting and setting his camera, a
powerful, unexplainable chill went up his spine. He sat there
mesmerized as if in a trance. He couldn’t understand what had
happened. It didn’t make any sense. Then just as abruptly the
strange sensation passed. The feeling that passed through him
couldn’t have lasted for more than a second or two. Maybe he was
still feeling the effects of the long trip, he thought. Visibly
shaken, he finished getting the camera ready.

When the moment had passed, and the camera
was set, Ryan looked out the windshield. Before him was a beautiful
waterfall with six tiers. It was so high! For hundreds of feet
thousands of gallons of water tumbled down the break in the rock
wall and poured into a deep pool at the base of the cliff. Ryan
fumbled with his camera for a moment but soon was able to take a
few pictures.

Bill maneuvered the helicopter down into the
gorge a mile or so from the waterfall. He then rotated the chopper
sideways so Ryan could open the window and take better quality
pictures. When he’d finished, they turned and slowly began flying
down the ever-widening gorge. Ryan continued to snap pictures. Bill
and Ryan's dad were amused as Ryan asked to stop so he could get a
picture of a large open sided cavern high up on the gorge wall.

Bill and Jim thought the
scenery was beautiful, as was much of this primitive area, however,
they didn't quite understand why Ryan thought it was so awe
inspiringly gorgeous. Not that it really mattered.
What mattered, thought
his father, was he was enjoying himself
with his son after the difficulties of the past few months. And
maybe they had seen too much of this country over the years but
seeing it through the eyes of youth could put a new perspective on
things.

"Thank you, Bill," yelled Jim above the
engine noise. Bill gave him thumbs up, understanding just what
Ryan's dad meant. He also was receiving satisfaction from the young
man's enjoyment.

When Ryan had taken the last of his pictures
Bill flew up out of the gorge and turned on a course that would
take them to their destination, a scientific outpost deep in the
northern Amazon rain forest. Nearly an hour later, in the late
afternoon, they touched down on a landing pad hacked out of the
thick undergrowth.

There was little to speak of at this small
research facility. The outpost consisted of three large tents and
two small plywood buildings with tin roofs. Other than a few
barrels of fuel alongside one of the buildings that was it. What
Ryan would remember most of all from that camp was all the mosquito
netting. It was used everywhere; over every bed and work area, and
even outside in areas where people sat or worked. It appeared the
small insects were quite a problem to warrant such extreme
measures.

What began as a trip of hope for Jim and the
main office in Denver, turned immediately to disappointment. Ryan's
father sat there in shock as the head scientist for the site
explained that after Bill had taken off that morning to go pick
them up, they learned there was an error in the data. There
probably was no breakthrough in the research as they had thought
and reported. Furthermore, even if there had been, there was no way
of knowing for sure without re-doing the entire experiment and that
would take months. Now they had no choice but to do just that, redo
their work.

Although Jim was personally disappointed
that the research hadn't produced the results he had anticipated
upon his arrival, he didn't mind having made the trip. It had been
worth every minute of the travel just to see his son enjoying
himself.

They were stuck at the remote site for four
days. Not that they couldn't leave, there was really no need to do
so. Their reservations in Mexico weren't for several days yet.
Besides, they were tired, and the camp was as good a place to rest
and relax as any for a few days.

It was already late in the afternoon when
they arrived. After the meeting, when they received the bad news,
they barely had time to unpack, eat and look around, before it was
time to retire for the night. That night was the first of many
nights Ryan would rather not remember.

He was falling.

Ryan knew he couldn't scream. It wasn't
manly to show fear, and he was a man. And yet he was also afraid,
very much afraid. He was so terrified he wanted to scream at the
top of his lungs. But he wouldn’t, couldn’t allow himself to do so.
Further and further, he fell. He was unable to see where he was
falling. Below him was nothing but blackness, never-ending
blackness. Then amazingly, something deep inside him felt at peace.
It was strange to experience strong fear and then a sense of peace
a moment later. Suddenly, as though he finally hit bottom, he
awoke, his sleeping bag completely wet with sweat, his whole body
shaking with fear.

That first night in the deep reaches of the
Amazon rain forest the nightmares began.


Chapter 2

 


Eight years later.

The intense heat permeated the noisy cockpit
as the ungainly bird made its way across vast stretches of empty
desert. The shadow of the helicopter moved across endless reaches
of sand and sagebrush, occasionally broken by a deep ravine, giving
testimony to the fury of running water during a flash flood in the
area. There were no houses or buildings of any kind in that sandy
wasteland, just the occasional desert plant and cactus.

The August heat was
oppressive. It rose from the desert floor creating shimmering
images along the horizon. Sweat ran from all the pores in Ryan's
body, drenching his tee-shirt and shorts. He still hadn't
acclimated himself to the weather after nearly two weeks on the
job. Perhaps he never would. It sure is
hot compared to Boulder, Colorado, Ryan
thought, grinning. He didn't mind it really. It was a great
job.

Where had the time gone? Ryan found it hard
to believe he had already completed college, taken this job, and
moved to Arizona. It seemed like just the other day he was standing
at his father's funeral. That was nearly three years ago. There had
been some difficult times since his father’s death, but now,
finally, his life was starting to feel more complete than it ever
had before.

He missed his father terribly. But with the
passage of time, Ryan was finally able to come to grips with his
untimely death. It was ironic that Jim Winters died of cancer, a
disease he had spent most of his working life trying to defeat.
He’d spent a good part of his life running around in the tropical
jungles of the world, hoping to be one of the participants in
bringing about a cure. His dad had been only forty-one years old,
and seemingly healthy at the time he first got the results of the
tests. He lived less than six months from the time the disease had
been diagnosed. The months that followed the funeral had been
difficult for Ryan but eventually time, the unheralded healer,
worked its magic. Life continually moved forward, even when, at
times, it seemed like it would never be worthwhile ever again.

Partially coming back from his reflections
on the past, Ryan reached for the microphone.

"Digger, this is Phoenix, over," he
called.

"Phoenix, digger," came the strong
reply.

"Digger, my ETA is one five minutes."

"Roger that, digger out," was the ending
acknowledgment.

Returning to his thoughts Ryan remembered
how difficult the months following his dad's death had been,
especially on his grades. Fortunately, he was able to pull himself
out of his depression in time to salvage the year. His dad had been
his best friend. The loss of that friendship created a deep ache
that so far had not been replaced. Although liked by most everyone,
Ryan had few, what he would call close friends. Certainly, none he
could claim to be as close to as his father.

As the months passed and Ryan came to accept
his father's death, he poured himself into his studies. In the end
he graduated at the top of his class, majoring in Archaeology. His
primary interest was still the ancient civilizations of Mexico,
Central, and South America. He had been fortunate in the language
department as well. Growing up as he did, spending his early years
in Albuquerque, New Mexico, he learned a great deal of Spanish
while still young enough to grasp and retain the correct tonal
inflections. He spoke the language as though he was born to it.
Speaking Spanish seemed completely natural to him. Perhaps that was
the influence of his great grandmother's blood, who purportedly was
born and raised in Mexico. There was some dispute as to her correct
ethnic background, however. She had died young and there was no
verifiable information on her that Ryan was ever able to locate
regarding her life.

Flying over a slight rise in the desert
floor Ryan spotted his destination a few miles further ahead, at
the base of an old butte marked by erosion. He altered course
slightly, enjoying the feel and response of the helicopter to his
gentle touch. Perhaps he owed his present job to Bill, the
helicopter pilot in the rain forests of Brazil. During the few days
he and his dad had spent at that remote outpost deep in the Amazon
jungle, Bill had taught him a lot about flying a helicopter, even
let him take the controls




























cover.jpg
In The

NN

DON P. BICK






