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One has to pay dearly for immortality; one has to die
several times while one is still alive.

Friedrich Nietzche


Chapter 1

 


James Leigh stretched his lanky body in the cramped
fighting chair and looked back toward the Mexican shoreline from
the fantail of the fishing boat he had chartered for the day from
Mike’s Flota Faro in Mazatlan, the "Pacific Pearl" of Mexico. The
sun was just peeking over the rugged hills east of the city, fading
the glorious canopy of stars over the Bahia del Puerto
Viejo. The miles of ocean between the slowly moving vessel and
the twinkling city lights was a carpet of dark rolling waves, and
tendrils of mist rose like wispy ghosts above the surface,
dispersing in the freshening breeze.

He shuddered as he flashed back on the drama in the
darkness an hour ago when the Captain’s young son was thrown off
balance by a big swell and fell overboard. Struggling against the
prop wash and clouded in diesel exhaust, the boy reached blindly
for a handhold on the receding fantail and missed. His head bobbed
like a cork in the waves that carried him further from the boat,
and he shouted, “Help me, Father! They are coming!”

Within seconds, a big Humboldt squid, the prey of
commercial fishermen in the Sea of Cortez, and feared more than the
sharks, surged up from the depths, flashing bioluminescent signals
of pearly white and red. In an instant, it wrapped its meter-long
tentacles around the boy’s waist and pulled him toward the snapping
beak centered in its bulbous head. Without thinking, Leigh snapped
the long bait knife out of the clip on the tank full of Smelt and
jumped overboard.

With a few powerful strokes he swam through the
swells to the struggling boy who was now screaming in terror, and
swiftly slashed away at the deadly cables of flesh embracing his
slender torso. The tentacles, studded with suckers that were ringed
by razor-sharp teeth, fell away and floated on the surface, curling
spasmodically. The squid bleeding copiously released its grip and
drifted away. Leigh had managed to free the boy before the creature
did any damage.

Still, it was a close thing.

As he swam, pulling the boy back toward the now
drifting boat, he could see the blinking lights of other hungry
squid as they came up from the depths to converge on the scene.
While they surfaced to fight over the floating remains of the
attacker, Leigh swam to the fantail and thrust the boy high enough
to grip the transom and clamber back on board. Alonso Perez, the
boat owner, and the boy’s father, slid down the narrow ladder from
the flying bridge and rushed over to help Leigh into the boat. With
his guest safely aboard, he quickly turned to check his frightened
son. Seeing he was unhurt, Alonso hugged Leigh and handed him a
towel.

“Senor Leigh, if not for your courage, my
Pablo would be dead! How can I ever repay you?”

Leigh rubbed the towel briskly over his face and
hair, shivering a little from the cold sea water dripping from his
body. “Just find us a big Marlin”, he replied.

“De acuerdo, Senor.” the small man
nodded, smiling widely, “We’ll ignore the small ones!”

As the sun cleared the distant mountains and bathed
the sea in golden light, Leigh finished toweling off and strapped
back into the three-point harness attached the fighting chair. He
glanced at the drag setting on the huge Penn reel that was attached
to the short, stout trolling rod, and satisfied, shifted his gaze
to the fishing line that was clipped to the boat’s long
outrigger.

His eyes followed it out far beyond the transom to
where it sank beneath the eight-foot swells; an aftermath of
tropical storm Henrietta. Everything seemed to be in order.
Although it was a seaworthy long-distance cruiser, the 32 foot boat
struggled to climb precariously over the crest of each wave only to
slide like a toboggan into the trough below. It was a monotonous
roller coaster ride that would have put many veteran seamen
vomiting over the side.

Leigh shifted his six-foot athletic frame in the
chair and ran his fingers through his damp chestnut hair, flipping
it away from his penetrating dark blue eyes. His bushy brows framed
angular cheekbones that were complemented by concentration lines
etched into his forehead and merged on the bridge of his nose;
broken years earlier during a Navy Seal training exercise. Still,
he had what women considered ‘rugged good looks’.

He continued to study the line and the swells far
beyond the boat, looking for signs of surface feeding by a school
of Marlin. Leaning forward, he reached beneath the fighting chair
and grabbed a chicken sandwich from the box lunch provided by the
El Camino Real hotel staff that morning. Taking a huge bite, he sat
back in the swiveling seat indolently and propped his feet on the
transom. There was no doubt that this was the best therapy he could
have found for the blues he had been struggling with over the last
few weeks; The sandwich was delicious, the sun and sea were
invigorating, and the Mexicans were some of the best bill-fishermen
in the world.

Leigh again eyed the steel line stretching away from
the outrigger. He saw that it was vibrating nicely from the action
of the bait: an octopus, and farther down the line, the smelt that
had been impaled with a hook. This was much better than his sorry
experiences in Hawaii a few years ago; fishing with artificial
lures that were trolled too fast on tricked-out boats owned by
retirees from the mainland. He pulled a bottle of locally brewed
Pacifico beer from the cooler near his feet and glanced at the
flying bridge where Alonso and a crewman were carefully scanning
the horizon with binoculars. Leigh took a swig, and wiped his
mouth. No doubt we are in an area where the Marlin are swimming
in groups, he thought, as he watched the tell-tale circles that
some Frigate birds were making high over the water.

His reverie was broken by a shout from the bridge:
“¡La atención, Senor!”

He looked up to see the crewman pointing aft
excitedly. In the distance, beyond the wake streaming far behind,
Leigh saw a partially folded blue sail cutting the water. The sea
suddenly erupted with spray and a huge Marlin stuck its head out of
the water, sword pointing at the sky, and with mouth agape, took
the lure. The line snapped free from the outrigger’s clip and began
to sing out of the reel, whipping though the ferrules on the pole.
Leigh clicked off the drag, jerked hard on the pole to set the
hook, and seated the butt of the pole in the socket on his waist
harness. Ready for battle, he focused again on the big fish behind
the boat. It was a monster; at least 1000 lbs. and fighting
mad.

The gigantic fish plunged under the rolling water for
a moment and then broke the surface again, thrusting its body out
of the swells, throwing water high into the air. It angrily shook
its head, the long bill slashing the sky, as it tried to lose the
hook. The line stretched almost to its breaking point as the
swordfish lunged again, its entire length in the air, casting a
plume of rainbow-hued spray into the breeze. It tail-danced in a
rage across the water with the hook still firmly embedded in the
side of its mouth.

Leigh maintained the tension on the line and with
straining biceps, pulled the pole up to his chest then letting it
drop rapidly, creating a foot or two of slack that he quickly wound
onto the reel. As soon as he would take in a few dozen yards of
line, the huge fish would lunge into the air, and with another
enraged toss of its head plunge back into the deep, making the reel
whir noisily as it expelled line. It felt like a tug of war with a
pickup truck.

With every intermittent dash, the Marlin took more
line than he had reeled in and once, after an hour, it dove long
and hard for the deep. Leigh prayed that it would not descend below
900 feet. At that depth, it would die, and as he slowly reeled in
its lifeless bulk, the sharks would ravage the carcass. He
struggled with the line, retrieving it with determination as the
powerful creature fought back with its mad lunges. Two hours later
Leigh had the thrashing fish nearly subdued, and with aching arms
brought it close to the boat. Alonso reached over the side and
snagged its gill using a gaff with a wicked hook, pulling the huge
blue monster next to the transom. Then, with the grace of a
bullfighter, the crewman slipped a bottle over the slashing tip of
its sword.

Alonso strained to hold the thrashing fish close to
the toe rail of the boat while the crewman commenced to bludgeon it
to death with a short baseball bat. The Marlin soon ceased its
frantic struggle and hung limply from the line. Weak from the
exertion, Leigh detached the waist harness and stood up from the
fighting chair to look over the side at his defeated foe. The great
fish stretched at least twelve feet behind the boat.

They used a winch to finally bring the big fish on
board, and it draped completely over both sides of the fantail. As
Leigh watched, the iridescent skin of the Marlin shimmered in the
mid-morning sun, and then slowly changed to a uniform dull
blue-gray. He knew the fading colors could never be exactly
captured by any taxidermist. It didn’t matter; he had no intention
of having the fish mounted as a trophy and was actually sorry that
it had to die after such a magnificent fight. But the Mexicans were
serious about their fishing. They knew that hanging this monster
from the wooden gantry at the end of the pier at New Marina would
mean a flood of lucrative bookings from the gawking tourists.

As he warmed in the tropical sun and recovered his
strength, his thoughts drifted back to the events of the last month
that had led to his being in Mexico: The forced sale of the laser
company in Salt Lake City that he had struggled to build over a
decade and the final explosive argument with his wife, Nancy. She
was a short and hyper blonde who had loved the sex, but hated his
long hours at work and the lack of disposable income that had
plagued them in recent years. Calling him a loser, she had finally
stormed out of his life, returning to her parent’s estate in
upstate New York.

Well, she was probably right, he thought. The diode
laser project had been an utter failure, bringing him to his knees
financially. The seemingly lucrative contract with the Navy to find
a replacement for the power-hungry and temperamental argon gas
lasers they used for submarine imaging had turned out to be a gut
churning black hole that sucked up all of his energy and money.

After innumerable difficulties, his engineers had
finally developed a semiconductor material with the energy
band-gaps needed to emit laser light in the blue-green range at
514- 540 nanometers, but the solid-state laser they finally
fabricated had a life span at room temperature of less than 500
hours. That, plus high thermal noise and uncontrollable mode hops
of the beam made it useless for imaging objects through seawater.
His bankers lost confidence in his ability to complete the project,
and the venture capitalists he had wooed could not see any
profitable exit strategy, or the excitement needed to sell stock in
a subsequent IPO.

In desperation, he went looking for additional
funding from his competitors. Only one had shown an interest, and
the management wanted complete control. Disgusted and feeling
defeated, Leigh decided to cut a deal with them and sell the entire
company.

The President of Coherent Systems smirked as they
signed the papers that conveyed the company assets, liabilities,
and intellectual property and he handed Leigh a lump sum settlement
check, shaking his hand insincerely. He had lost a lot of business
to Leigh in the past.

“Are you out of the industry permanently, Mr.
Leigh?”

Leigh grimaced, and replied, “Yeah, I think I’m going
to open a brothel, or sell model airplanes instead of chasing
hi-tech gold; I need to unwind.” He turned, nodding a goodbye to
the lawyers and strode out of the office.

The small plant was closed the following week, and
Coherent Systems’ accountants were on hand to make sure that Leigh
didn’t remove any property from the building. After giving his
former employees a pep talk and a fair share of the proceeds, he
was nearly broke. He desperately needed to recover emotionally, and
going to Mexico for the fishing trip seemed better than talking to
a shrink. It certainly had worked. Catching the big fish and saving
the boy today had bolstered his confidence in himself, and he felt
he was ready to deal with the other stresses in his life instead of
moping around and feeling sorry for himself.

Leigh sank back in the fighting chair and opened
another beer. While Alonso’s son raised the flags on the masthead
to signal other competing charter boats that they had caught the
great Marlin, the stubby little skipper gave the crewman the helm
and climbed down the ladder from the bridge. He scurried across the
deck to Leigh’s chair.

“We have captured the biggest Marlin taken in these
waters for a long time, Senor.” he proclaimed. “He will
bring top dollar from the cannery in the city and great honor to
our boat.” Leigh smiled at the excited Mexican who went on in a
more formal, subdued tone, “And I will always be in your debt for
saving my son Pablo.”

“Anyone would have done the same, Alonso. He is a
fine boy and will be a great fisherman someday, just like his
father”

The little man grinned widely, white teeth shining in
his nut-brown face, and patted Leigh on the shoulder. “Please, do
me the honor of taking your dinner tonight at my hacienda. My wife,
Marisa, is a great cook and she and my other children will want to
thank you in person.”

“Sounds good to me, Amigo,” Leigh replied
enthusiastically, “I’m tired of hotel food and the bacon-wrapped
shrimp at Senor Frog’s.”

The skipper returned to the bridge and set a course
for the harbor. In a few hours they were tied up at the wharf, and
soon the swordfish was suspended from the gantry at the dock. Leigh
collected his things from the boat and slipped through the crowd
that had gathered to gape in awe at the huge fish.

“I will pick you up at your hotel at 6:00 tonight,
Senor!” Alonso shouted, as Leigh walked away toward the taxi
stand.

“¡Bien!” Leigh said, and waving goodbye,
ducked his head and slid into the waiting taxi.

A ten minute drive along Avenida Olas Altas, a
boulevard that ran alongside the long Malecon, a broad
beachside walkway bordered with huge beach front hotels for the
tourists, and through the winding narrow roads of the old city past
the huge Mercado Municipal open air market thronged with
locals and tourists shopping for bargains, brought him back to his
hotel on the beach north of the city. His room was spacious and he
ignored the mini-bar in favor of a hot bath in the jetted tub and a
news program from the CNN satellite feed. The hot water soothed his
aching muscles and later, the TV newsreader’s voice faded to an
unintelligible drone as he drifted into sleep on top of the
bed.

Alonso walked into the lobby that evening, and looked
around for Leigh, who was seated at the bar across the room.
Smiling broadly, he ambled over and said, “Shall we go now,
Senor Leigh? Maria has been cooking for us all
afternoon.”

Leigh finished the Margarita he had been nursing and
rose from the barstool. “I’m way ready for some home cooking, and
please call me Jim; all of my friends do.”

“Okay Jim, follow me.”

Leigh followed Alonso out of the lobby and down the
steps to the palm-lined driveway where an old, but well-maintained
sedan was parked. They got in and drove east on the
Chullacan highway for a few miles, exiting on a dusty road
that led away from the bay and the thin arc of dazzling white sand
that had been transformed by the glitzy beach resorts into a money
machine. A few minutes of riding in silence while Leigh took in the
scenery of lush vegetation and flowering cacti, brought them to a
long rutted driveway next to a well-kept adobe house. It was
surrounded by a high wall of Jacaranda trees in full bloom, and the
air was filled with the heady perfume of the blossoms mixed with
the delightful smell of hot tortillas and simmering Chili
Verde that wafted from the open front door and windows. Leigh
followed the skipper inside.

“Marisa! Juanita! Rosa! Come meet my new friend! ”
Alonso hailed. His children, including Pablo, came shyly to the
door, followed by a pretty, petite woman who wiped her hands on her
apron, and then reached out and hugged Leigh tightly.
“Gracias for giving us back our boy.” Marisa murmured in his
ear. She stepped back in a minute, and had the kids introduce
themselves while Alonso wrapped his arm around Marisa’s waist in an
affectionate hug.

“Come, come, you must be starved!” she said, turning
to Leigh. She took him by the hand and led him further into the
cool interior of the hacienda.

Leigh could see that she was a wonderful housekeeper.
The white washed walls were spotless, and the place was comfortably
furnished with homemade furniture and textiles, the hardwood floor
spotless and gleaming. Without further ado, they seated themselves
around the dining room table while Maria and her daughter brought
out the steaming platters of food from the kitchen. They ate a
sumptuous meal, and chatted about the events of the day. Marisa
thanked Leigh over and over during the leisurely dinner for the
rescue of her son, and he was a little embarrassed by all the
attention he was getting from her and the children.

“I must have died and gone to heaven.” Leigh sighed,
rubbing his stomach as Marisa cleared away the plates.

“I married her for her cooking, of course; she knew
it was the way to my heart.” Alonso exclaimed, smiling broadly as
she walked away, hands full of dishes. Marisa retorted over her
shoulder, “Don’t believe him for a minute, Senor Jim. No one
else would marry such a smelly fisherman!”

He stood up from his chair at the table and turned to
Leigh. “Come into the family room and sample some of my brother
Diego’s Mescal. It’s far better than what they sell in town.”

They settled into the overstuffed leather chairs
arranged by the fireplace, and as he sipped the glass of potent
ambrosia Alonso had handed him, Leigh looked around the spacious
room. His eyes settled on a rectangular block of chipped and dusky
granite about a foot wide by two in length, propped on the lintel
of the fireplace.

A strange script was carved all over the surface, and
he rose from his chair to take a closer look. The engravings had
lost their sharp edges due to weathering, and the stone was
streaked with black manganese oxide stains and carried the patina
of great age.

The inscriptions looked like nothing he had ever seen
in the vast galleries of the Smithsonian or the various museums in
Mexico City. The stone was engraved in three sections: At the top
were pictographs of animals, sailboats with a multitude of oars,
creatures that he could not recognize, and helmeted men wearing
what seemed to be armor made of leather. They were clutching
strange looking instruments in their hands.

The middle section contained recognizable Maya
numbers: the bar and dot calendar dates that were engraved on stele
containing king’s lists and stories of conquest that had been
unearthed by archeologists all over Mexico and Guatemala.
Interspersed between them were the familiar glyphs of snakes with
feathers, butterflies, and flowers. The bottom section was
completely weird.

It looked like crow tracks, with small triangular
indentations that were arranged in groups of eight, three groups
followed by a space. The symbols continued in neat rows until they
abruptly stopped at the base of the stone, which he could tell was
actually a fracture line. They must have continued on some missing
piece Leigh concluded.

His curiosity thoroughly aroused, he asked, “Where
did you get this stone tablet, Alonso? It is very unusual.”

“My brother found it when he was plowing his
cornfield. The damned thing broke the blade of his plow! I won it
from him one night in a game of cards.”

“It is very different from any piece I saw in Mexico
City last year.” Leigh said. “Are you interested in selling
it?”

Alonso was thoughtful for a moment, and then said
gravely, “Jim, after giving me back Pablo’s life today, it is
yours.” He smiled and went on, “Just be ready to bribe the
inspector when you go through Customs.”

“Don’t worry, I learned all about La Mordida
when I got a speeding ticket in Mexico City. What a joke! The
street was gridlocked with cars for two miles in both
directions.”

They both laughed, and Alonso refilled their glasses
from the baked clay jug. “Why do you want the stone,
Amigo?”

Leigh shrugged, and picked it up carefully. “I guess
I’ve always had an interest in the past ever since I was a kid. I
backpacked all over the Colorado Plateau back home and explored all
the Anasazi ruins in the backcountry that I could find.”

“Who were the Anasazi?” Alonso asked, as Leigh picked
up the stone from the mantle and came back over to the sofa.

“The name is a Navajo Indian word meaning ‘Ancient
enemies’. Some scholars believe they were the ancestors of the
Aztecs.” he replied, as he settled comfortably on the sofa with the
stone on his lap and reached for his glass. “Certainly, there was
trade between the two peoples. Many of the sunstones that the
Aztecs made contained turquoise quarried from the Grand Canyon
region, and parrot feathers and seashells have been found in many
of the Anasazi ruins. They were one of the few Pueblo tribes that
grew crops, and the corn and squash they planted came from Mexican
seed stocks.”

He paused to take a sip of the fiery liquid, and
continued. “Most archeologists think that both peoples were
branches of some much earlier nomadic people they call the Clovis
Culture. The Anasazi built cliff dwellings in the sandstone canyons
of the Colorado Plateau around the time of Christ. Later, in the
13th century, they seem to have left the area due to drought or
perhaps warfare with invading tribes such as the Ute and Navajo.
Many experts think they resettled to the south in the pueblos that
the Spanish discovered right after Cortez’ invasion of Mexico, and
the Hopi Indians believe they were their ancestors.”

Alonso rolled the glass of Mescal in his hands, lost
in thought for a moment, and then said, “The Aztecatl legends speak
of the seven tribes migrating from somewhere far in the north to
the valley of Mexico City. They settled on the shores of Lake
Texcoco and built the great city of Tenochtitlan on an island. It
was the center of what they called the ‘One World’. But, they also
speak of coming from Aztlan, ‘The Place of the Snowy Egrets’.
Aztlan was supposed to be an island in a lake surrounded by swamps
except for one side that opened onto the sea. They believe they
came into this world from seven sacred caves in the mountains east
of Aztlan. Does such a place exist somewhere in the country that
you are describing?”

Leigh laughed. “No, the Colorado Plateau of Utah and
Arizona is far from any ocean, and the only body of water there is
a reservoir on the Colorado River named Lake Powell. The closest
match to what you describe is Antelope Island in the Great Salt
Lake, much farther north.”

They went on to discuss the Aztecs and Mayas, and
joked together until Marisa came into the room and said she had put
the children to bed. Leigh looked at his watch and saw it was
almost 10:30.

“Well Alonso, you had better get me back to the
hotel.” Turning to the small women he smiled widely. “Marisa that
was the best meal I’ve had in a long time. If you and your old man
ever go north of the border, come to Utah and look me up. I will
show you some real gringo cooking in return!”

She laughed, “Da nada, Senor. But we will
never leave Mazatlan, I’m afraid. Who would take care of things
here?”

Leigh said his goodbyes, while Alonso packed the
engraved stone in a discarded cardboard box and carried it out to
the car. Although they drove back to the hotel in silence, a real
bond of friendship had been established. Alonso pulled into the
driveway in front of the hotel, and they both got out of the
car.

“Take care Amigo”, Alonso said, as he handed
him the cardboard box.

Leigh tucked it under his arm and shook the skipper’s
hand warmly. “Thanks again for the lovely meal and the gift. I’ll
be sure to come back for more fishing soon.”

The next morning, he caught the first flight back to
the states. The customs inspector at the departure area was still
groggy with sleep, slouched down on the stool behind the passport
booth, and wasn’t checking anyone’s luggage. Leigh boarded the big
jet waiting on the tarmac without incident. It landed briefly in
Phoenix and arrived at the Salt Lake City airport an hour and a
half later. The landing was dicey because the valley was in the
middle of the first heavy snowfall of the season, and outbound
flights were being delayed.

Inside the terminal, tourists from Japan and Europe
were crammed together and milling around the international lounge,
clutching skis, boots, and tons of cold weather gear. The American
customs and TSA agents impatiently waved Leigh through, ignoring
the cardboard box under his arm. He gathered the rest of his
baggage from the carousel and lugged everything to the long term
parking area, where he got in his old Mercedes 380SL convertible
and drove through surprisingly light traffic to his home nestled on
the flank of a mountain canyon east of the city. After unpacking,
he looked around the front room and then in the den, trying to
decide where to display the stone tablet. He couldn’t make up his
mind, so he put it on a closet shelf. A week later, he had
forgotten about it.

The next few months became a blur of after-ski
parties thrown by his friends on the Alta Ski Patrol. Alta had
always been his favorite place to ski among Utah’s many world
-class resorts. High in the 12, 000 foot peaks of the Wasatch
Mountains, it featured uncluttered slopes with breathtaking 3,000
foot vertical drops carved by ice age glaciers, hidden narrow ski
runs through patches of aspen and white pine, and best of all, ‘The
Greatest Snow on Earth’, a slogan invented by the Utah Travel
Bureau. On some mornings three feet of powder would fall, so light
that he could swish his poles through it with no resistance
whatever.

Getting off at the top of the Supreme lift, he would
skim down the mountain’s expert runs in tight sweeping arcs, always
maintaining enough speed to plane on the surface of the snow.
Often, he literally could not see where he was going as the snow
flew up into his face like talcum powder. Later, down at the lodge,
he sat at a table with his patrol buddies who came in from hill
sweep at the end of the day to drink pitcher after pitcher of beer
and telling tales of daring-do until the bar closed. Numbed with
alcohol, he would creep down the canyon in the old Mercedes,
mentally fogged and fearful of sliding off the road into the chasm
below.

One of his friends on the patrol was a successful
stockbroker, and at the bar one night he commented, “Jim, the way
you’ve been soaking up the suds lately, you’re obviously in deep
shit. What you really need is some major financial guidance and a
Malibu Blonde.”

“No, what I really need is a lot of money in the
bank!” he retorted. “I’m living on beer and pretzels, and there
isn’t a blonde anywhere, including Malibu, that interests me at the
moment.”

The following weekend, as he stood warming his hands
in front of the huge rock fireplace at the lodge, his stockbroker
buddy started the same spiel again, and Leigh, full of beer and
bravado, issued a challenge: “How about if I give you twenty grand.
What can you do with it?”

“Write me the check Jimbo, and let’s find out.” was
the confident reply.

Six months later he had a cool quarter-million
dollars in his brokerage account, cash that came from astute
trading of options in hot biotech, energy, and dotcom stocks. He
decided to celebrate by buying a new Jeep and backpacking into the
Maze; an improbable declivity of wandering canyons and narrow
spires carved by wind and rain into the multicolored layer cake of
sandstone near the junction of the Colorado and Green rivers. It
was in the center of the vast Colorado Plateau that had been
uplifted eons ago to over 6,000 feet, and covered nearly half of
Utah. Although arid, the plateau had widely dispersed snow-capped
mountain peaks; cool islands of alpine forest and tinkling springs,
thrusting up like a young girl’s breasts from the desert far
below.

A land largely barren of vegetation, the plateau was
punctuated with psychedelic towers, mesas, and weird formations
with names like the Orange Cliffs, Molly’s Nipple, Cleopatra’s
Throne, The Needles, and it included the breathtaking Canyonlands
National Park. The Maze district was a deep pocket filled with a
chaos of box canyons and gulches that snaked back and forth,
largely unmapped except by satellite. Vehicle access was impossible
until 1957, when Uranium prospectors pushed a rugged four-wheel
drive road down the 1,000 foot cliff that led to the rimrock
overlooking the Maze, and the road at the base was usually washed
out in places as a result of flash flooding from summer storms that
blew across the desert. The Maze had been a refuge for bandits and
renegade Indians in times past, and few of the people who lived in
the crowded urban areas of the state had ever visited it, which was
all right with Leigh.

After negotiating the treacherous road, he parked and
locked his Jeep near the only other vehicle, a brand new GMC pickup
truck, and transferred his backpack stuffed with necessities,
including canteens of water and climbing ropes, to the edge of the
rimrock. He sat down, using the pack as a back rest and dangled his
legs over the precipice. Reaching in his shirt pocket, he withdrew
a cigar he had saved, and lit it with a wooden match. He scanned
the horizon while puffing away, and considered the trek ahead. He
peered down the old Indian trail that led into the Maze through a
crack in the rimrock, knowing the handholds painstaking chiseled in
the rock centuries ago had long weathered away. Forty feet below,
it disappeared into a cluster of fallen boulders and narrow little
chutes in the rock that led to the basin five hundred feet down.
After finishing the cigar, he stubbed it out and put the butt back
in his shirt for later burial.

He arose and tied a 100 foot climbing rope to the
front bumper of the jeep and lowered his heavy pack over the
rimrock to the first ledge. He then retrieved the rope and started
the descent, his belt clinking with D rings, carabineers, bolts
& chocks, and a Jumar Ascender, all needed to climb and rappel
some of the steeper pitches. The autumn weather seemed ideal,
although there were heavy black clouds reaching from the Abajo
Mountains far to the south, to the Henry range, a hundred miles to
the west. In the Maze however, the air was balmy and warm at the
bottom of the basin and the sky was blue and cloudless overhead. It
felt great knowing that the nearest paved road was over fifty miles
away, and the nearest gas station more than a hundred.

After descending the worst of the trail, he meandered
down a dry wash filled with rocky rubble that was occasionally
dotted with Greasewood brush, Desert Primrose with their tiny
blossoms, Prickly-Pear cactus, Globe Mallow, and Princess Plumes
that looked like yellow feathers sprouting from long stalks. This
was the closest place to heaven on earth that he knew of; no
tourists, no hassles, just the wind moaning through vents in the
layered sandstone that the locals called ‘Slickrock’, singing the
song of the desert. His only company would be the occasional mule
deer, lost steer, desert bighorn sheep, or coyote.

Stopping often to admire the panoramic layer cake of
red, white, and brown sandstone, he made the final rappel and
slowly hiked down a narrow side canyon to a shaded seep that his
father had shown him many years ago. It was the only drinkable
water for twenty miles. The water trickled slowly out of a crack
high in the rock wall, and had gathered in pools that were cool and
sweet. Hallucinogenic Datura plants, sporting fleshy leaves from
which protruded huge pearly blossoms that bloomed only at night and
pollinated by moths, surrounded most of the pools. As he refilled a
collapsible canteen, he looked around. In shady nooks beneath an
overhang below the seep were delicate ferns, Monkey flowers, and
Desert Columbine; a testament to the vigor of life, however
fragile, in the desert. The basin floor below was dotted with the
occasional stunted Fremont Poplar, and he could hear their leaves
rustling in the soft gusts of warm wind.

As evening fell, he exited the side canyon and walked
farther down the narrowing gulch. After eating an unhurried meal of
freeze-dried beef stew and dried apricots, he unrolled his sleeping
bag for a cushion and stretched out on his back looking at the
night sky. Dark clouds were now scuttling across the face of the
full Harvest moon, and off toward the horizon, distant flashes of
lightning intermittently illuminated the sky. Somewhere up the
gulch a falling rock clattered down from the cliffs above and
echoed in the surrounding rock walls. He gradually drifted off into
an untroubled sleep.

Later on, he awoke with a start. The moon had set
hours ago and it was pitch black. The stars were obscured and a
light drizzle of rain had just begun to fall, wetting his
unprotected body. He felt again the rumble in the ground that had
jarred him into consciousness. He sat up abruptly as he heard the
distant awful roar. A flash flood! My God, it was cascading over
the rim rock and down the head of the gulch above him! He scrambled
to his feet, stuffed the sleeping bag into his backpack, and looked
around him in a panic. No place to go! With vertical walls of rock
on either side, he was like a spider sitting on the edge of a drain
when someone far above decides to turn on the water.

He ran a short distance down the narrow draw and
noticed a tilted ledge of sandstone to his right that angled up the
face of the layered rock. It was barely wide enough to stand on and
he rushed along it for a few yards and then, as the ledge narrowed,
inched upwards with his hands against the sheer rock. Finding a few
shallow handholds, he clung like a Gecko, and looked around. He had
to get above the menacing amalgam of water & mud, boulders,
trees, and dead stray cattle that he knew was coming like a freight
train.

Luck was with him. In the flashes of lightning he saw
a cavity in the rock about three feet above the last crumbling edge
of the narrow shelf. As he started to hoist himself into the
opening, he heard a cry farther up the gulch. The next bolt of
lightning revealed a slender woman running down the narrow slot in
the rock that he had just vacated in haste. Her legs were pumping
for all she was worth and long wet hair flopped against a small
pack hitched high on her back. Leigh dropped back down to the
ledge, and turned toward her shouting, “Here! Come this way!”

She looked up toward him as she ran, and then
scrambled up the ledge just as the first debris came crashing over
the boulders that had lodged in the upper reaches of the gulch. He
grabbed her hand and without really looking at her, pointed to the
small opening above. “Look! We can crawl in there and get out of
this!”

She nodded in agreement, and he reached up, grabbing
the edge of the opening and levered himself inside. Turning around,
he leaned out and extending his arms, gripped her outstretched
hands firmly. In a moment he had pulled her inside. Without
introducing himself he said, “If you have a flashlight, get it out
now. I didn’t bring one and we really need to know if we are
sharing this little shelter with any buzz worms.”

“Buzz worms?” she replied, “What is a buzz worm?”

“You know,” he said casually, “Rattlesnakes.”

“Oh my God!” she moaned, and frantically she pulled
off her small backpack, fished around for a moment and then pulled
out a small penlight.

As she handed it to him, the main deluge came roaring
past below and the little cave shuddered as boulders the size of
refrigerators tumbled by, bouncing back and forth against the
narrow canyon walls. Speaking any more was useless as the loud roar
of the torrent resounded in their ears, and he switched on the
light and shined the beam around their feet and into the nearby
crevices of the cave. They were kneeling on a dusty matt of twigs,
feathers, and sundry debris collected by a desert pack rat that
called this place home.

He couldn’t see anything moving or coiled up to
strike, so he clicked off the light, and sat with his back resting
uncomfortably against the nearest rock wall in the darkness.
Reaching out, he gently pulled her toward him to make her more
comfortable. She went rigid at first, and then cautiously settled
her shoulders against his chest, her wet hair quickly soaking his
shirt. In a few minutes the roaring diminished into a slurping
gurgle as the debris was flushed down the canyon. He clicked the
light on again and shined it further into the depths. Seeing
nothing, he brought the beam back toward their feet, and saw an old
sandal woven from Yucca stalk fibers poking out of the rat’s
midden. Finally able to speak again, he said, “It’s worse than I
thought. We’re in an Anasazi burial chamber.”


Chapter 2

 


The rain cascaded down in sheets outside of the cave,
backlit by occasional flashes of lightning. The young woman
abruptly sat forward and moved away from the stranger who had
helped her avoid being swept away by the flash food, and asked,
“What makes you think this is an Anasazi burial chamber?”

Leigh casually clicked on the penlight and shined it
on the sandal of woven Yucca fiber that protruded out of the
packrat midden. He replied with assurance, “You can see some of the
remains right here. We're probably sitting on the cadaver.”

“I doubt it.” she replied quickly, “The Anasazi
usually buried the dead in the floors of their own homes.”

He swept the light over to her lithe body and
attractive young face briefly, and then switched it off. She
shifted uncomfortably to the far wall and shook out her long mop of
wet hair. Leigh took off his pack and after fumbling around inside
for a minute, produced a dry towel which he handed to her. She took
it gratefully and rubbed some of the moisture from her face and
hair. Afterward, she handed it back to him and he dried his face,
enjoying the musky woman smell on the cloth.

“What makes it worse than rattlesnakes for company?”
she asked.

“Well,” he said, “You'll likely tell your friends,
and this poor soul will wind up for sale on the Internet.”

“You know nothing about me!” she responded hotly.
“I'm an Archeology postdoc at the University of Utah, and I
wouldn't think of telling anyone except my department head.
Besides, I'm by myself.”

“My apologies, Doctor,” he replied sheepishly. “You
never know who you’re going to meet out here. What's your
name?”

“Melody Curtis,” and after a moment's hesitation she
added, “and you?”

“James Leigh, but my friends call me Jim.”

“Well, Mr. Leigh, I do have to thank you for saving
my life. It was stupid of me to be in such a narrow canyon in a
storm like this. I guess I've lost all my camping gear and my
camera.” she added morosely

“Welcome to the club.” he said, “But, I was lucky
enough to stuff my sleeping bag back in my backpack. What were you
doing down here by yourself? No one comes into the Maze alone,
except perhaps for me."

“Oh,” she moaned, “My friends think I'm nuts. I heard
there was a Mammoth petroglyph somewhere in the canyons here and
talked my friends into looking for it, but it took four days to
find. They gave up and left after the second day. I spent the last
few days photographing the other petroglyphs down here, but now
I've lost the film and everything.”

“I'm sorry for your loss,” he replied, “But, you’re
very lucky just the same. You could have been a goner in that flash
flood.”

They listened in silence for a few minutes to the
pelting rain and the banshee wail of wind around the crevices of
rock outside. Suddenly, she sat up and said “Please let me have the
light for a minute.” He passed the penlight back to her, and she
moved the beam across his face, hesitating for a moment, then
returned it to the sandal.

“It won't hurt to disturb the surface a little.” She
said more confidently, “Let's see if we really are sitting on a
corpse.” She moved over to the sandal, and tugged away part of the
rat's nest. No bones or other remains were apparent. Satisfied, she
took the sandal in her hands and peered at it closely. “This isn't
Anasazi.” she said with surprise. “It looks more like a Maya weave.
The Anasazi never twisted the Yucca fiber into such tight cordage
for their sandals, and it has an inner last of rubber.”

Impressed with her confident assertion, Leigh
shrugged, “I only know a little about the Anasazi, mainly what I've
read and seen in museums and at the village the Park Service
uncovered and maintains at Fremont.”

Relaxed now, she smiled and asked, “What do you do
when you’re not saving maidens in the wilderness, Mr. Leigh?”

“Please call me Jim; I used to own a small laser
company in Salt Lake City until last year. The company failed, and
so did my marriage, which was on the rocks anyway. Now, I'm just a
desert rat, bumming around, and trying to decide what I want to be
when I grow up.”

She looked at him sympathetically, and after a moment
said “I never had time for marriage or even a serious relationship.
Most men seem to be intimidated by me.”

He smiled wryly, “I can't imagine why.”

Leigh got up and moved over to the end of the midden
where she had removed the sandal. “There must be more here than
just that.” he said over his shoulder, “I guess this isn't an
archeological site per se.”

Groping around through the debris with his hand, he
suddenly encountered a large pouch of woven fiber. He carefully
pulled it free from the nest, and felt the solid weight of objects
inside. The fibers of the pouch were still completely flexible and
strong in spite of what must have been centuries of lying
undisturbed.

“See what I've found!” he exclaimed, drawing the bag
over to his lap to examine the contents. She put down the sandal
and bringing the light close, crowded in to see what he had
discovered.

“I knew it!” she exulted, “This textile is definitely
Mesoamerican. Look at the pouch and the embroidered figures around
the top.”

“I'd rather look inside at what he was carrying.”

Leigh gently thrust his hand in and removed what
seemed to be a rock about the size of a baseball. She shined the
light on it, revealing a solid chunk of pure turquoise. He spread
out the towel at his feet, and began placing the contents carefully
on the cloth. After several more pieces of turquoise, he removed
some sea shells, a conch, a beautiful obsidian knife with a deer
antler handle, and several thick rolls of leather about twelve
inches long, wrapped around ivory spindles about two inches in
diameter.

“Don't unroll the leather, Jim,” she cautioned. “It
could be important, and should be handled only in the lab.”

“Okay by me, boss. Let's let the whole thing wait
until daybreak, and then we'll pack up and get out of here.” He
smiled inwardly, noting that she used his first name.

They chatted excitedly for the next few hours about
the find as the sudden storm slowly dissipated, and speculated
about how the trader or whoever he was, had managed to disappear,
leaving his possessions behind. As they emerged from the cave into
daylight, the rising sun illuminated the far wall of the narrow
canyon with a rosy creeping bar of welcome light and warmth. The
flood was gone, and only occasional pools of muck and water
attested to its passage. They hiked back down the canyon to look
for any remnant of Melody's belongings, but except for a couple of
items of clothing, all was lost.

That afternoon they climbed to the rim rock, avoiding
the deceptively deep pools of quicksand and ankle breaking
loose rubble created by the flooding. Fortunately, the rope Jim had
used to rappel down into the canyon was still in place. He attached
his Jumar Ascender to it and after ratcheting up to the top of the
rim rock; they rested for a while in Leigh’s new Jeep, muddying up
the floor mats and luxuriated in the new car smell and the soft
cushioned seats. After further pleasant conversation she said, “I
must be on my way. I have to get the truck back to the rental
agency today.”

Leigh looked at her as she got out and put the pouch
they had found on the passenger's seat of the truck. She was
exciting and beautiful, with long black hair, an ample bosom, and
the most bewitching gray eyes he had ever seen. Surprised at
himself, he impulsively blurted, “Heroes usually get something for
being heroic. Can I take you to dinner when we get back to Salt
Lake?”

“You're on, partner, but don’t expect anything more.”
she said with a grin, as she withdrew a notepad from her small pack
and scribbled down her address and phone number. “Give me a call
next weekend.” Favoring him with a final dazzling smile, she
started the motor and roared off in a cloud of dust.

He got back in his Jeep intending to take the only
other route to the area and meandered in four-wheel drive over an
old Uranium prospector's rutted trail, passing the occasional burnt
out wagon from Indian raids a hundred years ago. Ahead, lay the
Land of the Standing Rocks, some of which looked like the monolith
in the Space Odyssey movie. Later he negotiated the tight
switchbacks and washed out gullies along the base of the Orange
cliffs, back to the Hite Marina on Lake Powell where he gassed up
and grabbed a greasy hamburger. Taking Highway 24 through Capitol
Reef National Park, he stopped briefly at the Fremont River to tie
a nymph on his fly rod and cast over the willows lining the bank.
He loved outfoxing the occasional brown trout that inhabited the
upper reaches, and cast the line deftly into the feeding zone above
the gravel of the streambed. After he had caught and released a
few, he got back in the Jeep and hit the pavement for the long,
lonesome ride back to civilization, as we know it.

Leigh returned to his house just as the sky to the
east began to outline the mountains in a luminous profile, and
deactivating the alarm, he let himself in. The closed up house
smelled musty from some leftover food that had spoiled in the
kitchen. For the first time in months, he truly missed having a
female there to greet him, and as he showered, he briefly wondered
about the excitement that Melody had stirred within him. He hadn't
felt this way for years. Rejuvenated, he put on a pair of slacks
and a tee shirt, got rid of the spoiled food, washed the
week old dishes in the sink, and popped open a beer. It was as
good a breakfast as any.

He went to the den and turned on the big plasma
television, switching it to CNN news with the remote. Looking
across the room, he noticed a window on the computer monitor he had
left running that announced he had e mail. He walked over to
read the list of messages on the screen and noted that one of the
senders was his brother. He surmised that Kevin had returned from
Brazil.

Seated at the terminal, he deleted the unwanted spam,
and responded to the valid messages. Kevin was indeed back, and
wanted to get together when he returned to Salt Lake in a few
weeks. It was good news. Although they kept in touch by
e mail, Kevin was constantly on the move to some exotic
locale, accumulating more frequent flyer miles than most members of
congress, and Leigh hadn't seen him for almost a year. There was
also a message from his stockbroker friend on the ski patrol with
more good news about his stock portfolio. Whistling, he logged off
and returned to the fridge for another beer.

He puttered around the house for the next few days,
washing the mud off of the Jeep, working in the yard, and thinking
about the coming weekend. On Thursday he decided to call the number
Melody had scrawled on the sheet of notebook paper.

“Dr. Curtis's Office,” answered the now familiar
voice.

“Hi Melody, its Jim Leigh,” he said. “If you're still
up for dinner, I can make reservations for Saturday night at
Snowbird's Cliff Lodge.”

“That's great!” she said excitedly, “We have a lot to
talk about. How about picking me up at seven thirty?”

“I'll be there.” he agreed, “Bring a warm coat; we’re
taking my convertible, and it will be chilly at that altitude.”

“Okay, see you then.”

The line went dead and he hung up the receiver. He
began to whistle tunelessly as he went back to the garage where he
began to lay yet another coat of wax on the old Mercedes. Life was
good.

On Saturday evening, he drove to Melody's cottage,
and they climbed into the Mercedes for the long winding drive up to
the magnificent ski area that Dick Bass had created. She looked
smashing in a dark gray skirt that hugged her hourglass waist, with
a matching gray cashmere sweater and jacket. He casually flirted as
they drove, slowing for the occasional Mule deer that grazed
nonchalantly by the roadside.

Perched on the floor of a narrow and awesomely steep
glacial canyon, Snowbird had become one of the world's premier ski
attractions. Leigh let the valet at the Cliff Lodge park the car,
and they strolled arm in arm into the intimate dining
room that overlooked the tram. They sat in the cushioned seats on
one side of the table, and after making their selections from the
menu, he ordered the first of several vintage wines. Melody reached
in her jacket and pulled out an envelope.

“We really found something out there!” she said, eyes
fiery with excitement. “The pouch and sandals were older than we
thought. My colleagues have identified them as Pre Mayan,
perhaps early first century, but the kicker was the scrolls.”

“The scrolls?” Leigh asked with a puzzled
expression.

“Yes, you know, the old leather rolls. Well, they
contained hieroglyphics painted with vegetable dyes, and our grad
student epigraphers had to scan them into the computer for
enhancement before they were legible. The script is definitely
Pre Proto Sokean, and may be 5,000 years old!”

Bemused with her excitement, he said,
“Pre-Proto-Sokean? I thought the Sokeans were in Ohio or
something.”

She giggled and jabbed him in the ribs with her
elbow, “No, you oaf! It is an Epi Olmec predecessor of the
five languages, besides Spanish, that are spoken in Mexico. We have
identified 36 of the glyphs as Epi Olmec. Look at these screen
shots from the computer. ” She removed some photos from the
envelope and handed them to him. He looked at the inscriptions in
the photographs closely. They looked hauntingly familiar.

Perplexed, he said, “How could leather survive for
5,000 years?”

“The scrolls are obviously copies of older
inscriptions. We are doing radiocarbon dating tests to determine
when they were created.”

“What do they say?”

“We don't know the whole story yet. The corpus of
known Pre Proto Sokean writing consists of only several
hundred glyphs. The longest text discovered was inscribed on a
small Nephrite figurine known as the Thistle Statuette, found south
of Tres Capotes in 1902. Some, we have translated, and they discuss
the position of Venus in the constellation of Scorpio, but the
others are undeciphered. We have contacted the Muse de Anthropology
in Jalapa to see if they can shed more light on the find.”

“Well,” he said as they sipped the Cote du Rhone that
he had ordered, “I know enough to know that I have some more of
this type of writing on an old stone I brought back from Mazatlan
last fall.”

“You’re joking!” she exclaimed.

“No, really, I have it back at my house.”

“You wouldn't be trying to seduce me into coming home
with you, would you?” she asked coyly.

“You've got it backwards,” he replied smoothly, “the
seduction is supposed to happen after I get you home.”

As she blushed and took a long sip of the wine, he
explained the events of his fishing trip to Mexico. The story of
the boy’s rescue from the squid enthralled her, and after the
excellent meal and more wine and casual conversation, she
announced, “Okay, I'm hooked. Let's go see this fabulous rock.”

They drove slowly down the canyon admiring the
twinkling lights of Salt Lake valley in the distance far below, and
watching out for the groups of deer that tended to wait for
headlights, and then go dashing madly across the road. They arrived
at his house and after he had turned on the lights, and put a Pat
Metheny CD on the stereo, he led her into the den, fixed a couple
of drinks, and retrieved the old stone from the closet.

“See,” he said smugly, “I wasn't kidding a bit.”

She laid the chunk of granite across her knees and
stared in amazement. “This is either a fake, or one of the finds of
the century!” she finally gasped. “The top group of pictographs
looks very similar to Sumerian, which is impossible, of course. The
middle contains Epi Olmec glyphs, and I recognize a Mayan
long count date of 4 Ahau 8 Cumhu, which in our calendar would
be about 3113 B.C., but the bottom group is like nothing I've ever
seen before. The symbols are almost cuneiform, but not quite.”

He looked at her glittering eyes, and almost forgot
his question. Clearing his throat, he shifted his eyes to the stone
and asked, “I don't understand. If the dates are Mayan, how can the
writing be Olmec? As I remember, the Mayas appeared on the scene
long after the Olmecs.”

“You're right, but the Mayas inherited the long count
calendar system from the Olmecs, and the Aztecs used it after
that.” She was almost rigid with excitement. “You must let me take
this back to the university and let Dr. Jacobs look at this.”

“All right” he said agreeably, “let's do it in the
morning, however.”

He smiled invitingly and got up to refresh her drink
as the lyrical riffs of Pat Metheny and Lyle Mays floated through
the room. When he handed her the glass, she studied his long
fingers and the gentle hand for a moment, then looking up, locked
her eyes with his intently. She silently considered his
proposition. It had been too long since she had dared to be
intimate with a man, and she was terribly lonely. This man was
different from the others she had dated on those rare occasions. He
was exciting and forthright, yet he seemed centered and exuded a
quiet humility. He had certainly proven to be heroic, and his
broken nose and captivating eyes were kind of cute. She’d had
several erotic dreams about him since she had returned. His
powerful, lithe body was definitely to die for. If not now, when?
She decided to take the plunge and returned his smile in approval.
I hope he doesn’t think that I do this all the time, she thought,
as they slipped up the stairs to his bedroom.


Chapter 3

 


The stench of death wafted up from the hold of the
old wooden scow. Dr. Kevin Leigh wiped the sweat from his eyes for
the thousandth time, and looked up at the triple canopy jungle
lining the shores of the brackish little river. A thick, buzzing
mist of mosquitoes circled the boat as it drifted slowly down this
forgotten, seldom traveled tributary of the Amazon River. Three
weeks earlier, he had flown from the states to Sao Paulo to give
his canned opening address at the Ethnobotany conference, and after
the reception had stayed just long enough to reaffirm friendships
with his Brazilian colleagues. Then he hurried back to his hotel to
collect his plant presses, jungle gear and sundry pharmaceuticals
in preparation for his planned excursion into the rainforest that
surrounded the Rio Negro River. That evening, he caught the
red eye flight to Manaus.

The Amazon Basin, where Kevin was headed, covered 42%
of the country and produces one fifth of the planet's oxygen. Into
the famous river funnel countless tributary rivers and streams,
including the Rio Negro, that drain over six million square
kilometers. Although vast in extent, land clearing by ranchers,
smallholders, and mining activities had led to the destruction of
immense tracts of the rainforest. To make matters worse, the
military government of the 70's constructed roads such as the
Transamazonica, which cut deep into the jungle, and then encouraged
settlers to move in. For these impoverished pioneers, the new land
failed to provide an adequate standard of living because the
topsoil was thin and lacking in many minerals essential for most
crops. Most of them gave up after futile effort, and returned to
the big urban centers of Belem and Manaus to eke out an
existence.

In the meantime, gold miners and poachers had run
rampant in the newly opened areas slaughtering Jaguar and
'Jacares', better known as Cayman, an alligator like reptile,
and had killed or generally displaced the Yanomami, Waimiri,
Atroari, and other indigenous peoples. Little time was left for
scientists to identify and perhaps rescue innumerable species of
unknown plants and animals, and for Ethnobotanists like Kevin, the
vital knowledge of the Shamans and tribal healers was disappearing
even faster because the natives lacked resistance to the new
diseases brought by the settlers.

The old Cessna 170 float plane that he had chartered
that morning for the flight from Manaus to the upper reaches of the
Rio Negro, bounced its way along the thick air just above the
endless canopy of green. After three hours of tedium and the
occasional lewd joke in Portuguese offered by the pilot, the engine
coughed, spewing great gouts of smoke, and finally gave up
somewhere to the southwest of Boa Vista. Kevin panicked at the
silence, broken only by the whistle of air streaming into the
cracks of the cabin doors. The pilot, a previously boisterous
Carioca from Rio, was also silent; teeth gritted, and hands
clutching the steering yoke tightly. Looking down from the side
window, he spotted a small slash & burn clearing in the jungle
and circled above it as he attempted to restart the engine. It
wheezed as the prop cut the air, building compression, but it
failed to catch. Kevin cinched his seat belt as tight as he could
and grimly awaited events.

The little plane quickly lost airspeed and with only
one chance to make it, the pilot tried to put the plane down in the
center of the brush-filled space among the trees. The Cessna
clipped the tops of the towering hardwoods bordering the clearing
and after dropping the last hundred feet fast, bounced along the
ground and lunged into the trees on the opposite side. The last
thing Kevin heard before he blacked out was the shriek of metal as
the wings tore off.

Kevin awoke with a throbbing headache. Amazingly, he
was unhurt, but the pilot had died instantly from a massive gash in
his head caused by a thick branch that protruded through the
windscreen. After he had recovered from the shock of the crash,
Kevin tried to get the HF radio working in what was left of the
plane, but all he could get was static. A few hours later the
batteries expired, and he wasn't sure if his broadcast pleas for
help had actually been transmitted. After collecting his things, he
buried the pilot in the clearing and waited patiently for two more
days before he reluctantly decided that no one was coming.

In disgust, he tossed his plant presses, microscope
and other unnecessary objects of bulk and weight back into the
wreck, and loaded his backpack with necessities: the nylon sleeping
hammock, mosquito netting, malaria pills, syringes of anti-venom,
first aid kit, GPS receiver, canteen, freeze dried food, snare
wire, nylon rope, carabineers, and the flare gun that he had found
behind the pilot's seat.

Of medium height, he had a slight paunch about the
middle due to countless 'rubber chicken' dinners at faculty fund
raisers, but had powerfully built arms and shoulders and merry blue
eyes that gleamed from a face that bordered on chubby. In the
manner of most scientists, his dark brown hair was uncombed and had
never seen a part, and his only concession to the conventions of
society was that it was cut short. He was dressed in his 'Jungle
Jim' outfit consisting of a tan long sleeve cotton shirt and
matching extra-long cotton twill pants with lots of pockets front
and rear. His footwear consisted of that most magical invention for
jungle travel; Vietnam combat boots, in which he stuffed the cuffs
of his pants and then laced the boots tightly to keep out fire ants
and other critters.

He got out his maps and turning on the GPS unit,
tried to orient himself. In a few minutes the GPS acquired the
necessary six satellites and displayed his present position. Kevin
consulted his maps. They had crashed in the vast wilderness
stretching into Venezuela, and if he could head west for about 30
kilometers he could intersect the Araca fork of the Rio Negro
River. It was a daunting task: machete trail breaking through
pristine rainforest all the way, while avoiding opportunistic and
lawless outlanders who would slit his throat for his shoes. After
looking around a bit, he found a Giant Peccary trail out of the
clearing that seemed to lead in the general direction he wanted to
go.

It meandered a few miles to the south then turned
back toward the east, so he abandoned the trail and set out through
the jungle toward the west. He wasn't ill at ease in the rain
forest. He actually loved it and had spent a lot of time with the
healers, who were mostly women, learning about the indigenous
plants, insect extracts, and reptile venoms that they used to treat
a variety of illnesses. A good percentage of the plants he had
brought back to the National Institutes of Health from these
sojourns had been bioactive and several had compounds that were
being synthesized for use in clinical trials involving retroviruses
such as Ebola, AIDS, and Rift Valley Fever.

Travel in triple canopy jungle wasn't completely
impossible because usually there were animal trails, and the top
canopy of sixty meter Brazil Nut and Stone Angelim
trees that shaded the forest floor tended to discourage the growth
of nettles, thorn bushes and other unpleasant impediments to
movement. There was however, the inevitable dead fall of fern
trees, leaves that hid the occasional Fer-de-Lance or ‘Lancehead’—a
grouchy and territorial snake with venom 80 times as potent as a
Rattlesnake’s, and the flowering vines that cascaded down from the
trees, got in the way and sometimes harbored really nasty spiders
as big as his hand. In addition, the broad leaf plants near the
forest floor were often the lair of brilliant green Eyelash vipers
and biting centipedes. Offsetting these disagreeable elements were
a profusion of delicate orchids, flowering Bromeliads in the tree
branches, and a riot of colorful birds just above in the canopy

At night, after an arm numbing day slashing his
way with the machete through the occasional thickets of
undergrowth, he would eat a quick meal and then tie his hammock
chest high between the trees, swabbing both tie ropes with a little
kerosene from his bottle to deter snakes, spiders, and inquisitive
lizards. After covering himself with mosquito netting, and
listening for a while to the zinging, electronic sounds of
nocturnal insects and the croaking poison arrow frogs, he would
sleep soundly until first light. The only real problems were
keeping his feet dry and dealing with the monotony of huddling
under a tree in his rain gear during the frequent downpours.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/65709
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg





