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Prologue




JULY 25, 6:24 P.M.

AN AMERINDIAN MISSIONARY VILLAGE

AMAZONAS, BRAZIL

Padre Garcia Luiz Batista was struggling with his hoe, tilling weeds from the missions garden, when the stranger stumbled from the jungle. The figure wore a tattered pair of black denim pants and nothing else. Bare-chested and shoeless, the man fell to his knees among rows of sprouting cassava plants. His skin, burnt a deep mocha, was tattooed with blue and crimson dyes.

Mistaking the fellow for one of the local Yanomamo Indians, Padre Batista pushed back his wide-brimmed straw hat and greeted the fellow in the Indians native tongue. Eou, shori, he said. Welcome, friend, to the mission of Wauwai.

The stranger lifted his face, and Garcia instantly knew his mistake. The fellows eyes were the deepest blue, a color unnatural among the Amazonian tribes. He also bore a scraggled growth of dark beard.

Clearly not an Indian, but a white man.

Bemvindo, he offered in Portuguese, believing now that the fellow must be one of the ubiquitous peasants from the coastal cities who ventured into the Amazon rain forest to stake a claim and build a better life for themselves. Be welcome here, my friend.

The poor soul had clearly been in the jungle a long time. His skin was stretched over bone, each rib visible. His black hair was tangled, and his body bore cuts and oozing sores. Flies flocked about him, buzzing and feeding on his wounds.

When the stranger tried to speak, his parched lips cracked and fresh blood dribbled down his chin. He half crawled toward Garcia, an arm raised in supplication. His words, though, were garbled, unintelligible, a beastly sound.

Garcias first impulse was to retreat from the man, but his calling to God would not let him. The Good Samaritan did not refuse the wayward traveler. He bent and helped the man to his feet. The fellow was so wasted he weighed no more than a child in his arms. Even through his own shirt, the padre could feel the heat of the mans skin as he burned with fever.

Come, let us get you inside out of the sun. Garcia guided the man toward the missions church, its whitewashed steeple poking toward the blue sky. Beyond the building, a ragtag mix of palm-thatched huts and wooden homes spread across the cleared jungle floor.

The mission of Wauwai had been established only five years earlier, but already the village had swelled to nearly eighty inhabitants, a mix of various indigenous tribes. Some of the homes were on stilts, as was typical of the Apalai Indians, while others built solely of palm thatch were home to the Waiwai and Tiris tribes. But the greatest number of the missions dwellers were Yanomamo, marked by their large communal roundhouse.

Garcia waved his free arm to one of the Yanomamo tribesmen at the gardens edge, a fellow named Henaowe. The short Indian, the padres assistant, was dressed in pants and a buttoned, long-sleeved shirt. He hurried forward.

Help me get this man into my house.

Henaowe nodded vigorously and crossed to the mans other side. With the feverish man slung between them, they passed through the garden gate and around the church to the clapboard building jutting from its south face. The missionaries residence was the only home with a gas generator. It powered the churchs lights, a refrigerator, and the villages only air conditioner. Sometimes Garcia wondered if the success of his mission was not based solely on the wonders of the churchs cool interior, rather than any heartfelt belief in salvation through Christ.

Once they reached the residence, Henaowe ducked forward and yanked the rear door open. They manhandled the stranger through the dining room to a back room. It was one of the domiciles of the missions acolytes, but it was now unoccupied. Two days ago, the younger missionaries had all left on an evangelical journey to a neighboring village. The small room was little more than a dark cell, but it was at least cool and sheltered from the sun.

Garcia nodded for Henaowe to light the rooms lantern. They had not bothered to run the electricity to the smaller rooms. Cockroaches and spiders skittered from the flames glow.

Together they hauled the man to the single bed. Help me get him out of his clothes. I must clean and treat his wounds.

Henaowe nodded and reached for the buttons to the mans pants, then froze. A gasp escaped the Indian. He jumped back as if from a scorpion.

Weti kete? Garcia asked. What is it?

Henaowes eyes had grown huge with horror. He pointed to the mans bare chest and spoke rapidly in his native tongue.

Garcias brow wrinkled. What about the tattoo? The blue and red dyes were mostly geometric shapes: crimson circles, vibrant squiggles, and jagged triangles. But in the center and radiating out was a serpentine spiral of red, like blood swirling down a drain. A single blue hand-print lay at its center, just above the mans navel.

Shawara! Henaowe exclaimed, backing toward the door.

Evil spirits.

Garcia glanced back to his assistant. He had thought the tribesman had grown past these superstitious beliefs. Enough, he said harshly. Its only paint. Its not the devils work. Now come help me.

Henaowe merely shook in terror and would approach no closer.

Frowning, Garcia returned his attention to his patient as the man groaned. His eyes were glassy with fever and delirium. He thrashed weakly on the sheets. Garcia checked the mans forehead. It burned. He swung back to Henaowe. At least fetch the first-aid kit for me and the penicillin in the fridge.

With clear relief, the Indian dashed away.

Garcia sighed. Having lived in the Amazonian rain forest for a decade, he had out of necessity learned basic medical skills: setting splints, cleaning and applying salves to wounds, treating fevers. He could even perform simple operations, like suturing wounds and helping with difficult births. As the padre of the mission, he was not only the primary guardian of their souls, but also counselor, chief, and doctor.

Garcia removed the mans soiled clothes and set them aside. As his eyes roved over the mans exposed skin, he could clearly see how sorely the unforgiving jungle had ravaged his body. Maggots crawled in his deep wounds. Scaly fungal infections had eaten away the mans toe-nails, and a scar on his heel marked an old snakebite.

As he worked, the padre wondered who this man was. What was his story? Did he have family out there somewhere? But all attempts to speak to the man were met only with a garbled, delirious response.

Many of the peasants who tried to eke out a living met hard ends at the hands of hostile Indians, thieves, drug traffickers, or even jungle predators. But the most common demise of these settlers was disease. In the remote wilds of the rain forest, medical attention could be weeks away. A simple flu could bring death.

The scuff of feet on wood drew Garcias attention back to the door. Henaowe had returned, burdened with the medical kit and a pail of clean water. But he was not alone. At Henaowes side stood Kamala, a short, white-haired shapori, the tribal shaman. Henaowe must have run off to fetch the ancient medicine man.

Haya, Garcia greeted the fellow. Grandfather. It was the typical way to acknowledge a Yanomamo elder.

Kamala did not say a word. He simply strode into the room and crossed to the bed. As he stared down at the man, his eyes narrowed. He turned to Henaowe and waved for the Indian to place the bucket and medical kit down. The shaman then lifted his arms over the bedridden stranger and began to chant. Garcia was fluent in many indigenous dialects, but he could not make out a single word.

Once done, Kamala turned to the padre and spoke in fluent Portuguese. This nabe has been touched by the shawara, dangerous spirits of the deep forest. He will die this night. His body must be burned before sunrise. With these words, Kamala turned to leave.

Wait! Tell me what this symbol means.

Turning back with a scowl, Kamala said, It is the mark of the Ban-ali tribe. Blood Jaguars. He belongs to them. None must give help to a ban-yi, the slave of the jaguar. It is death. The shaman made a gesture to ward against evil spirits, blowing across his fingertips, then left with Henaowe in tow.

Alone in the dim room, Garcia felt a chill in the air that didnt come from the air-conditioning. He had heard whispers of the Ban-ali, one of the mythic ghost tribes of the deep forest. A frightening people who mated with jaguars and possessed unspeakable powers.

Garcia kissed his crucifix and cast aside these fanciful superstitions. Turning to the bucket and medicines, he soaked a sponge in the tepid water and brought it to the wasted mans lips.

Drink, he whispered. In the jungle, dehydration, more than anything, was often the factor between life and death. He squeezed the sponge and dribbled water across the mans cracked lips.

Like a babe suckling at his mothers teat, the stranger responded to the water. He slurped the trickle, gasping and half choking. Garcia helped raise the mans head so he could drink more easily. After a few minutes, the delirium faded somewhat from the mans eyes. He scrabbled for the sponge, responding to the life-giving water, but Garcia pulled it away. It was unhealthy to drink too quickly after such severe dehydration.

Rest, senhor, he urged the stranger. Let me clean your wounds and get some antibiotics into you.

The man did not seem to understand. He struggled to sit up, reaching for the sponge, crying out eerily. As Garcia pushed him by the shoulders to the pillow, the man gasped out, and the padre finally understood why the man could not speak.

He had no tongue. It had been cut away.

Grimacing, Garcia prepared a syringe of ampicillin and prayed to God for the souls of the monsters that could do this to another man. The medicine was past its expiration date, but it was the best he could get out here. He injected the antibiotic into the mans left buttock, then began to work on his wounds with sponge and salve.

The stranger lapsed between lucidity and delirium. Whenever he was conscious, the man struggled mindlessly for his piled clothes, as if he intended to dress and continue his jungle trek. But Garcia would always push his arms back down and cover him again with blankets.

As the sun set and night swept over the forests, Garcia sat with the Bible in hand and prayed for the man. But in his heart, the padre knew his prayers would not be answered. Kamala, the shaman, was correct in his assessment. The man would not last the night.

As a precaution, in case the man was a child of Christ, he had performed the sacrament of Last Rites an hour earlier. The fellow had stirred as he marked his forehead with oil, but he did not wake. His brow burned feverishly. The antibiotics had failed to break through the blood infections.

Resolved that the man would die, Garcia maintained his vigil. It was the least he could do for the poor soul. But as midnight neared and the jungle awoke with the whining sounds of locusts and the cronking of myriad frogs, Garcia slipped to sleep in his chair, the Bible in his lap.

He woke hours later at a strangled cry from the man. Believing his patient was gasping his last breath, Garcia struggled up, knocking his Bible to the floor. As he bent to pick it up, he found the man staring back at him. His eyes were glassy, but the delirium had faded. The stranger lifted a trembling hand. He pointed again to his discarded clothes.

You cant leave, Garcia said.

The man closed his eyes a moment, shook his head, then with a pleading look, he again pointed to his pants.

Garcia finally relented. How could he refuse this last feverish request? Standing, he crossed to the foot of the bed and retrieved the rumpled pair of pants. He handed them to the dying man.

The stranger grabbed them up and immediately began pawing along the length of one leg of his garment, following the inner seam. Finally, he stopped and fingered a section of the cotton denim.

With shaking arms, he held the pants out to Garcia.

The padre thought the stranger was slipping back into delirium. In fact, the poor mans breathing had become more ragged and coarse. But Garcia humored his nonsensical actions. He took the pants and felt where the man indicated.

To his surprise, he found something stiffer than denim under his fingers, something hidden under the seam. A secret pocket.

Curious, the padre fished out a pair of scissors from the first-aid kit. Off to the side, the man sank down to his pillow with a sigh, clearly content that his message had finally been understood.

Using the scissors, Garcia trimmed through the seams threads and opened the secret pocket. Reaching inside, he tugged out a small bronze coin and held it up to the lamp. A name was engraved on the coin.

Gerald Wallace Clark, he read aloud. Was this the stranger? Is this you, senhor?

He glanced back to the bed.

Sweet Jesus in heaven, the padre mumbled.

Atop the cot, the man stared blindly toward the ceiling, mouth lolled open, chest unmoving. He had let go the ghost, a stranger no longer.

Rest in peace, Senhor Clark.

Padre Batista again raised the bronze coin to the lantern and flipped it over. As he saw the words inscribed on the opposite side, his mouth grew dry with dread.

United States Army Special Forces.


AUGUST 1, 10:45 A.M.

CIA HEADQUARTERS

LANGLEY, VIRGINIA

George Fielding had been surprised by the call. As deputy director of Central Intelligence, he had often been summoned to urgent meetings by various division heads, but to get a priority one call from Marshall OBrien, the head of the Directorate Environmental Center, was unusual. The DEC had been established back in 1997, a division of the intelligence community dedicated to environmental issues. So far in his tenure, the DEC had never raised a priority call. Such a response was reserved for matters of immediate national security. What could have rattled the Old Birdas Marshall OBrien had been nicknamedto place such an alert?

Fielding strode rapidly down the hall that connected the original headquarters building to the new headquarters. The newer facility had been built in the late eighties. It housed many of the burgeoning divisions of the service, including the DEC.

As he walked, he glanced at the framed paintings lining the long passageway, a gallery of the former directors of the CIA, going back all the way to Major General Donovan, who served as director of the Office of Strategic Services, the World War IIera counterpart of the CIA. Fieldings own boss would be added to this wall one day, and if George played his cards smartly, he himself might assume the directorship.

With this thought in mind, he entered the New Headquarters Building and followed the halls to the DECs suite of offices. Once through the main door, he was instantly greeted by a secretary.

She stood as he entered. Deputy Director, Mr. OBrien is waiting for you in his office. The secretary crossed to a set of mahogany doors, knocked perfunctorily, then pushed open the door, holding it wide for him.

Thank you.

Inside, a deep, rumbling voice greeted him. Deputy Director Fielding, I appreciate you coming in person. Marshall OBrien stood up from his chair. He was a towering man with silver-gray hair. He dwarfed the large executive desk. He waved to a chair. Please take a seat. I know your time is valuable, and I wont waste it.

Always to the point, Fielding thought. Four years ago, there had been talk that Marshall OBrien might assume the directorship of the CIA. In fact, the man had been deputy director before Fielding, but he had bristled too many senators with his no-nonsense attitude and burned even more bridges with his rigid sense of right and wrong. That wasnt how politics were played in Washington. So instead, OBrien had been demoted to a token figurehead here at the Environmental Center. The old mans urgent call was probably his way of scraping some bit of importance from his position, trying to stay in the game.

Whats this all about? Fielding asked as he sat down.

OBrien settled to his own seat and opened a gray folder atop his desk.

Someones dossier, Fielding noted.

The old man cleared his throat. Two days ago, an Americans body was reported to the Consular Agency in Manaus, Brazil. The deceased was identified by his Special Forces challenge coin from his old unit.

Fielding frowned. Challenge coins were carried by many divisions of the military. They were more a tradition than a true means of identification. A unit member, active or not, caught without his coin was duty-bound to buy a round of drinks for his mates. What does this have to do with us?

The man was not only exSpecial Forces. He was one of my operatives. Agent Gerald Clark.

Fielding blinked in surprise.


OBrien continued, Agent Clark had been sent under-cover with a research team to investigate complaints of environmental damage from gold-mining operations and to gather data on the transshipment of Bolivian and Colombian cocaine through the Amazon basin.

Fielding straightened in his seat. And was he murdered? Is that what this is all about?

No. Six days ago, Agent Clark appeared at a missionary village deep in the remote jungle, half dead from fever and exposure. The head of the mission attempted to care for him, but he died within a few hours.

A tragedy indeed, but how is this a matter of national security?

Because Agent Clark has been missing for four years. OBrien passed him a faxed newspaper article.

Confused, Fielding accepted the article. Four years?

EXPEDITION VANISHES IN AMAZONIAN JUNGLE

Associated Press


MANAUS, BRAZIL, MARCH 20The continuing search for millionaire industrialist Dr. Carl Rand and his international team of 30 researchers and guides has been called off after three months of intense searching. The team, a joint venture between the U.S. National Cancer Institute and the Brazilian Indian Foundation, vanished into the rain forests without leaving a single clue as to their fate.

The expeditions yearlong goal had been to conduct a census on the true number of Indians and tribes living in the Amazon forests. However, three months after leaving the jungle city of Manaus, their daily progress reports, radioed in from the field, ended abruptly. All attempts to contact the team have failed. Rescue helicopters and ground search teams were sent to their last known location, but no one was found. Two weeks later, one last, frantic message was received: Send helpcant last much longer. Oh, God, theyre all around us. Then the team was swallowed into the vast jungle.

Now, after a three-month search involving an international team and much publicity, Commander Ferdinand Gonzales, the rescue teams leader, has declared the expedition and its members lost and likely dead. All searches have been called off.

The current consensus of the investigators is that the team either was overwhelmed by a hostile tribe or had stumbled upon a hidden base of drug traffickers. Either way, any hope for rescue dies today as the search teams are called home. It should be noted that each year scores of researchers, explorers, and missionaries disappear into the Amazon forest, never to be seen again.



My God.

OBrien retrieved the article from the stunned mans fingers and continued, After disappearing, no further contact was ever made by the research team or our operative. Agent Clark was classified as deceased.

But are we sure this is the same man?

OBrien nodded. Dental records and fingerprints match those on file.

Fielding shook his head, the initial shock ebbing. As tragic as all this is and as messy as the paperwork will be, I still dont see why its a matter of national security.

I would normally agree, except for one additional oddity. OBrien shuffled through the dossiers ream of papers and pulled out two photographs. He handed over the first one. This was taken just a few days before he departed on his mission.

Fielding glanced at the grainy photo of a man dressed in Levis, a Hawaiian shirt, and a safari hat. The man wore a large grin and was hoisting a tropical drink in hand. Agent Clark?


Yes, the photo was taken by one of the researchers during a going-away party. OBrien passed him the second photograph. And this was taken at the morgue in Manaus, where the body now resides.

Fielding took the glossy with a twinge of queasiness. He had no desire to look at photographs of dead people, but he had no choice. The corpse in this photograph was naked, laid out on a stainless steel table, an emaciated skeleton wrapped in skin. Strange tattoos marked his flesh. Still, Fielding recognized the mans facial features. It was Agent Clarkbut with one notable difference. He retrieved the first photograph and compared the two.

OBrien must have noted the blood draining from his face and spoke up. Two years prior to his disappearance, Agent Clark took a snipers bullet to his left arm during a forced recon mission in Iraq. Gangrene set in before he could reach a U.S. camp. The limb had to be amputated at the shoulder, ending his career with the armys Special Forces.

But the body in the morgue has both arms.

Exactly. The fingerprints from the corpses arm match those on file prior to the shooting. It would seem Agent Clark went into the Amazon with one arm and came back with two.

But thats impossible. What the hell happened out there?

Marshall OBrien studied Fielding with his hawkish eyes, demonstrating why he had earned his nickname, the Old Bird. Fielding felt like a mouse before an eagle. The old mans voice deepened. Thats what I intend to find out.










     
Act One
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CURARE

family: Menispermaceae

genus: Chondrodendron

species: Tomentosum

common name: Curare

parts used: Leaf, Root

properties/actions: Diuretic, Febrifuge,

Muscle Relaxant, Tonic, Poison










    
 
One

Snake Oil




AUGUST 6, 10:11 A.M.

AMAZON JUNGLE, BRAZIL

The anaconda held the small Indian girl wrapped in its heavy coils, dragging her toward the river.

Nathan Rand was on his way back to the Yanomamo village after an early morning of gathering medicinal plants when he heard her screams. He dropped his specimen bag and ran to her aid. As he sprinted, he shrugged his short-barreled shotgun from his shoulder. When alone in the jungle, one always carried a weapon.

He pushed through a fringe of dense foliage and spotted the snake and girl. The anaconda, one of the largest he had ever seen, at least forty feet in length, lay half in the water and half stretched out on the muddy beach. Its black scales shone wetly. It must have been lurking under the surface when the girl had come to collect water from the river. It was not unusual for the giant snakes to prey upon animals who came to the river to drink: wild peccary, capybara rodents, forest deer. But the great snakes seldom attacked humans.

Still, during the past decade of working as an ethnobotanist in the jungles of the Amazon basin, Nathan had learned one important rule: if a beast were hungry enough, all rules were broken. It was an eat-or-be-eaten world under the endless green bower.

Nathan squinted through his guns sight. He recognized the girl. Oh, God, Tama! She was the chieftains nine-year-old niece, a smiling, happy child who had given him a bouquet of jungle flowers as a gift upon his arrival in the village a month ago. Afterward she kept pulling at the hairs on his arm, a rarity among the smooth-skinned Yanomamo, and nicknamed him Jako Basho, Brother Monkey.

Biting his lip, he searched through his weapons sight. He had no clean shot, not with the child wrapped in the muscular coils of the predator.

Damn it! He tossed his shotgun aside and reached to the machete at his belt. Unhitching the weapon, Nathan lunged forwardbut as he neared, the snake rolled and pulled the girl under the black waters of the river. Her screams ended and bubbles followed her course.

Without thinking, Nathan dove in after her.

Of all the environments of the Amazon, none were more dangerous than its waterways. Under its placid surfaces lay countless hazards. Schools of bone-scouring piranhas hunted its depths, while stingrays lay buried in the mud and electric eels roosted amid roots and sunken logs. But worst of all were the rivers true man-killers, the black caimansgiant crocodilian reptiles. With all its dangers, the Indians of the Amazon knew better than to venture into unknown waters.

But Nathan Rand was no Indian.

Holding his breath, he searched through the muddy waters and spotted the surge of coils ahead. A pale limb waved. With a kick of his legs, he reached out to the small hand, snatching it up in his large grip. Small fingers clutched his in desperation.

Tama was still conscious!


He used her arm to pull himself closer to the snake. In his other hand, he drew the machete back, kicking to hold his place, squeezing Tamas hand.

Then the dark waters swirled, and he found himself staring into the red eyes of the giant snake. It had sensed the challenge to its meal. Its black maw opened and struck at him.

Nate ducked aside, fighting to maintain his grip on the girl.

The anacondas jaws snapped like a vice onto his arm. Though its bite was nonpoisonous, the pressure threatened to crush Nates wrist. Ignoring the pain and his own mounting panic, he brought his other arm around, aiming for the snakes eyes with his machete.

At the last moment, the giant anaconda rolled in the water, throwing Nate to the silty bottom and pinning him. Nate felt the air squeezed from his lungs as four hundred pounds of scaled muscle trapped him. He struggled and fought, but he found no purchase in the slick river mud.

The girls fingers were torn from his grip as the coils churned her away from him.

NoTama!

He abandoned his machete and pushed with his hands against the weight of the snakes bulk. His shoulders sank into the soft muck of the riverbed, but still he pushed. For every coil he shoved aside, another would take its place. His arms weakened, and his lungs screamed for air.

Nathan Rand knew in this moment that he was doomedand he was not particularly surprised. He knew it would happen one day. It was his destiny, the curse of his family. During the past twenty years, both his parents had been consumed by the Amazon forest. When he was eleven, his mother had succumbed to an unknown jungle fever, dying in a small missionary hospital. Then, four years ago, his father had simply vanished into the rain forest, disappearing without witnesses.


As Nate remembered the heartbreak of losing his father, rage flamed through his chest. Cursed or not, he refused to follow in his fathers footsteps. He would not allow himself simply to be swallowed by the jungle. But more important, he would not lose Tama!

Screaming out the last of the trapped air in his chest, Nathan shoved the anacondas bulk off his legs. Freed for a moment, he swung his feet under him, sinking into the mud up to his ankles, and shoved straight up.

His head burst from the river, and he gulped a breath of fresh air, then was dragged by his arm back under the dark water.

This time, Nathan did not fight the strength of the snake. Holding the clamped wrist to his chest, he twisted into the coils, managing to get a choke hold around the neck of the snake with his other arm. With the beast trapped, Nate dug his left thumb into the snakes nearest eye.

The snake writhed, tossing Nate momentarily out of the water, then slamming him back down. He held tight.

Cmon, you bastard, let up!

He bent his trapped wrist enough to drive his other thumb into the snakes remaining eye. He pushed hard on both sides, praying his basic training in reptile physiology proved true. Pressure on the eyes of a snake should trigger a gag reflex via the optic nerve.

He pressed harder, his heartbeat thudding in his ears.

Suddenly the pressure on his wrist released, and Nathan found himself flung away with such force that he half sailed out of the river and hit the riverbank with his shoulder. He twisted around and saw a pale form float to the surface of the river, facedown in midstream.

Tama!

As he had hoped, the visceral reflex of the snake had released both prisoners. Nathan shoved into the river and grabbed the child by the arm, pulling her slack form to him. He slung her over a shoulder and climbed quickly to the shore.

He spread her soaked body on the bank. She was not breathing. Her lips were purple. He checked her pulse. It was there but weak.

Nathan glanced around futilely for help. With no one around, it would be up to him to revive the girl. He had been trained in first aid and CPR before venturing into the jungle, but Nathan was no doctor. He knelt, rolled the girl on her stomach, and pumped her back. A small amount of water sloshed from her nose and mouth.

Satisfied, he rolled Tama back around and began mouth-to-mouth.

At this moment, one of the Yanomamo tribesfolk, a middle-aged woman, stepped from the jungles edge. She was small, as were all the Indians, no more than five feet in height. Her black hair was sheared in the usual bowl cut and her ears were pierced with feathers and bits of bamboo. Her dark eyes grew huge at the sight of the white man bent over the small child.

Nathan knew how it must look. He straightened up from his crouch just as Tama suddenly regained consciousness, coughing out gouts of river water and thrashing and crying in horror and fright. The panicked child beat at him with tiny fists, still in the nightmare of the snake attack.

Hush, youre safe, he said in the Yanomamo dialect, trying to snare her hands in his grip. He turned to the woman, meaning to explain, but the small Indian dropped her basket and vanished into the thick fringe at the rivers edge, whooping with alarm. Nathan knew the call. It was raised whenever a villager was under attack.

Great, just great. Nathan closed his eyes and sighed.

When he had first come to this particular village four weeks ago, intending to record the medicinal wisdom of the tribes old shaman, he had been instructed by the chief to stay away from the Indian women. In the past, there had been occasions when strangers had taken advantage of the tribes womenfolk. Nathan had honored this request, even though some of the women had been more than willing to share his hammock. His six-foot-plus frame, blue eyes, and sandy-colored hair were a novelty to the women of this isolated tribe.

In the distance, the fleeing womans distress call was answered by others, many others. The name Yanomamo translated roughly as the fierce people. The tribes were considered some of the most savage warriors. The huyas, or young men of the village, were always contesting some point of honor or claiming some curse had been set upon them, anything to warrant a brawl with a neighboring tribe or another tribesman. They were known to wipe out entire villages for so slight an insult as calling someone a derogatory name.

Nathan stared down into the face of the young girl. And what would these huyas make of this? A white man attacking one of their children, the chieftains niece.

At his side, Tama had slowed her panic, swooning back into a fitful slumber. Her breathing remained regular, but when he checked her forehead, it was warm from a growing fever. He also spotted a darkening bruise on her right side. He fingered the injurytwo broken ribs from the crushing embrace of the anaconda. He sat back on his heels, biting his lower lip. If she was to survive, she would need immediate treatment.

Bending, he gently scooped her into his arms. The closest hospital was ten miles downstream in the small town of So Gabriel. He would have to get her there.

But there was only one problemthe Yanomamo. There was no way he could flee with the girl and expect to get away. This was Indian territory, and though he knew the terrain well, he was no native. There was a proverb spoken throughout the Amazon: Na boesi, ingi sabe ala sani. In their jungle, the Indian know everything. The Yanomamo were superb hunters, skilled with bow, blowgun, spear, and club.

There was no way he could escape.

Stepping away from the river, he retrieved his discarded shotgun from the brush and slung it over his shoulder. Lifting the girl higher in his arms, Nathan set off toward the village. He would have to make them listen to him, both for his sake and Tamas.

Ahead, the Indian village that he had called home for the past month had gone deathly quiet. Nathan winced as he walked. Even the constant twitter of birds and hooting call of monkeys had grown silent.

Holding his breath, he turned a corner in the trail and found a wall of Indians blocking his way, arrows nocked and drawn, spears raised. He sensed more than heard movement behind him. He glanced over his shoulder and saw more Indians already in position, faces daubed with crimson.

Nate had only one hope to rescue the girl and himself, an act he was loath to do, but he had no choice.

Nabrushi yi yi! he called out forcefully. I demand trial by combat!

AUGUST 6, 11:38 A.M.

OUTSIDE SO GABRIEL DA COCHOERIA

Manuel Azevedo knew he was being hunted. He heard the jaguars coughing grunt coming from the forest fringes as he ran along the trail. Exhausted, soaked in sweat, he stumbled down the steep trail from the summit of the Mount of the Sacred Way. Ahead, a break in the foliage opened a view upon So Gabriel. The township lay nestled in the curve of the Rio Negro, the northern tributary of the great Amazon River.


So closeperhaps close enough

Manny slid to a stop and faced back up the trail. He strained for any sign of the jaguars approach: the snap of a twig, the rustle of leaves. But no telltale sign revealed the jungle cats whereabouts. Even its hunting cough had gone silent. It knew it had run its prey to exhaustion. Now it crept in for the kill.

Manny cocked his head. The buzz of locusts and distant trill of birds were the only sounds. A rivulet of sweat dribbled down his neck. He tensed, ears straining. His fingers instinctively went to the knife on his belt. His other hand settled on the strap of his short whip.

Manny searched the dappled jungle floor around him. Chokes of ropy vines and leafy bushes clogged the path to both sides. Where would it come from?

Shadows shifted.

He spun on a heel, crouching. He tried to see through the dense foliage. Nothing.

Farther down the trail, a section of shadow lurched toward him, a sleek mirage of dappled fur, black on orange. It had been standing only ten feet away, lying low to the ground, haunches bunched under it. The cat was a large juvenile male, two years old.

Sensing it had been spotted, it whipped its tail back and forth with savage strokes, rattling the leaves.

Manny crouched, ready for the attack.

With a deep growl, the great cat leaped at him, fangs bared.

Manny grunted as its weight struck him like a crashing boulder. The pair went rolling down the trail. The wind was knocked out of Mannys thin frame as he tumbled. The world dissolved down to flashes of green, splashes of sunlight, and a blur of fur and teeth.

Claws pierced his khakis as the great cat wrapped Manny in its grip. A pocket ripped away. Fangs clamped onto his shoulder. Though the jaguar had the second strongest jaws of any land animal, its teeth did no more than press into his flesh.

The pair finally came to a stop several yards down the trail where it leveled off. Manny found himself pinned under the jaguar. He stared into the fiery eyes of his adversary as it gnawed at his shirt and growled.

Are you done, Tor-tor? He gasped. He had named the great cat after the Arawak Indian word for ghost. Though presently, with the jaguars bulk seated on his chest, the name did not seem particularly apt.

At the sound of its masters voice, the jaguar let loose his shirt and stared back at him. Then a hot, coarse tongue swiped the sweat from Mannys forehead.

I love you, too. Now get your furry butt off me.

Claws retracted, and Manny sat up. He checked the condition of his clothes and sighed. Training the young jaguar to hunt was quickly laying waste his wardrobe.

Standing up, Manny groaned and worked a kink from his back. At thirty-two, he was getting too old to play this game.

The cat rolled to its paws and stretched. Then, with a swish of the tail, it began to sniff at the air.

With a small laugh, Manny cuffed the jaguar on the side of its head. Were done hunting for today. Its getting late. And I have a stack of reports still waiting for me back at the office.

Tor-tor rumbled grumpily, but followed.

Two years back, Manny had rescued the orphaned jaguar cub when it was only a few days old. Its mother had been killed by poachers for her pelt, a treasure that still brought a tidy sum on the black market. At current estimate, the population of wild jaguars was down to fifteen thousand, spread thin across the vast jungles of the Amazon basin. Conservation efforts did little to dissuade peasants who eked out a subsistence-level existence from hunting them for profit. A hungry belly made one shortsighted to efforts of wildlife preservation.

Manny knew this too well himself. Half Indian, he had been an orphan on the streets of Barcellos, along the banks of the Amazon River. He had lived hand to mouth, begging for coins from passing tourist boats and stealing when his palm came up empty. Eventually he was taken in by a Salesian missionary and worked his way up to a degree in biology at the University of So Paulo, his scholarship sponsored by the Brazilian Indian foundation, FUNAI. As payback for his scholarship, he worked with local Indian tribes: protecting their interests, preserving their ways of life, helping them claim their own lands legally. And at thirty, he found himself posted here in So Gabriel, heading the local FUNAI office.

It was during his investigation of poachers encroaching on Yanomamo lands that Manny discovered Tor-tor, an orphan like himself. The cubs right hind leg had been fractured where he had been kicked by one of the poachers. Manny could not abandon the tiny creature. So he had collected the mewling and hissing cub in a blanket and slowly nursed the foundling back to health.

Manny watched Tor-tor pace ahead of him. He could still see the slight tweak to his gait from his injured leg. In less than a year, Tor-tor would be sexually mature. The cats feral nature would begin to shine, and it would be time to loose him into the jungle. But before that happened Manny wanted Tor-tor to be able to fend for himself. The jungle was no place for the uninitiated.

Ahead, the trail curved through the last of the jungled slopes of the Mount of the Sacred Way. The city of So Gabriel spread open before him, a mix of hovels and utilitarian cement-block structures bustled up against the Negro River. A few new hotels and buildings dotted the landscape, built within the last half decade to accommodate the growing flood of tourists to the region. And in the distance lay a new commercial airstrip. Its tarmac was a black scar through the surrounding jungle. It seemed even in the remote wilds there was no stopping progress.

Manny wiped his damp forehead, then stumbled into Tor-tor when the cat suddenly stopped. The jaguar growled deep in its throat, a warning.

Whats the matter? Then he heard it, too.

Echoing across the blanket of jungle, a deep thump-thumping grew in volume. It seemed to be coming from all around them. Mannys eyes narrowed. He recognized the sound, though it was seldom heard out here. A helicopter. Most travelers to So Gabriel came by riverboat or by small prop planes. The distances were generally too vast to accommodate helicopters. Even the local Brazilian army base had only a single bird, used for rescue and evacuation missions.

As Manny listened and the noise grew in volume, he realized something else. It was more than just one helicopter.

He searched the skies but saw nothing.

Suddenly Tor-tor tensed and dashed into the surrounding brush.

A company of three helicopters flashed overhead, sweeping past the Mount of the Sacred Way and circling toward the small township like a swarm of wasps. Camouflaged wasps.

The bulky choppersUH-1 Hueyswere clearly military.

Craning up, Manny watched a fourth helicopter pass directly above him. But unlike its brethren, this one was sleek and black. It whispered over the jungle. Manny recognized its characteristic shape and enclosed tail rotor from his short stint in the military. It was an RAH-66 Comanche, a reconnaissance and attack helicopter.

The slender craft passed close enough for Manny to discern the tiny American flag on its side. Above him, the jungle canopy rattled with its rotor wash. Monkeys fled, screaming in fright, and a flock of scarlet macaws broke like a streak of fire across the blue sky.

Then this helicopter was gone, too. It descended toward the open fields around the Brazilian army base, circling to join the other three.

Frowning, Manny whistled for Tor-tor. The huge cat slunk from its hiding place, eyes searching all around.

Its all right, he assured the jaguar.

The thump-thumping noise died away as the helicopters settled to the fields.

He crossed to Tor-tor and rested one hand on the great cats shoulder, which trembled under his touch. The jaguars nervousness flowed into him.

Manny headed downhill, settling a palm on the knobbed handle of the bullwhip hitched to his belt. What the hell is the United States military doing here in So Gabriel?



Nathan stood, stripped to his boxers, in the middle of the villages central plaza. Around him lay the Yanomamo shabano, or roundhouse, a circular structure half a football field wide with the central roof cut away to expose the sky. Women and older men lay sprawled in hammocks under the banana leaf roof, while the younger men, the huyas, bore spears and bows, ensuring Nathan did not try to flee.

Earlier, as he had been led at spearpoint back to camp, he had tried to explain about the attack by the anaconda, baring the bite marks on his wrist as proof. But no one would listen. Even the village chieftain, who had taken the child from his arms, had waved his words away as if they offended him.

Nathan knew that his voice would not be heard by those around him until the trial was over. It was the Yanomamo way. He had demanded combat as a way to buy time, and now no one would listen until the battle was over. Only if the gods granted him victory would he be heard.

Nathan stood barefoot in the dirt. Off to the side, a group of huyas argued over who would accept his challenge and what weapons would be used in the battle. The traditional duel was usually waged with nabrushi, slender, eight-foot-long wooden clubs that the combatants used to beat each other. But in more serious duels, deadly weapons were used, such as machetes or spears.

Across the plaza, the throng parted. A single Indian stepped forth. He was tall for a tribesman, almost as tall as Nathan, and wiry with muscle. It was Tamas father, Takaho, the chieftains brother. He wore nothing but a braided string around his waist into which was tucked the foreskin of his penis, the typical garb of Yanomamo men. Across his chest were slash lines drawn in ash, while under a monkey-tail headband his face had been painted crimson. His lower lip bulged with a large tuck of tobacco, giving him a belligerent look.

He held out a hand, and one of the huyas hurried forward and placed a long ax in his palm. The axs haft was carved of purple snakewood and ended in a pikelike steel head. It was a wicked-looking tool and one of the most savage dueling weapons.

Nate found a similar ax thrust into his own hands.

Across the way, he watched another huya hurry forward and hold out a clay pot full of an oily liquid. Takaho dipped his axhead into the pot.

Nate recognized the mixture. He had assisted the shaman in preparing this batch of woorari, in English curare, a deadly paralyzing nerve poison prepared from a liana vine of the moonseed family. The drug was used in hunting monkeys, but today it was intended for a more sinister purpose.

Nathan glanced around. No one came forth to offer a similar pot to anoint his blade. It seemed the battle was not to be exactly even.

The village chief raised a bow over his head and sounded the call for the duel to begin.

Takaho strode across the plaza, wielding the ax with practiced skill.

Nathan lifted his own ax. How could he win here? A single scratch meant death. And if he did win, what would be gained? He had come here to save Tama, and to do that, he would have to slay her father.

Bracing himself, he lifted the ax across his chest. He met the angry eyes of his opponent. I didnt hurt your daughter! he called out fiercely.

Takahos eyes narrowed. He had heard Nates words, but mistrust shone in his eyes. Takaho glanced to where Tama was being ministered to by the village shaman. The lanky elder was bowed over the girl, waving a smoking bundle of dried grass while chanting. Nathan could smell the bitter incense, an acrid form of smelling salts derived from hempweed. But the girl did not move.

Takaho faced Nate. With a roar, the Indian lunged forward, swinging his ax toward Nates head.

Trained as a wrestler in his youth, Nate knew how to move. He dropped under the ax and rolled to the side, sweeping wide with his own weapon and knocking his opponents legs out from under him.

Takaho fell hard to the packed dirt, smacking his shoulder and knocking loose his monkey-tail headband. But he was otherwise unharmed. Nate had struck with the blunt side of his ax, refusing to go for a maiming blow.

With the man down, Nate leaped at him, meaning to pin the Indian under his larger frame. If I could just immobilize him


But Takaho rolled away with the speed of a cat, then swung again with a savage backstroke of his ax.

Nate reared away from the weapons deadly arc. The poisoned blade whistled past the tip of his nose and slammed into the dirt between his hands. Relieved at the close call, Nathan was a second too late in dodging the foot kicked at his head. Ears ringing from the blow, he tumbled across the dirt. His own ax bounced out of his stunned hand and skittered into the crowd of onlookers.

Spitting out blood from his split lip, Nathan stood quickly.

Takaho was already on his feet.

As the Indian tugged his embedded ax from the dirt, Nathan noticed the shaman over his shoulder. The elder was now exhaling smoke across Tamas lips, a way of chasing off bad spirits before death.

Around him, the other huyas were now chanting for the kill.

Takaho lifted his ax with a grunt and turned to Nate. The Indians face was a crimson mask of rage. He rushed at Nate, his ax whirling in a blur before him.

Without a weapon, Nate retreated. So this is how I die

Nate found himself backed against a wall of spears held by other Indians. There was no escape. Takaho slowed for the kill, the ax high over his head.

Nathan felt the prick of spearheads in his bare back as he instinctively leaned away.

Takaho swung his weapon down with the strength of both shoulders.

Yulo! The sharp cry burst through the chanting huyas. Stop!

Nathan cringed from the blow that never came. He glanced up. The ax trembled about an inch from his face. A dribble of poison dripped onto his cheek.

The shaman, the one who had called out, pushed past other tribesmen into the central plaza. Your daughter wakes! He pointed to Nate. She speaks of a giant snake and of her rescue by the white man.

All faces turned to where Tama was sipping weakly at a gourd of water held by a tribeswoman.

Nathan stared up into Takahos eyes as the Indian faced him again. Takahos hard expression melted with relief. He pulled away his weapon, then dropped it to the dirt. An empty hand clamped onto Nates shoulder, and Takaho pulled him to his chest. Jako, he said, hugging him tight. Brother.

And just like that, it was over.

The chieftain pushed forward, puffing out his chest. You battled the great susuri, the anaconda, and pulled our tribes daughter from its belly. He removed a long feather from his ear and tucked it into Nates hair. It was the tail feather of a harpy eagle, a treasured prize. You are no longer a nabe, an outsider. You are now jako, brother to my brother. You are now Yanomamo.

A great cheer rose all around the shabono.

Nathan knew this was an honor above all honors, but he still had a pressing concern. My sister, he said, pointing toward Tama. It was taboo to refer to a Yanomamo by his or her given name. Familial designations, real or not, were used instead. Tama moaned softly where she lay. My sister is still sick. She has suffered injuries that the healers in So Gabriel can help mend. I ask that you allow me to take her to the towns hospital.

The village shaman stepped forward. Nathan feared he would argue that his own medicine could heal the girl. As a whole, shamans were a prideful group. But instead, the Indian elder agreed, placing a hand on Nates shoulder. Our little sister was saved from the susuri by our new jako. We should heed the gods in choosing him as her rescuer. I can do no more for her.

Nathan wiped the poison from his cheek, careful to keep it away from any open cuts, and thanked the elder. The shaman had done more than enough already. His natural medicines had been able to revive the girl in time to save him. Nathan turned next to Takaho. I would ask to borrow your canoe for the journey.

All that is mine is yours, Takaho said. I will go with you to So Gabriel.

Nathan nodded. We should hurry.

In short order, Tama was loaded on a stretcher of bamboo and palm fronds and placed in the canoe. Takaho, now dressed in a tank top and a pair of Nike shorts, waved Nathan to the bow of the dugout canoe, then shoved away from the shore with his oar and into the main current of the Negro River. The river led all the way to So Gabriel.

They made the ten-mile journey in silence. Nathan checked on Tama frequently and recognized the worry in her fathers eyes. The girl had slipped back into a stupor, trembling, moaning softly now and then. Nathan wrapped a blanket around her small form.

Takaho wended the small canoe with skill through small rapids and around tangles of fallen trees. He seemed to have an uncanny skill at finding the swiftest currents.

As the canoe sped downriver, they passed a group of Indians from a neighboring village fishing in the river with spears. He watched a woman sprinkle a dark powder into the waters from an upstream canoe. Nate knew what she was doing. It was crushed ayaeya vine. As it flowed downstream, the dissolved powder would stun fish, floating them to the surface where they were speared and collected by the men. It was an ancient fishing method used throughout the Amazon.

But how long would such traditions last? A generation or two? Then this art would be lost forever.

Nathan settled into his seat, knowing there were certain battles he could never win. For good or bad, civilization would continue its march through the jungle.

As they continued along, Nate stared out at the walls of dense foliage that framed both banks. All around him, life buzzed, chirped, squawked, hooted, and grunted.

On either side, packs of red howler monkeys yelled in chorus and bounced aggressively atop their branches. Along the shallows, white-feathered bitterns with long orange beaks speared fish, while the plated snouts of caimans marked nesting grounds of the Amazonian crocodiles. Closer still, in the air around them, clouds of gnats and stinging flies harangued every inch of exposed skin.

Here the jungle ruled in all its forms. It seemed endless, impenetrable, full of mystery. It was one of the last regions of the planet that had yet to be fully explored. There were vast stretches never walked by man. It was this mystery and wonder that had attracted Nathans parents to spend their lives here, eventually infecting their only son with their love of the great forest.

Nathan watched the jungle pass around him, noting the emerging signs of civilization, and knew that they neared So Gabriel. Small clearings made by peasant farmers began to appear, dotting the banks of the river. From the shore, children waved and called as the canoe whisked past. Even the noises of the jungle grew muted, driven away by the noisome ruckus of the modern world: the grumble of diesel tractors in the fields, the whine of motor boats that sped past the canoe, the tinny music of a radio blaring from a homestead.

Then, from around a bend in the river, the jungle ended abruptly. The small city of So Gabriel appeared like some cancer that had eaten away the belly of the forest. Near the river, the city was a ramshackle mix of rotting wooden shacks and cement government buildings. Away from the water, homes both small and large climbed the nearby hills. Closer at hand, the wharves and jetties were crowded with tourist boats and primer-scarred river barges.

Nathan turned to direct Takaho toward a section of open riverbank. He found the Indian staring in horror at the city, his oar clutched tightly to his chest.

It fills the world, he mumbled.

Nathan glanced back to the small township. It had been two weeks since his last supply run to So Gabriel, and the noise and bustle were a rude shock to him. What must it be like for someone who had never left the jungle?

Nathan nodded to a spot to beach the canoe. There is nothing here that a great warrior need fear. We must get your daughter to the hospital.

Takaho nodded, clearly swallowing back his shock. His face again settled into a stoic expression, but his eyes continued to flit around the wonders of this other world. He guided the canoe as directed, then helped Nathan haul out the stretcher on which Tamas limp form lay.

As she was shifted, the girl moaned, and her eyelids fluttered, eyes rolling white. She had paled significantly during the ride here.

We must hurry.

Together, the two carried the girl through the waterfront region, earning the gawking stares of the townies and a few blinding flashes from camera-wielding tourists. Though Takaho wore civilized clothes, his monkey-tail headband, the sprouts of feathers in his ears, and his bowl-shaped haircut marked this fellow as one of the Amazons indigenous tribespeople.

Luckily, the small single-story hospital was just past the waterfront region. The only way one could tell it was a hospital was the flaking red cross painted above the threshold, but Nathan had been here before, consulting with the doctor on staff, a fellow from Manaus. They were soon off the streets and guiding their stretcher through the door. The hospital reeked of ammonia and bleach, but it was deliciously air-conditioned. The cool air struck Nate like a wet towel to the face.

He crossed to the nurses station and spoke rapidly. The pudgy womans brow wrinkled with a lack of understanding until Nathan realized he had been speaking in the Yanomamo dialect. He switched quickly to Portuguese. The girl has been attacked by an anaconda. Shes suffered a few broken ribs, but I think her internal injuries might be more severe.

Come this way. The nurse waved them toward a set of double doors. She eyed Takaho with clear suspicion.

Hes her father.

The nurse nodded. Dr. Rodriguez is out on a house call, but I can ring him for an emergency.

Ring him, Nathan said.

Maybe I can help, a voice said behind him.

Nathan turned.

A tall, slender woman with long auburn hair rose from the wooden folding chairs in the waiting room. She had been partially hidden behind a pile of wooden crates emblazoned with the red cross. Approaching with calm assurance, she studied them all intently.

Nathan stood straighter.

My name is Kelly OBrien, she said in fluent Portuguese, but Nate heard a trace of a Boston accent. She pulled out identification with the familiar medical caduceus stamped on it. Im an American doctor.

Dr. OBrien, he said, switching to English, I could certainly use your help. The girl here was attacked

Atop the stretcher, Tamas back suddenly arched. Her heels began to beat at the palm fronds, then her thrashing spread through the rest of her body.

Shes seizing! the woman said. Get her into the ward!

The pudgy nurse led the way, holding the door wide for the stretcher.


Kelly OBrien rushed alongside the girl as the two men swung the stretcher toward one of the four beds in the tiny emergency ward. Snatching a pair of surgical gloves, the tall doctor barked to the nurse, I need ten milligrams of diazepam!

The nurse nodded and dashed to a drug cabinet. In seconds, a syringe of amber-colored fluid was slapped into Kellys gloved hand. The doctor already had a rubber tourniquet in place. Hold her down, she ordered Nate and Takaho.

By now, a nurse and a large orderly had arrived as the quiet hospital awakened to the emergency.

Get ready with an IV line and a bag of LRS, Kelly said sharply. Her fingers palpated a decent vein in the girls thin arm. With obvious competence, Kelly inserted the needle and slowly injected the drug.

Its Valium, she said as she worked. It should calm the seizure long enough to find out whats wrong with her.

Her words proved instantly true. Tamas convulsions calmed. Her limbs stopped thrashing and relaxed to the bed. Only her eyelids and the corner of her lips still twitched. Kelly was examining her pupils with a penlight.

The orderly nudged Nate aside as he worked on Tamas other arm, preparing a catheter and IV line.

Nate glanced over the orderlys shoulder and saw the fear and panic in her fathers eyes.

What happened to her? the doctor asked as she continued examining the girl.

Nathan described the attack. Shes been slipping in and out of consciousness most of the time. The village shaman was able to revive her for a short time.

Shes sustained a pair of cracked ribs and associated hematomas, but I cant account for the seizure or stupor. Did she have any seizures en route here?

No.


Any familial history of epilepsy?

Nate turned to Takaho and repeated the question in Yanomamo.

Takaho nodded. Ah-de-me-nah gunti.

Nate frowned.

What did he say? Kelly asked.

Ah-de-me-nah means electric eel. Gunti is disease or sickness.

Electric eel disease?

Nate nodded. Thats what he said. But it makes no sense. A victim of an electric eel attack will often convulse, but its an immediate reaction. And Tama hasnt been in any water for hours. I dont knowmaybe electric eel disease is the Yanomamo term for epilepsy.

Has she been treated for it? On medication?

Nate got the answer from Takaho. The village shaman has been treating her once a week with the smoke of the hempweed vine.

Kelly sighed in exasperation. So in other words, shes been unmedicated. No wonder the stress of the near drowning triggered such a severe attack. Why dont you take her father out to the waiting room? Ill see if I can get these seizures to cease with stronger meds.

Nate glanced to the bed. Tamas form lay quiet. Do you think shell have more?

Kelly glanced into his eyes. Shes still having them. She pointed to the persistent facial twitches. Shes in status epilepticus, a continual seizure. Most patients who suffer from such prolonged attacks will appear stuporous, moaning, uncoordinated. The full grand mal events like a moment ago will be interspersed. If we cant stop it, shell die.

Nate stared at the little girl. You mean shes been seizing this entire time?

From what you describe, more or less.


But the village shaman was able to draw her out of the stupor for a short time.

I find that hard to believe. Kelly returned her attention to the girl. He wouldnt have medication strong enough to break this cycle.

Nate remembered the girl sipping at the gourd. But he did. Dont discount tribal shamans as mere witch doctors. Ive worked for years with them. And considering what they have to work with, theyre quite sophisticated.

Well, wise or not, weve stronger medications here. Real medicine. She nodded again to the father. Why dont you take her father out to the waiting room? Kelly turned back to the orderly and nurses, dismissing him.

Nate bristled, but obeyed. For centuries, the value of shamanism had been scorned by practitioners of Western medicine. Nate coaxed Takaho out of the ward and into the waiting room. He guided the Indian to a chair and instructed him to stay, then headed for the door.

He slammed his way out into the heat of the Amazon. Whether the American doctor believed him or not, he had seen the shaman revive the girl. If there was one man who might have an answer for Tamas mysterious illness, he knew where to find him.

Half running, he raced through the afternoon heat toward the southern outskirts of the city. In about ten blocks, he was skirting the edge of the Brazilian army camp. The normally sleepy base buzzed with activity. Nate noted the four helicopters with United States markings in the open field. Locals lined the bases fences, pointing toward the novelty of the foreign military craft and chattering excitedly.

He ignored the oddity and hurried to a cement-block building set amid a row of dilapidated wooden structures. The letters FUNAI were painted on the wall facing the street. It was the local office for the Brazilian Indian Foundation and represented the sole source of aid, education, and legal representation for the local tribes, the Baniwa and Yanomamo. The small building housed both offices and a homeless shelter for Indians who had come in search of the white mans prosperity.

FUNAI also had its own medical counselor, a longtime friend of the family and his own fathers mentor here in the jungles of the Amazon.

Nate pushed through the anteroom and hurried down a hall and up a set of stairs. He prayed his friend was in his office. As he neared the open door, he heard the strands of Mozarts Fifth Violin Concerto flowing out.

Thank God!

Knocking on the doors frame, Nate announced himself. Professor Kouwe?

Behind a small desk, a mocha-skinned Indian glanced up from a pile of papers. In his mid-fifties, he had shoulder-length black hair that was graying at the temples, and he now wore wire-rimmed glasses when reading. He took off those glasses and smiled broadly when he recognized Nate.

Nathan! Resh Kouwe stood and came around the desk to give him a hug that rivaled the coils of the anaconda he had fought. For his compact frame, the man was as strong as an ox. Formerly a shaman of the Tiris tribe of southern Venezuela, Kouwe had met Nates father three decades ago, and the two had become fast friends. Kouwe had eventually left the jungle with his fathers help and was schooled at Oxford, earning a dual degree in linguistics and paleoanthropology. He was also one of the preeminent experts in the botanical lore of the region. My boy, I cant believe youre here! Did Manny contact you?

Nathan frowned as he was released from the bear hug. No, what do you mean?

Hes looking for you. He stopped by about an hour ago to see if I knew which village you were conducting your current research in.

Why? Nathans brow wrinkled.

He didnt say, but he did have one of those Tellux corporate honchos with him.

Nathan rolled his eyes. Tellux Pharmaceuticals was the multinational corporation that had been financing his investigative research into the practices of the regions tribal shamans.

Kouwe recognized his sour expression. It was you who made the pact with the devil.

Like I had any choice after my father died.

Kouwe frowned. You should not have given up on yourself so quickly. You were always

Listen, Nathan said, cutting him off. He didnt want to be reminded of that black period in his life. He had made his own bed and would have to lie in it. Ive got a different problem than Tellux. He quickly explained about Tama and her illness. Im worried about her treatment. I thought you could consult with the doctor.

Kouwe grabbed a fishing tackle box from a shelf. Foolish, foolish, foolish, he said, and headed for the door.

Nathan followed him down the stairs and out into the street. He had to hurry to keep up with the older man. Soon the two were pushing through the hospitals front doors.

Takaho leaped to his feet at the reappearance of Nathan. JakoBrother.

Nathan waved him back down. Ive brought someone who might be able to help your daughter.

Kouwe did not wait. He was already shoving into the ward beyond the doors. Nathan hurried after him.

What he found in the next room was chaos. The slender American doctor, her face drenched with sweat, was bent over Tama, who was again in a full grand mal seizure. Nurses were scurrying to and fro at her orders.


Kelly glanced over the girls convulsing body. Were losing her, she said, her eyes frightened.

Maybe I can help, Kouwe said. What medications has she been given?

Kelly ran down a quick list, wiping strands of hair from her damp forehead.

Nodding, Kouwe opened his tackle box and grabbed a small pouch from one of the many tiny compartments. I need a straw.

A nurse obeyed him as quickly as she had Dr. OBrien. Nathan could guess that this was not the first visit Professor Kouwe had made to the hospital here. There was no one wiser on indigenous diseases and their cures.

What are you doing? Kelly asked, her face red. Her loose auburn hair had been pulled back in a ponytail.

Youve been working under a false assumption, he said calmly as he packed the plastic straw with his powder. The convulsive nature of electric eel disease is not a manifestation of a CNS disturbance, like epilepsy. Its due to a hereditary chemical imbalance in the cerebral spinal fluid. The disease is unique to a handful of Yanomamo tribes.

A hereditary metabolic disorder?

Exactly, like favism among certain Mediterranean families or cold-fat disease among the Maroon tribes of Venezuela.

Kouwe crossed to the girl and waved to Nathan. Hold her still.

Nathan crossed and held Tamas head to the pillow.

The shaman positioned one end of the straw into the girls nostril, then blew the straws powdery content up her nose.

Dr. OBrien hovered behind him. Are you the hospitals clinician? Dr. Rodriguez?

No, my dear, Kouwe said, straightening. Im the local witch doctor.

Kelly looked at him with an expression of disbelief and horror, but before she could object, the girls thrashing began to calm, first slowly, then more rapidly.

Kouwe checked Tamas eyelids. The sick pallor to her skin was already improving. Ive found the absorption of certain drugs through the sinus membranes is almost as effective as intravenous administration.

Kelly looked on in amazement. Its working.

Kouwe passed the pouch to one of the nurses. Is Dr. Rodriguez on his way in?

I called him earlier, Professor, a nurse answered, glancing at her wristwatch. He should be here in ten minutes.

Make sure the girl gets half a straw of the powder every three hours for the next twenty-four, then once daily. That should stabilize her so her other injuries can be addressed satisfactorily.

Yes, Professor.

On the bed, Tama slowly blinked open her eyes. She stared at the strangers around her, confusion and fright clear in her face, then her eyes found Nathans. Jako Basho, she said weakly.

Yes, Brother Monkey is here, he said in Yanomamo, patting her hand. Youre safe. Your papa is here, too.

One of the nurses fetched Takaho. When he saw his daughter awake and speaking, he fell to his knees. His stoic demeanor shattered, and he wept with relief.

Shell be fine from here, Nate assured him.

Kouwe collected his fishing tackle box and retreated from the room. Nathan and Dr. OBrien followed.

What was in that powder? the auburn-haired doctor asked.

Desiccated ku-nah-ne-mah vine.

Nate answered the doctors confused expression. Climbing hempweed. The same plant the tribal shaman burned to revive the girl back at the village. Just like I told you before.


Kelly blushed. I guess I owe you an apology. I didnt thinkI mean I couldnt imagine

Kouwe patted her on her elbow. Western ethnocentrism is a common rudeness out here. Its nothing to be embarrassed about. He winked at her. Just outgrown.

Nate did not feel as courteous. Next time, he said harshly, listen with a more open mind.

She bit her lip and turned away.

Nathan instantly felt like a cad. His worry and fear throughout the day had worn his patience thin. The doctor had only been trying her best. Knowing he shouldnt have been so hard on her, he opened his mouth to apologize.

But before he could speak, the front door swung open and a tall redheaded man dressed in khakis and a beat-up Red Sox baseball cap stepped into the lobby. He spotted the doctor. Kelly, if youve finished delivering the supplies, we need to be under way. Weve a boat thats willing to take us upriver.

Yes, she said. Im all done here.

She then glanced at Nathan and Kouwe. Thank you.

Nathan recognized the similarities between this newcomer and the young doctor: the splash of freckles, the same crinkle around the eyes, even their voices had the same Boston lilt. Her brother, he guessed.

Nathan followed them out of the hospital and into the street. But what he found there caused him to take an involuntary step backward, bumping into Professor Kouwe.

Aligned across the road was a group of ten soldiers in full gear, including M-16s with collapsible butt stocks, holstered pistols, and heavy packs. Nate recognized the shoulder insignia common to them all. Army Rangers. One spoke into a radio and waved the group forward toward the waterfront. The pair of Americans joined the departing group.

Wait! someone called from beyond the line of Rangers.


The military wall parted, and a familiar face appeared. It was Manny Azevedo. The stocky black-haired man broke through the ranks. He wore scuffed trousers and the pocket of his shirt had been ripped to a hanging flap. His characteristic bullwhip was wound at his waist.

Nathan returned Mannys smile and crossed to him. They hugged briefly, patting each other on the back. Then Nathan flicked the torn bit of his khaki shirt. Playing with Tor-tor again, I see.

Manny grinned. The monsters gained ten kilos since the last time you saw him.

Nathan laughed. Great. Like he wasnt big enough already. Noting that the Rangers had stopped and were staring at the pair, as were Kelly OBrien and her brother, Nathan nodded to the military party and leaned closer. So whats all this about? Where are they heading?

Manny glanced at the group. By now, a large crowd of onlookers had gathered to gawk at the line of stiff Army Rangers. It seems the U.S. government is financing a recon team for a deep-jungle expedition.

Why? Are they after drug traffickers?

By now, Kelly OBrien had stepped back toward them.

Manny acknowledged her with a nod, then waved a hand to Nathan. May I introduce you to Dr. Rand? Dr. Nathan Rand.

It seems weve already met, Kelly said with an embarrassed smile. But he never offered his name.

Nathan sensed something unspoken pass between Kelly and Manny. Whats going on? he asked. What are you searching for upriver?

She stared him straight in the eyes. Her eyes were the most striking shade of emerald. We came to find you, Dr. Rand.
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