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“The forest did not tolerate frailty of body or mind. Show your weakness, and it would consume you without hesitation.”
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I know I'm not the first, and I won't be the last. But dammit if I'm not going to take my shot at the brass ring. This will be my legacy. I can feel it in my bones. Or maybe that's the jungle fever. Either way, I'm not stopping. Not after having come this far.

Rick Braeden. Adventurer. At your service. I've been scouring the Amazon jungles for weeks now. And I have the scorpion and snakebites to prove it. Out here, if the malaria doesn't get you, the jaguars will. But so far, I'm still walking and still sane, and still determined to find what others have tried and died doing.

Where’s here you ask? The Mato Grosso region of the Amazon jungle. It’s lush, it’s dense, it’s deadly. But it’s where I need to be. I must find the Lost City of Gold. I will find it. It won’t stay lost forever and I won’t let anyone beat me to it.

* * *

Rick glanced up at the thick canopy. The jungle was alive with a cacophony of shrieks, whistles, and brightly varied songs. It was warning others that someone was here who didn’t belong. Someone who could easily be killed a dozen ways before breakfast.

“Sergio!” Rick called out. “Does the map show where we should cross?” He placed his hands on his hips as he surveyed the murky greenish-brown water. Ripples showed themselves every dozen or so feet. Crocodiles. Hungry crocodiles, just waiting for them to slip up. His throat went dry. He reached for his canteen, taking a sip of water. He lifted his hat and wiped his brow with his shirtsleeve. His wavy, dark brown hair was drenched. The day was hot, the air thick, the humidity off the charts. At least the jungle provided plenty of shelter from the sun if you stayed under its seemingly endless awning.

“No, Señor Rick,” Sergio called back in his thick Brazilian accent. Though many of the inhabitants of this region spoke Portuguese, he was Spanish. His thick, black, shoulder-length, curly hair was pulled into a loose ponytail, and unlike his lighter-skinned, light-eyed travelling companion, he never bothered with sunglasses, though he carried a pair with him. His dark eyes had no problem dealing with the blazing sun in these regions. It was his home.

“Crap,” Rick said. “This is going to be a problem.”

“Si señor,” Sergio answered, looking around for a solution to their problem. He glanced back down at their well-worn map, frowning. It showed the river, and their destination on the other side. He looked back up, just as set of black, beady eyes lazily floated by, watching them. He took a step back.

They were at the Upper Xingu, a tributary on the southeast edge of the Amazon River. The water was moving fast, carrying branches, leaves and other debris with it, along with a variety of the local wildlife, some more deadly than others.

Rick checked his compass for the tenth time. They had to get over this river one way or another. He made a mental note of the supplies they had in their large rucksacks, enough survival gear to last two months out here. He hoped they wouldn’t need near that long. He ran through the items that might help right now. They had some plastic sheeting and some strong twine. ‘That could be useful,’ he thought. He took off his sunglasses, his green eyes squinting in the light, and looked around for logs. They’d have to make a raft and cross over the river that way. It was their only choice.

“Sergio, I think we need to build ourselves a raft,” he said, putting his shades back on.

Sergio sighed, evidently hoping they could turn back. “Balsa, si.” Sergio’s mood had been deteriorating over the course of their trek into the heart of the jungle. He was looking dark and gloomy more often than not in recent days and had seemed more withdrawn. Rick didn’t know him well enough to know what to make of it, so he just ignored it and pressed on.

‘Once we build this raft and cross the river, things will change,’ Rick thought to himself. ‘Maybe Sergio is just getting tired or homesick.’ Rick was glad that his own survival training was coming in handy. Make useful things from what you find around you.

He was grateful for Sergio, in spite of his moods. His Brazilian guide knew the jungle and was knowledgeable about the region they’d be heading into. At least that’s what he’d been told. Sergio did have a deep respect for, and healthy fear of it. That much was clear. He had been Rick’s traveling partner for the last two weeks as they made their way inland. Rick initially had trouble convincing anyone to guide him to this region on his quest. Over one hundred treasure hunters and curious souls had lost their lives seeking ‘Z’ – the mythological City of Gold, ever since Percy Fawcett and his expedition disappeared in 1925 searching for it. Rumors abounded as to what became of them. Like them, Rick was convinced the lost city was not just myth and he was determined to prove it.

Back in 1743, a manuscript was penned detailing a Portuguese expedition into the interior of the Amazon and describing the ancient city they had found. As many before him did, Rick believed this lost city existed and he was obsessed with finding it. Where there was smoke, there was fire, he always believed. And this quest felt hot, he could feel the city was out there, waiting for him. And when he found it, his life would change, he’d have everything he had always dreamed of. He’d be respected, renowned, rich, and redeemed. Or so he hoped anyway.

Due to the body count of the, at least, thirteen previous expeditions, he had to pay Sergio triple what most guides went for. Rick had wanted a couple more men to accompany them, but he could find no other takers, even at that premium. Sergio was it and he felt lucky to have him. Besides, Sergio insisted Rick only needed a single guide, that he could handle all of his expedition needs. Rick didn’t have a choice. It was either that or go it alone. And in the jungle, that just wasn’t an option.

Rick learned that Sergio was a family man. He had three young kids and a wife who stayed at home to look after them. Near as Rick could tell, Sergio was in his early to mid-thirties, a bit younger than Rick, who was only a couple of years away from forty, but Sergio carried a bit of a paunch, which aged him. Like Rick, he suspected he liked the brews. They had met in a bar after all. Sergio was only a couple of inches taller than Rick, who was 5’11”, but outweighed him by a good twenty pounds. Rick patted his own small paunch. He’d have to watch that it didn’t keep expanding. Things like that had a way of sneaking up on you. Just like things in the jungle.

* * *

After nearly two hours of gathering wood and fashioning a craft, they were ready to head out across the river. They still had enough daylight to make it relatively safe to travel. They could make camp somewhere on the other side.

Sergio wiped his brow, and stretched his back. He let out a big sigh, and then looked at Rick with a strange expression on his face.

Rick took a gulp of water, and noticed Sergio looking at him. “What is it?” he asked, his brow furrowed. “Don’t you think the raft will hold? I mean, it looks OK to me and...”

Sergio waved a finger at him. “I have a bad feeling about this Señor Rick,” he said, taking a step closer. “I know this jungle, and my instintos are telling me we should turn back. Now.”

Rick laughed at first, but stopped when he saw Sergio was serious. “But you knew what we were getting into. This is all part of the plan,” he said as he placed his hands on his hips. He had noticed Sergio’s frequent furtive glances across the river. He thought he was just sizing up the area. “Sergio, seriously,” he said, shrugging his shoulders and holding his hands out, “we’ve been trekking here for two weeks. There’s no way I’m turning back now.”

Sergio shook his head. “Something bad is out there,” he said, gazing off across the river into the shadowy, dense jungle beyond. “I can feel it. Something evil waits for us...”
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After much back and forth bartering of positions, Rick had managed to convince Sergio to keep going. The Brazilian seemed even testier now, but he had eventually relented. Rick had to offer him a bonus upon their safe return, another ten percent of what he was already paying him.

Finally, they had managed to cross the river, but it was no pleasure cruise. Rick had counted at least six large crocodiles passing by at close range as he and Sergio made their way across the muddy, rippled water. Rick knew enough to realize the crocs were on the hunt and were sizing them up as possible prey. One wrong move and they’d strike. It had been a nerve-wracking experience. Sergio had been as silent as possible, warily watching their deadly escorts, but kept his cool. Rick, on the other hand, sweated bullets all the way across and was relieved to be back on terra firma.

Stepping carefully onto shore, and watching for any sudden lunges from the river, they were pulling their raft up away from the water’s edge, when suddenly it felt as if the temperature dropped ten degrees.

Rick shuddered.

Sergio looked at him, indicating he felt it, too.

Rick looked up. The jungle canopy was thicker on this side. ‘That must be it,’ he thought, trying to shake the chill. ‘It’s just blocking out the sunlight.’

They finished hauling the raft up and secured it under some heavy brush for their return trip. They drank some water, then secured their rucksacks, and made their way forward. Sergio studied the map some more, then took the lead, while Rick checked his compass. They were heading the right way, Rick was sure of it.

The jungle was every shade of green imaginable. Patches of deep, mossy green were interspersed with emerald and pale green. The air was thick with the scent of vegetation, a musky smell, untamed.

Sergio took out his machete and began chopping a path through the dense brush. The deeper they trekked, the thicker it grew. Less than ten minutes in, the jungle was becoming nearly impassable.

“Let’s rest for a minute,” Rick said. The chill was now replaced with a sensation of being suffocated by thick, muggy air. The temperature variations were sudden and disorienting.

Sergio nodded, drenched with sweat. His machete hung limply at his side, his arm trembled slightly from the effort of forcing a path through the unforgiving terrain. He let it drop to the ground with a thud.

Rick again checked his compass. “What the hell?” he said, rubbing the back of his hand across his brow. 

Sergio’s eyebrows rose. “¿Qué es eso?”

He showed it to Sergio, but his guide shrugged his shoulders and shook his head.

Rick shook the compass again, then rechecked it. The needle was spinning wildly. “Man, it’s acting weird.” The oppressive heat was getting to him. He felt dizzy and started seeing large black spots. He shook his head, huffing. He felt himself swaying. “I don’t feel so...”

Sergio grabbed Rick’s shoulder to steady him. “Señor Rick, quiet,” he said in a hushed voice, placing a finger to his lips.

Rick listened. “What is it?” he mouthed the words.

Sergio didn’t answer right away. He had a deep frown on his face, as he cocked his head. He looked around. He pursed his lips. “No es bueno,” he whispered.

Rick felt his heart beat faster as he tried to figure out what caught Sergio’s attention. Then he realized. Silencio. “No good,” he said, repeating what Sergio had said. He glanced back down at his compass. This time the needle was pointing straight ahead, perfectly still. “What the hell is going on?” he asked, showing it to Sergio again.

Sergio’s face was grim as he looked at it. He pointed in the direction they had come. “Back,” he said, “we go back.” His eyes were wide, his face alert for signs of danger.

Rick shook his head. “No,” he said, “we’re not giving up.” He’d be damned if he was turning back now. “Una momento, por favor,” he said, holding up his hand. He took off his rucksack, unzipped a side pocket, reached in and pulled out his notebook. He flipped through the well-worn pages. “I remember something...”

He had been keeping a journal of his research and experiences in his quest for the lost Amazonian city...Z, as some had called it. He tried to recall the details of something he had heard prior to meeting Sergio, in one of the villages rimming the jungle. He searched his scribbled notes, quickly flipping the well-worn pages. “Here it is!” he said. He read the passage aloud:


‘The spirit quiets the jungle. Incredible wonders await those who travel beyond the veil of silence, but the path will not be clear. You will feel the pull, but your senses may deceive you. Only proceed if you are truly prepared and worthy for what lies beyond. A terrible death awaits those who fail to heed this warning.’



Sergio was quiet. He appeared startled at the passage Rick read. Then he shook his head. “Bad, no further,” Sergio insisted.

Rick took a deep breath, growing frustrated. He wanted this so badly, and it was within his grasp, he could feel it. His instincts told him so. But the jungle was still silent. He knew how dangerous that could be. Creatures fell quiet when a deadly predator neared them.

Sergio stood his ground, not moving, his arms crossed.

Just then the hairs stood up on the back of Rick’s neck, and his skin crawled with goosebumps. He stood still as a statue. He felt something approach. He saw a flash out of the corner of his eye, and he spun around. He saw a large black shape move through the jungle maybe fifteen feet from them. He gasped.

Sergio looked around. “¿Qué es eso?”

“Did you see that?” Rick said, pointing in the direction of the form he had seen.

Sergio shook his head. He had a strange expression on his face. He made the sign of the cross, pulled out his crucifix and kissed it. He tucked it back in his worn, tan-colored, sweat-stained shirt.

Just then, Rick felt a vibration in his hand. The needle of his compass was again firing wildly. Then it stopped. A split second later it pointed forward again, in the direction they had been heading. ‘Deeper into the jungle,’ Rick thought. He swallowed hard. He knew what they had to do.

Sergio stood still, watching Rick. 

Rick listened for any movement. Still nothing. No sign of whatever it was he had seen. He prayed it wasn’t a jaguar. Maybe he had imagined it. He could only hope it was just his senses playing tricks on him. “Sergio, even if we ran, if that was a big gato, we will never outrun it.”

Sergio nodded. “Si, no outrun. I told you we should not be here.”

Rick locked eyes with him. “Stay with me, man,” he said. He felt compelled to stay the course. He didn’t know if it was the pull that the warning had spoken of, or just his own obsessive tendencies. He turned to look back into the jungle. He squinted, trying to peer beyond the thick veil. He checked the compass. It was still pointing straight ahead.

He finally convinced Sergio to head deeper in. All it cost him this time was the promise of his cigar collection. Valuable currency in these parts.

Sergio rechecked the map. It agreed to the compass direction. He wiped away the sweat that stung his eyes, shook his head, and grumbled. He then picked up the machete, gripping it tight and began slashing away at the thick, strong foliage. Every few feet, he would glance back over his shoulder at Rick, then past him at the path they had taken.

Rick followed, keeping an eye on the compass, and their surroundings. The black shape hadn’t reappeared, but he couldn’t shake the feeling they were being watched.

On they trekked, deeper into the jungle. The air was still cooler here. Rick took a deep breath. Suddenly he stopped in his tracks. 

Sergio moved forward, now several feet ahead.

Rick listened. “Detener! Stop!” he shouted. 

Sergio turned.

Rick cocked his head. He heard it again. A whisper? He couldn’t be sure. He listened, but it was gone. “Did you hear that?” Just then, he felt something brush against the back of his neck. He whipped around.

“Señor Rick?”

Rick rubbed the back of his neck. His skin felt clammy. A breeze picked up, blowing across his skin. He shivered. “It’s just the wind,” he said. “Viento.” He was letting his fear get the best of him.

The breeze picked up again, blowing small leaves and huge palm fronds around.

“Let’s go,” Rick said, pointing into the jungle.

Sergio frowned, then nodded reluctantly, trudging forward once again.

They marched forward for another forty-five minutes, stopping only once when the foliage was especially tangled. They had some water and took a short breather. Neither man spoke.

Without being asked, Sergio took up his machete again, struggling to carve out a path through thick, primeval overgrowth.

Suddenly, they came to a small clearing, surrounded by thick jungle. They had stepped through into it, before they realized what it was. It was only about fifteen feet in diameter, but nearly perfectly round. It almost looked artificial.

Sergio went to take another step forward. Rick grabbed his arm, holding him back. 

“Hold up there, buddy,” he said scanning the ground. It was odd. It was covered in bright green grass, several inches tall, and nothing else. The area looked very different from anything they had seen up to this point. “Something’s not right here.”

“Si,” Sergio said, nodding.

Suddenly, a shadow passed over the clearing, as if the sun was speeding down over the horizon. The light was dim.

A low growl came from behind them. Close. Very close.

Sergio inhaled sharply. “El gato Diablo,” he whispered. “It follows us.”

Rick nodded. The leaves rustled above them, signs of other creatures making a speedy exit. The air was again chilled. “Not good,” Rick said.

Just then, a giant black form came rushing at them from the depths of the jungle.

Rick turned and saw a pair of amber eyes and powerful body barreling forth as he let out a guttural cry, instinctively turning to flee into the clearing. “Jaguar!” he yelled.

Sergio hollered loudly, then followed close behind Rick. They hadn’t taken five steps out onto the grass, when the ground gave way beneath them.

Both men shouted in panic as they plunged through what was swampy and highly porous grassland into a dark cavern far below. There was a huge splash as they hit water, followed by small rocks, and chunks of the thin, unstable ground they had stepped on. The water was cold and deep.

Rick surfaced first, gasping for breath. He tried to get a footing, but the water was too deep. Frantically, he peered around searching for solid ground, his eyes not yet adjusted to the dark. “Sergio!” he called out. He heard some splashing behind him. He whipped around. “Sergio?!”

Sergio’s head popped up above water, about four feet away. He was coughing hard, and spitting up water.

Slowly, Rick’s vision became accustomed to the new surroundings. They were in the middle of some kind of deep underground pool. He could see the edge a few feet away at the closest border. The water appeared black.

Sergio was gasping and coughing at the same time, struggling to stay above water.

“Hang on buddy! I’m coming!” Rick shouted. He swam over to him. The water was bone-chillingly cold. He reached Sergio who was panicking and shivering.

“No...can...swim!” Sergio said, coughing.

“That’s OK,” Rick said, as he placed an arm around Sergio’s chest. “I got you, don’t worry.” He struggled as he made his way to the edge, hauling the big man with him. Rick grabbed hold of the edge of the pool, and with a huge thrust, shoved Sergio half up onto it.

Sergio quickly pulled himself up the rest of the way out of the frigid water. He was on all fours, coughing up water.

Rick followed behind, lifting himself out of the pool onto the wet, slippery, rocky surface. They unloaded their damp rucksacks from their backs and tossed them aside. ‘At least our packs are mostly waterproof,’ Rick thought, ‘unlike us.’ They were both drenched from head to toe. Once out of the water, Rick flopped down onto his back, his chest heaving as he tried to catch his breath. The unexpected turn of events had been a huge shock to his system. He lay there for a couple of minutes, trying to calm down and get his bearings.

Sergio coughed up the last bit of water he had swallowed. Exhausted, he collapsed over on his side, squeezing his eyes closed. “Gracias, Señor Rick,” he said, in a raspy voice.

Rick smiled, just glad they were in one piece. “De nada.” Feeling steady enough from his ordeal, Rick slowly propped himself up on his elbows and looked around. “So, what the hell just happened?”

Sergio glanced over at him. “We fell.”

Rick laughed. “No kidding!” He sat up. “What I mean is, what did we just fall through and where are we?”

Sergio didn’t answer. He winced and placed a hand on his chest. His lungs burned from all of the water he had inhaled.

Rick wiped his face on his sleeve. He glanced to the right, then the left. The tunnel carried off in both directions. “It looks like we’re in some kind of subterranean tunnel system.”

The walls of the tunnel were made of dark rock and the pool they had fallen into was almost the same size and shape as the grassy area they had seen above. The water, now almost still save for a few small remaining ripples, was an inky black. Rick looked up. There were shafts of diffused light about thirty feet up from the grassy area they had plunged through. They had fallen a long ways down. 

“How the hell are we getting back up there?” Rick asked. He turned back to Sergio.

Sergio turned his head to scan the area above. He had no suggestions to offer.

“Have you ever heard anything about that swampy trap up there or these tunnels?” Rick prodded.

“No,” Sergio said, grimacing from the ordeal. “I no know of this place.”

“That’s not good,” Rick said. He stood up, shaky at first, then sized up the area. The uneven edges of the underground pool were rimmed by a few inches of solid ground all around it. ‘At least we can get by it without having to jump back in,’ he thought, shivering at the memory of the icy cold water.

Sergio shook his head, then slowly and painfully stood up. He hunched over, hands on his knees, trying to breathe normally.

Rick assessed their surroundings. “Rainwater must have accumulated in the area above, probably over hundreds of years if not more,” he said as he scanned the area.

“Si, a long time,” Sergio agreed, eyeing the pool. “Much longer even.”

Rick nodded. “Eventually the water likely carved out this natural well here, filling it up.”

Beyond the underground pool, Rick noticed that roots were visible in the rough dark walls. Rivulets of water dripped down the sides in a continual stream. He went over to touch the nearest wall. The damp, rocky surface was rough and cool to the touch as he moved his hand carefully over it. Around the roots he felt hard-packed dirt interspersed with the rocks.

Sergio coughed. His voice echoed down the long tunnels.

Rick looked around, somewhat disoriented from the fall. “Which way would we go to keep moving forward in the direction we were heading?”

Sergio scanned the area, then pointed. “That way,” he said.

“Sounds good,” Rick said. “We need to find a way out of here.” He glanced back up, then searched the surrounding rock walls. There was nothing they’d even be able to get a foothold on to climb back up. “Going back the way we came isn’t going to be a possibility. Besides, that friendly neighborhood jaguar might still be waiting up there.”

Sergio grunted in response. His displeasure over their predicament was obvious.

“I also gather the map isn’t going to help us anymore?” Rick asked, secretly hoping Sergio had some kind of an ace up his sleeve.

Sergio shook his head. “No, it won’t help now.”

“Right,” Rick said. He set his shoulders. “Forward?”

Sergio bit his lip, realizing there were no other options. “Si,” he said, then sighed, “avanzar.”

“Bueno,” Rick said, smiling. His smile faded, when he realized he had no idea where they were or what they were getting themselves into. ‘I wonder how many of those people who disappeared, had done so in exactly this way?’ he asked himself, staring into the inky black waters in front of them. The thought chilled him to the bone.
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After changing into drier clothes and walking for what felt like hours through the dank, dark tunnel system in the direction Sergio had indicated, they stopped for a break. Rick found a raised section of rock, turned off his flashlight, and took a seat on the hard surface. He reached into his pack for his water and an energy bar. They hadn’t come across any other subterranean pools.

Sergio turned his flashlight off as well and took a seat next to Rick, hunched over. They sat for a while, resting, still slightly frazzled from their ordeal. All was quiet, except for the trickling and tapping of the water flowing from above.

Rick noticed that Sergio seemed deep in thought. ‘Probably trying to figure out where the heck we are,’ he thought. ‘So am I.’ He sighed, then started adjusting his boots, which were still wet from their unplanned swim.

Sergio started glancing around the tunnels, then suddenly sat up straight, squinting. He turned his flashlight back on and shone it down the length of the tunnel. “Señor Rick, look,” he said, pointing.

Rick looked up from tightening his boot. “What is it?”

Sergio waved the beam of the flashlight along the wall. “There, the wall...con brillo.”

Rick looked, then spotted something shiny embedded throughout the tunnel walls about twenty feet ahead. “Now that’s interesting,” he said, and patted Sergio lightly on the back. “Good eye, buddy, let’s check it out.”

They straightened themselves up, grabbed their gear, and headed in the direction of the glistening areas of the tunnel walls. They kept their flashlights focused ahead. They walked slowly, quietly, their flashlight beams cutting through the darkness, darting back and forth from the floor to the way ahead. The tunnel floor was uneven, due to large roots growing throughout the area and stones that covered it. It appeared to be uninhabited by local wildlife.

As they walked on, the walls began to sparkle more brightly.

“Oro,” Sergio said.

Rick’s eyes widened. He stepped closer to the wall, shining the light directly on it. He inspected the flecks. He knew right away that Sergio was right. “Gold,” he whispered, “incredible.” He touched the wall. The flecks were not just on the surface. They seemed to be buried within the wall. “We must be getting closer. The Lost City...” he said, his eyes alight with the possibility.

Sergio said nothing.

Rick turned to smile at him, expecting to see a similar response, but Sergio’s face was expressionless. Rick was perplexed at the man’s reactions, but he was so excited about this discovery, he pushed those minor concerns out of his mind. He had bigger things that demanded his attention.

“Let’s carry on,” Rick said, “this is significant.”

Sergio narrowed his eyes, and motioned for Rick to lead.

“OK,” Rick said, “we’ll try that for a change.” He led the way forward.

Rick and Sergio walked on for another thirty or so feet. The specks of gold continued to appear throughout the walls as they made their way by. Rick noticed there was now more water on the ground beneath their feet and seeping down the tunnel walls. Then they came to another turn. Beyond the tunnel they could see shafts of daylight piercing the darkness, accompanied by a deafening roar.

“Waterfalls,” Sergio said.

Rick was relieved that they might have found a way out. “Thank heavens,” he said. “Maybe we can fill up our canteens, too.” Drawing in a long deep breath, he could smell the fragrant scent of the rushing water. The end of the tunnel was shrouded with mist from the rushing water. “The falls must be close by.”

“Si,” Sergio said, “very close.”

They walked forward through the stretch of tunnel, feeling the fine mist, soft and warm, tingling on their skin. As they continued on, the tunnel took a turn to the right and soon the mist grew thicker, enshrouding them. The light from outside illuminated it, making it look as if the air was sprinkled with diamond dust.

Near the edge of the tunnel, it felt like they were going through a car wash, as the spray hit them hard. The roar of the falls was incredibly loud. Instead of going through it, since they couldn’t see what was on the other side, they decided to try and skirt it. They exited the mouth of the tunnel and carefully inched their way across the slippery rocks to make their way through the dense mist around to the edge of the falls. They were instantly blinded.

“Aieeee!” Sergio cried out as his optic nerves were assaulted by a bright light that seemed to be everywhere. He whipped around, keeping his back to the light.

“What the...? Ahhhh!” Rick shouted, suddenly feeling a stabbing pain in his eyes as his vision was assailed by the unnatural radiance. He covered his eyes and ducked down. He had expected the sun to be bright and hard on the eyes once they left the tunnel’s dark depths, but this was an order of magnitude more intense. “Back inside!”

They ran back in through the teeming mist. They were breathing heavily as their eyes slowly adjusted to normal.

“Damn, that hurt! What was that?” Rick asked, wiping his face. He pressed his hands to his eyes. The pain subsided into a dull ache.

Sergio hunched over. He shook his head. He had one hand pressed to his eyes, the other on his knee.

Rick thought for a moment. “Well, we can’t stay here,” he said as he glanced back towards the tunnel exit. The light seemed to shimmer and sparkle through the churning fog. “Sunglasses,” he said. “Put them on. I know you carry a pair. And let’s put our hats on, keep the brims low.”

Sergio grunted his agreement, still rubbing his eyes.

They both placed their sunglasses and jungle hats on. Taking a deep breath, they slowly walked forward, each man keeping close to the wall of the tunnel. Three feet from the edge of the exit, they placed their arms up protectively over their sunglasses, and inched forward the way they had last come.

“Holy crap!” Rick said as the brightness hit him again. He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, and then slowly opened them. The brilliance was incredible. The shading from the glasses and hat helped him to make out what he was seeing. The sunlight was glinting off the surrounding rocks, which were not really rocks at all.

Sergio stepped beside him, shielding his eyes from the glare.

They moved to beneath a rocky overhang, which shaded them a bit.

“Crystals...” Rick said, breathlessly. He looked around. Crystalline formations were everywhere. Huge outcroppings of crystals. Some of the individual rock crystals were over a foot wide, and four feet tall. Various shades of yellow, amber, clear, and smoky grey quartz shone intensely, reflecting the sun’s rays. They were multifaceted, clustered in groups of three, four and five, interspersed with thick, squat bushes and reddish rocks that littered the ground. Leafy tall trees outlined the perimeter. Small clumps of wild grasses were poking up all over the area and surrounded each of the groups of crystalline minerals. The area was warm, several degrees warmer than they expected.

“Si, crystals,” Sergio said, “asombroso....”

Rick nodded. It was astonishing. He had never seen anything like it. Beyond the crystal formations, huge mountains thrust up to the sky. Several large waterfalls cascaded down the mountainsides. The air was warm and humid, carrying a welcoming scent of jungle foliage on it.

“Where are we?” Rick asked.

Sergio looked around. A flash of recognition crossed his face. “Cristal Quebrada...” He turned to Rick. “It is only a legend. I did not think it was an actual place.”

“Crystal gorge?” He thought for a moment. “Manuscript 512...” Rick said. “The Portuguese expedition.”

“¿Qué?” Sergio asked.

“There was a record of an expedition into the Amazon jungle back in the 1700s. It’s what motivated Percy Fawcett to head out on his last exploration. It talked of crystals and a range of mountains. This has to be it.”

“What else did it say?” Sergio asked, looking at him closely.

“Well,” Rick said, holding his arms out and surveying the ethereal landscape, its reflected light burning like fire, “they came to place just like this, filled with crystals that glowed, but at first they couldn’t find a way out.”

He thought for a moment, recalling the details. “By accident, one of the members of their expedition came across a man-made road that led up and out through a mountain pass, about a three-hour hike I think.”

Sergio squinted as he gazed over the area, thinking.

Rick checked his compass. Once again it was spinning wildly. “Guess I should’ve known this wouldn’t work here,” he said. “These crystals must be what had been causing it to spin this way before.”

Sergio nodded.

* * *

After discussing their approach, they decided to set out and explore the gorge. They would try to stay in the scant shadows as much as they could to avoid the dazzling glare of the crystals.

Rick was grateful that, at least for the moment, Sergio wasn’t trying to convince him to go back. That wasn’t really an option at this point anyway.

“Stay close,” Rick said. “Remember, we do not venture out of each other’s sight. We don’t know anything about this place.”

“Si,” Sergio said, nodding. He sighed heavily.

Rick patted his shoulder. “Don’t worry, I think we’re meant to be here. This has to be the way.”

Sergio looked at him, but said nothing.

They branched off from one another, heading out into the exotic crystal-laden landscape to search for signs of the ancient road mentioned in the manuscript.

The nearby ground was wet and slippery, and they were drenched from the spray of the falls.

Rick moved purposefully as he looked around. Even keeping to the small shadier areas, he felt increasingly warm. In spite of the cooling spray from the waterfalls they had walked through, sweat now dripped down his face and back. He took his hat off and wiped his forehead on his sleeve. He drank some water.

He put his hat back on, carefully trying to avoid the intense glare of the sunlit crystals. It was blinding at times. He stepped slowly around the short patches of grasses dotted here and there. 

He knelt down for a closer inspection of one of the crystal outcroppings that was somewhat shaded. This one was made up of two amber and two light yellow crystals. He noticed their surfaces were rough, pitted, and they were fairly opaque. He ran his fingers over one of them. As he did, his hand felt warmer.

“Strange,” he whispered to himself as he pulled his hand away. The warming sensation waned. He looked up to check on where Sergio was. His guide was stepping around the crystal groupings, bending down to have a closer look, but not touching anything.

Rick looked back at the crystals before him. His curiosity got the best of him. He touched another one of the crystals in the grouping. Same effect. His hand felt oddly warm. He pulled it away and rubbed it against his thigh. “Very strange,” he said. He wondered if the crystals were just warm from the sunlight hitting them.

Just then, he spotted a lone crystal, partially hidden behind a big mottled boulder. He got up and walked over to it. He bent down, intrigued. This crystal was larger and brighter in color than the rest, and there were no grasses growing around it. It was surrounded by bare ground, the dirt a burnt reddish color. The crystal was a deep amber hue with thin veins of gold and white elements in its otherwise semi-translucent form. Rick stared at it for a moment. His vision blurred slightly and his heart rate increased. He felt almost magnetically drawn to it. He reached out with his right hand to touch it.

“Aaaghhh!” he yelped as the mysterious crystal delivered an electric-like shock that shot up through his fingers and into his arm. He flew backwards, landing hard on his back. “Owww...” he moaned.

Sergio spun around just in time to see Rick flying through the air. “Señor Rick!” he called out. He raced over.

Rick lay on the ground, clutching his arm, which tingled and now felt slightly numb.

Sergio skidded on the ground, and then knelt by Rick’s side. “Señor Rick! Are you OK? ¿Qué pasó?”

Rick coughed. He was slightly winded. He stretched his fingers out, and then shook his hand. “I don’t know...I just touched one of those crystals.” 

Sergio frowned.

Rick sat up, moaning, his back aching from hitting the ground. He coughed some more, and then looked at his hand, turning it over palm up. His fingertips appeared slightly red, but other than that there were no other outwards signs of injury. His hand throbbed. “I half-expected to see burns.”

Sergio helped him to his feet.

Rick wobbled slightly, but Sergio held him steady. “Breathe,” his guide said.

Rick nodded as he straightened up. He took a deep breath, and then closed his eyes for a moment. At once in his mind’s eye, he saw a tunnel made of spinning white and amber light. In the center of it a formless black shape came speeding straight for him carried by a ferocious blast of deafening wind rushing past. He gasped. “No!” he cried out, as he tried to shield himself from the imaginary onslaught.

Sergio stumbled as Rick suddenly collapsed backwards into his arms. “Señor Rick!” he shouted.

Rick blacked out.

He awoke a couple of minutes later to the sensation of water splashing on his face. He coughed as he inhaled some of it.

Sergio rolled him on his side and repeatedly smacked his back to help him cough the water up.

Rick put his hand up to stop him. “I’m good, I’m good. Thanks,” he said, pushing himself up.

“¿Qué pasó?” Sergio asked, kneeling next to him.

Rick shook his head and wiped the water from his face. “It was the weirdest thing.” He tried to explain the strange vision and sensations. “It was like a strobe light going off in my mind, followed by a powerful wind tunnel.” He felt slightly nauseous. He dipped his chin to his chest, trying not to get sick. “It felt so real for a moment, like it was actually happening.” He looked up at Sergio.

His guide had a peculiar expression on his face.

Rick felt slightly embarrassed. He had no idea what had just happened. “Maybe I just have heatstroke,” he said, half-smiling.

Sergio pursed his lips and narrowed his eyes.

Rick thought for a moment. “It was that crystal there,” he said, pointing to the lone amber crystal next to the boulder with the mottled surface.

Sergio craned his neck to see what Rick was pointing at. He tensed, his eyebrows raised.

“You know,” Rick said, grinning as he thought of an idea, “we could always see what happens when you touch it.”

Sergio recoiled from the suggestion. “No, no touch!” He made the sign of the cross. His face was filled with apprehension and fear. He looked at Rick. His expression changed to one of seriousness. He pointed directly at Rick. “And you no touch, no más!”

Rick sensed something in the man’s voice. Sergio’s warning of no more felt like something he should heed. It beat out his curiosity for the moment. His skin crawled. Just then he felt pain, like sharp little pins and needles, poking his skin all along his right hand and arm. He rubbed the area, and slowly the sensation lessened. “Maybe you’re right,” he said. “Since I’m relatively in tact, I probably shouldn’t tempt fate any more at this point.”
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Sergio hadn’t wanted to speak of the incident with the crystal any further. He seemed spooked and withdrew anytime Rick tried to broach the subject. He could tell it made his guide very nervous, but he didn’t know why. ‘I was the one who got zapped, not him,’ Rick thought. ‘Why is he so freaked out about it?’ Rick gave up and decided to let it drop and focus on the task ahead. They needed to find a way out of this place.

They had continued to search the gorge for signs of the ancient passageway, this time being careful not to touch anything that appeared strange or unusual.

Eventually, the sun began to dip below the mountain peaks, dimming the reflection off the crystals, making it easier to see. But it wouldn’t remain that way for long.

Rick spotted Sergio. He went over to him.

“We’re going to have make camp here tonight,” Rick said. “Daylight’s fading fast, and it’s going to get cold and dark soon.”

“Si,” Sergio said. “We should sleep back in the tunnel, we will be safer.”

They searched the gorge as long as they could, until the light left them.

Rick expected it to get dark fast, but instead of being cast into the black night, the crystal gorge had yet another surprise in store. The moon, half full, rose over the mountain peaks. It appeared enormous and bright, making its craters and valleys easy to make out. 

Rick and Sergio stood watching the night spectacle, both in awe of it. The evening sky was clear and the stars were out in full force. As the sky grew darker, the sun’s light reflecting off the moon had another effect. The crystals on the ground glistened in the moonlight. It gave the area an otherworldly glow. It was as though they had stepped into an alien realm. The roar of the waterfalls seemed louder now. It was as though they were in a world all their own, one cut off from the rest of humanity.

As the night drew in more, the Milky Way became visible over the mountain peaks. It was a spectacular sight.

“Wow,” Rick whispered. “This place is something else. Nature really knows how to put on a show.”

He absentmindedly rubbed his right fingers together, recalling the powerful electric effect from touching the crystals. The pins and needles had stopped, but the vision of the whirling tunnel returned for a split second. He shuddered.

Sergio was quiet, lost in his own thoughts. His face filled with reverence for what he was witnessing.

They sat there in silence for a time, watching the moonlight dance off the crystals.

Rick glanced around, taking in the surroundings that were illuminated by the moon’s silvery glow. The crystals looked as though they were lit from within. Just then, something caught his eye. He noticed an area far off towards a mountain on the left. It looked like there was a faint glow beyond the jungle tree line, separate from the crystal gorge. He squinted. He wasn’t sure if it was his eyes. He took out his binoculars, peered through them, and found his focus. It wasn’t his eyes.

“Sergio,” he said, tapping his guide on the shoulder and pointing, “do you see that glow over there? It seems set apart from the rest. Take a look.”

Sergio followed the direction Rick was pointing to. He peered intently, scanning the area.

Rick handed him the binoculars.

Then Sergio saw it as well. An almost bluish hue was barely visible beyond the tree line and within what appeared to be a narrow mountain pass. “Si, Señor Rick, I see it.”

“I wonder if that could be the ancient road the manuscript talks about?” Rick said, his hopes for the Lost City growing once again. “That glow is probably from more crystals, they were described in the manuscript.”

“Perhaps,” Sergio said, “it is a well-hidden path.”

“Do you think we could try for it tonight?” Rick asked.

Sergio shook his head vigorously. “No, too dangerous.”

“But we haven’t seen any other wildlife here. Maybe it’s safe.” Rick thought for a moment. The fact that they hadn’t seen any wildlife here was very strange in and of itself.

“The jungle life you don’t see is the deadliest. It is there,” Sergio said, looking warily into the trees, “be warned.”

“Yeah, I suppose you’re right.” Rick was disappointed though. The distant glow was compelling. He felt powerfully drawn to it.

* * *

After memorizing the location of the distant crystals, they sat down to eat some rations, and then refilled their canteens in the clear water of the falls. Finally, they retreated into the relative safety of the tunnel, at the second bend, so they could be aware of anything approaching from either direction. It was cool and quieter there and offered good shelter.

They made their beds on the floor. They had gathered palm fronds to cushion the hard rocky floor and to keep some of the moisture off of them. They didn’t want to get their sleeping bags wet. The mist of the waterfall didn’t carry back this far, but the walls and tunnel floor were still damp.

Sergio soon fell fast asleep, his rough snoring echoing through the tunnel. The big man’s chest rose and fell. His hand, which was draped across his ample belly, twitched every so often. He was in a deep sleep.

Rick lay there, staring at the ceiling, listening to Sergio’s snores. He wished he could fall asleep so easily, but he had been plagued by bouts of insomnia for the last two years. Ever since Valerie left him.

Rick had fallen hard for the dark-haired, green-eyed beauty, without even realizing it. She’d found his rogue, gypsy lifestyle charming and fun at first, but after the first blush of romance wore off, as it always does, it began to grate on her. Like most women, she began to think about settling down. Maybe not the getting married, buying a house in suburbia, and having kids kind of settling down. But the kind where you saw each other regularly and shared meals together, and slept side by side most nights. He had never been too good at sitting still. And that cost him Valerie.

But now that he was here in this strange place in the middle of the Amazon jungle, not knowing what was ahead, he missed her. He felt alone. If he died out here, he wasn’t sure who would really care.

He wasn’t close to his family any longer, and his friends had long since given up and grown out of the adventurer’s lifestyle to forge lives of their own.

None of them had anything of substance to show for themselves and their years of amateur expeditions into places steeped in antiquity, places rumored to hold hidden treasures and other secrets. Just a few broken trinkets here and there, but nothing to base a career on or make money from. His friends had long ago wised up to that reality and had found real jobs. Rick just couldn’t bring himself to make that same move. It felt like giving up and selling one’s soul. But with a steady paycheck. He was the last of his kind amongst his social circle.

He had also met women since Valerie, but had been too wounded to get close. Each quick fling left him feeling emptier than the time before. No one really knew him anymore. Not since Valerie.

Since then, he had become more and more of a loner. In his wounded state, he became a lost, wandering soul. He also drank more. Lots more. He knew it wasn’t good, but he wasn’t ready to stop. This trip, though crazy and reckless as it was, was at least good for that problem. There was no room for dragging flats of beer or bottles of whiskey along. He hoped when he got back, if they got back, the booze wouldn’t have the same appeal for him. Maybe this was his rehab.

Rick looked towards the tunnel’s exit. The reflections off the moonlit crystals cast a silvery glow through the ever-present mist. The specks of gold in the walls shone out from their rocky captors. 

‘This place is incredibly alluring,’ he thought, ‘and something significant happened when I touched that crystal. I just don’t know what it means.’ He sighed heavily. ‘I wonder if I’ll ever know.’

As amazing as this place was, he also knew it was very dangerous. He sensed it. Going forward was a risk. But he was never one to back away from a challenge. This place made him feel alive. If he had nothing to go back to, then this would be his reason for existing for now. He would pursue the Lost City of Gold as though it was all he had to live for. Maybe it was. If he found that fabled place, then people would care, he would be known, and his name would go down in history, instead of fading to obscurity. He had to find it.
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Rick was startled awake by the sounds of Sergio getting up. Somehow he had managed to fall asleep. It was always the same routine, lying there awake for hours, thinking he’d never get to sleep, then finding his mind had given up due to exhaustion and he’d finally slept for a couple of hours.

He had kept pushing his experience with the crystal out of his mind. He knew Sergio wouldn’t relent on his refusal to discuss it. And Rick knew he couldn’t afford to lose focus. Out here that could be deadly. For now, he accepted, it would have to remain just one more mystery in their search for the golden city. He closed his eyes again and pressed the palms of his hands into his eyelids. He wasn’t sure how he had made it this long with so little sleep and stayed sane. At least he thought he was still sane.

“Buenos dias, Señor Rick,” Sergio said, smiling. “Today, we continue the hunt for treasure, si?”

Rick rubbed his eyes and yawned. “Treasure, si, Sergio. ¡Muy bueno,” he said, surprised by Sergio’s sudden change in mood. ‘Maybe he’d finally gotten excited about the possibility we might actually find the Lost City,’ Rick thought to himself, ‘instead of disappearing and dying a horrible death in the jungle.’

Sergio laughed. “¡Muy bueno, si!”

Rick smiled, slightly perplexed, and then lifted himself up. His back ached from the barely cushioned rocky floor and his clothes were damp. He got up and stretched. He was stiff and sore all over. He wasn’t a young man anymore. ‘When the hell had that happened?’ he wondered to himself. Most of the time, he still felt like his 23-year old self, right up until his body told him otherwise.

“I’ll make un fuego and brew some coffee,” Sergio said, “then we’ll have some breakfast.” 

“Thanks, man,” Rick answered and took out a fresh set of clothes.

Sergio grabbed his things and headed out through the tunnel, past the waterfall, and into the gorge.

Rick changed clothes. He was grateful for Sergio’s help on this trip. In spite of his strange mood swings, he’d been a decent guide so far. Rick didn’t blame him for his misgivings. Saying you’ll do something and actually following through with it were two different things entirely. Rick knew what a risky venture this was, and unlike Sergio, he didn’t have much to go back to.

Rick gathered up his supplies, tucking everything back into his rucksack. He headed out through the tunnel exit, running his fingers across the gold imprisoned in the wall, feeling a thrill of excitement.

* * *

Sergio was busy getting a fire going, which wasn’t an easy task considering the spray from the falls. He had managed to find an area tucked around the side of the cave entrance, partially blocked by a rocky overhang above and trees to the side, about twenty feet away. He had rimmed the fire area with rocks to ensure it wouldn’t spread, in spite of the spray. He knew you could never be too careful where fire was concerned.

“Humedo,” Sergio said. “Very damp here, but I still make good fire.”

Rick laughed. “You’re an excellent guide, Sergio, the best.”

Sergio beamed. “Gracias.”

‘I’ll have to go back and thank that bartender for pointing me in Sergio’s direction,’ Rick thought to himself.

After a simple breakfast of coffee, peanut butter sandwiches and jerky, they put the fire out, and packed up their remaining supplies.

Sometime in the night, clouds had moved in and the sky was a bit overcast. The surrounding glow of the crystals was more muted. Still not many signs of jungle life, save for a few insects here and there, and the sounds of some birds far off in the trees. 

‘Thankfully, no hints here of jaguars, so far,’ Rick thought. ‘Maybe this gorge isn’t a good hunting ground for them.’

Rick took out his binoculars to search for the hidden mountain pass. At least he hoped that’s what it was. He scanned the area, and found it again. He pulled out his compass. It spun wildly. “Figures,” he said.

Sergio glanced at the compass over Rick’s shoulder. He didn’t seem surprised by it.

“I guess we do this the old-fashioned way,” Rick said, sighing, “with our own eyes and senses.”

Sergio nodded. “Si.”

They headed out with Sergio in the lead this time. They marched through the crystal gorge, winding their way around the crystalline outcroppings, in the general direction of the pass, towards the edge of the gorge where the jungle resumed. Rick was still in awe of their surroundings, though at the same time leery of it after what had happened the day before.

Rick and Sergio stopped before entering the thick grove of jungle trees and foliage that blocked their path, searching for a way in. They spread out in either direction looking for anything that might be promising.

After nearly a half an hour of searching, Sergio spotted something. “Here, Señor Rick!” Sergio called out. “I think it’s a path,” he said as he pointed.

Rick ran over to him and took a look. The path he was referring to was only about four inches wide. “Are you sure?” he asked, feeling rather doubtful.

Sergio nodded. “Si, it’s old and overgrown,” he said, “but people have traveled this way before. Trust me.”

Rick pursed his lips. He realized Sergio knew more about ways through the jungle than he did. And he had to admit, everywhere else he had been looking so far showed no signs whatsoever of prior travel. He took a deep breath. “OK then, let’s go.”

* * *

They made their way through the narrow, overgrown path, with Sergio in the lead. The thin trail was even more difficult to traverse than it had first looked; it was so tangled and overrun with growth. The deeper in they went, the more sounds of the jungle were heard, buried deep in the jungle’s embrace. Monkeys, birds, and other wild sounds Rick couldn’t quite place. Here and there leaves rustled, but the inhabitants kept their privacy, hardly being seen by the two intruders.

Finally, after nearly two hours of walking through the dense and difficult jungle, they reached what appeared to be the base of the mountain pass. It was lined on one side by grey-ish blue crystals. These crystals were shorter than the ones in the gorge, but a bit wider. They also looked slightly more opaque, with white lines running through them. They had a strange inner glow, as though reacting to the slivers of light hitting them, peeking through from the soaring mountaintops above.

“This place just keeps getting more amazing,” Rick said, admiring their natural beauty. “I bet any of these crystals we’ve seen would fetch a small fortune...or maybe a large one.” His eyes sparkled with the thought as he looked up at his guide.

Sergio grunted in response. “We keep walking. Come.”

Rick nodded in agreement. “Right you are.” He wasn’t prepared to do any side excavating on this trip anyway. He needed to stay focused.

As they headed into the pass, the colors of the crystals morphed into darker shades of blue, green and a mottled yellow. The sides of the mountains soared to impossible heights above them. It was an imposing place.

Rick felt smaller, like he was stepping into a realm that would be very unforgiving if they took the slightest wrong step. “This is indeed a strange place,” he almost whispered. 

“Si,” Sergio replied, not missing a step. He marched on.

Rick followed behind, but started to feel a little uneasy. It wasn’t just the surroundings. There was an energy in the air, on the wind, and an almost kinetic aspect to the landscape, like a faint vibration. He wasn’t sure if he was imagining things again. He knew the jungle could do strange things to a person who had been in it too long. His heart began pounding in his chest, and his face felt very warm, although they hadn’t been walking that long. ‘Am I that out of shape?’ he wondered.

The day had warmed up considerably, but the clouds were still knitted together overhead, blocking out most of the direct sun. The humidity was lessening the higher they hiked, as the air grew increasingly thin.

He shouldn’t be feeling so hot temperature-wise right now, Rick told himself. Just then a breeze blew past him, and the sky darkened. He felt an almost electric sensation as the air hit the sweat on his skin.

Sergio lifted his hat and wiped his face with a handkerchief. He glanced up at the sky. It had an ominous look to it as the clouds took on a charcoal grey hue and grew larger and more angry-looking. The wind whipped by them again, this time cooler and faster. “Rain may be coming,” he said. “We should hurry.”

“Agreed,” Rick quickly replied. He didn’t want to be trapped in an unfamiliar mountain pass if a storm blew in.

They picked up their pace.
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Nearly an hour and a half into the journey through the pass, they still couldn’t see where it ended. They were gaining elevation steadily and the path jogged unevenly right, then left, and on and on seemingly without end. The mountains still soared overhead, but Rick knew they must have climbed quite high by now. There were no more crystals or vegetation here, only bare grey rock and small bits of scrub brush.

Suddenly, lightening flashed across the sky. Seconds later, it was followed by a booming thunder so loud they both jumped. It cracked through the air. Close on its heels was another boom, louder, even. They both gasped, as it assaulted their eardrums. It sounded like the mountainside was about to crack off.

Sergio glanced up nervously at the sky, which was now almost black.

The clouds overhead were roiling and zipping by quickly. The winds geared up again, whipping their faces.

Sergio grabbed his hat just before it blew off. The winds now howled through the narrow passageway. “We need shelter!” he yelled.

“Yeah! But where?” Rick answered, looking around. Sheer cliffs and an uneven rocky path were all he could see.

“Maybe there’s a cave somewhere!” Sergio said as he hurried ahead at a brisk pace. The ground was covered in loose shale, making it difficult to traverse quickly without slipping.

Rick took off his own hat, stuffing it in his rucksack as he followed behind his guide. The winds blew harder now.

Panic started to set in for the two travelers as they desperately searched for an outcropping or anything to provide them with some protection. The further into the passage they went, the narrower it became, until it was only wide enough for a single person.

A ferocious gust of wind blasted down the length of the pass, shrieking with fury. It hit them, knocking Sergio into the rockface, and almost bowling Rick over completely. He managed to catch himself with the palm of his hand against the wall of the pass just before he hit the ground.

“Whoa!” Rick shouted as he righted himself. His wrist throbbed from the sudden impact.

Inching forward, they hugged close to the rockface, bracing themselves against Mother Nature’s furious onslaught. Sergio spotted a bend in the path several feet ahead. He quickened his pace, desperate for any kind of shelter.

Rick struggled to keep up, continually having to shield his eyes and his face from the onslaught of grainy dust being whipped around by the wind and biting into his exposed flesh.

He momentarily lost sight of Sergio, as his guide rounded a sharp corner. He was about to yell out, when he nearly ran right into him. Sergio had stopped in his tracks, staring at something overhead.

The passage had narrowed even further. The area was even darker. The wind wasn’t hitting them as intensely for the moment, though it still howled far overhead.

“What the...” Rick started to say, but then he followed Sergio’s gaze. About twenty feet above was a rocky ledge, jutting out about a foot and a half, offering some protection from the winds. But that wasn’t what caught Sergio’s attention. Rick gasped.

Their eyes focused on a frightening image of huge, half-human looking creature carved into the solid rock wall. Nearly fifteen feet tall and three feet wide, it was an imposing figure. Its misshapen body was lean, almost emaciated-looking, and its long bony arms ended in what looked like claws. The creature’s shoulders and legs appeared to be covered in fur and its left arm was raised as though ready to strike.

The fearsome being held an orb in its outstretched right hand. Lightening-like emanations were scratched into the rock wall, emanating from the orb, pointing in all directions. The figure’s feet bore four long toes each, curled as though they gripped an edge, sharp claws protruding from them. It had long hair with a narrow face, and its lips were curled back, exposing rows of shark-like teeth. Its almond-shaped eyes were enlarged, much larger proportionally than a human’s and its face bore a menacing expression.

“Diablo,” Sergio whispered, as he made the sign of the cross.

“Devil indeed,” Rick said, as he visibly paled. The image was frightening and grotesque. ‘Definitely meant to scare the curious and unwelcome away,’ he thought.

“We must go back,” Sergio said. “This means muerte. Death.”

“Just wait,” Rick said, “let me think.”

“We go back!” Sergio insisted.

Just then the wind picked up again, and a dark shadow crossed overhead, quickly spilling down the mountainsides.

Rick shivered. “Sergio, it isn’t safe in this pass with that storm. We should keep moving.”

Sergio stood his ground, a deep frown etched across his face.

The wind howled, shaking them where they stood.

“We need to go!” Rick shouted above the ferocious winds. “It’s too far to go back!”

Sergio was about to protest, when another bright flash of lightening lit up the sky overhead, followed by another thunder boom. They instinctively ducked. Seconds later, a torrential downpour assailed them. The rains and winds were so loud they could hardly hear themselves think. The overhang provided precious little protection as the rains came in hard at an angle.

Rick knew he had to make a decision fast. “Sergio, let’s keep moving!” he yelled over the downpour. “I’ll lead!”

Sergio didn’t move. Rick grabbed his shirtsleeve and yanked him from his spot. “Come on!”

With Rick in the lead, they made their way up the narrow passageway as the storm raged on. They were soaked as the fierce rains and winds whipped them, making it hard to see. At times the pass narrowed so much they had to turn sideways to make it through. Rick ripped the back of his shirt against the rough, rocky wall. “Son of a....” he muttered to himself as he felt his skin get scratched as well. He was going to run out of clothes fast at this rate.

Drenched and freezing cold, they turned and squeezed their way through the foreboding passageway. The path grew steeper and more treacherous as they climbed. The lashing rains made it slippery and dangerous as the rocks were wet and the broken shale shifted under their feet.

Higher they climbed as the elevation increased, while rain and wind pounded at them ceaselessly, making it difficult to see. It had grown colder as well. They were soaked to the bone. After another hour of hiking, slipping and being pelted by rain, they stopped to catch their breath and drink some water. Finally, fifteen minutes later the rain started to let up.

“Thank the merciful gods,” Rick said, standing up a little straighter and wiping his face with his wet sleeve. His legs burned and his muscles twitched with the exertion of the climb and having to constantly steady himself on the slippery pathway. He felt like a rag doll that had seen a few cycles in a washing machine.

Sergio didn’t say anything. He was hunched over, his back leaning against the rocky wall, his hands on his knees, and breathing heavily. He looked up, his face was flushed, his eyes watery.

“Are you OK?” Rick asked, as he tried to catch his breath.

“Si,” he said, then nodded, “just tired.”

The rain was now only a soft trickle, but the sky overhead remained grey, just like the soaring stone walls of the rugged mountain pass.

Rick took a deep breath, starting to calm down from their battle with the storm. “I wonder how many others have travelled this path?” he mused. “I haven’t seen traces of anyone else anywhere we’ve been.”

“I think we are not alone in this journey,” Sergio said. “I feel that there have been others. I sense bad things ahead. I warn you.” His dark-eyed gaze was intense, direct.

Rick felt unnerved by his statement and his demeanor. He looked behind them, then above, and finally forward. He was nervous, but he weighed what Sergio said with his own plans and research. He considered both options, but he knew they were on the right path to find the Lost City. ‘I didn’t expect it to be easy,’ he thought.

Sergio waited for his response, his face and hair still dripping wet.

“I hear you,” Rick said, “and you’re probably right. Anyone known to have traveled this far and survived lived a long time ago. No one since has made it back to tell their story.”

Sergio looked vindicated. He crossed his arms.

“But, I’m still not turning back.”

Sergio’s face fell. He looked mad.

“It’s my decision, and this is my expedition, small as it is, so shall we?” Rick said, motioning ahead and placing a hand on Sergio’s shoulder. He felt the man tense slightly. “I’ll lead for a while.”

Sergio said nothing, an angry scowl etched across his dark features.

* * *

Once again, Rick led the way with Sergio trudging along behind. The rain had all but stopped now, and the clouds began to thin. As they marched forward, the passageway narrowed even further, and they had to squeeze through the now jagged edges of the walls.

About one hundred feet ahead, the path took a sudden, nearly ninety-degree turn, towards a vast sheer wall where they were once again met by a massive glyph.

Rick stopped in his tracks, inhaling sharply.

Sergio stopped behind him.

This time the giant glyph was only the head of the creature they had seen before, its misshapen face contorted in pain, its eyes wide with terror, its mouth frozen in a scream. Above it was the same orb and lightening-like emanations surrounding and piercing the head.

Rick shuddered. It was as though he could actually hear the creature screaming in agony. It was a terrifying image. “A final warning, I guess,” he said. “An ancient ‘Do Not Enter’ sign?”

Sergio stepped around him to face him. “Will you not heed this warning?” His dark eyes burned with urgency.

Rick looked down, and placed his hands on his hips.

“I cannot protect you from what might be out there,” Sergio asserted.

Rick looked back up and gave a half-smile. “I know. Besides, that’s not your job.”

Sergio looked taken aback.

Rick patted his shoulder. “I knew what the risks were.”

Sergio looked away.

“Come on,” Rick said, as he readjusted his rucksack on his aching shoulders.

They headed onward, Sergio again trudging behind. The path ahead changed from what they had travelled over the last three plus hours. The ground was smoother, less littered with loose shale, and the walls had an almost polished look to them. On the ground, the crystal formations had returned. These were short, only a few inches tall, and were more uniformly grey in color. They were nearly grown over by wild grasses. The rocky walls took on a darker color, more like that of the tunnel they had traveled through before encountering the crystal gorge.

They walked forward. From somewhere ahead the sounds of the jungle were returning once again. It was a welcome sound from the intimidating isolation and echoing winds of the mountain passageway. Rick could hear birds singing in the distance, intermingled with monkey shrieks and the rustling of leaves. He smiled. They had to be close to the passageway’s exit now, he surmised.

As they walked onward, the jungle sounds growing louder, closer, Rick noticed the walls seemed like they had been chiseled. Large grooves were cut from them. He ran his fingers over the grooves. They weren’t as rough as the rest of the rocky walls. Then he spotted it...gold. This area held veins of gold like the tunnels. He looked closer at the grooves. He suspected the gold had been mined from here. ‘That meant people,’ he thought to himself, ‘and I bet this leads to the Lost City of Gold.’ He was thrilled.

“Oro,” Sergio said, his voice flat.

“Si, Sergio, oro,” Rick said, smiling. “Cheer up, this is great news. We must be getting close now.” 

Sergio just stared at what remained of the golden threads.

Rick took note that the elevation had started to level off. No longer were they climbing at such a steep incline. He welcomed the change as his legs continued to tremble and burn with exhaustion.

On they walked, taking note of the larger and larger grooves cut out of the walls, where the gold had been mined. Large recesses had been cut into the walls. Small wisps of residual gold could be seen around the excavated areas.

The sun started to beat the clouds away, shining down on them, its light catching the tiny bits of gold left behind, giving the walls a sparkling effect.

After another twenty minutes of walking, the path leveled off to an almost flat plane, and went on that way for a while. Eventually, they detected a slight descent in it. They marched on as the sun now shone brightly overhead, as though all was forgiven from the temperamental storm earlier. The path took another turn to the right and suddenly opened up. Spread out before them was the lush green of the jungle.

“Finally!” Rick said as he hurried forward. “That’s a welcome sight.”

The long mountain passageway led into to a sprawling valley below. It was vast, and thick with jungle life. It looked impenetrable. ‘No wonder people got lost here,’ Rick thought to himself. It went on for miles and miles in every direction.

Sergio sidled up to Rick. “Another valley.”

“Maybe the valley,” Rick answered, as he surveyed the area. “At least, I can hope.” He took off his rucksack, and fished out his binoculars. The sun was bright in his eyes, so he put his hat back on to shield his vision.

Sergio took a seat on a large boulder as Rick scanned the area.

Rick kept refocusing the lenses on various areas, taking them on and off to get perspective. He knew they’d have to have a clear direction before they ventured forward. He kept scanning the area, but all he could see was miles and miles of thick and foreboding jungle.

He bit his lip. The area was huge. He was beginning to feel foolish for only bringing a single guide with him. He looked back at Sergio, who was sitting dejectedly on the rock, staring down at the ground.

Rick had tried to find others to accompany them on this expedition, but with no luck. Maybe he gave up too soon, letting his impatience get the better of him. He’d had a lifelong problem with leaping before he looked. He guessed he’d never learn. Still, he chided himself. He should have tried harder and found three or four more people to come along, in case something happened, and someone was badly injured or worse. He felt very vulnerable right now.

‘What the hell am I doing?’ he wondered. What lay before them was an invitation to disappear forever. They had no maps for this area, no eyewitness guides, no locals of the area to show them the way, nothing but a sketchy description in an old manuscript. He heard Valerie’s voice in his head, telling him how reckless he was, how one day it would get him killed.

He had no idea what to do next. Searching the vast jungle before them would take weeks, and they didn’t have nearly enough gear and supplies to survive that long and attempt a return journey. His shoulders sank.

Sergio remained quiet, showing no interest in what lay ahead.

Rick was frustrated that his only guide was becoming increasingly uncooperative. Sergio seemed more like an unwilling participant on this journey, rather than a paid guide. He needed his help. He needed any kind of help right now. Rick closed his eyes, feeling the warm sun on his face, and said a silent prayer. Just then, he heard a far off hawk’s cry. He opened his eyes and looked in the direction of the sound. He spotted the majestic bird soaring overhead. He watched it circling above.

Suddenly, it dove down into the jungle, spotting its prey. As Rick followed its path, a bright light flashed in his eyes for a split second. He instinctively closed his eyes. He re-opened them, placing his hand over them. He looked back in the direction of the flash. He frowned. He couldn’t find it. He scanned the area again. There it was. The sun was glinting off of something far off in the distance. He smiled. An answer to a prayer.

“Sergio, over there,” he pointed. “Can you see that?”

Sergio half-heartedly looked in the direction that Rick was pointing, then shrugged his shoulders and looked away. “I see nothing,” he said flatly.

“Oh, something’s there,” Rick said as he peered through the binoculars again, sharpening the focus. Then he saw it. It was huge. It was gold.
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Rick sucked in a deep breath. That had to be it. The Lost City of Gold. Just as it was described. He took another look through the binoculars. It was unmistakably a manmade structure. And it was big. His heart pounded in his chest. He felt electric. The jungle obscured most of it, but something was definitely out there. He hung the binoculars around his neck and took out his compass. Finally, it was working again. He breathed a sigh of relief. Whatever it was, it lay in a southwesterly direction. About three miles in, near as he could tell. He looked up. The sun was just beginning to drop now.

“We won’t have enough daylight,” Sergio said, reading his thoughts.

“No, we won’t,” Rick replied. He was disappointed. Part of him wanted to charge forward. Three miles would be relatively quick if it was a straight shot, but this was nestled deep in an unfamiliar jungle. He had no idea what kind of obstacles they might face on the way there. He sighed. “Ok, let’s make camp for the night.”

* * *

The next morning, Rick and Sergio had broken camp, and were descending into the valley. The two men hadn’t spoken much the night before. Rick had tried to make conversation, but was met with short replies and answers, the kind that don’t invite follow-up. He was beginning to think the bartender hadn’t been very forthcoming or truthful about Sergio’s skills and expertise as a guide. But there was nothing he could do about that at this point, so he swallowed his disappointment and carried on. ‘Life is full of letdowns and setbacks,’ he told himself, ‘I should know that better than anyone.’

The day was starting off hot, and though the jungle provided some cover, the humidity was already nearly suffocating. They were in very deep jungle. They tried to take as straight a path as possible, but the jungle had other ideas. They met with areas too thick to pass through, warning signs of large predators, and a swampy area too unstable to cross.

After several hours of trying to navigate through the unforgiving terrain, they stopped near a small clear creek to get their bearings and cool off. Both men were drenched with sweat and breathing heavily.

Finally, they reached an area mostly blocked by tall trees and thick shrubbery, but beyond it Rick could make out the outlines of some manmade structures. They had reached the city. He felt a rush of excitement.

He looked to Sergio, who appeared tense. His face looked slightly flushed. 

Rick tried to catch his breath. “I think this is it!” he said, smiling broadly. He patted the big man’s shoulder. Sergio didn’t look at him and Rick could have sworn he had pulled his shoulder away ever so slightly. “Are you OK? You aren’t still nervous, are you? I’m sure those glyphs were only meant to scare people away.”

Sergio’s face was turned away from him.

“They’re not literal, you know. They couldn’t be.”

Sergio just grunted in reply, still not making eye contact with Rick.

‘Maybe he’s just scared and way out of his element and is too proud to admit it,’ Rick thought. “Well, I say let’s check it out.”

He again took the lead. This time Sergio hung back a little farther. Rick sensed his tension. He glanced back at him. Sergio’s face was stony.

They stepped forward, making their way through the trees. Just beyond was an incredible sight.

“Unbelievable,” Rick said. “The lost city...” he said, his voice trailing off. “At last.”

In front of them, about thirty feet ahead, was a circular light brown stone wall, about ten feet high. It was constructed of interlocking blocks, each about two feet wide, by one foot tall. Every ten feet or so, it had a depression in it, where a stone was left out. No doubt for guards to keep watch over the jungle at night. Beyond it loomed several structures of varying heights.

But it was the central structure that caught Rick’s eye. It gleamed in the sun. It was a stepped pyramid, huge, with an open, two-story temple at the top. It soared far above everything else. It was an imposing structure, close to one hundred feet tall, meant to convey power and authority. It shone with a golden brilliance that was breathtaking. It looked as if it was covered in melted gold. Time had not dimmed its beauty, its magnificence. It was as though it stood apart from time, and from nature. Abiding by its own rules.

The surrounding structures were half as tall as the main temple, and were mostly flat-roofed, stone structures with rounded columns set in front.

Rick couldn’t see much more with the stone wall in the way. They had to find a way in. He turned to Sergio, a smile spreading across his face. “I can’t believe we found this!”

Sergio stood there, expressionless.

“Sergio, man, seriously what is it?” Rick asked. He expected some kind of reaction. “Isn’t this incredible? We found a huge part of your people’s history. Our names will be remembered forever. This is one of the greatest moments of our lives.” He beamed. His eyes were alight with the thrill of discovery. “We’ll be immortalized!”

Sergio stared straight ahead. “We should find a way in.”

Rick was taken aback at his reaction. ‘Maybe he’s just overwhelmed,’ he thought. “Sure. Want to take a walk around the perimeter?” he asked. “There must be some kind of entrance, a way in somewhere.”

Sergio pointed to the left. “Let’s head this way, see what we find,” he said flatly.

Rick looked off in that direction, then back at his guide. He looked at him for a moment, perplexed by his reactions, then shrugged his shoulders. It’s not like he knew him real well. There was probably a good explanation for the way he was acting, Rick considered. “Why not? It’s as good a start as any.”

They headed closer to the wall, with Sergio again following behind. The ground around it had been cleared of jungle vegetation and was instead covered in four-inch tall wild grass. The odd rocky outcropping could be seen, but other than that, it looked almost manicured. Rick frowned. He stopped, then looked back in the direction they had come. Full on jungle. “Weird,” he said. “Really weird.”

“We should continue,” Sergio said, sounding just a little impatient.

The hairs stood up on the back of Rick’s neck. Something wasn’t right. It all seemed odd. He glanced back towards the city. Then he realized what it was that was off, way off. The city showed no signs anywhere of having been reclaimed by the jungle. From where he was standing, the structures looked in almost pristine condition. No tangled vines, no overgrowth.

Just then he heard a click. He turned back around. Sergio stood there. Holding a gun.
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Rick looked at Sergio, then to the handgun his guide held, which was pointed directly at him.

“Um, Sergio?” he asked, taking a step back, holding his hands out in front of him. “What the hell is going on?”

“You will follow me,” he said, his Spanish accent now markedly less pronounced, and his English more clearly spoken. “Don’t even think about running.” He pulled out a hand-held radio from inside his rucksack, and clicked it on.

Brief static was heard, followed by a sharp crackle. Then a voice. “Sergio? Are you and your guest here?”

“We are,” he replied, “ready to come in.”

“Understood.”

Just then Rick heard a commotion coming from the other side of the protective wall. He looked over to see over a dozen Brazilian men appear over the top of it, rifles in hand, all pointed at him.

Rick was dumfounded. “Son of a...”

Sergio quickly ripped the rucksack from Rick’s back. “Go,” he ordered Rick, “that way.” He motioned to the left with his gun just as a large gate opened.

Two armed guards emerged from inside the walled city, rifles at the ready. “Hands up, gringo! March!” one of them shouted as they headed out to meet them.

With no other choice, Rick held his hands up and did what he was ordered.

He strode in silence with Sergio close behind and the guards now flanking him. He couldn’t believe what just happened. “So, this was all an elaborate trick?” Rick called behind him. He turned around, walking backwards, his expression incredulous. “You knew all along and just led me into a trap?”

Sergio smiled slyly. “Si, señor,” he said mockingly, his smile full of menace.

Rick turned back around as the guards glared at him. “You have got to be kidding me!”

They reached the entrance to the city. The gates, stretching the identical ten-foot height as the surrounding wall, were covered in the same stone, but only half as thick. The backsides of the gates were constructed of a heavy wood.

They motioned Rick through. Directly inside, providing a grand entrance, were three graceful stone archways. The tallest was the central arch, the same height as the outer wall, close to ten feet, while the two flanking it were nearly seven feet tall. The center arch was adorned with carved symbols.

They marched Rick forward, through the archway, along a pebbled reddish-colored pathway. The grass lining the path was shorter than outside the city and well-manicured.

A flock of colorful macaws flew overhead, adding to the beauty of the area.

Beyond the archway, Rick took in the incredible sight before him. The stepped pyramid rivaled in craftsmanship and grandeur anything he had seen from the ancient world. The steps of the structure, a bit rough in some places, spanned all visible sides, wrapping around at near perfect angles at the corners. He couldn’t tell what kind of covering it had, but it had the effect of a golden coating, which shone brightly against the green backdrop of the jungle outside the city walls. The pyramid’s sheen seemed barely weathered or damaged by time from what he could see, so brightly did it shine in the sunlight. At the top, appeared to be a wide platform, and in the center, the pyramid’s apex, was the two-story, open temple. It had thick walls and an even brighter shine to it than the rest of the structure. He took a deep breath. It was the most impressive ancient monument he had ever personally laid eyes on.

He felt a hard shove in his back. “You’re not going to be sight-seeing on this trip, I’m afraid,” Sergio said. “Move.”

“I’m going,” he said, grimacing.

Sergio grunted and again shoved him in the back.

The four of them walked towards the interior of the city. A wide circular roadway, midway between the central city and the outer wall, wound its way around the city, following the curve of the wall. Radiating out from it, like the spokes of a wheel, were narrower roads that crossed through the center of the city.

From here, Rick could see six other buildings, two on either side of the pyramid, and two behind. Around them, were several smaller structures, previously not visible behind the outer wall. He figured they were residences. They each had a small terrace in front and rectangular windows open to the air. Wooden chairs were placed on either side of the doorways, giving them a homey feel. All were made of smooth, dark beige stone blocks.

Rick looked up behind him. The men on the outer protective wall were all turned inwards facing their group, rifles still aimed directly at him.

He sighed, then turned back around, taking in more of the sights as they walked. Tall palm trees dotted the grounds, surrounded by shorter trees. Monkeys screeched overhead, watching the goings on below. Other men milled about, busy with work, seemingly unsurprised at the appearance of their guest. Rick surmised they had been waiting for him all along. He realized he had likely been set up from that very first meeting in the bar.

Rick turned back to Sergio for a moment. “Why lure me here?” he asked. “Why do something like this? I wasn’t going to hurt anyone.”

Sergio scoffed at his statement. “So you think.”

The two guards took up position closer to Rick, their faces hard, and their weapons half-raised, ready for trouble.

Rick took note of them, but pressed his line of questioning. He figured as long as he didn’t try to run they wouldn’t hurt him. “What the hell is that supposed to mean? I mean I just wanted to be a part of the history books, uncover an ancient mystery, be the one who finally succeeded where others failed. What’s the harm in that?”

“You are not wanted or welcome here,” Sergio said scowling.

Rick looked around. This was everything he had ever dreamed of finding. It was magnificent. At the very least, he could understand their people’s protectiveness around it. “Then why not just say that?”

Sergio stepped closer, keeping the gun pointed at Rick’s chest. “Because you white-skinned thrill-seekers never take no for an answer. I gave you plenty of opportunities to turn back, gave you all kinds of warnings, but you wouldn’t listen, you would not heed the warnings...to your own peril.” He glared at him with pure contempt. “You think you’re some kind of hero, so special. You are nothing here.”

Rick didn’t reply as he considered what Sergio said. He thought back on all of the ways Sergio had tried to dissuade him on this journey. He saw the pattern now. He hadn’t listened. He hadn’t wanted to.

Sergio lifted his chin, looking down his nose at Rick. “You look at the rest of us like we’re all just waiting around for your orders. To be your humble servants as we make it easy for you to pillage our homeland and take our treasures.” He laughed bitterly, his face full of scorn. “You are all like lemmings heading off a cliff when it comes to this city. So many of you are killed or simply disappear in your unbridled greed, and yet you keep coming back. You never learn. More pale-skinned moths to our golden flame.”

Rick shook his head. “All those expeditions to find the Lost City of...”

“This city, our city, has never been lost, you fool,” Sergio said, cutting him off.

Rick smiled ruefully. “And if you admitted that, people would never stop coming. They would only come in bigger and bigger groups...”

“And try to take what is rightfully ours.”

“The people who built this place...”

“Are our ancestors,” Sergio said. “We still follow the old religion. This is a place of worship, enlightenment, and transformation.”

Rick looked at him, his head cocked to the side in curiosity. “What do you mean by transformation?”

Sergio laughed, showing his uneven yellow teeth. “Some things we will keep a secret, Señor Rick.”

CHAPTER

9

[image: image]

Rick took a deep breath, and then glanced up at the huge pyramid structure, trying to guess what Sergio might be talking about. It sure didn’t sound like they were just protecting hordes of golden treasures. As he stared up at the temple atop the ancient pyramid of gold, his eyes became slightly unfocused and he noticed a strange tingling sensation going down his spine. He shivered in spite of the heat.

Sergio regarded him, taking note of his reactions.

Rick shook his head, closing his eyes for a moment. The tingling sensation slowly subsided. “Bizarre,” he whispered to himself. It reminded him of his experience in the crystal gorge. He swallowed hard. He looked to Sergio. He saw a flash of recognition in his eyes. He knew there was a lot he wasn’t telling him.

Sergio gave a knowing glance to the guards. They stood by silently.

Rick ran his fingers through his hair. It was full of dirt and bits of leaves. He shook his head. If he couldn’t get direct information, he considered, he’d press his luck and try an indirect approach. “So, your ancestors built this city, and your people have cared for it ever since?”

“Yes, our connection to the builders has remained an unbroken line. Our people come here to experience its unique...gifts.” Sergio paused, but decided to continue. “However, we realized that as the rest of the world modernized, we were in danger of losing our history and what belongs to us. We did not want to become victims to aggressors like so many before us, and lose this most precious place.”

The two guards nodded in agreement.

Sergio continued. “While the first world armed itself with ever greater technology and weapons, we knew we couldn’t keep up with that,” he said. He threw his shoulders back. “So we devised a different defense strategy. A shadow strategy.”

“You’ve been doing this for how long exactly?” Rick asked as he looked around. The area was obviously well-cared for.

Sergio smiled mischievously. “A very long time, longer than anyone knows. We allowed trespassers in once and let them leave to tell their tale. We were too trusting, too ignorant of the outside world. Ever since then, gringos such as you have kept coming back time and time again.” His expression darkened. “It’s a mistake we’ll never repeat.”

The men guarding him raised their weapons slightly.

Rick took note of their reaction, alarmed. “And do you usually tell them all the truth before you silence them?”

Sergio smirked. “Of course, that’s our favorite part. Seeing their smug faces fall as they realize they’ve been duped and outwitted. Right Eduardo, Manuel?”

The guards laughed roughly, gripping their guns.

“You’re not actually going to do this, are you?” Rick asked. “Sergio?” he prodded, his hands outstretched. Just then, he noticed another man approaching. He looked to be slightly older than the rest.

Sergio didn’t reply. He waited, standing at attention, for the older man to arrive.

The man reached them. Sergio and the guards all faced him. “Javier,” Sergio greeted him.

“Has he had any contact with anyone on the way here?” the man asked in a gruff tone.

Rick shrunk back. He didn’t like the sounds of this.

“None,” Sergio answered him.

“Good,” Javier answered. “Then, to business,” he said as he delivered a sidelong glare Rick’s way. He motioned the group to move out.

Sergio nodded, and grabbed Rick’s shirt collar, shoving him forward.

“So, what now?” Rick asked, trying to stand his ground, looking around him, and growing ever more nervous. He hadn’t noticed any non-Brazilians milling about anywhere.

Sergio didn’t answer. His face was stony. He avoided eye contact with Rick, and gave him another shove.

“You really just kill people you lure this far?” he asked as he started forward.

Sergio paused for a moment. “I’m afraid so,” he said.

Rick shook his head vigorously. This was making no sense. “I don’t get it, why not just kill me when we first headed into the jungle? Why go through all of this elaborate deception?”

“To learn about you,” Sergio answered simply.

“I don’t understand,” Rick said, his throat tightening. He shuffled his feet on the gravelly pathway and rubbed the back of his neck.

The other men glared at him and huffed. Rick suspected they had heard a variation of this conversation too many times.

Sergio indulged his question. “Every time one, or a group, of you fools works up the courage and bravado to search for this city, it’s because you’ve done some research, cooked up a plan, and have convinced yourselves it can be done. We want to know what it is you’ve learned and then observe your tactics, what you bring along, hear your ideas.”

The others all nodded in agreement.

“That way,” Sergio continued, “we know how to combat you further, what to look and listen for, and what to do to throw you off the trail whenever possible. We have loyal people planted everywhere. People faithful to our cause of keeping our history, customs, and priceless treasures away from outside greedy, selfish hands.”

“It’s worked pretty well,” Rick said. “It’s incredible, that after all this time, so little is still known about this city, and those who have come in search of it. That’s quite the body count you have.”

“It’s a silent war we’re fighting. War always brings with it casualties. But when the cause is just,” Sergio said, tightening his fist and shaking it, “it’s worth fighting for.”

“Keep moving!” Javier ordered.

Eduardo gave him a hard shove and Rick obeyed.

As he walked, he let Sergio’s words sink in. “You know,” Rick said, hanging his head low as he shuffled along, “when I think back to how I got myself in this jam, I think my first clue should have been you telling me we didn’t need a bigger team for this expedition.” Rick shook his head and looked back up. “I really let myself be talked into doing something pretty stupid.”

“We like to keep it that way,” Sergio said, a sly smile crossing his face. “It wouldn’t have made a difference for you regardless of the size of your group. We try to involve as few people as possible to maintain a low profile, so if just one of you is idiotic enough to venture off with a stranger, then so be it, one of us goes with you. If there are ten of you, you will have ten of us.”

“Clever,” Rick said. “You’ve got it all figured out.”

“We do,” Sergio said. “We even keep an eye on your online discussion forums and blogs, to know when some of you will be headed this way, where you’ll be staying, and what you’ll be bringing with you. We also actively plant disinformation in all of those places, to keep you all off track a little.”

Rick whistled. He felt incredibly stupid and gullible. He thought back to that afternoon in the bar when he had first met Sergio. He had already had a few too many cervezas, and was probably talking too loud. He had hit the bartender up for information and, lo and behold, Sergio just happened to be there, exactly what Rick was looking for. Available. And he gave all the right answers, coming across so simple and unassuming. Rick had felt so cocky, like he had made it all happen by sheer force of his laser-sighted instincts for his treasure hunt. It had been too easy. He had considered himself a seasoned traveler and man of the world. No longer.

“So what does your wife think about your lifestyle and you leaving the kids to do such dangerous work?” Rick asked.

Sergio just scoffed at him.

“Right,” Rick said, feeling like even more of an idiot. “No family. More lies.”

The other men sneered at him.

Rick sighed. “I guess I deserve some of this. I’ve always been too careless.”

“You won’t be making that mistake again,” Sergio said. “As I said, we intend to keep our secrets.”
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“So,” Rick ventured, his desperation growing, “can we at least talk about this?”

The guards had now bound Rick’s hands behind his back with twine and marched him off towards a small wooden building near the far edge of the city. Javier had left them once they reached it and was confident Rick was secured.

The building was much rougher looking than the rest of the structures he had seen in the city. More of a shack really. It had no windows and the single door had a padlock on the outside. They stopped just outside the door. His heart thundered in his chest. ‘Was this where they did the deed?’ he wondered. Sweat trickled down his neck and back.

“Talk about what?” Sergio asked.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Rick replied, shifting his stance. “How about not killing me?”

Sergio regarded him for a moment, reveling in Rick’s fear. He took a deep sigh, drawing out the moment. “Well, we do keep prisoners from time to time,” Sergio replied. “Ones that will be of use to us here.”

Rick didn’t want to consider all the possibilities of what that statement meant. “I can do construction, repairs, cook a little...”

Sergio put his hand up.

Rick waited, biting his lip.

“You won’t get out of here alive, you know. Ever,” Sergio said, smirking. “Maybe you’d prefer a quick death. Work here won’t be easy, in fact it may be more than you can withstand over time. There will be no comforts of any kind.”

Rick managed a half-smile. “I’ll take that over an untimely demise any day.” 

Sergio’s face was hard.

Rick’s smile faded. “So, do we have a deal?”

Sergio nodded to the guards. One of them opened the door to the shack. It smelled slightly foul inside. The other guard cut the twine that bound Rick’s hands and shoved him inside.

“Welcome to your new home, gringo,” Sergio said.

The door was slammed closed and locked.

* * *

The days in captivity were long. The guards would wake Rick up just before dawn each day. They’d bang on the door and leave him breakfast – some bread, usually stale, and fruit, such as mangoes and pineapple, and some kind of burned meat. He didn’t ever ask what it was. He was sure he didn’t want to know. Dinner was much the same, except the fruit was exchanged for some chuchu and cassava. Once in a while, he’d get lucky and have some pieces of yam on his plate. Those were the good days.

There wasn’t a bathroom inside the small, dark shack. Only a bucket that he had to take outside each morning and clean. It was disgusting to him. He tried to hold it overnight, but he wasn’t always successful.

The bed was a thin, dirty cot and they left him with a rough woolen blanket that had seen better days and probably many owners. No pillow. He had grown used to the myriad of kinks in his neck. The floor was bare dirt and he tried not to think about all of the insects that shared the space with him. His skin crawled whenever he did. At least the slivers of space in between the wood planks that made up the walls allowed him to see outside a little. It kept him from going crazy in the six hours they kept him cooped up alone each night.

They furnished him with a canteen of water each morning. Some days it tasted a little off. He suspected they were having some additional fun at his expense. At least he was able to refill it outside himself. They’d toss him some jerky and bread at lunch. Occasionally he had some watery soup. Needless to say, weight gain was no longer an issue for him.

Work was punishing and there were no days off, no R&R. They had him doing cleaning and repairs on all of the buildings and fences, plus the maintenance of the grounds. The area was huge. It was swimming upstream all the way to keep up with their relentless demands. Every night he went to sleep exhausted to the point of breaking.

* * *

One night they’d forgotten to lock the door to his shack. Rick noticed they had been behaving strangely all day. There were more whispers, more furtive glances, and a buzz of activity around the complex. He could feel a strange energy and tension permeating the very air, and all of the people. Even the jungle seemed hushed.

Not long after they threw him back in his shack, he heard even more voices than usual. He had also noticed for the first time since his captivity the sounds of female voices. It was a welcome change.

‘They must have had company arrive,’ Rick thought to himself. ‘I wonder what the special occasion is?’

At first he stayed quiet in his shack, eating his meager dinner on his cot. He placed the plate to the side of the door, then sat back down. He kept his ears trained. He sensed something different was happening. ‘Probably why they forgot to lock me in, they’re distracted,’ he thought. His heart beat faster and his mind raced at the possibility. He wanted to make use of this chance. He may never get another. Rick decided he’d stay quiet, try to figure out what was happening, and if he thought the coast was clear, he’d try to make a run for it. He shook his head at the sheer madness of that thought. He was completely unprepared and without any kind of supplies. No compass, no food, no extra clothes, and no weapon of any kind. Nothing. He also knew how dangerous the jungle would be at night. ‘But,’ he thought, ‘what do I have to lose at this point? Nothing. Absolutely nothing.’

Rick waited and listened, peering out into the night through the small cracks in the walls. He could see the night was bright and clear. Exceptionally bright, in fact. The stars shone in front of their inky backdrop. At first he thought they must have some kind of artificial lighting set up, but then he noticed it. A huge, brilliant full moon shone overhead, casting its light over the city. From his vantage point, he could only see the very top of the golden pyramid, but he could tell something was going on up there.

He shifted his position on the dirt floor to get a better view. The temple was not only bathed in silvery moonlight, but it was glowing from below as well. He moved spots again, so he could see a little more of the temple. The people had lit tall torches around its base, giving the golden coating a striking shine. The combination gave the temple an otherworldly glow in the star-filled night.

Rick kept watching and listening, trying to determine when he could make a move. Then he heard it. Soft at first, then it grew louder. Chanting. Primal chanting. Something about it was compelling, mesmerizing. He looked around as best he could. He hadn’t seen nor heard anyone near his shack for some time. From the sounds of it, they were all occupied with whatever ritual was underway at the pyramid. This was his chance.

He stepped to the door. His hand shook a little as he reached for the rusted metal handle. He took a deep breath. He was perspiring in spite of the coolness of the night. He listened again. Still no signs of activity near him. He inched the door open and peered out. His heart thundered in his ears. He opened the door a little more, cringing as the old, warped wood creaked. He stood still as a statue for a moment. No response to the sound. He opened it enough to get his head out. He looked from side to side. There was no one around. The chanting grew louder. He made his decision. He ran.
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Rick dashed towards the edge of the city, trying to stay low, and dodging behind buildings. He was panicked. He ducked behind a smaller structure, used as a storage area and typically unmanned, to catch his breath. The chanting had grown louder and more vigorous as the night went on. He glanced up at the night sky. The full moon was bright overhead. He cursed it. It wouldn’t help him stay concealed. But then he thought for a moment; that was probably the reason this ritual was taking place.

‘Sorry for cursing you, moon,’ he thought, ‘I’m just a desperate guy here. Any help you can give me would be great.’ He peered around the side of the building, searching for which direction he should go next to remain unseen. He was about to step out when a flash of light caught his eye. It came from the temple atop the pyramid. He went to the other side of the building to get a better look. 

The temple was still a fair distance from his location, but he could see two lines of people moving up the front of the stepped pyramid, all chanting, moving slowly. Every third step they stopped, and swayed rhythmically from side to side several times, then knelt down on their hands and knees, touching their foreheads to the temple steps. This was repeated again and again, accompanied by the primal chanting.

Rick looked up. The top of the temple was aglow with a bright orange pulsating hue. At first he thought it was fire, but it didn’t have the telltale crackling or smoke from a fire and it was a uniform pulsation.

‘What the hell is going on up there?’ he asked himself. Then, he thought back to what Sergio had told him about this place – that their people experienced enlightenment and transformation here. ‘This must be what he was referring to.’

Just then, the chanting grew louder, more intense, and the strange pulsating light increased in intensity and rapidity. Suddenly, blasts of light shot out from all sides of the temple. The people roared and cheered. Then, the two lines of people on the front temple steps began to part. A few minutes later, a large, tawny, spotted shape went racing down between them.

Rick froze. It was a jaguar. And it was running down the temple steps out into the city. If everyone else is up there, it was going to have no trouble finding him, he feared.

“Oh crap,” he whispered to himself. He needed shelter. Fast. In a panic, he ran back towards the only safe place he knew, his shack. No longer bothering to stay hidden, he tore off as fast as his legs would carry him.

He rounded the corner of the building that stood nearest to his shack and cried out in terror before he could help himself. He stopped in his tracks, skidding on the rocks. “Oh my god...”

Standing in front of his shack, not twenty feet away, was the jaguar, breathing heavy. All menacing muscle and imposing jawline. It saw him. Its head dropped slightly. Its amber eyes, bright and alive with intelligence, bore into him.

Rick braced himself for the attack he knew would come. He stopped breathing. 

The animal uttered a low growl.

Rick gasped and took a step back.

The jaguar strode forward, then stopped, now facing him directly. It bared its long fangs

Just then, Rick heard footsteps behind him. He turned his head, his body staying still. It was Sergio, followed by two other men.

“Going somewhere?” Sergio asked, his eyebrows raised.

Rick was stunned. “Why the hell are you so calm? Jaguar!” he said, muffling a scream, as he turned back around.

Still the large animal just stood there. Its nostrils flared, growling as it held eye contact with him. Rick was unnerved by its behavior. By everyone’s behavior. He turned back to look at Sergio. His eyes plead with him.

Sergio simply smirked at him.

“What the hell is going on around here?” Rick asked. He was terrified and bewildered all at once.

“I told you before, this city, that temple,” Sergio said pointing behind them, “is a special place to our people. Tonight is a night of transformation and enlightenment.”

“I don’t understand,” Rick said, trembling. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up. “Help me!” he hissed through gritted teeth. “That cat is going to kill me!”

Sergio and the other men laughed. “Not unless we ask it to,” he replied.

“Excuse me?” Rick said, wiping the sweat from his forehead. His heart was pounding so fast he thought he was going to pass out. He looked back at the jaguar, which still stared at him with a primal intensity. He saw the big cat’s heavy breathing, the size of its paws. He couldn’t believe how close it was. It stepped closer, the powerful muscles of its shoulders flexing as it did. Rick’s vision became spotty and he felt lightheaded. He hit the ground.
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Rick awoke, startled. Brazilians surrounded him; many dressed in dark burnt orange-colored robes. They were staring down at him. Silent. He was lying on a smooth stone floor. He looked up at the ceiling; it was painted gold and covered with dark blue stars. He looked to the side, and noticed a large altar, also covered in gold. It was polished to a brilliant shine. He jumped up, panicked. 

“Where am I?” he asked. “What happened?” He had gotten up too fast, his head spun and he nearly blacked out again. A man behind him caught him just before he fell, and helped right him again. A woman standing next to him offered him a cup of water. He drank it thirstily. It was cool and good. He thanked her. She bowed her head, but said nothing.

Sergio then stepped forward. “You are in the temple. We carried you here.”

“What? Why?” Rick asked, his panic setting in even stronger. He looked around. The walls were a smooth stone, painted in the same gold coloring. Glyphs of people and various large animals adorned them. Above the altar, a square shape was cut out, open to the sky. Through it, the moonlight shone brightly overhead. Torchlight illuminated the room.

“So you could see what you were originally trying to find,” he said, “and to test you.” Then he nodded to someone behind Rick.

“Test me? What?” Rick cried out as he turned around to see a young man, wearing a lighter orange robe, being led to the altar, by two women wearing the darker orange robes. They stopped next to it. The man’s long black hair, which had been pulled back into a tight ponytail, was loosened by one of the women.

Rick noticed that the young man was trembling slightly, though he stood his ground next to the altar. Rick’s mind raced with all manner of horrifying thoughts as to what would take place on the gleaming platform.

Inside the chanting began anew, and those outside joined the chant. It grew louder, more energetic.

“What are you going to do to him? What test are you talking about?” Rick asked as a sense of deep, gnawing dread gripped him. He wanted to run, but he was surrounded and there was a jaguar on the loose in the city.

“You will learn there are consequences to actions, of sticking your nose in where it doesn’t belong,” Sergio said, his voice filled with menace. “Now be silent.” He placed his hands on Rick’s shoulders, then roughly turned him back to face the young man at the altar.

Rick was wide-eyed in terror at the thought of what was to come.

The young man was given a brass cup. He took a long drink from it. After a few moments, his head drooped and he began to sway slightly. The women on either side of him held him firm. Then, the young man lifted his head. His eyes were closed and his lips moved in a silent prayer. Suddenly, his eyes flew open. He pointed directly to Rick. “Muerte al intruso,” he spoke in a deep, raspy voice that belied his age and youth.

Rick inhaled sharply. “Death to the intruder?” he repeated. “You’ve got to be kidding me!” He tried to turn and run, but he was grabbed by two strong men and held firmly in place.

“You’re not going anywhere this time,” Sergio stated, then snapped his fingers.

Rick continued to struggle. The men forced him to his knees and then down flat on the ground. He yelled out in fear, kicking and flailing. Two more men came to hold him down. His hands and feet were bound tight with rope. They sat him up and left him on the ground helpless.

An older woman, also dressed in a dark orange robe, came up to the altar holding a large bronze jug. The two women standing beside the young man bowed.

From a side entrance, two tall, heavy-set men, similarly robed, their heads shaved, came forth carrying a long, weighty chest, propped up with long poles resting on their shoulders. They set it down with a loud thud beside the altar. They took the lid off and reached inside. Struggling with the weight, they pulled out the body of a giant snake and held it in their arms stretching it out between them. It had to be over twenty feet in length. A massive green anaconda. Its scaly skin gleamed in the flickering torchlight, but it didn’t move. It was dead.

A hush fell over the room.

Rick’s skin crawled and he swallowed hard. ‘At least it’s not alive,’ he thought to himself, very relieved.

The young man stood perfectly still, watching the ritual take place. The two women then took his robe off, revealing a tall, slender, but well-toned physique. He wore only a cloth around his waist and he had two identical tattoos painted the length of his arms – big green anacondas. He flexed and tightened the muscles of his arms. The tattooed forms seemed to undulate and move as though alive and slithering down his long, brown limbs. He looked down at Rick, bound on the floor, and glared at him.

Rick shuddered. 

One of the women reached inside the chest, pulling out a large wooden box. She took it to the other woman, who opened it and lifted out a brass tray. It held a curled, green anaconda snakeskin, surrounded by several snake’s teeth. The first woman closed the box, and the tray was set on top of it. The other woman took the snakeskin from the tray, unwound it and held it up between her hands. The scaly skin seemed perfectly intact. She thrust it over her head. “Anaconda!” she shouted, looking over at the body of the dead snake.

“Anaconda! Anaconda! Anaconda!” people around the room shouted in reply.

Then, she turned to the young man, bowing before him. He bowed his head in response, then gazed out at the gathered crowd, who fell still and quiet. She took the snakeskin and wrapped it first around the young man’s neck, then under his arms, around his torso, his waist, and around his left leg, down to his ankle.

The other woman took the snake teeth from the tray. The young man opened his mouth, and she placed them inside. He closed his mouth, then his eyes, and placed his hands in a prayer position over his nose.

The older woman took the large brass jug, and lifted it above his head. She poured a thick, amber liquid over his head. It cascaded all over his body, until he gleamed.

Rick felt his stomach lurch. He wanted to look away, but his gaze was fixated in revulsion at what he was seeing.

Next, the two big men came forth, lifted the young man and laid him down gently on the altar. They placed the body of the dead anaconda on top of him, bending it slightly back and forth so it appeared to slither over top of him. Its tail was positioned so it was curled at his feet and its head was rested next to the young man’s on the altar. He visibly reacted to the crushing weight, but managed to keep his composure.

Next, a young boy stepped forth and from a pocket in his robe, he placed a series of colorful stones down the length of the snake’s curved body. Then he took from his other pocket a large black stone flecked with gold, and placed it in the middle of the young man’s forehead.

Another robed woman, younger and shorter than the rest, stepped forth holding a small brass pot. She dipped her finger into the pot and withdrew it. It was covered in a glistening, dark red substance.

‘Blood,’ Rick thought as his stomach lurched again. He was gripped in horror at the thought of what was to come.

The woman proceeded to wipe a streak of blood across the top of the young man’s forehead and around the black, gold-flecked stone. She dipped her finger again and painted a line down his nose. Then she did the same across his cheeks, then his lips. Finally, she dipped her finger one last time and marked his eyelids, mixing the blood with the layer of amber oil-like substance clinging to most of his face.

Then, the older woman picked up the brass jug and poured more of the liquid down the length of his and the snake’s bodies and all around the topside of the altar. Then, he and the dead snake were covered in a diaphanous sheath, overlaid with palm leaves. Another layer of the amber liquid was poured across the leaves. She set the jug down on the floor, reached into the pocket of her robe, and withdrew a handful of a powdery substance, which she sprinkled all over the leaves. She closed her eyes, a silent prayer crossing her lips. She opened her eyes, then nodded to a hooded man standing nearby, her face bearing a serious expression.

The man turned and walked over to a woven basket with a lid that sat near the altar. He reached into the pockets of his robe and pulled out some cloth gloves. He placed them on his hands, then bent down and removed the lid. He reached inside the basket and lifted out a large round orb, the size and weight of a ten-pin bowling ball. The orb was slightly translucent, dark orange in color, with wisps of gold and white throughout it.

Rick sized up the orb, took note of the gloves, then his eyes flashed with recognition. ‘I bet that came from the crystal gorge,’ he thought. ‘They must have shaped it into that form.’ He recalled Sergio’s overall apprehension when they were there, then the strong reaction he had to touching the amber crystal. Real or imagined, his right hand and arm tingled at the sight of the strange object. He instinctively rubbed his arm. The electric-like sensation and the vision of the swirling tunnel of light were still vivid in his mind. Then he remembered the glyphs he and Sergio had encountered in the mountain pass. It chilled him. He could only imagine what kinds of bizarre uses they had found for those preternatural crystals.

The hooded man carefully lowered the orb from his gloved hands into a depression at the head of the altar, just in front of the young man’s head. Then, someone else came by with a tall torch. The man took the brass jug and poured some of the amber liquid over the torch and lit it. The flames shot to life from the combustible substance.

Rick suddenly felt an overwhelming sense of dread. “Stop this!” he shouted before he could stop himself. The scene unfolding before him was surreal, macabre. “You’re not going to burn him!” Alarmed, he struggled against his binds.

Sergio slapped him hard across the back of his head. “You have no say here, gringo,” he said menacingly. “Either you be silent, or we will make it so you can never speak again.”

Rick’s shoulders slumped. He was gripped with desperation, but knew there was nothing he could do.

The torch was afire. The hooded man took it over near the head of the altar. 

Rick shuddered again and drew his legs in closer.

The lit torch was moved closer to the head of the altar. But instead of lighting the liquid on the young man, the hooded man shoved it underneath the altar into a hidden chamber. He then thrust his head back and let out a primal scream. The chanting started up again.

Rick heard a sudden, loud whoosh, and the orb began to glow brighter and brighter, slowly spinning in place, and picking up speed. From it emanated a vivid light that zoomed outward. It spun and glowed and dazzled like a pulsar. The room became noticeably warmer. The chanting reached a fever pitch.

Rick could see the young man on the altar breathing heavily, his nostrils flaring as the weight of the snake bore down on him, but he remained in place. Next, a group of hooded, robed men and women joined hands around the altar, chanting and swinging their arms up and down as they circled it in a slow rhythmic fashion.

Through the group encircling the platform, Rick kept his eyes locked on the young man lying supine beneath the weight of the anaconda’s body. The amber liquid that covered them started to swell and bubble with the heat. The orb at his head spun faster and faster, its light now piercing like a laser. Suddenly, the young man began to convulse wildly beneath the giant anaconda. The light from the orb expanded, becoming blinding and white-hot.

Rick recoiled from the glaring light, tucking his face to his chest. Then, he heard a high-pitched whine. He opened his eyes a crack to see the orb emitting a laser-like light directly on top of the young man, bathing him in its brilliance, like a tiny, burning sun. 

The young man convulsed so wildly, he and the snake lifted off the altar with a supernatural force. As they came crashing back down, they disappeared through the altar, and up from below came a rush of angry flames, licking their way towards the ceiling. The chanting grew more feverish. After a few more minutes, the orb abruptly stopped spinning. Its light vanished and the flames fell away, extinguished.

The room and the surrounding area fell deathly silent. Those gathered round the altar moved away.

Rick’s mouth was open in horror and shock. He had no idea what he had just witnessed, beyond human sacrifice. He shook. Tears streamed down his face.

No one moved. No one said a word. Then, he heard it. A sound, as though something was being dragged across the ground. Then a hiss.

Rick’s heart thundered in his chest. He frantically tried to shuffle his way backward, but Sergio stopped him. Two men grabbed him below the arms and roughly lifted him to his feet.

Out from beneath the altar, emerging from the hidden chamber slithered a giant anaconda. It hissed, sensing the room around it. Then its head pointed in Rick’s direction. It lifted its head, bared its fangs and bolted straight for him.
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Rick screamed, struggling to get away, but his captors held him firm. 

The huge green anaconda lunged at Rick. Just as it did, his captors let him go. As the anaconda struck him full force, he fell hard to the ground, his hands and feet still bound. He felt a sharp pain in his hip and heard a snap. The anaconda tried to sink its teeth into his neck, but he jerked his head to protect it. The creature’s teeth sank deeply into his shoulder instead, holding him firmly as its powerful body wrapped around his, all the way down to his ankles. 

He screamed as he felt the mighty squeeze of the anaconda’s muscles overpower him. The pain in his hip was excruciating, but he tried to ignore it, or he knew he’d be dead within minutes. He tried rolling around as he struggled to breathe against the crushing embrace of the giant snake, trying to dislodge it, noticing in horror how those around him simply watched in grotesque fascination. 

The anaconda lifted its head. Rick screamed in pain as the rows of teeth dislodged from his shoulder, and it moved to wrap itself around his neck, all the while trying to crush his body. The creature moved fluidly with deadly purpose. 

Just before the large predator went in for the kill, it hissed again, and then locked eyes with him, holding his gaze. Rick, wide-eyed with terror, found he could utter no response. Tears spilled down his cheeks. Then, he felt the snake’s body quiver for a moment. It squeezed him once more, not quite as forcefully this time, then let go.

Rick gasped for breath and shook violently as his body was flooded with adrenaline from the life and death fight. His mind raced to make sense of things, to process what damage had been done to his body. His shoulder throbbed in pain, bleeding badly. His lungs felt as though they were going to explode. Every nerve ending in his body screamed in hot fire. He looked to the side and saw the giant green snake slither away, glistening in the torchlight, heading out of the main temple entrance. The chanting started up again as the creature made its way down the temple steps. Rick tried to move, but passed out.

* * *

Sometime later, Rick started to wake. He had been taken to a small building set aside for medical purposes, not far from the main temple. He had been placed on a soft cot, with a pillow under his head and thick brown and orange woven blanket covering him. His body felt like it was on fire. The pain was shooting everywhere. He was drenched in sweat and was breathing heavily. He groaned. Then, he felt the welcoming touch of a cool cloth on his forehead and a gentle hand on his chest.

“Rest,” the woman said. “Breathe.”

He nodded. He did what she said, trying to calm the panic he felt inside. The images of the anaconda attack came rushing back to him. He couldn’t help it, tears streamed down his face.

Then, he heard a familiar voice.

“You live, gringo,” Sergio said, standing at Rick’s bedside. “It is a miracle.”

The woman took her leave.

Rick opened his eyes, embarrassed to be caught in such a vulnerable moment. He nodded, then closed his eyes again. His lips quivered as he tried to quell his emotions. “So, was that the test, to see if that thing would kill me or not?”

Sergio looked him over, sizing up Rick’s condition. He was not the same man he had met in the bar that fateful day, that was apparent. The barest hint of a smile traced Sergio’s lips. The jungle had a way of putting a man in his place, especially this jungle. “Yes, that was the test.”

“You expected it to kill me,” Rick said.

Sergio didn’t answer. 

He didn’t have to. Rick knew.

Sergio waited.

Rick sighed heavily, trying to fight the tears that fell. He was confused and deeply traumatized by the experience. “I don’t even understand what happened in there. Is...is the boy dead?” he asked, glancing up at Sergio.

Sergio regarded him for a moment, not sure of what he wanted to tell him.

“He is then,” Rick said, looking away.

“Not exactly.”

Rick looked back up. “Not exactly?” He frowned. “What does that mean?”

Sergio had a slight smile on his face. He took a seat in a chair next to the bed and leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees. “I told you this was a place of enlightenment...and transformation. To be selected for the transformation ritual is our greatest honor.”

Rick inhaled sharply. He thought for a moment, going over what had happened in his head. The whole experience was all so horrifying to him. “Transformation? That’s what I witnessed? How is that even possible?” He shook his head, unable to accept it. “No...no way...”

Sergio held up his hand. “I know you people in the so-called first world think you know everything, but you don’t. Not even close.” His expression was hard.

Rick bit his lip, searching Sergio’s face for hints of deception. He found none, only traces of anger. He shifted uncomfortably, trying to process what he was hearing. Pain shot up through his legs and back. He winced. He wished more than anything that he had never set out on this nightmarish quest.

Sergio got up to leave. “I should let you rest.”

“Wait,” Rick said, trying to sit up a bit. He gasped, suffering another bolt of pain, this time in his hip. “Don’t go please.”

Sergio stood for a moment, then sat back down. “I know this is all difficult to understand, but there is much more to the world than you have ever realized.”

Rick nodded. “I guess so...” He felt very shaky.

Sergio leaned back in his chair.

Rick recalled the events in the temple, trying to piece all the bizarre and macabre ritual elements together. There was something he needed to know. “When it attacked me, why didn’t it...” Rick started to ask, but his voice cracked.

“I don’t know why he spared your life,” Sergio stated, trying to mask his disappointment out of a sliver of compassion for the man that lay before him.

Rick swallowed hard. He knew he should just be happy to be alive, but he couldn’t shake the sense of unease, of fear, that lingered. He would never forget how close he came to death. How it felt. He squeezed his eyes closed, fighting back tears.

Sergio saw his struggle and decided to continue. “It has happened on occasion. We think that something in their animal form responds to the person in a different way than they did before their transformation.” He paused, thinking of how to explain it.

Rick opened his eyes, wiping away the wetness with the back of his hand.

Sergio held his hands out. “It’s as though something primal in them first attacks, but then maybe the human part, or the hybrid soul, senses something in the person. It appears they make the choice to let the person live. It is a mystery to us.”

Rick reflected on that for a few moments. “And the jaguar I saw tonight...?” he started to ask, trembling with emotion and pain.

“Yes,” Sergio answered. “And the black one who briefly trailed us on the journey here.” He cocked his head. “Three times you have escaped death. I wonder how many chances you have left?”

Rick cast his eyes down. He didn’t know what to say to that, to any of it. It was all too much for him to comprehend. Everything he had seen and learned about this place shook him to his very core. The world was no longer the same place to him. It never would be again. Then, he thought of something else he wanted to know.

“Do those selected for the ritual hunt and kill their own animal?” Rick asked.

Sergio laughed bitterly. His face filled with scorn. “You think so little of us? You think we are so primitive, still? After all you have witnessed?”

“I-I don’t understand,” Rick said, as he tried to lift his head. The pain sparked everywhere as he did and he felt weak. His head spun, and dropped back down on his pillow. He took a few deep breaths. “I meant no disrespect. I just wanted to know...”

“Savages kill animals for ritual purposes. We only take animals that have already lived their lives in full here, and whose bodies and spirit traces are left behind.”

“You find dead animals to use?” Rick asked.

Sergio scoffed at him. “You put it so crudely, so indelicately, with so little understanding of the world around you,” he said. He stomped his foot on the floor. “Your ignorance shows itself, once again.”

“Sorry,” Rick said, his voice hushed. His head was pounding and the pain was gripping him. He was in no shape to argue or debate anything. “Please tell me then...in your own words. I want to know, to understand.”

Sergio glared at him for a moment longer, then huffed. “As I was saying, the animals we bring into our rituals have died naturally and left their remains behind for one of us to find before the jungle claims them. We interpret this as the animal giving its life over to us once it has completed its own journey.”

Rick listened quietly, captivated by what he was hearing.

Sergio’s face softened slightly as he shared this deep philosophical belief. “We believe that when we find the animal this way, and only this way, when it has died naturally and not through any kind of violence, that a trace of its eternal spirit remains, that it chose to gift itself to us for this purpose, that it stayed behind for us to find it.”

Rick waited for him to continue, trying to absorb what Sergio was saying.

Sergio bowed his head and closed his eyes, clasping his hands together. “We connect to that trace spirit through the ritual. Through it, the animal and the person both become more than they were before, through this unifying process. Each lives on, entwined with the other.”

“Incredible...” Rick whispered. “I have never heard of anything so...beautiful.” He was mystified.

Sergio opened his eyes, nodding.

“What do you call this place?” Rick asked.

Sergio hesitated for a moment, deciding whether to answer. “Templo del Renacimiento,” he admitted finally, “in the Ciudad de las Almas.”

‘Temple of Rebirth,’ Rick translated in his head, ‘in the City of Souls.’ He looked over at Sergio. “This is all so...overwhelming.”

Sergio abruptly stood up. “You will remain here until you are healed and well enough to continue your duties. I understand that you have sustained quite serious injuries. Your duties will be thusly reduced once you are released.” He made to leave.

“Don’t go...I still have so many questions, about how the ritual works, how the actual transformation happens...” Rick started to say.

Sergio turned back to him. “There are secrets we will keep,” he said, his voice laced with warning. “Some things we will not share. Be warned.”

CHAPTER

14
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Six months later, as Rick had finished up his work for the day he walked over to the edge of a small creek that ran through one side of the city, a slight limp one of the permanent souvenirs of his encounter with the transformed anaconda.

His dislocated hip and injured shoulder where he had been bitten had never healed properly, and he had suffered some nerve damage in his left leg.

Sergio and his people had tried to treat his wounds, and had let him convalesce for a while in the rough, scantily equipped medical building, but in the jungle, there was only so much that could be done.

And they had refused to let him leave the city. They were steadfast in their position that he remain imprisoned and continue to work for them, albeit at a reduced pace due to his injuries. 

He was given some small privileges, a bit more freedom of movement and participation in their life around mealtimes and other ceremonial functions, but nothing more. No pity was given for his ordeal. None was expected any longer.

Rick had frequent nightmares about his near-death experience. He often awoke in a cold sweat, gripped by a sense of sheer panic. The horrifying memory of a powerful weight pressing down on him, trying to smother him that haunted his sleep was so real. It had taken a bad toll on him. He was constantly nervous and on edge, due to lack of sleep and what he figured was PTSD. While he worked his shifts, he was often startled by small sounds, thinking the snake had returned to finish what it started.

Matters had been made worse when he was taken to witness a second transformation ritual that had been performed under another full moon. This time, it had been an older man, tall and with a thick build. Rick had been taken up to the temple against his will to witness this transformation. Being back in the temple was overwhelming and nearly too much for him to cope with, but they insisted that while he was with them, he would bear witness to their ‘miraculous transformation events’. They said that since his life had been spared during such an event, the jungle spirits had ordained it that he be a part of the rituals going forward.

Rick suspected they just hoped one of the future hybrid creatures would finish him off; that one of the animals would sense him as a threat and an intruder and do away with him once and for all.

To his great horror, this night the man took the form of a giant black caiman. The ritual was still incredibly frightening for him, in spite of how Sergio had explained it.

The massive supernatural beast had marched purposefully out of the temple, stopping to take note of Rick with its beady eyes, completely unnerving him. But it carried on down the temple steps, its powerful body to be swallowed by the night and embraced by the jungle to begin its life anew.

Rick was haunted by these experiences, first with the jaguars, then nearly losing his life to the preternatural anaconda, and then gazing into the eyes of the transformed black caiman. All borne of some kind of jungle witchcraft. All with a deep-seated intelligence firing their wild being, sent out to have an unknown impact on the world around them. It made his skin crawl. Nothing felt safe or certain any longer.

He had no idea how many of these creatures were out there or what they may do in the future. He wanted to know how any of this was possible, how it had started, how long it had been going on, but they wouldn’t tell him anything more.

They only said that it was a privilege to be given the chance to change and to live a new and entirely different life, to see through different eyes and interact with the world in a new way. To them it meant experiencing true freedom and pureness of being. Rick had also learned it was a one-way ticket. Once a person made the choice to be transformed, there was no going back.

Though a tiny bit intrigued by the possibility, he had trouble fathoming how one could leave their natural, human life behind so completely and take on what amounted to an alien existence, knowing they could never come back. He had dwelled on these thoughts for hours on end.

Rick sat down stiffly on a rock, feeling dejected. His hands were rough from his toil and he had lost weight. At least twenty-five pounds he figured, maybe more. There was never enough rest from his labors or the things that haunted his mind. He knew it wouldn’t change. They would just wear him down until there was nothing left, or until some disease or other jungle encounter got him.

He thought back to what Sergio had said about how many more times he could cheat death. He didn’t feel lucky.

He sighed. His shoulders slumped. The situation seemed hopeless to him. He felt like he had aged about fifteen years. His hair and beard were long and scraggly and he didn’t remember what a decent shower or bath was like. He had grown used to his unkempt state. No one else cared either.

He shifted uncomfortably. Overhead, he was startled by a flock of macaws taking flight. He looked up, shielding his eyes from the sun, watching the colorful forms of the birds soar across the sky. Free. Not like him. He wished he could be like one of those birds, spread his wings and fly away to freedom. But he couldn’t. And even if they ever let him partake of a transformation ritual, which he knew they wouldn’t since they all but despised him still, he would never agree to it. He liked his human form and his former human life and he wanted it back. At least, as much of it as he could find.

He thought for a moment. His mind had the spark of an idea. Could it work? Was he delusional? He thought harder. Maybe it could work. But he’d have to be patient. He’d have to be careful. With what he had witnessed in the temple, he couldn’t be sure of what was real any longer. He’d never see the world the same way again, that was certain.

Over the next few days, he had begun working on his plan. Each workday was the same, performing maintenance and cleaning on both the ancient and newer structures. He kept a careful eye on his captors, memorizing their movements, their daily routines of smoke and bathroom breaks. He could tell they had relaxed around him since they had given him a bit more freedom of movement as a result of his injuries. That was good for him. The more relaxed they got, and the more docile and weak he seemed, meant their guard would be lowered a little bit more every day.

Rick made a point of seeming defeated and beaten, which wasn’t too hard since it was damn close to the truth. However, he still had the tiniest fire of defiance left in him, in spite of the constant pressing anxiety he felt. The only semblance of his former brash self. ‘Maybe that was their intended punishment after all,’ he thought. ‘To break you if you tried to peer into places where you didn’t belong.’

* * *

Over the course of a few weeks, with his slightly extended freedoms, he had managed to steal a set of clothes, boots, a small shoulder pack, a jacket, a hat, and an extra canteen - items that had belonged to a few of the guards. He tried to spread out his thefts, so they wouldn’t be noticed. He had also cobbled together some food, rationed from his own meals. If only he could get his hands on a weapon, but those weren’t left lying around.

Rick bided his time, waiting for the right opportunity. Then it came. He was once again assigned to start clearing an area out back, to prepare it for waste disposal. He knew it would take him several days to complete, and they knew he couldn’t work fast with his injuries. He smuggled out the stolen supplies one by one, and hid them in the jungle underbrush, just beyond the edge of the clearing.

He was always skittish, fearful. Wondering if something else out there in the jungle watched him and what it was, if it were natural or unnatural. In spite of some of the beautiful aspects of what Sergio had told him about the transformations, he resented feeling this way, so uncertain of everything, so afraid. He hated what they had done to him.

The day came. It was cloudy and cooler than normal. His captors had gotten bored of watching him every minute and had taken to leaving him to work on his own for hours at a time. They didn’t think the risk was too great, after all, they wouldn’t expect him to have the will or strength to attempt escape in his weakened state, and even if he did, the chances of him surviving out there alone or not being captured were slim to none.

Regardless, Rick waited for his guards to wander back through the rear gates and into the city. He was a man with nothing left to lose. He swallowed his fear. It would do him no good. If something else waited for him out there, so be it. He’d rather die on his own in a bid for freedom, facing whatever fate would throw at him, than die a captive, broken man. Besides, he reasoned, he must have something left to live for, some redeeming qualities left to share, or the transformed anaconda wouldn’t have spared his life. Whatever it was, it had to be more than his life here offered him. He grabbed hold of the belief that he still had some kind of greater purpose left in the world.

Finally alone, he dashed as quickly and quietly as he could to where he had hidden the change of clothes and other supplies. He stripped down and changed into the threadbare t-shirt and pants, which were a loose fit, but they’d have to do. He exchanged his worn out hiking boots, for the combat boots. His were too worn for a panicked journey through the jungle. He didn’t have a knife; they had long ago taken his meager possessions away from him, but he had hidden a couple of tapered branches that he’d use as weapons or walking sticks, whatever the situation called for. He hastily buried his old clothes, glad to be rid of them, and grabbed his shoulder pack of supplies.

He took a deep breath, his heart pounding in his chest. He wasted no time. He bolted into the jungle, never looking back.

CHAPTER
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A man took a seat on one of the barstools in a small, dingy lounge near the airport. It was half full, a mix of some locals, some tourists. Loud music played from a jukebox. He wore a ball cap, old dirt-stained khakis that looked a size or two too big, and a worn-out touristy t-shirt advertising one of the local beers. He was a shabby looking sort, slim build, with a scruffy beard and a tangled mess of hair. His scratched sunglasses were hooked on his collar and his eyes had a sunken look, with dark circles framing them underneath. The man looked like he hadn’t slept in a very long time.

He ordered a Coke, no ice. His hands were scarred and rough and shook slightly. He was a man haunted by the experiences of his life.

The big-bellied bartender with the long, slicked back ponytail and pockmarked face didn’t bother making eye contact with him as he set his Coke down. People came and went from here all the time. Most of them looked like lost souls. They didn’t matter to him.

The man in the cap sat there quietly sipping the flat soda and munching on the free peanuts. In a few hours he would fly out of this place. Forever. He couldn’t wait. Then, he overheard a group of young men, not much older than twenty he surmised, talking excitedly about ‘Z’. He knew what they were here for.

“So, we’ll check in at the hostel, then ask people there where we could find a good guide. The travel blog said this hostel is one of the best places to stay and find connections to locals.”

The man in the cap got up, put a couple of dollars down on the bar for the Coke and walked over to their table, limping slightly. “So you’re looking for ‘Z’ – the lost city of gold?” he asked.

That got their attention.

“Yeah, you know something about it?” one of the young men asked, his eyebrows raised. The group sized the stranger up, taking note of his dirty, tattered clothes, and slightly disheveled appearance.

“I know it’s nothing more than a legend,” he said, then coughed and cleared his throat, “and that a lot of good people have died trying to find something that doesn’t really exist.”

Another piped up, “Oh, it exists all right. It’s just that no one has found it, yet. We intend to be the first.” They all high-fived one another, wide grins all around. “Yeah!” they said.

Out of the corner of his eye, the stranger noticed another table of men, locals from the looks of them. Two of the three glanced in their direction, but quickly averted their gazes. He took note that they weren’t speaking amongst each other, only listening. He grew nervous. 

“Believe me,” he urged, focusing his attention back on the young travelers, “it’s a fool’s errand. Many people have died trying to do what you’re planning. You’ll just end up paying a high price chasing a fantasy.”

“Sounds like someone’s been jaded by their own failures,” another said smugly, winking at his pals. He glanced up at the stranger standing unwelcome and uninvited at their table. “Listen, old man, why don’t you just keep ambling on by in your sad, lonely life, hanging out in bars, looking for people to talk to, and leave the real living to the rest of us.” He waved his hand dismissively.

The group snickered, regarding him with derision mixed with pity. One man whispered how he had obviously seen better days.

“Suit yourselves,” he said, trying to hide how much their insults stung him. He looked back over at the other table; the local men’s faces bore serious expressions. Still they were silent. He turned back to the table of young, cocky, unmarred faces. “But remember this moment. You were warned.” And with that he left.

The end...

“A man who embarks on a journey must know when to end it.”

– Tahir Shah, House of the Tiger King

Author’s Note

This story, Lost City of Gold, was inspired by actual events of those, including Percy Fawcett, who have gone seeking the Lost City of Z in the Amazon jungle. It is also dedicated to all of the adventure seekers out there who strive to uncover more of the mysteries of this world...you inspire me...

I would love to hear back from fans of this story. I will be developing more archaeological adventure/mystery/thriller short stories and novels for my Ancient Quest Mystery series.

Thanks for taking this journey with me and happy reading always!

Rai Aren
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