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Author’s Note

	The Amazon jungle is captivating. Venturing into its depths is like exploring the hidden corners of the mind. The jungle hosts an array of remarkable creatures, including the mighty jaguar, the massive green anaconda, shocking electric eels, and flesh-eating piranhas. Just as travelers must remain vigilant and highly aware of their surroundings, we ourselves must be alert when exploring the concealed areas of our minds, where our deep personal thoughts and emotions reside. Like the jungle, it will reveal its secrets.
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Chapter 1

	When Kendal moved into the L.A. penthouse after she and Derek got married, the first thing she did was redecorate the master bedroom. The bones of the apartment were great—spacious rooms with high ceilings and intricate crown moldings—but it felt soulless, like a showroom rather than a place where real human beings lived.

	Kendal painted the stately walls a soft green to bring peace and tranquility. She hung elegant artwork depicting natural landscapes, adding to the overall serene atmosphere. Derek had trouble sleeping so she installed heavy blackout curtains and blinds over the massive picture windows.

	Yet amid all this luxury, there were signs of neglect. Discarded clothing strewn about and empty bottles of sleep aids on the nightstand. It was clear that the opulent setting held a profound sadness within its walls.

	On this particular morning, Derek was buried underneath the plush down comforter, his once-handsome features now marred by tired eyes. A stubbled, unshaven head and face covered in tattoos could barely be seen poking out from the rumpled bedding. He lay there in the darkness, unable to find the motivation to get up and face the day. The curtains and blinds were closed, casting the room into an even deeper darkness despite the bright sunlight outside.

	Kendal, overwhelmed with the duties of running their office and plastic surgery clinic, could find little time to focus on the spiral happening with Derek at home. She had moved out of the bedroom the night before, unable to change the sheets or stand the musty smell of body odor and sweat.

	Kendal had warned Derek that extended periods of staying in bed and a lack of motivation to face the day could be a sign of decline. His struggles with fatigue and the desire to withdraw from daily activities were clear indications that he was battling depression.

	His problems threatened to pull her down, too. Feeling drained, she crawled into bed in the spare room next door, overwhelmed and unsure how to aid him—or if he even desired assistance. For now, all she could do was immerse herself in the myriad responsibilities she had inherited at work, hoping that Derek would eventually find his way back to her. She drifted to sleep with one final thought—she would give him a little more time to recover from whatever darkness consumed him.

	T

	Derek burrowed deeper underneath the comforter, drifting in and out of awareness. He was well into his second day of staying in bed.

	At the rational level, he knew that his depression could cause a range of problems. At the irrational level, an early morning volcanic eruption had spewed out a debilitating flow of childhood memories, emotions, and sensations buried deep within the recesses of his hippocampus.

	The childhood trauma of almost being beaten to death by a rogue gang on his way home from high school had been buried deep within his subconscious for years, surfacing at his most vulnerable moments. It periodically stifled his ability to cope with life. Such was the case during his latest session with his therapist, Dr. Cole, an astute woman with a soft voice and kind eyes who seemed to see right through him. It had crept back like a sly predator silently stalking its prey.

	Just a short while before, Derek had been a solitary man. By day, he performed reconstructive surgeries. He lived in a luxurious penthouse near the beach, content to spend his evenings in quiet contemplation.

	He had dedicated all his energy to his work as a world-renowned plastic surgeon, immersing himself in this specialized field of reconstructive medicine. Restoring and altering the human body was his passion. All connections to childhood emotional trauma had been buried deep within his subconscious.

	But then, one morning, the tattoos appeared after he had a vivid nightmare of a swirling spiderweb that seemed to move and change as he tried to escape. He had awoken with a start, his heart racing and his body drenched in sweat. He remembered every detail—the grotesque spider with its sharp, black legs and beady eyes, looming over him as he struggled to free himself from its web. In his dream, he had been half-paralyzed with fear, unable to escape the creature’s grasp as it taunted and tortured him.

	Now, as he lay in his bed, still trembling from the intensity of the recurring dream, he realized that the spider was not just a figment of his imagination. It was a manifestation of his deepest fears and insecurities, a symbol of the overwhelming challenges and struggles he faced in his waking life.

	The tattoos covered his body from head to toe—even his face.

	He had tried to subconsciously resist the spine-chilling transformation, to hide by going back into a deep, fitful sleep that night, hoping it was only a nightmare. But the tattoos seemed to have a mind of their own, and soon, his entire body was covered in a symphony of ink, intricate and detailed, each telling a story he could not understand.

	Derek became a spectacle, a mystery, and a work of art. People would point and gawk at his tattoos. He nearly lost his medical practice.

	He could not explain the disturbing dichotomy, but he felt an intense connection to these markings. He intuitively realized they were a part of him and he would never be alone again.

	After experiencing the vicious beating when he was a teenager that almost took his life, Derek struggled with feelings of unworthiness, believing that he somehow deserved what had happened to him. He had been selfish that day, not listening to his mother and not wanting to visit with his grandmother. Then she died suddenly; he never saw his grandmother again. It felt like there must have been something inherently wrong with him if the universe was willing to use its power against him in such cruel ways.

	As a prominent plastic surgeon, he performed each reconstructive procedure with as much focus and precision as if working on his own body. His attention to detail and excellence in each procedure were an extension of the reconstructive surgeries performed by Dr. Christopher Casey on him as a child.

	When he performed craniofacial surgery, it was, in his mind, a repetition of the one performed on his face so many years before. A reconstructive microsurgery on the delicate bones of a hand that might someday perform life-altering procedures.

	In his dreams, he relived moments of profound regret and insecurity. He had told himself it was for the best when Kendal had left him for a short time before they married. He was protecting himself from the disappointment and hurt that inevitably came with a relationship’s dissolution. He had been able to rehabilitate himself in her eyes.

	But now, in this vivid dream, he gripped the steering wheel of his parked Bentley and felt the familiar explosion go off in his head. He could not deny the truth any longer. He was a lonely and lost man. The realization was like a punch in the gut, and he could not help but feel a wave of sadness for what might have been.

	Still burrowed deep underneath the covers in this realistic dream, he could feel the cool air blowing from the Bentley’s dash vents as he tried to calm his breathing. He thought about the old shaman woman he had encountered. She’d grabbed his arm, and Derek accidentally pushed her to the ground. He now understood that she’d seen right through him, into his soul.

	He sat in his car, taking deep breaths and trying to prepare himself for whatever was to come next. Finally, he exited the safe capsule of the Bentley and approached the motel with his heart thudding.

	Derek could intuitively sense he was stepping into a transformative world where matter could be molded like putty. When he entered her motel room, he was greeted by the scent of incense and sage and the old shaman woman squatting in the middle. Sitting back on the heels of her bare feet, knees drawn tightly to her chest, she reached for a large tibia bone adorned with beads. The other hand delved into her skirt pocket for a small chicken bone she had salvaged from the motel dumpster the night before. Grinding it slowly in a tiny stone bowl, she began a soft chant.

	She was unaware of his presence. He seemed to be invisible as he stood observing the ceremony performed in front of him.

	He watched as she pulled out a powder-filled pouch and emptied its herbal contents. Using the jagged edge of the sharp tibia bone, she cut her finger and let the blood drip onto the pile of powder. She placed the bone against her thin brown lips. A whistle quavered across the room. Alternating between rhythmic chanting and clicking her beads, the old woman circled the bowl.

	As she passed the dresser, she grabbed a water bottle, took a sip, and spat the liquid into the powder. The tibia bone that had once connected flesh and sinew and contained the essence of physical life was now used to stir the roux of her potion. Dipping her first two fingers into the concoction, she scooped up a dab of paste and smeared it along her tattooed forehead. It would disguise her face from evil spirits.

	Her finger proceeded down the bridge of her nose, sweeping to the outside perimeter, then down to the chin. She did this first to one side, then to the other. Dipping her fingers in the paste once again, she crossed her arms. Starting at her shoulders, she ran the tips of her two fingers down her arms, all the while continuing her chanting.

	Derek understood that the shaman woman was a keeper of sacred knowledge. She restored harmony in the world by dispelling toxic, negative energy, keeping the balance between man and nature through ritual laws of wisdom that extended beyond time and space.

	His heart beat faster as powerful forces gathered around her. It was as if Derek saw through her eyes. She pierced the veil of earthly reality, and an electromagnetic field sizzled around the old woman’s body. Spirits collided. Lightning flashed, followed by a long roll of thunder.

	It shattered her trance. She collapsed to the floor. Before her head struck the corner of the dresser, she saw Derek’s face rushing toward her, and she knew he was the man who would save her granddaughter.

	His body trembled as he slowly lowered himself to the floor next to the old shaman’s body. He clasped her head in his hands. The physical connection ignited an explosion of knowledge.

	Derek’s eyes flew open.

	He sprang up from his bed, full of new energy. He now knew what he had to do.

	 

	
Chapter 2

	“I don’t want you to go!” Kendal pleaded. “It’s not safe! We just got married.”

	Derek could hear the anguish in her voice as he packed his duffle bag. It killed him, but in his heart, he knew he had no choice. He shoved another piece of clothing into his pack.

	He had had brief moments of happiness since they were married. But more often now, he felt a loss of security and self-esteem. He could barely function. He had no interest in work or even routine activities. Feelings of hopelessness and worthlessness had invaded every corner of his life.

	Still covered in tattoos, he no longer talked to clients. He avoided people, places, and things that used to bring him happiness, preferring to isolate himself. Most days, he stayed under the bedcovers, ruminating in his misery.

	Kendal stood before him with her hands on her hips. The white tank top and blue jeans hugged her athletic body. Her auburn hair was pulled up in a bun, with strands cascading down each side of her face. With a stern look, she asked him, “When did you ever have the choice? You may think taking this kind of risk will get you the answers you want, but I am sure all it will do is bring more trouble.” Her eyes, a piercing emerald-green with flecks of gold, bored into his.

	He forced a blink to break her stare. He was determined to find a way to make it work. “I’d find the answers here if I could,” Derek said in a reasonable tone, “but Father Mike is coming with me. He knows someone at a mission who can help us until we reach the jungle.”

	Derek crammed a balled-up t-shirt into the pack. Even though he hated to see Kendal so upset, he was feeling hopeful and enthusiastic about the journey ahead. The risk of danger was high, but he did not mention that to her.

	Kendal’s chin jutted forward in the stubborn way she had. “Do you hear what you’re saying? You’re going into the jungle. How can you think this is not going to be dangerous?”

	“It probably will be, but as I see it, I have no choice.” Now Derek’s voice was stern, too. He stayed focused on the task, his freshly shaved tattooed head bowed in concentration as he rolled another piece of clothing and stuffed it in the backpack.

	His only salvation was to discover why and how these mysterious illustrations on his skin had come about. An inkling of intuition had told him what some of the tattoos meant. But it made little difference if he could not reverse them.

	The stakes were high. His sanity depended on it.

	“Then what about Tyler? He still needs you, too.”

	“He’ll be on break soon,” Derek said, returning to the closet to grab another item.

	Tyler was in his first year of college, and Derek had been instrumental in ensuring he started on the right foot. Derek intended to continue mentoring Tyler as he initially promised when he came to live with him after a fiasco with his younger brother. But with his depression and after having the lucid dream with the shaman woman, he knew he wouldn’t be good to anyone if he didn’t take advantage of the opportunity to take this trip with Father Mike.

	Kendal stood in place, listening to his muffled voice drifting from the closet. “I’m sure he’ll be just fine,” he said between the sound of drawers opening and closing.

	Derek returned to the bedroom. “He’ll have six weeks before he starts back to school,” he said as he stuffed another item into his bag. “This is a perfect time to go—it won’t affect him at all.”

	“It might be a perfect time for him, but what about you? Doesn’t the rainy weather start in the Amazon around this time of year?” Kendal asked.

	“It will just be the beginning of the rainy season. We should be able to get in and out of the jungle before the actual rainfall and flooding is in full effect.”

	His focus now was on his current dilemma. His heavily tattooed body made people recoil in fear before he even spoke a word. Former patients wanted nothing to do with him. It felt like a knife was being twisted in his gut every single day.

	He was told tattoos were once associated with criminals and sailors but were now widely accepted. That had not been the case for him. These tattoos had not given him the usual swagger most guys projected when illustrated. Nor had it given him the acceptance that would come with such a bold move as to convert his body into a living tapestry. His identity and lifestyle as a plastic surgeon did not mesh with a tattoo collector.

	All the years of plastic surgery, physical exercise, and maintenance invested in his body had vanished. It felt like he was deliberately defacing it, like a form of desecration. It would have been different if he had willingly chosen to do this to himself, but that was not the case.

	He had not picked these tattoos. They did not commemorate a special moment or memory. There was not a tattoo on him that was a tribute to a transitioned loved one. Some tattoos were reminders of significant moments in his life—mostly bad. Lately, there did not seem to be a positive connection that he could find in the symbols.

	He knew Kendal could not understand the profound grief he felt from the loss of his previous life. He had tried to explain it to her. People looked at the tattoos; they did not look at him. They could not see past the tapestry that blanketed his entire being. Derek was not the person they perceived him to be.

	The average person who got a tattoo probably believed it would improve their self-esteem by expressing something externally to the world. But his tattoos did not solve any underlying issues—they exacerbated the problem. The difficulties of having tattoos had shaken his confidence and decimated his world. He felt disfigured.

	The fact was that being inked hurt his professional and personal relationships. The tattoos had destroyed his body image and liquified his identity. His dull sadness turned grief into anger, making his emotions unpredictable.

	Now his marriage was being affected. They’d been happy for a while. The first few months seemed to go by in a blur. He and Kendal were swamped with business decisions. Then, slowly but surely, the tattoos began to reappear.

	Then, one day, he went to the market to buy something. The police pulled him over. He sat in his Bentley with both hands on the wheel and waited as the police officer approached. He was asked for his driver’s license. He was cautious and respectful when he pulled the license from his wallet, which still had his tattooless picture with his name, Dr. Derek Hollinger.

	The police officer looked at the bald man covered in tattoos inside the vehicle and had him step out. He made him put his inked hands on the hood as he patted him down. He then sat him on the curb like a common criminal while he ran the plates. The car did not come back stolen, and the driver’s license matched the name on the registration, but the police officer was not satisfied. The officer, still suspicious, felt this might be an identity theft situation. He towed the Bentley to the impound yard and took Derek into the precinct on a possible stolen vehicle charge. The police station had called Kendal to come to identify him since there were no previous fingerprints to match.

	Derek had been mortified and degraded by the experience. He was a well-known plastic surgeon being treated like an ordinary criminal. The only way he would be able to cope now was to find the granddaughter of the shaman woman who had done this to him.

	He needed answers. Real answers.

	Father Mike’s spiritual counseling had not provided the ones he sought.

	The lack of control in his life was becoming a theme. He became wary of venturing outdoors. He tossed and turned at night, consumed with anxious thoughts, and when he finally drifted off to sleep, nightmares came parading into his consciousness. He was sleep-deprived, which had now led to a myriad of other issues.

	All he could think about was that he had been branded like a piece of meat, inked like a pig carcass. The face paint had now begun to feel like acid. His fog of misery had turned into self-deprecation.

	The soul-crushing ache inside him lightened ever so slightly when Father Michael told him he would travel with him to the Amazon jungle. He could feel the tears welling up, and the lump in his throat started to loosen.

	Derek had been gobsmacked when he found out that the young girl taken hostage by a mobster named ZhiZhu was the shaman woman’s granddaughter. He’d hoped to get answers from the shaman herself, but she passed away before he had the chance—another devastating blow.

	Her granddaughter had survived her kidnapping by human traffickers because Derek had helped her to flee her captors. Surely, she would want to help him after what he had done for her.

	Her miraculous escape proved to him that she must have supernatural powers like her grandmother. She’d not only vanished from the morgue without going through a door, but she had taken her grandmother’s body with her. How could one do that?

	The phone buzzed in Derek’s pocket. He pulled it out, looked at the caller ID, and then glanced at Kendal. “I need to take this.” He turned his back to her. “Father Mike, I was just telling Kendal about our trip,” he said in an uplifted voice as he left the room.

	“Since we don’t have a visa to enter Venezuela, we will have to enter through Colombia and make our way over to the Orinoco basin,” the priest said. “Right now, it’s almost the end of their winter season. We’ll have to hurry so we do not get caught in the seasonal flooding of the wetlands. I’ve spoken to the bishop. One of my longtime friends from the mission will meet us at the airport.” Father Mike hesitated. “Did you get your vaccinations?”

	“Yes, I got my vaccinations last week.” Derek glided his fingers over his tapestried head.

	“Only pack what you need. You’ll have to carry your dry sack everywhere and need it to be as light as possible. Two sets of clothes, one for day and one for night, and a couple of T-shirts to change into when you become soaked. No bright colors to attract insects. A medical kit and mosquito net—that’s it. I’ll arrange for the rest of the supplies.”

	“I was just working on that when you called,” Derek said.

	“Then I’ll see you the day after tomorrow. I will text you the itinerary. We can meet at the airport. My friend at the mission hired one of the local trackers to take us into the jungle to find the village.”

	The stars were aligning. “That sounds perfect. Thanks, see you soon.” Pushing the button on his phone, Derek floated back to his room to continue packing.

	Kendal stood next to the bed. “Don’t forget this,” she said, handing him an EpiPen. “You’re going into the jungle and you’re allergic to bees. What could possibly go wrong?” She gave him a disgusted look and left the room.

	Derek felt her anger like a physical slap. Any negative emotion tossed his way seemed to tighten the shackles around his identity.

	He held onto the thought that, if nothing else, this trip could give fresh significance to his tattoos. This journey into the jungle filled him with a newfound sense of purpose and determination. He knew in his heart that this unique situation involving adventure and danger had to have meaning. He prayed to God that it was for good and not evil.

	Despite understanding that God’s ultimate power could change everything, Derek still struggled with doubts and fears. His faith had yet to materialize. He had been just a regular person and couldn’t imagine why he had been the recipient of this tapestry of ink.

	Father Mike had told him that the human psyche is fragile and delicate, often molded by past experiences. He had explained that he ran into troubled homeless people every day. It was clear to him that for those people who had endured traumatic events during their formative years, the impact had been catastrophic, propelling them out into the streets.

	Father Mike had told Derek that he believed this journey into the Amazon jungle was a divine intervention and that he must guide Derek on this path.

	Derek placed the EpiPen in the corner pocket of the bag.

	T

	Father Mike, a man in his forties with intense blue eyes and dark hair, always greeted his parishioners with a warm smile as they filed out of the small church. His features were tanned, a hint of his Spanish heritage. When he stood at the church door, he always wore his black pants and shirt with a clerical collar, a symbol of his role as a priest without the formality of the vestments.

	As he stood outside the church, Father Mike scrubbed a hand across the day-old stubble on his jaw. He had been so busy with his duties that he hadn’t had time to shave, but he didn’t mind. It added to his rugged appearance and made him seem more approachable.

	His thoughts were interrupted by a call from Kendal, who confided that Derek was struggling. Father Mike was saddened by the news but not surprised. He had just read a study conducted by the National Institute of Mental Health saying that individuals who had suffered severe childhood trauma were at a significantly higher risk of developing a mental health disorder, with a three-fold likelihood for any condition and a fifteen-fold likelihood for borderline personality disorder.

	Whether it be abuse, neglect, or witnessing violence, these experiences often had detrimental effects on both interpersonal relationships and cognitive functioning in the brain. The scars ran deep and manifested in self-destructive behaviors, volatile emotions, and an inability to trust others.

	To Father Mike, it seemed a miracle that Dr. Derek Hollinger had achieved so much in his disheveled life. It showed that for those who have survived traumatic experiences, the healing journey was a long and arduous one. Father Mike was determined to help Derek get on the right path. With the proper support and resources, there was still hope for a future free from the shackles of his past.

	The trauma Derek had endured as a teen when he was almost beaten to death on the street by a group of wayward young men had been a deeply distressing and disturbing experience that had now overwhelmed his ability to cope. Father Mike had watched it manifest itself in various forms.

	That violent experience could have a profound impact on a young person’s developing brain, leading to changes in neural pathways and disrupting the normal functioning of the body’s stress.

	Reassuring Kendal that he would check in on Derek, he put his cellphone back in his pocket and stepped back into the little church to do some housekeeping.

	Father Mike paused in the aisle of the empty church, fixated on the way the sunbeams caressed the altar, almost as if in reverence. The intricate patterns on the pews, carved with such precision and care. He could still feel the warm embrace of the community, all gathered together in this sacred space, their voices raised in praise and worship.

	Father Mike believed that God had made it abundantly clear that He did not want His children to fumble in the darkness, searching for His will like a blind man searching for a light switch. Instead, He wanted them to walk confidently, relying on His plans and purposes. He wanted them to find peace even in uncertainty, trusting He held the future in His hands.

	As he picked up the missalettes strewn about the pews, he knew that convincing Derek of this was another matter. It had been a terribly slow process. He had seen Derek’s decline in recent weeks and was growing more concerned for his mental health and soul.

	T

	Later that day, despite Father Mike’s efforts to find peace through prayer while studying the Bible in his quiet office, he could not shake the persistent anxiety that weighed on him. A foreboding feeling had crept into his soul. As he searched for God’s plan for his next actions to help Derek on his spiritual journey, a dark veil of doubt and fear kept creeping in, making it difficult to make a clear decision.

	Father Mike perceived other elements at play, small signs of grace that may go unnoticed to most but not to those who were attuned to them. He looked around the dimly lit room, where sunlight gently passed through stained-glass windows, casting a blurry spectrum of colors on the walls. The distant sounds of bustling life on the streets outside could be heard, blending with the gentle singing of the choir practicing that floated over from the small church next door. A cooing dove perched on the windowsill.

	They all created a serene spiritual atmosphere, the small details that made him feel like he’d caught a glimpse of Heaven on earth. It was a sign of grace, a reminder that even in the midst of chaos and noise, there was still beauty and love to be found. But then why had there been no sign from Heaven?

	“Lord, why can’t I discern your will?” Father Mike cried out. “Why do I feel so lost and uncertain?”

	A gentle whisper floated in a breeze through the room in response. “Be still and know that I am God.”

	Father Mike closed his eyes and breathed deeply, allowing those words to sink into his soul. He did not need to strive and struggle to find God’s will; he needed to be still and trust that God was in control. And as the choir continued to sing, their voices rising and falling in perfect harmony, the whole room filled with peace and joy.

	With a newfound sense of purpose, he knew what he had to do. Father Mike closed his Bible and picked up his cell phone to call Derek.

	 

	
Chapter 3

	Derek’s tattoos had appeared one morning like a sudden, irrevocable spell had been cast upon his skin. How they got there, what they meant, and how to get rid of them were all questions that harassed him every moment of every day since.

	Father Mike had been cautious in his discussions with Derek. His advice for the current dilemma was based on studies of a disrupted life.

	Derek had explained to Father Mike that after a day of profound sickness and two turbulent nights filled with nightmares and vomiting, Derek had woken up in his luxurious penthouse with the first rays of the sun streaming through the window, signaling the start of a new day. But he noticed something peculiar as he rubbed the sleep from his eyes and stretched his arms. Black ink etched into his skin in intricate designs and symbols covered every inch of exposed flesh.

	This had seemed farfetched the first time Father Mike had heard his story. Derek said that at first, he thought it was just a nightmare. But as he tried to rub the tattoos away, he realized they were permanent. They had been carefully and deliberately etched into his skin, each line and curve telling a story he could not decipher.

	Father Mike had never encountered a phenomenon such as this, and he had no idea of its origins. What he did know is that it was not from God. God had made us in His image, and this was not His image.

	Derek explained that panic set in as he remembered the stories of cursed tattoos and spells cast upon unsuspecting victims. He frantically searched his memory for clues as to how they got there but came up empty-handed.

	Father Mike had tried to be instrumental in his search for answers. He had delved into the Bible looking for hints.

	Now, after everything that had happened, Derek had decided there was only one way to find answers. He had to go to the village where the mysterious old woman had lived. She had held the key to his tattoos’ secrets and mysteries.

	Father Mike had prayed, and now he felt led by the Holy Spirit to assist Derek in this journey to the Amazon.

	Since the shaman woman had perished, they had decided together that they only had one recourse: to make the journey to her home village deep in the Amazon rainforest. Derek could not shake the feeling that the tattoos held a darker and more sinister purpose, and he wondered if he could ever rid himself of them.

	But Father Mike knew that the tattoos were leading them on a Divine mission to find God.

	T

	The commercial jet landed in Bogota, Colombia, where the two men boarded a smaller plane—one of two flights a day that flew into Inirida.

	The landing on the small airstrip at the foot of the mountains in Inirida proved to be nerve-wracking. The air traffic control tower was a tiny wooden building on stilts, the runway was frighteningly short, and turbulence created a roller coaster-like experience with sudden updrafts and downdrafts.

	When Derek and Father Mike deplaned, the sweltering heat of the muggy air hit their faces like a furnace blast. Derek made the mistake of grabbing the extremely hot and sticky handrail. He yanked his hand off quickly. It felt like he had grabbed a hot poker.

	Anxiety began to creep into his mind as they descended the stairs onto the scorching hot tarmac. He grabbed his pack off the trolley, and Father Mike removed a broad-brimmed khaki hat from his case. Derek reached into his backpack and retrieved his red baseball cap and sunglasses. They proceeded through a metal-roofed portico into the brilliant sunlight. A van pulled up straight away and out hopped a stout man with thick curly hair, glasses, and a drenched shirt. He beamed and embraced Father Mike in an immense bear hug.

	Father Mike had shed the vestments prescribed by Catholic Church regulations. Today he looked like any other ordinary man. The priest, only a few years older than Derek, shaded his piercing blue eyes with the hat. His facial hair always looked stubbly as if he had not shaved for a day. Today, he wore khaki pants and a safari-style shirt.

	A broad smile crossed Father Mike’s face. “I was hoping you were going to be the one to meet us!” he exclaimed.

	“How could I miss picking up one of my oldest and dearest friends?” the man chuckled.

	Father Mike patted his back, looking over to Derek. “This is my longtime friend, Alejandro. He helps run the mission.” He moved his hand to his shoulder. “I’m amazed that you were able to get away to come over here to pick us up.”

	“I had to insist. They really . . .” His voice faded. “Had no choice.” His eyes locked on the tattooed face under the baseball cap and sunglasses.

	“This is Dr. Derek Hollinger, also a friend,” Father Mike said with a smile, putting his hand on his shoulder.

	Derek removed his sunglasses and reached out to shake his hand.

	Alejandro had seen some of the Indigenous people’s tattooed faces, but he had never seen a white man wholly covered in ink. He glanced at the extended ink-covered hand. He chose not to ask any questions so as not to seem judgmental.

	The men shook hands.

	“Let’s get you loaded up and get moving. It’s too hot to stand here.” Alejandro took a cloth from his back pocket and wiped his brow as he watched Derek put his bag in the back of the van.

	The cool air in the vehicle felt good. They adjusted the vents to blow directly on them.

	Alejandro told Derek to reach and open the small ice chest on the floor to get them cold water.

	The distance between towns was not too far apart, but the gravel road’s poor quality meant it would take several hours to drive from one place to the other. Alejandro looked at Father Mike in the passenger seat and then at Derek in the rearview mirror. Over the vibration, he called out, “How was your trip?”

	“It wasn’t too bad,” Father Mike shouted back. “We only had to change planes once. The layover was short. Coming around to land was a real experience.” He laughed. “We flew over the mountain range and dropped into the valley at a hundred-and-eighty-degree angle when we came in for the landing. I didn’t know a plane that size could maneuver like that. It was quite thrilling!” He smiled.

	Alejandro had thought further on the subject and decided he needed to know. He called over his shoulder to the back, “If you don’t mind me asking, Dr. Hollinger, what is the story on all the tattoos?”

	“Derek, call me Derek. That is why I am here.” Derek leaned forward to project his voice, “To find out how and why I have these tattoos.”

	“Really?” He glanced in the rearview. “What do you mean?”

	“Well, I believe an old shaman woman used to live out here in the jungle. She passed away, but her granddaughter might be living out here now. I believe her granddaughter may know how and why I got these tattoos. I’m hoping she can help me find a way to eliminate them.”

	“I’ve never heard of such a thing.” Alejandro reached over to the cup holder, grabbed his water bottle, and sipped.

	Derek sat back in his seat, “Yeah, neither have I.”

	“What do you think she can do for you?” He glanced over at Father Mike.

	Derek’s brow wrinkled as he gazed out the window. “Well, I believe the old shaman woman put a curse on me and that maybe her granddaughter can reverse it.” His voice amplified back from the surrounding barrage of rattling metal.

	After months of internal turmoil, he finally spoke his belief aloud. It had been eating away at him; now it was out in the open.

	Outside, the sun started to disappear behind a mountain, casting a warm hue on the horizon and scattered trees.

	Derek turned back to look at the driver, a man he had just met. He could sense his skepticism, but he didn’t care. He needed answers and was willing to believe in something as fantastical as the redemption of a shaman’s curse to find them.

	Alejandro shifted in his seat, his face a mask of doubt and discomfort. Finally, he spoke. “Do you really think the granddaughter can reverse it?”

	Derek nodded, his eyes never leaving the window. “I have to believe it. I can’t live like this anymore.”

	Alejandro sighed, shook his head, and warned Derek, “Sometimes the truth is more painful than the curse.” His round-cheeked face turned to Father Mike. “Do you agree, Father?”

	“No, I don’t,” he said, staring straight ahead. He put one hand out to brace against the dashboard.

	It was unsettling to Alejandro when Father Mike avoided eye contact.

	The van rocked due to the road’s condition. Alejandro used both hands to guide the wheel, which jumped intermittently from potholes the size of minor lakes. “Then why are you here with him?”

	“To guide him through the spiritual part of this journey.” Father Mike rocked back and forth in the seat as he held his grip on the dash. “To help him see that he has the power to do this, but only God can heal.”

	“How do you feel about that?” Alejandro yelled back at Derek.

	Derek leaned forward again to project his voice. “I believe he could be right. But until I get some answers . . .” He sat back in his seat. He just wanted to avoid the conversation.

	Alejandro blurted out his conjecture. “So, it’s a lack of faith.” His conclusion was made clear from his own experience.

	Father Mike interjected. “He must explore the darkness to get to know the infinite power of the light.”

	Father Mike’s dual-purpose statement reminded Alejandro of when he had come to the church in search of answers after losing his wife and children to dengue fever. He had sat in a pew across from Father Mike, a man known for his wisdom and compassion, and laid out his troubles with a trembling voice. His grief-stricken words seemed to fall from his lips like ripe fruit from a tree.

	The pain in his heart felt like his spirit was being crushed by an overwhelming, immobilizing grief. The question foremost on his mind was why a benevolent deity, God, would permit such agony. The numb sorrow had spiraled into disbelief and rage.
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