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            THE MESSAGE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “I bring a message on behalf of Earth. You may call it Mother Nature, and you may call it Gaia — which is not entirely correct but will suffice for now due to your lack of comprehension of the natural forces which surround us all.

      

      

      

      
        
        “The world has succumbed to a plague.

        Mankind’s ingenuity, believed to separate it from ‘animals’, enabled it to inhabit every niche of land, thereby spreading infection across the globe.

      

      

      

      
        
        “Mankind has also developed a lust for wealth and power to the extent that the pollution and desecration are now global, threatening the very fabric of the world.

        Just as a microbe cannot fathom the complex world in which it lives, Mankind is also incapable of fathoming the complexity of the world. Every living thing on the earth has a role and is connected — or was.

        Mankind alone has lost its connections, believing itself separate from everything else.

      

      

      

      
        
        “A messenger will arrive — Mankind’s one chance to survive.

        Those who have lost their connection, who cannot bring themselves to attune, to live in harmony with the earth and the forces around them, will perish.

      

      

      

      
        
        “Resonating with all that is, she is Nature incarnate. It would be foolish to thwart her, for Gaia’s wrath is never subtle, always fatal. Treat her well.

        Mankind’s continued existence relies on its ability to learn respect for the world.

        Adapt or die.”

      

      

      

      Vitor Magalhães Xaschoal

      Wai-wai shaman – 2046

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Why is it mosquitoes never bite you?” Ken looked to his daughter as he swatted away yet another unrelenting bloodsucker. Given the humidity, she was still only in her shorts and singlet, not that the weather ever caused her discomfort.

      “My good genes and their poor taste, I guess.” Rhyllien shrugged. “How much longer to Oriximiná?” Rhyll watched the darkening rainforest pass slowly. The boat, more a barge really, drifted with the sluggish current, requiring only the occasional polling to move it away from a potential grounding on the rocks, fallen trees or mud banks.

      “It was going to be tomorrow, but with that old motor out of commission, add another day, maybe two.” Ken sat his wiry frame beside her, dangling his feet in the water as well. The water was nice and cool, in contrast with the hot, clammy night air.

      “Watch out for the piranhas.” Rhyll pointed.

      “Where?” Ken exclaimed, pulling his feet out immediately.

      Rhyll burst out laughing. “They’re close by but won’t bother us.”

      “Picking on your old man now?” He grinned, repositioning himself.

      She splashed water at him. “There’s nothing old about you … except your jokes. How have you and Mum survived in jungles all your life falling for tricks like that?”

      “Perhaps you’re smarter than the both of us? Speaking of your mum, when we get to Oriximiná, remind me to radio back to camp to keep her updated. She’ll worry about the delay otherwise.”

      “You want me to call? You know she’ll give you an earful about the motor.”

      “I’ll have you know, young lady”—her dad sat up, all dignified—“I am quite capable of handling verbal abuse from your mother.”

      “Yeah, especially when she’s a hundred kilometres away, living with a tribe the rest of the world knows nothing about.” Her teeth shone in the moonlight with her wide grin.

      Ken nodded. “That does help,” he conceded. “She’s quite a formidable woman.”

      “I can’t wait until we are all back on the Aurora,” she said, and sighed.

      “Yes, the Aurora’s a grand boat but no good for these waters. We were lucky to get this.”

      “Lucky?” Rhyll shook her head. “I believe we recently discussed your bargaining prowess?”

      He patted the deck. “Well, yes. She has a few leaks … a small cabin to keep the rain off us.”

      “You call that a cabin?”

      “Lean-to, then.”

      “And a dodgy motor––”

      “Okay. All true, but given the situation with the university, we had no time to delay. They want these artefacts urgently.”

      “I hope it’s worth it.”

      “I’m sure they’re a game changer. If I’m right, it will set historians spinning. You won’t find these in your studies.”

      “Wouldn’t the Smithsonian have paid more for never-before-seen relics?” Rhyll asked.

      “Undoubtedly. They do have deeper pockets, and these are priceless to some collectors, but the relics belong here, to these people. Better for them to decide what they do with their heritage. It’s not our decision to make. And it isn’t about the money.”

      “You wouldn’t be you if it was.” Rhyll had always been proud of the ethics of her parents. It was how she was raised — caring for the indigenous populations, their cultures, and the environment. Regardless of what continent they were on.

      They watched as their shadows, cast by the lantern hooked over the cabin rail behind them, undulated on the water’s surface.

      “That’s Aedes aegypti.” Rhyll pointed to the mosquito currently resting on her arm.

      Her dad glanced over. “I’m still glad we got those booster shots. They can carry––”

      “Yellow fever, dengue, chikungunya, and Zika virus. Wasted on me though, since they don’t bite me … like the piranhas.” She grinned.

      “You’ve been keeping up with your studies, then.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way, and I much rather this life than sitting in a stuffy classroom.” She cringed. “Fancy getting an education out of books alone. Out here is the best place for me, and I love every part of it. Besides, I’m ‘one with Nature’, after all. The village shaman said so.”

      “He did take a keen interest in you. I think he was trying to marry you off to his son.”

      “Really?” Rhyll looked genuinely surprised.

      “Oh yes.” He nodded.

      “Considering your skills with bartering, I’d be interested to hear what you said.”

      “Three goats and a working motor and she’s yours.”

      “Dad!” she smacked his shoulder.

      “Mind you, they did admire your red hair and green eyes. There’s the blood of Celtic kings running through your veins you know.”

      “King Ellis? Doesn’t sound very Celtic.”

      “Kenric Elisedd — an old Welsh name.”

      “Ah well, royal blood must make me worth ten goats at least!”

      “It’s plain to see I’m not too good at haggling.” He chuckled. “Perhaps I’ll leave the bartering to you and your mother.”

      Rhyll looked up. “Can you hear that?”

      Ken turned his head slightly and waited. “No … What is it?”

      “I thought I heard another motor.”

      “Sweetheart, apart from the twenty-year-old generator back at the dig, this bunged-up motor is the only mechanical device in a hundred kilometres.”

      “It sounded like it was coming from downstream.” Rhyll remained silent for a few more minutes, listening for the elusive noise. Even with the full moon, upriver was still dark, especially in the shadows of the vast Amazon jungle.

      Ken stood up, careful not to slip on the deck with his wet feet. “Time to find a place to moor, I guess. Can’t be drifting all night now, otherwise we’ll capsize in the rapids.” He picked up the long pole and pushed towards the bank.

      “It’s shallow enough here,” Rhyll said, once they brushed up against the reeds. “I’ll do it. Otherwise, you’ll be picking more of those haementeria ghilianii off all night.” Rhyll pointed to the two leeches already attached to his calves. “Leeches never seem to be interested in my blood either.”

      “Bugger. They are relentless.”

      “That’s nature for you. She never gives up and doesn’t play favourites.”

      “Whose side are you on?” he asked, as he removed the leeches by sliding his fingernail along his skin to the mouth and pushing sideways.

      “Let me think … Who was going to barter me for a few goats?”

      “They were very fine goats.”

      She laughed as she slipped up to her hips into the dark waters. Feet sinking into the ankle-deep mud, manoeuvring the barge to shore was easy enough. Rhyll then waded up the side, grabbed the mooring line, and stepped through the maze of tall reeds to find something firm to tie it to. She stopped to take a closer look at the reeds in the bright moonlight. Touching them, feeling their texture ... the flow of energy. An introduced species, she decided. The effects of human habitation even extended this far.

      A gunshot shocked her to stop momentarily. A motor burst into the silence of the night. Rhyll turned, but the river and barge were hidden by the mass of reeds. Pulling on the rope, she started moving back through the morass. The motor died down. Only the sound of a boat wallowing in its wake remained.

      “Wasn’t there another with him?” She heard a gruff male voice. The tall reeds swayed as the boat’s wake swelled through them.

      “That daughter. Maybe she’s hiding in the cabin,” a second, rougher voice said.

      There were sounds of boots on wood. Two men? It would only take them a moment to search the cabin.

      Terrified of what she’d see, Rhyll edged closer. She hadn’t heard her father speak or call out since the gunshot. Through the growth, Rhyll saw the low bow of the barge a metre or so away. The other boat was unseen, obscured by the bulk of the cabin. Ducking lower in the water, she moved to the barge and slowly pulled herself along the side. Then she saw her father, his body half hanging over the side, his right arm dangling in the water, leaving a darker trail.

      Tears welled up, but Rhyll stifled her cry. As she neared him, she saw blood running down his arm. It moved! She hoped he was only dazed or unconscious. As Rhyll edged closer, she realised it was simply the eddy of the water. Her father was dead.

      She reached out to hold his hand one last time, but felt the cold, hard surface of his gun. Rhyll hated guns, as did her mum, but she understood that with the life they led, some sort of weapon became a necessity. Her dad insisted they learn how to use it, and every few months he would give them a refresher, along with some martial arts training whenever they could find an instructor. She released the gun from her father’s grip, carefully, to avoid splashing.

      An unseen arm reached out of the darkness, and Rhyll gasped at the intense pain as she was hauled out of the water by her wet locks and dragged onto the barge.

      “Look what we have here,” the man with the gruff voice said.

      “Good,” his partner replied. “We got what we come for.” He held up the box containing the relics. “Let’s go, John. Remember, no loose ends.”

      “Seems such a waste.” The one called John leered at the wet singlet clinging to her body.

      “Sure is. No arguments from me. But our orders are ‘no witnesses’. You going to do her or you want me?”

      Before he was able to respond, Rhyll raised her father’s gun and pulled the trigger.

      The grip on her hair stopped immediately, as John stared stupidly at the small hole in his chest.

      Rhyll twisted and fired several rounds at the other man diving for his boat before John collapsed on top of her, pinning her down. By the time she struggled out from under his dead weight, the boat was speeding away. She dropped the gun and crawled the short distance to her father, rolling him out of the water and cradling his head. “Dad, Dad, Dad ….” Tears flowed freely as she wept, her whole body wracked with sobs. In her grief, she failed to notice the motor of the other boat had stopped. Pain exploded in her side, pitching her sideways and knocking the breath out of her.

      As she lay there in agony, weak and barely able to move, she heard the boat approaching again. Feebly, she groped for the gun, every move torture. The deck was slick with the blood of her father, of John, and now her own. She felt the boat bump when it came alongside. Boots approached.

      “Ah, shit. I think John’s gone.”

      “Make sure the girl’s dead, and let’s get the hell out of here,” a third voice said.

      “Don’t have to tell me twice.”

      Rhyll’s heart pounded. They are really going to kill me! She heard the rifle click behind her head. She let out a gasp.

      “Bugger it.”

      “What’s the matter now?”

      “Bloody empty.”

      “Shit, Harry. Reload and get it done!”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Harry fumbled at his belt for another round.

      It was a struggle to turn, but she wanted to face the bastard who’d murdered her father. Overhead, a flash of lightning lit up some of his features: bearded, close-cropped hair, and a hook nose. The silhouette of the man stood there. He was sliding the round into the chamber when he noticed her staring at him.

      “Sorry, darlin’. I’ve no choice.” He cocked the weapon and pointed it directly at her.

      A gun barrel looks immense when pointed at your head. “Everyone has a choice.” Rhyll refused to close her eyes. Her body was getting numb. “Even morons like you.” She felt the blood soaking into her shirt and sticking to her skin.

      The shot didn’t come. As if in slow motion, Harry dropped to his knees and slumped forward, forcing her to the floor with his bulk on top of her. The rifle went off, but the bullet ricocheted off the deck.

      She struggled to get out from under Harry. That was when she saw the blow-dart protruding from his neck.

      It was only the slickness of the blood that enabled her to finally pull her arms free. She then rolled Harry off her and pushed him over the side with her muddy feet. Wearily looking towards the idling boat drifting nearby, she noticed another figure collapsed over the wheel, not moving. Rhyll turned her attention to the dark shoreline and the reeds. Nothing. Not that she expected to see anyone if her saviours didn’t want to be seen.

      In her stupor, she crawled back to her father. With his murder, their perfect life was ruined. She turned to John’s body. Did his hand twitch?

      “You still alive, John?” she muttered. “One way to find out.” Blinking through the tears and grief, Rhyll crawled over and pushed him to the water, eventually rolling him over the side with a splash. It felt like it took ages, and her breathing laboured, but it was done. She coughed. When she wiped her lips, she saw blood on her hands.

      John drifted in the dark waters with Harry’s body, pockets of air in their shirts keeping them both afloat. He suddenly sputtered, flopping over. The coughing went on for a full minute before he struggled to his feet in the shallow water.

      Frantically, Rhyll reached for the rifle, aimed and fired. Nothing. Damn it! In his haste to kill her, she realised, Harry had fired the one and only round. And missed.

      Weakly, John managed to get close enough to the barge and gripped the low edge with his one good hand.

      There was no time to search for her dad’s pistol in the dark. Rhyll crawled to the edge, awkwardly swinging the rifle at him like a club, nearly dropping it in the process.

      John ducked, the butt glancing off his head. “That hurt, bitch,” he said, holding his head where blood was trickling down from a gash. “I reckon I can wait it out.” He was breathing heavily.

      Rhyll knew the truth of it; her energy ebbed minute by minute; second by second. Only anger had kept her going until now. More lightning flashed. That’s funny, she thought, not a cloud in the sky. A cool breeze caressed her face, in startling contrast to the humidity that had beset them for weeks.

      You are one with nature. The village shaman’s voice echoed in her head.

      “Now my minds going,” she mumbled. The blood seeped down her back and side.

      … One with nature …

      “Nothing ever bites you …” she heard her father’s voice say.

      She smiled at the memory and her dad’s funny reaction. “Watch out for the piranhas,” Rhyll muttered in reply.

      … one with nature …

      “Oh, I’m not worried about fish.” John’s voice broke her from her reverie.

      “Not worried about piranhas?” Rhyll thought hard about them. “You should be,” she forced the words out. She wished deeply. Piranhas. Piranhas. “They haven’t feasted for a long time.”

      Collari … you are one with nature …

      Her body started trembling. Going into shock, a part of her mind thought. Rhyll slumped to the side. Piranhas … piranhas … piranhas …

      She slowly fell sideways, unmoving beside her father’s body, oblivious to the screaming coming from the frenzied water.
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      Vague images of many natives, campfires and drums swirled around her head. Rhyll thought she recognised the old shaman, but it was hard to make any sense out of anything as she was led into the group. There were no women present, but a newborn baby was introduced to her. They took her hand, placed it on the babe’s hand, and there was a tingling and a flash⁠—

      

      Rhyll’s dream was disrupted by violent shaking, and the images dispersed like mist in the wind. The sense of tranquillity was still there, but not as intense.

      Her eyes flickered open. It was dark, dank, and cool. Not night but something else. She was on her back, lying on something hard. She sat up with a jolt, and dust and grit fell off her. She was naked, on some sort of large, circular formation.

      Her hands weren’t covered in blood. Where was the barge? Where was her father’s body or that of the murderers?

      Rhyll wiped the grit from her face. The area around her had a faint luminance, some areas lighter than others, but there was still a lot of darkness. The damp, musty smell reminded her of when she was caving with her parents. Oh, Dad...

      So many questions tumbled through her head: Dad’s dead. But why did they kill him? And why did they bring me here? Who brought me here? Where is here? And why?

      More powerful shaking and thunder impinged on her consciousness, and a loud cracking made her realise she wasn’t safe.

      Gingerly edging to the side, she swung her legs over and slowly lowered herself, tentatively feeling for the floor. Rhyll stood, testing her weight and gaining her balance. Now that she was upright, some feeling came back to her legs.

      In the dim glow, she made out shapes. Tall, straight columns surrounded her. They weren’t stalagmites or stalactites, but those in the immediate area had a faint, subtle glimmer. Some were thicker than others, many were at weird angles, and a couple had fallen and broken. They weren’t glowing as much now.

      “Hello?” Her voice was soft and flat, lost in the vastness of the dark spaces. Looking down, she saw the ground was level and dusty, except for a few fragments of fallen column. As she took a tentative step, there was another muffled detonation. Through her bare feet, she felt the ground shake, but it was not as intense as before. Rhyll held onto the stone bench for support until it diminished.

      Another crack was followed by a loud splintering noise, this time close behind her.

      Instinctively, she ducked and hugged the side of the bench for cover as a column crashed onto the far end of the raised surface, showering the area with grit and razor-sharp shards. She felt stings along her forehead and cheek before the column rolled to the floor.

      Blinking through the dust and glare, Rhyll waited for the air to clear. She touched her face, feeling the wetness of the blood that oozed from the cuts. She spied her backpack and boots on the floor nearby and grabbed them, relieved at finding something familiar.

      Checking to see nothing else was going to fall on her, Rhyll stood and searched through the pack to find basic toiletries, her penknife, clothes and underwear, some notebooks, and her tablet and stylus. Absently dabbing at her cuts with a handkerchief, she placed the pack on the bench and examined the immediate area again.

      Moving closer to one of the columns, she ran her fingers along its surface. Cool, hard, and very smooth, the columns were huge crystal formations, and as her hands ran lightly across this one, the glow intensified slightly. Stepping away, she noticed a glowing.

      “That’s so weird.”

      When her parents were granted permission, they took her on a visit to the giant crystal cave in Naica, Mexico. Those crystals were huge and spectacular but haphazard; many of these were even more impressive in size, and the area was less chaotic.

      Taking a few steps around the area to get a better perspective, she realised the bench itself was formed from a crystal column that had been cut perfectly level, with a body-shaped depression in the centre. It was about two metres in diameter and one metre from the ground. Other than the scuffing where she’d slid off, there was a thick layer of dust and grit outlining where she had lain.

      A line of crystals was spaced down the centre of the bed. At one end was a larger, multifaceted crystal bigger than her fist. Seven smaller ones were embedded within the depression contoured for her body. Each crystal was a different colour, and she recalled many cultures used them to heal the body and spirit. They came out easily. Each had eight sides, was roughly the size of a golf ball, and felt warm to the touch, glowing when she handled them.

      Only marginally experienced with her mother’s gemmology work, these crystals seemed very clear. The larger crystal looked off-kilter, rocking marginally when she touched it, but tentatively placing both hands on it and twisting a tiny bit was enough to set it correctly. There was a click, and she stepped back in surprise when the benchtop began to vibrate, pulsating with a purple iridescence.

      A tingling sensation coursed through her body when she touched it. Looking down, the light source appeared to come from very deep within the crystal.

      The glow of the pulsating crystal was reflected by hundreds of crystals in the surrounding walls.

      “Where the hell am I?” she whispered in frustration and wonder. “What is this place?”

      She sat on a fallen column and contemplated her situation. Other than elusive dreams, the last thing she recalled was ... dying — or she thought she had — on a barge next to her father’s body after thieves shot them and stole the most valuable anthropological finds of the century.

      “I was shot!” She felt no pulling of the scarred tissue, but there was evidence of an injury just below her ribcage where the skin puckered slightly.

      Rhyll had no memories of this cavern — how long she had been here, how she arrived here, or even where ‘here’ was. If the amount of dust outlining where she lay was any indication, she had been here for a long time. Idly rubbing her thumb over one of the crystals, she found comfort in feeling its warm surface. Her thumb stopped when it felt a roughness. Looking closer at the green crystal, she found an indentation on one of the facets. It was shaped into something like a rune … or a glyph similar to some Incan ones she’d seen.

      Checking the other crystals revealed similar indentations, but each engraving was a different glyph. Turning back to the bench, it was evident each specific crystal fit snugly within its individual niche and not in any other.

      She pulled out her tablet. Not surprisingly, it had a flat battery. Placing it back inside her pack, she made notes in her notebook, detailing which crystal fitted into which niche, drawing the bed and the body outline.

      Rhyll was contemplating what to do next when the ground vibrated again — not as strong as before but more persistent. Realising the possibility of another column falling any moment made finding a way out prudent.

      She pulled out some clothes and wiped herself down with the shirt, gave it a quick shake, then dressed in her hiking clothes: khaki cargo pants, olive long-sleeve shirt, and her sturdy boots.

      Popping the green crystal into one of her voluminous thigh pockets, then wrapping the remaining ones carefully in her underwear, she stowed them in her backpack. Rhyll took a long look at the cavern. It was one of the eeriest, yet most beautiful sights she had seen, and she wasn’t sure if or when she’d be returning.

      Distant sounds of machinery encroached on her thoughts. Machinery meant people. With a tinge of regret, Rhyll donned her pack and made her way cautiously towards the sound. Without knowing exactly how, she always sensed directions; this time she was travelling east. Carefully climbing over fallen columns that were at odd angles, she eventually worked her way to the end of the huge cavern and paused to regain her breath.

      Part of her wanted to scream it was all impossible, yet the practical part told her she was here, so that was obviously not the case. Looking back, she noted the large crystal that had been her ‘bed’ was still pulsating with purple iridescence. The columns, which had glowed as she passed, now gradually faded as she put more distance between them. Those in front began their glow.

      As Rhyll continued towards the sound, the walls began closing in, creating a narrow fissure. There was no telling how far it extended or even if it simply stopped after a few paces. The columns didn’t extend this far, the surroundings now becoming rock. On a whim, she pulled the green crystal from her pocket. Apart from providing reassurance, the dim glow extended a couple of metres — sufficient to ensure she wouldn’t step into a rift. Her progress slowed, and the path began angling up.

      The noises she had been following stopped. She waited for it to recommence, but the silence continued. Only a distant drip reached her ears, which reminded her that she didn’t know how long it had been since she’d had a drink of water. Or food …

      She guessed it was twenty minutes of wriggling and climbing — she had no way to tell the time — before she felt the movement of warm air. Though not strong enough to be called a breeze, it was still a sure indicator that the surface was closer.

      There was a slight curve in the fissure. A shaft of light.

      Rhyll pocketed the crystal and shuffled faster as the ground rose sharply.

      Breathing in the fresh but dusty air, she emerged into the heat, closing her eyes at the blinding glare of the sun. Once she regained her composure, she kept her eyes down until they adjusted to the bright light. As she slowly raised her head, she looked around, still using her hands to shade her eyes.

      “No!”

      The sight of the devastation traumatised her. She was at the bottom of a very deep man-made chasm. Only barren, broken land was visible. Several large trucks were winding their way up a long, spiral road along the wall, and bulldozers were scattered here and there.

      All her life had been sailing oceans and hiking through swamps and rainforests. Rhyll had seen pictures and heard sad stories of this sort of devastation — and that was traumatic enough. She had refused to contemplate what being in that sort of place would be like. It was so abhorrent and would bring her to tears.

      She took a few unsteady steps, feeling ill. She was surrounded by it. Broken land. Broken earth. Mining in its worst form. Open-cut, indiscriminate rape and pillage of the land. Rhyll stumbled a few feet before dropping to her knees, throwing up. She beat the dirt with her fists. “Why? Why? Why?” Rhyll wept.

      Eventually, as if in a trance, she got to her feet and staggered away from the split in the cliff wall. There was no escaping the nightmare; the devastation surrounded her. Still in total shock, she quivered with rage and despair at the wanton destruction, causing her to stumble and trip.

      “Hey, you!” a voice called out.

      Blearily, Rhyll looked up. About forty metres away, a man in dirty clothes and a hardhat climbed down from his excavator. She hadn’t heard him, so lost was she in her anguish.

      “You okay?” the man called out again as he approached.

      Coughing up dust, Rhyll turned to face him.

      “Hey there. You know you’re trespassing?” Seeing that it was a girl, his attitude changed to a less belligerent tone.

      “Where am I?”

      “Where?” He removed his hardhat and scratched his sweaty hair. “Miss, this is Erdany property — all fifteen thousand acres of it.”

      Rhyll wiped her eyes. She hadn’t heard of them, but she took no interest in corporation names. Turning around and scanning the horizon, she didn’t see anything she recognised. “But where is it?”

      “Well, let’s see.” He took his hardhat off and wiped the sweat from his brow, pushing his wiry hair back. “Do you know Oriximiná?

      Rhyll nodded. The Aurora was berthed there. And the university that had helped sponsor her dad’s last dig.

      “We’re ’bout a hundred and sixty miles north.”

      “But … everything north is protected rainforests!”

      “Where you from, girl? You one of them greenies?”

      “This is the land of the Wai-wai and Katuena peoples. Where are they now?”

      The man’s radio squawked, and she heard a faint, tinny voice.

      He held it to his ear and listened. “Yeah. There’s some girl here … No, not native. Red hair. American, I think, or maybe English … No, she’s white. How the hell would I know how she got out here?” As he spoke, he turned, looking up. A drone had appeared from the south and was hovering nearby. “Yeah, yeah. Okay.” He gave a thumbs-up to the drone. “Better come with me. Gotta take you up to the road. It’s dangerous here, and the boss definitely wants to speak with you.”

      Numb, she walked slowly to the excavator, remotely aware the drone followed. Once by the huge machine, she climbed the ladder he pointed to and entered the cabin. As she climbed, she noticed he was watching her backside but trying not to look obvious. The cabin was dusty, as expected, but it seemed in good repair. There were two bucket seats. Rhyll unclipped her backpack and sat down.

      “Can you drive this?” he asked, replacing his hardhat.

      She looked at him as if he were mad. “No.”

      “Then that’s my seat.”

      Silently, she changed positions.

      “Better buckle up too.” He sat down and started to reach across to grab her harness, the back of his hand brushing against her breast.

      “I can manage, thanks.” She pushed his hand away and placed her pack on her lap.

      “Fine.” He put the machine into gear, and using a joystick, he moved them off with a lurch.

      The electronics on the dash blinked on and off intermittently, though the excavator didn’t appear affected.

      “Damn thing.” He smacked the console.

      They weren’t moving fast, but Rhyll fumbled for the seatbelt before she was thrown out of the chair with the rough terrain. Through the window, the dead ground jarred every one of her senses.

      “… not much longer.” The driver was talking to her. “There’ll be a jeep coming for you by the access road.”

      She didn’t respond. Staring outside, she watched other excavators loading trucks with dirt as theirs climbed the spiral track out of the massive pit. It looked like a scar on the world.

      At the crest, the excavator slowed to a stop. There was a black jeep waiting. “Here we are. Better move it. The boss isn’t happy with you hippy trespassers.” The driver climbed out.

      “I’m not too happy either.” Rhyll climbed down after him, slinging her pack loosely over her shoulder. The excavator driver opened the car door and started coughing. “Damn dust.” He closed it when she sat down, then strolled back to his excavator.

      “Hey, girl. Where you from?” the jeep driver asked.

      “Everywhere,” she answered, again putting her pack on her lap.

      The engine died. Cursing, the driver had trouble with the ignition. Once it fired, he accelerated away in a spray of gravel, his eyes watching her in the rear-view mirror. “How’d you get way out here? Any more of you?”

      “Are you the boss?” Her despair was turning into anger.

      “Who? Me? Ha! No way––”

      “Then shut the hell up and drive.” Rhyll’s mind churned. Her father murdered. The traditional lands of the Wai-wai desecrated! They had lived in harmony with the land for thousands of years without any white man ruining their lives with trinkets and disease …
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      The rattling of the keys echoed off the begrimed concrete walls.

      “The acoustics in this dump suck.”

      “Dobson. You’ve been bailed, asshole,” the guard’s whiney voice grated.

      Dan rolled over, the squeaky bunk protesting with the shift of his weight. “And I was getting used to the stench. It has a quality even the Middle East can’t compare.”

      “Too bad. Out.”

      Dan rubbed his eyes, sat up, and turned. His feet slapped onto the cold concrete floor as he stood and stretched. “Can I book the same room for next week?”

      The stolid face of the cop remained fixed. He pointed to the exit.

      “Ah well. I’ll probably be back in Oz if I’m lucky,” he said as he exited the cells. A barred window in the corridor opened.

      “Sign here. Grab your things,” the cop behind the counter said.

      Dan signed and collected his belongings: blue hoodie — blood stains included — cell phone, and wallet. He deliberately checked the contents of his wallet.

      “Wow. It’s all there this time.” Shaking his head, he looked at the cop behind the counter and then back to the cop who’d opened his cell. “You guys related? At first, I thought it was the voice, but now I see similarities with the ears, flat noses ... no neck.” Turning, he strolled towards the foyer, seeing his Uncle Phillip waiting impatiently.

      “About time. What took you so long?” his uncle growled, making an effort to rise from the plastic bench in the foyer. “I haven’t time to come and bail you out whenever you cross the line.”

      “Yet here you are. Thanks.”

      “This is the last time,” Phillip said.

      “I’ve heard it before.”

      “Your father’s serious this time. I’ve done all I can to keep you employed, but even family will only stand for so much. He has a task for you. Stuff it up, and you’ll be freelancing ’til retirement.”

      Dan stopped on the pavement. “I hope it’s somewhere out of Miami.” He threw his hoodie on, seeing the black clouds overhead.

      “Brazil.”

      “You’re kidding. What’s in Brazil this time? How about Madrid? There’s an anti-GMO rally––”

      “You’re not endearing yourself to the one person who’s trying to help. You fail to realise your choice in this is extremely limited.” A soft rain had started, making the drab Miami skyline even more dismal. “Look at it this way: at least the rain is warmer.” His uncle stopped by the car, fishing for keys from his pocket.

      “What’s in Brazil?”

      “Your redemption?”

      “What?”

      “A story no one else wants to cover. Something about ancient burial grounds being destroyed by mining. The villagers are revolting.”

      “Is that a personal opinion?” Dan countered.

      “What?” His uncle looked puzzled.

      “Forget it.”

      “For once in your life, take this seriously! This is your last and ONLY chance to get back into your father’s good graces. I’ve never seen him so pissed off.”

      “OK, OK. Got the ticket?”

      “Here.” Phil pulled an envelope with the Brazilian Airlines logo from his coat pocket.

      “Not Qantas?” Dan looked dubiously at the envelope as if it was going to give him leprosy. “I’d even condescend to fly United.”

      “Hardly anyone’s flying to where you’re going.” Phillip opened the car boot.

      “Where is that, exactly?” Dan ripped the envelope to read the tickets. “Manaus?”

      “Yep. Back to your old flame on the Amazon. Maybe she’s forgotten you. Here, you’ll be wanting this.” His uncle handed him his backpack, then walked to the driver’s door. “There’s a briefing on the story — what little there is on it — some local currency, and we’ve transferred funds to your credchip. I’ve taken the liberty of getting some of your gear from your flat. Your flight leaves in three hours. Don’t miss it. Otherwise, you’ll have to wait a week for the next one, but by then you’ll be unemployed.” He seated himself, starting the engine. “If you stuff up again, best not to come back,” Phil called through the window.

      As Dan walked around to the passenger side, rummaging through the backpack, his uncle drove away.

      “Thanks, arsehole.” He stood on the roadside as the rain began in earnest.

      

      With minutes to spare, Dan raced through the check-in desk at Miami International and squelched into his cramped seat on the plane, bumping fellow passengers in his haste. He wondered if they were more annoyed about being jostled or being dripped on.

      Once they were in the air and the seat belt lights went out, Dan grabbed his pack and headed for the toilets, desperate to get out of his damp clothes. In the pack was a fresh shirt and trousers. He quickly stripped, realising there was no spare underwear.

      He changed, banging his elbow and head numerous times in the confined space. When the door rattled, he stuffed his wet gear into the pack and made his way back to his seat.

      He checked his watch. Four hours, forty minutes to Manaus, then a seven-hour coach journey to Caroebe.

      “Just great,” he muttered, and sighed in frustration, wondering if cancelling the coach and getting a local flight was possible.
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      The jeep continued for another twenty minutes while her mind seethed. Subconsciously, her hand went to her pocket. Rhyll touched the crystal, surprised it was warmer. Holding it gave her a sense of calm. Nowhere in their journey was there any reprieve from the destroyed earth. She felt an ache — as if the broken land was a wound in her side.

      When the car came to a stop, Rhyll had to control herself, her body shaking with anger and frustration. She wanted to scream but didn’t want to be thought of as a “stupid girl”. She let go of the crystal.

      As the cloud of dust settled, a thin man opened the door. “This way, Miss.” He almost dragged her out of the car.

      “Get your hands off me!” she yelled, slapping him away.

      In his surprise at the sudden outburst, the man let go.

      “You’re in enough trouble. Don’t make things harder for yourself.” He turned to the driver. “Joe, head over to the garage and get the Merc ready. The boss will be heading into town later.”

      As he led the way into the building, she heard the driver coughing behind her as he drove away. The fluorescent lights of the ground floor main office flickered as they walked through. Despite the air-conditioning, the place still reeked of sweat. Tables covered in charts held down by rock samples were everywhere. Maps were tacked on the wall, with coloured pins here and there. All the occupants she saw were white males — some young, some old; not a local amongst them. Everyone fell silent when she came in, as if they’d never seen a girl before.

      She ignored their ogling, following the thin man upstairs.

      “Here she is, Mr Lewis.” He ignored the bald thug-looking guy standing by the doorway.

      A short man behind a desk looked up. “Thank you, Grant. That will be all.”

      The office was sparsely furnished, with a few bookshelves on the wall to her left and a large map pinned to the wall beside it. To her right was a cabinet and a bar fridge, and there were a couple of chairs near Mr Lewis’s desk. The floor was covered in carpet tiles; some of the edges were curled up, some taped down.

      “I’d offer you a drink, but I suspect you’re underage for whiskey. Water, perhaps?”

      She nodded, not trusting herself. Still shaking and seething. His accent was American, as were the accents of those of who had spoken to her so far.

      “Please, have a seat.” Lewis pointed to the beefy man by the door. “My apologies. This is Burgess.”

      Rhyll took the offered seat, spending a moment to study Mr Lewis while she put the backpack on the floor. He was shorter than she, and appeared to be in his late forties, his hairline receding. His slightly worn and dishevelled suit hung off him as though it were designed for a larger body, and he reminded her of pictures she’d seen of jockeys. His red sneakers looked out of place.

      “I have bad arches.” Lewis saw her look. He opened the bar fridge and pulled out a bottle, pouring the contents into a frosted glass. He stepped over and offered it to her.

      Despite it coming from a plastic bottle, Rhyll accepted the cool water.

      “You’re trembling. Are you cold? Injured?” he asked.

      She shook her head, finishing the glass in one go. I’m very pissed-off!

      “Ah. I see. No need to be afraid. You’re safe for now — as long as you behave.” He paused, but Rhyll still remained silent. “So … Care to explain what you’re doing out here? Any friends nearby? If they’re trespassing and get injured from the mining activities, we can’t and won’t be held responsible. I’m sick and tired of you protesters coming onto the site. I thought you learnt the lesson last time. I reckon Burgess and the men need to revisit your camp.”

      “I think it’s you who should be explaining yourself.” She stood and walked over to the map on the wall. Having studied her father’s maps, she thought she recognised the area but obviously had it wrong. A huge area between the Rio Nhamunda and the Rio Mapuera was circled.

      “You’ve got it all wrong … ah … What do I call you?” Lewis asked.

      “Rhyllien.”

      “Well then … Rhyllien. You’re the one trespassing. The Erdany Mining Co-op has been mining here for over two decades––”

      “Where are the indigenous? The Wai-wai and the Katuena? What did you do to them? They were one of the last tribes in Pará State to have had no contact with civilisation. You take away their forest, you take away their spirit, their means of living ... you kill them.”

      “Natives? I believe there were savages here years ago. What was left of their ramshackle huts were pulled down. Way before my time, though. Such a messy business dealing with ignorant natives. They’ll be much better off now. A new community was constructed. Now they have sanitation, water, and electricity. Everything to make their lives more bearable, I’m sure.”

      Rhyll’s legs felt weak. She barely stopped herself from collapsing, leaning against the bookshelf.

      Lewis continued: “I’ve called the authorities, and they’re on their way. How many of you are there? Where are your friends hiding?”

      “There’s no one left.” She turned to him. “Everyone I knew is either dead or gone. And you did this!”

      In the distance, she heard a low rumble of thunder.

      “Who’s dead?” Lewis turned to Burgess. “Where was she found, exactly?”





OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png





OEBPS/images/combined_logo_prepublication_300dpi.jpg
MO A catalogue record for ths

(ITeesIr. ook s available from the
LIBRARY National Library of Australia





OEBPS/images/relic-front-huge.jpg
AN DRE JON ES

DEATH WAVE CHRONICLES 1 <





OEBPS/images/alien-press-logo-copy.jpg
:d





OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





