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        To the ancient indigenous tribes of the Amazon. May they live long and prosper, unabated and undefiled.
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      JUNE 6TH, 2012 – 3° 59' 57” S LATITUDE, 67° 11' 33” W LONGITUDE, 100 KILOMETERS SOUTHEAST OF SANTO ANTONIO DO IÇÁ, AMAZONAS, BRAZIL

      Morning sunlight trickled down through the forest canopy, spraying golden beams on the thick dappled mats of silver fern. At length, Mahl came to a grinding halt and breathed deeply of the humid, damp air. He would be home soon. Already, he could smell the scent of water. Capuchin monkeys chattered in the spidery branches above. Reaching out, he broke off a slender branch and ripped the outer bark away with his teeth. As he chewed the sweet inner cambium amid the incessant whine of insects, he surveyed the dense forest.

      A minute later, he tossed the branch aside, re-slung his bow over his dark shoulder and struck off into the waving sea of green with the black tail of his talisman head dressing flapping in the wind. From here on, the trail ran under the thick green vegetation and he would need to rely on his memory on where to place each step. One wrong placement could mean a broken leg or worse yet, death, in one of the many gaping holes strewn out over the ragged landscape.

      After several hundred meters, the landscape leveled out, and in the distance a stream could be heard trickling around rocky outcroppings. Once he came across it, the trail would veer downward toward his village. He hurried toward the stream, and just as he was about step into it, heard strange voices. His heart thudded, and he crept silently into the dense thicket of heliconia with arrow drawn. Whoever they were, they were not Manaqüi, from whom his people had hid unseen since the days of old.

      Anxiously he waited, peering through the veil of sword shaped broad-leafs at the forest ahead. As the voices grew louder, he considered his next move. The path leading to his village had to be protected at all costs, but he was only one man against how many? He didn't know. The sound of thumping feet on the soft brown earth drew nearer until at last he saw three men dressed in strange white skins. Who they were and why they were here, he didn't know, only that they were threatening his home. The arrow strung on his bow twitched. Slowly, he lifted the weapon, aimed it at the lead man, and let the arrow fly.

      An instant later, a grunt was followed by cries. He quickly fitted another arrow to his bow and aimed it, then stopped when he saw a man draw out long, menacing blade from behind his back. But he stayed where he was, and after much chattering between the other men, he dragged their fallen leader off.

      Once Mahl was satisfied they weren't coming back, he slipped his bow back over his shoulder and fled down the steep, sloping path toward home. But deep inside, he was scared. The world was changing beyond his tribe's shrouded borders.

      JUNE 6TH, 2012 – UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, BERKLEY, KROEBER HALL

      Claire El-Badawy scrolled down her computer calendar. She had a Lyceum lecture at 1:00 PM, her A330 class at 3:00 PM, and an interview to conduct in twenty minutes, not to mention dinner with Jason. Turning around in her swivel office chair, she peered through the window of her second-floor office, thinking about the grant for the expedition to Brazil. After the huge disaster in Guatemala, she was taking an enormous career risk searching for a lost bushman of the Amazon. The department would only suffer one mistake before showing you the door. But if this lost man turned out to be what she hoped he was, her prestige would skyrocket. As she considered her future, a knock on her open door startled her. She spun around and found herself looking into the bluest eyes she'd ever seen.

      “Hi, I'm Owen,” the man said, walking in. He extended his hand, and as they shook, went on, “We talked a couple weeks ago 'bout my showing ya 'round da forest. Am I too early?”

      Claire took in the rugged Aucklander's long booted legs, faded jeans, and crisp, white button-down shirt; its top two buttons were undone.

      “No, have a seat,” Claire said, collecting her thoughts. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      He crammed his long, lean body into the chair in front of her desk. “Nah, I'm good as gold. Quite da campus ya got here. I almost got lost.”

      Claire took her seat behind her desk and tried to relax. “Should I be worrying?” she said.

      “Bout what?”

      “You getting lost,” Claire said, noticing the faded scar above Owen's brow.

      “Nah. Da forest an' I do fine. It's da 'big smokes' that get me turned around. Too many roads.”

      “Yes, me too,” Claire said, not quite understanding the term, “big smokes”. She guessed he meant cities. “So, how'd an Aucklander end up in Peru?”

      “Westhaven, actually, north of da big town, out in the wops.” Owen handed her an envelope and sat back looking her over. “My pop studied fish on da river when I was a tyke, so I grew up on it, so ta speak, yeah.”

      “Wops?” Claire said, opening the envelope and glancing down at his credentials.

      “Yeah, ya know, boonies,” he said. “I think ya find everything in order there.”

      Claire nodded as she read down the list of past treks he led. The resume wasn't exactly what she was expecting, but then, she wasn't looking for flash. “Must have been interesting growing up on the river.”

      Owen shrugged. “It was alright. Not all it's cracked up ta be. Lots a nasty critters down there – say nothing bout yella fever.”

      “And malaria,” Claire added. I'm not a tourist, Mr. Macleod. ”I take it you were sick?”

      Owen's expression tightened at the mention of the malaria. “Nah. Just a run-in with an aranhas armadeiras.”

      Oh, we are trying to impress. I'll give you the benefit of a doubt. “A banana spider? You should be dead.”

      “Yeah, yeah. For a while, I wished I was. So, why ya wanna find this Lost Man?”

      “To learn about his people before it's too late,” she said folding up his resume and tucking it back into the envelope.

      “What if he don't wanna be found? Big forest down there.”

      “Are you saying you can't find him?”

      “Nah, not at all,” Owen replied. He crossed his legs and shifted awkwardly in his chair. “Might take time. T'aint easy finding someone don't wanna be found; that and where we're going ain't a walk in da park. Manaqüi don't take kindly ta people tramping in their back yard.”

      “Well, we have four months, Mr. Macleod, so either you can or you can't,” Claire said, handing him back the envelope.

      “Ah now, no need ta be so formal. Call me Owen, and no worries. We'll find 'im.”

      Claire smiled. You're smooth. Too smooth maybe. I bet you'd tell me you could find Nessie if you thought it'd get you the job. Except, you come highly recommended. “Where you staying?”

      “Cross town.”

      Claire looked at her watch. It was almost noon. “You hungry?”

      Owen shrugged. “Wouldn't mind a round of shark and taters.”

      “Right … I don't know if we have shark.”

      Owen laughed. “Not shark. Fish.”

      “Oh, like fish and chips.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      Claire tried to think if the cafeteria offered fish. It was Friday. “Let's see if we have shark and taters then. Unfortunately, I have a lecture at one, but if you want, I can have my RA give you the nickel tour.”

      Owen smiled. “Sure, why not? Got no place ta be.”
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      AMAZONAS

      DECEMBER 10TH, 2012, LIMA, PERU

      Owen opened the door to the company apartment and dropped his backpack beside the couch. Exhausted from the trans-Pacific flight, he rubbed his neck and shuffled to the sliding glass door. Pulling back the screen, he let the sound of rush hour traffic six floors below filter into the room. After a minute of looking out over the hazy coastline, he headed to the bathroom and splashed water on his face.

      The mirror over the vanity reflected eyes in need of sleep. But it'd have to wait until he checked email: that, and removing his large banana spider from the shower's soap shelf. The furry critter had escaped his terrarium again and taken up residence there. He snatched the arachnid between finger and thumb, sending its long legs into a wriggling frenzy.

      “Calm down, Shelob,” He muttered. “We'll have ya home 'fore ya know it,” He walked to the kitchen and popped him back into his glass home.

      “Now, hopefully,” he said to Shelob, “Robbie left me some coca tea.” He felt around cans of vegetables and boxes of dry goods until he found a canister. Shaking it next to his ear, he smiled as the spider pawed the pane of its terrarium. “Good boy, Rob,” he said, and set a kettle of water on to boil. Fifteen minutes later, he sat on the deck overlooking the street below sipping tea with the laptop open on his lap.

      Booting it up, he saw a dozen emails. Clicking the one named, Claire El-Badawy Itinerary, he scrolled down the page.

      As he read the flight information, the memory of his conversation with the cultural anthropologist popped into his head. He smiled, thinking of the tall, silky brunette with flashing blue eyes. She had a killer smile and a pair of legs that wouldn't quit. His body stirred as the memory of her flashed before him. But, what really grabbed him was her sharp, challenging and feisty mind. He liked intelligence in a woman.

      A taxi below blew its horn, and the memory ran away. Cracking his knuckles, he pulled a candy bar out of his shirt pocket and peeled the wrapper back. As he bit into it, he opened a file he'd downloaded a while back. The screen page opened to a photo of a stepped pyramid. “That's one wild theory, Luv,” he muttered, tilting his head. He stretched and scrolled down the page to her picture. “You sure are one put-together package, I'll give ya that. Just keep ya pretty little nose outta my business and we'll get along just fine.”

      DECEMBER 10TH, 2012, SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA

      Hot showers always refocused Claire when bad shit happened. She turned the hot water up another notch and gritted her teeth. Since her fiancé, Jason, decided his career was more important than hers three weeks ago she had been trying to forget him. But it wasn't easy. She scrubbed her hair as his ultimatum played over in her head. Of all the times to draw the line in the sand, he had to pick twenty days before the Project started. She felt her throat tighten. Screw it! CBS and New York can have him. I need to call Thad.

      She stepped out of the shower, toweled off, and marched into the closet. In the corner, sat a new tan duffle bag. Next to it, stood her Zamber boots and a dozen pair of 150 thread ultra-light hiking socks. She eyed them as she pulled a pair of nylons on, wondering if the duffle bag was big enough for all the gear she'd need for the expedition.

      Twenty minutes later, she pulled her Volvo out onto the arterial, and after stopping at Double D's to get her regular morning bagel, turned the radio on to listen to the morning news. As she settled in for the hour-long commute, her blackberry buzzed. Setting her breakfast bagel on the passenger seat, she dug into her purse and pulled out her PDA. Thad's number showed on the screen.

      Thaddeus Popalothis, or Poppy as he was known on campus, was her research assistant.

      “Hey, what's up?” she said.

      “You on the 880?”

      “Just getting on.”

      “Well, you might want to get off at Artesia and hook up with the 680. Tractor-trailer jackknifed at Exit 120. It's a mess.”

      “Shit. Okay.” She tapped her finger on the steering wheel as five lanes of traffic began slowing down. “You hear anything more from this guy, Owen?”

      “Yeah, he emailed back. We're all set. He'll meet us at the airport,” Thad said. He cleared his throat and his voice dropped down. “There's something else.”

      “What?” Claire said, bracing herself. When Thad's voice dropped, trouble lurked.

      “Noah's rethinking my going to Brazil with you.”

      Claire blinked. What is it with fucking Noah? He just can't let go of shit. She collected her nerve, and with a level controlled tone, said, “Don't worry, Poppy. I'll take care of Noah.”

      “But he's department chair.”

      “Yeah, I know. Don't worry about it, okay?”

      A long pause ensued on the other end. Finally, Thad said, “Okay. And if he doesn't change his mind?”

      “He'll change it,” Claire said exiting onto the 680. Oh, shit, a cop. She glanced at the needle touching 80. Wonderful. “Got to go. Bye.”

      Claire threw her office door open and set her purse on her credenza. Her desk was in disarray. Files piled up four and five deep. Post-its with phone numbers and to-dos were stuck all over her computer. Beside the screen, stood a framed photo of her parents. Tucked in the corner of it was a small, faded wallet shot of her grandmother. She cleared a stack of mail from her chair, sat, and checked email. As usual, a long list stared back. She triaged a few, shot off some replies, then quickly reviewed her day's schedule while debating if she should phone Noah. No. Better to deal with him face to face. Problem is, I have class in thirty minutes. Tapping her nails on the desk, she heard a knock on her open door.

      Looking up, she saw Thad leaning against the frame with his arms folded across his chest. Tall, with jet-black curly hair that framed a Mediterranean olive complexion, Poppy was quite popular with the young ladies on campus.

      “Oh, there you are. I need to see Noah, but I have class in–” she looked down at her watch, “–twenty minutes.” She dug the lesson folder out of her bag. “Would you mind filling in for me?”

      He stepped up to her desk and took it from her. “Well, I'm not really prepared, but okay.”

      “Thanks.”

      Thad nodded. Then cleared his throat. “Hey, just so you know, don't go nuts trying to change his mind. I'll be all right. Really. I mean, don't take me wrong, I wanna go–who wouldn't? But I don't want to be shoved down his throat. He can really fuck with me, Claire.”

      Claire studied Thad's long, angular face, feeling his guarded concern. She knew he was right. Noah could really do a number on Thad come dissertation time. “Don't worry. I know how to handle Noah.”

      

      The walk from her office in Kroeber Hall to the other end where the Department Chair ran things gave Claire some time to plan how she might twist the silver-haired Scotsman around her finger. She saw Noah no differently than she saw the rest of the men in the department. He was self-centered, arrogant, and stubborn. Unlike the rest of the men in the department, Noah was her ex-husband, and therein lay her advantage or disadvantage. She took a deep breath as she came to his office suite and opened the door.

      “Hi, Claire. Can I help you?” the admin assistant said, looking up from her typing.

      “Noah busy, Maggie? I need to see him.”

      “He's on the phone. Anything I can do for you?”

      “Don't think so,” Claire said, eyeing Noah through his open door. “I'll wait.”

      “Coffee?”

      Claire shook her head.

      Maggie got up and joined Claire. “You hear about that horrible accident on 880 this morning?”

      “Yeah, tractor trailer and a bus? Oh, he's off,” Claire said. “Sorry, I need to catch him before he skates.”

      As Claire stepped into Noah's office, he swiveled around in his chair.

      “Well, hullo, Claire,” he said, pushing his wire-rimmed glasses up over his forehead. “I wondered how long it'd take before I saw your face in here.”

      Claire crossed her arms and eyed him. “What are you doing?”

      “Doing?”

      “Yes. My project? You're screwing with it. Why?”

      Noah leaned forward. “No class today?”

      Claire smiled. “Thad's filling in.”

      “I see. Well, to answer your question, I'm looking out for the college's interests. Thad's an excellent grad student, but you need someone who knows his way around down there, don't you think?”

      “Thad can hold his own,” Claire said.

      “I'm sure he can,” Noah replied as he met her challenging gaze with one of his own.

      “So, I suppose you have someone in mind?” Claire said.

      “As a matter of fact, I do.”

      “And that would be?” Claire said as Noah's gaze slipped over her blouse and down her skirt.

      “Name's, Jorge, Micheal's boy.”

      “Jorge? Are you kidding me? He knows nothing about my project!”

      “He is, however, a native Brazilian who knows how things work down there. Need I remind you, the only reason you got funding for this folly of yours is because I put my ass on the line for it.

      “I'm well aware of that,” Claire growled.

      “And make sure if you find this lost man, which you have as much chance of doing as finding canopic jars in a stepped pyramid, that you remember you're there to observe only. No contact.”

      Claire forced a smile. “Why is it you can't find it in your tiny little pea brain to question why they found cocaine in the Pyramid of Giza?”

      “That's all anecdotal, but hey it's your career. If you want to flush it down the toilet, be my guest. Anyway, it seems a moot point. You have your grant.”

      “Yes, I do,” Claire replied.

      “However,” Noah said, “It's my job to see it doesn't end up in a waste basket.”

      Claire leaned forward. “Then leave it alone. Look, we both know what this is all about. You're still trying to control me.”

      Noah laughed. “Oh please, what makes you think I'd spend one second of my precious time with screwing you? Believe me, I have better things to do.”

      “Right, but you certainly liked screwing me a few years ago, didn't you? Better be careful with Maggie. I've seen how she looks at you. The newest Mrs. Henderson might not like it.”

      “What are you talking about?” Noah snapped back. His face reddened as he furrowed his brow.

      “You know exactly what I'm talking about.” Claire let him sit with that a moment then went on. “Noah, dear, if there's one thing you're not very good at, it's keeping your pecker in your pants.”

      “Are you threatening me?”

      Claire almost burst out laughing. “Honey, I don't have to make threats, you self-implode without any help from me.”

      Noah studied her with talon-like eyes. “Might I remind you, I'm Department Chair here, so unless you want to be standing in front of glassy eyed freshmen all day for the foreseeable future, mind your manners. By the way, how's Jason these days?”

      Claire's eyes widened, and she fought to keep from blowing up. Through tight lips, she hissed, “Jason has taken a job in New York.”

      “I heard. Long commute, don't you think?”

      “It's what they make planes for,” Claire said, with her best fuck-you grin. “So, back to Thad.”

      “Yes, back to Thad,” Noah said averting his gaze out the window. “Smart kid, but I'm not sure he's your best choice. Did you know Jorge speaks several tribal languages? Can Thad say the same?”

      Claire considered her ex-husband's loaded question. This was the one area Poppy did not excel in, and to be truthful, it bothered her. But his involvement with her work trumped that deficiency. She said, “He holds his own.”

      Noah steepled his fingers. “Really? In what, besides a dalliance in ancient Egyptian, unless you plan on running into some pharaoh?”

      “He speaks Quechua, and some Ayaya,” Claire fired back, ignoring Noah's sarcasm.

      Noah cocked an eye. “Fluently?”

      Claire paused and thought about her answer. She wanted to be careful not to say the wrong thing. Noah grinned, and obviously taking her silence as a 'no', said, “What I thought. Tell me, what is it about this RA you're so hot on bringing with you. Are you fucking him?”

      Claire closed her eyes and balled her fists. “You asshole! Why am I wasting my time here?”

      “I don't know, why are you? Unless perhaps, you thought you could manipulate me. You were good at that once, you know. Sit down.”

      “Fuck you!”

      “Sit down!” Noah snapped. He locked his eyes on her like a tomcat sizing up a mouse. Finally, he said, “Let's cut the crap. This is more than just a goddamned grant here. A niece I'm very fond of is involved and I'm going to make damned sure she comes back in one piece.”

      He pushed his glasses back down onto his Romanesque nose and looked off through his window. “You need more experience down there.”

      “I've run expeditions before.”

      “Yes, yes, I know – Togo,” he said, looking back at her. He shook his head. “Look, this isn't some little dirt village on the west coast of Africa. It's the damned Amazon!”

      “I know that,” she spat back.

      Noah shook his head. “No, you don't!”

      “And you do? I wasn't aware you'd ever been there.”

      “A long time ago, yes.”

      Claire was taken aback. “You never told me that.”

      Noah stared at her, and for a moment she saw a pained expression on his face. “It's hard to talk about.”

      Now it was Claire's turn to lean forward. “We were married for five years, and I'm just finding this out now?”

      “It was personal and if you'll shut up a minute I'll tell you why.” He paused. “Twenty-five years ago, my brother and I received a NSF grant to research some of the indigenous tribes.”

      “Really?” Claire said.

      Noah cleared his throat and frowned. “As I was saying, my brother led a small team of men into the forest one morning while I stayed back to mind camp. It was just a short day trip, reconnaissance and collecting data. He was supposed to be back by dinner, but he and his team never returned. A week later, we found him and his boys. They were skewered alive and left on long bamboo poles: a warning to stay out of where they didn't belong. They'd crossed some hidden boundary. We got them down and ran the hell out of there. Am I making myself understood?”

      Claire was dumbstruck. She knew Noah had lost a brother, but never knew how. Though she'd asked about it many times, he wouldn't speak of it, nor would his sister. Noah went on, “You have no idea what you're going into Claire and I've tried to keep my mitts out of it. But you need someone who knows his shit down there. And who's this guide, Owen Macleod? I hear he leads tourist treks? Christ, woman!”

      “True, but he's spent a good deal of his life right in the backyard of where we're going,” Claire said, still trying to wrap her head around Noah's revelation.

      “Yes, I looked into it once I found out. But you need a guide. Living there might have only taken him a few kilometers into the forest. You're going deep into that world. And can I ask you why you're going through Peru to get there?”

      You never stop! “Because that's where his company operates out of. And his references are excellent.”

      Noah sat with that a moment then said, “Well, I do see your point about his living there being worthy. But a tourist guide? Really?”

      “He's multi-lingual and fluent in most of them, not to mention a naturalist with a BA in Forestry and Land Management. He knows the river. He knows the people,” Claire said. She looked at her ex-husband with fresh eyes. “Noah, we'll be okay.”

      “Hmmm … And Molly?”

      “I'll guard her with my life.”

      “See to it and you better bring her back alive.” He took his glasses off and looked at her hard. “I know you don't like me after what happened between us. Few people do now-a-days it seems. Tell you the truth: I don't really care. What I do care about is people getting hurt or worse yet, killed, on my watch – especially family and talented professors.”

      Claire looked at him agape and against her will, felt a twinge in her heart for the man. “Thanks,” and added, “And like I said, I'll look out for Molly, don't you worry.”

      “You do that. We done?”

      Claire got up, fighting the urge to thank the man she had come to despise over the last five years. “I expect so.”
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      DECEMBER 11TH, 2012, LIMA, PERU

      Owen toweled the scattered daubs of shaving cream from his face. He had slept dreamlessly for a change and that he prized. The nightmares of his past rarely left him alone since his son died years ago. He stared at the man in the mirror. A faded scar across his hip peeked over his boxers. It was a gift from a jaguar three years ago during one of his tramps to supply one of the many Manaqüi splinter tribes with weapons against a Brazilian copper conglomerate. Even now, the ragged wound still pained him. The Jadatani medicine man said the great cat had marked him for its own. The recurring visions of the black hunter of the forest only confirmed it.

      He ran a tooth brush over his teeth, then stepped into his closet and pulled a pair of khakis from the hanger.

      An hour later, he walked up Circuito de Playas under a bright blue sky. He liked walking, the feeling of melting into his surroundings. The smoky aroma of La Patarashca wafted in the air. Salsa melodies floated out from the upper windows.

      He grabbed a butifarras from the café and found a bench across the street. As he ate, he listened to the thwapping waves of the shrouded ocean and the cries of sea birds. He thought about the expedition, the long haul up the river into uncertain waters. It had been a long time since he had gone so deep into the bush.

      

      Ten minutes later, he sat in the back seat of a cranky yellow taxi sipping yacón tea from a Styrofoam cup as the driver wove in and around traffic. It had started to rain and tiny drops were pelting his window. The taxi turned left, then right, and motored through the maze of cobblestone streets until at last it came to an old brick building. A sign read, 'Amazon River Tours' over the door. The driver pulled through an open gate and crossed a rutted gravel lot dotted with puddles.

      As the taxi splashed along, Owen eyed the ratty, chain-link fence battling cacti and pink cinchona, wondering where all the money the tour company took in went. He drained the last of his tea and directed the cabbie toward an open overhead door leading into a large corrugated metal-sided warehouse. As the taxi pulled up in front and stopped, Owen dug into his pocket for the agreed-upon fare, handed it to the driver, and got out.

      Ducking inside, he was met by his long time tramping partner, Manny Ortava. “Você está atrasado,” he said in Portuguese, wrinkling his leathered, bronzed face. He pulled his work gloves off and dragged a small hand-made cigar from his gaucho's pocket.

      Owen shrugged. “Overslept.”

      Manny cocked an eyebrow and struck a match. “Good flight?” he said, breaking into English.

      Owen tossed his empty cup in the garbage can. “Sucked. How's Loretta?”

      “Very good,” Manny said.

      “I was plenty worried 'bout her, yeah. What with her pneumonia and all.”

      Manny wedged the cigar into the corner of his mouth. “Ah, si, she was very sick, but now is all better. And you?”

      “I'm all right. And da crianças?”

      Manny smiled. “They are very well.”

      “An' Ernesto?”

      Manny sighed and put his work gloves back on. “Same. He still has his head in the clouds. All he see is the big money he make at the mine. I keep telling him, go to school; learn something. But he does not hear me. He is more interested in meninas. Oh, well, what can I do?”

      Owen shrugged. “Not much, I expect. Lads 'ill be lads. They like their chicas fast an' furious.”

      “Like a certain Kiwi I know,” Manny said, then shut his mouth when he saw Jack Burgess coming toward them. He shot Owen a knowing glance, furrowed his brow and walked away as the boss walked up.

      “Hey, you ready for this?” Jack said, nodding toward the pile of gear on the warehouse floor. Translated: 'Don't fuck this gig up'.

      Owen pulled a chocolate bar from his shirt pocket, tore the wrapper off. Biting into it, he narrowed his gaze on the man. “Morning, Jack. How's tricks?” Translated back: 'Kiss my ass'.

      “Cut the shite,” Jack snarled.

      They faced off like a pair of tomcats: Owen in his tan khakis, a faded T-shirt and frumpy jandals against the wiry Kiwi's three-piece suit and leather loafers. Jack pointed to the pile of canvas bags on the pallet. “You really need all this shite?”

      Owen took another bite of his candy bar, looked off into the shadowed warehouse. “Yeah, I think I do.”

      Jack didn't say anything for a moment but Owen knew the man resented him. Most likely, it was because of the respect and camaraderie he enjoyed with co-workers and patrons alike. Finally, Jack said, “You know, I don't see what my pop ever saw in you.”

      “Well, ya not your pop, are ya?” Owen said. He stared back at the man, waiting for him to pick a fight - not that Jack would against a man head and shoulders taller than himself.

      “No, I'm not,” Jack growled and tightened his jaw. “But I run this show, if you follow me,”

      “Yeah, I think I do,” Owen replied in a level tone. “'Cept I bring da business in, mate.”

      Jack bristled. “Is that what you think?”

      “It's what I know,” Owen said, and after he said it, realized how angry he really felt. But the anger went beyond Jack to something he couldn't put his finger on. He took a deep breath. “Look, just leave it alone, okay?”

      Jack reached into his pocket and pulled a pack of cigarettes out. “You know what your problem is?”

      “No, what's that?” Owen said, looking toward the rear of the warehouse. Owen heard the lighter click, then the sound of a long exhale.

      “You're an arrogant son-of-a-bitch who probably hasn't been banged in a month of Sundays.”

      Owen almost broke out laughing. “Yeah, yeah, Jack. I'm sure a nice piece would straighten me right out. Now if ya don't mind, I've got work ta do, eh?”

      “Yeah. And, mate…”

      “What's that?” Owen said.

      Jack butted his cigarette under his shoe. “Try to keep your paws off that pretty college professor. Your wit falls flat on its arse with the highly educated.” He turned and as he walked away, Owen flipped him the middle finger.

      DECEMBER 12TH, 2012, SAN FRANCISCO

      Claire threw the rest of her salad together for dinner, thinking about what Noah had said. Why had he divulged the secret of his brother's death now, unless he still cared about her? She shook her head, turned up Alanis Morissette's, You Ought'a Know on the CD player and took a sip of her wine.

      Since Jason left, Alanis's hard driving lyrics had become Claire's mantra. But things were looking up now. Soon, she would be heading down to the Amazon, and if everything worked out the way she hoped, she would be on top of the world. She eyed the framed photo of the gray wolf her aunt her given her upon completing her thesis defense and danced into the dining room with plate in hand.

      Sitting down at the table, she nibbled at her salad while sifting through her mail. “What's this?” she muttered, picking up a small, white envelope. Her eyes zeroed in on the return address. “Jason?”

      Her heart pounded as she looked at it. Easy Claire. Remember, he's the one who walked out, not you. She took a deep breath and ran a fingernail under the flap, prying it away. When she saw her townhouse key, she was furious.

      “You son-of-a-bitch! You asshole!” she shouted. She poked inside to see if there was a note and found nothing: no good-bye, no 'sorry things didn't work out'. The end of their five-year relationship reduced to nothing but a returned key.

      She held it up in front of her, and felt her throat tighten. “Fucker!” she muttered, feeling like a deleted paragraph in one of his shitty editorials. She clenched her jaw and ripped the envelope in half, then again and again until it was in tiny pieces on the floor.
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      30,000 FEET UP OVER THE GULF OF CALIFORNIA

      Claire peered out the passenger-side window as a long peninsula jutting out into the ocean crept into view below. Wisps of thin clouds were casting faint shadows on its muted hills. In the seat beside her, Thad was busy with his thesis research. Behind them, sat Jorge and Molly, both second year grad students. Jorge was going for his doctorate in social anthropology and Molly in evolutionary anthropology with a second understudy in computer sciences. Just now, Molly was preaching to Jorge about her upgraded search engine for the department. But Claire wasn't listening. For the last three hours, she had been fighting persistent background nausea, and it was getting stronger.

      Thad turned a friendly smile toward Claire, nodded over his shoulder and pursed his lips.

      Claire took a deep breath and leaned over and peeked at the open document on his laptop. “How's it going?”

      “All right I guess,” he muttered. “Just can't find a lot of data to draw conclusions from.”

      “Perhaps your subject matter is a little too obscure.” she said. As his advisor, she had warned him about tackling the migrations of the South Pacific peoples during their Neolithic period. “Why don't you shift your argument away from why they left and focus on their arrival and cultural myths?”

      Thad shook his head. “It's been done to death.”

      “Yeah, but there's always something new to discover,” she suggested.

      Thad sighed. “That's what Molly said.”

      “She's right,” Claire pointed out. “So you're working with her then?”

      Thad shrugged. “Yeah. Ms. Tech-Head offered to help me dig through the web, so I took her up on it.”

      Claire shook her head. Though Thad wouldn't ever admit it, she knew he liked Molly, but seeing how she was Noah's niece, knew better than to spit into the wind. “I'll leave you to your torture then,” she said, opening to the first page of an article she had been working on over the last two weeks for Anthropology Today.

      

      They landed at Chavez International Airport four hours later, and after playing twenty questions with the customs agent, Claire and her team pushed through the terminal's front doors into the oppressive heat of Lima's afternoon sun. Claire looked right, then left before seeing Owen standing next to a red mini-van that was ready to fall apart at any moment. Behind the mini-van, sat a bus boasting painted trees and plants on its side panel. Two smiling bronzed men in pressed tan shorts and button-down shirts stood in front of it.

      “Ya made it!” Owen said walking toward her with an outstretched hand.

      “That we did,” Claire said, shaking hands with him while glancing toward the van. “Those our taxis?”

      Owen pushed his wide-brimmed canvas hat back off his forehead and took her pack. Handing it to a middle aged man coming up beside him, he said, “At your service. This is Manny here, yeah. He'll be looking after ya gear and such.”

      Clair took in Manny's rugged brown complexion and toothy smile. But behind the beaming grin, she felt an air of suspicion. “Hi, Manny.” She put her hand out, and as he shook it, his dark, brown eyes burrowed into her.

      “Welcome to Lima,” he said, turning toward Molly, who had quietly drifted beside them. “And who is this pretty moça?”

      Claire put her arm around her feisty grad student. “This is my queen of tech, Molly.”

      “Uma rainha,” Manny said taking Molly's hand. He bowed with such graciousness, Claire couldn't decide whether he was playing along or truly meant it. Molly blushed and Thad rolled his eyes.

      Claire aimed a down-boy stare at her RA. “And this is Thad. Thad, come around and say hi to Manny.”

      Manny turned and gave Thad a long, measured gaze. “O meu Deus. Owen, look at him! He and my Ernesto could be irmãos.”

      Molly tapped Claire, and motioned her out of earshot of the men. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, just a little upset stomach is all. I'll be fine.”

      Molly frowned. “You're not a very good liar, but you're the boss. Anyway, my Spanish isn't very good and my Portuguese is worse. So help me out here, I get the reference to Uma rainha, but what is irmãos?” She said, murdering the pronunciation.

      “Brothers,” Claire said.

      “Hey, Claire,” Owen called over. “Where's da rest of ya gear?”

      “Inside. The rest of our equipment's coming in on a cargo plane later tonight.”

      Owen looked back at the porters and nodded at the terminal doors. “Rammy, Hector, would ya go fetch their gear for me?”

      The men left and ten minutes later the gear was loaded into the bus. Claire climbed into the mini and sat in the midsection beside Owen with Thad and Jorge behind her. Molly sat up front, riding shotgun with Manny. Claire thought of asking about air conditioning but dismissed it because she doubted the rust bucket had it. Besides, they needed to start getting used to the heat if they were going to get through the next few months in the forest.

      “Sweet as, Manny,” Owen said, pulling the mini door shut. “Let's get a leg on.”

      “Excuse me?” Claire said.

      “What?”

      “Sweet ass?” Claire said. Foreign men, they're all the same, doesn't matter where they come from!

      Owen shook his head. “Yeah, what about it?”

      “You might refer to women like that in your country, but I'd appreciate it if you didn't do it with us.”

      For a moment the man looked at her as if she just stepped off another planet, then laughed. “Oh … I said, 'sweet as'. Means everything's under control; real good.”

      Claire cocked an eye. “Under control?”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      “Slang,” Manny put in.

      “Right,” Claire said, eyeing them dubiously.

      

      The city of Lima sprawled out before them like a quilted tapestry. White-washed stucco and cinderblock buildings hugged an endless maze of cobbled and semi-paved macadam streets. Here and there, open-air markets sprang up, and with them echoed the staccato come-ons of shopkeepers hawking goods and produce to the meandering masses. They drove for what felt like an hour, and Claire wondered if they'd ever get out of the city. “What's that smell?” she said, fighting the persisting nausea.

      Owen chuckled. “Cuy. Roasted Guinea Pig. I assume you'll be passing on that one, eh?”

      Claire nodded her head as the mini bounced over a bone-jarring pothole. Very funny, mister, but I've eaten stranger things.

      “Easy, Manny. I'd like ta keep my teeth in my head,” Owen said. He turned back to Claire as she took a deep breath. “Queasy?”

      She swallowed hard and tried to smile, but failed miserably.

      Owen reached into the pocket on the back of the driver's seat and pulled out a crumpled paper-bag. “Here,” he said, flattening it out and handing it to her. “Sit tight. Almost there.”

      “You said that a half-hour ago,” Claire grumbled, loosening the collar of her shirt. What is going on with me? I've flown a thousand times. The heat? And there's no way I'm blowing lunch in front of you.

      “What ya need is a spot of coca tea. Straighten ya right out.”

      Claire looked at him as if he'd lost his mind. “I'm not drinking anything.”

      “Ya funeral,” he said, and tapped Manny on the shoulder. “Hang a right.”

      The mini turned, and a minute later came to a large open space where ancient, brown adobe buildings stood in decay.

      “That's the Pachacamac Ruins!” Molly gushed, looking out the passenger window.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Owen said.

      “Oh my God, I can't believe it,” Molly said, and proceeded to grill Owen and Manny about everything they knew about the ruins and whether they could arrange a visit to it after the expedition.

      Despite how Claire felt, she couldn't help craning her neck as well. The mini passed around the ruins and turned down a long four-lane street leading toward a poor excuse of a highway. But at least they were no longer in stop-and-go traffic.

      The highway veered toward the ocean, following a long curving coastline dotted with grassy bluffs that were bursting with red flax. Here and there, clusters of palm trees swayed in the breezes. A deep blue ocean piled waves upon a long crescent beach as a rambling stucco villa with terracotta-tiled roofs came into view.

      Owen pointed toward it. “Ya digs for da night.”

      Manny pulled off the highway and drove down a cobbled road bordered with pink and red lupines. At the end of it was a broad loop that slid under a vaulted Porte Cochere that was supported by polished wood timbers. Owen jumped out, opened the back of the van, and set their bags on an empty luggage cart.

      Behind him, Thad, Jorge, and Molly piled out, leaving Claire alone. She watched them stretch their backs, then pried herself off the seat and stepped out. As she eyed the ocean between the tall grasses, Owen came up behind her.

      “Pretty nice, eh?”

      “Yeah, real nice,” Claire muttered, and she could just imagine the look on Noah's face if he knew they were booked in a five-star villa.
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      DECEMBER 18TH 2012, LIMA

      The following morning, Claire felt better. Grudgingly, she admitted Owen had been right. The coca tea did the trick. She went out onto the veranda and took in the distant shoreline. A faint, pink glow painted the world and warm zephyrs swirled around the hotel, playing with her hair. It was just after five AM, and in an hour she and her team would meet Owen in the lobby.

      She sipped her tea, made drinkable by a healthy dose of cream and sugar, and pondered for the hundredth time the chain of events that brought her here. It started with the sighting of an Indian of unknown origin in a remote part of the Amazon forest. Then soon after, word of a 'Lost Man' followed, which ultimately led to a disastrous first encounter.

      But it was Thad who brought the 'Lost Man' to her attention, and it was a friend of a friend of Thad's who recommended an unlikely guide named Owen Macleod, who as it happened, once lived almost in the 'Lost Man's' back yard. It all seemed so pre-ordained, and if she were a religious person, she could almost believe there was a higher power at work here.

      She imagined meeting the 'Lost Man'. If his DNA could be linked to African roots, her theory would gain irrefutable proof of the existence of a trans-Atlantic connection, and thus erase years of grief from her peers, who laughed at her. Called her theory, 'Chariots of Fire' garbage. Except, no one had a good explanation for cocaine found in ancient Egypt or the uncanny resemblance the stepped pyramids in Central and South America had with the Ziggurats across the ocean.

      The defining test, of course, would be in the DNA, if she could get any. His mitochondrial DNA would go a long way in confirming her belief of early contact with the Egyptian peoples or it could wipe out fifteen years of work and set her career spiraling into a black abyss of community colleges.

      Claire tried to shoo away that terrifying notion as Molly burst into a string of four-letter epithets in the room next door. She drew the sash of her terry towel bathrobe around her and stepped off the veranda into her room. The lamp next to her bed that had been on a minute ago was off and the digital display on her alarm clock was gone. Puzzled, she opened her door and gazed down the darkened hall. People milled around outside their doors, talking in hushed tones. Claire slipped out of her room, walked down to Molly's door, and knocked.

      Her young redheaded RA answered in her university gray sweats, looking like a feral cat who'd just been stuffed into a box.

      “You all right?” Claire said, eyeing the blackened surge protector in Molly's hand.

      “No! My fecking laptop just got fried!” She threw her arms up and fired the surge protector at her unmade bed. “We have other lap-tops,” Claire soothed, but as she said it, her stomach flipped. The Sat-Lynk transponder lay on the bed with its screen lifted open. “Tell me that wasn't plugged in?”

      Molly shook her head. “No, thank God.” Looking back at her computer, she let out a loud sigh. “I just bought this fecking thing.”

      Claire breathed a sigh of relief. They could live without a laptop. A Sat Lynk, they couldn't. “It's okay, we'll get you another one when we get back.”

      “You don't understand. It took me all day to transfer all my data onto that. Arghhhh!”

      “I'm sorry, Mol, I really am,” Claire said, trying to calm her ex-niece down. As apt and able as Molly was, she had a nasty temper when things went wrong. A shortcoming Claire had been fully aware of when selecting her for the team, as well as the fact she was Noah's niece. But she needed Molly's technical strength, and it didn't hurt that Molly had a keen interest in the Amazon peoples.

      She went to Molly and looked her straight in the eye. “Go take your shower. It's the last good one you get for some time.”

      

      Owen stood in the stairwell of the transport, looking out the windshield at a clear morning without a cloud in the sky. He smiled. Soon, he'd be in his element – out in the forest with no one looking over his shoulder. He tossed the wrapper of his morning candy bar in the trash bag hanging off the dashboard as Manny brought the transport in front of Claire's hotel.

      Out in front stood Molly, Thad, and Jorge with their bags. Claire hadn't come down yet. Owen looked at his watch. Probably putting her face on. He hopped out as the other transport pulled up and slipped alongside his vehicle.

      “Gidday mates, lady. Sleep well?” Owen said over his shoulder as he checked the web of ropes crisscrossing the supplies on the roof-rack.

      “Like a baby,” Molly said with a hint of sarcasm.

      Glancing back, Owen saw her grab her duffle bag and head toward the transport. We're in a mood, aren't we? He pulled the slack out of one of the ropes. As he retied it, he said, “Molly, is it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Best be slathering on sun-block. Sun'll fry ya down here.”

      He heard Molly huff as Jorge and Thad strode up beside him. Thad said, “Don't mind her. She's had a bad morning.” He gave the thumbs down and added, “Computer.”

      Owen nodded. “Any idea when da boss might show up? Daylight's wasting, an' we gotta long slog ahead of us, yeah.”

      Just then, Claire's voice rose up behind them. “Morning.”

      Owen turned to see her walking toward him with a full pack slung over her shoulder. The toned and curvy brunette filled out her crisp tan blouse very nicely. As she strode toward him with a leggy gait, she added, “Looks like we have a good day for traveling.”

      Owen nodded. “That we do. Nice pair of Zambers.”

      “Yeah. They've seen a lot of mileage over the years,” Claire said, admiring her boots.

      Owen shrugged and looked down at his. Their once dark brown leather had faded to a milky gray and a couple of the steel eyelets were missing around the laces. “Yeah, mine, too. How ya feeling?”

      She flashed him a quick smile. “Good, thank you. We all set?”

      “Sweet as,” Owen said, and shot her a devilish smile.

      Claire frowned. “You know, that down-under slang is going to get you in trouble if you keep it up.”

      “What, me?”

      “Yeah, you.” She smiled and headed for the front door of the transport.

      

      Six hours later, the transport descended from a grassy hillside into Tingo Maria. The small colonial village of brick and adobe buildings snuggled into the sprawling hillsides like a kitten into a pile of laundry. Manny brought the bus to a stop at a small, vibrant square dotted with stout palms. After he opened the transport door, the team spilled out into the warm, humid air.

      “We'll take morning tea 'fore heading ta our next stop,” Owen said. “If you're hungry, I suggest ya follow me ta that there café down da road, yeah.” He slipped his hat on and started toward a small, crumbling adobe building hemmed in by a low sandstone wall.

      As they tramped along the narrow dirt road under the frowning brown hills, Owen pointed out places of interest until he came at last to a small opening in the wall. Turning through it, he shuffled up the path to a crude slate terrace. On it sat four round tables draped with red tablecloths.

      They all pulled out chairs and sat as the side door of the café opened. Out of it scurried a tiny brown woman with a wrinkled face. She was dressed in a deep pink pollera skirt embroidered with colorful orange, blue, and green flowers. “Buenas tardes. ¿Les apetece un refresco?” she said, coming to their table with a broad, toothy grin.

      “Usted tiene té helado?” Claire replied, as the woman handed her a paper menu.

      The woman nodded. “Si.”

      “Entonces quiero uno,” Claire said, ordering a tall glass of iced tea. As the woman moved on, Claire leaned toward Owen and quietly said, “Any recommendations?”

      “That depends on how adventurous ya are,” Owen said, eyeing her sidelong. “If I were ya, I'd stick with da Tacu Tacu or da Pollo a la Brasa 'til you get your legs under ya.”

      Claire shot him an exasperated look and gazed down the menu. “Right. I think I'll try this.”

      “Papa Rellena,” Owen said, and felt a smile come to his face.

      “What's in it?” Molly said.

      Manny spoke up. “Potato and meat cooked in herbs. Local dish, everyone eats it. It is good.”

      “What kind of meat?” Molly said.

      Jorge shrugged. “Could be beef or chicken-”

      “Or bush meat,” Owen interjected with a playful wink.

      Molly's face screwed up into a crooked frown. Owen felt Claire's elbow digging into his ribs. She shook her head as Jorge and Thad broke out laughing.

      Thad set his menu down and turned to Owen. “So, how long have you been doing this?”

      “Guiding?” Owen said, as the little dark woman moved up beside him. He looked up at her. A tall mug of beer was definitely in order. To her, he said, “Sólo una cerveza.” After the woman left, he leaned back in his chair. “Don't know, twenty years maybe. Anyway, I like it. Ya always know where ya stand out here.”

      “What's that mean?” Molly said.

      He turned an eye toward the RA. “Means, somewhere near da bottom rung.” Smiles broke out on Manny and Jorge's faces.

      Claire sipped her drink, and said, “You have a way of putting things, Mr. Macleod.”

      “C'mon now,” Owen said, shooting her a hurt look. “No need ta be formal. It's Owen.” He stretched his legs out in front of him and pushed his hat off his brow. “Anyway, just trying ta keep things real. That forest out yonder is unforgiving an' ya better respect it 'cause it sure won't respect ya. That's what my Pop used ta say, yeah.”

      “So where's our next stop?” Molly said.

      “Tarapoto,” Manny said.

      “We'll spend the night there before picking up our water transportation in Yurimagus,” Owen added. “From there it's three days down da river ta Iquitos an' another three ta Santo Antonio do Içá. Hope ya brought plenty of reading material an' bug juice. Skeeters on da river don't take prisoners.” He eyed Molly who sported a pair of capris. “Might wanna think twice 'bout wearing them on da water.”

      “Eight days,” Molly said. “How far away is this Santo Antonio do Içá?”

      “Once we are on the river, it is about 1,500 kilometers,” Manny said, “providing we do not have any detours.”

      Claire frowned. “Detours?”

      Owen glanced at Manny. Not a good time for bringing that up, mate. Turning to Claire, he shrugged and said, “Sometimes da river level drops an' we have ta take alternate routes. No big deal. We'll get there in plenty of time.” That is, as long as da FARC stays off da river.
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      Owen stared out the transport window as the narrow road climbed into the mountain pass. Here and there, the tires sent streams of gravel into the dark ravines as they wound around the twisting route hemmed in by towering kapok and strangler figs. In the understory, ferns, and philodendrons fled into the dark gloom. Sometimes, when the canopy relented, the Andean range could be seen peering down at them with snow-covered faces. Owen tapped Manny on the shoulder.

      “Time ta stretch our legs, mate.” He got up and faced the team. “There's a turn-off up ahead. We'll hang there for fifteen,” he said, then pointed toward a gap within the trees to their left. “There's a loo down that path over there if ya need it. I'd advise using it. We've a shag ta go 'fore we stop again. Believe me, you don't wanna be tramping around in da forest. Lots of nasty critters out there, yeah.”

      

      Thirty minutes later, they were back on the road heading toward the city of Tarapoto. In the mirror above Manny, Owen saw Molly inspecting mosquito bites on her legs. As he turned to get his bag and dig out some salve for her, he noticed Claire eyeing the steep drop outside her window. Her fingers were fiercely clutching the seat back in front of her. “Hey, no worries. Manny knows this road better than his own wife.”

      Claire let go of the seat and shot him a smile, but he knew it was forced. “I'm not worried,” she said. “Just can't get comfortable, is all.”

      “Right,” Owen said, not believing her.

      She turned back toward the window. “It's breath-taking.”

      “Yeah, it is,” he said, pulling a tube of aloe out of his med-kit. “Say, I'm thinking someone needs ta tell Miss Molly back there ta ease up digging a hole in her legs. She's gonna be raw by da time we get ta Tarapoto.” He held the tube up, and went on, “Got some salve here. Might be better if ya gave it ta her, I think.”

      Suddenly the tires slid on the narrow road, sending a pinging shower of gravel down the sheer slope beside them. Claire drew a sharp breath and her hands leapt for the seat in front of her. It had caught Owen off-guard, too, and sent him forward. He regained his balance and glanced over at Manny, whose attention was fixed firmly on the road. Taking a deep, controlled breath, Owen muttered, “Easy mate!” Then chuckled, and said, “He does that every once in a while ta give people a thrill. Thinks he's a Kiwi, you know, bungee jumping an' all.”

      Claire relaxed her grip from the back of the seat and rolled her eyes. As Owen looked at her, he felt something more than just a passing attraction stir inside him. He sat with that a minute, trying to decide whether he liked it or not, then said, “Say, mind if I ask ya a question?”

      “No. What do you wanna know?”

      Owen peeked down at her left hand. She had a charm bracelet, with of all things, a wolf pendant on it. Her ring finger was bare, save for a faint impression. “Ya travel a lot for ya job?”

      “Some. Mostly lectures. In the beginning, it was a lot.”

      “Yeah, I saw ya went ta Togo. Spent time in Guatemala an' Honduras, too. How'd ya like it down there?”

      “It was good,” Claire said. “I don't get out in the field much anymore. Too busy writing grants, papers, and teaching. What about you? You like what you do?”

      Owen shrugged. “It's okay. Pays da rent.”

      Claire looked at him dubiously. “Bullshit. You have a degree in forestry. Running tours is not what you had in mind when you graduated. I'm sure of it.”

      Owen rubbed his chin and nodded. “Guess ya found me out.”

      “Is that why you contacted me?”

      “Actually, ya contacted me,” Owen said. “Although I suppose I had something ta do with it.”

      “How's that?”

      Owen shrugged. “When I heard from ya mate's friend in da states about da tramp, I made it known ta him I was interested.”

      “I thought so,” Claire said. “So, any children?”

      Where did that come from? Suddenly, his son's face flashed before his eyes, stealing his breath. He blinked and composed himself. “No, none I can speak ta anyway. You?”

      Claire shook her head. “Never seemed to have the time.”

      “Right,” Owen said.

      They sat in their own thoughts for awhile, watching the passing landscape. The road had leveled out and the dense forest had pulled back, leaving vast meadows of swaying grass and thick brambles. To the left, the Andes ran as far as they could see under a deep, blue sky. Puffy white clouds gathered at their peeks.

      “You ever get lonely?” Claire said. “I mean, you get to meet a lot of people, but you never get close to anyone. At least that's what a friend of mine who guides in Hawaii says.”

      Owen took his time before answering. He didn't want anyone probing too deeply in his life; her, least of all. “Ya get used ta it. No different than yourself, I'm sure.”

      Now it was Claire's turn to be quiet. She sat looking out the window a moment, then sighed. “Yeah, I guess.”

      When she looked back at him, Owen saw the same haunted expression that stared back at him every morning. He resisted the urge to go into more detail, and said, “Hey, I read ya paper, da one about da trans-Atlantic trade connection.”

      Claire brightened. “Did you?”

      “Yeah, I thought it interesting, an' well written for da most part.”

      Claire's face broke into a crooked smile. “For the most part?”

      “Yeah.” He shot her one of his classic bad-boy grins. “Just a few typos an' some minor factual errors. Nothing earth shattering.”

      Claire furrowed her brow. “Is that so? And just what errors are you referring to?”

      Time ta escape, 'fore she skewers me alive. “Hold on,” he said, getting up. “I think Manny needs me. Be right back.”

      “You make sure you are. We're not done here,” Claire snapped back with a smile.

      

      Night had fallen over the city of Tarapoto when the team pulled in. Claire stretched and looked around the darkened transport. Thad and Jorge were quietly discussing some minor point regarding Polynesian culture while Molly listened to her IPOD in back. As Manny pulled the vehicle in front of an old stucco building, a broad wrap-around porch came into view. Lit by handsome wrought iron lanterns hanging on chains, the porch gave the inn a welcoming presence among the broken clapboard buildings of the surrounding neighborhood.

      “All right folks, we're here,” Owen said as the front door of the transport opened. “Just grab ya gear an' leave da rest on-board.”

      One by one then, they lumbered off and stood in the humid night air. As they looked up at the spattered stars, Owen went in, and a few minutes later returned with their room keys. Handing them out, he said, “The kitchen's open 'til midnight if ya hungry. I recommend da polla a la brasa or the butifarras. Both are excellent.” To Manny, he said, “Have da lads see to da bags. I'll be back in a bit.”

      As Owen turned and headed down the street, Claire looked at her watch. Huh … where's he going?

      “Something the matter, senora?” Manny said, suddenly beside her.

      She started. “Where's he going?”

      “To take care of travel business,” Manny said, but his smile wasn't convincing.

      “At ten-thirty?”

      “Si. No time tomorrow,” Manny said. “We need to meet the boat very early.” He waved her toward the inn. “Come. The cozinha is going to close soon. You must be hungry, no?”

      Reluctantly, Claire picked her duffle bag up. Whatever Owen was up to, travel business wasn't it. However, she was tired, so she followed Thad, Molly, and Jorge into the lobby. But as she went, her glance strayed down the gloomy lamp-lit street.

      Once inside, a tap on her arm interrupted her musing. “What's up?” She turned and found Thad looking at her with a puzzled expression.

      “Nothing, just thinking,” she said. As she pondered Owen's sudden departure, a gold-painted glass mirror across the lobby caught her eye. “Wow, wonder what that's doing in here?”

      “What'd'ya mean?” Thad said.

      “That isn't just a piece of folk art. See that,” she said, heading toward the mirror. “The frame's rendered with painted villages around its perimeter and they're detailed right down to the individual houses. And look there, a barn. And there, a herd of cattle.” She stepped back. “The artisan was likely a local who traveled a bit. Likely twentieth century.”

      “How can you tell?” Thad said.

      “The architecture,” Claire answered. “There, see the detail of the stucco? It's smooth. Early stucco was scored.”

      Just then, Molly joined them. Setting her duffle bag on the floor, she bit into a cookie and said, “Sweet.”

      Thad furrowed his brow. “Hey, where'd you get that?”

      “Over there on the table, by the coffee urn,” Molly said. She popped the rest of the cookie into her mouth and wiped her hands.

      Thad glanced over at the long, wooden table standing opposite the registration counter. On it was an empty silver tray. “They're all gone.”

      “I know,” Molly said, giving him a toothy grin.

      Thad wrinkled his long face. “Cute. You've got crumbs in your teeth.”

      The comment drew a stuck-out tongue from Molly.

      “Ah, a painted mirror,” Jorge said, joining them.

      “Claire thinks it's twentieth century,” Thad said.

      “It is,” Jorge said, matter-of-factly.

      Thad rolled his eyes. “Oh really? And you know this how?”

      “The style, it's –”

      Thad put his hand up. “God save me, I'm in the midst of art critics. Never mind, I get it. Well, you guys can stand here gawking at it. I'm going for chow,” he said, and strutted away.

      Claire laughed as she watched him retreat across the subdued lobby furnished with lacquered teak tables and chairs. “I better get settled. Make sure he doesn't wolf down everything in sight, would ya?”

      “Don't worry, if Poppy goes for thirds, I'll stick a boot in his mouth,” Molly said, bending down and lifting her duffle bag over her shoulder. She donned one of her evil grins, then struck off down the hall.

      Claire rolled her eyes and headed for her room on the second floor. Shunning the elevator, she climbed a sweeping staircase, turned right, and went down a narrow corridor to the last door. Opening it, she hit the light and dropped her gear to the floor. Although the furnishings were old and a bit tattered, they were passable. The linens were white; the red, green, and blue bedspread bright and cheery. She treaded over to the sliding glass door that offered a view of the darkened hills. Sliding it back, she stepped out onto the tiny wood-framed terrace. Bathed in the still night air, she drank in the sounds of Tarapoto's nightlife.

      As she was about to go back in, she heard a familiar voice below . She moved closer and listened to Manny's furtive words spoken in Portuguese.

      “Si, they are all in and getting settled. Although I think she saw you go into Migel's. When will you be back?” He paused, and Claire realized Manny was talking on a cell phone. “Yes, I will have everything ready. How many are you getting? You think that is enough? Okay. I am going in to eat and then off to bed. You have your key to the bus? Okay, see you in the morning.”

      Claire heard him flip his cell phone shut then saw a tiny yellow flame erupt beneath the terrace floor. A moment later, a strong pungent smoke wafted up over the railing and into the night air.
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      Owen walked into the dining room as Claire, Thad, and Molly finished eating. Claire looked up as he shuffled over to their table with his hat pushed back off his brow. Pulling a chair up, he sat beside Thad, and let out a gaping yawn. Claire searched his expression. As an anthropologist, she prided herself on reading people's faces and actions. Since she heard what Manny had said, she knew if he were up to no good, his expression would betray him. But his face, which was sporting the beginnings of a dark, gold beard, showed only exhaustion.

      “So, all settled in?” he said to the group.

      Draining the rest of his soda, Thad nodded, leaned back in his chair and stretched. “I'm heading up,” he announced, and dug a twenty note out of his pants pocket. Tossing it on the table, he added, “What time we push off tomorrow?”

      Owen shoved the money back at him. “It's all taken care of, mate. We leave at six … sharp.”

      “Six?” Molly said, her eyes widening.

      “Sharp,” Owen repeated, taking off his hat and setting it on the table. “How's da skeeter bites?”

      “They were doing fine 'til you just mentioned them,” Molly snapped. “Thanks.”

      “No problem,” Owen said, shooting Claire a wink. “Make sure ya wear ya long pants tomorrow, eh.”

      Molly groaned. “You are a tool!” She bade the rest of the group goodnight and slogged out of the room.

      “Think I'm off, too,” Jorge said, getting up. “Where are we meeting in the morning?”

      “In da lobby,” Owen said. He cast a boyish grin at Claire. “Seems like I'm scaring 'em off. What 'bout ya? Ya deserting me, too?”

      Claire waved to Jorge and Thad as they headed toward their rooms, then turned back toward Owen. “No, I'll keep you company,” she said, wondering how to bring up his mysterious disappearing act. Although Owen was easy-going, and she had to admit she liked him, she couldn't tolerate secret dealings that could put her expedition in jeopardy.

      Owen called the waiter over and ordered a butifarras and a bottle of beer. They sat awhile afterward discussing Tarapoto and the day's events, until the waiter came back with Owen's supper. He bit into the sandwich, and with his mouth half-full, said, “Well, it's onta da river tomorrow. Ya ready?”

      “Ready as I'll ever be. Too bad you couldn't have joined us earlier. We had an interesting discussion,” Claire said.

      “That so? 'Bout what?”

      “Art, the river, the forest … you.”

      Owen grinned. “Me, eh?”

      Claire smiled, downed the last of her beer and said, “Yeah, like … where were you?”

      Without a blink, he said, “Rounding up goodies for my mates, why?”

      Very funny, Mr. Macleod. Goodies indeed! “Fine, have your little secret, but this is my expedition, and the last thing I need to worry about is you doing something illegal and landing us all in jail.”

      “I'm touched,” he said as the waiter came back to ask if they needed anything more. After the man left, Owen took a long pull of his beer and smacked his lips. “Damn, but that hits da spot.” He paused, and as he eyed her, his smile dimmed. After a moment, he leaned forward and said, “Okay, you're da boss-lady, but there's something ya need ta understand. We're not on holiday here. We're going deep into da Amazon, an' people don't play by da rules there, yeah. So, when it comes ta getting ya there an' back, my rules trump yours. An' for that matter, Manny's too. Understand?”

      Claire stiffened. “As long as you keep things on the up-and-up, we'll be fine.”

      Sitting back, Owen snatched his beer bottle and found his smile. “Of course we will. You wanna'nother drink? I'm buying.”

      She looked at him dumbfounded. In the span of moments he went from a laid back bad boy to a no-nonsense take-charge commando and back again. Suddenly, she didn't know whether to resent or respect him. “No, I'm good.”

      Owen yawned. “That Molly's a real pistol.”

      Despite her mixed feeling at the moment, Claire couldn't help from grinning. “That, she is. You like twitting her don't you?”

      “Keeps her on her toes. Though, I have a good feeling, she's on 'em most da time,” he said. When the waiter returned with his beer, he said, “Say, didn't mean ta get surly back there. Just wanna make sure I bring everyone back, is all.”

      “Well, I would expect nothing less for what I'm paying you,” Claire said, watching him gobble down the last of his sandwich. “Say, my eyes are starting to get heavy, so I guess I'm going to have to desert you after all. See you in the morning.”

      “I'll be there. Oh, one thing 'fore ya head up.”

      “What's that?” Claire said getting up.

      “Make sure ya all have ya visas and immunization docs handy tomorrow.”

      “Why? We've got a ways to go before we hit the border.”

      “Yeah, I know, 'cept we're on da water. Rules are a bit different there. Ya have a good night. Cheers.”

      

      The team arrived around eleven at the tiny village of Yurimagus on the headwaters of the great river. It was now past noon and most of the gear had been transported onto the large twin prop diesel-powered boat that would be their home for the next seven or eight days. Owen walked up to the bow of the seventy-five foot vessel and stood behind a steel rail sorely in need of paint. As he looked out over the muddy waters of the Amazon, he felt like he'd come home after a long trip. He took a deep breath of the pungent diesel and fish scented air swirling over the waters and smiled. There ya are, yeah. My Lady, Amassona. I wonder what surprises ya have for me this time.

      “Penny for your thoughts,” Claire said, coming up beside him. She had two cans of beer and offered him one.

      “What's this? For me?” Owen said, taking it. He tipped his hat to her and drank in her faded blue jeans and thin, white gauze shirt with its sleeves rolled up to the elbows. A thick hank of hair was loosely tied behind her graceful neck and the top two buttons of her shirt were open, offering him a hint of cleavage. A gentle breeze skipping across the water played with her upturned collar.

      “You worked hard,” she said.

      “Ahhh, it's nothing, but thank ya all da same,” Owen said. As the last few items he had picked up the night before were loaded onto the Lírio do Rio, he took a long drink of his beer and nodded toward the river. “In this country, it's called Amassona by some and Apurimac by others. Looks tame, but don't let it fool ya. People 'cross da border, call it da Boat Destroyer, an' for good reason.”

      “Rapids?”

      “Yeah that, but mostly 'cause it can change in a heartbeat. One minute, deep as can be, then 'round da next bend, just a few meters, say nothing of flash floods an' stumps hiding 'neath da surface.”

      “Sounds like we're in for quite a ride,” she said, gazing out over the water. Behind them, the Lírio do Rio's main engine revved, sending out a large puff of gray smoke.

      “Sure are,” he said, admiring her profile. For a moment he felt like he could talk to her about anything, but the thought quickly evaporated. He drained his beer and turned back toward the river. “She an' I go back a long ways, yeah. She's like family. Some people say she has mystical powers. Don't know 'bout that, but I know she's in my blood.”

      Claire smiled. “It is mesmerizing.” She turned toward him. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “How come you don't live here? Isn't traveling back and forth a pain? It's not like you're commuting across town.”

      Owen bit his lip as the image of his dead son flashed before his eyes. “Sometimes, I ask myself da same question. Guess I don't like da idea of abandoning home an' family.”

      Claire nodded. “You have a large one?”

      “Not really. My Mum; she's living in one of da fancy care facilities. Pop passed several years ago from a medical complication; embolism from a prior injury. My brother raises deer an' sheep on da south island.”

      “Deer?” Claire said, cocking her brow. The wooden deck under their feet lurched as the Lírio do Rio pushed away from the dock.

      “Yeah, what about it?” Owen said, glad to steer her away from the subject of family.

      “Never heard of raising deer. I take it, kiwi's are big on venison.”

      “Some of us are. I can take or leave it,” Owen said. He crushed the empty beer can in his hand with ease and tossed in a barrel nearby. “Ya like venison, do ya?”

      “It's alright.” She fell quiet a minute as the boat motored out into the main current.

      Content to leave her to her thoughts, Owen watched a group of young boys playing football on a grassy field near the passing shoreline. His thoughts shifted back to his son. Calen would've been fifteen next month. The greenstone that hung around his neck beneath his shirt had belonged to Calen. It was the only thing left he had of his son except haunting memories and dreams that taunted him from time to time.
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      NAUTA, PERU

      A pale dawn light crept into Claire's stuffy cabin through a dirty round window. Sitting on her cot, she looked out the portal at the ever-brightening sky, tracing wisps of umber clouds as the Lírio do Rio's diesel engine droned in her ears. For the second day in a row, she had awoken, nauseous and soaked in sweat. Seasickness, perhaps, but she doubted it.

      Closing her eyes, she fought the growing terror in her heart. I can't be pregnant, I just can't be! Taking a deep breath, she counted backwards to her last period. Ninety-five days. She had missed periods before, but it had never bothered her because the odds against her getting pregnant were in the stratosphere. The removal of an ovary and part of the other at thirty-three had seen to that. Or so, her GYN had said.

      Suddenly, her stomach flipped and her eyes watered. She lurched for the wastebasket beside her and grabbed it in the nick of time. After several uncomfortable minutes, her body's revolt ended and she sat up, catching her breath. Oh God. Now is not a good time for this bullshit. She swallowed, composed herself, and got up. I need some air.

      Pulling on a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt, she opened the door to her cabin and treaded out onto the foredeck. Through the hot, damp mist rising off the river, she saw a ragged shoreline peppered with rustic wood and whitewashed buildings.

      “Bom dia,” said a deep, melodic voice behind her.

      She turned to find Manny sitting in the shadows on a skid of supplies under the upper deck. “Morning. Looks like nice day.”

      “Si. You up early.”

      She rubbed her hands together and wrapped her arms around her chest. “Couldn't sleep.” She went to the rail and eyed the old wooden boats, skiffs, and canoes pulled up onto the banks of the river. The smell of fish hung in the air.

      Manny joined her at the rail. As he bit the end of his cigar off, he pointed toward shore. “Nauta. It's where we start our tours most of the time. Soon, this beach will be very busy.”

      An image of laughing brown-skinned children playing around their working fathers flashed before Claire. She knew it was a romantic notion; most of the men and women on the river gutted out tough lives. Still, for all of their troubles, people in villages like these were oft-times happy and close-knit. As the thought swirled in her head, she wrestled with the fear of being pregnant, of Jason's walking out of her life. Suddenly, her fancy condo, the Volvo, the closet full of clothes, and all the things she had believed she needed didn't seem so important. She felt her throat tighten. How can I be pregnant?

      Manny broke into her musing, jarring her into the present. “So, what do you think of Peru so far?”

      Claire gathered her thoughts. “It's a beautiful country.” She cast a long sweeping gaze over the muddy waters, steeling her heart against rising anguish. She would not break down in front of this man. At last, she said, “Owen told me the Amazon is in his blood. Called it family.”

      Manny nodded and lit his cigar. “It is true for him. He grew up on this river and in the forest. There, life is much simpler than the complicated world we live in. To understand Owen, is to understand he is a simple man. He takes you at your word. A handshake is good enough for him. It is a pity we live in a world where no one trusts anyone, I think.”

      “Yes. It is sad.”

      Manny gazed out over the water, letting the words hang between them, then turned and said, “Tell me, why do you want to find this 'Lost Man'? What can he tell you, hmmm?”

      “His blood can tell me if there was once a connection between Africa and South America.” She paused, realizing how clinical it sounded, and shook her head. “That sounded awful, didn't it?”

      Manny shrugged.

      Claire sighed. “Let me back up. Yes, getting a blood sample is a big part of it, but there's more. I want to know his story. What happened to his people, and why?” Then to her surprise, she added, “I want to let him know he's not alone, that there's someone in the world that cares about him.”

      “But you will go home and write your paper, and he will be left here, no?” Manny said. “I do not mean to sound harsh, but your words are empty promises. In your heart, you want to believe you care deeply, but in reality you cannot live up to them, because if you do it would mean you would never leave, and we both know you will.”

      She blinked as Manny's words hammered home. He was wrong. She really did care! Didn't she? She paused, and in the silence between them, looked inward and knew he was right. She couldn't make a difference in the bushman's life any more than she could flap her wings and fly. No, her best intentions were just dust in the wind, and she felt like a sham in front of the insightful director. She cleared her throat and said, “Yeah, I guess you're right. It was a stupid thing to say.”

      “Oh, I know you meant well,” Manny said. “I was just making sure you did not think you could change the way things are.”

      Claire felt a smile come to her face. How did Owen ever hook up with you? Aloud, she said, “You're a wise man, Manny. Can I ask you a question?”

      “Si.”

      “How long have you known Owen?”

      Manny blew a ring of smoke and tapped the growing head of ash off his cigar into the passing water. “About twenty years. Why?”

      Claire shrugged. “Just curious.”

      Manny glanced at her from the corner of his eye. “I think it is more than that, senhora. I think that science brain of yours is trying to figure him out, no?”

      Claire grinned. “I do wonder sometimes. It's the anthropologist in me.”

      A large gray fish jumped out of the water ahead of the boat. “Characin,” Manny said, pointing toward it. “Very good eating.” He watched it surface a couple of times, then turned to Claire. “Owen is a very private man. Much has happened in his life that has, how do you say, made him hard.”

      “That's what they all say,” Claire said off-handedly.

      Manny narrowed his gaze and wrinkled his brow. “No, senhora. Someone died that he loved very much many years ago. He blames himself.”

      Claire's grin left her face, and before her brain could censor her mouth, she said, “Who?”

      Manny shook his head and held her in a penetrating gaze. “If he wants to tell you, he will. I have said too much already.”

      Claire blinked. Owen was divorced, but that didn't mean it couldn't be an ex-wife. Did he lie about having children? Seemed unlikely.

      Manny went on. “I see how he looks at you. Different than other women.”

      Startled, Claire drew breath. Which means what? She studied Manny's enigmatic expression then looked off over the river. The muddy, brown waterway had widened considerably since they left Yurimagus two days ago. The land on their right had leveled off into dense ragged fields of tall, waving grasses. To her left, two and three story clapboard storefronts replaced the rag-tag wooden hovels she'd seen minutes ago. Three men carrying heavy loads of bananas over their backs trudged along the street bordering the shoreline. A short distance ahead of them stood several women brightly clothed in reds, whites, and yellows. She watched them busying themselves displaying fruit and vegetables on makeshift wood tables until she heard Manny stir beside her.

      Crushing his cigar on the rail, he said, “I am going in for café now. You want me to bring you some?”

      “No, thank-you.” As he stepped away from the rail, Claire turned around and reached out, touching the director's arm. “Manny?”

      He stopped and met her searching gaze. “Si.”

      She opened her mouth to ask him what he meant about Owen looking at her differently, but changed her mind because she didn't like the ramifications of the possible answer. Shaking her head, she smiled. “Never mind.”

      The director winked and patted her arm. “Do not worry about Owen. He will find this 'Lost Man' for you, okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      Just then, Thad walked out onto the deck. He yawned and stretched his long arms upward. A pair of faded jeans hugged his bare waist and a tiny, gold cross-hung on a thin gold chain around his neck. Clearing his throat, he snuffed and said, “Morning.”

      Claire made room for him beside her. “Sleep well?”

      He shrugged. “All right, I guess. You?”

      She swatted a mosquito on her arm. “Not really. I'll be glad to get off this boat. You better put a shirt on. You'll get eaten up.”

      “I think they're more interested in you,” he said, plucking one off her shoulder. “And I hear ya, I'll be glad to get off this thing, too. We got a long ways to go, though.”

      “Yeah. Don't remind me. And stop yawning.”

      He looked at her sidelong and grinned. “You know, in this light, you remind me of Katherine Hepburn in The African Queen.”

      Claire rolled her eyes. “Down, boy! Are the others up?”

      “Yep. Miss cranky Tech-head was bitching about no hot water again.” He spat into the water and wedged a fingernail between his front teeth. “She ought to be a real delight once we get in the forest.”

      “She'll be wanting cold showers soon enough: trust me,” Claire said.

      “I believe ya, don't worry about that,” he replied, nudging her with a friendly elbow. “So, where's the boss-man? Figured he'd be up by now.”

      “Oh, I'm sure he's around somewhere,” Claire said.

      “Yeah, probably below decks checking cargo.” Thad knotted his brow, erasing the boyish expression that lived on his face most of his waking hours. “You have any idea what's in those two large crates he brought on board in Yurimagus?”

      “What crates?” Claire said, surprised.

      Thad's brow rose. “You didn't see 'em?”

      “No! Where are they?”

      “Up front in the cargo hold.”

      Claire mulled over Thad's comment, remembering Owen's disappearing act back in Tarapoto. She felt her gut tighten as her suspicious instinct kicked in. They're probably for one of the villages – holding parts for a generator or something like that. Better check it out though all the same.
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      IQUITOS, PERU

      Owen pulled back the sliding steel door and entered the claustrophobic bridge of the Lírio do Rio. “Bom trabalho, Lino,” Owen said, patting the captain on the shoulder.

      The middle-aged, dark-skinned man smiled. “O seu nada. We'll dock here for a couple days to take on supplies and fuel. So, my passengers, they are comfortable?” He added, looking over the ragged shoreline cloaked in evening shadows. He turned the large wooden steering wheel of the boat two and a quarter turns.

      “Good as gold,” Owen said, looking out at the overcast sky that was darkening over the main channel. In the distance, he saw a bank of tiny yellow lights. The city of Iquitos was not far away.

      Although the first 500 kilometers had been easy, Owen knew that guiding the large boat on the moody Amazon was never a small feat.

      “I'll be needing your fare before we dock,” Lino said.

      Owen reached into the inside pocket of his bomber jacket. “How much?”

      Lino leveled a narrow gaze at him. “Don't give me that crap. You know how much.”

      Owen laughed. “Just checking. I never know when ya gonna raise my rent. Fifteen hundred, right?”

      Lino stared back.

      “All right, eighteen-hundred,” Owen said, peeling off a handful of notes and handing them to him. Unexpectedly, he heard a tap on the window outside on the gangway. He turned and saw Manny motioning for him to come out. Owen gave Lino a friendly jab in the arm. “Looks like I'm needed.”

      When Owen opened the bridge door, Manny furtively nodded toward the back of the boat. “You have a problem.”

      Owen slipped past him and came to the rail over-looking the stern. Down below, Claire came marching toward the ship's ladder with one of his modified compound bows in hand. When she saw him, she thrust the weapon upward and yelled to him. “Care to clue me in?”

      Manny, who had followed him, quietly said, “She went below decks.”

      Owen sighed and started down the ladder. “I believe it's a compound bow,” he said, hopping off the last rung.

      “Don't patronize me,” she snapped back. “I know what it is. There are two crates of them down there. What're you trying to pull?”

      Owen marched forward, taking in her fierce gaze, flared nose and rigid jaw. Angry as she was, she still took his breath away. He took the weapon from her, smiled and said, “Nothing, Luv.” But the minute he said it, he regretted it.

      She drew a thin breath and through clenched teeth, said, “Just … don't!”

      Oh-oh. I put my foot in it now. He braced himself for what he called the 'princess tantrum', which he had been on the wrong end of more often than he liked over the years. “Now don't get ya nickers all in a lather. I didn't mean anything by it. Just trying ta be friendly's all.”

      “Stop the bullshit, Mr. Macleod. I'm not in the mood. What are these things doing here? I want to know right now!”

      There was no way he was going to tell her the truth; that the bows were for the Manaqüi. That was none of her business. His responsibilities were to guide and keep her team out of harm's way.

      He stared back at her and said, “Tell me, what business ya have snooping in my gear, eh?”

      Claire's expression iced over. “It's my expedition!”

      “Yeah? Well, it's my charter here, Luv, an' out here an' in da bush, I'm da boss,” Owen said. He held the bow up. “An' if you'll excuse me, I'll be putting this back where it belongs now.”

      Claire looked off over the water. Turning back, she said, “You think I'm stupid, Mr. Macleod? You think I don't know what you're up to? You can't arm primitive cultures with advanced technology.”

      “What'd'ya know about 'em, eh? You don't live here,” Owen said, jabbing a finger at her. “Everything ya know, ya read in some rag up in da states. Spend time down here, get ta know 'em; then come talk ta me. 'Till then, keep ya preaching ta yourself.”

      Claire shook her head. “If you think they're going to use them for just hunting, you're quite mistaken.”

      Owen couldn't help but chuckle at her allegation.

      “Go ahead, laugh,” Claire growled. She opened her mouth to say more, but stopped and shook her head. “Why am I wasting my time?”

      “I don't know. Why are ya?”

      She narrowed her eyes at him, but beneath her fierce expression, Owen sensed something else. What was it? She looked back off over the water. Quietly, she said, “I took you for someone who gave a shit. Apparently, I was wrong.” Her gaze drifted back to him, and it was exactly the same gaze Monica had given him the day she walked out of his life. “You're not interested in anything except yourself. So, what are you getting in return? No, never mind, I don't wanna know,” she said. She shook her head and stalked off.

      “Yeah, that's right, cast ya verdict an' walk away. God, save me from a righteous woman!”

      Claire spun around. “And me from a Neanderthal.”

      From under the upper deck canopy, Owen heard Manny chuckle. “Yeah, that's right. I'm a Neanderthal, but when it comes ta bringing ya back in one piece, I'm da best ya got.”

      “I'm sure that's what you think, Mr. Macleod,” she said over her shoulder.

      “It's what I know,” Owen shot back defiantly. He gave her long, retreating legs a last look and took a deep breath. This woman had gotten under his skin unlike any he had met in a long time. He stood there at a loss for words for a couple of minutes before heading for the galley door where Manny stood watching the whole thing. As he pulled the door open, Manny gave him a knowing smile.

      “Naff off,” Owen said, giving him a sidelong glance. He marched down the corridor and pushed through his cabin door into the tiny dim lit room. Eyeing his nightstand, he went over and picked up the silver hairpin he'd bought for Claire the morning they'd left Tarapoto. He'd been planning to give it to her tonight, but that was out of the question now. He stuffed it into his backpack, the jerked his hand back and sucked his finger. The pin had stuck him, drawing a bead of blood.

      

      Later that night, Claire followed Thad, Jorge, and Molly down the wooden gangplank onto the long timber pier jutting out into the river. The sun had fled over the mountains an hour ago and in its wake left a black sky glittering with stars. From the distance, came the sound of mandolins. But Claire was not in a festive mood. Compound bows! As if they'd use them for just hunting. Stupid Kiwi.

      A string of tiny green lights winked at her from somewhere out in the middle of the river. She watched them slowly move upstream as the smell of diesel and rotting bananas wrinkled her nose. What was Owen up to? Was her expedition a means to an end for him? She felt like that boat in the middle of the river, groping in the dark to find its way. Since she and Owen had parted, she had tried to make sense of things. But at this point, there were more questions than answers.

      Twenty minutes later, she sat at a table in front of a little adobe restaurant. Beside her sat Molly and across from her were Thad and Jorge. Lively salsa notes flowed out through the open doors of a cantina down the street. Milling around outside of it was a group of leggy young women in colorful cotton skirts. As the sounds of laughter dribbled in the warm spring air, Claire felt Molly shift beside her.

      “Look at Poppy with his fecking tongue lolling out of his mouth. He's like a bloodhound,” Molly said leaning toward Claire.

      Thad shot Molly a sneer and nudged Jorge with his elbow. “Look at the one in the short green dress. Man, is she sweet!”

      “Not bad,” Jorge answered picking at the label on his beer bottle.

      “Oh, really?” Thad said, eyeing him.

      Jorge took a long pull on the bottle. Wiping his lips with the back of his hand, he turned a furtive eye to Molly.

      Claire cocked a brow. Seems like Molly has another admirer.

      Thad said, “Think I'll buy them a drink. You coming, Jorge?”

      Jorge shook his head. “I'm good.”

      “Suit yourself,” Thad said, and downed the last of his beer. Getting up, he winked at Molly. “Don't wait up, kid.”

      Molly saluted him with a middle finger.

      Claire polished off the last of her drink. As the tangy cocktail passed her lips, her tongue shriveled. Jorge wasn't kidding when he said pisco packed a punch. She set her glass down and gave her troubled thoughts over to Molly's pained expression. She aimed a thumb towards Thad's retreating back. “Don't let him get to you.”

      Molly pulled back and looked at her quizzically. “I don't.”

      Claire shook her head. Oh, yes you do. It's written all over your face. He'll come around eventually, unless a certain somebody beats him to it.

      Molly was quiet a minute, then got up. “I'm going to the lady's room.” She pointed towards Claire's empty glass. “You want another?”

      Claire looked up. “Sure, why not.”

      “What about you, Jorge?” Molly said, as Claire dug a twenty note out of her pocket.

      “Yes, but I will escort you,” he said, then quickly added, “to the bar that is.”

      Claire smiled, handed her money over to Molly and watched them weave through the chattering crowd into the restaurant. Alone now, she sat back and closed her eyes, and as she did, her thoughts returned to Owen. Sure, he's a friend of a friend of Thad's, but that's no excuse, girl. You know you should've have researched him more. Now you're stuck with a … what? A mercenary? Jesus!

      She was sitting, fingers drumming on the table waiting for Molly to get back with their drinks when she heard the Kiwi's lilting voice ring out down the block.

      Owen!

      Her breath caught in her throat. Great! Just what I need. She crossed her arms, wanting to get up and leave when Molly and Jorge came back to the table.

      Molly handed Claire her drink. “Uh-oh, don't look now, but the tool from down-under's here.”

      Oh, he's a tool all right, Claire mused picking up her glass.

      “Hey, there ya are! Figured ya guys would find Hilario's. Having a good time?”

      Claire took a deep breath and caught a whiff of his sandalwood cologne. It was a favorite of Jason's. She tried to ignore the effect it was having on her and stared ahead.

      Molly said, “Marvy.”

      Which was Claire's sentiment exactly, although for different reasons. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Owen pull a chair up. Felt his eyes on her back. So, we're mister friendly all of a sudden. Hide behind a smile and dare me to strike first. Well, I'm not biting.

      “So, what'd'ya all think of Iquitos?” Owen said.

      “It's okay,” Molly said.

      “Yeah, it is,” Owen answered. He was quiet a moment, then tapped Claire on the arm. “Nice shirt. Red suits ya.”

      Claire eyed him sidelong. “Thank you.” Suddenly, she had to get away from him before she ended up throwing her drink in his face. She stood. “Can I get you a beer?”

      He leaned back in his chair, gauging her with a wry expression. “Why not?”

      “What's your pleasure?” Claire said.

      “Whatever's on tap, Luv. An' thanks. Mighty generous of ya.” He turned, looking in Thad's direction. “I think da lad's in over his head with those pretty young chicas.”

      “He'd be in over his head with a moron,” Molly snapped.

      Owen raised a brow and shot Claire a sidelong grin. “Seems there's a bit trouble in da ranks here, Boss.”

      Molly scowled. “What?”

      Claire shook her head. “Let it go, Jungle Boy.”

      Owen laughed, “Jungle Boy, is it? Well, I've been called worse. Actually, I kind'a like it. Rings of Tarzan!”

      Claire gritted her teeth and rolled her eyes. “I'm off to the bar.”

      

      Claire fumed as she made her way through the crowded restaurant. Tarzan, my ass! Well, Tarzan would never give advanced weapons to people who aren't ready for them. I ought to dump those things overboard! Hmmm … what's stopping me?

      She thought about it a moment as she waited for the bar maid to fill her order. What she needed was an excuse to get back to the boat un-noticed. But nothing came to mind. She collected Owen's beer and headed back to the table. When she saw Thad still struggling to impress the young ladies, she smiled. Composing herself, she said, “I'm gonna round up the boy. Be right back.”

      With a curt smile, she turned heel and headed toward the cantina down the block, and when she was sure no one was looking, snuck off. But the cobbled street she had walked up hours ago was now hidden under a drape of sullen gloom. In the houses up in the hills, she heard the sounds of barking dogs and muttered voices.

      A hundred yard down the road, she veered under the arms of a sprawling banyan tree, and in its drooping branches heard the skittering of some small animal. Her heart jumped. Taking a deep breath, she pushed on. But with every step, the feeling of being followed weighed in her mind.

      Suddenly, the leaves of the banyan shivered, and out of the shadows walked a stout silhouette. Claire took a deep breath and gripped her Mace as the man stopped in the middle of the street. She gauged her options. Slipping out of her hiking boots was out of the question.

      The man's arm went to his pants pocket. Shit! Her muscles tightened and her heart thumped. The space around her was wide open. That was good. Five years of Tae-kwon-do arts had taught her not to get hemmed in. She fingered the pressure valve on the little canister in her purse. Keep it hidden 'til he's just within reach.

      “Claire, is that you?”

      She squinted into the gloom. “Manny?”

      “Si.”

      Claire let out a sigh and pulled her finger away from the nozzle. “You scared the begeezus outta me!”

      He drew a cigar out of his pocket, put it to his mouth, and started toward her. “What are you doing out here? Not safe for senhora to be walking the street alone so late at night.”

      “I'm heading back to the boat,” she said. To take care of some business I should've taken care of earlier. She cleared her throat. “Long day, and I'm tired.”

      Manny struck a match, lit his cigar, and looked hard at her. “Hmmm … You know, Manny is many things, but he is not mudo,” he said tapping his head. “You are a smart senhora. You would not come back alone unless something has happened.”

      “Nothing happened, Manny. Really. I just want to get back to my cabin,” Claire said, but couldn't hide the edge in her voice.

      Manny cocked his brow and took a long thoughtful pull on his cigar. “Hmmm … Okay. I will walk you back, though.”

      Claire gauged his staunch expression, trying to decide if he believed her. Knowing he'd seen her argue with Owen over the bows, she wondered what he might be thinking about her returning to the ship alone and unsupervised. She liked Manny, but he worked for Owen, and therefore looked to Owen's interests first. Finally, she said, “Thanks, I'd like that.”

      They strolled down the street together toward the docks, and as they walked, their conversation turned to family and friends. Manny asked her if she had brothers and sisters, and what her father did, and she was more than glad to keep things light. Anything to keep him away from asking probing questions she didn't want to answer. A liar she wasn't, and she was fairly certain he'd know if she were telling one.

      “So, your padre; you and him, you weren't close?” Manny said.

      Claire eyed him fleetingly. “We were until I left for college. My father was a military man. Navy. Old school. I love him, but he's a bit of a chauvinist. He sees women one way; married and raising children. I saw things different.”

      “Hmmm … he must be proud of your accomplishments, no?”

      Claire stopped and looked at Manny. She had told him more than she had intended. In a matter of minutes, he had disarmed her. Clever man. She smiled and went on, “Yes, but he still hasn't forgiven me for abandoning him and Mom. Tell me, do you like guiding, or would you rather be doing something else?”

      Manny blew a ring of smoke into the night air. “I like what I do. Senhor Burgess, Deus de maio rest his soul, started the company a long time ago. Hired me when I was just married.”

      “Oh, I thought the company was started by Owen.” Claire said, surprised, as they started walking again.

      “Nah,” Manny said, tapping the ash from his cigar. “He came to work for Senhor Burgess fifteen years ago and they become very good friends … Say, did you see him in town?”

      Claire groaned. “We passed.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Claire saw him studying her again. He said, “Hmmm … you two got into things again, huh?”

      “Not really. He knows how I feel.”

      “Si, but do not judge him. There is much you do not know.”

      Claire snorted. “Really, care to share?”

      Manny swatted a mosquito. “That is not for me to say. I will tell you this; he loves the people of the forest more than you know. He gives them arcos for good reason. Pray you never have to see why.”

      Claire looked at him hard. What did that mean?
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      THE VALDERÓN COMPOUND – RIO MOMON – EIGHT KILOMETERS NORTH OF IQUITOS, PERU

      Juan Mendalino opened the patio doors of Senhor Valderón's sprawling mission revival mansion and stepped out onto the stone patio. He had been pouring over details of the cartel's expansion into the rainforest for the last twelve hours and he was tired and irritable. Drifting over to a stone knee-wall sweeping around the patio, he wondered what Valderón was thinking.

      A coca plantation in the middle of the fucking forest? Is he crazy? They're all crazy! He drew a cigarette from behind his ear, put it to his lips, and lit up. A ring of smoke drifted up into the warm, muggy night teeming with mosquitoes. He eyed the path leading to the docks at length. At the end of them were two fifteen meter custom jet boats bobbing up and down in the water.

      Suddenly, Valderón's deep, gritty laugh boomed from the open windows behind him. Juan glanced back then turned and panned the prodigious forest as the sunset gave itself up to the ensuing darkness. In the distance, a colony of bats spewed out over the trees, their erratic flight peppering the fading sky.

      Watching them, Juan thought of Valderón's plan and shook his head. He knew the farmland south of Iquitos was rich, easily monitored and maintained, and that Valderón had the locals under his thumb. Except, Valderón was running things. Not for long though. Soon, he would make his move. But first he had to made sure of the loyalty of his lieutenants.

      The patio door opened behind him, spewing the voice of Latin America's famed tenor, José Cura, out into the night air. Juan turned as the barrel-chested Valderón headed toward him with a glass of bourbon in hand. “What are you doing out here? Come in. Have some food and drink.”

      “I'm not hungry,” Juan muttered.

      Valderón sipped his bourbon. “What is wrong? You are very moody these days. Something on your mind I should know about?”

      Juan took a drag of his cigarette, hoping the evening shadows were hiding his scowl. “Just thinking, is all.”

      “Good. That is why you are here with me and not standing up there with your thumb up your ass,” Valderón said, nodding toward the sentry on the upper deck behind them. “Just don't think too much. It could be unhealthy for you. Even though you are engaged to my Reyna, business is business. Comprende?”

      Juan felt sudden heat come to his face. “Comprendo.”

      Valderón was quiet a minute, then fell into an easy conversational tone, talking about classical Latin music, which he loved, and baseball, which was a close second. Juan just listened. A complex man, Valderón had risen to the top because he was ruthless, willing to do whatever it took. And those who underestimated him quickly found themselves swimming face down in the river.

      At length, Valderón halted his musings on music and took a long look at Juan. Even in the gloom, Juan could feel the man's coal-black eyes measuring him, gauging his mood. Valderón leaned in close, and in a soft, menacing tone, said, ”I know your aspirations. Do not fuck with me. You will regret it.”

      Juan didn't say anything. He knew better than to argue the point.

      Valderón went on. “Yes, it is good to be hungry. Just remember not to take more than you can eat.”

      Juan felt Valderón's powerful hand on his shoulder. “Si,” Juan said, tightening his jaw.

      “See you keep it that way,” Valderón said. “I don't want to spoil my daughter's big day after all the money I spent on it.” He drank down the rest of his bourbon and went back inside.

      IQUITOS, PERU

      Owen stormed back to the boat with Thad, Jorge, and Molly on his heels. Of all the stupid, idiotic things Claire could possibly do, walking alone on the darkened streets of Iquitos was the worst, especially down to the docks. Even he respected that area. With every step he took, his anger rose. Thankfully, Manny had been on his way to see him and had run into her or who knows what could've happened. And why did his heart skip when he found she'd headed back alone? Sure, she was a client, but it was more than that.

      He squashed the uncomfortable thought and stomped up the gangplank. Stepping on board the Lírio do Rio, he removed his hat, and surveying the stern, found her at the aft bulwark rail looking out over the water and chatting with Inacio. When the young porter saw him marching toward them, he made a hasty retreat and joined his brother Paulo across deck.

      “Just what in da hell were ya doing?” Owen said.

      Claire turned. “Excuse me?”

      “I said; what in da hell were ya doing?”

      “I'm sorry, I don't believe I understand your question,” Claire said, her voice calm and reserved. “In fact, it's a question I keep asking myself, too. What was I thinking when I hired you? And you know what? For the life of me, I can't answer it. You've been nothing but evasive and cavalier since we left Lima.” Her gaze turned toward her team, who were looking on a few meters away, then swung back onto him. “What aren't you telling me? I want to know the truth, and I want to know it now.”

      “Say what?” Owen said, wondering how she had turned the tables on him so quickly.

      Claire leaned back against the rail and crossed her arms. “There's something coming up ahead that you're hiding, and I want to know what it is.”

      Manny! I need ta have a chat with 'im. He looked up into the night, gathering his wits.

      “I'm waiting, Mr. Macleod.”

      Only one person could ever back him into a corner like this, and that was Monica. The memory of her ultimatum echoed in his mind, and his body stiffened. He set his gaze on Claire like a firebrand. “The only danger ahead, is if ya pull another stunt like that. You have any idea what ya could've walked inta?”

      “Don't go caveman on me. I can take care of myself just fine.”

      Owen snorted, his hand crushing the brim of his hat. Turning to the uninvited audience, he said, “Isn't there someplace ya all need ta be?”

      There were frowns all around. Claire said, “It's all right guys, I'm fine.”

      “That right?” Owen said.

      “Yes, quite,” Claire said, and shooed her entourage off.

      When they were alone, Owen lowered his voice. “Tell me, what would ya have done if Manny had been a skin trader? Huh? Point that can of Mace at 'em an' scare 'em away?”

      Claire's defiant expression thawed.

      “Yeah, I saw it your bag in Tarapoto.” He looked off over the dark waters, collected himself and continued, “Look here, da cartels pay big money for foreign women down here. American women, especially! Use 'em as collateral when things get sticky … among other things. These wharf rats know that, an' where there's one, there's always more waiting nearby.”

      Claire drew herself up. “If you're trying to scare me, save it.”

      “Just trying ta keep ya alive.”

      “Right. How is it men like you always think we women are into the strong-and-silent types? Not all of us are bimbo's, Mr. Macleod. If you think I don't know what you're trying to do, you're sadly mistaken.”

      “Yeah, and what might that be?”

      “Deflecting my questions about what's going on. You're hiding something, and I want to know what it is. Does it have anything to do with the cargo below?”

      Owen looked at her hard. “I'm not deflecting anything. An' if ya pull something like that again, I'll end this tramp.”

      “Is that so?” Claire said in an icy tone.

      “Yeah, contract be damned, I'll turn this whole thing around,” Owen said, meeting her gaze.

      As they squared off, he saw her mind working. Finally, she said, “I wonder … how does that work with your overall plan, hmmm? Seems to me, that puts a crimp in it. You have a good night, Mr. Macleod. I'm going to bed.” She turned and walked away.

      

      Owen remained on deck after Claire left, mulling over how to deal with her. He stood at the bulwark rail where she had left him with his hat in hand, watching the waxing moon wade through the murky clouds. As he did so, he realized Claire's uncanny resemblance to Monica. Leave it alone, he mused shaking his head.

      But it was too late. His attraction to her had already taken root. He pulled the leather cord hanging around his neck out from under his shirt. Lifting the pear-shaped stone on it to his lips, he thought of Calen. He didn't have room in his life for a woman. He listened to the steady lapping of the water against the hull of the boat. Looking down onto its dark reflective surface, he imagined himself and Claire together. He grunted. I don't need this shite, not now, not ever.

      “Hey, Boss,” Manny said, coming up from behind. Owen slipped the stone back under his shirt and turned around. Manny had a can of beer in each hand. He handed one to Owen and pulled the tab on his own. After taking a gulp, he said, “Senhora is very feisty.”

      “Yeah, an' it doesn't help ya giving her fuel for da fire, mate,” Owen said, popping his beer tab open. He took a long pull and eyed his friend. “Ya know why she came back, right? She had mischief on her mind. Make sure ta keep my bows under wraps, okay? Our friends need 'em.”

      Manny nodded, “Si. But Senhora is clever. It is only a matter of time before she does something you do not want her to. Why not tell her why you are giving bows to the forest people? She will understand.”

      Owen chuckled.

      Manny shook his head. “Do not judge her too quickly. She has told me some things.”

      “Such as?”

      “Her time in Africa with the people there. She told me how she got them medicine for the sleeping sickness that overtook their village, and when famine came the following year, she bartered for food with the local militia. She cares about people. I see it in her eyes – hear it in her voice. There are many things people can hide behind their tough exteriors, but compaixão, no.”

      Owen sighed. “Nah, she's too headstrong and full of herself.”

      “Hmmm … just like a certain senhor I know,” Manny said. He took a sip of his beer and yawned.

      “What's that supposed ta mean?”

      Manny eyed him sidelong. “You know exactly what it means.” He bent his neck, stretching thick muscles, then cast a knowing glance at Owen. “You know, she like you.”

      Owen raised a brow. “Yeah, like a praying mantis loves her mate. Don't look at me like that. I saw ya lurking in da shadows, watching her bite my head off.”

      Manny shrugged. “For one who knows so much, there is a lot that passes you by, my friend.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Si.”

      Owen always enjoyed Manny's 'insights' about him. Not that Manny didn't know a lot about his past; he did. It was the assumptions Manny made about him that amused him most. “Go on.”

      Manny eyed him pointedly. “She talks about you, asks questions.” He put his finger up in a halting motion. “It is not what you think. She asks about who you are when you are not guiding. Why you are so distant? Trust me, this woman would not waste her time talking about you if she did not like you.”

      “Really?”

      “Si. She care about you.”

      Owen snorted. “Yeah, right.”

      “You laugh, but there is much you do not see,” Manny said. He paused then continued. “We go back a long way, no?”

      “Yeah, we do,” Owen said, wondering where this was heading.

      Manny paused. “You know me, I never mess around in other people's business. But I need to tell you something … You live in the past too much.”

      “You're right, never a good idea messing in people's business,” Owen said.

      Manny ignored him. “I see how you look at her. Not like the others. She does something to you down inside,” he said, thumping his chest. He put his hand on Owen's shoulder. “It is okay to love again. Monica walked out on you for something that was not your fault. Calen got bit by a mosquito. Malária took his life, not you.”

      “Yeah, well, tell that ta Monica,” Owen snapped back.

      Manny went silent for a moment then quietly said, “You still care about her. I can see it?”

      “That's where you're wrong,” Owen retorted. But in truth, he couldn't be sure. Part of him hated her for condemning him, part him needed her forgiveness, and another part wanted … what? He gritted his teeth and eyed Manny defiantly. “I don't want ta talk about this. Understand?”

      Manny drained his beer and looked away. “Si, but you cannot hide forever from the truth.”

      “What truth, Manny?” Owen cried. “It was me who insisted on taking Calen inta da forest against her wishes. It was me who didn't make sure he took his meds.” He crushed the can in his hand. A raindrop hit his arm. “Don't lecture me on da truth. I live with that shite every day of my life!”

      “Is that so?” Manny said, raising his voice. “I think it is guilt, and it will eat you out from the inside until you are old and alone. Is that what you want?”

      Owen was dumbfounded. Manny had never raised his voice at him. More than that, Manny had trod on sacred ground. He balled his hand around the crumpled can. “What I want is another can of beer, an' for this conversation ta end,” Owen growled. A flash of lightning lit the black sky far off and another raindrop hit his face.

      They stared at each other under the dim yellow halo of the ship's running lights as the drops turned into rain. Of all the people in the world, Manny was the one person Owen could count on to respect his private life. They had been tramping together for fifteen years, bailed each other out of tight spots, attended baptisms and confirmations, graduations, and weddings. It was Manny who had stood by him after Calen died and Monica walked out. The man had never asked questions or told him how to feel or what to do. Why now?

      Finally, Manny nodded. “Ok, I am finished.” He nodded toward the galley door as if nothing had happened and smiled. “I saw a bottle of rum under the sink. You interested?”

      Owen blinked. Manny had always been a man who could let go of things at the drop of a hat and move on. But this was no simple matter, and he didn't know whether to be angry or amused. He put his hat on as Manny finished the rest of his beer, and said, “I might be.”

      “Good, I hate drinking alone,” Manny said. He slapped Owen on the shoulder. “Let us go inside before we become drowned rats.”
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      IQUITOS, PERU

      Claire looked out of her cabin window as another cramp ripped through her. She had been awake since dawn trying to come to grips with what lay in front of her on the bed. She stared out into the ever-brightening sky as the musical voices of dockworkers filtered into her room from her open window. Pregnant. Against all odds, she had been pregnant after all. She put her hand out and drew the bloody towel toward her. What would this child have meant? What choices would she have had to make?

      Her mind careened back and forth between her career at Berkley and the vision of what it would have been like to see her child grow up. She was certain it would've been a boy, probably called Alex, because it was the name she had loved years ago when dreaming of having a family. Yet, her career at Berkley was all she had known since the doctors told her she would never get pregnant. What would she have done if she lost her teaching position? She'd seen it happen before. Women in the department took maternity leave and never came back. Sometimes it was their choice and sometimes it was the University's because, yes, there were ways to get around the Family Leave Act.

      And there would also be the looks she'd get from faculty, and the gossip. Although she never said anything, it was no secret Jason and she were not getting along near the end. Noah's name would certainly be batted around at the water-cooler, and even though she had issues with him, he had been her husband once and she had loved him; snob and sexist though he was and continued to be.

      Tears ran down her face. She leaned forward and gathered the bloody towel into her hands. Holding it, she imagined what he might have become. Would he have had his father's square face and deep blue eyes or would he have had her high cheekbones and dimples? Would he have been tall like her father? Would he have followed in Jason's footsteps or hers? So much she could never know.

      Suddenly, a knock came to her door. It was Thad on the other side. “Claire, you awake?”

      She carefully set the towel down and cleared her throat. “Yes, but I'm not dressed. What's up?”

      “Need to talk.”

      “Can it wait?”

      “Yeah, sure. You all right?”

      “Ummm … yes. Just busy.”

      “Okay, see you on deck?”

      “Sure,” Claire muttered. She frowned, wanting to cocoon herself in her room, but it wasn't possible, so she got up and threw her robe on. The storage room was ahead of Molly's cabin down the passageway. Tiptoeing out of her room, she headed down to it. When she tried the door, it was locked. Damn it!

      Suddenly, she heard the sound of footsteps clicking down the passageway. She froze, turned toward the sound to see a tall man casting shadows and heading her way. Please, not him, not now.

      “Can help you?”

      Claire blinked. Thank God, he wasn't Owen. She composed herself as the crewman approached. “Yes, I need a towel.”

      The man considered her a moment, then pulled a ring of keys from his pocket. “Did your room not have towel?” He said in a deep baritone voice.

      Claire snugged her robe around her tight as she stood before the man. “Yes, but I also need one for my hair.”

      His burnished, ebony face broke into a broad smile. “Of course. Long time since we have senhoritas on board.” His dark eyes glanced down her robe. “Did you hurt yourself? There is blood on your robe.”

      Claire's heart thumped. “No. I just nicked my leg shaving this morning.”

      The man glanced at the pear-sized stain on her robe. Finally, he said, “Okay. Help self. I leave unlocked for other senhorita. When you done, shut door.”

      “Obrigado.” Claire said, as he pulled the door open. She watched him turn and continue on down the passageway, then entered the small, cluttered room. The shelves were heaped with piles of sheets and large towels. She pulled a set of bedding down along with a bath sheet. As she did so, something deep inside her whispered, bury the child. The next thing she knew, she was searching for something suitable to put her unborn Alex in.

      She pawed around the shelves. There were cleaning supplies, dirty rags, boxes of toilet paper, napkins, and paper towels. The only thing that came near to what she wanted was an old wooden cigar box on the top shelf. But it was too small and even if she could fit the towel in, she would not put Alex in a cigar box. There had to be something else. Ten minutes later, the contents of the shelves sat on the floor at her feet.

      She sighed, and against her will, forced herself to pull the cigar box down off the shelf. Lifting the lid, she brought it up to her nose expecting the telltale scent of tobacco. Instead, she was surprised to find the fragrant scent of cedar.

      She shut the lid, considering. She could make it work if she wanted to. If only 'SAN MARTIN CIGARS' hadn't been written over the front of it. But nothing else was available, so she picked up after herself, tucked the box under her arm, and went back to her room.

      

      Thirty minutes later, Claire pushed through the Galley door into the noisy mess hall. Her team sat across the room apart from the ship's crew. Owen's men were sprinkled amongst the river-boaters, listening to the latest news traveling up and down the river while forking marinated fish, scrambled eggs and bun bread into their mouths. The aroma of brewed coffee permeated the room.

      Claire wound her way through the scattered tables toward Thad, Jorge, and Molly. Thad looked up as she approached. “It's about time; you almost missed chow.”

      Claire sat gingerly, hoping her body wouldn't betray her. “It's okay, I'm not all that hungry.”

      Knowing looks passed around the table between her team. “Where's our fearless leader?”

      “Haven't seen him,” Molly said. She slugged down the rest of her coffee and stood. “I'm going for another refill. You want a cup?”

      “I'd prefer tea,” Claire said, scanning the room. After Molly left, Thad leaned in toward her and whispered, “You feeling okay? You're white as a sheet.”

      “I'm fine,” Claire said.

      Thad looked at her. “None of my business, but what went on last night? He was plenty pissed.”

      “Was he?” Claire said quietly. She eyed Jorge typing on his laptop. “You online?”

      “Yes.”

      “How? We're in the middle of no-where.”

      “The boat has a transponder. I linked up with it,” Jorge said.

      “Really?” Claire said, then glancing back at Thad, said, “Don't worry. He's just like Noah. All bark, no bite.”

      Thad stared back. He didn't look convinced.

      Jorge shut his laptop and stood. “It rained hard last night. Going to be hot and sticky today. I think I'll go into town. Get away from the bugs.”

      “Mind if I borrow that?” Claire said, pointing to the laptop.

      He shrugged. “Sure. The wireless is a little shaky, though.”

      “That's alright, just need to check something out.” To Thad she said, “Could you get me a couple eggs? Easy over with a little papa rellena on the side?”

      Thad got up and stretched. “You want salsa?”

      Claire shook her head. When Jorge handed her his laptop, she turned to him. “I'll drop it off to your cabin when I'm done.”

      When she was finally alone, Claire dragged the cursor over the search engine's empty field and typed: 'Iquitos cemeteries'. As she sat waiting for the page to load, she darted her eyes back and forth between the screen, Thad, and Molly. Come on, hurry up! The screen flickered then loaded the page. More choices. She scrolled down the list, double clicked, and waited again. The page listing the AnaStahl Adventist cemetery came up just as Molly started back toward her. Memorizing the address, she closed the window.

      “Find what ya were looking for?” Owen said, sitting beside her with a mug of steaming tea.

      Startled, Claire jerked back. “You mind not sneaking up on people?”

      He pulled a candy bar from his shirt pocket and tore the wrapper off with his teeth. “Sorry 'bout that.” “What happened to you, you look like hell,” Claire said.

      “Long night. Ya don't look so good yaself.”

      She caught a whiff of his breath and wrinkled her nose. “Retreat into a bottle last night, did we?”

      Owen's eyes turned needle sharp. “Ya like a ill-humored snake, ya know that? I come down here ta make nice with ya, an' all ya can do is hiss at me!” He paused. “Well, let me ask ya something. What bug crawled up ya arse, eh?”

      “Hey, Owen,” Molly said, returning. She set Claire's tea in front of her.

      Owen pushed his chair back and stood.

      “It's all right, I can sit over there,” Molly said.

      Owen bit a large piece of his candy bar off. “Nah, that's all right. I was just leaving.”

      

      By the time Claire was finally able to sneak away into town, it was mid-afternoon. As she walked through the narrow streets, heading toward the hills, she thought about Owen's biting remark. She probably deserved it, but then, she really didn't care. He was nothing but a self-serving asshole whose whole world revolved around him. Well, her world was shitting on her pretty good too, and she was in no mood for the delicate ego of a man.

      At length, she turned up the main avenue and headed north under the heat of the afternoon sun. Twenty minutes later, she came to a dirt lane that led to the gate of a small cemetery edging up to the forest. She trudged along it, and slipped silently inside the hallowed grounds, veering toward the trees. Here she found a secluded patch of grass. Pulling a small trowel from her backpack, she began digging. When she finished, she sat back on her heels and stared down at the little wooden box, thinking about Jason and all that had happened between them. She knew it was pointless, but she couldn't help wondering how he would have reacted if he had known she was pregnant.

      She knew the answer and it unsettled her to have thought about it. She put her fingers to her lips, kissed them and touched the box. At least, here in the cemetery, Alex wouldn't be alone. Her throat tightened as she pushed the pile of dirt in over the box. Then closing her eyes, she recited the rosary. Though she hadn't said it since she was fifteen, the words came easily. “Be at peace, little one,” she whispered placing a smooth stone over the plot. “And may the saints protect you.”
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      RIO AMAZONAS – 370 KILOMETERS WEST OF SANTO ANTONIO DO IÇÁ.

      Claire stood on the foredeck looking out over the passing shoreline as the Lírio do Rio slid through the morning mist rising over the river. She hadn't been sleeping the last few nights because her mind was preoccupied with the miscarriage and the tenuous state of the expedition. She looked up at the ever-brightening pre-dawn sky that was threatening rain and eyed the mist-laden riverbank. In the gloom, tall reeds and water grasses waved in a subtle wind. Above them, drooped broad, pumpkin-shaped leaves flopping back and forth on pod-heavy limbs. Down river, flitting shadows skimmed the watery surface.

      Against the serene indifference of the river, the Lírio do Rio's diesel engine thrummed . It was not an alien sound to her. She had grown up around diesels as a kid, spending a lot of time in her father's shadow while at the shipyards of Annapolis. This one was a Fairbanks-Morse that should have been retired years ago. She listened to the compressors huffing and puffing below deck, driving the opposing-piston leviathan with heaving strokes. Hopefully the beast would deliver them to Santo Antonio do Içá before hurling its last breath into the air.

      The wind picked up, strafing the surface of the water. In the distance, thunder rumbled. Claire liked the sound of thunder along with a soaking rain. It settled her when she felt troubled and uncertain about life. Gathering her hair into a knot, she shoved it under her Giant's baseball cap and pulled the collar of her blouse snug around her neck. Why all this, and why now?

      She couldn't get the image of her miscarried child out of her mind. She sighed and stood quietly by the rail for some time, trying to figure things out. But no matter how hard she tried to put reasons to actions, she couldn't find an answer. Then her mother's soft, clear voice came to her from out of the past. God is tapping you on the shoulder, Claire. Listen to him!

      She shook her head. It had been too long since she'd prayed, and she wasn't sure how to begin or even if she wanted to. She wasn't sure she wanted to hear what He had to tell her, especially if it had anything to do with the email she received last night from Noah.

      She could still see the imbedded note in it from a friend of Noah's in her mind's eye. It reported that Owen had grown up in the Amazon amongst the tribes, joining them and aiding their resistance against the government-run copper mining industry. But it was the final paragraph in the email that jolted her. Owen had lost a ten-year-old son.

      It certainly explained a lot about the enigmatic Kiwi. She looked down into the eddying water rushing past the hull of the boat, reconsidering her recurring thought; was he using her expedition for his own purposes? Maybe he really wasn't that devious. The revelation about his son left her conflicted.

      Did she owe him an apology for not putting up with his cave-man attitudes; for calling the shots as she saw them at the breakfast table the other morning? A slight twinge coursed through her abdomen. She took a breath and waited for it to pass. The boat groaned, bobbed, and shifted its direction slightly to port. She glanced up to the bridge and saw Owen out on the afterdeck standing with the quartermaster. Whether he knew she was below him, she couldn't guess, but she had a good idea he did. Not too many things slipped past the Kiwi's keen observations. She saw him lift his field glass to his eyes, look up river, and point to something. A moment later he was gone, and shortly after that, the boat veered hard to port, heading for a small sheltered cove.

      Behind her, came the running of feet and orders being barked out. One of the crewmen ran up to her. “Best to go inside.”

      “Why? What's going on?” Claire said alarmed.

      The man pointed to a dark speck moving toward them from way up river. “Jet boat. FARC coming.”

      Suddenly, Owen pushed through the boat's main deck outer doors. He waved his arms at her, urging her to move it. Claire felt the crewman's hand on her back pushing her toward Owen and the open door.

      “Hurry it up,” Owen shouted.

      When Claire came under the canopy of the upper deck and saw Owen's tense expression, she put aside her need-to-know-right-then and went inside. The crewman led her to the lower deck and showed her to a small, tight compartment forward of the main engine room. Holding the door open to it, was Manny. She looked at him hard.

      “Jet boats are coming down the river bearing armed men from the cartels,” he said. “Sometimes they board cargo boats looking for supplies. If they find pretty senhoritas, there is no telling what they will do.”

      Claire felt her body stiffen.

      Manny looked away.

      Suddenly, Owen's warning three nights ago came roaring back. So, Owen wasn't kidding when he told me about the skin traders? Just then, Molly, Thad, and Jorge showed up, bleary eyed and annoyed, along with a member of the ship's crew.

      Claire stepped into the small compartment and waved them in. Manny hardened his face and eyed Claire. “You must be quiet until I come get you. Very important, okay?” He pointed toward a large wooden crate. “When I shut the door, push that in front of it, and do not remove it until you hear me come back. I will knock three times, wait, then knock twice more.”

      Claire nodded, her gaze never leaving the venerable director until he pulled the door shut behind him. When she heard the click of the lock, her heart skipped. Turning toward Thad and Jorge, she said, “Okay, let's get that in front of it, like he said.”

      

      Fifteen minutes later, they heard the lock click. Every muscle in Claire's body tensed. For an interminable few moments it felt like all the air had left the room until suddenly they heard three knocks. Thad moved toward the crate, but Claire reached out and stopped him. Putting her finger to her lips, she mouthed the words, “not yet”, and waited fitfully for the follow-up knocks. When it came, she let out the breath. Finally she nodded to Thad and Jorge, and a minute later the crate was pushed aside and the door opened with Manny and Owen standing outside.

      “That was quick,” Thad said to Manny as he stepped out.

      “Si. We were lucky. They passed by us very fast.”

      Owen shot Claire what she believed was a genuine look of apology, but it was more than apologetic. There was something else there. Fearfulness maybe? She couldn't tell. He stepped back as she came out. “We all need ta talk, but let's get our legs under us first, eh?”

      

      The team gathered in Lírio do Rio's mess hall a half hour later around four tables that were pushed together. Owen sat hunched over his cup of coffee and looked at each member of the team in turn. His gaze lingered longest on Claire.

      “Folks, we have a game changer here,” Owen said. “If the FARC is riding da river this far downstream, there's something going on, an' t'ain't good.”

      “What's this FARC?” Molly said.

      “They're a para-military organization out of Columbia with ties ta drug cartels. Most of their business is up north so we weren't worried about 'em too much,” Owen said.

      “But now they are moving south,” Manny put in.

      “Moving south?” Claire said. “You sound as if you knew this already.”

      “We had our suspicions, but no one knows what really goes on down river,” Manny said.

      “So, how come we're just hearing about this now?” Thad said, annoyance in his voice.

      “Like Manny said, it was just a suspicion, an' we didn't want ta frighten ya for no reason,” Owen said.

      Thad shook his head and kicked back in his chair. “Un-fucking believable. Jesus, you didn't think we might just be a little bit interested in knowing about this before we got on the goddamned boat!”

      “Thad,” Claire said. “Enough.” She looked at Owen and said, “What now?”

      Owen sat back in his chair. “My job is ta guide ya ta this bushman, but bringing ya back safe an' sound trumps it.”

      “Meaning?” Claire said, pretty sure she knew where this was heading.

      Owen stared back at her as if gauging what she might say to his decided response. At last, he said, “Meaning, once we get ta Santo Antonio, I'm thinking on turning this gig around.”

      Thad opened his mouth then shut it. Molly gritted her teeth and looked down. Jorge stared off into the empty space behind them. Claire took a deep breath. This trip was turning into a colossal mess. She looked upward. Why? Everything she had done for the last five years, the reams of grant applications she had written, the arm twisting, cajoling and yes, even begging for this expedition was evaporating right in front of her.

      She closed her eyes. If this ends here, it's over. I'll never get back. Everything I've worked for will be lost. She debated what to do. Too much had already been taken away from her. Hardening her resolve, she looked at Owen and cleared her throat. “I appreciate your concern, and I agree, the safety of our team is paramount. But do we know for sure they'll be anywhere near where we're going?”

      Manny raised a brow.

      “Wait, hear me out,” Claire said as Owen opened his mouth. “They're past us, right?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, but we don't know where they're heading. Could be five or thirty 'K' down river.”

      “Or it could be a hundred,” Claire said. “Look, why don't we play it by ear? If we see them again, we turn around and go back. But if we don't, I don't see how it endangers us going into the forest.”

      Everyone looked at Owen.

      “It's not about pinching or flogging boats, Claire,” Owen replied. “They have interests inland. Da stuff they take usually supplies their bases.”

      “But how far inland are they? Deep?”

      Manny said, “Probably not. They need the river.”

      “That's exactly my point,” Claire said. “We're going deep into the forest. What are the chances of running into them? You said you know the way, Owen. If nothing else, why couldn't we go round about and avoid them?”

      Owen was quiet a moment. Finally, he said, “Who knows. Ya may be right, but it's still risky.” He waved his hand out over the table toward the team. “Ya all willing ta chance it?”

      Thad spoke up. “I wanna go on. At least as far as Claire suggests.”

      Jorge's gaze came back to the table. “Me, too. I did not come all this way to turn around.”

      Claire looked at Molly. “What about you?”

      Molly looked up, determination in her eyes. “Yeah, at least give it a shot.”

      Owen ran his hand over his face. “All right, we'll give it a go. But if I see another boat, we're turning back, no if, ands, or buts.”

      Claire nodded. “Agreed.”

      They all sat with their decision a minute, then got up one by one and left the table until it was just Owen and Claire left. She stood and came beside him. “I'm sorry for what I said to you the other morning. It wasn't very nice.”

      “Yeah, me too.”
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      RIO AMAZONAS – TWO DAYS LATER; 120 KILOMETERS WEST OF SANTO ANTONIO DO IÇÁ

      A loud pop woke Owen from a sound sleep. He shot out of bed and bolted into the passageway barefoot wearing only a pair of jeans. Heart pumping, he looked both ways trying to figure out where the noise had come from. It was too loud to have come from a gun.

      Several doors down, Claire poked her head out. “What was that?”

      “Don't know,” he said, starting toward her. “Make sure everyone stays put 'til I find out.”

      He trotted down the passageway and went out into the thick, laden mist blanketing the boat. Crewmen ran back and forth, radios in hand and looking down at the water over the port bulwark rails.

      Owen nabbed one of them as they passed by. “What's going on?”

      The man pulled the radio away from his mouth and said, “Big problem. Main compressor line ruptured.”

      Owen looked out into the silvered gloom. The river was always changing; sediment moving downstream creating shoals where none had been before. Visions of the steel hull peeling off the boat flashed before him. He turned and headed up to the bridge, taking the companionway ladder two steps at a time. He found the quartermaster and officer on duty standing on the afterdeck outside the bridge. They looked up as he came near. “Where's Lino.”

      “Busy,” said the Quartermaster. He leaned out over the rail, directing one of the crew to the bow and circled his finger in the air above his head. The man below powered up the windlass and slowly let out the thick steel chain with the anchor.

      The Officer on Duty said in Portuguese, “You need to go back down and while you are at it, kindly remove your lady scientist from the engine room.”

      Owen sighed. Just great. He scuttled down the companionway ladder and made for below decks. On the way, he ran into Manny, Hector, and Rameriz.

      “I heard about the compressor,” Manny said, joining him as he walked. Rameriz and Hector stayed behind, noting that they preferred the open-air spaces to the tight confines of below decks.

      Owen opened the hatch door. “Yeah, we're not going anywhere for a while.”

      “Somebody is not going to like that,” Manny said, following him down the narrow companionway.

      “Right,” Owen said over his shoulder. He hopped off the last rung and stalked down the dark corridor. As he pulled the engine room door open, he added, “An', I have ta remove that certain somebody from here 'fore she gets us all thrown off da boat. Care ta join me? She seems ta like you best.”

      Stepping inside the hot, suffocating room, Owen followed a steel-grated walkway lined with pipes, gauges and conduit to the large diesel engine. Standing beside it in a oil stained T- shirts and overalls were two men consulting a clipboard. They looked up when he cleared his throat.

      “I was told ya have company down here needs escorting upstairs,” Owen said.

      “Oh, hi, Owen,” Claire said coming around the corner. She set a hefty socket wrench on the motor mount and whisked a gob of soot off her cheek with the side of her hand. Giving him a passing glance, she went and huddled with the crewman and engineer. “The piped connection is toast,” she said, pointing at a large iron casting coming out of the block behind her, “but I think we can jerry rig something out of the boiler's hot water line.”

      The engineer frowned.

      Claire rolled her eyes. “Come on–like we've had any hot water?”

      Manny grinned as the engineer pursed his lips. “Okay, but we will need a gasket. The pipe is too small.”

      Claire swept her hand over her hair, pulling it out of her face. “We use the pipe insulation. I need a hack saw.”

      Owen felt a poke in his side. Leaning toward him, Manny whispered, “Looks like you better leave her right where she is.”

      Claire snatched the socket wrench up and shoved it toward Owen. “Mind rolling up your sleeves up and pitching in?”

      Owen scratched his head. “Sure, what needs doing?”

      “I started backing the manifold bolts out. You could pick up where I left off.” She cocked her brow as she eyed his bare waist. “Might wanna get a shirt on. That block is plenty hot.”

      

      Seven hours later, Owen sat in the mess hall staring at the webpage on his laptop. He had been viewing sites concerning the FARC's movements on the river since Claire ran out of things for him to do a couple hours ago. Sipping his herbal tea, he found himself preoccupied with her. She had left him dumbfounded. Never in his wildest imagination would he have seen her crawling around an engine. He shook his head, then suddenly sensed someone standing behind him. He looked up into Molly's snooty expression. “Can I help ya?”

      “More like, can I help you?” she said.

      “Wasn't aware I needed any.”

      “Trust me, you do.” She threw her bag on the table, sat beside him and gestured toward the laptop. “Give.”

      Owen bit his tongue and pushed it in front of her.

      “What exactly are you searching for?”

      “News of our friends up north.”

      Molly's fingers danced across the keyboard. “You mean the drug runners?”

      “Yeah, 'em,” he said.

      “You have a name for them?”

      Owen drew breath and forced a smile. “Sure, we're on a first name basis.”

      Molly glared back at him. “You wanna find them or not?”

      Keeping his good humor was getting harder by the minute. “Yeah, sure.”

      “Then I need a name for one of these feckers,” Molly said. “Certainly their reputation precedes them?” She reached into her bag and dug her flash drive out. Pulling the cap off, she inserted it, and double clicked. “Name please?”

      Owen leaned over her shoulder as she opened one window after another on the laptop. “What's that you're installing?”

      “A little helper.” She sighed. “Name!”

      Owen looked up at the ceiling. “Try, Valderón.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “This might take a while. Why don't you go find something to do … like take a shower?”

      Just as he was about to give her a lesson in manners, the Lírio do Rio rumbled, and with it, the engine roared back to life. Suddenly an image of Claire pasted with grease and soot flashed before him. He chuckled. She'd done it, gotten the old beast running again. He smiled despite his irritation with Molly and leaned over her shoulder. “Wait till ya out in da forest a spell. Ya learn da meaning of ripe, yeah.”

      

      An hour later, Owen stepped out of the shower, toweled off, and placed the leather thong necklace with his son's greenstone around his neck. After shaving, he sauntered back up to the mess hall and found Molly still at his table working. He grabbed a cup of tea and headed for her.

      “How goes da battle?”

      Her eyes remained fixed on the screen. “It goes.”

      “Any luck?” he said sitting down next to her.

      She turned the screen in his direction as he sipped herbal tea. When he saw the Brazilian Interior Agency Seal, and the picture of Valderón below it with a full dossier on the drug lord, complete with satellite photography of all his compounds, he almost spit his tea out. “Jesus, ya hacked into da Feds site. And on my laptop.”

      “Relax. They don't even know we're here,” Molly said.

      “Right, that's what da mouse says just before da cat pounces on 'im,” Owen said, running his fingers through his hair. This was dangerous. Too many people in the Agency would love to find him! Yet … it didn't hurt that he could find out what certain people were up to. More than that, he was curious how Molly had gotten access into a site his techie back in Christchurch had failed to breach for the last five years. He pursed his lips. “How'd ya slip in?”

      “That's a secret,” Molly said. “What'd'ya wanna know?”

      He put his index finger to her chin and turned her face toward him. “How'd ya get in?”

      Molly aimed a defiant glare at him. “I ran a program I wrote.”

      “What kind'a program?” Owen said, withdrawing his finger.

      “A worm. Works like a mirror – reflects the firewalls security measures and encryption protocols back on the host and gains access.”

      “A worm – wonderful!”

      “I'm not a fecking geek,” she growled. “I'm a programmer, as if you have any idea what that is.”

      “I guess that's supposed ta make me feel comfy?” Owen said. He pointed to the screen. “All right, give me da poop an' I'll try ta keep up.”

      Molly rolled her eyes. “Fine. I'll water it down so I don't confuse ya.”

      “Ya do that,” Owen said, cradling his chin in his hand.

      “My worm, unlike other lesser versions, creates an alias on their website. Sort of like how a document aliases itself on your desktop while you're working on it. You know what an alias is, right?”

      Owen nodded.

      “Good. The beauty of mine is, unless I save the protocols when I close out, it's like I was never there.”

      Owen had to admit he was impressed. “That is, of course, until someone logs in an' sees there's more than one copy of da system running.”

      “Not necessarily,” Molly said. “My program is read-only so they can log in and do whatever they want and never know I'm there.”

      ”Hey, what's up,” Claire said approaching from behind.

      Owen turned around to find she had changed into a breezy, white cotton blouse and jeans. “Hey, there ya self,” said Owen. He stood and offered her a seat. “Hardly recognize ya without that black slick running down your face.”

      “I clean up pretty good,” Claire said, taking a seat on the other side of Molly. “What're you looking at?”

      Owen eyed her niece. “Oh, just a classified website ya shrewd RA managed ta hack inta.”

      Claire turned the laptop toward her. When she saw a government seal on top of the screen, she grabbed Molly's arm. “What're you doing?”

      “Checking out our river rats,” Owen intervened.

      “This is a classified site,” Claire said.

      Molly pulled her arm away. “Easy Claire.”

      “Easy, nothing!” Claire scolded. “People in the States end up in prison for this stuff. God knows what they'd do to you down here.”

      “It's okay,” Molly said. “They have no idea we're in.”

      “And you know this how?”

      Molly pulled the laptop back to her and explained again how she had gained access and anonymity. Claire gave at her a sidelong glance.

      Owen got up and stood behind Claire. Putting his hand on her shoulder, he said, “Had my doubts, too, but far as I can tell, it's okay. Thank ya for thinking of me, though. Ya look a little thirsty. Can I get ya a drink?”

      Claire looked up at him, and for a minute, he worried he had overstepped his bounds. But her startled expression melted into a smile. “Thanks, I'd like that, and a plate of whatever they're serving.”

      

      Claire sat and listened as Owen filled her in on all he knew about Valderón. “The bugger's feared by all da village peoples in Peru an' Brazil, say nothing of local law enforcement,” Owen said. “Cross him an' ya end up missing or dead. This here's one of his compounds.”

      Claire swallowed hard when she saw where it was on the screen. “He lives in Iquitos!”

      “Among other places,” Owen said. He sipped his tea and pointed to places in Columbia.

      The memory of stalking back to the boat after Owen had ticked her off rushed back. “So, where do you think he is now?” she said, studying the map showing the known territories of Valderón's cartel.

      Owen shrugged. “His interest lie east near Jutai, but it could be farther off … say around Fonte Boa over here,” he said pointing to the map.”

      “Doesn't look like he's concerned with where we're going,” she said. She caught her breath as a cramp slowly drilled through her. I definitely overdid it today. Not a good idea lifting so soon.

      “What're you looking at?” Thad said suddenly behind her.

      “Oh, hi, Poppy,” Claire said while tracing the perimeter of the shaded area depicting the cartel's known region. To Owen, she continued, “It's all up north.”

      Thad tapped her on the shoulder. “What's up north?”

      “Valderón,” Molly said.

      Thad frowned. “Who's Valderón?”

      Molly leaned back. “The fecker responsible for chasing our arses into the storage room below decks yesterday.”

      Suddenly, the screen flickered. Molly said, “Uh-oh, time to check out folks.” She reached over and closed out of the window, leaving a deep blue fjord cutting through snow covered mountains on the screen.

      “What happened?” Claire said.

      “Detection software caught a whiff of us,” Molly said. She clicked on the inserted disc icon and opened another window.

      “They see us?” Owen said, leaning in and looking over Molly's shoulder.

      Molly navigated through several windows ending with one displaying a large black spider. A 'RUN' button was located next to the arachnid. She clicked it and said, “Don't think so, but even if they did, it wasn't enough to track back. This'll make sure they can't.”

      Let's hope so there, Luv. Don't need da lads in San Paulo digging around my business. But there was nothing he could do about it, and worrying wouldn't solve a thing, so he eyed Molly's choice of spiders while the progress bar filled across the bottom of the screen. At last, he said, “Interesting choice of critters.”

      Molly grinned. “You like?”

      “Very much,” Owen said. “Loxosceles reclusa.”

      When Molly frowned, Claire said, “Brown recluse. Fiddleback.”

      Owen winked at Molly, “Guess I should've watered it down a bit for ya, eh?”

      Molly stuck her tongue out at him.

      Claire said, “So, what do you think, Owen? Still good to go.” She watched him study the screen, wondering what he was thinking.

      At last, he nodded. “All right, but any sign–”

      “–Of trouble, yes I know, you're calling things off,” Claire said.”
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      AMAZON RIVER— 200 KILOMETERS WEST OF SANTO ANTONIO DO IÇÁ –

      Juan stood in the forward compartment of Valerón's jet boat with his face into the driving rain. Steering the boat was a towering bearded man. Juan ran his hand over his face, mopping the rain away, and eyed Filipe, whom he had grown up with in Lima.

      Like Juan, the battle-hardened giant had witnessed the decimation of his family from tuberculosis. And like Juan, the man had felt the touch of hunger from months of living on the narrow, dirt streets above Villa El Salvador. The man knew where Juan had come from, and had spent years with him on the river and in the forests of Peru. He was the one man Juan could count on in a tight spot.

      He turned and passed a measured gaze over the wet, sullen faces staring back from under their rain ponchos. Recruited by Valderón, these eight privileged sons of the Columbian cartels, along with another eight in the boat beside them, could never begin to comprehend not knowing where they were going to lay their heads at night. They only knew the luxury of their father's mansions. And though they had been trained with the best rifles, none of the armory could match the power of one Anopheles mosquito.

      Well, they would find out soon enough what life was like in the forest, and they would learn about rain that came down in torrents. And when it wasn't raining, they might also learn about the sting of the Assassin nymph or the deadly strike of the eight-legged Brazilian Wanderer.

      Tapping Filipe on the arm, Juan pointed to a sheltered inlet ahead then hand-signaled the accompanying boat on their flank. “I need to piss. We'll take twenty over there. How we doing on petro?”

      Filipe looked down at the gauges with his sharp, coal-black eyes. “Half tank. We'll need to fill up when we get to Santo Antonio.”

      Juan nodded, turned around to face the men. “Listen up. We're heading in for a breather. Ya got business to do, do it, cause we're not stopping again 'til we get to Santo Antonio.”

      “How long will that be?” someone asked from the back of the boat.

      Juan looked at Filipe, and the man consulted the GPS on the front console. He held up three fingers then eased the throttle back, dropping the front of the broad thick-hulled aluminum boat into a slush of swirling water. Juan peeled his life vest off as Filipe steered the boat around a cluster of spindly branches pushing up through the gray, dappled surface of the river. Tossing the vest into the hold in front of him, Juan said, “Three hours.”

      There were moans and someone muttered something about, 'not signing up for this shit'.

      Juan let the remark go, but he knew who had said it, and it would not be forgotten when the time came to report back to Valderón.

      Filipe brought the boat into shallow water, and when they got close to the shoreline, pushed forward on the throttle, launching the boat halfway up onto the gravel beach. As the other boat came along side, Filipe reached over, unlatched the hatch door leading to the forward compartment and flipped a toggle switch. A small engine whined under the console, and slowly, a long, thin gangway unfolded like a long spider leg over the bow and onto the shore.

      Juan hopped up onto the gangway, looked up and down the shrouded river and marched over to shore. Jumping down, he planted his boots on the stony riverbank and went under the forest canopy to empty his insistent bladder. As he stood before a towering beech, listening to the rain pelt the leaves above, Filipe came tramping up.

      “What?” Juan said.

      Filipe found a tree beside him. “Benito is a big pain in the ass. I say we do him here.”

      “Patience,” Juan said, zipping up.

      “Patience?” Filipe said, raising his brow.

      “Si, and keep your voice down, will you?” Juan said, “Unless you want all of Brazil to know our business.”

      Filipe drew breath. “Right, sorry.”

      Juan nodded toward a large stump thirty meters away. “It's okay. Now, when you're done watering that poor tree, join me over there.” He trudged through the soft feathery carpet of fern and moss and waited for Filipe to finish.

      A minute later Filipe was beside him.

      “What is wrong with doing him now?”

      Juan cracked his knuckles and stretched his neck from side to side. “Two things: Miguel and Sosa.”

      Filipe frowned. “We could do them, too.”

      “You're really itching to use that new Beretta, aren't you?” Juan said, nodding toward the 9mm pistol tucked under Filipe's leather vest.

      “Si,” Filipe said and grinned.

      “Not now, after we leave Fonte Boa we'll do 'em as planned. We have to be careful, Filipe. Valderón will not like hearing that his precious idiot of a nephew is dead. Until then, Benny-boy stays alive. Comprende?”

      “Si. And Miguel and Sosa? What about them?”

      “If necessary, we do 'em later, too. But only if we have to! I want to keep this to a minimum. If Valderón smells a rat, we're fucked, okay? Look, I know you don't like the son-of-a-bitch, but we've planned this for too long to take chances here, no?”

      Filipe nodded and rubbed his beard. “I still get first shot, right?”

      “Yes, you're first in line,” Juan said.

      “I wish this rain would end.”

      “Me, too,” Juan said, slapping a bug on his neck. “Let's get back at it. I want to make do Içá before six.”

      

      A snarl of thick gray clouds greeted Juan as the jet boat headed for the wooden docks of Santo Antonio do Içá. The hard, cold rain that lashed them three hours ago had long since lifted, and in its wake, left a world of muted greens. Juan chewed on his cigar, and pointed to an empty berth at the end of a long pier. Filipe steered the boat toward it.

      “We'll fill our tanks in the morning,” Juan said after tossing a bumper over the edge. Turning around, he addressed the men. “I don't care what you do here, but keep your noses clean. I don't want to have to come dig you out of a cell. If I do, you'll wish you'd stayed there.”

      Filipe killed the engine, letting the boat float up to the pier as Juan tied a mooring line around a dock cleat. Twenty minutes later, both boats were tied off and secured for the night. Filipe shut the hatch door to the jets and watched the men heading off down the dock. “Where you want to eat?”

      “Not hungry.” Juan said as he stowed his gear. He wanted to think about the next few days.

      Filipe shot him a quizzical look.

      Juan tossed his spent cigar into the water. As he took inventory of the rifles, he waved his friend off. Ten minutes later he had his Glock semi in his lap, and was gazing out over the river under the fading sunlight. The pistol felt warm and comforting in his hands as he played with his silencer. How he loved the flicking sound of a bullet flying out of it.

      His first thought regarding Benito before he left Iquitos was to have a boating mishap; send the beady-eyed son-of-a bitch into the water. The river was wide at Fonte Boa, and a well-aimed bullet from his silenced Glock when the man went into the water would insure he never made it back to shore. And wouldn't it be tragic if Miguel and Sosa went into the water, too; and if, in Filipe's distress, he turned the boat around and ran Benito's two friends over?

      “Nice boat,” said a soft, lilting voice on the pier above.

      Juan looked up into long-lashed, chocolate-brown eyes and stuffed his pistol behind his back under his belt. She was tall, and the smile on her lips was full. A small beauty mark dotted her cheek.

      “Is this yours?”

      “Si,” he said, gauging her to be no more than twenty.

      She swished her bright yellow dress around her long legs. “I bet it goes real fast.”

      Juan nodded. “Fast enough.” He watched her gaze sweep over the hull and back to him. As they chatted about where she was from and what she did, he felt his body stir. “So, you're a waitress.”

      “Si.”

      “I bet you get nice tips,” he said.

      “I do alright.”

      His gaze drifted down over her pert breasts. “It's Friday. Business must be brisk. Why are you here and not raking it in?”

      She gazed out over the river. “I like watching the boats.” She flashed him a smile. “Can I come aboard?”

      Juan eyed the slender beauty. She seemed nervous and fidgety as she pulled her long, black hair around her neck. But the docks were empty as far as he could see so he got up and positioned himself under where she stood above him on the pier. He looked up as she swung onto the ladder and traced the curve of her calf to the soft sweetness of her thighs. Raising his hands, he clutched her waist as she stepped down into the boat.

      “So, what do you do that you need such a fast boat?” she said, turning and patting his shoulders with her hands.

      “Deliveries,” Juan said enjoying a quick feel of her ass.

      She giggled and broke free of him. “I like your vest,” she said, finding a seat beside the gunnel. She crossed her legs and made herself at ease.

      “Do you?” Juan said. “You want a drink?”

      “Yes … what do you got?”

      Juan went over and dug a bottle of pisco out of his gear bag. He held it up and shrugged. Perhaps five or six shots remained in it. He unscrewed the top and took a seat across from her. “Here.”

      “Looks like you're running low,” she said taking it from him.

      “I have more coming,” he said. As she tipped it back and took a swallow, he mused delightfully on the screwing he was going to give her.

      “So,” she said, pulling the bottle from her lips and handling it back to him. “Are you alone or do you have friends around?”

      “They're in town. Maybe eating at your cafe right now. You're probably missing a very nice tip.”

      “I'm sure I am.” She paused, darted a furtive glance around the boat and pointed to a large, metal chest behind the driver's seat. “What's in there?”

      Juan took a turn on the bottle, turned around, and smiled. “Just guns.”

      For a minute she stared at him, and he could see her trying to discern whether he was serious or not. Finally, she rolled her eyes. “Very funny! But seriously, what's in there?”

      Juan shook his finger. “I wish I could tell you, but if do, I will have to kill you.”

      More nervous laughter parted from her soft petal-like lips. “Okay, keep your secret.” She was quiet for a few more minutes. Again, her gaze flitted around the boat, and up over the pier. At last, she said, “How 'bout we take a walk? I know a nice private spot nearby where we can get to know each other better.”

      Juan cracked his knuckles, knowing exactly what was going on. “I don't think so. I have a better idea, though.”

      “And what's that?”

      “How 'bout you stop bull-shitting me?”

      “What do you mean?” she said, getting up and gliding toward him.

      He set the bottle down, stood, and grabbed her. Holding her firmly, he looked into her eyes. “I think you have friends hiding somewhere, no?”

      “I don't know what you are talking about. Stop! You're hurting me.”

      “Oh, you know what I'm talking about. We're going to stand right here and you're gonna play your little part.” He gripped her face fiercely with his hand and kissed her hard and long. If she had friends out there, they'd be coming for her soon. He pricked his ears as she tried to push him away. A moment later, a soft baritone voice came calling down to him from the pier above.

      “What are you doing amigo?”

      “Saying good-bye to my wife,” he said, turning around. He eyed the hatchet-faced, black man scowling back at him. The gun in the man's hand was a .38 special, and an older model, too.

      “Get away from her,” the man said as two other men came beside him.

      “I don't think so,” Juan said, sizing the other men up. Though it was now dusk, he could still see they weren't armed, and if they were, they couldn't get to their pistols very easily. “I think you boys need to mind your own business before you get hurt.”

      The gunman laughed. “I don't think you understand who has the gun here, amigo,” he said, eyeing the girl with a knowing glance. “Let her go.”

      “Come get her,” Juan said as his hand inched back behind him. When he felt the grip of his Glock, he pushed the girl forward in front of him and fired three shots as the .38 went off. The girl screamed as the men fell. Juan turned the pistol at her head. “You know these men?”

      Shuddering, the girl shook her head. “No, I never saw them before.” She put her hands to her face.

      Juan smiled. “Really?” He stepped toward her. “Let's find out, shall we? Up you go.” He pushed her toward the ladder. When they were on the pier, he shoved her forward to where the men lay. The gunman had a bullet through his head; the man beside him, a chest wound. The third man, the short one, was gushing blood as he struggled to breath. Juan bent over him while keeping his gun pointed on the girl. The man had been struck in the abdomen. He probably wouldn't live. Juan stood and went over to where the .38 lay clutched in the gunman's hand.

      “Come here,” he said to the girl.

      She shook her head, tears flowing down her face and staining her cheeks with mascara.

      “I said, come here!” he growled, aiming the gun at her. “And shut your mouth, or I'll do you, too!”

      Her eyes widened and her body stiffened. Swallowing hard, she came forward on wobbly legs.

      “Get his gun. Now!”

      She squatted and reached for it as if afraid to touch it.

      “Don't get any ideas,” he hissed, as she pried it out of the gunman's hand. “Get up!”

      She stood with the .38 dangling in her hand. Juan grabbed her arm. “Come over here. We're going to find out if you're telling the truth or not.” He forced her down to her knees beside the man. “Put the gun to his head … Do it!”

      The wounded man's eyes fluttered open and he looked up at her fearfully.

      “I don't know him,” she cried. “Por favor.”

      “So, you do know him, eh?” Juan said, pressing the muzzle of his Glock against her ear.

      “No, no, I don't know him!” Her face became a wretched grimace. “Por favor!”

      Juan reached over and wrapped his fingers around the gun in her hand. “Here, let me help you,” he said, forcing her finger over the trigger. As he made her press down on it, she screamed and recoiled into his chest.

      “Such a pretty young thing,” he whispered into her ear while removing the .38 from her hand. “You know, you shouldn't hang with men like that. They are very bad for you.” He deftly moved his finger from the trigger guard onto the Glock's trigger. “I'm sorry. This will only hurt a second,” he said, and then he shot her.

      

      Twenty minutes later, Filipe strode down the pier with a large plastic bag of groceries in his arms. When he came along side the boat he looked down at the bodies. “What happened here?”

      Juan pulled a corner of the canvas over the girl's head and lit a cigar. “Local welcoming committee.”

      Filipe dropped the bag down to him and mounted the pier ladder. “Thought you said to keep things low key.”

      Juan put the bag by his gear. “I did, but you know how uninvited guests piss me off.” He grabbed a pail and set it in front of Filipe. “Fill this and find a brush to take care of that mess up there, would you? I don't want people asking questions in the morning.”

      Filipe took the pail and nudged the corner of the canvas back with his foot. Gazing down at the girl, he said, “Hermosa.”

      “Si, very nice to look at,” Juan said, peering down at her. “Too bad. She would've been a nice diversion for us tonight.”

      Filipe pulled his foot away and the canvas slipped back. “But you are getting married. What would Reyna think?” Filipe jested.

      Juan smiled and tagged his friend with a friendly jab. “Nothing, unless you were to tell her. When you're finished; find something to sink these cock roaches to the bottom of the river.”

      

      Juan tied the final knot around the canvas-wrapped bodies when Filipe came back. He watched the big man swing onto the ladder with a thick section of concrete on his shoulder. “That's not very big.”

      “Is that so?” Filipe said, touching his foot down into the boat. “Here, you take it then.”

      When Juan grabbed the chunk of concrete, his muscles screamed. With a thud, he dropped it onto the bodies.

      Filipe grinned and went up to the bow to untie the mooring line. “Where you want to sink these peons?”

      “Anywhere away from the main channel,” Juan said. He unleashed the rear mooring line and sat back on his heels as Filipe climbed into the driver's seat and started the boat. Under the thrumming whine of the jet engines, the boat slowly pulled away from the pier. “I need to use the running lights. Is okay?” Filipe said.

      “Si. Dig the flashlight out of the storage compartment next to you and toss it back. I can hardly see anything back here,” Juan said as the boat pirouetted in the dark water. He bent forward and wound the rope around the concrete sinker as Filipe popped the compartment open.

      Ten minutes later, they were skimming over the river's glassy surface. “What a pain in the ass,” Juan muttered, looking up at the first stars of night.
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      AMAZON RIVER - 130 KILOMETERS EAST OF IQUITOS –

      Owen pulled a candy bar from his shirt pocket and tore the wrapper open. Looking out from the window of the Lírio do Rio's bridge, he surveyed the rain-swept river, wondering if continuing the expedition was the wisest thing.

      The ship's captain, Lino, stepped away from the helm and came beside him. “I'm told your anthropologist is quite the mechanic.”

      Owen glanced at the man and nodded.

      “Tell her, I said thank-you,” he said, then added, “Last night a friend of mine heard the FARC passed through do Içá. He believes they're expanding their territory southward. Are you sure you want to take your friends into the forest?”

      Owen eyed Lino's thin, bronzed face looking for … what? He didn't know … a reason to turn around maybe? But the classified data they'd hacked into said otherwise. “Down south? How far?”

      Lino shrugged. “Hard to say. There is a report that a village along the Rio Juruá was hit a little while ago.”

      “What do ya mean, 'hit'?” Owen said, straightening. When Lino looked away, Owen said, “How many?”

      “Fifteen or twenty dead, mostly old men and women and a few who tried to resist. Spears and arrows are no match for guns.”

      Owen's hand clenched and his jaw tightened. He wanted to strike something, hurt someone; kill the bloody bastards. He looked up at the ceiling, fighting the rage welling inside him.

      “The news from Fonte Boa is that they are conscripting men and women. And there are also large cargo boats with armed men going down the river, too. Some are saying an operation in the basin is underway.”

      Owen's heart sank. If this was true, it was definitely a game changer. “Deep in da Basin? Where?”

      Lino shook his head. “I do not know.”

      “And nobody's saying,” Owen said, slapping the wall. He didn't know what pissed him off more, that no one was willing to do a thing to help the forest people or that he was suddenly leading an expedition into harm's way.

      “The FARC is very powerful,” Lino said grimly. “People are afraid.”

      “Yeah, what they don't know, mate, is that their silence ain't gonna save 'em in da long run. You know it an' I know it.” Owen glared out the window. “And here I am going inta who-knows-what-kinda shite.” He drew breath and shook his head.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Don't know.” He paused. “Ya heading back ta Iquitos after we dock in do Içá?”

      “No, we are going to Fonte Boa, then we will turn around. You can stay on board if you want. No charge.”

      “Thanks. But I think I'll be getting off here. What I need is a crate a rifles instead of them bows below deck.”

      “Maybe, but even if they could use them, what good would it do? You cannot save all the men and women of the forest.”

      “I expect ya're right about that,” Owen said, pressing his lips together. He narrowed his gaze on the captain. “But if it could save one village, it'd be worth it, in my mind.”

      They fell silent as the rain slashed against the window. Finally, Lino stirred. “Here,” he said, nudging Owen in the side with his elbow.

      Owen looked down at a thick roll of Brazilian reals in the man's extended hand. “What's this?”

      Lino leaned in close so no one could hear. “There is a man in do Içá who might have something you might be interested in,” he said, then pulled away and eyed him knowingly.

      Owen stared back. He had known Lino a long time, and if there was one thing he knew about the shrewd captain, it was his love of the river folk. “Thanks. I don't know what ta say.”

      “Nothing to say. You fixed my boat,” Lino said, then turned and walked back to the helm.

      

      Owen sat up in bed the following morning after a night of fitful sleep. Beside him on the nightstand, sat thirty-five hundred reals: $1,600 American. He gazed at it, thinking about what Lino had whispered to him yesterday. He'd said he wanted rifles; well, now he could have them. Except the money wasn't his, not technically, anyway. Claire was the one who repaired the engine. If he told her what he was going of do, she'd go ballistic. There were no right answers, because the lines were blurred when it came to doing the right thing.

      He ran his hand through his hair as a knock came to his door. “Yeah?”

      “It is me, boss,” said Manny. “You awake?”

      Owen reached over and dragged a pair of pants on. “Yeah. Come in.”

      The door opened, and when Manny saw the money on the nightstand, his brow rose. “You been rolling bones?”

      Owen felt a smile on his face but it didn't last long. “I wish.” He paused. “We got a problem, mate.”

      “I does not look like a problem to me,” Manny said.

      “Trust me, it is,” Owen said. He told him what he had heard from Lino. “I'm turning this gig around.”

      Manny nodded. “She is not going to like hearing that.”

      “Probably not, but she doesn't have a choice. It's too risky not knowing where those sons-of-bitches are. When we get ta do Içá, I'm getting off with my bows an' they're staying put: comprende? Don't look at me like that,” Owen said. “Ya're staying here. I need you ta make sure she remains on board.”

      Manny frowned.

      “I'm sorry, but it's the way it has ta be,” Owen said. “I know what I'm doing. An' I need ya ta make sure they get back ta Lima safe an' sound. Can ya do that for me?”

      “Si. What should I tell the Jackass back in Lima?”

      “You tell 'im I had business needed tending to,” Owen said. “'Sides, I may make it back 'fore ya.” When Manny cocked his brow, Owen told him the Lírio do Rio was heading to Fonte Boa before heading back. “You'll be river-bound for two week's till ya're off it an' on da road.”

      Manny nodded toward the money. “So, what's this? Their refund?”

      “Something like that. Lino gave it ta me for getting da boat back up and running.”

      “Si, you are such a grande mechanic,” Manny said waving his hand.

      Owen scowled. “Don't get all noble an' shite on me. I'm gonna give it ta her … least most of it.”
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