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Mysterious Epidemic Strikes Amazon Indians 

Scores of Peruvians Contract Unidentified Disease

by Leah Roberts, Los Angeles Daily News Staff Writer

CUZCO, PERU—June 15, 2003  The United States Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases (USAMRIID) today released a statement regarding the deadly epidemic in the Amazon region of Peru. They have now quarantined the lower Amazon and discouraged tourists from vacationing in nearby towns. Since the first reported case in March, eighty-five people have fallen victim to this disease.  

Dr. Debra Mann, Chief Epidemiologist at the USAMRIID in Frederick, Virginia, reported findings of the preliminary study of blood samples. “Although a Level Four Hemorrhagic Virus, the blood samples do not match any known Hot Virus to date.” The possibility has been suggested by Dr. Mann and other scientists at the USAMRIID that the virus is a mutated form of microbes already in existence.

Dr. Mann cautions against alarm. “This would not be the first instance of a Hot Agent surfacing in South America. So far the epidemic has been localized. No hospital workers have contracted the illness. At this time, we have no reason to consider this disease a threat to anyone living outside this remote Amazon region.” 

Dr. Ernest Plotkin, Director of the Center for Disease Control (CDC) in Atlanta, described the impact of the virus on a population in the June issue of the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA). “With a sudden onset, a Hot Agent progresses rapidly from general discomfort and fever to full-blown disease.

The Hot Agent then undergoes extreme amplification transforming cells into a replication of itself. Huge bruises appear all over the body and the organs begin to liquefy. Since no effective treatment exists to combat this rare affliction, victims progress to a violent and painful death.”

* * *
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Greto Gonclaves silently slid through the copse of Brazilian Nut trees; his bow slung over his right shoulder, a sling shot against his left thigh. A proud hunter, he listened to every creak and coo and high pitched whistle coming from above in the huge trees’ branches. His senses heightened, he sniffed the humid-thickened air and watched for movement between the skirted roots. 

Sweat dribbled continuously down from his brow and obstructed his view. He wiped is away but it immediately rushed back. While a reasonable amount of moisture wasn’t unusual in the rainforest, this seemed excessive.

At this thought, his legs felt heavy, and he struggled to remain upright. His knees begun to buckle,  a sudden sway sending him smashing against a tree. Unable to support his own weight, he slipped down the bark, scraping his side. What was happening to him?

Sinking into the rich loom which covered the ground, his body ached. Heat radiated from him, his head throbbed. He reached up to swipe the mucus running down from his nose only to see a startling sight. Rather than mucus on his fingers tips, the liquid was bright red. BLOOD. What the hell was this?

More scarlet fluid seeped under his loincloth and down his legs. He could hardly believe this was happening to him. He tried to leverage up with an arm, but his body refused to cooperate, and he fell backwards to the ground. 

Unable to move, he spotted the Jaguar watching him from behind another tree. If he didn’t do something quickly, he would be the Jaguar’s meal for the day. He tried to rise again and was partially standing when he saw the animal racing toward him. One leap and it was on top of him, teeth bared, claws digging into his arms and chest. He tried desperately to toss his predator aside, but he was too weak to budge him. The air turned impossible to breathe and his vision blurred.

***
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Leah Roberts peered into the gloom of the Cusco chicha cantina, past dim shadows on grimed walls and tried not to think of the warning well-meaning co-workers had given about her assignment. A naked light bulb hung from the low-slung ceiling. The air smelled of stale beer, urine and cigarettes. Rats screed in the corner as they chewed holes in a garbage bag. 

The boy who accompanied her pointed toward the bar. “Señor Dylan.”  

“Muchas gracias,” she said, and handed the boy a coin. 

Moments leaked by, her eyes growing accustomed to the semi-darkness. A shadowed man, his long dark hair tied back with a leather strap, towered over others at the bar. He lifted a bottle and drank deeply. Could he be Hart? 

She made her way toward the heavyset cantinero in traditional llama sweater and peaked cap. “I’m looking for Dylan Hart. I’ve been told I can find him here.”

The shadow turned and eyes as green as the Peruvian jungle met hers.  

“I’m Hart. What can I do for you?” 

“I’m Leah Roberts of the Los Angeles Daily News.” Sizing up Hart, she skipped the formality of a handshake. A day-old growth of beard speckled his jaw. His jeans and blue plaid wool shirt were beyond laundering, they needed to be burned. “I hear you’re the local authority on the Amazon region, and I need an immediate escort downriver.”

His eyes narrowed. “Why so much advance notice?”

“Sorry, but this was a rush assignment. I didn’t have time to make prior arrangements.”

Hart turned to a skinny woman by his side in a mini-skirt and knee-high boots. “I need to take care of business. I’ll catch up with you later.”

The woman eyed Leah with obvious disdain, turned and marched away on high heels. Leah watched her sway from the bar, to an admiring cat-call and raised bottles of pisco, before turning back to Hart. “Can you handle my request?”

Hart reached into his shirt pocket and withdrew a worn notebook, flipping through it. He glanced up and slowly looked her over, nodding what seemed to be his approval. 

“I wish I could do it, but I’m booked for the next two weeks. I can pencil you in after that.”

She swallowed her annoyance. “This is not a casual request.” Something about the way he looked at her made her feel like a frivolous, wide-eyed American reporter out to do a feature on the Amazon. She wanted to be sure he understood her mission. “I’m here to do a story on the epidemic that’s killed so many of the Amazon people. The publicity will call attention to the seriousness of their situation.” 

He took a slug of beer and drew a sleeve across his mouth. “I’ve done my part for others. I’m retired. If you’re looking for a fellow do-gooder, you’d better look elsewhere.” 

“I have, but everyone I’ve talked to pointed me to you.”

A wry smile parted his lips. “I still can’t help you, unless you’re willing to wait.”

She had a sudden sense of urgency. “You don’t understand. I really don’t have that luxury.” 

He shrugged.

“Look, Mr. Hart. Dylan. Is it okay if I call you Dylan?”

“Suit yourself.”

“Okay, Dylan. If you haven’t figured it out already, I’m a little out of my depth here.” She saw the smirk, but ignored it. “My sources tell me the river is unpredictable at best, deadly if you don’t know what you’re doing. I need an expert...and you’re it.”

He pushed his bottle forward. If he was reconsidering, his expression told her nothing. It struck her that his fingernails were immaculate. Odd, given his otherwise derelict appearance. Clean fingernails and, she also noticed, well maintained hiking boots. Quite a paradox. She pulled out the stool next to his. “Mind if I sit?”

With a dismissive shrug, he turned to the cantinero. A look passed between the two men and the bartender chortled.

“Felix, mas cerveza, por favor.”  

Leah would just as soon eat the grilled beef heart sold on the streets than press again for help, but she was running out of options. “I wouldn’t ask you to put aside your prior engagement if this wasn’t important.” She shoved the article from USAMRIID under his nose. 

He briefly glanced at the headline. “Hasn’t your government sent enough people to investigate this virus? What can a reporter uncover that the experts haven’t?” 

“I’m here to give this virus a human face. To try and raise awareness of the toll it’s taken on the locals.”

“What do you know about this disease?”

“For one thing, the last death in the infected area was over six weeks ago, and they just lifted the quarantine. So far, only the scientific team has been allowed in. I would be one of the first reporters to enter.”

“And?”

“The Peruvian government hasn’t said much yet. They may be too frightened to say or do anything. Judging from what I’ve seen so far, they didn’t have the facilities to handle this epidemic.”

He whistled through his teeth. “That’s an understatement.”

Encouraged by his agreement, she continued. “The guy in charge of virology for the National Institute of Health is Dr. Harvey Samuels. He spent two weeks here visiting with a number of infected tribes.” She stopped at his impassive expression, broken only by a twist of his mouth. “You’ve heard of Dr. Samuels?” 

“Not specifically.”

“He’s an expert on hot viruses like Ebola and Marburg. This virus is similar to Ebola, but it doesn’t follow the same pattern. They don’t know what it is. There’s even those who think it may have been started by a terrorist cell testing out a biological weapon.”

“There’s conspiracy theorists everywhere. I hear that kind of talk all the time in the bars.”  

“But wherever it comes from, it’s caused havoc in— ” 

He raised a hand. “I’ve read the papers, but what you haven’t explained is your stake in this story.”

Before she had a chance to answer, a man to her right stood abruptly, lost his balance, and almost fell into her. Hart rose instantly and shoved the man upright. He stumbled from the bar.

She offered Hart a grateful smile. “Thanks.”

“De nada. Dagobertos’s as drunk as a politician on power. He would have bowled you over before you had a chance to tell me if you’re really here to help the locals or just to advance your career?”  

She jerked back. “You certainly have a way of putting things.”  

“Judging from your reaction, I must have hit a nerve.”

“I have my reasons for wanting to be in Peru, but they’re none of your concern.” She studied the bar where glasses had etched wet rings in the dust. Since this guy was obviously no humanitarian, she had better come up with a different angle. “What if I were to make you an offer you couldn’t refuse?”

A mischievous twinkle lit his eyes. He leaned back, elbows against bar. “What do you propose?”

“Felix, agua mineral para me, por favor.” She waited until the cantinero bought her mineral water. “I could offer you quite a bit of money for your help.”

He cocked his head in a surprisingly boyish gesture, drawing attention to the cleft in his chin. He was too damn attractive for his own good. Probably knew it, too. 

Again a glint of irony filled his eyes. “Ummm. Sounds tempting.” He finished his beer and slapped a nuevo sol on the counter. “But keep your money. There’s no way I can help you, but maybe I can think of someone else who could. Have you tried Jorge Ortiz? He’s a reliable guide.”

“He’s one of the people who referred me to you.”

“How about Gilberto Igelsias?”

“Yep.” 

“Sounds like you’ve already made the rounds.”

She was getting nowhere fast. Since oxygen was a precious commodity at this altitude, she might as well save her breath. She finished her drink and rose. “I’m sure there must be one available guide out there.”

“I wish you luck. Most of us are busy this time of year.”

She wasn’t about to let him discourage her. “I’m at the Royal Inka, in case you change your mind.”

“Don’t plan on it.” 

“I won’t.” Hart’s attitude didn’t surprise her, because men had always let her down, and it made her more determined than ever to succeed if it meant proving him wrong. Still his demeanor irked her.

She left the cantina and strode down narrow cobblestone streets toward the town’s main plaza. She hadn’t gone far before she needed to cover her nose against the stench of urine that rose from the open sewer. The nauseating odor reminded her that in a town of so many, with poor services and sanitation, disease would spread like an oil spill over calm seas. This only cemented her resolve.

In the zocalo, the main plaza, surrounded by stone buildings and the ancient cathedral, she found an empty wooden bench in the fading sunlight. Two young girls wearing multi-colored skirts, sandals and straw Panamas herded alpacas past her. The soothing sounds of Andean flute and drums stood in opposition to the reality of poverty and poor hygiene. 

The sidewalks were lined with vendors selling Incan knockoffs and handmade tapestries. Just beyond them, she noticed a sign that read, Incan Travels, specializing in tours of Machu Picchu, the Sacred Valley and the Amazon. Pleased to have found another possible source for a guide so quickly, she strode over to the agency. 

A bespectacled woman looked up from her desk while straightening the collar of her gray linen suit. “Buenas tardes, Señorita. May I help you?”

Posters of Incan ruins, villagers in colorful clothes and lush jungle hung from every wall. She’d come to the right place. “I need a private guide into the Amazon jungle to take an Amazon tributary, the Maranon, downriver from the Andes to Iquitos.”

The woman glanced at a sheet of paper on the desk in front of her. “No, no, Señorita, we no go down Maranon. We, ah, fly to Puerto Maldonado. You go Puerto Maldonado? See birds? Muy bonito—how you say, boo ti ful.”            

Leah briefly considered, but flying to Puerto Maldonado and hitching a ride down the Rio Ucayali from there would only detour her plans. She had to reach the Machiguengo village. “No, gracias. I need to hire a private guide. I’m willing to pay well-mucho dinero. I must reach the back country and contact the people who live there. Can you help me?” 

The woman closely watched her. “No comprende, Señorita. Mañana boss come. Talk to him.”

She wished she spoke as much Spanish as she understood. “Muchas gracias, Señora.”

“De nada.” The woman turned her attention back to the papers on her desk. 

Five minutes later Leah was out on the plaza, racking her jet-lagged brain for a back-up plan. A good night’s sleep might be what she needed. 

Back at the hotel, strolling across the lobby while fantasizing about a bubble bath and clean sheets, she felt an immediate flush of excitement. Dylan Hart. She spotted him in the lounge, larger than life and disturbingly attractive. She composed herself, offering him a frosty smile.

* * *
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Dylan watched Leah make her way toward him around tile-top tables with burgundy tufted armchairs. His glance traveled down her spotless North Face jacket, over waterproof cargo pants to her barely broken-in hiking boots. She looked like a greenhorn if he ever saw one. When she drew nearer, he noted the wariness in her amber-colored eyes.

“I wasn’t expecting to see you again.”

He hadn’t planned on seeing her again either, but urgency had intervened. The work was seasonal; he had to make the most of it when it came. If only she wasn’t so damn certain of her own importance and the significance of her job. That attitude always led to trouble. He should know. Once upon a time he’d been just as cocky and look where it had taken him. He hoisted himself onto an upholstered stool, the soft fabric snagging his roughened hand. “Care for a drink?”

“I’ll pass for now,” she said and lifted herself onto the barstool next to his. “What are you doing here?”

“You said something about money. On second thought, I decided to explore your offer.”

She eyed him with uncertainty. “But you said you had other bookings.”

“Had is the operative word. My tour to Belem canceled at the last minute. I have a week off. The money might come in handy, if it’s enough. How much are you offering?”  

Distracted by a couple in a heated discussion, it took her a long moment to answer. “My paper’s offering two thousand dollars a week for two weeks work. How does that sound?”

The sound of laughter arose from a table behind him. A male voice belted out a demand for refills. 

“All right, but I only have one week. I’ll take that four thousand dollars for a week’s tour.”

She stared at him open-mouthed. “What? You can’t mean that. I said two­–” 

As much as he hated to play her this way, he had his reason. “Your offer came to four thousand. I only have one week, but I can make it count. That’s the deal, take it or leave it.”

She grimaced. “I don’t know if my paper will go that high for a week.”

“That’s up to you. I originally planned on a group tour to Belem that would have paid more. I’ll soon find someone else who will pay my price.” He stood. “Let me know when you decide. I’ll be at Felix’s.” He began to walk away.

“I’ll go three thousand for the week,” she yelled after him. 

He turned back toward her. All eyes at the table by the bar were on him. “What about your paper?”

“I’ll pay out of my pocket if I have to. Don’t worry, you’ll be paid as promised.”

He stepped closer. “Okay, fifteen hundred up front and fifteen hundred at the end of a week. Comprende?”

She flinched, but kept her head high. He respected her for that. At least she had spunk.

“Will you be able to take me all the way down the Maranon to Iquitos by then?” 

“What?” She would pick the most daunting part of the river. “Why the Maranon?” Her slender shoulders and long, delicate fingers were not made for hauling and digging. She looked totally incapable of handling the Maranon. “I should have asked your plans ahead of time. Why go that way? It’s a more direct trip down the Ucayali.”

“The first victim of this outbreak was an eighteen-year-old Machiguenga from a village along the Maranon. I want to speak with his family. They may have answers to my questions or at least be able to point me in the right direction. Will there be enough time?”  

He scratched his head. “Time for what? Time for trouble? There’d be plenty of time for that. Iquitos is as far as I’ll have time to take you. After that, I’ll need to fly back for my next tour.”

“I understand that.”

“Do you have any idea what you’re in for on that river?”

She raised her chin in a defiant gesture. “Of course.”  

He saw through her act. While she tried to appear certain, the twitch of a muscle under her eye gave her away. “This isn’t going to be a joy ride. For good reason the Maranon is the least traveled of the Amazon tributaries in Peru. Two people recently lost their lives on that river. Are you sure you need to go that way?”

Behind them laughter rose and subsided. The clink of glass was followed by an exuberant “Salud”. 

“I have to.” 

“Are you prepared for spiders the size of birds or venomous snakes with bites that kill within hours.”

Her hesitant nod didn’t seem too sincere.

“How about a series of rapids referred to as Pongo de Manseriche, the Gateway of Fear.”

“How many times have you taken those rapids?”

“A handful.”

“And you’ve survived. Why shouldn’t I?”

He released an exasperated sound. “I’m a little more experienced than you are. You have been rafting before, haven’t you?”

“Not really.”

“How about primitive camping?”

She offered him an apologetic smile. “Does summer camp count?”

He groaned. “Damn. This is going to be even more of a job than I bargained for.”

“How dangerous can the river be?” 

A glance at Leah clinched his concerns. The crown of her short blond hair glowed in the lamplight like a halo. Her blue eyes shone with a childlike innocence. “With your lack of experience, I’m more and more certain this is not a good idea.”

“If you want to chicken out-”

Dylan held up a hand. “Whoa. I’m not threatening to leave you high and dry. If anyone should guide you down that stretch of the river, it’s me. At least I know what to expect. I’m just not sure a greenhorn like you should attempt it when it’s dangerous for an expert.”

She leveled her gaze at him. “I’m going with or without you.”

He rolled his eyes. “Are you always this headstrong?”

“Yes. When do we leave?”

“With your itinerary, no later than nine tomorrow morning. I’ll pick you up here.” 

“I still need to buy a few supplies.”

He shook his head. “Schedule revised for noon departure.” He rummaged the battered notebook from his shirt pocket and began scribbling. “Here’s where to go. Tell Alessandro what you need. If he doesn’t have it, he’ll find it.” He tore the page from the book.

Leah took the page he held out to her. “I want you to know how much I appreciate your help, but I don’t want you to think you have to baby me. I can take care of myself.”  

“I hope you’re right. I’ll just start earning my fee right now, Ms. Roberts.” He saluted her casually. “See you tomorrow noon.”

As Dylan left the bar, instinct told him to look around. Leah leaned forward on the barstool, her arms wrapped around her. In her Amazon best, she looked the least likely tourist ever to succeed on the Maranon. If he didn’t have a promise to repay, this trip wouldn’t be worth the potential risk to both their lives. But he did make a promise. And he always kept them.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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Leah wrestled a bag of supplies off the ancient wooden counter of Allesandro’s dry goods store and carried it past shelves stacked with a random selection of soups, canned vegetables and beans. She maneuvered around four army-issue jackets hanging from a metal coat rack on wheels before reaching the door. 

Like Alice through the looking glass, she stepped outside into another world. The odor of fried food and a high-altitude chill assaulted her. She drew her jacket closer and pushed past women with long, ebony hair in braids under Alpaca hats alongside intricately woven rugs and carved ceramic vases. Many of the women had young children by their sides or infants strapped in a blanket wrapped around their backs. Car horns blared and brakes squealed, voices hawked goods in Spanish and Quechua, but the infants slept or stared at the world around them in patient acceptance. 

A tide of humanity flowed in both directions, cramming the sidewalks and insuring a monumental effort with each step she took forward, as well as the occasional elbow in the ribs. After making painfully slow progress back toward the hotel, Leah ducked into an alley to avoid the crowd. She emerged onto a maze of winding streets that took her past rows of earth-toned stucco buildings, one much like another. She made her way down one block after another until she couldn’t decide where to turn next. Finally, nothing looked familiar. Dammit. She was lost. 

Heart pounding, she stopped, took a calming breath and looked around. The sun was overhead, noon approached, and she could only guess which way to go. The last thing she wanted was to keep Hart waiting. It had been hard enough to convince him to take her on this trip, she didn’t want to alienate him from the start.

A landmark. She needed a landmark. The tallest building in town was the church, so she searched for its bell tower. With relief, she spotted it over the building tops.

Leah automatically checked her watch, but she didn’t need to read the time to know she was late for her appointment. She took off hurriedly in the direction of the church, pressing her heavy package against her hip to keep up the pace. At the bottom of a massive stairway leading up to the impressive stone cathedral, she silently mouthed a prayer for a safe trip, adding one for finding her grandfather alive, then rushed on past Spanish colonial buildings layered over ancient Incan stone foundations. Winded, she had to stop intermittently and lean against one of these sedimentary structures to catch her breath. The altitude, she realized, sucked the air out of her. She hoped this wouldn’t complicate her trip through the mountains. 

Shortly after noon, she arrived back at the hotel. A clean-shaven Hart was waiting for her in the lobby in an unsoiled navy-blue windbreaker over well-worn jeans. He took one look at her and tapped his watch. 

“I’m really sorry,” she said. “I’ll be right back with my bags.” She rushed past him, but her jog upstairs left her even more winded, so she opted to ride the rickety lift back down, dropping backpack and duffel bag near the door. “What should I do with these?”

“I’ll take care of them.” Hart grabbed the luggage, hauled it outside and tossed it into the back of a black Land Rover. 

Leah hoisted herself onto the passenger seat and he climbed in behind the wheel. When he turned the ignition, the engine roared to noisy life. 

“We’ll head through the Cordillera, the mountainous backbone of Peru,” Hart said, “to the road’s end at the mouth of the Maranon River, higher in the Andes. From there we’ll take a raft downriver to Iquitos. For now, just sit back and enjoy the ride.”

Lost once already that day, she was more than happy to have him take charge of their itinerary. “Will do.”  

Hart maneuvered the SUV through streets bustling with typical Cuzco traffic to the edge of the city where the road abruptly began a steep ascent up a mountain pass. Just past the last cluster of adobe casitas, Leah glanced back over the clay-tiled rooftops dotting the Spanish colonial town. They cornered a ridge and the town disappeared from view.  

Beyond the ridge the road dipped into a verdant valley surrounded by sheer rock faces, then climbed into scrub-covered hills where stout cactus, covered with woolly white hair, grew alongside eucalyptus. Fragrant flowering jasmine perfumed the air. 

She turned her attention back to Hart. “Since we’re stuck together this week, it might be nice to get to know each other.”  

A sharp bend in the road demanded Hart’s attention, but he safely cleared it. “What do you have in mind?”

“You could start by telling me why you chose the wilderness tour business.”

He stared straight ahead at an obvious obstacle course, smoothly steering the vehicle through a series of switch-backs. “I was trained as an Army Ranger. Thought I’d put my skills to use here.”

“Very comforting credentials.” She watched a lizard scamper across the road, barely avoiding their wheels. “I had a friend whose brother wanted to join the Rangers. They’re like the Green Berets, aren’t they?”

“The Rangers think they’re better trained for combat, no matter the place or condition.”

“That must make you an authority on difficult situations.” 

“I sure hope so on this trip.” He rounded a curve. “It’s your turn to tell me why you became a journalist.”

She hesitated. If they didn’t form some kind of bond, this week would seem like a century. Still, Hart’s attitude made her reticent. “I actually was pre-med at UCLA when I wrote an article for the student paper on the conditions in the biology laboratory,” she said. “You know­–the inhuman treatment of lab animals. The editor liked it enough to ask me to write more. I took a couple of journalism classes to hone my skills, and before long I changed my major. I’ve been a journalist ever since.” 

Leah grasped the Land Rover’s roll bar as Hart executed a sudden hairpin turn. His driving, like his personality, often seemed abrupt and unexpected.

They huddled along for what seemed like hours, passing the most amazing scenery she had ever encountered, a hybrid of mountain and jungle vegetation against towering peaks. Occasionally a delivery truck would barrel down the road toward them at an impossible speed. Each time, Hart would pull off to the side as far as he could to avoid a collision, sending his wheels to the edge of a dizzying drop-off. 

Her leg had begun to ache and she rubbed it. “How long ‘til we reach the river?”             

“About two hours more to the head waters of the Maranon.”

They drove past a group of decapitated ruins, then began to climb another precipitous mountainside. Down below the jungle looked like an undulating sea of green moss. Near the crest of the mountain, she thought she could glimpse the ocean for a moment before the road entered a cloud forest. Surrounded by mist and trees, her head against the headrest, she watched their descent into a river valley overshadowed by immense snow-capped peaks.

She looked over at Hart, whose eyes were plastered on the road. As attractive as he was, he exuded a certain type of masculinity, a type she rarely found inviting. A type that always seemed too cock-sure of themselves to be good relationship material. Back in L.A., Robert awaited an answer to his proposal. No matter how appealing Hart was, she wasn’t available.  

Hart caught her stare before she could turn away. She flushed, quickly turning away to look out her side window. The road had narrowed to one-lane and was no longer in one piece. The edge occasionally dipped off the side of the hill, macadam crumbled to rubble beneath the Land Rover’s wheels. Large pot-holes. like huge wounds, exposed the hill’s anatomy. At points, they had to slow to a crawl and hug the hillside to remain upright.  

Jostled, Leah’s leg ached again. She shifted in her seat. If she complained, she’d only confirm his opinion of her, so she kept her mouth shut. She didn’t want to fuel his argument that they should have taken an easier route. 

They began another descent, winding around one hairpin turn after another. Around an especially sharp switch-back, she heard a resounding snap, followed by a grinding noise. “What’s that?  

He pumped the clutch. “Damn!”

Not reassured by his reaction, her throat felt as dry and gravely as the road beneath their wheels. “What’s wrong?”

“This is an old vehicle. The clutch just went out. We’ll coast down this hill and pull over where we can.”

Hill? If this was a hill, the Grand Canyon was just a ditch. Her stomach cramped. “Losing a clutch on this road might be a bit of a problem,” she said in a masterpiece of understatement that sounded ridiculous even to her. Just keep quiet, she thought. Don’t talk. Her throat burned. Sweat trickled down her back.

He decompressed the brake slightly. “I’ll find a level spot and pull over as soon as I can.”

The sun already grazed the tops of the tallest peaks and she had visions of the two of them stranded in these mountains for the night - or longer. She wanted desperately to ask whether they’d even make it to Iquitos, but refrained.

Dylan eased the Land Rover down the mountainside without changing gears. Near bottom, he smiled broadly. “Lucky for us we were on the downside. We’d have been stuck if we had to climb without being able to shift gears.”

She forced a smile. “Silly me, I can’t think of anything luckier. And to think I actually thought we might be in trouble.”

She caught him trying to suppress a grin. What a relief to see he had a sense of humor.

At a clearing by the river, he pulled off the road and popped the Land Rover’s hood. Leah climbed out and leaned against the vehicle, watching him tinker with its innards. “What can I do to help?”

“I have this under control. Just keep yourself busy.” He waved her away. “But this is the time of day to begin keeping an eye out for snakes. There are some venomous species around here.”

“I’ll be careful,” she promised, but sneaked a glance around to be certain she was safe. Reassured, she snatched a book from the back seat and lowered herself to the ground with her back against a tree to read.

Hart passed her on his path to the back of the vehicle. “What’s your book?” He bent over the Land Rover’s rear tool compartment in a scrabbling search. 

“Heart of Darkness-” The creak of lid and clank of tools interrupted her. 

“Conrad’s appropriate under the circumstances.” He had apparently found what he needed and straightened. “As I recall Conrad uses Kurtz’s journey into the jungle as a metaphor of self-discovery.” He cocked his head in her direction. “It’s curious you should be reading that now. Are you also on a journey of self-discovery in addition to your cockamamie assignment?”

His comment unnerved her. “You’re familiar with Conrad?” 

“Read him in Modern Lit 102.” He smiled at her. “You might consider me a savage, but I’m an educated one.”

An educated savage. She smiled to herself, pleased to find an ex-Ranger, now Jungle guide, on evaluation terms with Conrad. “Where?”

“U. T. Austin.” 

Dylan flashed a wire hanger in front of her face. “I’ve got it.”

She froze. The hanger hung between them like a bad joke. What was he planning to do with it? Tie some loose parts of the engine together to keep from losing a vital organ. “What?”

“Our new clutch.” He moved toward the vehicle’s front-end.

“You’re going to use a coat hanger to fix the clutch?”  

“Not fix the clutch-this will be the clutch linkage.” 

“A coat hanger?” Her throat constricted at the thought of a mere hanger between them and the disintegration of car parts. More than a little skeptical he could even complete this feat of alchemy, she approached the Land Rover. “You can make a clutch out of a coat hanger?” 

“Any other suggestion? Would you rather spend the rest of the week in these hills?”

“If this works, I’ll sing your praises to General Motors. They could use someone like you.” She hung over the Rover awaiting the verdict.

Ten minutes later, he wiped his hands on his jeans. “We can hit the road. Hop in.”

He held the door for her, but let go long enough to slap at an insect that had alighted on his neck. With his arm raised, she noticed a long, narrow scar the shape of Florida across his bicep. “That scar’s pretty impressive. Where’d it come from?”

“Somalia. Years ago. But we have more pressing business. Let’s go.” 

Dylan started the Land Rover, shoved the gear-shift into first, “So far so good,” and applied pressure to the gas pedal. 

To her great surprise, off they went. Who would have guessed! 

“The locals believe that each of these mountain peaks has a guardian spirit, an apus. One of them must be watching over us now,” he said.

“It’s a good thing.” And a good thing Dylan was so resourceful. Who else did she know who could turn a common household hanger into a car part? No one. Maybe she wasn’t so crazy after all to place her life in such capable hands. 

* * *
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By the time they arrived at a campsite near the river, the sun had dipped behind the highest mountain peak and the air had taken on a crispness that carried the rich smell of fertile soil. Leah emerged from the Rover drawing a cobalt sweatshirt over her lavender tee. 

Nearby, Dylan wiped hands on his river bottom brown shirt and surveyed the site. “We’ll stay put tonight and make a fresh start in the morning.”

“Will the clutch incident set us back much? Time-wise?”

“Not much. We can catch up when we meet the motorboat downstream.” 

Leah eyed the moldy-smelling sleeping bag he pulled from the vehicle along with a small green tent. The tent seemed far too tiny for one, let alone two. “Let me help you with that.”  

Raised, it didn’t look any more spacious. 

“You sleep in here,” Dylan said.

“Where will you sleep?”

He withdrew a sleeping bag from the rear compartment. “In this.”

“Outside, in the open?” She rubbed her chilled hands together, thinking about how cold it would be that night. 

He removed a foam pad sequestered behind a Primus camp-stove and placed the sleeping bag on it. “I’m used to it. Actually prefer sleeping under the stars.” He propped the stove on top of a large, flat rock near where she stood. 

The directions on the stove were in German. Here was her chance to show him he wasn’t dealing with a total nincompoop. “I know some German. Want me to translate the directions?”

He glanced over her shoulder at the stove, a sly smile lighting up his face. “Turn knob on right for propane,” he read.

“Where did you learn German?”

“Studied it in school. Practically every other student in the Austin schools took Spanish. I wanted to be different. Besides, I already spoke some Spanish at home. I’ve been able to practice my German in South America. There’s a fair number of Germans living here.”

“I know.” Outdone this time, she had to accept defeat. She gathered her pad and sleeping bag to make up her bed in the tent. When she was done, she joined him back by the camp-stove. He had begun chopping potatoes on a cutting block.

“Did you know that potatoes were originally domesticated in the Andes?” he asked. “You’re dining in the original home of the spud.”

If not the stud, she thought, eyeing him surreptitiously. 

While he tossed potatoes, she added freeze-dried corn to a pan of water. Soon the appetizing aroma of vegetables sizzling on the stove reminded her that, in her rush to leave on time, she had forgotten to eat. Her stomach purred in hunger.

The wind picked up and made a rustling breeze in the nearby trees. “If you’re superstitious like the local campesinos, you’ll want to keep an eye out for a pishtaco tonight. The local villagers think they live in these mountains.”

“Is that something like a fish taco?” she joked.

He grimaced. “Not quite. Pishtacos are more like vampires. They’re known for sucking the fat out of their victims.”

“Sounds better than weight watchers.”

“Except all they leave behind is a bag of bones.”

“Is there anything more substantial than vampires to be concerned about here?”  

“Plenty. For one thing, we’re low enough in the mountains to encounter scorpions.”

She groaned and peered about. More venomous creatures. She had wanted him to open up earlier, but, on second thought, it might be better if he kept these things to himself. “You’re kidding?”

“Not. Warning. A scorpion’s sting is miserable. Always check your sleeping bag and shoes before getting into them. And zip your tent against any intruders.”

She gave him her most wicked grin. “You bet I will.” 

* * *
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After dinner, Dylan removed a beer from the cooler, took a long gulp, then wiped his mouth with the back of a sweatshirt sleeve. When he glanced up, Leah had just finished the dishes and was drying her hands on a torn towel. “I’ve heated water for you if you want to wash up.”

Much to his amusement, she carefully folded the towel and placed it neatly in a box. Her meticulousness seemed quaint, but useless under the circumstances.

She joined him by the fire. “That would be wonderful. I feel so grimy.” 

He handed her a pan of warm water, which she carried to her tent and placed on the ground outside the flap. After scrubbing her Southern California tan, she vigorously brushed her short blond hair. He watched her silhouetted against the tent, his gaze coming to rest on her breast.  

“Goodnight,” she called, then ducked into the tent and zipped the flap shut.

He downed the remainder of his beer before turning in, but the constant rustling in her tent while he bedded down in his sleeping roll disturbed him. “What’s going on in there?”

“I can’t sleep.” Her voice sounded husky with fatigue. “I keep feeling like something’s moving inside my sleeping bag. I’ve searched it a dozen times. Why did you have to tell me about those scorpions? Now I’m imagining them everywhere.”

“Want me to check your bag?” 

“Please.” 

He waited patiently for her to unzip the tent flap before he crawled inside. The flashlight beam immediately picked up her wide, frightened eyes. Next to her lay the dreaded sleeping bag. When he reached past her, to explore the bag, her scent, as sweet and fresh as the air after an electrical storm, wafted up to him. “Nothing in here.” 

As he removed his hand, it accidentally grazed her leg, the skin as soft and appealing as velvet under his callused fingers. He hesitated longer than he probably should have. “Sorry.”

She pulled back. “Is everything okay?”

“Not to worry, You don’t have any unwanted company, except, of course, for me. Now get some sleep.” 

He sauntered back to his own accommodations, accompanied by a symphony of zippers closing and crickets chirping. While he eased into his sleeping bag, he thought about morning and their descent down the mighty Maranon. He had given Leah as much information about the river as he could without scaring her unnecessarily. Even so, she had little idea of what lay ahead, probably because she wasn’t ready to hear him. He only hoped the river wouldn’t be too much for her. 

* * *
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A shout shocked Leah awake. Heart racing, she peeled out of the sleeping bag and threw open the tent’s flap. In the dim light of a crescent moon, she could barely make out shapes, just sounds, but it became immediately obvious no one was attacking Dylan. 

“Jason, NO! No! Stop! Don’t do it!” came from the direction where Dylan slept. 

Determined to help him, she crept softly toward him. Although careful, she almost tripped over him, but stopped before she lost her balance. She bent down to see what was bothering him. 

He flailed about and shouted, “Don’t! You’re crazy. It’s suicide!”  

Relieved he was only having a bad dream, she stooped next to the writhing dark lump on the ground and gently pressed the heal of her hand into his shoulder, trying to rouse him. “Dylan.” 

He bolted upright. “What? Huh?” 

“It’s me, Dylan,” she said softly, “Leah.”

“Leah?” His breathing was ragged. “What’s the matter?”

“You were shouting in your sleep, having a bad dream. I thought I better wake you. Are you all right?”

He took a gulp of air, loudly exhaled it. “Sure...sorry I woke you. Nothing to worry about.” 

“Want to tell me about the nightmare?” 

“At this time of night? Nah. It was nothing.” He lowered himself back on his elbows, rubbed his eyes. “I’m fine. No problem. Just go back to sleep.” When he removed his hand from his face, it trembled.

“You’re sure you’re all right?”

“Yeah, fine. Just fine.”

“And you don’t need anything?”

“No. I’m really okay. Thanks for waking me. Now go back to sleep.”

“All right, then. Goodnight.” She backed slowly away, more intrigued than ever by this strange man and the secrets that haunted his sleep.
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