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  Al Williams, John McCraken, Jimmie, Virginia and Mary Angel, Dick Curry, Félix Cardona, Gustavo “Ropeman” Henry and Miguel Delgado really did exist. This novel seeks to be part of their almost unbelievable story.


  



  Alberto Vázquez-Figueroa


  1.


  A flock of red ibis took wing. Like flickering flames they advanced over the green mantle of the jungle, heading north.


  Cutting across their path from the east came weary white herons, passing under the red ibis, their long legs trailing down below them, almost skimming the treetops.


  Green, red, white, and here and there the yellow or violet of opened-out orchids forming a multicolored mosaic, under the indigo-blue of a sky with not so much as a wisp of cloud in sight just then. Not even the shadow of a passing hawk or eagle. Nor even one of those black urubu vultures.


  Peace. Peace in the heavens over the jungle and on the face of the waters of the wide river that meandered along, concerned only with tossing the odd silver shaft of light up at those herons and ibis flying over.


  Light, color and tranquillity a hundred yards up.


  Yet lower down, where the meshwork of broad leaves of the trees chopped up the light from the fierce sun above, where each ray of light had to struggle hard in a vain attempt to reach the ground below, it was a very different story: the light turned a shade darker foot by foot as it neared the ground, the colors fused into shades of dense, opaque gray, and the calm was just a mask seeking to conceal death and violence.


  The jungle floor, with its scattering of rotting leaves and remains of fruits, had become a dark brown mire through the action of time and endless rains, and the noiseless passage of a poisonous coral snake bedecked it dazzlingly for a moment with its bright red and black rings, only to disappear promptly inside the dank interior of a long-dead tree trunk.


  A toucan kept watch with almost imperceptible movements of its head. A russet-whiskered howler monkey fidgeted up on a branch. A sloth resolved to extend its strong claws a fraction of an inch with a view to taking hold of a branch and carrying on with its patient ascent up to the far-distant crown of a sago-palm tree.


  Then the clouds showed up. And with them the rain. And with that, the eternal song of the rainforest, the tireless tom-tom of millions of swollen raindrops, each thudding down on some broad leaf, slithering over it, plunging down through the air again, and so on in their fifty-yard obstacle-course down to sodden floor below.


  Each little crash would have been scarcely audible by itself, but the full orchestra of them all, the greatest orchestra ever known, deafened the beasts of the jungle.


  Then a distant thunderclap. And the crack of a stroke of lightning. And the smiting of a giant that had taken a century to reach up to the sky only for that sky to strike it down in a fraction of a second.


  Water. And more water. And then some more. Down in the quagmire. Up in the air. Water on the skin, in the flesh, in the bones.


  And then: the splashing of bare feet in puddles, the snapping of branches, the flurry of startled parrots taking wing.... and a panting, sodden man appeared from behind a stout cow-tamarind tree, mouthing a dull oath and breathing as deeply as his lungs would let him.


  He stood there all skin and bones, with dark rings under his reddened eyes and his legs covered in festering wounds, for all the world a corpse dressed in tatters, looking like he had struggled that far only to fall flat on his face and die in the innermost tangle of the jungle.


  But he did not fall over. All he did was lean back on the cow-tamarind and gaze upwards in an attempt to get his bearings - out there, where all sense of direction is lost at once.


  Each tree was always identical to another. Each branch to a thousand other branches. Each leaf to a billion others. Each ray of light aped the one before, which had mimicked the one before it.


  For the jungle is far more monotonous than the desert, and often more than the sea as well. The monotony of the jungle, disconcerting, unnerving. The monotony of the jungle claimed more lives than snakes, spiders or jaguars.


  But that man, that shadow of a man, those sorry remains of what must once have been a man, studied his surroundings with the calm detachment that only long years of experience can bring, and then finally raised his arm to cut a broad notch at head-height with his long machete, whose wide blade had been ground down to the minimum from all the sharpening it had got. 


  Then he headed off again.


  His gait showed no anxiety or haste, but rather the idle pace of a man who has been striding on just like that for an eternity; and his perseverance was at last rewarded: half an hour later the undergrowth parted before him like some rich curtain in a huge theater to grant him admittance to the most wondrous show any white man had ever seen.


  Gaping in astonishment, he took seat on a stout branch, passing his hand over his gleaming bald head again and again, blinking incredulously and muttering under his breath; and there he stayed for nearly an hour, as if hypnotized, refusing to accept that he was not dreaming.


  For what he was seeing was far crazier than the craziest of dreams.


  “So it was true!”, he breathed at last. “It was true. The ‘Father of all Rivers’, el Rio Padre de Todos los Rios, rises in the sky.”


  Shortly after, he got to his feet and retraced his steps. This time, however, he did seem to be in a hurry, since the darkening shadows of the jungle were beckoning the night to come along right away.


  He stumbled and staggered over the last few yards, tripping over and picking himself up again, puffing and panting, but it was almost dark when he made it to the banks of a stream and collapsed beside a battered-looking palm-wood canoe. A faint whisper of a voice came from its bows as if from another world, though in fact it came from another corpse-like man lying inside and asking,


  “What’s got into you? You’d think you’d just seen the devil.”


  The bald man lying outside the canoe and looking thoroughly exhausted, took a while to get his breath back before answering hoarsely,


  “Not the devil himself, no, but I did just see the Rio Padre de Todos los Rfos itself.”


  The frail man in the canoe looked long and hard at him, and seemed to conclude that he was serious.


  “So that legend was true as well.”


  A weak nod came in reply.


  “Its source is right up there in the sky - I’ve never seen anything remotely like it in my life.”


  Then he closed his eyes and fell fast asleep.


  John McCraken didn’t even move. He was far too weak to try to get out of the boat, so he just stayed looking at the run-down form of his friend, aware that when he was in that state, dead beat, there was nothing in the world that could drag him out of his sleep.


  They had been together for a long, long time - too long! Ten years...? Twelve...? Fifteen...? He had lost count way back, though it wasn’t so much a matter of losing count as of losing all sense of time: he hadn’t the faintest idea what day it was, what month, what year.


  All he remembered for sure was that it was the fall of 1902 when he had disembarked in the torrid, muddy port of Guayaquil with Al Williams, bent on rediscovering the fabled treasure of Ruminahuf which, according to the old chronicles, was still hidden in a vast cave in the region of Llanganates, deep in the Amazon jungle there in Ecuador.


  At the end of 1700, two seamen - Scotsmen like him - had come back to London loaded down with diamonds and emeralds, and swearing that not even a hundred men could carry out all that they had been forced to leave behind in that distant cave.


  Month by month, year after year, setback after setback, that cursed jungle on the mountain slopes of Ecuador, the toughest and most inhospitable rainforest on the face of the earth, the jungle that only monkeys, jaguars and vampire bats dared to inhabit, had worn them down and broke them, and was finally spitting them out as mere shadows of the strong brave young men who, full of spirit and heedless of the dangers, had made bold to set off into it, spurred on by their great expectations.


  They had had to make do with sifting out what gold dust they could wrest from the waters of the River Napo, breaking their backs in that arduous, wretched labor just to save up enough to restock on gear, buy new weapons and carry on with their demoralizing journey down-river to reach the confluence of the Napo with the awesome Amazon.


  They went down the Amazon as far as Manaos, once a wonder of a city thanks to the rubber boom, and six months after they made their way up the River Negro to the uncharted, misty uplands of the dreaded Escudo Guayanes, a remote region in which it was said that some men - only “the bravest of the brave” - might make their fortune through gold and diamonds.


  How many years had gone by? How many setbacks, illnesses and sleepless nights? And then the despair at the realization that they were throwing away the best years of their lives pursuing a preposterous pipe-dream?


  How many thousands of miles had they covered? How many times had they had to endure sweltering heat and the pangs of hunger? How many insect bites and infections?


  Yet throughout all that time - that awful time! - what a sense of friendship and loyalty had bound them together: never a word of anger or reproach, not even a trace of rebellion at seeing how it was just the stubbornness of one that fueled the mule-headedness of the other, day by day and on and on, until the time would surely come when one of them would yell out “I’ve had enough”.


  But how could either of them say that? How could they dash their long-fostered dream like that? How could they reconcile themselves to the idea of going back to civilization with their tails between their legs, back to a civilization with which they no longer had any bonds?


  They were men of the jungle and the mountains, men of solitude. All those long periods posted on watch, with one of them always awake with his ears pinned back and his weapon at the ready while the other slept; that friendship, so sincere and deep-felt, of a kind that could never reach such intensity anywhere else other than in those savage lands, forsaken by God and man alike.


  The Welshman Al Williams and the Scotsman John McCraken belonged to that peculiar race of pioneers falling somewhere between the desperate fortune-seeker and the romantic adventurer, men for whom an unexplored mountain or an undiscovered tribe of cannibals meant as much as a hefty nugget of gold or a fantastic diamond. Their ambitions went beyond merely getting rich: what they were really after all the time was new experiences, different lands, and knowledge beyond the ken of all other men.


  But now they were tired, very tired. And sick, really sick.


  Exacting a high price is the way of the jungle, and however strong a man’s body may be, however steely his spirit, there comes a time when the heat, the humidity, the fevers and the mosquitoes claim their due, breaking his resolve and draining the strength from his muscles.


  And they were so far from home! But what home? They had never had one. They were in fact miles away from everything!


  Just then, as he lay there keeping watch while his friend slept, John McCraken was trying yet again to figure out just which river that was, flowing there beside them, and where it went. It was sweeping gently westwards, inland, which meant it was heading for a bigger river, maybe the great Orinoco, or maybe the River Negro itself, which they thought they had left behind months before.


  Out there in the remote Escudo Guayanes it was all guesswork, since there had never been any maps, markers or paths. To compound matters, there weren’t even any natives who might have been able to tell them where the river’s dark waters were coming from and where they were headed.


  Al Williams had said before flaking out that he had just seen the Rio Padre de Todos los Rfos, but even though they had been hearing talk of that mysterious “River”, apparently coming straight down from the sky above, nobody had ever been able to say where it was or where it ended up.


  They could have been in Brazil, or in Venezuela, or in Colombia, or in one of the Guianas - after all those years wandering around without ever coming across anyone who could give them reliable information on their whereabouts, they had ended up losing all sense of distance if not direction.


  A billion trees. Ten billion lianas. Myriad streams, pools, cascades and rapids. And countless marshlands.


  And solitude.


  That was the jungle stretching from the Caribbean coast down to the banks of the River Plate, from the driving waves of the Atlantic to the snowy peaks of the Andes.


  Jungle and solitude!


  Two words that just go together, for while there is nowhere on earth more densely populated by innumerable species, particularly insects as yet unidentified, nor is there anywhere as desolate for human beings hailing from far-off Great Britain.


  Jungle and solitude, jungle and solitude!


  Some four thousand miles long and three thousand wide; four times the size of Europe, maybe thirty times as big as Scotland - who could say for certain? And anyway, what use would such calculations be when they didn’t have the slightest idea what might be waiting for them around the next bend in the river?


  When people come up against the immensity of nature in all its splendor, they usually react either by admitting defeat, aware of their absurd smallness, or they rise to the challenge, becoming towering giants beside which a mighty ceiba tree well over a hundred feet tall looks like some insignificant shrub.


  Al Williams and John McCraken had swung from one extreme to the other all too often, though most times their courageous side won out - thanks to which they now found themselves in that remote spot in the Guiana Highlands after covering not far off four thousand miles of the thickest and most perilous jungle there is.


  But their strength was ebbing.


  By now all those bouts of fever and dysentery had undermined them right through to their souls. The local amebas had settled into their intestines for good, and the wounds on their legs were festering alarmingly.


  But what did all that matter just then! They had won out against all the odds. The Great Victory. An astonishing, hard-won and scarcely credible victory coming in the wake of a million defeats.


  At dawn Al Williams opened his eyes and muttered through barely parted lips showing yellowish teeth behind months of beard stubble,


  “Head on?”


  “Right, let’s get going!”


  The Welshman pushed their dug-out canoe into the water, jumped in astern, grabbed the paddle and directed that fragile vessel, hot-hewn out of a straight trunk of dark palm-wood, out right into the middle of the current, to avoid being taken by surprise by some slender arrow or sharp spear aimed at them.


  It was then that his friend up in the bow of the canoe asked him, without turning round,


  “Tell me about the Rio Padre de Todos los Rios.”


  “It rises, as they said, up in the sky,” came his reply. “From above some dark clouds. It comes down as a thick column, but half-way down it blurs into a kind of soft spray. Then it comes together again at ground level.” There he stopped.


  John McCraken thought about what he had just been told, and then, seeing that Al was saying nothing, insisted,


  “What else?”


  “There’s nothing else.” The Welshman shrugged defensively. “It was getting dark and I had to get back,” he said in his own defense. “It sure is a beautiful sight, but that's all I saw. What I can tell you is that it comes down from a height of over two thousand feet.”


  “Nobody’s going to believe you,” All said flatly.


  “Do you?”


  “Sure I do.”


  “Well that’s enough for me.”


  Al Williams seemed to be long accustomed to the idea that his world revolved around that man he had spent so many years with, sharing boundless ordeals, and so no other opinion counted for him.


  He had witnessed a magnificent show that seemingly no other ‘rational’ being had ever seen before, yet he merely reported the fact with that disconcertingly terse style that was typical of his way of talking, not attaching any great significance to his discovery.


  Since his friend would never doubt for a minute that his succinct account was the plain truth, he didn’t care about what anybody else thought.


  The legend was true. The Rio Padre de Todos los Rfos existed. He had seen it.


  What he chose not to believe was the second part of the legend, according to which “anyone granted the privilege of seeing the Rio Padre will die when the full moon comes”. The way he saw it, that was just a stupid superstition with no rational basis whatsoever.


  There was yet a third legend that proclaimed that Aucayma - The Sacred Mountain in which gold and diamonds celebrated their secret nuptials - would never let any white man violate it, and he had done just that.


  He and John McCraken had seen it, had violated it, and had sunk their hands in its gold and diamonds.


  Aucayma! The Lord be praised! Aucayma!


  He closed his eyes and summoned up yet again that magic moment when the morning’s first ray of light made its way between two rocks to light up an out-of-the-way nook in the stream, a nook that seemed to be motionlessly exploding like some silent firework display.


  If that ray of sunshine had not flashed on the stream at just that moment, they would have passed by without realizing that there, right under their feet, nature had spent millions of years capriciously storing up the lustrous metal and translucent stones that men were to choose as the highest expression of luxury and beauty.


  An intricate cave of unfathomable depth with an almost triangular opening at the top was the site where the most miserly of the gods of Mount Olympus could be imagined indulging his whim to hoard up lavish riches for no good reason. A narrow shaft, formed in the bare rock by some prehistoric cataclysm, concealed a dizzying store of gold and diamonds, and he, Al Williams, had discovered it.


  Chance?


  After having pursued a dream for decades and making it come true, even if with a little help from a sunbeam, it could hardly be deemed chance. It was the reward for his endeavors, the well-earned recompense for all those nights on watch, those long treks, the stifling heat endured and the thousand maladies that had beset his body. The trophy for years of struggling.


  “How does it feel to be so rich?”


  No reply came. The Scotsman was sleeping, as Al Williams knew - and maybe that was why he had ventured to frame his question.


  For he did not in fact wish to know. He did not wish even to envisage the possibility that his inseparable friend might reply saying that he was aching to go back to the high, cold lands from which he had been driven by hunger such a long time before.


  He himself would never return to Wales, he was sure of that. Neither rich nor poor. Neither dead nor alive.


  He loved warm lands, thick jungles and the infinite landscapes glimpsed on the horizon on the rare occasions when the trees parted before him. He loved the ibis and the herons. The quiet-flowing rivers and the impetuous torrents.


  He loved danger, and hated the fear induced by the very idea of his lifelong partner deciding to say goodbye to those lands for good. Wandering around the jungle without him would not be the same. The idea of heading off into the gloom with nobody to cover his back took his breath away. Not being able to close his eyes secure in the knowledge that another pair of eyes were watching out for him was unnerving.


  Love often plays low-down tricks, particularly when the love concerned was simply friendship of the highest order.


  Al Williams had never had a wife, nor any stable relationship, and he didn’t even know his parents. Life had only given him the noblest, deepest thing it can offer a human being: the friendship of a fellow human being with whom he could share his joys and troubles, and so not all the gold or diamonds in the world could make up for any risk of losing such a friendship.


  He had always believed that he would wander forever on his quest in search of a chimera. The fabled treasure of Ruminahui, the gold of the Napo river or the diamonds of Guiana had become the dream of their lives, and they went after it in the knowledge that it would almost certainly never come true. What mattered was the going, not the getting there.


  But now that they had got there, their goal was there with them. There was nothing to go after now.


  Maybe that deep river would take them to the sea, with Britain lying on its other shore. The end of the river! The end of the jungles! The end of a way of understanding life that nobody else ever understood!


  John McCraken opened his eyes, and watched a black duck dive down from a high branch and slip like an arrow under the water. He turned half-way round to look with a hint of a smile at the man behind him.


  “How does it feel to be so rich?”, he inquired.


  He had read his thoughts, as so often over those years, as always. Each of them knew all the time what the other was thinking without any words passing between them, and that had saved their lives on innumerable occasions. They didn’t need words. Not even gestures or glances. They knew all the questions and all the answers, though that didn’t mean that they had already said everything there was to say. Nobody even says everything to himself even after spending ninety years in the same body and soul.


  They, with their different bodies and souls, knew the questions and the... answers, but they never got tired of each other just as an intelligent man never gets tired of himself.


  “Sad,” was the reply that eventually came. “I suppose it’s always like that when you reach a goal you never thought you’d reach.”


  “What are we going to do now?”


  “Seek another goal.”


  “Where?”


  “Who knows....!”


  2.


  The beasts of the jungle were dozing. The birds were dozing. The fish were dozing.


  John McCraken was dozing. And Al Williams was dozing too.


  Sleeping properly was hard in the hot tropical nights, but by the same token it was difficult to stay fully awake during those oppressive midday hours when the sun beat straight down, overwhelming the spirit.


  At that time of day, the blood seemed to ooze through the veins like a gelatinous mass, the nervous system was loath to transmit instructions to the brain, and then the brain would react tardily, as if drunk.


  “Green-drunk” was how that state was known, a state of almost total physical disability brought on by the ineluctable drowsiness that came over the spirit when the humidity climbed up towards the hundred-percent mark and the temperature hovered around a hundred degrees, when a thick odor of soaked earth and exuberant vegetation permeated the lungs, acting like a mild drug formulated from countless particles of pollen floating in the air or dissolved in water after release by widely differing plants.


  Sloth it was not. It was impotence. A downright inability to react when faced with danger. But fortunately wise mother nature had decreed that, for the duration of that horrendous period, even the hungriest jaguar or the most venomous snake would also be sunk in that same state of lethargy.


  It was like a period of respite in the life of the jungle, a kind of cease-fire in the ferocious struggle for survival, like some catatonic state descending on the world until the evening brought business-as-usual again.


  There was no danger.


  Yet one danger did exist. It was there, always in wait, intangible, invisible, and more terrifying than the wild animals lurking in the undergrowth, for it was indeed a beast that never slept. By day, by night, even through the sultriest midday.


  Al Williams, sitting astern with his head drooping on his chest, didn't even notice it. But John McCraken, who was resting in the bottom of the canoe with a makeshift bamboo sunshade to keep out the sun, did open his eyes, even though his slumber was in fact deeper.


  Experience! The experience of a man who had sailed thousands of miles along jungle rivers, and who had long before acquired the habit of lying down with his ear on a shell that acted as a resonance chamber picking up the most distant rumbles of the current.


  At first it was just a faint whisper, the moan of the water being wounded, but it quickly became a beating of a thousand drums over the horizon, and the Scotsman pulled himself up and turned to his unheeding friend.


  “Wake up!” he yelled, “Wake up Al! ... Wake up!”


  The groggy Welshman started.


  “What’s up?” he blurted, instinctively cocking his rifle.


  “Rapids!”


  “Lord Almighty!”


  He put his gun down beside him and grabbed his paddle, but as soon as he plunged it into the water he saw what a fix they were in. Over the course of fifty yards the water had gone from an idle meander to a wild fury.


  A rude awakening he had of it - rude and inexplicable, for there was no discernible difference between the landscape they had just left behind and the one lying ahead.


  Trees and more trees right down to the water’s edge, with no transitional strip to show where the real banks lay; yet when they rounded the next bend they found themselves trapped in a giant toboggan that was rushing straight for a seething mass of foam downstream.


  How come the land dropped so suddenly there?


  Where the devil were they?


  For years, ever since they day they left the middle reaches of the River Napo way back in Ecuador, they had never come across such a brutal change, since the huge Amazon river never drops more than a few feet at a time anywhere along its length. Now, however, the land seemed to drop away under the bows of the canoe as if they were rounding the top of some monster roller coaster.


  All their endeavors to reach land were to no avail. There just wasn’t any ‘land’. All there was were stout tree-trunks they had to keep well clear of and, beyond them, sharp rocks and enormous slippery slabs that threatened to gash their boat right open from underneath.


  They fought hard. They fought against this adversity as they had done against so many others over such a long time; yet the odds seemed to be stacked too steeply against them in that particular battle, with nature’s full forces unleashed all around them and making them look like a leaf blown around at the mercy of a hurricane.


  They both paddled fiercely, each on his own side, summoning up the last dregs of strength hidden deep down in their long worn out bodies, but the very sight of the length and ferocity of the rapids was enough to numb anyone through and through.


  “Row, row, row!”


  Easy to say, and indeed easy to do, but not so easy to achieve anything by doing it as the water quickened its pace second by second, until it finally turned into a maelstrom in which ideas were left behind before the brain had time to form them.


  There was no time to react. Reflexes were useless. Even praying was out. Or cursing.


  The void; only that was no void, all filled as it was with white foam claiming them to itself, and towards it they fell with their wide open eyes seeing the dread of a death they had eluded for so long.


  At the last moment, when they had both concluded at the same instant that any effort on their part was a waste of time, they let go of their paddles and clenched hands in a last gesture of friendship, there where words would never have been heard.


  Then came a rending crunch. The boat was smashed like an egg-shell, and Al Williams and John McCraken were dumped in the water.


  For a split second they still grasped hands, but the strength of the current severed them, and just a few instants later they couldn’t even see each other.


  They were thrown up, fell back, went under, came up again...


  They yelled, floundered about, called out to each other...


  They bled, spluttered, spat. And then all of a sudden, silence.


  Black, deep silence.


  The cold silence that comes before death, since death is still an icy cloak even in the sultry jungle and in dark warm rivers.


  Death is there waiting at the end of every path, though that path had really been too long in their case for death to amuse itself lying in wait for them just when they were reaching the finishing-post of their venture.


  Al Williams realized his end had come as soon as he recovered consciousness. He moaned weakly and tried to lift his face to seek out his friend, but he found that not a single muscle in his body would respond - he was just a dazed brain locked inside a skull.


  The force of the water hurling him against a rock had broken his spine.


  He was a corpse alive, which is far worse than being a corpse for real.


  The afternoon sun slanted straight into his eyes, dazzling him, and only when a high cloud took pity on him concealing the sun for a moment or two did he glimpse the red whir of a hummingbird hovering in the air, its wings scarcely a blur.


  He took it as a taunt, the cruel taunt of destiny: just when he had found out that no muscle of his would obey any command, and that he was scarcely more than a stone on the sand, all he could see was a nimble hummingbird that suddenly disappeared like a red dart hurled into thin air.


  Dark green leaves and a yellow flower was all he could see then, and the Welshman soon realized that this was certainly to be his last vision of the world.


  After the first moments spent in a daze, his awareness came back; being well used to facing up to adversity squarely, he did not even cling onto any pious hope, knowing full well that his backbone had snapped just as canes snapped under his heavy boots.


  In the space of a split second, he had become a thinking vegetable, a plant equipped with memory, and all he had left to find out was how long he would last before the wild animals of the jungle came out to devour him.


  There were no alligators around there, he knew that for sure. Alligators didn’t like fast-running dark waters, preferring the slow-moving, slimy type.


  But there were jaguars, anacondas and scores of herds of wild boar -those much-feared peccaries with their powerful fangs, that wouldn’t think twice about eating him alive.... And he hated the idea of being devoured by those pigs.


  “John,” he murmured very faintly, “Where are you, John?”


  But his old friend, the one who had never let him down, the only being in the world that could prevent him from ending up in the jaws of a peccary or a jaguar, did not respond to his call, which could only mean that he must have ended up at the bottom of the river.


  A pity! What a pity, now that they had finally managed to get rich.


  Living poor all their life long only to die rich struck him as totally crazy. But then they’d always been crazy.


  Night was falling. The wild animals would come out of their hideaways, would be drawn by the smell of blood, and would start to tear at legs he couldn’t even feel.


  “Lord above! Why did you keep this end in store for me? Wasn’t all my suffering over the years enough for you? Oh Lord, don’t let the night come!” But the night did come, and just when the yellow of the flower finally disappeared he realized that there would be a full moon that night - and the old legend had said that anyone getting to see the Rio Padre de Todos los Rios would never live to see the next full moon.


  And out in jungles, legends had a habit of becoming laws, since no others were there to rule the land.


  “John! Where are you John? Why don’t you protect me?”


  All those years feeling safe at his side, and he was left forsaken at the worst possible time.


  There was no justice in it! It wasn’t fair that his faithful companion should have let himself be carried away by the current, abandoning him like some useless cast-off for vultures and pigs to feed on. He felt betrayed: John McCraken had no right to go and die on him, leaving him in such an awful fix. No right at all! John McCraken was morally obliged to stay alive long enough to come along and help him out, even if only by blowing his head off to spare him hours of terror and suffering. After that he could jump into the river or hang himself from a tree if that’s what he wanted to do. Or let himself by carried along by the current until he got to the sea. But before even considering any of that, he had to stick to his duty and watch over his friend’s sleep.


  “John, where are you John?”


  “Right here.”


  It was pitch black by then, so he couldn’t make out the bearded, macerated face he knew so well.


  His nervous system was out of action, so he didn’t feel that other hand firmly grasping his.


  Just the voice: that unmistakable gravely voice, the only voice he had heard for years, a voice that brought peace to his spirit. The wild boars wouldn’t be devouring him alive any more now, the vultures wouldn’t be pecking his eyes out, and the jaguars wouldn’t be sizing him up from the shadows.


  “I’m dying, John!”


  After so many years of constant friendship, John McCraken knew there was no room at all for deception, not even for a comforting white lie These men had covered thousands of miles knowing full well that the Grim Reaper was always on their trail, and there was no point in denying that he had finally caught up with them.


  There he was, sitting on the sandy strip beside the river, gazing at the enormous moon that was just coming into view on the other side of the still waters of the jungle lagoon formed by the river just there, waiting, patiently as always, for Al Williams to pay life’s dues as all living creatures eventually must.


  The worst of it was not the Reaper coming along to claim his dues - that was inevitable anyway; no, the worst was how he would always choose the most inconvenient time to turn up. The only human being ever granted the privilege of seeing the R/o Padre de Todos los Rios, would not be given a chance to relish his good fortune on account of a stupid old legend.


  The Scotsman seemed to realize that it was a waste of time holding onto his friend’s hand, and so he took to stroking his forehead instead, and when he noticed that contact, the dying man did his best to smile.


  “We made it a long long way, didn’t we?” he ventured feebly.


  “We sure did."


  “And we got real rich.”


  “Loaded.”


  “And them coconut shells?”


  “Over there... The river tossed them up on the banks.”


  “So where have we ended up now?”


  “Beside a lagoon. A big one, deep too. Those rapids and that cascade we went over are off to the south, but this part is all still. It flows out to the northeast.”


  “What about the canoe?”


  “Smashed to smithereens.”


  “How are you going to get out of here?”


  “What does that matter?”


  “It matters to me...”, the Welshman asserted. “The only thing that matters to me now is to know that,at least one of us will have made it good.”


  John McCraken would have liked to reply that there was no question of “making it good” if Al died, but he thought better of it and kept quiet. Being very rich - in fact twice as rich since now he didn’t have anyone to share his riches with - was far worse as he saw it than going on being a down-and-out till the end of his days. He had been chasing a dream for a long time, but that dream would turn into a nightmare if he were to find himself on his own when he woke up the next day.


  The moon glittered on the water. Al Williams was asleep. John McCraken had tears on his face. For the first time since he was a small boy, he was crying.


  The Grim Reaper, sitting there on the sand by the water, shuddered with pleasure, since nothing fills his empty soul more than the tears of those bereaved by his work. Tears, particularly the tears of a strong, bold man as the Scotsman had proved himself to be, were Death’s favorite nectar, pain being to Death what blood is to a leech.


  With his friend’s head resting on this legs, and stroking that face he knew down to the last wrinkle, John McCraken held back his sobs and bit his lips to make those last moments more bearable for his friend.


  By dawn the Grim Reaper had gone on his way, having collected his dues.


  Al Williams hadn’t even opened his eyes again to get a last glimpse of the moon.


  The beautiful lagoon with its dark waters and white sand, and the lofty palm trees with their head-dresses uplifted in the gentle morning breeze, provided an idyllic backdrop to that man’s tragedy as he continued to nurse his dead friend’s head in his lap.


  Macaws and toucans looked down on the scene, and the sun climbed up in the sky. A dense mist rose off the water and wandered on south. Clouds of flies sought to settle on the corpse, and McCraken strove mechanically to keep them off with his hand.


  Then a faint swishing could be heard. A long canoe appeared in the broad outlet stream, with three half-naked natives paddling it. They drew up very slowly, and drove their boat ashore just a few yards away. After jumping out they came over to the dead man and gazed quietly and respectfully at him for a long time.


  Shortly afterwards, the one who seemed to be their leader, a short, strongly built man indicated by signs that there were many men like the Scotsman downriver.


  He finally gestured towards the canoe, handed over the rustic paddle he had been holding, and set of swiftly into the undergrowth followed by his two companions.


  It was then, and only then, that John McCraken reached the conclusion that the time had come to bury his past forever.


  3.


  Jimmie Angel - the King of the Sky - was a man of medium height with brown hair, light blue eyes, enormous hands and tremendous physical strength; yet what people most remembered about him was that mocking smile that rarely left his lips and that immediately gave people the false impression that he never took anything seriously.


  According to his countless friends, that smile brought him no end of problems in life, though it also helped him to get out of many a tricky spot. When people met him, they usually reacted either by adoring him immediately or by feeling an irrepressible urge to kick his face in. However, the fact remained that kicking his face in was pretty hard to do, since he was well versed in all the tricks and ruses employed in bars and brothels the world over, since he had been on the receiving end of them all at some time or other.


  Jimmy was high-spirited, full of life, imaginative, exuberant and bold, but never pedantic.


  Which is why, that night when he was in the middle a riotous spree with a gang of friends and half a dozen vivacious mulatto women, and when a man in an impeccable white suit came in and grunted “They tell me your the best pilot in the world, that you’d be able to land an airplane on that table there....”, he merely replied:


  “We’d have to clear the drinks off it first.”


  Even though his fame had already spread across three continents, that pretentious remark was to boost his reputation still further as time went by. Somebody suggested years later that it was worthy of being engraved on his tombstone, but in fact the King of the Sky never had a grave, never mind a tombstone with an epitaph and all.


  “Can I have a word with you?” insisted the elegant gentleman with his white suit, sporting a heavy gold watch-chain on his chest that looked more like a ship’s anchor-chain.


  “Right now?” asked the pilot in surprise.


  “When else?” came the cool reply. “I’m told you’re off to Bogota at dawn.”


  
    “Very true, very true...” Jimmy conceded, and then sprang up. "I’ll be right back!” he yelled to the folks around him. “Anyone who touches Floralba gets his neck broken, right?”

  


  He stepped out onto the spacious terrace, took a lungful of the thick air of the Panama night, gazed for a moment at the sweeping bay where dozens of ships awaited their turn to go through the canal from the Pacific to the Caribbean, and then, after shaking his head a few times as if to clear it, he turned back to face the man with the mighty gold chain, and said,


  “I’m listening.”


  “Would you be interested in earning fifteen thousand dollars?”


  “That’s a pretty damn stupid question,” replied the American without losing his smile. “And as you will surely appreciate, sir, I didn’t leave my friends to listen to bullshit. Do you know anbody that wouldn’t fancy earning that kind of dough? I don’t, but there’s mighty few that ever get to. What are you after?”


  The other man had taken to leaning on the railing in his turn, breathing in the night air and keeping his gaze fixed on the bay.


  “If you take me to the spot I tell you, without asking questions, land exactly where I tell you, and then bring me back to ‘civilization’, I’ll pay you that sum,” he said at last. “And I’ll also give you a percentage of the entire profit from the venture.” He reached into the inside pocket of his immaculate jacket, and puiled out a fat wad of banknotes, adding, “Here’s five thousand as a downpayment.”


  “Well I’ll be ....!”. Even the King of Sky couldn’t keep back his astonishment. “You certainly don’t beat about the bush.” For a split second that eternal smile of his left his face as he added, “But I must warn you, I won’t have anything to do with trafficking in arms or drugs.”


  “This is nothing to do with arms. Or drugs.”


  “Emeralds? Smuggling Colombian emeralds?"


  “Wrong again. This is an entirely legal venture.”


  “Legal?” spluttered the pilot. “What ‘legal’ business gets you that kind of dosh?”


  “Gold and diamonds.”


  Jimmie Angel sat perilously astride the railing heedless of the sheer drop down, leaned back against a column and looked straight at the gentleman and his greying ginger beard.


  “Gold and diamonds?” he repeated. “Smuggling gold and diamonds?


  How’s that different from emerald-running?”


  “In that no smuggling is involved,” replied the older man looking straight back at him. “Years ago a friend and myself discovered a great deposit of gold and diamonds, quite unique. Unfortunately, my friend died before he had a chance to enjoy the fortune that was his by rights, but I got very rich.” He trailed off again, since the memory of Al Williams still upset him. When he got over it, he concluded, “The trouble is I threw the money around stupidly, and all I aim to do now is to go back to the same place. I am legally entitled to do that.”


  “Why don’t you go overland?”


  “Because I’m not young any more. The jungle is tough, very tough, and getting there would take me two months of hard trekking. However, I am convinced that a good pilot would manage to land in exactly the right place.


  And from what I’ve heard, you are still the King of the Skies.”


  Now it was Jimmie Angel who needed a moment to take in what he had heard. He pulled a worn, stained pipe from his top pocket, filled it studiously and lit it, taking a good pull on it before going on.


  “Very interesting!”, he muttered. “Very interesting indeed! Fifteen thousand dollars and a share of the proceeds! What share?”


  “Five per cent.”


  “Why not ten?”


  “Why not indeed. It just means taking a bit more.”


  “There’s that much out there?”


  You can’t imagine it all...! Sackfuls of gold and diamonds!”


  “You serious?”


  John McCraken placed the wad of notes on the railing and shoved it towards the pilot.


  “Does that strike you as serious enough? How long would you take to earn that lot with your present occupation?”


  “Months...! Where would we have to fly to?”

  


  “Somewhere up in the Guiana Highlands.”


  “Jungle?”


  “Half jungle, half savannah.”


  “Any proper airdrome round there?”


  “None that I know of.”


  “Any chance to refuel?”


  "Tricky, I’d say.”


  “A tall order then!”


  “If it was easy I wouldn’t have had to come to Panama. There are good pilots in New York too. But I need someone that’s more than just a good pilot....” A sardonic smile appeared on his face. “I need someone who could land on a table, even if he did have to clear the drinks off it first.”


  “You need a lunatic, right?” the American cut in. “And I’m sure they’ll have told you up in New York that there’s nobody crazier than me.”


  “Exactly!”


  “Nice kind of friends I have up there!”


  “From what I’ve found out about you, they’re not entirely off the mark.


  Who else would dare to cross the Andes in a Bristol airplane left over after the Great War?”


  “Nobody else, sure enough. Every time I take one of them green guys over to Bogota, they shit in their pants and swear by all that’s dear to them they’d never cross the cordillera again even if the devil himself were after them. But it still fascinates me.”


  “I assure you this journey will fascinate you even more.”


  “It just might!” The American took a pull on his pipe and relished the smoke as if it might give him the inspiration he needed right then, and finally pushed away the wad of notes as if they attracting him like some irresistible temptation. “Keep that lot safe!” he said. “Tomorrow I’ll be flying, and it’d be a shame if all that cash ended up strewn over some snowy peak. We’ll talk some more when I get back.”
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