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			Foreword: Lost Worlds Short Stories
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			Is it the worlds that are lost, or us? Readers have marvelled at travellers’ tales for hundreds of years, but there comes a time when the actual world has been fully visited, marked out and mapped. Of course our hunger for the thrill of such explorers’ tales doesn’t go away when the globe is wholly explored. Indeed, if anything the appetite increases, as we sense that some special kind of glamour is ebbing from life. And so story-tellers take us to new realms, lost worlds and imaginary places, to supply the adventure, excitement and wonder we crave. It is not a coincidence that the great vogue for ‘Lost World’ stories coincided with the height of the imperial age. These are narratives that speak to a desire not only to know, but somehow to possess the wonders they describe. 

			This anthology collects together some of the most famous, and the best, of these tales. It’s a testament, amongst other things, to the amazing variety of this kind of story. Some of them take us deeper into the only recently explored territories of what used to be called ‘the third world’: a South American volcanic plateau, upon which dinosaurs escaped extinction, in Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Lost World; or to Antarctica in James De Mille’s ‘A Strange Manuscript Found in a Copper Cylinder’ and H.P. Lovecraft’s ‘At the Mountains of Madness’; or into the heart of Africa in H. Rider Haggard’s ‘King Solomon’s Mines’; or beyond Afghanistan in Rudyard Kipling’s peerless ‘The Man Who Would Be King’. Others, like H.G. Wells’s ‘In the Country of the Blind’ and Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s ‘Herland’, are set in more nebulously identified ‘uncharted lands’. Other writers elected to repudiate merely horizontal exploration, and to move their imaginations vertically, or in stranger directions even than that. A. Merritt’s ‘The Face in the Abyss’ and Jules Verne’s Journey to the Centre of the Earth take us into the bowels of the earth, whilst Wells’s ‘In the Abyss’ glimpses a strange civilization in the depths of the ocean. Howard’s ‘The Lost Race’ takes us back in time and underground, and Fitz-James O’Brien imagines a new world so microscopic it can fit inside a single droplet of water. Some of the stories are satirical – Jonathan Swift casts a cold eye on the absurdity of society in his lost worlds, and Gilman wants to make us rethink our preconceptions about gender. But the best kind of ‘Lost Worlds’ story is always more than just a satirical reflection on the known. It is a gateway into the possibilities of the unknown, and a pledge that however comprehensively geography and science apprehend the world there are still new realms for us to seek out.

			If we ask where this urge to explore comes from, we are not likely to be satisfied with a merely geographical answer. It’s part of who we are, as individuals, as a species, not something easily satiated with any particular or material discovery. We are looking, like Tennyson’s Ulysses, for that untravelled world whose margin fades for ever and for ever as we move. We call this genre ‘Lost Worlds’, not ‘Found Worlds’, after all; and the best of these kinds of tales intrigue and lead us on even as they supply our sensibilities with wonder and novelty. They are stories that disclose, rather than enclose, and that tells us something important about the human experience – that we are still drawn to the unknown, because it is the unknown that defines us. 

			Adam Roberts

			www.adamroberts.com

			Publisher’s Note 

			This latest title in our deluxe Gothic Fantasy short story anthologies is packed with high adventure – from dark valleys and high mountain passes, to ancient creatures and mysterious races. Once again, in order to include some of the best examples of the classic fiction in the Lost Worlds genre, we have provided some tantalizing extracts from longer novels – but all come with a link at the end to download the full story. Featuring such iconic works as Arthur Conan Doyle’s dinosaur epic The Lost World and H.P. Lovecraft’s chilling tale At The Mountains of Madness, as well as some rarer finds like Fitz-James O’Brien’s ‘The Diamond Lens’, you’ll discover pockets of the unknown in the strangest of places.

			Every year the response to our call for submissions seems to grow and grow, giving us a rich universe of stories to choose from, but making our job all the more difficult in narrowing down the final selection. We’ve loved delving into such a variety of worlds out of time and out of place, and ultimately chose a selection of stories we hope sit alongside each other and with the classic selection, to provide a fantastic Lost Worlds book for all to enjoy. 
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			An Echo of Gondwana

			Mike Adamson
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			The mountains of eastern Australia are an ancient land, and their high, cool rainforests hold their secrets close. I could not have said what silent stirring drew me, my whole life through, to their mysterious glades, but a day came when I could face something grander and more terrifying than I ever imagined this world could hold.

			These feelings first stirred in me as a youngster in Adelaide, a school trip to the Art Gallery on North Terrace, and I found myself looking up at Isaac Whitehead’s 1859 painting In the Sassafrass Valley, Victoria. This canvas has bewitched me ever since with its infinitude of detail, the dark depths of the understory, the sunlit upperworks of treeferns and exotic giants, the rushing stream tumbling in its bed, the whole dwarfing the tiny figures of explorers who move before the titanic scale of nature as if among the feet of gods and colossi. I stared at the painting for a long time, unable to tear myself away, uncaring for the other masterworks around it, and looking back when my teacher drew me on with the party. I visited again many times over the years and the painting has never lost its spell. Now, perhaps, I understand why.

			There is a spirit in this land, as there probably is in every land. I do not know if what I perceive is the same spirit the indigenous Australians have always known and understood, and I have not trespassed upon their sacred traditions in my own need to know, but I have felt the soul that dwells in the land, and sensed the frightening scale on which time and nature move. These are things one does not take lightly, and I let my instinctive respect for these mysteries guide me.

			My workmates never understood my reluctance to include them in my bushwalks and camping expeditions – I wanted solitude, not mateship around a campfire. Long nights of drinking would undo the delicate tracery of interconnections I was seeking, and I wanted only to get as far from other human beings as I could. Davy Evans is a loner, they would say. Just leave him be. Not all national parks allow camping, yet to feel the spirit of the wild by night was a siren song, and I knew I must stand among the ancient woodlands, alone and undisturbed, to absorb anything of the strange power they held.

			You see, these forests are called the Gondwana Rainforests, and are held to be the last islands of unbroken living continuity from the time of the dinosaurs. Australia, along with Antarctica, India and others formed the southern supercontinent, named for Gondwana, in India, which broke up into the present masses over many millions of years. Many ancient lineages are found in the scattered highland forests, now isolated by elevation and terrain from each other and many secrets lie undiscovered. The Wollemi Pine was found in my own lifetime, thought to date from the Jurassic, and such an ocean of time strikes one mute with awe.

			Perhaps it was the depth of the ages I sought, some tangible contact with the truly ancient, but these forests drew me back many times over the years – Barrington Tops, Mt. Seaview, Dorrigo, Mt. Hyland and more, clear up from New South Wales to the Daintree on the Queensland coast. To place my bare palm upon the trunk of a giant of the woods, itself many centuries old, but whose genetic lineage ran back into the mists of prehistory, was to feel a shudder in my spine and hear a whisper at the edges of my mind, as if something great and more than a little frightening was trying to speak to me.

			As I grow older I have become contemptuous of human society. The ever-increasing hurry and bluster, rank commercialism and corruption which sever us so completely from our natural origins, blocking out all notions of any reality before itself, repel me. Perhaps this disconnect from the time we live in is why I have no family to follow on, and while there is reason to lament in this, there is also a cold logic. The compulsion of my life has never failed to call, and each time I went back into the high country I felt I drew closer.

			Closer to what, I did not know. Not until the night closed around me.

			* * *

			They say the moon affects the cycles of life in the ocean all over the world, both with the tides and its phases, and a full moon often makes people do crazy things – according to hospital ERs. Maybe it was the full moon that made me drive up into the highlands, looking for any way to even be close to the relic forests as spring turned toward summer, and my GPS found me a little-used graded track, maybe a forestry or fire service way. I followed it in my 4WD with a sense of trespass as afternoon turned to evening and the green of the Australian forest before the heat of summer arrives surrounded me with its wild randomness. Truly, eucalypts often seem frozen in the act of gesticulation, thrashing in some extremis upon a timescale to which we are not privy, and this gives the landscape a sense of both baroque complexity and the untamed.

			I had approached these highlands by more usual routes in the past but sensed I was in familiar country. I could retrace my way easily enough, and was not lost. I had my hiking kit, tough boots, mobile phone, flashlight and camera, all the bits and pieces one collects to travel safely in the wild places, water bottle, first aid kit, bug repellent, emergency rations. Much of it was rarely needed, but better to have it than not.

			I found a parking spot under cover of spreading branches late in the day and rested for a while before checking my maps and taking a GPS fix on my location. I had no idea quite where I would end up but navigating back to the vehicle in the dark was another matter. I was not foolhardy, I meant to take no risks, but the ephemeral call of the ancient land would not be denied, and as the sun dropped behind the trees and plunged the peaks into a maze of golden glow and shadows, I locked my car, hefted my light pack and set off toward the towering trees of the relic. I was not sure how close I would get, close enough, I hoped.

			Night in the bush is truly dark as city folk cannot appreciate. Pure, sable darkness, unrelieved but for the light of the stars, can be frightening, as can the silence of the outback. Here there was breeze in the treetops and the thousand minute sounds of the night, and I closed up my tough jacket as the cool of evening built. The moon would rise in a while, a few nights past full. I found a sun-warmed rock to rest upon among the gigantic trees, the araucarias and Antarctic beech, the treeferns and podocarps, and simply closed my eyes to listen to the world.

			This was what I had sought so long, to be in the right place at the right time, to feel the flowing currents in the earth, to almost hear the resonance of the songlines sacred to the First Australians. It occurred to me I really had no business being here, but the earth itself seemed accepting; the land told me I was welcome for the moment and that meant more than human permits. I tried to divorce my ego and view the world with a blank mental slate, let each sound and feeling provide its own meaning. I breathed deeply, concentrated on a smooth cycling of breath, and waited for the moonrise.

			What did I smell? The forest was an amalgam of growth and decay, stirred by the fresh wind. When I listened beyond the rush of blood in my ears, past the tinitis of the modern age, I heard the minute scratchings of tiny feet as nocturnal animals appeared, the flutter of microbats hunting insects, the hiss and chitter of the latter; the surreal sounds of rare and exotic frogs in a watercourse not far away, and the tread of larger animals out there in the night.

			How primal was this…? Totally, I judged, for here nature alone held sway. In these peaks life’s pageant was unbroken for 150 million years, at least, there had always been a forest in this place since the days when reptiles ruled, and the depth of time seemed to drop away from me like a bottomless chasm as I tried to envision it. I felt giddy, suspended over an eternity and liable to plunge into its immensity if I lost my hold on the here and now.

			Perhaps this was the real terror of the wild – not even untamed but utterly beyond even knowledge of the fiction of human reality. This world, this place, was oblivious of the doings of the human race, mankind was merely an abstraction. To come face to face with such a notion was profoundly satisfying, though I knew it was my own interpretation grafted upon nature. Yet it was pleasing, as if feeling my way to a fundamentality of existence, and I explored it silently, seeming more and more comfortable here.

			Perhaps I began to fall into a shallow, shallow sleep, for it seemed my mind drifted in a warm, suggestible cocoon of impressions. That narrow band between waking and sleeping – still conscious enough for the mind to be aware yet enough asleep for the dream cortex to be engaged – was a rich hunting ground for the mind’s self-reflexive property, the raising of memories, impressions and needs to the mirror of dream.

			Some say dreams are a gateway to the unseen. Certainly the First Australians place great value on dream perception, as do other peoples around the world, and as I fell gently into a meditative regimen I felt nothing amiss, nothing jarred. The world was a microcosm of possibilities and I was open to them, come what may.

			I had no preconceptions other than the lifelong calling which told me something waited here to be found, and as I slipped into the strange waking-dream state I remained aware of the cooling evening air, the sounds of the forest around me, but through my closed eyelids I began to perceive the world by the light of a great silver moon which seemed somehow different from the one I expected to clear the trees in a while.

			The forest seemed to shimmer, to tremble with a life so pronounced it was an unseen current of vast potential. A waterfall in the distance, seen between the giant trunks, glimmered in its plummet, the moonlight making of it a shaft of quicksilver though its rumble was far removed. The night was filled with calls and cries in voices I could not recognise, strange hootings and ululations, screeches and distant, base resonances. What fluttered before the moon seemed bat-like but like no bat I had ever seen, and the sense of creeping life in every part of this woodland was overwhelming. The smell of the forest was strong, rich, earthy, yet the air was not the air of modern times, some quality of its content or ionic relationships was simply different.

			I found no difficulty in these perceptions, no incongruity, and flowed with them. The night air on my face was overlaid with the impressions of the place into which I looked, and part of me was excited as I had never been before. Was this the sense of place I had sought all my life? The genius loci of the ancient highlands? If so, I was privileged to be given this glimpse into rampant life bereft of humankind.

			The human condition styles all it does not understand, all beyond its control, as terrible, and nature has been the terror of the human race since the first moment someone was able to conceive of him or herself as somehow different from the living world. How much more at peace, I thought, are peoples for whom nature is their lived reality, rather than the concrete streets through which no green can grow. Which is the more monstrous, nature rampant or nature suppressed?

			Some fascinating, almost addictive property of this new perception held my attention, kept me focused so I neither drifted into sleep nor back awake, but remained tightly attuned to this conduit into the unseen secrets of the peaks. So bound was I to the vision, nothing could jar me from it, and my amazement was an entirely personal wonder when the dinosaurs appeared from the black shadows before me.

			They were small, dog-sized, swift-running bipeds in a large social pack which streamed through the silver-blue night in a cascade of pattering footfalls, pausing at times with bird-like grace to crop the ferns, their great binocular eyes bright as they scanned all about for danger. Now I understood the calls out there in the dark, the bellows and trombone-like notes of massive iguanodonts, and the guttural sounds of things more malevolent. The pack of ornithopods milled around me, oblivious, it seemed, and I observed them for some time, amazed at the dexterity of their grasping fore-paws; but eventually an alarm cry from a lookout sent the whole pack scurrying into the deep shadows of the denser woods in a few heartbeats and I waited with bated breath for what had startled them.

			Heavy footfalls came softly on the breeze and before I was truly ready for the encounter a great shape moved, treeferns swayed and parted, and a brutal head was thrust into the glade, followed by a tremendous S-curve neck and barrel chest. Clawed feet carried the beast with the grace of a dancer, it paused on one foot to scent the air before moving on cautiously. This was a late-surviving polar allosaur – I reminded myself Australia lay at the south pole in Cretaceous times – and the top predator of these woodlands. What a magnificent creature, was my impression, my heart racing to see this lost giant, but it raced for different reasons when I realised this one was aware of me. It stood rock-still and stared, nostrils flared as it scented the night air, and those eyes, staring from under flared ridges of bony scales, looked right into me.

			Can I die here? Was my sudden thought, a desperate flailing to remember this was first cousin to a dream, I sat on a rock in the 21st century and all I perceived was long gone. Surely, it must be so. Yet the allosaur looked across ten meters of moonlit glade with unerring accuracy, and let out a deep rumble from parted jaws, lowering its head as if to my own level. Then, one careful step at a time, the dinosaur came closer. I sat rigid with fear, feeling the earth tremble under me as tons of animal approached, and closed my nose to the beast’s strong smell as the head, larger than a horse’s, came town and the bird-like eyes looked into my soul.

			How long this moment lasted I did not know, my fear at first costing me the nuances of the encounter. But at last I sensed the great predator was not viewing me as prey, and I relaxed. I took in the moonlight in the huge eyes, their pupils wide open, and the delicate traceries of fine scales around them. Bright colours patterned the hide of the neck arch and a dappled pattern, reminding me of tiger stripes, ran down the back; this was an ambush predator of the woodland, and perfectly adapted to its environment.

			But after a while I realised I was not only seeing the beast, I was seeing myself, as if from the beast’s perspective. This strange inversion let me see myself as a small and peculiar creature in this world, and I had pity for my own ineffectual nature. I could not survive here, and though the dinosaur had no intelligence of an order we would recognize, I was overwhelmed with the impression the creature understood me in strange, deep ways, and judged me – judged me irrelevant. To be dismissed was a salutary shock, but it is no denigration to feel small before time and life.

			As if in explanation to my subconscious, I perceived a flurry, a cascade, of mental images, the days and nights, the epochs, of existence here, the pageant of life enacting the great dance of death. The seasons flowed by, the continents drifted and fractured, the beasts warred, migrated and brought forth the eggs of a million generations – endlessly, beneath the cooling sun as this land slid ever closer to the pole and these forests became frost-locked for the deepest months of winter. Then the ornithopod packs hibernated in the deepest woods, sharing body heat, the life of the rivers lay locked in stasis, and the greater beasts walked north along the shores and rivers. Treeferns and cycads were rimed with white cloaks of frost and all life bowed to the cold.

			The sun crossed the sky through a billion days and nights, time passed in an avalanche that left me shaking, drenched with the mental impression of the uncountable lives expressed in this arena, and whose stamp, impression, signature, remained upon the land if one knew how to look, to listen, properly. It was too much for me to take in, a panorama too wide, an epic too vast, and I mentally flung up a hand to shield my eyes, but to no avail, the world spoke to my innermost being and would not be denied. Here is your grail, it seemed to say, this is what you crave, feast upon the river of time and never forget…Never forget…

			The experience flowed through me, the ages passed like rushing rapids, my whole being was illuminated as if from within and I could only ride the sensations, uncomprehending, still studied inscrutably by the great allosaur that stood silently before me, head low to stare into my eyes.

			And at last, when I felt I could take no more, my senses dulled, my nerve endings numbed by the dizzying vista revealed to me, the beast opened wide its jaws and bellowed, a sound to wake the dead, filling the highlands with reverberations, overlapping echoes, and shushing the small creatures of the night to silence.

			I dare not open my eyes as I felt the hot, stinking breath in my face, but the sudden chill of night air replaced the feeling and my abused synapses found themselves resting in simple, quiet darkness. I sat upon a rock in a softly humming night, and smelled the ancient woods, and when I opened my eyes the familiar old moon rode over the trees, waning a few days beyond full.

			But one thing remained to my wide-open senses, and I was neither surprised nor afraid when the outline of the allosaur moved before me, almost solid, almost transparent, those scales, scutes and glittering eyes so vividly outlined in the silver-blue night. The beast stood a while, tail twitching, nostrils flaring, then turned and passed with silent grace into the trees and faded from my world.

			* * *

			I staggered back to my car through the moonlight more in shock than sobriety. My mind was still desperately trying to process the deluge of imagery, the exposure to the ancient past which seemed recorded in the living world, in the rock of the land, and it was all I could do to steady my breathing and follow my GPS on my phone back through the woodland. I fought for mental balance as I went, and at times leaned against a tree to pant, willing myself to stay conscious, as if I could go out in a dead faint at any time. My fear was losing all touch with the world as I knew it, being precipitated headlong into the bottomless gulf of the ages and never finding my way back.

			For what it was worth, I returned to my 4WD by moonlight and flashlight without incident. I checked myself and my pack over for unwelcome bugs or spiders, then unlocked with a blip from the lights and sank into the comfort of the artificial. The door shut out the night and I drank from my water bottle, stilled my trembling hands, and at last scrubbed them hard over my face.

			I had my answer, it seemed, and I must make sense of it, but abruptly my fear was that the memories would fade, and I knew I must write it all down as soon as possible. Driving while so preoccupied would be a challenge and I was in no hurry to go, but sat and stared off through the dark at the moon on the forest canopy, and knew I was deeply, profoundly changed. I left this mountain a different man – or perhaps having woken to the man I always was, or needed to be.

			What did it mean, if the spirit of the land had whispered to me? Revealed to me the secrets it had always held so tightly from mortal gaze? Long meditation was needed to put any sense to the vista of titans which had passed my waking eyes, and I looked back for a long while at the dreaming forests. I did not know where this would take me, or if such communion would ever be granted me a second time, but I appreciated the gift down deep where the soul dwells and knew I was indelibly marked by it, to see through the human world as never before to nature beneath the surface… And never again will I look on Whitehead’s classic painting without seeing the denizens of the Cretaceous woods race through the dappled shade, and remembering the ghostly allosaur in the moonlight.
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			Tears of the Gods

			Sarah L. Byrne
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			Legend had it that the blue rain was the tears of the gods, though just why gods would weep in blue no one could quite explain. Modern science said the odd meteorological phenomenon was simply a matter of copper sulphate, spores from the blue copper-feeding algae in the deep vents forced into the atmosphere by volcanic activity. Gita knew differently. Opening the door of her house at the patter of the heavy drops on the titanium roof – how did it manage to even sound so blue? – she held out a hand and let the liquid pool in her palm. 

			What the blue rain really meant was change.

			Gita’s hand started to itch. Back inside, she held it under the cold tap, washing off the residue of the rain before her skin began to blister from the contact with the irritant. The first time she’d seen the corrosive blue rain had been more than ten years since, when she first arrived. She and Silvia, assigned Survey work as a couple for the first time, and who cared if it was some backwater planet, not exactly a career-boosting move? It had come again the day the shuttle had arrived to take Silv away for the last time. The relentless blue rain beating futile on its impassive grey hull, and Gita’s dreams trampled in the dust. When the blue rain had come for the third time, she’d made the decision to leave the city, with its bright lights and protective dome, and volunteered for this lonely post. Just her in a little house in the desert outside the city boundaries.

			Change meant a number of things to a woman past forty, even aside from the obvious one. But one thing you knew about change by this age was that it was inevitable. It came like the blue rain whether you liked it or not or just hadn’t made your mind up yet. So Gita wasn’t surprised when her door buzzer sounded, though she jumped at the sudden noise all the same.

			When did I get so used to silence?

			Gita slid the door open to reveal a familiar figure, foot already tapping with impatience. Min. Standing there lithe and long-legged in her black leather-look protective gear, the usual energy was visibly humming through her every muscle. Min bounded into the porch, bringing the wet-sand smell of desert rain with her, then tugged off her soft helmet-hood so her short ash-blond hair stood up spikily, grinned at Gita and flashed her a wink.

			“What’s new, gorgeous?”

			Min: Survey project manager, one-woman whirlwind of unstoppable energy, old friend.

			Some things, at least, did not change.

			“Don’t flirt with me,” Gita said sourly, as Min stripped off the rest of her outer layers and discarded them on the porch floor. “We both know you don’t mean it.”

			“Might do,” Min said, though she did at least look slightly shame-faced. In the soft light of the interior, she looked Gita up and down. Gita knew she was taking in every detail: the old flannel pyjamas, the streaks of grey in the unbrushed dark hair that tumbled to her shoulders. Min herself looked fantastic as always, even standing in her socks, all wiry grace and boyish charm.

			“How’ve you been?” she asked at last.

			“Fine,” Gita said. “At least I am as long as people don’t keep coming here bothering me.”

			Min raised an eyebrow.

			“Might do you good to be bothered a bit more,” she observed. “You’re getting a bit…odd. Out here all on your own. People are starting to talk.”

			“I’ve always been odd,” Gita said. “I just don’t bother hiding it anymore.”

			“All the same.” Min brushed this off. “I haven’t forgotten you exist, and the Survey hasn’t either. We’ve got a job for you.”

			Change. There it was, then. There was no avoiding it.

			* * *

			The sun blazed down hot on the desert trail, and Gita sweated in her weather-resistant trousers and jacket. She’d left off the headgear and filter-mask at least – she wasn’t worried about rain any time soon, with a sky as clear as this – and the rest of the team had followed her lead and done the same. Gita paused to catch her breath for a moment, to push the damp strands of hair off her forehead. The trail was too steep and narrow now for wheeled transport. Where they were going, the only way was by foot. 

			“You want to stop for a break?” Ed asked, beside her. Kind young Ed. New-qualified and on the way up, and solicitous of her as if she was his own old grandma.

			“Not at all.” 

			Gita took a sip of water from her drink tube and forced herself onwards. She was awkwardly aware of being the oldest person on this trek, among all the keen young things, all temporary placements. No one came out here any more unless they needed a bit of exoplanet experience to advance their careers, and had to take what they could get. She felt heavy, and not just the way her muscles were softened from inactivity, or the couple of extra middle-aged pounds around her middle.

			“You’re the most senior microbiologist out here,” Min had argued, as Gita resisted her efforts to prise her out of the comfortable hole her quiet little life had become. “You’re wasted doing weather observations, that stuff should have been automated years ago, anyway. We need you on this.”

			Gita strongly suspected there was no such urgent need. Sure, the volcanic clefts were finally officially safe to access, now sufficient time had passed since any activity other than a bit of odd-coloured rain. And someone might as well have a look around, bring back some samples for analysis. But this had the flavour of one of Min’s for-your-own-good social engineering moves. Especially when Gita had hesitated, and that little crease had appeared between Min’s eyebrows, concern and sympathy and more than a little admonishment.

			“She’s been gone a long time, Gita. Life goes on, you know.”

			So it did. So here she was, heading for the mountains, the weird scooped-out shapes of them on the horizon, eroded by the abrasive rainfall, no sky-scraping peaks here. But except for that, it could almost be back on Earth somewhere. Morocco maybe, the Atlas mountains. Silv would have liked it out here.

			* * *

			The first pioneers in this part of space, a hundred years back, had called it the planet of the gods. Since then it had acquired a serial number but no better name. 

			It was an ironic usage now, of course, because what a godforsaken place it was these days, now the Survey and the terraforming projects had moved onto the bigger and better worlds in the system. Even the bright-lights frontier-town city under the dome was fading, businesses leaving and families packing up. But people had seen things. The people who’d been here before the Survey with its safety protocols had come along and put restrictions on wandering into the remote places. They’d seen things, or said they had; things that became a kind of legend. You could still find their accounts cached somewhere on the old internet if you looked: accounts of ethereal things that materialised out of nowhere and drifted in the wind, and some had said the planet must have its own gods. Others said it was heatstroke or dehydration or whatever it was they were smoking back then, and that you-see-what-you-want-to-see. And they were probably right. But still. 

			Gita liked to think the gods wept for Silv. Someone had to. Gita was worn dry by the years, by solitude. Someone had to remember her; Gita struggled to picture her face sometimes. Like now, lying awake in her narrow single tent, as the chatter and giggles of her young companions finally quietened, giving way to the weight of the desert-silent night.

			It had been cancer, and not one of the curable ones. Not one of the slow-moving chronic types, manageable if you didn’t mind taking so many pills a day you rattled when you walked. It had been the kind that tore through you silent as a scream in space and by the time you suspected that niggling ache in your back, that odd nausea – not pregnant, are you? Hah, chance’d be a fine thing, spawn of the gods, hey? – might be anything more than one-of-those-things, it was too late, far too late to even talk about treatment.

			Silv hadn’t wanted to go off-planet. She’d loved this place, even though the medical facilities were basic. If there’s nothing they can do anyway… 

			The transfer shuttle she’d finally agreed to had come too late for her, and the cold silent burden it carried away to the mainland – for freezing, for shipping back to her family, her legal next-of-kin – had not really even been Silv anymore. Gita could have made a fuss about the legal thing, about Silv’s wishes, how she’d wanted to be buried – I was her family too, you know I was – but she had no stomach for that fight. She could have gone along, taken compassionate leave: Min had in fact stopped just short of ordering her onto the shuttle. But the real Silv was still here. The memory of her was right here, where the gods themselves wept their corrosive blue tears because she was gone. That funny, gentle, gorgeous woman who’d loved this place and wanted to grow old here. She was gone.

			* * *

			 “I’ll go in,” Gita said, as they stood high above the desert, looking down into the crevice that opened up in the rock at their feet.

			“You sure?” Ed frowned in concern.

			“I’ve done quite a bit of climbing, you know.” She was irritated by the dubious looks they gave her; that was enough to make her determined, despite her tiredness from the ascent. That, and if this was going to done, it should be done properly, taking the samples with minimum disturbance to the environment.

			Gita clipped her descender device onto her harness, checked the rope and the spring-loaded anchor wedged in the rock. All in order. Here we go.

			How many years had it been? Odd how your body remembered things. Her gloved hands slipped a little on the rope, her feet groping more clumsily for the wall than she would have liked. But the harness took her weight, she began to descend smoothly into the dark crevasse, the pale glow of her headtorch dimly lighting the way.

			“All right down there?” someone shouted down from the blinding-bright sliver of light above. 

			“All good,” Gita called back. 

			And then the rope slithered loose and she was falling.

			She’d fallen before. There was never any life-before-your-eyes endless-seeming plunge. Just a brief panicked flail of your arms and legs then the ground slamming you hard in the back. Gita lay still for a moment, trying to catch her breath, letting her hammering heart slow. She moved her arms and legs tentatively: nothing broken, the protective gear had taken the worst of the impact. She wasn’t sure how far she’d fallen. The rope had been good for ten metres; they hadn’t expected the cave to go deeper than that. She didn’t think the blue algae could survive too far from the warmth and oxygen of the surface. 

			Warmth, yes. It was warm down here, and there was a hot coppery tang in the air that Gita could taste even through her filter mask. She turned her head. Liquid bubbled blue in the pool inches from her face, from where she lay on a narrow rock ledge. She’d been lucky not to fall in that pool – deep and larger than she’d first realised, an underwater lagoon stretching into the shadows. Might have been an easier landing though. Gita winced with the sharp pain in her back as she started to ease herself up. And then the surface erupted. The god burst forth from the depths and rose up before her.

			Sleek, blue-translucent, it breached the surface like the ethereal ghost of a dolphin, stretching, forming. Liquid fountained from the pore that took shape in its centre. Air was forced out in reed-like whistles and clicks. Turning towards her; reaching. Then splitting apart into a thousand glistening particles, as a panicked shout echoed down from above.

			“Dr. G? Can you hear me? You all right?” “I’m all right,” Gita called back. But she didn’t move. She just watched.

			Those shining droplets, raining back down into the pool of their birth: safe, contained, to reform again, reborn.

			She understood then: the blue raindrops were not the tears of the gods, but their death. Unless, for them, the two things were the same.

			* * *

			They hauled her out strapped to a backboard, despite her protestations. She unstrapped herself and pulled off her face mask, blinking in the too-bright daylight, fending off the attentions of the slightly panicked young woman with the medical kit. Gita winced a little as she saw the crumbled rock where the anchor had pulled out of its crack. The rock must have been more fragile than it looked, eroded with the corrosive rainfall and vapour. Should have thought of that. Once upon a time she would have checked and double-checked everything.

			You were supposed to get less reckless with age, weren’t you, not more? That depended on your priorities, maybe. On what you had to lose. How much of a hurry you were in to meet your gods.

			Ed and his young team had hitched the rescue rope around a sturdy outcrop, the most likely thing to hold. Good thinking there, and brave of them to risk themselves for her. They weren’t bad people. They couldn’t help being irritating, any more than she could help becoming more of a cranky old woman with every passing year. They’d grabbed some samples from the pool while they were down there. They’d done it hastily, in a hurry to get out, afraid of the rope corroding and trapping them. They’d done it before Gita’d had the chance to tell them not to, though they’d at least remembered to use the proper vials: temperature and acidity controlled.

			The medic hovered over her with her handheld scanner. Gita barely noticed. Her mind was still spinning with it, with what she’d seen down there, liquid flowing and forming into a god-like thing. No, not liquid exactly, because if she had this right, that azure pool was teeming with the blue algae. Cells, tiny creatures. Millions, maybe billions of them, coming together like the cells that organised to form the pavement mosaic layers of her skin, or that pulsed through those blue veins so fragile along her wrists.

			Gita looked up from where she’d been staring at her own hands.

			“I saw it,” she said slowly. “It was what people saw, what they wrote about. You know, the gods, the ones who cry the blue tears, I saw it…”

			The young medic goggled at her briefly, then frowned, leaned in with the scanner again.

			“Dr. G, did you hit your head when you fell?”

			Gita sighed. No one read old electronic media any more, did they? No one cared about the legends. But – if what they had in those little vials was what she thought it was – that was going to change.

			* * *

			 “I don’t want anyone messing around down there,” she said to Min, back at the office. “I don’t want anyone touching the site, or any of those volcanic shafts. I don’t want anyone going near it without my supervision.”

			“Oh?” Min raised an eyebrow, from the other side of her desk. She had one foot drawn up onto her chair, chin resting on her knee – typical Min – and her eyes were keen. “Well, nice to see you taking an interest in something at last. Maybe the near-death experience was just what you needed to snap you out of it. Bit extreme though, don’t you think?”

			“It wasn’t anything like that,” Gita said. “It was just a few bruises. I’ve had worse.” In truth she was stiff and sore all over; walking gingerly as an old woman in the morning and pressing her palms into her back when no one was looking. Now, though, she shrugged off the pain.

			“You know the protocols for dealing with exospecies,” she said.

			“Of course I do,” Min returned. “I wrote half of ’em, didn’t I? But they’re intended for higher species, not slimes and algaes or whatever.”

			“They’re not algae like the stuff you get on a pond back home. They’re protozoa, as far as I can tell from the samples we did get, single-celled organisms. But they’re more than that, they’re self-assembling into something bigger. Into a higher species. Like, you know, how an ant colony or a swarm of bees does. We need to get a linguist in, that’s the protocol. Nothing about them without them, isn’t that how you put it?”

			Min clicked her tongue, frowned at her across the desk. “Bees are pretty amazing things,” she admitted. “But, you know, they don’t actually talk to people.”

			“It wasn’t actually bees, that was a goddamn analogy.” Gita crossed her arms, faced Min down. “We’re doing this properly, or not at all.”

			“Since when were you, of all people, so bothered with protocol?” Min asked. “If this is what you say, there’s going to be some big interest in it, this could be huge for you.”

			Gita just shrugged. She didn’t know herself why she was doing this, didn’t know how to name or define the feelings she had. She just knew that the god-creature she’d seen was something to be protected, guarded. That no one was going to touch it without her saying so, no one was going to take another being she loved from this place where it belonged, where it was supposed to be, where it was supposed to live out its life and pour its dying tears into the dry ground to begin the cycle over again. 

			Change, I don’t want anything to change. Not yet. I’m not ready.

			* * *

			 “So, hey,” Min said, as Gita swung by the office on her way to check on her samples. “I got you that linguist you were asking for.”

			“Already?” Gita asked, a little dismayed. She’d hoped for more time – for what, she wasn’t sure. More time to study, to understand. She’d come to like just spending time with the little blue creatures, hoarding them close to herself – these tiny things that migrated and clung to each other in their gel dish like raindrops on a leaf, some innate longing for each other in the very atoms of their chemistry.

			Not like Silv, her cells refusing to cooperate, turning against each other, mutinying against their higher purpose. If only someone had seen it that way at the time. Could they have been persuaded, negotiated with? Could the errant cells have been gathered up and returned prodigal to start over? Gita sighed.

			“You found someone pretty quick,” she said. “For out here, anyway. They are actually qualified, aren’t they?”

			 “She, not they,” Min said with one of her wicked winks. “She’s supposed to be pretty good.”

			She, not they. As if you could gather up the pieces of a shattered woman and put them back together with no more than a trick of language. She wasn’t likely to be that good.

			* * *

			Anne was her name. A spare, scholarly-looking woman with her grey hair close-cropped, she came into Min’s office with a tentative shyness odd for her age. 

			“Hi,” Gita said tiredly, making the effort to lift her eyes and look at the newcomer properly. She should at least be polite.

			“Ap se milkar khushi huyee,” Anne said in Hindi, with a quick little smile. Pleased to meet you. Gita blinked. How long had it been, how did the words sound so strange and yet as familiar as the scent of magnolia in a long-ago garden and grazed knees from forbidden climbing.

			Anne’s smile became hesitant.

			“I’m sorry, I thought…” 

			“No,” Gita said. She felt a smile start to come to her face as well, the odd stretch of it stranger than the shape of those ancient words in her mouth. “No, it’s all right. I was just surprised.”

			“Told you she was good,” Min said, looking pleased with herself. “Anne worked on the cetacean language project, back in the day. Looking for the next challenge, apparently.”

			Is that what I am?

			“It was a bit like a dolphin,” Gita explained again for Anne’s benefit, a bit tersely this time, fearing mockery or doubt. “The thing I saw. In the shape it made, the way it was using liquid and air to make sounds. And it was like bees, too, that’s what I thought of afterwards. Like a swarm of them, all those little protozoa coming together to make a whole something, and I’d swear it was trying to talk to me. I mean, I know bee swarms don’t talk…” – she trailed off self-consciously, aware of Min’s sceptical gaze. 

			“Actually, they do.” Anne flashed her a glance of startling blue eyes. “Split off into groups and communicate with each other, it’s a kind of dance-based language. I mean, obviously we’ve known that for a while, but there’s been some interesting work recently, starting to look like it’s a lot more complicated than we thought. I’d be fascinated to take a look at this discovery of yours.”

			“Well,” Gita said. She refrained from looking around at Min: what did I tell you? “I need to go out there to return the samples,” she said to Anne instead. “You can come along, if you like.”

			“I’ll put a team together,” Min began, swivelling back towards her screen.

			“No.” Gita cut her off before she could get started. “Just the two of us. I don’t want the site disturbed. Protocol, remember?”

			Min quirked an eyebrow.

			“Protocol. Of course.”

			* * *

			Anne was a quiet companion on the trek, and that was a solace to Gita’s silence-accustomed soul; a relief after Min’s relentless tight-wound energy and a welcome change from boisterous young interns of her last trip. Anne had gazed out of the window of the vehicle as Gita drove, her eyes on the odd-shaped mountain range, alert but contemplative. When they’d gotten out to walk, she’d hefted her pack – heavy with her recording equipment – without complaint, declining Gita’s offer of help.

			“Thank you, it’s fine.” She smiled, self-deprecating. “I’m quite strong, actually.”

			She was, Gita was starting to realise. That fragile-looking build belied a wiry strength, a distance-runner’s body. Not like Silv, with her tumbling amber curls and ready laugh and that softness, the generous roundedness of her. Anne couldn’t have been more different. But she had a deep stillness about her that was like cool water in the desert. No rings on any of her fingers.

			As they approached the place, they went quietly, walking with soft steps. No words. Anne watched while Gita anchored the ropes, carefully. A multi-point system based in the hard-packed sand not the crumble-prone rock. She was taking no chances this time. Someday, if all went according to plan – Min and the Survey’s plans, that was – there’d be permanent steps, safety-approved according to protocol, pulleys for getting equipment up and down. But not today. 

			Gita went first, no dramatic falls this time, just her feet touching lightly on the smooth-worn stone of the ledge. Anne followed quietly, competently, following Gita’s instructions to the letter. They stood and contemplated the lagoon for a while, the surface shimmering blue-dark in the light of their torches.

			“This is where the blue rain comes from?” Anne asked at length.

			“Vents like this, yes. This one here’s been dormant ten years, likely will be for a while yet. There was one a few kilometres from here blew the other week though, and we had the rain.” And everything changed. “The volcanic eruptions denature the cell membranes; that’s how I understand it, the copper-bound proteins dissolve into the water that gets forced up into the atmosphere, into the clouds.”

			“Tears of the gods,” Anne said. She extended her hand towards the blue surface as if in sympathy. “I see why now.”

			Gita nodded, surprised, and yet not surprised somehow.

			You understand.

			Anne knelt down to unpack her recording equipment and set it up around the cavern. With respectful care, she slipped the wired probes into the blue water, drawing back gingerly as though she expected it to erupt before her.

			No god rose up out of the depths. The surface breathed though, ripples spreading outwards, in response to the touch. Below there was movement. Low vocalisations echoed in the depths, trilling in and out of audible frequency, bouncing off the rock walls of the pools. 

			Anne knelt in rapt silence, glancing from the turbid waters to the screen on her recording device and back again, her gaze intent.

			“That’s amazing,” she whispered at last, looking up at Gita with a grin of genuine delight that it tore at her not to return.

			“You know what they’re saying?”

			“Not yet, there’ll be a lot of analysis to do. But it’s a language for sure. It’s enough. We’ll understand, don’t worry. I can do this. Amazing though, it’s like nothing else we’ve seen.”

			“This could be huge for you, then? Being lead researcher on a project like this?”

			“Well, it’s the same for you, surely, on the biology side? Your manager, Min, she was talking about the applications for cancer models. She said you had some ideas already?”

			“Only tentative ones,” Gita admitted. So tentative she hardly dared voice them. But a flood of ideas all the same, just from looking at the way those cells assembled, cooperated. There was a torrent of questions too: how did they deal with the cells that didn’t cooperate, how could a being split apart and reorganise like that, recovering from the kind of catastrophe that would devastate any other organism? And was it the same being, afterwards, not some randomly composed other thing? Did it remember what it had been before? 

			Gita chewed her lip, biting back the longing for knowledge and understanding that used to drive her on. She’d thought that had died inside her ten years ago. That enthusiasm that wanted to rise up and respond to the call of this other woman’s quiet excitement. She barely knew how to let that happen anymore, barely dared to try.

			“That’s far off,” she said.

			“Sure, but we’ll get there.”

			Gita drew a breath, warm air through her mouth filter, spoke slowly.

			“What if that isn’t what they want?” 

			Anne turned to look at her through her filter mask, those bluest eyes deep and grave in the flickering blue of the light.

			“If they want to stay hidden, right here, for as long as they live, and never see another soul?”

			Gita nodded, wordlessly. 

			“Then we’ll do that. There’s protocol for it, and I’ll back you every step of the way. If they want to be left alone, we’ll make sure they are.”

			But what if they don’t want that, what if this woman’s gentle persistence coaxes words from them, draws them out of their long hiding in their deep safe places and then there’s no going back?

			“Such a huge opportunity, though,” Gita said.

			Anne shrugged, lightly. “There are other worlds than this.”

			“I know.” Gita thought of them. The first long-ago one with the magnolia and the dusty lane behind the house. All the bright new worlds being discovered now, and more of them out there waiting to be found. And all the worlds she’d known over the years, the ones where she’d touched down so lightly she wouldn’t have left footprints even if it hadn’t been all terraformed fake anyway.

			“This one’s different,” she said. She was tired of it now, of the clinging to a ten-year burden, wanting to lay it down at last. “For me, it is.”

			“I know,” Anne said. Gita wondered just how much she did know, how much background Min had seen fit to feed her. It didn’t seem to matter. There was knowing like that, and then there was knowing: one soul open to another, reaching to touch, to understand. And in this place of the gods, they were almost there.

			Gita knelt down, popped open the lids of the vials, and carefully slid the contents into the pool. Letting the cells go, letting them merge into their…what? Mother, progenitor, society – home? The surface rippled again. But not spreading out this time, but drawing in, gathering up: surging.

			The god rose out of the water again, blue and shimmering, vast. Gita heard Anne’s startled gasp, even behind her mask, felt the other woman’s gloved fingertips brush against hers – softly, shyly almost. She understood that need, that reaching for human contact in the face of this wonder, even as she dared to feel the hope of something more, dared to think of the possibilities.

			Then she blinked, looking up at the god-creature as it dived and surged again: not the single cetacean shape she’d seen before, but splitting into two, merging and separating again, mimicking the vision it saw before it. There was a future to be made, Gita knew then: choices to be made in this place by two women and the closest thing to a god they’d likely ever see. 

			Tears would come again, blue and otherwise; there was no change for better or worse without them, that was the way of this world and every other. But that was far away. Gita let her fingers twine through Anne’s, and even through the protective fabric she knew the warmth and shape of them. 

			This would not be a day for tears.
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			The Temple of the Cat
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			The jungles of Bolivia and Brazil were extensive and remote, rich in plants which had not yet been fully investigated. They possessed enormous potential for medicinal applications. Already the expedition had collected several samples. But at the back of Gallagher’s mind resided the dream of making a discovery of a different kind, of following in the footsteps of such explorers as Hiram Bingham. There were not any sites of the splendor and magnitude of Machu Picchu left undiscovered, of course. But there were still mysteries which remained unsolved, still stretches of jungle where few had ventured and where the unknown had yet to be investigated. The Temple of the Cat, however, had never once entered into Gallagher’s thinking. Nor would it have had they not stumbled upon the slaughtered remains of a jaguar. 

			Gallagher poked at the carcass with a stick. A cloud of flies swarmed into the air and then, undisturbed, settled again. The arrow was lodged between the jaguar’s ribs, where the heart should reside. It was an uncannily accurate shot. It would have to have been made at close range and the target – an animal legendary for its lightning reflexes and elusiveness – stationary. That, or it was the most extraordinary feat of marksmanship imaginable.

			“How do you suppose anyone managed such a shot?” Gallagher looked at the surrounding jungle. The mass of plants and vines and creepers which compassed them on all sides was almost impenetrable. It was hard going merely making their way through such terrain. To hunt here, to track and locate game, seemed a pursuit only a madman would undertake. Stalking a jaguar, that was no less incomprehensible. The meat was not edible. The pelt, the beautiful, exotic pelt which allowed the cat to slip through the jungle undetected, had not been harvested. The only purpose behind the killing seemed to be just that: to kill.

			Alejandro Gutierrez stepped forward, crouched over the carcass. He had joined the expedition in La Paz. He was affiliated with the University there and brought a wealth of knowledge to their ranks, though his exact title and duties eluded Gallagher’s understanding. Now he rested one hand on the jaguar’s pelt, felt along the ribcage and flanks. Flies buzzed around his face but Gutierrez seemed not to notice. He lifted the jaguar’s head, drew the upper lip back to expose the teeth. He made a noise in his throat indicative of surprise or perhaps, of admiration. Then he gripped the haft of the arrow with one hand.

			“Alex?” Gallagher interrupted more out of instinct than from conviction. “Do you think that’s a good idea?” Gutierrez’s eyes revealed nothing, only an acknowledgement that Gallagher had addressed him. “I mean, perhaps we ought just to let it go. It’s none of our business, really.”

			“But it is our business.” Gutierrez spoke softly, not so much disagreeing with Gallagher as correcting a flaw in his reasoning. “We must know who is engaged in such killing. And to what end.” Gutierrez braced himself, pulled at the shaft. It held fast a long moment then, slowly, yielded. The arrow pulled free intact, followed by a gout of black blood. The flies swarmed. Gutierrez held the arrow aloft. 

			“Silver,” he observed, pointing to the head. He handed the arrow to Gallagher.

			The head had, indeed, been fashioned from silver. Not machine cast but crafted by hand. Gallagher looked at the jaguar again then at the dense tangle of jungle. Anything might be hiding out there, anything at all. Their expedition might pass within mere feet of it and never be the wiser.

			 “Why silver? Do you mean to tell me that you were expecting to find something like this?”

			“I was not expecting it, no.” Gutierrez’s expression was impassive. “I thought it a possibility only because of the accuracy of the shot.” Gutierrez noticed a streak of blood on his forearm, attempted to wipe it away with a tissue. It was not the jaguar’s blood, however, but his own. He had cut himself removing the arrow. 

			Gutierrez sluiced the puncture with water, applied antiseptic from the first aid kit then covered it with a clean dressing. Gallagher had not thought Gutierrez the fussy sort but these precautions struck him as excessive – even here, in the jungle, where any wound was subject to infection.

			“You do mean to explain to me the meaning of this, don’t you?” Gallagher endeavored to keep the irritation out of his voice. “Whatever you know, whatever you suspect, you need to take me into your confidence.”

			Gutierrez shrugged. But behind the façade of indifference Gallagher thought that he detected genuine concern – along with some other, darker, emotion which he could not identify. “Nomadic tribes pass through this area, indigenous peoples. These Indians, the Kumari, are too remote and too few for the government to bother with. They are apolitical and so long as they do not pose any sort of threat or disturbance the government is content leaving them to their own devices. They brook no man’s authority – and no government’s. They ask only to be left alone. In this, their wishes have largely been respected. Most consider them to be harmless.” Gutierrez paused, smiled. “I do not number myself amongst such people.”

			“You made no mention of them before.” Gallagher was more upset than he let on. “Why is that?”

			“I made no mention of the jaguars, either.” Gutierrez’s smile showed signs of strain. “They have been there all along, concealed from our notice. There was no reason to apprehend an attack. Why allow them to become a distraction?”

			“These indigenous peoples,” Gallagher’s tone was sharp, “do you mean to imply that they have been there all along, too?”

			“But of course!” Again Gutierrez smiled and again Gallagher sensed the insincerity of his smile. “From the very first. They have observed us from a distance, curious as to what we were doing. Why should they not be curious? Our conduct is no less a mystery to them than theirs is to us. I made no mention of their presence because to do so would serve no purpose.”

			 It was this very fact – Gutierrez’s omission – which troubled Gallagher more than anything. They were miles deep in the jungle, a three day hike minimum from the last straggling outpost of what might be called civilization. Gallagher could not risk alienating Gutierrez and dare not imply any loss of faith in his integrity or reliability. The expedition was too dependent upon his help. Best to let the matter rest until they returned to La Paz. Gallagher cleaned the arrow, wrapped it in a protective cloth and secured it in one of the backpacks.

			“What are you doing?” Gutierrez’s eyes were dark with concern. 

			“Preserving the arrow for further study. Why?”

			 “I should not do that, senhor.” Gutierrez wet his lips. “The Kumari always return to retrieve their arrows. They are very particular about that. They left it behind only to make certain that the jaguar was dead.”

			Gallagher looked at the jaguar. Its pelt was matted with blood. Flies swarmed its head and flanks. “It’s dead. I’m willing to go out on a limb and proclaim that for a fact. Anybody wants the arrow, they’re welcome to come and claim it. If the Kumari are so adept at following our movements as you say, they’ll know where to find us.”

			* * *

			When they made camp that night, Gutierrez pitched his tent as far away from the fire, and from the others, as was possible. It was as though he were observing a kind of self-imposed quarantine. He disappeared into his tent early, was not seen again until the following morning.

			Gallagher settled in next to the fire, shared a flask of whiskey with a fellow American named Blakeslee. They drank steadily and with purpose, listening to the night sounds of the jungle.

			“What’s got into Gutierrez, do you think?” Blakeslee scratched at a three day growth of beard. “Going off by himself like that, shunning the whiskey – that’s not like him.”

			Gallagher stared out past the flickering glow of the fire into the shadows. “If I had to hazard a guess, I’d say it was the jaguar. Something about the carcass spooked him.”

			“Yeah?” Blakeslee was skeptical. “Don’t know why that would upset him. Myself, I was more concerned when he started talking about the Indians. Them watching us – that’s enough to give anyone the willies. You figure it’s true?”

			Gallagher pulled his eyes away from the shadows reluctantly. “Do I figure what’s true?”

			“The Indians! I don’t know about you but that about freaked me out. Don’t get me wrong, I got no problem with Indians. I do have a problem with being watched. That bugs me.” 

			Gallagher poked at the fire with a stick. “Assuming that they’re out there, assuming that they’re watching us, there isn’t a damn thing that we can do about it. They know the jungle and the terrain. They can come and go as they please. Unless they choose to reveal themselves, it’s likely we aren’t ever going to catch them at it.” 

			“Yeah.” Blakeslee’s tone was morose. “All the same, I’m going to keep a sharp eye out. I don’t want anybody sneaking up on me. I especially don’t want anybody barging into my tent at night. Anyone who tries it,” Blakeslee patted at his hip, “I got a surprise waiting for them.”

			Gallagher was unimpressed. “How good a shot are you with that thing? When’s the last time that you fired at a moving target?”

			“What?” Blakeslee was indignant. “You think I don’t know how to use a handgun?”

			“I’m sure you visit the range at least twice a year, along with the other members of the faculty. The question is: can you hit something?”

			“Damn straight I can! Try coming into my tent at night and you won’t have to ask a second time.”

			“That’s good. I only ask because anybody who shows up at your tent, we already know that they can shoot. Took a jaguar out with a bow, a single shot to the heart, almost as though it had a bull’s-eye painted on it. That’s not bad marksmanship by my reckoning.” 

			“No.” Blakeslee sobered suddenly. “No, it isn’t.”

			“Not only that, this same shooter fashions his arrowheads out of silver. I know a little Indian lore but I got to tell you – I never heard of that.” Gallagher poked at the fire with savage vehemence. “Our friend Senhor Gutierrez, on the other hand, he didn’t seem overly surprised. In fact, I don’t think it would be an exaggeration to say he appeared almost to be expecting it. That’s a little odd, don’t you think?” Gallagher lapsed into silence a long moment. “Whatever the explanation, Gutierrez didn’t seem inclined to share it with the rest of us. That alone is enough to give me pause.”

			“What are you saying?” Blakeslee shifted uneasily, drawing nearer to the fire. “You think he’s hiding something?”

			“Put it this way.” Gallagher offered a taut smile. In the backwash from the fire his expression was indistinguishable from a grimace. “It isn’t only the Indians we ought to be keeping an eye on. I’m placing Gutierrez under observation as well.” Gallagher stood up, thrust the stick into the fire as though slaying an enemy. “You might want to do the same.”

			* * *

			The following morning when Gutierrez stepped out of his tent, Gallagher was shocked at the change in his appearance. Overnight, Gutierrez had gone from being hale and hearty to looking deathly ill. His face was gaunt and drawn, the skin stretched tight over the underlying bone structure. His eyes were sunk deep in his skull, glittered with a harsh, feverish light. His left arm, the one he had cut with the arrowhead, was swathed in bandages almost to his armpit.

			“Sweet Mother of God! What happened to you, Alex?”

			“Happened?” Gutierrez’s eyes darted around the camp. “What do you mean?”

			“You look like you’re at death’s door! I never seen such a change. Yesterday you looked healthy enough to scale the summit of the world. Today…Here, let me get you some water.” Gallagher grabbed one of the canteens, handed it to Gutierrez.

			Gutierrez looked at the canteen and frowned. He shook it so that the water sloshed but did not drink. “I’m fine,” he declared. “I’ve a little touch of fever, is all.”

			“You haven’t seen yourself. That’s more than a touch. We’re going to have to get you to a doctor.”

			Gutierrez shook his head. “Whiskey. Give me a drink of whiskey, instead.”

			“Whiskey? You’re sure?” Gallagher had never heard of treating a fever with whiskey. But Gutierrez was so emphatic that Gallagher decided to humor him. Gutierrez could hardly be any worse off, he reasoned. Gallagher dug out the remains of last night’s whiskey, half a flask, and watched Gutierrez chug it at a single go. The liquor seemed to steady him. Color filtered back into his face. The cadaverous expression, near cousin to death, softened and loosened its grip. But the eyes remained as before: fierce and haunted, consumed by distrust. 

			“Better?” Gallagher asked. 

			“Yeah.” Gutierrez wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. 

			“I’ve got to see what we can do about getting you to a doctor.” Gallagher ran through their options and didn’t like any of them. He could send Gutierrez back with one of the porters, a three day trek through the jungle. But that was chancy, to say the least. He could use the shortwave to radio for help. But there was no clearing where they could execute an evac and no assurance that anyone would respond, no matter how dire the emergency. Lastly, he could turn the expedition around and head back to civilization. None of these choices had a lot to recommend it. 

			“How fit are you for walking?” Gallagher asked. “It’ll take three days, minimum, to reach a doctor.” 

			“Three days?” Gutierrez offered a crooked smile. “Might as well be eternity. No, we push ahead. That’s our only option.”

			“There’s nothing but jungle in front of us,” Gallagher pointed out. “We’re near the frontier of Brazil. But that’s only a line on a map. It isn’t like there’s going to be any help when we get there. It isn’t like there’s going to be anything.”

			“Listen to what I’m trying to tell you.” Gutierrez seized Gallagher by his shoulders. “Jaguars are the bringers of fire, do you understand? In Indian legend, it was the jaguars that first brought fire to Man. That’s why their blood brings the fever, brings heat. The only way to draw it off, to extinguish it, is to enter the Temple of the Cat.”

			The Temple of the Cat! There was not a scholar of any merit who had not heard of the Temple – nor any of any sense who thought it more than a fable. It was part of the lore of the Andes, stretching back for centuries. In some remote fastness unknown to the outside world resided an ancient temple whose adherents took an oath of fidelity to the jaguar – and accompanied it with a vow of silence unto death. The tale took many forms, adopted many guises. But always it retained the common thread that the jaguar was central to the cult. The ceremony and ritual, the Temple itself, were cloaked in obscurity, forbidden to outsiders. But it was only a legend, constructed out of wisps of gossamer. There was nothing solid or substantive behind it. 

			“There is no such temple.” Gallagher’s expression was almost hostile

			“Ah! Have you forgotten the arrow fashioned from silver?” Gutierrez’s eyes sparkled, whether from excitement or as a consequence of the fever, it was impossible to say. “Only the adherents of the Temple hunt in such a fashion. Only they posses such accuracy with a bow.”

			 “And why would they slaughter a jaguar? Explain that to me.”

			“The acolytes of the Temple, so it is said, must slay a jaguar as part of their initiation. It is thus that they acquire some of the attributes of the cat: its stealth, its cunning, its gift of concealment. They draw nearer to the jaguar in spirit, emptying the contents of its heart into their own. All of these things I have heard.”

			“Nonsense!” Gallagher’s lip curled with scorn. “You can’t expect anyone seriously to believe that? Such rubbish adorns the pages of dime novels. It is not a subject for legitimate scientific inquiry.” Gallagher noticed uneasiness amongst the porters. Their eyes darted at the surrounding jungle and they whispered amongst themselves.

			 “Perhaps.” Gutierrez’s forehead was beaded with perspiration. “Though your science is far from infallible. It, too, has its blind spots. Its range and reach are not so all encompassing as you imagine.”

			Gallagher frowned. Every man has his holy writ which he will not suffer to be challenged. Gallagher’s allegiance to scientific principles was absolute, unassailable. “That it is the fever talking and not yourself. This Temple, as all the legends declare, cannot be discovered by outsiders. Hence its existence, or its non-existence, can never be definitively established. That is a very old formula – one that many a charlatan has been known to exploit.”

			“The skeptic and the man of faith.” Gutierrez bobbed his head. “It is, indeed, a difficult divide to reconcile. But suppose I was to tell you,” Gutierrez wet his lips, “suppose I was to assert that a man stricken by the fever, infected by the blood of the jaguar, will be drawn to the Temple, will find his way there whether he wishes it or not. The impulse, the instinct, is overwhelming. It cannot be suppressed or denied.”

			Gallagher stared at Gutierrez, unable to tell whether the man was lucid or not. “You mean to say that you can take us to the Temple, you can show us the way?”

			“Oh no, senhor, I did not say that.” The flicker of a smile washed across Gutierrez’s face. “Of myself, I can do nothing. But the fever will guide us there unerringly. Blood calls out to blood. It is not a summons which can be ignored.”

			* * *

			They stumbled down into the valley late on the second day, sweating and cursing, hacking their way through the jungle by hand. The humidity was oppressive, a low cloud cover overhead making the air seem even hotter. Their porters had abandoned them along the way, disappearing into the jungle one by one. They were convinced that Gutierrez was mad – and that Gallagher was madder still for following him. Gallagher was not certain that they were not right on both counts. 

			The fever, which had only just touched Gutierrez at the outset, had taken full possession of him now. He was a terrifying sight. His eyes glittered and shone. They emitted a steady stream of light even in the dark, like those of a jaguar stalking its prey. Gutierrez’s flesh had drawn in tight to his bones. The fever seemed to be devouring his substance, consuming his muscle mass to fuel some driving urge. Sick as he was, Gutierrez pushed ahead at a blistering pace. He walked with a lithe, cat-like tread which was powerful yet seemed to conserve energy at the same time. His gestures had become swift and slashing. At rest, he remained absolutely still. 

			“He’s deranged.” Blakeslee was no less terrified by Gutierrez than the porters but had nowhere to run to. “Completely out of his mind. You only have to look at him to recognize it.” Yet there was method to his madness. Gutierrez picked his way through the jungle with ease, never hesitating or in doubt as to which direction to follow.

			He led the descent into the valley now, head thrust forward as though tracking some scent. The valley was a narrow cleft beneath a towering overstory of trees. It was choked with creepers and vines and dense clusters of ferns taller than any man. An aerial survey might have missed it altogether. But entering on foot, Gallagher was impressed by the steep drop-off and the untamed splendor of the place. A profusion of plant species he had never seen before dominated the land. It was a niche ecosystem, had developed along lines different from those which prevailed over the rest of the continent. Gallagher could not have said whether they were in Bolivia or Brazil. More importantly, he was no longer certain that he could find his way back to civilization again.

			Gutierrez stopped abruptly, frozen in a posture not devoid of menace. 

			“What is it?” Gallagher kept his distance. They all gave Gutierrez a wide berth now, recognizing that his condition did not invite companionship. The fever did not appear to be contagious but none of them wished to put the matter to the test.

			Gallagher drew closer, picking his way around a mass of vines with care. When he saw what had caught Gutierrez’s attention he, too, froze. 

			“Sweet Jesus!” Gallagher protested. “I must be seeing things. Tell me that I’m seeing things.” Foraging through the underbrush was a beast of large frame and immense power. It stood erect upon its hind haunches and feasted on the leaves of a eucalyptus tree: a giant ground sloth, extinct these ten thousand years past by common reckoning. The sloth appeared oblivious to their presence or perhaps, merely indifferent.

			“This is off-the-charts crazy!” Blakeslee came up behind Gallagher. “That thing has no business being here. None! Neither do we, for that matter. Let’s get out while the getting is good!”

			Gallagher hardly heard these words. A rising excitement had taken possession of him, a sense of anticipation such as he had never experienced before. If such a creature as the sloth could exist, why not the Temple? Might it not be real as well?

			“What about the Temple, Alex?” Gallagher’s tone was urgent. “Is it possible that I was wrong and that it actually exists?”

			Gutierrez turned toward Gallagher, eyes aflame with fever. His lips were twisted in an expression which seemed to convey both amusement and contempt. “Possible? Haven’t I said as much? It’s a wonder you took no heed from the porters.” Gutierrez thrust his face forward. “Do you imagine their fear was based solely on superstition? They have not your erudition, to be sure. But they have something which you do not: an instinct toward self-preservation.”

			Gutierrez strode toward the sloth. To Gallagher’s amazement, the beast moved out of his way. Gutierrez brushed aside a thick tangle of creepers, revealing a set of stone steps worn with age. At the top was a doorway giving way on to utter darkness. Gutierrez bounded up the steps and slipped inside. His eyes peered out from the dark, filled with an unspoken challenge. Then they, too, disappeared. 

			Gallagher hesitated. Should he follow Gutierrez, as he was tempted to do? Or should he turn and flee, run back to civilization and to safety, as an inner voice was screaming at him to do. He was torn in both directions at once, unable to make up his mind. His thought process had become muddled, disoriented. His throat felt scratchy and dry. When he touched his forehead, the skin radiated heat. As in a dream, Gallagher found himself mounting the stairs. He entered the Temple through the doorway, the words ‘Blood calls out to blood’ resonating through his skull.

			In the dark, momentarily blinded, Gallagher heard the sound of feet padding along a stone corridor. A figure emerged out of the dark – an apparition which had once been a man. Its skin bore a pattern of black and tan rosettes, identical to those which distinguished the jaguar. 

			The stranger’s muzzle probed Gallagher. The examination, so foreign to human behavior and norms, sought to confirm Gallagher’s status, to determine whether his blood bore the signature of the jaguar. At length he was ushered toward the inner sanctum, untrod these many centuries by any not initiates of the Temple and of its ritual. 

			The Chief Priest stepped forward out of the darkness, a dagger balanced between his two hands. He held it aloft so that the assembled acolytes might view it, chanted words in a language Gallagher did not recognize. The cadence of his voice, the harsh inflection of his words, caused the hair along the back of Gallagher’s neck to stand erect.

			The Priest approached Gallagher. His eyes were deep gold in color, glittered with the predatory relish of a jaguar examining its prey.
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			[Publisher’s Note: At this point in the story, reporter Edward Malone, adventurer Lord John Roxton and biologist Professor Summerlee have volunteered to join famous zoologist Professor Challenger in South America, to find out whether his claims of having discovered dinosaurs there are really true.] 

			Chapter VII 

			‘Tomorrow we Disappear into the Unknown’ 

			I will not bore those whom this narrative may reach by an account of our luxurious voyage upon the Booth liner, nor will I tell of our week’s stay at Para (save that I should wish to acknowledge the great kindness of the Pereira da Pinta Company in helping us to get together our equipment). I will also allude very briefly to our river journey, up a wide, slow-moving, clay-tinted stream, in a steamer which was little smaller than that which had carried us across the Atlantic. Eventually we found ourselves through the narrows of Obidos and reached the town of Manaos. Here we were rescued from the limited attractions of the local inn by Mr. Shortman, the representative of the British and Brazilian Trading Company. In his hospital Fazenda we spent our time until the day when we were empowered to open the letter of instructions given to us by Professor Challenger. Before I reach the surprising events of that date I would desire to give a clearer sketch of my comrades in this enterprise, and of the associates whom we had already gathered together in South America. I speak freely, and I leave the use of my material to your own discretion, Mr. McArdle, since it is through your hands that this report must pass before it reaches the world. 

			The scientific attainments of Professor Summerlee are too well known for me to trouble to recapitulate them. He is better equipped for a rough expedition of this sort than one would imagine at first sight. His tall, gaunt, stringy figure is insensible to fatigue, and his dry, half-sarcastic, and often wholly unsympathetic manner is uninfluenced by any change in his surroundings. Though in his sixty-sixth year, I have never heard him express any dissatisfaction at the occasional hardships which we have had to encounter. I had regarded his presence as an encumbrance to the expedition, but, as a matter of fact, I am now well convinced that his power of endurance is as great as my own. In temper he is naturally acid and sceptical. From the beginning he has never concealed his belief that Professor Challenger is an absolute fraud, that we are all embarked upon an absurd wild-goose chase and that we are likely to reap nothing but disappointment and danger in South America, and corresponding ridicule in England. Such are the views which, with much passionate distortion of his thin features and wagging of his thin, goat-like beard, he poured into our ears all the way from Southampton to Manaos. Since landing from the boat he has obtained some consolation from the beauty and variety of the insect and bird life around him, for he is absolutely whole-hearted in his devotion to science. He spends his days flitting through the woods with his shot-gun and his butterfly-net, and his evenings in mounting the many specimens he has acquired. Among his minor peculiarities are that he is careless as to his attire, unclean in his person, exceedingly absent-minded in his habits, and addicted to smoking a short briar pipe, which is seldom out of his mouth. He has been upon several scientific expeditions in his youth (he was with Robertson in Papua), and the life of the camp and the canoe is nothing fresh to him. 

			Lord John Roxton has some points in common with Professor Summerlee, and others in which they are the very antithesis to each other. He is twenty years younger, but has something of the same spare, scraggy physique. As to his appearance, I have, as I recollect, described it in that portion of my narrative which I have left behind me in London. He is exceedingly neat and prim in his ways, dresses always with great care in white drill suits and high brown mosquito-boots, and shaves at least once a day. Like most men of action, he is laconic in speech, and sinks readily into his own thoughts, but he is always quick to answer a question or join in a conversation, talking in a queer, jerky, half-humorous fashion. His knowledge of the world, and very especially of South America, is surprising, and he has a whole-hearted belief in the possibilities of our journey which is not to be dashed by the sneers of Professor Summerlee. He has a gentle voice and a quiet manner, but behind his twinkling blue eyes there lurks a capacity for furious wrath and implacable resolution, the more dangerous because they are held in leash. He spoke little of his own exploits in Brazil and Peru, but it was a revelation to me to find the excitement which was caused by his presence among the riverine natives, who looked upon him as their champion and protector. The exploits of the Red Chief, as they called him, had become legends among them, but the real facts, as far as I could learn them, were amazing enough. 

			These were that Lord John had found himself some years before in that no-man’s-land which is formed by the half-defined frontiers between Peru, Brazil, and Columbia. In this great district the wild rubber tree flourishes, and has become, as in the Congo, a curse to the natives which can only be compared to their forced labor under the Spaniards upon the old silver mines of Darien. A handful of villainous half-breeds dominated the country, armed such Indians as would support them, and turned the rest into slaves, terrorizing them with the most inhuman tortures in order to force them to gather the India-rubber, which was then floated down the river to Para. Lord John Roxton expostulated on behalf of the wretched victims, and received nothing but threats and insults for his pains. He then formally declared war against Pedro Lopez, the leader of the slave-drivers, enrolled a band of runaway slaves in his service, armed them, and conducted a campaign, which ended by his killing with his own hands the notorious half-breed and breaking down the system which he represented. 

			No wonder that the ginger-headed man with the silky voice and the free and easy manners was now looked upon with deep interest upon the banks of the great South American river, though the feelings he inspired were naturally mixed, since the gratitude of the natives was equaled by the resentment of those who desired to exploit them. One useful result of his former experiences was that he could talk fluently in the Lingoa Geral, which is the peculiar talk, one-third Portuguese and two-thirds Indian, which is current all over Brazil. 

			I have said before that Lord John Roxton was a South Americomaniac. He could not speak of that great country without ardor, and this ardor was infectious, for, ignorant as I was, he fixed my attention and stimulated my curiosity. How I wish I could reproduce the glamour of his discourses, the peculiar mixture of accurate knowledge and of racy imagination which gave them their fascination, until even the Professor’s cynical and sceptical smile would gradually vanish from his thin face as he listened. He would tell the history of the mighty river so rapidly explored (for some of the first conquerors of Peru actually crossed the entire continent upon its waters), and yet so unknown in regard to all that lay behind its ever-changing banks. 

			“What is there?” he would cry, pointing to the north. “Wood and marsh and unpenetrated jungle. Who knows what it may shelter? And there to the south? A wilderness of swampy forest, where no white man has ever been. The unknown is up against us on every side. Outside the narrow lines of the rivers what does anyone know? Who will say what is possible in such a country? Why should old man Challenger not be right?” At which direct defiance the stubborn sneer would reappear upon Professor Summerlee’s face, and he would sit, shaking his sardonic head in unsympathetic silence, behind the cloud of his briar-root pipe. 

			* * *

			So much, for the moment, for my two white companions, whose characters and limitations will be further exposed, as surely as my own, as this narrative proceeds. But already we have enrolled certain retainers who may play no small part in what is to come. The first is a gigantic negro named Zambo, who is a black Hercules, as willing as any horse, and about as intelligent. Him we enlisted at Para, on the recommendation of the steamship company, on whose vessels he had learned to speak a halting English. 

			It was at Para also that we engaged Gomez and Manuel, two half-breeds from up the river, just come down with a cargo of redwood. They were swarthy fellows, bearded and fierce, as active and wiry as panthers. Both of them had spent their lives in those upper waters of the Amazon which we were about to explore, and it was this recommendation which had caused Lord John to engage them. One of them, Gomez, had the further advantage that he could speak excellent English. These men were willing to act as our personal servants, to cook, to row, or to make themselves useful in any way at a payment of fifteen dollars a month. Besides these, we had engaged three Mojo Indians from Bolivia, who are the most skilful at fishing and boat work of all the river tribes. The chief of these we called Mojo, after his tribe, and the others are known as Jose and Fernando. Three white men, then, two half-breeds, one negro, and three Indians made up the personnel of the little expedition which lay waiting for its instructions at Manaos before starting upon its singular quest. 

			At last, after a weary week, the day had come and the hour. I ask you to picture the shaded sitting-room of the Fazenda St. Ignatio, two miles inland from the town of Manaos. Outside lay the yellow, brassy glare of the sunshine, with the shadows of the palm trees as black and definite as the trees themselves. The air was calm, full of the eternal hum of insects, a tropical chorus of many octaves, from the deep drone of the bee to the high, keen pipe of the mosquito. Beyond the veranda was a small cleared garden, bounded with cactus hedges and adorned with clumps of flowering shrubs, round which the great blue butterflies and the tiny humming-birds fluttered and darted in crescents of sparkling light. Within we were seated round the cane table, on which lay a sealed envelope. Inscribed upon it, in the jagged handwriting of Professor Challenger, were the words: 

			“Instructions to Lord John Roxton and party. To be opened at Manaos upon July 15th, at 12 o’clock precisely.” 

			Lord John had placed his watch upon the table beside him. 

			“We have seven more minutes,” said he. “The old dear is very precise.” 

			Professor Summerlee gave an acid smile as he picked up the envelope in his gaunt hand. 

			“What can it possibly matter whether we open it now or in seven minutes?” said he. “It is all part and parcel of the same system of quackery and nonsense, for which I regret to say that the writer is notorious.” 

			“Oh, come, we must play the game accordin’ to rules,” said Lord John. “It’s old man Challenger’s show and we are here by his good will, so it would be rotten bad form if we didn’t follow his instructions to the letter.” 

			“A pretty business it is!” cried the Professor, bitterly. “It struck me as preposterous in London, but I’m bound to say that it seems even more so upon closer acquaintance. I don’t know what is inside this envelope, but, unless it is something pretty definite, I shall be much tempted to take the next down-river boat and catch the Bolivia at Para. After all, I have some more responsible work in the world than to run about disproving the assertions of a lunatic. Now, Roxton, surely it is time.” 

			“Time it is,” said Lord John. “You can blow the whistle.” He took up the envelope and cut it with his penknife. From it he drew a folded sheet of paper. This he carefully opened out and flattened on the table. It was a blank sheet. He turned it over. Again it was blank. We looked at each other in a bewildered silence, which was broken by a discordant burst of derisive laughter from Professor Summerlee. 

			“It is an open admission,” he cried. “What more do you want? The fellow is a self-confessed humbug. We have only to return home and report him as the brazen imposter that he is.” 

			“Invisible ink!” I suggested. 

			“I don’t think!” said Lord Roxton, holding the paper to the light. “No, young fellah my lad, there is no use deceiving yourself. I’ll go bail for it that nothing has ever been written upon this paper.” 

			“May I come in?” boomed a voice from the veranda. 

			The shadow of a squat figure had stolen across the patch of sunlight. That voice! That monstrous breadth of shoulder! We sprang to our feet with a gasp of astonishment as Challenger, in a round, boyish straw-hat with a coloured ribbon – Challenger, with his hands in his jacket-pockets and his canvas shoes daintily pointing as he walked – appeared in the open space before us. He threw back his head, and there he stood in the golden glow with all his old Assyrian luxuriance of beard, all his native insolence of drooping eyelids and intolerant eyes. 

			“I fear,” said he, taking out his watch, “that I am a few minutes too late. When I gave you this envelope I must confess that I had never intended that you should open it, for it had been my fixed intention to be with you before the hour. The unfortunate delay can be apportioned between a blundering pilot and an intrusive sandbank. I fear that it has given my colleague, Professor Summerlee, occasion to blaspheme.” 

			“I am bound to say, sir,” said Lord John, with some sternness of voice, “that your turning up is a considerable relief to us, for our mission seemed to have come to a premature end. Even now I can’t for the life of me understand why you should have worked it in so extraordinary a manner.” 

			Instead of answering, Professor Challenger entered, shook hands with myself and Lord John, bowed with ponderous insolence to Professor Summerlee, and sank back into a basket-chair, which creaked and swayed beneath his weight. 

			“Is all ready for your journey?” he asked. 

			“We can start tomorrow.” 

			“Then so you shall. You need no chart of directions now, since you will have the inestimable advantage of my own guidance. From the first I had determined that I would myself preside over your investigation. The most elaborate charts would, as you will readily admit, be a poor substitute for my own intelligence and advice. As to the small ruse which I played upon you in the matter of the envelope, it is clear that, had I told you all my intentions, I should have been forced to resist unwelcome pressure to travel out with you.” 

			“Not from me, sir!” exclaimed Professor Summerlee, heartily. “So long as there was another ship upon the Atlantic.” 

			Challenger waved him away with his great hairy hand. 

			“Your common sense will, I am sure, sustain my objection and realize that it was better that I should direct my own movements and appear only at the exact moment when my presence was needed. That moment has now arrived. You are in safe hands. You will not now fail to reach your destination. From henceforth I take command of this expedition, and I must ask you to complete your preparations tonight, so that we may be able to make an early start in the morning. My time is of value, and the same thing may be said, no doubt, in a lesser degree of your own. I propose, therefore, that we push on as rapidly as possible, until I have demonstrated what you have come to see.” 

			Lord John Roxton has chartered a large steam launch, the Esmeralda, which was to carry us up the river. So far as climate goes, it was immaterial what time we chose for our expedition, as the temperature ranges from seventy-five to ninety degrees both summer and winter, with no appreciable difference in heat. In moisture, however, it is otherwise; from December to May is the period of the rains, and during this time the river slowly rises until it attains a height of nearly forty feet above its low-water mark. It floods the banks, extends in great lagoons over a monstrous waste of country, and forms a huge district, called locally the Gapo, which is for the most part too marshy for foot-travel and too shallow for boating. About June the waters begin to fall, and are at their lowest at October or November. Thus our expedition was at the time of the dry season, when the great river and its tributaries were more or less in a normal condition. 

			The current of the river is a slight one, the drop being not greater than eight inches in a mile. No stream could be more convenient for navigation, since the prevailing wind is south-east, and sailing boats may make a continuous progress to the Peruvian frontier, dropping down again with the current. In our own case the excellent engines of the Esmeralda could disregard the sluggish flow of the stream, and we made as rapid progress as if we were navigating a stagnant lake. For three days we steamed north-westwards up a stream which even here, a thousand miles from its mouth, was still so enormous that from its centre the two banks were mere shadows upon the distant skyline. On the fourth day after leaving Manaos we turned into a tributary which at its mouth was little smaller than the main stream. It narrowed rapidly, however, and after two more days’ steaming we reached an Indian village, where the Professor insisted that we should land, and that the Esmeralda should be sent back to Manaos. We should soon come upon rapids, he explained, which would make its further use impossible. He added privately that we were now approaching the door of the unknown country, and that the fewer whom we took into our confidence the better it would be. To this end also he made each of us give our word of honour that we would publish or say nothing which would give any exact clue as to the whereabouts of our travels, while the servants were all solemnly sworn to the same effect. It is for this reason that I am compelled to be vague in my narrative, and I would warn my readers that in any map or diagram which I may give the relation of places to each other may be correct, but the points of the compass are carefully confused, so that in no way can it be taken as an actual guide to the country. Professor Challenger’s reasons for secrecy may be valid or not, but we had no choice but to adopt them, for he was prepared to abandon the whole expedition rather than modify the conditions upon which he would guide us. 

			It was August 2nd when we snapped our last link with the outer world by bidding farewell to the Esmeralda. Since then four days have passed, during which we have engaged two large canoes from the Indians, made of so light a material (skins over a bamboo framework) that we should be able to carry them round any obstacle. These we have loaded with all our effects, and have engaged two additional Indians to help us in the navigation. I understand that they are the very two – Ataca and Ipetu by name – who accompanied Professor Challenger upon his previous journey. They appeared to be terrified at the prospect of repeating it, but the chief has patriarchal powers in these countries, and if the bargain is good in his eyes the clansman has little choice in the matter. 

			So tomorrow we disappear into the unknown. This account I am transmitting down the river by canoe, and it may be our last word to those who are interested in our fate. I have, according to our arrangement, addressed it to you, my dear Mr. McArdle, and I leave it to your discretion to delete, alter, or do what you like with it. From the assurance of Professor Challenger’s manner – and in spite of the continued scepticism of Professor Summerlee – I have no doubt that our leader will make good his statement, and that we are really on the eve of some most remarkable experiences. 

			

			Chapter VIII 

			‘The Outlying Pickets of the New World’ 

			Our friends at home may well rejoice with us, for we are at our goal, and up to a point, at least, we have shown that the statement of Professor Challenger can be verified. We have not, it is true, ascended the plateau, but it lies before us, and even Professor Summerlee is in a more chastened mood. Not that he will for an instant admit that his rival could be right, but he is less persistent in his incessant objections, and has sunk for the most part into an observant silence. I must hark back, however, and continue my narrative from where I dropped it. We are sending home one of our local Indians who is injured, and I am committing this letter to his charge, with considerable doubts in my mind as to whether it will ever come to hand. 

			When I wrote last we were about to leave the Indian village where we had been deposited by the Esmeralda. I have to begin my report by bad news, for the first serious personal trouble (I pass over the incessant bickerings between the Professors) occurred this evening, and might have had a tragic ending. I have spoken of our English-speaking half-breed, Gomez – a fine worker and a willing fellow, but afflicted, I fancy, with the vice of curiosity, which is common enough among such men. On the last evening he seems to have hid himself near the hut in which we were discussing our plans, and, being observed by our huge negro Zambo, who is as faithful as a dog and has the hatred which all his race bear to the half-breeds, he was dragged out and carried into our presence. Gomez whipped out his knife, however, and but for the huge strength of his captor, which enabled him to disarm him with one hand, he would certainly have stabbed him. The matter has ended in reprimands, the opponents have been compelled to shake hands, and there is every hope that all will be well. As to the feuds of the two learned men, they are continuous and bitter. It must be admitted that Challenger is provocative in the last degree, but Summerlee has an acid tongue, which makes matters worse. Last night Challenger said that he never cared to walk on the Thames Embankment and look up the river, as it was always sad to see one’s own eventual goal. He is convinced, of course, that he is destined for Westminster Abbey. Summerlee rejoined, however, with a sour smile, by saying that he understood that Millbank Prison had been pulled down. Challenger’s conceit is too colossal to allow him to be really annoyed. He only smiled in his beard and repeated “Really! Really!” in the pitying tone one would use to a child. Indeed, they are children both – the one wizened and cantankerous, the other formidable and overbearing, yet each with a brain which has put him in the front rank of his scientific age. Brain, character, soul – only as one sees more of life does one understand how distinct is each. 

			The very next day we did actually make our start upon this remarkable expedition. We found that all our possessions fitted very easily into the two canoes, and we divided our personnel, six in each, taking the obvious precaution in the interests of peace of putting one Professor into each canoe. Personally, I was with Challenger, who was in a beatific humor, moving about as one in a silent ecstasy and beaming benevolence from every feature. I have had some experience of him in other moods, however, and shall be the less surprised when the thunderstorms suddenly come up amidst the sunshine. If it is impossible to be at your ease, it is equally impossible to be dull in his company, for one is always in a state of half-tremulous doubt as to what sudden turn his formidable temper may take. 

			For two days we made our way up a good-sized river some hundreds of yards broad, and dark in colour, but transparent, so that one could usually see the bottom. The affluents of the Amazon are, half of them, of this nature, while the other half are whitish and opaque, the difference depending upon the class of country through which they have flowed. The dark indicate vegetable decay, while the others point to clayey soil. Twice we came across rapids, and in each case made a portage of half a mile or so to avoid them. The woods on either side were primeval, which are more easily penetrated than woods of the second growth, and we had no great difficulty in carrying our canoes through them. How shall I ever forget the solemn mystery of it? The height of the trees and the thickness of the boles exceeded anything which I in my town-bred life could have imagined, shooting upwards in magnificent columns until, at an enormous distance above our heads, we could dimly discern the spot where they threw out their side-branches into Gothic upward curves which coalesced to form one great matted roof of verdure, through which only an occasional golden ray of sunshine shot downwards to trace a thin dazzling line of light amidst the majestic obscurity. As we walked noiselessly amid the thick, soft carpet of decaying vegetation the hush fell upon our souls which comes upon us in the twilight of the Abbey, and even Professor Challenger’s full-chested notes sank into a whisper. Alone, I should have been ignorant of the names of these giant growths, but our men of science pointed out the cedars, the great silk cotton trees, and the redwood trees, with all that profusion of various plants which has made this continent the chief supplier to the human race of those gifts of Nature which depend upon the vegetable world, while it is the most backward in those products which come from animal life. Vivid orchids and wonderful coloured lichens smoldered upon the swarthy tree-trunks and where a wandering shaft of light fell full upon the golden allamanda, the scarlet star-clusters of the tacsonia, or the rich deep blue of ipomaea, the effect was as a dream of fairyland. In these great wastes of forest, life, which abhors darkness, struggles ever upwards to the light. Every plant, even the smaller ones, curls and writhes to the green surface, twining itself round its stronger and taller brethren in the effort. Climbing plants are monstrous and luxuriant, but others which have never been known to climb elsewhere learn the art as an escape from that somber shadow, so that the common nettle, the jasmine, and even the jacitara palm tree can be seen circling the stems of the cedars and striving to reach their crowns. Of animal life there was no movement amid the majestic vaulted aisles which stretched from us as we walked, but a constant movement far above our heads told of that multitudinous world of snake and monkey, bird and sloth, which lived in the sunshine, and looked down in wonder at our tiny, dark, stumbling figures in the obscure depths immeasurably below them. At dawn and at sunset the howler monkeys screamed together and the parrakeets broke into shrill chatter, but during the hot hours of the day only the full drone of insects, like the beat of a distant surf, filled the ear, while nothing moved amid the solemn vistas of stupendous trunks, fading away into the darkness which held us in. Once some bandy-legged, lurching creature, an ant-eater or a bear, scuttled clumsily amid the shadows. It was the only sign of earth life which I saw in this great Amazonian forest. 

			And yet there were indications that even human life itself was not far from us in those mysterious recesses. On the third day out we were aware of a singular deep throbbing in the air, rhythmic and solemn, coming and going fitfully throughout the morning. The two boats were paddling within a few yards of each other when first we heard it, and our Indians remained motionless, as if they had been turned to bronze, listening intently with expressions of terror upon their faces. 

			“What is it, then?” I asked. 

			“Drums,” said Lord John, carelessly; “war drums. I have heard them before.” 

			“Yes, sir, war drums,” said Gomez, the half-breed. “Wild Indians, bravos, not mansos; they watch us every mile of the way; kill us if they can.” 

			“How can they watch us?” I asked, gazing into the dark, motionless void. 

			The half-breed shrugged his broad shoulders. 

			“The Indians know. They have their own way. They watch us. They talk the drum talk to each other. Kill us if they can.” 

			By the afternoon of that day – my pocket diary shows me that it was Tuesday, August 18th – at least six or seven drums were throbbing from various points. Sometimes they beat quickly, sometimes slowly, sometimes in obvious question and answer, one far to the east breaking out in a high staccato rattle, and being followed after a pause by a deep roll from the north. There was something indescribably nerve-shaking and menacing in that constant mutter, which seemed to shape itself into the very syllables of the half-breed, endlessly repeated, “We will kill you if we can. We will kill you if we can.” No one ever moved in the silent woods. All the peace and soothing of quiet Nature lay in that dark curtain of vegetation, but away from behind there came ever the one message from our fellow-man. “We will kill you if we can,” said the men in the east. “We will kill you if we can,” said the men in the north. 

			All day the drums rumbled and whispered, while their menace reflected itself in the faces of our coloured companions. Even the hardy, swaggering half-breed seemed cowed. I learned, however, that day once for all that both Summerlee and Challenger possessed that highest type of bravery, the bravery of the scientific mind. Theirs was the spirit which upheld Darwin among the gauchos of the Argentine or Wallace among the head-hunters of Malaya. It is decreed by a merciful Nature that the human brain cannot think of two things simultaneously, so that if it be steeped in curiosity as to science it has no room for merely personal considerations. All day amid that incessant and mysterious menace our two Professors watched every bird upon the wing, and every shrub upon the bank, with many a sharp wordy contention, when the snarl of Summerlee came quick upon the deep growl of Challenger, but with no more sense of danger and no more reference to drum-beating Indians than if they were seated together in the smoking-room of the Royal Society’s Club in St. James’s Street. Once only did they condescend to discuss them. 

			“Miranha or Amajuaca cannibals,” said Challenger, jerking his thumb towards the reverberating wood. 

			“No doubt, sir,” Summerlee answered. “Like all such tribes, I shall expect to find them of poly-synthetic speech and of Mongolian type.” 

			“Polysynthetic certainly,” said Challenger, indulgently. “I am not aware that any other type of language exists in this continent, and I have notes of more than a hundred. The Mongolian theory I regard with deep suspicion.” 

			“I should have thought that even a limited knowledge of comparative anatomy would have helped to verify it,” said Summerlee, bitterly. 

			Challenger thrust out his aggressive chin until he was all beard and hat-rim. “No doubt, sir, a limited knowledge would have that effect. When one’s knowledge is exhaustive, one comes to other conclusions.” They glared at each other in mutual defiance, while all round rose the distant whisper, “We will kill you – we will kill you if we can.” 

			That night we moored our canoes with heavy stones for anchors in the centre of the stream, and made every preparation for a possible attack. Nothing came, however, and with the dawn we pushed upon our way, the drum-beating dying out behind us. About three o’clock in the afternoon we came to a very steep rapid, more than a mile long – the very one in which Professor Challenger had suffered disaster upon his first journey. I confess that the sight of it consoled me, for it was really the first direct corroboration, slight as it was, of the truth of his story. The Indians carried first our canoes and then our stores through the brushwood, which is very thick at this point, while we four whites, our rifles on our shoulders, walked between them and any danger coming from the woods. Before evening we had successfully passed the rapids, and made our way some ten miles above them, where we anchored for the night. At this point I reckoned that we had come not less than a hundred miles up the tributary from the main stream. 

			It was in the early forenoon of the next day that we made the great departure. Since dawn Professor Challenger had been acutely uneasy, continually scanning each bank of the river. Suddenly he gave an exclamation of satisfaction and pointed to a single tree, which projected at a peculiar angle over the side of the stream. 

			“What do you make of that?” he asked. 

			“It is surely an Assai palm,” said Summerlee. 

			“Exactly. It was an Assai palm which I took for my landmark. The secret opening is half a mile onwards upon the other side of the river. There is no break in the trees. That is the wonder and the mystery of it. There where you see light-green rushes instead of dark-green undergrowth, there between the great cotton woods, that is my private gate into the unknown. Push through, and you will understand.” 

			It was indeed a wonderful place. Having reached the spot marked by a line of light-green rushes, we poled out two canoes through them for some hundreds of yards, and eventually emerged into a placid and shallow stream, running clear and transparent over a sandy bottom. It may have been twenty yards across, and was banked in on each side by most luxuriant vegetation. No one who had not observed that for a short distance reeds had taken the place of shrubs, could possibly have guessed the existence of such a stream or dreamed of the fairyland beyond. 

			For a fairyland it was – the most wonderful that the imagination of man could conceive. The thick vegetation met overhead, interlacing into a natural pergola, and through this tunnel of verdure in a golden twilight flowed the green, pellucid river, beautiful in itself, but marvelous from the strange tints thrown by the vivid light from above filtered and tempered in its fall. Clear as crystal, motionless as a sheet of glass, green as the edge of an iceberg, it stretched in front of us under its leafy archway, every stroke of our paddles sending a thousand ripples across its shining surface. It was a fitting avenue to a land of wonders. All sign of the Indians had passed away, but animal life was more frequent, and the tameness of the creatures showed that they knew nothing of the hunter. Fuzzy little black-velvet monkeys, with snow-white teeth and gleaming, mocking eyes, chattered at us as we passed. With a dull, heavy splash an occasional cayman plunged in from the bank. Once a dark, clumsy tapir stared at us from a gap in the bushes, and then lumbered away through the forest; once, too, the yellow, sinuous form of a great puma whisked amid the brushwood, and its green, baleful eyes glared hatred at us over its tawny shoulder. Bird life was abundant, especially the wading birds, stork, heron, and ibis gathering in little groups, blue, scarlet, and white, upon every log which jutted from the bank, while beneath us the crystal water was alive with fish of every shape and colour. 

			For three days we made our way up this tunnel of hazy green sunshine. On the longer stretches one could hardly tell as one looked ahead where the distant green water ended and the distant green archway began. The deep peace of this strange waterway was unbroken by any sign of man. 

			“No Indian here. Too much afraid. Curupuri,” said Gomez. 

			“Curupuri is the spirit of the woods,” Lord John explained. “It’s a name for any kind of devil. The poor beggars think that there is something fearsome in this direction, and therefore they avoid it.” 

			On the third day it became evident that our journey in the canoes could not last much longer, for the stream was rapidly growing more shallow. Twice in as many hours we stuck upon the bottom. Finally we pulled the boats up among the brushwood and spent the night on the bank of the river. In the morning Lord John and I made our way for a couple of miles through the forest, keeping parallel with the stream; but as it grew ever shallower we returned and reported, what Professor Challenger had already suspected, that we had reached the highest point to which the canoes could be brought. We drew them up, therefore, and concealed them among the bushes, blazing a tree with our axes, so that we should find them again. Then we distributed the various burdens among us – guns, ammunition, food, a tent, blankets, and the rest – and, shouldering our packages, we set forth upon the more laborious stage of our journey. 

			An unfortunate quarrel between our pepper-pots marked the outset of our new stage. Challenger had from the moment of joining us issued directions to the whole party, much to the evident discontent of Summerlee. Now, upon his assigning some duty to his fellow-Professor (it was only the carrying of an aneroid barometer), the matter suddenly came to a head. 

			“May I ask, sir,” said Summerlee, with vicious calm, “in what capacity you take it upon yourself to issue these orders?” 

			Challenger glared and bristled. 

			“I do it, Professor Summerlee, as leader of this expedition.” 

			“I am compelled to tell you, sir, that I do not recognize you in that capacity.” 

			“Indeed!” Challenger bowed with unwieldy sarcasm. “Perhaps you would define my exact position.” 

			“Yes, sir. You are a man whose veracity is upon trial, and this committee is here to try it. You walk, sir, with your judges.” 

			“Dear me!” said Challenger, seating himself on the side of one of the canoes. “In that case you will, of course, go on your way, and I will follow at my leisure. If I am not the leader you cannot expect me to lead.” 

			Thank heaven that there were two sane men – Lord John Roxton and myself – to prevent the petulance and folly of our learned Professors from sending us back empty-handed to London. Such arguing and pleading and explaining before we could get them mollified! Then at last Summerlee, with his sneer and his pipe, would move forwards, and Challenger would come rolling and grumbling after. By some good fortune we discovered about this time that both our savants had the very poorest opinion of Dr. Illingworth of Edinburgh. Thenceforward that was our one safety, and every strained situation was relieved by our introducing the name of the Scotch zoologist, when both our Professors would form a temporary alliance and friendship in their detestation and abuse of this common rival. 

			Advancing in single file along the bank of the stream, we soon found that it narrowed down to a mere brook, and finally that it lost itself in a great green morass of sponge-like mosses, into which we sank up to our knees. The place was horribly haunted by clouds of mosquitoes and every form of flying pest, so we were glad to find solid ground again and to make a circuit among the trees, which enabled us to outflank this pestilent morass, which droned like an organ in the distance, so loud was it with insect life. 

			On the second day after leaving our canoes we found that the whole character of the country changed. Our road was persistently upwards, and as we ascended the woods became thinner and lost their tropical luxuriance. The huge trees of the alluvial Amazonian plain gave place to the Phoenix and coco palms, growing in scattered clumps, with thick brushwood between. In the damper hollows the Mauritia palms threw out their graceful drooping fronds. We traveled entirely by compass, and once or twice there were differences of opinion between Challenger and the two Indians, when, to quote the Professor’s indignant words, the whole party agreed to “trust the fallacious instincts of undeveloped savages rather than the highest product of modern European culture.” That we were justified in doing so was shown upon the third day, when Challenger admitted that he recognized several landmarks of his former journey, and in one spot we actually came upon four fire-blackened stones, which must have marked a camping-place. 

			The road still ascended, and we crossed a rock-studded slope which took two days to traverse. The vegetation had again changed, and only the vegetable ivory tree remained, with a great profusion of wonderful orchids, among which I learned to recognize the rare Nuttonia Vexillaria and the glorious pink and scarlet blossoms of Cattleya and odontoglossum. Occasional brooks with pebbly bottoms and fern-draped banks gurgled down the shallow gorges in the hill, and offered good camping-grounds every evening on the banks of some rock-studded pool, where swarms of little blue-backed fish, about the size and shape of English trout, gave us a delicious supper. 

			On the ninth day after leaving the canoes, having done, as I reckon, about a hundred and twenty miles, we began to emerge from the trees, which had grown smaller until they were mere shrubs. Their place was taken by an immense wilderness of bamboo, which grew so thickly that we could only penetrate it by cutting a pathway with the machetes and billhooks of the Indians. It took us a long day, traveling from seven in the morning till eight at night, with only two breaks of one hour each, to get through this obstacle. Anything more monotonous and wearying could not be imagined, for, even at the most open places, I could not see more than ten or twelve yards, while usually my vision was limited to the back of Lord John’s cotton jacket in front of me, and to the yellow wall within a foot of me on either side. From above came one thin knife-edge of sunshine, and fifteen feet over our heads one saw the tops of the reeds swaying against the deep blue sky. I do not know what kind of creatures inhabit such a thicket, but several times we heard the plunging of large, heavy animals quite close to us. From their sounds Lord John judged them to be some form of wild cattle. Just as night fell we cleared the belt of bamboos, and at once formed our camp, exhausted by the interminable day. 

			Early next morning we were again afoot, and found that the character of the country had changed once again. Behind us was the wall of bamboo, as definite as if it marked the course of a river. In front was an open plain, sloping slightly upwards and dotted with clumps of tree-ferns, the whole curving before us until it ended in a long, whale-backed ridge. This we reached about midday, only to find a shallow valley beyond, rising once again into a gentle incline which led to a low, rounded sky-line. It was here, while we crossed the first of these hills, that an incident occurred which may or may not have been important. 

			Professor Challenger, who with the two local Indians was in the van of the party, stopped suddenly and pointed excitedly to the right. As he did so we saw, at the distance of a mile or so, something which appeared to be a huge gray bird flap slowly up from the ground and skim smoothly off, flying very low and straight, until it was lost among the tree-ferns. 

			“Did you see it?” cried Challenger, in exultation. “Summerlee, did you see it?” 

			His colleague was staring at the spot where the creature had disappeared. 

			“What do you claim that it was?” he asked. 

			“To the best of my belief, a pterodactyl.” 

			Summerlee burst into derisive laughter “A pter-fiddlestick!” said he. “It was a stork, if ever I saw one.” 

			Challenger was too furious to speak. He simply swung his pack upon his back and continued upon his march. Lord John came abreast of me, however, and his face was more grave than was his wont. He had his Zeiss glasses in his hand. 

			“I focused it before it got over the trees,” said he. “I won’t undertake to say what it was, but I’ll risk my reputation as a sportsman that it wasn’t any bird that ever I clapped eyes on in my life.” 

			So there the matter stands. Are we really just at the edge of the unknown, encountering the outlying pickets of this lost world of which our leader speaks? I give you the incident as it occurred and you will know as much as I do. It stands alone, for we saw nothing more which could be called remarkable. 

			And now, my readers, if ever I have any, I have brought you up the broad river, and through the screen of rushes, and down the green tunnel, and up the long slope of palm trees, and through the bamboo brake, and across the plain of tree-ferns. At last our destination lay in full sight of us. When we had crossed the second ridge we saw before us an irregular, palm-studded plain, and then the line of high red cliffs which I have seen in the picture. There it lies, even as I write, and there can be no question that it is the same. At the nearest point it is about seven miles from our present camp, and it curves away, stretching as far as I can see. Challenger struts about like a prize peacock, and Summerlee is silent, but still sceptical. Another day should bring some of our doubts to an end. Meanwhile, as Jose, whose arm was pierced by a broken bamboo, insists upon returning, I send this letter back in his charge, and only hope that it may eventually come to hand. I will write again as the occasion serves. I have enclosed with this a rough chart of our journey, which may have the effect of making the account rather easier to understand. 

			

			Chapter IX 

			‘Who Could Have Foreseen It?’ 

			A dreadful thing has happened to us. Who could have foreseen it? I cannot foresee any end to our troubles. It may be that we are condemned to spend our whole lives in this strange, inaccessible place. I am still so confused that I can hardly think clearly of the facts of the present or of the chances of the future. To my astounded senses the one seems most terrible and the other as black as night. 

			No men have ever found themselves in a worse position; nor is there any use in disclosing to you our exact geographical situation and asking our friends for a relief party. Even if they could send one, our fate will in all human probability be decided long before it could arrive in South America. 

			We are, in truth, as far from any human aid as if we were in the moon. If we are to win through, it is only our own qualities which can save us. I have as companions three remarkable men, men of great brain-power and of unshaken courage. There lies our one and only hope. It is only when I look upon the untroubled faces of my comrades that I see some glimmer through the darkness. Outwardly I trust that I appear as unconcerned as they. Inwardly I am filled with apprehension. 

			Let me give you, with as much detail as I can, the sequence of events which have led us to this catastrophe. 

			When I finished my last letter I stated that we were within seven miles from an enormous line of ruddy cliffs, which encircled, beyond all doubt, the plateau of which Professor Challenger spoke. Their height, as we approached them, seemed to me in some places to be greater than he had stated – running up in parts to at least a thousand feet – and they were curiously striated, in a manner which is, I believe, characteristic of basaltic upheavals. Something of the sort is to be seen in Salisbury Crags at Edinburgh. The summit showed every sign of a luxuriant vegetation, with bushes near the edge, and farther back many high trees. There was no indication of any life that we could see. 

			That night we pitched our camp immediately under the cliff – a most wild and desolate spot. The crags above us were not merely perpendicular, but curved outwards at the top, so that ascent was out of the question. Close to us was the high thin pinnacle of rock which I believe I mentioned earlier in this narrative. It is like a broad red church spire, the top of it being level with the plateau, but a great chasm gaping between. On the summit of it there grew one high tree. Both pinnacle and cliff were comparatively low – some five or six hundred feet, I should think. 

			“It was on that,” said Professor Challenger, pointing to this tree, “that the pterodactyl was perched. I climbed half-way up the rock before I shot him. I am inclined to think that a good mountaineer like myself could ascend the rock to the top, though he would, of course, be no nearer to the plateau when he had done so.” 

			As Challenger spoke of his pterodactyl I glanced at Professor Summerlee, and for the first time I seemed to see some signs of a dawning credulity and repentance. There was no sneer upon his thin lips, but, on the contrary, a gray, drawn look of excitement and amazement. Challenger saw it, too, and reveled in the first taste of victory. 

			“Of course,” said he, with his clumsy and ponderous sarcasm, “Professor Summerlee will understand that when I speak of a pterodactyl I mean a stork – only it is the kind of stork which has no feathers, a leathery skin, membranous wings, and teeth in its jaws.” He grinned and blinked and bowed until his colleague turned and walked away. 

			In the morning, after a frugal breakfast of coffee and manioc – we had to be economical of our stores – we held a council of war as to the best method of ascending to the plateau above us. 

			Challenger presided with a solemnity as if he were the Lord Chief Justice on the Bench. Picture him seated upon a rock, his absurd boyish straw hat tilted on the back of his head, his supercilious eyes dominating us from under his drooping lids, his great black beard wagging as he slowly defined our present situation and our future movements. 

			Beneath him you might have seen the three of us – myself, sunburnt, young, and vigorous after our open-air tramp; Summerlee, solemn but still critical, behind his eternal pipe; Lord John, as keen as a razor-edge, with his supple, alert figure leaning upon his rifle, and his eager eyes fixed eagerly upon the speaker. Behind us were grouped the two swarthy half-breeds and the little knot of Indians, while in front and above us towered those huge, ruddy ribs of rocks which kept us from our goal. 

			“I need not say,” said our leader, “that on the occasion of my last visit I exhausted every means of climbing the cliff, and where I failed I do not think that anyone else is likely to succeed, for I am something of a mountaineer. I had none of the appliances of a rock-climber with me, but I have taken the precaution to bring them now. With their aid I am positive I could climb that detached pinnacle to the summit; but so long as the main cliff overhangs, it is vain to attempt ascending that. I was hurried upon my last visit by the approach of the rainy season and by the exhaustion of my supplies. These considerations limited my time, and I can only claim that I have surveyed about six miles of the cliff to the east of us, finding no possible way up. What, then, shall we now do?” 

			“There seems to be only one reasonable course,” said Professor Summerlee. “If you have explored the east, we should travel along the base of the cliff to the west, and seek for a practicable point for our ascent.” 

			“That’s it,” said Lord John. “The odds are that this plateau is of no great size, and we shall travel round it until we either find an easy way up it, or come back to the point from which we started.” 

			“I have already explained to our young friend here,” said Challenger (he has a way of alluding to me as if I were a school child ten years old), “that it is quite impossible that there should be an easy way up anywhere, for the simple reason that if there were the summit would not be isolated, and those conditions would not obtain which have effected so singular an interference with the general laws of survival. Yet I admit that there may very well be places where an expert human climber may reach the summit, and yet a cumbrous and heavy animal be unable to descend. It is certain that there is a point where an ascent is possible.” 

			“How do you know that, sir?” asked Summerlee, sharply. 

			“Because my predecessor, the American Maple White, actually made such an ascent. How otherwise could he have seen the monster which he sketched in his notebook?” 

			“There you reason somewhat ahead of the proved facts,” said the stubborn Summerlee. “I admit your plateau, because I have seen it; but I have not as yet satisfied myself that it contains any form of life whatever.” 

			“What you admit, sir, or what you do not admit, is really of inconceivably small importance. I am glad to perceive that the plateau itself has actually obtruded itself upon your intelligence.” He glanced up at it, and then, to our amazement, he sprang from his rock, and, seizing Summerlee by the neck, he tilted his face into the air. “Now sir!” he shouted, hoarse with excitement. “Do I help you to realize that the plateau contains some animal life?” 

			I have said that a thick fringe of green overhung the edge of the cliff. Out of this there had emerged a black, glistening object. As it came slowly forth and overhung the chasm, we saw that it was a very large snake with a peculiar flat, spade-like head. It wavered and quivered above us for a minute, the morning sun gleaming upon its sleek, sinuous coils. Then it slowly drew inwards and disappeared. 

			Summerlee had been so interested that he had stood unresisting while Challenger tilted his head into the air. Now he shook his colleague off and came back to his dignity. 

			“I should be glad, Professor Challenger,” said he, “if you could see your way to make any remarks which may occur to you without seizing me by the chin. Even the appearance of a very ordinary rock python does not appear to justify such a liberty.” 

			“But there is life upon the plateau all the same,” his colleague replied in triumph. “And now, having demonstrated this important conclusion so that it is clear to anyone, however prejudiced or obtuse, I am of opinion that we cannot do better than break up our camp and travel to westward until we find some means of ascent.” 

			The ground at the foot of the cliff was rocky and broken so that the going was slow and difficult. Suddenly we came, however, upon something which cheered our hearts. It was the site of an old encampment, with several empty Chicago meat tins, a bottle labeled ‘Brandy,’ a broken tin-opener, and a quantity of other travelers’ debris. A crumpled, disintegrated newspaper revealed itself as the Chicago Democrat, though the date had been obliterated. 

			“Not mine,” said Challenger. “It must be Maple White’s.” 

			Lord John had been gazing curiously at a great tree-fern which overshadowed the encampment. “I say, look at this,” said he. “I believe it is meant for a sign-post.” 

			A slip of hard wood had been nailed to the tree in such a way as to point to the westward. 

			“Most certainly a sign-post,” said Challenger. “What else? Finding himself upon a dangerous errand, our pioneer has left this sign so that any party which follows him may know the way he has taken. Perhaps we shall come upon some other indications as we proceed.” 

			We did indeed, but they were of a terrible and most unexpected nature. Immediately beneath the cliff there grew a considerable patch of high bamboo, like that which we had traversed in our journey. Many of these stems were twenty feet high, with sharp, strong tops, so that even as they stood they made formidable spears. We were passing along the edge of this cover when my eye was caught by the gleam of something white within it. Thrusting in my head between the stems, I found myself gazing at a fleshless skull. The whole skeleton was there, but the skull had detached itself and lay some feet nearer to the open. 

			With a few blows from the machetes of our Indians we cleared the spot and were able to study the details of this old tragedy. Only a few shreds of clothes could still be distinguished, but there were the remains of boots upon the bony feet, and it was very clear that the dead man was a European. A gold watch by Hudson, of New York, and a chain which held a stylographic pen, lay among the bones. There was also a silver cigarette-case, with ‘J.C., from A.E.S.,’ upon the lid. The state of the metal seemed to show that the catastrophe had occurred no great time before. 

			“Who can he be?” asked Lord John. “Poor devil! Every bone in his body seems to be broken.” 

			“And the bamboo grows through his smashed ribs,” said Summerlee. “It is a fast-growing plant, but it is surely inconceivable that this body could have been here while the canes grew to be twenty feet in length.” 

			“As to the man’s identity,” said Professor Challenger, “I have no doubt whatever upon that point. As I made my way up the river before I reached you at the fazenda I instituted very particular inquiries about Maple White. At Para they knew nothing. Fortunately, I had a definite clew, for there was a particular picture in his sketch-book which showed him taking lunch with a certain ecclesiastic at Rosario. This priest I was able to find, and though he proved a very argumentative fellow, who took it absurdly amiss that I should point out to him the corrosive effect which modern science must have upon his beliefs, he none the less gave me some positive information. Maple White passed Rosario four years ago, or two years before I saw his dead body. He was not alone at the time, but there was a friend, an American named James Colver, who remained in the boat and did not meet this ecclesiastic. I think, therefore, that there can be no doubt that we are now looking upon the remains of this James Colver.” 

			“Nor,” said Lord John, “is there much doubt as to how he met his death. He has fallen or been chucked from the top, and so been impaled. How else could he come by his broken bones, and how could he have been stuck through by these canes with their points so high above our heads?” 

			A hush came over us as we stood round these shattered remains and realized the truth of Lord John Roxton’s words. The beetling head of the cliff projected over the cane-brake. Undoubtedly he had fallen from above. But had he fallen? Had it been an accident? Or – already ominous and terrible possibilities began to form round that unknown land. 

			We moved off in silence, and continued to coast round the line of cliffs, which were as even and unbroken as some of those monstrous Antarctic ice-fields which I have seen depicted as stretching from horizon to horizon and towering high above the mast-heads of the exploring vessel. 

			In five miles we saw no rift or break. And then suddenly we perceived something which filled us with new hope. In a hollow of the rock, protected from rain, there was drawn a rough arrow in chalk, pointing still to the westwards. 

			“Maple White again,” said Professor Challenger. “He had some presentiment that worthy footsteps would follow close behind him.” 

			“He had chalk, then?” 

			“A box of coloured chalks was among the effects I found in his knapsack. I remember that the white one was worn to a stump.” 

			“That is certainly good evidence,” said Summerlee. “We can only accept his guidance and follow on to the westward.” 

			We had proceeded some five more miles when again we saw a white arrow upon the rocks. It was at a point where the face of the cliff was for the first time split into a narrow cleft. Inside the cleft was a second guidance mark, which pointed right up it with the tip somewhat elevated, as if the spot indicated were above the level of the ground. 

			It was a solemn place, for the walls were so gigantic and the slit of blue sky so narrow and so obscured by a double fringe of verdure, that only a dim and shadowy light penetrated to the bottom. We had had no food for many hours, and were very weary with the stony and irregular journey, but our nerves were too strung to allow us to halt. We ordered the camp to be pitched, however, and, leaving the Indians to arrange it, we four, with the two half-breeds, proceeded up the narrow gorge. 

			It was not more than forty feet across at the mouth, but it rapidly closed until it ended in an acute angle, too straight and smooth for an ascent. Certainly it was not this which our pioneer had attempted to indicate. We made our way back – the whole gorge was not more than a quarter of a mile deep – and then suddenly the quick eyes of Lord John fell upon what we were seeking. High up above our heads, amid the dark shadows, there was one circle of deeper gloom. Surely it could only be the opening of a cave. 

			The base of the cliff was heaped with loose stones at the spot, and it was not difficult to clamber up. When we reached it, all doubt was removed. Not only was it an opening into the rock, but on the side of it there was marked once again the sign of the arrow. Here was the point, and this the means by which Maple White and his ill-fated comrade had made their ascent. 

			We were too excited to return to the camp, but must make our first exploration at once. Lord John had an electric torch in his knapsack, and this had to serve us as light. He advanced, throwing his little clear circlet of yellow radiance before him, while in single file we followed at his heels. 

			The cave had evidently been water-worn, the sides being smooth and the floor covered with rounded stones. It was of such a size that a single man could just fit through by stooping. For fifty yards it ran almost straight into the rock, and then it ascended at an angle of forty-five. Presently this incline became even steeper, and we found ourselves climbing upon hands and knees among loose rubble which slid from beneath us. Suddenly an exclamation broke from Lord Roxton. 

			“It’s blocked!” said he. 

			Clustering behind him we saw in the yellow field of light a wall of broken basalt which extended to the ceiling. 

			“The roof has fallen in!” 

			In vain we dragged out some of the pieces. The only effect was that the larger ones became detached and threatened to roll down the gradient and crush us. It was evident that the obstacle was far beyond any efforts which we could make to remove it. The road by which Maple White had ascended was no longer available. 

			Too much cast down to speak, we stumbled down the dark tunnel and made our way back to the camp. 

			One incident occurred, however, before we left the gorge, which is of importance in view of what came afterwards. 

			We had gathered in a little group at the bottom of the chasm, some forty feet beneath the mouth of the cave, when a huge rock rolled suddenly downwards – and shot past us with tremendous force. It was the narrowest escape for one or all of us. We could not ourselves see whence the rock had come, but our half-breed servants, who were still at the opening of the cave, said that it had flown past them, and must therefore have fallen from the summit. Looking upwards, we could see no sign of movement above us amidst the green jungle which topped the cliff. There could be little doubt, however, that the stone was aimed at us, so the incident surely pointed to humanity – and malevolent humanity – upon the plateau. 

			We withdrew hurriedly from the chasm, our minds full of this new development and its bearing upon our plans. The situation was difficult enough before, but if the obstructions of Nature were increased by the deliberate opposition of man, then our case was indeed a hopeless one. And yet, as we looked up at that beautiful fringe of verdure only a few hundreds of feet above our heads, there was not one of us who could conceive the idea of returning to London until we had explored it to its depths. 

			On discussing the situation, we determined that our best course was to continue to coast round the plateau in the hope of finding some other means of reaching the top. The line of cliffs, which had decreased considerably in height, had already begun to trend from west to north, and if we could take this as representing the arc of a circle, the whole circumference could not be very great. At the worst, then, we should be back in a few days at our starting-point. 

			We made a march that day which totaled some two-and-twenty miles, without any change in our prospects. I may mention that our aneroid shows us that in the continual incline which we have ascended since we abandoned our canoes we have risen to no less than three thousand feet above sea-level. Hence there is a considerable change both in the temperature and in the vegetation. We have shaken off some of that horrible insect life which is the bane of tropical travel. A few palms still survive, and many tree-ferns, but the Amazonian trees have been all left behind. It was pleasant to see the convolvulus, the passion-flower, and the begonia, all reminding me of home, here among these inhospitable rocks. There was a red begonia just the same colour as one that is kept in a pot in the window of a certain villa in Streatham – but I am drifting into private reminiscence. 

			That night – I am still speaking of the first day of our circumnavigation of the plateau – a great experience awaited us, and one which for ever set at rest any doubt which we could have had as to the wonders so near us. 

			You will realize as you read it, my dear Mr. McArdle, and possibly for the first time that the paper has not sent me on a wild-goose chase, and that there is inconceivably fine copy waiting for the world whenever we have the Professor’s leave to make use of it. I shall not dare to publish these articles unless I can bring back my proofs to England, or I shall be hailed as the journalistic Munchausen of all time. I have no doubt that you feel the same way yourself, and that you would not care to stake the whole credit of the Gazette upon this adventure until we can meet the chorus of criticism and scepticism which such articles must of necessity elicit. So this wonderful incident, which would make such a headline for the old paper, must still wait its turn in the editorial drawer. 

			And yet it was all over in a flash, and there was no sequel to it, save in our own convictions. 

			What occurred was this. Lord John had shot an ajouti – which is a small, pig-like animal – and, half of it having been given to the Indians, we were cooking the other half upon our fire. There is a chill in the air after dark, and we had all drawn close to the blaze. The night was moonless, but there were some stars, and one could see for a little distance across the plain. Well, suddenly out of the darkness, out of the night, there swooped something with a swish like an aeroplane. The whole group of us were covered for an instant by a canopy of leathery wings, and I had a momentary vision of a long, snake-like neck, a fierce, red, greedy eye, and a great snapping beak, filled, to my amazement, with little, gleaming teeth. The next instant it was gone – and so was our dinner. A huge black shadow, twenty feet across, skimmed up into the air; for an instant the monster wings blotted out the stars, and then it vanished over the brow of the cliff above us. We all sat in amazed silence round the fire, like the heroes of Virgil when the Harpies came down upon them. It was Summerlee who was the first to speak. 

			“Professor Challenger,” said he, in a solemn voice, which quavered with emotion, “I owe you an apology. Sir, I am very much in the wrong, and I beg that you will forget what is past.” 

			It was handsomely said, and the two men for the first time shook hands. So much we have gained by this clear vision of our first pterodactyl. It was worth a stolen supper to bring two such men together. 

			But if prehistoric life existed upon the plateau it was not superabundant, for we had no further glimpse of it during the next three days. During this time we traversed a barren and forbidding country, which alternated between stony desert and desolate marshes full of many wild-fowl, upon the north and east of the cliffs. From that direction the place is really inaccessible, and, were it not for a hardish ledge which runs at the very base of the precipice, we should have had to turn back. Many times we were up to our waists in the slime and blubber of an old, semi-tropical swamp. To make matters worse, the place seemed to be a favourite breeding-place of the Jaracaca snake, the most venomous and aggressive in South America. Again and again these horrible creatures came writhing and springing towards us across the surface of this putrid bog, and it was only by keeping our shot-guns for ever ready that we could feel safe from them. One funnel-shaped depression in the morass, of a livid green in colour from some lichen which festered in it, will always remain as a nightmare memory in my mind. It seems to have been a special nest of these vermin, and the slopes were alive with them, all writhing in our direction, for it is a peculiarity of the Jaracaca that he will always attack man at first sight. There were too many for us to shoot, so we fairly took to our heels and ran until we were exhausted. I shall always remember as we looked back how far behind we could see the heads and necks of our horrible pursuers rising and falling amid the reeds. Jaracaca Swamp we named it in the map which we are constructing. 

			The cliffs upon the farther side had lost their ruddy tint, being chocolate-brown in colour; the vegetation was more scattered along the top of them, and they had sunk to three or four hundred feet in height, but in no place did we find any point where they could be ascended. If anything, they were more impossible than at the first point where we had met them. Their absolute steepness is indicated in the photograph which I took over the stony desert. 

			“Surely,” said I, as we discussed the situation, “the rain must find its way down somehow. There are bound to be water-channels in the rocks.” 

			“Our young friend has glimpses of lucidity,” said Professor Challenger, patting me upon the shoulder. 

			“The rain must go somewhere,” I repeated. 

			“He keeps a firm grip upon actuality. The only drawback is that we have conclusively proved by ocular demonstration that there are no water channels down the rocks.” 

			“Where, then, does it go?” I persisted. 

			“I think it may be fairly assumed that if it does not come outwards it must run inwards.” 

			“Then there is a lake in the centre.” 

			“So I should suppose.” 

			“It is more than likely that the lake may be an old crater,” said Summerlee. “The whole formation is, of course, highly volcanic. But, however that may be, I should expect to find the surface of the plateau slope inwards with a considerable sheet of water in the centre, which may drain off, by some subterranean channel, into the marshes of the Jaracaca Swamp.” 

			“Or evaporation might preserve an equilibrium,” remarked Challenger, and the two learned men wandered off into one of their usual scientific arguments, which were as comprehensible as Chinese to the layman. 

			On the sixth day we completed our first circuit of the cliffs, and found ourselves back at the first camp, beside the isolated pinnacle of rock. We were a disconsolate party, for nothing could have been more minute than our investigation, and it was absolutely certain that there was no single point where the most active human being could possibly hope to scale the cliff. The place which Maple White’s chalk-marks had indicated as his own means of access was now entirely impassable. 

			What were we to do now? Our stores of provisions, supplemented by our guns, were holding out well, but the day must come when they would need replenishment. In a couple of months the rains might be expected, and we should be washed out of our camp. The rock was harder than marble, and any attempt at cutting a path for so great a height was more than our time or resources would admit. No wonder that we looked gloomily at each other that night, and sought our blankets with hardly a word exchanged. I remember that as I dropped off to sleep my last recollection was that Challenger was squatting, like a monstrous bull-frog, by the fire, his huge head in his hands, sunk apparently in the deepest thought, and entirely oblivious to the goodnight which I wished him. 

			But it was a very different Challenger who greeted us in the morning – a Challenger with contentment and self-congratulation shining from his whole person. He faced us as we assembled for breakfast with a deprecating false modesty in his eyes, as who should say, “I know that I deserve all that you can say, but I pray you to spare my blushes by not saying it.” His beard bristled exultantly, his chest was thrown out, and his hand was thrust into the front of his jacket. So, in his fancy, may he see himself sometimes, gracing the vacant pedestal in Trafalgar Square, and adding one more to the horrors of the London streets. 

			“Eureka!” he cried, his teeth shining through his beard. “Gentlemen, you may congratulate me and we may congratulate each other. The problem is solved.” 

			“You have found a way up?” 

			“I venture to think so.” 

			“And where?” 

			For answer he pointed to the spire-like pinnacle upon our right. 

			Our faces – or mine, at least – fell as we surveyed it. That it could be climbed we had our companion’s assurance. But a horrible abyss lay between it and the plateau. 

			“We can never get across,” I gasped. 

			“We can at least all reach the summit,” said he. “When we are up I may be able to show you that the resources of an inventive mind are not yet exhausted.” 

			After breakfast we unpacked the bundle in which our leader had brought his climbing accessories. From it he took a coil of the strongest and lightest rope, a hundred and fifty feet in length, with climbing irons, clamps, and other devices. Lord John was an experienced mountaineer, and Summerlee had done some rough climbing at various times, so that I was really the novice at rock-work of the party; but my strength and activity may have made up for my want of experience. 

			It was not in reality a very stiff task, though there were moments which made my hair bristle upon my head. The first half was perfectly easy, but from there upwards it became continually steeper until, for the last fifty feet, we were literally clinging with our fingers and toes to tiny ledges and crevices in the rock. I could not have accomplished it, nor could Summerlee, if Challenger had not gained the summit (it was extraordinary to see such activity in so unwieldy a creature) and there fixed the rope round the trunk of the considerable tree which grew there. With this as our support, we were soon able to scramble up the jagged wall until we found ourselves upon the small grassy platform, some twenty-five feet each way, which formed the summit. 

			The first impression which I received when I had recovered my breath was of the extraordinary view over the country which we had traversed. The whole Brazilian plain seemed to lie beneath us, extending away and away until it ended in dim blue mists upon the farthest sky-line. In the foreground was the long slope, strewn with rocks and dotted with tree-ferns; farther off in the middle distance, looking over the saddle-back hill, I could just see the yellow and green mass of bamboos through which we had passed; and then, gradually, the vegetation increased until it formed the huge forest which extended as far as the eyes could reach, and for a good two thousand miles beyond. 

			I was still drinking in this wonderful panorama when the heavy hand of the Professor fell upon my shoulder. 

			“This way, my young friend,” said he; “vestigia nulla retrorsum. Never look rearwards, but always to our glorious goal.” 

			The level of the plateau, when I turned, was exactly that on which we stood, and the green bank of bushes, with occasional trees, was so near that it was difficult to realize how inaccessible it remained. At a rough guess the gulf was forty feet across, but, so far as I could see, it might as well have been forty miles. I placed one arm round the trunk of the tree and leaned over the abyss. Far down were the small dark figures of our servants, looking up at us. The wall was absolutely precipitous, as was that which faced me. 

			“This is indeed curious,” said the creaking voice of Professor Summerlee. 

			I turned, and found that he was examining with great interest the tree to which I clung. That smooth bark and those small, ribbed leaves seemed familiar to my eyes. “Why,” I cried, “it’s a beech!” 

			“Exactly,” said Summerlee. “A fellow-countryman in a far land.” 

			“Not only a fellow-countryman, my good sir,” said Challenger, “but also, if I may be allowed to enlarge your simile, an ally of the first value. This beech tree will be our saviour.” 

			“By George!” cried Lord John, “A bridge!” 

			“Exactly, my friends, a bridge! It is not for nothing that I expended an hour last night in focusing my mind upon the situation. I have some recollection of once remarking to our young friend here that G.E.C. is at his best when his back is to the wall. Last night you will admit that all our backs were to the wall. But where will-power and intellect go together, there is always a way out. A drawbridge had to be found which could be dropped across the abyss. Behold it!” 

			It was certainly a brilliant idea. The tree was a good sixty feet in height, and if it only fell the right way it would easily cross the chasm. Challenger had slung the camp axe over his shoulder when he ascended. Now he handed it to me. 

			“Our young friend has the thews and sinews,” said he. “I think he will be the most useful at this task. I must beg, however, that you will kindly refrain from thinking for yourself, and that you will do exactly what you are told.” 

			Under his direction I cut such gashes in the sides of the trees as would ensure that it should fall as we desired. It had already a strong, natural tilt in the direction of the plateau, so that the matter was not difficult. Finally I set to work in earnest upon the trunk, taking turn and turn with Lord John. In a little over an hour there was a loud crack, the tree swayed forward, and then crashed over, burying its branches among the bushes on the farther side. The severed trunk rolled to the very edge of our platform, and for one terrible second we all thought it was over. It balanced itself, however, a few inches from the edge, and there was our bridge to the unknown. 

			All of us, without a word, shook hands with Professor Challenger, who raised his straw hat and bowed deeply to each in turn. 

			“I claim the honour,” said he, “to be the first to cross to the unknown land – a fitting subject, no doubt, for some future historical painting.” 

			He had approached the bridge when Lord John laid his hand upon his coat. 

			“My dear chap,” said he, “I really cannot allow it.” 

			“Cannot allow it, sir!” The head went back and the beard forward. 

			“When it is a matter of science, don’t you know, I follow your lead because you are by way of bein’ a man of science. But it’s up to you to follow me when you come into my department.” 

			“Your department, sir?” 

			“We all have our professions, and soldierin’ is mine. We are, accordin’ to my ideas, invadin’ a new country, which may or may not be chock-full of enemies of sorts. To barge blindly into it for want of a little common sense and patience isn’t my notion of management.” 

			The remonstrance was too reasonable to be disregarded. Challenger tossed his head and shrugged his heavy shoulders. 

			“Well, sir, what do you propose?” 

			“For all I know there may be a tribe of cannibals waitin’ for lunch-time among those very bushes,” said Lord John, looking across the bridge. “It’s better to learn wisdom before you get into a cookin’-pot; so we will content ourselves with hopin’ that there is no trouble waitin’ for us, and at the same time we will act as if there were. Malone and I will go down again, therefore, and we will fetch up the four rifles, together with Gomez and the other. One man can then go across and the rest will cover him with guns, until he sees that it is safe for the whole crowd to come along.” 

			Challenger sat down upon the cut stump and groaned his impatience; but Summerlee and I were of one mind that Lord John was our leader when such practical details were in question. The climb was a more simple thing now that the rope dangled down the face of the worst part of the ascent. Within an hour we had brought up the rifles and a shot-gun. The half-breeds had ascended also, and under Lord John’s orders they had carried up a bale of provisions in case our first exploration should be a long one. We had each bandoliers of cartridges. 

			“Now, Challenger, if you really insist upon being the first man in,” said Lord John, when every preparation was complete. 

			“I am much indebted to you for your gracious permission,” said the angry Professor; for never was a man so intolerant of every form of authority. “Since you are good enough to allow it, I shall most certainly take it upon myself to act as pioneer upon this occasion.” 

			Seating himself with a leg overhanging the abyss on each side, and his hatchet slung upon his back, Challenger hopped his way across the trunk and was soon at the other side. He clambered up and waved his arms in the air. 

			“At last!” he cried; “at last!” 

			I gazed anxiously at him, with a vague expectation that some terrible fate would dart at him from the curtain of green behind him. But all was quiet, save that a strange, many-coloured bird flew up from under his feet and vanished among the trees. 

			Summerlee was the second. His wiry energy is wonderful in so frail a frame. He insisted upon having two rifles slung upon his back, so that both Professors were armed when he had made his transit. I came next, and tried hard not to look down into the horrible gulf over which I was passing. Summerlee held out the butt-end of his rifle, and an instant later I was able to grasp his hand. As to Lord John, he walked across – actually walked without support! He must have nerves of iron. 

			And there we were, the four of us, upon the dreamland, the lost world, of Maple White. To all of us it seemed the moment of our supreme triumph. Who could have guessed that it was the prelude to our supreme disaster? Let me say in a few words how the crushing blow fell upon us. 

			We had turned away from the edge, and had penetrated about fifty yards of close brushwood, when there came a frightful rending crash from behind us. With one impulse we rushed back the way that we had come. The bridge was gone! 

			Far down at the base of the cliff I saw, as I looked over, a tangled mass of branches and splintered trunk. It was our beech tree. Had the edge of the platform crumbled and let it through? For a moment this explanation was in all our minds. The next, from the farther side of the rocky pinnacle before us a swarthy face, the face of Gomez the half-breed, was slowly protruded. Yes, it was Gomez, but no longer the Gomez of the demure smile and the mask-like expression. Here was a face with flashing eyes and distorted features, a face convulsed with hatred and with the mad joy of gratified revenge. 

			“Lord Roxton!” he shouted. “Lord John Roxton!” 

			“Well,” said our companion, “here I am.” 

			A shriek of laughter came across the abyss. 

			“Yes, there you are, you English dog, and there you will remain! I have waited and waited, and now has come my chance. You found it hard to get up; you will find it harder to get down. You cursed fools, you are trapped, every one of you!” 

			We were too astounded to speak. We could only stand there staring in amazement. A great broken bough upon the grass showed whence he had gained his leverage to tilt over our bridge. The face had vanished, but presently it was up again, more frantic than before. 

			“We nearly killed you with a stone at the cave,” he cried; “but this is better. It is slower and more terrible. Your bones will whiten up there, and none will know where you lie or come to cover them. As you lie dying, think of Lopez, whom you shot five years ago on the Putomayo River. I am his brother, and, come what will I will die happy now, for his memory has been avenged.” A furious hand was shaken at us, and then all was quiet. 

			Had the half-breed simply wrought his vengeance and then escaped, all might have been well with him. It was that foolish, irresistible Latin impulse to be dramatic which brought his own downfall. Roxton, the man who had earned himself the name of the Flail of the Lord through three countries, was not one who could be safely taunted. The half-breed was descending on the farther side of the pinnacle; but before he could reach the ground Lord John had run along the edge of the plateau and gained a point from which he could see his man. There was a single crack of his rifle, and, though we saw nothing, we heard the scream and then the distant thud of the falling body. Roxton came back to us with a face of granite. 

			“I have been a blind simpleton,” said he, bitterly, “It’s my folly that has brought you all into this trouble. I should have remembered that these people have long memories for blood-feuds, and have been more upon my guard.” 

			“What about the other one? It took two of them to lever that tree over the edge.” 

			“I could have shot him, but I let him go. He may have had no part in it. Perhaps it would have been better if I had killed him, for he must, as you say, have lent a hand.” 

			Now that we had the clue to his action, each of us could cast back and remember some sinister act upon the part of the half-breed – his constant desire to know our plans, his arrest outside our tent when he was over-hearing them, the furtive looks of hatred which from time to time one or other of us had surprised. We were still discussing it, endeavoring to adjust our minds to these new conditions, when a singular scene in the plain below arrested our attention. 

			A man in white clothes, who could only be the surviving half-breed, was running as one does run when Death is the pacemaker. Behind him, only a few yards in his rear, bounded the huge ebony figure of Zambo, our devoted negro. Even as we looked, he sprang upon the back of the fugitive and flung his arms round his neck. They rolled on the ground together. An instant afterwards Zambo rose, looked at the prostrate man, and then, waving his hand joyously to us, came running in our direction. The white figure lay motionless in the middle of the great plain. 

			Our two traitors had been destroyed, but the mischief that they had done lived after them. By no possible means could we get back to the pinnacle. We had been natives of the world; now we were natives of the plateau. The two things were separate and apart. There was the plain which led to the canoes. Yonder, beyond the violet, hazy horizon, was the stream which led back to civilization. But the link between was missing. No human ingenuity could suggest a means of bridging the chasm which yawned between ourselves and our past lives. One instant had altered the whole conditions of our existence. 

			It was at such a moment that I learned the stuff of which my three comrades were composed. They were grave, it is true, and thoughtful, but of an invincible serenity. For the moment we could only sit among the bushes in patience and wait the coming of Zambo. Presently his honest black face topped the rocks and his Herculean figure emerged upon the top of the pinnacle. 

			“What I do now?” he cried. “You tell me and I do it.” 

			It was a question which it was easier to ask than to answer. One thing only was clear. He was our one trusty link with the outside world. On no account must he leave us. 

			“No no!” he cried. “I not leave you. Whatever come, you always find me here. But no able to keep Indians. Already they say too much Curupuri live on this place, and they go home. Now you leave them me no able to keep them.” 

			It was a fact that our Indians had shown in many ways of late that they were weary of their journey and anxious to return. We realized that Zambo spoke the truth, and that it would be impossible for him to keep them. 

			“Make them wait till tomorrow, Zambo,” I shouted; “then I can send letter back by them.” 

			“Very good, sarr! I promise they wait till tomorrow,” said the negro. “But what I do for you now?” 

			There was plenty for him to do, and admirably the faithful fellow did it. First of all, under our directions, he undid the rope from the tree-stump and threw one end of it across to us. It was not thicker than a clothes-line, but it was of great strength, and though we could not make a bridge of it, we might well find it invaluable if we had any climbing to do. He then fastened his end of the rope to the package of supplies which had been carried up, and we were able to drag it across. This gave us the means of life for at least a week, even if we found nothing else. Finally he descended and carried up two other packets of mixed goods – a box of ammunition and a number of other things, all of which we got across by throwing our rope to him and hauling it back. It was evening when he at last climbed down, with a final assurance that he would keep the Indians till next morning. 

			And so it is that I have spent nearly the whole of this our first night upon the plateau writing up our experiences by the light of a single candle-lantern. 

			We supped and camped at the very edge of the cliff, quenching our thirst with two bottles of Apollinaris which were in one of the cases. It is vital to us to find water, but I think even Lord John himself had had adventures enough for one day, and none of us felt inclined to make the first push into the unknown. We forbore to light a fire or to make any unnecessary sound. 

			Tomorrow (or today, rather, for it is already dawn as I write) we shall make our first venture into this strange land. When I shall be able to write again – or if I ever shall write again – I know not. Meanwhile, I can see that the Indians are still in their place, and I am sure that the faithful Zambo will be here presently to get my letter. I only trust that it will come to hand. 

			P.S. – The more I think the more desperate does our position seem. I see no possible hope of our return. If there were a high tree near the edge of the plateau we might drop a return bridge across, but there is none within fifty yards. Our united strength could not carry a trunk which would serve our purpose. The rope, of course, is far too short that we could descend by it. No, our position is hopeless – hopeless! 

			

			Chapter X 

			‘The Most Wonderful Things Have Happened’

			The most wonderful things have happened and are continually happening to us. All the paper that I possess consists of five old note-books and a lot of scraps, and I have only the one stylographic pencil; but so long as I can move my hand I will continue to set down our experiences and impressions, for, since we are the only men of the whole human race to see such things, it is of enormous importance that I should record them whilst they are fresh in my memory and before that fate which seems to be constantly impending does actually overtake us. Whether Zambo can at last take these letters to the river, or whether I shall myself in some miraculous way carry them back with me, or, finally, whether some daring explorer, coming upon our tracks with the advantage, perhaps, of a perfected monoplane, should find this bundle of manuscript, in any case I can see that what I am writing is destined to immortality as a classic of true adventure. 

			On the morning after our being trapped upon the plateau by the villainous Gomez we began a new stage in our experiences. The first incident in it was not such as to give me a very favourable opinion of the place to which we had wandered. As I roused myself from a short nap after day had dawned, my eyes fell upon a most singular appearance upon my own leg. My trouser had slipped up, exposing a few inches of my skin above my sock. On this there rested a large, purplish grape. Astonished at the sight, I leaned forward to pick it off, when, to my horror, it burst between my finger and thumb, squirting blood in every direction. My cry of disgust had brought the two professors to my side. 

			“Most interesting,” said Summerlee, bending over my shin. “An enormous blood-tick, as yet, I believe, unclassified.” 

			“The first-fruits of our labors,” said Challenger in his booming, pedantic fashion. “We cannot do less than call it Ixodes Maloni. The very small inconvenience of being bitten, my young friend, cannot, I am sure, weigh with you as against the glorious privilege of having your name inscribed in the deathless roll of zoology. Unhappily you have crushed this fine specimen at the moment of satiation.” 

			“Filthy vermin!” I cried. 

			Professor Challenger raised his great eyebrows in protest, and placed a soothing paw upon my shoulder. 

			“You should cultivate the scientific eye and the detached scientific mind,” said he. “To a man of philosophic temperament like myself the blood-tick, with its lancet-like proboscis and its distending stomach, is as beautiful a work of Nature as the peacock or, for that matter, the aurora borealis. It pains me to hear you speak of it in so unappreciative a fashion. No doubt, with due diligence, we can secure some other specimen.” 

			“There can be no doubt of that,” said Summerlee, grimly, “for one has just disappeared behind your shirt-collar.” 

			Challenger sprang into the air bellowing like a bull, and tore frantically at his coat and shirt to get them off. Summerlee and I laughed so that we could hardly help him. At last we exposed that monstrous torso (fifty-four inches, by the tailor’s tape). His body was all matted with black hair, out of which jungle we picked the wandering tick before it had bitten him. But the bushes round were full of the horrible pests, and it was clear that we must shift our camp. 

			But first of all it was necessary to make our arrangements with the faithful negro, who appeared presently on the pinnacle with a number of tins of cocoa and biscuits, which he tossed over to us. Of the stores which remained below he was ordered to retain as much as would keep him for two months. The Indians were to have the remainder as a reward for their services and as payment for taking our letters back to the Amazon. Some hours later we saw them in single file far out upon the plain, each with a bundle on his head, making their way back along the path we had come. Zambo occupied our little tent at the base of the pinnacle, and there he remained, our one link with the world below. 

			And now we had to decide upon our immediate movements. We shifted our position from among the tick-laden bushes until we came to a small clearing thickly surrounded by trees upon all sides. There were some flat slabs of rock in the centre, with an excellent well close by, and there we sat in cleanly comfort while we made our first plans for the invasion of this new country. Birds were calling among the foliage – especially one with a peculiar whooping cry which was new to us – but beyond these sounds there were no signs of life. 

			Our first care was to make some sort of list of our own stores, so that we might know what we had to rely upon. What with the things we had ourselves brought up and those which Zambo had sent across on the rope, we were fairly well supplied. Most important of all, in view of the dangers which might surround us, we had our four rifles and one thousand three hundred rounds, also a shot-gun, but not more than a hundred and fifty medium pellet cartridges. In the matter of provisions we had enough to last for several weeks, with a sufficiency of tobacco and a few scientific implements, including a large telescope and a good field-glass. All these things we collected together in the clearing, and as a first precaution, we cut down with our hatchet and knives a number of thorny bushes, which we piled round in a circle some fifteen yards in diameter. This was to be our headquarters for the time – our place of refuge against sudden danger and the guard-house for our stores. Fort Challenger, we called it. 

			It was midday before we had made ourselves secure, but the heat was not oppressive, and the general character of the plateau, both in its temperature and in its vegetation, was almost temperate. The beech, the oak, and even the birch were to be found among the tangle of trees which girt us in. One huge gingko tree, topping all the others, shot its great limbs and maidenhair foliage over the fort which we had constructed. In its shade we continued our discussion, while Lord John, who had quickly taken command in the hour of action, gave us his views. 

			“So long as neither man nor beast has seen or heard us, we are safe,” said he. “From the time they know we are here our troubles begin. There are no signs that they have found us out as yet. So our game surely is to lie low for a time and spy out the land. We want to have a good look at our neighbours before we get on visitin’ terms.” 

			“But we must advance,” I ventured to remark. 

			“By all means, sonny my boy! We will advance. But with common sense. We must never go so far that we can’t get back to our base. Above all, we must never, unless it is life or death, fire off our guns.” 

			“But you fired yesterday,” said Summerlee. 

			“Well, it couldn’t be helped. However, the wind was strong and blew outwards. It is not likely that the sound could have traveled far into the plateau. By the way, what shall we call this place? I suppose it is up to us to give it a name?” 

			There were several suggestions, more or less happy, but Challenger’s was final. 

			“It can only have one name,” said he. “It is called after the pioneer who discovered it. It is Maple White Land.” 

			Maple White Land it became, and so it is named in that chart which has become my special task. So it will, I trust, appear in the atlas of the future. 

			The peaceful penetration of Maple White Land was the pressing subject before us. We had the evidence of our own eyes that the place was inhabited by some unknown creatures, and there was that of Maple White’s sketch-book to show that more dreadful and more dangerous monsters might still appear. That there might also prove to be human occupants and that they were of a malevolent character was suggested by the skeleton impaled upon the bamboos, which could not have got there had it not been dropped from above. Our situation, stranded without possibility of escape in such a land, was clearly full of danger, and our reasons endorsed every measure of caution which Lord John’s experience could suggest. Yet it was surely impossible that we should halt on the edge of this world of mystery when our very souls were tingling with impatience to push forward and to pluck the heart from it. 

			We therefore blocked the entrance to our zareba by filling it up with several thorny bushes, and left our camp with the stores entirely surrounded by this protecting hedge. We then slowly and cautiously set forth into the unknown, following the course of the little stream which flowed from our spring, as it should always serve us as a guide on our return. 

			Hardly had we started when we came across signs that there were indeed wonders awaiting us. After a few hundred yards of thick forest, containing many trees which were quite unknown to me, but which Summerlee, who was the botanist of the party, recognized as forms of conifera and of cycadaceous plants which have long passed away in the world below, we entered a region where the stream widened out and formed a considerable bog. High reeds of a peculiar type grew thickly before us, which were pronounced to be equisetacea, or mare’s-tails, with tree-ferns scattered amongst them, all of them swaying in a brisk wind. Suddenly Lord John, who was walking first, halted with uplifted hand. 

			“Look at this!” said he. “By George, this must be the trail of the father of all birds!” 

			An enormous three-toed track was imprinted in the soft mud before us. The creature, whatever it was, had crossed the swamp and had passed on into the forest. We all stopped to examine that monstrous spoor. If it were indeed a bird – and what animal could leave such a mark? – its foot was so much larger than an ostrich’s that its height upon the same scale must be enormous. Lord John looked eagerly round him and slipped two cartridges into his elephant-gun. 

			“I’ll stake my good name as a shikarree,” said he, “that the track is a fresh one. The creature has not passed ten minutes. Look how the water is still oozing into that deeper print! By Jove! See, here is the mark of a little one!” 

			Sure enough, smaller tracks of the same general form were running parallel to the large ones. 

			“But what do you make of this?” cried Professor Summerlee, triumphantly, pointing to what looked like the huge print of a five-fingered human hand appearing among the three-toed marks. 

			“Wealden!” cried Challenger, in an ecstasy. “I’ve seen them in the Wealden clay. It is a creature walking erect upon three-toed feet, and occasionally putting one of its five-fingered forepaws upon the ground. Not a bird, my dear Roxton – not a bird.” 

			“A beast?” 

			“No; a reptile – a dinosaur. Nothing else could have left such a track. They puzzled a worthy Sussex doctor some ninety years ago; but who in the world could have hoped – hoped – to have seen a sight like that?” 

			His words died away into a whisper, and we all stood in motionless amazement. Following the tracks, we had left the morass and passed through a screen of brushwood and trees. Beyond was an open glade, and in this were five of the most extraordinary creatures that I have ever seen. Crouching down among the bushes, we observed them at our leisure. 

			There were, as I say, five of them, two being adults and three young ones. In size they were enormous. Even the babies were as big as elephants, while the two large ones were far beyond all creatures I have ever seen. They had slate-coloured skin, which was scaled like a lizard’s and shimmered where the sun shone upon it. All five were sitting up, balancing themselves upon their broad, powerful tails and their huge three-toed hind-feet, while with their small five-fingered front-feet they pulled down the branches upon which they browsed. I do not know that I can bring their appearance home to you better than by saying that they looked like monstrous kangaroos, twenty feet in length, and with skins like black crocodiles. 

			I do not know how long we stayed motionless gazing at this marvelous spectacle. A strong wind blew towards us and we were well concealed, so there was no chance of discovery. From time to time the little ones played round their parents in unwieldy gambols, the great beasts bounding into the air and falling with dull thuds upon the earth. The strength of the parents seemed to be limitless, for one of them, having some difficulty in reaching a bunch of foliage which grew upon a considerable-sized tree, put his fore-legs round the trunk and tore it down as if it had been a sapling. The action seemed, as I thought, to show not only the great development of its muscles, but also the small one of its brain, for the whole weight came crashing down upon the top of it, and it uttered a series of shrill yelps to show that, big as it was, there was a limit to what it could endure. The incident made it think, apparently, that the neighbourhood was dangerous, for it slowly lurched off through the wood, followed by its mate and its three enormous infants. We saw the shimmering slaty gleam of their skins between the tree-trunks, and their heads undulating high above the brush-wood. Then they vanished from our sight. 

			I looked at my comrades. Lord John was standing at gaze with his finger on the trigger of his elephant-gun, his eager hunter’s soul shining from his fierce eyes. What would he not give for one such head to place between the two crossed oars above the mantelpiece in his snuggery at the Albany! And yet his reason held him in, for all our exploration of the wonders of this unknown land depended upon our presence being concealed from its inhabitants. The two professors were in silent ecstasy. In their excitement they had unconsciously seized each other by the hand, and stood like two little children in the presence of a marvel, Challenger’s cheeks bunched up into a seraphic smile, and Summerlee’s sardonic face softening for the moment into wonder and reverence. 

			“Nunc dimittis!” he cried at last. “What will they say in England of this?” 

			“My dear Summerlee, I will tell you with great confidence exactly what they will say in England,” said Challenger. “They will say that you are an infernal liar and a scientific charlatan, exactly as you and others said of me.” 

			“In the face of photographs?” 

			“Faked, Summerlee! Clumsily faked!” 

			“In the face of specimens?” 

			“Ah, there we may have them! Malone and his filthy Fleet Street crew may be all yelping our praises yet. August the twenty-eighth – the day we saw five live iguanodons in a glade of Maple White Land. Put it down in your diary, my young friend, and send it to your rag.” 

			“And be ready to get the toe-end of the editorial boot in return,” said Lord John. “Things look a bit different from the latitude of London, young fellah my lad. There’s many a man who never tells his adventures, for he can’t hope to be believed. Who’s to blame them? For this will seem a bit of a dream to ourselves in a month or two. What did you say they were?” 

			“Iguanodons,” said Summerlee. “You’ll find their footmarks all over the Hastings sands, in Kent, and in Sussex. The South of England was alive with them when there was plenty of good lush green-stuff to keep them going. Conditions have changed, and the beasts died. Here it seems that the conditions have not changed, and the beasts have lived.” 

			“If ever we get out of this alive, I must have a head with me,” said Lord John. “Lord, how some of that Somaliland-Uganda crowd would turn a beautiful pea-green if they saw it! I don’t know what you chaps think, but it strikes me that we are on mighty thin ice all this time.” 

			I had the same feeling of mystery and danger around us. In the gloom of the trees there seemed a constant menace and as we looked up into their shadowy foliage vague terrors crept into one’s heart. It is true that these monstrous creatures which we had seen were lumbering, inoffensive brutes which were unlikely to hurt anyone, but in this world of wonders what other survivals might there not be – what fierce, active horrors ready to pounce upon us from their lair among the rocks or brushwood? I knew little of prehistoric life, but I had a clear remembrance of one book which I had read in which it spoke of creatures who would live upon our lions and tigers as a cat lives upon mice. What if these also were to be found in the woods of Maple White Land! 

			It was destined that on this very morning – our first in the new country – we were to find out what strange hazards lay around us. It was a loathsome adventure, and one of which I hate to think. If, as Lord John said, the glade of the iguanodons will remain with us as a dream, then surely the swamp of the pterodactyls will forever be our nightmare. Let me set down exactly what occurred. 

			We passed very slowly through the woods, partly because Lord Roxton acted as scout before he would let us advance, and partly because at every second step one or other of our professors would fall, with a cry of wonder, before some flower or insect which presented him with a new type. We may have traveled two or three miles in all, keeping to the right of the line of the stream, when we came upon a considerable opening in the trees. A belt of brushwood led up to a tangle of rocks – the whole plateau was strewn with boulders. We were walking slowly towards these rocks, among bushes which reached over our waists, when we became aware of a strange low gabbling and whistling sound, which filled the air with a constant clamour and appeared to come from some spot immediately before us. Lord John held up his hand as a signal for us to stop, and he made his way swiftly, stooping and running, to the line of rocks. We saw him peep over them and give a gesture of amazement. Then he stood staring as if forgetting us, so utterly entranced was he by what he saw. Finally he waved us to come on, holding up his hand as a signal for caution. His whole bearing made me feel that something wonderful but dangerous lay before us. 

			Creeping to his side, we looked over the rocks. The place into which we gazed was a pit, and may, in the early days, have been one of the smaller volcanic blow-holes of the plateau. It was bowl-shaped and at the bottom, some hundreds of yards from where we lay, were pools of green-scummed, stagnant water, fringed with bullrushes. It was a weird place in itself, but its occupants made it seem like a scene from the Seven Circles of Dante. The place was a rookery of pterodactyls. There were hundreds of them congregated within view. All the bottom area round the water-edge was alive with their young ones, and with hideous mothers brooding upon their leathery, yellowish eggs. From this crawling flapping mass of obscene reptilian life came the shocking clamour which filled the air and the mephitic, horrible, musty odour which turned us sick. But above, perched each upon its own stone, tall, gray, and withered, more like dead and dried specimens than actual living creatures, sat the horrible males, absolutely motionless save for the rolling of their red eyes or an occasional snap of their rat-trap beaks as a dragon-fly went past them. Their huge, membranous wings were closed by folding their fore-arms, so that they sat like gigantic old women, wrapped in hideous web-coloured shawls, and with their ferocious heads protruding above them. Large and small, not less than a thousand of these filthy creatures lay in the hollow before us. 

			Our professors would gladly have stayed there all day, so entranced were they by this opportunity of studying the life of a prehistoric age. They pointed out the fish and dead birds lying about among the rocks as proving the nature of the food of these creatures, and I heard them congratulating each other on having cleared up the point why the bones of this flying dragon are found in such great numbers in certain well-defined areas, as in the Cambridge Green-sand, since it was now seen that, like penguins, they lived in gregarious fashion. 

			Finally, however, Challenger, bent upon proving some point which Summerlee had contested, thrust his head over the rock and nearly brought destruction upon us all. In an instant the nearest male gave a shrill, whistling cry, and flapped its twenty-foot span of leathery wings as it soared up into the air. The females and young ones huddled together beside the water, while the whole circle of sentinels rose one after the other and sailed off into the sky. It was a wonderful sight to see at least a hundred creatures of such enormous size and hideous appearance all swooping like swallows with swift, shearing wing-strokes above us; but soon we realized that it was not one on which we could afford to linger. At first the great brutes flew round in a huge ring, as if to make sure what the exact extent of the danger might be. Then, the flight grew lower and the circle narrower, until they were whizzing round and round us, the dry, rustling flap of their huge slate-coloured wings filling the air with a volume of sound that made me think of Hendon aerodrome upon a race day. 

			“Make for the wood and keep together,” cried Lord John, clubbing his rifle. “The brutes mean mischief.” 

			The moment we attempted to retreat the circle closed in upon us, until the tips of the wings of those nearest to us nearly touched our faces. We beat at them with the stocks of our guns, but there was nothing solid or vulnerable to strike. Then suddenly out of the whizzing, slate-coloured circle a long neck shot out, and a fierce beak made a thrust at us. Another and another followed. Summerlee gave a cry and put his hand to his face, from which the blood was streaming. I felt a prod at the back of my neck, and turned dizzy with the shock. Challenger fell, and as I stooped to pick him up I was again struck from behind and dropped on the top of him. At the same instant I heard the crash of Lord John’s elephant-gun, and, looking up, saw one of the creatures with a broken wing struggling upon the ground, spitting and gurgling at us with a wide-opened beak and blood-shot, goggled eyes, like some devil in a medieval picture. Its comrades had flown higher at the sudden sound, and were circling above our heads. 

			“Now,” cried Lord John, “now for our lives!” 

			We staggered through the brushwood, and even as we reached the trees the harpies were on us again. Summerlee was knocked down, but we tore him up and rushed among the trunks. Once there we were safe, for those huge wings had no space for their sweep beneath the branches. As we limped homewards, sadly mauled and discomfited, we saw them for a long time flying at a great height against the deep blue sky above our heads, soaring round and round, no bigger than wood-pigeons, with their eyes no doubt still following our progress. At last, however, as we reached the thicker woods they gave up the chase, and we saw them no more. 

			“A most interesting and convincing experience,” said Challenger, as we halted beside the brook and he bathed a swollen knee. “We are exceptionally well informed, Summerlee, as to the habits of the enraged pterodactyl.” 

			Summerlee was wiping the blood from a cut in his forehead, while I was tying up a nasty stab in the muscle of the neck. Lord John had the shoulder of his coat torn away, but the creature’s teeth had only grazed the flesh. 

			“It is worth noting,” Challenger continued, “that our young friend has received an undoubted stab, while Lord John’s coat could only have been torn by a bite. In my own case, I was beaten about the head by their wings, so we have had a remarkable exhibition of their various methods of offence.” 

			“It has been touch and go for our lives,” said Lord John, gravely, “and I could not think of a more rotten sort of death than to be outed by such filthy vermin. I was sorry to fire my rifle, but, by Jove! There was no great choice.” 

			“We should not be here if you hadn’t,” said I, with conviction. 

			“It may do no harm,” said he. “Among these woods there must be many loud cracks from splitting or falling trees which would be just like the sound of a gun. But now, if you are of my opinion, we have had thrills enough for one day, and had best get back to the surgical box at the camp for some carbolic. Who knows what venom these beasts may have in their hideous jaws?” 

			But surely no men ever had just such a day since the world began. Some fresh surprise was ever in store for us. When, following the course of our brook, we at last reached our glade and saw the thorny barricade of our camp, we thought that our adventures were at an end. But we had something more to think of before we could rest. The gate of Fort Challenger had been untouched, the walls were unbroken, and yet it had been visited by some strange and powerful creature in our absence. No foot-mark showed a trace of its nature, and only the overhanging branch of the enormous ginko tree suggested how it might have come and gone; but of its malevolent strength there was ample evidence in the condition of our stores. They were strewn at random all over the ground, and one tin of meat had been crushed into pieces so as to extract the contents. A case of cartridges had been shattered into matchwood, and one of the brass shells lay shredded into pieces beside it. Again the feeling of vague horror came upon our souls, and we gazed round with frightened eyes at the dark shadows which lay around us, in all of which some fearsome shape might be lurking. How good it was when we were hailed by the voice of Zambo, and, going to the edge of the plateau, saw him sitting grinning at us upon the top of the opposite pinnacle. 

			“All well, Massa Challenger, all well!” he cried. “Me stay here. No fear. You always find me when you want.” 

			His honest black face, and the immense view before us, which carried us half-way back to the affluent of the Amazon, helped us to remember that we really were upon this earth in the twentieth century, and had not by some magic been conveyed to some raw planet in its earliest and wildest state. How difficult it was to realize that the violet line upon the far horizon was well advanced to that great river upon which huge steamers ran, and folk talked of the small affairs of life, while we, marooned among the creatures of a bygone age, could but gaze towards it and yearn for all that it meant! 

			One other memory remains with me of this wonderful day, and with it I will close this letter. The two professors, their tempers aggravated no doubt by their injuries, had fallen out as to whether our assailants were of the genus pterodactylus or dimorphodon, and high words had ensued. To avoid their wrangling I moved some little way apart, and was seated smoking upon the trunk of a fallen tree, when Lord John strolled over in my direction. 

			“I say, Malone,” said he, “do you remember that place where those beasts were?” 

			“Very clearly.” 

			“A sort of volcanic pit, was it not?” 

			“Exactly,” said I. 

			“Did you notice the soil?” 

			“Rocks.” 

			“But round the water – where the reeds were?” 

			“It was a bluish soil. It looked like clay.” 

			“Exactly. A volcanic tube full of blue clay.” 

			“What of that?” I asked. 

			“Oh, nothing, nothing,” said he, and strolled back to where the voices of the contending men of science rose in a prolonged duet, the high, strident note of Summerlee rising and falling to the sonorous bass of Challenger. I should have thought no more of Lord John’s remark were it not that once again that night I heard him mutter to himself: “Blue clay – clay in a volcanic tube!” They were the last words I heard before I dropped into an exhausted sleep. 
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