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CHAPTER ONE
The Nightmare

ALEXANDER COLD AWAKENED at dawn, startled by a nightmare. He had been
dreaming that an enormous black bird had crashed against the window with a
clatter of shattered glass, flown into the house, and carried off his mother. In
the dream, he watched helplessly as the gigantic vulture clasped Lisa Cold’s
clothing in its yellow claws, flew out the same broken window, and
disappeared into a sky heavy with dark clouds. What had awakened him was
the noise from the storm: wind lashing the trees, rain on the rooftop, and
thunder.

He turned on the light with the sensation of being adrift in a boat, and
pushed closer to the bulk of the large dog sleeping beside him. He pictured
the roaring Pacific Ocean a few blocks from his house, spilling in furious
waves against the cliffs. He lay listening to the storm and thinking about the
black bird and about his mother, waiting for the pounding in his chest to die
down. He was still tangled in the images of his bad dream.

Alexander looked at the clock: six-thirty, time to get up. Outside, it was
beginning to get light. He decided that this was going to be a terrible day, one
of those days when it’s best to stay in bed because everything is going to turn
out bad. There had been a lot of days like that since his mother got sick;
sometimes the air in the house felt heavy, like being at the bottom of the sea.
On those days, the only relief was to escape, to run along the beach with
Poncho until he was out of breath. But it had been raining and raining for
more than a week—a real deluge—and on top of that, Poncho had been bitten
by a deer and didn’t want to move. Alex was convinced that he had the
dumbest dog in history, the only eighty-pound Labrador ever bitten by a deer.
In the four years of his life, Poncho had been attacked by raccoons, the
neighbor’s cat, and now a deer—not counting the times he had been sprayed
by the skunks and they’d had to bathe him in tomato juice to get rid of the
smell. Alex got out of bed without disturbing Poncho and got dressed,
shivering; the heat came on at six, but it hadn’t yet warmed his room, the one
at the end of the hall.

At breakfast Alex was not in the mood to applaud his father’s efforts at
making pancakes. John Cold was not exactly a good cook; the only thing he
knew how to do was pancakes, and they always turned out like rubber-tire
tortillas. His children didn’t want to hurt his feelings, so they pretended to eat



them, but anytime he wasn’t looking, they spit them out into the garbage pail.
They had tried in vain to train Poncho to eat them: the dog was stupid, but not
that stupid.

“When’s Momma going to get better?” Nicole asked, trying to spear a
rubbery pancake with her fork.

“Shut up, Nicole!” Alex replied, tired of hearing his younger sister ask the
same question several times a week.

“Momma’s going to die,” Andrea added.
“Liar! She’s not going to die!” shrieked Nicole.

“You two are just kids. You don’t know what you’re talking about!” Alex
exclaimed.

“Here, girls. Quiet now. Momma is going to get better,” John interrupted,
without much conviction.

Alex was angry with his father, his sisters, Poncho, life in general—even
with his mother for getting sick. He rushed out of the kitchen, ready to leave
without breakfast, but he tripped over the dog in the hallway and sprawled
flat.

“Get out of my way, you stupid dog!” he yelled, and Poncho, delighted,
gave him a loud slobbery kiss that left Alex’s glasses spattered with saliva.

Yes, it was definitely one of those really bad days. Minutes later, his father
discovered he had a flat tire on the van, and Alex had to help change it. They
lost precious minutes and the three children were late getting to class. In the
haste of leaving, Alex forgot his math homework. That did nothing to help his
relationship with his teacher, whom Alex considered to be a pathetic little
worm whose goal was to make his life miserable. As the last straw, he had
also left his flute, and that afternoon he had orchestra practice; he was the
soloist and couldn’t miss the rehearsal.

The flute was the reason Alex had to leave during lunch to go back to the
house. The storm had blown over but the sea was still rough and he couldn’t
take the short way along the beach road because the waves were crashing over
the lip of the cliff and flooding the street. He took the long way, running,
because he had only forty minutes.

For the last few weeks, ever since his mother got sick, a woman had come
to clean, but that morning she had called to say that because of the storm she
wouldn’t be there. It didn’t matter, she wasn’t much help and the house was



always dirty anyway. Even from outside, you could see the signs; it was as if
the whole place was sad. The air of neglect began with the garden and spread
through every room of the house, to the farthest corners.

Alex could feel his family coming apart. His sister Andrea, who had
always been different from the other girls, was now more Andrea than ever;
she was always dressing in costumes, and she wandered lost for hours in her
fantasy world, where she imagined witches lurking in the mirrors and aliens
swimming in her soup. She was too old for that. At twelve, Alex thought, she
should be interested in boys, or piercing her ears. As for Nicole, the youngest
in the family, she was collecting a zoo full of animals, as if she wanted to
make up for the attention her mother couldn’t give her. She was feeding
several of the raccoons and skunks that roamed outside the house; she had
adopted six orphaned kittens and was keeping them hidden in the garage; she
had saved the life of a large bird with a broken wing; and she had a three-foot
snake in a box in her room. If her mother found that snake, she would drop
dead on the spot, although that wasn’t likely, because when she wasn’t in the
hospital, Lisa spent the day in bed.

Except for their father’s pancakes and an occasional tuna-and-mayonnaise
sandwich, Andrea’s specialty, no one in the family had cooked for months.
There was nothing in the refrigerator but orange juice, milk, and ice cream; at
night they ordered in pizza or Chinese food. At first it was almost like a party,
because each of them ate whenever and whatever they pleased, mainly
sweets, but by now everyone missed the balanced diet of normal times.

Alex had realized during those months how enormous their mother’s
presence had been and how painful her absence was now. He missed her easy
laughter and her affection, even her discipline. She was stricter than his father,
and sharper. It was impossible to fool her; she had a third eye and could see
the unseeable. They didn’t hear her singing in Italian now; he missed her
music, her flowers, the once-familiar fragrance of fresh-baked cookies, and
the smell of paint. It used to be that his mother could work several hours in
her studio, keep the house immaculate, and still welcome her children after
school with cookies. Now she barely got out of bed to walk through the rooms
with a confused air, as if she didn’t recognize anything; she was too thin, and
her sunken eyes were circled with shadows. Her canvases, which once were
explosions of color, sat forgotten on their easels, and her oils dried in their
tubes. Lisa seemed to have shrunk; she was little more than a silent ghost.

Now Alex didn’t have anyone to scratch his back, or brighten his spirits
when he got up feeling depressed. His father wasn’t one for spoiling children.



Besides, John had changed, like everyone else in the family. He wasn’t the
calm person he once had been. He was often cross, not only with his children
but with his wife, too. Sometimes he shouted at Lisa because she wasn’t
eating enough or taking her medicine, but immediately he would feel terrible
about his outburst and ask her to forgive him. Those scenes left Alex
trembling; he couldn’t bear to see his mother so weak and his father with tears
in his eyes.

When Alex got home that noontime, he was surprised to see his father’s
van; at this hour he was usually at the clinic. He went in through the kitchen
door, which was always unlocked, intending to get something to eat, pick up
his flute, and shoot back to school. He looked around, but all he found were
the fossilized remains of last night’s pizza. Resigned to going hungry, he went
to the refrigerator to get a glass of milk. That was when he heard the crying.
At first he thought it was Nicole’s kittens in the garage, but then he realized
that the sound was coming from his parents’ bedroom. Not meaning to spy,
almost without thinking, he walked down the hall to their room and gently
pushed the partly opened door. He was petrified by what he saw.

In the center of the room was his mother, barefoot and in her nightgown,
sitting on a small stool with her face in her hands, crying. His father, standing
behind her, was holding an old straight razor that had belonged to Alex’s
grandfather. Long clumps of black hair littered the floor and clung to his
mother’s fragile shoulders, and her naked skull gleamed like marble in the
pale light filtering through the window.

For a few seconds, Alex stood frozen, stupefied, not taking in what he
saw: the hair on the floor, the shaved head, the knife in his father’s hand only
inches from his mother’s neck. When he came to his senses, a terrible cry rose
up from his very toes and a wave of madness washed over him. He threw
himself on John, pushing him to the floor. The razor traced an arc through the
air, brushed past Alex’s forehead, and landed point first in the floorboards.
His mother began to call Alex’s name, tugging at his clothing to pull him
away as he blindly pounded on his father, not seeing where the blows landed.

“It’s all right, son! Calm down, it’s nothing,” Lisa begged, weakly trying
to hold Alex as his father protected his head with his arms.

Finally his mother’s voice penetrated Alex’s consciousness and his anger
dissolved in a flash, giving way to confusion and horror at what he had done.
He got to his feet and staggered back, then ran out as fast as he could and
locked himself in his room. He dragged his desk in front of the door to block
it, and covered his ears to keep from hearing his parents calling him. For a



long time, he leaned against the wall with his eyes closed, trying to control
the hurricane of feelings that shook him to his marrow. Then, systematically,
he set about destroying everything in his room. He pulled the posters from the
walls and tore them to bits; he swung his baseball bat at pictures and videos;
he crushed his collection of antique automobiles, and airplanes from World
War [; he ripped pages from his books; he gutted his mattress and pillows
with his Swiss Army knife; he slashed all his clothes and bedding; and as a
final touch he kicked and stomped on his lamp until it was in pieces. He
carried out this destruction deliberately, methodically, in silence, like someone
performing a necessary task, and stopped only when his strength was spent
and there was nothing else to break. The floor was covered with feathers and
mattress stuffing, broken glass, papers, rags, and pieces of toys. Weak from
emotion and effort, he threw himself down in the midst of that devastation,
curled up like a snail, his head touching his knees, and cried until he fell
asleep.

Alexander woke up hours later to the voices of his sisters. It was a few
minutes before he remembered what had happened. He wanted to turn on his
light, but he had wrecked the lamp. He felt his way to the door, tripped, and
cursed when he fell on some pieces of glass and cut his hand. He didn’t
remember that he had to move his desk so he could open the door. The light
from the hall fell on the battlefield that had been his room, and on the
astonished faces of his sisters in the open doorway.

“Are you redecorating your room, Alex?” his sister Andrea joked, while
Nicole clamped her hand over her mouth to choke back her laughter.

Alex slammed the door in their faces and sat down on the floor to think,
pressing hard on his cut hand. The idea of bleeding to death seemed tempting;
at least that would save him from having to face his parents about what he’d
done, but he soon changed his mind. He needed to wash the cut before it got
infected, he decided. Besides, it was beginning to hurt; it must be pretty deep,
he might get tetanus . . . He fumbled his way out into the hall. He could barely
see because he had lost his glasses in the disaster area and, on top of that, his
eyes were swollen from crying. He went into the kitchen, where all his family
was gathered, including his mother, who had a kerchief tied around her head
that made her look like a refugee.

“I’m sorry,” Alex blurted out, his eyes on the floor.

Lisa stifled a cry when she saw her son’s bloodstained T-shirt, but when
her husband gave her a sign, she took her two girls by the hand and led them
away without a word. John went over to Alex to check his injured hand.



“I don’t know what came over me, Dad,” he murmured, not daring to look
up.
“I’m really afraid, too, son.”

“Is Mom going to die?” asked Alex, in a voice as thin as a thread.

“I don’t know, Alexander. Here, let this cold water run over your hand,”
his father directed.

John washed off the blood, examined the cut, and decided to inject an
anesthetic so he could pick out the glass fragments and stitch the wound.
Alex, who felt weak just at the sight of blood, bore the procedure without a
word, grateful for having a doctor in the family. Then his father applied a
disinfectant cream, and bandaged his hand.

“Mom’s hair was going to fall out anyway, wasn’t it?” Alex asked.

“Yes, because of the chemotherapy. It’s better to cut it all at once than
watch it come out by the handful. That’s the least of it, son. It will grow back.
Sit down, we need to talk.”

“I’m sorry, Dad. I’ll work hard to replace everything I broke.”

“It’s all right. I suppose you had to get it out of your system. We won’t
mention this again. There are other things, more important things, I need to
tell you. I have to take Lisa to a hospital in Texas, where she’s going to
undergo a long and complicated treatment. It’s the only place it can be done.”

“And will that make her well?” Alex asked anxiously.

“I hope so, Alexander. I will go with her, of course. We’ll have to close
this house for a while.”

“What will happen to the girls and me?”

“Andrea and Nicole will go live with their grandmother Carla. You are
going to go to my mother,” his father explained.

“Kate? I don’t want to go to her, Dad! Why can’t I go with my sisters? At
least grandmother Carla knows how to cook.”

“Three children would be too much for her.”

“I’m fifteen, Dad, and that’s plenty old for you to at least ask my opinion.
It isn’t fair for you to ship me off to Kate as if I were some package or
something. That’s always how it is. You make the decisions and I have to
follow them. I’m not a baby anymore!” Alex protested. He was furious.



“Well, sometimes you act like one.” John smiled and pointed to the
injured hand.

“It was an accident, it could have happened to anyone. I’ll behave at
Carla’s, I promise.”

“I know your intentions are good, son, but sometimes you act without
thinking.”

“I told you, I’ll pay for everything I broke,” yelled Alex, banging a fist on
the table.

“You see how you can’t control your temper? In any case, Alex, this has
nothing to do with what you did to your room. Things were already arranged
with Lisa’s mother and mine. The three of you will have to go stay with your
grandmothers; there’s no other solution. You’ll be leaving for New York in a
couple of days,” his father said.

“Alone?”

“Alone. I’'m afraid that from here on you will have to do a lot of things
alone. Take your passport, because I think you’re going on an adventure with
my mother.”

“Where?”
“To the Amazon.”

“The Amazon!” Alex exclaimed, horrified. “I saw a documentary about
the Amazon. That place is crawling with mosquitoes and caimans and bandits.
There are a zillion diseases there—even leprosy!”

“I expect that my mother knows what she’s doing; she wouldn’t take you
anywhere you’d be in danger, Alexander.”

“Kate is quite capable of pushing me into a river filled with piranhas,”
Alex blurted out. “With a grandmother like mine, I don’t need enemies.”

“I’m sorry, but you will have to go, son.”

“And what about school? It’s exam time. And besides, I can’t just walk
out on the orchestra—"

“You’re going to have to be flexible, Alexander. Our family is going
through a real crisis. In the Chinese language, do you know what the
characters for ‘crisis’ are? ‘Danger’ plus ‘opportunity.” Maybe your mother’s
illness will offer you an extraordinary opportunity. You’d better go pack your
things.”



“What’s to pack? I don’t have anything much,” Alex muttered.

“Then take what you have. Now go give your mother a kiss. She’s very
shaken by all she’s going through. It’s much more difficult for Lisa than for
any of us, Alexander. We have to be strong, the way she is,” John said sadly.

Up until a couple of months ago, Alex had been happy. He had never felt
any great curiosity to explore beyond the safe boundaries of his own
existence; he believed that if he didn’t do anything silly, everything would
work out fine. He had simple plans for the future. He planned to be a famous
musician, like his grandfather Joseph Cold, marry Cecilia Burns, if she would
accept him, have two children, and live near the mountains. He was satisfied
with his young life. He was a good student and, if not outstanding, he was
good at sports; he was friendly, and he never got into serious trouble. He
thought of himself as a pretty normal person, at least in comparison with the
freaks you find in this world, like those kids who went into that school in
Colorado and machine-gunned their classmates. He wouldn’t have to look too
far in his own school to find some scary types. But no, he wasn’t like them.
Truth was, the only thing he wanted was to go back to the kind of life he’d
had a few months before, when his mother was well. He didn’t want to go to
the Amazon with Kate. He was a little afraid of his grandmother.

Two days later, Alex said good-bye to the place where he had spent the
fifteen years of his life. He carried with him the image of his mother in the
doorway of their home, a cap covering her shaved head, smiling and waving
good-bye as tears ran down her cheeks. She looked small, vulnerable, and
beautiful despite everything. He boarded the plane thinking about her and
about the terrifying possibility of losing her. No! I won’t think about that, I
have to have positive thoughts. My mother will get well, he murmured over
and over during the long flight.



CHAPTER TWO

The Eccentric Grandmother

ALEXANDER FOUND HIMSELF in a New York airport in the midst of a crowd
with suitcases and bundles, pushing by him, shoving and stepping on his
heels. They looked like robots, half of them with a cell phone clamped to one
ear and talking into the air like crazy people. He was alone, his backpack
slung over his shoulder and a wrinkled twenty-dollar bill in his hand. He had
another three folded and stuck down in his boots. His father had cautioned
him to be careful; in that huge city, things were not the way they were in the
small town on the California coast where they lived, where nothing ever
happened. The three Cold children had grown up playing outside with the
other kids; they knew everyone, and went in and out of their neighbors’
homes as if they were their own.

Alex had traveled six hours, crossing the continent from one end to the
other, seated beside a large, sweaty man whose girth spilled outside his seat,
cutting Alex’s space in half. Every other minute, the man reached down, with
difficulty, fished something out of a bag of treats, and proceeded to chomp
away, ending any chance for Alex to sleep or watch the movie in peace. Alex
was very tired, and he kept counting how many hours were left of that torture,
until finally they landed and he could stretch his legs. He got off the plane
with relief, looking for his grandmother, but he didn’t find her at the gate as
he had expected.

One hour later, Kate still hadn’t arrived, and Alex was beginning to worry
for real. He had his grandmother paged twice, with no response, and now he
was forced to get change in order to make a telephone call. He was grateful
for his good memory; he remembered the number, just as he remembered her
address. He had never been to Kate’s house, but he had written her postcards
from time to time. His grandmother’s telephone rang and rang as he sent a
mental plea for someone to answer. What do I do now? he wondered with
confusion. It occurred to him to call his father long distance and get
instructions about what to do, but that could be expensive. Besides, he didn’t
want to act like a big baby. What could his father do from so far away? No,
Alex decided, he couldn’t lose his head just because his grandmother was a
little late; maybe she was tied up in traffic, or was wandering around the
airport looking for him and they had passed each other without noticing.

Another thirty minutes passed, and by then Alex was so angry with Kate



that if she had been standing in front of him, he would surely have said
something rude. He remembered all the heavy-handed jokes she had played
on him over the years, like the box of chocolates filled with hot-pepper sauce
she had sent him one birthday. No normal grandmother would have taken the
trouble to remove the fillings of each piece of candy with a syringe and
replace it with Tabasco, wrap the chocolates back in silver paper, and arrange
them in the box—just to play a joke on her grandchildren.

He also remembered the scary stories she had terrified them with when
she came to visit, and how she insisted on telling them with the lights off. Her
stories wouldn’t have the same effect now, but when they were young, they
had almost died of fright. His sisters still had nightmares about the vampires
and zombies that escaped from their tombs when the children’s wicked
grandmother summoned them in the dark. He had to admit, though, that they
were all addicted to her bloodcurdling tales. They never got tired of hearing
her tell about the real—or imaginary—dangers she had confronted on her
travels around the world. His favorite was the twenty-four-foot python in
Malaysia that had swallowed her camera. “Too bad it didn’t swallow you,
Grandmother,” Alex had commented the first time he’d heard the tale, but she
wasn’t offended. This same woman had taught him to swim in less than five
minutes by pushing him into a pool when he was four years old. He swam to
the other side out of pure desperation, but he could have drowned. His
mother, with good reason, got very nervous when her mother-in-law came to
visit; she had to watch closely to keep her children safe.

After another hour and a half had gone by, Alex really did not know what
to do. He could imagine how pleased Kate would be to see him so worried,
and decided not to give her that satisfaction. He must act like a man. He put
on his jacket, slung on his backpack, and went outside. The contrast between
the heat, the racket, and the bright light inside the building, and the cold, the
silence, and the darkness outside shocked him. He had no idea that wintertime
in New York was so unpleasant. It was damp and smelled of gasoline; there
was filthy snow on the sidewalk and an icy wind that stung his face like
needles. He realized that in the emotion of telling his family good-bye, he had
forgotten to bring his gloves and cap, which he had no use for in California
and kept in a trunk in the garage with the rest of his ski equipment. The
wound in his left hand was throbbing, though up until then it hadn’t bothered
him, and he told himself he would have to change the bandage as soon as he
got to his grandmother’s. He had no way to estimate how far her apartment
was or how much it would cost to get there by taxi. He needed a map but
didn’t know where to get one. With his ears like ice and his hands jammed



into his pockets, he walked to a bus stop.
“Hello. Are you by yourself?” a girl walked up to him and asked.

She had a canvas bag over her shoulder and was wearing a hat pulled
down to her eyebrows, blue fingernail polish, and a silver ring in her nostril.
Alex stared at her in wonder; she was almost as pretty as his secret love,
Cecilia Burns, despite looking half starved and more than a little dirty in her
ragged jeans and combat boots. Her only wrap was a short jacket of orange
artificial fur that barely came to her waist. She didn’t have gloves. Alex
mumbled some vague reply. His father had warned him not to talk to
strangers, but this girl couldn’t be dangerous, she was only a couple of years
older than he was, at the most, and almost as thin and short as his mother. To
tell the truth, standing beside her, Alex felt strong.

“Where’re you going?” the stranger pressed on, lighting a cigarette.

“To my grandmother’s. She lives at Fourteenth Street and Second Avenue.
Do you know how I can get there?” Alex inquired.

“Sure. I’'m going the same way. We can take the bus. My name’s
Morgana,” the girl informed Alex.

“I’ve never heard that name,” said Alex.

“I chose it myself. My stupid mother gave me a name as obnoxious as she
is. And what’s yours?” she asked, blowing smoke in his face.

“Alexander Cold. They call me Alex,” he replied, a little shocked to hear
her talk about her family that way.

They waited by the curb, stamping their feet in the snow to keep warm.
Morgana used that ten minutes to give Alex a brief rundown of her life: she
hadn’t gone to school in years—school was for jerks—and she had run away
from home because she couldn’t stand her stepfather, who was a disgusting

pig.
“I’m going to play in a rock band, that’s my dream,” she added. “All I

need is an electric guitar. What’s in that case you have tied to your
backpack?”

“A flute.”
“Electric?”
“No, it runs on batteries,” Alex joked.

Just when his ears were turning to ice cubes, a bus drove up and they got



on. Alex paid his fare and took his ticket, while Morgana dug through one
pocket of her orange jacket, and then the other one.

“My wallet! I think s-someone took it,” she stammered.
“Sorry, kid. You’ll have to get off,” the driver ordered.

“It isn’t my fault someone robbed me!” she said, almost shouting, to the
mortification of Alex, who hated scenes.

“And it’s not my fault either. Go tell the police,” the driver said coldly.

The girl opened her canvas bag and dumped everything on the floor of the
aisle: clothing, cosmetics, French fries, assorted boxes and packets, and some
high-heeled shoes that must have belonged to someone else—it was difficult
to imagine her in them. She checked every article of clothing with maddening
slowness, turning clothes upside down, opening every box and every
wrapping, shaking out her underwear in front of everyone. Alex looked the
other way, more and more upset. He didn’t want people to think he and this
girl were together.

“I can’t wait all night, kid. You’ll have to get off,” the driver repeated, and
this time his tone was threatening.

Morgana ignored him. By then she had taken off the orange jacket and
was feeling around the lining, while the other passengers on the bus began to
complain about the delay.

“Lend me some money,” she demanded finally, turning to Alex.

Alex felt the ice melt from his ears, and imagined them turning red; that
always happened in moments of high emotion. The ears were his cross; they
always betrayed him, especially when he was with Cecilia Burns, the girl he
had loved since kindergarten without the slightest hope of its being returned.
Alex had concluded that there was no reason for Cecilia to notice him, since
she could have her pick of the best athletes in the school. There was nothing
special about him; his only talents were climbing mountains and playing the
flute, but no girl with an ounce of sense was going to be interested in hills and
flutes. He was condemned to love her in silence for the rest of his life, unless
some miracle occurred.

“Lend me the money for my fare,” Morgana repeated.

Under normal circumstances, Alex didn’t mind losing money, but, at that
moment, he wasn’t in any position to be generous. On the other hand, he
decided, no man can abandon a woman in a jam. He had enough to help her



without having to fall back on the money in his boots. He paid for the second
ticket. Morgana blew him a mocking kiss, stuck out her tongue at the driver,
who gave her a dirty look, quickly scooped up her belongings, and followed
Alex to the last row in the bus, where they sat down together.

“You saved my butt. As soon as I can, I’ll pay you back,” she assured
him.

Alex didn’t answer. He had a principle: if you lend money and never see
the person again, that’s money well spent. Morgana aroused mixed feelings of
fascination and repulsion in him; she was completely different from any of the
girls in his school, even the most daring. To keep from staring at her with his
jaw hanging open like a ninny, he spent most of the long ride in silence, his
eyes fixed on the dark window where Morgana’s face was reflected beside
his: black hair like his mother’s, thin face, round eyeglasses. When would he
ever start shaving? He hadn’t developed like some of his friends; he was still
just a beardless kid, one of the shortest in his class. Even Cecilia Burns was
taller than he was. His one advantage was that, unlike the other adolescents in
his school, he had good skin, because as soon as a zit appeared, his father
injected it with cortisone. His mother kept telling him not to worry, that some
grow early and some later. All the men in the Cold family were tall, but he
knew that it’s a matter of luck what genes you inherit, and he might very well
favor his mother’s family instead. Lisa was short even for a woman; seen
from behind she could pass for a girl of fourteen, especially since her illness
had turned her into a skeleton. When he thought about his mother, he felt as if
something was squeezing his chest and cutting off his air, as if a gigantic fist
had him by the throat.

Morgana had taken off her orange jacket. Beneath it, she was wearing a
short black-lace blouse that left her midriff bare, and a leather necklace with
metal studs, something like a dog collar. “I’'m dying for a joint,” she said.
Alex pointed to the sign that said smoking was prohibited on the bus. She
looked all around her. No one was paying any attention. There were several
empty seats around them and the other passengers were reading or dozing.
When she saw that no one was looking at them, she put her hand in her blouse
and pulled out a filthy pouch. She elbowed Alex in the ribs and waved the
pouch in his face.

“Grass,” she murmured.

Alex shook his head. He didn’t think of himself as a puritan, not at all. He
had tried marijuana and alcohol several times, like almost all his high-school
classmates, but he couldn’t understand their attraction—except for the fact



that they were forbidden. He didn’t like to lose control. In mountain climbing,
he had developed a taste for the thrill of controlling his body and mind. He
was exhausted when he got home from those excursions with his father,
hurting all over, and hungry, but absolutely happy, filled with energy, proud of
having once again conquered his fear and the obstacles of the mountain. He
felt electrified, powerful, almost invincible. On those occasions, his father
would give him a friendly clap on the back as a kind of prize for his
accomplishments, but he never said anything that would feed Alex’s pride.
John wasn’t a person for flattery. It took a lot to win a word of praise from
him, but his son never expected it. That manly clap on the back was enough.

Imitating his father, Alex had learned to do his best to fulfill his
obligations without bragging, but secretly he took pride in the three virtues he
thought he possessed: the courage to climb mountains, a talent for the flute,
and a clear head for thinking. It was more difficult to analyze his defects,
although he realized he had at least two he should try to improve, things his
mother had pointed out to him more than once: his skepticism, which made
him question almost everything, and his bad temper, which caused him to
explode when least expected. That was something new because only a few
months earlier he had been easygoing and always in a good humor. In any
case, Morgana’s offer held no charm for him. The times he had tried pot he
hadn’t felt as if he were flying to paradise, as some of his friends said they
did, but that his head was filled with smoke and his legs as weak as cotton
wool. For him there was no greater stimulation than swinging on a rope at
three hundred feet, knowing exactly the next move to take. No, drugs weren’t
for him. Cigarettes either, because he needed healthy lungs for climbing and
for his flute. He couldn’t help smiling when he thought of how his
grandmother Kate had short-circuited any temptation to use tobacco when he
was eleven years old. Even though his father had given him the sermon about
lung cancer and the other consequences of nicotine, he had sneaked smokes
with his friends behind the gym. Kate had come to spend Christmas with
them, and her bloodhound nose had quickly sniffed out the telltale odor,
despite the chewing gum and cologne Alex used to disguise it.

“Smoking so young, Alexander?” Kate asked pleasantly. He tried to deny
it, but she didn’t give him a chance. “Come on, we’re going for a little drive,”
she said.

Alexander got into the car, fastened his seat belt tight, and muttered a
good-luck prayer, because his grandmother was a terrorist at the wheel. Using
the excuse that no one had a car in New York, she drove as if carjackers were
on her tail. She took Alex, lurching and braking, to the supermarket, where



she bought four large cigars of black tobacco, then drove to a quiet street,
parked far away from prying eyes, and proceeded to light one stogie after
another. They puffed and puffed, with doors and windows closed, until the
smoke was too thick to see through the windows. Alex’s head was spinning
and his stomach doing flip-flops. After a while he couldn’t take it anymore;
he opened the car door and dropped into the street like a sack of flour, deathly
sick. Smiling, his grandmother waited as he vomited his guts out—not
offering to hold his forehead and console him as his mother would have done
—and then lighted another cigar and handed it to him.

“Come on, Alexander, prove to me that you’re a man, smoke this one,”
she challenged him, highly entertained.

He had to stay in bed for the next two days, as green as a lizard and
convinced that he would die of nausea and the pain in his head. His father
thought he had a virus, and his mother immediately suspected her mother-in-
law but didn’t dare accuse her of poisoning her only grandson. From then on,
the idea of smoking, so popular among his friends, turned Alex’s stomach.

“This is the very best weed,” Morgana insisted, referring to the contents
of her little pouch. “I have this, too, if you prefer,” she added, displaying two
small white tablets in the palm of her hand.

Again Alex concentrated his gaze on the bus window, not answering. He
knew from experience that the best choice was either to say nothing or change
the subject. Anything he said was going to sound stupid, and the girl would
think he was a baby, or some kind of religious fundamentalist. Morgana
shrugged and put her treasures away for a more appropriate time. They were
approaching the midtown bus station, and would have to get off there.

At that hour, the traffic and the number of people in the street still hadn’t
thinned, and although offices and businesses had closed, the bars, theaters,
coffee shops, and restaurants were open. Alex could not see the faces of the
people he met, just hunched-over figures bundled in overcoats and walking
fast. He saw shapeless lumps beside sidewalk grates billowing columns of
steam. He realized that those “lumps” were homeless people huddled together
beside the heat ducts from the buildings, their only source of warmth in that
wintry night.

The harsh neon signs and car headlights made the wet, dirty streets look
unreal. There were mounds of black plastic bags on the street corners, some
torn, with garbage spilling out. A beggar wrapped in a ragged overcoat was



poking through the bags with a stick as she muttered some endless litany in an
invented language. Alex had to jump aside to avoid stepping on a rat with a
bloody, bitten tail; it had planted itself in the middle of the sidewalk and
refused to move as the people went by. Horns, police sirens, and the
occasional wail of an ambulance filled the air. A very tall and ungainly young
man went past shouting that the world was coming to an end; he thrust a
wrinkled sheet of paper into their hands that featured a half-naked, pouty-
lipped blonde advertising massages. Someone on skates, with a Walkman
plugged in his ears, ran into Alex, slamming him against a wall. “Look where
you’re going, moron!” the aggressor shouted.

Alex could feel the wound in his hand beginning to throb again. He felt as
if he were trapped in a sci-fi nightmare, in a terrifying megalopolis of cement,
steel, glass, pollution, and loneliness. A wave of nostalgia washed over him
for the town beside the sea where he had spent his lifetime. That tranquil,
boring place he had so often wanted to escape from now looked wonderful.
Morgana interrupted his mournful musings.

“I’m starving. Could we get a bite to eat?” she asked.

Alex tried to excuse himself. “It’s really late, I need to get to my
grandmother’s.”

“Chill, man. I’'m going to get you to your grandmother’s. We’re almost
there, but it would do us good to get something in our stomachs,” she insisted.

Without giving him a chance to protest, she dragged him by the arm into a
noisy hole-in-the-wall that reeked of beer, rancid coffee, and fried food.
Behind a long Formica counter, a couple of Asian waiters were handing out
plates of greasy noodles. Morgana climbed onto a stool at the counter and
studied the chalkboard menu on the wall. Alex realized that he was going to
have to pay for the meal, so he went to the men’s room to get out the money
he had hidden in his boots.

The walls of the rest room were covered with four-letter words and
obscene drawings. There were crumpled paper towels on the floor and
puddles of water that had dripped from the rusted pipes. He went into a stall,
shot the bolt, set his backpack on the floor, and, overcoming his distaste, sat
on the toilet to take off his boots, a task that was none too easy with a
bandaged hand in that cramped space. He thought about germs, and all the
diseases his father had told him he could contract in a public rest room. And
he had to watch what he spent.

He counted his money with a sigh. He wouldn’t order anything, and he



hoped Morgana would be happy with something that didn’t cost very much;
she didn’t look like she ate a lot. Until he was safe in Kate’s apartment, those
three folded and refolded bills were all the money he had in the world; they
represented the difference between salvation and dying of hunger and cold, in
the street, like the beggars he’d seen a few minutes before. If he couldn’t find
his grandmother’s address, he could always go back to the airport, curl up in a
corner for the night, and fly back home the next day—at least he had a return
ticket. He put his boots back on, stuck the money in a compartment in his
pack, and left the stall. There was no one else in the bathroom. As he passed
the washbasin, he set his backpack on the floor, adjusted the bandage on his
left hand, and meticulously washed his right hand with soap. He splashed
enough water on his face to pep him up a little, and then dried it with a paper
towel. As he bent down to pick up his backpack, he realized with horror that it
was gone.

He ran out of the men’s room like a shot, his heart galloping. The theft
had happened in less than a minute, the thief could not be far; if he hurried, he
might catch him before he lost him in the crowded street. Nothing had
changed in the restaurant: the same sweating employees behind the counter,
the same indifferent customers, the same greasy food, the same sounds of
dishes and rock music at full volume. No one noticed his alarm, no one turned
to look when he yelled that he had been robbed. The only difference was that
Morgana was not at the counter where he had left her. There was no trace of
her.

Alex guessed in an instant who had quietly followed him, who had waited
just outside the door, calculating her opportunity, who had grabbed his
backpack in the blink of an eye. He clapped a hand to his forehead. How
could he have been so naive! Morgana had foxed him as easily as if he were a
two-year-old, making off with everything he had except the clothes on his
back. He had lost his money, his return plane ticket, even his precious flute.
The only thing he had left was his passport, which by chance he had put in his
jacket pocket. It took all his strength not to bawl like a baby.



CHAPTER THREE

The Abominable Jungleman

KATE LIKED TO say, “Where there’s a will, there’s a way.” Her work obliged
her to travel to remote places where she surely had put that saying into
practice many times. Alex was rather shy; it was hard for him to go up to a
stranger to ask anything, but there was no other way. As soon as he had
calmed down a little and could talk, he went over to a man chewing a
hamburger and asked him how to get to Fourteenth Street and Second
Avenue. The man shrugged his shoulders without answering. Feeling insulted,
Alex could tell he was turning red. He hesitated a few minutes but finally
went up to one of the waiters behind the counter. The man pointed his carving
knife in some vague direction, and shouted instructions over the roar in the
restaurant, in an accent so thick that Alex didn’t understand a word. He
decided to use logic: he needed to find out what direction Second Avenue was
and then count the streets. Simple. But it didn’t seem quite so simple when he
found out that he was on Forty-Second Street at Eighth Avenue and figured
how far he had to go in that icy cold. He was grateful for his training in
mountain climbing; if he could rock climb for six hours, like a fly, he could
certainly walk a few blocks on level ground. He zipped up his jacket, tucked
his head down between his shoulders, put his hands in his pockets, and started
walking.

It was after midnight and beginning to snow when Alex reached the street
his grandmother lived on. The neighborhood looked run-down, dirty, and
ugly; there wasn’t a tree in sight and it had been some time since he had seen
a human being. He thought only someone as desperate as he was would be
walking through the dangerous streets of New York City at that hour. The
only thing that had saved him from being mugged was that no criminal in his
right mind would want to be out in this cold. His grandmother’s building was
a gray tower in the middle of many other identical towers surrounded by
security fences. He rang the bell and immediately the harsh, hoarse voice of
Kate answered, asking who it was who had the nerve to bother her at that
hour of the night. Alex could tell she had been waiting for him, although of
course she would never admit it. He was frozen through and through, and
never in his life had he needed so much to throw himself into someone’s
arms, but when the elevator door finally opened onto the eleventh floor and
he was standing before his grandmother, he was determined not to let her see
his weakness.



“Hello, Grandmother,” he said as clearly as he could, given the way his
teeth were chattering.

“I’ve told you not to call me Grandmother!” she scolded.
“Hi, Kate.”
“You took your time getting here, Alexander.”

“I thought we agreed that you were going to pick me up at the airport,” he
replied, struggling to hold back the tears.

“We didn’t agree to anything. If you’re not capable of getting from the
airport to my house, you certainly aren’t capable of going into the jungle with
me,” said Kate. “Take off your jacket and boots. I'll give you a cup of hot
chocolate and draw a warm bath for you, but you can be sure I’m doing it
only to keep you from getting pneumonia. You have to be healthy for the trip.
Don’t expect me to pamper you in the future. Understand?”

“I have never expected you to pamper me,” Alex replied.

“What did you do to your hand?” Kate asked when she saw the soaked
bandage.

“That’s a long story.”

Kate’s small apartment was dark, crowded, and chaotic. Two windows—
the panes were filthy—Ilooked out on a light shaft, and a third faced a brick
wall and a fire escape. He saw suitcases, knapsacks, bundles, and boxes in all
the corners. Books, newspapers, and magazines were piled on tables. There
were human skulls she had brought from Tibet, bows and arrows from
African pygmies, funeral vessels from the Atacama Desert, petrified scarabs
from Egypt, and a thousand other objects. A long snakeskin stretched the
length of one wall. It had belonged to the famous python that had swallowed
Kate’s camera in Malaysia.

Until that moment, Alex had never seen his grandmother in her own
surroundings, and he had to admit that now, seeing her among her things, she
was much more interesting. Kate was sixty-four years old, thin and muscular
——pure fiber, and skin like leather from spending so much time outdoors. Her
blue eyes, which had seen a lot of the world, were as sharp as daggers’ points.
Her gray hair, which she herself cut without looking in the mirror, stood out in
every direction, as if it had never been combed. She was proud of her teeth,
large and strong enough to crack walnuts and pop bottle caps. She was also
proud that she had never broken a bone, never seen a doctor, and had survived
everything from malaria to scorpion bites. She drank straight vodka and



smoked black tobacco in a sailor’s pipe. Winter and summer she wore the
same baggy trousers and a sleeveless jacket covered with pockets in which
she carried everything she needed to survive in case of a disaster. On the rare
occasions when she needed to get dressed up, she took off the vest and put on
a necklace of bear’s teeth, the gift of an Apache chieftain.

Lisa, Alex’s mother, was afraid of Kate, but the children eagerly awaited
her visits. This outlandish grandmother, the protagonist of incredible
adventures, brought them word of places so exotic it was hard to imagine
them. The three grandchildren collected the stories of her journeys that had
been published in various magazines and newspapers, and the postcards and
photographs she sent them from the four corners of the globe. Although her
grandchildren were sometimes embarrassed to introduce her to their friends,
deep down they were proud that a member of their family was almost a
celebrity.

A half hour later, Alex had warmed up with his hot bath and, swaddled in
a bathrobe and wool socks, was devouring meatballs and mashed potatoes,
one of the few things he liked to eat and the only thing Kate knew how to
cook. “These are leftovers from yesterday,” she said, but Alex suspected she
had prepared them especially for him. He did not want to tell about his
adventure with Morgana and look like a yokel, but he had to admit that
everything he had brought with him had been stolen.

“I suppose you’re going to tell me to learn not to trust anyone,” he
mumbled, blushing.

“On the contrary, I was going to tell you to learn to trust yourself. You
see, Alexander, in spite of everything, you got here to my apartment without
problems.”

“Without problems? I almost froze to death on the way. They could have
discovered my corpse in the spring thaw,” he replied.

““‘A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.” What about
your passport?” Kate inquired.

“It’s safe because I had it in my pocket.”

“Tape it to your chest with adhesive, because if you lose that, you’ve had
it.”

“What I hate most is that I lost my flute,” Alex commented.

“Well, I will have to give you your grandfather’s flute. I meant to keep it
until you showed some talent, but I suppose it’s better in your hands than just



lying around here.”

She searched through the shelves that covered the walls of her apartment
from floor to ceiling, and handed him a case covered with thick black dust.

“Here, Alexander. Your grandfather played this for forty years. Take care
of it.”

The case held the flute of Joseph Cold, “the most celebrated flutist of the
century,” as the critics had written when he died. “It would have been better if
they’d said that while poor Joseph was alive,” was Kate’s comment when she
read the notices in the newspaper. They had been divorced for thirty years, but
in his will Joseph left half of everything he had to his ex-wife, including his
best flute, which his grandson now held in his hands. Alex opened the worn
leather case with reverence, and stroked the flute; it was beautiful. He picked
it up and delicately placed it to his lips. When he blew, the notes escaped from
the instrument with such beauty that he himself was surprised. It sounded
very different from the flute Morgana had stolen from him.

Kate gave her grandson time to inspect the instrument and to thank her
profusely, as she expected, then handed him a big yellow book with a loose
binding: Health Tips for the Adventurous Traveler. Alex opened it at random
and read the symptoms of a deadly illness acquired by eating the brain of
one’s ancestors.

“I don’t eat organ meats,” he said.

“You never know what people put in meatballs,” was his grandmother’s
response.

Startled, Alex looked suspiciously at the last bites on his plate. With Kate,
you had to be very cautious. It was dangerous having an ancestor like her.

“Tomorrow you will have to be vaccinated against half a dozen tropical
diseases. Let me see that hand; you can’t travel with an infection.”

She examined it roughly, decided that her son John had done a good job,
poured half a bottle of disinfectant over the wound—just in case—and
announced that tomorrow she herself would remove the stitches. It was easy,
she said, anyone could do it. Alex shuddered. His grandmother was
nearsighted and used scratched glasses she’d bought secondhand in a market
in Guatemala. While she put on a new bandage, Kate explained that the
International Geographic had financed an expedition to the heart of the
Amazon jungle, on the border between Brazil and Venezuela, to look for a



gigantic, possibly humanoid, creature that had been seen a number of times in
that area. Enormous tracks had been found, and people who had sighted it
said that this animal—or primitive human being—was taller than a bear, had
very long arms, and was covered with black hair—Ilike the Yeti of the
Himalayas, except that this one lived in the middle of the jungle.

“Maybe it’s a monkey—" Alex suggested.

“Did it occur to you that someone might have thought of that possibility?”
his grandmother said, cutting him off.

“But they don’t have proof that it actually exists,” Alex ventured.

“We don’t have a birth certificate for the Beast, Alexander. Oh. An
important detail. They say it leaves an odor so strong that animals and people
in the vicinity faint or are paralyzed.”

“If people faint, then no one’s seen it.”

“Exactly, but by its tracks they know it walks on two feet. And doesn’t
wear shoes, in case that’s your next question.”

“No, Kate. My next question is whether it wears a hat!” her grandson
exploded.

“I don’t think so0.”
“Is it dangerous?”

“No, Alexander. It’s extremely mellow. It doesn’t steal, doesn’t kidnap
children, and never destroys private property. It just kills. And kills cleanly,
without any noise. It breaks the bones of its victims, and then guts them with
true elegance, like a professional,” his grandmother joked.

“How many people has it killed?” Alex inquired, feeling more and more
uneasy.

“Not many, when you take into account how over-populated the world is.”
“How many, Kate!”

“Several gold prospectors, a couple of soldiers, a salesman here and there.
The exact number isn’t known.”

“Has it killed any Indians? How many?” Alex persisted.

“They don’t know, really. The Indians don’t count past two. Besides, to
them death is relative. If they thought someone had stolen their soul, or
walked over their tracks, or taken control of their dreams, for example, that



would be worse than being dead. Someone who is dead, however, can go on
living in spirit.”
“That’s complicated,” said Alexander, who did not believe in spirits.
“Whoever told you life is simple?”

Kate explained that the expedition was being led by a famous
anthropologist, Professor Ludovic Leblanc, who had spent years investigating
the trail of the so-called Yeti, or Abominable Snowman, on the border
between China and Tibet, without finding him. He had also worked among a
tribe of Indians in the Amazon, and made the claim that they were the most
savage on the planet; when least expected, they ate their prisoners. This
information was not soothing, Kate admitted. Their guide would be a
Brazilian by the name of César Santos, who had spent his life in that region
and had good relations with the Indians. He owned an airplane that was pretty
beat up but still operating, and he planned to use it to fly them into Indian
territory.

“In school we studied the Amazon in an ecology class,” commented Alex,
whose eyes were getting very heavy.

“Well! No doubt that one class will suffice!” Kate said sarcastically. And
added, “I suppose you’re tired. You can sleep on the sofa and tomorrow, early,
start working for me.”

“What do I have to do?”
“Whatever I tell you. For right now, I’m telling you to go to bed.”
“Good night, Kate,” murmured Alex, curling up on the sofa cushions.

“Bah!” his grandmother grumbled. But she waited until he fell asleep and
then pulled a couple of blankets over him.



CHAPTER FOUR

The Amazon River

KATE AND ALEXANDER WERE flying across northern Brazil in a commercial
airplane. For hours and hours, they had been seeing an endless expanse of
forest, all the same intense green, cut through by rivers like shining serpents.
The most formidable of all was the color of coffee with cream.

“The Amazon River is the widest and longest on earth; five times greater
than any other,” Alex read in the guidebook his grandmother had bought him
in Rio de Janeiro. “Only the astronauts on their way to the moon have ever
seen it in its entirety.” What the book didn’t say was that this vast area, the
last paradise on the planet, was being systematically destroyed by the greed of
entrepreneurs and adventurers, as he had learned in school. They were
building a highway, a slash cut through the jungle, on which settlers were
coming in and tons of woods and minerals were going out.

Kate informed her grandson that they would go up the Rio Negro to the
Upper Orinoco, to an almost unexplored triangle in which most of the tribes
they were interested in were concentrated. The Beast was supposed to live in
that part of the Amazon.

“In this book it says that those Indians are still in the Stone Age. They
haven’t even invented the wheel,” Alex commented.

“They don’t need it. There is no use for it in this terrain; they don’t have
anything to transport and they’re not in a hurry to get anywhere,” replied
Kate, who didn’t like to be interrupted when she was writing. She had spent a
good part of the flight taking notes in a tiny, spidery writing like fly tracks.

“‘They don’t know how to write,” ” Alex added.
“I’m sure they have a good memory,” said Kate.

““There is no expression of art among them, only the tradition of painting
their bodies and decorating themselves with feathers,” ” Alex read.

“They don’t care about posterity, or showing off. Most of our so-called
artists would do well to follow their example,” his grandmother answered.

They were on their way to Manaus, the most populous city of the Amazon
region, which had prospered in the times of the rubber plantations at the end
of the nineteenth century.



“You are going to see the most mysterious jungle in the world, Alexander.
There are places there where spirits appear in broad daylight.”

“Right. Like the Abominable Jungleman we’re looking for.” Alexander
smiled sarcastically.

“It’s called the Beast. It may not be the only one, there may be several, a
family or a tribe of Beasts.”

“You’re very trusting for your age, Kate,” her grandson commented,
unable to suppress a hint of mockery when he saw that his grandmother
believed such tales.

“With age, you acquire a certain humility, Alexander. The longer I live,
the more uninformed I feel. Only the young have an explanation for
everything. At your age, you can afford to commit the sin of arrogance, and it
doesn’t matter much if you look ridiculous,” his grandmother lectured.

When they got off the airplane in Manaus, the humidity hit them like a
towel soaked in warm water. There they met the other members of the
International Geographic expedition. Besides Kate and her grandson,
Alexander, there were Timothy Bruce, an English photographer with a long
horse face and yellow nicotine-stained teeth, his assistant, Joel Gonzalez, and
the famous anthropologist Ludovic Leblanc. Alex had imagined Leblanc as a
wise old man with a white beard and imposing appearance, but he turned out
to be a short, thin, nervous fifty-year-old man with a permanent expression of
either scorn or cruelty on his lips, and the squinty little eyes of a mouse. He
was decked out like a movie version of a wild-game hunter, from the pistols
at his waist to his heavy boots and Aussie hat decorated with bright feathers.
Kate muttered quietly that all Leblanc needed was a dead tiger to put his foot
on. In his youth, Leblanc had spent a brief time in the Amazon and then had
written a voluminous study on the Indians that had caused a sensation in
academic circles. Their Brazilian guide, César Santos, who was supposed to
meet them in Manaus, could not get there because his plane had broken down,
so he planned to wait for them in Santa Maria de la Lluvia, where the group
was to transfer to a boat.

Alex found that Manaus, located at the confluence of the Amazon and the
Rio Negro, was a large, modern city with tall buildings and crushing traffic,
though his grandmother assured him that nature could not be tamed there and
in times of floods, caimans and snakes appeared in patios and elevator shafts.
It was also a city of traffickers, where the law was fragile and easily broken:
drugs, diamonds, gold, precious woods, weapons. Only two weeks before,



authorities had intercepted a boatload of fish . . . each stuffed with cocaine!

For the young American, who had been outside his country only once—
that time to go to Italy, the land of his mother’s family—it was a surprise to
see the contrast between the wealth of some and the extreme poverty of
others, all mixed together. The campesinos who had no land and the workers
who had no jobs came to the city in droves, looking for new horizons, but
many ended up living in shacks, with no income and no hope. That day a
fiesta was being celebrated and people were happy, as they are at a circus or a
carnival. Bands of musicians strolled through the streets, and everybody was
dancing and drinking, many wearing costumes. Their group was put up in a
modern hotel, but they couldn’t sleep for the noise of the music and fireworks
and rockets. The next day, Professor Leblanc got up in a very bad mood. He
had not slept well and he demanded that they get started as soon as possible
because he didn’t want to spend a minute longer than necessary in that
“godforsaken city,” as he called it.

The International Geographic group started upriver on the Rio Negro—
called the “black river” because of the sediment it carried in its waters—
toward Santa Maria de la Lluvia, a village in the heart of Indian territory.
Their boat was quite large, with an ancient motor that emitted both noise and
smoke and a roof improvised of plastic to protect them from the sun and the
rain, which fell like a warm shower several times a day. The boat was stuffed
with people, bundles, sacks, hands of bananas, and a few domesticated
animals in cages or simply tied by the foot. There were a few tables, some
long benches to sit on, and a series of hammocks strung from poles, one atop
another.

The crew, and most of the passengers, were caboclos, as the people of the
Amazon are called, a mixture of several races: White, Indian, and Black.
There were a few soldiers, a pair of young Americans—Mormon missionaries
—and Omayra Torres, a Venezuelan doctor who was along for the purpose of
vaccinating the Indians. She was a beautiful mulatto, about thirty-five years
old, with black hair, amber-colored skin, and the green almond-shaped eyes of
a cat. She moved with grace, as if dancing to the sound of a secret rhythm.
Men followed her with their eyes, but she seemed not to be aware of the
reaction her beauty provoked.

“We must be prepared,” said Leblanc, showing off his weapons. Everyone
could hear him, but it was evident that he meant his comments for Dr. Torres
alone. “Finding the Beast is the least of our worries. Worse will be the
Indians. They are brutal warriors, cruel and treacherous. Just as I described in



my book, they kill to prove their courage, and the more murders they commit,
the higher their place in the hierarchy of the tribe.”

“Can you explain why that is so, Professor?” asked Kate, not trying to
hide her sarcasm.

“It is very simple, madame . . . what did you tell me your name was?”

“Kate,” she clarified, for the third or fourth time. Apparently Professor
Leblanc had a bad memory for women’s names.

“I repeat: very simple. It has to do with the lethal competition that exists
in nature. The most violent men dominate in primitive societies. I suppose
you have heard of the term ‘alpha male’? Among wolves, for example, the
most aggressive male controls all the rest and claims the best females. It’s the
same among humans. The most violent men command; they obtain more
women than other men, and pass their genes on to more offspring. The others
must be content with what’s left. Do you follow that? The survival of the
fittest,” Leblanc explained.

“You mean that brutality is natural?”

“Precisely. Compassion is a modern invention. Our civilization protects
the weak, the poor, the sick. From the point of view of genetics, that is a
terrible error. And that is why the human race is deteriorating.”

“What would you do with the weak in society, Professor?” Kate asked.

“What nature does: leave them to perish. In that sense the Indians are
wiser than we are,” Leblanc replied.

Dr. Omayra Torres, who had been listening attentively to the conversation,
could not help offering her opinion.

“With all due respect, Professor, it does not seem to me that the Indians
here are as ferocious as you describe; on the contrary, for them war is more
ceremony than anything, a rite to prove their courage. They paint their bodies,
prepare their weapons, sing, dance, and go out to make a raid upon the
shabono of another tribe. They threaten each other and exchange a few blows,
but rarely are there more than one or two deaths. Our civilization is just the
reverse: no ceremony, only massacres.”

“I am going to give you one of my books, sefiorita. Any serious scientist
will tell you that Ludovic Leblanc is an authority on this subject,” the
professor cut in.

“I am not as learned as you.” Dr. Torres smiled. “I am only a rural



physician who has worked more than ten years in this area.”

“Believe me, my esteemed doctor, these natives are the proof that man is
no more than a murderous ape.”

“And woman?” interrupted Kate.

“I regret to tell you that women count for nothing in primitive societies.
Only as booty in warfare.”

Dr. Torres and Kate exchanged a glance, and both smiled, amused.

The first part of the trip up the Rio Negro turned out to be a true exercise
in patience. They moved forward at the pace of a turtle, and stopped almost as
soon as the sun set in order to avoid being rammed by unseen tree trunks
carried by the current. The heat was intense, but it got cool at night, and a
blanket felt good. Sometimes, when the river looked clean and calm, they
seized the opportunity to fish or swim awhile. The first two days, they passed
boats of all kinds, from motor launches and houseboats to simple canoes
hollowed from the trunks of trees, but from then on they were alone in the
immensity of that landscape. This was a planet of water; life sailed along
slowly, at the rhythm of the river, tides, rains, and floods. Water, water,
everywhere. Hundreds of families lived and died on their boats without ever
spending a night on solid ground; others lived in houses on stilts along the
riverbanks. Everything was transported by river, and the only way to send or
receive a message was by radio. To the American, it seemed incredible that
anyone could survive without a telephone. One radio station in Manaus
transmitted personal messages continuously; that was how people kept in
touch with the news, their business interests, and their families. Upriver,
money wasn’t used much at all; the economy was based on barter; fish was
traded for sugar, or gasoline for hens, or services for a case of beer.

The jungle loomed threateningly on both banks of the river. The captain’s
orders were clear: do not wander off for any reason; once among the trees,
you lose your sense of direction. There were stories of foreigners who though
only a few yards from the river had died without ever finding it. At dawn,
they would see rosy dolphins leaping through the water and hundreds of birds
flocking. They also saw the large aquatic mammals called manatees; the
females of that species gave rise to the legend of the sirens. At night, they
would see red dots in the dense growth along the banks, the eyes of caimans
peering through the dark. One caboclo taught Alex to calculate the size of the
reptile by how far apart its eyes were. When it was just a small one, the
caboclo would dazzle it with a strong light, then jump in the water and trap it,



holding the tail in one hand and clamping its jaws shut with the other. If the
eyes were wide set, he would avoid it like the plague.

Time went by slowly, hours dragging into eternity; even so, Alex was
never bored. He would sit at the prow of the boat and observe nature, and
read, and play his grandfather’s flute. The jungle seemed to come alive and
respond to the sound of the instrument; even the noisy crew and the
passengers on the boat would fall silent and listen. Those were the only times
that Kate paid any attention to Alex. The writer was a woman of few words;
she spent her day reading or writing in her notebooks, and in general ignored
Alex or treated him like any other member of the expedition. It was pointless
to go to her and present a problem directly related to survival, such as food,
health, or safety. She would look him up and down with obvious scorn, and
answer that there are two kinds of problems: those that solve themselves and
those that have no solution . . . so please not to bother her with foolishness. It
was good that his hand had healed rapidly, because otherwise she would be
capable of solving the matter by suggesting he cut it off. (Kate was a woman
of extreme measures.) She had loaned him maps and books about the Amazon
so he could look things up for himself. If Alex commented on what he had
read about the Indians, or outlined his theories about the Beast, she would
reply, without taking her eyes from the page before her, “Never lose an
opportunity to keep your mouth shut, Alexander.”

Everything about this trip was so different from the world Alex had grown
up in that he felt like a visitor from another galaxy. Now he had to do without
comforts he had always taken for granted, like a bed, a bathroom, running
water, and electricity. He used his grandmother’s camera to take snapshots, in
order to have proof to show back in California. His friends would never
believe that he had held a three-foot-long alligator!

His most serious problem was food. He had always been a picky eater,
and now they were serving him things he couldn’t even name. All he could
identify on the boat were canned beans, dried beef, and coffee, none of which
he had a taste for. One day the crew shot a couple of monkeys, and that night
when the boat was tied up along the riverbank they were roasted. They looked
like a couple of burned infants, and Alex felt queasy just seeing them. The
next morning they caught a piraruct, an enormous fish that everyone but
Alex, who didn’t even taste it, thought was delicious. He had decided when
he was three years old that he didn’t like fish. His mother, weary of struggling
to make him eat it, had given up, and from then on served him only food he
liked. Which wasn’t much. That short list kept him hungry the whole trip; all
he had were bananas, a can of condensed milk, and several packages of



crackers. It didn’t seem to matter to his grandmother that he was hungry. Or to
anyone else. No one paid any attention to him.

Several times a day a brief but torrential rain fell and the humidity was
horrendous. Alex had to get used to the fact that his clothing never really got
dry and that after the sun went down, they were attacked by clouds of
mosquitoes. The foreigners’ defense was to douse themselves in insect
repellent—especially Ludovic Leblanc, who never lost an opportunity to
recite the list of diseases transmitted by insects, from typhus to malaria. He
had rigged a heavy veil over the Aussie hat to protect his face, and he spent a
large part of the day tucked beneath a mosquito net he had the crew hang at
the stern of the boat. The caboclos, on the other hand, seemed immune to the
bites.

On the third day, a radiant morning, they had to stop because there was a
problem with the motor. While the captain tried to repair it, everyone else
stretched out in the shade of the roof to rest. It was too hot to move, but Alex
decided it was a perfect place to cool off. He jumped into the water, which
looked as shallow as a bowl of soup, but he sank like a stone beneath the
surface.

“Only an idiot tests the bottom with his feet,” Alex’s grandmother
commented when he came to the surface streaming water from his ears.

Alex swam away from the boat—he had been told that caimans prefer to
stay close to the banks—and floated on his back for a long time in the warm
water, arms and legs outspread, gazing at the sky and thinking about the
astronauts who had experienced that immensity. He felt so comfortable that
when something quickly brushed by his hand he took an instant to react. Not
having any idea what kind of danger lay in store—maybe caimans didn’t hug
the riverbanks, after all—he began to swim as fast as he could back toward
the boat, but he stopped short when he heard his grandmother yelling not to
move. He obeyed out of habit, even though his instinct was advising the
opposite. He floated as quietly as possible and then saw a huge fish at his
side. He thought it was a shark, and his heart stopped, but the fish made a
quick turn and came back, curious, coming so close that Alex could see its
smile. This time his heart leaped, and he had to force himself not to shout
with joy. He was swimming with a dolphin!

The next twenty minutes, playing with the mammal the way he did with
his dog, Poncho, were the happiest of his life. The magnificent creature would
circle around him at great speed, leap over him, stop a few inches from his
face, and observe him with a friendly expression. Sometimes it swam very



close, and Alex could touch its skin, which was rough, not smooth as he had
imagined. He wanted that moment to never end; he was ready to stay in the
water forever, but suddenly the dolphin gave a flip of its tail and disappeared.

“Did you see, Kate? No one is going to believe this!” Alex yelled when he
was back at the boat, so excited he could barely speak.

“Well, here’s the proof.” She smiled, pointing to her camera. The
photographers for the expedition, Bruce and Gonzalez, had captured the
event, too.

As they went farther up the Rio Negro, the vegetation became more
voluptuous, the air heavier and more perfumed, time slower, and distances
beyond measuring. They moved as if in a dream through a landscape of
fantasy. From time to time, the boat emptied as passengers got off carrying
their bundles and animals, heading for the huts or tiny villages along the river-
bank. The radios onboard were no longer receiving personal messages from
Manaus, or booming with popular songs; people grew silent as nature
vibrated with an orchestra of birds and monkeys. Only the noise of the motor
betrayed a human presence in the enormous solitude of the jungle. By the
time they reached Santa Maria de la Lluvia, the only people left onboard were
the crew, the group from the International Geographic, Dr. Omayra Torres,
two soldiers, and the two young Mormons, who were still with them, but had
been felled by some intestinal bacterium. Despite the antibiotics the doctor
had given them, they were so ill they could scarcely open their eyes, and
sometimes they confused the blazing jungle with the snowy mountaintops of
Utah.

“Santa Maria de la Lluvia is the last outpost of civilization,” the boat
captain told them when they saw the village at a bend in the river.

“From here on, Alexander, it is a magical land,” Kate notified her
grandson.

“Are there still Indians who have never had contact with civilization?” he
asked.

It was Dr. Omayra Torres who answered. “It’s believed there may be two
or three thousand, but in fact no one knows for sure.”

Santa Maria de la Lluvia rose like a human mistake in the midst of an
overwhelming natural world threatening to swallow it up at any moment. The
settlement consisted of about twenty houses, a large shed that served as a



hotel, a second, smaller shed that housed a hospital and was under the charge
of two nuns, a couple of tiny stores, a Catholic church, and an army barracks.
The soldiers monitored the border and traffic between Venezuela and Brazil.
In accordance with the law, they were also supposed to protect native peoples
against the abuses of settlers and adventurers, but in practice, they never did.
Foreigners were moving into the region and no one was stopping them as they
pushed the Indians farther and farther toward impenetrable jungle, or killed
them, with no fear of being punished.

A tall man stood waiting on the docks at Santa Maria de la Lluvia. He had
the sharp profile of a bird, strong features, and an alert expression; his skin
was tanned by outdoor life and his dark hair was gathered into a ponytail.

He introduced himself. “Welcome. I am César Santos, and this is my
daughter, Nadia.”

Alex guessed that the girl was about the age of his sister Andrea, maybe
twelve or thirteen. Her curly hair was wild, bleached by the sun, and her eyes
and skin were the color of honey. She was dressed in shorts, a T-shirt, and
plastic sandals. Several colored ribbons were tied around her wrists, a yellow
flower was tucked over one ear, and a long green feather pierced the lobe of
the other ear. Alex thought that if Andrea could see those adornments, she
would immediately copy them, and if Nicole, his younger sister, saw the little
black monkey on her shoulder, she would die with envy.

While Dr. Torres, helped by the two nuns who had come to meet them,
took the two Mormon missionaries to the tiny hospital, César Santos
supervised the unloading of the numerous supplies for the expedition. He
apologized for not having been in Manaus, as they had agreed. He explained
that he had flown his plane to every corner of the Amazon, but now it was
very old and in recent weeks several pieces of the motor had dropped off. In
light of the fact that it was in danger of crashing, he had decided to order a
new motor, which was supposed to arrive any day; he added with a smile that
he did not want to make an orphan of his daughter, Nadia. Then he led them
to the hotel, which turned out to be by the river, a wooden construction on
stilts similar to the other rickety buildings in the village. Cases of beer were
stacked everywhere and liquor bottles were lined up along the counter. Alex
had noticed during their trip upriver that, despite the heat, the men drank
gallons and gallons of alcohol, at every hour of the night and day. This
primitive building would serve the visitors as their base of operations,
lodging, restaurant, and bar. Kate and Professor Ludovic Leblanc were
assigned cubicles separated from the others by sheets strung on a rope. The



rest of the party would sleep in hammocks protected by mosquito netting.

Santa Maria de la Lluvia was a sleepy little village, so remote that it rarely
appeared on maps. A few settlers raised longhorn cattle; the rest dealt in the
gold found in the sandy riverbed or wood and rubber from the forests. A few
daring souls set out alone into the jungle to look for diamonds, but most just
vegetated, waiting for opportunity to fall miraculously from the sky. Those
were the visible activities. The secret ones consisted of trafficking in exotic
birds, drugs, and weapons. Groups of soldiers, rifles slung over their
shoulders and shirts soaked with sweat, lounged in the shade, playing cards or
smoking. The little village was in the doldrums, dazed by heat and boredom.
Alex saw several bald, toothless men, some half blind, some with open sores,
waving their arms and talking to themselves. These were miners crazed by
mercury and slowly dying. For too long, they had dived to the bottom of the
river, hauling powerful tubes to suck up the sand saturated with gold dust.
Some drowned; others died because their competitors cut their oxygen lines,
but most died slowly, poisoned by the mercury used to separate gold from
sand.

The children of the village, in contrast, played happily in the mud,
accompanied by a few tame monkeys and gaunt dogs. There were a few adult
Indians, some wearing a T-shirt or shorts, others as naked as the children. At
first, Alex was embarrassed, not daring to look at the women’s breasts, but he
quickly became accustomed to the sight and after five minutes didn’t even
notice them. These Indians had been in contact with civilization for several
years and had lost many of their traditions and customs, as César Santos
explained. The guide’s daughter, Nadia, spoke to the Indians in their own
language, and they treated her as if she were from their tribe.

If these were the ferocious natives Leblanc had described, they were not
very impressive. They were small, for one thing; the men were under five feet
and the children looked like miniature humans. For the first time in his life,
Alex felt tall. This tribe had bronze-colored skin and high cheekbones; the
men wore their hair cut as round as bowls, stopping just above the ears, a
fashion that accentuated their Asian features. They were descended from
inhabitants of the north of China, and had come by way of Alaska some ten to
twenty thousand years before. They had escaped being enslaved during the
conquest of the sixteenth century because they were so isolated. The Spanish
and Portuguese soldiers had been unable to conquer the swamps, mosquitoes,
jungle vegetation, enormous rivers, and waterfalls of this Amazon region.

Once the group was settled in the hotel, César Santos began organizing



supplies for the expedition, and planning the remainder of the trip with the
help of Kate and the photographers. Professor Leblanc had decided to rest
until it was a little cooler since he did not do well in the heat. In the
meantime, Nadia invited Alex to go for a walk with her.

“Don’t go beyond the boundaries of the village after sunset, it’s
dangerous,” César Santos warned them.

Following the advice of Leblanc, who talked as if he were an expert on
the dangers of the jungle, Alex stuffed his pants legs inside his socks to guard
against the voracious leeches that would suck his blood. Nadia, who was
almost barefoot, laughed.

“You’ll get used to the bugs and the heat,” she told him. She spoke very
good English because her mother was Canadian.

“My mother left three years ago,” the girl clarified.
“Why did she go?”

“She couldn’t get used to it here. Her health was bad, and it got worse
when the Beast started roaming around. She could smell it; she wanted to get
away, she couldn’t stand to be alone, she screamed. . . . Finally Dr. Torres
took her away in a helicopter. She’s back in Canada now,” Nadia said.

“Your dad didn’t go with her?”
“What would my dad do in Canada?”

“And why didn’t she take you with her?” Alex persisted. He had never
heard of a mother who would abandon her child.

“Because she’s in a sanatorium. Besides, I want to be where my dad is.”
“Aren’t you afraid of the Beast?”

“Everyone’s ’fraid of it. But if it comes, Boroba will warn me in time,”
she answered, patting the little black monkey that was always with her.

Nadia took her new friend around the village, which, because there wasn’t
that much to see, took barely half an hour. Out of the blue came a burst of
thunder and lightning that streaked across the sky in all directions, and it
began to pour cats and dogs. The rain was as warm as soup, and it turned the
narrow little streets into steaming mud pits. As a rule, people sought shelter
beneath a nearby roof, but the children and the Indians went about what they
were doing, completely indifferent to the downpour. Alex realized that his
grandmother had been right to suggest that he change his blue jeans for the
light cotton clothing she had bought him in Manaus; it was cooler and quicker



to dry. To escape the rain, the two children ducked into the church, where they
found a tall, husky man with white hair and the huge shoulders of a
lumberjack. Nadia introduced him as Padre Valdomero. He wasn’t at all what
you expected in a priest; he was wearing sandals and no shirt, and was up on a
ladder whitewashing the walls. A bottle of rum sat on the floor.

“Padre Valdomero has lived here since before the invasion of the ants,”
was Nadia’s introduction.

“I came when this village was founded, about forty years ago, and I was
here when the ants came. We had to abandon everything and escape
downriver. They came like an enormous black blob, unstoppable, destroying
everything in their path,” the priest told them.

“What happened then?” Alex asked, who could not imagine a town
victimized by insects.

“We set fire to the houses before we left. Because of the fire, the ants
detoured, and a few months later, we were able to come back. None of the
houses you see now is more than fifteen years old.”

The priest had a strange mascot, an amphibious dog that, according to
him, was native to the Amazon, but a breed that was now nearly extinct. It
spent a good part of its life in the river, and could keep its head in a bucket of
water for minutes at a time. It acknowledged Alex and Nadia from a prudent
distance, suspicious. Its bark was like a birdcall; it seemed to be singing.

“The Indians kidnapped Padre Valdomero. What I wouldn’t give to have
that happen to me!” Nadia exclaimed with envy.

“They didn’t kidnap me, child. I got lost in the jungle and they saved my
life. I lived with them for several months. They’re good people, and free; for
them, freedom is more important than life itself. They can’t live without it. An
Indian who is a prisoner is a dead Indian. He turns inward, stops eating or
breathing, and dies,” Padre Valdomero told them.

“Some versions say that they’re peaceful, but others describe them as
savage and violent,” said Alex.

“The most dangerous men I’ve seen around here aren’t the Indians,
they’re the people who traffic in weapons and drugs and diamonds and
rubber, the gold prospectors and soldiers and timbermen who pollute and
exploit the region,” the priest rebutted. And he added that the Indians were
primitive in terms of material goods, but very advanced on the mental plane.
They were connected to nature the way a child is to its mother.



“Tell us about the Beast. Is it true that you saw it with your own eyes,
Padre?” Nadia asked.

“I think I saw it, but it was night and my eyes aren’t as good as they used
to be,” Padre Valdomero answered, tossing down a long swallow of rum.

“When was that?” asked Alex, thinking that his grandmother would be
grateful for the information.

“A couple of years ago . . .”
“What did you see, exactly?”

“What I have told many times: a giant more than nine feet tall, which
moved very slowly and had a terrible odor. I was paralyzed with fear.”

“It didn’t attack you, Padre?”
“No. It said something, then turned and disappeared into the trees.”

“It said something? I guess you mean that it made noises, like grunts. Is
that what you mean?” Alex insisted.

“No, son. Clearly the creature spoke. I did not understand a single word,
but I have no doubt it was a spoken language. I fainted . . . When I came to, I
wasn’t sure what had happened, but I had that strong smell clinging to my
clothes and hair and skin. That was how I knew I hadn’t dreamed it.”



CHAPTER FIVE
The Shaman

THE STORM ENDED as quickly as it had begun, and the night sky was clear.
Alex and Nadia returned to the hotel where the members of the expedition
had gathered around César Santos and Dr. Omayra Torres, who were studying
a map of the region and discussing preparations for the journey. Professor
Leblanc, somewhat recovered from his exhaustion, was with them. He had
covered himself from head to foot with insect repellent, and had hired an
Indian named Karakawe to fan him constantly with a banana leaf. Leblanc
demanded that the expedition set off for the Upper Orinoco the very next
morning, because he could not waste time in this insignificant little village.
He had only three weeks to trap the strange jungle creature, he said.

“For years now, no one has been able to do that, Professor,” César Santos
pointed out.

“It will have to show up soon, because I am scheduled to give a series of
lectures in Europe,” Leblanc replied.

“I am sure the Beast will respect your timetable,” said the guide, but the
professor showed no sign of having caught the irony.

Kate had told her grandson that the Amazon was a dangerous place for
anthropologists, because they tended to lose their reason. They invented
contradictory theories and fought among themselves with guns and knives.
Some of them tyrannized tribes and ended up believing they were gods. One
of them, totally mad, had to be taken back to his country in a straightjacket.

“I suppose you have been told that I am a member of the expedition, too,
Professor Leblanc,” said Dr. Omayra Torres, whom the anthropologist kept
glancing at out of the corner of his eye, impressed by her beauty.

“Nothing would please me more, mam’selle, but—"

“It’s Dr. Torres,” the physician interrupted.

“You may call me Ludovic,” offered Leblanc flirtatiously.
“And you may call me Dr. Torres,” was her curt reply.

“We will not be able to take you, my most esteemed doctor. There is
barely enough space for those sponsored by International Geographic. Our
budget is generous, but it has limits,” Leblanc replied.



“Then your team will not be going either, Professor. I am an employee of
the National Health Service. I am here to protect the Indians. No foreigner
may come in contact with them unless the necessary preventive measures are
taken. They are extremely vulnerable to disease, especially those carried by
Whites,” said the doctor.

“An ordinary cold can be deadly for them. One whole tribe was wiped out
by a respiratory infection three years ago when journalists came to film a
documentary. One of them had a cough. He gave a puff of his cigarette to an
Indian and that infected the whole tribe,” added César Santos.

At that moment, there were new arrivals, Captain Ariosto, the commander
of the local barracks, and Mauro Carias, the wealthiest of the local
entrepreneurs. Nadia whispered to Alex that Carias was very powerful. He
had business dealings with the presidents and generals of several South
American countries. She added that the man didn’t have a heart in his chest
but carried it in a totebag, and pointed to the leather case Carias had in his
hand. Ludovic Leblanc, however, was greatly impressed with Carias, because
the expedition had been organized thanks to his international contacts. He was
the one who had interested International Geographic in the legend of the
Beast.

“This bizarre creature has all the good people of the Upper Orinoco
terrified. No one wants to go into the triangle where it is thought to live,” said
Carias.

“I understand that the area has never been explored,” said Kate.
“That is true.”

“I suppose it must be very rich in minerals and precious stones,” the
writer added.

“The wealth of the Amazon is found principally in the soil and in its
forests,” he replied.

“And plants,” Dr. Omayra Torres intervened. “We don’t know even ten
percent of the medicinal properties they contain. As the shamans and native
healers disappear, we lose that knowledge forever.”

“I imagine that the Beast interferes with your business interests in that
area, Sefior Carias, just as the tribes do,” Kate continued, who, once she got
her teeth into something, did not let go.

“The Beast is a problem for everyone. Even the soldiers are afraid of it,”
Mauro Carias admitted.



“If the Beast exists, I shall find it. The man—certainly not the animal—
has yet to be born who can elude Ludovic Leblanc,” proclaimed the professor,
who was given to referring to himself in the third person.

“Count on my soldiers, Professor,” Captain Ariosto hastened to offer.
“Contrary to what my good friend Carias has said, they are brave men.”

“And you can count on all my resources as well, my dear Professor
Leblanc. I have motor launches and a good radio transmitter,” Mauro Carias
seconded.

“And count on me to help with any problems of illness or accidents that
may arise,” Dr. Omayra Torres added smoothly, as if she didn’t recall
Leblanc’s wish to exclude her from the expedition.

“As I have told you, mam’selle—”
“Doctor!” she corrected once again.

“As I have told you, the budget for this expedition is limited; we cannot
take tourists,” Leblanc stated emphatically.

“I am not a tourist. The expedition cannot proceed without an authorized
physician and without the necessary serum.”

“The doctor is right. Captain Ariosto will explain the law to you,” César
Santos intervened. He knew the doctor and evidently was attracted to her.

“Ahem, well . . . It is true that . . . ,” the captain stammered, looking
toward Mauro Carias with confusion.

“There will be no problem if you include Omayra. I myself will pay her
expenses.” The entrepreneur smiled and put his arm around the young
physician’s shoulders.

“Thank you, Mauro, but that will not be necessary, my expenses are paid
by the government,” she said, gently freeing herself.

“I see. In that case there is nothing more to discuss. I hope we find the
Beast. If not, the venture will be pointless,” spoke up the photographer
Timothy Bruce.

“Trust me, young man. I have experience regarding this type of creature,
and I myself have designed some infallible traps. You can see models of my
traps in my study of the Abominable Snowman of the Himalayas.” The
professor shot him a smile of satisfaction, at the same time gesturing to
Karakawe to fan a little faster.



“Were you able to trap it?” Alex asked with assumed innocence, because
he knew the answer all too well.

“It does not exist, young man. The supposed creature of the Himalayas is
a hoax. Perhaps this famous Beast will be as well.”

“People have seen it,” Nadia declared.

“Ignorant people, no doubt, child,” the professor scolded.
“Padre Valdomero isn’t ignorant,” Nadia protested.
“Who?”

“A Catholic missionary who was kidnapped by the savages and has been
as crazy as a loon ever since,” Captain Ariosto intervened. He spoke English
with a strong Spanish accent, and as he was always chomping on a cigar, he
was not easy to understand.

“He wasn’t kidnapped and he isn’t crazy!” Nadia exclaimed.

“Calm down, sweetie.” Mauro Carias smiled and patted Nadia’s head; she
immediately slipped out of his reach.

“Padre Valdomero is actually a very wise man,” César Santos interjected.
“He speaks several Indian languages and he knows the flora and fauna of the
Amazon better than anyone. He can set fractured bones, pull teeth, and once
or twice, he has operated on cataracts with a scalpel he made himself.”

“Yes, but he has had no success at all in cleaning up Santa Maria de la
Lluvia, or in converting the Indians to Christianity. You’ve seen how they still
go around stark naked,” Mauro Carias mocked.

“I doubt that the Indians need to be converted,” said César Santos.

He explained that the indigenous peoples were very spiritual. They
believed that everything had a soul—trees, animals, rivers, clouds. For them,
spirit and matter were one and the same. They could not understand the
simplicity of the foreigners’ religion; they said it was the same story over and
over, while they had many stories of gods and demons, and spirits of sky and
earth. Padre Valdomero had given up trying to explain that Christ died on the
cross to save humankind from sin, because the idea of such a sacrifice left the
Indians dumbfounded. They had no concept of guilt. Nor did they understand
the need to wear clothing in this climate, or to accumulate wealth, since they
couldn’t take anything to the other world when they died.

“It’'s a shame they’re condemned to disappear; they are an
anthropologist’s dream, don’t you think, Professor Leblanc?” Mauro Carias’s



tone was mocking.

“That is true. Fortunately I have been here to write about them before they
succumb to progress. Thanks to Ludovic Leblanc, they will live on in
history,” the professor replied, totally unaware of Carias’s sarcasm.

That evening, dinner consisted of servings of broiled tapir, beans, and
cassava tortillas, none of which Alex wanted to try, even though he was as
hungry as a wolf.

After dinner, while his grandmother was drinking vodka and smoking her
pipe in the company of the men, Alex went down to the river with Nadia. The
moon was shining like a great yellow lamp in the sky. They were surrounded
by the sounds of the jungle, like background music: bird cries, chattering
monkeys, croaking toads, and crickets. Thousands of fireflies darted past
them, brushing their faces. Nadia caught one in her hand and placed it in her
curls, where it kept on blinking like a little light. She sat down on the dock
and dabbled her feet in the dark water of the river. Alex asked her about
piranhas; he had seen dried ones in the souvenir shops in Manaus, looking
like miniature sharks. They were about eight inches long and provided with
formidable jaws and teeth as sharp as knives.

“Piranhas are very useful; they clean dead animals and junk from the
water. My father says that they only attack if they smell blood or if they’re
hungry,” she explained.

She told Alex about the time she had watched as a caiman, badly
wounded by a jaguar, dragged itself into the water, where piranhas ate into the
wound and devoured the caiman from the inside in a matter of minutes,
leaving its hide intact.

At that moment, Nadia sat up straight and made a sign not to speak.
Boroba, the little monkey, began to jump up and down and shriek, very
agitated, but Nadia quickly calmed it by whispering in its ear. Alex had the
impression that the monkey understood its owner’s words perfectly. All he
could see were the shadows of the vegetation and the black mirror of the
water, but it was obvious that something had captured Nadia’s attention,
because she got to her feet. In the distance, he heard the sound of someone
strumming a guitar in the village. If he turned, he could see lights in the
houses behind him, but they were alone at the river.

Nadia gave a long, sharp cry that to Alex’s ears sounded exactly like an
owl, and an instant later, a similar cry answered from the other bank. She
repeated the call twice, and both times got the same response. Then she took



Alex by the arm and motioned him to follow. He remembered César Santos’s
warning to stay inside the boundaries of the village after dusk, as well as all
the stories he had heard about snakes, wild beasts, bandits, and drunks with
guns. And best not even think about the ferocious Indians described by
Leblanc . . . or the Beast. But he didn’t want to look like a coward in the eyes
of the girl, so he followed without a word, grasping his opened Swiss Army
knife.

They left the last huts of the village behind and moved forward with
caution, their only light the moon. The jungle was not as thick as Alex had
imagined; the vegetation was dense along the banks of the river but then it
grew more sparse and it was possible to walk without much difficulty. They
had not gone far before the cry of the owl was repeated. They were in a
clearing, and they could see the moon shining in the heavens. Nadia stopped
and waited, not moving a muscle. Even Boroba was quiet, as if it knew what
they were waiting for. Suddenly Alex jumped with surprise: less than ten feet
away a figure had materialized from the night, suddenly and silently, like a
ghost. He raised his knife, ready to defend himself, but Nadia’s calm attitude
stopped him in midair.

“Ah-ee-ah,” the girl murmured in a low voice.

“Ah-ee-ah, ah-ee-ah,” a voice replied that to Alex did not sound human
but more like a breath of wind.

The figure stepped forward until it was very close to Nadia. By then,
Alex’s eyes had adjusted a little to the dark, and by the light of the moon he
could see an incredibly ancient man. He looked as if he had lived for
centuries, even though he stood very straight and he moved nimbly. He was
very small. Alex calculated that he was shorter than his sister Nicole, who
was only nine. The man was wearing a brief apron of some plant fiber, and a
dozen necklaces of shells, seeds, and boars’ teeth covered his chest. His skin,
wrinkled like a thousand-year-old elephant, fell in folds over his fragile
skeleton. He was carrying a short spear, a walking stick hung with a number
of small leather pouches, and a quartz cylinder that clicked like a baby’s
rattle. Nadia reached up to her hair, pulled out the firefly, and offered it to the
man. He accepted it, placing it among his necklaces. Nadia knelt down and
signaled Alex to do the same, as a sign of respect. Immediately, the Indian
also crouched down so the three were at the same level.

Boroba gave a leap and landed on the shoulders of the old man, tugging at
his ears; his owner batted him away, and the ancient burst out with a happy
laugh. As far as Alex could tell, Nadia’s friend did not have a tooth in his



head, but since there was so little light, he could not be sure. The man and the
girl became involved in a long conversation with gestures and sounds in a
language as gentle as the breeze, as water, as birds. He supposed they were
talking about him, because they pointed to him. At one moment, the man
stood and shook his spear, very angry, but she calmed him with long
explanations. Finally, the ancient pulled an amulet on a cord from around his
neck, a piece of carved bone, and held it to his lips and blew. The sound was
that same owl’s call they had heard earlier, which Alex recognized because
there were many of those birds around his house in northern California. The
amazing old man hung the amulet around Nadia’s neck, placed his hands on
her shoulders in farewell, and disappeared as silently as he had arrived. Alex
could have sworn that he did not see him step back; he simply evaporated.

“That was Walimai,” Nadia said quietly in his ear.
“Walimai?” he asked, impressed by that strange encounter.

“Shhhh! Don’t say it aloud. You must never speak the true name of an
Indian; it’s taboo. It’s even worse to name the dead; that is a much stronger
taboo, a terrible insult,” Nadia explained.

“Who is he?”

“He is a shaman, a very powerful witch man. He speaks through dreams
and visions. He can travel to the world of the spirits anytime he wants. He is
the only one who knows the road to El Dorado.”

“El Dorado? The city of gold the conquistadors invented? That’s a crazy
legend!” Alex replied.

“Walimai has been there many times with his wife. She is always with
him.”

“I didn’t see her,” Alex admitted.

“She is a spirit. Not everyone can see her.”
“Did you?”

“Yes. She is young and very beautiful.”

“What did the witch man tell you? What were you two talking about?”
Alex asked.

“He gave me this talisman. With it, I will always be safe. No one—no
person, no animal, no ghost—can hurt me. I can also use it to call him; all I
have to do is blow and he will come. Up till now, I’ve not been able to call
him, I’ve had to wait until he came. Walimai says that I am going to need him



because there is much danger. Rahakanariwa is walking again; it is so creepy,
a spirit cannibal-bird. Whenever it appears, there is death and destruction, but
I will be protected by the talisman.”

“You are a very weird girl. . .” Alex sighed. He didn’t believe half of what
she was saying.

“Walimai says that foreigners should not go looking for the Beast. He says
that several will die. But you and I must go because we have been called, and
that is because our souls are pure.”

“Who has called us?”
“I don’t know, but if Walimai says so, it’s true.”

“Do you really believe those things, Nadia? You believe in witch men and
cannibal-birds, and El Dorado, and invisible wives . . . and the Beast?”

Without answering, the girl turned on her heel and began walking toward
the village; Alex followed close behind to keep from getting lost.



CHAPTER SIX
The Plot

THAT NIGHT ALEXANDER slept restlessly. He felt as if he were out in the open,
as if the fragile walls that separated him from the jungle had dissolved and he
was exposed to all the dangers of that unknown world. The hotel—wood
planks, zinc roof, glassless windows—was barely enough shelter to keep out
the rain. The outdoor sounds of toads and other creatures were added to the
snores of his sleeping companions. His hammock turned over once or twice,
throwing him onto the floor, before he remembered how to use it and
stretched diagonally across it to keep from spilling out. It wasn’t hot, but he
was sweating. He lay awake in the dark for a long while beneath his insect
repellent—soaked netting, thinking about the Beast and tarantulas and
scorpions and snakes and other dangers lurking in the shadows. He went over
the strange scene he had witnessed between Nadia and the Indian. The
shaman had predicted that several members of the expedition would die.

It seemed unbelievable to Alex that in a few days’ time his life had taken
such a spectacular turn that suddenly he found himself in a fantastic place
where, just as his grandmother had announced, spirits walked among the
living. Reality was twisted out of shape; he no longer knew what to believe.
He felt very homesick; he missed his house and his family and his dog,
Poncho. He was all alone, and light years from things he knew. If only he
could find out how his mother was doing! But calling a hospital in Texas from
this village would be like trying to communicate with Mars. Kate was not any
company or comfort. As a grandmother, she left a lot to be desired; she didn’t
even make an effort to answer his questions, because it was her opinion that
the only way you learned was to find out for yourself. She maintained that
experience was what you learned just after you needed it.

He was tossing and turning in his hammock, unable to sleep, when he
thought he heard the murmur of voices. It might simply have been the hum of
the jungle, but he decided to investigate. Barefoot, and in his underwear, he
crept to the other side of the dormitory, to the hammock where Nadia was
sleeping beside her father. He put his hand over the girl’s mouth and
whispered her name in her ear, trying not to wake anyone else. She opened
her eyes, frightened, but when she recognized him, she calmed down and
hopped from her hammock light as a cat, making a crisp gesture to Boroba to
stay still. The little monkey immediately obeyed, rolling up in the hammock,
and Alex compared Nadia’s companion to his dog, Poncho, to whom he had



never been able to teach even the simplest command. The two tiptoed outside
and slipped along the wall of the hotel to the terrace, where Alex had heard
the voices. They hid in the angle of the door, plastered against the wall, and
from there they could see Captain Ariosto and Mauro Carias sitting at a small
table, smoking, drinking, and quietly talking. Their faces were fully visible in
the glow of their cigarettes and the spiral from the citronella candle burning
on the table. Alex congratulated himself for having called Nadia, because the
men were speaking in Spanish.

“You know what you have to do, Ariosto,” said Carias.
“It won’t be easy.”

“If it were easy I wouldn’t need you, hombre, nor would I have to pay
you,” Mauro Carias remarked.

“I don’t like those photographers, they could land us in a mess. As for the
writer woman, she seems pretty sharp to me,” said the captain.

“The anthropologist, the writer, and the photographers are indispensable
to our plan. They will leave here telling the exact story we want them to tell.
That way, no suspicion will fall on us, and we prevent Congress from sending
a commission to investigate events, as they have before. This time a group
from International Geographic will be witnesses,” Carias explained.

“I don’t understand why the government protects that handful of savages,
anyway. They take up thousands of square miles that should be divided
among settlers, which is the only way progress will come to this hellhole,” the
captain commented.

“All in good time, Ariosto. There are emeralds and diamonds in that
territory. By the time settlers come to cut trees and breed cattle, you and I will
be rich. I’'m not ready for adventurers to come nosing around yet.”

“Then they won’t. That’s why the army’s here, my friend Carias, to see
that the law is obeyed. We have to protect the Indians, don’t we?” Captain
Ariosto asked, and they both laughed.

“I have it all planned; a person I trust is going along on the expedition.”
“Who is that?”

“For the moment, I prefer not to name names,” said Carias, but then
explained further. “The Beast is the excuse for having that idiot Leblanc and
the journalists go exactly where we want them to, and be there to cover the
news. They will contact Indians; that’s inevitable. They can’t travel into that



triangle of the Upper Orinoco to look for the Beast without coming across
Indians.”

“Your plan seems very complicated to me. I have some very discreet men;
we can do the work without anyone finding out,” Captain Ariosto assured
Carias, taking a sip of his drink.

“No, hombre! Haven’t I told you that we must be patient?”
“Tell me the plan again,” Ariosto requested.

“Don’t you worry, I’ll take care of the plan. Before three months have
gone by, there won’t be a living soul left in that area.”

At that moment, Alex felt something on his foot, and choked back a
scream: a snake was slithering over his bare skin! Nadia put a finger to her
lips and motioned him not to move. Carias and Ariosto jumped up, alerted,
and both drew their pistols. The captain turned on his flashlight and swept it
all around, its beam passing only a few inches from where the two were
hiding. Alex was so terrified that he would happily have confronted the guns
if he could have shaken off the snake, which now was curled around his
ankle, but Nadia was holding him by one arm and he realized that he could
not risk her life, too.

“Who’s there,” the captain asked quietly, not lifting his voice in order not
to wake the people sleeping in the hotel.

Silence.
“Let’s go, Ariosto,” ordered Carias.

The soldier again swept his flashlight around the room, then both men
retreated to the stairs that led to the street, still holding their guns. A couple of
minutes went by before the two friends felt they could move without
revealing their presence. By then, the snake was around Alex’s calf; its head
had reached the level of his knee and sweat was pouring down his torso.
Nadia pulled off her T-shirt, wrapped it around her right hand, and very
cautiously seized the snake just behind the head. Immediately Alex felt the
serpent’s coils tighten, and it whipped its tail furiously, but the girl held it
firmly and unhurriedly started unwinding it from her new friend’s leg until it
was free and the snake was dangling from her hand. She swung her arm like
the blade of a windmill, faster and faster, and launched the snake over the
banister of the terrace, into the darkness. Then she put her shirt back on, all
with great calm.

“Was it poisonous?” Alex asked as soon as he could get the words out.



“Yes, I think it was a surucucu, but it wasn’t very big. Its mouth was still
small and it couldn’t open its jaws very far; it might have bitten a finger, but
not a leg,” Nadia replied. Then she translated what Carias and Ariosto had
been saying.

“What do you think those awful men are up to? What can we do?” the girl
asked.

“I don’t know. The only thing that occurs to me is to tell my grandmother,
but I don’t know whether she would believe me. She says that I’m paranoid,
and that I see enemies and dangers everywhere.”

“For the moment, Alex, we can only wait and watch,” Nadia concluded.

The young people went back to their hammocks. Alex was drained and
fell straight to sleep. He awakened at dawn to the deafening howls of the
monkeys. He was so starved that he would gladly have eaten his father’s
pancakes, but there was nothing at hand and he had to wait two hours until his
traveling companions were ready for breakfast. He was offered black coffee,
warm beer, and the cold leftovers of the tapir from the previous night. He
refused it all, repulsed. He had never seen a tapir, but he imagined that it
looked something like a huge rat. He would get a surprise a few days later
when he learned that a tapir is an animal that weighs more than two hundred
pounds and resembles a pig, and is greatly prized for its meat. He tried a
pldtano, but it was very bitter and left a harsh taste on his tongue; he found
out later that though it looked like a banana, it had to be cooked to be eaten.
Nadia, who had gone out early to swim in the river with the other girls, came
back with a fresh flower over one ear and the same green feather in the lobe
of the other. Boroba’s arms were around her neck and she was carrying half a
pineapple in her hand. Alex had read that the only safe fruit in tropical
countries is something you peel yourself, but he decided that the risk of
contracting typhus was preferable to malnutrition. Grateful, he devoured the
pineapple she offered him.

Cesar Santos appeared moments later, as clean and fresh as his daughter,
inviting the sweaty members of the expedition to take a dip in the river.
Everyone followed except Professor Leblanc, who ordered Karakawe to bring
several buckets of water so he could bathe on the terrace; he was not attracted
to the idea of swimming in the company of manta rays. Some were the size of
a carpet, and their powerful tails not only cut like saws but also injected
venom. Alex considered that after his experience with the snake the night
before, he would not be daunted by the risk of bumping into a fish, no matter
how bad its reputation. He dove headfirst into the water.



“If you’re attacked by a manta ray, it means that these waters aren’t for
you,” was the only comment from his grandmother, who went off with the
women to bathe in a different area.

“Mantas are shy, and live on the bed of the river. Usually they scurry
away when they see something moving in the water, but it’s best to drag your
feet as you walk in order not to step on them,” César Santos instructed.

The swim was delicious, and left Alex feeling cool and clean.



CHAPTER SEVEN
The Black Jaguar

BEFORE SETTING OUT, the members of the expedition were invited to the camp
of Mauro Carias. Dr. Omayra Torres excused herself, saying that she had to
send the young Mormons back to Manaus on an army helicopter because they
were sicker than before. The camp consisted of several trailers that had been
transported by helicopter and set up in a circle in a clearing about a mile from
Santa Maria de la Lluvia. The units were luxurious compared to the zinc-
roofed huts in the village. The compound was equipped with an electric
generator, a radio tower, and solar energy panels.

Carias had similar retreats at strategic points along the Amazon, from
which he could oversee his many business dealings, from timber harvesting to
gold mining, but he lived some distance away. It was said that he had princely
mansions in Caracas, Rio de Janeiro, and Miami, and that he kept a wife in
each city. He traveled in his own jet and a small plane, and he also had access
to army vehicles, which certain friendly generals placed at his disposal. In
Santa Maria de la Lluvia there was no airstrip large enough to land his jet, so
he used his biplane, which, compared to the one César Santos flew, a rusty
little tin can, looked supersonic. Kate noticed that the camp was surrounded
by electric fences and by numerous guards.

“What can this man own that requires such heavy guards?” she
commented to her grandson.

Mauro Carias was one of the few adventurers who had become rich in the
Amazon. Thousands and thousands of garimpeiros went deep into the jungle,
on foot and by canoe, to look for gold mines and beds of diamonds, slashing
their way through the vegetation with machetes, devoured by ants, leeches,
and mosquitoes. Many died of malaria, some from gunshots, still others from
hunger and loneliness. Their bodies rotted in unmarked graves or were eaten
by scavengers.

It was said that Carias had made his start with chickens, that he set them
loose in the jungle and then split open their craws to retrieve the nuggets of
gold the wretched fowls had swallowed. That story, however, like so much of
the gossip about the man’s past, must have been an exaggeration, because in
truth gold was not scattered across the soil of the Amazon like kernels of
corn. In any case, Carias never had to risk his health like the miserable
garimpeiros, because he had good connections and a nose for business. He



knew how to give orders and command respect; what he didn’t get through
legal means, he obtained by force. Many people whispered behind his back
that he was a criminal, but no one dared say that to his face, and it was never
proved that he had blood on his hands. There was nothing threatening or
suspicious about his looks; he was a pleasant, good-looking, tan-skinned man
with well-kept hands and flashing white teeth, always dressed in expensive
sports clothes. His voice was melodious, and he looked you straight in the eye
when he spoke, as if he wanted to prove his openness with every word.

This Amazon entrepreneur received the members of the International
Geographic expedition in one of his trailers, decorated as a living room, with
comforts that didn’t exist in the village. Two attractive young women served
drinks and lighted cigars, but never said a word. Alex supposed they didn’t
speak English. They reminded him of Morgana, the girl who had stolen his
backpack in New York, because they had the same insolent attitude. He
blushed when he thought about Morgana, and asked himself again how he
could have been so foolish. The two girls were the only women he saw in
Carias’s camp; the other employees were men armed to the teeth. Their host
offered them a delicious lunch of cheeses, cold meats, shellfish, fruit, ice
cream, and other luxuries flown in from Caracas. For the first time since he
had left his own country, Alex was able to eat to his liking.

“It appears that you know this region very well, Santos,” Mauro Carias
said to their guide. “How long have you lived here?”

“All my life. I couldn’t live anywhere else,” he replied.

“I’ve been told that your wife fell ill here. I’'m very sorry to hear that. . . .
It doesn’t surprise me; not many foreigners can survive in this isolation and
this climate. And your little girl? She doesn’t go to school?” Carias reached
out to pat Nadia, but Boroba bared his teeth.

“I don’t have to go to school. I know how to read and write,” Nadia said
emphatically.

“And that’s all you need to know, sweetie.” Carias smiled.

“Nadia knows the natural world, and she speaks English, Spanish,
Portuguese, and several of the Indian tongues,” her father added.

“What is that you’re wearing around your neck, sweetie?” Carias asked in
an affectionate tone.

“My name is Nadia,” she said.

“Show me your necklace, Nadia.” The entrepreneur host smiled, showing



his perfect teeth.
“It’s magic, I can’t take it off.”
“Would you like to sell it? I’ll buy it,” Mauro Carias said teasingly.
“No!” Nadia said, stepping back.

Cesar Santos interrupted to apologize for the prickly behavior of his
daughter. He was surprised that this very important man would waste time
joking with a little girl. In the past, no one had ever noticed Nadia, but in
recent months, his daughter was beginning to attract attention, and that did
not please him at all. Mauro Carias commented that if the girl had lived her
whole life in the Amazon, she was not prepared for society, and what did her
future hold? She seemed very bright, he said, and with a proper education she
could go far. He even offered to take her back with him to the city, where he
could send her to school and make a little lady of her, which was as it should
be.

“I can’t give up my daughter, but I thank you, anyway,” Santos replied.
“Think it over, hombre. I’d be like her godfather,” Carias added.

“I can talk with animals, too,” Nadia interrupted. Most of those present
laughed at what she had said. The only ones who didn’t were her father, Alex,
and Kate.

“If you can talk with the animals, maybe you can act as my interpreter
with one of my pets,” the entrepreneur said, and in mellow tones invited them
all to come along with him.

They followed Mauro Carias to the patio formed by the circle of trailers;
in the center was an improvised cage constructed of poles and chicken wire.
In the cage, a large cat was pacing with the crazed agitation of a wild beast in
captivity. It was a black jaguar with a lustrous pelt and hypnotic topaz-colored
eyes, one of the most handsome examples ever seen in the area. The minute
Boroba glimpsed the jaguar, he screeched, leaped from Nadia’s shoulder, and
loped off at top speed with the girl close behind, calling him in vain. Alex was
surprised, because it was the first time he had seen the monkey part from its
owner voluntarily. The photographers immediately focused their lenses on the
cat, and even Kate pulled her small automatic camera from her bag. Professor
Leblanc stood back at a prudent distance.

“Black jaguars are the most feared animals in South America. They do not
back off from anything; they have great courage,” said Carias.



“If you admire it so, why don’t you set it free?” César Santos asked. “This
poor cat would be better dead than captive.”

“Free it? No, hombre! Not a chance. I have a small zoo at my home in Rio
de Janeiro. I’m just waiting for a proper cage to send the cat there.”

Alex had moved up close, as if in a trance, fascinated by the sight of that
great feline. His grandmother called a warning that he didn’t hear, and he kept
going closer, until both hands were touching the wire that separated him from
the animal. The jaguar stopped pacing, emitted a deep growl, and fixed its
yellow gaze on the human outside its cage. It froze in place, its muscles tense,
its jet pelt quivering. Alex took off his glasses, which he had worn since he
was seven years old, and dropped them on the ground. Cat and human were
so close that Alex could distinguish each golden fleck in the pupils of the
beast as their eyes locked in a silent dialogue. Everything faded away. Alex
was alone, facing the animal on a vast amber plane surrounded by lofty black
towers, beneath a white sky in which six transparent moons were floating like
the heads of medusae. He saw the cat open its jaws, he saw the gleam of its
enormous pearl-white teeth, and in a human voice, but one that seemed to
issue from the depths of a cavern, it spoke his name: Alexander. And he
answered in his own voice, but it, too, sounded cavernous: Jaguar. The cat and
its counterpart repeated those words three times: Alexander, Jaguar;
Alexander, Jaguar; Alexander, Jaguar, and then the sand of the plain became
phosphorescent, the sky turned black, and the six moons began to whirl in
their orbits and scatter like slow-moving comets.

In the meantime, Mauro Carias had issued an order, and one of his
employees came dragging in a monkey with a rope around its neck. When it
saw the jaguar, it had a reaction similar to Boroba’s; it began to shriek and
jump up and down and wave its arms, but it could not get free. Carias took it
by the collar and, before anyone could guess his intention, he had opened the
cage with a single precise movement and thrown the terrorized little animal
inside.

The photographers, caught by surprise, should have remembered they had
cameras in their hands. Leblanc was fascinated by every movement of the
unfortunate simian, which scampered up the wire looking for a way out, and
of the cat, which, following the prey with its eyes, crouched and prepared to
spring. Without thinking, Alex started running, stepping on his glasses, which
were still on the ground, and grinding them to bits. He hurled himself at the
door of the cage, intending to save both animals, the monkey from its certain
death and the jaguar from its prison. When she saw her grandson opening the



lock, Kate ran, too, but before she could reach him, two of Carias’s employees
already had him by his arms, and were struggling with him. Everything
happened at once—so quickly that afterward, Alex could not remember the
sequence of events. With one slash of its claws, the jaguar raked the monkey
from the wire and with one snap of its terrible jaws killed it. Blood sprayed in
every direction. In that same instant, César Santos pulled his pistol from his
belt and fired a perfectly aimed shot to the jaguar’s head. Alex felt the impact
as if the bullet had struck him between the eyes, and he would have fallen
backward if Carias’s guards had not had a strong grip on him.

“What did you do, you bastard!” yelled the entrepreneur, whirling toward
César Santos and pulling out his own pistol.

The guards let go of Alex, who stumbled and fell to the ground, in order
to deal with the guide, but they did not dare touch him because he still had the
smoking pistol in his hand.

“I set him free,” César Santos replied with awesome serenity.

Mauro Carias fought to control himself. He realized he could not shoot
Santos in front of the journalists and Leblanc.

“Hold it down!” Mauro Carias ordered the guards.

“He killed it! He killed it!” Leblanc babbled, red-faced with excitement.
The death of the monkey, first, and then the cat, had driven him into a frenzy;
he acted as if he were drunk.

“Don’t concern yourself, Professor Leblanc. I can get all the animals I
want. Forgive me, I fear that this was not a spectacle for soft hearts,” said
Carias.

Kate helped her grandson get to his feet, then took César Santos by the
arm and started toward the exit before the situation could grow more violent.
The guide allowed himself to be led by the writer, and they left, followed by
Alex. Outside, they found Nadia with a terrified Boroba clinging to her waist.

Alex tried to explain to Nadia what had passed between the jaguar and
him before Mauro Carias threw the monkey into the cage, but it was all
jumbled together in his brain. The experience had been so real that he could
have sworn that for a few minutes he was in a different world, a world with
gleaming sand and six moons whirling through the firmament, a world where
he and the jaguar blended into a single voice. Although he could not find the
words to tell his friend what he had felt, she seemed to understand without the
need to hear details.



“The jaguar recognized you because it is your totemic animal,” she said.
“We all have an animal spirit that accompanies us. It is like our soul. We don’t
all find our animal; usually it’s only great warriors and shamans who do, but
you discovered yours without looking. Your name is Jaguar,” said Nadia.

“Jaguar?”

“Alexander is the name your parents gave you. Jaguar is your real name.
But to use that name, you must be like a jaguar.”

“And how is that? Cruel and bloody?” Alex asked, thinking of the beast’s
jaws as it tore the monkey apart in Carias’s cage.

“Animals aren’t cruel the way people are; they kill only to defend
themselves, or when they are hungry.”

“Do you have a totemic animal, too, Nadia?”

“Yes, but it hasn’t been revealed to me yet. Finding your animal is less
important for a woman, because we get our strength from the earth. We are
nature,” the girl said.

“How do you know all these things?” queried Alex, who by then was
beginning to have faith in what the girl told him.

“Walimai taught me.”
“The shaman is your friend?”

“Yes, Jaguar, but I haven’t told anyone that I talk with Walimai, not even
my papa.”
(‘Why?”

“Because Walimai likes solitude. The only company he can bear is his
wife’s spirit. He shows up from time to time in a shabono to cure an illness or
take part in a ceremony for the dead, but he never appears to the nahab.”

“Nahab?”
“Foreigners.”
“You’re a foreigner, Nadia.”

“Walimai says that I don’t belong anywhere, that I’'m not an Indian and
not a foreigner, not a woman and not a spirit.”

“What are you then?” asked Jaguar.

“I just am,” the girl replied.



Cesar Santos explained to the members of the expedition that they would
go upriver by motorboat, traveling through Indian territory as far as the
waterfalls of the Upper Orinoco. There they would set up camp and, if
possible, clear enough ground to carve out a small landing field. He would go
back to Santa Maria de la Lluvia to pick up his plane, which they would use
for speedier contact with the village. He said that by then the new engine
would have arrived, and it would simply be a matter of installing it. With the
plane, they would be able to go to otherwise unreachable areas of the
mountains where, according to the testimony of some Indians and
adventurers, the mythological Beast might have its den.

“How does a gigantic creature climb up and down terrain that supposedly
we can’t manage?” asked Kate.

“We are going to find out,” César Santos answered.
“How do the Indians get there without a small plane?” Kate insisted.

“They know the lay of the land,” the guide said. “Indians can climb those
gigantic palm trees that have the trunks covered with long spines. They can
also scale the rock faces of the waterfalls, which are as smooth as mirrors.”

The party spent a major part of the morning loading the boats. Professor
Leblanc had brought more bundles than the photographers, including a supply
of bottled water to use when he shaved because he was afraid of mercury-
polluted water. It was futile for César Santos to remind him that they would
be camping far upstream of the gold mines. At the guide’s suggestion,
Leblanc had hired Karakawe, the Indian who had been fanning him the night
before, as his personal assistant to look after him for the rest of the trip.
Leblanc explained that he had a bad back and could not carry anything at all.

From the first day of their adventure, Alexander had been responsible for
his grandmother’s things. That was one aspect of his duties, for which she
was paying him a minimal amount, to be collected upon their return if he did
his job well. Every day, Kate jotted down the hours her grandson worked and
made him sign the page; that was how they kept track of what she owed. In a
moment of candor, he had told her about destroying everything in his room.
She did not consider that to be terribly grave, since it was her opinion that one
needs very little in this world. She offered him a salary since he planned to
replace what he had demolished. His grandmother traveled with three changes
of cotton clothing, vodka, tobacco, shampoo, soap, insect repellent, a
mosquito net, a blanket, paper, and a box of pencils—all of it in a single
canvas bag. She also had an automatic camera, so ordinary that it had



provoked hoots of laughter from the professional photographers, Timothy
Bruce and Joel Gonzalez. Kate let them laugh. Alex had even less clothing
than his grandmother, plus a map and a couple of books. He had fastened his
Swiss Army knife, his flute, and a compass to his belt. When César Santos
saw the compass, he commented that it would not be any help in the jungle,
since it was impossible to travel in a straight line.

“Forget the compass, son. Your best bet is to not lose sight of me,” he
counseled.

But Alex liked the idea of being able to locate north wherever he was. His
watch, on the other hand, was useless, because Amazon time was different
from the rest of the planet’s; it was not measured in hours, but in dawns, tides,
seasons, and rains.

The five soldiers Captain Ariosto had provided, and Matuwe, the Indian
guide employed by César Santos, were well armed. Matuwe and Karakawe
had adopted those names in their dealings with foreigners. Only family
members and close friends could call them by their true names. They both had
been very young when they left their tribes to be educated in the mission
schools where they were converted to Christianity, but they had maintained
contact with the other Indians. No one was better in orienting himself than
Matuwe, who never needed a map to know where he was. Karakawe was
considered to be a “city man,” because he often traveled to Manaus and
Caracas, and because, like many people from the city, he was suspicious by
nature.

Cesar Santos had organized the necessities for setting up camp: tents,
food, cooking utensils, a battery-operated radio and lights, tools, nets for
setting traps, machetes, knives, and a few metal, glass, and plastic trinkets to
exchange with the Indians. At the last moment, Santos’s daughter appeared
with her little black monkey on one hip, Walimai’s amulet around her neck,
with no luggage but a cotton cardigan tied around her shoulders, and
announced that she was ready to go. She had warned her father that she did
not intend to stay with the nuns at the hospital in Santa Maria de la Lluvia, as
she had before, because Mauro Carias was hanging around and she did not
like the way he looked at her and tried to touch her. She was afraid of that
man who “carried his heart in a tote.” Professor Leblanc threw a tantrum. He
had already objected strenuously to the inclusion of Kate’s grandson, but
since it was impossible to send him back to the United States, he had to
tolerate him. Now, however, he was not about to allow the guide’s daughter to
tag along, not for any reason.



“This is not a kindergarten, it is a highly dangerous scientific expedition;
the eyes of the world are on Ludovic Leblanc,” he fumed.

When everyone ignored him, he refused to get on the boat. They could not
leave without him; only the enormous prestige of his name guaranteed the
backing of International Geographic, he reminded them. César Santos tried to
convince Leblanc that his daughter went everywhere with him and that she
would be no bother at all; just the opposite, she could be of great help because
she spoke several Indian dialects. Leblanc was unbending. A half hour later,
the temperature had climbed to one hundred degrees, moisture was dripping
from every surface, and tempers were as hot as the thermometer. That was
when Kate intervened.

“Like you, Professor, I have a bad back. I must have a personal assistant. I
have hired Nadia Santos to carry my notebooks and fan me with a banana
leaf.”

Everyone burst out laughing. The girl climbed onto the boat with dignity
and sat beside the writer. The monkey settled itself in her lap, and from there
stuck out its tongue and made faces at Professor Leblanc, who also joined
them, fiery red with indignation.



CHAPTER EIGHT
The Expedition

ONCE AGAIN THE group found itself proceeding upriver. This time there were
thirteen adults and two children in two motorboats, both of which belonged to
Mauro Carias, who had put them at Leblanc’s disposal.

Alex waited for an opportunity to talk to his grandmother in private about
the strange conversation between Mauro Carias and Captain Ariosto, which
Nadia had translated for him. Kate listened carefully and gave no sign that she
didn’t believe her grandson, as he had feared; on the contrary, she seemed
very interested.

“I don’t like that Carias,” she said. “I wonder how he plans to exterminate
the Indians.”

“T don’t know.”

“The only thing we can do for the moment is wait and watch,” the writer
decided.

“Nadia said the same thing.”
“That girl is smart; she should be my granddaughter, Alexander.”

The trip upriver was much like the run between Manaus and Santa Maria
de la Lluvia, although the landscape was different. By then, Alex had decided
to follow Nadia’s advice and instead of battling the mosquitoes and bathing
himself in insect repellent, he let them attack him, overcoming the temptation
to scratch. He also took off his boots when he saw that they were always wet,
and when he found out that the leeches bit him as much as if he weren’t
wearing them. He hadn’t noticed until his grandmother pointed to his feet: his
socks were bloody. He pulled them off and saw the repulsive creatures
clinging to his skin, swollen with blood.

“It doesn’t hurt because they inject an anesthetic before they suck your
blood,” César Santos explained.

Then he taught Alex how to make the leeches drop off by burning them
with a cigarette; that way the heads weren’t left under the skin and you
avoided the risk of infection. Santos’s method was somewhat complicated for
Alex since he didn’t smoke, but a little warm tobacco from his grandmother’s
pipe had the same effect. It was easier to remove the leeches than to spend all
his time trying to keep them off.



From the beginning, Alex had the impression that the tension among the
adults of the expedition was almost visible; no one trusted anyone. He
couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being spied on, as if thousands of eyes
were observing every move of the motorboats. He kept looking over his
shoulder, but no one was following them on the river.

The five soldiers were caboclos, all born in the region. The Indian guide
Matuwe, hired by César Santos, served as an interpreter with the tribes. The
other pure Indian was Karakawe, Leblanc’s assistant. According to Dr.
Omayra Torres, Karakawe did not act like other Indians, and quite possibly he
would never go back to live with his tribe.

The Indians shared everything among themselves; their only possessions
were the few weapons or primitive tools each carried with him. Every tribe
had a shabono, a large, round, communal hut roofed with straw, and open to a
clear space in the middle. They all lived together, sharing everything from
food to the care of the children. Contact with outsiders, however, was taking
its toll on the tribes. It not only poisoned their bodies with illnesses, it
affected their souls. As soon as an Indian held a machete, a knife, or any other
metal instrument, his life changed forever. With a single machete, they could
increase productivity a thousandfold on the small plots where they cultivated
cassava and maize. With a knife, any warrior felt he was a god. The Indians’
obsession with steel was as powerful as the foreigners’ lust for gold.
Karakawe had passed the machete stage and had moved on to guns; he was
never without his antiquated pistol. Someone like him, who thought more
about himself than he did his community, had no place in the tribe.
Individualism was thought to be a form of madness, like being possessed by a
demon.

Karakawe was a gruff man who had very little to say; when someone
asked a question he could not avoid, he answered in one or two words. He
didn’t get along well with foreigners, with the caboclos, or with the other
Indians. He did Ludovic Leblanc’s bidding reluctantly, and his eyes glittered
with hatred when he had to speak to the anthropologist. He never ate with the
others, he did not touch a drop of alcohol, and he went off by himself when
they camped for the night. Nadia and Alex once surprised him going through
Dr. Omayra Torres’s baggage.

“Tarantula,” he said by way of explanation.
Alex and Nadia decided to keep an eye on him.

As they continued, progress became more and more difficult because the



river often narrowed and they came upon rapids that threatened to overturn
the boats. In other places, the water seemed stagnant, and there they were
impeded by corpses of animals and rotted tree trunks and branches. They had
to kill the motors and paddle their way forward using bamboo poles to shunt
aside the debris. Several times, what they poked turned out to be large
caimans, which when you looked down on them resembled logs. César Santos
explained that when the water was low, jaguars came to the river, and when it
was high, snakes appeared. They saw a pair of gigantic turtles and a five-foot-
long eel that César Santos said delivered a strong electric shock. The
vegetation was very dense, and gave off the smell of decaying plant life, but
sometimes at night large flowers tangled in the tree branches would open and
the air would be heavy with the sweet scent of vanilla and honey. White
herons watched, motionless, from the tall grass that grew by the river, and
brilliantly colored butterflies were everywhere.

Cesar Santos often slowed the boats at trees with branches stretching over
the water, where all they had to do was reach out and pluck a fruit. Alex had
never seen any of these strange varieties and did not want to try them, but the
others ate them with pleasure. One time Santos guided the boat to the
riverbank to collect a plant he said was great for healing wounds. Dr. Omayra
Torres agreed, and recommended to Alex that he rub the sap over the cut on
his hand, though that was not actually necessary, it had healed cleanly. All
that was left was a red line, which didn’t bother him at all.

Kate informed them that this was an area where many men had tried to
find the mythic city of El Dorado, lured by the legend that its streets were
paved with gold and children had precious stones for toys. Many adventurers
had plunged into the jungle and traveled up the Amazon and the Orinoco
without reaching the heart of that enchanted land where the world was as
innocent as it had been at the dawn of human life on the planet. They had died
or come back defeated by Indians, mosquitoes, wild animals, tropical
diseases, the climate, and the difficult terrain.

The expedition members now found themselves in Venezuelan territory,
but borders meant nothing there, it was all the same prehistoric paradise.
Unlike the Rio Negro, these waters were untraveled. They met no other boats,
saw no canoes, no houses on stilts, and not a single human being. On the
other hand, the flora and fauna were marvelous; the photographers were
having a field day, they had never had within the focus of their cameras so
many species of trees, plants, flowers, insects, birds, and animals. They saw
red and green parrots, elegant flamingos, toucans with long, heavy beaks their
fragile heads could scarcely support, and hundreds of canaries and cockatoos.



Many of these birds were threatened with extinction because traffickers
hunted them mercilessly to smuggle into other countries and sell. An
assortment of monkeys, almost human in their expressions and their games,
seemed to be greeting them from the trees. There were deer, bears, anteaters,
and squirrels and other small mammals. Several splendid parrots—called
papagayos—followed them for long stretches. These large multicolored birds
flew with incredible grace above the boats, as if they were curious about the
strange creatures traveling in them. Leblanc shot at one with his pistol, but
César Santos managed to jar the professor’s arm and spoil the shot. The bullet
frightened the monkeys and other birds; the sky filled with wings, but soon
afterward, the parrots returned, unperturbed.

“You can’t eat them, Professor, the meat is bitter. There’s no reason to kill
them,” César Santos scolded the anthropologist.

“I like the feathers,” said Leblanc, annoyed by the guide’s interference.
“Buy some in Manaus,” César Santos said curtly.

“You can tame parrots,” Dr. Omayra Torres told them. “My mother has
one at our home in Boa Vista. It goes everywhere with her, flying about six
feet over her head. When my mother goes to market, the parrot follows the
bus until she gets off, waits in a tree while she shops, and then comes back
with her, like a lap dog.”

Alex found once again that the music of his flute stirred the monkeys and
birds. Boroba seemed particularly attracted. When Alex played, the little
monkey sat stone still, listening with a solemn, curious expression.
Sometimes he jumped up on Alex and tugged at the instrument, begging for
music. Alex would oblige, delighted finally to have an interested audience
after having fought for years with his sisters in order to practice in peace. The
members of the expedition were comforted by the music, which accompanied
them as the landscape grew more hostile and mysterious. Alex played
effortlessly; the notes flowed out as if the delicate instrument had a memory
and could remember the unmatched mastery of its previous owner, the
celebrated Joseph Cold.

The sensation of being followed had possessed them all. Without voicing
it, because what is not spoken can seem not to exist, they kept searching for
signs in the jungle. Professor Leblanc, binoculars in hand, spent the day
examining the passing riverbanks; tension had made him even more
disagreeable. The only persons not infected by collective nerves were Kate
and the Englishman, Timothy Bruce. They had worked together on many



occasions; they had covered half the world for their travel articles and had
experienced several wars and revolutions, and they had climbed mountains
and descended to the bottoms of seas, so there was very little that robbed
them of sleep. Besides, they liked to boast that they were unflappable.

“Don’t you feel as if someone is watching us, Kate?” her grandson asked.
“Yes.”
“Doesn’t it scare you?”

“There are various ways to overcome fear, Alexander. None works,” she
replied.

Just as she spoke those words, one of the soldiers traveling in their boat
fell at her feet without a sound. Kate bent over him, at first not
comprehending what had happened until she saw a kind of long shaft buried
in the man’s chest. Then she knew that he had died instantly: the projectile
had passed cleanly between two ribs and had pierced his heart. Alex and Kate
alerted the other travelers, who were not aware of what had happened because
the attack had been so silent. An instant later, half a dozen guns were fired
into the thick growth along the bank. When the roar, the gunpowder, and the
birds that filled the sky had settled, they could see that there was no other
movement in the jungle. Whoever had shot the lethal dart was crouched
down, motionless and silent. César Santos pulled the dart from the dead
Indian’s body; it was approximately a foot long, and as strong and flexible as
steel.

The guide gave the order to continue with all speed, because this part of
the river was narrow and the boats were an easy target for the attackers’
arrows. They did not stop until two hours later, when they thought it safe.
Only then could they examine the dart, which was painted with strange red
and black designs that no one could decipher. Karakawe and Matuwe reported
that they had never seen those marks before; they were not known to their
own tribes or to any others they knew, but they agreed that all the Indians of
the region used blowguns. Dr. Omayra Torres explained that even if the dart
had not hit the heart with such spectacular precision, the man would have died
within minutes anyway—though death would have been more painful because
the tip of the dart was dipped in curare, a lethal poison used by Indians for
hunting and for war, and there is no known antidote.

“This is unacceptable! That arrow could have hit me!” Leblanc protested.

“That is true,” César Santos admitted.



“This is your fault,” the professor added.

“My fault?” César Santos repeated, confused by the unexpected turn the
matter was taking.

“You’re the guide! You are responsible for our safety, that is why we pay
you!”

“We are not exactly on a tour, Professor,” César Santos replied.

“We must turn around and return immediately. Do you realize the loss to
the scientific world if anything happened to Ludovic Leblanc?” the professor
exclaimed.

The other members of the expedition were too stunned to speak. No one
knew what to say until Kate broke in.

“I was hired to write an article about the Beast, and I plan to do just that—
with poison arrows or without them, Professor. If you want to go back, you
will have to walk or swim, whichever you prefer. We will continue according
to plan,” she said.

'”

“Why, you insolent old . . . How dare you . . shrieked the professor.

“Remember whom you’re speaking to, you little twerp,” the writer calmly
interrupted, seizing him firmly by the shirt and paralyzing him with the glare
of her fearsome blue eyes.

Alex expected the anthropologist to take a swing at his grandmother, and
he stepped forward to prevent that, but it wasn’t necessary. Kate’s powerful
gaze had doused the rage of the irritable Leblanc as if by magic.

“What shall we do with the body of this poor fellow?” the doctor asked,
pointing to the cadaver.

“We can’t take it with us in this climate, Omayra; you know how quickly
bodies decompose. I suppose we could throw him into the river,” César
Santos suggested.

“His spirit would be angry, and it would pursue us and kill us,” objected
Matuwe, the terrified Indian guide.

“Then we will do what Indians do when they have to postpone a
cremation; we will leave it in the open for the birds and animals to pick the
bones,” César Santos decided.

“But there should be a ceremony,” Matuwe insisted.

“We don’t have time. A traditional funeral would take several days.



Besides, this man was a Christian,” César Santos argued.

Finally they agreed to wrap the body in a sheet of canvas and place it on a
small bark platform they built in the branches of a tree. Kate, who was not a
religious woman but who had a good memory and remembered her childhood
prayers, improvised a brief Christian ritual. Timothy Bruce and Joel Gonzalez
filmed and photographed the body and the funeral, as proof of what had
happened. César Santos carved crosses in the trees along the riverbank, and
marked the site as well as he could on a map, in order to recognize the place
when they came back later to collect the bones, which would be delivered to
the family of the dead man in Santa Maria de la Lluvia.

From that moment, the journey went from bad to worse. The vegetation
became much more dense and they saw the sun only when traveling in the
middle of the river. It was so close and uncomfortable that they could not
sleep on the boats and, despite the danger represented by Indians and wild
animals, they had to camp onshore. César Santos distributed the food,
organized the hunting and fishing parties, and assigned shifts among the men
to stand guard at night. He excluded Professor Leblanc; it was obvious that
the least sound set his nerves on edge. Kate and Dr. Omayra Torres demanded
to take part in the guard duty; it seemed insulting to be excluded because they
were females. Then the two young people insisted on being accepted, too—in
part because they wanted to keep an eye on Karakawe. They had seen him put
handfuls of bullets into his pockets and watched him hang around the radio
equipment, which from time to time César Santos was able to use to
communicate, though with great difficulty, to report their location on the map
to the operator at Santa Maria de la Lluvia. The leafy dome of the jungle
acted like an umbrella, blocking the radio frequency.

“Which is worse, the Indians or the Beast?” Alex asked Ludovic Leblanc
jokingly.

“The Indians, boy. They are cannibals; they not only eat their enemies,
they eat the dead of their own tribe,” the professor replied emphatically.

“Oh, really? I’d never heard that,” Dr. Omayra Torres said sarcastically.
“Read my book, Sefiorita Torres.”

“Doctor,” she corrected for the umpteenth time.

“These Indians kill to get women,” he assured her.

“You might kill for that reason, Professor, but not the Indians,” the doctor
replied. “They don’t need more women; the fact is, they have more than



enough.”

“I have seen it with my own eyes; they attack other shabonos and steal the
women.”

“As far as I am aware,” César Santos interrupted, “they cannot oblige girls
to stay with them against their will. If they want, they can leave. When there
is war between two shabonos, it is because one has used magic to harm the
other, or out of revenge, or sometimes there are ceremonial battles in which
they club each other, but not with the intention of killing anyone.”

“You are mistaken, Santos. See the documentary of Ludovic Leblanc and
you will understand my theory,” Leblanc assured him.

“I understand that you handed out machetes and knives to one shabono
and promised the Indians you would give them more gifts if they acted for the
cameras according to your instructions,” the guide continued.

“That is a lie! According to my theory—”

“Other anthropologists and journalists have come to the Amazon with
ideas about the Indians. There was one who filmed a documentary in which
the boys went around dressed like women, wore makeup, and used
deodorant,” César Santos added.

“Ah. That colleague was known for rather strange ideas ... ,” the
professor admitted.

The guide showed Alex and Nadia how to load and fire the pistols. The
girl did not show any great skill or interest; she seemed unable to hit a target
three feet away. Alex, on the other hand, was fascinated. The weight of the
pistol in his hand gave him a sensation of invincible power; for the first time,
he understood the obsession so many people feel with firearms.

“My parents do not tolerate guns. If they saw me with this, they would
faint,” he commented.

“They won’t see you,” his grandmother assured him as she took his
picture.

Alex crouched down and pretended to shoot, as he had when he had
played as a little boy.

“The sure technique for missing your shot is to aim and fire in haste,” said
Kate. “If we are attacked, that is exactly what you will do, Alexander, but
don’t worry, because no one will be watching you. Most likely, by then we
will all be dead.”



“You don’t trust me to defend you, do you?”

“No, but I would rather be murdered by Indians in the Amazon than die of
old age in New York,” his grandmother replied.

“You’re one of a kind, Kate!” Alex said, and smiled.

“We all are, Alexander.”

On the third day, they caught sight of a family of deer in a small clearing.
The animals, accustomed to the safety of the forest, did not seem disturbed by
the presence of the boats. César Santos ordered a halt, and shot one deer with
his rifle as the rest fled in terror. That night the party would dine very well;
venison was greatly appreciated in spite of its stringy texture, and it would be
a feast after so many days of the same diet of fish. Matuwe had brought a
poison used by the Indians in his tribe to paralyze fish; when the poison was
thrown into the river, a hunter could impale them easily with a spear or an
arrow tied to a liana. The poison left no trace in the flesh of the fish or in the
water, and the remaining fish recovered within minutes.

They were at a calm place where the river formed a small lake, perfect for
stopping for a couple of hours to eat and regain their strength. César Santos
warned them to be cautious because the water was dark and they had seen
caimans several hours before, but they were all hot and thirsty. The soldiers
used poles to stir the water, and since they did not see any sign of caimans,
they decided to bathe—except for Professor Ludovic Leblanc, who would not
get in the river for any reason. Boroba was not fond of bathing, but Nadia
forced him to get wet from time to time to chase off the fleas. Perched on the
top of his owner’s head, the little creature squealed with pure fright every
time a drop of water splashed him. The members of the expedition paddled
around for a while as César Santos and two of the men dressed the deer and
built a fire to roast it.

Alex watched as his grandmother took off her trousers and shirt to swim
in her underwear, with absolutely no trace of embarrassment, although once
she was wet she looked almost naked. He tried not to look at her, but soon he
realized that there in the midst of nature, and so far from the familiar world,
there was no place for shame about the body. He had grown up around his
mother and his sisters, and he was used to the company of the opposite sex at
school, but recently anything connected with girls or women attracted him
like a remote and forbidden mystery. He knew the reason: hormones churning
around, not letting him think in peace. Adolescence was the pits, the worst of



the worst, he decided. They ought to invent a machine with laser beams where
you could walk in for a minute, and zap! come out an adult. He was carrying
a hurricane inside; sometimes he was euphoric, king of the world, ready to
take on a lion; other times he was as wimpy as a tadpole. From the moment he
had begun this journey, however, he hadn’t given a thought to hormones; nor
had he had time to consider whether it was worth the effort to go on living, a
doubt he used to have at least once a day. Now here he was comparing his
grandmother’s body—wiry, knotty, leathery skin—to the smooth golden
curves of Dr. Omayra Torres, who was wearing a discreet black bathing suit,
and to the still childish grace of Nadia. He thought about how the body
changes at different stages, and decided that the three women were equally
beautiful, each in her own way. He smiled at that idea. He had never dreamed,
two weeks before, that he could consider his own grandmother an attractive
person. Were his hormones cooking his brain?

A bloodcurdling scream jerked Alex from these important musings. The
cry had come from Joel Gonzalez, one of the photographers, who was
struggling desperately in the muddy water along the riverbank. At first, no
one knew what was happening; all they could see were the man’s arms
thrashing in the air and his head disappearing and reappearing. Alex, who was
a member of his school swim team, was the first to reach him with two or
three strong strokes. As he came near, he saw with absolute horror that a
snake as thick as a swollen fire hose was wrapped around the photographer’s
body. Alex seized Gonzalez by one arm and tried to drag him toward land, but
the weight of the man and the reptile was too much for him. With both hands,
and pulling with all his strength, he tried to separate the serpent, but its coils
merely tightened around its victim. He remembered the hair-raising
experience with the surucucti that had curled around his leg a few nights
before. This was a thousand times worse. The photographer was not
struggling now, or screaming; he was unconscious.

“Papa! Papa! An anaconda!” Nadia yelled, adding her cries to those of
Alex.

By then Kate, Timothy Bruce, and two of the soldiers had reached them,
and were struggling to uncoil the powerful snake from the body of the
unfortunate Gonzalez. The tussle stirred up the mud from the bottom of the
lake, turning the water as dark and thick as chocolate. In the confusion, they
couldn’t see what was happening; each was tugging and shouting instructions
without result. The effort seemed futile until César Santos arrived with the
knife he was using to dress the deer. He did not dare wield the knife blindly,
for fear of wounding Joel Gonzdlez or one of the others trying to subdue the



reptile. He had to wait for the precise moment the head of the anaconda thrust
up from the mud to decapitate it with one well-aimed slash. Blood gushed out,
turning the water the color of rust. It took five minutes more to free the
photographer, because even after death the constricting coils continued to
squeeze.

They dragged Joel Gonzalez to the riverbank, where he lay like a dead
man. Professor Leblanc was so agitated that, from a place of safety, he was
firing shots into the air, contributing to the confusion and general upheaval
until Kate took the pistol from him and commanded him to be still. While the
others had been struggling in the water with the anaconda, Dr. Omayra Torres
had gone back to the boat to look for her medical kit, and now she was
kneeling beside the unconscious man with a syringe in her hand. She acted
calmly, without speaking, as if the attack of an anaconda were a perfectly
normal event in her life. She gave an injection of adrenaline to Gonzalez, and
once she was sure he was breathing, proceeded to examine him.

“He has several broken ribs, and he is in shock,” she said. “We have to
hope he didn’t suffer a punctured lung, or a broken neck. We must immobilize
him.”

“How shall we do that?” asked César Santos.

“The Indians use tree bark and mud and vines,” said Nadia, still trembling
from what she had witnessed.

“Very good, Nadia,” the doctor said approvingly.

The guide issued the necessary instructions and soon the doctor, helped by
Kate and Nadia, had wrapped the injured man’s torso in cloths soaked in cool
mud, covered that with long strips of bark, and bound the whole with lianas.
As the mud dried, that primitive cast would act like a modern orthopedic
corset. Joel Gonzalez, stunned and in pain, still had no idea what had
happened, but he was conscious and was able to speak a few words.

“We must take Joel back to Santa Maria de la Lluvia. Immediately! From
there, they can use Mauro Carias’s plane to get him to a hospital,” the doctor
directed.

“This is a dreadful inconvenience,” protested Professor Leblanc. “We
have only two boats. We cannot send one back.”

“Why not? Yesterday you wanted to use a craft to get out of here, and now
you do not want to send one with my grievously injured friend?” asked
Timothy Bruce, doing his best to keep calm.



“Without the proper attention, Joel can die,” the doctor explained.

“Do not exaggerate, my good woman. This man is not seriously hurt,
merely frightened. With a little rest, he will be himself in a day or two,” said
Leblanc.

“Very considerate on your part, dear Professor,” muttered Bruce, closing
his fists.

“Enough, sefiores! Tomorrow we will come to a decision. It is too late to
start now; it will be dark soon. We must camp here,” was César Santos’s
conclusion.

Dr. Omayra Torres ordered a fire to be built near the injured man, to keep
him dry and warm during the night, for nights were always cool. For his pain,
she gave him morphine, and to prevent infection, she began a course of
antibiotics. She mixed a few teaspoons of sugar and a little salt in a bottle of
water and instructed Timothy Bruce to give the liquid by spoonfuls to his
friend, to help keep him from getting dehydrated, since it was clear that he
would not be able to swallow solid food for the next few days. The English
photographer, whose face usually suggested a placid draft horse, was openly
worried, and he obeyed the orders with the solicitude of a mother. Even the
bad-tempered Professor Leblanc had to admit to himself that the presence of
the doctor was indispensable on an adventure like this.

In the meantime, three of the soldiers and Karakawe had dragged the body
of the anaconda up on the bank. When they measured it, they found that it
was nearly eighteen feet long. Professor Leblanc insisted on being
photographed with the anaconda coiled around his body in such a way that it
was not apparent the head had been cut off. Afterward, the soldiers skinned
the reptile and nailed the skin on a trunk to dry; that technique increased the
length by twenty percent, and there were tourists who would pay a good price
for it. They did not have to take it back to town, however, because Professor
Leblanc offered to buy it on the spot, once he was certain he could not acquire
it gratis. Kate whispered nastily into her grandson’s ear that she bet that
within a few weeks the anthropologist would be exhibiting the anaconda as a
trophy in his lectures, telling how he had killed it with his own hands. That
was how he had won a hero’s reputation among anthropology students, who
were fascinated with the theory that killers had twice as many women and
three times as many sons as peaceful men. Leblanc’s theory on the advantages
of the dominant male, able to commit any act of brutality in order to transmit
his genes, was like a stimulant to bored students condemned to living tame
lives in the lap of civilization.



The soldiers looked in the lake for the head of the anaconda but couldn’t
find it; it had either sunk into the mud on the bottom or the current had carried
it off. They didn’t dare probe around too much, because those reptiles were
known to travel in pairs, and no one was inclined to chance another
confrontation. Dr. Omayra Torres explained that Indians and caboclos both
attributed curative and prophetic powers to serpents. They dried the head,
ground it up, and used the powder to treat tuberculosis, baldness, and bone
disease, as well as using it as an aid for interpreting dreams. A head that size
would be greatly prized, she assured them, it was a shame it had been lost.

The men cut up the flesh of the anaconda, salted it, and then roasted it on
sticks. Alex, who up till then had refused to taste piraruct, anteater, toucan,
monkey, or tapir, was struck with a sudden curiosity to know how that
enormous water snake would taste. He was particularly aware of how his
prestige with Cecilia Burns and his friends in California would balloon when
they learned he had eaten anaconda in the middle of an Amazon jungle. He
posed in front of the serpent’s skin, with a piece of its flesh in his hand, and
asked his grandmother to provide photographic evidence. The serpent, roasted
to a cinder, since none of the crew was a good cook, turned out to have the
texture of chicken and a slight taste of tuna fish. Compared to venison, it was
rather bland, but Alex decided that in any case it was better than the rubbery
pancakes his father prepared. A sudden recollection of his family hit him like
a fist. He stood holding the chunk of burned anaconda on a stick, gazing into
the night, thoughtful.

“What do you see?” Nadia asked in a whisper.

“I see my mother,” Alex replied, and could not hold back a sob.
“How is she?”

“Ill, very ill,” he replied.

“Your mother is ill in her body, mine is ill in her soul.”

“Can you see her?” Alex asked.

“Sometimes,” she answered.

“This is the first time I’ve ever seen someone this way,” Alex explained.
“I had a strange sensation: I was seeing my mother as clear as day, but I
wasn’t able to touch her or speak to her.”

“It’s just a matter of practice, Jaguar. You can learn to see with your heart.
Shamans like Walimai can touch and speak, too. From afar, with the heart.”



CHAPTER NINE
People of the Mist

THAT NIGHT THEY hung their hammocks between trees and César Santos
assigned turns of two-hour shifts to stand guard and keep the fire going.
Following the death of the man struck by the arrow, and Joel Gonzalez’s
accident, there were now ten adults and the two younger members of the party
—Leblanc didn’t count for anything—to cover the eight hours of darkness.
Ludovic Leblanc thought of himself as the leader of the expedition, and as
such had to “stay fresh.” Without a good night’s sleep, he argued, he would
not be clearheaded enough to make decisions. The others were relieved,
because, in truth, none of them wanted to stand guard with a man who
panicked at the sight of a squirrel. The first shift, which normally was the
easiest, because people were still alert and it wasn’t as yet cold, was assigned
to Dr. Omayra Torres, a coboclo, and Timothy Bruce, who was inconsolable
about what had happened to his colleague. Bruce and Gonzalez had worked
together over the years and felt like brothers.

The second shift went to Alex, Kate, and another soldier, the third to
Matuwe, César Santos, and his daughter, Nadia. The dawn shift was assigned
to two soldiers and Karakawe.

It was difficult for everyone to fall asleep because of the moans of the
unfortunate Joel Gonzalez and, additionally, a strange and persistent odor that
seemed to saturate the forest. They had heard about the stench that all sources
said was characteristic of the Beast. César Santos explained that they had
probably set up camp near a family of iraras, a kind of weasel with a very
sweet face but a smell similar to that of a skunk. That interpretation did not
make anyone feel easier.

“It makes me dizzy, and nauseated,” Alex said. He looked pale.

“If the smell doesn’t kill you, it will make you strong,” said Kate, who
was the only one unaffected by the stink.

“It’s awful!”

“Let’s say that it’s different. Senses are subjective, Alexander. Something
that you find revolting may be attractive to someone else. Maybe the Beast
emits that smell as his love song to call to his mate.” Kate smiled.

“Phew! It smells like a dead rat mixed with elephant urine, rotten food,
and—"



“Oh, you mean like your socks,” his grandmother interrupted.

The party still had the feeling that they were being observed by hundreds
of eyes from the thicket. They felt exposed, lighted as they were by the
flickering flames of the bonfire as well as a pair of kerosene lanterns. The first
part of the night went by without any major alarms, until Kate, Alexander,
and the soldier were on duty. Alex had been sitting for more than an hour,
bored, gazing at the night and the reflections on the water, watching over the
sleep of his companions, thinking about how much he had changed in a few
days. Now he could sit quietly for a long time, in silence, concentrating on his
thoughts, forgetting his video games, his bicycle, and television. He
discovered he could transport himself to that private place of stillness and
silence that he had to reach when he climbed mountains. His father’s first
lesson in climbing had been that when you are tense or anxious or hurrying,
you lose half your strength. It takes calm to conquer a mountain. Alex had
learned to apply that lesson when he climbed, but until now it hadn’t been of
much help in other areas of his life. He realized that he had many things to
think about, but his most recurrent image was of his mother. If she died . . .
He always stopped himself there. He had decided not to allow that thought,
because it was like tempting disaster. He concentrated, instead, on sending her
positive energy; it was his way of helping her.

Suddenly, a loud noise interrupted his thoughts. As clear as a bell, he
heard giant steps crashing through the nearby undergrowth. His chest
contracted as if he were suffocating. For the first time since he had lost his
glasses at Mauro Carias’s headquarters, he missed them, because his vision
was much worse at night. Holding the pistol in both hands to steady the
trembling, as he had seen in movies, he waited, not knowing what to do.
When he saw leaves moving, as if a band of enemies were stalking through
them, he let out an earsplitting yell that sounded like the siren of a sinking
ship and woke up everybody in camp. In one instant, his grandmother was by
his side, rifle at the ready. The two of them found themselves facing the huge
head of an animal that it took a few instants to identify. It was a wild pig, a
humongous boar. No one moved, paralyzed with surprise, and that saved them
because the animal, like Alex, did not see well in the dark. By luck, the breeze
was blowing in the opposite direction, so it didn’t smell them. César Santos
was the first to slip cautiously from his hammock and evaluate the situation,
despite the poor visibility.

“Don’t anyone move,” he ordered, almost in a whisper so as not to attract
the boar.



The meat of the wild boar is very tasty, and there would have been enough
to feast on for several days, but it was still too dark to get off a good shot, and
no one cared to take up a machete and tangle with such a dangerous animal.
The pig strolled calmly among the hammocks, sniffed the provisions
suspended by ropes to keep them out of the reach of mice and ants, and
finally poked its nose into the tent of Professor Ludovic Leblanc, who came
within an inch of cardiac arrest. There was nothing they could do but wait
until the hefty visitor got bored with checking out their camp and left, in the
process passing so close to Alex that he could have reached out and touched
its bristly coat.

After the tension was broken, and everyone could laugh and joke, the
young American felt like a chicken-heart for having shouted as he had, but
César Santos assured him that he had done the right thing. The guide repeated
the instructions for an alarm: crouch down and yell first; shoot later. He had
just got the words out when they did hear a shot; it was Ludovic Leblanc
firing into the air a good ten minutes after all danger had passed. The
professor definitely had an itchy trigger finger, as Kate described it.

Cesar Santos, Nadia, and one of the soldiers had responsibility for the
third shift, when it was even colder and darker. The guide hesitated to wake
his daughter, who was sleeping soundly, hugging Boroba, but he knew that
she would not forgive him if he didn’t. The girl shook off sleep with two
swallows of heavily sugared black coffee, and bundled up the best she could
in a couple of T-shirts, her light cardigan, and her father’s jacket. Alex had
slept only two hours and was very weary, but when he saw that Nadia was
getting ready to stand her shift, he got up, too, prepared to keep her company.

“I’m fine, you don’t have to worry. I have the talisman to protect me,” she
whispered, to ease his concern.

“Go back to your hammock,” César Santos ordered. “We all need sleep,
that’s why we set up turns.”

Grudgingly, Alex obeyed. He vowed to stay awake, but within a few
minutes, sleep overcame him. He could not calculate how long he had slept,
but it must have been more than two hours because when he awakened,
startled by the uproar around him, Nadia’s stint had been over for some time.
It was just beginning to get light; the mist was milky and the cold intense, but

everyone was up. There was an odor in the air so thick it could be cut with a
knife.

“What happened?” he asked, rolling out of his hammock, still groggy with



sleep.

“Don’t anyone leave camp for any reason! Throw more wood on the fire!”
ordered César Santos, who had tied a kerchief around his face and was
standing with a rifle in one hand and a lantern in the other, staring into the
swirling gray mist that rose from the jungle at dawn.

Kate, Nadia, and Alex hurried to feed more wood to the fire, adding a
little more light. Karakawe had raised the alarm: somehow one of the
caboclos on his shift had disappeared. César Santos shot twice into the air, to
call him in, but as there was no answer, he decided to go with Timothy Bruce
and two soldiers to search the surrounding area, leaving the others around the
fire, armed with pistols. Everyone followed their guide’s example and tied a
handkerchief over their noses in order to breathe.

Minutes dragged by that seemed eternal, without a sound from anyone. At
that hour, the monkeys normally would be waking up in the treetops, their
cries, which sounded like dogs barking, announcing the coming of day. That
early morning, however, a spinechilling silence reigned. The animals, even
the birds, had all fled. Suddenly they heard a shot, followed by the voice of
César Santos, and then shouts from the other men. A minute later Timothy
Bruce ran into camp, out of breath; they had found the caboclo.

The man was lying facedown among some ferns. His head, however, was
facing upward, as if a powerful hand had twisted it ninety degrees, breaking
the bones in his neck. His eyes were wide open, and an expression of absolute
terror deformed his face. When they rolled him over, they saw that his chest
and abdomen were striped with deep gashes. There were hundreds of strange
insects, ticks, and small beetles swarming over the body. Dr. Omayra Torres
confirmed what was obvious: the man was dead. Timothy Bruce ran to get his
camera, to record evidence of what had happened, while César Santos picked
off some of the insects and put them in a little plastic bag to take to Padre
Valdomero in Santa Maria de la Lluvia, who knew a lot about entomology
and collected species from the region. The stench near the body was much
worse, and it took a great effort of will not to run away.

Cesar Santos gave instructions to one of the soldiers to go back and keep
an eye on Joel Gonzalez, whom they had left alone at the camp, and to
Karakawe and another soldier to sweep the area. Matuwe, the other Indian
guide, was profoundly affected by the corpse. He had turned gray, as if he
were seeing a ghost. Nadia hugged her father and hid her face in his chest so
she wouldn’t have to look at the dreadful spectacle.



“The Beast!” Matuwe exclaimed.

“Beast, nothing. The Indians did this,” Professor Leblanc differed, pale
from shock and holding a cologne-soaked handkerchief in one trembling hand
and a pistol in the other.

At that instant, Leblanc stepped back, stumbled, and plopped down in the
mud. He yelled a curse, and tried to get up, but with every movement slipped
and flailed, struggling to get out of the dark, soft, lumpy goo. From the
horrendous odor, those watching knew it wasn’t mud but a monumental bed
of excrement; from head to foot, the famous anthropologist was literally
covered in manure. César Santos and Timothy Bruce held out a tree branch
for him to grab on to. They helped him up, then—at a prudent distance, trying
not to come in contact—went with him to the river. Leblanc had no choice but
to get thoroughly wet, shivering from humiliation, cold, fear, and rage.
Karakawe, his personal assistant, flatly refused to soap him or to wash his
clothing and, despite the tragic circumstances, all the others had to contain
themselves to keep from exploding with nervous laughter. The same thought
was on everyone’s mind: the being that produced that deposit must be as big
as an elephant.

“I am almost sure that the creature that passed this eats a varied diet:
plants and fruit, along with some raw meat,” said the doctor, who had tied a
handkerchief around her nose and mouth as she examined the sample under
her magnifying glass.

Kate was on all fours, exploring the ground and vegetation; her grandson
imitated her.

“Look, Kate, here are broken branches, and in places it looks like the
bushes were crushed by enormous feet. And I found some wiry black hairs,”
Alex said, pointing to them.

“It could have been the boar,” said Kate.

“But there are a lot of insects, too, the same ones we saw on the body. I’ve
not seen them before.”

As soon as it was daylight, César Santos and Karakawe strung the body of
the unfortunate soldier, netted in a hammock, high in a tree, as high as they
were able. The professor, who had developed a tic in his right eye, and was so
nervous that his knees were knocking, prepared to issue a decision. He said
that all of them were running a serious risk of being killed, and that he,
Ludovic Leblanc, as the person responsible for the group, should be the one to
give the orders. The murder of the first soldier confirmed his theory that the



Indians were natural killers, sly and treacherous. The death of the second, in
such rare circumstances, could also be attributed to the Indians—though he
admitted that the Beast could not be ruled out. The best thing to do would be
to set traps and see whether with a little luck the creature they sought might
fall in before it came back to kill someone else, then return to Santa Maria de
la Lluvia where they would call for helicopters. His companions concluded
that this strange little man had learned something from his wallow in the
puddle of excrement.

“Captain Ariosto would never dare to refuse aid to Ludovic Leblanc,” said
the professor. The farther they traveled into unknown territory, and the more
the Beast gave signs of life, the greater the tendency of the anthropologist to
refer to himself in the third person.

Several members of the group agreed with him. Kate, however, declared
that she was determined to continue, and she urged Timothy Bruce to stay
with her, since it would be pointless to find the creature if they did not have
photographs to prove it. The professor suggested that the group break up, and
that those who wanted to leave take one of the boats back to the village with
him. The soldiers, and Matuwe, wanted to go as soon as possible; they were
terrorized. Dr. Omayra Torres, on the other hand, said that she had come with
the intention of vaccinating Indians, that she might not have another
opportunity to do so in the near future, and that she was not going to turn back
at the first obstacle.

“You are a very brave woman, Omayra,” commented César Santos with
admiration. “I’m staying. I am the guide, I can’t leave you here,” he added.

Alex and Nadia exchanged knowing glances; they had noticed how César
Santos followed the doctor with his eyes and never lost an opportunity to be
near her. They both knew, before he spoke, that if she stayed, he would do the
same.

“And how do we get back without you?” Leblanc asked uneasily.
“Karakawe can lead you,” said César Santos.

“I stay,” the Indian stated, as always, stingy with words.

“Me, too, I’m not leaving my grandmother here alone,” said Alex.

“I don’t need you, and I don’t need kids tagging along, Alexander,” Kate
grumbled, but in those eagle-sharp eyes everyone could see the glint of pride
at her grandson’s decision.

“I am going back for reinforcements,” said Leblanc.



“Are you not in charge of this expedition, Professor?” Kate asked icily.
“I am more useful there than here . . .,” he gabbled.

“Do whatever you wish, but if you leave, I personally will publish that
information in International Geographic so all the world will know just how
courageous Professor Leblanc really is,” she threatened.

Finally they agreed that Matuwe and one of the soldiers would take Joel
Gonzalez back to Santa Maria de la Lluvia. The trip would be faster than it
had been coming, since they would be traveling with the current. The other
members of the party, including Ludovic Leblanc, who did not have the nerve
to defy Kate, would stay where they were until reinforcements arrived. By
midmorning everything was ready; those staying told the others good-bye,
and the boat with the injured man started down the river.

The remainder of that day and a good part of the next were spent in setting
a trap for the Beast, following Professor Leblanc’s instructions. It was of
childlike simplicity: a huge hole in the ground covered with a net
camouflaged with leaves and branches. The thought was that when the
creature stepped onto the snare, it would fall in, dragging the net with it. At
the bottom of the pit was a battery-powered alarm, which would sound and
immediately alert the expedition. The plan was to get to the trap before the
Beast could disentangle itself and get free, and to shoot several darts with an
anesthesia powerful enough to down a rhinoceros.

The most difficult part was digging a pit deep enough to hold a creature as
tall as the Beast. Everyone took turns with the shovel except Nadia and
Leblanc, the former because she was opposed to the idea of hurting an animal,
and the latter because his back was hurting again. The ground was very
different from what the professor, comfortably installed at a desk in his home
thousands of miles away, had expected when he designed his trap. There was
a thin layer of humus, and beneath that a thick tangle of roots, then clay as
slippery as soap, and as they dug deeper, the hole filled with reddish water in
which all sorts of tiny things were swimming. Finally they quit, overcome by
obstacles. Alex suggested using a system of ropes to hang nets from the trees,
with a lure below. When their prey moved in to take the bait, the alarm would
go off and the net would drop over the Beast. Everyone, except Leblanc,
thought that that plan might work in theory, but they were too exhausted to
test it and decided to postpone the project until the following morning.

“I hope your idea doesn’t work, Jaguar,” said Nadia.

“The Beast is dangerous,” Alex replied.



“What will they do with it if they catch it? Kill it? Cut it up in little pieces
to study? Put it in a cage for the rest of its life?”

“What’s your solution, Nadia?”

“Talk with it and ask what it wants.”

“Now there’s a brilliant idea! We could invite it for tea,” he jeered.

“All animals can communicate,” she insisted.

“That’s what my sister Nicole says, but she’s only nine.”

“I see that she knows more at nine than you do at fifteen,” Nadia replied.

They had camped in a very beautiful spot. The dense tangle of growth
along the riverbank opened up farther inland into a majestic forest, the
straight, soaring tree trunks forming the pillars of a magnificent green
cathedral. Orchids and other flowers hung from the branches and glittering
ferns covered the ground. Animal life was so varied that there was never a
moment of silence; from dawn to late day, the songs of toucans and parrots
filled the air, replaced at night by the clamor of tree frogs and howler
monkeys. This Garden of Eden hid many dangers, however: distances were
enormous, the solitude absolute, and without long experience it was
impossible to get your bearings. According to Leblanc—and in this César
Santos was in agreement—the only way to get around in this region was with
the help of Indians. Contact with them was essential. Dr. Omayra Torres was
the one most eager to find them because, as she explained, she first had to
fulfill her mission—the vaccinations—and then establish a basic health care
system.

“I don’t think the Indians will voluntarily offer their arms for you to stick,
Omayra. They have never seen a needle in their lives.” César Santos smiled.
There was a strong current of sympathy between them, and by then they were
acting like old friends.

“We will tell them that it is powerful magic sent by the white man,” she
said, and winked.

“Which is absolutely true,” approved César Santos.

According to the guide, there were several tribes in the vicinity that had
almost surely had contact, if brief, with the outside world. From his airplane,
he had sighted shabonos, but since there was nowhere to land, all he could do
was mark them on his map. The communal huts he had seen were rather
small, which meant that each tribe was composed of only a few families.



Professor Leblanc, who declared himself an expert on the matter, assured
them that the minimal number of inhabitants per shabono was around fifty—
otherwise they would not be able to defend themselves against enemy attack
—and, very rarely, more than two hundred and fifty. César Santos also
suspected that there were isolated tribes that had never been seen, which was
what Dr. Torres expected; the only way these groups could be reached was by
air. They would have to fly to the rain forests on the high plain, the enchanted
region of the waterfalls, where outsiders had never traveled before the
invention of airplanes and helicopters.

With the hope of attracting the Indians, the guide tied a cord between two
trees and hung a number of gifts from it: bead necklaces, bright scarves,
mirrors, and plastic trinkets. He held the machetes, knives, and steel tools for
later, when the real negotiations and exchange of gifts would begin.

That afternoon, César Santos tried to reach Captain Ariosto and Mauro
Carias in Santa Maria de la Lluvia, but the radio was out of order. Professor
Leblanc strode around the camp, furious at this new difficulty, while the
others took turns in vain to try to send or receive a message. Nadia took Alex
aside to tell him that last night, before the soldier had been murdered during
Karakawe’s shift, she had seen the Indian fooling with the set. She said she
had gone to bed when her turn was over, but hadn’t fallen asleep immediately,
and from her hammock had seen Karakawe near the apparatus.

“Did you see him clearly, Nadia?”

“No, because it was dark, but the only ones up during that shift were the
two soldiers and him. I’m almost sure it wasn’t either of the soldiers,” she
replied. “I think Karakawe is the person Mauro Carias mentioned. Maybe it’s
part of the plan for us not to be able to call for help in case of an emergency.”

“We should warn your father,” Alex determined.

Cesar Santos was not interested in their report; he merely warned them
that before they accused anyone, they should be very sure. There were many
reasons why such antiquated radio equipment might fail. Besides, why would
Karakawe put it out of commission? There was no reason he would want to
be without communication.

He calmed Alex and Nadia, saying that reinforcements would be there in
only three or four days.

“We aren’t lost, just isolated,” he concluded.

“And the Beast, Papa?” Nadia asked, troubled.



“We don’t know if it even exists, child. On the other hand, we can be sure
about the Indians. Sooner or later they will appear, and we hope they will
come in peace. In any case, we’re well armed.”

“The soldier who died had a rifle, but it didn’t help him,” Alex rebutted.

“He was distracted. From now on we have to be much more cautious.
Unfortunately, there are only seven adults to stand guard.”

“I count as an adult,” Alex assured him.

“That’s fine, but not Nadia. The only time she can help is during my
shift,” César Santos decided.

That day, Nadia discovered an urucu pod tree near the camp. She picked
some of its fruit, which looked like shelled almonds, opened them, and took
out the red seeds. When she squeezed them and mixed them with a little
saliva, she formed a red paste that had the consistency of soap. This, along
with other vegetable dyes, was what the Indians used to decorate their bodies.
Nadia and Alex painted lines, circles, and dots on their faces, then tied
feathers and seeds onto their arms. When Timothy Bruce and Kate saw them,
they insisted on taking photographs, and Omayra combed the girl’s curly hair
and adorned it with tiny orchids. César Santos, in contrast, did not approve;
the vision of his daughter painted like an Indian girl seemed to fill him with
sadness.

As the light began to fade, they knew that somewhere the sun was
preparing to disappear below the horizon, yielding to night. Beneath the
treetops the sun was rarely seen; its brilliance was hazy when filtered through
the green lace of vegetation. Only occasionally, where a tree had fallen, could
the blue eye of the sky be seen. At that hour, the shadows of the trees began to
close around them like a fence. In less than an hour, the jungle would be
black. Nadia asked Alex to play the flute to entertain them, and for a while the
music, delicate and crystalline, filled the jungle. Borob4, the little monkey,
followed the melody, moving its head in time to the notes. César Santos and
Dr. Omayra Torres, kneeling at the bonfire, were roasting fish for dinner.
Kate, Timothy Bruce, and one of the soldiers were securing the tents to
protect their provisions from monkeys and ants. Karakawe and the other
soldier, armed and alert, were standing watch. Professor Leblanc was
dictating ideas that flashed through his mind into a pocket recorder he always
carried for the times he was gifted with a transcendent thought that must be
preserved for humanity. This happened so frequently that Alex and Nadia,
bored, were just awaiting their chance to steal the batteries. About fifteen



minutes into the flute concert, Boroba’s attention suddenly shifted: he began
to jump up and down, fidgeting and tugging at Nadia’s clothing. At first
Nadia tried to ignore her pet, but the animal kept bothering her until she got
up. After she peered into the thick growth, she signaled Alex, who had just
come to the end of a song, and led him outside the circle of firelight without
attracting the others’ attention.

“Shhhh,” she whispered, putting a finger to her lips.

There was still a trace of twilight but the colors had faded; the world lay
in tones of gray and black. Alex had felt he was being observed ever since he
left Santa Maria de la Lluvia, but just that evening the impression of being
spied upon had disappeared. He had been filled with a sensation of calm and
safety he hadn’t felt for many days. Also, the penetrating odor at the place
where the soldier had been killed the previous night had dispersed. Alex,
Nadia, and Boroba walked a few yards into the thicket and waited there, more
curious than uneasy. Without having stated it, they supposed that if there were
Indians about, and if they had any intention of harming them, they would
already have done so, because the members of the expedition, lighted by the
campfire, were exposed to the aim of arrows and poisoned darts of the
dwellers of the jungle.

They stood very quietly, feeling they were sinking into a cottony mist, as
if when night fell the normal dimensions of reality were lost to them. Then
gradually Alex began to see, one by one, the beings that surrounded them.
They were naked, painted with stripes and spots, with feathers and leather
thongs tied around their arms—silent, airy, motionless. Even though they
were right beside him, they were difficult to see; they blended perfectly into
nature, which made them invisible, like stealthy ghosts. Once he could see
them, Alex figured that there had to be at least twenty, all men, all with their
primitive weapons in their hands.

“Ah-ee-ah,” whispered Nadia.

No one answered, but a barely perceptible movement of the leaves
indicated that the Indians were moving closer. In the darkness, and without
his eyeglasses, Alex wasn’t sure what he was seeing, but his heart was
pounding wildly and he could feel the blood throbbing at his temples. He had
the same hallucinatory sensation of being in a dream that he had felt in the
presence of the black jaguar in Mauro Carias’s patio. There was a similar
tension, as if things were happening in a glass bubble that might shatter at any
instant. Danger was in the air, just as it had been with the jaguar, but he was
not afraid. He did not feel threatened by those transparent beings floating



among the trees. The idea of pulling out his knife or calling for help never
occurred to him. Like lightning, a scene flashed through his mind that he had
seen years before at the movies: a young boy’s encounter with an alien. He
was living in a similar moment. Through his amazement, he realized that he
would not trade this experience for anything in the world.

“Ah-ee-ah,” Nadia repeated.
“Ah-ee-ah,” Alex murmured, too.
No response.

They waited, hand in hand, still as statues. Even Boroba was quiet,
expectant, as if he knew he was participating in a precious instant. Endless
minutes passed and night fell rapidly, completely cloaking them in black. At
some point, they realized they were alone; the Indians had evaporated with
the same airiness with which they had emerged from nothing.

“Who are they?” Alex asked as they returned to camp.

“They must be the People of the Mist, the invisible ones, the most remote
and mysterious Indians of the Amazon. It’s been known they exist, but no one
has ever spoken with them.”

“What do they want of us?” Alex asked.

“To see what we’re like, maybe,” she suggested.
“That’s what I want, too,” he said.

“We mustn’t tell anyone what we’ve seen, Jaguar.”

“It’s strange they didn’t attack us, and that they don’t seem to be
interested in the gifts your father put out,” Alex commented.

“Do you think they’re the ones who killed the soldier on the boat?” Nadia
asked.

“I don’t know, but if they are, why didn’t they attack us today?”

That night Alex stood guard with his grandmother, totally unafraid,
because he didn’t perceive any scent of the Beast, and he wasn’t worried
about the Indians. After their strange encounter, he was convinced that pistols
would be of little use in case the natives wanted to attack. How would you
aim at nearly invisible beings? The Indians dissolved like shadows in the
night; they were mute ghosts that could be on top of them and murder them in
an instant, before their victims realized they were even there. Deep down,
however, he was sure that killing them was not what the People of the Mist



intended to do.



CHAPTER TEN
Kidnapped

THE FOLLOWING DAY was slow and boring. It rained so much that they could
not dry their clothes before the next cloudburst came along. That same night,
the two soldiers disappeared during their watch, and it didn’t take long to
discover that the boat was gone, too. The two men, who had been terrified
since the death of their companions, had fled downriver. They had been near
mutiny when they’d not been allowed to go back to Santa Maria de la Lluvia
with the first boat; no one was paying them to risk their lives, they said. César
Santos had replied that it was precisely what they were being paid for, they
were soldiers, weren’t they? The decision to desert could cost them dearly, but
they preferred to face a court-martial rather than die at the hands of the
Indians or the Beast. For the rest of the expedition group, that boat
represented the only possibility of returning to civilization; without it or the
radio, they were completely isolated.

“The Indians know where we are. We can’t stay here!” exclaimed
Professor Leblanc.

“Where do you plan to go, Professor? If we leave this place, the
helicopters won’t be able to find us when they come. From the air, all you can
see is a mass of green; they’ll never find us,” César Santos explained.

“Can’t we follow the river and try to get back to Santa Maria de la Lluvia
on our own?” asked Kate.

“Impossible on foot. There are too many obstacles and detours,” the guide
replied.

“This is your fault, Cold! We should all have gone back to Santa Maria de
la Lluvia as I proposed,” accused the professor.

“All right, it’s my fault. What are you going to do about it?” the writer
asked.

“I’m going to denounce you! I’m going to ruin your career!”

“Maybe I’m going to ruin yours, Professor,” she replied, not giving an
inch.

Cesar Santos interrupted, saying that instead of arguing they should join
forces and analyze the situation: the Indians were distrustful and had not
shown any interest in the gifts; they were simply watching them—but at least



they hadn’t attacked.

“You don’t call what they did to that poor soldier an attack?” Leblanc
asked sarcastically.

“I don’t believe it was the Indians, that isn’t their way of fighting. If we’re
lucky, this may be a peaceful tribe,” the guide replied.

“But if we’re not lucky, they will eat us,” grumbled the anthropologist.

“That would be perfect, Professor. That would prove your theory about
how ferocious they are,” said Kate.

“All right, enough foolishness,” cut in the photographer, Timothy Bruce.
“We have to make a decision. Do we stay or do we go?”

Cesar Santos took control. “It’s been nearly three days since the first boat
left. Since they were traveling with the current and Matuwe knows the way,
they must be in Santa Maria de la Lluvia by now. Tomorrow, or two days
more at the most, Captain Ariosto’s helicopters will be here. They fly by day,
and we will have to keep a bonfire going all the time so they can sight the
smoke. The situation is difficult, as I said, but it isn’t desperate. Lots of
people know where we are; they will come look for us.”

Nadia was calm, hugging her little monkey as if she didn’t understand the
magnitude of what was happening. Alex, on the other hand, concluded that he
had never been in such danger, not even when he was hanging off the face of
El Capitan, a sheer cliff that only the most expert dare to climb. If he hadn’t
been roped to his father’s waist, he could have died.

Cesar Santos had warned all of them about various insects and animals in
the jungle, from tarantulas to serpents, but he had forgotten to mention ants.
Alex had stopped wearing his boots; not only were they always damp and foul
smelling, they were also too tight; he supposed they’d shrunk from being wet.
Even though he rarely took off the sandals César Santos had given him, his
feet were covered with scabs and abrasions.

“This is no place for delicate feet,” was his grandmother’s only comment
when he showed her the bleeding cuts.

Her indifference turned to concern when Alex was bitten by a fire ant. He
hadn’t been able to choke back a yell; he felt as if someone had burned his
ankle with a cigarette. The ant had left a small white mark that within a few
minutes had turned as hard and round as a cherry. Pain rose up his leg like
flames, and he couldn’t take another step. Dr. Omayra Torres warned him that
the poison would last for several hours and he would have to bear it with no



relief but warm-water compresses.

“I hope you’re not allergic, because if you are, the consequences will be
more serious,” the doctor observed.

He wasn’t, but the bite ruined a good part of the day nevertheless. By
evening, as soon as he could put weight on his foot and take a few steps,
Nadia told him that while the others had been doing their chores, she had seen
Karakawe hanging around the boxes of vaccines. When the Indian realized
that she had spied him, he took her by the arms so brutally that he left his
finger marks on her skin, and he warned her that if she said one word about
what she’d seen, she would pay for it. Nadia was sure that the man would do
what he threatened, but Alex thought they couldn’t not tell, they needed to
warn the doctor. The girl, who admired the doctor as much as she did her
father and was beginning to cherish the fantasy of seeing her become her
stepmother, also wanted to tell her about the conversation they’d heard in
Santa Maria de la Lluvia between Mauro Carias and Captain Ariosto. She was
still convinced that Karakawe was the person sent to carry out Carias’s
sinister plans.

“Let’s not say anything just yet,” Alex urged.

They waited for the right moment, when Karakawe had gone off to fish at
the river, and presented the situation to Dr. Omayra Torres. She listened very
closely, showing signs of uneasiness for the first time since they had met her.
Even at the most dramatic moments of their adventure, this delightful woman
had not lost her calm; she had the steely nerves of a samurai. She was not
shaken this time, either, but she did want to know every detail. When she
found that Karakawe had opened the cases but not broken the seals on the
vials, she sighed with relief.

“These vaccines are the only hope for the Indians. We must guard them
like a treasure,” she said.

“Alex and I have been watching Karakawe; we think he’s the one who
tampered with the radio, but my father says that we can’t accuse him without
proof,” said Nadia.

“Let’s not worry your father with these suspicions, Nadia, he already has
enough problems. Among the three of us, we can neutralize Karakawe. I want
you two to keep an eye on him every minute,” Dr. Torres said, and they
promised that they would.

That day went by without incident. César Santos continued his attempts to
repair the radio transmitter, without results. Timothy Bruce had brought a



radio they had used to listen to news from Manaus during the early part of the
trip, but the signal was too weak to pick up now. They were bored, because
once they had caught some birds and a couple of fish for the day’s meals,
there was nothing more to do; it was pointless to hunt or fish anymore
because the catch would be covered with ants or rotted in a matter of hours.
Finally Alex could understand the mentality of the Indians, and why they
never accumulated anything. The members of the expedition took turns
keeping the campfire smoking as a signal in case their rescuers were looking
for them, although according to César Santos, it was still too early for that.
Timothy Bruce produced a worn pack of cards and they played poker,
blackjack, and gin rummy until the light began to fade. There was no hint of
the penetrating odor of the Beast.

Nadia, Kate, and the doctor went to the river to relieve themselves and
bathe; it had been agreed that no one would venture alone outside the camp.
For their most private needs, the three women went together; for everything
else they all took turns in pairs. César Santos arranged things so that he was
always with Omayra Torres, which annoyed Timothy Bruce considerably
since he, too, was captivated by the doctor. Even though Kate had warned the
Englishman to save the film for the Beast and the Indians, he had taken so
many photographs of Dr. Torres that she refused to pose any more. The writer
and Karakawe were the only ones who did not seem to be impressed by the
young woman. Kate muttered that she was too old to notice a pretty face, a
comment that to Alex sounded like a hint of jealousy unworthy of someone as
cool as his grandmother. Professor Leblanc, who could not compete in looks
with César Santos, or youth with Timothy Bruce, tried to impress the young
beauty with the weight of his celebrity, and never lost an opportunity to read
aloud paragraphs from his book, in which he outlined in detail the hair-raising
dangers he had faced among the Indians. It was difficult for her to imagine the
cowardly Leblanc dressed only in a loincloth, fighting hand to hand with
Indians and wild beasts, hunting with arrows and surviving unaided in the
midst of all kinds of natural catastrophes, as he described. In any case, the
rivalry over Dr. Omayra Torres’s attention had created a certain tension
among the men in the group, which increased as the hours went by anxiously
waiting for the helicopter.

Alex checked his ankle; it still hurt and was a little swollen, but the hard
red cherry where the ant had bitten him was smaller. The compresses of warm
water had helped a lot. To entertain himself, he took up his flute and began to
play his mother’s favorite concerto, the sweet and romantic music of a
European composer dead for more than a century but a melody that seemed



suited to the jungle around them. His grandfather Joseph was right; music is a
universal language. At the first notes, Boroba came bounding up and sat at
Alex’s feet, as absorbed as a music critic, and after only a few minutes, Nadia
returned with the doctor and Kate. The girl waited until the others were busy
preparing the camp for the night, then signaled to Alex, who casually
followed her.

“They’re here again, Jaguar,” she whispered into his ear.
“The Indians?”

“Yes, the People of the Mist. I think they came to hear the music. Be still,
and follow me.”

They walked about twenty yards into the thicket, then stopped, just as
they had before. As hard as Alex tried to see, he could not make out anyone
among the trees; the Indians blended into the background. Suddenly he felt
firm hands on his arms, and when he looked around, he saw that Nadia and he
were surrounded. This time the Indians were not staying at a distance, as they
had before; now Alex could smell the sweetish scent of their bodies. Again he
noticed how short and slim they were, but this time he could also see that they
were very strong, and that there was something fierce in their attitude. Could
Leblanc be right when he claimed they were violent and cruel?

“Ah-ee-ah,” he said tentatively in greeting.

A hand clamped over his mouth, and before he could realize what was
happening, he felt himself lifted off the ground by his ankles and upper arms.
He started to twist and kick, but the hands did not let go. He felt a sharp blow
to his head, whether a fist or a rock he couldn’t tell, but he realized that if he
was smart, he would let himself be carried or they would knock him senseless
or kill him. He thought about Nadia and wondered if she, too, had been taken
by force. He seemed to hear his grandmother’s voice in the distance, calling
him, as the Indians—and he—vanished into the darkness like spirits of the
night.

Alexander felt sharp stabs in the ankle where the fire ant had bitten him.
He was now in the strong grasp of one of the four Indians carrying him. His
captors were trotting, and with each step his body jounced brutally; the pain
in his shoulders felt as if he were being torn limb from limb. The Indians had
pulled off his T-shirt and wrapped it around his head, blinding and silencing
him. He could barely breathe and his head hurt, but he was relieved that he
hadn’t lost consciousness; that meant that the warriors had not hit him very
hard, and did not intend to kill him. At least, not for the moment. . . . It



seemed to him that they traveled a long way before finally they stopped and
dropped him to the ground like a sack of potatoes. The relief to his muscles
and bones was almost immediate, although his ankle was burning terribly. He
was afraid that if he pulled off the T-shirt, it would provoke his attackers, but
he waited awhile and when nothing happened he went ahead and removed it.
No one stopped him. When his eyes got used to the pale light of the moon, he
saw that he was in the middle of the forest, lying on a cushion of humus. All
around him, in a tight circle, he sensed the presence of the Indians, although
he couldn’t actually see them in the faint light and without his eyeglasses. He
remembered his Swiss Army knife and casually put his hand to his belt, but
he was checked by a firm hand on his wrist. Then he heard Nadia’s voice and
felt the tiny hands of Boroba on his neck. Alex yipped as the monkey put his
fingers on the bump where he had been hit.

“Be quiet, Jaguar, or they may hurt us,” said the girl.
“What happened?”

“They were frightened; they thought you were going to yell, that’s why
they had to carry you by force. All they want is for us to come with them.”

“Where? Why?” Alex mumbled, trying to sit up. His head was pounding
like a drum.

Nadia helped him up, and gave him water from a gourd. By now, Alex’s
eyes had adjusted, and he saw that the Indians were very near, watching him
and talking loudly, with no fear of being heard or overtaken. Alex was sure
the other members of the group would be looking for them, although no one
would dare venture too far at night. For once, he thought, his grandmother
would be worried. How would she explain to her son John that she had lost
her grandson in the jungle? Apparently the Indians had treated Nadia more
gently, because she was moving among them freely. As he sat up he felt
something warm running down his right temple and dripping onto his
shoulder. He put a finger to his forehead and then to his lips: blood.

“They split my head open,” he murmured, frightened.
“Pretend it doesn’t hurt, Jaguar, like a true warrior,” Nadia advised him.

Alex decided that he must make a show of courage. He staggered to his
feet, trying to ignore the trembling in his knees, stood as straight as he could,
and beat his chest the way he had seen Tarzan do in the movies, at the same
time bellowing like King Kong. The Indians stepped back and clutched their
weapons more tightly, astonished. Alex repeated the chest thumping and
bellowing, confident that he had caused panic in the enemy ranks, but instead



of running off in fear, the warriors burst out laughing. Nadia smiled, and
Boroba jumped and bared his teeth, chattering hysterically. The laughter rose
in volume; some warriors plopped down, too weak to stand, others rolled on
their backs and kicked their feet with pure delight, and others imitated Alex’s
Tarzan yell. The merriment lasted a long time, until Alex, feeling absolutely
ridiculous, was himself caught up in it. Finally everyone calmed down, wiped
the tears from their eyes, and slapped each other’s backs like old friends.

One of the Indians, who in the shadows appeared to be the smallest and
oldest and was distinguished by a feather crown, the only adornment of an
otherwise naked body, began a long diatribe. Nadia caught the sense of it,
because she knew several Indian tongues, and although the People of the Mist
had their own language, many words were similar. She felt sure she could
communicate with them. From the oration of the feather-crowned chief she
picked up references to Rahakanariwa, the spirit of the cannibal-bird Walimai
had mentioned, the nahab, the Indians’ word for non-Indians, and a powerful
shaman. Although he wasn’t named, since it would have been discourteous to
do that, she deduced that they were talking about Walimai. Calling on the
vocabulary she knew, and on gestures and mimicry, Nadia communicated that
the carved bone she wore around her neck was a gift from the witch man. The
Indian chief examined the talisman for a long while, showing signs of
admiration and respect, then started speaking again, but this time directing it
to the warriors, who came up one by one to touch the amulet.

Afterward, the Indians sat down in a circle and continued to talk as they
handed around pieces of something like unleavened bread. Alex realized that
he hadn’t eaten for many hours and was extremely hungry; he took his portion
without noticing the dirt and without asking how it was made; his fussiness
with regard to food was now history. Following the bread, the warriors
circulated an animal bladder containing a thick, sharp-smelling liquid that
tasted like vinegar, as they sang a chant to defy the ghosts that bring
nightmares in the night. They did not offer the brew to Nadia, but they were
sociable enough to share it with Alex, who was not particularly tempted by
the smell and even less by the idea of sharing the bladder with the others. He
recalled the story César Santos had told of an entire tribe infected by one puff
from a journalist’s cigarette. The last thing he wanted was to pass his germs to
these Indians, whose immune systems might not withstand them, but Nadia
warned him that not accepting would be an insult. She explained that masato
was a fermented drink made of chewed cassava root and saliva, something
only the men drank. When Alex heard the description, he was afraid he would
vomit, but he didn’t dare refuse.



Between the blow to his head and the masato, Alex was speedily borne
off to the planet of the golden sands and the phosphorescent sky with six
moons that he had seen in Mauro Carias’s patio. He was so blurry and
intoxicated that he could not have walked a single step, but fortunately he
didn’t have to because the warriors were also feeling the influence of the
liquor and soon were stretched out on the ground, snoring. Alex concluded
that they would not be going anywhere before first light, and consoled himself
with the vague hope that his grandmother would catch up with him by dawn.
Curled up on the ground, the ghosts of nightmares, the fire ants, the
tarantulas, and the snakes all forgotten, he abandoned himself to sleep. Not
even the dreadful odor of the Beast alerted him when it began to spread
through the air.

The only ones who were sober and awake when the Beast appeared were
Nadia and Boroba. The monkey was petrified, as if turned to stone, and the
girl managed to glimpse a gigantic figure in the moonlight before the odor
made her lose consciousness. Later she would tell her friend exactly what
Padre Valdomero had said: she had seen a creature with human form, erect,
about nine feet tall, with a small head out of proportion to the size of its body
and powerful arms that ended in claws curved like scimitars. To Nadia, it
seemed that it moved very, very slowly, but if it had chosen, the Beast could
have gutted them all. The stench it emitted—or maybe the absolute terror it
inspired in its victims—paralyzed like a drug. Before fainting, she had wanted
to scream or run away, but she couldn’t move a muscle; in a flash of
consciousness she saw the body of the soldier cut open like a slaughtered
steer and could image the man’s horror, his helplessness and his terrifying
death.

Alex awakened in confusion, trying to remember what had happened; his
body was trembling from the strange liquor he’d drunk the night before and
the stench, which was still floating on the air. He saw Nadia with Boroba in
her lap, sitting cross-legged and staring into space. He crawled to her, barely
controlling his lurching innards.

“I saw it, Jaguar,” the girl said in a remote voice, as if she were in a
trance.

“What did you see?”
“The Beast. It was here. It’s enormous, a giant... .”

Alex went behind a fern to throw up, after which he felt greatly improved
even though the Beast’s stench made him nauseated all over again. When he



returned, the warriors were ready to get started. In the dawn light, he saw
them clearly for the first time. Their fearsome appearance corresponded
exactly to Leblanc’s descriptions: their naked bodies were painted red, black,
and green; they wore feather bracelets and had bowl haircuts, with the crown
of the skull shaved like a priest’s tonsure. Their bows and arrows were
strapped to their backs, along with small, hide-covered gourds that Nadia said
contained the lethal curare for their arrows and darts. Several of them were
carrying thick clubs, and all of them had scars on their heads, proud badges of
war, since courage and strength were measured by the marks of blows
survived.

Alex had to shake Nadia out of her trance because her fright at having
seen the Beast the night before had left her dazed. She managed to explain
what she’d seen, and the warriors listened attentively but gave no sign of
surprise, just as they had made no comment about the odor.

Immediately thereafter, the Indians set off, trotting single file behind their
chief, whom Nadia had decided to call Mokarita since she couldn’t ask his
real name. To judge by the condition of his skin, his teeth, and his misshapen
feet, Mokarita was much older than Alex had thought when he had seen him
in the dark, but he had the agility and endurance of the other warriors. One of
the young men stood out from the rest; he was taller and huskier and unlike
the others was painted all over with black except for a kind of red mask across
his eyes and forehead. He always walked beside the chief, as if he were his
lieutenant, and he referred to himself as Tahama; Nadia and Alex learned later
that that was his honorary title, earned by being the best hunter in the tribe.

Although the landscape seemed never to change, and there were no
landmarks, the Indians knew exactly where they were going. Not once did
they turn around to see whether the alien boy and girl were following,
because they knew they had no other choice; it was follow or be lost. At times
it seemed to Alex and Nadia that they were alone, because the People of the
Mist simply faded into the vegetation, but that impression wouldn’t last long;
just the way they had vanished, the Indians would reappear at any moment, as
if they were practicing the art of becoming invisible. Alex concluded that
their talent for disappearing could not be attributed solely to the paint that
camouflaged them; more than anything, it was a mental attitude. How did
they do it? He thought how useful the trick of invisibility could be in his life,
and determined to learn it. During the next few days he would realize that it
was not a question of magic but a talent achieved with great practice and
concentration, like playing the flute.



They kept up the rapid pace for several hours, stopping only occasionally
to drink at a stream. Alex was hungry, but he was grateful that at least the bite
on his ankle wasn’t hurting anymore. César Santos had told him that the
Indians eat when they can—not necessarily every day—and that their bodies
are used to storing energy. He, on the other hand, had always had a
refrigerator stuffed with food, at least when his mother was well, and if he had
to skip a meal, it made him uneasy. He could only smile when he thought of
the complete upheaval in his habits. Among other things, he hadn’t brushed
his teeth or changed his clothes for days. He decided to ignore the gnawing in
his stomach and kill hunger with indifference. Once or twice he looked at his
compass and noted that they were heading northeast. Would anyone come to
their rescue? How could he leave signs along the way? Would they be seen
from a helicopter? He did not feel optimistic; in fact, their situation was
desperate. He was surprised that Nadia wasn’t showing signs of fatigue; his
friend seemed completely wrapped up in the journey.

Four or five hours later—it was impossible to measure time in that place
—they came to a deep, clear river. They followed it for a couple of miles, and,
suddenly, before Alex’s astounded eyes appeared a towering mountain and a
magnificent waterfall that fell with the roar of a battle, forming at its base an
enormous cloud of foam and spray.

“This is the river that falls from the sky,” said Tahama.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
The Invisible Village

MOKARITA, THE CHIEF with the yellow feathers, gave permission for the group
to rest a while before beginning the climb up the mountain. He had a face like
wood, the skin scored like tree bark, but the effect was serene and kindly.

“I can’t climb,” Nadia said when she saw the smooth, wet, black rock.

It was the first time Alex had seen her defeated by an obstacle, and he
sympathized with her because he was afraid, too, even though he had climbed
mountains and rocks for years with his father. John Cold was one of the most
experienced and daring climbers in the United States; he had taken part in
famous expeditions to almost inaccessible sites, and had even been called on a
couple of times to rescue people stranded on the highest peaks of Austria and
Chile. Alex knew he did not have his father’s ability or courage, much less his
experience, and he had never seen a rock as sheer as what stood before him
now. To climb up the sides of that waterfall, without ropes and without help,
was practically impossible.

Nadia went over to Mokarita and with signs and the words they had in
common tried to explain that she was not capable of making that climb. The
chief seemed very angry; he shouted, and shook his weapons and waved his
arms. The other Indians joined in, surrounding Nadia threateningly. Alex went
to stand beside his friend and try to calm the warriors with gestures, but the
only thing he accomplished was to see Tahama grab Nadia by the hair and
drag her toward the falls, while Boroba shrieked and slapped at him. With a
flash of inspiration—or desperation—Alex unfastened his flute from his belt
and began to play. The Indians stopped instantly, as if they were hypnotized;
Tahama released Nadia and they gathered in a circle around Alex.

Once the men were calm, Alex convinced Nadia that with a rope, he could
help her make the climb. He repeated what he had heard his father say so
many times: Before you conquer the mountain, you must learn to overcome
your fear.

“I'm afraid of heights, Jaguar, I get dizzy. Every time I get into my
father’s airplane, I’m so scared that I get sick,” Nadia moaned.

“My father says that fear is good; it’s the body’s alarm system, it warns us
of danger. But sometimes danger can’t be avoided, and then you have to
forget about being afraid.”



“I can’t!”

“Nadia, listen to me,” Alex said, taking her shoulders and forcing her to
look into his eyes. “Take a deep breath. I will teach you to use your fear. I
trust you and I trust myself. I will help you climb; we will do it together, I
promise,” Alex assured her.

Nadia’s response was to burst into tears and rest her head on Alex’s
shoulder. He didn’t know what to do, he had never been that close to a girl. In
his fantasies, he had put his arms around Cecilia Burns a thousand times; she
was his dream love, but in reality, he would have run for his life if she had
touched him. Cecilia Burns was so far away that it was as if she didn’t exist;
he couldn’t remember her face. Almost as a reflex, Alex’s arms closed around
Nadia. He felt his heart pounding in his chest like a stampede of buffalo, but
he had enough sense to realize how absurd the situation was. Here he was in
the middle of the jungle, surrounded by strange, gaudily painted warriors,
with a terrified girl in his arms, and what was he thinking about? Love! He
pulled himself together, pushed Nadia away, and faced her with
determination.

“Stop crying, and tell these guys that we need rope,” he ordered, pointing
to the Indians. “And remember that the talisman will protect you.”

“Walimai said it would protect me from people, animals, and ghosts, but
he didn’t mention the danger of falling and breaking my neck,” Nadia
protested.

“Well, my grandmother always says that you have to die of something,”
he consoled his friend, trying to smile. And he added, “Didn’t you tell me that
I should learn to see with my heart? This is a good opportunity.”

Nadia found a way to communicate Alex’s request to the Indians. When
finally they understood, several of them sprang into action and soon produced
a rope made of braided lianas. When they saw that Alex was tying one end of
the rope to the girl’s waist and rolling the rest around his chest, they showed
signs of great curiosity. They could not imagine why these foreigners would
do anything that crazy: if one slipped, the other would be dragged down, too.

Now they were right by the waterfall, which tumbled freely from a height
of more than a hundred and sixty feet to explode at its base in an impressive
cloud of water crowned by a magnificent rainbow. Hundreds of black birds
swept through the waterfall in every direction. The Indians greeted the river
that falls from the sky by waving their weapons and yelling; they were very
close to their homeland. Once they climbed to the high country, they felt safe



from any danger. Three of them went briefly into the rain forest and returned
with balls of a substance that when inspected turned out to be a white, thick,
and very sticky resin. Imitating the Indians, Alex and Nadia rubbed the palms
of their hands and soles of their feet with the paste. When their feet touched
the ground, the humus stuck to the resin, creating a rough surface. Their first
steps were difficult, but as soon as they were beneath the mist from the fall,
they recognized its usefulness: it was like wearing rubber boots and gloves.

Following the edge of the water that formed into a lake, they quickly
came to the fall itself, a solid curtain of water that arched several yards away
from the cliff. They were soaking wet, and the roar of the water was so loud
that it was impossible to communicate. They could not sign to one another
since visibility was almost zero; the water vapor turned the air to white foam.
They felt as if they were feeling their way through a cloud. Following Nadia’s
command, Boroba was clinging to Alex like a large, warm, hairy Band-Aid,
while she followed behind—only because she was tied to Alex, otherwise she
would have turned back. The warriors knew the terrain and moved forward
slowly but without hesitation, knowing where to set each foot. The two
friends followed as closely as they could, because falling only a couple of
steps behind would mean losing sight of their guides altogether. Alex saw
why they were named the People of the Mist, for the heavy spray formed
from the impact of the water.

This and other waterfalls of the Upper Orinoco had always defeated
outsiders, but the Indians had turned obstacles into allies. They knew exactly
where to step; they used natural toeholds, or notches they had hollowed out
and used for hundreds of years. Those grooves in the cliff formed a stairway
behind the cascade that led to the very top. Unless you knew of its existence,
and the exact location, there was no way you could climb those smooth, wet,
slippery walls with the thundering noise of the falls at your back. One slip and
the fall ended in sure death, surrounded by roaring foam.

Before they were isolated by the noise, Alex had instructed Nadia not to
look down; she was to concentrate on imitating his every movement, holding
where he took hold, just as he imitated Tahama, who was in front of him. He
also had explained that the first part would be the most difficult because of the
mist rising from the foaming water, and that as they climbed farther, it would
not be as slick and they would be able to see better. That did nothing to
encourage Nadia; her worst problem wasn’t seeing, it was dizziness. She tried
not to think of the height and the deafening rumble of the falls, but to
convince herself that the resin on her hands and feet would help her cling to
the wet rock. The rope that joined her to Alex gave her a faint sense of



security, although it was all too easy to imagine how one false step by either
of them would pitch them both into empty space. She tried to follow Alex’s
instructions: concentrate on the next move, on the precise place where she
was to put her foot or hand, one at a time, without hurrying and without losing
the rhythm.

As soon as she was certain of her balance, she made a cautious move
toward a higher crack or protruding stone, then felt with a foot to find another
and inch her body upward. The fissures in the cliff were deep enough to get a
good hold, the greatest danger was pushing away from the rock; you had to
keep pressed against it. Boroba passed through her mind in a flash: if she was
that frightened, imagine what the poor monkey clamped on Alex’s back was
feeling.

As Alex and Nadia moved upward, the visibility improved but the
distance between the waterfall and the cliff decreased. The water fell closer
and closer to their backs. Just when they were wondering how they could
finish the last part of the climb, the notches in the rock curved off to the right.
Alex could feel nothing but smooth surface, then he felt someone take his
wrist and pull upward. He gathered his strength and landed in a cave in the
side of the mountain; the warriors were all waiting there. Pulling on the rope,
Alex brought up Nadia, who landed on top of him, stupefied by strain and
fear. Poor Boroba didn’t even move; he was stuck to Alex’s back like a
barnacle, frozen with terror. The black birds swooped through the solid
curtain of water before the mouth of the cave, ready to defend their nests from
invaders. Alex could only admire the incredible courage of the first Indians
who had ventured behind the fall, maybe in prehistoric times, and had
discovered some toeholds and chipped out others, found the cave, and opened
the route for their descendants.

The long, narrow grotto was not high enough for them to stand; they had
to crawl or pull themselves forward with their elbows. A milky-white sun
filtered through the waterfall; it barely lighted the entrance, and farther on it
was dark. Alex, holding Nadia and Boroba tight, watched Tahama come over
to him, waving his arms and pointing to the falling water. He couldn’t hear,
but realized that someone had fallen or stayed behind. Tahama showed him
the rope, and finally he understood that the Indian wanted to use it to go down
to look for the missing person. He was heavier than Alex and, regardless of
his athleticism, he had no experience in mountain rescue. Alex was no expert
himself, but at least he had accompanied his father on a couple of risky
missions; he knew how to use a rope and had read a lot on the subject.
Climbing was, after all, his passion, comparable only to his love for the flute.



With sign language, he indicated that he would go down as far as the rope
would reach. He untied Nadia and signed to Tahama and the others to lower
him over the precipice.

The descent, hanging by a fragile rope above the sheer drop, with a sea of
water roaring around him, seemed worse to Alex than the climb. He could
scarcely see and had no idea who had fallen or where to look for him. The
operation was one of a practically pointless daring since anyone who had
taken a false step during the ascent would by now be a bloody pulp at the
bottom. What would his father do in such a circumstance? John would think
first of all of the victim, then himself. John would not be defeated without
trying everything possible. As Alex was being lowered, he struggled to see
farther than his nose and to breathe, but it was all he could do to open his eyes
and he inhaled more water than air. He was swinging in empty space, praying
that the liana rope would hold together.

Suddenly one of his feet touched something soft, and an instant later his
fingertips were following the shape of a man apparently hanging from
nothing. With a shock he realized it was the chief, Mokarita. He recognized
him by the crown of yellow feathers that was still planted firmly on his head,
even though the unfortunate old man was hung up like a steer on a thick root
growing out of the cliff that had miraculously stopped his fall. Alex could not
find a purchase for his feet and he was afraid that if he added his weight to the
root, it would break and Mokarita would plummet to the rock below. He
calculated that the only possible salvation was for him to grab the chief, and
he knew he would have to do it with precision, for as wet as he was, the
Indian could slip through his hands like a fish.

Alex pumped hard, swinging almost blindly, and wrapped his arms and
legs about the limp figure. Up in the cave, the warriors felt the tug, and the
added weight on the rope, and began to haul it in, carefully, very slowly, to
keep from fraying the rope or swinging Alex and Mokarita against the cliff.
The young rescuer had no idea how long the operation lasted, perhaps only a
few minutes, but it seemed hours to him. Finally he felt himself seized by
several hands and lifted into the cave. The Indians had to pry him away from
Mokarita: he had locked onto him with the doggedness of a piranha.

The chief adjusted his feathers and smiled weakly. Threads of blood
trickled from his nose and mouth, but he seemed otherwise intact. It was clear
that the Indians were greatly impressed by the rescue, and they passed the
rope from hand to hand with admiration, but it did not occur to any of them to
attribute their chief’s rescue to the young stranger. Instead they congratulated



Tahama for having had the idea. Exhausted and aching all over, Alex wished
that someone would thank him, but even Nadia ignored him. Curled up with
Boroba in a corner, she was not even aware of her friend’s heroism because
she was still recovering from the ascent.

The rest of their journey was easier. At a certain distance from the falls,
the tunnel opened onto a place where it was possible to climb with less risk.
The Indians used the rope to pull Mokarita up, because his legs were weak,
and Nadia, because her spirit was shaken. Finally all of them reached the top
safely.

“Didn’t I tell you that the talisman would save you from dangerous
heights?” Alex joked.

“You did!” Nadia admitted, convinced.

Before them lay the Eye of the World, which was what the People of the
Mist called their land. It was a paradise of magnificent waterfalls, a vast rain
forest filled with animals, birds, and butterflies, with a benign climate free of
the clouds of mosquitoes that tormented them in the lowlands. In the distance
strange formations rose like very tall drums of black granite and red earth.
Lying on the ground, unable to move, Mokarita pointed to them with
reverence: “Tepuis,” he said in a thread of a voice as Nadia translated, the
homes of the gods. Alex recognized them immediately: those impressive
mesas were identical to the majestic towers he had seen when he’d faced the
black jaguar in Mauro Carias’s courtyard.

“They are the oldest and most mysterious mountains on earth,” he said.
“How do you know that? Have you seen them before?” Nadia asked.
“I saw them in a dream,” Alex answered.

The chief did not exhibit any pain, as befitting a warrior of his stature, but
he had little strength left; at times he closed his eyes and seemed to have
fainted. Alex couldn’t know whether he had broken bones or unidentifiable
internal injuries, but it was clear he couldn’t stand. Using Nadia as an
interpreter, he was able to get the Indians to improvise a litter from two long
poles with some lianas woven between them and covered by a large strip of
tree bark. The warriors, troubled by the weakness of the ancient who had
guided the tribe for several decades, accepted Alex’s guidance without
arguing. Two of them picked up the stretcher and they continued along the
riverbank for half an hour, led by Tahama, until Mokarita indicated they
should stop to rest.



Their ascent up the side of the waterfall had taken several hours, and by
now everyone was exhausted and hungry. Tahama and two other men went
into the forest with their bows and arrows and returned shortly afterward with
a few birds, an armadillo, and a monkey. The monkey, still alive, but
paralyzed by the curare, was finished off with a rock, to the horror of Boroba,
who ran over to Nadia and crawled beneath her T-shirt. The Indians started a
fire by striking two rocks together—something Alex had vainly attempted
when he was a Boy Scout—and roasted their prey on sticks over the fire. The
hunter never tasted the flesh of his victim, because it was bad manners and
bad luck; he had to wait until another hunter offered his. Tahama had caught
everything but the armadillo, so the meal was delayed while the strict
formalities of the exchange of food was carried out. When Alex finally had
his portion in his hand, he devoured it without a thought for the feathers and
hair that remained, and it tasted delicious.

It was still an hour or two until sunset, and on the altiplano, where the
vegetation was less dense, the light lasted longer than in the valley. After long
consultation with Tahama and Mokarita, the group again started walking.

Without warning, Tapirawa-teri, the village of the People of the Mist,
appeared right in the middle of the forest, as if it had the same ability as its
dwellers: to make itself visible or invisible at will. It was protected by a
clump of gigantic chestnut trees—the tallest in the jungle—some of whose
trunks measured more than thirty feet around. Their domed tops covered the
village like enormous umbrellas. Tapirawa-teri was not like the typical
shabono, which confirmed Alex’s suspicion that the People of the Mist were
different from other Indians and had had very little contact with other
Amazon tribes. The village did not have the usual circular hut with an open
space in the center, the place the entire tribe lived, but was composed of small
mud, stone, stick, and straw constructions roofed with branches and shrubs
that blended perfectly with nature. You could be ten feet away without having
any idea that a human habitation stood there. Alex realized that if it was this
difficult to see their small settlement when you were standing right in the
middle of it, it would be impossible to sight from the air in the way that the
large round roof and cleared central space of a shabono could be seen. That
might be the reason the People of the Mist had been able to remain absolutely
isolated. His hope of being rescued by army helicopters or César Santos’s
little plane went up in smoke.

The village was as unreal as the Indians. Just as the huts were invisible,
everything around them also seemed hazy or transparent. Objects, like
persons, lost their precise contours, fading to the plane of illusion. Out of thin



air, like ghosts, came women and children to welcome the warriors. They
were very short, with amber eyes and skin paler than that of the Indians of the
valley. They moved with extraordinary lightness, floating, almost as if they
were not flesh and bone. Instead of clothing, they wore designs painted on
their bodies and sometimes feathers or flowers tied to their arms or threaded
through an ear. Frightened by the two strangers, the smallest children began to
cry and the women stayed back, afraid, even though their men were there, and
armed.

“Take off your clothes, Jaguar,” Nadia ordered as she stripped off her
shorts, her T-shirt, and even her underwear.

Alex imitated her without thinking about what he was doing. The idea of
being naked in public would have horrified him a couple of weeks before, but
in this place it was natural. Wearing clothes was indecent when everyone else
was naked. He did not feel strange about seeing his friend’s body, although he
would have blushed at seeing either of his sisters without clothes. The women
and children immediately shed their fear and slowly came closer. They had
never seen such strange-looking people, especially the young American male,
who was so white in places. Alex could tell they were particularly curious
about the difference in color between the skin usually covered by his
swimsuit and the rest of his suntanned body. They rubbed him with their
fingers to see if it was paint, and then laughed real belly laughs.

The warriors set Mokarita’s litter on the ground, where it was quickly
surrounded by all the people of the village. They were talking in whispers, in
melodious tones that imitated the sounds of the forest, the rain, the water
running over river rocks . . . the way Walimai spoke. To his amazement, Alex
realized that he could pretty much understand as long as he didn’t try, but
“listened with his heart.” According to Nadia, who had an astounding gift for
languages, words are not that important when you recognize intentions.

Iyomi, Mokarita’s wife, even more ancient than he, came forward.
Everyone stepped aside with respect, and she knelt beside her husband
without a tear, murmuring comforting words in his ear as the other women,
serious and silent, gathered around them, supporting them with their closeness
but not interfering.

Very soon it was night, and the air turned cold. Normally in a shabono
there was always a ring of bonfires beneath the common roof for cooking and
providing heat, but in Tapirawa-teri, fire, like everything else, was not
obvious. Small fires were lighted only at night, always inside the huts on
stone altars, in order not to attract the attention of possible enemies or bad



spirits. Smoke escaped through holes in the roof, dissipating in the air. At first
Alex had the impression that the huts were scattered among the trees
haphazardly, but soon he realized that they were distributed more or less in a
circle, as in a shabono, and were connected by tunnels or roofs made of
branches, giving unity to the village. The Indians could move about using that
network of hidden paths, protected in case of attack and sheltered from the
sun and the rain.

The Indians were grouped in families, but the adolescent boys and unwed
men lived apart from the others in a common hut provided with mats on the
ground and hammocks strung between poles. That was where they put Alex,
while Nadia was taken to Mokarita’s dwelling. The chief had been wed in his
puberty to Iyomi, his life companion, but he also had two young wives and a
large number of children and grandchildren. He did not keep track of his
offspring; because who the parents were didn’t actually matter, the children
were all raised together, protected and looked after by the members of the
tribe.

Nadia found out that among the People of the Mist it was normal to have
several wives or several husbands; no one had to be alone. If a man died, his
children and wives were immediately adopted by another man who could
protect them and provide for them. That was the case with Tahama, who must
have been a good hunter, because he was responsible for several women and a
dozen young. A mother whose husband was a bad hunter could choose other
spouses to help feed her children. Parents usually promised their girls in
marriage at birth, but none was forced to marry or stay with a man against her
will. Abuse of women and children was taboo, and anyone who violated that
rule lost his family and was condemned to sleep alone; he was also excluded
from the hut of the bachelors. The one punishment among the People of the
Mist was isolation; nothing was so greatly feared as being ostracized from the
community. The concept of reward and punishment did not exist; children
learned by imitating the adults, and if they didn’t, they were destined to
perish. They had to learn to hunt, fish, plant, and harvest, to respect nature
and their fellows, to be helpful, and to maintain their position in the village.
They learned at their own rhythm and in accordance with their ability.

There were times that not enough girls were born in a generation, so the
men would go out on long forays looking for wives. The girls of the village,
in turn, were allowed to find a husband on the rare times they visited other
areas. The Indians also adopted families abandoned following a battle with
another tribe, because if a community was too small, it could not survive in
the jungle. From time to time, it was necessary to declare war on another



shabono; that guaranteed strong warriors and new pairings. It was very sad
when the young said good-bye to go off and live in another tribe; only rarely
would they would see their families again. The People of the Mist jealously
guarded the secret of their village, a defense against being attacked or
acquiring new customs. They had lived the same way for thousands of years
and did not want to change.

The huts were very bare inside: hammocks, gourds, stone axes, and knives
fashioned from teeth or claws. Assorted domesticated animals that belonged
to the community wandered in and out at will. Bows, arrows, blowguns, and
darts were kept in the hut shared by the bachelors. Everything had a purpose.
There was no art, only what was essential for strict survival; nature provided
the rest. Alex did not see a single metal object that indicated contact with the
outside world, and he remembered that the People of the Mist had not touched
the gifts César Santos had strung up to attract them. In that, too, they differed
from the other tribes of the region, which succumbed one by one to a greed
for steel and other goods brought by the foreigners.

When the temperature went down that night, Alex put his clothes back on,
but he shivered all the same. He observed that his roommates slept two to a
hammock or huddled together on the ground to keep warm, but he came from
a culture in which physical contact among men was not tolerated, where most
men touched only in fits of violence or in the roughest sports. He lay alone in
a corner feeling insignificant, less than a flea. That small group of humans in
a tiny village in the jungle was invisible in the immensity of astral space. His
lifetime was less than a fraction of a second in infinity. Or maybe he did not
even exist; maybe human beings, the planets, everything in Creation were a
dream . . . an illusion. He smiled with humility when he remembered that a
few days before he had thought he was the center of the universe. He was
cold and hungry; he had the feeling it was going to be a very long night, but
in less than five minutes he was sleeping as if he had been anesthetized.

When he woke, he was curled up on a straw mat between two husky
warriors who were snoring and snorting in his ear the way his dog, Poncho,
always did. He untangled himself, with difficulty, from the arms of the
Indians and quietly got up, but he didn’t go very far because a thick snake
more than six feet long was stretched across the doorway. He stood there
rooted like stone, not daring to take a step even though the serpent gave no
sign of life; it was either dead or sleeping. Almost immediately, the Indians
began to stir and go about their activities with absolute calm, stepping over
the snake as if it weren’t there. It was a domesticated boa constrictor whose
mission was to rid the place of mice, bats, and scorpions, and to frighten away



poisonous snakes. The People of the Mist had many pets: monkeys that were
raised with the children, little dogs the women nursed along with their own
offspring, toucans, parrots, iguanas, and even a decrepit old yellow jaguar,
meek and lame in one foot. The boas, well fed and generally lethargic,
allowed the children to play with them. Alex thought how happy his sister
Nicole would be in the midst of that exotic domestic zoo.

A good part of the day was spent preparing the celebration for the return
of the warriors and the visit of the two “white souls,” as they called Nadia and
Alex. Everyone participated, with the exception of one man who sat at the far
edge of the village, apart from the others. That Indian was performing the
unokaimi—rite of purification—required after killing another human. Alex
learned that unokaimu consisted of a total fasting, silence, and immobility that
lasted for several days; if that was done, the spirit of the dead person, which
escaped through the nostrils of the corpse and attached itself to the breastbone
of the killer, would gradually let go. If the person who had killed ate anything,
the ghost of his victim grew fat and its weight would eventually crush him. In
front of the motionless warrior fulfilling unokaimu was a large bamboo
blowgun decorated with strange symbols identical to those on the poison dart
that had pierced the heart of the soldier as the expedition had traveled upriver.

Some of the men left to hunt and fish, led by Tahama; several women
went to bring maize and plantains from the small gardens hidden in the forest
and others were responsible for grinding cassava. The smallest children
hunted for ants and other insects to roast; teen-agers collected nuts and fruits
and some, with amazing agility, swarmed up trees to take honey from a
honeycomb, the jungle’s only source of sugar. As soon as a boy child could
stand alone, he learned to climb. These people were capable of running across
the highest tree branches without losing their balance. Just seeing them up so
high, like monkeys, made Nadia feel dizzy.

Alex was handed a basket, taught how to bear its weight by placing its
long strap across his forehead, then with signs directed to follow the other
young males his age. They walked some distance into the rain forest, crossed
the river by holding on to branches and lianas, and finally came to a group of
slender palm trees whose trunks were covered with long, sharp spines.
Beneath the leaves, more than forty feet overhead, shone clusters of a yellow
fruit that looked a little like peaches. The Indians bound poles together to
make two strong crosses, then pushed the fork of one cross tight against the
tree trunk and did the same with the other, but higher up the trunk. One of the
boys stepped onto the first cross, climbed from it to the second, reached down
and pulled the lower cross out and placed it farther up, and, using this



technique, and with the agility of an acrobat, quickly climbed to the top. Alex
had heard about the feat, but until he saw it done had not understood how
anyone could climb without wounding himself on the thorns. The climber
tossed down fruit that the others caught in baskets. Later the women of the
village ground them and mixed them with plantain to make a soup that was
highly treasured among the People of the Mist.

Even though everyone was busy with preparations, the atmosphere was
relaxed and festive. No one hurried, and there was more than enough time to
play for a couple of pleasant hours in the river. As he was paddling with the
other young people, Alex thought the world had never seemed so beautiful,
and felt he would never again be so free. After the long bath, the girls of
Tapirawa-teri mixed vegetal paints of various colors and decorated all the
members of the tribe, including babies, with intricate designs. In the
meantime, the older males ground and mixed leaves and bark from different
trees to obtain yopo, the magic powder used in their ceremonies.



CHAPTER TWELVE
Rites of Passage

THE CELEBRATION STARTED in the afternoon and lasted through the night. The
Indians, painted from head to foot, sang, danced, and stuffed themselves with
food. It was considered discourteous for a guest to refuse an offering of food
or drink, so Alex and Nadia, imitating the others, filled their bellies until they
had to throw up, which was thought to be evidence of very good manners.
The village children ran around with large butterflies and phosphorescent
beetles tied to their fingers with long hairs. The women, adorned with fireflies
and orchids, and with feathers in their ears and long picks through their lips,
began the festivities by dividing into two facing groups to engage in a friendly
singing competition. Then they invited the men to join in a dance inspired by
the displays animals made at mating time, during the rainy season. Finally the
men took the forefront, first dancing in a circle, imitating monkeys, jaguars,
and caimans, then offering a demonstration of strength and skill, shaking their
weapons and making flamboyant leaps. Nadia’s and Alex’s heads were
whirling; they were dizzied by the spectacle—the tam-tam of the drums, the
songs, the cries, and the noises of the jungle around them.

Mokarita lay in the center of the village, where he received the ceremonial
greetings of everyone present. Although he took small sips of masato, he
could not swallow food. Another ancient, famed as a curandero, or healer,
came to treat Mokarita. He was coated with dried mud and resin, to which he
had stuck small white feathers, giving him the look of a strange bird just out
of its egg. For a long time, the curandero leaped and shouted to drive away
the demons in the body of his chief. He sucked several places on his belly and
chest, making motions of drawing out the bad humors and spitting them away.
Then he rubbed the dying man with a paste of paranary, a plant used in the
Amazon to heal wounds. Mokarita’s injuries were not external, however, and
the remedy had no effect whatsoever. Alex suspected that the fall had burst
some internal organ, maybe the liver, for as the hours went by, the aged chief
was growing weaker and weaker as a thread of blood trickled from the corner
of his mouth.

At dawn, Mokarita called Nadia and Alex to his side, and with his
remaining strength explained to them that they were the only foreigners to
enter Tapirawa-teri since the village had been founded.

“The souls of the People of the Mist and of our ancestors dwell here. The



nahab speak lies and do not know justice; they have the power to stain our
souls,” he said.

They had been invited there, he added, by the instruction of the great
shaman, who had told them that Nadia was destined to aid them. He did not
know what role Alex played in events yet to come, but as companion to the
girl, he, too, was welcome in Tapirawa-teri. Alex and Nadia knew that when
Mokarita said “shaman” he was referring to Walimai, and to his prophecy
about the Rahakanariwa.

“What form does the Rahakanariwa take?” Alex asked.

“Many forms. It is a blood-sucking bird. It is not human; it acts crazed;
you cannot know what it will do. It is always thirsty for blood; it is quick to
anger and to punishment,” Mokarita explained.

“Have you seen the birds?” Alex asked.

“We have seen the birds that make noise and wind, but they have not seen
us,” Mokarita replied. “We know that they are not the Rahakanariwa,
although they are much like it; those are the birds of the nahab. They fly only
by day, never at night. That is why we are careful when we make fire, so that
the bird will not see the smoke. That is why we live hidden. That is why we
are the invisible people.”

»

“The nahab will come sooner or later, it is inevitable. What will the
People of the Mist do then?”

“My time in the Eye of the World is ended. The chief who comes after me
must decide,” Mokarita replied weakly.

Mokarita died at dawn. Waves of laments swept through Tapirawa-teri for
hours; no one could remember a time before this chief who had guided the
tribe for many decades. His yellow-feather crown, the symbol of his authority,
was placed on a post until a successor could be chosen. In the meantime, the
People of the Mist removed their adornments and painted their bodies with
mud, charcoal, and ash as a sign of mourning. There was a great uneasiness,
because they believed that death seldom occurred for natural reasons; usually
the cause was an enemy that had used bad magic to inflict harm. The way to
satisfy the spirit of the dead person was to find the enemy and eliminate him;
otherwise the victim’s ghost would remain in the world to bedevil the living.
If the enemy was from another tribe, that could lead to a battle, but if he was
from their own village, he could be “killed” symbolically through an
appropriate ceremony. The warriors, who had spent the night drinking
masato, were fired up, eager to settle the score with the one who had caused



Mokarita’s death. Finding him and destroying him was a matter of honor. No
one was eager to replace the chief since there was no caste system among
them; no one was more important than anyone else, the chief merely had
more responsibilities. Mokarita was not respected for his position of
command but for being very, very old; that signified experience and
knowledge. But now the men, drunken and inflamed, could become violent at
any moment.

“I believe this is the time to call on Walimai,” Nadia whispered to Alex.

She went off to the edge of the village, took the amulet from her neck, and
began to blow. The high-pitched owl’s screech that came from the carved
bone sounded strange in that place. Nadia had thought that all she had to do
was use the talisman and Walimai would appear by magic, but now no matter
how hard she blew, the shaman did not come.

The tension in the village was mounting by the hour. One of the warriors
attacked Tahama, and he struck back, drawing blood. Several men had to step
in to separate and calm the two hotheads. They decided to resolve the conflict
with yopo, the green powder that, like masato, was used only by the men.
They lined up two by two in pairs, facing one another; each was furnished
with a long hollow reed, pointed at the tip, and used to blow the powder
directly into the opposite person’s nose. The yopo slammed into the brain like
an ax. The affected person fell backward, screaming with pain, and then
began to vomit, hop around, grunt, and see visions as green mucus drained
from his nostrils and mouth. It was not a pleasant spectacle, but the powder
transported the user to the world of the spirits. Some men became demons,
some absorbed the soul of an animal, others looked into the future; but the
ghost of Mokarita did not appear to any of them to designate his successor.

Alex and Nadia feared that this pandemonium would end in violence, and
they tried to keep themselves in the background, hoping that if they didn’t
make any noise, no one would remember they were there. They were out of
luck, though, because suddenly one of the warriors had a vision that the
enemy of Mokarita—the cause for his death—was the young foreigner. In one
instant, all the men, as one, joined to punish the supposed murderer of their
chief, raising their clubs and giving chase. That was not the moment for Alex
to think of the flute as a way of soothing spirits; instead, he started sprinting
like a gazelle. His one advantage was desperation, which gave him wings—
that, and the fact that his pursuers were not in the best condition. In the
confusion, the intoxicated Indians tripped, and ran into, and clubbed each
other as the women and children urged them on. Alex thought that his hour



had come, and the image of his mother flashed through his mind as he ran
blindly through the forest.

The young American was no competition for these Indian warriors in
speed or skill, but they were drugged and one by one they dropped out of the
chase. Finally Alex was able to take refuge beneath a tree, gasping and
drained. But just when he thought he was safe, he realized he was surrounded,
and before he could start running again the women of the tribe were upon
him. They were laughing, as if having caught him was just a joke, but they
tied him up firmly and in spite of his swinging his fists and kicking, they
dragged him back to Tapirawa-teri and tied him to a tree. More than one girl
tickled him, and several put bits of fruit in his mouth, but despite these
attentions, they left the rope tightly knotted. By then, the effect of the yopo
was beginning to wear off, and the exhausted men were slowly leaving their
visions behind to return to reality. It would be several hours before they
completely recovered their senses and their strength.

Alex, sore from having been dragged over the ground and humiliated by
the teasing of the women, remembered Professor Ludovic Leblanc’s hair-
raising tales. If his theory was correct, he would wind up as a meal. And what
would happen to Nadia? He felt responsible for her. In a movie or a novel,
this would be the moment that the helicopters arrived to rescue him and he
looked toward the sky, but without hope; in real life, helicopters never come
in time. In the meantime, Nadia had come over to his tree; no one stopped her
because none of the warriors could imagine that a girl would dare to defy
them. Alex and Nadia had put their clothes on when the evening first turned
cold, and since by now the People of the Mist were used to seeing them
dressed, they felt no reason to take them off. So Alex was wearing the belt to
which his flute, his compass, and the knife Nadia used to cut him free were
attached. In the movies, it takes only one slash to cut a rope, but Alex sweated
with impatience as Nadia sawed away for a long time at the leather thongs
that bound Alex to the tree. Children, and some of the women of the tribe,
came to see what they were doing, astonished at their daring, but Nadia acted
with such confidence, waving the knife before the noses of the curious, that
no one intervened, and after ten minutes, Alex was free. The two friends
began quietly to walk away, not daring to run for fear of attracting the
warriors’ attention. That was a time when the art of invisibility would have
been very useful.

The young foreigners did not get very far because at just that moment,
Walimai made his entrance into the village. The aged witch man appeared
with his staff and collection of little bags, his short spear, and the quartz



cylinder that sounded like a rattle. It contained small stones taken from a
place where lightning had struck; it was the symbol of curanderos and
shamans, and represented the power of Sun Father. The shaman was
accompanied by a young girl with hair to her waist, like a black shawl; her
eyebrows were shaved and she was wearing necklaces of beads and polished
picks that pierced her cheeks and nose. She was very beautiful and seemed
happy, and, though she never said a word, she was always smiling. Alex
realized that this was the shaman’s angel-wife and was thrilled that he could
see her; that meant that something had opened in his mind or his intuition. As
Nadia had taught him, he had to see with his heart. She had told him that
many years before, when Walimai was still young, he had used a poison knife
to kill this girl, as it was the only way to free her from slavery. Though it was
a favor, not a crime, when her soul escaped it had clung to his breastbone.
Walimai had fled into the deepest part of the jungle, carrying the soul of the
girl to a place where no one could ever find her. There he had fulfilled the
required rites of purification: fasting and immobility. However, during the
journey, he and the woman had fallen in love, and once the rite of unokaimti
had been performed, her spirit had not wanted to leave him but had chosen to
stay in this world beside the man she loved. That had happened nearly half a
century ago, and, ever since, she had accompanied Walimai, waiting for the
moment that he could fly away with her, he, too, a spirit.

Walimai’s presence dissolved the tension in Tapirawa-teri, and the same
warriors who only shortly before had been ready to massacre Alex now were
relaxed and friendly. The tribe respected and feared the great shaman because
he had the supernatural ability to interpret signs. Everyone dreamed and had
visions, but only the chosen like Walimai traveled to the world of the great
spirits, where they learned the meaning of visions and could guide others and
change the course of natural disasters.

The ancient told the tribe that Alex had the soul of a black jaguar, a sacred
animal, and that he had come from far away to help the People of the Mist.
He explained that these were very strange times, times in which the boundary
between this world and the world of the beyond was unclear, times when the
Rahakanariwa could devour them all. He reminded them of the existence of
the nahab, which most of them knew only through stories told them by
brothers from tribes in the lowlands. The warriors of Tapirawa-teri had spied
on the expedition of the International Geographic for days, but they had not
understood the activities or customs of those strange foreigners. Walimai, who
in the century of his lifetime had seen many things, told them what he knew.

“The nahab are like the dead; their souls have escaped their breasts,” he



said. “The nahab have no knowledge, they know nothing; they cannot spear a
fish with a lance or fell a monkey with a dart, or climb a tree. They do not go
dressed in air and light, as we do, but wear stinking cloth. They do not bathe
in the river, they do not know the rules of decency or courtesy, they do not
share their house, their food, their children, or their women. They have soft
bones and their skulls split at the least blow. They kill animals and do not eat
them, leaving them on the ground to rot. Wherever they pass they leave a trail
of filth and poison, even in water. The nahab are so crazed that they try to
take with them the stones of the earth, the sand of the rivers, and the trees of
the forest. Some want the earth itself. We tell them that the jungle cannot be
carried away on their backs like a dead tapir, but they do not listen. They
speak to us of their gods but they do not want to hear of ours. Their appetites
are unbounded, like the caimans’s. These terrible things I have seen with my
own eyes, and I have heard with my own ears, and touched with my own
hands.”

“We will never allow these demons to come to the Eye of the World; we
will kill them with our darts and arrows as they climb the waterfall, as we
have done to all foreigners who have tried since the times of the grandfathers
of our grandfathers,” Tahama proclaimed.

“But they will come no matter,” Alex said. “The nahab have birds of
noise and wind; they can fly above the mountains. They will come because
they want the stones and the trees and the earth.”

“True,” Walimai admitted.

“The nahab can also kill with sickness,” said Nadia. “Many tribes have
died in this way, but the People of the Mist can be saved.”

“This honey-colored girl knows what she is saying; we must listen to her.
The Rahakanariwa can adopt the form of deadly sickness,” Walimai assured
them.

“She is more powerful than the Rahakanariwa?” asked Tahama,
dumbfounded.

“I am not, but there is another woman who is very powerful. She has
serums that can prevent epidemics,” said Nadia.

Nadia and Alex spent an hour trying to convince the Indians that not all
nahab were evil demons, that some were friends, like Dr. Omayra Torres. The
limitations of language were difficult enough, but added to that were cultural
differences. How could they explain to these Indians what a serum was? They
themselves did not completely understand, which is why they chose to say



that it was very strong magic.

“The only way to save the tribe is for this woman to come and use her
needle on the People of the Mist,” Nadia argued. “That way, even if the nahab
or the Rahakanariwa should come, thirsty for blood, they cannot do harm with
sickness.”

“They can threaten us in other ways. Then we will go to war,” Tahama
swore.

“War against the nahab is not a good idea . . . ,” Nadia tried to say.
“The new chief must decide,” Tahama concluded.

Walimai took charge of conducting Mokarita’s funeral rites in accordance
with the ancient traditions. Despite the danger of being seen from the air, the
Indians built a huge bonfire to cremate the body, and for hours the chief’s
remains were consumed by fire as the inhabitants of the village mourned his
parting. Walimai prepared a magic potion, the powerful ayahuasca, to help
the men of the tribe see deep into their hearts. The young foreigners were
invited as well because they had a heroic mission to fulfill, the most important
of their lives, and for that they would not only need the help of the gods, they
would need to know their own strength. They did not dare refuse, although
the taste of the potion was nauseating and they had to make a great effort to
swallow it and keep it down. They did not feel its effects until sometime later,
when suddenly the ground gave way beneath their feet and the sky filled with
geometric figures and brilliant colors and their bodies began to whirl and
dissolve, and panic invaded their every cell. Just when they believed they
were dead, they felt themselves propelled at dizzying speed through countless
chambers of light, and soon the doors of the kingdom of the totemic gods
opened, and they were bidden to enter.

Alex felt his limbs grow longer, and burning heat spread inside him. He
looked at his hands and saw two paws ending with sharp claws. He opened
his mouth to call out and a terrible roar rumbled from his belly. He was
transformed into a large, black, sleek cat, the magnificent male jaguar he had
seen in the courtyard of Mauro Carias. The animal was not in him, or he in it;
the two of them had blended into a single being, simultaneously animal and
youth. Alex took a few steps, stretching, and testing his muscles, and realized
that he was endowed with the lightness, the speed, and the strength of the
jaguar. He made a few great leaps through the forest, possessed with
supernatural energy. With a bound, he sprang up to the limb of a tree and from
there observed the jungle around him through golden eyes, slowly switching



his coal-black tail. He knew he was powerful, feared, solitary, invincible; the
king of the South American jungle. No other animal was as fierce as he was.

Nadia soared upward and in a few instants’ time lost the fear of heights
that had always plagued her. Her powerful eagle wings barely stroked; the
cold air held her and the slightest movement was enough to change the
direction or speed of her course. She was flying at a great height, calm,
unworried, detached, observing the earth beneath her without curiosity. From
above, she saw the jungle and the flat peaks of the tepuis, many covered with
clouds like crowns of foam; she also saw the faint column of smoke from the
bonfire where the remains of chief Mokarita were burning. Borne by the
wind, the eagle was as invincible as the jaguar was on land: nothing could
reach her. The girl-bird swooped in Olympian fashion above the Eye of the
World, observing from on high the lives of the Indians. Her head feathers
stood up like hundreds of antennae, capturing the warmth of the sun, the
vastness of the wind, the dramatic emotion of height. She knew that she was
the protector of these Indians, the mother-eagle of the People of the Mist. She
flew over the village of Tapirawa-teri and the shadow of her magnificent
wings, like a mantle, covered the nearly invisible roofs of the small dwellings
hidden in the forest. Finally the great bird flew to the summit of the highest
tepui, where in her nest, exposed to the winds, shone three crystal eggs.

The next morning, when the two foreigners had returned from the world
of totemic animals, they told each other their experiences.

“What is the meaning of those three eggs?” Alex asked.

“I don’t know, but they are very important. Those eggs are not mine,
Jaguar, but I must find them in order to save the People of the Mist.”

“I don’t understand. What do eggs have to do with Indians?”

“I don’t really know, but I think they have everything to do with them,”
Nadia replied.

When the coals of the funeral pyre cooled, Iyomi, Mokarita’s wife, pulled
out the residue from his bones, ground it until it was a fine powder, and mixed
that with water and plantains to make a soup. The gourd with this gray liquid
passed from hand to hand, and everyone, even Alex and Nadia, drank a sip.
Then they buried the gourd and the name of the chief was to be forgotten, so
that no one would ever speak it again. The memory of the man, like the
particles of courage and wisdom left in his ashes, passed on to his
descendants and friends. A part of him would always remain among the
living. Nadia and Alex had been asked to drink the soup of his bones as a



form of baptism: now they belonged to the tribe. When Alex held the gourd to
his lips, he remembered that he had read about an illness caused by “eating
the brain of one’s ancestors.” He closed his eyes and drank with respect.

Once the funeral ceremony was concluded, Walimai directed the tribe to
elect its new chief. According to tradition, only men could aspire to that
position, but Walimai explained that this time they must choose with extreme
care because they were living in very strange times and they would need a
chief capable of wunderstanding the mysteries of other worlds, of
communicating with the gods, and of holding the Rahakanariwa at bay. He
said that these were the times of a sky with six moons, times when the gods
had seen it necessary to abandon their dwelling. At the mention of the gods,
the Indians put their hands to their heads and began to rock back and forth,
chanting something that to Nadia and Alex sounded like a prayer.

“Everyone in Tapirawa-teri, including children, must participate in the
election of a new chief,” Walimai instructed.

The tribe spent one whole day in proposing candidates and negotiating.
By dusk, Nadia and Alex fell asleep, tired, hungry, and bored. The American
had tried in vain to explain the method of choosing by vote, as in a
democracy, but the Indians did not know how to count, and the idea of voting
seemed as incomprehensible as the function of the serum. They elected
through “visions.”

Late that night, the young people were wakened by Walimai with the
news that the strongest vision had been of Iyomi, which meant that Mokarita’s
widow was now chief in Tapirawa-teri. It was the first time in memory that a
woman had acted in that position.

The first order the ancient Iyomi gave when she put on the crown of
yellow feathers her husband had worn for so many years was for food to be
prepared. That was acted upon immediately because the People of the Mist
had gone two days with nothing more to eat than a sip of the soup made from
the bones. Tahama and the other hunters went off into the jungle with their
weapons and a few hours later returned with a giant anteater and a deer,
which they cut up and roasted over coals. In the meantime, the women had
made cassava bread and cooked plantains. When her people’s stomachs were
full, Iyomi invited them to sit in a circle; she then issued her second edict.

“I am going to name other chiefs. A chief for war and hunting: Tahama. A
chief for soothing the Rahakanariwa: the honey-colored girl called Eagle. A
chief for negotiating with the nahab and their birds of noise and wind: the



foreigner named Jaguar. A chief for visiting the gods: Walimai. A chief for the
chiefs: Iyomi.”

This was how the wise woman distributed power and organized the
People of the Mist for confronting the terrible times drawing near. And that
was how Nadia and Alex found themselves saddled with a responsibility that
neither felt capable of fulfilling.

And then came Iyomi’s third order. She said that the girl Eagle must
conserve her “pure soul” to face the Rahakanariwa, the only way to keep from
being devoured by the cannibal-bird, but that the young foreigner Jaguar must
become a man and receive his warrior’s weapons. Every young male, before
taking up weapons or considering marriage, had to die as a boy and be born as
a man. There was not enough time for the traditional ceremony, which lasted
three days and normally included all the males of the tribe who had reached
puberty. In Jaguar’s case, they would have to improvise something much
briefer, Iyomi explained, because he was to accompany Eagle on her journey
to the mountain of the gods. The People of the Mist were in danger; only
these two outsiders could save them, and it was their duty to leave quickly.

Walimai and Tahama were chosen to organize Alex’s rite of initiation, in
which only adult males participated. Afterward, Alex told Nadia that if he had
known what the ceremony held in store, the experience might have been less
terrifying. Under Iyomi’s direction, the women shaved the crown of Alex’s
head with a sharpened stone, a rather painful process since he still had the
unhealed cut from being clubbed when he and Nadia had been kidnapped. As
they shaved that place, the stone reopened the wound, but the women dabbed
on a little clay and soon the bleeding stopped. Then they painted him from
head to toe with a paste of wax and charcoal. At that point, Alex had to tell
his friend and Iyomi good-bye because the women could not be present
during the ceremony and went off to spend the day in the forest with the
children. They would not return to the village until night, when the warriors
had taken him to undergo the trials of initiation.

Tahama and his men went to the river and from the mud unearthed the
sacred musical instruments used only in ceremonies of virility. These were
large hollow tubes about five feet long that produced a low, hoarse sound
when blown, like the bellowing of a bull. The women, and the boys as yet to
be initiated, were not allowed to see them, lest through magic they would fall
ill and die. The instruments represented male power in the tribe, the bond
between fathers and sons. Without those horns, all the power would be vested
in the women, who already possessed the divine ability to have children, or



“make people,” as they called it.

The rite began in the morning and would last all that day and that night.
Alex was given some bitter berries to eat, and was left curled up on the
ground in the fetal position. The warriors, directed by Walimai and decorated
with the symbols of demons, formed a tight circle around him and beat the
ground with their feet and smoked cigars made of leaves. Among the bitter
berries, his fear, and the smoke, Alex soon began to feel rather ill.

For a long time, the warriors danced and chanted around him, blowing the
large sacred horns, which were so long they dragged on the ground. The
sound echoed through Alex’s confused brain. For hours he heard the chants
repeating the story of the Sun Father, who dwelled beyond the everyday sun
that lighted the sky; he was invisible fire, the origin of Creation; he listened
about the drop of blood that had dripped from the moon to give life to the first
man. They sang about the River of Milk, which contained all the seeds of life
—but also of decay and death; they told of how this river led to the kingdom
where shamans like Walimai met with the spirits and other supernatural
beings to receive wisdom and the power of healing. They told of how
everything that exists is dreamed by Mother Earth, how each star dreams its
inhabitants, and how all that happens in the universe is an illusion, dreams
within dreams. Even in his confusion, Alexander felt that those words
described concepts that he himself had sensed, then he ceased to reason and
gave himself to the strange experience of thinking with his heart.

As the hours went by, Alex was losing his sense of time, space, and his
own reality, and sinking into a state of terror and profound fatigue. At some
point, he felt himself being lifted to his feet and forced to walk; that was when
he realized that night had fallen. They walked in a long line toward the river,
playing their instruments and brandishing their weapons; there he was
submerged several times, until he thought he was drowning. They rubbed him
with rough leaves to remove the black paint and then dusted pepper on his
burning skin. With earsplitting yells, they beat his legs, arms, chest, and
stomach with twigs, but not to inflict injury; they threatened him with their
spears, sometimes touching him with the tips but not wounding him. They
tried in every possible way to frighten him, and they succeeded, because the
American did not understand what was happening and was afraid that at any
moment his attackers would go too far and actually kill him. He tried to
defend himself from the pounding and pushing of the warriors of
Tapirawateri, but instinct told him not to try to escape; it would be futile,
there was nowhere to go in that unfamiliar and hostile terrain. That was a wise
decision; had he tried, he would have looked like a coward, the unpardonable



flaw for a warrior.

When he was close to losing control and yelling hysterically, Alex
suddenly remembered his totemic animal. He did not have to do anything
extraordinary to enter the body of the black jaguar, the transformation
happened quickly and easily; the sound that burst from his throat was the
same he had roared before, the slash of his claws he already knew, the leap
over the heads of his enemies was a natural act. The Indians celebrated the
arrival of the jaguar with a deafening clamor, and soon they led him in a
solemn procession to the sacred tree, where Tahama was waiting with the
final test.

It was nearly dawn. Fire ants were trapped in a kind of tube or sieve of
woven straw, like those used to press the prussic acid from cassava. Tahama
was holding the tube with two sticks to avoid contact with the insects. It took
Alex, exhausted after that long and frightening night, a moment to understand
what was expected of him. He took a deep, deep breath, filling his lungs with
the cold air, called on the courage of his father, the mountain climber, the
endurance of his mother, who never gave up, and the strength of his totemic
animal, and plunged his left arm, to the elbow, into the tube.

The fire ants crawled over his skin for a few seconds before biting him.
When they did, he felt as if acid had eaten his flesh to the bone. Horrific pain
stunned him for several instants, but through a brutal effort of will, he kept
from pulling his arm from the sieve. He remembered Nadia’s words when she
was trying to teach him to live with mosquitoes: Don’t try to defend yourself;
ignore them. It was impossible to ignore fire ants, but after a few moments of
absolute desperation, in which it was all he could do not to run and jump in
the river, he realized it was possible to control the impulse to flee, to choke
back his howls, to open himself to suffering without resisting, to allow the
pain to penetrate his body and his consciousness. And then the searing pain
went through him like a sword, emerged from his back, and, miraculously, he
was able to bear it. Alex would never be able to explain the sense of power he
felt during that torture. He felt as strong and invincible as he had in the form
of the black jaguar, after drinking Walimai’s magic potion. That was his
reward for having survived the test. He knew that, in truth, he had left his
childhood behind and that from that night on he would be able to look after
himself.

“Welcome among men,” said Tahama, removing the sieve from Alex’s
arm.

The warriors led the semiconscious young man back to the village.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Sacred Mountain

BATHED IN SWEAT, battered, and burning with fever, Alexander—Jaguar—
walked down a long green corridor, stepped across an aluminum threshold,
and saw his mother. Lisa was lying back among pillows in a large chair with a
sheet pulled across her body, in a room where the light was as clear as
moonlight. She was wearing a blue wool cap over her bald head and
headphones on her ears. She was very pale and thin, with dark shadows
around her eyes. Yellow liquid dripped from a plastic bag into the IV inserted
into a vein beneath her collarbone. Each drop penetrated, like the fire of the
ants, directly into the bloodstream to his mother’s heart.

Thousands of miles away in a hospital in Texas, Lisa was receiving her
chemotherapy. She tried not to think about the drug that, like a poison, flowed
through her veins to fight the worse poison of her illness. To distract herself,
she was concentrating on each note of the flute concerto she was listening to,
the one she had heard her son rehearsing so many times. At the same moment
that Alex, in his delirium, was dreaming about her deep in the jungle, Lisa
saw her son with absolute clarity. She saw him in the doorway of her room,
taller and stronger, more mature and more handsome than she remembered.
Lisa had called him so often in her thoughts that she was not surprised to see
him. She didn’t ask how or why he had come, she simply gave herself to the
pleasure of having him at her side. “Alexander . . . Alexander . . . ,” she
murmured. She held out her hands and he moved forward to touch her; he
knelt beside the chair and put his head on her knees. As Lisa repeated her
son’s name and stroked the back of his neck, from the earphones, through the
diaphanous notes of the flute, she heard his voice asking her to fight, not to
give in to death, telling her over and over, I love you, Momma.

Alexander’s meeting with his mother might have lasted an instant or
several hours, neither of the two knew for sure. When finally they said good-
bye and returned to the material world, they were strengthened. Shortly
afterward, John entered his wife’s room and was surprised to find her smiling,
and with color in her cheeks.

“How do you feel, Lisa?” he asked with concern.
“Happy, John, because Alex was here,” she replied.

“Lisa, what are you saying . . . ? Alexander is in the Amazon with my



mother, don’t you remember?” her husband murmured, frightened about the
effect the medication might be having on his wife.

“Yes, I remember, but that doesn’t change the fact that he was here a
moment ago.”

“That isn’t possible,” her husband rebutted.

“He’s grown, he looks much taller and stronger, but his left arm is very
swollen . . .,” she told John, and closed her eyes to rest.

In the middle of the South American continent, in the Eye of the World,
Alexander awoke. It was several minutes before he recognized the golden girl
bending over him to give him water.

“You are a man now, Jaguar,” said Nadia, smiling to see him back among
the living.

Walimai prepared a paste of medicinal plants and applied it to Alex’s arm,
and within a matter of hours, the fever and swelling had subsided. The
shaman explained that just as there are poisons in the jungle that kill without
leaving a trace, there are thousands and thousands of natural remedies. Alex
described his mother’s illness and asked Walimai if he knew of any plant that
could help her.

“There is a sacred plant, but it must be mixed with the water of health,”
the shaman replied.

“Can I find the water and that plant?”
“Maybe yes and maybe no. You must perform many labors.”
“I will do anything I have to!” Alex exclaimed.

The next day Alex was bruised, and a red pimple marked each ant bite,
but he was on his feet and hungry. When he recounted his experience to
Nadia, she told him that the girls of the tribe did not go through an initiation
ceremony because they didn’t need it; women know when they have left their
childhood behind because their body bleeds and tells them.

This was one of those days when Tahama and his companions had not had
good luck with the hunt, and the tribe had only maize and a few fish. Alex
decided that if he had eaten anaconda on a spit, he should be able to eat the
fish, even though it was covered with scales and spines. Surprised, he
discovered that he liked it. “And to think that I have deprived myself of this
delicious treat for more than fifteen years!” he exclaimed at the second
mouthful. Nadia told him to eat well; they would be leaving the following day



with Walimai on a journey to the world of the spirits, where there might not
be food for the body.

“Walimai says we’re going to the sacred mountain where the gods live,”
she said.

“What will we do there?”

“We’re going to look for the three crystal eggs I saw in my vision.
Walimai believes that the eggs will save the People of the Mist.”

Their journey began at dawn, as soon as the first light appeared in the sky.
Walimai went first, accompanied by his beautiful angel-wife, who sometimes
walked hand in hand with the shaman and other times fluttered like a butterfly
over his head, always silent and smiling. Alexander was proudly armed with a
bow and some arrows, new weapons given to him by Tahama at the end of the
rite of initiation. Nadia carried a gourd with plantain soup and some cassava
flatbread Iyomi had given them for the trek. The witch man did not need
provisions, everyone said that in old age he ate very little. He did not seem
human: He nourished himself with sips of water and a few nuts that he sucked
for long periods between his toothless gums, and he scarcely slept, yet he had
strength enough to keep going when the young people were dropping with
fatigue.

They started off through the tree-covered plains of the altiplano in the
direction of the highest of the tepuis, a black, shining tower like an obsidian
sculpture. Alex consulted his compass and learned that they were heading due
east. There was no visible path, but Walimai plunged through the
undergrowth with awesome certainty, orienting himself among trees, valleys,
hills, rivers, and waterfalls as if he were carrying a map in his hand.

As they advanced, the landscape changed. Walimai told them that this was
the kingdom of the Mother of Waters, and in truth there was an incredible
wealth of cascades and waterfalls. As yet, the garimpeiros had not arrived
here in search of gold and precious stones, but it was only a question of time.
The miners worked in groups of four or five and were too poor to pay for
transport by air; they explored the obstacle-filled terrain on foot or paddled
the rivers in canoes. There were, however, men like Mauro Carias who had
modern resources and who knew about the enormous riches in this part of the
country. The only thing that stopped them from exploiting the land, mining
with giant pressure hoses that destroyed the forests and transformed the
countryside into a mud pit, were new laws that protected the environment and
the indigenous peoples. The former were violated constantly, but it was not as



easy any longer to do that with the latter; the eyes of the world were on these
Indians of the Amazon, the last survivors of the Stone Age. They could not be
gunned down—as they had been until only recently—without causing an
international reaction.

Alex thought once again how important Dr. Omayra Torres’s vaccines
were, and about his grandmother’s reporting for International Geographic,
which would alert other countries to the situation of the Indians.

What did those three crystal eggs mean that Nadia had seen in her dream?
Why did they have to make this journey with the shaman? It seemed to Alex
that it would be more useful to try to rejoin the expedition, recover the
vaccines, and have his grandmother publish her article. [lyomi had appointed
him “chief for negotiating with the nahab and their birds of noise and wind,”
but instead of fulfilling that purpose, he was getting farther and farther away
from civilization. There was no logic at all in what they were doing, he
thought with a sigh. Before him rose the mysterious and solitary tepuis, like
constructs from another planet.

The three travelers walked from sunup to sunset, maintaining a fast pace,
stopping only to rest their feet or drink from the rivers. Alex tried to shoot a
toucan perched a few feet away on a branch, but missed. Then he aimed at a
monkey that was so close he could see its yellow teeth, but again missed the
mark. The monkey made openly sarcastic faces in response. He considered
what little good his brand-new warrior’s weapons were; if his companions
had to depend on him for food, they would die of starvation. Walimai pointed
to some nuts, which were very tasty, and fruit on a tree that they were unable
to reach.

The toes on the Indians’ feet were widely separated, strong, and flexible;
they could climb smooth trunks with incredible agility. Those same feet, with
skin as tough as crocodile hide, were also very sensitive; they used their toes
even in weaving baskets or rope. In the village, children began to climb as
soon as they could stand; Alex, in contrast, with all his experience in climbing
mountains, could not get up a tree to pick fruit. Walimai, Nadia, and Boroba
were weeping with laughter at his failed attempts, and not one of them
showed a drop of sympathy when he took a fall, bruising his bottom and his
pride. He felt as heavy and clumsy as an elephant.

At dusk, after many hours of walking, Walimai indicated they could rest.
He walked into the river up to his knees and stood motionless and silent until
the fish forgot his presence and began to dart around him. When he had the
prey within reach, he speared it with his short lance and handed Nadia a



beautiful silvery fish, its tail still flicking.

“How did he do that so easily?” Alex wanted to know, humiliated by his
earlier failures.

“He asks the fish’s permission and explains that he has to Kkill it out of
necessity. Afterward he thanks it for offering its life so that we can live,” she
clarified.

Before this journey, Alex would have jeered at such thoughts. Now he
was absorbing what Nadia was saying.

“It understands because that fish has eaten other fish; now it is its turn to
be eaten. That’s how it goes,” she added.

The shaman built a small fire for them to cook their meal, which revived
them, but he took nothing but water. Nadia and Alex slept curled together
among the strong roots of a tree. There was no time to set up the hammocks
made with strips of bark, as they had in the village; they were tired and they
had to start early the next day. Every time one of them moved, the other
wiggled around to get as close as possible and share their warmth during the
night. In the meantime, the aged Walimai, squatting motionless on his
haunches, spent those hours observing the heavens; his wife stayed by his side
like a transparent fairy, clothed in nothing but her dark hair.

When the young people awakened, the Indian was in exactly the same
position he had been the night before; invulnerable to cold or exhaustion.
Through Nadia, Alex asked him how long he had lived, and where he got his
energy and amazing health. The ancient explained that he had seen many
children born who became grandfathers, and had seen those grandfathers die
and their grandchildren born. How many years? He shrugged his shoulders; it
didn’t matter and he didn’t know. He said that he was the messenger of the
gods; he was used to going to the world of the immortals where the illnesses
that kill men do not exist. Alex remembered the legend of El Dorado, where
there was not only fabulous wealth but also the fountain of eternal youth.

“My mother is very sick . . . ,” Alex murmured, moved by the memory.
The experience of having been mentally transported to the hospital in Texas
to be with her had been so real that he recalled every detail, from the
medicinal smell of the room to Lisa’s thin legs beneath the sheet, where he
had laid his head.

“We all die,” said the shaman.

“Yes, but she is young.”



“Some go young, others when they are ancient. I have lived too long, I
would like for my bones to rest in the memory of others,” said Walimai.

At noon on the following day, they reached the base of the highest tepui in
the Eye of the World, a giant whose peak was lost in a thick crown of white
clouds. Walimai explained that the peak was never cloudless and that no one,
not even the powerful Rahakanariwa, had visited that place without being
invited by the gods. He added that for thousands of years, from the beginning
of life, when human beings were formed from the heat of the Sun Father, the
blood of the Moon, and the clay of Mother Earth, the People of the Mist had
known of the existence of the dwelling of the gods on that mountain. In every
generation, there was one person, always a shaman who had performed many
acts of penance, who was chosen to visit the tepui and serve as messenger.
That role had fallen to him. He had been there many times, he had lived with
the gods, and he knew their customs. He was worried, he told them, because
he had not as yet trained his successor. If he should die, who would that
messenger be? On each of his spiritual voyages, he had looked for him, but no
vision had come to his aid. Not just anyone could be trained, it had to be
someone born with the soul of a shaman, someone who had the power to heal,
to give counsel, and to interpret dreams. That person demonstrated his talent
from an early age; he had to be very disciplined to resist temptations and
govern his body: a good shaman was free of desires and needs. This, in brief,
is what the young people understood of the witch man’s long oration; he
spoke in circles, repeating himself, as if he were reciting an endless poem. It
was clear to them, however, that only he was authorized to cross the threshold
of the world of the gods, although on one or two extraordinary occasions,
other Indians had entered with him. This would be the first time foreign
visitors had been admitted since the beginning of time.

“What is it like, the land of the gods?” Alex asked.

“Larger than the largest of the shabonos, gleaming and yellow like the
sun.”

“El Dorado! Could it be the legendary city of gold the conquistadors were
looking for?” Alex asked eagerly.

“Maybe yes and maybe no,” answered Walimai. He had no point of
reference with which to compare a city, to recognize gold, or to imagine the
conquistadors.

“And what are the gods like? Are they like the creature we call the
Beast?”



“Maybe yes and maybe no.”
“Why have you brought us here?”

“Because of the visions. The People of the Mist can be saved by an eagle
and a jaguar; that is why you have been invited to the secret dwelling of the
gods.”

“We will be worthy of that confidence. We will never reveal the
entrance,” Alex promised.

“You will not be able to. If you come out alive, you will forget it,” the
Indian replied simply.

If I come out alive . . . Alex hadn’t ever considered dying young. Deep
down, he thought of death as something disagreeable that happened to other
people. Despite the dangers he had confronted during the last weeks, he had
never doubted he would be reunited with his family. He had, in